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Section I
Learning and Innovation

Chapter I
Are Research Universities Knowledge-Intensive Learning Organizations? ........................................... 1 
 Davydd J. Greenwood, Cornell University, USA

This chapter questions the clarity of the concepts of “knowledge society” and “knowledge-intensive 
organization”.  In particular, the author asserts that the notion that postindustrial society is more knowl-
edge intensive than industrial society is a self-serving proposition made by academics and organizational 
consultants to emphasize the importance of their own industries. Since all organizations are knowledge-
intensive in major ways, the specific meanings of a newly emergent kind of knowledge-intensive organiza-
tion need to be clarified. The author undertakes this by means of an analysis of research universities.

Chapter II
Construction of Knowledge-Intensive Organization in Higher Education ........................................... 19
 Juha Kettunen, Turku University of Applied Sciences, Finland

The aims of knowledge management are to create knowledge and stimulate innovation. Knowledge 
management allows the knowledge of an organization to be located, shared, formalized, enhanced, 
and developed. The challenges of knowledge management lie in creating environments that support 
knowledge sharing, knowledge creation, and innovativeness.  This chapter examines challenges faced 
by higher education institutions (HEI) in producing innovations and increasing their external impact on 
their regions. The most valuable assets of HEIs are the knowledge and skills embodied in human capital. 
The challenges of innovative HEIs can be derived from their customers’ needs, which usually cannot 
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be met within a single discipline. This chapter explores the multidisciplinary development projects at 
HEIs and presents implications for the organizational structure supporting innovation and engagement 
of the institution with its region.

Chapter III
Collective CPD: Professional Learning in a Law Firm ........................................................................ 30
 Jeff Gold, Leeds Metropolitan University, UK
 Richard Thorpe, Leeds University, UK

Continuing professional development (CPD) is usually conceived as a planned and formulated process 
for individual members of professional associations. This chapter, by contrast, examines professional 
learning as a collective and distributed process, taking a whole firm, as the unit of analysis. Cultural 
historical activity theory is used to work with a law firm. The results show inherent tensions and con-
tradiction in a process of knowledge sharing and practice improvement.

Chapter IV
Innovation Risks of Outsourcing within Knowledge Intensive Business Services (KIBS) ................. 47
  Paul Trott, University of Portsmouth, UK
  Andreas Hoecht, University of Portsmouth, UK

The United States and European economies have witnessed an enormous increase in the amount of spe-
cialized business services, which now provide critical inputs to firms in all sectors. It is this area of the 
economy which has witnessed huge expansion and development. KIBS include traditional professional 
business services such as accountancy and law, but also a new generation of KIBS such as IT expertise 
and internet development. Coupled to this growth has been an increase in the level of outsourcing. Out-
sourcing was originally confined to peripheral business functions and mainly motivated by a cost saving 
logic, but has now developed into a routine strategic management move that affects not only peripheral 
functions but the heart of the competitive core of organisations.  This chapter analyses previous research 
and adopts a conceptual perspective in investigating the innovation-related risks to the organisation that 
can arise from strategic outsourcing.  It uses the example of KIBS outsourcing to highlight the increased 
risks that arise from a move from traditional to strategic outsourcing and discusses some measures that 
managers can take to attempt to control these risks.

Chapter V
Actor-Network Theory and Autopoiesis: A New Perspective on Knowledge Management ................ 67
 Lars Steiner, University of Gävle, Sweden

A new knowledge management perspective and tool, ANT/AUTOPOIESIS, for analysis of knowledge 
management in knowledge-intensive organizations is presented. An information technology (IT) re-
search and innovation co-operation between university actors and companies interested in the area of 
smart home IT applications is used to illustrate analysis using this perspective. Actor-network theory 
(ANT) and the social theory of autopoiesis are used in analyzing knowledge management, starting 
from the foundation of a research co-operation. ANT provides the character of relations between ac-
tors and actants, how power is translated by actors and the transformation of relations over time.  The 



social theory of autopoiesis provides the tools to analyze organizational closure and reproduction of 
organizational identity. The perspective used allows a process analysis, and at the same time analysis 
of structural characteristics of knowledge management.  Knowledge management depends on powerful 
actors, whose power changes over time. Here this power is entrepreneurial and based on relations and 
actors’ innovation knowledge.
 

Section II
The Language of Knowledge

Chapter VI
Sorting the Relationship of Tacit Knowledge to Story and Narrative Knowing .................................. 81
 Jo A. Tyler, The Pennsylvania State University, USA
 David M. Boje, New Mexico State University, USA

This chapter fits the theme, the interplay between creativity and control in organizations. Story is often 
claimed to be a way to elicit tacit knowledge from people, and their organization.  The authors would 
like to suggest that this is impossibility.  To story something is to shape it intuitively and willfully. Story 
shapes events into experience and into memory. Without story experience is just reenactment. To reenact 
is to relive the events, to feel the pain, fear, and terror.

Chapter VII
Exploring Organizational Learning and Knowledge Exchange through Poetry................................... 98
 Louise Grisoni, Bristol Business School, UK

The central discussion in this chapter is that poetry can be used to provide a bridge between tangible, 
rational, and explicit knowledge, and tacit or implicit knowledge, providing opportunities to access new 
organizational knowledge, understandings and learning. A study based on 60 middle and senior United 
Kingdom public service managers is presented. In this study managers worked together to explore how 
creative inquiry into their organizational experience might help address some of the problematic issues 
facing their organizations and learn how to develop new ideas about best practice. The challenge was 
to generate new knowledge about the organization. Poetry in the form of “haiku” was used as a creative 
research method to access tacit knowledge, which, when combined with explicit knowledge and under-
standing, led to new insights and organizational learning.

Chapter VIII
Vagueness: The Role of Language in the Organizing Process of Knowledge Intensive Work .......... 116
 Ester Barinaga, Copenhagen Business School, Denmark

“How do we define our project goal?” “How are we going to coordinate our independent national studies?” 
“Who is responsible for what?” “How are newcomers introduced to the project?”  During the first year 
of co-operation among researchers from a variety of disciplines (labor law, sociology and organizational 
theory) and countries (Sweden, Spain, The Netherlands, UK, and United States) all efforts went to an-
swer those, apparently simple, questions.  Inspired by the late Wittgenstein’s ideas on the performative 



character of language, the chapter follows the process by which an international and multidisciplinary 
group of researchers agree on a research goal, coordinate their work, distribute responsibilities, and 
socialize newcomers. That is, the process of organizing knowledge intensive work is approached from 
a performative view of language.

Chapter IX
Tyranny of the Eye? The Resurgence of the Proto-Alphabetic Sensibility in Contemporary 
Electronic Modes of Media (PC/Mobile Telephony); and its Significance for the Status of 
Knowledge .......................................................................................................................................... 133
 Stephen Sheard, Bradford University, UK

In this chapter the author offers an argument towards the resurgence of a proto-alphabetic imagination in 
electronic and mobile communications. It is suggested that contemporary trends in mobile telephony which 
encapsulate the earlier advances in PC development are shifting electronic media – not towards a mythic 
culture of the aural (McLuhan) but towards an admixture of the aural and visual, aslant the controlling 
trope of the alphabetical.  It is argued that this separation of technologies resembles the predecessors of 
writing technologies of a “proto”-alphabetic nature. This infuses the literature of management with a 
metaphysical animism, which is redolent of the faded animism, which marked the initial confluence of 
the pre-alphabetical sensibilities of Eye and Voice in the pre-alphabetic emergence of mankind. This is 
suggested as a fresh Symbolic form towards which mankind is advancing. The confluence of ideological 
tensions preceding these developments is traced; including debates as to conflicts of Word and Sacred 
(Ricoeur); or Postmodern aversion towards contemporary ocular dominance. This debate leads towards 
an evaluation of the role and significance of kinds of knowledge which underpin our knowledge society 
and the knowledge which we take to constitute “knowledge management”.

Section III
Managing Knowledge

Chapter X
Knowledge Management and IT Research and Analysis Firms: Agenda-Setters, 
Oracles and Judges .............................................................................................................................. 152
 Krzysztof Klincewicz, University of Warsaw, Poland

The chapter discusses the role of IT Research & Analysis firms in the diffusion of knowledge manage-
ment. The research is based on content analysis of reports and research notes concerning knowledge 
management, issued by the most influential analyst firm Gartner in years 1997-2003. It identifies three 
predominant roles of analysts: agenda-setters (focusing the public discourse on selected issues), oracles 
(offering ambiguous promises) and judges (selecting concepts, technologies and vendors). While critically 
evaluating the influence of IT Research & Analysis firms, the chapter documents important passages in 
the history of knowledge management.



Chapter XI
Knowledge Management Strategies Implementation in Innovation Intensive Firms ......................... 169
 Fátima Guadamillas-Gómez, Universidad de Castilla-La Mancha, Spain
 Mario J. Donate-Manzanares, Universidad de Castilla-La Mancha, Spain

This chapter analyses the implementation of knowledge management strategies (KMS) in technology-
intensive firms. Firstly, a review of KMS in the knowledge management (KM) literature is carried out 
in order to conceptually establish the focus of the chapter. Next, some key factors for successful KM 
implementation, such as corporate culture, technological systems, ethical leadership, human resources 
management practices and organizational flexibility are identified and explained. After that, the case 
study of two firms which have successfully implemented a KMS in innovation-intensive sectors, such as 
electronics and information technologies, is shown. Finally, and based on the results of the case study, 
some suggestions are extracted and recommendations are made from a managerial perspective in order 
to implement a KMS effectively.

Chapter XII
Developing a Corporate Knowledge Management Platform in a Multibusiness Company ............... 193
 Arla Juntunen, Helsinki School of Economics, Finland

This chapter focuses on the development of the knowledge management (KM) platform, and, more gener-
ally, the knowledge- and resource-based view (RBV) of the firm. The knowledge is seen as a source of a 
competitive advantage. In high-velocity markets, like the ICT-sector, the knowledge is crucial in creating 
a long-term competitive advantage over the competitors.  The study claims that corporate performance 
was improved when the case company simultaneously exploited a balanced set of related knowledge 
resources of the corporate KM Platfrom across its business areas.

Chapter XIII
Modelling the New Product Development Process: The Value of a Product Development 
Process Model Approach as a Means for Business Survival in the 21st Century ............................... 208
 Jonathan D. Owens, University of Lincoln, UK

Success in new product development (NPD) can be considered a general aim for any company wishing 
to survive in the 21st century.  It has been found that positive effects can result from the existence of 
formal “blueprints” and “roadmaps” of the NPD process.  This chapter discusses numerous NPD pro-
cesses which can assist a company to capture what it does, and follow a structured development route, 
from which it is possible to gain a better understanding of how to improve the development process, 
and thus reap the potential and tangible benefits.  This chapter’s focus is at organisations that are con-
sidering implementing a new product development (NPD) process in order to improve repeatability and 
ultimately sustainability of their innovative capabilities, a necessary and vital component for survival.  
It aims to bring an understanding of the underlying characteristics that may contribute to a potential 
and successful outcome during the development process within organizations, through the adoption of 
a structured NPD process.



Section IV
Management and Control

Chapter XIV
Achieving Organizational Independence of Employees’ Knowledge using 
Knowledge Management, Organizational Learning, and the Learning Organization ........................ 229
 Anders Örtenblad, Halmstad University, Sweden

The ambition of this chapter is to pay some attention to more obvious, as well as more subtle, methods 
for organizations to become independent of the individual’s subjective knowledge, from the employees’ 
point of view. Terms such as “knowledge sharing”, “knowledge transfer”, and “learning for all” are almost 
always seen as being positive for both employers and employees. However, this chapter will critically 
examines those terms. Three popular management ideas relating to knowledge and/or learning have been 
analysed from a “knowledge control” perspective: knowledge management, organizational learning, and 
the learning organization. The main conclusion of this conceptual and elaborating chapter is that the 
more current and less academic ideas of the learning organization and knowledge management contain 
the same tools as the idea of “old” organizational learning as regards gaining control over knowledge, 
but that these two ideas additionally contain other knowledge control measures, which are more refined, 
in the sense that they are less obvious as knowledge control measures. The idea of “new” organizational 
learning, however, is less suited to knowledge control, since it implies that knowledge is not storable. In 
other words, the chapter’s contribution is an analysis of some of the most popular management ideas that 
deal with knowledge and/or learning relating to the organizational/employer independence of subjective 
knowledge from the employees’ point of view, something which is rarely seen.    

Chapter XV
Balancing Stability and Innovation in Knowledge-Intensive Firms: The Role of 
Management Control Mechanisms ..................................................................................................... 243
 Angelo Ditillo, Università Bocconi and Sda Bocconi School of Management, Italy

Knowledge-intensive firms are composed of various communities, each characterized by specialized 
knowledge. These communities operate as critical agents in the organizational action because the relevant 
processes and the variety/variability of environment and technology are too complex for a single indi-
vidual to understand in their entirety. They generate new models for interpreting reality and responding 
to customer needs thanks to the integration of knowledge taking place within and between them. The 
objective of this chapter is to provide some criteria for evaluating the comparative effectiveness and 
efficiency of combinations of control mechanisms in the regulation of these knowledge integration pro-
cesses. On the basis of the characteristics of knowledge (level of complexity and diversity), a different 
set of control mechanisms is proposed, with a variation in their specific features to guarantee that the 
resulting modes of communication and cognition can guarantee the required level innovation, without 
however preventing a certain level of stability.



Chapter XVI
The Knowledge-Based Approach to Organizational Measurement: Exploring the Future 
of Organizational Assessment ............................................................................................................. 259
 Aino Kianto, Lappeenranta University of Technology, Finland
 Jianzhong Hong, Lappeenranta University of Technology, Finland

Nowadays knowledge and competencies are the key productive factors, and the organizational capabil-
ity for continuous learning, development and renewal has become the main driver of competitiveness. 
In this chapter the authors explore how organizational measurement should change in order to remain 
relevant in the face of the recent increase in the knowledge-intensiveness of work, organizing and 
value creation. First they argue that, while traditionally measurement has mostly been used for control 
purposes, recent changes in the nature of work have brought on new challenges which can no longer 
be met with old mindsets and measures. Then they focus on two novel approaches, intellectual capital 
and competence development, and examine the current state of the art. Finally, the authors construct 
foundations for a knowledge-based approach to organizational measurement and set some future di-
rections in which measures should be developed in order to portray and enable knowledge work and 
knowledge-based value creation.

Chapter XVII
‘Common’ Information Spaces in Knowledge-Intensive Work: Representation and 
Negotiation of Meaning in Computer-Supported Collaboration Rooms ............................................ 279
 Vidar Hepsø, Statoil Hydro Research and Norwegian School of Management, Norway

In knowledge management literature, common information spaces (CIS) are believed to be instrumental 
in the development and sharing of knowledge. These information spaces provide the arena to facilitate 
knowledge creation, knowledge management, boost multidisciplinary collaboration and therefore increase 
the performance of the organization. In a global oil and gas industry an increasing part of the communi-
cation in day-to-day operations takes place in specially designed videoconferencing and collaboration 
rooms. This chapter addresses the role such information spaces play and some of the implications for 
practice when it comes to knowledge-intensive work: diversity, work relations and identity. What is 
regarded as “common” or “shared” among heterogeneous groups of professionals working within such 
information spaces is challenged.

Chapter XVIII
Creativity and Control in IT Professionals’ Communities .................................................................. 295
 Agnieszka Postuła, Uniwersytet Warszawski, Poland

This chapter presents and discusses two factors – creativity and control – which correspond to every 
organizational reality. IT specialists’ professional communities are used as an example because of char-
acteristic relationships between their members and their attitude to work. The chapter describes how 
combination of these two phenomena may build or destroy organizations. There is also an explanation 
of specific relations between IT professionals and beginning of further discussion based on these rela-
tionships, as well as analysis of consequences of inappropriate management practices. Creativity and 



control are presented as features of every common company with their special roles in organization. 
Also, main characteristics of well-organized practical communities are shown.

Section V
The Culture of Knowledge

Chapter XIX
A Qualitative Study of Knowledge Management: The Multinational Firm Point of View ................ 311
 Patrocinio Zaragoza-Sáez, University of Alicante, Spain
 Enrique Claver-Cortés, University of Alicante, Spain
 Diego Quer-Ramón, University of Alicante, Spain

Knowledge is one of the basic production factors owned by enterprises, and knowledge management is 
one of the main dynamic capabilities on which enterprises can base their competitive advantages. The 
creation, transfer, and later use of knowledge have become increasingly important, and multinational 
corporations (MNCs), being scattered in various places, constitute the appropriate environment to 
implement knowledge management processes meant to maximize their intellectual assets. This chapter 
has as its aim to answer three questions: (a) what actions do MNCs undertake in order to set knowledge 
management processes in motion; (b) what main variables impact on their knowledge creation capability; 
and (c) what main variables impact on their knowledge transfer capability? A qualitative research work 
based on a multiple case study has served to achieve that aim, allowing us to carry out an exploratory 
study of six MNCs which have shown their proactivity in the knowledge management area. The results 
of the analysis have led to eight propositions which highlight the most relevant variables facilitating the 
processes for the creation and transfer of knowledge within a MNC.

Chapter XX
Culture as a Dynamic Capability: The Case of 3M in the United Kingdom ...................................... 330
 Cliff  Bowman, Cranfield School of Management, UK 
 Pauline Gleadle, The Open University, UK

The chapter addresses a central dilemma from the viewpoint of dynamic capabilities and the resource 
based view of the firm: how to manage creativity within New Product Development without sacrificing 
financial control. The empirical evidence examined concerns 3M’s NPD activity in the United Kingdom 
from a holistically viewed management control perspective at the organizational level, and a study of 
the development and launch of a highly successful and radically new product, Genesis. It is concluded 
that NPD processes within 3M in the United Kingdom display a large measure of coherence juxtaposed 
with flexibility through the manner in which controls, holistically viewed, are embedded within orga-
nizational routines. Using case evidence clear distinctions can be made between dynamic capabilities, 
resources and product outcomes, and the elements of 3M’s capability can be discerned. The authors 
conclude that a dynamic capability can consist of both replicable elements, and elements embedded in 
the culture and routines of the firm that are difficult to imitate.
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Cultural Issues, Organizations and Information Fulfilment: An Exploration towards 
Improved Knowledge Management Relationships ............................................................................. 348
 Maria E. Burke, University of Salford, UK

The purpose of this chapter is to consider an original way of improving knowledge management rela-
tionships.  This is done within the context of an aspect of Information behaviour, known as Information 
Fulfillment. The chapter presents the cultural results of a three-year study into the concept of information 
fulfillment, and considers the impact of culture on levels of information fulfillment. Ethnographic stud-
ies were undertaken within higher education institutions in four countries and the social and symbolic 
meanings that underpinned the culture of information in the chosen institutions are presented followed 
by a section of “raw data” from the ethnographic field. Culture impacted significantly in all the studies, 
and each study had its own unique character and provided rich insights into the culture and contexts of 
the fields. The relationships between the cultures and the levels of information fulfillment are reported 
with suggestions re helping build KM systems that deliver higher levels of information fulfillment.

Chapter XXII
Engineering Design at a Toyota Company: Knowledge Management and the 
Innovative Process .............................................................................................................................. 363
 Darius Mehri, University of California, Berkeley, USA

The author worked in the research and design department at a large Toyota company in the late 1990s 
and experienced an innovative process where engineers worked in tightly knit groups where monitoring, 
the informal hierarchy and dependence resulted from an emphasis on collective work. In the approach 
to innovation during the design process, the Toyota engineers were found to engage in an inductive 
process that placed an emphasis on the concrete and an orientation toward the field as a result of an 
approach that relied on experience based knowledge. The use of tacit and explicit knowledge is dis-
cussed within the context of the design process and the author finds that explicit knowledge dominates 
the improvement of productivity and organizational learning. The latest research in the sociology of 
culture and cultural psychology is used to highlight the cognitive approach to problem solving during 
the innovative process.

Chapter XXIII
Critical Analysis of International Guidelines for the Management of Knowledge Resources ........... 375
 Federica Ricceri, University of Padova, Italy
 James Guthrie, The University of Sydney, Australia

The shift towards a knowledge based economy is at the core of the debate of contemporary management 
and accounting literature and organisations are challenged by the need of managing their knowledge 
resources. Several national and international institutions have produced authoritative “guidelines” to 
facilitate the management and reporting of KR. Many of these guidelines are the result of co-operation 
between researchers, companies, industry organisations and consultants and have, therefore, been in-
formed by practice. However, to date, there has been no serious critique of these guidelines. The main 



objective of this chapter is to provide an in-depth analysis of six contemporary guidelines. By reviewing 
these guidelines, this chapter explores how each of these addresses the MKR and therefore facilitates the 
management and reporting of KR. Therefore, this chapter will establish some of the key issues involved 
in understanding MKR. It will also provide an overview of how these issues are addressed or otherwise 
in the six guidelines. Two key messages of this chapter are the followings: first, MKR and its elements 
are embedded in various ways into the international guidelines examined; second, that a key policy is-
sue is international harmonisation. 

Section VI
The Knowledge Worker

Chapter XXIV
Strategic Alliance Capability: Bringing the Individual Back into Inter-Organizational 
Collaboration ....................................................................................................................................... 394
 Christiane Prange, EM Lyon Business School, France

Internationalisation has accelerated the speed of knowledge generation and innovation. Thus, compa-
nies increasingly need to pool and create new resources by engaging in alliances with various partners. 
However, high failure rates of strategic alliances imply that the degree of a company’s collaboration 
success is related to the level of its alliance capability. While “alliance capability” has largely been con-
ceptualized from within the resource based and the dynamic capability view, one of the major drawbacks 
is the lack of micro-foundations, i.e. an explanation of individual knowledge and actions, which drive 
the development of alliance capability. A modified approach to the capability life-cycle is introduced, 
which aims at filling this gap. Finally, some implications for managerial practice and for future research 
are addressed.

Chapter XXV
Automation vs. Human Intervention: Is There any Room Left for the Analyst in the 
Data Mining Process? ......................................................................................................................... 414
 Meryem Sevinc, Georgia Southern University, USA
 Lawrence Locker, Georgia Southern University, USA
 John D. Murray, Georgia Southern University, USA

In the contemporary context of knowledge discovery, the amount of information and the process itself 
has increased in complexity. Relevant to the present chapter is the increased reliance on automaticity in 
knowledge discovery. Although, there are positive benefits of automation, there is reason to believe that 
a process that emphasizes greater human participation may produce more meaningful results. Through 
a description of the human information system and its attributes, this chapter discusses why an ana-
lyst-centered approach to a knowledge discovery system is a desirable goal. The authors argue that a 
perspective based on cognitive psychology can serve as a useful guide in achieving a desirable synergy 
between automated knowledge discovery tools and the human analyst.
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 Joanna Shih, Hofstra University, USA

The hi-tech firms that predominate in Silicon Valley contain a large proportion of knowledge work-
ers—employees with high levels of education and expertise. The region is subsequently a useful prism 
by which to explore the shift in the pace of work and ideologies of labor control. Engineers in Silicon 
Valley are a prototypical example of “knowledge workers;” they are valued for their ability to contribute 
to firms’ competitive advantage via their expertise and innovation. This chapter reports on fifty four 
semi-structured interviews of high-skilled, white and Asian men and women engineers who worked in 
the hi-tech industry of Silicon Valley, focusing on the issue of work temporality. Temporality has long 
been understood as central to the labor process, and as inextricably linked to the mode of production. 
Here, I highlight the problematic aspects of the shift from the routinized schedule of “clock time”, 
characterized by rigid temporal boundaries between work and home, and “project time,” characterized 
by an erratic and increasing pace of work that appears to be largely unfettered by boundaries between 
private and work time.

Chapter XXVII
Knowledge Intensive Work in a Network of Counter-Terrorism Communities ................................. 440
 Alice MacGillivray, www.4km.net, Canada

Knowledge management is often associated with the need for change and related shifts in ontologies, 
ways of knowing and ways of working. Combine the centuries-old debates about what defines knowl-
edge with proposed paradigm shifts to become knowledge-oriented, focused on inter-relationships, and 
cognisant of the complex and voluntary nature of knowledge work, and there is bound to be controversy 
and ambiguity. However, knowledge management research and practice becomes more focused and less 
ambiguous when set in the context of an urgent need. This chapter describes a study of a Canadian public 
sector science initiative. The terrorist attacks of 9/11 catalyzed ripples of reflection and innovation over 
great distances.  In Canada, the federal government initiated the chemical, biological, radiological and 
nuclear (CBRN) research and technology unitiative (CRTI) to enable learning and progress, using what 
is essentially a communities of practice model. CRTI established a knowledge management office, to 
help this network of communities generate, share and use tacit and explicit knowledge. Some aspects of 
the initiative were working better than others, and the author was asked to conduct research to explore 
how CRTI members understand their work in a complex, knowledge-rich environment.

Chapter XXVIII
Tensions between Knowledge Creation and Knowledge Sharing: Individual Preferences 
of Employees in Knowledge-Intensive Organizations........................................................................ 459
 Tatiana Andreeva, Graduate School of Management, St. Petersburg State University, Russia

Contemporary literature usually views knowledge creation and knowledge sharing as either independent 
or positively related processes. However, based on the review of the literature on the organizational 
conditions aimed to support these processes, the author challenges this view at the individual level of 
analysis and suggests that an individual employee can hardly simultaneously combine features that sup-
port both knowledge creation and knowledge sharing and thus can hardly be efficient in both processes 



at the same time. The data from the survey of 120 employees from 5 knowledge-intensive companies 
supported this idea, and the author discusses its implications for further research and for management 
practice in knowledge-intensive organizations.

Section VII
Discussing Knowledge

Chapter XIX
The ‘Value’ of Knowledge: Reappraising Labour in the Post-Industrial Economy ........................... 479
 Steffen Böhm, University of Essex, UK
 Chris Land, University of Essex, UK

Knowledge is implicitly assumed to form an increasingly important, or even the dominant source of 
values for today’s knowledge based organizations. It is rare, however, to encounter writings question-
ing what is “value”, enquiring into its provenance, or examining its distribution amongst organization’s 
stakeholders. This chapter asks these very questions, focusing on Marx’s (1976) formulation of value 
theory. Divided into four parts, it begins by giving a basic overview of the labour theory of value, as 
developed by Marx in mid 19th century, industrialised England. The second part examines Roy Jacques’ 
(2000) critique of Marx, his rejection of the adequacy of “labour” as a concept for analysing contem-
porary value production, and his call for a “knowledge theory of value”. The third section focuses on 
labour process theorist Paul Thompson (2005) and his challenge to the idea that labour and knowledge 
are fundamentally different. The fourth part extends this concern with “other” forms of contemporary 
labour to a more global level by examining De Angelis’ (2006) and Retort’s (2005) suggestion that the 
global economy today is driven by acts of enclosure and “primitive accumulation.”

Chapter XXX
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 Alexander Styhre, Chalmers University of Technology, Sweden

This chapter discusses the use of media in knowledge-intensive organizations. Media is defined here as 
the integration of technologies, practices, and institutions serving to record, inscribe and circulate speech, 
writing, and images. The presence of media in organized activities remains relatively unexplored, even 
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assemblages of integrated technologies and tools (e.g. the telephone, the computer, pens and pencils) 
which are used en route in day-to-day work, they also gradually break down the line of demarcation 
between inside and outside, between embodied and technological matter.

Chapter XXXI
Knowledge Management: The Construction of Knowledge in Organizations ................................... 512
 Ben Tran, Alliant International University, USA

This chapter examines knowledge and innovation as invaluable factors affecting the longevity of large 
organizations. It presents the history and evolution of the concepts of knowledge and learning within 
organizations to provide grounds for establishing crucial factors affecting the development and mainte-



nance of competitive advantage for large contemporary organizations. Thus the purpose of this paper is 
to address the evolution of knowledge management, the meaning and purpose of knowledge manage-
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Scholars researching the area of the sociology of professions had earlier predicted that as occupations 
seek to improve their public image, professionalism would embrace all their incumbents. It is therefore 
no revelation that call centre agents in India identify themselves as professionals. Using van Manen’s 
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privileges bestowed upon them by way of being professionals. While professional identity thus serves 
as a means of socio-ideological control facilitating the realization of the organization agenda, it is not 
all-encompassing as agents simultaneously show signs of resistance.
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polices rely on manipulation of emotions and identity creation. This chapter aims to capitalize on this 
fascinating and timely research area. The authors want to present the current business fad of knowledge-
management in terms of excess and forgetful repetition of ideas. They look at knowledge management 
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Foreword

Knowledge-intensive organizations (also, knowledge intensive firms, knowledge companies) spite being 
described by a rather vacuous and ill-defined term, have been the centre of much attention from manage-
ment and organization scholars throughout the last two decades (e.g. Alvesson, 1995; Biljsma-Frankema 
et al., 2006; Schroeder and Pauleen, 2007). Definition-wise, Starbuck (1992) describes a Knowledge 
Intensive Firm as one in which knowledge has more importance than other inputs and outputs. As all 
judgments of importance are inevitably discretionary, this gives researchers a considerable leeway in 
circumscribing their field of study. Nevertheless, there exists a large body of literature (e.g. OECD, 1996; 
Neef, 1998; Schienstock, 2004) arguing that a radical transformation of global economy is underway, 
and knowledge-intensive organizations (by this or another name) are at the heart of the new resulting 
order.

The resulting knowledge economy is said to rely on knowledge as its most important resource (Rooney 
et al., 2005), and to form the basis of growth for developed economies in the foreseeable future. It can 
thus be expected to provide the basis for economic value creation (Lengrand & Chartrie, 1999). At the 
same time, knowledge work is rather unique in the fact that it is rarely precisely evaluated. In fact, quite 
often the employee’s assessment is based more on symbolic sacrifices s/he makes and loyalty, rather than 
on actual work (Coser, 1974;  Hochshild, 1997; Barley & Kunda, 2004). This is especially striking in 
high-tech corporations  (Perlow, 1997, 1998; Cooper, 2000), where precise planning is not really possible  
(Brookes, 1995; Connel, 2000; Kesteloot, 2003), but increasingly present also in all other white-collar 
occupations (Barley, 1997). Knowledge-intensive workers spend more and more time at work (Schor, 
1991; Jacobs & Gerson, 2001), and are being managed by the means of normative control, rather than 
the traditional hierarchical model. The old, bureaucratic understanding of management as standardization 
of work process, planning, structural design, control, and formalization, is no longer applicable (Kanter, 
1977; Mintzberg, 1983). This change of organizational practices and of the meaning of management is 
happening in front of our eyes. 

There are also many other paradoxes in knowledge work. For example, many innovation and knowl-
edge management systems are designed to facilitate creativity (Gurteen, 1998), but at the same time 
by their sheer presence they deter many anti-bureaucrats from activity (Weick, 2006). Knowledge is 
described as organizational resource (Senge, 1990), and at the same time to reside primarily in individual 
knowledge workers (Leonard, 1998). These phenomena, while clearly observable, are new and still only 
perfunctorily researched or described. 

Although there have been books related to the subject (Kunda, 1992; Hochshild, 1997; Perlow, 1997), 
in none this problem has been researched thoroughly from international comparative cross-cultural 
perspective. There was also no book presenting a juxtaposition of actual organizational practices (as 
observed in a solid field research) in knowledge-intensive organizations situated in different settings 
and based upon diverging organizing principles.
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Last year, we have had the pleasure of publishing an edited volume entitled “Management Practices 
in High-Tech Environments” (Jemielniak & Kociatkiewicz, 2008). While that collection touched upon 
many of the themes also present here, we have come to believe that the subject of knowledge intensive 
organizations, spanning both high and low technology, for-profit and non-for-profit organizations, man-
agement-focused and critical perspectives, is both interesting and cohesive enough to warrant a research 
handbook of its own.

The present volume is the result of this idea, and the enthusiastic response we have met upon sug-
gesting the topic appears to confirm our expectations. We can thus be proud to present a selection of 
texts that not only encompass a wide variety of research approaches and theoretical stances, but come 
together to chart the current boundaries of the study of knowledge intensive organizations. We are 
confident that this book can serve as an introduction to the field, as a guide to ongoing debates, and as 
inspiration for further research.

Dariusz Jemielniak, Kozminski University, Poland
Jerzy Kociatkiewicz, University of Essex, UK
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Preface

This book is organized into seven sections. The first one is dedicated to learning and innovation, their 
rise within the management discourse, the possibilities of their analysis, as well as the varied ways in 
which they shape contemporary organizational realities. Davydd J. Greenwood shows how the idea of 
postindustrial society and knowledge-intensiveness is a tool used by scholars and consultants to promote 
their own means, despite the fact that research universities are neither knowledge-intensive nor eager to 
learn. Juha Kettunen continues the examination of higher education institutions and the problems they 
face in producing innovations, and the potential for knowledge management theory in enhancing them. 
His chapter focuses on human capital as the premier asset of these organizations, and the challenges 
appearing in the attempts to use it to foster innovation and inter-institutional cooperation.

Jeff Gold and Richard Thorpe delve into the subject of professional learning, using their action re-
search-based study of a law firm to highlight and analyze its collective and distributive character. Paul 
Trott and Andreas Hoecht study the topic of innovation risks associated with strategic outsourcing, as 
well as the possible measures to keep them under control. Finally, Lars Steiner uses Actor-Network 
Theory, as well as the concept of autopoiesis to analyze knowledge management within a collaborative 
project uniting university and business actors. The study sheds light on both knowledge management 
and the possibilities of researching knowledge-intensive organizations and projects.

The second section explores the language of knowledge, both in terms of the discourse surrounding 
knowledge and language used to learn, innovate, and share experiences. Ester Barinaga studies performa-
tive aspects of international research team perceptions on project’s development and construction, and by 
drawing on Wittgenstein’s theory calls for studying knowledge-intensive work also from the linguistic 
angle. Jo A. Tyler and David M. Boje, conversely, argue that storytelling and narratives, as conscious 
creations, cannot be used to convey tacit knowledge, although they can help reflect on the already lived 
experience. Louise Grisoni continues the exploration of the relation between language and knowledge, 
positing that poetry as a possible link between explicit and implicit types of knowledge in organizations. 
Stephen Sheard, broadenig the focus of discussion, shows a resurgence of proto-alphabetic communica-
tion in contemporary technology, and argues for reexamination of the sources of symbolism animating 
contemporary discourse of knowledge management.

This discussion sets ground for the third section of the book which focuses on the issue of manag-
ing knowledge in organizations. Krzysztof Klincewicz analyzes the dissemination of particular forms 
of knowledge management discourse and ideologies by looking at the role IT Research companies and 
institutes play in promoting particular concepts, solutions, and perspectives. Fátima Guadamillas-Gómez 
and Mario J. Donate-Manzanares go into details of knowledge management strategies implementation 
in technology-intensive organizations, drawing from two success stories documented in research. Arla 
Juntunen continues a similar theme, reporting on a study of the modes for effective development of a 
knowledge management platform in high-velocity markets. Jonathan D. Owens concludes the section by 
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arguing for the importance of modelling new process development in contemporary business environ-
ment, with particular emphasis on a structured approach involving the creation of roadmaps.

The fourth section of this volume picks up the theme of management and control, starting with 
Anders Örtenblad’s critical study of knowledge sharing practices. Analyzing ideas within the dominant 
discourse of knowledge management, he highlights the dangers of taking these ideas at face value, 
without a thorough understanding of power relations embedded therein.  Angelo Ditillo, also examin-
ing managerial control, uses his analysis to propose criteria for evaluating control measures used for 
knowledge sharing and development in organizations.  Aino Kianto and Jianzhong Hong agree that the 
growth of knowledge-intensive companies and new organizational forms makes the traditional forms of 
control obsolete, and look at possible replacements, in this chapter they propose two new approaches, 
focusing on intellectual capital and competence development.

Vidar Hepsø takes a closer look at actual workings of organizational control mechanisms; in a chapter 
based on a field study in an oil and gas company, he analyzes collaboration and conflict in common 
information spaces, that is, places where knowledge is shared, negotiated, and disseminated throughout 
an organization. Agnieszka Postuła, in a chapter also based on a field study, contrasts tendencies for 
creativity and control in software development companies.

In the fifth section, we look at the culture of knowledge, working to situate knowledge-intensive 
organizations within a broader social context without abandoning focus on the managerial practices 
encountered in these organizations. In a chapter based on qualitative study of six multinational compa-
nies, Patrocinio Zaragoza-Sáez, Enrique Claver-Cortés, and Diego Quer-Ramón search out knowledge 
management practices conducive to the rise of a new knowledge society. Cliff Bowman and Pauline 
Gleadle also base their findings on a study of a large corporation, using the case of 3M in the United 
Kingdom to describe how corporate culture can help negotiate tensions between creativity and financial 
control. Maria E. Burke, reporting on a three-year international ethnographic study within higher educa-
tion institutions, describes the interplay of culture and organizational structure, providing groundwork 
for building knowledge management systems allowing higher levels of information fulfillment.

Darius Mehri delivers a participant observation-based account of engineering work in Toyota Company, 
highlighting a culture of reliance on explicit knowledge, often undervalued in knowledge management 
literature, in an organization known for successful integration of innovation and product development 
processes. Federica Ricceri and James Guthrie also challenge dominant discourse on knowledge man-
agement, presenting a critical review of published guidelines for development of organizational policies 
regarding knowledge resource management in knowledge-intensive companies.

Having looks at management relations within knowledge-intensive organizations, in section six 
we turn towards the knowledge workers and issues concerning individuals taking part in knowledge 
economy. Christiane Prange discusses strategic alliances capability from knowledge-based view but, 
in contrast to traditional approaches, she does not take a macro perspective but rather concentrates on 
bringing the individual back into the equation. Meryem Sevinc, Lawrence Locker, and John D. Murray 
also look into a discourse commonly excluding the individual: they examine advantages and drawbacks 
of the ongoing automation of data mining processes. As a result of this analysis, they argue for the need 
of greater human participation in the form of an analyst-centered approach to knowledge discovery.

Johanna Shih moves the focus towards actual knowledge workers, presenting a study of the work 
lives of high-tech engineers in Silicon Valley. In particular, she highlights the details of temporal orga-
nization of work among these knowledge workers. Alice MacGillivray, maintaining a similar research 
sensibility, takes us to the public sector, reporting on a Canadian public sector science initiative. Drawing 
upon the community of practice perspective, she stresses the dynamic character of knowledge work. 
In another field study-based chapter, Tatiana Andreeva uses data from Russian companies to argue 
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for distinguishing between knowledge creation and knowledge sharing in defining employee roles in 
knowledge-intensive settings.

The seventh and final section both sums up the major themes of the volume and opens up the field for 
further research and analysis. Called discussing knowledge, it groups together the broadest, theoretical 
contributions. Thus, Steffen Böhm and Chris Land take on the fundamental issue of value, its relation 
to knowledge and its status in contemporary economy, arguing for the continued relevance of the labour 
theory of value despite, or even because of, ongoing transformations of the global economy. Alexander 
Styhre examines the use of media in knowledge-intensive organizations, arguing for their role in not 
only integrating otherwise divergent technologies and tools, but also taking the lead in breaking down 
boundaries between inside and outside, between embodied and technological matter.

In the penultimate chapter, Ben Tran takes a step back to provide a thorough overview of knowledge 
management concept evolution, presenting the dominant ideas of the discourse as well as different or-
ganizational structures understood to enhance knowledge creation, management, and development.

Our own chapter concludes the volume with a critical overview of the knowledge management con-
cept and its most common forms. Despite the prevalence of its usage in a simplistic rhetorical fashion in 
popular management, we argue that it also plays an important role in reinforcing managerial domination. 
As such, we believe this book constitutes not the final word on management in knowledge intensive 
organizations, but rather a recapitulation of the current state of research, as well as a demarcation of 
areas necessitating further study.
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Abstract

This chapter questions the clarity of the concepts of “knowledge society” and “knowledge-intensive 
organization”. In particular, the author asserts that the notion that postindustrial society is more knowl-
edge intensive than industrial society is a self-serving proposition made by academics and organizational 
consultants to emphasize the importance of their own industries. Since all organizations are knowledge-
intensive in major ways, the specific meanings of a newly emergent kind of knowledge-intensive organiza-
tion need to be clarified. The author undertakes this by means of an analysis of research universities.

Introduction

Research universities could seem to be among the 
best contemporary embodiments of knowledge-
intensive organizations, given the vast quantities 
of people and knowledge resources at their dis-
posal and their mission to expand and transmit 
knowledge.  In addition, universities claim to be 
preparing students to work in the “knowledge 

society” of the future.  Thus it would seem that 
universities are specially situated in a position of 
expertise about life in the knowledge society and 
in knowledge-intensive organizations.  I do not 
believe this is the case. 

Despite the many Ph.D.s awarded, students 
taught, research projects undertaken, and libraries/
databases, universities generally do not embody 
the defining characteristics of knowledge-inten-
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sive organizations nor do they behave like learning 
organizations. Very little of the social science 
and humanistic knowledge universities have is 
deployed beyond the boundaries of the academic 
professional groups that generate it, few social 
scientists and humanists have the competence to 
act as thoughtful organizational participants in 
their own institutions or in the world beyond the 
university, and many of the students that univer-
sities train graduate lacking the competence to 
perform the jobs for which they are hired.  

The situation of faculty and students in the sci-
ences and engineering is somewhat better because 
they maintain multiple and continuing contacts 
with the world outside the university, often work 
in teams, and train students through participation 
in projects. However, in general, the effectiveness 
of research universities as contributors to the 
training of new participants in the knowledge 
society, beyond being successful businesses in 
their own right, is limited. 

Against this backdrop, this paper provides a 
provisional analysis of what seems to be a key 
issue:  If a high quantity of knowledge and a large 
staff of highly trained people automatically give 
rise to a knowledge-intensive organization, then 
research universities would be, by definition, 
knowledge-intensive organizations.  However, 
since universities are not knowledge-intensive 
organizations by any reasonable definition, ex-
ploring why not reveals three things.  First, it 
shows that knowledge-intensive organizations 
are a product of structures, relationships, and 
dynamics in the organization, not of the quanta 
of knowledge they contain, the level of educa-
tion of their personnel, or their sectoral location.  
Second, a knowledge-intensive organization must 
have at least some of the key characteristics of 
learning organizations (Argyris and Schön, 1996). 
That is to say, unless organizations are capable of 
creatively modifying their structures, behavior, 
and alignment with the environment, then they 
simply cannot be knowledge- intensive organiza-
tions at all.  Third, these characteristics of learning 

organizations are generally lacking in research 
universities which are Tayloristically- organized 
and yet loosely-coupled systems. 

To make these points, I focus on research 
universities and compare some current models of 
knowledge-intensive organizations and learning 
organizations with the way knowledge and learn-
ing are organized in universities.  To anticipate, my 
argument is that, though research universities are 
dedicated to the development and dissemination 
of knowledge, there are many ways that they do 
not function as knowledge-intensive organiza-
tions and they lack most of the characteristics of 
learning organizations.a Once this argument is 
made, I turn to asking if universities wished to 
become more predominantly knowledge-intensive 
organizationsb, how they would have to change 
and I close asking if these changes could be made 
while avoiding the further dilution of some of 
the key disciplinary knowledge development 
and management functions research universities 
perform.

Conceptual Background

The literature on the knowledge society and 
knowledge-intensive organizations is chaotic 
intellectual terrain.  Beyond the inherent com-
plexity of the issues, with so many disciplines 
and non-academic players engaged in the many 
dimensions of these topics, the subject itself is a 
labyrinth. To negotiate this terrain, I had to clarify 
for myself what I understand to be some of the 
key concepts and terms and will share the results 
of this effort as my point of departure.

It is necessary to begin with knowledge itself.  
Much of the literature takes particular views on 
knowledge for granted.  Many academics have 
narrowed the notion of knowledge in ways that 
permit them to claim ownership over key forms 
of knowledge and to the right to arbitrate what 
is good and not so good knowledge in particular 
disciplines.  I am especially sensitive to this be-
cause I am an action researcher. Action research 
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is based on a considerably broader multi-dis-
ciplinary view and on profound respect for the 
knowledge of non-academic people (Greenwood 
and Levin, 2006). 

I find it useful to treat knowledge as a broad 
and differentiated set of categories: knowledge 
about the world, knowledge about how the world 
works, knowledge that explains why particular 
things happen and others do not, and knowledge 
for particular purposes and practices.  This is not 
the place for an essay on this topic. Good synthetic 
arguments about these distinctions are those found 
in Eikeland (2006), Flyvbjerg (2001), Ryle (1949), 
and Toulmin and Gustavsen (1996)c.  While there 
are significant disagreements among these writ-
ers, the multiple dimensions of knowledge and 
the complexity of the knowledge/practice links 
are clear.

In addition, it is useful to distinguish between 
expert knowledge generated by professional 
groups with particular kinds of training and lo-
cal knowledge developed over the course of life 
experience in particular situations. Everyone 
has local knowledge while expert knowledge is 
more narrowly distributed. It is also important 
to distinguish between tacit knowledge and 
explicit knowledge (Polanyi, 1964, 1966, Schön, 
1983, 1987, 1991) and to problematize the links 
between these forms of knowledged.  It is also 
vital to follow Gilbert Ryle’s distinctions between 
“knowing how” and “knowing that” to see that 
knowledge-intensive organizations actually must 
synthesize both forms of knowledge in order to 
operate successfully (Ryle, 1949).  

One of the most intractable problems in this 
arena is many academics’ powerful drive to 
segregate knowledge from practice, to separate 
thought from action. This has been widely noted 
by the pragmatists and neo-pragmatists and was 
nicely described by Toulmin as the “Cartesian 
wrong turn” (Toulmin, 1990).  However, the ef-
forts of generations of pragmatist thinkers have 
made little dent in the social science/humanities 

practice of rarifying knowledge into the realm 
of dematerialized theorizing that takes place 
and is validated in abstract disciplinary spaces.  
Such a view of knowledge is not only episte-
mologically flawed but it offers little that is of 
value for a discussion of the knowledge society, 
knowledge-intensive organizations, or learning 
organizations. Non-material or de-materialized 
knowledge, separate from thinking beings in 
the process of living their lives, is the root of the 
social and moral irrelevance of so work done in 
the social sciences and the humanities. Its only 
advantage is that it nicely allows academics to 
sit in their offices and libraries while imagining 
that somehow their work is meaningful to the 
world that provides them with a salary.  In effect, 
this produces knowledge that without knowledge 
how, knowledge not tested in practice and not 
contextualized so that it can be more deeply 
understood.  Such a narrow and uninteresting 
view of knowledge production dominates much 
of the social sciences and humanities.  It also is 
widely distributed in the administrative ideolo-
gies by which institutions of higher education 
are managed.

Finally and again to suit the convenience of 
experts whose lives are lived in libraries, laborato-
ries, and faculty offices, there is an overwhelming 
tendency to equate knowledge in all these discus-
sions of the knowledge society with “explicit” 
knowledge.  This restriction of the scope of the 
concept of knowledge reduces knowledge to a kind 
of explicitly produced and packaged commodity 
that is transacted by academics, consultants, and 
other kinds of experts as if useful knowledge 
in organizations is all explicit knowledge, as if 
implicit and tacit knowledge does not matter, as 
if non-formalized knowledge systems don’t play 
a dominant organizational rolee. Generations of 
field anthropologists, sociolinguists, and linguis-
tic philosophers already rejected such simplistic 
claims.
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Knowledge Society/Information 
Society/Technological Society/
Knowledge Workers/Knowledge-
Intensive Organizations

It does not take long for a reader to discover that 
there is little conceptual agreement regarding the 
meaning of these terms. They need to be sorted 
out and others (e.g. Alvesson, 2004; Castells, 1999) 
are working on this. Here I only provide enough 
sense of my understanding of the various terms 
to anchor my analysis of universities.

One distinction analysts have invested in 
heavily is that between the information society 
and the knowledge society.  Apparently Daniel 
Bell introduced the term Information society in 
1973, in his book The Coming of Post-Industrial 
Society (Bell, 1973).  He believed that theoretical 
knowledge would become more central to society’s 
functioning and that knowledge-based production 
systems would supplant manufacturing in the new 
economy. With the coming of the IT age, this 
idea gained momentum and began circulating in 
international policy circles. Susan Burch argues 
that this concept became an ideological structure 
in support of the neo-liberal globalization of sup-
posedly self-regulated markets (Burch, 2005).  It 
appears that the concept of a knowledge society 
emerged partly to counter this ideological and 
political/economic tendency. 

Knowledge society gestures in the direction of 
including more than the economic globalization 
of information systems in the notion of knowl-
edge. It tries to capture a broader set of social and 
cultural dimensions that are relevant to the social 
transitions we are experiencing. People who use 
the term knowledge society often share an interest 
in empowerment and redistributive policies, take 
a critical attitude toward the processes at work, 
and contest the necessity of a link between the 
expansion of IT and of free market global capital-
ism (e.g. Zuboff, 1984). 

The scope of Manuel Castells’ work on these 
topics and the complexity of his arguments are 

daunting and he has become one of the most influ-
ential thinkers on this subject.  According to him, 
information is actually a product of organizations 
in which information becomes the core source of 
productivity.  Therefore, in Castells’ view, IT is 
a set of processes to be developed in organiza-
tions and not simply some kind of technical tool 
(Castells, 1999: 5-6).  Whatever else his view 
contains, it is important because it is a people-
centered, society-centered view of the current 
processes amplifying the basis of the knowledge 
society view of the deployment of IT.

The competing techno/economic and social/
ethical views of the information and knowledge 
societies have a direct impact on the contradictory 
literature on knowledge-intensive organizations. 
For some authors on knowledge-intensive orga-
nizations, a techno/economic view dominates; 
for others, a social/ethical view predominates.  
Of course, both dimensions are relevant and no 
account that ignores either side is likely to be 
useful.

However, returning to the point made by my 
colleague, Morten Levin, this whole discussion 
is heavily premised on the indefensible view that 
most knowledge that is relevant to this subject 
is explicit knowledge.  That is certainly wrong. 
Explicit and tacit knowledge are mutually inter-
dependent and necessary to the good functioning 
of organizations.  Discussions of the knowledge 
society and knowledge intensive organizations 
that do not take account of the co-presence and 
importance of both tacit and explicit knowledge 
produce only a simulacrum of organizational 
life.

Knowledge-Intensive Organizations 
vs. What?

Having gotten to this point with the literature on 
the subject, I returned to the questions I started 
with:  How can we distinguish a knowledge-
intensive organization from any other? What 
is the relationship between the concepts of a 
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knowledge-intensive organization and a learning 
organization?  Do knowledge-intensive organiza-
tions learn better than others?  

I already knew both from my own research 
experience and from the literature that non-knowl-
edge-intensive organizations can be learning 
organizations.  This has been made abundantly 
clear in the work of Argyris and Schön (1996), 
Senge (1990), and Jaworski and Scharmer (2000) 
and the other advocates of the concept of organi-
zational learning.  What has not been explored 
fully is whether knowledge-intensive organiza-
tions necessarily learn better than others and, in 
particular, whether the knowledge intensity of 
research universities is relevant to the notions of 
a knowledge society or to the training of “knowl-
edge workers”f. 

One way to approach this is to examine the 
idealizations of conditions under which knowl-
edge workers operate, conditions that supposedly 
create successful knowledge-intensive organiza-
tions.  Like the conditions for the existence of a 
learning organization, these conditions are never 
fully met. Rather, they point to particular kinds 
of institutional arrangements that are logically 
necessary for knowledge-intensive organizations 
to function. 

Knowledge workers and knowledge-intensive 
organizational environments necessarily operate 
within considerably less hierarchical structures 
than those found in bureaucratic chain-of-com-
mand organizations.  This is not an ethical or 
political judgment; it is a structural consequence. 
If creativity and change are to be initiated and 
rewarded throughout an organization, then there 
has to be some autonomy of individuals and groups 
within the organizational structures both to deter-
mine their own courses of action and to assess and 
adjust to the conditions in the environment outside 
their organizations directly. Key prerogatives of 
upper management in bureaucratic organizations 
-- imposing decisions and direction from above 
and exclusive right to manage all external rela-
tions -- are, in knowledge-intensive organizations, 

diffused broadly throughout the organization.  
Self-control, self-evaluation and new and flatter 
systems of management and decision-making are 
vital.  Even figuring out “what business we are in” 
is up for grabs in such situations. These dilem-
mas create many new organizational challenges 
and shift patterns of behavior and leadership in 
complex ways that are just now becoming more 
clear (Hirschhorn, 1997).

Another way to state these issues is to use the 
language that Morten Levin suggests for this.  He 
calls the coordination that permits an organization 
to perform a particular service or to manufacture 
a specific product means that all the kinds and 
contexts of knowledge at the various positions in 
the organizational structure its “value chain”.  The 
virtue of this way of conceptualizing the matter 
is that it shows that knowledge-intensive organi-
zations have to integrate and diffuse knowledge 
throughout the value chain.  This kind of broadly 
diffused and integrated value chain becomes a 
defining characteristic of knowledge-intensive 
organizations.

Perspectives on Organization

Another key difficulty in the knowledge-intensive 
organization literature is a lack of agreement about 
how to conceptualize organizations in general.  For 
those trained in the conventional social sciences 
(e.g. functionalist, structural-functionalist, social 
psychological, or political economic frameworks), 
the way organizations are understood is quite 
different from the way we understand them in 
the action research/socio-technical systems world 
where I work.  For the conventional organizational 
thinkers, organizations mainly are combinations 
of rules, roles, social processes, psychological 
relationships and structured hierarchies that are 
amenable to positivist, structuralist, construc-
tivist, and political economic analysis because 
they lie on the rule-driven and structured side of 
human behavior.  Rules, functions, structures, 
infrastructures, superstructures, and ideologies 
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are all conceptualized as products of human 
behavior and volition.

While action research does not deny the 
existence of these dimensions, action research 
perspectives growing out of the work of Eric Trist, 
Fred Emery, and Einar Thorsrud at the Tavistock 
Institute and in the Norwegian “industrial de-
mocracy” movement (see Greenwood and Levin, 
2006), take quite a different view, one only found 
in some of the science and technology studies 
literature (e.g. David Noble, 1977, 1984). In this 
view, the technologies and materialities of organi-
zations are intimately linked and interpenetrated 
with their social dimensions and integrated by the 
complex daily actions of the participants.  Broadly 
called “socio-technical systems analysis,” the 
emphasis is on the alternative ways of managing 
the integration and complex inter-relationships 
between social and technical systems. 

The relationship between social and technical 
systems, even in highly complex technological 
environments, is always a contingent one, ca-
pable of being changed by conscious design to 
shift the linkages between social systems and 
technologies and create different kinds of work-
ing environments and human situations.  Fur-
ther, socio-technical analysis, as this is where it 
links to Science and Technology Studies, shows 
that the social relations of production are often 
designed, sometimes unintentionally or at least 
unconsciously, into the technologies used. In ac-
tion research, this leads beyond the mere readjust-
ment of social systems to existing technologies 
and into the redesign of technologies with human 
work systems themselves in mind.

From this work and the work done in the social 
studies of sciences, we know that the technolo-
gies, no matter how apparently deterministic and 
closed to human choice, often can be deployed in 
more and more diverse and complex ways than 
the designers of these systems ever imagined 
(Eijnatten, 1993).  There is an immense literature 
on this subject, though its influence in Europe and 
Australia is much greater (England, Australia, 

Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Holland) than in 
North America where the technological deter-
minist view still dominates and is supported by 
most of the conventional social science work on 
organizations (Eijnatten, 1993).

These perspectives are important because they 
complicate the relationships between organiza-
tion and technology and because they have also 
been used to broaden and complicate the concept 
of technology itself.  Technology is not limited 
to material artifacts (machines, tools, assembly 
lines) but includes a whole variety of technical 
routines and practices that involve material ob-
jects (information technology, paper, printers, 
networks, routinized practices that integrate 
thought and action, technology and knowledge 
in a seamless way.  For people steeped in this ap-
proach to socio-technical systems, a hard and fast 
distinction between manufacturing organizations, 
service organizations, and knowledge-intensive 
organizations cannot be made.  Human knowing, 
reflective practice, and human/technology inter-
actions are central to all forms of organization 
and to all projects for organizational change and 
development.

As a result, for me this means that the implied 
distinction between knowledge-intensive organi-
zations and other kinds of organizations needs to 
be worked at harder if it is to have useful meaning.  
We know that manufacturing organizations can 
be knowledge-intensive organizations and later 
I will argue that knowledge rich organizations 
like universities cannot currently be understood 
usefully as knowledge-intensive organizations.

Just to complicate matters more, it is important 
to introduce the concept of “loosely-coupled orga-
nizations”.  The concept of loose coupling, actually 
drawn from a particular IT context, was applied to 
universities in 1976 by Karl Weick.   According to 
Weick’s formulation, in loosely-coupled organiza-
tions, a variety of different means and units can 
produce a particular result, overall coordination 
of effort is lacking, regulations do not guide much 
of the conduct that goes on, and there is a profu-
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sion of networks but the feedback across them is 
slow and spotty. Weick also points out that these 
features, which a Tayloristic manager would view 
as negative can also have positive consequences 
because they permit survival through turbulent 
external situations, they do not suppress local 
creativity and responses, and they do mean that 
some parts of the organization can fail without 
compromising the whole organization.

It is abundantly clear to me that Weick is right 
that universities are loosely-coupled organiza-
tions.  However, whatever their virtues, it means 
that the kind of value chains that are necessary 
for knowledge-intensive organizations and for 
learning organizations to flourish do not exist in 
this loosely-coupled world. 

As a final preparatory step, I need to review 
some of the defining features of knowledge-in-
tensive firms and of learning organizations to set 
some criteria for my discussion of universities.  
Among the central characteristics of knowledge-
intensive firms are their focus on the value of the 
intelligence and engagement of their employees 
and the kinds of solidarities created among them.  
Technology is part of these relationships but the 
focus is explicitly on the creation on ongoing learn-
ing opportunities and communities of practice.  
Mentoring, sharing information, brainstorming, 
etc. are a central feature. They practice and encour-
age continuous learning, recognize knowledge 
sharing, mentoring and apprenticeship.g 

Underlying this is the notion that the creation 
of value requires ongoing adaption to changing 
conditions through collaborative learning pro-
cesses. This, in turn, places an emphasis on the 
people who work for the organization and the 
kinds of relationships and communication pat-
terns they develop.  People are also seen as the 
ultimate repositories of knowledge (both explicit 
and tacit) and the key source of value creation 
(Levin, ed., 2002).  Finally, in such organizations, 
linkages to the clients and the external environ-
ments are multiple and occur at many levels of 
the organization.  They are not limited only to 

those at the apex of the organizational system 
because adaptation to the external environment 
is a shared responsibility.

Learning Organizations

Another concept bearing a relationship to knowl-
edge-intensive organizations is learning organiza-
tions and organizational learning (terms coined 
by and brought into major use by Chris Argyris 
and Donald Schön, op. cit. and then strongly pro-
moted by Peter Senge, op. cit. and the Society for 
Organizational Learning). Learning organizations 
are not identical to knowledge-intensive organi-
zations.  Among the characteristics of learning 
organizations is the ability of the members to 
examine the situations they operate in openly 
and non-defensively. In conventional organiza-
tions, the hierarchical distribution of authority, 
defensiveness, and the “blame game” are key 
dynamics and they lead to erroneous analyses of 
problems and the repetition or even intensifica-
tion of behavior that is counterproductive for the 
organization.

In a learning organization, non-defensive 
behavior based on open inquiry into the behavior 
and motives of others and transparency about 
one’s own motives and actions is supported by 
managers and management systems that promote 
and reward interaction between people at differ-
ent organizational levels.  Learning experiences 
are widely shared, resulting in a good deal of 
feedback, commentary, and brainstorming about 
new organizational routines.

Learning organizations are able to engage in 
what Argyris and Schön call “double-loop learn-
ing” (following Gregory Bateson and cybernetics’ 
emphasis on learning how to learn) to a greater 
extent than can non-learning organizations. No 
organization achieves perfection in double-loop 
learning and single-loop learning (responding to 
challenges by intensifying the actions that cre-
ated the challenge without inquiring into their 
appropriateness) is always present. 
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I want to emphasize that double-loop learn-
ing involves reacting openly to challenges from 
within and without, examining the ways organi-
zation members’ own behaviors are contributing 
to the problems faced, and then restructuring 
or resetting parameters of units or of the orga-
nization itself to achieve a more successful set 
of outcomes.  It involves a good deal of online 
inquiry as a core organizational process and the 
expansion of discipline of reacting to challenges 
non-defensively while receiving encouragement 
to act in this non-defensive way from colleagues 
and superiors.

When these practices are successfully empha-
sized in an organization, the members develop a 
more widely shared vision of the organization’s 
mission and they also develop a kind of solidar-
ity and trust based on experience that enhances 
organizational flexibility and adaptiveness.  In 
the end, operating this way requires the members 
of an organization to see the organization as an 
open system aligned with a complex and dynamic 
external environment.  This is a clear example 
of a knowledge-intensive organization with an 
integrated value chain. 

There are a fair number of cases of conven-
tional manufacturing and materials processing 
companies that have managed to transition into 
becoming learning organizations without shifting 
into knowledge work per se (see Senge, op. cit.). 
By the same token, there is no inherent connec-
tion between having vast stores of non-material 
knowledge and being a knowledge-intensive or-
ganization or a learning organization. Thus the 
mere quantum of knowledge at a university in no 
way makes a university a knowledge-intensive 
organization and the loosely-coupled organi-
zational structure of most universities makes it 
highly unlikely for universities to become learning 
organizations. 

Knowledge at Research Universities
 

With these definitional matters now articulated, I 
can move to an explanation why I do not believe 
that research universities are knowledge-intensive 
organizations or learning organizations.

There can be no question that knowledge 
creation and transmission are central activities at 
such universities.  A core activity is the preserva-
tion/archiving of knowledge in curricula and in li-
braries and databases.  Considerable resources are 
devoted to the teaching and learning of knowledge 
in classrooms, laboratories, libraries, and studios.  
At most universities, a significant amount of time, 
infrastructure, and other resources are devoted to 
research processes that involve the organization 
of existing knowledge and the systematic effort 
to generate new knowledge.  Some portion of 
most research universities’ activities are devoted 
to fashioning existing knowledge into new and 
useful applications available to the private sec-
tor and/or to the public. What I have just written 
basically reproduces the commonsense version 
of what most people, including the faculty, staff, 
students, parents, and policymakers think of 
when they describe research universities.  They 
are sites of knowledge creation, conservation, and 
knowledge transmission.

None of this means that university faculty 
are more intelligent or creative than other kinds 
of people, that university administrators apply 
rational and reflexively tested models to their 
decision-making, or that students are necessarily 
committed to the search for knowledge. All univer-
sities have faculty members, administrators, and 
students  who are neither creative nor committed 
to the search for and transmission of knowledge.  
As in any organization, only a few of the members 
really press the boundaries in positive ways. Earn-
ing a Ph.D., Masters, or baccalaureate degree does 
not show that a person is intelligent or creative. 
It shows that they have certain work habits and 
have applied themselves sufficiently to earn the 
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degrees.  We have all met bus drivers, plumbers, 
and bricklayers who are at least as intelligent as 
any of our academic colleagues.

The role of technology and technical knowl-
edge at universities heterogeneous and probably 
not very clear to most of the relevant stakeholders.  
For the administrative staff, having the requisite 
books, databases, information technology capaci-
ties, classrooms, laboratories, functioning utilities, 
and suitable built environment is an ongoing tech-
nical challenge of universities.  For another part 
of the administrative staff and for many research 
faculty, having access to leading edge technolo-
gies and research infrastructure is a sine qua non 
for a university to be a major research institution.  
This group lives with something like an “arms 
race” among the top research universities to have 
and maintain the best research infrastructures 
to be competitive in the world of grant-getting, 
to recruit the most productive research faculty, 
to rank high among competing institutions, and 
to be credible with powerful actors in the public 
and private sectors.  And even this is a minority 
activity with the bulk of the faculty doing very 
routine and repetitive work.

The teaching faculty and others concerned 
with teaching also have an interest in technologies.  
So-called “smart classrooms,” online grading and 
examination systems, online student response 
systems, web-based instruction and course ar-
chives, on-line library access, and agile internet 
links widely distributed across campuses are key 
elements in the daily life of research universities 
as knowledge transmission institutions.

Administrative staff members rely heavily 
on information technology for data manage-
ment, budgeting, planning, institutional research, 
and human resource actions.  Most universities 
have transitioned into the use of some kind of 
complex management software systems such as 
those provided by SAP or PeopleSoft with lots of 
consequent reorganizations, confusions, difficul-
ties, and incomplete deployment.  Over time, IT 
professionals have come to play a more central 

role in university administrations than they once 
had but, as is the case in most private companies, 
the integration between management systems and 
IT structures is anything but perfect.

All dimensions of technology at universities 
can be analyzed usefully from a socio-technical 
perspective, though this is not a central point 
of the current essay.  The match and mismatch 
between the organizational needs of knowledge 
generation, knowledge management, knowledge 
transmission, and institutional administration 
are constant features of contemporary university 
life.  Many of the technical systems have inbuilt 
Tayloristic structures and yet there are ongoing 
pressures to operate in a much more decentralized 
and autonomous way. Many senior administrators 
lament that research universities are so egalitar-
ian that they cannot “manage” the faculty suc-
cessfully and yet the decision structure of most 
institutions, on paper, is intensely hierarchical. 
The lack of clarity about the contradictory uses of 
a command and control structure of administra-
tion and appeals to the autonomy and decisional 
power of the faculty is a feature of everyday life 
in academia.h

Disciplinary knowledge structures:  One of the 
hallmarks of the modern and the contemporary 
research university (as well as of many teach-
ing universities and liberal arts colleges) is the 
elaborate division of knowledge into disciplin-
ary structures.  The ideal model underlying this 
widespread organizational feature would have 
warmed the heart of the late Dame Mary Douglas 
because it is as good an example as one can find 
of the classificatory logic she described in her 
famous book, Purity and Danger (Douglas, 1966).  
Her basic premise is that most human societies 
operate as if the world were an orderly system 
of natural categories that do not overlap.  Some 
version of the “great chain of being” conception 
of a world created by and held together by an 
omniscient and beneficent creator is necessary 
as an explanation for these features of the world 
(Lovejoy, 1936; Greenwood, 1985).  Every aca-
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demic discipline is asserted to correspond to a 
category of things in nature about which it has the 
obligation to know as much as possible. No one 
but a disciplinary specialist can possibly know 
as much and render competent judgments about 
their subject.  Laid side by side, these disciplines 
cover the universe, giving a clear meaning to the 
idea of a “university”.

Douglas’ analysis, even though decidedly static 
in its view of nature and only dynamic in terms 
of the constant human efforts at sensemaking, 
showed clearly that such classificatory systems 
are inherently doomed to fail. When they fail, 
they give rise to what she called “dirt” (matter out 
of place, in her terminology). In Douglas’ view, 
we humans spend most of our lives sweeping 
up this dirt, trying to tidy up the classifications.  
We work to adjust reality to the requirements of 
the classificatory system rather than observable 
state of the world.  

When colleagues in anthropology assert that 
people in departments of literature have “stolen” 
the ideas of anthropology to invent a version of 
anthropology “lite” (e.g. cultural studies), they are 
speaking as if a particular set of subject matters 
and approaches inherently (in the nature of things) 
belonged to anthropology as a discipline.  Such a 
view is a combination of arrant nonsense, cynical 
politics, and also an expression of the great chain 
of being view of the world.  When students ask 
me, what exactly is the difference between soci-
ology and anthropology, they make it clear that 
they have understood that the two are supposed to 
be inherently different and, because they cannot 
see the difference clearly, it must be their fault 
for not understanding the “disciplines”.  Thus 
this kind of disciplining encourages faculty and 
students to ignore the complexity and ambiguity 
of the observed world in favor of the classificatory 
scheme that justifies their actions.

These divisions are not just language games. 
They also have a political economy dimension.  
While within the disciplines, the experts assert 
their right to determine matters of content, in-

terpretation, and quality and are backed up by 
national and international disciplinary profes-
sional societies and their journals, between the 
disciplines, there is a reasonably intense struggle 
to capture the resources of the institution at the 
expense of other disciplines.  Since the disci-
plines are asserted to be completely distinct in 
this model, comparative judgments about their 
value or worthiness cannot be made (e.g. phys-
ics cannot be better than chemistry in principle) 
and so national and international “league tables” 
are used to argue that this physics department 
deserves more resources than the chemistry de-
partment because it is higher ranked nationally 
or internationally.  Or the counter-argument is 
made that, since chemistry is not as well ranked, 
the administration should devote more resources 
to it and bring it up in the rankings.  These disci-
plinary turf battles are adjudicated by the deans, 
provosts, presidents, rectors, and/or vice-rectors, 
giving the system its Tayloristic command and 
control structure. 

This kind of university topography appears to 
be an ideal embodiment of Taylorism. It postu-
lates a rigid division of labor based on separable 
categories of disciplinary expertise and delivers 
to the “experts” all decisions about content and 
quality within their categories.  It also implies 
that disciplinary departments together do not 
form a university.  For there to be a university, 
there must be a dean who oversees the division 
of labor and resources among departments and 
above the dean, a provost, president, vice-rector, 
or rector who oversees the division of labor among 
the colleges and faculties.  Thus the disciplinary 
system involves a heavily hierarchical system of 
control and allocation of resources.  It also means 
that key resource decisions are made at a very 
considerable distance from the point of academic 
value creation.

Yet universities are not really Tayloristic. In 
a Tayloristic system, a clearly defined product 
passes through the manufacturing or service de-
velopment process from one unit to another until 



  ��

Are	Research	Universities	Knowledge-Intensive	Learning	Organizations?

it emerges as a finished product.  This has little 
or nothing to do with university life. There is no 
single product, no single market, and there is little 
that really integrates the units.  While students may 
pass from unit to unit, they are hardly products of 
a tight Tayloristic system either.  There are few 
real links between most of the “production” units 
and therefore no obvious “value chain” linking 
the parts in a coherent way.   A loosely-coupled 
system of this sort simply does not have such 
value chains across its whole structure.  Small 
and selective value chains leading from product 
inception to delivery may exist but none seem to 
operate at the level of the institution as a whole.

Forms of knowledge work:  Research uni-
versities include a highly heterogeneous set of 
forms of knowledge work.  These range from 
artistic creation in painting, sculpture, music, and 
creative writing taught through coaching, mentor-
ing, and reflective practice to scientific discovery 
activities built around laboratories and engaged 
in by heterogeneous teams of professors, research 
associates, graduate students, and undergraduate 
students.  They include a variety of fields engaged 
in social analysis, synthesis, critique, and reform 
that are largely organized by discipline and mainly 
enacted by solo practitioners.  Universities also 
often include contract work for the public and 
private sectors in a wide variety of fields (e.g. 
applied sciences and engineering and the applied 
social sciences).

Purchase and sale of knowledge:  As pro-
duction systems, universities clearly engage in 
the purchase and sale of knowledge.  As tuition 
charging institutions, universities are, in effect, 
“selling” knowledge transmission to students and 
their families on the promise that the develop-
ment of particular competencies will assist the 
students in achieving a better future adult life.  
Universities also can be said to purchase knowl-
edge when they pay faculty salaries and assert 
some financial stake in the intellectual property 
faculty produce (e.g. shared patent rights) or when 
they compete with other universities to recruit a 

prestigious faculty member in support of one of 
the university’s research priorities.

Universities regularly sell their knowledge to 
the public sector as when universities do research 
financed by governmental research agencies (e.g. 
the National Science Foundation, the National 
Aerospace Administration, the National Institutes 
of Health, etc.).  To be fair, universities also often 
donate knowledge to the public sector in areas 
where university expertise is needed.  Still, as 
financial pressures increase, many research 
universities seek to make a significant income 
by selling their research capacities to the private 
sector (see Kirp, 2003; Washburn, 2005)

Steering mechanisms: Another feature of uni-
versities the overall way they guide themselves 
in relation to their external and internal environ-
ments, their steering mechanisms, to use Burton 
Clark’s termi.  While not entirely market-driven, 
universities do face markets of various sorts.  There 
is a competitive market among the best institutions 
to enroll the best students.  While prestigious 
institutions admit only a small percentage of the 
students who apply, they end up competing with 
other universities over that small number of the 
very best students in the applicant pool in any 
given year.  In that competitive contest, curri-
cula, faculty/student ratios, living arrangements, 
libraries, dining, and other services end up being 
important elements in a successful competitive 
strategy.

Universities also obviously compete for a lim-
ited number of highly visible faculty members.  
The competition takes the form of using salary and 
working condition considerations as elements in 
a package to recruit these elite faculty away from 
the institutions they currently work for.  Young 
faculty who distinguish themselves and become 
highly visible receive offers from other institutions 
and their home institutions have to make decisions 
about the relative merits of meeting outside offers 
with reasonable counter-offers.

There is also another kind of disciplinary 
market in these institutions.  In fields that bring 
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in lots of external research money, faculty salaries 
and working conditions are sometimes viewed 
as university investments.  In a “hot” scientific 
field like genomics, a university may be willing 
to offer a promising junior person they are trying 
to recruit not only a nice salary but a significant 
amount of money to set up a laboratory and start 
research projects. The administrators are betting 
that the success of these faculty in attracting 
outside money will both benefit the university 
financially and enhance its prestige.

Finally, and perhaps more obviously, there is 
an active competitive market in foundation grants, 
private sector research contracts, and public sector 
grants and contracts.  Success rates in these grant-
getting efforts are a major source of the prestige 
rankings among institutions, even though it is 
often the case that such grants cost universities 
more resources than they bring in.

However, all of these individual approaches 
to competitive situations do not add up to an 
integrated overall “business strategy”.  For the 
most part, these different competitive situations 
are addressed quasi-independently by individual 
units, often far down in the university hierarchy 
of management where individual faculty en-
trepreneurs, individual laboratories or research 
units, and programs set their own strategies and 
compete with extra-university peers for funding 
and prestige.

University management systems:  While pri-
vate sector companies rely on accounting systems 
and market analyses for decision support, uni-
versity management is a more abstract exercise.  
To begin with, the products of a university are 
highly differentiated: undergraduate and graduate 
students, research outcomes, and public service 
in an immense and heterogeneous set of areas.  
A one-size-fits-all approach to decision-making 
simply cannot work. 

Upper management is remote from the mul-
tiplicity of locations of value production and has 
little idea about the conditions of work, competi-
tiveness, and difficulties being faced by most of 

the value producers in the system.  In my own 
experience, I am regularly astonished by the poor 
and abstract information used by academic up-
per management to make major decisions about 
the allocation of university resources.  By the 
time an issue manages to work its way up from a 
group of students or a faculty group to the central 
administration, it is often so completely deprived 
of context and meaning and thus the decisions 
made bear little relation to the problem to be ad-
dressedj.   This situation is not surprising since no 
single accounting technology can provide accurate 
information about the operation of a great many 
of the key units of a university. In the absence 
of information that can be easily captured on 
spreadsheets and projections, it is not surprising 
that upper administrators often end up imitating 
the behavior of peer institutions or relying on the 
latest management nostrums like TQM or SAP 
applications, even if their deployment cannot be 
based on data analysis and is thus derisory or 
actually counterproductivek.  

I am not asserting that upper academic man-
agers are fools.  Rather I emphasize this point 
particularly because university administrators’ 
ongoing reliance on structures of hierarchical 
and information poor decision-making is directly 
counter to the processes that organize a knowl-
edge-intensive learning organization. It means 
that decisions are not well connected to most of 
the environments in which university generated 
knowledge is created or applied.  Further, it means 
that relations with powerful public sector and 
community constituencies are not well managed 
and are often in the hands of people least able to 
know what substantively faculty and other per-
sonnel have to offer to these constituencies that 
would be of value to them.

Having a hierarchical organizational structure 
that reserves most adjustments to the external 
environment to central managers and that dis-
courages direct connections between the broad 
array of staff and faculty who may be in a better 
position to know or find out the needs of key ac-
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tors in the extra-university environment means 
that, while research universities contain lots of 
knowledge, they are not knowledge-intensive 
organizations.

Rather than adjusting to environmental 
challenges by inquiring into the causes of their 
problems and reflecting on their own behavior 
and organizational practices as contributors to 
the problem, university actors regularly try to 
deal with challenges by intensifying the very 
behavior that created the problem to begin with.  
For example, research universities that have 
embarked on a highly entrepreneurial approach 
to grant getting and patenting, when faced with 
declining revenues, rather than reconsidering 
their strategy and their mix of research/teaching 
products to find a more favorable income/expense 
balance, simply throw more institutional resources 
and effort into the competition for the ever more 
scarce resources, promoting a national race to 
the bottom in the process.  This is classic single 
loop behavior.

Another way of framing these same issues is 
to examine these observations in the perspective 
provided by Nowotny, Gibbons, and Scott in Re-
thinking Science (2001)l.  The core argument made 
in this work (and in an earlier work by Gibbons, 
Nowotny, and Limoges, 1994) and widely taken 
up by university administrators and policymak-
ers in Europe is that there are two basic modes 
of knowledge production: Mode 1 and Mode 
2.  Mode 1 knowledge production is the kind of 
knowledge created in the Tayloristic university 
disciplinary structure in which the context of 
discovery and application is within the academy 
and judge by disciplinary peers.  The connection 
between this knowledge and any extra-university 
application is tenuous and of relatively little inter-
est to professors.

Mode 2 knowledge production is a process of 
producing knowledge “in the context of applica-
tion”.  This means producing knowledge in the 
extra-university environment in the company of 
the relevant extra-university stakeholders.  Ac-

cording to Nowotny, et al, this kind of knowledge 
is “socially robust” by which they mean that the 
knowledge works in ways that satisfy extra-uni-
versity stakeholders.

It seems clear to me that the kind of knowledge 
production that Nowotny et al.  characterize as 
Mode 2 is precisely the kind of knowledge that a 
knowledge-intensive learning organization with 
its relatively flat structures, freedom of action 
with external actors, and the general permeability 
of it boundaries at many levels would produce.  
Universities produce some Mode 2 knowledge, 
particularly in the applied sciences and engineer-
ing but rarely do so in the so-called “pure” sci-
ences, even more rarely in the conventional social 
sciences, and almost never in the humanities.  
Thus if the production of Mode 2 knowledge is 
a defining characteristics of knowledge-intensive 
organizations, then universities mainly are not 
knowledge-intensive organizations.

What if Universities Became 
Knowledge-Intensive Organizations?

There is little doubt that research universities 
are being pressed hard to develop more Mode 
2 characteristics, though the story of the pres-
sures to achieve this is contradictory.  My recent 
research on policymakers’ attempts to force 
public accountability on universities shows that 
these efforts have resulted in a combination of 
over-regulation and a deepening of disciplinary 
divisions. This is because the administration of 
this accountability is overwhelmingly based on 
a Tayloristic view of the university.  Assessing 
universities by discipline and from the top down 
clearly reinforces their most conservative Mode 
1 characteristics and the positions of the most 
conservative faculty members.

Despite this, change is afoot. The applied 
sciences and engineering have multiplex and 
fluid relationships with the world beyond the 
university. The combinations and recombina-
tions of kinds of expertise are typical of what 
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happens as these faculty members combine and 
recombine themselves across the boundaries of 
physics, chemistry, biology, medicine, informa-
tion technology creating new research institutes 
and fields of study in their wake.  This has been 
productive and patent offices and intellectual 
property officers, university science parks, and 
faculty as research entrepreneurs operating with 
the university’s blessing are now increasingly 
commonplace.

The picture is less clear in the social sciences 
where the disciplinary divisions look very much 
as they did in 1910. Since then, the applied social 
sciences have been added, including education, 
commerce, and management programs, but they 
have all grown by exhibiting the abstracted 
and hermetic disciplinary characteristics of the 
original social sciences. The humanities present 
a mixed picture with many disciplines recog-
nizably the same as they were nearly a century 
ago but with a strong emergence of comparative 
literature and cultural studies that has created 
complex combinations of history, social science, 
and humanistic analysis.

There are many laments about the “corpora-
tization” or even “selling out” of the university 
under these new conditions.  I have even written 
some of them. I think these perspectives have 
merit since it is clear that a headlong drive toward 
the commercialization of research universities is 
not much of an improvement over a having them 
operate as hidebound, isolated ivory towers.  What 
is clear is that the status quo won’t hold.

My analysis of universities and why they are 
not presently characterizable as knowledge-in-
tensive organizations does not mean that I think 
they could quickly become knowledge-inten-
sive organizations or that all of their operations 
should be subjected to this organizational model.  
Organizationally, a transition of universities to 
knowledge-intensive organizations would have 
quite significant organizational impacts.  Meeting 
the criteria for knowledge-intensive organization 
would require universities to dismantle their 

departmental and collegiate structures to create 
opportunistically convened multi-disciplinary 
teams of experts that would collaborate with 
outside constituencies in the creation of Mode 2 
knowledge.  Students would be educated as ap-
prentices to these multi-disciplinary teams. When 
the project was finished, the team would dissolve 
and, in response to new Mode 2 challenges, new 
teams would be configured.

Thinking this through organizationally shows 
that the full conversion of universities from Tay-
loristic organizations with hermetic disciplines 
into flat, agile, opportunistic organizations would 
be enormously challenging.  But, in addition to 
the challenges, the knowledge-intensive learning 
organization model is not easily compatible with 
the creation and maintenance of deep disciplin-
ary expertise that does not have immediate and 
obvious applications. The very important deep 
disciplinary expertise that would be called into 
action in the creation of Mode 2 teams would 
cease to exist after a generation of this kind of 
work unless some faculty members were occupied 
in the ongoing process of expertise creation.  In a 
Mode 2 only university, only applied knowledge 
would be valued.  It is a short step from this to the 
university as a research job shop and vocational 
training institute.

At the same time, we know that the Tayloristic 
structure itself cannot be allowed to rule universi-
ties as it has for so long.  Bloated senior staffs, im-
possible turf battles, skyrocketing costs, isolated 
and out-of-touch faculty, and a loss of public and 
political confidence mandate change.  The issue 
is how to steer a course between an investment 
in deep and not immediately relevant disciplinary 
expertise and the well-known knowledge develop-
ment dynamics of that system and the need for 
agility, new combinations of expertise, strong 
external connections, and an enhanced capac-
ity for autonomous decision-making throughout 
the university structure. For universities to have 
significant characteristics of knowledge-intensive 
institutions in parts of their operations, they have 
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to continue investing in the deep disciplinary spe-
cialization and knowledge generation processes 
that made them Mode 1 institutions.

What this means to research universities is 
a difficult set of choices, no one of which can 
be optimized.  To be a university and to be a 
deep knowledge generator/transmitter, a univer-
sity must continue to invest in deep disciplinary 
specialization and structured peer review based 
evaluation systems that value specialization even 
when this specialization and expertise pays no 
immediate return.  In so doing, university leaders 
must be smart enough to see through the elements 
of the peer review and ranking systems that sim-
ply reproduce the past and reward passivity and 
turf protection.

This is nothing new. The research university 
and institutions of higher education in general 
have lived partly on the creation of public goods 
the value of which is affirmed in the abstract, not 
proved by pecuniary calculation.  Some of this 
deep knowledge will turn out to be crucial for 
the next generation of Mode 2 knowledge and 
some of it will not.  But, if universities do not 
invest in deep, specialized knowledge creation, 
then they soon will have nothing at all to offer to 
the world beyond their walls and they will simply 
be private and public sector research shops and 
vocational schools.

On the other hand, if research universities do 
not engage actively and fully in Mode 2 knowl-
edge creation and deployment “in the context 
of application”, then their tax subsidies, public 
support, and institutional autonomy will be even 
more limited than it has become recently.  Thus 
universities must also partly become knowledge-
intensive organizations.  Balancing these elements 
is harder than ever before. To become sustainable 
knowledge-intensive organizations, universities, 
in part, must resist becoming knowledge-inten-
sive organizations while simultaneously creat-
ing significant institutional spaces for Mode 2 
knowledge creation. 

Unfortunately, there is little evidence that 
university leaders, creative and ambitious fac-
ulty members, or policymakers understand these 
challenges or are capable of rising to meet them. 
Instead, administrators and policymakers have 
given us lots of private sector management talk, 
the “new public management” language of neo-
liberalism, and nightmares like the Research As-
sessment Exercise and the most intrusive elements 
of the Bologna Process and the faculty winners 
in the current peer review system are hiding their 
heads in the sand while the rest of the world moves 
on.  Unless there are some fundamental changes 
soon, it is hard to imagine that universities will 
remain key sites of knowledge creation and dis-
semination 50 years from now.
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Key Terms

Defensive, defensively, defensiveness; also 
non-defensive, defensively- responding to orga-
nizational challenges by blaming external forces 
for problem rather than examining how individual 
and organizational behavior plays a role in creat-
ing the challenges

Discipline, Disciplines, Disciplinary: 
Knowledge and organizational structures that 
divide knowledge into putatively self-managing 
compartments; based on the erroneous assumption 
that a many individual non-interacting disciplines 
together add up to comprehensive understanding 
of complex systems

Knowing How: Gilbert Ryle’s notion of 
knowledge embodied in the ability to accom-
plish a desired goal or outcome; contrasts with 
knowing that 

Knowing That: Gilbert Ryle’s notion of 
knowledge of discrete facts and the idea that 
knowledge is possible without actions other than 
thought; contrasts with knowing how

Learning Organizations: Organizations ca-
pable of responding to challenges by reorganizing 
internally and/or changing their parameters to 
bring their operations into a more adaptive and 
sustainable relationship with their environment

Loosely-Coupled Organizations, Systems: 
Karl Weick’s term for organizations that are sys-
tems but systems in which the parts do not operate 
in tight functional coordination; universities are 
an example

Socio-Technical Perspective, Systems: An 
analytical and intervention approach pioneered in 
Europe linking technical systems and equipment 
with the social organizational characteristics and 
promoting a mutuality of design that alters the 
technology and the social organization to achieve 
a desired and more humane fit.

Taylorism, Tayloristic: From Frederick Win-
slow Taylor, the perspective on organizational 
design that treats organizations as an array of in-
dependent tasks, each to be designed for maximum 
efficiency according to a trained expert and then 
integrated into a production system by the system 
designer and the leader of the organization.
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Endnotes

a  This is actually another version of the 
argument of Christopher Newfield in Ivy 
and Industry where he argues that modern 
research universities were modeled on 
fordist factory structures and have yet to 
reorganize to approximate current global 
business models (Newfield, 2004).

b I seek to avoid the error of confusing models 
with existing organizations.  No organization 
fully embodies the structures and dynamics 
of knowledge-intensive organizations or of 
learning organizations.  It is more sensible 
to look for key characteristics of such orga-
nizational structures and dynamics rather 
than full-scale pure expressions of these 
characteristics.

c In addition to those cited, these distinc-
tions rely heavily on the work of thinkers 
like John Dewey, Charles Pierce, William 
James, Michael Polanyi, Stephen Toulmin, 
Bent Flybjerg, Olav Eikeland, and Clifford 
Geertz.

d Expert knowledge is by no means superior.  
Many forms of knowledge created by aca-
demic disciplinary professionals do not pass 

serious tests of rigor or applicability and the 
publication of many manuscripts tell more 
about the social networks of the researcher 
than about the quality of the research.

e I directly indebted to Morten Levin for this 
argument.

f Peter Drucker (1959) invented the term 
to apply to workers to work mainly with 
information and who create and employ 
knowledge as their main job. 

g  Examples, Greenwood et al., 1992; Hepsoe 
and Botnevik, n.d.) 

h  A socio-technical systems analysis of 
contemporary universities is a book-length 
project that I have begun.

i A term coined by Burton Clark (1983).
j Lohmann, How Information Flows From 

Those Who Have It to Those Who Need 
It: The Information Ecology of the Large 
Public State University, n.d.

k Of course, faculty and students are equally 
remote from the concerns and life issues of 
senior academic administrators.

l In another paper, as yet unpublished, I de-
velop a detailed analysis of universities using 
the Nowotny et al framework (Greenwood, 
n.d.).
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Abstract

The aims of knowledge management are to create knowledge and stimulate innovation. Knowledge 
management allows the knowledge of an organization to be located, shared, formalized, enhanced and 
developed. The challenges of knowledge management lie in creating environments that support knowl-
edge sharing, knowledge creation, and innovativeness.  This chapter examines challenges faced by 
Higher education institutions (HEI) in producing innovations and increasing their external impact on 
their regions. The most valuable assets of HEIs are the knowledge and skills embodied in human capital. 
The challenges of innovative HEIs can be derived from their customers’ needs, which usually cannot 
be met within a single discipline. This chapter explores the multidisciplinary development projects at 
HEIs and presents implications for the organizational structure supporting innovation and engagement 
of the institution with its region. 

Introduction

Higher education institutions (HEIs) are facing 
challenges to produce innovations and increase 
their external impact on their regions. The most 

valuable assets of HEIs are the knowledge and 
skills embodied in human capital. The challenges 
of innovative HEIs can be derived from their 
customers’ needs, which usually cannot be met 
within a single discipline. The aims of knowledge 
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management are to create knowledge and stimu-
late innovation. Knowledge management allows 
the knowledge of an organization to be located, 
shared, formalized, enhanced and developed. The 
challenges of knowledge management lie in creat-
ing environments that support knowledge sharing, 
knowledge creation, and innovativeness.  

HEIs must continually produce new knowledge 
and engage with their regions to remain com-
petitive. An important by-product of knowledge 
creation is an innovation used in companies and 
by organizations outside of the institution. Com-
panies and other organizations must continually 
innovate to remain competitive. A by-product 
of innovation is new knowledge (Matsumoto, 
Stapleton, Glass and Thorpe, 2005).  HEIs assume 
entrepreneurial roles while companies develop 
an academic dimension to cooperate with HEIs 
(OECD, 2007).

This chapter will explore the multidisciplinary 
development projects at HEIs and present the im-
plications for the organizational structure which 
supports innovation and the engagement of the 
institution with its region. This chapter is based on 
the foundations of knowledge management which 
support the cooperation of people from different 
backgrounds. The results of this study are useful 
to education administrators who aim to crate an 
innovative institution which will contribute to the 
positive development of its region.

The chapter is organized as follows. The next 
section introduces the main characteristics of 
knowledge creation. Then the nature of multi-
disciplinary applied research and development is 
described. Based on the background and the char-
acteristics of project work, the chapter presents 
the multidisciplinary organization that supports 
innovations and increases the external impact of 
HEIs. Empirical evidence is presented from the 
Turku University of Applied Sciences (TUAS). 
Finally, the future trends and results of the study 
are summarized in the concluding section.

Background: 
Knowledge Management in 
Development Projects 

The extreme complexity of many development 
projects causes problems if the internal processes 
do not support the development work. Although 
several studies have acknowledged the importance 
of multidisciplinary development projects and 
team learning (Drucker, 1998; Dyer and Hath, 
2006; Koskinen, Pihlanto and Vanharanta, 2003; 
Ruuska and Vartiainen, 2005), sufficient atten-
tion has not been paid to the need to restructure 
HEIs to support knowledge creation and promote 
innovation. 

The promotion of innovation can be planned 
and managed in a structured way. It is important 
that the internal processes and structures of the 
knowledge-intensive organizations support the 
rapid creation of innovations and ensure that 
the strategic objectives of an organization are 
achieved. Despite the need to manage the opera-
tions in a structured way, the organization must 
have flexibility and the ability to respond to cus-
tomer needs, technological development and other 
environmental changes. The flexibility and ability 
to operate in a synergic and innovative way are 
competitive advantages of knowledge-intensive 
organizations. 

Takeuchi and Nonaka (2004) argue that a key 
factor behind the success of Japan’s innovation 
and of its research and development companies 
is the widespread process of socializing knowl-
edge. That means sharing and articulating tacit 
knowledge within temporarily assembled project 
teams through effective dialogue. Tacit knowledge 
consists of individual ability, memory, know-how 
and experience, which have not been articulated 
in explicit form such as presentations, reports, 
journal, databanks, manuals and training materi-
als. Even though knowledge management can be 
described using some formal procedures it is a 
very flexible framework in which the steps and 
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tasks of the development project are continuously 
redefined.

It is important that the internal processes and 
structures and management methods support the 
effective creation of innovations and ensure that 
the strategic objectives can be achieved (Kettunen, 
2005, 2006a, b, 2007a, b). Flexibility and the abil-
ity to operate rapidly are competitive advantages 
of research and development in universities of 
applied sciences. It is also important to support 
knowledge sharing and innovation creation. 
The spiral of knowledge conversion known in 
knowledge management can be used to describe 
the phases of development projects in order to 
build a structured view of the project manage-
ment. This approach to knowledge conversion 
was developed by Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) 
and it is applied in this study in the development 
projects of HEIs.  

Figure 1 is adopted from Takeuchi and Nonaka 
(2004) and describes the spiral of knowledge 
conversion in development projects. The per-
sonal tacit knowledge is disseminated to the tacit 
knowledge of other people in the socialization 
phase. The tacit knowledge is transformed into 
explicit knowledge in the externalization phase. 
The explicit knowledge is disseminated to the 
explicit knowledge of other people in the combi-

nation phase. Finally, the explicit knowledge is 
transferred to tacit knowledge in the internaliza-
tion phase. The spiral of knowledge conversion 
is a never-ending process which resumes when 
the previous cycle is finished and accumulates 
the knowledge of the organization. 

Socialization is a process of sharing experi-
ences, thereby creating tacit knowledge. Indi-
vidual tacit knowledge becomes collective by 
observation, direct experience sharing, imitation 
and the other types of the individual exchanges of 
information. Tacit knowledge is disseminated in 
the form of shared mental models and technical 
skills. The original model of knowledge creation 
does not include any frictions or obstacles to team 
effectiveness (Fong, 2003; Tuomi, 1999). The ex-
periences of knowledge management emphasize 
the importance of confidence and cooperation 
skills, which promote the dissemination of tacit 
knowledge. The informal meetings provide good 
opportunities to share experiences and exchange 
ideas. 

Trust among the members of the project 
team supports the exchange of tacit knowledge. 
Therefore new development projects are often 
started using the existing networks. Project teams 
typically promote information and knowledge 
sharing through regular meetings, setting up 

Figure 1.  Spiral of knowledge conversion in development projects 
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informal discussions and think-thanks. Open 
discussion and efficient knowledge sharing may 
impede the development of networks which can 
be used in the development projects. The projects 
can develop the assets of complementary tacit 
knowledge in this phase. Socialization is a phase 
in which new project ideas develop in networked 
circumstances.  

Externalization is a phase which transforms 
tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge so that it 
can be communicated. Collective tacit knowledge 
then becomes explicit as it is formalized using 
adequate plans or other documentation. Identify-
ing and locating tacit knowledge and making it 
explicit are necessary in creating inventions and 
innovations. Especially in short-term networked 
project teams it is important to document the 
projects, because knowledge may be lost when 
people start other projects or move to other organi-
zations (Kasvi, Vartiainen and Halikari, 2003). 
The description of the conceivable invention or 
innovation is critical in the externalization phase. 
The management of the externalization phase 
can contribute to the knowledge description and 
sharing. When the knowledge is described, it is 
fairly easy to replicate, restore and disseminate 
throughout the organization or network.

Typically, HEIs apply for the funding for re-
search and development projects. Usually, it must 
be an innovative and clear project idea if it is to 
motivate the funding body. A formally signed and 
submitted project plan is the basis for the fund-
ing decision. It is also the physical proof of the 
originality and invention. These matters may be 
important in the event of a possible infringement 
or dispute regarding the patent, because a new idea 
or invention cannot be protected by legal forms of 
protection as it may be still far from fully specific. 
The partners of the development project may write 
the letters of intent to participate in the project. 
They carefully plan and finalize the project plan 
before submitting the application.

Combination is a phase of knowledge creation 
where the knowledge of various partners is com-

bined to create the new product, service or process. 
Many development projects are demand-oriented, 
producing improvements in the existing products 
or processes. As a result of this phase, an innova-
tion can be expressed in systematic language in 
the forms of drawings and descriptions. In this 
phase, the business innovation is vulnerable, be-
cause it can be imitated by competitors (Arundel, 
2001; Blind & Thumm, 2004, Striukova, 2007). 
Secrecy is not important in many organization-
specific projects.

The obstacles of the combination phase relate in 
practice more to the multidisciplinary composition 
of the project team and less to the technological 
matters of the project. The obstacles are usually 
difficulties in setting up communication networks 
and information available to all the members of 
the project team. The development projects are 
described in a form that is easy to communicate 
and conductive to knowledge accumulation.

Internalization is a phase in which the experi-
ences of the production process are internalized. 
The descriptions created in the combination phase 
are useful in the internalization phase, where 
the explicit knowledge is used in the production 
process. Learning by doing characterizes the 
internalization phase where explicit knowledge is 
used and new tacit knowledge emerges. The know-
how of individuals accumulates and becomes a 
valuable asset of the organization.

Once a problem occurs, an experienced project 
team reflects on its past experiences and explores 
comparable problems and solutions. Project or-
ganizations know that they can no longer afford 
to reinvent the wheel. They must capture the 
knowledge accrued on projects to improve the 
quality and effectiveness of future projects. The 
tacit knowledge of the development project needs 
to be socialized again with the other members of 
the network or organization to start the new spiral 
of knowledge creation. This is done in dissemina-
tion seminars and in informal or formal meetings. 
Traditionally, knowledge has been transferred 
from one project to the next over time.
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Mu ltidisciplinary Activities 
And Structure in Higher 
Education

Multidisciplinary Activities

Knowledge is a context-dependent collective 
phenomenon arising from social interactions and 
effective dialogue among members of multidisci-
plinary project teams (Freyens and Martin, 2007). 
The task of the project manager is to unlock the 
potential of each discipline in a climate of coopera-
tion rather than of the juxtaposition of different 
contributions to the project (Edmondson, 2003). 
Unfolding the potential is the core competence 
of the project manager of the project team. The 
recycling of knowledge includes the interactions 
of the dynamic social process which provides 
clear strategic opportunities for organizational 
success (Gray and Densten, 2005).

The active involvement of national govern-
ments and the European Union have set regional 
policy frameworks for regional development. 
These and many other funding bodies have created 
financial incentives for the regional engagement 
of HEIs. Many cities have an important role in 
financing the HEIs, which have established new 
branches. In Finland there are five university 
centers, which are strategic alliances among 
several university branches in cities which did 
not originally have a university. These centers 
are results of the active lobbying of towns and 
cities. A critical mass is required, because smaller 
university centers without a substantial research 
capacity will not be able to develop a strong re-
gional economic base. 

There are many reasons why the strictly de-
fined industries or disciplines do not necessarily 
meet the needs of the regions and support inno-
vations. Every HEI operates in an environment 
which has its own needs and characteristics. It is 
argued that better results can be achieved through 
institutional autonomy and strong management 
which takes into account the regional needs and 

enhanced cooperation between the institution 
and working life.

The concept of clusters introduced by Porter 
(1990, 1998) has been used as the basis of regional 
development. The concept has been developed to 
avoid the strictly limited concepts of industries, 
which do not describe well the real networked 
cooperation of organizations. Clusters are geo-
graphic concentrations of interconnected com-
panies, specialized suppliers, service providers 
in related industries and associated institutions. 
They include, among others, publicly funded 
development companies, trade associations, HEIs 
and other education institutions that compete 
also in some fields but cooperate in others. A 
cluster increases the competitive advantage of the 
partners and provides the basis for an internation-
ally competitive industry. Clearly the concept 
of the cluster emphasizes the multidisciplinary 
approach.

Projects in applied research and development 
involve several actors. Projects seek to add value 
to the normal operations of the partners. The ob-
jective of the cooperation is to find new ways of 
working in the network of HEIs, companies and 
other organizations. Innovation requires more than 
skills acquired in the course of education. It also 
requires tacit knowledge which can be gained or 
transmitted through interactions in networked 
cooperation. The density of interaction and the 
likelihood of change create favorable conditions 
for innovation (Burt, 2002). Better results can be 
achieved through enhanced cooperation between 
HEIs and other partners in the region.

The projects of applied research and develop-
ment are often mixed with education, because 
the projects are not fully funded. Typically the 
costs are underestimated and the revenues gen-
erated disappointing. Therefore HEIs should 
enhance transversal mechanisms that combine 
education, research and development and may cut 
across disciplinary boundaries. A thesis written 
on working life as a part of a larger externally 
funded development project is one attempt by 
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the universities of applied sciences to combine 
education and research. There are plenty of other 
projects in which students participate. Education 
and tacit knowledge gained through work-based 
learning in close interaction with working life 
represent “knowledge transfer on legs.”

The physical proximity of research, businesses 
and intermediary support services is an important 
feature of partnership. The knowledge interchange 
with business becomes embedded in the internal 
processes and structures of HEIs embracing re-
search, development, support services and educa-
tion. Science, technology and business parks and 
innovation platforms combined with HEIs’ aim to 
reach critical mass, create innovations and build 
partnerships with local businesses.

Institutional Structure

Finnish HEIs include the traditional universities 
and the universities of applied sciences which were 
formerly called “polytechnics.” At the beginning 
of 2006 Finnish polytechnics adopted the name 
“university of applied sciences” a term com-
monly used in many other European countries. 
The traditional universities are science-oriented 
institutions, whereas the recently created uni-
versities of applied sciences have a professional 
orientation. They were created to support the 
development of their regions. There are currently 
20 universities and 26 universities of applied sci-
ences in Finland.

Research-oriented universities have tended 
to be self-contained entities focused on the 
creation and development of basic knowledge 
for the national and global economy and with 
limited emphasis on local and regional needs 
(OECD, 2007). The ideal of scientific enquiry 
embodied in the modern university is to strive 
for universalism. Scientific claims to truth were 
assumed to transcend time and place (Bender, 
1998). When research was carried out in isola-
tion from the context of application, the division 
of labour to single-field faculties was perceived 

as a problem when science policy was morphing 
into innovation policy. The traditional principle of 
“at a distance” is changing. Recently the decrease 
or slow increase in public funding for research 
and development has encouraged universities to 
look to external sources to maintain and expand 
their activities. They are increasingly engaged 
with the cities, companies and regions in which 
they are located. 

The universities of applied sciences engage 
actively with their regions and contribute to the 
regional economic development and knowledge-
intensive organizations and jobs. On the one hand, 
the focusing of education to meet the needs of the 
region helps the local companies and other orga-
nizations to find skilled labour force. On the other 
hand, the focusing helps graduates to find local 
employment and remain in their communities. 
Institutions must do more than simply educate 
if they want to contribute to regional economic 
development. They are expected to be involved in 
the application of knowledge with their local and 
regional communities. Institutions are expected 
to take a multidisciplinary approach in customer-
oriented regional activities. 

The TUAS is located in Southwest Finland, 
the country’s second-largest economic area after 
Helsinki. The TUAS is a multidisciplinary insti-
tution and at the moment the largest university 
of applied sciences in Finland. It has about 9000 
students in 35 degree programs leading to the 
bachelor’s degree, and nine programs leading to 
the master’s degree. The interaction of the institu-
tion with its operational environment is close. The 
purpose of the institution is to target its activities 
to the needs of the region and to respond flexibly 
to the changes in its environment. 

HEIs must engage with large networks in 
their regions, provide opportunities for lifelong 
learning and contribute to the development of 
knowledge-intensive jobs which will enable 
graduates to find local employment and remain 
in their communities. For example, the TUAS 
targets its strategy and activities to the region. 
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About 75% of the graduates find employment in 
the region of Southwest Finland. The requirement 
of regional engagement has many implications 
for the activities and internal structures of these 
organizations. 

The institution operates in seven fields of 
education: arts and media; business and admin-
istration; health care and social services; natural 
resources and the environment; natural sciences; 
technology, communication and transport; and 
tourism, catering and hospitality management. 
The fields of education have been defined by the 
Ministry of Education for statistical purposes. 
The institution was organized to support the in-
novations and the external impact on the region. 
The institution has four multidisciplinary facul-
ties: Life Sciences and Business; Technology, 
Environment and Business; Telecommunication 
and e-Business and Well-Being Services. Arts 
Academy and Health Care are in a single field.

Many degree programs of the TUAS have 
planned their education provision around Problem 
Based Learning which supports cooperation with 
working life. The approach is one way to integrate 
education into multidisciplinary development 
projects. The Faculty of Health Care has devel-
oped its education and cooperation to meet the 
needs of hospitals and many organizations in the 
public and private sector following the examples 
in many other countries (Baker et al., 2007; Mat-
thew-Maich et al., 2007). The institution is also 
creating more multidisciplinary entrepreneurship 
programs.

Applied research and development in the local 
labor market are left to institutions which often 
lack well-established strategic plans and organiza-
tional structures to support the regional develop-
ment. Even when the engagement with working 
life has been recognized and laid upon HEIs as a 
duty by the national government, it has remained 
a “third task,” which is not explicitly linked to the 
internal processes and organizational structures 
of every institution. The education, research and 
development of the TUAS are explicitly focused 
on the regional needs in the strategic plan. 

Deregulation of traditional disciplines and the 
formation of multidisciplinary faculties (depart-
ments) to promote innovative applied research and 
development within an institution is a necessary 
step for the institution to gain a greater margin of 
manoeuvre to engage with the region and increase 
the external impact of the institution. Many coun-
tries have increased the autonomy and flexibility 
of their institutions to respond to the demands of 
the changing environment. The aim is to reach 
critical mass and combine it with commercial 
partners at the regional, national and international 
level and strengthen the economic base through 
spinoffs, transforming existing businesses and 
attracting inward investment. The new situation 
has opened the way to regional cooperation with 
companies and other organizations and made it 
possible for institutions to align their research 
portfolio to regional demand.

The increasing autonomy emphasizes the need 
for more accountability and stronger management 
of institutions. Increased regional responsibility 
means also reforming discipline-based structure 
that prevents multidisciplinary activities and the 
engagement with the region. Institutions wishing 
to see the regional engagement and innovations 
need to consider the strong leadership of HEIs to 
achieve these objectives. The discipline-oriented 
structures of traditional science-universities do not 
necessarily support the regional engagement. 

The Board of the TUAS decided in 2004 to 
reconstruct the organization so that the multidis-
ciplinary faculties assumed the leading role. Four 
of six faculties became multidisciplinary. The 
purpose was to increase the volume of research 
and development. That can be expected if the 
faculties were multidisciplinary and designed to 
meet the needs of the region. In addition, the new 
position of research and development manager was 
established and a full-time dean was recruited 
for each faculty.

Table 1 describes the share of multidisciplinary 
projects at the TUAS in 2007. The fields of educa-
tion are defined by the Ministry of Education for 
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statistical purposes. The single-discipline facul-
ties only have only projects within a single field 
of education, but the multidisciplinary faculties 
have projects within many fields. Even though 
the data are limited, these results support the 
argument that the multidisciplinary faculties of-
fer better service to their customers and regions. 
These results provide only rather coarse insight 
into the multidisciplinary innovative institutions, 
but the experience indicates that the degree pro-
grams of the multidisciplinary faculties are more 
inclined to cooperate with each other and with 
external partners.

Soon after the organizational change at the 
TUAS it became evident that there was potential to 
raise the volume of research and development. The 
expenditures, external revenue and the number 
of publications started to increase. The external 
revenue rose nearly 60% and expenditures over 
40% annually in 2004-2006. The number of pub-
lications was only 98 in 2003, but 195 in 2006. 
Generally, the multidisciplinary faculties have 
been more successful in increasing the volume of 
research and development than single-field facul-
ties have been. Networked projects are prevalent 
in the project database of the institution.

Figure 2 depicts the time series of the expen-
ditures and external revenue from research and 
development at the TUAS in 1999-2006. The 
external revenue started to increase soon after 
the organizational change. The majority of the 
projects are funded by the European Union and 
domestic funding bodies. The innovativeness and 
added value of each project are evaluated before the 

funding decision is made. This finding supports 
the argument that the organizational structure 
promotes the creation of innovations. It seems 
evident that the transition to multidisciplinary 
faculties has been successful. 

Future Trends and 
Conclusions

Strategic management should be aligned with 
knowledge management in knowledge-intensive 
organizations. Strategic plans should be designed 
to take knowledge sharing and creation into 
account. When strategic objectives have been 
defined, the structure of the organization should 
be analyzed and developed to achieve the strategic 
objectives. Often it is necessary to include the 
development of the organization in the strategic 
plans to promote the effective implementation of 
the strategic plan.

Efficient knowledge acquisition and sharing 
are crucial for the success of HEIs. Knowledge 
sharing prevents the development of closed 
knowledge pools and supports the creation of 
innovations. Knowledge is often too fragmented 
and there are no overlaps in small degree programs 
or other single-field units of HEIs. Therefore ef-
ficient knowledge sharing improves the competi-
tive advantage of institutions to meet the needs 
of their environments. 

Even though the knowledge creation cycle of 
knowledge management is widely understood, it 
provides a useful approach to develop the inter-

Table 1. Share of multidisciplinary projects at the TUAS in 2007

Projects within many fields of 
education

Projects within a single field of 
education 

Total

Multidisciplinary faculties 14   86 100

Single-discipline 
faculties

 0 100 100

Total 11   89 100
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nal structures of HEIs to support the creation of 
multidisciplinary innovations and increase the 
external impact of the HEIs. Especially it provides 
a framework to identify the critical phases in in-
novation creation to develop the organizational 
structures that support applied research and de-
velopment to create innovations.

The contribution of HEIs to innovations is 
achieved using new institutional links and a new 
type of cooperation. These new types of initiatives 
utilize a variety of modes of interchange between 
HEIs and working life. The interchange with 
working life reflects in the internal processes of 
HEIs. The institutions which aim to interchange 
effectively with working life have designed their 
structures to support innovations, synergies and 
cooperation with companies and other organi-
zations. These kind of internal processes and 
structures are typically multidisciplinary.

On the other hand, the Finnish traditional sci-
ence-universities have a national and international 
role. On the other hand, the Finnish universities of 
applied sciences direct their education, research 
and development to meeting the needs of their 
regions. The organizational structure of all these 

institutions does not support the regional develop-
ment. In successful cases, the HEIs collaborate 
with regional development authorities to focus 
part of their activities on building stronger bridges 
between HEIs and business innovation.

The empirical evidence from the TUAS sup-
ports the argument that multidisciplinary faculties 
support the multidisciplinary projects of applied 
research and development and increase the ex-
ternal funding of the institution. The volume of 
research and development increased remarkably 
when the institution adopted the multidisciplinary 
structure of the organization. The results of this 
study challenge the management of HEIs to 
construct knowledge-intensive organizations to 
support innovations.
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Key Terms 

Combination Phase: New knowledge is 
combined with explicit knowledge of the orga-
nization in the combination phase of knowledge 
creation.

Explicit Knowledge: Explicit knowledge 
is easy to communicate. It can be expressed, 
for example, in written documents, tapes and 
databases.

Externalization Phase: The externalization 
phase transforms tacit knowledge into explicit 
knowledge so that it can be communicated.

Higher Education Institution: Higher educa-
tion institutions include traditional universities 
and vocational institutions; in Finland these are 
referred to as “universities of applied sciences” 
or “polytechnics.”

Internalization Phase: The explicit knowl-
edge created in an organization is internalized in 
this phase. Learning by doing characterizes the 
emergence of tacit knowledge in this phase. 

Knowledge Management: Knowledge man-
agement is a term applied to techniques used for 
the systematic collection, transfer, security and 
management of information within organizations, 
along with systems designed to assist the optimal 
use of that knowledge.

Socialization Phase: Socialization is a proc-
ess of sharing experiences and creating tacit 
knowledge as shared mental models and techni-
cal skills. 

Tacit Knowledge: Tacit knowledge consists 
of the culture of an organization and in the skills, 
habits and informal decisions of its individual 
members.
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Abstract

Continuing Professional Development (CPD) is usually conceived as a planned and formulated process 
for individual members of professional associations. This chapter, by contrast, examines professional 
learning as a collective and distributed process, taking a whole firm, as the unit of analysis. Cultural 
Historical Activity Theory is used to work with a law firm. The results show inherent tensions and con-
tradiction in a process of knowledge sharing and practice improvement.

Introduction

Continuing Professional Development (CPD)a∗ is 
usually conceived as a planned and formulated 
process for individual members of professional 
associations. Previous researchers in the field 
have focused on the methods used and issues of 
implementation (Sadler-Smith et al, 2000; Sadler-
Smith and Badger, 1998). One consequence of 
this perspective is that scant attention is paid to 

more informal processes, including intuitive and 
implicit learning (Eraut 2000) and the way this 
learning is shared with others in local contexts and 
in turn, the way these local  cultural and histori-
cal conditions enable or constrain such learning. 
Recent research by Gold et al (2007) highlighted 
a significant number of important ways in which 
professionals in a law firm frequently learned 
from key moments of their practice,  ‘on-the-run’ 
so to speak, and the contextual nature of that 
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learning. In particular, through the twin process 
of articulation and accumulation, learning was 
shared and became collective knowledge and 
understanding within the unit, a group of four 
employment lawyers within a department. This 
paper develops our understanding by examining 
professional learning as a collective and distrib-
uted process, one which affects subjects differently 
working within diverse but overlapping contexts. 
In this paper we take the whole firm as our unit of 
analysis and view the firm as an activity system 
(Engeström 2001). This paper, develops our un-
derstanding by examining professional learning 
as a collective and distributed process, one which 
affects subjects differently working within diverse 
but overlapping contexts. In this paper we take a 
whole firm, LawFirm, as our unit of analysis and 
view the firm as an activity system (Engeström, 
2001). The findings are reported from a year-long 
study with a law firm in the north of England 
(LawFirm). Access was gained initially with the 
primary aim to improve the firm’s competitive 
position.  However, once close, we were able 
explore how learning emanates from practice 
through key moments with clients and how this 
learning becomes shared with others within the 
firm through meetings and other mediation means 
that cross functional boundaries.  It also shows 
how tensions and difficulties that surfaced could 
also become a source of new knowledge that lead 
to changed actions and approach to business. We 
begin by considering the relationship between 
CPD and the law firm, and highlight the recent 
changes that affect the way in which law firms 
are organised.  These changes have provided ten-
sions and contradictions that require resolution 
and offer the potential for new learning. We then 
consider the findings from our involvement with 
LawFirm, and show how through the mediation 
of new tools which enable dialogue and debate 
to take place, a more collective approach to CPD 
is stimulated and developed. 

CPD and the Legal 
Profession

England and Wales has 116000 solicitorsb∗, all 
of whom are regulated.  They are represented by 
their professional association, the Law Society. 
As one of the original three professions, practis-
ing solicitors find themselves highly regulated 
by their professional body in all aspects of their 
work. Under the Solicitors Act 1974 any solicitor 
who is employed in the provision of legal ser-
vices is required to hold a  practising certificate 
and the Society has statutory powers to monitor 
compliance. There are a range of rules that relate 
to practice and professional conduct. CPD, since 
1985, has been compulsory with solicitors being 
encouraged to take responsibility for their own 
professional development. The requirement is for 
a minimum of 16 hours of CPD per year; of which 
at least 25 per cent must consist of participation 
in accredited training courses. CPD operates on 
an annual cycle with each solicitor returning a 
completed training record, an example of which 
is shown at Figure 1.

The Law Society therefore, as with most 
professional bodies of a similar standing, at-
tempt to ‘manage’ their members’ CPD through 
a compulsory requirement in a planned and sys-
tematic process (Grant et al 1999). The logic and 
assumptions on which the training takes place and 
will eventually operate are based on mechanistic 
assumptions that serve bureaucratic control (Tay-
lor, 1996).  Not unsurprisingly, the focus of much 
CPD is focused on particular inputs of codified 
knowledge and skills; we notice in particular the 
way the CPD artefact is called a ‘Training Record’. 
This inputs focus is also concomitant with the 
well-known difficulty of application in practice 
(Cantillon and Jones 1999).  Partly in response to 
such difficulties, some professional associations, 
including the Law Society, have widened the scope 
of their schemes to incorporate evidence-based 
learning through the gathering of portfolios of 
evidence. However the individualised attribution 
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which distorts the social nature of professional 
practice still remains a problem. It is in order to 
counter these distortions that we have sought to 
explore collective learning, even though this is 
rarely recognised as CPD. To undertake this, we 
have by necessity moved to a level of collectivity 
that accounts for the practice of many solicitors, 
the Firm. Our research question is posed as fol-
lows: Could and should CPD be better conceived 
as a collective and distributed process affecting 
different subjects working within diverse but 
overlapping contexts? 

Law Firms

The organisation of professional work at the level 
of the firm can be best understood as an effect 
of the successful employment of a message that 
persuades clients of their legitimacy in dealing 
with complex issues of law (Dietrich and Roberts 
1997).  As a credence good professional services 
are often taken on trust and the trust is placed 
by the client in the people who offer the service.  
Middlehurst and Kennie (1997) suggest the rheto-
ric which give the firm their credibility includes 
a. Technical and theoretical component and the 
authority and status flowing from the expertise 
and highly valued knowledge, understanding 

and skill of the partners; b. The establishment 
and the exercise of trust which forms the basis 
for professional relationships (with clients and 
professionals); c. The adherence to particular 
standards and professional ethics, often, but not 
always represented by a licence to practise; d. 
Independence, autonomy and discretion; e. Spe-
cific attitudes towards work, clients and peers 
involving dedication, reliability, flexibility and 
creativity in relation to the ‘unknown’. 

Client ignorance is also a feature of service 
operations and provides the condition for pro-
fessional work, underpinning the emphasis that 
is placed on knowledge acquisition as the basis 
for practice and the accumulation of the social 
recognition of expertise allows a process of 
institutionalisation into firms and associations 
to unfold.

Our focus on LawFirm as the unit of activity 
requires attention to be given to the influence 
of culture and history, on the work that is com-
pleted, and the knowledge and learning necessary. 
Engestrőm (2004) and Warmington et al (2004) 
both have used the framework provided by Victor 
and Boynton (1998) that charts the historical trajec-
tory of the organisation of industrial production. 
The value of this framework serves to emphasise 
the different types of knowledge and learning 

Figure 1. Sample training record for solicitors

Source: The Law Society
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that need to be generated by different types of 
work, and the movement to more valuable types 
of work through the leveraging of knowledge 
(Warmington et al, 2004). However, notwith-
standing the implication that these movements 
are usually towards higher levels of value, there 
always remains the link to the past and indeed, 
the need at each  point of progression to provide 
a renewal process for each of the types that have 
gone before. Figure 2 shows the path of these 
movements and renewals.

Craft work, for example, requires knowledge of 
products and processes based on personal intuition 
and experience built up through practice. Such 
knowledge is often articulated verbally between 
co-workers but remains tacit to a greater or lesser 
extent. The legal profession, however, as a ‘status 
profession’ together with medicine and the church 
(Elliott 1972), take their origins as university disci-
plines, to be studied by the sons of the aristocracy.  
It was in its practice that the craft of the lawyer 
could be demonstrated. This is a reminder of the 
particular importance given to tacit knowledge 
within professional practice, which according to 
Eraut (2000a, p.128) ‘cannot be accomplished by 

procedural knowledge alone or by following a 
manual’. This kind of knowledge is developed in 
situations within a field of practice, almost entirely 
informally (Cheetham and Chivers, 2000).  The 
move towards mass production becomes possible 
through the leverage of tacit knowledge through 
articulation. Here, there is a dynamic process of 
exploration through practice which is exploited 
through the formulation of better ways of work-
ing, expressed as codified knowledge. However, 
because tacit knowledge is inherently ambiguous 
(with the potential for a variety of meanings and 
possible formulations), it is coded knowledge and 
especially abstract knowledge which came to pro-
vide the distinctive differentiator of professional 
occupations. As the economy grew during the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and the market 
for expert and professional services developed, 
different professionals established their position 
in society by claiming a unique  authority over 
particular ‘disciplinary knowledge’ (Fournier 
2000, p.71).  

Abstraction and codification of knowledge 
became the hallmark of professional status and 
the first ingredient of an ideal-type of profes-

Figure 2. Historical forms of work

Source: Adapted from Warmington et al (2004, p.8) and from Victor and Boynton (1998, p.6 and p.223)
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sionalism,  that is, one in which  ‘specialized 
work that is grounded in a body of theoretically 
based, discretionary knowledge and skill and that 
is accordingly given special status in society’ 
(Freidson 2001, p.129). However, far from making 
professions open to anyone, the process of mass 
production of codified knowledge provoked a 
defensive response from those in practice to make 
such practice exclusive to those they deemed fit 
and worthy enough to dispense it so as to avoid 
the disturbance of open market competition. As 
Abbott (1988) suggested, abstraction was im-
portant to define the boundaries of a profession. 
In other words,  who was on the inside and who 
was not:

‘…. only a knowledge system governed by ab-
stractions can redefine its problems and tasks, 
defend them from interlopers, and seize new 
problems...’ (p.8).

From the early nineteenth century, those who 
practised law became more concerned with pro-
tecting their status and interests than in making 
knowledge accessible. There were we understand 
many ‘‘pettifoggers and vipers’ who brought 
disgrace to the professionc∗. So ironically, while 
the dynamic between practice and articulation 
produced a growing stock of codified knowledge, 
the self-interest and concern to protect the work of 
solicitors from outside competition made profes-
sional law practice exclusive, resulting in growing 
regulation. In 1823 'The London Law Institution' 
was formed, becoming a national body in 1825.  
In 1831 a royal charter was awarded. From this 
time on, until the present, the legal profession 
has followed a path of development towards the 
‘ideal-type’ of professionalism, as formulated by 
Friedson (2001). This includes, a formal education 
programme for members providing qualification 
credential; regulation at the point of entry to 
preserve exclusivity; an ideology to do good; and 
provide a framework of professional conduct. The 
Law Society’s regulations provide professionals 

with a privileged position bordering on monopoly 
coupled with an apparent ‘dislike of competition, 
advertising and profit’ (Elliott 1972, p. 52). 

At the level of the law firm, the mass produc-
tion of codified knowledge resulted in functional 
specialisation but without the negative effects of 
tight rules to interfere with the practice of the 
professional. This was the start of the develop-
ment of what  Mintzberg (1983) called ‘profes-
sional bureaucracy’ and what  Greenwood et al 
(1990) called ‘professional partnership’ or P2.  The 
key features of this form of organisation are that 
professional standards are expected but there is 
little central control and professionals are left to 
develop their own roles within decentralised units 
according to their preferences and specialisations. 
The traditional law firm that existed until the late 
1970s and 1980’s allowed the direction of the firm 
to be left to the partners however, so long as suf-
fient fees are attracted and all the professionals can 
see a path of progression that will enhance their 
own status, there is little attempt to strategically 
control work or set stretching targets. During 
this period the protected and privileged position 
of professionals began to change, in response to 
a number of outside pressures which forced a 
move towards greater commercialisation, new 
definitions of professionalism came into being 
and challenges emerged to existing business 
(Hanlon 1998).  For example, deregulation meant 
that solicitors lost the exclusive right to provide 
conveyancing which had been a staple earner for 
many ‘high street’ solicitors.                                                                                          
 Perhaps the greatest challenge to the pro-
fession, and one that progressively blurred 
the boundary between professional firms and 
emerging knowledge intensive firms, has been 
the convergence of micro-technologies, com-
puting, telecommunications and broadcasting 
and opto-electronics which form a part of the 
‘Information Technology Revolution’ (Castells 
1996).  These developments dramatically add 
impetus to the articulation of codified knowledge 
and professional services in that they can now be 



  ��

Collective	CPD

mass-produced on a global scale via the access to 
such knowledge. For example, the public can ac-
cess legal advice via such services as http://www.
clsdirect.org.uk/,  http://www.lawrights.co.uk/ and 
http://www.venables.co.uk/ in the way the public 
can access medical diagnoses online. There has 
always been a flow of new knowledge to practic-
ing solicitors through the print media, but as Gold 
et al (2006) found, online and electronic mailing 
services now provide an even more rapid service 
to solicitors directly after decisions are made. 
The significance of this and other changes in the 
context of professional practice has meant that 
there has been a need for law firms to become 
much more commercial, more competitive and 
more market oriented. According to Cooper et al 
(1996), the consequence has been the emergence 
of new organizational forms, sometimes, referred 
to as the Managed Professional Business (MPB). 
These give far more emphasis to aspects of profes-
sional practice such as managing, planning and 
strategy. Targets, usually fee-related, are set for 
all staff and allow performance measurement. 
There is also more specialization in response to 
market changes. Staff, while still working within 
the framework of their professional standards, 
may also be accountable to a line manager or 
‘partner-in-charge’ (Hinings et al. 1999). 

While it has been argued that change in the 
professional organisation may be somewhat over-
stated, with evidence of partnership and consen-
sus-seeking still remaining (Pinnington and Mor-
ris 2003), many professional firms have invested 
heavily in marketing and commercial awareness 
programmes and now seek to compete with other 
firms in the same profession but also stretching 
the boundaries of their own practice. Indeed, one 
source of efficiency is practice improvement and 
this is seen as the means of achieving an edge 
over others and requires a focus on process en-
hancement, involving professionals and support 
staff working together. In England and Wales, the 
Law Society provides a range of guidelines and 
events all aimed specifically at improving prac-

tice management. In addition, (and following the 
general trends in the 1990’s for quality standards 
and process improvement) the Law Society has 
developed Lexcel, a quality standard for the legal 
profession. This  requires an independent assess-
ment of a law firm’s practice.

The need for law firms generally to embrace 
‘commercialised professionalism’ (Hanlon 1998, 
p.51) has been augmented by government policy 
that seeks to balance the need for the regulation 
of legal services on the one hand, with the pro-
motion of competition that serves consumers on 
the other. In 2004, the Clementi Review of the 
regulatory framework of legal services recom-
mended a more centralised and independent 
process for consumer redress whilst at the same 
time allowing non-lawyers to become partners in 
law firms. Indeed, it was envisaged that law firms 
could consist of a range of legal professionals 
which might include solicitors, barristers, licensed 
conveyancers as well as others.  These were re-
ferred to as legal disciplinary practices or LDPs. 
In the future, it was thought it might be possible 
to allow different professions to establish a firm 
– these were referred to as multi-disciplinary 
practices or MDPs.  The review was followed in 
2006 with the publication of the Legal Services 
Bill, which set out the proposals recommended by 
Clementi. However a parliamentary Joint Com-
mittee which examined the bill advocated a more 
incremental approach to change, beginning with 
a model of a law firm that would be composed 
of different types of lawyers but without outside 
ownership or management, suggesting that the 
‘more complex forms’ proposed by Clementi 
might result in problems of conflicts of interest. 
Nevertheless, it is clear that the framework for 
the provision of legal services is slowly moving 
in the direction of increased competition and in 
the removal of restrictive barriers so that clients 
can benefit. These changes which many law 
firms have already embraced (for example, the 
introduction of marketing expertise and greater 
attention to the outcomes achieved with clients) 
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have meant there has had to be a change in the 
established relationships with clients (Hart and 
Hogg 1998) as well as client perceptions (Ellis 
and Waterson, 2001). In these ways, law firms 
have been building architectural knowledge to 
allow mass customisation.

In suggesting an organisational form that 
embraces different disciplines working together, 
Clementi may have been speculating on the future 
of legal services. However, it is an image of work-
ing that might be modelled as law firms attempt  
to leverage knowledge to ensure delivery of higher 
value-added services based on the integration 
of different forms of expertise.  Such a model 
requires an ongoing learning process between 
professionals and their clients. This is a type of 
work that Victor and Boynton (1998) refer to as 
co-configuration. In a law firm, the traditional 
divisions of specialised provision, which respond 
to the requirements of clients for customisation, 
need also to consider how their interactions with 
clients provide opportunities for knowledge gen-
eration. However, for this knowledge to become 
known more widely within the organisation so that 
services to the client might be reshaped, it requires 
a process that takes professionals outside of their 
traditional disciplinary boundaries, and enables 
them to cross into the space between disciplines 
(Engeström, 1995). It is within these spaces, where 
knowledge can be shared, assumptions can be 
surfaced and new ideas can be challenged. The 
tensions and ambiguities that emerge can then 
be explored and new possibilities agreed. Using 
the image of tying different strands of expertise 
together to produce a new configuration, solici-
tors in a law firm become partners in a process of 
‘knotworking’ (Engeström, 2004). The following 
section considers how one law firm in the North 
of England made inroads into reconfiguring its 
service so as to obtain greater flexibility and higher 
value-added for clients through ‘knotworking’. 

Methodology

Our work with LawFirm has been consistent with 
a methodology rooted in Cultural Historical Ac-
tivity Theory (CHAT) (Engeström, 1995). Here 
researchers study the activity system of the firm, 
in a relevant and practical way so that interven-
tions made contribute to the construction of new 
meanings which in turn lead towards greater 
understanding of the system. The approach is 
inherently multi-layered and multi-voiced, and 
considers the efforts of the different actors in 
the system as they pursue their work with clients 
and each other.  The focus is always on how such 
work relates to the overall purpose for the firm 
or its object. This is a crucial feature of a CHAT 
approach and regarded as the key to understanding 
the change and learning (Leontyev, 1978) which 
we see as central to collective CPD. Specifically, 
the social organisation we define as LawFirm, 
achieves its unity and coherence in the production 
of professional services that provide definable 
outcomes when considered as object-oriented. 
Individuals within LawFirm, as they complete 
their work or pursue certain goals (even goals 
which fulfil the Law Society’s compulsory CPD 
requirements) must connect to the object of the 
collective activity and its outcomes. In this way, the 
object becomes particular and very real for every 
work process that occurs in the firm (Engeström, 
2004). Our study began with a study of the cultural 
and historical trajectory of LawFirm through an 
analysis of key documents and discussions with 
directors and staff. We also utilised previous data 
accumulation to consider how the firm moved from 
a reliance on a dwindling conveyancing market 
towards a fully-fledged commercial law firm to 
the market of regional owner-managed businesses 
and smaller PLCs to whom a quality service could 
be provided. Our study is also one of intervention. 
It is about working with participants as they seek 
to improve the firm. We achieve this through the 
introduction of new tools (to help managers to 



  ��

Collective	CPD

think and act), each with the potential to disturb 
existing patterns of working. Such disturbances 
also serve to produce confusions and contradic-
tions, and these again allow the emergence of 
gaps in understanding to be resolved through new 
ways of proceeding, a process Engeström (1995) 
calls expansive learning. 

Findings

LawFirm is a commercial legal services practice 
located in a city in the North of England. As 
with many firms in the city, LawFirm began in 
the late nineteenth century with two partners, 
and while the link with the originators has long 
disappeared, the firm still bears the name of the 
two partners. Until the 1950’s, LawFirm focused 
mainly on conveyancing and probate work, but 
through a series of fortunate connections, it began 
to act for two major corporations. Until 1978 the 
amount of commercial work remained limited and 
conveyancing provided 60% of its work. However, 
through merger, acquisition and partner develop-
ment , LawFirm sought to expand its activity, and 
although growth was not as fast as other similar 
firms in the city there remained a reliance on 
the dwindling conveyancing market. From 1987 
onwards, LawFirm began to consciously focus its 
attention to becoming a commercial law firm to 
the market of regional owner-managed businesses 
and smaller PLCs to whom a quality service could 
be provided. At this time it might be said LawFirm 
took on the characteristics of a Managed Profes-
sional Business with a management team setting 
the strategic direction, and with department 
heads being responsible for the achievement of 
fee-earning targets. Features of a move to process 
enhancement were also in evidence during the 
1990s. LawFirm gave increasingly more attention 
to marketing, with one of the senior partners tak-
ing responsibility for the marketing function. Its 
most recent push to improve its competitiveness 
has seen a prominent marketing campaign in the 
city region which, to quote the marketing partner 

(now director), ‘upset the competition’.  LawFirm 
has now seen itself winning more clients from their 
competitors through an emphasis on quality and 
its attention to its relationships. It prides itself in 
providing value for money and uses the intelli-
gence gained from clients to provide an increased 
degree of customisation. Most recently, there has 
been an upgrade of premises, some new directors 
have been appointed, together with recruitment 
in appropriate areas and there has been a ‘drive 
to improve and develop processes’. In addition, 
LawFirm has met the standard in Lexcel and Inves-
tors in People assessments. LawFirm continues to 
grow but not without the attendant tensions and 
contradictions, although as we consider below, 
these can provide the energy for learning and 
change (Blackler et al 1999).

By 2006, LawFirm had become a Limited 
Liability Partnership (LLP), a new legal entity in 
the UK allowing partnerships such as law firms to 
enjoy limited liability as a legal entity separated 
from its members, while enjoying the tax status 
of a partnership. 

There are now 28 directors (previously part-
ners) among 200 staff. The most recent strategic 
plan points to further growth, principally focused 
on improving the client base but also through 
offering new services, including quasi-legal and 
non-legal services.

In LawFirm, our cultural and historical con-
sideration suggested the object to be ‘to provide 
value for money and a professional service’. This 
was constantly articulated and reproduced in a 
variety of actions, ranging from the greetings of 
reception staff to clients entering the building to 
the provision of refreshing glasses of water on a 
hot day, to the many service actions undertaken 
with and for clients. We also considered how the 
firm’s trajectory could be explicated by Victor and 
Boynton’s (1998) types of work. At first glance, 
there was clearly still a great deal of reliance 
placed on tacit knowledge as the touchstone to 
practice, but as a firm, there had been consider-
able movement to embrace a number of new, 
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non-standard legal solutions. Through its attention 
to process enhancement and its accumulation of 
architectural knowledge about clients, we could 
see that LawFirm was now operating on the ‘cusp’, 
between mass customisation and co-configuration 
(Warmington et al, 2004, p.8). Our intervention, 
therefore sought to work with LawFirm to bring 
about a further improvement and a move to co-
configuration.

Co-configuration as explained is a form of work 
that matches LawFirm’s aspirations to add value, 
particularly with relationships with clients and the 
leveraging the many cross-selling opportunities. 
As Victor and Boynten (1998, p.195) suggest, 

‘Mass customisation……requires the company to 
sense and respond to the individual customer’s 
needs. But co-configuration work takes this re-
lationship up one level-it brings the value of an 
intelligent and ‘adapting’ product’. 

While staff  in LawFirm were still mainly 
working under the old departmental headings 
and systems of control, a key feature of co-con-
figuration is the bringing together of difference 
and apparently separate streams of knowledge so 

as to better respond to the needs of clients. This 
became apparent in an early exploration of the 
relationship with one client which LawFirm was 
particularly keen to improve relations with. The 
client (referred to as A) was an overseas bank with 
a UK presence including a local branch. It soon 
become clear that the relationship worked at dif-
ferent levels with different degrees of connection. 
The following diagram charts the relationships 
between nine professional staff at LawFirm and 
Firm A.

EG had a number of links with Firm A, ranging 
from Europe to London but also more locally in 
Regional. These links were with key gate-keep-
ers and provide the necessary capital (human 
and social) for the referral of work to LawFirm. 
Although some members of the firm had links 
with the Europe HQ only – although these tended 
to be rather weak, others had particular links with 
Firm A staff in City North only. There had been 
a number of attempts to introduce LawFirm staff 
to Firm A headquarters staff in Europe. Staff 
had had to be ready to respond at short notice in 
order to demonstrate their expertise and explain 
what they could offer. This was necessary but 
not always successful, e.g. JO met a contact in 

Figure 3. LawFirm and Firm A’s relationship
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Europe HQ – ‘great ideas’ were discussed but 
there was no follow-up. A key comment at this 
level was that,‘ the people we meet can’t neces-
sarily deliver what they promise’ although it 
was though necessary to keep trying to see if an 
opportunity arose, but the view was that there is 
little overall opportunity for LawFirm in Firm A’s 
in European HQ. The relationships with Firm A’s 
European HQ and especially the London office 
can be seen as part of the build-up of start-up 
capital  and this was particularly important in 
providing permission for Firm A’s staff in City 
North to include LawFirm in the local panel of 
approved solicitors. Similarly, LawFirm seemed 
to have met the criteria for panel membership 
in City North by placing a significant sum of 
money on deposit with Firm A. The relationship 
with Firm A at Regional level was seen as central 
in providing access to more work in City North 
and elsewhere. Other linkages were social and 
historical (DE- Rugby). These all served to ‘put 
LawFirm in the frame’ and ‘keep the name there’. 
There have been a small but significant number 
of fee-earning projects completed in City North 
in three different departments. The importance of 
these projects was that they proved the expertise 
of LawFirm to Firm A staff in CityNorth and 
allowed the process of building social capital to 
begin. It became evident that working with clients 
such as Firm A and others in financial services 
was described as a ‘constantly being in your face’. 
It was seen to be necessary to keep investing in 
start-up capital by being physically present in 
particular locations in City North on a Friday 
night after work. ‘Being there’ is another part of 
the process of keeping LawFirm’s name alive.

There were some striking features of the link-
ages which demonstrated both vertical, horizontal 
and lateral dimensions of work with A and also 
the failure to ‘tie things together’ – a feature of 
co-configuration and knotworking ((Engeström, 
2004). One identified weakness was that there 
seemed to be a lack of knowledge within LawFirm 
about ‘who knows who’ in A.  The assumptions 

being used and a lack of common and agreed 
strategy of the ‘bigger picture’ to exert influence 
and share knowledge. LawFirm to this point 
lacked the necessary tools to bring together the 
variety of links that existed at different levels 
(Daniels 2004).

In another case different professionals from 
different departments in LawFirm were working 
at different levels with a client without any sharing 
of knowledge or attempts to co-ordinate actions. 
It was only after a series of important failures 
that reflection enabled them to see contradic-
tions and tensions that cross-selling produced. It 
became apparent that early successful work with 
the client had established a particular storyline. 
In this storyline both the identity of the client 
and the professionals were established and the 
expectations understood. This was vital knowl-
edge and formed the trajectory of future work. 
That is, the story evolved according to the core 
direction driven by the values of the participants 
in the story. Without knowledge of the past, new 
characters in the story ran the risk of disturb-
ing the expectations, which is exactly what was 
happening. There was a failure to understand 
the storyline and knowledge of the expectations 
contained within it and this was the fundamental 
cause of negative outcomes and a loss of business 
with this client. Throughout, it was assumed that 
each professional who worked with the client, and 
there were up to six involved, had the required 
personal knowledge and experience to provide a 
service appropriate to the client’s interests and in 
line with the storyline. 

There was also a need to consider the voices 
of clients as potential partners in the reforming of 
services through the provision of feedback on how 
they perceived and valued the firm. To this end, 
we approached three clients regarded by LawFirm 
as ‘friendly’ and interested in playing a part in 
the development of future services. The particular 
focus was to consider each client’s perception of 
professional services offered and how LawFirm 
compared against these expectations. We found 
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that in all  three cases, it was evident that a good 
relationship had been established with the client, 
although the extent and depth of the relationship 
varied. In all cases, there was a core relationship 
between senior directors and the client which has 
been established over a number of years. This 
continuity had engendered a sense of trust, honesty 
and integrity. All clients expressed confidence in 
LawFirm’s ability to complete work and one client 
had been impressed by the work completed which 
was compared to another firm as being of ‘more 
value’ and ‘pragmatic’. LawFirm provided good 
value for money; not the cheapest but not ‘part of 
the magic circle’. There appeared however to be a 
number of doubts about LawFirm’s provision:

 Lack of specialism and a critical mass based 
on the presence of ‘Big Names’

Questionable ability to cover more complex 
deals based on a reputation and track record of 
doing the ‘donkey work’

A regional presence rather than simply a 
national one with no office in London and an 
ability to respond on a face to face basis outside 
the region  location

One of the key features that we identified was 
the lack of depth the LawFirm had in terms of its 
ability to draw on ‘social capital’. One client sug-
gested that they had had little chance ‘to scrum 
down’ with members of the LawFirm such that 
relationships could be developed and confidence 
could be gained.

The above suggest that the LawFirm faced 
significant challenges if it wished to  develop. As 
we indicated earlier in the chapter, contradictions 
and tension can be both a threat or an opportunity 
to address issues and develop the business. The 
research identified many instances where tension 
and ambiguity were present in relation to the ob-
ject.  These caused disturbances throughout the 
whole activity system. To facilitate the LawFirm 

to better exploit these opportunities, we suggested 
that we pilot a learning process for staff as part 
of their client engagement. 

Towards ‘Knot Working’  

Co-configuration as a way of working with 
people’s practice and learning and is synony-
mous with knowledge creation and knowledge 
sharing. It is oriented to both individuals and 
groups and has the potential to link learning at 
the individual level to that of the organisation. 
The processes by which this can be achieved 
are far from straightforward. For example, at 
the personal level, so much of what is practiced 
by individual professionals is considered to be 
a manifestation of their tacit knowing and there 
are, of course, different views on whether such 
knowing can ever be fully articulated. Beckett 
and Hager (2002), for example, argue that while 
tacit knowing is ‘ambiguous’ (p. 120), it can be 
made explicit and shared with others. Gold et al 
(2007), provide evidence of a process of knowledge 
creation and sharing among professionals from 
the same department which is used to illustrate 
this case. However, even the processes involved 
in sharing can be problematic when barriers exist 
between departments, as is the case in LawFirm. 
Daniels (2004) suggests that there are two features 
of learning required if co-configuration is to be 
successful. The first is, learning for co-configura-
tion.  This is where professionals from different 
departments find mechanisms (often dialogue) 
through which they can debate and negotiate their 
practices. The second is where professionals learn 
through interaction with clients (and others) and, 
more crucially, can be articulated so that shar-
ing can take place. Both of the above need, it is 
argued, to become interdependent in a mutually 
reinforcing process of dialogue and debate about 
clients and practice with clients. Collective CPD 
in LawFirm we considered could occur if personal 
learning were to create knowledge which could 
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then be shared horizontally across the divisional 
boundaries.  This would allow the various strands 
of knowledge to be ‘tied together’.  New tools, 
rules or roles, could also be used to create the 
potential to broaden the perspective individuals 
have of the object across the whole firm.

To begin a process of learning for co-con-
figuration, as part of a process of collaborative 
engagement to improve LawFirm’s performance, 
we introduced a process we called ‘Strategic 
Client Learning’.  This process was specifically 
targeted at the firm’s key clients. We agreed to 
pilot this process with two departments, both of 
which would identify up to four clients each for 
consideration. The key features of the process are 
shown in Figure 4: 

The identification of a key client highlighted 
the need for a client team. In LawFirm, teams were 
not an unusual working structure, but the notion 
of team was now extended to include anybody in 
the firm who interacted with the particular client 
identified. For each client identified, the team 
that was formed debated the principal issues that 
related to the client before conducting an evalua-
tion on a relationship index. This process surfaced 
the interdependence that existed within the team. 

The next stage was to map the key actions that 
need to be taken over the next fee income period 
and the generation of action plans and targets 
that would close the gaps identified between the 
LawFirm’s aspirations and the current reality 
(Thorpe and Cornelissen, 2003). As actions are 
gradually decided and taken, the team are able to 
capture important moments as critical incidents, 
provide stories (preferably in writing) to commu-
nicate the source of success and to learn from the 
issues as they occurred. We were again careful 
when we recognised that the different disciplin-
ary backgrounds of LawFirm’s staff lead to high 
levels of ambiguity and uncertainty.  A further 
tool, and what proved to be a crucial one for client 
participation, was a review  that was conducted 
on the relationship between completion of plans 
and learning from client feedback.

Although we did not specify that cross-depart-
ment action should be a criteria for the selection 
of key clients (cross-selling was specified). Of the 
eight pilots, three involved cross-division team 
members from at least two departments and we 
found that these provided the greatest opportunity 
for learning to develop configuration; in these 
areas, knots were beginning to be tied.

Figure 4. A strategic client learning process
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Of the identified clients, one was a fast-grow-
ing retail company we refer to as Client X.  This 
organisation which LawFirm project-managed 
the contract work for a new property acquisition. 
In this case, the client team composed solicitors 
from three departments.  Following their use of 
the new tools and their involvement in the debate 
and the completion of the relationship indicators, 
they agreed to develop new relationships with the 
client’s board members, increase the number of 
people involved in client management and services 
provision. There was however, no recognition of 
the value-added by the client, particularly the Chief 
Executive. Actions planned were summarised in 
a map, as shown in Figure 5: 

A crucial feature of the work in this case was 
the very demanding schedule set by the client. 
The debate that took place also brought to the 
fore the fact that the Chief Executive of the cli-
ent had little appreciation of the way LawFirm 
added-value.  The theme of adding value went 
wider than simply Client X and this indicates the 
ambiguities inherent in the object of this notion 
of adding value and giving value-for-money. An 
issue of intellectual property also existed and 

Client X was not yet aware of the value of this 
asset; this provided for them an opportunity for 
re-shaping a new service. 

During a review conducted six weeks later, 
discussion of a number of the critical incidents 
identified when working with the client allowed 
LawFirm staff to  articulate a need to ‘streamline’ 
the project management process and to move 
forward the development of an IT infrastructure 
to organise delivery. LawFirm agreed that a case 
for a project would be prepared and an emerg-
ing Unique Selling Proposition developed. We 
judged that as a consequence of the activity that 
had taken place the potential of this learning was 
transformative for the whole of LawFirm. The 
current level of thinking and ideas had stretched 
and broadened the object and provided a range of 
new artefacts, both physical and psychologically. 
At a subsequent review, it became clear that the 
client was seeing value in working with LawFirm 
and was beginning to compare the service pro-
vided, favourably, with others with whom they 
had worked.  

After a six month period, LawFirm was re-
viewed again.  On this occasion we reviewed the 

Figure 5. Actions planned for Client X
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working of the process we have outlined with senior 
directors of LawFirm. Again it was evident, that by 
allowing departments to identify key clients, with 
whom they had potential to extend their services, 
moving towards a state of co-configuration could 
produce results. What was very encouraging to 
see was that individuals with very busy schedules 
and with very different views were able to meet 
the challenge to change, exchange knowledge and 
work to achieve new ways of working. Further 
the sharing of knowledge became more conscious 
and systematic even though it was face-to-face 
and the facilitation ensured that different views 
were heard and explained.

In two of the cases, unexpected events oc-
curred. For example, the impending closure of 
a local branch of a multi-national finance firm 
required a swift and co-ordinated response to 
ensure that as much of the £100k+ fee income 
could be secured. For another client, one of the 
major banks, it was important to share with them 
vital information so that LawFirm’s value could be 
appreciated. Difficulties such as these will always 
occur in any dynamic context, reinforcing the need 
to use a shared knowledge approach.

In a number of cases, new tools of mediation 
were introduced to energise and facilitate the 
learning process.  Although these tools were not 
always fully developed, they were monitored and 
adjusted as events unfolded. One of the key am-
biguities was the notion of value for money. For 
professional knowledge-based firms, the object of 
activity is invariably subjected to ‘buffeting’ in 
response to the changing expectations of clients. 
It is therefore incumbent on firms to move beyond 
basic services (i.e. those that are indistinguish-
able from competitor organisations) in order to 
add value. Adding value to clients requires an 
understanding of what value means for different 
individuals within the firm and between clients, as 
well as an awareness that value is being added in 
the delivery of the service. For example, involve-
ment in solving key problems for a client and 
adding to a client’s ability to make key decisions 

(Dawson 2000). Both require developing relation-
ships with clients to more fully understand needs 
so that these can be targeted more carefully. As 
Victor and Boynton suggest:

‘…co-configuration work never results in a 
‘finished’ product. Instead, a growing network 
develops between customer, product and com-
pany’ (p.195)

For LawFirm, extending the dialogue to clients 
through regular reviews and liaison meetings 
remained a challenge still to be realised and 
one that required the development of new tools.  
However, such is the success of the project so far, 
that LawFirm’s management team have sought 
to extend the process throughout the firm. Each 
department now have a Strategic Client Learning 
facilitator, a qualified solicitor but now tasked to 
help departments identify key clients, form Client 
Learning Teams and follow the process identified 
in Figure 4. In this way, the project has moved 
learning beyond individuals towards a distributed 
and collective process. 

Conclusion

This paper explores the changing nature of pro-
fessional practice.  It began by conceptualising 
the development of knowledge within the law 
profession.  Using a historical analysis it traces 
the emergence of tacit knowledge (existing in 
professionals) into codified forms that helped 
firms exploit a growing market for professional 
advice.  The control of the professional by the 
Law Society and the rules that allow lawyers to 
practice is explained. It is within the regulations 
of practice from which the requirements to un-
dertake CPD emerge and in this context the view 
of knowledge as a configured resource rather 
than tacit, situated and emergent is developed.  
It is at this point in the paper that the threads of 
our argument are brought together.  Namely how 
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can increasingly deregulated law firms facing 
increasing competition structure themselves so 
as to leverage the key resource of knowledge to 
their commercial advantage.  

The paper gives the case of one law firm with 
whom the authors have worked over a two year 
period.  Using an activity theoretical perspec-
tive the paper examines a law firm located in the 
North of England.  The methodological approach 
enables the researchers to use tools within an 
action research tradition to surface issues and 
ambiguities for discussion and debate.  The case 
chosen and the illustrations provided not only 
demonstrate the value of this method of interven-
tion, but specifically how CPD occurs at the level 
of the firm (an explicitly stated next stage of their 
development).

The case study evidence presented shows the 
way in which social capital with LawFirm is both 
generated and destroyed.  Each phase of a four 
stage process of key client identification, stake-
holder involvement client support and evaluation 
is described, the aim of which was to facilitate 
improved performance through producing a state 
of co-configuration.  The evidence from the case 
presented indicated that this had indeed been 
achieved with LawFirm identifying a number 
of improvements in processes and performance.  
Two additional outcomes were identified.  One, 
the trialling and development of new tools to 
aid reflection, the other the importance learnt 
about the need to understand the different ways 
individuals perceive value in the provision of a 
professional service. Both carry the potential for 
HRD practitioners within professional organisa-
tions to play a crucial and valued role in facilitating 
dialogic skills both for individuals and for groups 
composed of different specialists. 
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Key  t eRms

Co-Con. guration: An ongoing learning 
process between organisation and their custom-
ers where interactions provide opportunities for 
knowledge generation.

Collective CPD: The creation of knowledge 
through personal learning which is shared and 
distributed across divisional boundaries.

Continuing Professional Development:  
A learning process for professionally qualified 
workers.

Cultural Historical Activity Theory 
(CHAT): The study of collective activity system 
of the firm, in a relevant and practical way so that 
interventions made contribute to the construction 
of new meanings which in turn lead towards 
greater understanding of the system.

Law Firms: The organisation of the delivery 
of legal services.

Legal Profession: Those qualified by a pro-
fessional association to practice the delivery of 
legal services.

Strategic Client Learning: A team approach 
to identifying key clients, mapping and evaluating 
the current relationship before setting goals for 
action. Key incidents with the client are logged 
for learning and knowledge sharing. 

Endnotes

a Elsewhere, outside the UK, CPD might be 
termed CPE or Continuing Professional 
Education

b Figures obtained from the Law Society 
website, http://www.lawsociety.org.uk/
aboutlawsociety.law on 15 July 2006.

c A useful summary of the history of the Law 
Society can be found at http://www.law-
society.org.uk/aboutlawsociety/whoweare/
abouthistory.law
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Abstract

The United States and European economies have witnessed an enormous increase in the amount of spe-
cialized business services, which now provide critical inputs to firms in all sectors. It is this area of the 
economy which has witnessed huge expansion and development. KIBS include traditional professional 
business services such as accountancy and law, but also a new generation of KIBS such as IT expertise 
and internet development. Coupled to this growth has been an increase in the level of outsourcing. Out-
sourcing was originally confined to peripheral business functions and mainly motivated by a cost saving 
logic, but has now developed into a routine strategic management move that affects not only peripheral 
functions but the heart of the competitive core of organisations.  This chapter analyses previous research 
and adopts a conceptual perspective in investigating the innovation-related risks to the organisation that 
can arise from strategic outsourcing.  It uses the example of KIBS outsourcing to highlight the increased 
risks that arise from a move from traditional to strategic outsourcing and discusses some measures that 
managers can take to attempt to control these risks. 
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Introduction

Occasionally one would be forgiven for thinking 
that in these advanced developed economies servic 
es had replaced all manufacturing activities, and 
there had simply been a huge growth in coffee 
bars, smoothie bars and hair salons. In the most 
advanced service economies in the world such as 
the USA and UK, services now account for up to 
three-quarters of the wealth and 85% of employ-
ment (Tidd and Hull, 2003). Within the EU services 
now account for 60% of GDP (Eurostat, 2006). 
The term knowledge based economy has been 
coined to characterize some of the main changes 
in the development of economies over the past 
twenty years. Similarly, the influence of technol-
ogy in general and information communication 
technologies in particular cannot be overstated. 
In virtually all industries there has been a huge 
growth in specialist knowledge and skills being 
made available to firms. For example in civil 
engineering and architecture, where previously 
much of the input came from the architect now 
the architect employs a range of specialists from: 
fire engineering; acoustic engineers; lighting 
designers, etc. A new range of disciplines have 
emerged offering specialist knowledge and skills. 
This has been replicated in virtually all industries 
(Gann and Salter, 2003).

The development of these economies has led 
to a massive increase in the amount of special-
ized business services which now provide critical 
inputs to firms in all sectors. It is this area of the 
economy (US and Europe) which has witnessed 
huge expansion and development. It is not simply 
that people are spending more time and money 
in hair salons (though that may also be true). It 
is these knowledge intensive business services 
(KIBS) which are the key behind the development 
of the service side of the economies. KIBS include 
traditional professional business services such as 
accountancy and law, as well as services that have 
a scientific and technical knowledge base such 
as IT/IS (Miles, 2003; Alvesson, 2004). Other 

examples include a new generation of KIBS. For 
example the provision of specialist services to the 
Oil industry has led to huge growth for Halliburton 
and Schlumberger, the world market leader for oil 
services. Indeed, while the share prices of Exon 
and Shell have doubled over the past four years 
the share price of Halliburton and Schlumberger 
has tripled (Financial Times, 2007).

The growth in information communication 
technologies during the 1980s and the develop-
ment of the internet in the 1990s and into the 
21st century has led to enormous sums of money 
being spent by firms in order to ensure that they 
are equipped to compete. In addition, the intro-
duction of some of these business systems such 
as Enterprise Resource Planning systems (ERP) 
have led to significant reductions in costs and 
improvements in efficiency.  If one then adds 
to the KIBS the huge growth in entertainment 
industries including the gaming industry (Xbox, 
Nintendo, Playstation, PC games, etc), the new on-
line gambling industry (Party-Gaming, Gaming 
Corporation) and the more recent social network-
ing industry (which includes Myspace, Bebo and 
Mypages) one begins to recognize just how much 
change and growth there has been to economies 
over the past ten years. 

The service sector is vast and it varies consid-
erably from public services, in the form of state 
funded education for 97% of children in the UK, to 
specialist business services in the form of Internet 
web site design and maintenance. Each sector of 
the service economy (such as leisure, charities, 
public services, financial services) has its own 
set of specific challenges. Yet at the same time 
the distinctions between some of these sectors 
is blurring. Some charities and not-for profit or-
ganisations are offering their services to compete 
with the private sector. Health care provision is 
a prime example. Similarly some public funded 
organizations such as the BBC offer its services in 
the commercial world and generate large revenue 
streams. Table 1 offers a classification of services 
and includes professional business services, such 
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as accountancy and public services such as librar-
ies. This overview helps demystify the service 
notion. It clarifies the different sectors within 
services and illustrates the different challenges 
facing each sector.

Outsourcing and Service 
Growth

Outsourcing has become very widespread in the 
last decade and has moved on from limited ap-
plications where peripheral business functions 
are “outsourced” to much more vital business 
functions being outsourced today, such as I.T. 
support (Jennings, 1997, Quelin and Duhamel, 
2003). Despite the rather mixed record of large-
scale long-term total outsourcing deals with 
single suppliers in particular in the IT/IS industry 

(Lacity & Willcocks, 1998), such contracts are 
still entered into in significant numbers.  The 
academic literature has identified a number of 
expected gains that companies can derive from 
outsourcing. These include:

• the reduction of operational costs (Lacity 
& Hirschheim, 1993);

• the ability to transform fixed costs into vari-
able costs (Alexander & Young, 1996);

• the ability to focus on core competencies 
(Quinn & Hilmer, 1994);

• access to the industry-leading external 
competencies and expertise (Kakabadse & 
Kakabadse, 2002). 

There seems little doubt that the growth in 
services is linked to this enormous growth in 
outsourcing. With many firms now buying in 

Table 1. Typology of services

business 
to business 
services 
(traditional)

business 
to business 
services 
(KIbs )

c onsumer 
services

Internal .rm 
services

Public ser-
vices

Not for profit 
services

description Services 
provided for busi-
nesses

Specialist 
services provided 
to businesses

Services 
provided to 
individuals

Services pro-
vided by internal 
functions

Services pro-
vided by local 
and national 
government

Services pro-
vided by charities

examples Accountancy
Legal advice
Training

Management 
consultancy
IT consultancy

Shops
Hotels
Banking
Health & beauty

Finance
Personnel
IT

Health
Education
Leisure
Prisons

Hospices
Counselling
Aid agencies

c ustomers Frequently 
purchased by 
professionals, 
who may not be 
end users

Frequently 
purchased by 
professionals, 
who may not be 
end users

Purchased by 
consumer of the 
service

Consumers of the 
service have no 
choice of provider

Funded through 
taxation and 
little choice for 
consumer

Funded through 
charities maybe 
government 
grants consum-
ers chosen or 
choose.

c hallenges  Providing high 
quality tailored 
and personal 
service

Providing high 
quality services 
to businesses 
who have high 
purchasing 
power

Providing a con-
sistent service 
to a wide variety 
of customers

Delivering cus-
tomised, personal 
service. And 
demonstrating 
value for money.

Delivering ac-
ceptable public 
services against 
a backcloth of 
political pres-
sures.

Balancing needs 
of volunteers, 
donors and over-
whelming needs 
of customers.

Adapted from Johnston & Clark (2005)
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“services” that were previously undertaken in-
house. So whether its catering facilities within 
schools now being bought from local providers by 
the County Education Authority or whether it’s a 
firm buying in information technology (IT) sup-
port rather than providing the service themselves, 
the evidence is overwhelming that this growth 
in outsourcing has contributed to the growth in 
services Davies, 2003). Coupled to this debate, 
however is the suggestion that manufacturers are 
now moving into highly profitable knowledge in-
tensive services. This is certainly the case at IBM 
which has moved successfully from manufacturer 
to service solution provider with its profits now 
being dominated by IT services (FT.com, 2007). 
For some firms lower production costs in India 
and China are forcing them downstream into the 
provision of services. For other firms, like IBM 
and Ericsson, it is recognition that they can offer 
added value market offerings to their customers 
by providing additional services. Within sectors 
of complex products and systems (CoPS) buyers 
are outsourcing non-core activities and focusing 
on the provision of services to the final customer. 
In the pharmaceutical industry for example, 
clinical trials that were previously undertaken 
by the firm are now outsourced to clinical trial 
specialist firms. 

There is, however, also an emerging literature 
that highlights the weaknesses and risks associ-
ated with large-scale outsourcing arrangements, 
in particular where non-peripheral business func-
tions are concerned. This highlights the risk of 
becoming dependent on a supplier (Alexander 
and Young, 1996); Barthelemy (2001) draws our 
attention to the hidden costs of outsourcing and 
authors such as Doig et al (2001) and Quinn and 
Hilmer (1994) identify the possibility of a loss of 
vital know-how in particular with respect to core 
competencies as a major risk factor in outsourcing. 
There is also the problem of selecting the most 
suited supplier/service provider and their longer-
term ability to offer the capabilities that are needed 
in particular in business environments with rapid 
technology change (Earl, 1996). Another risk that 
is often overlooked is linked to the broader area 
of information leakage that arises when business 
organisations collaborate in order to gain access 
to knowledge and expertise that they cannot de-
velop on their own. Research by Hoecht & Trott 
(2006) has demonstrated that there is trade-off 
between access to cutting-edge knowledge via 
collaborative research and technology develop-
ment in knowledge-intensive industries and the 
risk of losing commercially sensitive knowledge 
to competitors. This risk, they argue, cannot be 

Table 2. Main outsourcing risks identified in the literature

Adapted from Quélin and Duhamel (2003)

main negative outcomes of 
outsourcing

Research evidence

1 Dependence on the supplier Alexander and Young (1996); Aubert et al. (1998)

2 Hidden costs Earl (1996); Alexander and Young (1996); Aubert et al. (1998); Lacity and Hirschheim 
(1993); Barthelemy (2001)

3 Loss of competencies Bettis et al. (1992); Martisons (1993); Quinn and Hilmer (1994); Khosrowpour et al (1995); 
Alexander and Young (1996); Aubert et al. (1998); Doig et al. (2001) 

4 Service provider’s lack of necessary 
capabilities

Earl (1996); Aubert et al. (1998); Kaplan (2002)

5 Social risk Lacity and Hirschheim (1993); Barthelemy and Geyer (2000)

6 Inef.cient management Wang and Regan (2003); Lynch (2002)
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controlled by traditional management approaches 
and legal contracting alone, but requires the 
operation of social control and in particular the 
development of trust to be contained. Table 2 
offers an overview of the main risks identified 
in the literature.

Outsourcing Core 
Capabilities

There is an additional specific risk associated with 
outsourcing that has yet to be fully explored. This 
may be classified under the general term of loss 
of competencies (Table 2 above), but precisely is 
innovative capability.

From a strategic management perspective, 
when considering a firm’s innovation and long-
term competitiveness, the traditional cost concerns 
are far less important than the question of how 
to identify and to retain a company’s competitive 
core and not to lose its future ability to compete 
in fast-moving and unpredictable markets. The 
strategic management literature is divided on this 
issue. There are tools like Hamel and Prahalad’s 
(1994) three tests for critical business processes, 
namely “customer value”, “competitor differentia-
tion” and “extendibility” that are claimed to be 
useful and reliable for identifying core competen-
cies and authors like Quinnn (1999) are optimistic 
that these competencies can be identified but warn 
companies never to outsource their core (defined 
as “best in world”) competencies. A number of 
researchers also believe that not only the core 
competences but also most special skills related 
to competitive advantage need to be kept in-house 
(Reve, 1990; Quinn, 1999).  Nevertheless, there 
appears to be a general consensus in the strategic 
management literature that at least the comple-
mentary skills or organisational competences can 
be handled and developed by alliances and opened 
up to collaboration and that goods and services of 
little strategic value can be purchased on the open 
market (Brandes et al, 1997). The key strategic 

management controversy however, remains about 
the issue whether these core competencies and 
specialised skills can be reliable identified. McIvor 
(2000: 48), for example, is much less confident 
that other writers that these competencies can be 
accurately predicted:

“A current competency may cease to be a source 
of competitive advantage if there is a change in 
customer requirements or competitors develop 
innovative technologies”. 

There is also the important question of the 
potential for losing one’s core skills and competi-
tive advantage to competitors in the process of 
collaboration. Hamel (1991) maintains that core 
skills can be learnt form the other party and 
absorbed into one’s own company just as much 
as one’s own skills can be absorbed by a partner 
and one’s unique competitive advantage lost in 
the process. Bower et al (1997) observed the be-
haviour of technology leaders in the close-knit 
North Sea upstream offshore oil and gas industry 
and found that participating in networks sharing 
leading edge technology was exposing firms to 
the risk of their competitive edge being lost to 
competitors. Interestingly, this risk was found to 
be much smaller for resourceful and influential 
companies benefiting form a network centrality 
position than for smaller and less well positioned 
companies.

The next section develops the above discus-
sion further by exploring why outsourcing a 
firm’s core capabilities may hinder its innovative 
capability.

The Management of 
Innovation within Firms: 
Why Outsourcing May  Hinder 
Innovation 

The management of innovation is a large and di-
verse body of literature.  It recognises that while 
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there is much complexity and uncertainty in man-
aging innovation and new product development 
much is known.  There is considerable agreement 
on many of the factors that contribute to success 
and the activities and processes that need to be 
undertaken if innovation is to occur.  Over the 
past fifty years there have been numerous studies 
of innovation attempting to understand not only 
the factors necessary for it to occur, but how they 
influence the process and when and where they 
are required and in what order. Table 3 captures 
some of the key studies that have influenced our 
understanding. 

At the corporate level, a number of research 
paradigms have attempted to explain the inter-
national difference in technological development 
and innovation.  Neo-classical economic theorists 
believe market structure, competition pressure, 
local supply of skills together with openness of 
communication are the most important factors 
(Stoneman, 1983; Geroski, 1993; Ansoff, 1965; 
Porter, 1980; 1985; 1990).  However, this approach 

has not been able to fully explain the dynamics of 
innovation processes and the role played by firms 
and other institutions (Patel and Pavitt, 1984; 
Lundvall, 1988).  In terms of firm specific char-
acteristics that are required for firms to become 
more innovative much has been written about 
this (Quinn, 1991; Kanter, 1998; Wolfe, 1994).  
There is also significant amount of literature on 
the strategic dimension of competition (Porter, 
1980; Pavitt, 1984; de Woot, 1990).  Many writers 
on innovation consider it mainly as a process that 
needs careful management (Souder, 1987; Trott, 
2004; Twiss, 1992), while others view innovation 
more as a cognitive and behavioural phenomenon 
(Van de Ven, 1988; Madique, 1988).  Despite 
their differences, most of these writers seem to 
accept that innovation is a phenomenon that can 
be subjected to human control and is consider-
ably affected by human interaction.  We also 
know that individuals create knowledge through 
collaborating with others in groups/teams in an 
organisational context; helping individuals to 

study date f ocus

1 Carter & Williams 1957 Industry & technical progress

2 Project Hindsight- TRACES, (Isensen) 1968 Historical reviews of US government funded defence 
industry

3 Wealth from knowledge (Langrish et al.) 1972 Queen’s Awards for technical innovation

4 Project Sappho (Rothwell, 1974) 1974 Success & failure factors in chemical industry 

5 Stanford study (Madidique & Zirger) 1984 Success factors in US electronics industry

6 Minnesota Studies (Van de Ven) 1989 14 case studies of innovations

7 Rothwell 1992 25 yr review of studies

8 Sources of innovation  (Wheelwright & Clark) 1992 Different levels of user involvement

9 MIT studies (Utterback) 1994 5 major industry-level cases

10 Project NEWPROD (Cooper) 1999 Longitudinal survey of success & failure in new products

11 Radical innovation (Leifer) 2000 Review of mature businesses

12 T.U.Delft study (Van der Panne et al.) 2003 A major literature review of success and failure factors.

13 Chesbrough 2003 Open innovation systems along the supply chain

Table 3. Key studies studies of innovation management

Sources: van der panne et al., (2003) & Trott (2005)
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achieve their full potential and contribute new 
knowledge is a critical management issue which 
has also received considerable attention in the 
literature (Tidd, 2000; Nonaka, 1991; Nonaka, 
& Takeuchi, 1995; Polyani, 1966).  

The studies in Table 1 have contributed to the 
accepted view that a firm’s ability to successfully 
develop innovative new products is not only the 
result of public and private investments in tan-
gibles and intangibles by individual elements in 
the economy, but that it is also strongly influenced 
by the character and intensity of the interactions 
between the elements of the system. This position 
is strongly advocated in the literature on “National 
Innovation Systems” (Freeman, 1982; Lundvall, 
1992; Nelson, 1993). In this view, innovation and 
technological development in particular depend 
increasingly on the ability to utilise new knowl-
edge produced elsewhere and to combine this with 
knowledge already available in the economy and 
its actors. The capacity to absorb new knowledge, 
to transfer and diffuse knowledge and the ability 
to learn through interaction are crucial success 
factors in innovation (e.g. Cohen & Levinthal, 
1989; Chesborough, 2003). New and commer-
cially useful knowledge is not only the result of 
the conscious action of creative individuals. It is 
also the outcome of the interaction and learning 
processes among various actors in innovation 
systems, i.e. producers, users, suppliers, public 
authorities, and scientific institutions, which Da-
vid & Foray (1995) have coined the “knowledge 
distribution power” of the innovation system. 
Indeed, Rothwell (1992) put forward the idea of a 
fifth-generation model of innovation management, 
based on inter-company networking facilitated by 
IT systems. More recently, the term network has 
become widely used. The need for connectivity 
and the complexity of the interactions it entails 
therefore emerges as a major factor influencing 
the management of innovation. While knowledge 
sharing across organisational boundaries is not 
an entirely new phenomenon the increasing 
emphasis on network forms of innovation in the 

innovation literature reflects the growth of KIBS 
for technology intensive sectors in the advanced 
economies.

Given the significance of the beneficial effect 
of effect of inter-firm collaboration and the role of 
networks for innovation and organisational learn-
ing (Hamel, 1991), it is necessary to explore this 
concept in more detail. March (1991) distinguishes 
between exploration and exploitation in organi-
sational learning. He argues that there are major 
differences between experimentation with new 
alternatives (exploration) and the refinement of 
existing technologies and organisational compe-
tencies (exploitation). The latter can be conceived 
as a close relative of the keep in house-or outsource 
decision, where collaboration arises from an un-
willingness to go-alone and a strong preference 
for risk-limitation will always be prevalent. On 
the other hand, explorative knowledge creation 
relies on much more “openness” and a dedicated 
participation in research communities, firms, 
universities, research laboratories, suppliers and 
customers (Powell, 1990). What is required here 
is a much more intimate form of collaboration 
where both parties are contributing, rather than 
the handing over of responsibility of an activity, 
which is often associated with the outsourcing 
decision. Furthermore, Powell at al (1996) argue 
that the locus of explorative innovations is to be 
found in networks of inter-organisational relation-
ships and that a firm’s success crucially depends 
on its “centrality-position” in such networks and 
the experience gained in managing its networks. 
They argue that internal capability and external 
collaboration rather than being substitutes are 
complementary:

“ Internal capability is indispensable in evalu-
ating research done outside, while external col-
laboration provides access to news and resources 
that cannot be generated internally... A network 
serves as a locus of innovation because it provides 
timely access to knowledge and resources that are 
otherwise unavailable, while also testing internal 
expertise and learning capabilities.”
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In their empirical study of the network behav-
iour of biotechnology firms operating in the hu-
man therapeutics and diagnostics field (1960-94) 
they found strong support for their hypothesis that 
a firm’s centrality in network relationships and its 
incrementally acquired experience in managing 
network ties is a strong predictor for its growth 
and economic success. Network experience, it 
appears, should be considered as an incremental 
learning process both in terms of the management 
of collaborative ties and in terms of the actual 
technical learning of biotechnology innovations 
(Powell at al., 1996). The decision to outsource 
an activity includes the inherent risk of forgoing 
a firm’s centrality of participation in valuable 
networks.

The development of network models of in-
novation have helped to illustrate further the 
prominence now given to internal and external 
interactions (networks) within the innovation 
process. All these knowledge flows contribute to 
the wealth of knowledge held by the organisation 
(Woolgar et al., 1998; Rothwell, 1992; Major and 
Cordey-Hayes, 2002).  Recognising this, capturing 
and utilising it to develop successful new products 
is the difficult management process of innovation.  
Here then lies the potential problem for firms if 
key activities are outsourced: whether at the very 
least the firm risks disrupting the knowledge 
flows to the organisation and more worryingly 
for senior managers is whether it will isolate a 
firm from valuable networks.

Furthermore, the inability to retain a com-
pany’s competitive core will not only endanger 
its future competitiveness, but can also create a 
serious risk of dependency on outside providers. 
A crucial question is whether the desired access 
to “best in industry” capabilities are sufficient 
to sustain its competitive advantage in particular 
where the provider serves “many masters” and 
the particular expertise ceases to be unique and 
becomes best- practice industry standard. While 
there is no shortage of advice in the literature 
on how to manage the risk of dependency from 

outside providers and suppliers in general (see 
for instance Currie & Willcocks, 1998 who sug-
gest multi vendor approaches and shorter term 
contracts for handling large-scale long-term total 
outsourcing contracts with IT/IS providers), the 
specific problem that access to world-leading ex-
pertise via outsourcing may well be compromised 
by the “levelling-out” of unique advantages when 
leading service providers spread their world-lead-
ing expertise to several clients has not received 
much attention.

As a consequence of the problem of “levelling 
out” of leading edge expertise, the innovation 
impact of outsourcing is not limited to the issue 
of core competencies and the need of companies 
to retain at least the absorptive capacity to exploit 
innovations that have been developed by outside 
service providers. There is also the problematic 
assumption that service providers are always 
able to infuse best practice into the company. 
In a traditional outsourcing relationship, a long-
term commitment is entered into that “locks” a 
company to a service provider for the length of 
the service contract. The ability to infuse best 
industry practice may not only depend on the rela-
tive competence of the provider, but the service 
providers may also be restricted in their ability 
to pass on best practices by confidentiality agree-
ment with previous and other current clients. A 
significant dilemma emerges: Individual firms 
have a reasoned case against competitors gain-
ing the fruits of their investment and innovation 
efforts, while at the same time the majority of 
companies choose outsourcing not least in the 
hope of gaining such advantages from other firms. 
This dilemma is mainly left to the service provid-
ers and the individual consultants they employ 
to resolve.  It is, however, a very important issue 
from an organisational innovation perspective. 
We will see below that this issue becomes even 
more pressing when companies and industries 
move away from traditional long-term outsourc-
ing relationships with single service providers 
to strategic outsourcing, i.e. to much more open, 
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short-term relationships with multiple suppliers 
involving all business processes.  

The Important Role of Trust 
in the Management of
Outsourcing Relations HIPs: 
the Example of Information 
Systems Outsourcing

Outsourcing has a long tradition in relation to 
the IT industry. Because of the high costs of IT 
infrastructure and the rapid change in technol-
ogy, many organisations have been looking at 
external providers for the IT function since the 
early 1980s. 

The reasons for this move are rational. If 
information services play a supporting role for 
the key business functions and this service can 
be bought in at higher quality of service delivery 
without having to commit substantial assets and 
resources, it makes good sense to look at the 
external market for providers. 

In most cases, the outsourcing relationship 
goes further than just substituting for an internal 
IT service and a contractual relationship is sought 
where the service provider assumes responsibility 
for one or more of the organisation’s IT or even 
business functions (Willcocks & Lacity, 1999). In 
this case, the relationship includes the transfer of 
resources of the outsourcing organisation to the 
external service provider and involves a long-
term commitment with a detailed legally binding 
contract. Significant organisational changes are 
needed as the role of the internal IT department 
changes form being a supplier of its own services 
to assuming the function of a controller and broker 
of IT and/or business services. Because of the level 
of mutual commitment, lengthy contract negotia-
tions (9-12 months) and detailed rules are the norm 
which later can become problematic as technology 
base and business requirement tend to change, at 
times even before the contract is finally signed 
(Gartner, Research Report, December 2001). As 

the original focus is traditionally on cost saving 
on the basis of existing solutions, both parties can 
be locked in inflexible arrangements that lead to 
a lack of satisfaction with the services received 
by the outsourcer and frustration with the con-
straints imposed by the service provider (Gartner, 
Research note, June 2001). Due to the long-term 
timeframe, the level of resources committed and 
the emphasis on cost efficiency, a bureaucracy-
based approach to relationship management and 
management control is often pursued which as it is 
not well suited for coping with changing require-
ments and therefore leads to disappointment on 
both sides and further enforces the desire to impose 
a high level of management control. Ironically, 
despite a high level of dissatisfaction with current 
service providers, a high number of organisations 
stick with their existing provider when it comes 
to contract renewal because of the high level of 
sunk costs (Barthelemy and Geyer, 2000).

Outsourcing relationships need to be managed 
during the lifespan of the projects concerned. 
The costs involved and the complex nature of 
the projects that frequently involve the transfer of 
assets from the outsourcer to the provider call for 
detailed contractual arrangements. Theses are also 
in the interest of the service provider who does not 
wish to face spiralling costs due to ambiguities. In 
principle, detailed contractual arrangements are 
often considered good professional practice – the 
one who has good intentions can sign a detailed 
contract – and need not be considered as a sub-
stitute for or undermining trust in relationships. 
Detailed contracts and legal means are of course 
more of a background safeguard, providing con-
tract parties with the confidence that although the 
law is slow and costly and seeking legal redress is 
not the best avenue to solve conflicts, they do have 
a safeguard against gross malfeasance (Sitkin & 
Roth,1993, Deakin & Wilkinson,1996). Beyond 
contract, however, a fair amount of trust a  is re-
quired to make outsourcing relationships work. 
The outsourcing organisation must at least have 
trust in the service provider’s competence and will-
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ingness to keep to contractual obligations. This 
will normally be based on the service provider’s 
record of achievement and reputation. Most of the 
larger outsourcing contracts are awarded to the 
reputed and established players in the industry who 
can point towards a record of previous achieve-
ments or who have been directly recommended 
although the contract tendering process will be 
principally open to all contender who can meet 
the project requirements. As outsourcing involves 
close cooperation between internal and external 
staff, interpersonal trust relationships become 
very important for the success of the project. 
The long-term time frame of the contracts allow 
for interpersonal trust relationships to be built, 
but this trust-building can be undermined if the 
contractual terms do not sufficiently allow for a 
dynamic adjustment of the services to be delivered 
to changing circumstances of the outsourcing 
organisations (such as growth through acquisi-
tions or moving into new markets) or to changes 
to the technology and products/services available 
at the cutting edge of the market. In such cases, 
rather than having governance procedures in 
place that allow for quick response and dynamic 
adjustment of terms, outsourcing contracts often 
are inflexible, require substantial renegotiation 
and lead to dissatisfaction on both sides. Once 
however, disagreements and tensions have set in, 
it becomes more difficult to renegotiate and find 
mutually beneficial solutions on the basis of trust 
(Sitkin & Stickel, 1996). Even worse, signals that 
relationships with service providers have become 
difficult seem to reinforce preferences for a bu-
reaucracy-based approach to management control 
(van der Meer Koistra, 2000)b with closer supervi-
sion and monitoring and more direct intervention 
of the outsourcing company. Given that at least 
one of the causes of this adverse dynamic, the 
rate of technology change is bound to increase, 
the nature of IT outsourcing contracts is in need 
of flexibilisation. Rather than chasing “moving 
targets” with closer nets, a more developmental, 
trust-enabling approach to contact and relation-

ship management is needed. A move towards a 
trust-enabling governance structure and manage-
ment control approach would need to incorporate 
changes such as shared flexible decision-making 
and goal setting by a joint alliance board with 
backing from senior management level, open 
book accounting, outcome-based rewards with 
a clear recognition of a priority to meet dynamic 
goals rather than static contractual obligations 
(Dekker, 2001). Such an approach to management 
control, however, must be implemented before 
trust has been lost. It also requires a move away 
from a mainly tactical orientation towards cost 
efficiency to a more strategic consideration of 
overall business objectives and the role IT and 
IS can play to that end.

Information Leakage, Trust, 
Reputation and the 
Innovation Dilemma

We have argued above that from an innovation 
perspective, the reliance on outside providers can 
be problematic, not only because key areas of 
expertise may be gradually lost to the outsourcing 
organisation but also because outside providers 
may not have the desired leading edge expertise 
over the long-term (Earl, 1996) or may spread 
their expertise among many clients so that it 
degrades from “best in world” to mere industry 
standard. The problem of information leakage 
lies at the heart of this dilemma. Companies want 
exclusivity in their relationship with their service 
providers, but consultants who work with many 
clients are unlikely to be able not be influenced 
and not to spread the best practice that they 
acquire when working with many client firms. 
Detailed legal contracts may offer short-term 
solutions as they can protect tangible outcomes 
from specific projects undertaken, but not every 
innovation related project outcome is tangible 
and can be clearly defined in legal contracts. And 
consultants are clearly expected to work at the 
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cutting edge of their professional expertise for 
all of their clients.

The problem of information leakage in col-
laborative research and technology development 
has been investigated by Hoecht & Trott (1999). 
They contend that companies need to be out-
ward-looking to gain access to new knowledge 
and that this openness comes at the risk of com-
mercially sensitive information being leaked to 
competitors. Furthermore, the more dependent 
technology intensive industries are on “open-
ness” in innovation related activities the higher 
the rate of information leakage is likely to be in 
these industries. The increasing role of KIBS for 
R&D in sectors such as the IT industry can be 
expected to increase this risk. The more outward-
looking the R&D strategy of these companies, 
the less suitable are traditional approaches such 
as legal instruments for controlling this risk and 
the more these companies have to rely on mecha-
nisms of social control, in particular trust and 
reputation concerns. When companies pursue an 
extrovert, the most outward-looking technology 
development strategy, they rely on the expertise 
of distinguished individual researchers, either 
as temporarily hired subject field experts or as 
prominent members of research community net-
works working within an organisation and acting 
as boundary spanners between the organisation 
and the scientific community. Because of their 
superior subject knowledge and their privileged 
position in the research community, which is 
after all the prime reasons for employing them, 
they have, at least in theory, ample opportunities 
to leak information to competitors and to betray 
the organisations hiring their services if they wish 
to do so. Direct, bureaucratic control is largely 
ineffective and non-implementable in situations 
where the controllers lack detailed understand-
ing of the nature of the controlled person’s workc, 
legal contracts such as detailed secrecy clauses 
and intellectual property agreements are ac-
cepted as a matter of professional good practice, 
but detection of contravention would be very 

difficult and the contravention difficult to prove 
and any legal redress would not compensate for 
the commercial damage incurred. In such cases 
when legal instruments and direct, bureaucratic 
control are of limited effectiveness, companies 
need to rely on trust and social control in order 
to be able to work with the individuals in ques-
tion. And although trust is always “ultimately a 
leap into the dark” (Luhmann, 1979), research 
organisations have good reasons to trust these 
individuals as their personal and professional 
integrity is based on their need to protect their 
professional reputation as the “social capital” 
(Coleman, 1990) which makes them so desirable 
to their employers. As a consequence of their 
self-awareness of the need to protect their reputa-
tion as their social capital, external hired experts 
and organisational boundary spanners more than 
any other group of scientists “internalise” proper 
professional conduct in themselves.

The problem of information leakage and how 
to control it also applies in the case of outsourcing 
of knowledge-sensitive business processes with 
high innovation potential. 

We have encountered this issue as a pressing 
ethical and professional problem for a number of 
IS consultants that we interviewed for another in-
novation-related research project (Trott & Hoecht, 
2004). With the move from traditional long-term 
single provider to strategic outsourcing, it will 
become much more of an issue as will be discussed 
in the next section. 

Strategic Outsourcing and 
the Innovation Dilemma

Strategic outsourcing goes beyond traditional out-
sourcing in the sense that competitive advantages 
are being sought through opening up all business 
functions, including the core competencies which 
should provide competitive advantage to whoever 
can provide the perceived best solution, internal or 
external (Quelin and Duhamel, 2003). In contrast 
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to traditional outsourcing, there are no protective 
boundaries around core activities in the hope that 
the organisations can maximise their innovative 
capacity by being an active part of a networked 
economy. This means that rather than having 
exclusive arrangements with one or very few 
service providers of long periods of time which 
will be expected to offer tailor-made solutions, 
strategic sourcing arrangements will be with mul-
tiple partners over short periods of time and with 
very little protection of internal core competency 
functions against outsiders     (Gartner, Strategic 
Analysis Report, May 2001)d.

There is a certain paradox inherent in this 
approach: a very high level of trust is required 
for such relationships as the risks involved are 
substantial while at the same time the conditions 
for building trust are undermined by a shorter-
term orientation with less commitment compared 
to traditional outsourcing relationships. 

If we are experiencing a move towards a global 
networked economy (Castells, 1996) with rapid 
technology change and an increasing need for 
sharing information and cooperative R&D, then 
long-term exclusive relationships between buyers 
and service providers may have too unsustainably 
high opportunity costs because of the inherent 
lock-in that can seriously hinder innovation. From 
a risk-control perspective exclusive relationships 
with clearly defined organisational boundaries 
may be preferable, but the cost of restricting 
information exchange among service providers 
in networks and limiting oneself to the expertise 
of just one firm can be significant. Furthermore, 
as discussed above, such exclusive relationships, 
when managed with a bureaucracy rather than 
trust-based approach to management control can 
be unproductive. The challenge then is to find 
ways in which more core business functions (but 
not all!) can be opened to the shared knowledge 
of the external service providers as a networked 
industry without losing core competitive capabili-
ties, be it as a consequence of extensive reliance 
on outsiders, or through imitation by competitors 
as a consequence of information leakage.

The problem of information leakage is inherent 
in all outsourcing relationships, but the magnitude 
of this problem is greatly increased when dyadic 
relationships are replaced by multiple partner and 
network arrangements. There is some tentative 
evidence that “powerful” firms may be more 
able to protect their sensitive information than 
weaker ones, but this is far from certain and may 
well be influenced by managerial competence of 
the participating firms. It is also not always easy 
to determine the exact boundaries between the 
required up-to-date professional knowledge of in-
dividual consultants derived from current industry 
experience and cutting edge innovative practices 
exclusively developed for a particular client that 
have to be kept confidential. This boundary will 
become even more blurred the faster technology 
development progresses. 

Discussion and Managerial 
Implications: Innovation, 
Networks and Trust

Innovative capability of the firm is largely de-
pendent on cumulative knowledge built up over 
many years of experience.  Contrary to the model 
used by economists, innovative ability cannot be 
simply bought and sold.  Hence, the need to remind 
senior managers of the unwitting harm that may 
be inflicted on the ability of the organisation to 
survive in the long term if its core competencies are 
slowly eroded through outsourcing.  This chapter 
has put forward a different conceptual approach for 
how companies can view the role of outsourcing 
and its impact on innovative capability.  We need 
to look again at what delivers long-term success 
as opposed to short-term gains.  

This chapter has highlighted two particular 
strategic risks associated with outsourcing. 
Firstly, that not only does outsourcing involve 
the inherent risk of forgoing the development of 
the knowledge base of the firm but also that the 
firm’s existing skills and core competencies may 
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be unwittingly being leaked via the third party 
provider. The concept of trust is introduced as 
a possible mechanism for managers not only to 
understand the dynamics of knowledge leakage, 
but also as a means of managing the dilemma.  
From the point of view of the individual firm, the 
question is how it can maintain a commitment to 
secrecy and confidentiality from multiple part-
ners. One solution would be their interest in repeat 
dealings. If the buyer firm is a significant player 
in its industry, the service providers may fear to 
loose it as a future customer and may therefore 
control their own behaviour. This would require 
a certain likelihood that potential betrayals would 
be noticed, which in terms depends on the nature 
of the relations between service providers. If 
there is sufficient competitive rivalry (despite the 
network cooperation) between service providers, 
some of their members may be prepared to “shop” 
the betraying service provider to the buyer in the 
hope of securing a future contract.

Another way of securing commitment would 
be for the buyer to acquire a stake in one or more 
of the service providers. Partial ownership may 
make the service provider as a consultant/provider 
less attractive to other buyers, but it would offer 
a degree of control in the sense that the buyer 
firm could exercise direct influence in manage-
rial decisions and the employees of the service 
provider would be less likely to harm “part of 
their own” organisation. This is, however, a very 
costly way to buy loyalty and the associated costs 
could well be far higher than the benefits derived 
from strategic sourcing itself.

Tightening legal contracts would also be an 
option, at least in theory. In practice, the knowl-
edge base of core competencies is often of a tacit 
nature and difficult to codify, and it is next to 
impossible to prove that betrayal has occurred. 
Furthermore, the essence of strategic sourcing is 
to move to shorter relationships including more 
flexible, less closely defined contracts. 

To some extent, developments in IT may 
provide a solution. Those services which are 

mainly focused on IT (cost) efficiency (such as 
product support, network maintenance and help 
desk services) may well cease to require buyer-
owned assets and to be firm specific altogether. 
Instead of longer-term service contracts, buyers 
may opt for a just in time/pay as you go “access” 
model where they tap into standardised solutions 
(Gartner, Strategic Analysis Report, May 2001). 
As this will normally not affect their core skills and 
competitive edge, the risks will be acceptable.

If networking and shared technology devel-
opment is the future for the IT industry, another 
option would be for large buyers to retain the 
capacity to participate themselves directly in 
these networks. This could be achieved by either 
retaining or recruiting individuals into the buyer 
firms who have the ability to judge industry de-
velopments and to actively participate in industry 
networks. The task of these individuals, who have 
to be highly regarded experts in their field, would 
be to act as boundary spanners between scientific 
research, the service providing consultancy firms 
and their respective buyer firm. Their job would 
entail the definition and demarcation of high- risk 
areas within their home organisations and the se-
lection and supervision of those “externals” who 
would be granted access to the business functions 
and processes identified as high risk. As external 
service providers can easily be made to specify the 
individuals assigned to specific tasks as part of the 
tendering process specification and as part of the 
final contract, the boundary spanner’s judgement 
on the competence as well as trustworthiness of 
the specified individuals could be used as a de-
vice to control the risk of secrecy betrayal. As a 
consequence, it would be very much in the career 
interest of the staff of external service provid-
ers to keep and earn the trust of the boundary 
spanners of their main client firms as this would 
become a key selection criterion for the award of 
future contracts to their firms. As a consequence, 
the problem of trust would be transferred onto a 
higher level, from trust in service providers to trust 
in the controllers/boundary spanners. Although 
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this resounds of Shapiro’s (1987) observation that 
“one of the ironies of trust is that we frequently 
protect it and respond to its failure by bestowing 
even more trust”- onto regulators and guardians 
in this case, the experience of other industries 
such as biotechnology with boundary spanners 
as guardians of company secrets is positive 
(Liebeskind and Oliver, 1996; Hoecht& Trott, 
1999). Boundary spanners have an overwhelm-
ing interest in guarding their reputation as being 
both trustworthy and competent as this reputation 
amounts to their “social capital” (Coleman, 1990). 
Naturally, the monitoring and supervision which 
can be exercised by boundary spanners themselves 
is limited to “working hours” and the “trusted 
externals” could still pass on information after 
hours and during future assignments with compet-
ing firms, in particular as there are no sufficiently 
effective legal sanctions to prevent this from hap-
pening. Therefore, in order to control this risk, 
some minimum level of exchange of information 
among boundary spanners of large buyers would 
be required. It is, after all, in the collective interest 
of buyers to limit the risk of betrayal and therefore 
to expel unreliable individuals from the circle of 
consultants with access to high risk areas in their 
clients’ organisations. Whether this collective 
interest would prevail or the short-term benefits 
derivable from acts of betrayal would prove to 
be too tempting is very much a question of the 
character of the network of boundary spanners in 
question.  Given that the collective sanctioning 
interest of networks cannot necessarily be relied 
upon particularly if detection is unlikely, other 
safeguards would be needed. Such as safeguard 
could be the external consultants own interest in 
protecting their reputation as their social capital. 
It may not be likely that a boundary spanner can 
be proven to have failed to inform his network 
colleagues of a betrayal, but the self-interest of 
the external consultants themselves is likely to 
stop them from committing acts of betrayal in 
the first place.
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Key Terms 

Core Capabilities: The knowledge and skill 
that resides in an organisation. Core capabilities 
include technical know-how, technical skills, 
business process know-how and business skills. 
Distinct capabilities are those things that the 
organisation is better at doing than its competi-
tors.

Information Leakage: Information leakage 
refers to the unintended loss of information from 
an organization. This usually occurs as a result of 
employees passing information to others some-
times unwittingly sometimes wittingly.

Innovation: The process of developing and 
commercialising something new, usually a 
product, service or manufacturing process.  The 
process is related to >invention but they are not 
identical twins.  The management of innovation is 
a growing and significant subject in its own right.  
While there is continued debate in the literature 
about the range of activities covered by the term, 
there is broad agreement that successful innova-
tion management involves research, technology 
development, marketing and manufacturing.

Knowledge Intensive Business Services: 
Knowledge intensive business services (KIBS) 
include traditional professional business services 
such as accountancy and law, as well as services 
that have a scientific and technical knowledge 
base such as IT/IS. Other examples include a new 
generation of KIBS. The growth in information 
communication technologies during the 1980s and 
the development of the internet in the 1990s and 
into the 21st century has led to enormous sums 
of money being spent by firms in order to ensure 
that they are equipped to compete. 
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Outsourcing: A term used to describe the 
process of using external organisations to provide 
the firm with the necessary services it requires, 
and that it previously supplied from within.  Such 
as maintenance, cleaning, catering, computer sup-
port, telecommunications services.  The benefits 
of outsourcing include reduced costs and increased 
services.

Endnotes

a There are literally hundreds of definitions 
of trust. A useful pragmatic definition of 
trust is that “an agent exhibits trust when 
he/she exposes herself/himself to the risk 
of opportunistic behaviour by others and 
when he/she has no reason to believe that the 
trusted other will exploit this opportunity” 
(Humphrey & Schmitz, 1996:4).  A key point 
is that trust makes the trustor vulnerable to 
the behaviour of the trustee, but the trustor 
ignores this possibility. Moellering (2006: 
111) defines trust as “an ongoing process of 
building on reason, routine, and reflexivity, 
suspending irreducible social vulnerability 
and uncertainty as if they were favourably 
resolved, and maintaining thereby a state 
of favourable expectation toward the ac-
tions and intentions of more or less specific 
others.” Sako (1992) distinguishes between 
competence trust (confidence in the other 
parties ability to perform properly), con-
tractual trust (honouring the accepting rules 
of exchange) and goodwill trust (mutual 
expectations of open commitment to each 
other beyond contractual obligations). 

b Langfield-Smith and Smith (2003), following 
on from van der Meer-Kooistra and Vossle-
man (2000) distinguish between market-
based, bureaucracy-based and trust-based 
control patterns of inter-firm transactional 
relationships. Trust plays no role in the 
first and only a limited role in the second 
control pattern (emphasis on outcome and 
behavioural control), but becomes central 
in the trust-based control pattern (emphasis 
on outcome and social control as well as 
trust). The relationship between trust and 
control is a complex one that can be either 
supplementary and or complementary de-
pending on circumstances. The relationship 
between trust, risk and control in inter-firm 
relationships has been explored systemati-
cally and in considerable depth by Das and 
Teng (1998, 2001).

c  Quinn (1999) acknowledges this as a major 
problem in controlling the risks involved in 
“intellectual outsourcing”.

d While there is no accepted consensus in 
the literature regarding the exact nature of 
strategic outsourcing; Quélin and Duhamel 
(2003), for example, maintain that it involves 
a long-term commitment between the client 
and the service provider. Empirical research 
undertaken by Gartner suggests that strate-
gic outsourcing can also involve short-term 
contracts with multiple partners in order to 
get access to the highest level of expertise 
from different specialist companies in their 
fields where such expertise is not available 
in any one particular company.
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Abstract

A new knowledge management perspective and tool, ANT/AUTOPOIESIS, for analysis of knowledge 
management in knowledge-intensive organizations is presented. An information technology (IT) research 
and innovation co-operation between university actors and companies interested in the area of smart 
home IT applications is used to illustrate analysis using this perspective. Actor-network theory (ANT) 
and the social theory of autopoiesis are used in analyzing knowledge management, starting from the 
foundation of a research co-operation. ANT provides the character of relations between actors and 
actants, how power is translated by actors and the transformation of relations over time.  The social 
theory of autopoiesis provides the tools to analyze organizational closure and reproduction of orga-
nizational identity. The perspective used allows a process analysis, and at the same time analysis of 
structural characteristics of knowledge management.  Knowledge management depends on powerful 
actors, whose power changes over time. Here this power is entrepreneurial and based on relations and 
actors’ innovation knowledge.

Introduction: A Definition of 
Knowledge Management 

The aim with this paper is to present a new per-
spective on knowledge management, a perspective 

that uses both actor network theory (ANT) and 
the social theory of autopoiesis (ANT/AUTOPOI-
ESIS). Knowledge management is empirically 
presented as how a number of actors and actor 
companies collaboratively organized to increase 
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specific knowledge and innovation capability.   The 
co-operation, named KIT, aimed at research and 
innovations in home and buildings information 
technology (IT) products and services.  

To know something is to interpret meaning and 
make sense of something from one’s own experi-
ences, information and data (Callon, 1986b). This 
is the ANT perspective of knowledge management 
which in this sense resembles a cognitive perspec-
tive where knowledge exists within a human brain. 
Managing knowledge is from a cognitive perspec-
tive impossible. Knowledge from a cognitive 
perspective is independent of others and socially 
closed. To be interesting from an organizational 
point of view, knowledge should be analysed in 
the light of goals and meaning not only for an in-
dividual, but also for an organization or as in this 
paper a collaboration of organizations. Knowledge 
is shown in the speech and activities of human 
actors. Argyris and Schön (1978/1995) called this 
visibility of knowledge; knowledge-in-action. 
Decision making is the most important act by 
which knowledge becomes apparent in organiza-
tions, according to Luhmann (2002). Acts, though, 
are also dependent on expectations of the future, 
power and human will. Non human actors do not 
have knowledge, since they cannot by themselves 
create meaning. To make machines “act” accord-
ing to a human actor’s wishes, knowledge might 
be inscribed into a machine, or a description of 
how to use a machine is prescribed for the user 
to read and follow. Also artifacts in buildings like 
doors, stairs, corridors, windows, etc, are shaped 
to fulfil certain functions decided by the design-
ers. Prescriptions “give” non-humans ability to 
“act” on behalf of the humans that have written 
these. Machines and artifacts become agents for 
the will of human actors. Sveiby (2008) says that 
knowledge management is a poor term and that 
knowledge cannot be managed. Since knowledge 
is something inside a human brain, to claim that 
knowledge could be managed would mean to 
manipulate humans’ brains. In spite of this the 
concept knowledge management is widely used. 

Wilson (2002) after a thorough review of the 
concept concludes that knowledge management 
is used about activities concerning management 
of information and work practices. 

Social autopoiesis theory, being a general 
systems theory uses living systems as metaphor 
for describing social phenomena. Living cells 
communicates with its environment to survive 
(Maturana and Varela, 1987). The human brain is 
in social knowledge autopoiesis used as a metaphor 
for what happens in and between organizations 
(Morgan, 1986). Metaphors are often used in or-
ganizational theory and are for example used in 
the concept of the learning organization (Senge, 
1990).  Generative learning (Senge, 1990) imply 
that the organization as a whole is able to learn 
from experiences that actually are inherited from 
individuals and groups of human actors in the 
organization.  

Burgoyne et al (1994) and Alvesson and Will-
mott (1996) claimed that knowledge is socially 
constructed in an organizational setting.  With 
this view of knowledge management, power dif-
ferences, conflict, domination, subordination and 
manipulation are considered as well as aspects 
that have to do with handling complex organizing 
processes efficiently, innovation capability and 
competitiveness. Knowledge actually expresses 
itself in multiple forms: propositional, theoretical, 
practical, experiential, and presentational (Mar-
shall and Reason, 1993).  

ANT draws on the relational aspects of hu-
man communication. Actor-networks inscribe the 
complex social processes underlying the construc-
tion, development and stabilization of forms of 
the social, the technological, the natural world 
and their combinations (Callon, 1986b). Humans 
make sense of language, texts (inscriptions) and 
actions. Relations between humans make the world 
meaningful by sensing and communication. In 
ANT actions are contingent phenomena, mediated 
by human actors and non-human actants. Power 
translation originally was the ontological interest 
in ANT (Callon, 1986a; 1986b).  Power translation 
is explained in the following way:
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‘Spread in time and space of anything – claims, 
orders, artifacts and goods – is in the hands of 
people. Each of these people may act in many  
different ways, letting the token drop, or modify-
ing it, or deflecting it, or betraying it, or adding 
to it, or appropriating it’. Latour (1986: 267)

Autopoiesis theory, originally biological, 
describes reproduction of a core structure, 
DNA/RNA (Maturana, 1981; Maturana & Varela, 
1987/1992). The theory of autopoiesis has been 
used to describe social systems (Luhmann, 1995, 
2002, Mingers, 1995). Communication/deci-
sion events construct organization according to 
Luhmann (1995: 287). The network of decisions 
produces decisions and communication channels 
to lock up further decision making and organizing. 
Maula (1999; 2000) use the social theory of auto-
poiesis by metaphorically describing companies’ 
knowledge systems as autopoiesis systems that 
consist of two major knowledge flows, named the 
sensory function and the memory function. The 
sensory function gives an organization interac-
tive openness, and the memory function is the 
company’s access to its own knowledge, retrieved 
from experiences, expertise and knowledge bases. 
In autopoiesis theory this allows self-referentiality. 
Self-referentiality describes how

“the accumulated knowledge affects the firm’s 
way to operate, and the way to operate affects 
the creation and acquisition of new knowledge.” 
(Maula 2000: 159)

In the ANT/AUTOPOIESIS knowledge man-
agement perspective here presented I show how 
in an innovation co-operation the transformation 
functioned the way Maula’s theory of self-ref-
erentiality prescribes. Knowledge management 
steered by human and artifactual power relations 
described by ANT determined the agenda until 
that some founders found themselves organized 
out of the innovation co-operation. Several actors 
were surprised, though, to find that in the end 

the accumulated knowledge or core competence 
survived and gave the studied co-operation a new 
identity, different from the one intended by the 
original founders.

ANT and the social theory of autopoiesis are 
both theoretical paradigms about human relations 
and organizing. Being ontologically different in-
terpretations of organizing, these theories might 
be regarded as conflicting paradigms. There are 
some fundamental differences, but also simi-
larities between these theories, which make them 
theoretically fruitful to use complementarily when 
we are to understand the concept of knowledge 
management in innovation co-operation. This 
paper could have stopped with an empirical de-
scription using ANT, which draws attention to 
differences in power between actors and a non-
human “actant” (Greimas and Courtés, 1982), 
in this case an influential artifact; the e-box, a 
computer server. In order to fully understand the 
knowledge management in information intensive 
organizations I will with autopoiesis theory show 
how core competence was reproduced.

The structure of the paper is the following: 
First, there is an analysis of an innovation co-
operation case using ANT/AUTOPOIESIS theory. 
Actors, managing events, artifacts and outcome 
of management are described as a time depen-
dent narrative (Ricoeur, 1984/2003). Then there 
is a reflective part where ANT/AUTOPOIESIS 
theory is used as a complementary frame of 
reference for analyzing knowledge management. 
Finally, conclusions are drawn regarding the in-
terpretation of data and knowledge management 
considerations.

Methodology

Research Approach 

The research approach is to use an inductive quali-
tative method in a case study to develop a theoreti-
cal perspective based on the two paradigms, ANT 
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and autopoiesis theory. The paradigms must be 
complementary since they are used in a theoretical 
framework to describe knowledge management. 
The case describes how the different paradigms 
are used when analyzing knowledge management 
complimentarily. Inductive reasoning has been 
used where interpretation of interview statements 
has given meaning to the theoretical concepts 
given by the theories. The interpretation process 
was done in two phases. First ANT was used to 
interpret the transformation of the studied case 
and the translation by actors of what happened 
in the process. Then, when ANT was not able 
to make sense of the process, autopoiesis theory 
was tried and offered an interpretation that gave 
meaning to the process. 

Data Collection

Qualitative narrative data was collected from the 
foundation of KIT and the first four years of the 
collaboration association. The theoretical reflec-
tions using ANT and autopoiesis theory are based 
on twenty interviews, participative observation in 
a board meeting, document studies, and impro-
vised talks with the founders, owners, managers, 
entrepreneurs and other employees on several 
occasions during the research period.  

The case study method is closely related to 
narrative research (Yin, 1984/2003; Czarniawska, 
1999; 2000). Like any other qualitative research 
methods the narrative does not seek generaliza-
tion in a statistical sense, but inductively seeks 
knowledge about pieces and patterns of real-
ity, which in this research has been knowledge 
management in innovation collaboration.  Unlike 
logo-scientific knowledge (Lyotard, 1979/1984) 
narrative knowledge acknowledges that there are 
different experiences and expectations of reality 
and the future depending on who you are. This 
is also in line with the translation theory used 
by ANT. Narrative knowledge, according to 
Ricoeur (1984/2003), is connected to individual 
or organizational experiences from the past and 

expectations for the future. Ricoeur reflects on the 
inability of man to accommodate understanding 
of the present, because the present immediately 
becomes the past, and the future is unknown. 
Narrative approaches have so far mostly been 
used in organizational theory studies and in three 
ways: Research written in a story-like manner, 
research conceptualizing organizational life as 
story making and organization theory as story 
reading (Czarniawska, 1997: 26). The narrative is 
used here as a story to shed light on a new way of 
perceiving innovation knowledge in transforming 
organizational settings.  

Case Study:  KIT

KIT was planned to be a research and innova-
tion co-operation situated close to a small Scan-
dinavian University. Actors from ten different 
organizations were interviewed. They took part 
in KIT during shorter or longer time periods. The 
founding of KIT was preceded by fifteen years 
of research by the founder of KIT, a University 
professor interested in products and services to 
facilitate life at home by the help of IT.

As the development of the Internet opened up 
opportunities to distribute data about building 
status independent of space, KIT was started as 
an arena for further research by the University 
professor together with an IT corporation and the 
local municipal energy utility. Small and medium-
sized entrepreneurial companies who developed 
IT products and services also became partners.  
KIT was planned to be active in three areas:  as a 
meeting place, as a locus for development work, 
and as a forum for research and post-graduate 
studies.  First, there was a research goal:  to be an 
organization to explore possibilities to use Internet 
technology in buildings.  Second, there was a well-
being goal:  to provide an environment for devel-
opment of IT services to the home for the benefit 
of residents.  Third, there was a welfare goal:  to 
foster entrepreneurship and company start-ups, 
developing and selling IT services to the home. 
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As the Internet gave opportunity to distribute 
data about the status of buildings independent of 
space, KIT by the University professor was made 
the arena for further research, together with an 
information technology (IT) corporation and the 
local community energy organization. KIT was 
planned to be active in three areas:  Meeting place, 
development work, research and post-graduate 
studies. Small and medium seized entrepreneurial 
companies who developed IT products and ser-
vices also became parts of KIT. First, there was 
a research goal, an organization to explore pos-
sibilities to use Internet technology in buildings. 
Second, there was a well-being goal. To provide 
an environment for development of IT-services to 
the home for the benefit of residents. Third, there 
was a well-fare goal. To foster entrepreneurship 
and company start-ups, developing and selling 
IT services to the home.

Analysis of KIT Knowledge 
Management  Using Ant

Actors  came from different organizational cul-
tures. They were academics, entrepreneurs, local 
government officials, and research financiers 
who normally do not work together. Around KIT, 
there were several small competing IT compa-
nies, innovative product and service companies 
pushing the technology forward and there were 
consulting companies acting as service provid-
ers.  Communities housing companies, ISPs, and 
real estate consulting companies were interested 
in being part of KIT, testing new services and 
technologies in the new business. The service 
providers’ mission was to fill the real estate 
owner’s infrastructure with deep competitive 
service. Companies, specializing in a specific 
content, also chose to co-operate inside the co-
operation organization.  

KIT consisted of several types of system ele-
ments, such as companies, actors, artifacts, deci-
sions and communication. The influence of the big 

IT corporations was profound by their technical 
developments and financial strength when KIT 
was founded. They functioned as magnets for 
IT entrepreneurs interested in the IT home area. 
The presence of dedicated persons in this area 
was important when founding the co-operation. 	

The E-Box, an Obligatory Passage 
Point

KIT was planned to be a place where research-
ers and doctoral students could meet with IT 
companies for mutual benefit. The knowledge 
management in this case became complex. The 
main reason for this was not a human, but an 
artifact. A non-human actant, the e-box, came 
to play a crucial role in the transformation of the 
co-operation. The fact that a computer server, a 
technical device that was installed for operating 
data on building status, came to be important was 
a surprise for non-business actors. This computer 
server was developed by the IT Corporation who 
was one of the founders.  The e-box was more 
specifically inscribed to function as a switchbox 
between users in homes and suppliers of any kind 
of services that could be distributed via broadband 
or surveyed via Internet-based systems.  

The co-operation organization KIT was the 
environment in which a scenario of operating 
the e-box was created. The e-box was a physical 
artifact, a hybrid (made by humans), that actors 
initially tried to bring forth, enframe and sustain 
(Heidegger, 1977: 19; Callon, 1987). Thanks to 
the central position that the e-box came to get, 
the e-box was a powerful actant, though it could 
not communicate by itself, only with the help of 
humans’ inscriptions. Human actors (represen-
tatives of two of the participating companies) 
created inscriptions--instructions as to how to 
use the e-box. By doing this they put restrictions 
on the way the co-operation was to be organized 
and what role different actors were to play. The 
dominating actors strongly communicated how 
many complex IT problems the e-box could solve 
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if it was to be installed as an operating computer 
server.   

The big IT Corporation and the local munici-
pality’s energy company prescribed the e-box to 
be an obligatory passage point to the co-operation. 
The energy company invested in 20 e-boxes to 
operate for their customers. One of the founding 
entrepreneurs found this unacceptable: 

“An industry standard is needed in this area.  
Companies that build operative systems have to 
themselves make box-independence with their 
technical products.  Like with GSM-telephones, 
when you shall phone,  you must be able to phone 
with a Nokia, Ericsson, Siemens, Bosch, Sony or 
a Motorola.”

This entrepreneur left the co-operation, since 
the obligatory passage point discriminated against 
entrepreneurs interested in product development.  
The inscribed role of the e-box came to design the 
organizing of knowledge management, an inter-
pretation the University professor explained as: 

‘The information technology corporation arrived 
with personnel and trucks loaded with computers 
and terminals, to be installed in the localities of 
KIT, but they never made this equipment func-
tion.’ 

The e-box did not even function the way the 
IT Corporation and the municipal energy utility 
company inscribed it to do, and the e-box became 
an artifact with the power to decide who was to be 
inside and who was to be outside the organization.  
All other academic founders left the board and 
another entrepreneur explained why he was not 
satisfied with the way KIT had transformed:

“Our company   develops services and the plat-
form for operators. We work in projects together 
with other companies.  We should instead create 
an attractive work environment in KIT.”

According to Callon (1987), there is a network 
if elements and relations hold and do not change. 

Though, White (1992: 102-115) with a network 
terminology argues;  

 “A phase transition in a network can be 
produced by two interacting kinds of  uncer-
tainty.”

On the one side, there was ambiguity, designat-
ing uncertainty in purely cultural contexts. On the 
other side, there also was ‘ambage,’ designating 
uncertainty in purely social-structural contexts. 
Ambiguity is about fuzzy meanings and inter-
pretations while ambage;

“concerns the concrete world of social ties, in 
networks of ties and among corporate nodes.” 
(White, 1992: 107) 

The founder professor expressed this ambigu-
ity and ambage, explaining how he perceived the 
situation:  

“With what people shall we co-operate? What’s 
the purpose of our co-operation and communica-
tion? These questions popped up too often and  
made shared values diminish and changes take 
place everywhere.”

When actors experienced ambiguity and 
ambage in their relations, the quality of these 
relations lost their value. Following Callon (1987), 
there was no network, since the relations did not 
hold. Following White (1992), we had a situation 
where a network might fall apart.  

An actor-network is reducible neither to ac-
tor alone, nor to companies nor to a network. 
Like networks, it is composed of a series of 
heterogeneous elements linked to one another 
(Callon, 1987: 93). The first phases in managing 
this innovation co-operation were fragile and the 
intentions among actors did not hold.  The cir-
cumstances became more like those of changing 
system elements and relations between actors. 
Baumann (2000) would describe what happened 
in terms of fluidity. Social structures today can-
not easily hold their shape. Analogously, fluids 
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neither fix space, nor bind time. Solid structures 
cancel time, while liquids constantly change.  

Knowledge Sharing 

The content of information and knowledge that 
was shared four years after the foundation of 
the research and innovation co-operation con-
cerned ideas like fostering entrepreneurship and 
company start-ups, and developing and selling 
IT-services to the home (well-fare goal). Other 
ideas, considered by certain founders to be the 
most important, were completely neglected, like 
to provide an environment for development of IT 
services to the home for the benefit of residents 
(well-being goal), or to be a place for research and 
post-graduate studies (research goal).

The e-box never came to use. Unfortunately, 
over the course of fifteen months, these transi-
tions gave the result that the former owners have 
now turned into non-active partners. Instead, two 
smaller companies, one service provider and one 
product manufacturer entered as active partners. 
Also, a number of small service providers still 
co-operated in KIT. The innovation co-opera-
tion survived, but with new actors, activities and 
goals.  

Reflections Regarding the Transitory 
Stages

Any translation involves four stages through 
which an actor-network is configured by the 
negotiated alignment of allies (both human and 
non-human), according to Callon (1986b). In the 
Problematization stage, key actors are identi-
fied and persuaded that aligning themselves in 
the new network may provide solutions to their 
problems. This would involve that certain actors 
should become indispensable to others, and that 
access to obligatory passage points of the network 
should be negotiated. During this stage, actors 
from two Universities, a local municipal energy 
utility company, and two big IT corporations 

negotiated a co-operation association to benefit 
themselves and the local community. This stage 
was the foundation of KIT. 

In the second stage, called stage of Interesse-
ment, actors are locked by other actors into pre-
scribed roles so that old networks might dissolve 
and a new network might emerge. In this stage, the 
e-box played an important role as an obligatory 
passage point. During this stage of ambage and 
ambiguity the e-box never came to use, and the 
negotiated roles were changed. Certainly, quite 
a new network came to be. 

According to Callon (1986b) next stage is the 
Proper enrollment in which the identity of the new 
network is achieved through consent, seduction or 
even coercion. The powerful act of inscribing the 
e-box to discriminate who would and who would 
not be participating in KIT activities by the IT 
corporation actor excluded all founders but IT 
entrepreneurs and the local municipality company. 
The situation had changed considerably. The for-
mer founders were no longer active. Instead, new 
entrepreneurs appeared on the scene generating 
ideas for new services. A consulting company, 
originally part of one of the big IT corporations, 
took a leading role together with representatives 
from the local municipality company. The owner 
of one small company in the new transformed 
KIT was a former development manager in the 
large IT Corporation. So this stage appeared with 
quite new actors.

Following Callon (1986b) there finally is the 
Mobilization. The established representation 
delegations are assured and the fear of betrayal is 
removed (Callon, 1986b); shared values and ideals 
exist that guide decisions and communication. 

KIT eventually stabilized concerning ideas for 
co-operation, though changes in co-operating ac-
tors still occurred in the event of new projects and 
services.  The roles that actor companies tried to 
reach  as service providers, product, solutions, ac-
cess, content, media, operations, billing, logistics 
or housing providers no longer existed. Instead, 
other actor roles developed. Borders were being 
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crossed and contracts broken while old functions 
and roles were redefined. Relations and system 
elements changed. Newcomers established new 
relations.

Analysis of KIT  as a “Living 
System”  Using Autopolesis 
Theory

KIT did not transform as the ordered network it 
initially was intended to be. Actors were never 
locked into prescribed roles. Actually, circum-
stances developed in such a way that the origi-
nally planned ideas for knowledge co-operation 
never were achieved. Instead, the original actors 
became inactive and entrepreneurial service 
provider actors replaced them. Important deci-
sion events were the regular board meetings 
where new business ideas were presented and 
discussed, and where new business relations 
were introduced.  KIT transformed into a loose 
network where competence in IT smart home 
technology applications was the idea that orga-
nized knowledge. The managing director explains:   

“A relation to a former partner that once was 
an operating relation still remains a possible 
speaking partnership after leaving the KIT board. 
The positions and the relations and competence 
this person has are still strengths for the opera-
tion.”

 The managing director thought of KIT in terms 
of a network of actors performing some kind of 
agency based on their competence and relations. 
The core competence was IT for the home, and 
this competence, independent of where actors had 
their organizational base, might be called upon for 
the benefit of KIT as a co-operating unit.  

The story makes us interpret the ongoing 
process as rather like a continued stage of flu-
idity, with changes in system elements, actors, 
ideals and values taking place. New business 

co-operation was established, still in the IT home 
business area. The new actors were interested in 
a place where knowledge of interest for them was 
communicated. These new actors were entrepre-
neurs in small companies. By locating activities 
around KIT, companies were able to take part in 
the knowledge generation that was going on in 
the area of smart home IT products and services. 
By participating, cooperating and imitating each 
other, sharing knowledge and people, further 
knowledge generation were facilitated (Maula, 
1999). 

Making the analogy of a living system, the 
core competence was reproduced when KIT 
survived as an organization in spite of several 
founding actors leaving the co-operation. The 
core competence might be traced back to the 
foundation of KIT, where actors gathered around 
the organizing principles of being a meeting place 
for development work, research and post-graduate 
studies, even though there is only one of those 
principles that survived. Much research has been 
done on the survival of corporate identity, culture 
and core competence after structural changes 
(Penrose, 1959; Prahalad and Hamel, 1990). Core 
competence seems to be the remaining organiza-
tional value for further organizing. The corporate 
identity or the ‘company blueprint’ is reproduced 
(Stinchcombe, 1965; Steiner, 2003). 

Ant /Autopolesis Theory Used 
Complementarily when 
Analyzing Knowledge  
Management

When interpreting knowledge management in 
KIT, two ontologically different theories are used: 
ANT and the theory of autopoiesis. According to 
Kuhn (1962/1996), paradigms or theories might be 
incommensurable, meaning that they cannot be 
used for evaluation of each other’s research. This 
though, does not mean that they are incompatible. 
Here a possibility is left open for coexistence of 
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incommensurable paradigms for interpretation of 
empirical data (Elmholdt, 2003: 127; Bruun and 
Hukkinen, 2003). Metaphorical concepts are a 
natural part of a narrative approach. Both ANT 
and social autopoiesis theory use metaphorical 
concepts to describe complex phenomena. In 
ANT the “actor and actant” metaphor is used in 
order to reach consistency describing events with 
the human, nature, technical and social relations 
imbedded. The theory of autopoiesis uses the “liv-
ing organization” metaphor. The epistemological 
differences between ANT and autopoiesis theory 
can be handled by considering agency as life, 
which is done in autopoiesis theory. Autopoiesis 
systems not only produce themselves, they also 
produce standards for how to handle input from 
the environment. Social autopoiesis theory uses 
the living system’s metaphor, while ANT, besides 
relations between humans, also considers the 
effect that artifacts have on humans. According 
to Bruun and Langlais (2003: 37-38) the living 
beings demonstrate agency in the sense of singu-
larity. This helps to identify the living from the 
environment. The term singularity is used since 
‘perspective’ and ‘subjective’ are words used when 
consciousness is perceived. To produce standards 
for how to handle the environment is the basis 
for all other forms of agency, for instance that of 
being an agent who can act, which is the point 
of departure for ANT. Organizations consist of 
human beings, artifacts and machines. When 
ANT explain the living (humans, fauna and flora) 
and dead things (machines and building com-
ponents), the theory uses the same concepts. In 
ANT a machine is considered to be able to “act” 
and “communicate” with humans. The way that 
is done is with the help of human inscriptions on 
how to use the machine. With a machine there is 
a document that explains how to use it and what 
it can do. Through human agency, machines are 
made “actants” in the world of humans. This 
‘ontological slipperiness’ (Lee and Hassard, 1999) 
might be valuable in studying knowledge manage-
ment, since we then are able to acknowledge that 

machines, buildings, computers like the e-box and 
other artifacts are parts of human life, affect hu-
man acts and decision-making and therefore also 
are important when  trying to understand how to 
organize knowledge co-operation. 

Lee and Hassard (1999: 402), and also Kickert 
(1993) claim that the more organizations can ap-
pear lively the less open to critique they are in a 
society demanding flexibility. ANT descriptions 
concern ambitions, enrolling new actors and ac-
tants by order, inscriptions, persuasion and use of 
artifacts.   In autopoiesis, order in the living system 
originates from simple rules of connection. Syn-
chronized behavior emerges without orchestrated 
planning, without a leader (Morgan, 1986; 1997). 
Meaningfulness recursively lies in the organiz-
ing ability of the system. The communication 
networks are held together by information that 
is interpreted and transformed inside the living 
system (Maturana, 1981).

Social autopoiesis theory recognizes certain 
organizational species, among which organiza-
tional identity is reproduced (Luhmann, 1995). 
The organizational continuity lays in the repro-
duction of a certain species’ identity (Maturana, 
1981; Maturana & Varela, 1992). Communication 
is the way an organization reproduces its identity. 
Communication is considered to be event-based. 
According to Luhmann (1995), the most important 
events in organizations are decisions. Meaning in 
the system is produced in relation to other system 
elements and relations, thereby the autopoiesis. 
That is, the unity of the organization is the unity 
of its reproduction.  

ANT prescribes no law of unity, no structure 
to be reproduced. There are   actors and actants 
influencing management in certain directions 
establishing organizing to implement ideas. 
Descriptions in ANT therefore become an inner 
landscape where nothing is clear beforehand. 
Everything is negotiable and could be affected. 
The local municipality energy company and an 
IT-company dominated the scene with the help of 
a non-human actant, the e-box. With the help of 
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social autopoiesis theory structural patterns of the 
surviving system has been discerned, which was 
not to be done with ANT. Only one of the three 
founding ideas in KIT survived the management 
transformation, that of fostering entrepreneurship 
and company start-ups, developing and selling IT 
services to the home. 

The narrative is therefore not only the one 
of powerful big companies setting their agenda. 
The events and decisions that guided KIT into 
the future were also the narrative of founding 
ideas of co-operative knowledge management that 
survived powerful actors’ and actants’ intentions, 
even though none of the founders survived into 
the new KIT co-operation.  

Conclusion

ANT and social autopoiesis theory are presented 
to give a new perspective on knowledge manage-
ment. A case is presented where these different 
paradigms are used complementarily to analyze 
knowledge management, and validate the theory. 
What is new in this perspective is that by using 
ANT, the power of an artifact to influence relations 
and events in innovation co-operation is shown. 
By using autopoiesis theory complementarily the 
survival power of the system itself is shown--the 
survival power of the core competence in the 
studied organization.

The power of an artifact, a computer server 
called the e-box, inscribed by two powerful actors, 
was found to be influential in the negotiations 
prior to the founding of the studied organiza-
tion. When KIT was founded actors involved 
in the foundation came to an agreement on the 
goals of KIT and how to co-operate.  Ambigu-
ity in the identification process arose about the 
meaning and interpretation of actions. Ambage 
also occurred when the social-structural contexts 
became uncertain. Which companies and persons 
will share information and knowledge? How will 
relations develop further? These questions did 
pop up often. 

When interpreting data from the case study 
using ANT, inscribed roles of humans and physical 
technical artifacts, as is shown in the empirical 
part above, have an impact on organizing and 
knowledge management. Closure and stabilization 
(Pinch & Bijker, 1987: 44) never was achieved in 
KIT. The e-box, which came to be the inscribed 
object to be tested and developed, never came to 
function the way it was intended, due to techni-
cal and relational problems. Since the e-box was 
not used commercially, KIT was translated by 
actors to be an organization to discuss, nourish 
and generate members’ entrepreneurial ideas, and 
to develop IT services. These system elements 
formed the inscribed closure of the institution-
alized KIT organization. When the artifact, the 
e-box, no longer played a role as problem solver 
in KIT, KIT lost the research ideals that earlier 
were communicated, and identified various IT 
innovations for the home in the interest of small 
entrepreneurial companies interested in co-opera-
tion.	New relations were established over time 
as a result of altered positioning by participating 
members.  

The survival capacity for collaboration in 
KIT was strong, even though the unique actor 
companies often did not survive in the collabora-
tion. The survival capacity might be interpreted 
as an autopoietic social system, self-referential 
and recursive, being a product of its own opera-
tions (Maturana, 1981; Maturana & Varela, 1992; 
Luhmann, 2002:  103; Backen & Hernes, 2003). 
KIT as a system with an identity survives, though 
the elements of the system have changed and 
the activities the system performs are different. 
Foerster (1991) would say that KIT, viewed as a 
system, was an unpredictable historical machine 
that reproduced its own structure, to maintain its 
own survival. 

A final reflection based on this research is 
that organizing small IT companies’ knowledge 
co-operation here starts with a human idea and 
proceeds with the engagement of several actors 
and artifacts. Eventually the original idea trans-
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forms, allowing survival of the organization’s core 
identity. Managing knowledge co-operation is as 
much managing actors and actor elements as it is 
to cultivate the organization’s founding ideas. Us-
ing the ANT/AUTOPOIESIS perspective gives the 
means to analyze the complexity of management 
in a milieu of uncertainty and change.   
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Abstract

This chapter fits the theme, the interplay between creativity and control in organizations. Story is often 
claimed to be a way to elicit tacit knowledge from people and their organization.  The authors would 
like to suggest that this is impossibility.  To story something is to shape it intuitively and willfully. Story 
shapes events into experience and into memory. Without story experience is just reenactment. To reenact 
is to relive the events, to feel the pain, fear, and terror. 

Introduction

The concepts of knowledge management, and 
knowledge-intensive work have been developing 
for quite some time. In both theory and the ver-
nacular of practice, knowledge and the knowledge 
worker are claimed to be the most important asset 
of contemporary organizations (Stewart, 1997). 
Knowledge workers as said to possess tacit knowl-

edge, which various knowledge methodologies 
and specialized knowledge workers such as the 
“integrators, librarians, synthesizers, reporters, 
and editors” (Prusak, 1998, p. 110) convert to 
explicit knowledge when they “extract knowledge 
from those who have it, put it in a structured 
form, and maintain it or refine it over time” 
(Prusak, 1998, p. 110). Critics suggest that such 
knowledge solutions are perfunctory and propa-
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gandist (Styhre & Sungren, 2005). Managerialist 
policies rely upon the manipulation of emotions 
and identity creation  (Kärreman and Alvesson, 
2004). Managerialism is the view from the top, 
from the perspective of the managers (owners 
& executives – or others with power to wield). 
It is a top-down logic, a one logic that becomes 
the logic of change. There is a major difference 
between official organizational rhetoric and com-
mon everyday practice (Höpfl 1995; Argyris and 
Schön, 1996; Knights and Willmott, 1999). 

Knowledge-intensive companies, such as in 
high-tech environments, purport knowledge-
workers to be highly valued members of an 
organization. At the same time, critics suggest 
that these same workers are being manipulated 
and even “engineered” to engage in such perfor-
mativity that they burn-out, and are deprived of 
family life (Perlow, 2004).  Managers interested 
in leveraging worker knowledge by transferring 
it are faced with “the challenge of detaching 
knowledge from some people and attaching it to 
others” (Seely-Brown, 2000, 123).  The spirit of 
this sort of language establishes a fundamental 
tension where the worker must give up a part of 
herself, ostensibly for the greater good, and the 
manager necessarily “mines” the worker until the 
mine is exhausted, no longer useful. The worker 
in this way becomes a depreciating asset, unless 
she can simultaneously conjure a new vein of 
knowledge. Manager and worker conflict is often 
more obvious than in less knowledge-intensive 
settings (Roscigno & Hodson, 2004). So too may 
be conflicts between workers who are likely to 
be better rewarded for possessing knowledge that 
constitutes competitive advantage than they are 
for sharing it. 

We propose to study a different paradox that 
marks knowledge work in knowledge-intensive 
companies. The purpose of the present work is to 
look at the quest for tacit knowledge in knowledge 
management. Storytelling is often said to be a way 
to elicit tacit knowledge from knowledge work-
ers (Prusak, 1998; Gherardi & Nicolini, 2003; 

Bukowitz & Williams, 1999; von Krogh, Ichijo, 
and Nonaka, 2000) and to foster the internaliz-
ing of explicit knowledge, converting it to tacit 
knowledge (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995). 

In this study we will first provide a brief 
overview of Polanyi’s ideas about tacit knowledge 
and their implications. We will then establish the 
distinction between narrative and story, so that we 
can bring these ideas together to examine their 
interplay in the context of a small selection of 
popular, contemporary knowledge management 
and knowledge sharing theories and practices:  
Cooperrider’s Appreciative Inquiry, Denning’s 
Springboard stories and Wenger’s Communities 
of Practice.  

Polanyi’s Theory of Tacit Knowing 

Michael Polanyi’s concepts of tacit knowing and 
emergence are foundational to knowledge man-
agement theory, research, and practice. Michael 
Polanyi (1891-1976) was born (Polányi Mihály) 
in Budapest. Polanyi’s (1946) early work Sci-
ence, Faith and Society, was followed in 1958 by 
Personal Knowledge: Towards a Post-Critical 
Philosophy, a short book The Study of Man (1959), 
and in 1966 to a book that is the central topic of 
this essay, The Tacit Dimension (based on the 
1962 Terry Lectures at Yale University).a 

In this 1966 work, the seminal book for 
Polanyi’s work regarding tacit knowing and 
emergence, Polanyi argues against Existential-
ism, preferring to anchor his ideas in pragmatism. 
Polanyi (1966/1983) develops at least seven defini-
tions and approaches to tacit knowing. Elsewhere 
Boje (2008a) has reviewed these in detail. We will 
summarize them briefly.

1. Neural Processes of Tacit Knowing - “Tacit 
knowing is the way in which we are aware of 
neural process in terms of perceived objects” 
(1966/1983: x). In the neural approach, tacit 
knowing is embodied in that “all thought 
dwells in its subsidiaries, as if they were 
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parts of our body” (p. x). From this basic 
definition, Polanyi begins to multiply the 
number of tacit approaches.

2. Know More Than We Can Tell -Polanyi 
states, “we can know more than we can tell” 
(1966/1983: 4). This tacit knowing is rooted 
in Gestalt psychology, and the study of sub-
ception (i.e. something perceived below the 
threshold of consciousness). Polanyi’s model 
for this is the proximal/distal distinction. For 
example, in an electric shock experiment, at 
the proximal level of awareness, we know 
the electric shock, but at the distal (subcep-
tion) level we cannot communicate what 
are the particulars of behavior that result in 
someone or something giving us the shock. 
Polanyi suggests that one disattends from 
the particulars to pay attention to the shock. 
The neural type of tacit knowing is related 
to the Gestalt type. We disattend to certain 
(Gestalt) things in order to attend or focus 
upon other things (p. 10). Or, we disattend 
to the “subliminal process inside our body” 
to attend to what is happening around us. 

3. Projection and Tacit Knowing: Our projec-
tion of tacitness is a sentient extension of our 
body attending to a feeling (i.e. a relation 
between proximal awareness of the feeling 
and the distal particulars we can not tell 
about). However, a priori to, or transcendent 
to, the sensemaking (5 senses of perception), 
there can be various kinds of projections that 
follow, such as indwelling.

4. Indwelling and Tacit Knowledge: In-
dwelling then is a kind of reflexivity that 
has moral import. Indwelling is an attempt 
to understand the proximal terms of tacit 
knowing re relation to inquiry into the dis-
tal particulars. Indwelling goes beyond a 
neural, narrative, or projection type of tacit 
knowing, and Polanyi distinguishes it from 
empathy. Indwelling is “tacit framework for 
our moral acts and judgments” (1966, p. 17).  
It establishes moral knowledge (a framework 

for moral acts) in relation to practice. Here 
we begin to read in Polanyi, that tacit know-
ing is about a structure or more precisely, a 
theoretical-framework that is internalized 
for understanding the moral act. Polanyi 
is definite that this is bending his earlier 
conception of tacit knowing into a new type: 
“The identification with indwelling involves 
a shift of emphasis in our conception of tacit 
knowing” (p. 17). Polanyi assumes that it 
is not possible to recovery some original 
meaning (p. 19). At the same time, “the 
meticulous dismembering of a text, which 
can kill its appreciation can also supply 
material for a much deeper understanding of 
it” (p. 19). This brings us to the possibility 
of something in-between the unrecoverable 
origin, and a deeper understanding.

5. Tacit Reintegration:  Tacit reintegration is 
an appreciation of how a coherent narrative 
(with its linear emplotment), sacrifices so 
many particulars that the indwellment of 
meaning in some new story, i.e. in a (tacit) 
reintegration of omitted particularities, is 
impossible. For Polanyi, tacit reintegration 
is a sort of reflexive practice, such as when 
the engineers understand more particulari-
ties than the non-engineer, and can afford 
therefore a deeper understanding. However, 
just as there is no recovery of an origin (due 
to complexity of movement), there is no 
“explicit integration that can replace the tacit 
counterparts of knowing (p. 20). It is here 
that Polanyi provides an insight into the con-
temporary knowledge management fallacy 
of trying to turn tacit knowing into explicit 
knowing (p. 20). To summarize, Polanyi 
claims modern science that tries to detach 
an objective knowledge by eliminating the 
tacit is misguided. Tacit is indispensable to 
all knowledge, so eliminating it would be 
a destruction of all knowledge (p. 20). It is 
one of the “devastating fallacies” (p. 20) 
of contemporary knowledge management 
theory and practice. 
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6. Type Six – Past Lives:  Another kind of tacit 
projection is an act of reflexivity upon all 
that is hidden by the inanition of narrative 
“coherence” (p. 21). Narrative coherence 
can devitalize living (embodied-indwell-
ing) story. The initiation of some originary 
narrative to supplant tacit reintegration ends 
the inquiry into discovery of what is hidden 
in all the discarded particularities. It is at 
this point that Polanyi pulls out yet another 
definition of tacit knowing: “… all discovery 
is a remembering of past lives” (1966/1983: 
22).  This is a very transcendental turn to 
defining tacit knowing in ways far beyond 
the previous five sorts of approaches. Sorting 
through the particulars discarded in narra-
tive coherence (& control) will not give us 
an inkling of tacit reintegration that is rooted 
in past lives. Polanyi lists as one of his ref-
erences for the ‘past life’ approach, Plato’s 
Meno (p. 22). Plato’s dialogue, known for 
the character Meno, is a theory of anamnesis 
(i.e. the recollection of past events). The soul 
knows that it has been incarnated before and 
conveys some of its recollections forward 
to the next incarnation. Meno is used by 
Polanyi to tease out the foreknowledge of 
tacit knowing: “we can have a tacit fore-
knowledge of yet undiscovered things” (p. 
23). The insights of tacit knowing from past 
lives are “an indefinite range of unexpected 
manifestations” (p. 24).  For Polanyi it is 
“foreknowledge which guides scientists to 
discovery” (p. 33). Whereas indwelling is 
paying attention to unspecifiable particulars, 
Meno is a conviction there is something more 
to be discover, as in a hidden truth which 
no positivist methodology or procedure 
will uncover.  This transcendental turn to 
a recollection that recovers past memory of 
the eternal soul in its reincarnations is for 
Polanyi an alternative to positivism. 

7. Type Seven – Tacit Knowing Relation 
to Emergence: Tacit knowing is related to 

emergence in a way that has not been noted 
or addressed in contemporary reviews of 
Polanyi. And it is a relationship that speaks 
directly to the transition from systems think-
ing to complexity thinking. For Polanyi has a 
foot in both ways of thinking. On one hand, 
Polanyi is caught up in systems thinking, 
where the “universe [is] filled with strata 
of realties” that are ordered, in “higher and 
lower strata” (p. 35, bracketed addition, 
mine). On the other hand, he theorizes the ills 
of [narrative] coherence that blind science to 
the more tacit acts of comprehending that are 
ontological (as well as transcendental aspects 
of complexity, of type six). For Polanyi, the 
systems thinking is revealed in the assump-
tion that “principles of each level operate 
under the control of the next higher level” 
(p. 36). For Polanyi, the hierarchic orders 
of system-levels are a “process of morpho-
genesis” (p. 36) in which, for example, the 
sciences are ordered, where physics and 
chemistry cannot explain the complexities 
of biology and biophysics, or the perceptions 
and consciousness of ethnology and psychol-
ogy. “The laws of physics and chemistry 
include no conception of sentience” (p. 37), 
nor do the principles of machine operation 
tell operators how to work the machine or 
the purposes the machine is to serve. In 
Polanyi’s hierarchy-view, above the basic 
sciences is linguistics, where constituting 
speech making in words, sentences, style, 
and composition) makes literary criticism a 
higher order of systems than lexicography 
(vocabulary) or language-grammar. This 
hierarchic ordering of one systems relation to 
another of a different sort, is brought together 
in the “principle of marginal control” (p. 
40), where “successive working principles 
control the boundary left indeterminate 
on the next lower level” (p. 41) and “each 
lower level imposes restrictions on the one 
above it” (p. 41). His example of speech acts 
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that control the order of utterance is that 
otherwise “words are drowned in a flow 
of random sounds, sentences in a series of 
random words, and so on” (p. 41).   

In sum, Polanyi posits a special relationship 
between some types of tacit knowing and his 
concept of emergence. Tacit knowing (indwell-
ing, projection, tacit reintegration & recollection 
of past lives) and emergence assume a hierarchic 
structure of stratas, as well as of alternative 
realities. Emergence, itself, is a function of the 
assumption of hierarchic relations among levels: 
“But the hierarchic structure of the higher forms 
of life necessitates the assumption of further pro-
cesses of emergence” (pp. 44-45). More specifi-
cally, Polanyi’s theory of emergence is complicity 
bound to hierarchic order assumptions:

Thus the logical structure of the hierarchy 
implies that a higher level can come into exis-
tence only through a process not manifest in the 
lower level, a process which thus qualifies as an 
emergence (p. 45). 

And it is this structure of hierarchy in emer-
gence that for Polanyi has its counterpart in the 
field of “tacit comprehension” (p. 45). Polanyi 
admits, that emergence represents yet another 
conception of tacit knowing: “I have included all 
stages of emergence in an enlarged conception of 
inventiveness achieved by tacit knowing” (p. 44). 
That is, the mental powers of tacit knowing are 
linked to an evolutionary emergence in an overall 
“theory of stratified universe” (p. 50). 

Implications for story, narrative, and 
Knowledge management

One way to extend Polanyi is to look more critically 
at his we “know more than we can tell” thesis. 
Another way to extend Polanyi is to look at his 
concept of integration in a more narrative concep-
tion of tacit knowing.  We can look at the rela-
tionship of narrative-control (acts of explicitness) 

and story-diffusion (acts of reflexivity upon tacit 
reintegration). If narrative-order and story-tacit-
ness are in a relationship it could be a handle on 
the very nature of self-organizing of knowledge.  
If narrative-explicit-coherence is a counterpart to 
story-tacit-reflexivity then it is important to not 
disembody the process of knowing.  Eliminating 
story knowledge to make narrative-abstract-
theoretic-explicitness is impersonal, misleading, 
and logically unsound because it collapses the 
counterforce of self-organization. 

Third, is indwelling. It is a shift to an inquiry 
into the distance between unbridled lucidity of 
coherence (such as a simple narrative) and the 
complexity patterns (that simplifying narratives 
would destroy). While we can inquire into distal 
particulars of complex patterns,

Rather than a system thinking “hierarchy of 
controls” that Polanyi (p. 42) posits, it could be that 
systems are not so finalized, not so ordered, and 
could be more holographic such as Edgar Morin’s 
(1973, 1996) approach to complexity.  Positing 
a hierarchy of systems (Boulding or Polanyi, as 
examples) seems to remove the possibility of sys-
tems freely associating, or not being determined 
by principles of one level to another.  It could be 
that there are more equipotential relationships 
between various modes and sorts of systems, 
and that the whole construct of levels (or strata) 
needs to be challenged and conceptualized non-
hierarchically. Putting systems into level-by-level 
array is a definite form of linearization that does 
not allow for the possibility of self-organization 
in non-linear relationships. This is not saying 
there are no strata, and no important relational 
principles. Rather, the criticism is that there could 
be a relation between linear and nonlinear aspects 
of complexity, as force and counterforce of self-
organizing processes.
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Towards a Narrative and  
Story Theory of Knowledge

 
We will now turn our attention to the concepts 
of narrative and story, their connection to tacit 
knowing, and their relevance to the practice of 
knowledge management in organizations. 

The Difference Between Narrative 
and Story

Many authors (and practitioners) make no dis-
tinction whatsoever between narrative and story, 
using the words interchangeably (Tyler, 2007a). 
They accept Aristotle, or reinvent him, and see 
no difference. We prefer to follow Bakhtin, Der-
rida, Calvino and our own  storytelling roots, 
and theorize a very important difference between 
narrative and story. In that difference is a very 
important lesson about change. Linear change is 
a ‘systems thinking’ that needs to wake up! There 
are non-linear change approaches that are dialectic 
and dialogical. The dialectic I have in mind is 
between narrative order (control) and living story 
differences (disorder). The dialogic I have in mind 
is a multiplicity of types of narratives and types 
of stories that consummate the essence of self-
organization, emergence, and complexity. To see 
the dialectic and dialogic, you need to move out 
systems thinking into complexity thinking, and 
notice the dance of narrative and story. 

For Mikhail Bakhtin (1973: 12), “narrative 
genres are always enclosed in a solid and unshak-
able monological framework.” Narrative dances 
with a more dialogic manner of story. Story, for 
Bakhtin, is decidedly more dialogical than narra-
tive, for example in the “polyphonic manner of the 
story” (Bakhtin, 1973: 60). And the two (narrative 
& story) are dialogical with each other. 

Jacque Derrida also treats story and narrative 
as quite different.

Each “story” (and each occurrence of the word 
“story,” (of itself), each story in the story) is part 

of the other, makes the other part (of itself), is 
at once larger and smaller than itself, includes 
itself without including (or comprehending) itself, 
identifies itself with itself even as it remains ut-
terly different from its homonym. (Derrida, 1979: 
99-100).

Derrida is more radical than Bakhtin, view-
ing narrative as an instrument of torture, and the 
way it is used in story consulting (particularly in 
Knowledge Management work), it is the torture 
of the Inquisition: 

… The question-of-narrative covers with a cer-
tain modesty a demand for narrative, a violent 
putting-to-the-question an instrument of torture 
working to wring the narrative out of one as if it 
were a terrible secret in ways that can go from 
the most archaic police methods to refinements 
for making (and even letting) one talk that are 
unsurpassed in neutrality and politeness, that are 
most respectfully medical, psychiatric, and even 
psychoanalytic. (Derrida, 1979: 94).

Story Consulting that passes for Knowledge 
Management is a wringing of Living Story out of 
the Knowledge Workers, so it can be passed about 
as a tortured until death, Narrative Text. 

Finally, Italo Calvino (1979: 109) imagines 
stories in relation to a space full of stories:

I’m producing too many stories at once because 
what I want is for you to feel, around the story, 
a saturation of other stories that I could tell… 
A space full of stories that perhaps is simply my 
lifetime where you can move in all directions, as 
in space, always finding stories that cannot be 
told until other stories are told first.

For Calvino, story necessarily opposes itself 
in a web of stories. 
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Implications for Knowledge 
Management, Narrative, and Story 
Consulting

Our main thesis is that none of these approaches 
to narrative and story differences appear in the 
knowledge management theory and consulting 
practice. We think that it is because of the way the 
managerialist writers shun any kind of dialectic 
relationship of narrative and story as agencies 
of change. 

The upstart profession of story consulting 
began to specialize in something I call BME 
(Beginning, Middle, and End) narrative coher-
ence. This idea comes to us from Aristotle (350 
BCE), in his renditions of the Poetics of BME 
where he posits how proper story must have a 
narrative sequence of beginning, middle, and 
end, and thereby be a whole narrative with a plot 
sequence of events, characters, themes, dialogue, 
rhythm, and spectacle. 

The field of narrative studies emerged from 
Aristotle’s (350 BCE: section 1450b: lines 1-20: 
pp. 232-233) conception that narratives must be 
coherently plotted:  “We have laid it down that a 
tragedy is an imitation of an action that is complete 
in itself, as a whole of some magnitude... Now a 
whole is that which has beginning, middle, and 
end” (1450b: 25-30: p. 233). 

As Aristotle’s mimetic of BME of linear, whole, 
representation becomes adopted by Russian 
Formalism, and other traditional narratologies, 
a double-move occurs. Story becomes relegated 
in the first move to a mere chronology of event. 
In the second move, narrative self-deconstructs 
its initial duality (the hierarchy of narrative over 
story), in order to double back to efface supposed 
underlying order of event (Culler, 1981: 171).

Story and Narrative in 
Knowledge Management

Schreyögg, Georg and Koch (2005) invited chapter 
writers for their edited book to answer two implicit 
questions: “what is the relation between story and 
narrative?” and “how can Knowledge Manage-
ment (KM) or Knowledge Engineers (KRs) explicit 
science protocol extract, codify, and disseminate 
tacitness using story/narrative?”

Boje’s (2006,a b) critique was that with two 
exceptions, the KM and KE writers craft a 
hegemonic commodification and colonization 
project that is decidedly managerialist.  Secondly, 
chapter authors and editors leave the reader to 
sort out and interrelate story and narrative to 
what is explicit and tacit knowledge. Explicit 
knowledge is reasonably clear. Davenport and 
Prusak (1998) characterize it as knowledge which 
“can be embedded in procedures or represented 
in documents and databases and transferred 
with reasonable accuracy” (p. 95), and this will 
suffice for our purposes here. Tacit knowledge 
on the other hand is more complicated and we 
have already seen from the summary of Polanyi’s 
work. Boje (2008, forthcoming book), linking to 
Polanyi’s notions of tacit knowing, asserts there 
are at least five types of tacit sensemaking. They 
are: tacit mindfulness, an awareness of here-and-
now (in the moment); retrospective sensemaking 
and codifying stories into coherence narratives; 
making sense of fragmentation, such as in terse 
narratives, and codifying fragments into proper 
narrative wholes; enactment sensemaking in ways 
of framing, such as unconscious logics, metaphors, 
or archetypes that precede retrospection; multiple 
discursive dialogisms, such as ways that Lyotard 
challenges the duality of explicit science versus 
tacit narrative (i.e. pointing out that science le-
gitimates through narrating or being incredulous 
of grand narratives). 
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Boje’s critique of the Schreyögg, Georg and 
Koch (2005) edited volume feels answerable 
to an examination of some of the popular ap-
proaches to knowledge management consulting 
that incorporate story, storytelling, and story 
consulting as central to their processes. We have 
chosen three reasonably well-known approaches 
to consider here: Denning’s Springboard Story 
(2001), Cooperrider’s Appreciative Inquiry (2000, 
2003), and Wenger’s Communities of Practice 
(Wenger,1998; Wenger, McDermott & Snyder, 
2002). We chose these based on three shared 
characteristics. First, they each enjoy a fair degree 
of popularity in practice. Second, each integrates 
story and narrative into their central thesis. Third, 
one of us (Tyler) has first-hand experience with 
them as an attendee in a workshop delivered 
by the central thought leader for each, and as 
a practitioner making choices about ways (and 
whether or not) to incorporate these approaches 
into practice in the Fortune 500. We will first 
discuss each approach briefly, with attention to 
their investment in story/narrative, tacit/explicit, 
and reflexive/coherent dualities, and then in our 
conclusion draw out some implications of our 
observations for knowledge intensive organiza-
tions. 

Denning’s Springboard Stories

Denning burst on to both the knowledge manage-
ment and organizational storytelling landscapes 
in 2001 with his book, The Springboard Story: 
How Storytelling Ignites Action in Knowledge-Era 
Organizations, based on his work in implementing 
knowledge management at World Bank in the late 
1990’s. In the course of this organizational change 
effort, Denning stumbles on storytelling (p. 3) as 
an effective means to build understanding and 
ignite the action invoked by the title of the book. In 
the book, Denning essentializes storytelling as the 
key element to effective knowledge management 
strategy, though Denning makes no distinction 
between stories and narratives. He uses the terms 

interchangeably, as we see in this excerpt from 
the introduction: “The attractions of narrative 
are obvious. Storytelling is natural and easy and 
entertaining and energizing” (2001, p. xv).  

A closer look at the constitution and role of the 
Springboard Story reveals that they are more nar-
rative than story. Though he positions storytelling 
in organizations as the antidote to “reductionist 
simplicity” (p. xv) and a complement to analytical 
thinking in the introduction of his book, he goes 
on to provide a set of rules for developing and 
identifying Springboard Stories that move them 
toward the controlling nature of narrative.  These 
stories are, for example, brief and explicit, contain 
sufficient specifics (particulars in the vernacular 
of Polanyi) so that the listener is “hooked by the 
conflict or problem” (p. 197), but not too much, 
so that the listener “doesn’t get lost in the story, 
but can follow its meaning” (p. 197). They should 
contain actions that are challenging for the pro-
tagonist, contain a predicament that his addressed 
in an unusual manner, tension between characters 
in the story, events that happen in an unpredict-
able sequence, which Denning summarizes as 
“an element of strangeness” (p. 198). There are 
nine additional elements, including the notion that 
the stories should have happy endings, persuade 
listeners by encouraging them to identify with 
the protagonist, be specific and “prototypical of 
the organization’s main business” (p. 199). In 
The Springboard (2001) Denning encourages the 
crafters of these stories to tell true stories rather 
than invented ones, and to “test, test, test” a story 
with individuals or small groups to ascertain 
whether it “is going to work with that audience 
or not” (p. 199). 

Though Denning uses the terminology loosely, 
drawing on the prior discussion of the distinction 
between storytelling and narrative, he is primarily 
concerned with narrative. He is focused on instru-
mental, performed stories (Chapter IX is devoted 
to “Performing the Springboard Story” (p. 135)). 
that are practiced, rehearsed with the unabashed 
intention of persuading listeners in the spirit of 
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change management. In one incident he relays, he 
accepts the point of a critic that “there are some 
analogies between persuading an organization to 
change and the subtleties of seduction” (p. 176). 
In another he suggests that “the less the listeners 
realize that they are listening to ‘a story’ the bet-
ter” (180). While he concedes that there are two 
types of stories (p. 181), the distinction he makes 
are between what he calls “maximalist stories, 
or stories with a capital ‘s’” (p. 181) and “stories 
with a small ‘s’…mini-stories of less than fifty-
five words” (p. 182) that he likens to “the spare 
stories of Raymond Carver, or the parables of Jesus 
Christ” (p. 182). While this may sound at first 
blush like Boje’s “tersely told” stories (2006c, p. 
29), it is quite different on the basis that the stories 
Denning is driving toward are carefully crafted, 
not implied (though he says the main message 
should be implicit and available for discovery 
by the listener) in a “you know the story” (2006, 
p. 29) understanding between the teller and the 
listener.  Moreover, they are practiced, so as to 
be told in a manner consistent from one telling 
to the next, and consciously placed in the context 
of the persuasive presentation, not emergent in 
connection with the audiences’ reaction and the 
flow of conversation.  

Neither is Denning particularly concerned with 
expressing tacit knowledge in The Springboard 
Story. In two of his subsequent books (2005, 2007) 
targeting an audience interested in learning about 
leadership, Denning increases his use of the term 
narrative, perhaps because it is often perceived by 
management to be more serious and business-like 
(Tyler, 2007a). In the 2005 book, both storytell-
ing and narrative appear in the title of the book, 
while in the 2007 book, only narrative makes the 
marquee. Even so, a reading of these two books 
indicates that the terms still feel synonymous to 
Denning.  In the 2005 book, in his discussion of 
the relationship of storytelling to tacit and explicit 
knowledge, he indicates that we “have a certain 
amount of tacit understanding, which is acquired 
through experience and which we may [sic] be 

able to articulate explicitly….But a substantial 
part of our expertise also lies in narratives that 
describe how unusual situations have been handled 
in the past” (p. 178 italics in original). In this 
later work focused on leadership, we also see that 
while Denning is still advocating highly coherent 
narratives, crafted and rehearsed, he has moved 
ever so slightly in the direction of emergence and 
reflexivity, or at least toward a form of adaptive 
storytelling, at the same time continuing to pro-
vide allowances for fiction as a conscious tool in 
instrumental story performance. In talking about 
the “knowledge sharing story…the workhorse of 
narrative” (p. 181) for example, he instructs his 
readers that, “When you prepare a story version 
of an experience, you include some details from 
the actual experience, sometimes embellish it with 
potentially fictional details, and leave out much of 
the experience altogether. This process is called 
leveling and sharpening. You do this…so that you 
can give a coherent account of the experience to 
your listeners. Each time you find a reason to tell 
the story, you level and sharpen it in different ways 
to meet the current context” (p. 181). 

In summary, Denning sees storytelling and 
narrative as interchangeable terms for oral convey-
ance of experiences, perhaps adapted with fiction 
to strengthen their ability to persuade listeners 
to be followers moving toward an organizational 
goal. These stories are explicit and formulaic 
– in Denning’s 2001 “Storytelling Masterclass” 
(Nov. 15 in Washington DC) attended by Tyler, 
attendees were provided with a 12 step template 
for building a three-minute story – in an effort 
to drive coherency, lessen resistance, increase 
understanding of why the message of the story is 
worth following and inspire aligned action.

Cooperrider’s Appreciative Inquiry

David Cooperrider is best known for his develop-
ment of a method popular in the arena of organiza-
tion development known as Appreciative Inquiry 
(Cooperrider, Sorensen Jr., Whitney, and Yaeger, 
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2000). Though Appreciative Inquiry (hereafter 
AI) is a method grounded in social construction 
that reverses the deficit problem solving model to 
focus on the “best in people, their organizations, 
and the relevant world around them” (2000, p. 5). 
It is variously considered not only a method for 
organizational change or transformation, but a 
“philosophy of knowing, a normative stance…and 
as an approach to leadership and human devel-
opment” (p 5) that has attracted the attention 
of those interested in the design of Knowledge 
Management systems (Avital and Carlo, 2004). 
For our purposes here, we will consider it as a 
method for organization development.  Like Den-
ning, Cooperrider is also interested in mobilizing 
people in the interest of organization change, and 
like Denning, stories lie at the heart of his “four-
D” (Discover, Dream, Design, Destiny) process 
(Cooperrider, Whitney and Stavros, 2003). 

The process pivots on upfront interviews that 
may be conducted to choose a topic for interven-
tion, or to explore a topic pre-determined by 
management. Cooperrider acknowledges that 
“topic choice is a fateful act” (2003, p. 38), but 
does not appear to be critical of the differences 
between topics that emerge from the interviews 
with employees and those pre-selected based 
on management decisions about what is in the 
interest of the organization. Instead he stresses 
only that “organizations move in direction of 
inquiry” (2003, p. 38). That inquiry involves 
the collection of stories from employees (and 
sometimes customers and suppliers since AI is a 
whole-system approach to change) in the initial 
interviews since,  AI “assumes that every living 
system has many untapped and rich and inspiring 
accounts of the positive. Link the energy of this 
core directly to any change agenda and changes 
never thought possible are suddenly and demo-
cratically mobilized” (Cooperrider, Sorensen Jr., 
Whitney, and Yaeger, 2000, p. 6, italics ours). The 
irony of agendas set by management followed by 
a purportedly democratic process goes unnoticed 
in this text. The interview is structured to elicit 

this “positive change core” (2000, p. 9) through 
questions designed to elicit stories of positive 
experiences on which the organization could 
capitalize in the later stages of the process. Nega-
tive or shadow stories are not collected (Tyler, in 
press). Employees are asked to temporarily put 
these aside, and instead “share stories of excep-
tional accomplishments, discuss the core life-giv-
ing factors of their organizations, and deliberate 
upon the aspects of their organization’s history 
that they most value” (Cooperrider, Whitney and 
Stavros, 2003, p. 39). 

In describing the second stage, the Dream 
Phase, we see Cooperrider incorporate the use of 
the term narrative in a way that echoes a little the 
distinctions we made earlier in this essay: “As the 
various stories of the organization’s history are 
shared and illuminated, a new historical narrative 
emerges. This narrative engages those involved 
in much the way a good mystery novel engages a 
reader” (2003, p. 39). We move from something 
that (though clearly manipulated by the nature 
of the questions chosen by those in power) was 
a personal story of experience with possibilities 
of tacit and reflexive properties, to a composite 
and compiled narrative, coalesced to suit a goal 
that is for the greater good of “the organization,” 
and therefore subject to its hegemonic intentions.  
It is clearly intended to belong to and represent 
everyone, but in the process of amalgamating 
all stories into a narrative arc that will drive the 
remainder of the process, organizations end up 
with a story that belongs to and represents no one. 
While Cooperrider and his colleagues make no 
mention tacit or explicit elements of the process or 
the stories collected, this movement toward narra-
tive coherence drives reflexivity out of the process 
and keeps the sensemaking explicit. In the 2004 
workshop Tyler attended at the Taos institute, the 
process was taught as a series of mechanical steps 
akin to common approaches to narrative analysis. 
“Data can be reduced and displayed in diagrams, 
charts, tables, pictures, storybooks, newsletters, 
and other visual aids…look for common threads 
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and anomalies in the data. Specifically, what are 
the best stories, practices and wishes that came 
out of the interviews?...A primary goal is to reduce 
and interpret the meanings and, through dialogue, 
make sure these are the interviewees’ meanings” 
(Cooperrider, Whitney and Stavros, 2003, p. 98). 
This combination of reduction and interpretation 
may be done with the best of intentions, but it has 
at least two flaws. 

First, it is grounded in a “Wholeness Principle” 
(Whitney and Trosten-Bloom, 2003, p. 69) drawn 
on what we consider to be a selective understand-
ing of Bohm’s assertion that the “wholeness or 
integrity [that] is an absolute necessity to make 
life worth living” (from Bohm, 1980, quoted 
in Whitney and Trosten-Bloom, 2003, p. 69). 
Bohm’s paradigm is inherently in opposition to 
the reductionism that is evident in the Design 
phase of AI, and in any case, we believe that 
in the pursuit of only the positive stories about 
experience, the “whole story” is not made ever 
made available in the context of AI. Instead we 
end up with directed narratives that are, at best, 
a partial representation of the experience of an 
individual or of the organization at large. Cooper-
rider asserts the importance of the question and 
direction of the inquiry, but in the unrelenting 
focus on the positive, his process fails to gather 
the story in all its entirety. It splits the yin-yang 
diagram, ignoring the notion that the seeds of the 
opposite are contained within the other. For all of 
its nature-based metaphors, such as the principle 
of heliotropism, in which we turn toward the 
light, it ignores the practical reality that it is the 
very casting of the light which creates shadows 
(Tyler, in press). This tearing apart is a discursive 
manipulation by the process, and because of it, the 
sort of ontological holism that Bohm is interested 
in can never be achieved. 

The second flaw in the reduction of the data 
into what is essentially a control narrative is that 
it ignores the implausibility of this in practice on 
the basis of social heteroglossia and the power 
structures (both overt and covert) inherent in 

the organization at large and especially in orga-
nizational change initiatives (Marshak, 2006). 
Reflexive storytelling can hardly stand its own 
ground in the face of such pressures and collapses 
into narrative-explicit-coherence. 

Wenger’s Communities of Practice

Etienne Wenger’s work (Wenger,1998; Wenger, 
McDermott & Snyder, 2002) privileges Communi-
ties of Practice (hereafter CoP) over individuals 
and the organization at large as the prevailing 
social structure in which learning occurs, meaning 
is made and identity is formed. Wenger, in 1998, 
is compelled by the phenomenon of Communities 
of Practice and their inherent dynamics, which 
include knowledge exchange, stories (as a form of 
reification) (p. 59) and storytelling (as a form of 
participation) (p. 204).  Wenger (1998) considers 
knowledge, both explicit and tacit, in the context 
of a duality between participation and reification, 
which he sees as distinct and complementary. 
Reification for Wenger is both “a process and its 
product” (p. 60), and requires the participation of 
humans to render them meaningful. He explains 
that “A certain understanding is given form. This 
form then becomes a focus for the negotiation 
of meaning, as people use [it]” to accomplish a 
task, e.g. “use the law to argue a point, use the 
procedure to know what to do, or use the tool 
to perform an action….Indeed, no abstraction, 
tool, or symbol actually captures in its form the 
practices in the context of which it contributes to 
an experience of meaning.” (p. 58-59). Like the 
undulating interplay of participation and reifica-
tion, wherein each “makes up for the inherent 
limitations” (p. 64) of the other, Wenger also 
considers knowledge to be not a continuum of 
explicit to tacit (or vice versa) wherein “moving 
to one side implies leaving the other” (p. 67), but 
also as an interacting duality. Here he supports 
Polanyi’s notion that “the process of formalizing 
all knowledge to the exclusion of any tacit knowing 
is self-defeating” (1966, 1983, p. 20), contending 
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that “classifying knowledge as explicit or tacit 
runs into difficulties…because both aspects are 
always present to some degree” (p. 69). In this 
context, he contends that “it is not possible to 
make everything explicit and thus get rid of the 
tacit….It is only possible to change their relation” 
(1998, p. 67). Wenger, in 1998, is not concerned 
so much with the management of knowledge (that 
interest comes later), but with the way it is put to 
work and the way it behaves in the social context 
of Communities of Practice. He is very precise in 
his use of language, giving cogent examples in 
the hopes of making his meaning clear. Indeed, 
Wenger echoes Polanyi’s notion of the knowledge 
of the aforementioned machine operator versus 
the knowledge of the engineer (1966, 1983, p. 19) 
(as well as Polanyi’s contention that “our body is 
the ultimate instrument of all our external knowl-
edge, whether intellectual or practical” (p. 15)), 
raising the example of the embodied knowledge 
of walking and how “requiring only this [walk-
ing] yields a good enough relation between the 
explicit and the tacit for certain purpose, though 
probably not good enough for an orthopedist who 
needs to know which muscles I use to keep my 
balance and move my legs” (p. 69). 

There is in Wenger also a metaphorical con-
nection to Polanyi’s proximal and distal noticing, 
when he asserts that learning depends on “locality, 
proximity, distance…the point is that learning is 
impaired when experience and competence are 
too close and when they are too distant. In either 
case they do not pull each other” (p. 140). When 
Wenger stresses that learning (and by extension 
transfer of knowledge) occurs “when participants 
are able to recognize and experience of meaning 
in each other” (p. 140), and that this occurs in 
“boundary encounters” (p. 140) between proximal 
CoPs, we begin to get a sense of the role that stories 
and storytelling can play in his theory. 

For Wenger, stories are social events con-
nected to imagination (and play) that can be 
“appropriated easily because they allow us to 
enter the events, the characters, and their plights 

by calling upon our imaginations. Stories can 
transport our experience into the situations they 
relate and involve us in producing the meanings 
of those events as though we were participants” 
(1998, p. 203). Taken together with his concept 
of stories as a process and product of reification 
we see that Wenger goes beyond the popular 
notion, challenged here, that stories can express 
tacit knowledge, that they are a vehicle for elic-
iting tacit knowledge from knowledge workers. 
Rather he sees stories and other products of 
reification as “tokens of vast expanses of human 
meaning” (p. 61), which inherently vesselize the 
tacit in its dualistic relationship to the explicit, 
along with “all the implicit relations….Most of 
these may never be articulated” (p. 47). In this 
way stories are negotiated, alive, and emergent 
(Tyler, 2007b) in a way that we have not seen in 
Denning or Cooperrider. Though Wenger uses 
narrative as a term interchangeable with stories 
(after Linde, 1993, who correctly, in our view, 
considers life histories a narrative attempt to cre-
ate coherency), we find in his theory that stories 
and storytelling are simultaneously produced by 
members of CoPs and are the fabric that knits the 
CoP together relationally: “Old timers deliver the 
pas and offer the future, in the form of narratives 
and participation both. Each has a story to tell. 
In addition, the practice itself gives life to these 
stories, and the possibility of mutual engagement 
offers a way to enter these stories through one’s 
own experience” (1998, p. 156). Here, along with 
the connection he makes with imagination, we see 
intimations in Wenger of reflexivity. Nowhere in 
the 1998 text does Wenger consider storytelling 
a tool for the purposes of persuasion (Denning), 
inspiring change (Cooperrider), or purposefully 
prompting action, as both Denning and Cooper-
rider intend. Stories are not instrumentalized 
through Wenger’s 1998 lens, only considered as 
a social phenomenon supporting and creating the 
social fabric of the organizations. 

So far, we have been considering Wenger’s 
theoretical framework for CoPs from his seminal 
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text, which explores the many facets of his theory 
deeply, with great care and careful articulation. In 
his follow-on book (2002), co-authored with two 
colleagues (McDermott and Snyder), the audience 
is practitioners rather than academics (2002, p. 
x) and the tone is decidedly different. Here, we 
see not just stories and storytelling instrumental-
ized, but the entire of concept of Communities of 
Practice is itself instrumentalized in the interest 
of knowledge management. Rather than a social 
phenomenon that is emergent, naturally occurring 
in organizations, that can be recognized and per-
haps fostered, CoPs in Cultivating Communities of 
Practice: A Guide to Managing Knowledge (2002) 
are something to be planned and launched (p. 65). 
There are even “seven principles for cultivating 
Communities of Practice” (p. 49). Stories become 
one of several “communal resources.…[that] in-
clude both the tacit and the explicit aspects of the 
community’s knowledge” (p. 38). Now they are 
seen as a “mode of communicating and capturing 
knowledge” (p. 39).  While they consider stories 
as a means of measurement, of “assessing the 
value of a community of practice” (p. 168), they 
maintain some of Wenger’s original spirit; that 
stories can describe “complex causal relations 
while incorporating implicit contextual factors” 
(p. 168), but this aspect is teamed up with “a 
number of additional benefits….Stories provide 
recognition of the protagonists; they reinforce 
the importance of making one’s practice visible 
in the organization; and they help build a culture 
that values innovation and knowledge sharing” (p. 
169). We would agree with the authors contention 
that “stories are a powerful component of any 
culture” (p. 169), but Wenger et al are quickly 
distancing themselves from the reflexive nature 
of stories when they stress the importance of 
“legitimizing the storytelling process” (p. 169), 
a move which will almost certainly yield coher-
ent narratives that align with the dominant texts 
of the organization. In this text we no longer get 
the sense conveyed by Wenger’s seminal work 
(1998) that the tacit-explicit duality matters, or is 

even present. Instead there is movement toward a 
coherent (and repeated) narrative that will make 
a case, or prove a point. The authors ultimately 
confirming this trajectory when they cite Den-
ning and provide their own version of a World 
Bank story (pp. 187-190) to illustrate stories as 
“instruments of change” (p. 188). Capitalizing 
on the knowledge management trend and the 
burgeoning interest in Communities of Practice 
appear (2002, p. x-xi) to have resulted in the de-
velopment of templates, formulas, and recipes that 
leave little room for reflexivity, and little interest 
in emergent story. 

Implications of Popular Knowledge 
Management Approaches for Story 
and Narrative

In the three popular approaches to knowledge 
management explored here with an eye toward 
their stance on stories and narrative, tacit and 
explicit knowledge, and reflexivity and coherency, 
there seems to be a force driving toward the a no-
tion that the term story can be used interchangeably 
and therefore replaced with the term narrative. 
Attending this casual substitution of terms is a 
wish that narrative can somehow unearth the un-
articulated secrets of the organization’s members, 
that which Polanyi says we know, but cannot tell 
(1966, 1983, p. 4). But as we have shown, it can-
not. Reflexivity in storytelling is expanded in the 
social aspects of living story, which is deadened 
by the attempts of the knowledge management 
process to develop explicit and coherent narratives 
that capture story.

The commoditizing of storytelling into coher-
ent narrative approaches that can be delivered 
in templates and recipes with discreet steps are 
antithetical to reflexive storytelling. These ap-
proaches are about making storytelling efficient 
and speedy by molding it into palatable narrative 
shapes, but reflexive storytelling is about slowing 
down, and about noticing. 
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The temptation on the part of knowledge man-
agement professionals to seek out tidy answers 
to puzzles of knowledge management is great. 
The quest for solutions that can be packaged into 
training modules and rolled out to employees 
is ongoing in earnest. Polanyi, in considering 
the process of “tacit integration” (Polanyi and 
Prosch, 1975, p. 40), suggests that it “is intentional 
throughout, and as such can be carried out only 
by a conscious act of the mind….Such integration 
cannot be replaced by any explicit mechanical 
procedure….It can only be lived, can only be dwelt 
in” (p. 40-41). In the context of the knowledge 
management turn toward narrative coherency 
seen in the approaches of Denning, Cooperrider, 
and ultimately Wenger (as he departs from his 
study of the CoP phenomenon to a packaging of 
it for institutional implementation), knowledge 
managers may do well to consider the ways in 
which the move from reflexive storytelling to 
coherent narrative will leave behind much of the 
richness they seek.  

Conclusion

Tacitness, is generally, considered, a pre-scientific 
knowledge, or a knowledge that is not explicit, 
because it is to taken-for-granted, it becomes 
inexplicable. However, in the case of story, the 
experience is already rendered explicit. Narrative 
is hegemonic to story, ever-controlling and disci-
plining story, to render events and characters into 
an emplotment that shapes memory into experi-
ential representationalism.  Without the shaping, 
it would be accurate to call the knowledge (more 
accurately pre-knowledge), tacit knowledge. 

We would like to suggest a way out of this 
dilemma. We propose that tacitness is not the 
same thing as reflexivity. In tacitness, events 
are reenacted, but unshaped. In story, the events 
become shaped into experience.  Reflexivity is 
the way meaning of events is being made mean-

ingful, the way the language is making meaning 
in a particular way. 
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Key Terms 

Antenarrative: Defined as “nonlinear, in-
coherent, collective, unplotted, and prenarrative 
speculation, a bet, a proper narrative can be con-
stituted” (Boje, 2001: 1). Antenarratives morph 
as they travel, picking up and depositing context 
as they move.

BME: Defined as Beginning, Middle and End 
progressive sequencing of retrospective narrative, 
the five-senses wholeness with imposed coherency 
that is in vogue since Aristotle.

Emergence: Defined as absolute novelty, spon-
taneity, and improvisation, without past/future.

Living Story Theory: Defined here as the 
emergence, trajectory, and morphing of living 
story from antenarrative-conception to the death 
of decomposition and forgetting to tell anymore 
(Boje, 2005e). 

Narrative: Defined by Aristotle requiring 
“imitation of an action that is complete in itself, 
as a whole of some magnitude... Now a whole is 
that which has beginning, middle, and end” the 
definition of coherent narrative (Aristotle, 350 
BCE: 1450b: 25, p. 233).

Story: Defined as “an oral or written perfor-
mance involving two or more people interpreting 
past or anticipated experience” (Boje, 1991a: 
111).
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Endnote 

1  The following typology is adapted from foth-
coming article Boje for E:CO (Emergence, 
Complexity & Organization Journal, due to 
publish in 2008)
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Abstract

The central discussion in this chapter is that poetry can be used to provide a bridge between tangible, 
rational and explicit knowledge and tacit or implicit knowledge, providing opportunities to access new 
organizational knowledge, understandings and learning. A study based on 60 middle and senior United 
Kingdom public services managers is presented. In this study managers worked together to explore how 
creative inquiry into their organizational experience might help address some of the problematic issues 
facing their organizations and learn how to develop new ideas about best practice. The challenge was 
to generate new knowledge about the organization. Poetry in the form of ‘haiku’ was used as a creative 
research method to access tacit knowledge, which, when combined with explicit knowledge and under-
standing, led to new insights and organizational learning. 

Introduction

In a ‘knowledge society’ how organizations pro-
cess knowledge and how they create new knowl-
edge to meet the many competing challenges of 
organizational life are held as key issues (Drucker 
1968, Bell 1973, Toffler 1990). The business case 
for innovation and creativity in modern organiza-

tions in a constantly changing environment has 
been well made (Stacey 2005, 2006, Shaw 2002, 
Weick and Quinn 1999). The general consensus 
from these authors is that organizations need to be 
flexible, flatter and ready to adapt when needed. 
Models of continuous change and adaptation 
provide opportunities to work with complex adap-
tive systems within organizations in order to stay 
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competitive and knowledge creation is viewed as 
a source of competitive advantage (Von Krogh, 
Ichijo, Nonaka, Ichijo 2000).  Organizational 
learning and knowledge exchange form part of 
the dynamic change process where organizational 
members work creatively together to find solu-
tions to problems and create new organizational 
knowledge. 

There is a tension both in management practice 
with its current focus in the public sector on per-
formance indicators and evidence based practice, 
and in the literature - between explicit rational and 
measurable approaches to knowledge exchange 
and intangible, tacit and implicit including narra-
tive approaches. Epistemological and ontological 
differences between approaches to knowledge 
creation are at the heart of the tension. Chia (2003) 
argues that new organizational knowledge can be 
accessed through exploration of intangible and 
tacit knowledge and an integration of organiza-
tional knowledge and organizational learning can 
be achieved using a ‘social process perspective’ 
(Chiva and Alegre 2006) where individual and 
organizational learning and knowledge exchange 
are viewed as mutually constitutive and constantly 
changing. Knowledge creation as an inter-subjec-
tive, aesthetic process is developed through nar-
rative and story telling (Gabriel 2000, Banks and 
Banks 1997, Czarniawska 1998, Hatch, Kostera, 
Kozminski 2005) and I argue that working with 
poetry provides additional emotional richness and 
textured nuance to organizational knowledge and 
learning by distilling and refining story telling 
into a revised form - poetry, which then offers 
the potential for further levels of understanding, 
analysis and insight. 

Using Narrative and Poetry 
to  Contribute to Knowledge 
Creation and Organizational 
Learning

The contribution of narratives and story telling 
as ways of understanding organizations is well 

developed (Gabriel 2000, Banks and Banks 1997, 
Czarniawska 1998, Hatch, Kostera, Kozminski 
2005) and has been used as the starting point for 
sense making (Weick, 1991) in organizations.

‘Documenting and analyzing organizational 
stories can enhance our understanding of human 
behavior. It can also enrich our appreciation of 
what it means to be a participant in an organi-
zation. We gain insights into ways that people 
interact, communicate, project anxieties, cope with 
problems and solve dilemmas in human relations. 
We also discover how people view organizations 
and what they expect socially aesthetically and 
symbolically. Hence the information and hypoth-
esis have a practical application’. (Jones, Moore, 
and Snyder, 1988:14).

Working with stories that are constructed be-
tween participants as part of an inquiry process 
draws on narrative analysis (Czarniawska 1998, 
1999) where the stories contribute to the continual 
creation and re-creation of our understanding of 
organization and our place within them. Important 
stories are not so much the ones that have become 
part of an organization’s mythology that persist 
within an organizational culture (Gabriel 1999), 
rather they are participants’ stories that have been 
created with others with a particular focus and 
narrative. These stories tend to be immediate 
and relevant to current experience – they may be 
told relatively infrequently but have a relevance 
to the time place when they were created. As a 
result they are closely linked to experience and 
tend to contain an emotional element that would 
not otherwise find expression.

Story telling can be described as a ‘poetic’ 
form. According to Dilthey (1887), ‘Poetic’ is 
the term we use for the nature that enables us to 
enjoy vitality. ‘Poetic’ is above all the nourishing, 
strengthening and awakening within ourselves 
of this vitality, this energy of the life-sentiment; 
a sentiment that resonates in all images, music, 
words and is found in poetry. It is described as 
an experience, which can only be appropriated 
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through reflexivity, by being set in relation to other 
lived experiences. It enables lived experience to 
be understood in its essence and as a result, in its 
meaning (in Strati, 1999:60). 

The place of poetry in organizational life 
has been acknowledged in a special edition of 
Management Decision (James and Weir, 2006), 
which focused explicitly on the relations between 
poetry, organization, emotions, management 
and enterprise. The combined work in this issue 
demonstrates the richness that poetry brings to 
organizational life, as a way of exploring a range 
of management and organizational issues includ-
ing culture, leadership and communications. 
Poetry is a particular and specialized form of 
narrative – and as such is an extension of story 
telling. Creating a poem involves crafting stories 
and transforming them. By immersing in the 
experience of organizational life through poetry, 
customary ways of making sense are suspended, 
and new insights into encountered reality become 
possible. Poetic expression therefore grasps at 
newly discovered reality. For example the story 
of a management ‘Away Day’ is turned into a 
‘playful’ performance poem with an ironic twist 
(Grisoni, in Grisoni and Kirk 2006:519), which 
on analysis contains heightened double-edged 
meaning and foregrounds gender, competition, 
leadership, voice, separation and leaving, belong-
ing and joining, that would have been lost through 
extended narrative and explanation. A fragment 
is provided for illustration below:

Away Day
…..
Heads: I win.
What? 
Puppy dog – tails: you lose.
What? 
Puppy dog tails – snip!

Sugar and spice.
Sacrifice
Three little mice

Roast them twice – nice.
……

In introducing poetry as a creative research 
method (Grisoni 2008), the argument is made 
that power of poetry lies in its ability to focus 
not only on events but also on behavioral and 
affective elements embedded in the experience. 
Poetry has been used to reveal hidden aspects of 
organizational life where the essence of an event 
or episode opens up an opportunity for greater 
understanding as well as the potential for change 
in individuals and organizations (Grisoni 2006, 
Grisoni and Kirk 2006). Whyte (1994) argues that 
we live in a time when idealism is out of fashion, 
where there is an absence of compassion and a 
failing of imagination. He argues that business 
and organizations need the poet’s insight and 
powers of attention to ‘weave the inner world of 
soul and creativity with the outer world of form 
and matter (1994:9). 

A good poem seems to occupy a space beyond 
mere words especially when it is used to explore 
the full range of life’s experience. According to 
Grisham: 

“Poetry is by its nature a compressed communi-
cation of emotions and concepts that the listener 
must decompress and interpret. By participating in 
the process the listener must complete portions of 
the message, and thereby internalize, absorb, and 
reconstruct the message.” (Grisham 2006:492). 

The emphasis is on understanding as it appears 
from within an individual’s own experience which 
on sharing becomes an example of organizational 
learning. Poems are also therefore an act of dis-
covery, and require a degree of effort to write 
and to be understood. Poetry can cut through 
superficiality and help us to see the world dif-
ferently. Grisham (2006), illustrates this well by 
drawing on Marchant (2005) who refers to the last 
few lines of a poem by Komumunyakaa (2001) 
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about seeing the Vietnam Veteran’s Memorial in 
Washington DC:

In the black mirror

A woman’s trying to erase names:
No, She’s brushing a boy’s hair

Poetic methods of extended metaphor, broken 
cadence, juxtaposition and overlay are used to 
evoke emotions and contain several layers of 
potential meaning. 

Kostera’s (1997) work develops the contribu-
tion of poetry to research the relationship between 
feelings and organizing. She argues that poetry, 
as an approach is well suited for expressing the 
ambivalence and volatility of the managerial expe-
rience. Its strength is that it does not ‘flatten out’ 
the domains of organizing or ‘translate them into 
rationality’ (1997:343). As a result she proposes 
that poetry can be used to understand more about 
organizational realities. Her aim in using poetry 
was to learn about the subversive and subjective 
experience of talking about management topics. 
She argues that poetry is particularly powerful 
in that it does not avoid passion and it is disrup-
tive because it is inconclusive. As such poetry 
does not provide rational answers – it creates and 
evokes feelings and its form and shape acts as a 
container to encourage exploration of a range of 
possibilities, lines of inquiry, analysis, interpre-
tation, understanding and meaning. To illustrate 
this point I have chosen Kostera’s (1997:351-352) 
summary of her reading of the contributions from 
others in her article:

 
Management is
about dreams, nets, growing seeds
out of chaos comes liberation
and the god’s listen
to deserters’ prayers
(sometimes)

Ambiguity is painful
but also sensual; a necessity
a falling angel, falling veil
curtain falling down onto the stage
(falling in love)

Soon its time
The rest is science.

Analysis of organizational life is complex and 
multilayered as it involves acknowledgement of 
emotions and relationships. Choosing to work 
with poetry in the research process to explore 
these issues is powerful as poetry captures both 
the richness of language and harnesses reflec-
tive processes that encourage expression of the 
complexity of organizational experience. As a 
consequence there is potential for poetry to ac-
cess tacit organizational knowledge both in the 
words used the form and in the emotions evoked 
that lie behind and between them.

Introducing Haiku

The particular form of poetry selected for the 
research-based case study was haiku. This form 
was purposely chosen for its structure and brev-
ity, which results in a focused and concentrated 
capturing of the essence of a situation.  Haiku 
originated in Japan, around the 15th century. It is 
a specific form of poetry containing seventeen 
syllables, in three phrases of five-seven-five syl-
lables. It usually presents a moment of heightened 
awareness in simple imagery, originally using an 
image from nature. Traditional haiku requires a 
long period of learning, practise and maturity. The 
mastery of this form exemplifies Chia’s (2003) 
discussion relating to eastern forms of knowledge 
creation concerned with flux and transformation, 
and where indirect, suggestive and symbolic 
meaning is privileged over literal meaning. The 
concept of ‘being-in-the-world’ is important here 
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and relates closely to approaches taken by many 
Western artists and poets.  

Fermine (2001) in a short novel entitled ‘Snow’ 
captures the essence of haiku beautifully drawing 
on the work of one of the earliest Haiku writers, 
Matsuo Basho (1644-1694).

 Frozen in the night
 The water-jar cracks
 Wakes me
One morning a water jar cracks and a drop 

of poetry forms:

‘Its beauty touches the soul. It is the moment of 
saying what cannot be said, of making a journey 
without taking a step. It is the moment of becom-
ing a poet. Do not break the silence. Just watch 
and write’. (Fermine, 2001:14)

The haiku form has been developed and ex-
perimented with over many hundreds of years 
and different fashions, variations, styles and 
techniques have come and gone. Contemporary 
haiku is often regarded as an “instant” form of 
brief verse that can be written by anyone from 
schoolchildren to professionals. Many present-
day writers have dropped traditional standards, 
emphasizing personal freedom and pursuing 
ongoing exploration in both form and subject 
matter. Due to the various views and practices 
today, it is impossible to single out any current 
style or format or subject matter as definitive 
haiku. The term has broadened greatly in modern 
usage to cover nearly any short verse. According 
to Pio:

“It is a way of calling the spirit of the thing named, 
with the eternal and momentary juxtaposed. It is 
considered the poetry of ahness, because it makes 
you say, ‘Aha, now I see it!’.” (Pio 2004:16).

Another example, this time of an organiza-
tional haiku:

 

Three things are certain:
 Death, taxes, and lost data.
 Guess which has occurred.
    (David Dixon)

There is a clear qualitative difference between 
the beautiful Japanese haiku, about elements 
that address human existence and the states of 
nature and the ‘office haiku’ about topics such 
as money, power, process and partnerships which 
may seem - as one anonymous reviewer put it 
– ‘miserable’ by comparison. Nevertheless, the 
haiku form captures in a minimal way, a sense 
of depth and communion that reaches beyond 
formal parsimony. Rather than making anything 
explicit in the sense of formalized transferable 
knowledge it encourages personal awareness, 
depth, beauty and instant knowledge and this 
in turn impacts on organizational knowledge 
creation. To this end, working with haiku poetry 
as direct experimental action, is introduced as a 
creative form of expression within the enabling 
context of a workshop intervention, and provides 
the conditions for new ways of working which 
surface emotions and learning through insights 
provoked by organizational experiences thereby 
contributing to fostering emerging relationships 
and new knowledge creation. 

Creating haiku provides the focus for attention 
through instructive forms of talk and relation-
ships (Tsoukas 2003). Through this method the 
distinctions, which we had previously not noticed, 
and features, which had previously escaped our 
attention, are brought into focus. Whilst tacit 
knowledge cannot be made operational (Chia 
2003), new ways of talking, fresh forms of in-
teracting and novel ways of distinguishing and 
connecting can be achieved.  Reason (2001) also 
supports the use of creative methods arguing that 
they enable researchers and participants access a 
richer, deeper, more true to life and more useful 
knowing when constituted in a complex relation-
ship between different forms of knowing.
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Creating a Poetic Process

The Chief Executive of a public service organiza-
tion requested a workshop for all middle and senior 
managers and staff in a UK county council and 
partner organizations. It is important to mention 
at this point that the organization concerned had 
been recently ‘inspected’ by the Government and 
was officially rated as a ‘successful, performing 
authority’ and that the request was made following 
several years of close association with colleagues 
in the Business School. The overall aim of the 
workshop was to provide an opportunity for re-
searchers and practitioners to engage in dialogue 
in an exploratory way to see how current research 
and thinking might help address the problematic 
change issues which are typical of many UK public 
service organizations, including; performance 
cultures based on targets, managing increasing 
client expectations and demands, reducing costs 
whilst maintaining service levels, working in 
partnership on new initiatives, and the need to 
demonstrate added value.

A collaborative inquiry (Reason 2001) based 
on action research (Coghlan and Brannick 2005) 
was adopted and is particularly suited to action 
research where the aim is to be critical of the 
familiar and taken for granted. A collaborative 
process of inquiry through action research facili-
tates an engagement of all participants in a process 
that aims to take action and create knowledge or 
theory about that action. Working with partici-
pants as co-researchers the action research cycle 
(plan action, act thoughtfully, research action, 
and evaluate action) is combined with reflective 
and interpretive practice in a collaborative pro-
cess. In this way the stories, recreated in poetic 
form, fit well with a social-process perspective 
to organizational knowledge and learning. The 
workshop approach developed for this research 
project provides an opportunity to explore orga-
nizational issues in a way that echoes Elkjaer’s 
(2004) call for the development of knowledge and 
experience by inquiry, ‘to work with situations and 

events as units of analysis in order to understand 
individuals and organizations as being mutually 
formed and forming’ (2004:419).

Facilitating a workshop designed to share 
experiences and create new energy for working 
with the challenges of the public services agenda 
was a priority as well as attempting to develop 
a contribution to new organizational knowledge 
and learning. The workshop could be described 
as an example of ‘researched action’ (Tripp 1996) 
a particular form of action inquiry, planned as 
research as well as an improvement to practice 
where:

‘the main aim is to increase our knowledge about 
a problem or issue, so the action may be primarily 
an intervention designed to illuminate a research 
question’  (Tripp, 1996:17).

In ‘researched action’ two cycles of inquiry 
are simultaneously in operation, one in the field 
of practice and the other in the field of research. It 
was important to design a workshop that was both 
consistent with the principles of action research 
and was innovative in that it would experiment 
with interpretive processes creating the potential 
for developing new ways of thinking about and 
working with change issues. A realization oc-
curred during a planning group meeting that, 
in order to explore ways of sustaining levels of 
energy and continuing successful achievement of 
organizational goals it would be important to ac-
cess new organizational knowledge. An approach 
that would cut through accustomed and patterned 
ways of thinking would be required and at this 
point my colleague, knowing my interest in work-
ing with poetry, recommended that I facilitate 
‘poetic’ workshops as part of the day.

The poetic process workshop was repeated 
three times during the day to allow groups of 
around 20 managers per workshop (60 manag-
ers in total)  explore their experiences of the 
organization. At the same time that this poetic 
workshop was running other activities were on 
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offer to the group of managers focusing on dif-
ferent aspects of the service, which were viewed 
as priorities. These included sessions on: increas-
ing client needs and expectations, collaborative 
leadership in partnerships, and action planning 
to meet government targets. Each of the sessions 
were planned and run jointly with a member of 
the organization, and I was paired with a manager 
from the library service who was also particularly 
interested in the poetic process.

In the early stages of planning the workshop 
there was a pull to design something that fitted 
existing ways of thinking about new policy imple-
mentation with an overriding concern that the 
workshop would offer value in terms of tangible 
outputs and plans. This pull towards what was 
already known by the organization seemed to 
contradict the requirement to generate new knowl-
edge and understanding. We were concerned to 
meet the Chief Executive’s needs (our sponsoring 
client) in a way that would be deemed acceptable 
to the organization and at the same time meet her 
aspiration to introduce new ways of thinking and 
working that might break through some of the 
established patterns and behaviours in order to 
access new possibilities for working with change 
and meeting the challenges facing the public sec-
tor. This would help re-energise and re-vitalise 
participants who were described as ‘exhausted by 
policy and initiative overload’. The design that 
emerged was to develop a collaborative inquiry 
with what Reason (2001) has identified as working 
at a deeper level encouraging participants through 
the processes of constructing and using their own 
knowledge to “see through” the ways in which 
the establishment monopolizes the production and 
use of knowledge for the benefit of only some of 
its members. 

As workshop facilitators we recognized that 
some risk taking and a ‘leap of faith’ (Schon 1985) 
was required in order to discover whether new 
ways of working that would cut across the well 
established patterns in thinking, relating, behav-

ing and understanding would be achieved. The 
planning group comprising the Chief Executive, 
representatives of the organizations involved and 
fellow academics judged that the risks of trying a 
different approach was important and supported 
the poetic workshops in the spirit of creative ex-
perimentation, innovation and discovery.

An action research process for the poetry 
workshops, capturing each of these activities was 
developed. Each cycle of the workshop lasted one 
and a half hours. In small groups of three, partici-
pants in the workshop were invited to tell each 
other stories of significant events from their recent 
organizational experiences. Listeners noted key 
words from these stories and together the small 
group developed short poems using the haiku 
poetic form. Participants were encouraged to play 
with words rather than worry about whether the 
poems they created were good examples of poetry 
(mastery only comes through repeated practice!) 
The process of creating poems was new to most 
participants and this created some anxiety in the 
groups as tried and tested methods of exploring 
work related issues had been removed. In this way 
all were new to the process and needed reassur-
ing – the element of being surprised by what was 
created was important as the new way of working 
resulted in new conversations, understandings and 
insights. The structure for a haiku was useful in 
that it channeled anxiety into the need to count 
syllables and ensure that the haiku created met the 
numeric criteria set. The poems were then read 
back to the whole group and participants invited 
to capture the thoughts, feelings that emerged in 
the hearing and understanding of the new knowl-
edge presented to them. Through this process of 
‘double reflection’- reflection following the story 
and then reflection on reflection of the haiku, a 
revised sense of the issues and priorities held in 
the organization was discovered. Feedback on 
working with the poetic process of knowledge 
sharing and creation was also gathered.
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Presentation of Haiku

The haiku developed by the managers can be 
grouped in many different ways; collectively 
they may be read as a rengaa. The haiku were 
written up and presented back to all the workshop 
participants as a small booklet, as a record of the 
day. Examples from the 25 haiku that were jointly 
created are shown below and allocated to group-
ings identifying intangible assets. Categories for 
intangible assets can be divided into three types: 
employee competence, internal structures and 
external structures (Sveiby 1997).  Employee 
competence involves the capacity to act in a 
wide variety of situations to create value. Inter-
nal structures include such things as processes; 
ways of working, new designs or models. External 
structures include relationships with customers 
and other stakeholders, reputation and image. 
All of these assets are based on the relationship 
between tacit and explicit knowledge.

• Employee Competence 

The group acknowledged the extent of per-
sonal learning. Personal learning was identified 
as relating to periods of study on professional 
courses, achieving clarity around roles and dif-
ferent working patterns arising from an absence 
from work (e.g. maternity leave) or as a result of 
organizational restructuring.  There were posi-
tive endings and a sense of achievement for many 
although there were other examples that were more 
ambiguous where particular challenges had been 
posed. Many participants referred to their own 
and other’s enhanced competence, arising from 
acquisition of information, skills and experience 
and exploration of shared values. The importance 
of this enhanced competence described by Sveiby 
(2001) is the capacity to act in a variety of situa-
tions in order to add value to the organization. 

 Son’s nursery trial
 Dumped apprehensive parents

 No-cry, relief.

 Out of date, away
 briefing shouting discussion,  
 back now – enjoy!

 Member of team
 Develop role, career 
 Encouraged, valued.

This last example of a ‘one-line’ haiku illus-
trates a less positive outcome:

Meeting Outside, Plan Next Week, 
Time, Unsure, Beyond Skills, Used, 
Upset.

It is interesting to note in the examples above how 
the boundary between being in the organization 
and what goes on outside is referred to more than 
once. Participants were surprised that they felt able 
to talk about the emotions involved, for example, 
in dropping their son at nursery – it’s hard to tell 
whether its relief that the parents didn’t cry or 
the child. In the second one the contrast between 
being out of the organization for a period and out 
of date sits next to enjoyment of being back - the 
noise of discussion and shouting acts as a bridge 
to the two experiences. The third haiku catches 
the sense of being valued as a member of the team 
this was after a period of absence. In all three cases 
the issue of being away from the organization 
and returning is a common theme with different 
details and a range of emotional expression. A 
focus on competence, being up to date, coping 
well and performing pervades all four examples 
with the last one expressing more negative emo-
tions. Creating the haiku facilitated a focus on the 
emotional aspects of participants’ experiences and 
confronted previously unchallenged norms in the 
organization such as whether it was legitimate to 
talk about life outside the organization and use 
those experiences to make sense of their current 
engagement with the organization.
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• Internal structures: Team Level and Orga-
nizational Issues 

The second grouping seemed to cohere around 
team level change issues where there were difficul-
ties but achievement of a shared task and sense of 
working together seemed to be a focus. Pride in 
organizational achievement was identified as an 
important outcome of collaborative efforts and 
many noticed the positive ends in the last line of 
the haiku and use of positive words throughout 
the collected haiku. There was a strong desire to 
associate the organization with success. Losses 
and gains were evident in many of the examples 
perhaps pointing to ambivalence in relation to 
the pressures participants were experiencing in 
their efforts to make the organization successful 
which sits in contrast to the positive achievements 
and external validation that the organization had 
recently realized. Internal structures referred to 
the complexity of change, restructuring and tech-
nological developments and finance is specifically 
mentioned as a disabling factor. Emotions and 
relationships figure significantly, both positively 
and negatively – feeling proud for others as a result 
of a positive outcome begs the question of how 
those expressing the pride might be feeling. As 
one participant commented, ‘Sometimes what’s 
not said but implied opens up new avenues for 
discussion’. The juxtaposition of brief words and 
phrases seemed to bring this hidden dimension 
to the fore and created the space for difficult 
conversations where different views of similar 
episodes, such as experiences of organizational 
restructuring - ‘Change risk frightened us’ could 
be explored.

 Project completed
 Feeling proud for others
 Outcome positive

 Understanding loss
 Care to build relationships
 Finance frustrates

 Change risk frightened us
 Thought safe, but hidden fear revealed.
 Moved into sparkling sunshine

 December, budgets bring
 High expectations. Service provision
 No money, disappointments.

 Power-mongers gathered
 Eloquent, compliments, coup
 Proud: top partnership

• External Client Focus

Examples of external structures, which were 
identified in the poems, include development of 
relationships and networks and reputation.

 Fog pulling together
 Positive partnership passion
 Long way to go
 
Ongoing concern – always
 People in need, a start
 Towards positive change!

 Gentleman, complaint, made safe
 Confused, concerned, angry, resolved
 Not what it seemed.

 Strangers making time
 Trust the process, insights
 Carers listening

The sense of long term commitment to the 
client group is expressed in several of these haiku 
– ‘long way to go’, ‘a start’, ‘ongoing concern’, 
‘carers listening’ which also indicate that whilst 
working in partnership and commitment to the 
clients is present there is still more to be done. 
This was problematic for participants as when 
combined with the frustrations of lack of finance 
and emotional exhaustion from change initiatives 
what participants wanted was some sense of scale 
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and scope and ultimately sets of priorities on which 
to focus their depleted energy. This became an 
important action point from the workshop. At the 
same time there was an appreciation of what had 
been achieved and sense of mutual congratulation 
that spread through the group in a way that the 
news of the recent successful government inspec-
tion had failed to achieve. Participants resolved 
to maintain levels of appreciation of effort and 
acknowledgement of hard work and the emotional 
labour involved in working through multiple sets 
of change initiatives.

Working at the Boundary  
of Explicit and Tacit 
Organizational Knowledge 
for New Knowledge Creation 
In Public Services

The context facing public services in the UK is 
one of continual change in the delivery of services 
driven centrally by the Labour Government’s 
modernization agenda. Central to this strategy is 
the rhetoric of renewal through partnership and 
inclusion. A significant challenge for senior man-
agers in public services is to work in partnership 
on new initiatives in the management and delivery 
of public services that need to demonstrate added 
value. Fenwick and McMillan (2005) suggest that 
the assumptions of current government thinking 
on partnership and the way they can enable learn-
ing through knowledge exchange are predicated 
in the notion that good practice can only be pro-
vided by external opinion, in other words through 
evidence-based thinking. The search for ways to 
account for the value of services provided has 
therefore resulted in the rise of evidence-based 
management techniques. This has established a 
‘performativity’ culture, which relies on explicit 
knowledge to identify tangible outputs that mea-
sure the added value of the work of these organi-
zations. (Allee 2000, 2003). This ‘performativity’ 
culture is underpinned by a view of knowledge 

as cognitive acquisition - a commodity, and as a 
result much organizational knowledge exchange 
and learning is based on adaptive behaviour 
(Common 2004).  There is an alternative, coun-
ter-cultural view, which argues that knowledge 
is socially constructed (Spender 1996) and Von 
Krogh et al. (2000) by highlighting the limits of 
an evidence-based approach, shift attention away 
from tangible outputs and explicit knowledge and 
turn the focus towards the value of accessing tacit 
organizational knowledge and intangible outputs 
(Sveiby 1997) as an alternative way of influencing 
organizational effectiveness. 

The haiku developed by the managers and 
presented above point to the significance of emo-
tions and work life balance as they affect employee 
competence. The impact that structural change 
and reorganization has on internal structures in 
teams and departments emerges as a significant 
issue, and where a sense of achievement and 
success seems to be fundamental to the ability to 
cope with the down sides of the change agenda. 
Finally the external focus particularly on clients 
is present and provides the reminder of the main 
purpose and function of the organization – to 
provide a range of services. Key areas of know-
ing for the managers on the workshop include 
knowledge of local community needs, of policy, 
of local infrastructure and context. The value of 
the diversity within the organizational partnership 
is that it provides a range of people with different 
information, skills and experience to help the 
transition of information to knowledge.  Clearly, 
a better balance needs to be found between the 
demands for tangible measurable outputs and 
finding voice and recognition for the emotion 
work involved in leading change (Hochschild 
1983, Fisher and Ashkanasy, 2000).

It is too simple to say that poetry in the form 
of haiku provides a mechanism for translating 
tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge. The 
relation of explicit to tacit knowledge and expla-
nations of conversion of one form to the other 
is complex, problematic and has been criticized 
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(Tsoukas 2003). One key issue is the method-
ological standpoint adopted for understanding 
the nature of knowledge is critical as it provides 
clarity regarding how knowledge is discussed 
and claims for the generation of new knowledge 
made. Chia (2003) explores this as a dichotomy 
where he describes differences between ‘western’ 
and ‘eastern’ epistemological and ontological 
underpinnings that characterize the creation of 
knowledge. In Western approaches knowledge 
is produced through the process of observation, 
reflection and reasoning. It is systematically 
articulated in written form through the medium 
of language. As a result, reasoning and knowing 
the cause of a thing is privileged over action. 
Documented knowledge precedes and therefore 
predetermines action and performance hence the 
focus on explicit knowledge. Eastern approaches 
contain an ontological commitment to flux and 
transformation, (this is an epistemological reversal 
to the western approach), where indirect, sug-
gestive and symbolic meaning is privileged over 
literal meaning. Immediate engagement with tasks 
and lengthy apprenticeship through sustained 
experimental practice develops proficiency into 
mastery. The concept of ‘Being-in-the-world’ is 
important where:

“Such a view would privilege a directness of ex-
periencing and it is this unmeditated directness 
that encapsulates what we mean here by the broad 
term ‘eastern’.” (Chia, 2003:956)

The focus from this perspective concerns 
tacit forms of knowledge and the contribution 
tacit knowledge makes to organizational learn-
ing. Tsoukas (2003) develops further clarity into 
the nature of tacit knowledge arguing that it has 
been greatly misunderstood in that the essential 
‘ineffability’ of tacit knowledge has been ig-
nored. When viewed from this perspective tacit 
knowledge cannot be captured, translated, or 
converted in the way Nonaka (1994) originally 
proposed, but only displayed and manifested in 

what we do. Tsoukas argues that we need to focus 
on how we draw each other’s attention to things 
- instructive forms of talk help us to re-orientate 
ourselves to how we relate to others and the world 
around us, thus enabling us to talk and act dif-
ferently. Distinctions, which we had previously 
not noticed, and features, which had previously 
escaped our attention, may be brought forward. 
We cannot make tacit knowledge operational, but 
we can find new ways of talking, fresh forms of 
interacting and novel ways of distinguishing and 
connecting. 

Sveiby (1997) makes an additional contribu-
tion here and describes four characteristics of 
knowledge, which include: tacit, action-oriented, 
supported by rules and constantly changing.  
All knowledge is either tacit or located in tacit 
knowledge which means it is rooted in practice 
and once assimilated, is usually taken for granted.  
Tacit knowledge is likened to a tool with a focus 
on a particular object or phenomenon without 
consciously thinking about the background 
knowledge brought from experience, enacted, 
for example, in something like ‘bicycling on the 
moon’ (Collins 2007). Knowledge from this per-
spective is action-oriented, meaning that there is 
a continuous processing and categorising of per-
ceptions into existing theories, methods, feelings, 
values and skills, for future use. The rules that 
support knowledge enable people to act skillfully 
without thinking and automatically filter all new 
knowledge through the rules already acquired. 
These rules are generally unknown to the person 
observing them since:

“skills retain an element of opacity and unspeci-
ficity; they cannot be fully accounted for in terms 
of their particulars, since their practitioners do 
not ordinarily know what those particulars are” 
(Tsoukas, 2005:145). 

Developing the discussion further, Collins 
(2007) distinguishes two forms of tacit knowledge 
each with different causes and consequences. The 
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first kind he calls ‘somatic-limit tacit knowledge’ 
has to do with the cognitive limitations of the hu-
man brain and body, the second ‘collective tacit 
knowledge’ he argues is ontological – being con-
cerned with its location in the social collectivity. 
He argues that both forms are rarely distinguished 
because they are experienced and acquired in the 
same way; nevertheless, they have different causes 
and different consequences. The concept of ‘col-
lective tacit knowledge’ is of most relevance to this 
paper in that it relates to the cultural, relational 
and situated nature of learning:

“This knowledge has to be known tacitly, because 
it is located in human collectivities and, therefore 
can never be the property of any one individual. 
The simplest way to see this is to note the changes 
in content of the knowledge belonging to communi-
ties is beyond the control of the individuals within 
the communities.” (Collins, 2007:260)

This proposition supports the view that knowl-
edge is constantly changing. As soon as it is made 
explicit it becomes static and what is articulated 
is always less than what is tacitly known. Ac-
cessing tacit knowledge held by individuals’ lies 
at the heart of the knowledge creation process 
and finding ways to verbalise and share tacit 
knowledge is an important first step on the way to 
new organizational knowledge. In addition, Chia 
argues that the current preoccupation with explicit 
knowledge-creation and management may need to 
be balanced with an equally important emphasis 
on direct experimental action as a valuable source 
of meaning innovation and enhanced performance 
(2003:959).  Effective knowledge creation there-
fore depends on establishing an enabling context 
for communication and dialogue where emerging 
relationships can be fostered. 

The workshop provided the enabling context 
(Chia 2003) and was characterized by sharing 
stories that created an energized atmosphere 
where participants engaged in dialogue to ac-
cess collective tacit knowledge (Collins 2007) to 

explore organizational experiences.  This shared 
process of sense-making is an important part of 
knowledge generation and exchange between all 
participants and from a social process perspective 
(Chiva and Allegre 2006) provides the possibility 
for greater integration of organizational knowl-
edge and learning. An important role played by 
introducing haiku poetry was to emphasize the 
‘eastern’ approaches to knowledge described 
by Chia (2003) emphasizing that knowledge is 
embedded in experience.

In order to maximize the value of knowledge as 
an intangible asset, the main strategy must be one 
of enabling rather than controlling (Sveiby 2001). 
Such a strategy is aimed towards improving what 
Sveiby refers to, as people’s capacity-to-act, either 
inside or outside the organization.  Allee (2003) 
emphasizes that attempts to assign monetary 
value or other hard measures to intangible assets 
miss the point. If such a value could be attached 
to them, they would no longer be intangible. The 
point is not their current value or their ability to 
reflect past performance, but their potential for 
future value creation or in the context of public 
service, future contribution to the public good 
principally through the actions taken as a result 
of new insights. The insights gained through 
the development of haiku during the workshops 
whilst interesting and revelationary at the time 
for participants would hold no real value unless 
translated into future actions. There was clearly 
a commitment to take the new knowledge about 
the significance of emotional labour and other key 
insights back into the organization, however there 
would need to be detailed follow up to discover 
whether this has had any real impact. Anecdotally, 
the Chief Executive resigned recently to follow an 
alternative career and achieve a childhood ambi-
tion to run a teashop. Rumour has it that she was 
burnt out by the constant pressures of her role.

 At this point it seems possible to move to 
the dimension of organizational learning and 
understand it in terms that Clegg et al (2005) 
articulate:
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“Here learning is not something that is done to 
organizations, nor is it something that an organi-
zation does; rather learning and organizing are 
seen as mutually constitutive and unstable, yet 
pragmatic constructs that might enable a dynamic 
appreciation of organizational life.” (2005:150)

Discussions in groups following the reading 
of all the haiku instigated a range of thoughts and 
ideas about the organization. As a result of the 
workshop there was a realisation that everyone 
had a story to tell of their experiences and that 
the organization is made up of individuals who 
all have a voice and a view. There were some 
common threads, but many variations and whilst 
all could be voiced, there was a realisation that 
some held more ‘organizational currency’ in that 
they were politically or culturally more acceptable 
(struggles for resources on behalf of the organiza-
tion) than others (personal issues), ‘I didn’t realise 
how emotional I felt about coming back to work’ 
that were viewed as marginal and therefore less 
important. This felt like a new realisation for 
many, brought into focus by using a form that 
requires brevity, which one participant described 
as ‘cutting to the chase’.  The participants were 
aware of their well-honed skills of storytelling 
that had been developed to provide lengthy and 
detailed articulations of how to account for what 
they do.

The significance of working on an unfamiliar 
task (creating haiku) helped to disturb established 
patterns of thinking, explaining and understand-
ing, this allowed a different perspective to enter 
the interactions leading to ‘truly effective and 
insightful action’ (Chia 2003:956). Standing back 
to review the poems providing a ‘double reflection’ 
also gave a different perspective on the organiza-
tion to many enabling the celebration of success 
and as one participant commented, ‘Playfulness 
is possible in a contained way’. These seems to 
confirm that the conditions necessary for en-
abling new knowledge creation (Von Krogh et al 
2000) had been met. Through a process of poetry 

creation conversations sharing local knowledge, 
understandings and experiences were facilitated 
and new relationships established. Stacey’s (2003) 
complexity view of organizational learning 
provides a useful explanation from which the 
reflective comments made by participants can 
be understood:

“[L]earning is the emerging transformation of 
inseparable individual and collective identities. 
Learning occurs in shifts in meaning and it is 
simultaneously individual and social. Learning 
is the activity of interdependent people and can 
only be understood in terms of self organising 
communicative interaction and power relating 
in which identities are potentially transformed.” 
(2003:8)

It was noticed by the group that the use of 
poetry enabled a surfacing and discussion of 
emotions and emotional engagement with the 
organization in a new and different - more ac-
cessible way. Clegg et al (2005) draws on work 
by Antonacopoulou and Gabriel (2001:48) to 
illustrate that organizational learning is full of a 
range of emotions involving an “inner world of 
passion, ambivalence and contradiction which 
may be experienced as repressed, expressed or 
controlled, diffused or diluted, but never actually 
obliterated” (2005:152).  Elkjaer (2004) speaks of 
the development of experience and knowledge 
by inquiry and reflection, emphasising the place 
of intuition and emotion in the process. Anxiety 
arising from organizational change and the un-
certainty challenging a previously held sense of 
security was identified by the managers during 
the workshop and discussed as an issue. Alongside 
this was a sense of hope for the organization and 
pride in the achievements gained so far. A deeper 
sense of new emotional knowledge and care 
emerged from the poems highlighting a need to 
tend to how people treated each other. The process 
created was one of encouraging creativity and 
playfulness and would appear, in the moment, to 
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have contributed to both knowledge creation and 
organizational learning.

Conclusion

Organizational learning and knowledge exchange 
form part of the dynamic change process where 
organizational members work creatively together 
to find solutions to problems and create new 
organizational knowledge. I have argued that 
learning and organizing are mutually constitutive 
and unstable and that working with poetry can 
provide emotional richness and textured nuance 
to organizational knowledge and learning. In par-
ticular, this chapter has provided an opportunity 
to further examine the claim that poetry when 
used as a creative research method, combined 
with processes of collaborative inquiry, facilitates 
new organizational knowledge, understanding 
and learning.

An early proposition was that poetry would 
provide a way of making tacit knowledge about 
current organizational challenges and experiences 
explicit and facilitate new organizational knowl-
edge. Through the poetic process established for 
the workshops new understandings about the 
organization and its priorities were raised. The 
general level of appreciation of individual and 
organizational effort that was being made to 
demonstrate added value in order to meet per-
formativity targets was high. As a consequence 
it was possible to identify a range of intangible 
values and assets, which supplement the explicit 
or tangible knowledge used to measure organi-
zational performance and gain an understanding 
of an approach to organizational learning that 
emphasizes interdependence. The collaborative 
inquiry using action research facilitated new ap-
proaches to knowledge creation through poetry, 
enabling different stories and voices to emerge. 
The process facilitated new understandings and 
relationships by cutting across established pat-
terns or relating and communicating. In terms of 

action research however, the extent to which these 
new insights were taken back into the organiza-
tion to instigate further change requires further 
investigation.

Working with poetry clearly holds the potential 
to capture emotion and express the unsayable with 
passion, truth and intensity. The choice about when 
to use poetry relates to whether the topic or issue 
to be researched requires a reflective space that 
taps into emotions and uncovers layers of thought 
and feelings. The haiku demonstrate an ability 
to explore the dark side of experience as well as 
the light and juxtapose the rational realm with 
the emotional. Creative forms of research invite 
active engagement, where those who participate 
in the process become co-creators of meaning. 
Configuring and reconfiguring words in differ-
ent ways, in poetic forms, enabled the managers 
to understand and feel the world differently. 
Haiku with their particular structure provide a 
supportive container to discussions relating to 
emotions, which forms an important part of the 
organizational learning literature, surfacing and 
facilitating dialogue about these issues in a way 
that other processes may not access so directly.

Poetry, haiku or otherwise, taps into emotions 
and cognitions that have not yet been articulated 
explicitly. However, I would not recommend us-
ing poetry for all organizational interventions 
or even recommend that anyone can adopt these 
methods. The first danger is that using poetry all 
the time could be viewed as just another ‘gim-
micky’ method and as a consequence the approach 
could be undermined and cast into that dread 
place - the ‘toolkit’ of management consultants. 
In this study there was clear ‘buy in’ to trying 
a different approach that appeared to meet the 
organizational need to think and work differently. 
Most managers in the study were unfamiliar and 
relatively uncomfortable with poetry but prepared 
to take the risk to engage with it and this was an 
important dimension to accessing new knowledge.  
Not all felt overwhelmed by what they produced, 
but most were able to be surprised and all felt the 
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haiku had initiated new levels of communication 
and new ideas about the organization and what 
was important in it. Finally poetry is my passion 
and bringing poetry and management closer to-
gether is one of my principal research interests. 
However, I remain selective about how and when 
to introduce poetry to groups that I work with. 
Further inquiry is recommended in order to con-
tinue the development of the contribution poetry 
can bring to understandings and interpretations of 
organizational experiences, learning and knowl-
edge and close with a final reflection.

 Poetic breezes 
 Release management insights
 More change expected.
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Key Terms 

Haiku: Haiku originated in Japan, around the 
15th century. It is a specific form of poetry, origi-
nally of jesting character, containing seventeen 
syllables, in three phrases of five-seven-five syl-
lables. It usually presents a moment of heightened 
awareness in simple imagery, originally using 
an image from nature. Writing traditional haiku 
requires a long period of learning, practise and 

maturity. Modern Haiku are less exacting in their 
development and use.

Knowledge Creation, Exchange, and Orga-
nizational Learning: There are epistemological 
and ontological differences between approaches 
to knowledge creation. The definition which this 
chapter works with follows Chia’s (2003) argu-
ment that new organizational knowledge can 
be accessed through exploration of intangible 
and tacit knowledge and an integration of orga-
nizational knowledge. Organizational learning 
and knowledge exchange are viewed as social 
constructions which are mutually constitutive 
and constantly changing. Knowledge creation 
is an inter-subjective, aesthetic process which is 
developed through narrative and story telling and 
in this chapter: poetry.

Poem: http://dictionary.oed.com. A piece of 
writing or an oral composition, often characterized 
by a metrical structure, in which the expression of 
feelings, ideas, etc., is typically given intensity or 
flavour by distinctive diction, rhythm, imagery, 
etc.; a composition in poetry or verse. A good 
poem seems to occupy a space beyond mere words 
especially when it is used to explore the full range 
of life’s experience. According to Grisham: 

“Poetry is by its nature a compressed communi-
cation of emotions and concepts that the listener 
must decompress and interpret. By participating in 
the process the listener must complete portions of 
the message, and thereby internalize, absorb, and 
reconstruct the message.” (Grisham 2006:492). 

Poetic: http://dictionary.oed.com. 

A. (adjective) Composed as poetry; consisting 
of or written in verse and having the style or charac-
ter proper to poetry. Making, creative, formative; 
relating to artistic creation or composition. 

B.(noun) The aspect of literary criticism that 
deals with poetry; the branch of knowledge that 
deals with the techniques of poetry. The creative 
principles informing any literary, social or cultural 
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construction, or the theoretical study of these; a 
theory of form. 

In the context of this chapter a poetic pro-
cess is defined as the creation of poems (haiku) 
from organizational stories: inquiring into their 
meaning through dialogue for new knowledge 
creation.

Poetry: http://contemporarylit.about.com/cs/
literaryterms/g/poetry.htm. Poetry is an imagina-
tive awareness of experience expressed through 
meaning, sound, and rhythmic language choices 
so as to evoke an emotional response. Poetry has 
been known to employ meter and rhyme, but this 

is by no means necessary. Poetry is an ancient 
form that has gone through numerous and drastic 
reinvention over time. The very nature of poetry 
as an authentic and individual mode of expression 
makes it nearly impossible to define. 

Endnote

a Renga is a poem several poets create co-
operatively and comprise often up to 100 
haiku.
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Abstract

“How do we define our project goal?” “How are we going to coordinate our independent national stud-
ies?” “Who is responsible for what?” “How are newcomers introduced to the project?”  During the first 
year of co-operation among researchers from a variety of disciplines (labor law, sociology and organi-
zational theory) and countries (Sweden, Spain, The Netherlands, United Kingdom and United States) 
all efforts went to answer those, apparently simple, questions. Inspired by the late Wittgenstein’s ideas 
on the performative character of language, the chapter follows the process by which an international 
and multidisciplinary group of researchers agree on a research goal, coordinate their work, distribute 
responsibilities, and socialize newcomers. That is, the process of organizing knowledge intensive work 
is approached from a performative view of language.

Introduction

The last 20 years have seen a growth in interest 
in the role played by language in the social sci-
ences (Deetz, 1992; Potter & Wetherell, 1987; 
Silverman, 1993). The linguistic fervour has 
taken upon organizational studies in the form 

of critical discourse analysis (Fairclough, 1995; 
Chia, 2000), conversation analysis (Tulin ,1997; 
Woodilla, 1998), narrative analysis (Boje, 1991; 
Czarniawska, 1997), and more recently, textual 
agency analysis (Cooren, 2000; Cooren, 2004). 

Students of organization taking a linguistic 
approach to the field focus, most often than not, 
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on the referential aspects of language. That is, 
studies aim at denoting, depicting or revealing 
a referent outside the actual speech situation 
– institutionalized discourses (Silverman, 1993, 
Tienari et al. 2005), prevailing ideologies (for 
an example see, Barley and Kunda, 1992), ac-
counts from the field (Czarniawska, 1998), a set 
of representations (for an example, see Van Dijk, 
1993), or the rhetorics of power. As Mats Alvesson 
and Dan Kärreman (2000) argue, these studies 
represent an incomplete linguistic approach since 
they focus not so much on language per se as on 
other phenomena (such as ideas, representations, 
meanings, etc.).

During the last thirty years, however, philoso-
phers of language have stressed the importance of 
uncovering the performative aspects of language; 
that is, how the use of language in a particular 
situation in a given moment constructs the very 
situation and the actors engaged in it. Initiated 
by Austin (1975) and formalized by Searle (1969, 
1995), speech act theory shows that talking is not 
merely about semantics, but about acting and 
sense-making. In this perspective, language use 
(in the form of oral or written texts) participates 
in the construction of social and organizational 
reality. As Potter argues, analysis of language 
becomes analysis of what people do with it in 
particular social settings (Potter, 1997).

The first and most immediate consequence 
of concentrating on the performative aspects of 
language is that, since focus is set on performa-
tivity, the researcher is suddenly attending to 
organizing processes. Focus moves away from 
organizations, the ready-made products of such 
processes. Instead of static institutions, discourses 
or ideologies, focus is addressed towards (active) 
speech acts or language games. 

An attempt to move in such direction is made 
by François Cooren (2000). Trained within the field 
of communication, Cooren combines speech act 
theory with Greimas’ semio-narrative model to 
show how narrative structure can help understand 
organizing. Texts, he contends, participate in the 
production of organizations. 

This chapter is an attempt to bring into focus 
the performative aspects of language in the orga-
nization of knowledge intensive work. Whereas 
Cooren focuses his analysis on ready-made texts 
(in the form of memory traces, written documents, 
or graphical devices) and how these can function 
as agents that drive the organizing process, I 
concentrate on the very acts of language use and 
how these participate in constituting organization. 
In this way, the chapter aims at contributing to a 
discussion on how a performative view of language 
can allow the researcher to follow and interpret 
such elusive a phenomenon as the process of 
organising knowledge intensive work. By look-
ing at what actors do with words, what linguistic 
resources they use in their everyday life, and how 
these are used through a more or less prolonged 
period of time, it is possible to give an alternative 
account of knowledge intensive work.

After presenting the theoretical background of 
the study, Wittgenstein’s performative approach 
to language, I will show how such an approach 
can be used to follow and describe the organizing 
process of knowledge work. The case presented 
is an international group organizing a broad re-
search collaboration on contingent employment. 
Empirical material comes from 17 months of 
participant observation. 

Theoretical Background: 
Following an Organizing 
Process

According to the traditional view of language the 
meaning of a word is the object, physical or men-
tal, pointed out by the word. This is a referential 
view of language, in which meaning is a one to 
one relationship where words lie on the side of 
humans and language, and what they stand for 
lies on the side of artefacts and non-humans.

Wittgenstein revolted against the previous 
Augustinus view of language, where words were 
the mere labels of things (Wittgenstein, 1953, §1). 
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Whoever defends a referential view of language, 
Wittgenstein observed, “… has in mind the way in 
which a child learns such words as ‘man’, ‘sugar’, 
‘table’, etc. He does not primarily think of such 
words as ‘today’, ‘not’, ‘but’, ‘perhaps.’” Such 
a description of language would be incomplete 
(Wittgenstein, 1958, p.77).

Wittgenstein’s criticism of the traditional 
view of language goes further. Do words just 
name and designate? Think of statements such as 
“Fire!,” “Out,” “Very good” or “I love you.” “Are 
you inclined still to call these words ‘names of 
objects’?” (Wittgenstein, 1953, §27). In fact, as 
Austin would reply, these words are doing very 
heterogeneous things: warning, ordering, prais-
ing or declaring a beautiful feeling. How To Do 
Things With Words, the title of Austin’s book, 
very well illuminates the performative function 
of language. The meaning of a word is not, as 
Augustinus thought, an outside reality. 

If meaning is not the referent of the outside 
world, what is the meaning of a word?  A common 
temptation is to answer the question by pointing 
to the mind, as if meaning, and the understand-
ing of it, were some sort of mental processes, or 
hidden mechanisms. However, Wittgenstein op-
poses the idea of a private meaning; a meaning 
only known by the person who utters the word or 
sentence. That would be, he compares, as if the 
person he is playing chess with gives the white 
king a paper crown, leaving the use of the piece 
unaltered, but telling Wittgenstein that the crown 
has a meaning to him which he cannot explain by 
rules. Wittgenstein replies, “as long as it doesn’t 
alter the use of the piece, it hasn’t what I call a 
meaning” (Wittgenstein, 1958, p. 65). We see 
that meaning has to do with use. The meaning 
of a word is not inside our heads, no matter how 
strongly we may feel it; nor is understanding a 
mental process.

So far we have seen that the belief in meaning 
as an object existing in an outside reality, and the 
belief in meaning as some sort of image existing 
in our heads are both misleading beliefs. Both 

beliefs steam from the same mistake: We are 
looking for the use of a sign, but we look for it 
as though it were an object co-existing with the 
sign. One of the reasons for this mistake is again 
that we are looking for a thing corresponding to 
a substantive.

Still, the question remains unanswered. In fact, 
in the hands of Wittgenstein, the question “What 
is the meaning of a word?” transforms into the 
question “What is an explanation of meaning?” 
(Wittgenstein, 1958, p.1).

Having transformed the question, the answer 
indeed sounds trivial. “The meaning of a word 
is what is explained by the explanation of the 
meaning” (Wittgenstein, 1953, §560). Yet, what 
is explained when we explain the meaning of a 
word? Its use (§ 432), the rules governing the use 
of the explained word (§81-82). More often than 
not, we explain the meaning of a word or of an 
expression by giving examples of various cases 
where the word is used (§71-75). For instance, to 
explain the meaning of the term “game,” we talk 
of board games, card games, ball games, Olympic 
Games and so on; we present a wide variety of 
instances were the word “game” is used correctly. 
We would however be unable to put into words 
what is common to all those uses, because, Witt-
genstein notes, there is no single characteristic 
that is shared by all of them. 

Wittgenstein’s advice if we want to under-
stand the meaning of a word or expression is to 
look and see how it is used. To study how the 
meaning of a particular word is understood, 
Wittgenstein observes how the staging of the 
word is performed, chases the praxis of its use, 
analyses the circumstances under which the word 
is applied and describes the immediate experience 
surrounding it; that is, he follows the language 
game in which the word/expression is inserted. 
He takes us back to ordinary linguistic practices 
– such as explanations –, which renders meaning 
public (shared by all speakers of a language) and 
immanent (accessible to us and surveyable by 
us). This gives way to consensual action because 
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where an explanation ends, there is agreement 
about the use of the word in the language of the 
speakers (ibid, §241). 

Bruno Latour has applied Wittgenstein’s ideas 
to his studies of natural scientists. He, however, 
follows circulating references instead of words 
and language games. “Circulating reference” is 
the series of translations of the referent; that is, 
of the specific natural phenomenon studied by 
Latour’s scientists. To study how natural scientists 
construct knowledge Latour traces the transfor-
mation of a crumb of earth in the Amazons to a 
scientific journal in France (Latour, 1999, Ch. 2.), 
or tracks the transformations of rats and chemicals 
into a scientific article (Latour &Woolgar, 1979). 
He turns his eyes towards the place indicated by 
the finger tip; he follows the tiny gesture point-
ing at the referred thing; he sees the differences, 
acknowledging the nuances of their use, the 
circumstances of term-giving and the varying 
shapes it takes along the process of mutations. 
“Acts of reference […] rely not so much on resem-
blance as on a regulated series of transformations, 
transmutations and translations” (Latour, 1999, 
p. 58). Wittgenstein taught us differences; Latour 
points them to us. Following and deploying the 
circulating reference is analogous to tracing and 
describing the language game through which 
meaning is performed, knowledge is negotiated 
and the world is organized.

Armed with Wittgenstein’s advice, Latour 
is able to catch the dynamism of the process of 
knowledge construction. Similarly, I followed 
the process by which a group of social scientists, 
diverse in many aspects, developed an understand-
ing of what they were to study and organized 
a their work. Inspired by Wittgentein’s later 
philosophy and Latour’s empirical implementa-
tion of it, I follow a circulating reference. My 
reference, however, is of a different nature than 
that of Latour’s natural scientists. Mine is not tan-
gible in the same sense a crumb of earth, or rats, 
can be, but as intangible as words and concepts 
are. My referent is the expression “contingent 

employment,” a phenomenon that the group of 
researchers studied tried to understand. This 
helped me select and prioritize among the immense 
amount of empirical material. More importantly, 
“contingent employment” became the link across 
micro-episodes. By following it, and looking at 
the circumstances of its use, I have been able to 
see the process through which understanding is 
developed, knowledge constructed and an inter-
national research collaboration organized.

Setting and Method 

General, all-encompassing definitions are often 
the first step to design international research col-
laborations. They are the ground block upon which 
to build the research project and co-ordinate the 
various national studies. In the case here stud-
ied, the countries the definition had to consider 
were Spain, Sweden, The Netherlands, UK and 
US. The term to define “contingent employ-
ment.” Contingent employment however looked 
slightly different in those countries. For instance, 
contingent employment could not be used in the 
Spanish hospitals, while it was a common use in 
the Swedish ones. Contingent employees had a 
fix contract at the Swedish intermediaries, while 
in the US “contingent employment” was not used 
together with “fix contract.” The here and now 
where the expression “contingent employment” 
was used varied across geographical realities and 
thus, to accommodate the abundance of reality 
our language is doomed to be vague.

To the abundance of reality you can add the 
variety of perspectives. The circumstances at 
home of the members of a research collaboration 
are very seldom the same. In some countries the 
amount of teaching hours might be burdening 
whereas in others researchers can dedicate all 
their time to research. Some might already have 
matching projects running at home, whereas for 
others it might be the first research project in the 
subject. Moreover, not always do all participants 
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come from the same research perspective. In the 
case of this paper, some were sociologists, some 
organizational theorists, and still some jurists. 
Nevertheless, for the sake of comparison across 
countries, a common perspective is often encour-
aged in international research collaborations. 

Despite the abundance of cases, the vagueness 
of language, and the variety of research perspec-
tives, how is agreement about what is to be studied 
and how it is to be studied negotiated? To reach 
that agreement the group studied could not refer 
to a common reality. The diversity of the group 
brought to their discussions a variety of situations 
and perspectives. Contingent employment looked 
slightly different in their home countries, and the 
way to approach the phenomenon varied accord-
ing to their research disciplines. The realities of 
group members differed and so did the tools to 
negotiate their differences (Bruner 1990). In such 
circumstances, how is a project organized? What 
does the process leading to some sort of agreement 
about what counts as knowledge look?

Generation of Empirical Material

Participation in the activities of the actors is as 
much a way of generating research material as it 
is getting access to the meaning that situations 
have for the actors studied (Baszanger & Dodier, 
1997). The ethnographical approach elevates the 
micro-situation, facilitating the researcher in 
tracing the chain of events. It makes it possible 
to observe the organizing process prospectively; 
in the making. Focus is set on the performative 
aspect.

The concrete characteristics of my field in-
fluenced the choice of methods used to generate 
data. The organizing process I was to follow was 
fragmented in time, condensed in space and the in-
teracting partners were geographically dispersed. 
The group came together for the workshops, dis-
solved after each workshop and regrouped again 
at the next workshop.

Between workshops group members worked at 
home and all contact among them was via e-mail 
or telephone. This meant that if I wanted to follow 
the group as such, when all members (or most of 
them) met, I had to participate in every workshop. 
That turned out to be an advantage: I could register 
a 17-month long interacting process without long 
months of participation in the field. I followed the 
group of researchers wherever they met and took 
part in all workshop activities. I participated in 
every work meeting and social event, registered 
all the meetings and filmed some of them, talked 
to each group member, took notes frantically, and 
collected every single document that was written 
by, or distributed in, the group. 

In between workshops group members were 
geographically dispersed, and thus the contexts 
in which they mainly worked were inaccessible 
to me. To compensate for this lack of access, 
following each workshop I sent an e-mail to 
every participant asking them to describe their 
impressions of and reflections on the workshop. 
“If you took the workshop as a trip, how would 
you describe your trip?” In this way I got the 
participants to make sense of the recent work-
shop from the contexts of their home offices. The 
diversity of national contexts shone through the 
personal experiences, giving space to the plural-
ity of voices and accounts coming from the field 
(Salzer-Mörling, 1998). 

Time fragmentation and geographical dis-
persion had another consequence. How could 
I observe the interaction process while group 
members were at home? In addition to the returned 
e-mails with thoughts and accounts of the last 
workshop, I got access to the e-mails exchanged 
among them between the workshops. That gave 
me the possibility of following the doings of the 
group while its members were scattered.a

Time and Places of the Study

The study began in a hotel room in Uppsala, Janu-
ary 1999. SALTSA, a collaboration between the 
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Swedish National Institute for Working Life and 
Sweden’s central trade unions, had joined them 
there to talk about the state of the art concerning 
working life in Europe. For some of the persons 
in the hotel room (including myself) it was the 
first time they met. For others, the second. Fol-
lowing that workshop in Uppsala, others were to 
come: Marstrand, April 1999; Bath, September 
that same year; Seville, April 2000. The formal 
study ended in Bath.

At the workshop in Uppsala the nature of their 
future co-operation was still unclear. SALTSA 
only financed their travel and hotel expenses for 
more or less a year. If they wanted to carry out a 
long-term international research collaborations, 
employ research assistants and Ph.D. students, 
organize conferences, go to other research fo-
rums, and get their salary for the coming years, 
they needed extra funding. It is in Uppsala where 
this need was evidenced, and where they decided 
to apply for EU research grants. This is the time 
span of the study here presented: from the moment 
they decided to collaborate in a long-term joint 
research project and apply for EU funds till the 
day they were awarded those funds. Although I 
have had contact with the group posterior to the 
EU acceptance of their research proposal, the 
study ends with that acceptance. They had agreed 
on the aim as well as on the organization of their 
collaboration. 

A Difficulty of Agreeing on 
a Common Goal in Knowledge 
Intensive Work

January 29, 1999, Uppsala, Sweden. Tables have 
been arranged in the form of a big “U.” In the 
open side of the “U” there is a blackboard and an 
overhead pr o j ec t o r . Per stands by the projector. 
The rest of the group sits around the arranged 
table. They are all deeply absorbed in an animated 
discussion.

per : Until now, we have only talked about the 
increasing use of contingent employment. But we 
should try to define what the phenomenon includes 
and doesn’t include.

j oa nne: In the States, contingent employment 
is a contract of leasing. You lease some employees 
for a period of time….

per : But first we have to see what are the phe-
nomena that we’re gonna study. And only then 
we can compare between countries.

er ik: Maybe we should include seasonal em-
ployment

per : Yes. That could be something to include. 
Also, another phenomenon to study is the marketi-
zation of employment, that is, that the employer 
buys the employee’s services.

r o ber t : Why should we consider that?
per : In my mind, we are talking about struc-

tural change, the way the labour market handles 
the employment contract.

r o ber t : What about students? We could also 
include them.

er ik: Yes. That would be a type of contract 
with no regularity.

pa a l : Is that your definition of contingent 
employment? As employment with no regularity, 
employment you cannot predict? But, if it were 
so, then you would rule out all seasonal work! 
Seasonal work means that they go back to the 
same boss, and thus there is regularity there.

per : In my mind, it is not contingent employ-
ment if it is for instance a boom in the business. 
On the contrary, there has to be some regularity, 
‘cause otherwise we don’t have any phenomena 
to study.

c at her ine: What about outsourcing? Are we 
including it in the phenomenon?

r o ber t : There’s no reason why outsourcing 
would mean lack of regularity. So you’re right 
not to include it. On the other hand, there is 
more outsourcing because it is cheaper that way, 
and it is cheaper because they use contingent 
employment.
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per : Outsourcing may be a previous form, or 
maybe a start in the process...

“What is contingent employment?” The first 
workshop was intended to answer that, apparently 
simple, question. Still without any vision of what 
they were to study, the discussion about contingent 
employment was meant to define an objective for 
the group; to somehow establish where the group 
was going and what they were there for.

However, as Wittgenstein very well notes, 
questions like “What is contingent employment?,” 
“What is X?,” “What is the object of thought?” 
are a chimera. They adopt the form of scientific 
questions; their answers point to unique, precise, 
general definitions, definitions that will embrace 
all possible cases for contingent employment, X or 
the object of thought. A deeply rooted confusion 
lies there. Such questions are mere expressions of 
puzzlement: That which is brought forward by an 
unclear use of the questioned terms. To clear up the 
puzzlement, the answers are not to be found in any 
single rule or criterion of definition. Instead, the 
answers are to be found by looking at the gram-
mar of those terms. “Contingent employment,” 
“X” and “object of thought” remain vague until 
their actual uses are observed.

An added difficulty is inherent to the group 
of researchers studied. The terms used in the 
researchers’ native tongues to refer to “contin-
gent employment” are not always synonymous. 
Literally, the Swedish tillfälligt arbete translates 
to “temporary work,” and so do the Spanish 
expression trabajo temporal and the Dutch term 
tijdelijke arbeid. Flexibele arbeid, another com-
mon Dutch term, translates to “flexible labor.”

Yet “contingent,” “temporary” and “flex-
ible” carry different nuances. A quick look in 
The Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionaryb 
gives us the following acceptations for the term 
“contingent:”

1.  likely but not certain to happen. See “pos-
sible.”

2.  not logically necessary; especially. See 
“empirical.”

3.  happening by chance or unforeseen causes. 
Subject to chance or unseen effects. See 
“unpredictable.” Intended for use in circum-
stances not completely foreseen

4.  dependent on or conditioned by something 
else.

5.  not necessitated; determined by free choice. 
Synonym. See “accidental.” 

Unpredictable, accidental, possible, condi-
tional – all these significations may lead to tem-
porality, but do not necessarily do so. In any case, 
the temporary aspect is not stressed. The word 
“temporary,” however, stresses very clearly such 
an aspect, its definition in the dictionary leaving 
no room for doubts: “lasting for a limited time.” 
And neither temporality, nor unpredictability or 
conditionally are nuances associated with the 
term “flexible” which in turn puts the accent 
on the “capability to adapt to new, different, or 
changing requirements.” 

A single, general definition of “contingent 
employment” proved, as we will see, troublesome. 
Not only did their home country situations and 
their national institutions differ. Equivalent terms 
in their native languages stressed various aspects 
of what they took to be the same phenomenon. 

Later on in that first workshop, Per suggested 
the following image as a way of thinking about 
their phenomenon of interest and go around the 
problem of definition:

Pointing to the image projected by the over-
head, Per announced “this is a proposal for a model 
of how the relationships between those involved in 
contingent employment go.” The discussion then 
switched character, becoming more concerned 
with what should be the focus of study: the or-
ganizational level? The employee relationships? 
Why not the relationship between the trade union 
and the employer? The final focus of their study 
is, however, not of interest here.
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Let us look instead at how that image came 
to life, and entered the process of organizing the 
project and coordinating the group.

Defining the Goal: 
Negotiating Knowledge

The vague and evasive nature of the term “con-
tingent employment” was evident to the group 
from the very beginning. How were they going to 
consider the phenomenon – statically or dynami-
cally; as a labor market, social or organizational 
solution to certain circumstances; a conjunctural 
or structural situation? How did trade unions 
come in? Besides its puzzling nature, “contingent 
employment” was an arduous concept to define. 
Initially, they tried to come up with some sort of 
criterion telling them when to include, and when 
not to include a labor relationship under the term 
“contingent employment.” Could such a criterion 
be the duration of the employment relationship, 
its regularity, or, maybe, the existence of an in-
termediary? Rather, shouldn’t it be more accurate 
to pay attention to the reason for the relationship, 
such as covering sickness, maternity leave or a 
business pick? There was not any clear-cut defin-
ing criterion. “Contingent employment” proved 
to be a slippery phenomenon that did not let itself 
be neither caught nor closed into a sharp and nar-
row definition.

Vacillations being too many, the group started 
dividing the phenomenon into parts (first named 
as “employee,” “client” and “intermediary”) 
and the relationships among these. In this way, 
“contingent employment” suddenly took the 
analytical shape of independent, although related, 
entities. Analysis, the division of the whole into 
parts, became the group’s way of managing the 
confusion and vagueness that seemed inherent to 
their research area. Instead of having a single con-
tourless phenomenon, they had several bordered 
entities – although bordered only in appearance, 
as the researchers soon discovered.

Back in the conference room:

j o sé: We use two terms: temporary employer 
and user employer, because the functions of the 
real, the true employer are shared between the 
temporary employer and the user employer.

r o ber t : I do not understand that.
j oa nne: Temporary employer is the agency?
j o sé: Yes, the agency. Temporary employer 

and real employer. The intermediary. But the term 
intermediary has negative connotations in Spain 
because before 1994 it was forbidden.

per : An interesting distinction the term ‘in-
termediary’ permits including is that between 
intermediaries, public agencies…  – what do you 
call them? Arbetsförmedling … – and I would 
also suggest to include recruitment consultants. 
It could be other kind of institutes and organiza-

Figure 1.
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tions that matches employer-employee together. 
It does not have to be a temporary agency.

r o ber t : I am just worried that we might get 
lost with definitions. I thought that what we were 
saying about labor agency or intermediary was 
that they would both employ and supply a number 
of people required by the user. Ok. Now, that is 
different from the public sector or the recruitment 
agency, which simply says “We have a number of 
people in our books and we interview them and 
you can employ them.” That’s a normal… there 
is nothing new about that. What is new, what is 
structurally different, is then that the agency says, 
“We will supply you and your company with the 
people you need and supply it everyday.” And 
that’s what is different, the labor supply.

per : The important is the term ‘intermediary’ 
because it is the agent that mediates between 
employee and user. Then, there are different 
functions of intermediary. It might be a recruiter 
consultant which makes the selection, helps the 
selection process or job search process or some-
thing like that. It might be a public work agency 
which helps the individual to find a job. For ex-
ample Manpower, which is what we’ll call work 
firm, or temporary work firm, or temporary help 
industry firm or help service industry… whatever. 
It needs to be defined. That means if we have 
the term ‘intermediary’, it could have different 
functions and each individual [employee] could 
have different relationships to their intermediary 
so there is an industry of intermediaries, which 
have certain strategies. 

pa al : But I still don’t see how the pure recruiters 
are agencies since they just provide labor, connect 
people. Nothing to do with contingent labor!

r o ber t : But, but… I think we have to then in-
clude these recruitment agencies even if they just 
do the recruitment. Even if they simply link up 
people who want jobs with employers who want 
workers. Is that relevant to the study? My answer 
would be: it is only relevant to the study if it’s 
then associated with the greater use of contingent 
labor by the employer, because the employer says, 

“Ok, I’ll give you a job of six months… and I’ll 
do that because I have a constant supply of people 
coming in. If I didn’t have a constant supply then 
I might want to keep you for a long time.” And 
what I am also saying is that, of course, people 
like Manpower, Decco, all the big players, play 
all of these functions.

er ik: From the beginning we’ve been discuss-
ing how to describe the intermediary. We gave 
all these different forms, and there are very many 
different terms to describe intermediaries. That’s 
why we could try to describe them in terms of 
function. What kind of function does the inter-
mediary have in the labor market in relationship 
to contingent work?

Having agreed on the entities into which they 
had divided the wider research phenomenon, the 
group of researchers faced similar difficulties 
as before. The “whos” inside the circles were 
unclear. Who were to be included within the 
“intermediary”? Selection agencies? Head hunt-
ers? Public services? Consultancies? After all, 
the discussion continued, consultancies worked 
similarly to intermediaries: they rented out their 
own employees to work at another company. 
Who were to be considered under the “employee” 
label? Students in their summer jobs? Stationary 
workers? Consultants? If the defining criterion 
for “contingent employment” was the existence 
of an intermediary that rented out its employees 
to another company for a limited period of time, 
then consultants had to be considered temporary 
workers. This, however, went against normal 
use. Consultants were never seen as contingent 
employees! A similar difficulty lied in who used 
such type of employees. Along with the vague-
ness of each “who” came the dubiousness of the 
relationships among those “whos:” what types 
of contracts were to be included? Commercial? 
Labor? Subcontracting of services? Other areas 
that also remained vague lied outside the analyti-
cal-shaped image, such as the role played by trade 
unions. What seemed to be a sharp image proved 
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to have blurred and diffused contours. Vagueness 
had moved from the whole to each of its parts. 
That vagueness manifested itself into a discomfort 
towards the labels used, a discomfort grounded 
in the indeterminacy of the terms, which led the 
group to discuss them over and over. “Employee” 
transformed into “worker,” then “individual,” and 
again into “employee”; “client” changed to “user” 
having been “employer” in between; “intermedi-
ary” remained throughout the research collabora-
tion although not without agitated arguments and 
much discontent. “Contingent employment” had 
now a more or less precise form, three-circles 
joined by three lines, but its meaning (read use) 
remained vague and open, and so did the mean-
ing of the diagram.

Another salient trait of their particular way of 
looking at “contingent employment” is its image 
appearance. The three-circles-three-lines image 
visualizes a term which, given its slippery nature, 
had proven to be very hard to put into words. As 
the popular saying goes... The image allowed them 
to handle vagueness. It allowed them to get a firm 
grip on a phenomenon that obstinately remained 
indefinite. A textual explanation did not provide 
them with a unified answer to the question of 
what “contingent employment” was. They could 
not agree on a wordily explanation. Furnished 
with an image, however, the group could then 
deal with vagueness and answer the query. 

Meanwhile:

pa a l : In practice, it might not be possible to 
find a coherent definition, but I think we have to 
understand the types of a new phenomenon. We 
have a new pattern. Maybe, for definition, we 
could work with the dichotomy core/periphery: 
what has moved out to the periphery and what 
never will.

per : It’s in our interest to broaden up the defini-
tion of contingent employment ‘cause it enhances 
the relevance of our work.

er ik: Even more important. With a broad defini-
tion, the research can take several perspectives.

per : Important because if a narrow definition 
then… It is a methodology for all countries. We’ll 
have to study the same for all countries, which 
might be absurd. Maybe a country wants to study 
other specific phenomena… So it’s good with as 
broad a definition as possible. 

All in all, maybe it was not a precise defini-
tion the researchers were looking for. As long as 
its form was sharp enough to allow the project to 
move on, the group was ready to accept, at least for 
the time being, a representation which remained 
vague. “Need the ostensive definition itself be 
understood?” Wittgenstein asks in The Blue Book 
(Wittgenstein, 1958, p.1), to which he answers in 
a marginal note in Philosophical Investigations. 
“Remember that we sometimes demand defini-
tions for the sake not of their content, but of their 
form. Our requirement is an architectural one; the 
definition a kind of ornamental coping that sup-
ports nothing” (Wittgenstein, 1953, § 217). The 
group of researchers simply needed to have some 
common idea, however vague and imprecise it 
may have been, as the cornerstone of the research 
proposal. That is how I understand Wittgenstein’s 
comment. The members would use the image 
as a building block for the future research col-
laboration. In other words, without some sort of 
definition, without a common way of looking at 
contingent employment, there was nowhere to start 
the research collaboration. Moreover, a research 
project with no clear description of its research 
object would, in the eyes of the EU, not be credible. 
The three-circle image is thus a practical solution 
to the managerial dilemma articulated by Stone 
and Brush (Stone & Brush, 1996): The conflict 
between the need to use informality and vague-
ness to gain commitment from diverse interests 
(in this case, those of all group members), and 
the need to demonstrate formalization to acquire 
legitimacy from critical resource suppliers (in this 
case, the EU funding organ).

During the first workshops the researchers 
discussed and tried to agree on what “contingent 
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employment” was, and what it was not. They 
engaged in an intellectual argument, which was 
meant to settle a working definition that they 
could use to ground the international collabora-
tion. They needed to agree on a single definition, 
one they would all build upon in their subsequent 
national research projects. However, the defini-
tion had to be broad enough to permit several 
perspectives and to allow for the peculiarities of 
each participating country.

Inherent vagueness, analytic form and image 
appearance were the three central aspects of the 
knowledge negotiated by the international group 
of researchers, a knowledge that would serve as 
the building block of their collaboration. Although 
all three characteristics play an important role in 
how the project came to be organized (Barinaga, 
2002), it suffices to keep the three aspects in mind.  
In what remains, I will concentrate on the pro-
cess of organizing and coordinating knowledge 
intensive work.

Organizing Knowledge Work 
and Distributing 
Responsibilities – or , Two 
Uses of the Image

On June 2nd, three months after the meeting in 
Marstrand and five months after Uppsala, the 
final research proposal was submitted to apply 
for EU funds. Under the introductory section 

“Understanding Contingent Employment: Con-
tingent Employment and the Labour Market,” 
the text presented the research phenomenonäs 
background and some literature related to it. It 
described recent changes in the labour market and 
suggested possible causes of the increased use 
of contingent employment. Nowhere, however, 
did the proposal ever make explicit what they 
understood with “contingent employment,” nor 
who the term “intermediary” referred to. Next, 
the text exposes the model on which they would 
base the project: 

That section ended with comments on the con-
sequences of looking at contingent employment 
through the three-circles image. Mainly, that 
the relationships between the three actors were 
considered to be market relationships.

There is nothing remarkable up until this 
point. In fact, it is quite natural to start a research 
proposal presenting some background on the 
phenomenon to study and then proposing a model 
conceptualising such a phenomenon. What I find 
interesting comes next, under the section “Proj-
ect Plan.” There knowledge work is structured 
into work packages,c the deadlines of the work 
packages are settled, and responsibility for the 
coordination of packages is distributed among 
the participating countries.

The titles of work packages I, II and VII state 
very clearly the matter these packages were going 
to consider. That is nevertheless confirmed later 
in the separate descriptions of each work package. 

Figure 2.



  ���

Vagueness

Work package I concerned the institutional con-
text of each country. Work package II described 
the intermediary sector and carried out four or 
five case studies, two of multinational generalist 
intermediaries and three of more sector specific 
intermediaries. Work package VII compares and 
synthesises the findings of the previous work pack-
ages. Doubts arise however for work packages III, 
IV, V and VI, as all that is said in their title is that 
they are going to study contingent employment in 
a given sector or industry. However, what aspect 
of contingent employment are they going to deal 
with? Are they going to study the three components 
of their representation in each industry – or only 
one of them, as in work package II?

Looking closer at the description of these work 
packages the research proposal maintained that 
the group would “compare the use of contingent 
employment in the X industry between different 
countries and its effects on employee relations” 
(emphasis is mine). Getting down to the activities 
of the work packages, each included:

Activity 1: Sectoral Overview
Activity 2: User Case Study (emphasis is mine)

These work packages referred exclusively to 
the “user.” The distinction among packages III 
through VI is the “X,” the industry where the 
case study was to be carried out, but in each of 
them the focus lied on the same actor/component 
of group’s model for conceptualizing contingent 
employment.

Getting to the point. The three-circles image 
was used to structure knowledge work into work 
packages as well as to decide a time limit for those 
work packages. Work package II was devoted to 
the “intermediary” component, whereas work 
packages III, IV, V and VI were consecrated to 
the “user.” The very same analytical division that 
once helped the group of researchers to represent 
a concept they could not define was helping them 
to structure knowledge work. It could almost be 
said that the three-circles transformed into their 
project agenda, designing stages and setting 
deadlines.

In addition, the table above also distributed 
responsibility among group partners for the coor-
dination of the packages. Coordination involved, 
in their case, being the member that the rest of 
the group could turn to in case of complications 
or doubts in any part of the project related to 

Figure 3. Work package list
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that work package, collecting from all countries 
the deliverablesd of that package, and seeing to it 
that the package deadlines were met. Since the 
image structured the project into work packages 
(or areas of knowledge work), and since respon-
sibility for those work packages was distributed 
among countries, indirectly, the image was used 
to distribute responsibility for the various areas 
of knowledge work. Once more, the image was 
used. This time as an organisational chart, telling 
them who was responsible for what. 

Socializing Newcomers: 
or, a Third Use of the Image

October 1, 1999, 18:30, Bath, UK. Ten months 
after the first meeting in Uppsala, the research 
proposal had formally been approved for EU fund-
ing, administrative responsibilities for the many 
work packages had been distributed, Ph.D research 
had started, addi-tional research assistants had 
already been recruited, and some countries had 
even begun interviewing. Some new faces were 
seen around the table: Laura, Aalbert and Susanne. 
It is still rainy and grey outside.

per : One of the important things of this meet-
ing in Bath is building up the groups; putting the 
people together. That everybody meets and knows 
each other. I think that is the most important thing 
of this workshop, to know whom we are going to 
work with and to talk to. So, it is already decided 
that the responsible for work package I is me, for 
work package II is Paal, for work package III is 
Erik… is that a deal?

r o ber t  & o t hers : Yes
per : Then tomorrow, we are splitting in smaller 

groups to discuss the different work packages. In 
the morning, Robert, Joanne, Laura, Susanne, 
Aalbert, and me will go to the group discussing 
work package I…

(Meanwhile, Fredrick notes on the board who 
will go to what group.)

per : … and Paal, Catherine, Erik, José and 
Anne will discuss work package II.

Newcomers were from their very first day 
placed in a smaller group to discuss one of the 
work packages. In the previous scene, Laura, 
Aalbert and Susanne, all new-comers, were in-
cluded into the group working on work package I; 
that is, on the legal, social and economic context 
of contingent employment. From that their first 
meeting they heard of the intermediary, the user 
and the employee. That same morning, the other 
group worked on the intermediary (work package 
II), whereas in the afternoon both groups worked 
on the user, one group on the health care sector 
and the other on the food industry. Newcomers 
immediately learnt that contingent employment 
was conceptualised as a phenomenon with three 
actors. All they heard about and discussed were 
the terms “user,” “intermediary” and “em-
ployee;” three specific actors, no less, no more. 
Trade unions were, for instance, left out of the 
discussions. At once, they were introduced into 
looking at contingent employment through the 
three-circles image.

As we have seen, the image was a representa-
tion of what they were to study; a sort of enactment 
of the field. However, it was also used as a project 
agenda and an organisational chart. This double 
character made it ideal to transmit to newcom-
ers the knowledge developed in the course of the 
various workshops. Laura, Aalbert and Susanne 
in Bath, and Axel, Felix and Eve in Seville were 
new to the discussion. Despite their newness, they 
did not encounter the paralysing vagueness the 
group of researchers faced at the beginning. They 
already had a representation, something telling 
them how to look at contingent employment, even 
if that something was wordless. They also knew 
what the structure of the project was and the steps 
the group was going to take. Even more. They 
knew who they could turn to if questions arose 
about a given work package. They knew what to 
expect and what was expected from them.
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Nonaka talks about knowledge creation as 
a dynamic and ongoing transformation in the 
form of knowledge (Nonaka, 1994; Nonaka & 
Takeuchi, 1995), from implicit to explicit and 
back to implicit. Initially, the researcher group 
seemed to know what contingent employment 
was. Even if such knowledge was difficult to 
verbalise they still could tell what was a case of 
contingent employment from what was not. After 
much effort, that tacit knowledge was formalised 
into an image. What first had the character of a 
representation, later transformed into a project 
agenda and an organising device. Knowledge had 
thus been transformed once again, from explicit 
into tacit. Finally, by merely fitting into the discus-
sion groups, following the stages of the project 
and accepting the responsibilities distributed, 
newcomers slowly absorbed the tacit knowledge 
embedded in the image, the project design and 
the organisation of the group. The image worked 
as a socialising device. It told newcomers how to 
think about what they were to study, how to study 
it, how to organize work and who was responsible 
for what in the coordination of the study.

Conclusion

The perspective I propose, a performative view of 
language that places meaning neither in the mind 
nor in the world but in the linguistic practices and 
actions around the use of words, led me headlong 
into vagueness. The focus on the pragmatics of 
words, acknowledging the tight twine between 
words and deeds, talk and action, the meaning 
of an expression and group interaction, translates 
into a method that attempts to follow human in-
teraction by following the use of words, closely 
studying contexts, situations and actions where 
they are inserted. For the study presented in this 
chapter I followed the use, by an international 
group of researchers, of the expression “contin-
gent employment.” The contexts, situations and 
actions into which the expression was inserted 

varied across countries and disciplines. Contin-
gent employment, the phenomena they were to 
study, could be defined only vaguely. The aim of 
the project and the degree of future cooperation 
had, initially, a vague confine. Individual com-
mitment to the project and the extent of research 
skills and knowledge in the relevant field were 
vaguely known.

How was knowledge work organised in that 
sea of vagueness? Group members proceeded 
by trying to make sense of the vagueness that 
paralysed them. In their attempt, they indistinctly 
used different rationalities or modes of knowledge 
(Bruner, 1986): analysis and metaphor (images 
are but a form of metaphor, McCloskey, 1986). 
Analysis and metaphor were steadily used to cope 
with vagueness. 

Analysis balanced the vagueness of concepts 
by dividing and categorising them into smaller 
boxes that were easier to manage. It also balanced 
the vagueness of the collaboration by structuring 
it, setting deadlines and distributing responsibili-
ties. Analysis did not reduce vagueness. It made 
vagueness manageable. Metaphor balanced the 
vagueness of the core issue by visualising it and by 
materialising a consensus – a consensus that was 
not grounded on a unique meaning of “contingent 
employment” for all group members in all work 
contexts but on heterogeneity, the acceptance of 
everyone’s peculiarities. The analytical shape of 
the image permitted structuring the project and 
organising the group’s knowledge work during 
the meetings. In this sense, the image became 
the organising rule when group members were 
together. In short, organising knowledge work 
proceeded by dividing and visualising.

How did the organising process of knowledge 
work look in the international research collabora-
tion? It was neither linear, nor circular (which is 
but a bent sort of linearity). Analysis and metaphor 
were not strictly used one after another. No ordered 
sequence was in place. Rather, the two forms 
of sense-making were tightly braided together 
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– even interdependent. Without the division of 
analysis the metaphor could not have been drawn, 
and vice-versa. Without the visualisation of the 
metaphor the aim of the project would not have 
been grasped, and analysis would have had no 
project to structure. Analysis and metaphor, two 
forms of structuring knowledge, iterated. 

Further, the two organising processes de-
scribed directed the group to discuss things in 
smaller groups, it directed them not to ask certain 
uncomfortable question and to draw instead of 
theorise. Each group member knew whom to ask 
what, how to excuse confusion, how to argue the 
worth of the project, how much was enough and 
when to take a break. Analysis and metaphor 
shaped the group’s routines and habits. They 
gave group members a guide for acting, reacting, 
behaving and speaking; and for not speaking, 
not asking, not reacting and not acting. They got 
a regularity for what words to use and how; a 
regularity reflecting “the way to do things around 
here,” the accepted, the ungrounded, the taken for 
granted that cannot be justified. It is a form of life, 
as Wittgenstein might have put it, since it is that 
regularity that made each researcher a member of 
a community – the research collaboration. 

Analysis and metaphor balanced vagueness 
by shaping the rules of the game group members 
were to play together. Analysis and metaphor con-
tributed to the organizing process of the research 
collaboration and the group’s knowledge work. 
The group of researchers developed language, 
and inherent to it, a form of life (Wittgenstein, 
1953, §9, §23, §241). 

Returning to the original debate of this paper. 
As Cooren has argued, a representational view 
of language maintains traditional oppositions 
- those between action and structure, micro and 
macro, local and global (Cooren, 2001). Assuming 
a performative view of language and focusing on 
the active contribution of texts to organizational 
processes, Cooren manages to bridge the gap 
between agency and structure (Cooren, 2004). 
Likewise, the approach in this paper bridges the 

micro and macro levels by following the chain of 
micro-episodes that constitute structure.
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Key Terms

Analysis: The term “analysis” comes from 
the Greek ana-lyein: to unloosen, to break up, to 
divide the whole into its components, breaking 
up a complex concetp into smaller parts to gain 
a better understanding. 
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Circulating Reference: Series of translations 
and mutations of the referent. Focus is set on the 
net of transformations.

Language Game: Key term in Ludwig 
Wittgenstein’s later philosophy, which challenges 
established notions about language. It refers to 
the linguistic practices around the use of words, 
pragmatics that determine the meaning of the 
particular word in the particular situation. 

Meaning of a word (in the Performative 
Perspective): The meaning of a word is under-
stood by how the word is used within their social 
context; that is, the meaning of a word is given 
by the function the word plays in the language 
game of the speakers; it is related to the rules of 
use of the word. 

Metaphor: From the Greek metaphora: to 
transfer. Metaphors talk about how things are, not 
what they are. More generically, a metaphor is a 
rhetorical trope that describes a first object/subject 
as being equal to a second object/subject in some 
way. Metaphors connect disparate symbols, are 
shortcut explanations, and cannot be empirically 
tested.

Performative Perspective of Language: 
Perspective that focus on how the use of language 
in a particular situation and in a given moment 
constructs the very situation and the actors en-
gaged in it.

Referential Perspective on Language: Per-
spective in which language is a mirror of reality 
and meaning a one to one relationship between 
words and the outside world. 

Endnotes

a In her doctoral thesis, Galit Ailon-Souday 
observes how technologically-mediated 
communication, such as e-mail and con-
ference calls, are used to manage identity 
boundaries. With the help of the mute button 
in conference calls and the addressee selec-
tion option in e-mail exchange, participants 
can be included or excluded in a conver-
sation, narrowing down communication 
channels and enabling the manipulation of 
boundaries of identity to a member’s own 
advantage (Ailon-Souday, 2001). In this 
sense, I might be unaware of whether or not 
the international researcher group studied 
took advantage of the e-mail addressee 
selection option to exclude me from their 
conversations, drawing a boundary between 
“us” and “her.”

b http://www.m-w.com
c “Work package” is the terminology imposed 

by EU requirements when writing a research 
proposal. It corresponds to a set of activities 
to carry out within the project. In this way, 
a project is structured into several work 
packages, and a work package into several 
activities.

d “Deliverable” is another EU term. It refers 
to any kind of paper, report or document 
synthetising the work and the findings of a 
given part of the research project.
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Abstract

In this chapter the author offers an argument towards the resurgence of a proto-alphabetic imagination in 
electronic and mobile communications. It is suggested that contemporary trends in mobile telephony which 
encapsulate the earlier advances in PC development are shifting electronic media – not towards a mythic 
culture of the aural (McLuhan) but towards an admixture of the aural and visual, aslant the controlling 
trope of the alphabetical.  It is argued that this separation of technologies resembles the predecessors 
of writing technologies of a “proto”-alphabetic nature. This infuses the literature of management with 
a metaphysical animism, which is redolent of the faded animism, which marked the initial confluence of 
the pre-alphabetical sensibilities of Eye and Voice in the pre-alphabetic emergence of mankind. This is 
suggested as a fresh Symbolic form towards which mankind is advancing. The confluence of ideological 
tensions preceding these developments is traced; including debates as to conflicts of Word and Sacred 
(Ricoeur); or Postmodern aversion towards contemporary ocular dominance. This debate leads towards 
an evaluation of the role and significance of kinds of knowledge which underpin our knowledge society 
and the knowledge which we take to constitute “knowledge management”.
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Introduction

In this chapter I examine a range of theories 
related to the adjustment of technologies and 
their effects on sensibilities – both ancient and 
new. The chapter therefore has a historiographic 
aspect. I especially look at the confluence of 
mobile telephony and the Internet. I consider 
the emergence of an alphabetical culture and the 
deviation from that suggested by both cyberspace 
and the new technological forms – specifically 
mobile telephony and the PC. I examine the role 
of confluences that are pre-alphabetic in nature 
and how they lead towards a proto-alphabetical 
sensibility (as I define it), which (I argue) is able 
to recrudesce in contemporary forms of media 
(especially cyberspace and internet related pros-
thetic devices related to mobile telephony)

My aim is to examine the inter-relationship 
of sensibilities which show a bias towards aural 
or visual emphasis, and aspects of technology 
especially that are established by the use of the 
internet. This leads to a further evaluation of 
contemporary arguments related to the role of 
knowledge (alphabetic) primarily and the elements 
of visual and oral which are composed thereby. 
I address features of argument which dispose 
themselves towards particular views towards 
the pre-alphabetic and its revival (McLuhan and 
Shlain); theorists who argue for an element of 
vitality in what I define as proto-alphabetical 
animism (Davis and Jaynes); I also obtain an 
evaluation of the postmodern “fix” on the Eye 
or scopic; evaluating this critically relative to 
a historiographic sense of development of the 
conflicting traditions of Eye and Voice.

It has been suggested that a bias exists towards 
the visual as opposed to the aural, in modern sen-
sibility and that the visual bias can be identified 
with features such as positivism, objectivism, and 
modern technologies associated with rationalism; 
that the post-enlightenment legacy was “to de-
carnalize the eye and foreground the perspectival 
scopic regime” (Burrell, 1998; following Jay, 

1994). I aim to refine this thesis and show a more 
sophisticated narration of the inter-relationship of 
visual and aural modes of sensibility. Thereby, 
relative to organizational theories, this chapter 
moves to challenge the notion that a complete 
tyranny of the eye obtains in modern manage-
ment research and that this underpins positivistic 
and empirical approaches towards management 
science. Knowledge management might be seen 
as an exemplar of management science in that 
respect, in that it adopts an approach which 
emphasizes the significance of control over the 
management of knowledge and the adoption of 
forms of knowledge which are amenable to storage 
and manipulation. By inference, my view is that 
knowledge management itself follows the shifts 
in sensibility which I describe in this chapter, and 
that those perceptual shifts underpin our treatment 
and conception of information which causally 
must be defined as originating in the mind, and 
hence a feature of the human psyche.

European Electronic commerce and, specifi-
cally commerce related towards the use of mobile 
telephony (in commercial terms: E and M Com-
merce) is marked by the confluence of visual and 
auditory technologies; this has resulted in massive 
investment into areas of telecommunications as 
phone company’s shift towards the inclusion of 
the Internet within the context of their services. 
Mobile telephony itself seems to present a variety 
of technological features: email; games; enhanced 
visual downloads such as colour photographs. 
These features have become realized to a signifi-
cant extent with 3rd generation mobile telephony. 
By 2003, 2 or 2.5 Generation technologies were 
main sellers (Budden, FT, January 6, 2003). At that 
point multimedia made a significant inroad into 
the personal user market of mobile phones (Hunt, 
FT, May 15, 2003). A striking feature therefore 
as between the earliest mobile phones and the 
newer varieties is the increased sophistication of 
the service; incorporation of features such as the 
camera; and integration of Internet activity.
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Most of these services have been readily 
available for some time in computer technology 
linked to PC based application. The M-commerce 
miniaturization of these technologies initially fell 
considerably short of the online experience of a PC 
but recent mobile technology has gone someway to 
reduce this gap through clever adaptation of menu 
and limited screen space. Despite this certain 
predominant modes of domestic exchange such 
as the text are less rich as modes of communica-
tion than for instance email, but find counterparts 
in aspects of PC communication such as instant 
messaging. Nevertheless, increased sophistica-
tion of potential use of the mobile phone within 
the domestic market has proved a feature of the 
incorporation of multimedia with visual appeal, 
formerly the province of the PC. A striking feature 
therefore as between the earliest mobile phones 
such as WAP,(wireless aided protocol) and the 
newer varieties is the increased sophistication of 
the service; incorporation of features such as the 
camera; and integration of Internet activity.

 What can we then make of these advances 
relative to the contemporary sensibility? The mo-
bile phone is a ubiquitous piece of technology and 
therefore can lay claim to being a technological 
innovation which is almost a prosthetic addition to 
the psyche of many individuals. McLuhan noted 
that “alphabets transformed acoustic sound into 
visual terms and by so doing gave “the barbarian 
or tribal man an eye for an ear” (McLuhan, 1967: 
26). As Chia notes, “the interiorization of the 
technology of phonetic alphabet ‘delivered’ man 
(sic) from the magical acoustic world to a world 
dominated by vision and abstract visual space 
(Chia, 2001, p13). Does M-Commerce now prom-
ise a greater integration of computer mediated and 
Internet related technology in our daily lives? Prior 
mobile telephony has emphasized the combination 
of oral (auditory) and textual (alphabetic) rather 
than more purely visual stimulus. More advanced 
mobile technology accompanies the widespread 
use of computer technology, to emphasise the 
visual as well as the oral and textual.

Shlain argues that the predominantly visual 
and therefore feminine sensibility is advanced by 
predominantly visual computer modes (Shlain, 
1998). This in contradistinction to a masculine 
sensibility ensconced in alphabetical writing with 
the Phoenician/Canaanite/Grecian confluence of 
the thought in early-recorded history. It could be 
suggested that the confluence of visual technology 
in the form of multimedia, and auditory/alphabetic 
technology in mobile telephony, is a synthesis of 
varying modes of technology which shifts the 
balance away from the alphabetic/visual of the 
PC towards a greater incorporation of aural infor-
mation with that type of media, in miniaturized 
computer representation. How can one read this 
in terms of a shift in sensibility? 

First, the presence of the visual in hand-held 
multimedia can be said to echo Shlain’s suggestion 
of a pro-visual, pre-Masculinized sensibility (con-
tra Burrell’s argument for visual modes as being 
a feature of post-enlightenment man). However, 
this visual aspect is incipient in media that is very 
much also textual and aural (hand-held mobile). 
There is a sense in which the visual bias of the 
PC has been redressed by an aural confluence 
with the mobile telephony.

Second, miniaturization of the computer 
especially promises the prosthetic extension of 
computer technology within the self (McLuhan, 
1962/1964). Shlain suggests that computers return 
us towards a pre-alphabetic sensibility which is 
marked by a fusion of eye and voice in that it 
represents an admixture of pre-alphabetic techno-
logical sensibilities. Contemporary sensibility is 
clearly post-alphabetic and any “return” to a pre-
alphabetical culture can only be a partial feature. 
So, in the case of the Internet, much navigation is 
alphabetically mediated despite the visual content 
which accompanies that navigation. Linkage is 
via the indexical hypertext links of alphabetical 
constitution of a hypertext shell (Shields, p177). 
Hypertext is at the root of the modes of navigation 
of the Internet and cyberspace. The non-lineal 
aspect of hypertext – the sense of Internet space 
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as being ordered by a series of leaps or jumps, 
creates a series of jumps or leaps which “involve 
a sense of space” and also create a magical effect 
by conjuring websites through naming (Shields, 
p176). 

Third: the role of the internet relative to these 
aspects might be clarified, and set against the 
historical scale which narrates the evolution of 
sensibilities from pre- to post- alphabetic man/
woman. The alphabet represented a consider-
able simplification of early languages such as 
hieroglyphics and cuneiform. This simplifica-
tion led to eventual widespread dissemination 
(Gutenberg). The Internet is the latest form of 
that dissemination; it embodies pictorial forms 
of representation and non-lineal modes of orga-
nization as a communication device. It follows 
the admixture of non-lineal and lineal forms of 
language expressed in cuneiform; and also, the 
visual or pictorial features are redolent of the 
hieroglyphic functions. Hypertext representation 
especially (being non-lineal) suggests a variation 
of the predominantly lineal modes of ordering our 
world (McKnight, 1991). 

Mobile telephony integrates the Internet or-
ganization to a certain extent but perhaps more 
seamlessly in our lives than the PC (the aspect of 
a prosthetic extension of our sensibility). Apart 
from this quasi-visual/alphabetic extension of 
the Internet and online experience of navigation, 
mobile telephony seems to add an array of visual 
gimmicks to its prior dominance of aural (voice) or 
alphabetic (text-message) based emphasis of prior 
applications. It is worth dwelling on the feature of 
the difference that technology makes if it becomes 
part of a daily pattern of life. McLuhan argued that 
technological forms are self-extensions; and that 
this feature of self-extension becomes a feature 
of self-intrigue. That men “become fascinated 
by any extension of themselves in any material 
other than themselves…” a la Narcissus (McLu-
han, 1964, p5). This is a feature of objectification 
which seems to hold a magical allure.

Mobile Telephony and Its 
Role in Past/Present 
Sensibility

To resume: so far in this chapter we have intro-
duced a discussion of the role of mobile telephony 
relative towards conjecture relative to the topic of 
shifts in sensibility. That conjecture has linked 
with certain authors: Burrell, Shlain, McLuhan. 
It is suggested that purchase can be gained on 
the issue of the significance of the introduction 
of mobile telephony as being an admixture of 
technological sensibilities. More needs to be 
said at this stage, about the historical aspect of 
the emergence of the distinct types of sensibility 
which have contributed towards the contempo-
rary psyche.

Scanning of writing produces phonetic elu-
cidation which occurs as a form of interiorized 
patterning. This is a reflexivity that proceeds from 
“pictures of visual events to symbols of phonetic 
events” (Jaynes, 1977/1990). This is the reflexivity 
that we take for granted as reading. It is possible 
to view the alphabetical means of communication 
as a form of animism:

…just as a Zuni elder might focus her eyes upon 
a cactus and hear the succulent begin to speak, 
so do we hear voices pouring out of our printed 
alphabets. “This is a form of animism that we 
take for granted, but it is animism nonetheless 
– as mysterious as a talking stone.”Abram, p131, 
(citing Davis, 1998, p23).

Initially early modes of writing such as cu-
neiform and hieroglyphics were distinct from 
the phenomena of auditory expression expressing 
phonetic sounds. This meant that a disjunction 
of the visual and auditory worlds was a feature 
of the pre-alphabetical sensibility. Early writing 
(cuneiform/hieroglyphics) included signs which 
symbolized objects but which did not represent 
a pronunciation of the objects in question (pic-
tographic systems). On this basis, alphabetical 
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writing was the bud of distinct kind of unifica-
tion of the auditory and visual sensibilities. This 
conjunction emerged from the early pictograms 
of Sumeria, and hieroglyphs of Egypt, to reach 
full expression in the formation of the alphabetic 
code. The culmination of the alphabetic enterprise 
may be said to have occurred with the Grecian 
replacement of vowels for Phoenician guttural 
stops (Thomas, 1992/1995). 

The association has been made between the 
alphabetical system and the advent of western 
rationality. This forms a principle plank of the 
postmodern thesis of authors like Burrell and 
Chia. However, the alphabet was often used for 
non-rational purposes from its inception. Thomas 
notes that alphabetical writings were frequently 
used in a semi-magical manner and in symbolical 
and magical modes (an example being the “curse” 
tablet). Hence it would be a mistake to assume 
that rationality and the alphabet were identical 
and consistently rational in their applications in 
early Grecian culture. Shlain argues that the bias 
of the alphabet was towards the left-brain and 
towards patriarchal modes of thinking (contra 
the earlier emphasis on the visual in societies 
orientated towards fertility and maternal features 
of worship). 

  A precursor of the alphabetic form was the 
evolution of cuneiform; this  may be interpreted 
as admixtures of mental processes of the brain 
– right sided in terms of symbolic representation 
but left-sided in terms of the non-linear arrange-
ment of the marks or ideograms (chiefly used for 
records of transactions). Innovatory deployment 
of the cuneiform method occurred in Akkadia, 
with the invention of phonograms (symbols rep-
resenting syllables); as Shlain notes: “Cuneiform 
characters now served two purposes: a single 
character often represented both the image of the 
noun and the sound of the word…” (Slain, 1998, 
p46). Subsequently these types of character were 
represented in a linear manner; however, as cu-
neiform is an extensive language (like Chinese), 
the innovation was confined towards an elite. It 

is tempting to see in languages like cuneiform the 
origins of alphabetical literacy but the topic of the 
origins of the alphabet is fraught with scholarly 
controversy.a 

If the alphabet shattered any charmed circle 
of a magical “tribal” world it was not the world 
that McLuhan conceived as an orally dominated 
world of magic (“the Africa Within”) but rather 
an oracular animism that lay as an inherent 
feature in the confluence of cuneiform and hi-
eroglyphics which influence the formation of 
the alphabet (above). McLuhan perhaps saw the 
contest between the cultural aspects of western 
and non-western civilizations in terms which 
overlaid the real and earlier transition towards a 
post-alphabetic man/woman. 

This perhaps suggests a refinement of McLu-
han’s own view. 

In summary: literacy has the quality of 
animism: its origins are occluded in the past 
– but represent an emergence from pro-visual 
or symbolic literature with distinct aural and 
visual content, towards a more abstract media 
(the alphabet). However, it has been suggested 
that the computer (PC) by virtue of its creation 
of a further space (cyberspace) has advanced a 
pro-visual pre-alphabetic world-view (Shlain).
b Similarly Burke and Ornstein argue for the 
computer as a kind of “ultimate Ax”, which may 
“take us back to what we were, mentally, before 
the axemaker’s first gift changed the way our 
minds got developed and selected…”(Davis, cit-
ing Burke and Ornstein, 1995). On this account 
“icons, associative links (hypertext), virtual 
spaces, and parallel processing of multimedia 
computing may resurrect the “arational thinking” 
of earlier days, a mode of consciousness based 
on intuition, imaginative leaps, and fuzzy rules 
of hand.” (Davis, 1998, p194). 

The implications of these speculations are 
significant, in the sense that the PC itself is the 
means by which the data and information flows 
of an ordered commercial world (E-Commerce) 
are stratified. Knowledge Management is the 
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theoretical edifice which strides above these 
forms of sensibility. Viewed as the embodiment 
of rationalism and a kind of controlling presence; 
the ordering of knowledge assumes the media 
which has perceptual implications. If this is the 
“Cartesian scopic regime in which the individual 
human being inhabits a uniform, infinite, isotro-
pic space... (in which)... the key sensory device 
is the eye” (Burrell, 1998, 138); one must ask: 
what is the status of the visual media (the eye) in 
advancing a pre or pro-rationalistic sensibility. 
Shlain and Burke and Ornstein speak of visual 
media promoting right-brain features, Burrell of 
the eye in association with the perspectival dis-
placement of the aural and linked to rationalism 
– which is correct?

In this next section I move towards a further 
description of the theories of Marshal McLuhan 
in relation to the other theorists described, before 
returning to discuss this question – as to the status 
of a pro-visual media (bearing in mind our caveat 
that mobile telephony incorporates other media, 
alphabetic and aural also).

McLuhan as a Starting Point 
for Discussion

McLuhan saw a reversion from the process of 
visualization which the alphabetic system has 
inaugurated in the popular consciousness of man-
kind (with the printing press). This is of immediate 
interest to our theme, because it points towards 
the alphabet as a visual medium. The gradual 
achievement of the ascendancy of an admixture 
of the visual and the auditory is marked by the rise 
of the alphabet (Ong, 1956) and the renaissance 
attainment of 3-D perspectival forms of thinking 
is a kind of triumph of western reasoning which 
began with modes of spatial manipulation exem-
plified by Euclidean geometry, (Edgerton, 1975; 
and Burrell, 1998). McLuhan argues that three-
dimensional perspective is a “conventionally 

acquired mode of seeing” (McLuhan, 1962, p17).c 
The dominance of (renaissance) perspective may 
be seen as a marked break with the pre-alphabeti-
cal form of sensibility which separated visual and 
auditory space; rather, an alphabetical sensibility 
may be seen to unify them with a left-brain (or 
rationalistic) emphasis (Shlain, 1988).

McLuhan’s conceptualization of the process of 
pictorialization (acquisition of three-dimensional 
perspective) may be conceived as the culmination 
of a process of “detribalisation”, or shift from the 
aural which began with alphabetic literacy. With 
the advent of the printing press this tendency was 
instantiated in a more widespread fashion across 
society, as literacy was increasingly disseminated. 
McLuhan envisaged that the oncoming forms 
of “electronic interdependence”, would chal-
lenge a predominantly visual mental space (in 
that McLuhan envisaged the interiorization of 
wireless related “electro-magnetic” media (the 
radio), as likely to disturb the social psyche). 
Clearly, McLuhan did not conceive of a PC led 
visual sensibility or the profound significance of 
the television either; his vision was in that sense 
incorrect and did not foresee the future.  What was 
interesting was his method of linking a particular 
technological development with specific (seem-
ingly unconscious) developing sensibilities. It is 
not purely that the PC is a visual medium but also 
that cyberspace as organized on the PC  as a pro-
visual, non-lineal mode of ordering of cyberspace 
(hypertext), which attenuates the left-brain bias, 
towards a closer equation with the more holistic 
feminine sensibility which is pre-alphabetic (a la 
Shlain). This feature, which fed into the Canaanite 
origins of the alphabetical, contains a visual and 
symbolical element which was distinct from the 
alignment of sound and meaning. 

To recapitulate: we have envisaged a pre-al-
phabetical culture in which the auditory and the 
visual were separated. The advent of the alphabet 
united those two media and that tendency I define 
as “proto-alphabetic”. In this argument, Shlain’s 
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position emphasizing the visual as a feature of 
fresh dominance with the PC is as over-simplistic 
as McLuhan’s emphasis of the aural with the ra-
dio; whether PC or radio, both are interdependent 
for conceptual understanding with the alphabet. 
We cannot return to pre-alphabetical forms of 
understanding or sensibility but we may return 
to those tendencies inimical in those confluences 
– these tendencies I term “proto-alphabetical”. We 
do not see a return to a pre-alphabetical visual 
culture which separated the auditory from the 
visual because the alphabet is thoroughly with us. 
The Internet and its forms are quasi-visual and 
contain an admixture of the alphabetical. 

Developing this argument further: I would 
argue that we do see an increased parallel between 
a culture that was emergent as auditory animism 
(“proto” - alphabetical) and the contemporary 
influence of cyberspace on the modern mentality 
(I will expand discussion of that point throughout 
this chapter). In that respect, the mental space 
which is cyberspace I conceive as a kind of step 
back from the total unity of the word and image 
represented by the alphabetical. 

To return to the theme of mobile telephony: the 
mobile is an even closer synthesis at a prosthetic 
level of the aural and visual features which are 
present in the PC (and thereby available as cyber-
space).Therefore mobile telephony puts ready to 
hand and perhaps closer to habit and a perceptual 
ensemble the forms which are already present in 
the world of cyberspace; adding the distinct forms 
of pure alphabetic transfer (texts) and pure visual 
transfer (pictures) which of course have their 
counterparts in Internet activity also.

But what is the significance of this element 
of animism which I have argued is a feature 
which was inherent within the amalgam of the 
features of cuneiform and hieroglyphics (above) 
which preceded the cognitive unity which is 
the alphabet? This feature fulfills a vital role 
in this theorization because the animism is the 
content which exceeds the bounds of language 
when language forms solidified in the phonetic 

alphabet.  Auditory animism may be said to find 
an objective correlation with the alphabet.d The 
book is therefore both source of the animistic 
voice and a precise invocation of the words that 
are read. The alphabet precisely displaces that 
animism to a confined or defined meaning (an 
explication of prose in the book).In this sense, 
the alphabetical incorporates the essence of a 
pre-alphabetical animism which conjecturally 
attended a “mythic” state of immersion between 
self and world. Such a state was not lost thereby 
or erased but sublimated. Recognition of this is 
vital for an understanding of subsequent conflicts 
around the nature and value of language. On this 
theme, Cassirer notes that:

The crucial achievement of every symbolic form 
lies precisely in the fact that it does not have the 
limit between I and reality as pre-existent and 
established for all time but must itself create this 
limit – and that each fundamental form creates 
it in a different way…(Cassirer, 1954; cited in 
Baeten, 1996, 59)e

On Cassirer’s account, a mythic symbolic form 
underpins subsequent refinements in conscious-
ness, and is prone to re-occur in some form or 
another. It is possible to suggest that the forms of 
cyberspace can be suggested as a mode of sub-
jectivisation of the pro-lineal left brain emphasis 
on processes of alphabetical influence. One can 
read “subjectivisation” in this context as a return 
to the visual or “feminine” if one follows the as-
sociation between these features at an experiential 
level (Shlain, 1998). However, it is important to 
demarcate Cassirer’s conception from that of 
Shlain. We can perhaps speculate that animism is 
a kind of semantic equivalent to a kind of mythic 
symbolic form, inchoate within subsequent cogni-
tive development, represented by literacy. My view 
is that debates as to the status of language may 
correlate with a perceptual ensemble of changes 
as the balance shifts between Eye and Voice; a 
shift to voice is a shift towards a more personal 
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or inner world; a mode of introspection in a sense 
(as akin to that which Ong described as related 
to the medieval world). 

If alphabetical animism can be suggested as 
a mode of objectification of auditory animism 
which had initially no external locus or form of 
displacement; then the alphabetical pins or fixes 
an earlier sensibility of animistic disposition. But 
why should we associate this sensibility with the 
“mythic”? The association takes strength because 
of the characteristics of rational equation between 
meaning and word which is part of the modernist 
heritage of interpretation of the alphabet. The 
“mythic” can be conceived as a lack of conscious-
ness of such symbolic form (following Cassirer). 
Such close equations (symmetry of word with an 
exact “essence” of meaning),  have only recently 
been challenged, partly through the relativisation 
of Saussurian linguistics and more extreme forms 
of emphasis on metonymy in semiotics (post-
structuralism). More generally, and in populist 
terms, we take the precise equation of word and 
meaning (signified and signifier) to represent a 
correlation of meaning and representation. The 
alphabetical underpins a theory of meaning which 
in western metaphysics gives us the basis of a 
conception of objective formal interpretation of 
things and their (locatable) place in our own more 
rational world order. 

Relative to these arguments, the alphabet has 
become a feature of western rationality (I speak 
here of the western or phonetic alphabet rather 
than pictorial languages such as Chinese). It is 
possible to argue that the aspect of animism was 
imprisoned within the word, but that the power 
of the word was a feature of the color and magic 
of the animistic being spilled as meaning was 
conveyed from sensibility to sensibility. In this 
sense, words convey more than they say in precise 
cognitive terms. As said, the alphabet may be said 
to resolve the separateness of visual and aural 
forms of expression unlike proto-alphabetical 

forms such as hieroglyphics or cuneiform. Letters 
are at first, of course, visually conceived – though 
with reading that process becomes a tacit feature 
of the action of comprehension.

In its increased emphasis on distinct aural and 
visual modes of communication (in contrast to), 
mobile telephony in the wake of the PC emphasis 
non-unified aural/visual forms, alongside their 
unified partner (the alphabetical qua the book). 
An admixture of the hypertext and the Internet 
- alongside the deployment of the alphabet (as a 
mode of ordering in cyberspace) adds to this effect 
to create an ensemble of technologies. This loosens 
the alphabetical grip of technological sensibility. 
This suggests in line with the kind of methodol-
ogy of reasoning which McLuhan inaugurated 
that the confluence of PC and mobile telephony is 
modifying the ratio of technology and our senses; 
this might be said to represent the emergence of 
a fresh symbolic form in humanity. Conjectur-
ally, I suggest that this amounts to an element of 
atavism to a proto-alphabetical culture. 

It is I think wrong to call the Internet a shift to 
a pure visual or “mythic” sensibility of a feminine 
disposition as opposed to a masculine alphabetical 
culture (Shlain). This oversimplifies the influ-
ence of the pre-alphabetic. These pre-alphabetic 
forms are no longer held in separateness in our 
sensibilities though they may be emphasized as 
so in our conceptions of sensibility, and strict 
gender equivalence is to my mind a confusion of 
the governing aspects of the cultures that identi-
fied with Eye as opposed to Voice (some of these 
cultures may have been more akin to goddess 
worship). Ordered by alphabetical means and 
navigated from site to site by alphabetic signs; 
the Internet is nevertheless a pool of rich visual 
stimulus. Mobile telephony takes of that ordering 
incompletely in that textual navigation is perhaps 
less refined (simple hypertext trees as in the case 
of a PC in many applications), but contemporary 
advances are mitigating the distance between 
PC and mobile. 
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One might ask what the significance of these 
distinctions is. McLuhan is clearly “dated”; though 
a novel approach at its time. What does it matter 
that Shlain’s case or Burrell’s for that matter, are 
refined or challenged? What does it mean to say 
we are in some sense, shifting to a proto-alphabeti-
cal sensibility? I think it is important to retain a 
sense that by moving towards a proto-alphabeti-
cal confluence of forms, we are moving as far 
as we can towards an admixture of sensibilities 
which is pre-rational – in so far as the creation 
of phonetic literacy was the inauguration of a 
rational influence. I argue that it is not possible 
to move beyond that towards a sensibility which 
separates eye and voice or which places them in 
complete antithesis.

Implications of a 
Proto-Alphabetical Culture 
by Cyberspace

At the heart of Shlain’s conception it is envisaged 
the advent of literacy as antagonistic to those 
cultures of a matriarchal nature in which wor-
ship of Goddesses was primary. In other words 
the “Word” became antithetical to the image. 
Similar accounts can be found in terms of the 
opposition of Logos and Bios (Labouvie-Vief, 
1994); and in terms of the conflict of the “Word” 
and the “Sacred” (Ricoeur, 1995). The essence 
of these accounts is to argue that the alphabetic 
literacy emerged in conflict with a “mythic” or 
pro-sacral culture based on the visual or pro-
feminine (bios versus logos). One can see later 
recrudescence of these tensions, for instance at 
the time of the reformation and the destruction of 
icons. The rise of monotheism may also be traced 
to the rise of the alphabetical; as the idea of an 
abstract monotheistic god became thinkable in the 
mental space increasingly dominated by abstract 
and lineal modes of thinking of western reason 
(Burke & Ornstein, 1995; and Davis, 1998, p29, 
citing Porush). What I define as “tensions” here 

are perceptual revenants of earlier societal conflict 
related to the emphasis placed on pro-visual as 
opposed to pro-aural sensibilities; the breaking 
of the golden calf by the Hebrew is such a tension 
(bible); its modern equivalent is the castigation 
of the Ocular (postmodern theorization). It is in-
teresting as to “why” word and image or Eye and 
Voice became principle themes of tension; it infers 
a kind of synaesthetic or bodily-led determinism 
of ideological conflicts within mankind, but this 
has to be a mode of speculative reasoning as to 
the causal features of this “conflict.”

 Whereas mythic cultures have observed a 
tradition of oral narrative, (for instance the Ho-
meric); an emphasis on a visual representation of 
the auditory shifts that display into an exterior 
form (the alphabetical). Writing becomes a spatial 
analogue for a process that previously occurred as 
a process of interiorization. I have described this 
spatial analogue in terms of an objective correlate 
of the element of aural animism. Systems such 
as cuneiform represent a shift towards a linear 
mode of representation but still embed non-lineal 
elements of representation (Shlain, 1998, p46). I 
would suggest that hypertext becomes a kind of 
infrastructure for shifting the alphabetical towards 
an amalgam via cyberspace with technology which 
is more iconic or symbolic and also mixed with 
pure visual/aural communications. The skeletal 
forms of hypertext may be largely embedded or 
become discrete within contemporary PC pro-
grams. Therefore, the hypertext arrangement is 
only partially registered as a perceptual ensemble 
relative to the Internet browser and in this respect 
has a tacit dimension which aids the prosthetic 
feature in mobile telephony. f

It is possible to suggest that the pro-visual 
element in contemporary Internet and Mobile 
telephony introduce partly via the visual features 
associated with cyberspace – a fragmenting of 
the auditory animism. The objective correlate is 
no longer the alphabetic pure but an amalgam of 
visual and iconic modes alongside the alphabetic 
structures. As far as this proto-alphabetical sen-
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sibility is concerned - what I think we can say 
is that the visual and the auditory are distinct 
forms. One of the features we have noted is the 
tendency of authors to view the visual and aural 
as in tension (McLuhan and Shlain), or view 
the traditions of word and sacred as in conflict 
(Ricoeur, 1995). The postmodern OS case (for 
instance Burrell, 1998 but also Chia) tend to follow 
that kind of dichotomy, but adapts it towards a 
case synonymous with post-structural challenges 
towards the equivalence of “truth” essences and 
language formation:

...from this commitment to a becoming ontology 
(his process metaphysics derived from White-
head/Bergson)… it follows that language, and in 
particular the activities of naming and symbolic 
representation, provide the first ordering impulse 
for the systematic fixing and structuring of our 
human lifeworld. Language, and in particular 
the alphabetic system, are technologies of orga-
nization that help us portion off, fix, locate and 
represent different aspects of our phenomenal 
experiences from ourselves. They do not, in any 
way, mirror the going-on’s in the world. Post-
modernists therefore reject the kind of represen-
tationalist epistemology championed by modern 
science. Chia, 2003, 128-129 

It is not my purpose to examine the role of 
process metaphysics in too great a detail in this 
chapter,g however, it is important to note that the 
adherence towards Bergson’s dualist phenomenol-
ogy represents a belief in an inaccessible inner 
world (that of duree) which cleaves the extrinsic 
visual world from that of the inner phenomenol-
ogy of the individual. Similarly language is seen 
as having a visual form which is distinct from 
the sounds heard; in this respect it is argued that  
“the sound heard and word which is seen are 
distinctly different experiences”. The semantic 
unity of meaning is not focused on, rather that 
“the phonetic alphabet, as a system of communica-

tion, works by breaking up the seamless flow of 
speech into arbitrary consonants and individual 
word syllables…” (Chia, 2003, 113). The emphasis 
therefore is akin to that described by Burrell as 
rendering in two dimensions (visually) a three 
dimensional world. Language as typified in the 
alphabet is viewed as a mode of declension from 
a pristine state (spelt out in terms of phenomenol-
ogy rather than the symbolic form of “myth” a la 
Cassirer it may be noted). 

What is then interesting, following this – is 
how one would typify the modes of ordering of 
information accomplished in modern society. 
The kind of information which is captured in the 
processes of tabulation occasioned by Intellectual 
Capital processes as a function of contemporary 
knowledge management/manipulation is refined 
and rationally orientated in nature. This is the word 
drained of its animistic power, or so it seems. The 
knowledge is depersonalized. To the postmodern 
analysis (as represented by Chia and Burrell) the 
emphasis is on the forms of language as a mode of 
ratiocination which is an impoverishment of the 
full human experience (or its potentiality). The 
emphasis is on the organization as a function of an 
illusory stability; as Clegg notes: “paradoxically, 
the seemingly solid elements and structures are 
characterized by their immanent instability…” 
(Clegg, 2005, 60). The view is one in which the 
emphasis on the ocular is a form of “division” of 
over-determination of elements into entitative and 
controllable form (Cooper, 1989). Of course, as 
noted, this is not the place to exhaustively dwell on 
these theses, but it is notable that they emphasize 
an inner private world; one which is excoriated 
from the processes of knowledge formation and 
reformation as amenable to the processes of con-
temporary capitalism. It is therefore possible to 
operate a perception of the broadly “postmodern” 
ideas summarized here as compatible with a view 
of language as essentially an imposition, and un-
like the natural order.
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Origins of Dualism and the 
Notion of Language as Alien 
Orentitative

It is possible to argue that the left-brain-orientated 
processes (the word/alphabetic literacy) create a 
sense of detachment from reality. The correlation 
which Chia (and others) establishes between lan-
guage and its alien or entitative aspect, inclined 
to encapsulate and somehow diminish the expe-
rience of reality in a further sense, is expressed 
elsewhere. Davis notes that:

“The singular self-knowledge sought by the 
Gnostic, which reveals the self to belong to a 
transcendent order estranged from the mundane 
world, can be seen partly as a Platonic by-prod-
uct of the phenomenology of alphabetic reading, 
whose artificial shapes are essentially alien to the 
natural order… (Davis, 1998, p98).

Davis essentially suggests that the Gnos-
tic movement encouraged towards a dualistic 
sensibility by the advent of alphabetic reading. 
Hence the alphabetical animism may locate or 
“fix” the auditory animism which is a feature 
of a sensibility which cleaves aural and visual 
aspects of experience. This feature of cleavage 
was emergent but not salient in the early writing 
technologies (hieroglyphics or cuneiform). The 
objective sense (locus) which creates the written 
word comes at a price. Another theorist, Jaynes, 
notes that the progression of literacy towards 
cuneiform and more advanced forms of literacy 
especially was partially responsible for a break-
down in the sensibility he terms “bicameral”, but 
which we might alternately correlate with the 
“mythic” sensibility.

…the input to the divine hallucinatory aspect of 
the bicameral mind was auditory. It used corti-
cal areas more closely connected to the auditory 
parts of the brain. At once the word of god was 
silent, written on dumb clay tablets or incised into 

speechless stone, the god’s commands or king’s 
directives could be turned to or avoided by one’s 
own efforts in a way that auditory hallucinations 
could never be. (Jaynes, 1977/1990, p208).

The book (alphabetic literacy) is a mode 
of excising the auditory compulsions, which 
Jaynes argues – governed pre-literate man. The 
book objectively displaces these compulsions. 
Literacy creates the presence of an extrinsic 
locus that transmutes the animistic influence 
which is the legacy of the bicameral sensibility. 
Hence, one now hears the voice of God from the 
book (Hebraic tradition) rather than the stones or 
trees; the gods have retreated with the advent of 
monotheism – away from a mythic integration 
with nature (pantheism) towards the book. It 
is possible to describe Cyberspace as a form of 
atavism – and is the confluence of new technolo-
gies inclined towards a proto-alphabetic form but 
not purely by virtue of a pro-visual component 
(as Shlain suggests), nor by virtue of a revival of 
“mythic-aurality” (McLuhan). I have elsewhere 
described perspectives which interpret the forms 
and symbolism of cyberspace in terms of mythic 
avatars.h McLuhan (following Carothers) notes 
that “phonetic writing split apart thought and 
action” and that from the advent of literacy the 
“tribal” man became schizophrenic. In contrast 
to Jaynes; who perceives schizophrenia as the 
maladjustment of a mythic or bicameral sensibil-
ity in post-bicameral society; McLuhan conceives 
of the departure from a pre-literate aural state 
as being a function of technological advance. 
Jaynes might be said to conceive of the departure 
from bicamerality as a physiological shift which 
resulted in a change of relationship leading to 
alphabetic literacy (ideological stance). 

Conjecturally, one can note that these theories 
focus in their different ways on the evolution of 
consciousness – alphabetic literacy becomes the 
archetypal knowledge management – the progeni-
tor of subsequent modes of management which 
are functions of organization throughout civilized 
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history. It can be seen that different values or ide-
ologies view the touchstone of that development 
as either a progression (for instance Cassirer or 
Jaynes) or a kind of mute but unacknowledged 
declension (we have cited the cases of postmodern 
theorists of contemporary organizational theory); 
regardless of their emphasis, they tend to recreate 
the context of language transformation and its 
subsequent dominance in terms of their respec-
tive ideologies.

To summarize: it could be argued that the 
unconscious animism which Davis mentions as 
occurring in the act of reading, or the sense of 
separateness which Havelok describes as occur-
ring with the advent of the book – are all forms 
of transmutation of an ancient state. That “ancient 
state” might also be viewed as in intrinsic state 
which is thereby in an important sense thereby no 
longer ancient as contemporary and continuing 
(Bergsonian dualism as informing phenomenol-
ogy). In terms of the parlance of Jaynes: The 
book becomes a surrogate form of the prior ex-
periential state of auditory hallucination (which 
Jaynes links to bicamerality). In other words, an 
ancient animism becomes refined and to some 
extent suppressed with the alphabetic mode of 
depiction. On this account, the left-brain modes 
of dominance are therefore a further working 
on their objectified mode of thinking (the book), 
whose nature is to indirectly express an ancient 
animism – from which “we hear voices pouring 
out of our printed alphabets” (Abram, in Davis, 
1998). Such a working is the conscious evolution 
of technological advance, which meld visualist and 
aural media (in separateness) with their (relatively) 
unified form (the alphabetical). 

Whereas the evolution of literacy may be 
viewed as a form of suppression of a tendency 
towards an auditory compulsion (Davis) or posses-
sion (Jaynes);  that same suppression of animism 
may be viewed as an aspect of the impossibility 
of language as achieving coeval expression with 
essence (post-structural approaches) and that in 
turn interestingly relates at the level of identity 

towards the dualism incipient in the views of 
certain forms of phenomenology which have in-
formed contemporary organization studies via the 
ideologies of “postmodernism”. The fire or flare of 
the nature of language I have suggested, takes of 
the ancient roots of language (defined for instance 
by Davis in terms of animism). Language obvi-
ously takes a visual form but each word chimes 
with a resonance which semantic form can barely 
encapsulate. As form and content press against 
each other, so these opposing tendencies can be 
read in terms of cruder ideologies as either the 
power of the voice or auditory possession or the 
worship of the image (Jaynes); hence the tension 
of monotheistic and polytheistic forms of worship 
in western society (see above).

The significance of the proto-alphabetical and 
cyberspace is the extension of these tendencies, 
and more overt conceptual discussion follow-
ing those tensions of sensibility – for example 
in theoretic or philosophical terms. Language 
in that sense is a forum for continuing debate 
relative to what it reveals and conceals. Mobile 
telephony mirrors these tendencies in part; it is 
kind of epiphenomena of perceptual changes 
extrinsically located in technology which is so 
prosthetic as to lack that element of detachment 
which is inferred by an artifact. Such advances 
incorporate older tendencies towards the aural 
mode of communication more purely than the PC 
but the chief significance lies in their seamless 
proximity with daily life. All these advances are 
held or checked within the power of language 
(the alphabet). That is a visual and oral power to 
the extent that these cannot be other than con-
ceptually regarded in separateness; they are not 
experientially so.

It is on that significance and the interpretation 
of that, which this account has led. I argue that 
even when relatively “anemic” or literal, language 
retains the power of the element of animism 
incorporated therein. That cyberspace is in one 
sense a feature of control of communication of 
tamed information (in the mode of knowledge 
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which is “managed”) and in that sense a feature 
of technocratic advance; but that this is the use to 
which technology is put and the visual per se is 
not a feature which ought to be viewed in a nega-
tive manner as a mode of fetishization which has 
accompanied the mode of rationalization (as in 
the postmodern thesis, Burrell, 1998, etc). Rather, 
the visual is an inimical mode of conveying the 
dynamism of the voice.

Visualism and Cyberspace

It might be tentatively suggested that the sense of 
the cyber-self as a separate entity is an ontologi-
cal embodiment of the development of the sense 
of space which is evolved with the Internet. In 
this context we might consider the suggestion of 
Cyberspace as kind of alternate realm. In this case 
we are conceiving very much of Cyberspace as an 
aspect of being, very much like the reflection of 
the self in the pool which Narcissus found – rather 
than a theatre of action. It has been stressed that 
Cyberspace – deploys itself as activities on the 
Internet which show varying biases towards visual 
and oral engagement in some admixture. 

It is possible to conceive of Cyberspace in 
terms of a metaphysical entity (pro-holistic) or as 
a theatre for action - but not easily both. But, the 
realm of metaphors, Shields argues – tends to mis-
represent the actuality of the experience of “going 
online” and that cyberspace itself is something of 
a popular trope, aligning itself to a quasi-Platonic 
conception of cyberspace as a separate space or 
world. In this sense: “cyberspace returns us to 
a dualistic theater of reality...”(Wertheim, 1998, 
p227); this is a feature of quasi-rhetorical status. 
“Space” in this context is a pro-visualist meta-
phor, and one in which we have taught ourselves 
to think. Ong notes, we have an “immeasurably 
greater exploitation today of visualist metaphors 
and of imagery which in one way or another ad-
mits of diagrammatic analysis (Ong, 1956, p231). 
His theme - the quantification of mental logic in 

visual terms - argues a shift in social psychology 
towards a culture, which displaced mental forms 
towards visualist media. 

An associated feature was the tendency to 
systematize that transition - which amounts to 
a mode of apperception. Such systematization 
might be said to take the form of “a free-floating 
“virtual-eye” roving in space” (Wertheim, 1998, 
p115) - and precursor of Galilean and Cartesian 
approaches to science. The rise of rationality 
may have attuned itself to such developments, 
but also refined its applications - so that an inner 
mental enquiry (res cogitans) was facilitated in 
something very much like the blankness or two 
dimensionality of a more aurally disposed world; 
whereas the carving of scientific space - of matter 
- proceeded in systematic form (res extensa). On 
this account the mind comes to “contain knowl-
edge” as the “whole intellectual world goes hol-
low” (Ong, 1956). Letterpress printing is argued 
to give permanence to sound – “transmuting it 
more perfectly into silence, a technique for fixing 
the words in space more adroitly than ever before” 
(Ong, 1956, p228). The sense of the book as both 
animistic voice and displaced aural hallucination 
(Jaynes/Davis) is rendered a popular rather than 
select medium. The pro-visualist emergence which 
Ong suggests is towards the mind as container 
but also within the context of the popularization 
and technologization of alphabetical forms which 
despite the advent of the alphabetical media in BC 
had never really seized popular consciousness. 
The visualist evolution and grip of space in the 
renaissance was fast affecting the whole of culture 
and not just a minority. Ong’s pro-visualist sensi-
bility presents a new orientation in which one no 
longer holds converse with oneself – a dialogic 
state but one in which one thinks of what is in 
“one’s mind”. A step towards the dilution of the 
post-renaissance visualist state is permitted by 
virtue of a dislocated space (Cyberspace) which 
allows a dialogic second-self (the cyber-self). 
Its rhetoric dominated by the tropes of space; 
they pervade the conception of Internet related 
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tropes, which can be said to influence commercial 
literature also.

Conclusion

It is suggested that the shift towards the increased 
emphasis of the visual in the admixture of vi-
sual/pictorial/alphabetic in the Internet takes us 
one step back from the alphabetic towards the 
pro-visual cultures which were pre-alphabetical; 
towards the state in which auditory compulsion 
was a feature of the separateness of visual and 
auditory senses. This I have defined in terms of 
its proto-alphabetical nature, in contradistinction 
to other theorists (Shlain/McLuhan) who have 
followed this mode of analysis.

Jaynes argued that the ancient sensibility was 
bedeviled by auditory hallucinations which forms 
of writing exerted a force towards breaking the 
left-brain from the thrall of the right (bicamerality 
thesis). The right brain is not purely pro-visual 
but also the domain of intuition; its commands to 
act may be said to be executed by the left brain as 
a feature of logic and deduction. The sense that 
one can suspend action or choose not to obey such 
precepts is an important feature of modern con-
sciousness. The book was a form of exorcism of 
auditory compulsion, whereas the Internet renders 
plastic and malleable the book – rather like the 
melting clocks of a Dali landscape. In this new 
forum the demon of auditory compulsion writhes 
a little less fixedly. This is the role I have given 
to the phenomena of cyberspace; which adds a 
feature to the prosthetic advance of the mobile; 
via the conduit of a hand-held PC (in effect).

In this sense Cyberspace maybe viewed as 
further acquisitive of the self in a manner which 
the modes of alphabetical union of the visual 
and auditory represented in the alphabet, are not. 
As the book is a surrogate form of the auditory 
hallucination which Jaynes suggested beset the 
pre-alphabetical consciousness, so the fluid book 
(the Internet) which is not purely at our desks 

(computer) but by our ears and hands (mobiles 
which encapsulate cyberspace) may be suggested 
as further devouring of our consciousness. It 
might be noted that the Internet and Cyberspace 
is a product of a consciousness which is emerg-
ing from an age of unconscious (if the ancient 
pre-literate state maybe said to be that). The 
products of left-brain consciousness dispossess 
themselves of the awareness of man and distance 
that awareness in objectified media. The book is 
perhaps the start of that process. We are then met 
with a dilemma; the dissemination of the products 
of consciousness – the book, the Internet – lead 
towards a diminution of self-awareness in that 
they are prosthetic removals of consciousness 
from self towards other “containers.”

The conflict characterized by Ricoeur as a ten-
sion between the Word and the Sacred symbolize 
the polar forces which will always move to pull 
language apart from its alphabetical moorings. It 
might be speculated that the status of knowledge 
takes from the status of language on this equation; 
and that knowledge management is a vehicle for the 
shift towards the retention of the cognitive anchor 
which holds consciousness within the sway of 
the left-brain (cognitive dimension). “Knowledge 
Management” can be interpreted as being the 
emergence of communication as language; and the 
latest contemporary variant of that – knowledge 
management as an ideological organizational 
feature of capitalist economy, is perhaps purely a 
bud on a greater tree. Cyberspace might then be 
said to express a dual function; at once shifting 
sensibility (including in prosthetic mobile forms) 
away from post-alphabetic consciousness, but also 
the medium for the exploitation of the modes of 
dominance suggested by that consciousness – of 
which knowledge management is an expression 
within contemporary capitalist society.

So, the cyberspace prosthetics suggest a modi-
fied hermeneutic between the self and the book; it 
is a relationship which shifts more closely towards 
the proto-alphabetical visual phenomenology of 
being in which voice and eye were melded to-
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wards unity in alphabetic communication.  The 
cyberspace experience may therefore be said to 
be a moderate form of disruption of pro-conscious 
modes of activity; visual and aural experience 
becomes layered akin to its confluences which 
led towards the unity of alphabetic seizure. This 
does not bring about the tyranny of the eye or 
that ancient tyranny of the voice, features which 
arguably accompanied pre-alphabetical man 
(Jaynes/Davis), but it does represent the partial 
elision of the alphabetical modes of seizure of 
consciousness. The Internet is then like the pool 
of Narcissus – it holds the self at one remove by 
the eye; and thence devours of the consciousness. 
One might say that in the eye of the pool the voice 
becomes freer, more elastic. But, the frame of the 
pool is language.
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Key Terms

The Book: Literacy and the written word; 
the book ensconces the new alphabetical me-
dia in a fixed creation. The book embodies the 
transmogrified animism which was previously 
separate to the written media and in the sense that 
the alphabet unifies or reconciles pre-alphabetic 
modes of literacy with conflicting visual or oral 
emphasis, the book represents the culmination 
of the proto-alphabetical in those “technologies” 
– representing a shift in sensibility.

Alphabetic sensibilities of Eye and Voice: 
Expressing the twin poles of human sensibility 
which modes of pre-alphabetic expression were 
torn between; now reconciled in language of a 
Hebraic nature (in terms of origin). The “Eye” 
expresses pro-visual tendencies, whereas the 
“Voice” pro-aural tendencies. Within the context 
of their enclosure within the alphabetical media, 
these sensibilities are to some extent reconciled 
and unified but nevertheless pull in opposite direc-
tions, in consistency with their ancient roots.

Animism: The alphabet maybe viewed as 
a form of animism; words on a page speak as 
one reads. This is viewed as originating in a 
pre-auditory animism which became expressed 
in media with distinct aural and visual content 
(cuneiform and hieroglyphics), and thence fed 
into the evolution of literacy as represented in 
the alphabet. Animism is viewed as a vital force 
contained within language; partly sublimated by 
the forms of rational description but nevertheless 
containing the embers of an earlier pre-alphabeti-
cal mental seizure of the mind by voices perceived 
in separateness in nature; now harnessed to the 
“book”.

Bicamerality: Julian Jaynes coined this phrase 
to express the view that Ancient man was origi-
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nally possessed of a dual-mind; expressed in mod-
ern parlance by the heritage of both compulsive 
belief (faith) and, schizophrenia. Schizophrenia 
in that sense is the certainty of faith without the 
external and verifiable personal locus of societal 
reinforcement in one’s convictions. Bicameral 
society broke down when the brain evolved so 
as to link the separate halves; thereby freeing 
humanity from the thrall of “external voices” 
which had the force of auditory compulsion. This 
compulsion can be associated also with external 
location of voices within nature or human edifices 
such as the statues of gods.

E and M Commerce: “Electronic” as distinct 
from “Mobile” Commerce. Electronic Com-
merce is a generic term for modes of electronic 
communication; I use in the specific sense of the 
Internet. M-Commerce is used to describe recent 
advances in mobile telephony which may also 
include internet access but in a miniaturized and 
hand-held form. Both terms may also be detached 
from the term “commerce” in the sense that they 
can become features of everyday life (prosthetic 
extensions of sensibility) but also linking human-
ity to the capitalist and consumer societies.

Knowledge Management: Knowledge un-
derpinning a knowledge society: expressing itself 
within management science as a methodology 
of a positivistic nature with empirical forms of 
evidence highlighted. Related as a practice to the 
storage, codification and regulation of knowledge 
and, closely linked to modes of societal regulation, 
control and governing meta-ideologies, especially 
rationality. Alphabetic literacy is viewed as a mode 
of knowledge management at a more fundamental 
level, than that ensconced in recent management 
literature; in that respect “knowledge manage-
ment” is also viewed as a mode of development 
in human sensibility as well as an ideology.

Pre/Proto-Alphabetic Technologies: A 
pre-alphabetic technology expresses the types of 
writing technologies which existed prior to the 

amalgam of visual and oral tendencies within 
early forms of writing, within the early alphabet. 
This expressed as the Hebraic alphabet which 
incorporated the deployment of Phoenician/Ca-
naanite/Grecian confluence of the thought in early-
recorded history. The replacement of vowels for 
Phoenician guttural stops (Thomas, 1992/1995); 
marks a key-point in this development.

Process Metaphysics: A kind of approach to 
matter and ontology which emphasizes “flow” 
rather than permanence and can be traced ulti-
mately back to the contrast between the writings 
of Heraclitus as opposed to those of Democritus, 
in early Greek Philosophy. The writings of both 
Bergson and Whitehead are therefore said to ex-
press this emphasis on flow and on the transient 
status of reality, in the case of Bergson linked to 
the belief that a further state known as “duree” 
is overlaid by our rational conceptions and that 
this represents a truer conception of reality, and 
hence becomes the basis for his ontology. Cer-
tain postmodern theorists follow these beliefs 
(example: Robert Chia).

Symbolic Form: Ernst Cassirer used this term 
to express distinct stages of human evolution 
represented by different modes of belief. They 
“mythic” stage was accompanied by a lack of 
human self-consciousness, as we conceive mod-
ern man possesses this. I equate the animistic 
impulse with this mythic state. I conceive that as 
man advances from the sensibility of the “book” 
towards the sensibility of the Internet, the cur-
rent hegemony of post-mythic symbolic form is 
affected; infused with a re-awakened animism as 
the forces inchoate in the alphabetical imprison-
ment of the “book” sleep less deeply.

Word and Sacred: Envisaged as a conflict 
between conflicting media; the “Word” associ-
ated with monotheism and the “book” (alphabetic 
literacy); the “Sacred” envisaged as pro-visual 
traditions of worship including that of early mother 
worship and forms of pagan belief (pro-feminine 
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in nature). Finds expression in the theories of the 
French theorist – Ricoeur.

Endnotes

a It is probable that a link exists between 
Cuneiform and Canaanite linear-alphabet at 
1400-1100 BC but this is not the only influ-
ence perceived; a second influence being 
the Proto-Sinaitic language (1700-1500 BC) 
and a third being hieroglyphics (Drucker, 
1995/1999). This is expressed as being de-
rived from Byblos-Pseudo Hieroglyphics 
(1800-1500 BC).

b “The World of cyberspace is a computer-
generated extension of the human mind 
into another dimension. The computer 
has carried human communication across 
a threshold as significant of writing, and 
cyberspace’s reliance on electromagnetism 
and photographic reduction will only lead 
to further adjustments that favor a feminine 
worldview…” (Shlain, 1998, p418).

c McLuhan follows Gombrich (1960) in 
this view. Variants exist: Damish stating 
the acquisition of perspective as a kind of 
cultural choice (cited in Wertheim, 1999, 
p84). Edgerton (1975) cites the antagonistic 
positions of Panofsky - arguing (in the wake 
of Cassirer) that renaissance perspective 
was a “symbolic form”, and Pirenne argues 
that perspective is the “fascination of truth” 
(Pirenne, 1964).

d The Oxford English Dictionary simply 
defines animism as the attribution of a liv-
ing soul to plants or inanimate objects in 
accordance with the doctrine of the anima 
mundi (a regulatory power of the material 
world).

e Cassirer, The Myth of the State, 43.
f Hypertext as non-lineal browsing is only 

one feature of this shift in sensibility. Non-
linear as a mode of organization; hypertext 
represents a mode of traversing text of a 
linear variety but text increasingly entwined 
with images. McKnight notes that “linear 
argumentation is more a consequence of 
alphabetic writing than of printed books and 
it remains to be seen if hypertext presentation 
will significantly erode this predominant 
convention of mentally ordering our world...” 
(McKnight, 1991, p41

g See Sheard, S, Continental Philosophy 
and Organizational Studies: A critique of 
selected aspects of Postmodern thought in 
Organization Studies, Process Metaphys-
ics, Journal of Philosophy of Management, 
Volume 7/2 (2009); accepted pending pub-
lication.

h Managers and the Heavenly City: How E-
Commerce Metaphors shape management 
thought̀ , The Journal of Philosophy of Man-
agement, Volume 5, No.3, 2005, pp91-103.
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Abstract

The chapter discusses the role of IT Research & Analysis firms in the diffusion of knowledge manage-
ment. The research is based on content analysis of reports and research notes concerning knowledge 
management, issued by the most influential analyst firm Gartner in years 1997-2003. It identifies three 
predominant roles of analysts: agenda-setters (focusing the public discourse on selected issues), oracles 
(offering ambiguous promises) and judges (selecting concepts, technologies and vendors). While critically 
evaluating the influence of IT Research & Analysis firms, the chapter documents important passages in 
the history of knowledge management.

Introduction

The chapter presents a critical perspective on 
knowledge management, analyzing the involve-
ment of IT Research & Analysis companies in 
promotion and subsequent rejection of the ap-
proach to organizational IT-enabled changes. 
Literature emphasizes the rhetorical aspects of 
recommendations and points to fundamental 

errors in knowledge management initiatives 
(Fahey, Prusak 1998; Nonaka, Reinmöller 2001). 
Dramatic changes in the adoption of this ap-
proach can also be interpreted using the model 
of management fashions (Abrahamson 1991; 
Kieser 1996; Czarniawska, Joerges 1996; Swan-
son, Ramiller 1997). Faced with the stunning 
popularity of knowledge management, consulting 
firms and software vendors started re-branding 
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solutions and services, previously offered under 
other „labels”. They were joining the bandwagon 
since 1996, but later modified their marketing 
literature once again as soon as the concept lost 
its commercial appeal around 2001 (Klincewicz 
2006). The inherent „interpretative flexibility” 
of knowledge management opened opportunities 
for its incommensurable interpretations by vari-
ous professional communities (Swan, Robertson 
2001). Management ideas diffuse through transla-
tions into objects and institutions (Czarniawska, 
Joerges 1996), and the original concepts may 
acquire new meanings in this process.

Management fashion arena brings together 
multiple parties, deriving commercial or other 
interests from promoting the fashion (Kieser 
1996), among them: book authors, consultants, 
academics, software vendors, website owners, 
conference organizers, publishers and headhunt-
ers. The chapter focuses on a selected group of 
players in the arena: IT Research & Analysis (IT 
R&A) firms such as Gartner, IDC or Forrester 
Research. They monitor and interpret industry 
events and trends. Even though often perceived as 
„the voices of independent reason, interpretation 
and analysis” (Franson 1997), their interpretative 
activities can also make sense of technologies, 
establish markets and create new value (Swanson 
2000). As the research will demonstrate, they 
played an underestimated role in defining the 
concept of knowledge management, promoting 
related technology solutions and re-defining the 
market several years later to trigger the abandon-
ment of the knowledge management theme by IT 
vendors and customers.

The chapter discusses revenues streams and 
scope of activities of IT R&A firms, as well as 
differences from traditional market research and 
consulting firms. It outlines their difficulties in 
balancing between two sometimes contradic-
tory tasks. IT R&A firms serve the general 
public by publishing impartial technology and 
market reports, including quantitative forecasts 
and vendor evaluations. The reports are used by 

technology customers as „shopping lists”, and by 
the financial community as indicators of potential 
future investments (Franson 1997). At the same 
time, IT R&A firms work closely on consult-
ing or copywriting assignments with individual 
customers - technology companies, which are 
at the same time evaluated in published reports 
(Konicki 2001). The arising ethical dilemma is 
parallel to experiences of the investment bank-
ing industry, especially as IT R&A firms cannot 
actually be held accountable for their predictions 
and recommendations.

The case of knowledge management popular-
ity seems particularly well-suited for the analy-
sis. The concept has multiple interpretations, is 
very popular but promoted in incommensurable 
ways by diverse professional communities. The 
analysis helps identify direct influences of IT 
Research & Analysis firms, contributing to the 
conceptual „buzz”.

The chapter presents translations of ideas 
into objects and institutions. It does not intend to 
criticize IT Research & Analysis companies, nor 
„denounce their wrongdoings”. Proposed inter-
pretations would rather focus on the intertextual 
character of these translations and unintended 
influence mechanisms. From this analytical per-
spective, „being objective” is not a feasible intent 
for market participants due to the nature of per-
ception and decision making processes, and the 
interpretative role of opinion leaders can become 
an important source of power.

IT  Research and Analysis 
Firms

Analyst firms, which specialize in high-technol-
ogy markets, are often referred to as IT Research 
and Analysis Services or IT R&A (comp. Firth, 
Swanson 2005). They inform potential technology 
customers and vendors about changes in the mar-
ketplace, including opportunities and challenges 
related to innovations, thus influencing custom-
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ers’ purchasing decisions and vendors’ product 
strategies. IT R&A reports include: market sizing, 
trend forecasting, and comparisons of competing 
vendors in the market used to facilitate product 
selection decisions by explaining complex inno-
vations and their possible benefits. A survey of 
the largest US companies, conducted in 1997 by 
IT magazine Computerworld, revealed that the 
majority of respondents believed that Gartner, the 
leading IT R&A firm, was influential in shaping 
their information systems strategy (Anthes 1997: 
88). Other well-known firms are IDC, Forrester 
Research, META Group and Ovum.

IT Research and Analysis firms differ from 
traditional market research companies, which 
are focused on clients, product selection and 
usage patterns. IT R&A firms focus on the sup-
ply side of markets – technologies, vendors and 
products. Their findings are frequently used both 
by technology clients and suppliers. The research 
is prepared regularly and sold as a ready-to-use 
intellectual product – thus making the operations 
of IT R&A firms closer to literary or art criticism 
than disciplined market research. The analogy 
refers also to the potential influence – both literary 
critics and technology analysts can influence the 
fates of products and their authors by publishing 
their own opinions.

Analyst companies derive their revenues from 
interdependent services:

• Research: Produced on a regular basis to 
keep up with market changes, and sold as 
standard products to subscribers or one-
time customers (with research notes, market 
forecasts, user studies, vendor evaluations 
as well as comments on current events in 
the market),

• Advisory services: Custom offering for 
clients, planning purchases or setting direc-
tions for future IT development, as well as for 
vendors deciding about product strategies,

• Events: Paid seminars and conferences, 
where research findings are previewed, and 

attendees can directly communicate with 
leading analysts.

In the case of Gartner, its revenues in 2002 were 
composed of research (54.7%), advisory services 
(30%), events (1.6%) as well as other sources (Gart-
ner 2002 Annual Report). Interestingly, Gartner 
has been reported to receive approximately 25% 
of its annual revenues from technology vendors 
(Konicki 2001). This relatively high percentage 
accounts for product evaluations, reprints of re-
ports used by vendors for marketing purposes, as 
well as special vendor-focused publications (e.g. 
Gartner Connect, a vendor’s marketing brochure 
supplemented by Gartner’s market report).

A very important and often unnoticed aspect 
of analysts’ work are individual contacts with key 
customers. Apart from purchasing standard re-
ports, large customers are also entitled to telephone 
enquiries related to these materials. An important 
reason to subscribe to a report category is therefore 
the opportunity for individual contacts. Gartner’s 
VP and research area director was reported to be 
spending 80% of his day on answering such client 
phone calls (Anthes 1997: 89).

Analyses of the usage patterns of IT R&A 
products and services are fairly limited. Research 
on environmental scanning for IT revealed that 
analyst reports had slightly less impact on IT-re-
lated decisions than articles published in industry 
magazines (Maier, Rajner 1997: 194). The only 
detailed research piece is a survey, administered 
in 2001 to IT directors of California-based com-
panies (Firth, Swanson 2002; Firth, Swanson 
2005). The sample was not representative, so the 
validity of findings could be questioned – nev-
ertheless, it revealed that Gartner was by far the 
most frequently used provider (Firth, Swanson 
2002: 6). The most frequently cited use of IT 
R&A reports was “innovation comprehension: 
monitoring trends, learning about new IT inno-
vations, and identifying emergent IT standards” 
(Firth, Swanson 2002: 8). Research reports are 
also used by financial community, supporting their 
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decisions about investments in high-tech compa-
nies. Likewise, technology companies resort to 
these reports when looking for additional funds: 
“start-up companies visit venture capitalists and 
other investors armed with numbers that ‹prove› 
how big their chosen markets are” (Franson 1997: 
78). The findings are also frequently summarized 
by management and IT magazines, where quota-
tions from analysts tend to be regarded as “the 
voices of independent reason, interpretation and 
analysis” (Franson 1997: 78).

Criticism of IT R&A Influence

Power is usually accompanied by augmented li-
ability, which explains the frequent criticism of 
IT R&A firms, voiced by media, customers and 
technology vendors, watching out for mistakes or 
incoherence in influential opinions. According to a 
popular interpretation, “modern high-tech market 
researchers have become the high priests of high 
technology. They can influence the buying public’s 
perceptions of companies and technology, affect 
executive careers and change the stock market” 
(Franson 1997: 78).

IT R&A firms are fallible – there have been 
numerous examples of erroneous predictions, 
generating substantial sunk costs for clients and 
vendors. Historical examples include: Gartner’s 
mistake in the late 1980s, when its analysts pre-
dicted that OS/2, an operating system of IBM, 
would dominate the desktop computer market 
within five years (Anthes 1997: 89), Dataquest’s 
overoptimistic forecast of the future size of 
the gigabit Ethernet market (Franson 1997), or 
Gartner overestimating the cost of maintaining 
a personal computer (Anthes 1997: 89). Accord-
ing to a survey of IT R&A users, conducted by 
InformationWeek, analysts are considered to 
frequently fail in providing insights about tech-
nology markets or anticipating strategic business 
changes (Konicki 2001).

Secondly, the analysts are criticized because 
of their relatively limited experience and lack of 
reliable, transparent, and scientifically grounded 
research methods. “‹We used to joke that every 
market would be $1 billion by the year 2000, › 
says Scott McCready, who logged nearly 12 years 
as an analyst of Yankee Group, IDC and Giga 
before becoming CEO of CIOview, a Boxbor-
ough, Mass., software vendor. ‹Once you come 
up with some kind of growth rate, all you have 
to do is compound that over several years and 
you’re going to come up with a pretty big number. 
But [analysts] don’t do a good job getting the 
constraints of the market right. I honestly think 
[most forecasters] sit around a campfire›” (Paul 
2001). Market sizing exercises are often distant 
from reality and thus criticized by multiple par-
ties (Franson 1997: 80). Unlike investment banks, 
advising clients how to invest money, IT R&A 
firms cannot be held accountable for the accuracy 
of their predictions. Moreover, 5 years forecasts 
of dynamically changing markets cannot actually 
be considered reliable.

The third reason for criticism is the analysts’ 
relations with technology vendors, often leading to 
a biased advice. A relevant analogy is the capital 
market, where overlapping roles of underwriters, 
investors and analysts were found to generate 
incentives for biased research (Bradshaw 2004; 
Irvine 2004). As an example, Gartner is reported 
to derive 25% of its annual revenue from vendors 
(Konicki 2001), while for other companies this 
percentage may even be higher though it never is 
officially reported. Anecdotic evidence suggested 
that some market forecasts had been modified 
in reply to requests by large and influential IT 
firms (Franson 1997: 114; Paul 2001) that wanted 
their customers or investors to believe in a more 
promising future for certain product lines. Another 
scenario concerned the conflict between Gartner 
and a large software company Computer Associ-
ates, which complained about negligent analyses 
of its products, and an obvious conflict of interests, 
as persons laid off by Computer Associates were 
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later analyzing the company’s products on behalf 
of Gartner (Anthes 1997: 89).

If a technology company wants to attract favor-
able press attention, it should start by approaching 
the analysts. Nowadays, a costly subscription to 
analyst services for internal use may be a door-
opener for smaller vendors, helping them establish 
contacts and have their products reviewed in the 
future (Franson 1997: 80, 106). Even though ana-
lysts put a lot of effort to ensure clients that they 
are not manipulated by vendors, quoting one of 
clients: “some research he sees reminds him more 
of advertising than independent analysis, with a 
few product weaknesses or problems thrown in 
‹to balance things out a little so you believe the 
rest of it›” (Konicki 2001).

Research Problem and 
Methods

Using the case of knowledge management, the 
chapter discusses how perceptions and inter-
pretations of market players can be influenced 
by analysts. The research problem concerns the 
contributions of IT Research & Analysis firms 
to the hype and to the subsequent decline of 
knowledge management popularity. The research 
will demonstrate mechanisms, which were used 
by a selected IT R&A firm to influence the per-
ceptions and decisions of technology clients and 
vendors.

The empirical research is based on qualitative 
content analysis of relevant reports and research 
notes from the leading IT R&A company Gartner 
concerning knowledge management, published in 
years 1997-2003. The primary reason for using the 
technique was its unobtrusiveness. The discussed 
research problem is controversial and individual 
interpretations of past events, collected through 
interviews, might be biased unless supported by 
documentary evidence.

The document sample included all available 
Gartner documents from years 1997-2003, refer-

ring to knowledge management and several related 
terms (such as information, document and content 
management), identified by full-text searches in 
Gartner online archive. Altogether 38 documents 
were collected. Various forms of written com-
munication such as reports, research notes and 
articles were treated equally. This systematic 
data collection process was enriched by several 
comparable reports from other IT R&A firms. 

The subsequent analysis was based on typo-
logical strategy (Lindlof 1995: 230), attempts 
to interpret data by means of a developed and 
constantly refined typology. Documents were 
coded and the coding process resembled methods 
of grounded theory by constantly comparing 
instances, which may apply to specific types, 
searching for contradictions and iteratively 
constructing new types. Codebook consisted of 
18 instances, with codes denoting: explicit and 
implicit definitions of knowledge management, 
reference to processes or products, occurrence of 
surfing (diluting previous definitions or normative 
statements to avoid their definite rejection, comp. 
Abrahamson, Fairchild 1999: 729-730), market 
forecasts and various types of technologies and 
business domains.

The further analysis of documents involved 
tracking historical developments (based on time-
lines and sequence of events) using dramatistic 
strategy of content analysis (Lindlof 1995: 233) 
and historiographical methods (Goodman, Kruger 
1988). Publication dates of documents were used 
to structure this part of analysis. An important 
aspect of the document sample was its intertex-
tuality – production, distribution and consump-
tion of texts by multiple parties (Boje 2001: 76), 
establishing new meanings and changing previous 
recommendations. In mass communications such 
as published research reports, „each release is a 
link in a never-ending chain of releases that will 
become part of news columns” (Boje 2001: 86), 
purchasing decisions or strategies of IT vendors. 
The market changes, documented in another study 
of knowledge management history (Klincewicz 
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2006), were contrasted with contents of Gartner’s 
documents. Finally, by refining the initial co-
debook and aggregating the collected data into 
categories, three roles of IT R&A firms were 
identified, and they will be characterized below 
as: agenda setters, oracles and judges.

The adopted research methods suffer from 
limitations typical for all content analysis stud-
ies: the limited representativeness of document 
samples and lack of proof for the correctness of 
inferences (Berger 1998: 117). The study also has 
limited generalization potential, as it concerns 
only one topic (knowledge management), one IT 
R&A firm (Gartner), written publications (while 
IT R&A firms influence clients and vendors also 
by means of verbal communications and staged 
events). In addition, the analyzed events coincided 
with the Internet bubble and changes in popular-
ity of knowledge management, which made all 
industry participants re-evaluate their strategies. 
The study identified nevertheless distinctive 
mechanisms, used by Gartner to form opinions 
about knowledge management, and offers a point 
of departure for future replications, verifying the 
existence of similar mechanisms related to other 
management fashions or technologies.

IT R&A Firms as Agenda 
Setters

IT R&A firms can focus the attention of custom-
ers and vendors on specific issues, highlighted 
in the research. The mechanism has a useful 
analogy in the domain of mass media. Patterns 
of media influence on society are rooted in the 
psychological concept of framing – selecting some 
aspects of perceived reality and making them 
more salient in the communicated message, so 
that particular interpretations or evaluations are 
inclined (Entman 1993: 52). This approach was 
complemented by early 1970s studies of how mass 
media determine the importance of certain issues 
in pre-elections debates and thus define the focus 

of political campaigns, and the phenomenon was 
referred to as their agenda-setting role (McCombs, 
Shaw 1972: 176-177; McCombs 1997: 433).

From mass media, “readers learn not only 
about a given issue, but also how much impor-
tance to attach to that issue from the amount of 
information in a news story and its position” (Mc-
Combs, Shaw 1972: 176) so that the press “may not 
be successful much of the time in telling people 
what to think, but it is stunningly successful in 
telling its readers what to think about” (Rogers, 
Dearing 1993: 72). Media select objects and de-
cide, which frames should be used to think about 
these objects (McCombs, Shaw 1993: 62). If the 
audience is deprived of alternatives to the given 
interpretation, the influence of agenda-setters is 
particularly effective (Entman 1993: 54).

In the 1980s, findings of the agenda-setting 
research were applied to aspects other than politi-
cal campaigns, such as advertising (McCombs, 
Shaw 1993: 58). The mass media model is highly 
relevant for IT R&A firms, operating in ways simi-
lar to news organizations, i.e. deciding arbitrarily 
about the importance of events, technologies or 
tendencies. Apart from researching and analyz-
ing the markets, IT R&A firms play an important 
role in shaping the market structures, investments 
and technology development directions. Analysts 
influence the diffusion of innovations by using 
frames that influence “shopping lists” and devel-
opment plans in technology markets.

As the knowledge management popularity 
was dramatically growing in 1997-98, leading IT 
R&A firms issued their forecasts of knowledge 
management market size, which in turn influenced 
specialist press, vendors and of course customers. 
In June 1997, Gartner’s research director Jim Bair 
was quoted as saying that the market for knowledge 
management software and services was expected 
to reach $5 billion by 2000 (Nerney 1997; Nerney 
1998: 26). Gartner Dataquest issued a similar fore-
cast in October 1997, predicting that “businesses 
will spend $4.5 billion on knowledge management 
products and services by 1999” (Hibbard 1997: 
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68). Other firms issued similar forecasts. Ovum 
anticipated in 1998 that knowledge management 
applications market would exceed $1 billion 
worldwide by 2002, while accompanying services 
would grow to more than $5 billion (Romberg 
1998). Delphi Consulting Group evaluated only 
the relative value of the market, stating that the 
penetration of knowledge management solutions 
among business organizations would increase 
from 28% in 1997 to 77% by 1999 (Knowledge 
Management 1997).

The figures were subsequently used by IT 
magazines to interpret changes in the software 
market and comment on strategies of individual 
technology vendors (Nerney 1997; Hibbard 1997; 
Nerney 1998). It is difficult to demonstrate direct 
linkages between IT R&A forecasts and vendors’ 
decisions. One cannot establish, to what extent the 
forecasts interpreted changes in the marketplace, 
and to what extent influenced these changes, 
acting as self-fulfilling propheciesa. The opti-
mistic findings of IT R&A firms coincided with 
launches and re-positionings of software products 
intended to “manage knowledge” in 1997-98. 

The hypothesized influence of IT R&A firms 
on press, vendors and customers is presented in 
the “waterfall” model (Figure 1), where positive 
predictions of analysts are further transmitted 
by other market participants so that a manage-
ment fashion is amplified. IT R&A firms clearly 
succeeded in focusing the attention of market 
participants on knowledge management-related 
topics – while not offering guidelines or precise 
recommendations for strategic action. The “wa-
terfall” model relies on mere amplification of 
concepts, but mechanisms described in the fol-
lowing sections will also involve modifications 
of these concepts.

IT R&A Firms as Oracles

The second role of IT R&A firms with reference 
to knowledge management can be characterized 
as an oracle, using the power of interpretation to 
impose new definitions and concepts upon mar-
ket participants. The research will demonstrate 
how Gartner was re-defining established and 
introducing new concepts, thus setting directions 
for product development activities of software 
vendors.

This resembles Weick’s notion of enact-
ment (Weick 1979: 122-123), which is based 
on bracketing, emphasizing selected aspects of 
reality, and sense-making, making these aspects 
meaningful for other people and inducing their 
actions. According to Weick, “when you pull out 
some portion of the text of the speech from its 
surrounding context, then the environment that 
you have bracketed for inspection is a different 
environment that the original one” (Weick 1979: 
154). Intentional selection of certain approaches 
and proposing their new interpretations present 
examples of enactment activities, in which IT 
R&A firms engage. Effectiveness of enactment 
depends on access to power (Weick 1979: 168), 
and the largest firms such as Gartner can benefit 
from their privileged positions.

Figure 1. “Waterfall” model of IT Research & 
Analysis firms’ influence in the IT market
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The coding procedures adopted in the study 
were comparing knowledge management inter-
pretations, offered by Gartner at specific points 
of time, as well as looking for inconsistencies 
or modifications, as well as instances of surf-
ing, smooth moves from the concept to promote 
alternatives, deemphasizing their differences 
(Abrahamson, Fairchild 1999: 729-730). Similarly 
to mythical oracles, analyst firms use intentional 
ambiguity as a source of power: unclear problems 
are perceived as complex by potential clients, 
who turn to IT R&A firms for costly advice. 
The confusion restricts individual responsibility 
for actual technology-related decisions, made 
by clients based on analyst reports. The study 
revealed a surprising lack of reinterpretation of 
past statements and opinions of analysts, which 
in the course of time turned out to be inaccurate. 
Oracles do not like to be reminded of mistakes, and 
prefer discussing the future. While “historicizing”, 
retrospective thinking plays an important role in 
Weick’s enactment and selection processes (Weick 
1979: 195), Gartner’s analysts seem to intention-
ally avoid it. This leads at times to inconsisten-
cies and radical conceptual changes, which were 
identified in the analyzed documents.

The over-optimistic predictions and knowledge 
management market forecasts did not precisely 
stated which technologies, products and services 
were actually concerned. As META Group admit-
ted in 2003 (5 years after the knowledge manage-
ment hype), “journalists often ask us for research 
quantifying the size of the knowledge management 
(KM) ‹market›. However, our research shows 
this to be a meaningless question because it is 
impossible to define a discrete market that cor-
responds to KM. Defined narrowly (semantic 
analysis and reasoning engines, for example), 
this phantom market could be as small as several 
million dollars worldwide. Defined broadly (to 
include collaboration, document management, 
services, data warehouses, business intelligence, 
etc.), it could legitimately be pegged at several 
hundred billion dollars. Ultimately, it is not the 

size of the KM market that is important, but what 
you do with KM.” (Mann 2003)

IT R&A firms were re-defining established 
concepts and introducing new ones, thus setting 
directions for product development activities, 
legitimizing or undermining strategies of soft-
ware vendors. This phenomenon can easily be 
observed with reference to Gartner, as the firm 
was changing its interpretations of knowledge 
management and relations between the concept 
and new technologies over time.

In the initial phase of the concept’s diffusion, 
Gartner analysts were confident about the rosy 
future of the knowledge management market, 
as the previously quoted market forecasts from 
1997 demonstrated. One of Gartner Dataquest’s 
documents from 1999 defined what was meant by 
the term in question: “Knowledge management 
software allows organizations and end users to 
organize, access, and use information regardless 
of location and format” (Gartner 1999). Based 
on this definition, knowledge management ap-
plications included solutions handling “data 
and content from both internal and external 
sources, including the Internet, workgroup files, 
documents, and so on” (Gartner 1999), while no 
specific reference was made to the concept of 
knowledge management, its particular business 
benefits or links to other organizational practices. 
The definition was difficult to tell apart from that 
of “information management”, underestimating 
the differences between knowledge and infor-
mation. The imprecise market definition turned 
knowledge management into a buzzword, to 
which almost every IT company could easily refer. 
In 2000, Gartner issued a review of document 
management market, where it presented knowl-
edge management as value-added application 
for traditional document management systems 
(Weintraub, Shegda, Landers 2000). Interestingly, 
knowledge management remained an undefined 
set of functionalities and benefits, as Gartner did 
not elaborate on any specific examples of such 
applications.
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When the popularity of knowledge manage-
ment started fading, Gartner introduced strict 
terminological distinctions. The change might be 
linked to the failure of previous market forecasts 
– in 2000, the knowledge management market 
was supposed to reach the $5 billion size based 
on earlier Gartner estimates, and the promises 
did not materialize. In November 2000, Gartner 
finally issued a document explaining the differ-
ences between “knowledge management” and 
“information management” (Harris, Jacobs 2000) 
– the former was related to business operations, 
including procedures, cultural elements and 
tacit knowledge, while the latter was surprisingly 
similar to what only a year earlier was touted by 
Gartner Dataquest as “knowledge management”. 
According to the new interpretation, both types 
of technologies were co-dependent, as “informa-
tion access is the element that links IM and KM” 
(Harris, Jacobs 2000). Two months later, the 
approach was refined by stating that “Gartner 
considers KM a sophisticated business process 
rather than a type of product or technology” 
(Carreau, Logan 2001). This interpretation was 
repeatedly confirmed in following documents 
(comp. Logan, Caldwell, Young 2001; Caldwell, 
Andrews 2002; Logan, Caldwell 2002; Caldwell 
2002; Harris, Kolsky, Lundy 2003). With the new 
understanding, it was no longer possible to size 
the knowledge management market, even though 
the same IT R&A firm used to issue such market 
sizing statements in the past. Gartner started 
even opposing its own previous judgments: when 
analyzing the strategy of Lotus IBM in January 
2001, the analyst argued that knowledge manage-
ment cannot be considered a product – according 
to the review, Lotus made a strategic mistake as 
it “has tried to use collaboration and knowledge 
management (KM) to differentiate itself beyond 
simply selling e-mail seats, but both areas (par-
ticularly KM) call for a focus more on services 
than products” (Hayward, Austin 2001). The 
very same strategy would have been rewarded 
by Gartner as progressive before 2000.

Parallel to the re-interpretation of knowledge 
management, Gartner introduced the notion of 
“functions needed to support KM” (Carreau, 
Logan 2001) or “KM technologies” (Caldwell 
et al. 2002; Caldwell, Shegda 2002; Caldwell, 
Andrews 2002), naming specific relevant prod-
uct categories. In November 2002, Gartner 
confessed that “much of the technology used 
to support knowledge management may not be 
unique to knowledge management or always have 
knowledge management as the motivation for its 
implementation” (Logan, Caldwell 2002). Other 
documents proposed five “lenses” (Caldwell 2002) 
or practices of knowledge management (Caldwell, 
Harris 2002), defining the technological offerings: 
e-commerce, process knowledge, intellectual 
capital management, information management 
and access, and knowledge workplace. Gartner 
noticed shifts in software solutions from manag-
ing explicit knowledge (“Early KM efforts often 
focus on information access and move quickly to 
building a ‹knowledge base›” (Caldwell 2002: 16)), 
towards applications supporting tacit knowledge 
(Caldwell 2002: 9). Knowledge management ap-
plications differed clearly from software manag-
ing structured data (Caldwell, Logan 2002) and 
line-of-business applications, “conventionally 
focused on transactional data and operations” 
(Logan, Caldwell 2002)b, while Gartner witnessed 
certain convergence between solutions managing 
structured data and unstructured information, thus 
supplementing organizational processes by the 
knowledge-related dimensions (Logan, Caldwell 
2002; Lundy, Herschel 2003).

With the implicitly defined knowledge man-
agement market, Gartner was able to claim in 2003 
that knowledge management was experiencing a 
“technology renaissance” (Caldwell et al. 2003), 
with the KM practices supported by technology 
better than before. It stated that “knowledge 
management is continuing to evolve into richer, 
more-complex, and higher-value applications” 
(Harris 2003), and for the first time revealed that 
“KM is critically dependent on technology. In the 
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absence of technology, many KM processes would 
exist only in narrow domains and with limited 
capabilities” (Harris, Kolsky, Lundy 2003). The 
shift in interpretations resulted in supplement-
ing a business process by a set of indispensable 
technologies, which had to be implemented to 
support enterprise-wide knowledge management 
efforts. The technologies were presented as im-
portant add-ons to existing solutions, offered by 
“powerhouse vendors” (Caldwell, French 2002), 
companies selling enterprise-wide solutions 
such as databases, ERP and CRM systems, with 
predictions that future solutions would integrate 
various aspects and categories of information and 
knowledge to offer a more comprehensive picture 
of the organization and its environment (particu-
larly of customers (Lundy, Herschel 2003)), so 
that knowledge management technologies in 2003 
seemed to be developing into all-encompassing 
solutions.

The examples demonstrate that apart from 
acting as agenda-setters, IT R&A firms enriched 
the knowledge management arena by interpreting 
the business concept and its links to technologies. 
They creatively enriched the original notions 
and adjusted them to suit the needs of particular 
audiences, i.e. translated into localized ideas 
(Czarniawska, Joerges 1996: 36). Gartner set 
functional requirements for software products, 
used for knowledge management purposes, clas-
sifying products from specific vendors as match-
ing or not these requirements – thus practically 
deciding about the fates of individual products 
and their future development. These interpreta-
tions and terminology, introduced by IT R&A 
firms, were subsequently used by specialist press, 
technology vendors and customers. The role of 
oracle is also based on intentional ambiguity and 
the vagueness of definitions, changing over time. 
Once enthusiastically praised, technology strate-
gies and solutions were later criticized as soon 
as the conceptual frames imposed by analysts on 
knowledge management arena were changed. The 
oracle seems to be beyond right and wrong – she 

does not assume responsibility for past opinions 
or recommendations, and answers to potential 
complaints with mysterious indifference.

IT R&A Firms as Judges

IT R&A firms act also as judges, deciding about 
leading positions of some products and discourag-
ing customers from buying other solutions. The 
structure of these comparisons, limited sets of 
compared vendors, definition of alternatives and 
of comparison criteria could be regarded as im-
portant sources of power (Rogers, Dearing 1993; 
Entman 1993). The role corresponds to Weick’s 
notion of selection as the next step in organizing 
process, following the previously described en-
actment: decisions to select and support specific 
interpretations “prove helpful in reducing the 
equivocality of displays” (Weick 1979: 123). They 
can offer guidance, straightforward answers and 
support for certain courses of action, positioned 
as preferable to others.

Analysts facilitate technology selection deci-
sions of clients by providing direct recommenda-
tions – they “judge” products and suppliers, and 
these “judgments” tend to be unquestionably 
followed by technology buyers. Analysts can 
thus reduce uncertainty by incorporating new 
solutions in existing mental structures, used 
by clients to solve practical business problems. 
Gartner publishes “Magic Quadrant” reports, 
comparing vendors in certain product categories 
and indicating category leaders. These reports 
contain arbitrarily selected vendors - mostly the 
largest, US-focused companies. In certain cases 
the sole definition of product category may seem 
original and questionable.

In 2002-2003, Gartner introduced alternative 
terminology to replace the term “knowledge man-
agement”, which as a buzzword lost its appeal to 
client organizations, and seemed confusing after 
numerous attempts at defining it. In January 2002, 
Gartner predicted a birth of “packaged ‹smart 



���  

Knowledge	Management	and	IT	Research	and	Analysis	Firms

enterprise› portfolios of portal, content, document 
management, KM and collaboration products” 
(Caldwell et al. 2002) – this conclusion was based 
on the witnessed convergence of technologies, 
blurring the boundaries between portals, docu-
ment management and other traditional applica-
tions. In May 2002, Gartner defined this new 
software system category as Smart Enterprise 
Suite (SES) – “it covers enterprise needs for con-
tent management, knowledge management and 
collaboration, and supports the extended virtual 
workplace – inside and between enterprises” (Gil-
bert, Caldwell, Hayward 2002). SES would have 
a similar impact on enterprises as another class 
of software – ERP – had years before in the area 
of managing structured data (Caldwell, Gilbert, 
Hayward 2002). The new category covered a set 
of functions, which were delivered by products, 
previously described by Gartner as knowledge 
management technologies (comp. Caldwell, Harris 
2002; Caldwell 2002). The notion of Smart Enter-
prise Suite was gradually replacing references to 
knowledge management technologies in Gartner’s 
documents, especially when a comprehensive ge-
neric system, not just specific support for a selected 
knowledge management process was concerned. 
According to some reports, “SES has the poten-
tial to substantially reduce implementation and 
integration costs for enterprise KM” (Caldwell 
2002: 14), such systems are “sophisticated suites 
of applications that, if used together, might be 
said to comprise a knowledge management 
technology stack” (Logan, Caldwell 2002), and 
are developed by vendors “to support enterprise 
KM and collaboration needs” (Caldwell, Logan 
2002). While reviewing product development from 
major vendors, Gartner compared their roadmap 
status against the benchmark of an ideal Smart 
Enterprise Suite (comp. Hayward, Graff, Grey 
2002; Hayward, Shegda, Logan 2002; Gilbert 
et al. 2002). Open Text – a historical pioneer in 
delivering knowledge management solutions 
– was presented by Gartner as the first vendor 
offering SES already in 1999 (Landers 2002: 7). 

This shows the power of framing, applied by the 
IT Research & Analysis firm to reinterpret the 
already established software categories.

In order to support its story about the emerg-
ing SES market, Gartner listed in October 2002 
eight vendors, whom it considered to strive for 
SES status with their solutions (Caldwell 2002: 
14), and in March 2003, it published “The Smart 
Enterprise Suite Magic Quadrant”, its first report 
reviewing offerings of 20 competing vendors 
in the new market (Hayward et al. 2003). SES 
was presented as a technological solution in a 
report from 2003, concerning the development 
of knowledge management market (“hype cycle”) 
(Caldwell et al. 2003). According to a prediction 
from March 2003, “by 2004, the smart enterprise 
suite will emerge as a superset of content man-
agement, collaboration and portal frameworks” 
(Caldwell 2003: 8), while still being “an ideal state, 
a “nirvana” for information sharing across, and 
possibly between, the enterprise and its partners” 
(Caldwell 2003: 8) in 2003.

Some I.C.T. vendors applied SES category 
name to their products early on – for example SAP 
used the term already in September 2002 when 
referring to mySAP Portal at Lisbon SAPPHIRE 
conference for SAP customers (comp. Haendly 
2002). By October 2003, out of 20 vendors classi-
fied by Gartner as striving for SES development, 
6 referred to the term in own press releases or 
other materials available from their websites, and 
4 were using the Smart Enterprise Suite concept 
in their literature to strengthen the definition of 
product offering. Two vendors decided to change 
their products’ names to match the SES concept: 
it was the case of Hummingbird Smart Enterprise 
Suite and Open Text Livelink Enterprise Suite.

The discussion of the roles of IT R&A firms 
resembles Weick’s presentation of the process 
of organizing, consisting of ecological change, 
enactment, selection and retention (Weick 1979: 
122-123). In reply to new concepts, products and 
technologies (ecological change), firms such as 
Gartner act as agenda setters: highlight certain 
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tendencies and put them under scrutiny. This 
initial interest stimulates further ecological 
change (Weick 1979: 122), as market participants 
learn about apparently important and profitable 
technologies, trying to re-evaluate own product 
strategies. Agenda setting is followed by the role 
of the oracle, actively enacting the market reality 
by means of bracketing and interpretations. Weick 
points to the possible “deviation-amplifying cir-
cuit” (Weick 1979: 132), when enacted elements 
of reality affect the actions of other parties and 
induce new waves of enactment. Subsequently, 
analysts assume the role of the judge. They engage 
in selection, i.e. propose specific solutions and 
courses of actions, thus influencing strategies of 
technology buyers and vendors, as well as opinions 
of other analysts or journalists.

The selection stage can be illustrated by a 
metaphor of lens (Figure 2), which has the po-
tential to magnify perceived objects. As the lens 
can be used to observe the environment, IT R&A 
firms collect information from different sources, 
transform and magnify it, making the messages 
more powerful. Another characteristic of the 
lens is however its potential for distortion of the 
observed picture. Weick quotes Tom Lodahl, 
suggesting that “organizations paint their own 
scenery, observe it through binoculars, and try to 
find a path through the landscape” (Weick 1979: 
136) and explains that for organizations “maps 
are the territory” (Weick 1979: 249-250), as orga-

nizational participants act based on distorted and 
incomplete representations of their environment. 
In analogous ways, IT buyers and vendors rely on 
arbitrary and fragmented representations of the 
market, provided by IT R&A firms.

The proposed metaphor is also related to the 
social construction of technology model, propos-
ing that technological artifacts are developed as 
„an alteration of variation and selection” (Pinch, 
Bijker 1987: 28). The use of the lens, involving 
focus and distortion, brings about demise of some 
solutions, and strengthens demand for others. As 
previously described with reference to the role 
of the oracle and Weick’s concept of enactment, 
the artifacts start addressing problems of specific 
social groups, i.e. acquire meaning in social con-
text (Pinch, Bijker 1987: 32-34), and are subject 
to “interpretative flexibility” (Pinch, Bijker 1987: 
40), exploited by the analysts. IT R&A firms acting 
as judges can directly influence investment deci-
sions by technology buyers and vendors, present-
ing not only own interpretations but also specific 
recommendations for action. They interpreted the 
concept of knowledge management, changed its 
original meaning, introduced new terminology 
and put the established body of knowledge in new 
contexts. The discussed Gartner’s reports offered a 
new vision of technologies supporting knowledge 
management. They replaced traditional categories 
by an all-encompassing notion of Smart Enterprise 
Suite, recommending vendors that complied with 

Figure 2. IT research and analysis firm as a lens in the management fashion arena
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the vision. At the same time, judges act as gate-
keepers: they restrict access to clients’ minds and 
“shopping lists”, keeping away products that they 
consider incommensurable or incompliant with 
specific visions or technology strategies.

Conclusion

The chapter demonstrated how one of IT R&A 
firms participated in the evolution of the concept 
of knowledge management. Using the example of 
Gartner’s opinions and influences on strategies of 
technology vendors, three roles of agenda setters, 
oracles and judges were described. Agenda set-
ters amplified and legitimized the new concept, 
oracles offered interpretations of knowledge 
management, thus adding to the conceptual am-
biguity, and judges were influencing commercial 
decisions of technology clients and vendors. The 
process resembles Weick’s understanding of the 
process of organizing, defined as “consensually 
validated grammar for reducing equivocality by 
means of sensible interlocked behaviors” (Weick 
1979: 3). The “consensually validated grammar” 
corresponds to market definitions, forecasts, pre-
dictions and technological categories proposed 
by Gartner and commonly accepted by the IT 
industry. The communications initiated by IT 
R&A firms are intended to offer uniform, all-en-
compassing interpretations of new concepts and 
technologies (“reducing equivocality”) and are 
particularly effective thanks to the use of “sensible 
interlocked behaviors” (i.e. influencing both IT 
buyers and vendors by visionary interpretations). 
As the research revealed, Gartner’s statements 
were often flawed, and the firm frequently modi-
fied its official technology definitions and business 
recommendations. Nevertheless, these shortcom-
ings did not undermine the firm’s expert status 
in technology evaluation and forecasting. This 
phenomenon could be explained by the implicit 
acceptance of the three above-described roles by 
other technology market participants.

Knowledge management is a specific example 
of management fashion, linked to Information 
Technology and therefore particularly prone to 
influences of technical authorities. IT R&A firms 
are previously overlooked yet important players 
in the management fashion arena. The chapter 
modeled their involvement using the metaphors 
of waterfall (denoting staged diffusion of opinions 
and interpretations) and lens (offering at the same 
time both focus and distortion). The diffusion of 
complex concepts such as knowledge manage-
ment differs from the traditional, one-dimen-
sional model of management fashion (Abrahamson 
1991), multiplied and adopted by organizations. 
Various agents in the fashion arena offer their own 
interpretations, linked to their individual interests 
and competences (Kieser 1996). Specific profes-
sional communities focus on specific, divergent 
understandings of knowledge management (Swan, 
Robertson 2001). The initial concept underwent 
multiple translations over time (Czarniawska, 
Joerges 1996), acquiring new meanings and ap-
plications. IT Research & Analysis firms such 
as Gartner contributed to this process of social 
construction of knowledge management concepts 
and practices. The presented study analyzed one 
management fashion, interpreted by one selected 
IT R&A firm. This limited scope restricts the 
generalization potential, but the method could be 
used to replicate the research for other concepts, 
technologies and analyst firms.

Finally, the chapter outlined selected aspects 
of the knowledge management history. It traced 
the roots of the concept from the perspective of 
the analyst firms. Knowledge management hype 
started in the 1990s and lasted until 2001. In this 
initial period, Gartner glorified the benefits of the 
concept, ambiguously linking it to existing tech-
nologies and business approaches. The firm was 
evangelizing client organizations and stimulating 
technology investments by means of promising 
market forecasts. The disillusionment of clients 
and vendors with this vague, all-encompassing no-
tion of knowledge management motivated Gartner 
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to elaborate the concept and introduce important 
terminological distinctions. In the 21st century, 
knowledge management regained its popularity 
in IT markets, even though analysts and vendors 
intentionally replaced its label with other names 
such as “Smart Enterprise Suite”. These painful 
transitions in knowledge management lifecycle 
have made the concept more responsive to the 
needs of organizations, eliminated its faddish 
elements and emphasized the actual business 
benefits.
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Key Terms 

Agenda-Setting: Attaching relatively more 
attention to selected topics in public discourse. For 
example, journalists may not effectively convince 
the public opinion what to think, but as agenda-
setters they can suggest what to think about.

Enactment: Emphasizing selected aspects 
of reality, making these aspects meaningful for 
other people and thus inducing their actions. The 
enacted reality is changed through these sense-
making processes.

Framing: Selecting some aspects of perceived 
reality and making them more salient in the com-
municated message, so that particular interpreta-
tions or evaluations are inclined.

IT Research & Analysis Firms: Analyst firms 
specializing in high-technology markets. They 
analyze technological developments, forecast 
market sizes, evaluate products and help clients 
understand product innovations.

Management Fashion: A concept describing 
swings in popularity of specific management 
techniques and of related management bestsellers, 
approaches to organizational change, consulting 
services and software solutions. Management 
fashions differ from management theories as they 
are centered around pseudo-scientific concepts, 
usually promoted by consultants and summarized 
with buzzwords.

Endnotes

a The question about the basis and effects of 
market forecasts, issued by IT R&A firms, 
had already been raised with respect to other 
markets – comp. Franson (1997) elaborating 
on PDA market in 1997 and not being able to 
give a definite answer to the question: “Did 
companies start up to make PDAs because 
Dataquest published great numbers, or did 
it start covering the market segment because 
there were companies to sell reports to?” 
(Franson 1997: 80). The situation is different 
for two remaining roles (oracle and judge), 
as interpretations and recommendations can 
be directly linked to decisions by technology 
vendors and buyers.

b Gartner’s definition and interpretations of 
knowledge management technologies dif-
fer from those by other IT R&A firms – for 
example, IDC in 2002 included in its list of 
technologies supporting KM also solutions 
dealing with structured data – data ware-
housing, analytic applications, reporting 
and OLAP (McDonough 2002: 10).
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Abstract

This chapter analyses the implementation of knowledge management strategies (KMS) in technology-
intensive firms. Firstly, a review of KMS in the knowledge management (KM) literature is carried out 
in order to conceptually establish the focus of the chapter. Next, some key factors for successful KM 
implementation, such as corporate culture, technological systems, ethical leadership, human resources 
management practices and organizational flexibility are identified and explained. After that, the case 
study of two firms which have successfully implemented a KMS in innovation-intensive industries, such 
as electronics and information technologies, is shown. Finally, and based on the results of the case study, 
some suggestions are extracted and recommendations are made from a managerial perspective in order 
to implement a KMS effectively.

Introduction

The knowledge-based view of the firm, in line with 
the resource-based view, considers knowledge as 
the most important strategic resource for ensuring 
an organization’s long-term success and survival, 

because it is unique and difficult to imitate (Win-
ter, 1987; Kogut and Zander, 1992; Grant, 1996; 
Conner and Prahalad, 1996; DeCarolis and Deeds, 
1999). Hence, processes to manage this asset –e.g., 
transfer, storage and application– are recognised 
to be basic for the firm, and their strategic con-
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sideration imply they are fundamental to attain 
a firm’s objectives (Zack, 1999a; Earl, 2001). In 
relation to this, some researchers understand 
knowledge management strategy (KMS) as the 
design of the processes related to the management 
of organizational knowledge and their implemen-
tation for the fulfilment of a firm’s goals, among 
which innovation is included (e.g., Bierly and 
Chakrabarti, 1996; Hansen, Nohria and Tierney, 
1999; Earl, 2001; Schulz and Jobe, 2001; Clarke 
and Turner, 2002; Maier and Remus, 2002; Choi 
and Lee, 2003; Garavelli, Gorgoglione and Scozzi, 
2004; Donate and Guadamillas, 2007).

Research interest and empirical efforts in the 
study of the relationship between knowledge 
management (KM), innovation and competitive 
advantage have grown recently, and significant 
contributions have been made (see e.g., Gopal-
akrishnan and Bierly, 2001; Thomke and Kuem-
merle, 2002; Nerkar and Roberts, 2004; Kor and 
Mahoney, 2005; Smith, Collins and Clarke, 2005; 
Subramanian and Youndt, 2005). Essentially, 
these works show that the knowledge base of 
the firm determines innovation efforts and may 
have a strong influence on their cost and perfor-
mance. Thus, one firm can also achieve superior 
performance on the basis of its ability to gener-
ate new knowledge and utilize the existing base 
more effectively and efficiently than competitors 
(Grant, 1996; DeCarolis and Deeds, 1999). In this 
sense, the development of an effective KMS can 
be regarded as an important factor in contribut-
ing to a firm’s pursuit of competitive advantage 
based on innovation (Zack, 1999a; Donate and 
Guadamillas, 2007). 

For a KMS to be effective an adequate 
implementation approach is required (Donate 
and Guadamillas, 2007). For example culture, 
leadership or the kind of organizational structure 
are aspects, among others, which the companies 
have to take into account in order to put its se-
lected KMS into practice. But although certain 
researchers in KM have broadly highlighted the 
role of the KMS formulation (see e.g., Bierly and 

Chakrabarti, 1996; Hansen et al., 1999; Choi and 
Lee, 2003) to date less has been published on the 
issue of the implementation. In this sense, more 
research on KMS implementation frameworks 
and the key elements that should be including in 
them is still necessary to ensure firms the success 
of their KM endeavours (Wong and Aspinwall, 
2004: 94). Moreover, the analysis of such elements 
can help to better understand the main difficulties 
associated with this process –i.e., implementa-
tion– and identify how the firm can encourage its 
staff to use certain formal instruments in order 
to make the KMS implementation easier. Thus, 
the aim of this work is to explore what factors 
were present in two innovative firms that made 
significant progress in achieving their strategic 
objectives through appropriate implementation 
of KM strategies. 

Therefore, in this chapter the implementation 
of the KMS in the firm will be analysed. Firstly, 
a brief review on KMS will be given. From the 
establishment of KMS, which is integrated by four 
main dimensions –objectives, conception of KM 
for firm managers, KM tools, and implementa-
tion support systems (Donate and Guadamillas, 
2007)–  we will focus in the last of these, the 
implementation support systems of KMS. Conse-
quently, we include some important aspects which 
are needed to enable the firm to make its strategy 
possible to accomplish, such as cultural elements, 
ethical leadership, flexible structure, technological 
support or the promotion of some human resources 
(HR) practices. All these elements should help to 
make the development of KM processes easier, 
and in doing so, to spread innovation and to make 
KM more efficient for the firm. Finally, the imple-
mentation of a KMS oriented towards innovation 
is analyzed in two Spanish firms, which belong to 
technology-intensive industries. Thus, how these 
implementation aspects have been managed and 
the way they have contributed to the attainment 
of the strategic objectives of these organizations 
will be explained.
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The first company –Indra– operates in some 
industries such as consultancy services, military 
defence systems and information technology 
(IT) developments. This company stands out for 
considering knowledge as its main productive 
asset and as being an innovation-intensive firm. 
Thus, knowledge creation, in which the continu-
ous development of innovations is based, is an 
essential requirement to attain a competitive ad-
vantage (Grant, 2002). Due to this, KM in Indra is 
encouraged by strong cultural principles and HR 
practices based on the impulse of creativity with 
the aim of linking knowledge with innovation, all 
of which is supported by the firm’s technological 
infrastructure.

The second firm is Tecnobit, which has de-
veloped a successful growth strategy by related 
diversification in electronics and information 
technologies, based on its organizational KM. For 
this firm, implementation processes to make this 
strategy possible have been essential, especially 
certain factors such as its flexible structure, the 
cultural values and the technological systems to 
integrate knowledge from different sources.  

Overall, the study of the two cases will show 
some tools through which the KMS is imple-
mented in the firm and the way they are employed 
according to the firm’s objectives, conception 
(and importance) of KM for managers and some 
contingent aspects such as the conditions of the 
competitive environment, among others. Finally, 
some practical implications are given about the key 
factors in which the development of innovations 
is based. Furthermore, the most relevant aspects 
of the study will be discussed.

Knowledge Management  
Strategies : A Brief Review

The Knowledge Management Strategy (KMS) of a 
firm is based on the best possible strategic design 
in order to create, maintain, transfer and apply 
organizational knowledge to achieve competitive 

goals (Earl, 2001; Maier and Remus, 2002; Choi 
and Lee, 2003; Garavelli et al., 2004; Donate and 
Guadamillas, 2007). The development of a KMS 
includes all the operations related to the creation, 
acquisition, integration, storage, transmission, 
protection and application of knowledge (Day 
and Wendler, 1998). The management of this 
array of organizational knowledge processes is 
increasingly regarded as an important factor for 
contributing to a firm’s pursuit of competitive 
advantage through innovation (Maier and Remus, 
2002). A firm can achieve superior performance 
on the basis of its ability to generate new knowl-
edge, and to utilize the current base more effec-
tively and efficiently than its competitors (Quinn, 
Anderson and Finkelstein, 1996; DeCarolis and 
Deeds, 1999; Grant, 2002; Almeida, Phene and 
Grant, 2003). 

Overall, a number of researches on KMS con-
sider it integrates certain dimensions, recognising 
it as a complex concept (Bierly and Chakrabarti, 
1996; Zack, 1999a; Earl, 2001; Maier and Remus, 
2002; Garavelli et al., 2004). Some of these works 
incorporate a wide number of these dimensions, 
trying to include various KM processes developed 
by the firm (see e.g., Bierly and Chakrabarti, 1996; 
Zack, 1999a; Maier and Remus, 2002; Garavelli 
et al., 2004), while others are focused on one or a 
small number of these processes (see, e.g., Hansen 
et al., 1999; Schulz and Jobe, 2001; Clarke and 
Turner, 2004; Un and Cuervo-Cazurra, 2004). 
Generally, the majority of these works elaborates 
different typologies of KMS, as a function of the 
selected dimensions, as table 1 shows. 

Furthermore, most of these works shows that 
companies can obtain different performance levels 
by carrying out alternative strategic decisions in 
relation to KM, with the aim of attaining certain 
objectives are also guided by aspects such as the 
availability of learning sources and the extent 
of the knowledge base (Bierly and Chakrabarti, 
1996), the preference of the firm towards the 
codification or personalisation of the organiza-
tional knowledge (Hansen et al., 1999; Schulz 
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Author/s Dimensions KMS	typology

Bierly and Chakrab-
arti (1996)

•	 External versus internal learning
•	 Radical versus incremental learning
•	 Learning speed
•	 Knowledge base extent 

•	 Explorers
•	 Exploiters
•	 Loners
•	 Innovators

Hansen, Nohria and 
Tierney (1999)

•	 Knowledge storage
•	 Transfer and sharing

•	 Codification
•	 Personalisation 

Zack (1999a) •	 External versus internal knowledge
•	 Exploration versus exploitation
•	 Conservative versus aggressive posture

•	 Explorers
•	 Exploiters
•	 Innovators
•	 External acquisition
•	 Internal development
•	 Unlimited

Earl (2001) •	 Focus
•	 Interest
•	 Unit
•	 Successful critical factors
•	 IT main contribution
•	 “Philosophy” 

•	 Technocratic
      -Systems
      -Cartographic
      -Engineering
•	 Economic 
      -Commercial 
•	 Behaviourist
      -Organizational
      -Spatial 
      -Strategic

Schulz and Jobe 
(2001)

•	 Knowledge storage
•	 Transfer and sharing

•	 Codification
•	 Tacitness
•	 Focused
•	 Unfocused

Von Krogh, Ichijo 
and Nonaka (2001)

•	 Knowledge creation
•	 Knowledge transfer

•	 Survival
•	 Advanced

Maier and Remus 
(2002)

•	 Knowledge type (content)
•	 Target group
•	 Tools and technologies
•	 Culture
•	 Processes and organization of KM 

•	 Several KMS in relation to each 
dimension 

Choi and Lee (2003) •	 Knowledge type (explicit vs. tacit) •	 Passive
•	 Persons centred 
•	 Systems centred
•	 Dynamic

Clarke and Turner 
(2004)

•	 Knowledge source •	 External acquisition
•	 Internal development

Garavelli, Gorgo-
glioni and Scozzi 
(2004)

•	 Variety and relevance of the abilities (spe-
cific knowledge)

•	 Abilities applicability
•	 Compromise
•	 Behaviour
•	 Atmosphere
•	 Management style
•	 Type of knowledge
•	 Source of knowledge

•	 Knowledge community
•	 Knowledge market

Un and Cuervo-Ca-
zurra (2004)

•	 Knowledge creation capacity •	 Project teams
•	 Knowledge organization

Table 1. Some KMS typologies

continued on following page
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and Jobe, 2001; Choi and Lee, 2003; Leidner et 
al., 2006), or the orientation in the development 
of the knowledge creation capacity (Un and Cu-
ervo-Cazurra, 2004).

However, the development of strategies based 
on organizational knowledge and its effect on 
financial performance is a new line of research, 
which has not yet generated notable empirical 
findings (McEvily and Chakravarthy, 2002). 
For example, Teece (1998) points out, from a 
Resource-based View, that (1) few studies have 
found a clear relationship between knowledge 
management and performance, and (2) few stud-
ies have investigated how a knowledge-based 
advantage can be sustained. Specifically, the 
empirical work carried out on KMS focuses on 
some critical aspects, such as learning (Bierly 
and Chakrabarti, 1996), knowledge storage and 
distribution (Hansen, Nohria and Tierney, 1999; 
Schulz and Jobe, 2001) or the way in which knowl-
edge is acquired or developed (Clarke and Turner, 
2004). Also, its effects on competitive advantage 
and performance have been studied (Bierly and 
Chakrabarty, 1996; Choi and Lee, 2003; Donate 
and Guadamillas, 2007). From our viewpoint, two 
problems arise from these works: (1) they focus 
on specific aspects of organizational knowledge 
management and, in doing so, give a partial vision 
of the concept; and (2) these works do not consider 
other related aspects that are of great importance 
in the fulfilment of the strategic objectives of the 
organization (e.g., implementation issues).

Therefore, and from a more comprehensive 
perspective, the KMS design is based on the plan-
ning and starting up of all activities included in the 

knowledge management cycle –creation, storage, 
distribution and application–, in a manner that 
can contribute to the attainment of organizational 
goals (Earl, 2001; Donate and Guadamillas, 2007). 
In accordance with the prior literature, and from 
a classical content-strategy design (e.g., Ansoff, 
1967; Andrews, 1971), we consider that several 
dimensions make up the KMS of the firm. 

KM conception refers to the company’s strate-
gic orientation with respect to knowledge, which 
is reflected in the way the board of managers 
understand the potential contribution of KM for 
the firm. For example, they could understand 
that KM is just related to the use of information 
technologies or, conversely, be aware that it is 
a wider concept that includes both human and 
technical aspects (Huplic, Pouloudi and Rzevski, 
2002). Therefore, it would express the main role 
that KM plays in the organizational system (Choi 
and Lee, 2003). 

KMS objectives could be understood as the 
company’s orientation towards the solution of 
the “gap” of knowledge in different operative and 
strategic areas within the organization: quality 
problems, efficiency searching, new product de-
velopment, solutions to customer service failures, 
etc. (Zack, 1999a; Earl, 2001: 229). Generally, 
organizations attach a greater importance to the 
accomplishment of certain objectives over oth-
ers. Moreover, managers will consider that KS 
can contribute to this fulfilment to a greater or 
a lesser degree. This fact can influence the way 
KM tools are designed and used in order to ac-
complish these objectives (Davenport, DeLong 
and Beers, 1998). Therefore, it would express 

Leidner, Alavi and 
Kayworth (2006)

•	 Storage
•	 Transfer

•	 Codification
•	 Personalisation
•	 Mixed

Donate and Guada-
millas (2007)

•	 KM conception
•	 KM objectives
•	 KM tools
•	 KM implementation support systems

•	 Proactive
•	 Passive
•	 Moderated
•	 Inconsistent

Table 1. continued
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the perceived –relative– importance of KM for 
the organization because it would establish how 
KS could contribute to the fulfilment of strategic 
objectives. 

Knowledge management policies are the 
specific methods or initiatives used by the orga-
nization to support the creation, transfer, storage, 
retrieval and application of knowledge, and they 
can include technical as well as human compo-
nents (Alavi and Leidner, 2001; Alavi and Tiwana, 
2003). As Davenport et al. (1998: 44-45) indicate, 
these KM initiatives specifically seek to create 
knowledge repositories, to improve knowledge 
access and transfer or to manage knowledge as 
an asset –including its protection. Besides, the 
organization could focus on several procedures 
in a comprehensive manner, or on using some of 
its tools in a specific way. 

Finally, in relation to implementation sup-
port systems, we consider organizational as-
pects that should make the development of KM 
processes easier, such as culture, leadership 
human resources practices, flexible structures, 
and technical systems. Culture should promote 
knowledge exchange and sharing in order to al-
low continuous innovation and change (Nonaka, 
1994). Leadership is necessary to build the right 
context so different knowledge processes can be 

successfully developed. Therefore, knowledge 
“managers” must be aware of their “facilitator” 
role, promoting work independence, as well as 
the experimentation that is necessary to stimulate 
creativity (Davenport et al., 1998). Moreover, 
Quinn, Anderson and Finkelstein (1996) point 
out a number of essential changes that KM initia-
tives imply in human resources practices to make 
implementation possible. Thus, those related to the 
promotion of access/availability to the knowledge 
of experts, the development of work teams and 
communities of practices, or incentive methods, 
monitoring and control process systems, among 
others, stand out as important elements to accom-
plish the strategic –knowledge– objectives of the 
organization. Also, the implementation of a KMS 
should be supported by an adequate structure, 
which encourages the attainment of objectives 
and the development of the different knowl-
edge processes in the firm. Thus, high-flexible 
structures will promote innovation because they 
push people to interact and encourage creativity, 
while others, that are more rigid, will be oriented 
towards searching for the greatest efficiency.  Fi-
nally, technical systems are those tools based on 
information technologies (IT) used for developing 
(and making easier) certain knowledge processes, 
such as data bases, e-learning tools, intranets or 
other communication instruments. 

 

- Knowledge Management Conception 

-Knowledge Management Strategy Objectives

-Knowledge Management Policies:
•	 Creation
•	 Storage and retrieval
•	 Transfer/sharing
•	 Application
•	 Protection

-Implementation Support Systems:
•	 Leadership 
•	 Culture 
•	 HR practices
•	 Flexible structure
•	 Technological systems

Table 2. Knowledge management strategy dimensions
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 This last dimension is analysed in depth next. 
The importance of all these elements in KMS 
implementation has briefly been shown and be-
cause of this, in the next point each element will 
be explained in more detail. 

Elements of KMS 
Implementation

As elements of the implementation of KMS 
support systems that stand out are those which 
have to make the development of KM processes 
easier with the aim of generating synergies and 
taking advantage of the creative and innovative 
capacity of employees and managers (Malhotra, 
1998; Alavi and Leidner, 2001). Thus, support 
based on human resources practices, culture, 
flexible structures, leadership and technological 
systems stand out as being the most important 
for the firm.  

Culture

For Guadamillas and Donate (2006: 57) the 
culture of firms that centre their strategy on KM 
display certain distinctive features: it is focused 
on satisfying customer needs; important endeav-
ours are made towards developing technological 
aspects; and creativity is strongly promoted and 
encouraged. Therefore, culture must promote the 
sharing of knowledge and tolerance of mistakes 
–up to a certain point– and it must make easier 
changes that arise because of continuous innova-
tion promoted by the creation and application of 
knowledge in the firm (Alavi and Leidner, 2001; 
Gopalakrishnan and Bierly, 2001).

The existence of a common language with 
the aim that the receiver knows the code and the 
context in which the knowledge that is transmit-
ted arises (how this knowledge can be used) is 
essential as well (Kogut and Zander, 1992; Teece, 
1998: 63). This common language is one part of 
a necessary level of common knowledge which 

allows the different specialists of the firm to 
collaborate and interact, looking for the integra-
tion and application of knowledge to be carried 
out efficiently (Grant, 1996; 2002: 184). Some of 
the principles of culture promoting knowledge 
processes are: 

• The knowledge exchange among areas is 
supported by a common language 

• The employees experiment and implement 
their ideas in the work journal.

• Mistakes are part of learning and they are 
tolerated up to a certain level.

• Culture is characterised by openness and 
trust among employees.

• Employees have a responsible behaviour 
and a high capacity for learning.

• The exchange of knowledge is encouraged 
by the firm, at informal level.

• The members of the organization perceive 
the same company intention, with which 
they feel compromised.  

(Ethical) Leadership

Another way of supporting KMS implementation 
should be based on an effective orientation towards 
knowledge objectives through exercising leader-
ship. This leadership should be furthermore based 
on ethical principles (Margolis and Walsh, 2003). 
The managers in charge of KMS implementa-
tion must assume their role as facilitators of the 
knowledge processes in the firm (Guadamillas 
and Donate, 2006; Leidner et al., 2006). Thus, 
their efforts are centred on building an adequate 
setting for the diffusion, creation and application 
of knowledge. In this sense, Spender (1996: 47) 
asserts that managers should promote a certain 
level of independence at work, the assumption of 
responsibility and experimentation as well. 

For example, Haas and Hansen (2005: 20) sug-
gest that leaders should create high expectations in 
relation to the quality of work they expect of their 
teams, which promotes a continuous questioning 
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of the previously gathered knowledge, and thus the 
creativity is encouraged. Therefore, leaders are 
very important in this process, since they push for 
the necessity of introducing changes in the firm 
and in facing uncertain situations, all of which 
involves the development of new knowledge and 
innovation (Rosenbloom, 2000). 

Moreover, in the promotion of these knowledge 
processes through leadership, certain ethical and 
social responsibility principles should also be 
considered. This is because the way the com-
pany applies these principles, values and ethical 
practices affects the relationships with its stake-
holders: shareholders and other investors, custom-
ers, suppliers, employees, communities and the 
Government. This application can lead to social 
benefits and legitimacy for the firm, since it can 
consider itself as a coalition in which the different 
stakeholders participate to gain their own benefit 
(Douma and Schreuder, 2004). For instance, when 

a firm satisfies customer needs, it generates an 
intangible asset, that is, the customer’s trust, and 
when it satisfies the employee’s needs it builds 
commitment, identification and trust in relation 
to the firm. 

  Therefore, the application of ethical prin-
ciples and corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
activities to the development of innovations and 
new knowledge can contribute to value creation. 
Some contributors to the knowledge-based theory 
of the firm (e.g., Kogut and Zander, 1992, 1996; 
Grant, 1996; Conner and Prahalad, 1996; Spender, 
1996) highlight the necessity of giving a social 
vision to KM, because firms handle knowledge 
from individuals who are responsible for its pro-
ductive application within the firm. It also helps 
to explain the nature and boundaries of the firm 
(Kogut and Zander, 1992; Conner and Prahalad, 
1996; Ghoshal and Moran, 1996). On this point, it 
is important not to forget the motivational effects 

Figure 1. Knowledge processes and implementation support systems
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of the application of CSR activities that concern 
employees, because profits that the firm will be 
able to generate and keep for itself depends on 
the application of their knowledge, over which 
the firm does not have entirely effective control 
(Grant, 2002). 

Support Based on Human 
Resources Practices

O’Dell and Grayson (1998) point out that learning 
and sharing –all that which it has been learned– is 
a social act, and that knowledge transmission 
implies willingness and positive attitudes both 
in the receiver and in the person (or group) who 
transfers the knowledge. In the same vein, Gupta 
and Govindarajan (2000) also indicate this mo-
tivational willingness in both directions as one 
of the key questions in the knowledge transfer 
and sharing processes. The accessibility to the 
knowledge of organizational members is one of 
the key objectives of KM, because capabilities, 
experience, abilities and the “know-how” of in-
dividuals are the essence of a firm’s competitive 
advantage (Guadamillas and Donate, 2006: 59). 
On the other hand, the generation and integra-
tion of knowledge among individuals requires 
practices that encourage the socialization and 
externalization of tacit knowledge (Nonaka and 
Takeuchi, 1995; Nonaka and Konno, 1998). Quinn 
et al. (1996) expose an array of important changes 
that a KMS implies for HR management, all of 
which stand out in this context: the improvement 
of the access to/availability of expert knowledge; 
the promotion of team work –as a means of sharing 
experiences and making interaction and dialogue 
easier–; incentives systems based on the promo-
tion of knowledge sharing and application and 
rewards for the team work; training to develop 
abilities and for the handling of IT tools; and the 
assessment of processes as a way of controlling 
them jointly through the promotion of empower-
ment and self-control. 

Flexible Structure

Organizational flexibility, needed in companies 
whose competitive advantage is based on inno-
vation and constant knowledge creation, can be 
promoted in different forms, and its basic prin-
ciples are those associated with what is typically 
referred to as the “organic” structure (Burns and 
Stalker, 1961). Therefore, a high decentralization, 
fluid horizontal communications, flexible and 
narrowly defined tasks, a small number of hier-
archical levels, organization in projects or team 
work, and a number of strategic alliances stand 
out as elements that offer a considerable flexibil-
ity to organizations developing their activities in 
unstable environments with a significant level of 
technological uncertainty and ambiguity (Butler, 
1991: 76; Grant, 2002: 201). 

Certain initiatives developed to encourage 
knowledge transfer and sharing, which group the 
individuals in teams or projects with different 
kinds of objectives, deserve a special mention. For 
instance, the communities of practice are defined 
by Brown and Duguid (1991) as organizational 
groups in which the interest for the improvement 
of work practices, learning and innovation are 
the main objective. In these communities, the 
knowledge is shared by its members and has to 
be used for executing a concrete job with pre- 
specified tasks and a pre-defined performance(a). 
On the other hand, Foss and Manhke (2003) point 
out the epistemological communities as another 
kind of team which –unlike communities of prac-
tice– does not have specified ex-ante means or 
goals. Their main advantage is based on the lack 
of specifications, which can promote creativity to 
generate knowledge that gives solution to non-rou-
tine problems (Foss and Manhke, 2003: 94). The 
problem, in this case, could arise from the lack 
of clear objectives and an established hierarchy 
in the teams, which could force it to look for in-
between solutions that tend to establish limited 
structures (responsibility, hierarchy) with some 
freedom for experimentation; i.e., structures not 
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so rigid as to strictly control the processes nor so 
chaotic that everything is left to improvisation 
(Brown and Eisenhardt, 1997: 2-3). Whatever the 
teams orientation, knowledge creation and sharing 
in these are two tasks that tend to be undivided 
due to the principles, language and shared beliefs 
about the work and the vision of the world held 
by the team (Oliveira, 1999: 27).

 The strategic alliances are another aspect 
that stands out in flexible organizations (Grant 
and Baden-Fuller, 2004). However, while is un-
disputable that these give great flexibility to the 
organizations, one feature which is of special 
importance for the KMS is the manner in which 
knowledge is transferred and shared between the 
agreement members (Hitt, Ireland and Santoro, 
2004). The key question is how to share the 
agreed knowledge without transferring the core 
knowledge of the implicated firms, although the 
characteristics of the agreement (e.g., exploration 
versus exploitation) have an important influence 
as well. The government structure of the alliance 
and other aspects such as partner confidence, the 
investments in specific assets, or the previous 

agreements carried out by the firm will be es-
sential in order to obtain relational rents(b) in the 
strategic alliance (Dyer and Singh, 1998).

Technological Systems

Technological systems are those tools based on 
information technologies (IT) which are used to 
develop (and to make easier) knowledge processes. 
They support and, in some cases, systematize 
some processes of creation, storage, transfer and 
application of knowledge (Davenport and Prusak, 
1998). Although tools based on IT are not appli-
cable to all aspects of KM, they can support it in 
diverse ways. For instance, tools based on IT can 
help to develop a support infrastructure in relation 
to the improvement of speed, scope, dynamics 
and efficiency of KM processes (Davenport and 
Prusak, 1998; Zack, 1999b; Alavi and Leidner, 
2001; Alavi and Tiwana, 2003). 

Alavi and Leidner (2001) refer to knowledge 
management systems as all those applications 
based on IT which are used by the firm in its KM 
tasks. Following Alavi and Leidner (2001) and 

KM process Creation Storage and retrieval Transfer/sharing Application

KM tools (IT) -E-learning
-Collaboration support 
systems

-Data warehousing 

-Data mining

-Repositories

-Communication sup-
port systems

-Information company 
site

-Knowledge directories

-Expert systems

-Support systems to the 
decision making

-Work-flow systems

IT make easier… -Combination of new 
knowledge sources 

-“Just in time” learning

-Support to the organiza-
tional memory 

-Knowledge access 
among groups

-More wide internal 
network

-More availability of 
communication chan-
nels

-Rapid access to knowl-
edge sources

-Knowledge can be 
applied in a number of 
localizations 

-Rapid application of new 
knowledge through the 
work-flow automation

Source: adapted from Alavi and Leidner (2001:125) and Alavi and Tiwana (2003: 115)

Table 3. Tools based on IT (supporting KMS)



  ���

Knowledge	Management	Strategies	Implementation	in	Innovation	Intensive	Firms

Alavi and Tiwana (2003), the tools of the knowl-
edge management system can be grouped around 
four basic KM processes: creation, storage and 
retrieval, transfer/sharing and application. Table 
3 shows some examples of these tools related to 
each KM process.

Case Studies : 
Implementation of KMS

Methodology 

The implementation of a KMS oriented towards 
innovation is next analyzed in two Spanish com-
panies, which belong to technology-intensive 
industries. The case studies will show some tools 
through which the KMS is implemented in the 
firm and the way they are employed according to 
aspects such as the company objectives and the 
conception (and importance) of KM for managers, 
among others. Finally, some practical implications 
will be given regarding the key factors in which 
the technology development is based. 

In general, a case study aims to examine a 
‘‘contemporary phenomenon within its real life 
context’’ (Yin, 1994: 13). As a research method, 
it is viewed as improving our knowledge of 
individual and organizational phenomena (Van 
Maanen, 1979; Yin, 1994). Case studies primarily 
involve researchers undertaking an in-depth study 
of particular organizations with a wide variety 
of evidence being collected as a result. In our 
case, we collected multiple data and information 
from interviews with one of the main directors 
of each firm and other companies’ documents. 
In interviews, questions were of an unrestricted 
nature in order to encourage the manager to 
converse freely (Maykut and Morehouse, 1994). 
These interviews were carried out on September 
2006 (Indra) and June 2006 and October 2007 
(Tecnobit). In relation to documents, extracts 
from internal reports, the companies web sites 
and other relevant information from secondary 

sources (e.g., financial press), were also used to 
elaborate both case studies.

The Indra Case

Indra is a leading corporation in IT development 
and military defence systems in Spain(c), and also 
operates in other industries such as consultancy 
services. In 1991, it managed to overcome a 
crisis situation with several problems among the 
companies of the group, as it counted on great 
potential in terms of resources and capabilities, 
having taken a set of decisions that year with the 
aim of reorganizing its activities, such as merg-
ers, sale of divisions and spins-off. In addition 
to this, it restructured its internal organization 
reducing the size of some divisions along with its 
productive capacity and staff, it limited its debts 
and it consolidated its market position. Recently, 
Indra has reinforced its leadership position in 
the IT sector in Spain, through the acquisition of 
SOLUZIONA’s consultancy and IT businesses(d) 
and the purchase of the Spanish firm AZERTIA, 
which was formalized in September of 2006. 
Nowadays, it holds a strong competitive position 
in some national and international markets(e). 

The IT industry, which Indra forms part of, 
has made advances in important organizational 
themes in comparison to other industries, such 
as the prominence of horizontal structures and 
self-managed work teams. At the same time, 
knowledge creation, in which the process of 
continuous innovation in the company is based, 
is a fundamental requirement to attain competi-
tive advantages in the market. For Indra, these 
aspects are all considered as strategic objectives 
and so form part of its business model.

The success factors in the implementation of 
the knowledge management model in Indra are 
mainly its corporate culture, the support of ethi-
cal leadership, the development of its innovation 
capacity, the involvement of employees and the 
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coherency between strategic and organizational 
issues.

Corporate Culture

One of the main aspects that explain the cur-
rent strong competitive position of the firm is 
its corporate culture. This is based on different 
elements that try to benefit the stakeholders, its 
orientation to product and customer, the global 
conception of problems, and innovation(f). This 
company stands out for considering knowledge 
as its main productive asset and being an innova-
tion-intensive firm. Thus, knowledge creation, on 
which the continuous development of innovations 
is based, is an essential requirement for attaining 
competitive advantages in markets in which it 
competes. Due to this, KM in Indra is supported 
by cultural principles and human resources prac-
tices based on the impulse for creativity with the 
aim of linking knowledge with innovation, all of 
which is supported by the firm’s technological 
infrastructure.

Also, another main principle of Indra’s cor-
porate culture is the application of ethical values 
and CSR (Corporate Social Responsibility) in 

relation to the development of new knowledge 
and innovation. The corporate culture stimu-
lates the consideration of CSR as a basic aspect 
of its KMS. Other essential cultural aspects are 
the shared vision, the commitment to common 
projects, team-work, independence in decision 
making, tolerance of mistakes which is implicit 
in innovation, shared learning and ethical values. 
To disseminate these principles and values some 
initiatives stand out, such as institutional declara-
tions about the mission and the firm’s values, the 
elaboration of ethical codes and training actions 
on social responsibility themes.

Indra considers the creation of knowledge 
to be a key element of its strategy and a key re-
sponsibility in order to generate technologies and 
solutions which provide value to the stakeholders, 
especially customers, suppliers and communities 
in which it operates. Established relationships 
with these stakeholders also offer Indra relevant 
knowledge about their needs and the market’s 
evolution. Due to this, the strengthening of the 
firm’s participation in agreements and alliances 
with stakeholders and its ethical performance in 
these is very important. This allows Indra to learn 
“best practices” identify their needs and reinforce 

Figure 2. Indra’s business model

Source: Indra, 2005, 2006
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relationships with them and to drive its innovative 
efforts in the correct direction.  

(Ethical) Leadership 

The responsibility of the company’s decisions 
correspond to all the individuals who participate 
in the decision making process. Thus, manag-
ers are morally responsible and because of this, 
their behaviour should be an example for other 
employees in an attempt to achieve the vision or 
strategic intent of the firm (Hamel and Prahalad, 
1989). Also, responsibility of the managers is 
derived from the promotion of a culture which 
highlights knowledge and innovation. 

The Improvement of the Innovation 
Capacity through Flexible Structure

The innovation capacity is understood in Indra in 
a wide sense, including the improvement of prod-
ucts and processes and those innovations which 
are refer to the strategic management area. Thus, 
KMS implementation through flexible structural 
elements such as team-work, communities of 
practice and strategic alliances, among others, 
are seen as an essential issue in the strategy 
which leads to the development of knowledge 
and innovations. 

A prominent initiative is the organization of 
work in multidisciplinary teams, which facilitate 
knowledge exchange, even that of a tacit nature. 
When teams are self-managed or when they have 
a high level of independence to take decisions re-
garding objectives and processes to achieve them, 
they themselves become an important factor for 
motivation, because they reinforce participation, 
independence and consensus about objectives 
and methods. This allows employees to actively 
involve themselves in the creation, acquisition 
and transfer of knowledge in which innovation is 
based. Teams also contribute to the dissemination 
of cultural values of innovation, and in doing so, 
meet with Indra’s essential objectives. All this 
implies an improvement in the working environ-

ment and the reduction of conflicts –jointly with 
the cost that they imply. 

Employees Commitment through 
Human Resource Practices 

Employees are an essential group for Indra because 
they are directly affected by most of the firm’s 
decisions that refer to KMS implementation. This 
produces a positive influence on employees –e.g., 
practices based on a proper communication, the 
improvement of the work climate– or trying to 
avoid negative tendencies –e.g., problems related 
to sharing knowledge or lack of willingness to 
do so. Moreover, employees actively participate 
in the KMS implementation and assume cultural 
values as an essential part of their work only when 
they have a high level of motivation. Also, their 
active participation in the innovation process is 
indispensable, because they hold skills, abilities, 
creativity and tacit knowledge of high strategic 
value, all which they have to be willing to share 
and apply to their work. Likewise, employees 
must individually assume part of the responsibil-
ity for their learning and performance, although 
the organization should make their training and 
professional development easier (Quinn et al., 
1996). 

 The most important practices which Indra 
develops in relation to employees participation 
in KMS implementation, motivating their work 
are: 

• Systems to promote learning and profes-
sional development.

• Fixed and variable incentives in relation to 
achieving results.

• Active participation in some of the com-
pany’s decisions, relating to specialization 
and the way that decisions affect to their 
objectives.

• Systems which promote fluid communica-
tion among employees and other stakeholders 
regarding the strategic objectives, activities 
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and company results. The initiatives range 
from formal documents (e.g., the strategic 
plans or the conduct codes) to meetings 
which promote informal communication.

• Programs of equality for opportunities, 
non-discrimination and labour conciliation, 
based on mutual respect for the rights of 
the individuals and which allow the better 
qualified and more motivated employees to 
occupy the most adequate position in the 
firm.  

The Tecnob IT Case

Tecnobit is a Spanish company which has devel-
oped a growth strategy by related diversification 
based on the management of its organizational 
knowledge. Specifically, Tecnobit has based its 
strategy on the utilization and application of the 
accumulated knowledge within its own organi-
zation, jointly with the acquisition of external 
knowledge through cooperation agreements and 
certain purchases of companies. These aspects 
have contributed towards improve its strategic 
position in the markets in which it competes. 

Tecnobit has five lines of activity with the 
following sales income distribution (2006): 
Avionics (49%); command and control systems 
(21%); simulation systems (14%); optronics (8%), 
and IT systems (8%) (Figure 3). The diversifica-
tion strategy of the Company, starting from its 
main activity of aviation electronics, has evolved 

towards new simulation and training projects 
in the same industry(g), as well as towards the 
IT field, through the creation of command and 
control systems, the development of software, 
and knowledge management projects.  With the 
purchase of certain enterprises, the company 
has extended its activities beyond the electronics 
industry, to provide maintenance and technical 
support to other companies. Specifically, Tecnobit 
incorporated a computer services enterprise into 
the company, and currently continues to consoli-
date its growth in related industries. In 2007, the 
Company had more than 300 employees(h), and 
its growth continues.

Competitive conditions are changing within 
the industries that Tecnobit operates. Firms are 
intensive in knowledge and innovation is a very 
dynamic process. To face these competitive con-
ditions and the innovation challenge, Tecnobit 
has designed a dynamic and aggressive growth 
strategy. The objective is to generate synergies in 
knowledge and to improve the value of the com-
pany through internal development and related 
diversification. Currently, its financial position is 
healthy, and it has improved its efficiency due to 
the reduction of commercial and general expenses, 
through a functional and organizational restruc-
turing. Nowadays, Tecnobit faces new growth 
challenges from the success of its R&D projects 
that imply to have a financial and industrial size 
wide enough for access to new projects; to develop 
new technological products and to promote its 

Source: Tecnobit Report (2007)

Figure 3. Tecnobit’s activity lines 
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commercial activity; to offer new solutions and 
products to its main customers; and to promote 
its presence in international markets(i). 

A deeper analysis of the success factors in-
volved in the process of creating and developing 
IT knowledge and skills and turning them into new 
products and services allows a deeper understand-
ing of the process of organizational growth.  In 
this process, strategic and organizational elements 
interact in the development of new knowledge and 
innovations. For this company, certain factors of 
KM implementation have been essential in order 
to make this strategy possible: the development 
and integration of IT and technological resources 
for KMS, the human resources policies, organi-
zational flexibility, knowledge management tools 
and activities, cultural values and the integration 
of knowledge from different sources. Also, a key 
factor analyzed is the successful governing of 
cooperation agreements with other firms and in-
stitutions for the acquisition of external knowledge 
regarding IT opportunities, which gives Tecnobit 
great flexibility in its structure. 

Information Technologies for 
Knowledge Management

Tecnobit has based its growth on the applica-
tion of available resources and the expertise and 
knowledge about IT, internally developed or 
acquired, for the development of new products 
and services.  Owing to this, it manages to take 
advantage of the great potential which, from a 
strategic and organizational viewpoint, IT can 
offer to some critical activities for knowledge 
management –to ease the access to, the transfer 
of and the storage of knowledge and information 
within the firm. The diversification strategy of 
the group is based on the application of IT to the 
following branches of activity:

• Development of Information and Control 
Systems.

• Simulation and Training Systems.

• IT for Document Management.
• Tools for Technical Documentation.
• IT for software development in knowledge 

management activities:  storage and knowl-
edge linkages, distribution, and systems to 
facilitate the application of newly created 
knowledge.

The continuous innovation in Tecnobit is based 
on the appropriate use of the capabilities and 
knowledge about IT that it develops and applies 
to projects and products. All of these have a high 
technological content, especially in its principal 
activity of defense electronics, as well as the 
new technological developments in aviation, in 
electro-optical sensors, in simulation and training 
tools, in command and control systems, in soft-
ware development and in other products related 
to IT (Figure 3).  All of this requires continuous 
investment in R&D in order to technically update 
products and develop new technologies(j). Also, 
the implementation of different quality regula-
tions, which have to be continuously updated, is 
very important. 

IT development for KM in Tecnobit has been 
built up since the incorporation of the SIDOCOR 
company, which was founded in 1988 and was 
dedicated to IT and knowledge management tools 
and systems development. Currently, its activities 
(as a Tecnobit’s division) are based on the use of 
web technologies in open and multi-platform sys-
tems. Moreover, the development of applications 
and content with international standards are car-
ried out through the use of document management 
and content tools, designed to serve as a help in 
the creation, storage, retrieval, transfer and ap-
plication processes of knowledge management. 
In general, it has developed different tools based 
on IT for all knowledge management activities, 
especially for storage and transfer. They are shown 
in Table 4, and their utility and application for 
KMS implementation are explained next.

Information and control systems are based 
on IT and communication technologies, adapted 
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to the commercial, security and defense sectors. 
Among these, the Incidence Management Systems 
(IMS) stands out, which are applied to the financial 
sector to unify and relate, with the help of the cli-
ent, operative and technical control information 
and data. Along the same lines, control systems 
have been developed to integrate different airport 
systems and the Aerial Operations Control Sys-
tems, capable of quickly integrating very diverse 
information and explicit knowledge about air 
traffic and incidents. Moreover, it has developed 
Decision Support Systems, which facilitate the 
creation and application of new knowledge. These 
are based on the use of databases and simulation 
procedures to construct scenarios to make deci-
sion-taking easier.

Document management systems are used for 
knowledge storage activities, such as digitaliza-
tion, structuring, filing according to selected 
standards, control of the authorship of documents, 
and the management and electronic editing of 
databases.  Since 2000, these systems have been 
used by public organizations of different coun-
tries, and are now also applied within the own 
company.

The development of technical documentation 
consists of the creation of knowledge archive 
systems – specifically technical manuals – for 
the documentation of “software” products, or for 
equipment and systems for the aeronautical sector. 
These are specific projects for client companies, 
and they are applied in Tecnobit as well.

Finally, it has created systems to store and 
to relate all the information and accumulated 
knowledge. The main goal is to make their transfer 
and user access easier, for their subsequent use. 
To make this possible, the contents are structured 

as a web site, where authorized users can access 
all knowledge and updated information which the 
company possesses on one subject, and improve 
it through their contribution of new data or infor-
mation. Another use of these systems is to make 
electronic training for employees easier. Thus, it 
has developed systems adapted to the user’s needs, 
through the application of Intra/Extranet solutions 
and SGML/XML document databases.

Also, the firm exclusively commercializes and 
implements the HYPERWAVE tool, which offers 
knowledge management solutions, electronic 
learning, and corporate sites. Through this prod-
uct, Tecnobit continues its related diversification 
strategy, securing its strategic positioning in the 
aeronautical field and introducing itself into the 
civil commercial field.  It is a help tool for opera-
tions related to document management (index-
ation, authorship control, versions control, etc.), 
web content management (linking, presentation, 
upgrading, security, etc.), the creation and man-
agement of a corporate site, information search in 
a structured manner, work-flow management, as-
sistance for team work and assistance for learning 
at a distance (courses, forums, libraries, searches, 
course support, etc.), among others.

The development of these tools based on IT 
and the accumulated knowledge about them is 
a basic factor for the development of its growth 
strategy by related diversification, since they 
have been successfully applied in new business 
and markets.

HR Practices for Organizational 
Knowledge Management

The employees’ knowledge is one of the main 
resources for the firm, because experience, ex-
pertise, abilities, skills, and the ‘‘know-how’’ of 
individuals are the essence of a firm’s competi-
tive advantage when it is coordinated, combined, 
and applied for creating value (Grant, 1996; 
Kogut and Zander, 1992). Also, as a result of 
this combination and coordination, new valuable 

Table 4. IT for knowledge management

- Information and Control Systems
- Document Management Tools 
- Storage Systems
- Other Archive Systems
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knowledge is created, both in an individual and in 
a collective sense as well (Grant, 1996; Spender, 
1996). However, the generation and integration of 
knowledge among individuals need practices that 
encourage the socialization and externalization 
of tacit knowledge, access and availability to the 
knowledge of experts, or the training of the firm’s 
employees (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; Quinn 
et al., 1996). In this case, the main HR practices 
that support the knowledge management processes 
and the development of technological capabilities 
of Tecnobit are: the contracting of highly quali-
fied employees, the implementation of appropri-
ate and extensive training practices, the use of 
teamwork, and the design and implementation 
of various incentive systems to promote specific 
aspects in the organization, such as knowledge 
sharing or the extensive use of IT. It is important 
to note that these practices allow for some degree 
of individual and group autonomy while ensuring 
the achievement of organizational goals.

Due to the high technological level of the 
industries in which the company operates and 
the continuous innovation activities carried out, 
it is essential to have highly qualified employees. 
Moreover, the organization of work is based on 
multidisciplinary teams. These are work groups 
that have been designed to make knowledge 
creation and its transfer in the firm easier. They 
constitute one of the continuous and intensive 
collaboration tools among different professionals, 
who possess very distinct knowledge. This fact 
characterizes the process of innovation and the 
creation, accumulation and transfer of knowledge 
in the firm.  Also, in Tecnobit, work in teams is 
very set in the culture of the firm.  The employees 
have great motivation and are acquainted in depth 
with the productive processes of the firm. 

Another system used is the contribution of sug-
gestions by employees. In addition, to encourage 
the effective storage and transfer of knowledge 
some databases have been designed.  Principally 
two exist: the good practices database and the 
failures database. The latter is used more when the 

objective is to learn from former mistakes and to 
minimize future failures. In these databases, tacit 
knowledge is transformed into explicit knowledge 
and is applied in practice to activities by combining 
it with the existing knowledge (the accumulated 
knowledge base of the firm).  The key aspect to 
make the system useful – and successful – is that 
employees use it frequently, because this enriches 
its content and utility.    

Moreover, the firm carries out continuous 
training programs. Staff in charge for HR organize 
these programs, but in a flexible form, because it is 
the departments which request training on specific 
themes, either of a technical or managerial nature 
(quality, work risks, logistics, office applications, 
process management, or business administration, 
among others). Any of the employees can partici-
pate in them, and this fact makes the increase and 
updating of their knowledge and the development 
of their abilities easier.  In many cases, in order to 
promote participation, distance-learning courses 
are given through computer systems. Training 
plans enable employees to develop an individual-
ized career plan, and are critical in achieving the 
consolidation of knowledge, technical know-how 
and the improvement of work in all organizational 
areas. Also, the company gives training in topics 
concerning quality to all employees, especially in 
relation to quality policies, procedures or control 
methods.

Furthermore, Tecnobit has established mo-
tivation and incentive systems to promote work 
improvement and knowledge transfer, especially 
tacit knowledge. Monetary incentives exist which 
involve 2-3% of the profits, which go to the dif-
ferent departments. The department head decides 
the amount that goes to each person, without 
considering the hierarchical level, but based on 
production and contribution to the improvement of 
work in the firm, and participation in knowledge 
management. The latter aspect is very important 
in Tecnobit, so a monetary incentive for the best 
suggestion of the month has been set, which can 
refer to any technical or administrative subject.  
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Incentive systems motivate employees to share 
their knowledge, even though it entails an ad-
ditional cost in the management process.   

All the analyzed aspects are supported by a 
strong corporate culture, which promote active 
participation in knowledge sharing and innova-
tion. This is one of the most important organi-
zational elements, due to its influence on the 
functioning of the company structure and human 
resources management. 

Flexible Structure

The growth of Tecnobit since 2000 has involved 
new management problems, due to a significant 
increase in its size and changes in its strategy, all 
of which was essentially caused by the necessity 
to coordinate companies with different cultures 
and backgrounds, which were purchased by the 
company in order to grow and go into new busi-
ness areas. 

To solve these problems, Tecnobit has imple-
mented a kind of flexible organization based on 
the decentralization of those functions which can 
be carried out more efficiently in the divisions, 
even if in some cases some functions are jointly 
developed by the divisions and the central office. 
Thus, albeit certain decisions about financial topics 
and human resources remain centralized, in some 
cases divisions negotiate their long term debts, 
develop or seek training activities, or start the 
selection process for a particular employee. This 
allows the firm to obtain flexibility in its organiza-
tional structure and a high efficiency level, which 
is essential for making the creation, application 
and integration of new knowledge easier.

Also, a key aspect in making Tecnobit’s 
structure more flexible is the successful govern-
ing of cooperation agreements with other firms 
and institutions for the acquisition of external 
knowledge regarding IT opportunities.

Implications and Conclusion 

The elements of KMS implementation are rec-
ognized by the firms of the study as playing an 
important role in innovation development and the 
attainment of other objectives. The two case stud-
ies show that the implementation of a KMS must 
be carried out in a coherent manner in relation to 
corporate culture, leadership, human resources 
practices, flexible structure and technological 
systems, all which will positively influence a 
firm’s performance.

 The Tecnobit case shows the way organi-
zational and strategic elements interact for the 
development of new knowledge and innovation. 
These are: the development and integration of IT 
and technological resources (Alavi and Leidner, 
2001); human resources policies (Andreu and Ci-
borra, 2001; Tannenbaum, 1997); organizational 
flexibility; and knowledge management activities 
and tools. Also, the successful management of co-
operation agreements in order to acquire external 
knowledge about IT related opportunities or to 
generate knowledge jointly stands out (Kessler, 
Bierly and Gopalakrishnan, 2000). These agree-
ments are of growing importance, because the 
synergies and risk reduction that they involve 
allow a number of companies to decide on growth 
through technological cooperation.

One of the most interesting conclusions of the 
Indra case is the involvement of CSR in KMS. 
Firms face CSR problems in all of the activities 
they develop, especially in their relationships with 
stakeholders, KM and innovation. Integration of 
CSR in corporate and business strategy implies the 
belief that, in some manner, responsible behaviour 
helps to achieve the organizational objectives and 
to solve problems, with higher economic efficiency 
and less social costs (Lyon, 2004; Anderson and 
Bieniaszewska, 2005). Additionally, the ethical 
values of managers determine their vision on 
what the organizational objectives should be and 
the appropriate way to attain them. Due to this, 
the achievements of firms can not be explained 
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without CSR considerations (Margolis and Walsh, 
2003). Thus, the analyzed company has acquired 
an essential knowledge on stakeholders’ needs and 
problems from its relationships with them, which 
allow it to identify new business opportunities. 
This knowledge is integrated in the organizational 
base (of knowledge) and, as a result of this, the 
objectives of the firm are established through the 
consideration of the stakeholders’ goals. Later, 
this knowledge is applied to the development of 
innovations. Overall, social responsibility, KM 
and innovation are integrated in the strategic 
management of the firm and they jointly contrib-
ute to promote confidence and a reputation as a 
responsible company.

Because of this, it should be pointed out that 
the most innovative firms which are managed by 
ethical leaders have an opportunity of ensuring 
that social responsibility and ethical principles 
are implemented in a coherent manner and, in 
doing so, contribute to the attainment of economic 
efficiency, confidence and culture identification. 
As a direct result of this, these aspects turn into 
knowledge and innovation propellants and thus, 
form part of the basis of a firm’s competitive 
advantage. 

Based on the two companies studied, the main 
implications and key factors to promote and sup-
port KM initiatives will be highlighted next:

Shared and strong corporate culture. The 
values system to support KMS implementation 
include aspects such as continuous and intense 
communication between employees at different 
levels, incentives for sharing knowledge, consider-
able efforts to develop and improve technological 
tools for KM and openness to innovation through 
the promotion of creativity. 

(Ethical) leadership. Leaders must facilitate 
the development of KM, promoting collaboration 
and participation between employees, the shar-
ing, transfer and application of knowledge, and 
closer collaboration with stakeholders, all which 

implies making ethics and KMS coherent and 
compatible.

Human resources practices. Some human 
resources practices like training and education are 
needed to implement the KMS. Employees must 
improve their skills and abilities in order to make 
valuable contributions to the innovation process. 
They should be trained and motivated to increase 
their participation and provide more flexibility. 
Also, training and reinforcement in cultural and 
ethical values is essential in order to achieve an 
adequate KMS implementation.

Flexible structure. KMS should be imple-
mented at all levels of the organization, from 
the team work to the top strategic levels. This is 
difficult to do for organizations that compete in 
global markets (such as Tecnobit and Indra) and 
also for large size firms such as Indra. Self-man-
aged teams, high level of decentralization in the 
decision-making, fluid communication, flexible 
tasks, a small number of hierarchical levels, and 
strategic and corporate agreement with stake-
holders are the main elements that are used to 
provide flexibility to the organization in order to 
implement KMS.  

Technological systems. When applied in coher-
ence with all the previous elements, technologi-
cal systems contribute to KMS implementation 
because they make easier the combination of 
knowledge from different sources, learning and 
the access to the employees’ knowledge, their 
storage and application, and a more fluid com-
munication.

Overall, the experience of Tecnobit and In-
dra shows how KMS must be implemented in 
a coherent, strategic, holistic and progressive 
manner. The agreement and involvement of all 
the organizational members is essential, jointly 
with the assumption of the firm’s cultural values, 
all which it has to be supported by an ethical 
leadership.
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Key Terms 

Case Study: Methodology of research which 
involves researchers undertaking an in-depth 
study of particular organizations with a wide 
variety of evidence being collected as a result.

Innovation-Intensive Firm: A company 
developing businesses in technology-intensive 
industries with knowledge considered as the main 
productive asset.

KMS Implementation Support Systems: 
Organizational aspects that should make the 
development of knowledge management pro-
cesses easier, such as culture, leadership human 
resources practices, flexible structures, and 
technical systems.
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KMS Objectives: A company’s orientation 
towards the solution of the “gap” of knowledge 
in different operative and strategic areas within 
the organization.

Knowledge Management Practices: Specific 
methods or initiatives used by the organization to 
support the creation, transfer, storage, retrieval and 
application of knowledge, and they can include 
technical as well as human components.

Knowledge Management Strategy (KMS): 
Design of processes related to the management 
of organizational knowledge and their imple-
mentation for the fulfilment of a firm’s strategic 
goals.

Knowledge Management Systems: All those 
applications based on information technologies 
which are used by the firm in its knowledge 
management tasks

Endnotes

a These teams, through the interactions that 
take place among its members, are knowl-
edge generators in the sense pointed out 
by Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995), because 
they generate a common space in which 
socialization processes are developed.   

b Relational rents can be understood as “su-
pernormal profit jointly generated in an ex-
change relationship that cannot be produced 
by either firm in isolation and can only be 
created through the joint idiosyncratic con-
tributions of the specific alliance partners” 

(Dyer and Singh, 1998: 662). Management 
of strategic alliances involves four aspects 
that directly affect the possibility of achiev-
ing relational rents (Dyer and Singh, 1998): 
(1) Investments in relation-specific assets; 
(2) Management of knowledge exchange, 
including that which results in joint learn-
ing and routines; (3) Adequate combining of 
complementary resources and capabilities 
that result in the joint creation of new prod-
ucts, services or technologies; (4) Effective 
governing mechanisms of inter-firm alliance 
that results in a lower transaction cost than 
cooperative arrangements of competitors.

c Its growth path responds to a related di-
versification through knowledge on IT and 
developments in this area. 

d Soluziona is a technological-intensive com-
pany which formed part of the Union Fenosa 
Group, in Spain.

e In 2007, Indra achieved around about € 
2.150 million in sales, had close to 23,000 
employees, and developed projects in more 
than 80 countries over four continents.  

f Activities Report of Indra (2005, 2006). 
g Some examples are: electro-optical sensors, 

Command Systems, and Naval Control or 
Aerial Operations Control Systems.

h 80% of the employees have a university 
degree in engineering and IT fields.

i Memory Report from Tecnobit (2007).
j During the course of the last years Tecno-

bit has devoted, on average, 8.5 % of sales 
income to R&D .
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Abstract

This chapter focuses on the development of the Knowledge Management (KM) platform, and, more gener-
ally, the knowledge- and resource based view (RBV) of the firm. The knowledge is seen as a source of a 
competitive advantage. In high-velocity markets, like the ICT-sector, the knowledge is crucial in creating 
a long-term competitive advantage over the competitors.  The study claims that corporate performance 
was improved when the case company simultaneously exploited a balanced set of related knowledge 
resources of the corporate KM Platfrom across its business areas.

Introduction

Managing the data, information and knowledge in 
a business as well as using it to gain a sustainable 
competitive advantage, is a challenging assign-
ment in any organization. Knowledge manage-
ment essentially consists of tools, practices and 
processes to efficiently capture, store and share 
data and knowledge between individuals within 

an organization. The last decade has witnessed 
a growth of information generated within orga-
nizations due to the increased use of technology 
and the internet. In the 1990s, companies discov-
ered knowledge as a new source of competitive 
advantage (See e.g. Davenport, 2001; Möller & 
Svahn, 2006; Nonaka et al., 2001) The concept 
of  knowledge management was widely discussed 
in the information technology and management 
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literature. Sharing, transferring and storing 
knowledge has highlighted the need to further 
develop data warehousing to support learning 
and knowledge management within the organi-
zation. Exploiting information and knowledge 
within data warehouses is one method to attain 
industry-leading performance (Juntunen, 2008; 
Matusik & Hill, 1998; Törmänen, 2003) and a 
competitive advantage in markets. Organizations 
that develop and leverage knowledge resources are 
more likely to achieve success than organizations 
with a greater dependence on tangible resources 
(Autio et al., 2000; Yli-Renko et al., 2002). 

Also, the spirit of the knowledge-based 
view must be fully understood in order to truly 
conceptualize the value of knowledge to orga-
nizations that operate in dynamically changing 
environment, as exemplified by the ICT sector. 
The increasing importance of innovation and 
rapid product development in the ICT-sector 
has made an awareness of knowledge creation 
and innovative organizational transformations 
a critical issue in an organization. Therefore, 
knowledge management (KM) is not a narrow 
information technology (IT) related function 
within an organization, but rather an integration 
of strategic management, learning, R&D, use of 
different technologies, human capital and business 
management. From this perspective, knowledge 
creation and management in an organization is not 
purely a problem of product development, but also 
a question of mastering the renewal and transfer of 
information both within all hierarchic levels of an 
organization and between different communities 
of practice, forming a continuous organizational 
development process and a way to rapidly capital-
ize on innovations. An organization with valuable, 
rare, inimitable and non-substitutable resources 
can generate a sustainable competitive advantage 
over its rivals, thus resulting in better financial 
performance (See e.g. Barney, 1991; Conner, 1991; 
Hatch & Dyer, 2004; Wernerfelt, 1984).  

Moreover, the introduction of Internet and 
web-based tools haves given rise to many forms 

of online interactions, including e-mail, instant 
messaging, blogging, and community based on-
line services. In addition to descriptive personal 
profiles, members of such online communities 
publicly articulate mutual “friendship” links with 
other members, creating a browseable network of 
social relations (Heer & Boyd, 2005). The KM 
Platform concept in the case corporation included 
tools for different communities: for work projects, 
for teams and for leisure time-related online so-
cieties and individuals.

The following sections will begin with an 
overview of the development of Knowledge Man-
agement platform (KM Platform) concept and then 
proceed to explain the development, benefits and 
consequences of its implementation.  

  

Background

The case organization is Elisa. Elisa, formerly 
known as Helsinki Telephone Corporation, has 
been on the forefront of telephone and service 
development in Finland since 1882 (Juntunen, 
2005).  Elisa is a leading Finnish communica-
tions service company whose shares are quoted 
on the Helsinki Exchanges. Its core business areas 
are Consumer and Small Enterprise Customers, 
Business Customers and Production. The Group’s 
revenue in 2007 amounted to EUR 1.57 billion. 
In the end of 2007 the Elisa Group employed 
approximately 3,000 people.  In 2007, Elisa’s 
operational model was based on two business 
units, production and support functions.   The 
aim of the new operational model is to further 
increase customer orientation and cost efficiency. 
(Elisa, 2006, 2007) Elisa is the Finnish market 
leader in broadband subscriptions. Its vision is 
to be the most attractive and effective operator. 
Elisa operates in Finland and in carefully selected 
international market areas, and provides inter-
national services in association with its partners 
Vodafone and Telenor (Elisa, 2006). During the 
years 2003-2007 Elisa unified its organizational 
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structure, strengthened its market position in 
chosen core markets, added new services in its 
service portfolio and launched itself into new 
markets (Elisa, 2007).

The case corporation’s approach to organiza-
tional learning and to knowledge management was 
based on the KM Platform concept (see Figure 
1). The KM Platform concept outlined different 
areas of information, and knowledge sharing 
for communities, individuals and for work and 
leisure time. The Community element of the KM 
Platform concept consisted of tools for business 
management and learning, such as benchmark-
ing information, best practices, and listings of 
different competence laboratories and projects. It 
also included internal surveys, news of competi-
tors and products, and access to e-libraries. The 
individual part of the platform concept consisted 
of tools for self-learning, education, recruitment 
and job rotation. During the initial phase of the 
KM Platform concept between 1999 and 2001, an 
attempt was made to understand the key factors 
and events affecting development. The resultant 
KM Platform concept developed during this time 
still supports the current strategy of the case 
corporation, its knowledge management initia-
tives and needs.

The preliminary analysis of the development 
of KM platform concept was part of a longitudinal 
qualitative study of the years 1990-2003 (Jun-
tunen, 2005). Research documentation consisted 
of both information about the telecommunication 
industry and the case corporation’s development. 
Interviews were undertaken during 1999 to 2005 
with personnel sourced from various levels of the 
organization as well as from the network partners 
and from Elisa’s main competitor. Data gathered 
consisted of articles, project documents, memo-
randums relating to strategies, businesses and 
competence laboratories in different communities 
of practice.  It must also be noted that this study 
focuses on the experiences of a large company 
with a multi-business organization.  Additional 

information was acquired of the years 2005-2007 
for this chapter. 

It can be claimed that the findings of this study 
have a general relevance, particularly for organiza-
tions operating in dynamic, rapidly changing fields 
characterized by several interlinked technologies.  
The relevance of this study can reach beyond the 
limited time period. The research design is based 
on a logical sequence to connect empirical data to 
the initial research questions (Miles & Huberman, 
1994; Yin, 1994). The qualitative methods make it 
possible to develop a thorough understanding of 
a complex and a multi-dimensional phenomenon 
in a specific context. The case design here is a 
single case study based on one corporation. The 
reason for choosing a case study approach lies in 
the in-depth knowledge required regarding the 
evolution of different collaborative forms and 
their managerial processes. Information about 
these phenomena requires intensive access to an 
organization in order to be able to identify them 
(Heide & John, 1995; Yin, 1994). A case study is 
claimed to assist understanding of the complexity 
of process and change (Cassel & Symon, 1994; 
Pettigrew, 1990; Van de Ven & Poole, 1990), as 
confirmed by Hartley (1994) who emphasized the 
tailor-made nature of a case study as allowing 
observation within a   real-life context. Follwing 
these contextual approaches by Pettigrew (1985, 
1987) this study argues that the multibusiness 
knowledge management and organizational ca-
pability development cannot be understood un-
less one examines it over longer period of time. 
Moreover, the network theory suggests that the 
ties within multi-business firms such as business 
groups create both opportunities and constraints 
for innovation: opportunities that arise from re-
source access and availability  (Coleman, 1990; 
Håkansson & Lundgren, 1995).

In this study, the two diverse fields of research, 
namely the knowledge management (KM) and 
resource-based view of the firm (RBV), were 
synthesized. Literature review on knowledge 
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management depicts the different views of the 
concept of knowledge management and its ob-
jectives. Many authors discuss just on coding 
and measuring knowledge as intangible asset 
that an organization can exploit focusing on 
individual as the unit of analysis and concep-
tualizing knowledge as an objective and easily 
measurable (Davenport,1998; Malhotra, 2000). 
Other researchers argue that knowledge manage-
ment is closely related to learning organization 
and that it should also consider the social aspect 
of knowledge management (Nonaka & Takeuchi 
1995). Some consider knowledge management as a 
way to capture knowledge embedded in collective 
practices and they also consider the community 
of practice as the unit of analysis (Virkkunen & 
Ahonen, 2000). This study discusses both the 
codified knowledge and knowledge embedded 
in collective practices. 

The resource-based view (RBV) is view used 
to determine the strategic resources available to 
a firm. The fundamental principle of the RBV 
is that the available capabilities are the basis for 
a competitive advantage of a firm (Wernerfelt, 
1984, p.172; Rumelt, 1984, p.557-558)

The interaction between the KM technology 
and inter- and intra-organizational relationships 
were examined as part of understanding multi-
business synergies. In a dynamically changing 
environment it is challenging for any organiza-
tion to pursue major innovations or systemic 
product offerings because of the dispersion of 
knowledge and technological resources. Compa-
nies try to overcome this by seeking knowledge 
transfer and, more ambitiously, joint ventures or 
alliances to create knowledge and innovations 
through collaboration (Kogut & Zander, 1997; 
Teece, 2000). 

In general, this study discusses of the cross-
business knowledge synergies (See Goold and 
Luchs, 1993). Theoretically, this study tries to 
synthesize the resource-based views (RBV) of 
diversification and knowledge management theory 
to conceptualize cross-business knowledge syn-

ergies of a multibusiness company, like the case 
company Elisa, in terms of the complementarity of 
knowledge resources, like customer and technol-
ogy knowledge, of different business areas when 
developing a corporate KM Platform.

Development and  
Implementation of the  
KM Platform 

The KM platform concept was developed to sup-
port a multibusiness organization in acquiring and 
collecting diverse information and knowledge 
from within the corporation and from the sur-
rounding competitive environment. 

 The KM platform represented different views 
of knowledge sharing and exchange across the 
multibusiness organization.  It also denoted the 
different knowledge management perspectives 
and roles of the various actors involved in order 
to develop a shared view of KM within the orga-
nization. The existing legacy systems held a lot 
of information from different business processes. 
However, not all the information was used or 
was analyzed to guide the business or to predict 
the business trends. The developers of the KM 
platform wanted to ensure that the existing legacy 
systems would be able to capture and encode 
knowledge for further business applications. 

The Information Technology Architecture in 
the KM platform concept assisted in codifying, 
storing and delivering the knowledge to differ-
ent organizational parts. KM tools also assisted 
in locating knowledge and information within 
the company and accelerating the creation and 
acquisition of knowledge within the case orga-
nization.

The platform concept was created to lever-
age organizational knowledge across business 
areas. Knowledge could be transferred directly, 
through education and training, or indirectly. 
The KM platform was divided into four parts 
(see Figure 1): Community (C), Individual (I), 
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Work & Management (WM) and Learning & 
Developing (LD).  

The KM platform consisted of the following 
parts (see Figure 1): 

1. (I) consisted of personal-level information 
such as recruitment and training opportuni-
ties in addition to organizational informa-
tion.  

2. (LD) was the corporate e-learning platform.  
There was an internet based academy which 
was created in conjunction with universities 
and other research foundations and insti-
tutes.  Since 1990, continuous cooperation 
with Finnish and international research 
organizations formed an integral part in 
adopting and implementing new technolo-

gies at Elisa and these technologies were also 
used to assist organizational learning and 
capability and skill development. (Juntunen, 
2005; Elisa, 2005). 

3. (WM) consisted of a managers’ toolkit con-
sisting of essential documents and informa-
tion, related to the methods for improving 
administrative or operational managerial 
work.

4. (C) consisted of access to e-libraries, news, 
business intelligence (BI) information, 
industry-level surveys and other useful ma-
terial from both domestic and international 
partners and research networks. Domestic 
R&D partners included universities, higher 
education institutions, the VTT - Technical 
Research Centre of Finland and innovative 

Figure 1. KM-platform in Elisa (© Liisa Varjokallio, Elisa: the pictures of  Elisa are published with the 
courtesy of Elisa, with permission of Elisa) (published in Juntunen, 2005, p.141)
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private sector companies, like Nokia and 
Cisco. (www.elisa.com, 2008) International 
collaboration partners were: IETF (Internet 
Engineering Task Force), ITU (International 
Telecommunication Union), OMA (The 
Open Mobile Alliance Ltd, W3C (The World 
Wide Web Consortium)  and WWI (Wireless 
World Initiative). (www.elisa.com, 2008) 

A new version of a change laboratory model 
for team-level (see Virkkunen & Ahonen, 2004) 
called the competence laboratory was also tested 
in the case organization. The competence labora-
tories model was part of the KM Platform and its 
community tools. Current methods of grassroots 
level organizational learning connect learning to 
the incremental, linear expertise development and 
processes management. (Virkkunen & Ahonen, 
2004) The competence laboratories model was 
developed at the University of Helsinki.  It was 
a bottom-up approach to facilitate the learning 
process within and between the communities of 
practices within an organization (cf. Ahonen et 
al., 2000).  In the competence laboratories-model, 
roots of recurrent problems occurring in work 
processes were traced and conceptualized. The 
model was also used to evaluate potential for 
change and to develop a long term activity plan. 
(Virkkunen & Ahonen, 2000)  The competence 
laboratories were tested in several functional 
areas in the case company between 1990 and 
2000, including customer service, installation 
and product maintenance. Specifically, this model 
was employed in customer service and help desk 
areas to fine tune interaction between the various 
elements of help desk functionality and associated 
processes, from sales to delivering the service to 
customers. The competence laboratory model was 
useful in change management and transferring 
existing knowledge across the organizational 
boundaries in a change situation or in a business 
transformation.  

The organization of the KM process and KM 
technology support within the case company were 

assigned to trained KM network personnel. Train-
ing sessions and competence laboratories were 
held within the organization. The organizational 
management was interested in KM development 
and supported it. The Human Resources Direc-
tor Liisa Varjokallio championed KM within the 
organization and fostered the KM development.  

In the case company, a new business creation 
and development was seen as a collective process 
that required interaction and cooperation with in-
ternal and external partners, particularly because 
of the managerial challenges of a fast changing 
technological environment. Therefore, it was 
necessary to disseminate managerial experience 
and practices throughout the organization. The 
case organization believed that managers should 
not be bound by past experience but should exam-
ine the implications of future business scenarios 
and encourage innovativeness. In addition, the 
managers performed an important role within 
the organization in fostering the organizational 
knowledge of employees and supporting the vision 
and strategies selected by management. How-
ever, mentoring between managers was equally 
important in order to support common goals and 
to share knowledge of best practices. The case 
organization used the so called manager’s toolkit 
to assist young/new managers in the enhance-
ment of their managerial and networking skills. 
Nevertheless, access to knowledge and informa-
tion still required the users of the KM Platform 
to have both the capacity and competence for 
understanding, assimilating, compiling and using 
the retrieved knowledge, and the skill to be able 
to adapt the information and to their specific is-
sues. For example, it seemed to be very difficult 
to provide any kind of fixed managerial toolkits 
for handling business network management issues.  
All strategic business decisions and subsequent 
business situations are unique and could only be 
understood in the context of the business net-
work situation and the business history that has 
produced the current partners and services. The 
management toolkit therefore consisted of best 
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practices and administrative documentations, 
like rules and procedures.

Usage and Benefits of the  
KM Platform 

 
With the help of corporate KM Platform, the case 
organization managed to create new forms of joint 
learning and collaborative networks. Knowledge 
creation, exchange and transfer played a crucial 
role in the various collaborative forms. In the 
case corporation different types of knowledge 
bases had been created over time: some were 
based on mobile-technologies, some on the In-
ternet and some from the integration of several 
technologies. These were incorporated with the 
KM Platform.  

Knowledge exchange was limited in some of 
the collaborative networks because the partici-
pants were unwilling to share crucial information, 
especially in situations where competitors were 
acting as coopetitors. Knowledge and informa-
tion sharing happened with known and trusted 
partners. These formed the basis for the future 
competitive advantage.  Historical development 
and past experiences influenced the actors’ use 
of new technologies and solutions and also the 
partners chosen.  If past experiences with actors 
in projects had been good, those actors were likely 
to be used again. If the experiences had been less 
positive, those actors were stringently assessed 
before being selected to participate in projects.  
However, the limited number of individuals or 
organizations with the requisite knowledge of 
home networking and related technologies meant 
they were not completely out of consideration.  
It was essential to keep solid working relation-
ships with everyone. The different experiences 
of partnerships and collaborations were also 
documented in the KM platform as best practices 
or lessons learned. 

The KM Platform seemed to support the cre-
ation of a new business and business networking 

strategy within the case corporation. The most 
successful new service and technology platform 
ideas were created while the KM platform was 
being developed. Personnel in R&D and in new 
business development understood that coopera-
tion and corporate synergy was, in most cases, 
advantageous for any new business. The R&D 
personnel that took part of the KM development 
were successful both in product development and 
innovation. These ideas, processes and platforms 
were the most profitable ones in Elisa between 
2000 and 2007.  These included: Elisa’s DSL-solu-
tions and Kotiportti which consists of various 
subscriber connections and community services, 
household monitoring and security systems; Efodi 
– the learning space; and the technical solutions 
used in mobile and DSL-services offered to con-
sumers and business customers today. 

Management noticed that there were different 
reasons to use the KM Platform in new business 
development and in collaborative business net-
working.  There appeared to be different types of 
knowledge and information requirements relating 
to capability creation and utilization in business 
development and R&D. The key objectives com-
mon to the R&D alliances during 1999 to 2000 
included the utilization and development of core 
capabilities in both network and communication 
technologies (Hölttä, 2000). The case company 
had realized that the competitive advantage of 
companies relied on its managerial and organiza-
tional processes, supported by dynamic capabili-
ties. They had also collaborated with universities 
to access the most recent studies of dynamic 
capabilities (See Juntunen, 2005). These dynamic 
capabilities reflected the organization’s ability to 
integrate, build, reconfigure and renew internal 
and external competences to address changes 
in its competitive environment (cf. Teece et al. 
1997, Teece, 2003).  Elisa’s particular goal in the 
R&D alliances was to fine-tune product concepts 
generated from earlier R&D projects between 
1990 and 1999.  These ideas related to educational 
platforms in the Internet, self-learning in the 
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Internet, home automation, data security issues, 
and VOIP-technologya.  The case organization 
also tried to establish a best practice method, with 
which they could manage either several concur-
rent R&D processes in different business units, or 
R&D projects concerning multiple products and 
services within the case company (Hölttä, 2000). 
Since 2005, Elisa’s greatest investment target 
in long-term research was MobiLife, the EU ś 
large-scale sixth generation framework project. 
MobiLife investigates everyday customer-centric 
applications and services enabled by technologi-
cal development. The key areas of study included 
personalization and adaptable interfaces, as well 
as privacy, security and trust. Moreover, Elisa was 
one of the initiators of Forum Virium Helsinki, 
a cluster project concerned with digital content 
and services. The aim of the first Forum Virium 
project in 2005, called Finnish MobileTV Forum, 
was to establish a cluster of enterprises to develop 
mobile TV services and to introduce and to com-
mercialize them. Moreover, Dimes Association 
cooperation project promoted the development of 
technology and service innovations related to the 
ICT field in Finland.  (www.elisa.com, 2008) 

The R&D projects formed so-called collab-
orative innovation networks (COINs) (cf. Gloor 
et al. 2003) based on knowledge, technologies 
and capabilities required. They consisted of 
self-motivated individuals drawn from differ-
ent business areas of the case company and also 
sometimes from multiple organizations, driven 
by an idea or a vision. By locating and analyzing 
the work methods and processes of  COINs in the 
organization with the help of the KM Platform 
concept, the case company was able to streamline 
R&D processes of different strategic business 
areas between 1999 and 2001, also managing 
to create competitive advantage in markets. In 
addition, according to Timo Simula (2003), who 
was a manager in several new business networks 
and involved in R&D, those people who were in-
volved in projects and business networks learned 
and were capable of finding, using and adapting 

the new knowledge, but it also seemed as if the 
company itself did not learn or that the learning 
cycle was unbelievably slow. 

Moreover, the transformation points of a 
business where happens organizational and pro-
cessual changes can cause causal ambiguity in 
capabilities and knowledge sharing and trasfer-
ring in the company. In the case company, these 
transformational points were the changes of the 
CEO and corporate strategy in 1990, 1994, 1997 
and 2003 and major organizational structural 
changes in 2000, 2003 and 2005.

Conclusion

As a summary, it seems that companies that are 
good in managing knowledge within the organi-
zation tend to be good at other things, too, like 
for example, they, can speed products into the 
markets, and respond quickly in competitors’ chal-
lenges and exploit emerging markets faster than 
the competitors. It also seems that the knowledge 
transfer within a multi-business company can 
create opportunities for new product development 
and innovation: opportunities that arise from re-
source access and availability  (cf. Håkansson & 
Lundgren, 1995). This is an expression of a new 
characteristic of a corporate strategy; namely the 
knowledge- and capability-based competition. 

Knowledge management is increasingly 
involved in the creation of new collective capa-
bilities. This calls for a new form of collaborative 
learning activity and dialogue between manage-
ment and other employees. This supports the 
studies of competence and change laboratories by 
Virkkunen and Ahonen (2004). In a rapidly chang-
ing technological environment, the challenges of 
learning that employees encounter changes as 
businesses develop. Different forms of learning 
are required in different phases of the business 
life-cycle, organizational and/or environmental 
transformation. This study supports the studies of 
Virkkunen and Ahonen (2004) because  learning 
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in an incremental process improvement is also a 
part of a business change cycle,  and a renewal 
of a business concept (cf. studies of Hong & 
Ståhle, 2005). 

Additionally, since organizations in high-ve-
locity markets exist to achieve predictable and 
superior results than the competitors, the em-
ployees are encouraged to share their knowledge. 
This takes place through improved information 
management about where knowledge resides, how 
it can be used and reused, and where or when it 
can create greater business value through new 
ideas and innovations. That was the basic reason 
for the case company to develop the KM platform 
The greatest challenge for the case company is 
still the renewal of the knowledge base in the 
KM platform because it needs to be updated and 
knowledge and information need to be there in-
time otherwise it is not useful for anybody. 

This study also claimed that corporate per-
formance was improved when the case company 
simultaneously exploited a balanced set of related 
knowledge resources of the corporate KM Plat-
from across its business areas with diverse business 
portfolios. This supports the previous research by 
Goold and Luchs, 1993. The development of the 
KM Platform resulted from the need for knowl-
edge transfer both within and between different 
organizational units. Elisa’s management clearly 
understood that knowledge transfer could create 
or reveal existing synergies between different 
businesses and business networks, thus, creating a 
competitive advantage at market. Therefore, either 
creating or locating the cross-business synergies 
was central to the performance of multi-unit and 
multi-business organization, characterized by 
diverse business models, technology platforms 
and service portfolios (Goold & Luchs, 1993). It 
seemed that when the case company aimed at le-
veraging its capabilities and finding synergies in a 
multibusiness environment, management focused 
on process efficiency especially in R&D.  This 
supports also studies by Mintzberg, Ahlstrand 
and Lampel (1998, 175-231), claiming that the 

collective learning and knowledge management 
are essential in professional organizations that 
operate in high-velocity business environment.  

  As this chapter discussed the issue of develop-
ing and implementing a KM platform, it managed 
to touch on several important factors, including 
the benefits of a corporate level KM Platform and 
strategy planning, the management roles in this 
process and synergies with R&D and knowledge 
transfer within the organization. Future studies 
can assess whether the exploitation of a common 
corporate KM Platform and common practises 
and processes to manage knowledge and informa-
tion across multiple businesses creates synergies 
or are there other factors, like specific business 
related capabilities that can explain the creation 
of competitive advantage over the competitors in 
markets. Broadly speaking, this study suggests 
that competitive environment, knowledge require-
ments and the existing capabilities are influential 
factors driving firms towards different forms of 
collaboration in order to gain more knowledge 
and lacking resources. Empowered by the digital 
media, business networks are expected to take 
the leading role in innovation development in 
knowledge-driven society (Castells,1996,;  Pa-
rolini, 1999). This study therefore also suggests 
that high-tech organizations have capabilities and 
specific business-related knowledge that seem to 
arise from managing a complex web of relation-
ships of teams and coordinating a large number 
of interdependent processes. Managers should 
consider the organization as a set of capabilities 
and knowledge assets in order to integrate these 
assets and capabilities in different situations in 
R&D, customer service, manufacturing or pro-
duction needs. 
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Key Terms 

Capabilities: Capabilities can be defined as 
intangible knowledge resources, and physical and 
non-physical resources as tangible and intangible 
assets.  The difference between resources and 
capabilities in a firm is that capabilities deploy 
or coordinate different resources, and therefore, 
capabilities are involved in the activities of the 
whole value chain of the company.

ICT sector: ICT sector  includes both the Infor-
mation Technology (IT) and telecommunication 
sector. The latter includes both the service and 
the manufacturing industry. The previous includes 
all the software and hardware manufacturing and 
developing companies. 

Knowledge Management: The Process re-
sponsible for gathering, analysing, storing and 
sharing knowledge and information within an 
Organisation.  Knowledge management is seen 
as a way to enhance the performance in many 
organizations.  

Knowledge Sharing: Knowledge sharing re-
fers to not only codified information, like product 
specifications, but also beliefs and experiences.  
Seen from this perspective, knowledge creation, 
management and sharing are a question of mas-
tering the renewal and change in all the activi-
ties within an organization and in a network of 
organizations.  

Knowledge: Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) 
explicated  the concept of knowledge by con-
trasting knowledge and information. “First, 
knowledge unlike information, is about beliefs 
and commitment. Knowledge is a function of 
a particular stance, perspective, or intention. 
Second, knowledge unlike information, is about 
action. It is always knowledge ‘to some end’, and 
third, knowledge, unlike information, is about 
meaning. It is context specific and relational” 
(Nonaka –Takeuchi 1995, 58). Instead of the 
absolute, static view of knowledge, Nonaka and 
Takeuchi consider knowledge as “a dynamic hu-
man process of justifying personal belief toward 
the  ‘truth’ “. Knowledge is created dynamically 
in social interaction among  people

Organizational Learning: Organizational 
Learning can be defined as the organization’s 
ability to gain understanding from experience 
through experimentation, observation, analysis, 
and a willingness to examine both successes and 
failures  

Endnote

a VOIP = Voice over IP, a VoIP-device and 
-service to send and to receive IP-voice. 
Internet telephone refers to communica-
tion services – voice, facsimile, and/or 
voice-messaging applications – that are 
transported via the Internet, rather than the 
public switched telephone network (PSTN). 
The basic steps involved in originating an 
Internet telephone call are conversion of 
the analog voice signal to digital format 
and compression/translation of the signal 
into Internet protocol (IP) packets for 
transmission over the Internet. The process 
is reversed at the receiving end. (www.iec.
org.online/tutorials/int_tele)
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APPend Ix: Inte RvIeWs

Name (Interviewee) Position Organization Interview Time

Ahlstrand, Klaus Business 
Development 
Manager

Datatie in person 

e-mails

February 11th  2001, October 31st 
2001, November 1st 2001 March 
29th  2000, October 31st 2001, 
November  1st 2001, November  
12th  2001, December 5th  2001, 
January 5th  2002

Arhi, Mika BI, Analyst Elisa Corporation in person 

e-mails

May 2001 

July 7th  2002,

August 1st 2002

Buuri, Marko Product Development Elisa, HCB in person, 
cooperation 
meeting

September 7th, 2001

Grönroos, Timo Development 
Manager

Radiolinja in person May 5th, 1999

Hakanen, Seppo Marketing Manager Elisa, PCS in person 
cooperation 
meeting

March 30th 2000 

April 17th 2000

Hedberg, Nina Voice Services, 
Manager

Elisa, Traffic and 
Subscriber connections

in person, 
cooperation 
meeting

June 2nd 1999, November 20th 
1999

Hedberg, Nina Manager Elisa, PCS in person, 
cooperation 
meeting

,March 30th 2000, April 17th 2000

Hietanen, Petri Development 
Manager

Elisa, HCB in person, 
cooperation 
meeting

September 2nd  2001, October 3rd 
2001

Hölttä, Pertti Research Center Elisa, Research Center in person, 
cooperation 
meeting

January 31st 2000, January 21st, 
2001, January 25th 2001

Jokinen, Juha Manager (IM) Elisa, BS in person, 
cooperation 
meeting

 

email updates

September 5th 2001, 
September 27th  2001, June 18th 
2004, 
January 12th 2005 

October 20th 2001,

May 15th 2002, January 12th 2003, 
March 10th 2004

Jäntere, Kirsi Development 
Manager

Elisa, PCS in person, 
cooperation 
meeting

March 3rd 2000, April 5th 2000

Kaasinen, Katariina Student Elisa, HCB in person November 30th 2001

Kaasinen, Katariina R&D developer Nokia, R&D e-mail August 4th 2003

Karjalainen, Ismo Product Manager

(Kotiportti)

Elisa, PCS in person, 
cooperation 
meeting

June 1st  2001

Kautto, Antti Management 
Consultant

Comptel in person December 18th 2001

continued on following page
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Lehmus, Pasi Director Elisa in person, 
cooperation 
meeting

January 15th 2002

March 3rd 2003

Malmberg, Juha Director Elisa, Traffic and 
Subscriber connections

in person May 1999

Malmberg, Juha Director Elisa, PCS in person March 30th 2000, April 17th 2000, 
November 20th 2001, December 
17th 2001

Masala, Sami Business 
Development 
Manager

Elisa, HCB e-mails March 30th 2000,  
April 17th 2000, November 26th 
2002, December 12th 2002, 
January 23rd  2003, February 
27th 2003, November 13th 2003, 
December 16th 2003

Masala, Sami Business 
Development 
Manager

Elisa, HCB in person March 29th 2000, April 18th-19th 
2000, November 24th 2002, 
December 12th 2002, 
January 20th 2003, 
February 25th 2003, 
November 10th 2003, December 
15th 2003, January 12th 2004, May 
21st 2004, 
August 18th 2004,  
May 13th 2005

Peltola, Hannu Product Development Elisa, Traffic and 
Subscriber connections

in person, 
cooperation 
meeting

May 20th 1999

Pohtola, Raili Director Elisa, PCM in person May 15th 2002

Rasia, Olli Multimedia Access, 
Manager

Elisa, Traffic and 
Subscriber connections

in person, 
cooperation 
meeting

May 5th  1999

Rasia, Olli Department Manager Elisa, PCS in person, 
cooperation 
meeting

March 30th 2000, 
 April 17th 2000, April 9th 2001, 
 August 28th  2001

Riipinen, Jarmo Business Manager  Elisa, BS phone November 7th 2001
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Simula, Timo Head of Development, 
HCB’s Manager

Elisa, HCB in person, 
cooperation 
meeting

e-mails

 e-mails, updates 
in meetings

March 30th 2000, 
 April 17th 2000, November 
7th 2001, December 2nd 2001, 
December 20th 2001

 November 26th 2002, December 
12th 2002, January 30th 2003, 
March 14th 2003, September 
9th 2003, October 13th 2003, 
November 3rd  2003, December 
18th 2003, 
January 12th 2004, February 13th 
2004

June 18th 2005, September 30th 
2005, 
May, 15th 2006, January 12th 2007

Tirkkonen, Piia Student Elisa, HCB in person November 22nd 2002

Tirkkonen, Piia R&D Nokia e-mail July 22nd 2003

Yli-Äyhö, Janne Manager Telia-Sonera e-mail June 24th  2002

Varjokallio, Liisa Manager Elisa, HR in person January 25th 2001 

Vainionpää, Sami Multimedia Access, 
Development 
Manager

Elisa, PCS in person, 
cooperation 
meeting

January 15th 2001

Viitala, Erkki Customer Service 
Manager

Comptel in person December 2001 

July 7th  2003

Vuolteenaho, Petri Product Development, 
Manager

Elisa, PCS in person, 
cooperation 
meeting

March 30th 2000 

April 17th 2000

Weckström, J-P. Manager Telia-Sonera, BI e-mail June 18th 2002
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Abstract

Success in new product development (NPD) can be considered a general aim for any company wishing 
to survive in the 21st Century.  It has been found that positive effects can result from the existence of 
formal “blueprints” and “roadmaps” of the NPD process.  This chapter discusses numerous NPD pro-
cesses which can assist a company to capture what it does, and follow a structured development route, 
from which it is possible to gain a better understanding of how to improve the development process, and 
thus reap the potential and tangible benefits.  This chapter’s focus is at organisations that are consid-
ering implementing a new product development (NPD) process in order to improve repeatability and 
ultimately sustainability of their innovative capabilities, a necessary and vital component for survival.  
It aims to bring an understanding of the underlying characteristics that may contribute to a potential 
and successful outcome during the development process within organizations, through the adoption of 
a structured NPD process. 
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Introduction

The design and development of products has been, 
and is continually the focus for many different 
authors.  The pre-occupation with design and 
development exists because getting it right is so 
important.  A revealing comment from Norman 
and Peterson (1999, p65) advises why companies 
are so desperate to understand what they do, and 
how they can make things better: “…all good 
companies can innovate, but fewer are able to be 
innovative again and again.”  No one has been able 
to capture the ultimate prescription for success, 
even some of the same authors publish different 
observations, depending upon the orientation 
and audience.  

What is a New Product?

There are numerous definitions by various authors 
(Cooper, 1999, 2001; Cooper et al, 1997; Hart, 
1996; Ozer, 1999, 2004; Tracey, 2004) however one 
common similarity characterises a new product as 
‘one not previously manufactured by a company’.  
One of the foremost aims of any development 
programme should be to get the right product or 
service, to the market or customer as quickly as 
possible.  This can limit the chance of a competitor 
gaining an advantage by first entry, and therefore 
one enjoying an early market position.  The cost of 
development, whether large or small, is a burden 
on the cash flow of an organisation and pressure 
will be applied for an early payback of cash spent 
(Hultink and Hart, 1998).  For example, marketing 
functions can expend vast resources, determining 
which products should be offered to particular 
markets and at what price.  Restrictions on new 
product scope that are imposed are usually derived 
from a combination of the mission statement, or 
strategy of a company and the attractiveness of 
the market (Cooper and Kleinschmidt, 2000).

The New Product 
Development Process

The potential for innovation is considered to be 
a fusion of a perceived user needs and a techno-
logical opportunity for fulfilment of this need 
(Jenkins et al, 1997).  Innovation is often used 
interchangeably with other words and phrases, or 
can be used with varying emphasis, depending 
upon the subjects that are under consideration 
(Hutlink and Hart, 1998).  It has been discussed 
(Wright and Swain, 1995) that ‘innovation’ is 
a term invariably used by research and design 
people; ‘new product development’ is a phrase 
generally referred to more in marketing and 
management; and ‘design’ is a common word in 
engineering.  However, to many who are embroiled 
in the act of NPD, they will note that the three have 
subtle, but important differences.  There appears 
to be a hierarchy of activities that these phrases 
encompass.  ‘Innovation’ can be considered as the 
unit of technological change and an invention, if 
one exists in the situation, it is part of the process 
of innovation (Harborne and Johne, 2003). New 
product development, for all intents and purposes, 
can be viewed as a slightly less radical phrase such 
that the development of a ‘new’ product does not 
have to involve innovation.  New products are dif-
ferent from those, which already exist, in terms 
of major or minor changes (Noke and Radnor, 
2004).  The ‘newness’ may be new creations 
(such as original innovations; or products new to 
the world or new to the company); additions, im-
provements and revisions (with greater emphasis 
on particular values); repositioning of the product 
(e.g. novel ways to use it in a different market seg-
ment, or possibly the use of branding); or simply 
cost reductions (lower price, or improvement in 
through life costs) (Booz, Allen and Hamilton, 
1991).  Figure 1 illustrates a typology for product 
‘newness’ categories.  It is the product design and 
development that is the interest of this research.  
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However, the driving force for this product in-
novation may be varied: anything from market 
and competitor action and reaction; information 
on customers’ needs; technical fine tuning of the 
process; or entrepreneurial inspiration. 

According to Kalyanaram and Krishnan (1997) 
“Good design” can be achieved when the product 

not only looks good, but it also does the job well.  
Indeed, “design can often add something to a prod-
uct or service which the customer never expected, 
thus improving the overall customer experience” 
(Cooper, 1999, pg 26).  Thus, here ‘designing’ is 
differentiated, because it is a tool which can be 
applied during NPD to help turn an invention 

Figure 1. Classification of New Products (Booz, Allen and Hamilton, 1991)

New to the World Products. 
These new products are the first of their kind and create an entirely new market.  Examples of 
products i n this c ategory are the Sony W alkman a nd 3M’s P ost-It n otes.  T his category 
represents up to ten percent of all new products.   

New to the Company. 
These are products new to a company, but not to the marketplace, enabling a company to enter 
an established market for the first time.  For example, IBM was not the first to launch an office 

version laser printer, Hewlett Packard (HP) were, therefore it was not an innovation, but it did 

however represent a new product line f or I BM.  A pproximately t wenty percent of a ll n ew 
products correspond with this category. 
Additions to existing Product Lines. 
These a re n ew i tems t o a company that f it w ithin an e xisting product line t he c ompany 

manufactures.  They may also represent a fairly new product to the market place.  For example, 
the introduction of HP smaller and considerably less expensive version of its laser printer, that 

was suitable f or home c omputers.  The printer w as a new item t o the LaserJet l ine.  T his 

product type represents approximately twenty-six percent of all new product launches. 
Improvements in revisions to existing products. 

These are essentially replacements of existing products.  They offer improved performance or 

greater perceived value over the previous product.  Similarly, this product type can represent 
up to twenty six percent of all new product launches.  

Repositioning. 
These a re essentially n ew a pplications f or e xisting products, and involve r etargeting an o ld 
product to a  n ew m arket segment for a different a pplication.  For example aspirin w as 
considered a  s tandard reliever f or h eadache and fever symptoms, but due to s afer, more 
effective and cheaper products i t (aspirin) was superseded.  H owever, new research 

demonstrated this product had other benefits, and resulted with the aspirin being marketed as 

prevention against blood clots, strokes and heart attacks.  This product type can account for up 
to seven percent of all new product launches.   
Cost Reductions. 
These are new products designed to replace existing products in the line, and can yield similar 

benefits and performance.  From a marketing perspective they are not new products but from a 
design and production perspective, they could represent significant change(s) to the company.  

This product type can account for up to eleven percent of all new product launches.   
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into a successful product, or to extend the useful-
ness of an existing innovation (Osterlund, 1997).  
Subsequently, NPD is a most appropriate term 
for this research, because it relies upon “design” 
activities carried out to deliver a product, which 
may, or may not, be an “innovation”.  

In order to undertake NPD, it would be prudent 
to have a formal blueprint, roadmap, template or 
thought process for driving a new product proj-
ect team from the idea stage, through to market 
launch and beyond (Cooper, 1994).  However, as 
with many other things in the business world, a 
definitive process that provides continual success 
has not been forthcoming.  This section reviews 
some of the different models that have been put 
forward to describe the process and further ex-
amines activities, methods and techniques, which 
have direct relevance to the area of developing 
quality products.

Modelling the New Product 
Development Process

Many researchers have found the need to try and 
capture the progression of the product during de-
velopment either prescriptively, to inform students 
and industrialists how it should best be done; or 
descriptively, to define what actually happens in 
real life.  Also, there are many researchers who 
discuss the NPD process models and take differing 
opinions upon what these ‘models’ actually look 
like.  However, most are in agreement on one thing; 
that a definitive NPD model which is applicable 
for every situation cannot be produced.

There are a plethora of examples of different 
NPD models given by different researchers.  In-
deed, even in a single study by Cooper (1999) no 
two product processes were identified as being 
exactly the same and seven separate general types 
of processes were outlined from the fifty eight 
companies involved.  Saren (1984) undertook a 
study of the available NPD process models and 
classified them into five categories:

1. Departmental-stage models.
2. Activity-stage models.
3. Decision-stage models.
4. Conversion process models
5. Response models.

Figure 2 provides a summary of these dif-
ferent models by type.  Discussion points on the 
usefulness of each model for research work and 
their practical use in the management of NPD 
are also illustrated.

Saren (1984) suggests that dividing methods 
into groups provides a useful point for an exami-
nation of how each model might purposefully be 
used in research; for example, who is involved in 
the innovation; at what point and in what order 
are specified tasks undertaken; upon what basis 
decisions are made; how inputs to a process 
become outputs; or the reactions to specified 
stimuli.  However, he concluded that although 
each individual model is valid, in that it indicates 
something of the characteristics of the process, 
more work needs to be done on the holistic process 
of innovation in companies; this is something 
that is reiterated in further research carried out 
by Cooper (2001).

More recent research by Noke and Radnor 
(2004) uses the nineteen sixties phased develop-
ment model as a starting point for a comparison 
with some of the NPD process model ideas which 
have been progressing from the late nineteen 
eighties in to the early twenty first century.   They 
also claim that modern stage gate methodologies, 
product and cycle-time excellence; and total design 
as the main examples of advancement in processes 
aimed at improving product success.  Since there 
is a number of different ways to model the NPD 
process, and each way has associated with it its 
own specific strengths and weaknesses, this paper 
will cover those that are recurrent in the most 
recent literature.  Therefore, the following will 
briefly outline the origins, uses and limitations 
of five generalised modelling techniques, which 
are common and progressive:
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Figure 2. Summary of some NPD process models (after Saren, 1984)

1. Stage gate models.
2. Multiple convergent process.
3. Product and cycle-time excellence.
4. Total design.
5. Third generation NPD process.
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The Stage Gate Model

The stage gate model takes the process as an 
alternate series of activity stages followed by 
decision gates (see figure 3).  The decision gate 
allows or prevents the following activity stage 
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include “go/no go” decisions, based on whether 
the product is being designed to a high enough 
quality and will satisfy the user(s) and ultimately 
the customer.  On the other hand, without elucida-
tion from someone providing a customer needs 
compliance emphasis, there is not necessarily any 
strong incentive to use this as a basis for what 
the product  “must meet” or “should meet” when 
product management decision are being made at 
each of the gates.

Although some forms of this model can be seen 
widely in practical use today in some industrial 
organisations (Owens and Davies, 2000; Owens, 
2004a) there are some general problems which 
occur when following a stage gate model which 
are indicated by Cooper (1999).  Cooper adds later 
(2001) that even though the idea has been taken up 
in the last decade with positive effect, stage gate 
process models are still not really usable because 
they are too time consuming, often have too many 
ways of waiting time, are too bureaucratic and 
have no provision for focus.   Also, one author 
(Himmelfarb, 1992, p.10) provides a fairly severe 
and emotive set of comments by claiming that 
it “creates products that are hard to make, that 
cost too much, that require too many expensive 
design changes, and that may or may not meet 

Figure 3. Overview of a Stage-Gate NPD process (after Cooper, 2001)
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being initiated, depending upon whether it meets 
the evaluation criteria.  At any stage the project 
may be terminated, suspended or rejected for 
rework or improvement until it can finally pass 
the gate.  It may even have to go back further, to 
a previous stage.  Therefore, the stage gate pro-
cess facilitates iteration, with built-in feedback 
loops in each stage, and among stages (Zhao 
et al, 1999).  In recent years some researchers 
(Baldwin and Clark, 2000; Cooper et al, 2002; 
Gerwin and Barrowman, 2002) have suggested 
that successful product development is aided by 
following a stage gate decision process because 
it encourages activities to be undertaken by a 
core team of representatives from all functional 
departments.  The stage gate models may help 
the reader to understand the management of the 
process and may also help prevent losses made by 
revealing early on, and before market launch, the 
products which will fail in an industrial situation 
by reducing failure risk in the comprehensive 
review implemented at the gate of each stage 
(Zhao et al, 1999).  

However, the model does not lead us to a 
means of ensuring that the product will meet the 
need of the user(s), or indeed the final customer.  
This kind of system does have the potential to 
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marketplace needs.  It encourages isolation of 
functional areas and, worst of all, it is very slow.”  
All of these observations do not bode well for the 
extra and important inclusion of both usability 
and customer needs compliance in this particular 
process model.

Multiple Convergent Model

Problems of the stage gate model and other linearly 
defined process models have been recognised by 
those who have been researching the interaction 
of the process and the people involved with them 

Figure 4. The early stage of the multiple convergent model (after Hart and Baker, 1996) 
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(Hart, 1996; Griffin, 1997; Shenhar, 2001; Hart et 
al, 2003).  The multiple convergent model aims 
to directly and explicitly integrate people into the 
process and overcome the reported shortcomings 
in other NPD process models (Hart, 1995; Hart 
and Baker, 1996).

The model takes into account the lessons 
learned from reports in literature that suggest 
success comes from having quality inputs that 
are valid from multidisciplinary areas.   There is 
much importance placed on the use of networks 
and the production of a model that breaks down 
multidisciplinary boundaries (Hart and Baker, 

1996).  The model views NPD as tasks with areas 
leading towards a common conclusion, but are 
required to come together at a number of different 
natural and integrative points for evaluation, as 
illustrated in figure 4.  In this way the multiple 
convergent model is similar to the stage gate 
models.  However, where it differs is that the 
convergent model has multiple points, which it 
recognises as important to an iterative process.  
According to Hart (1995) the advantages of taking 
the process as a series of converging points for 
evaluation, followed by diversion into functional 
activities are: 

Figure 5. The phase review process within the product and cycle time excellence model (after Jenkins 
et al, 1997)
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• It accommodates iteration.
• It allows for iterative communication and 

evaluation within the functional groups.
• The framework can accommodate third 

parties easily.
• Methods for real integration of work from 

functional groups can be provided in the 
convergent points.

Despite the model being driven by converg-
ing points, the main disadvantage in practical 
use appears to be, ironically, that it may be too 
divergent.  It converges for cross-functional de-
cisions, but then separates out into each of the 
different functions to carry out the tasks.  Hart 
et al (2003) describe a key element as the amount 
of information sharing that is modelled, however, 
horizontal communications between functional 
areas, are only modelled as happening during the 
evaluation or collation points and not during other 
activities.  With so many points of convergence 
during the process, this model does not appear 
to be conducive with efficiency and it seems to 
require a large amount of management effort to 
keep the process on track.

Product and Cycle-Time 
Excellence Model

In contrast to the multiple convergent model, 
there are models that have been developed which 
are driven by the need to reduce time to mar-
ket.  These models concentrate on the control 
of economics of the design process.  One such 
example is that of the product and cycle-time 
excellence model developed by Pittiglio Rabin 
and McGrath (McGrath et al, 1992).  This par-
ticular model follows a stage gate analogy, with 
‘phase reviews’ providing the decision points, 
at which the project should continue to go on, 
be redirected or terminated.  However, during 
phase reviews the decisions are not made by 
the multidisciplinary core team carrying out the 

work, as with multiple convergent theory, but a 
group of four or five senior managers known as 
the ‘Product Approval Committee’ (Robinson 
and Chiang, 2002).  Under product and cycle time 
excellence, the process is seen as a funnel taking 
in lots of ideas, following the completion of five 
phases, producing new products, as illustrated 
in figure 5.  In an attempt to reduce the time it 
takes to develop a new product, the productivity 
model breaks down each of the five phases in the 
process into fifteen or twenty steps and then each 
of these steps into ten to thirty tasks.  Database 
records can be kept on the timing for each of the 
tasks and thus the total development time can 
be judged for each new product (Suomala and 
Jokioinen, 2003).

The productivity and cycle time concepts also 
pay attention to the management of the process in 
more holistic ways.  According to Jenkins et al 
(1997) of the seven major elements for this model, 
four are directly overseeing the whole of the prod-
uct development process in the company:

1. The provision of core teams during develop-
ment

2. The use of a product strategy
3. The review and correct implementation of 

technology management
4. The endorsement of cross project manage-

ment

The authors of the product and cycle time 
excellence model also advocate the use of design 
techniques and automatic development tools that 
will help focus and streamline the development 
of the product (McGrath et al, 1992). 

The product and cycle time excellence model 
is more than just a definition of the development 
process.  It is aimed at efficiently managing the 
development of new products such that the product 
is produced on time and within budget, whilst 
using the optimum balance of skills and methods 
at the right point during the projects’ progression 
(Lynn and Akgun, 1999).  However, these types 
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of models, which are driven by productivity and 
cycle time reduction, rely upon putting senior 
management in an overriding position of authority 
and also upon splitting down the design process to 
a level so low that it can be timed.  As well as the 
obvious philosophical discussions about specify-
ing exactly the creative nature of design that these 
issues incite, both of these ideas seem regressive 
and are reminiscent of the work-study principles, 
based on Taylorism, which had its ‘glory days’ at 
the beginning of the twentieth century. 

Total Design

“Total design is seen as a broadly based business 
activity in which specialists collaborate in the in-
vestigation of a market, the selection of a project, 
the conception and manufacture of a product, and 
in the provision of various kind of user support.”         
(Pugh and Moreley, 1988, p1)

The models discussed revolve around break-
ing down the process into manageable portions 

by seeing the development process as a series of 
problems to be solved (Wright, 1998).  Various 
authors (Cooper and Edgett, 2003; Hart et al, 
2003; Griffin, 1997) have criticised the way of 
focussing on parts of the problem and solving 
them one-by-one because they have found that 
they are often used without paying sufficient 
attention to the aspects of assimilating all of the 
problems together.  A slightly different outlook 
to view design and development as a converging 
spiral, the spiral from the design process attempts 
to emulate real-life, in that the design process is 
evolving (Oakley, 1990).  The spiral moves from a 
formulations stage, to an evolution stage, through 
to a stage where transfer takes place and is followed 
by a reaction stage that returns the development 
to the formulation stage, as illustrated in figure 
6.  This is different to other series or stage gate 
models as it relies upon interactive and overlap-
ping stages that evolve. 

The spiral form was a depiction used for 
Acar’s (1966) triple-helix model of the product 
development process that can be cross-sectioned 
at any point to reveal the interaction between 

Figure 6.
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Figure 7. The total design activity model (Pugh, 1991, p11)

specification, conceptual design and embodiment 
design.  In the total design model championed by 
Pugh and his colleagues, the spiral is taken into 
more depth (Pugh, 1991; Pugh and Moreley, 1988; 
Hollins and Pugh, 1990).

The development of the total design model and 
subsequent publishing of Pugh have stimulated 
much discussion within engineering design circles 
(Pugh and Moreley, 1988; Pugh, 1991; Hollins and 
Pugh, 1990; Jenkins et al, 1997).  Also, the total 
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design philosophy is taught as a useful and use-
able model of best practices on a number of UK 
higher education institutes’ engineering courses, 
especially because it emphasises the use of many 

different discipline independent tools and methods 
(Wright, 1998).

The total design model outlines six nominal 
spirals, which attempt to capture the main under-

Figure 8.  Theoretical requirements capture process model (Cooper et al, 1998, p 510)
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takings during the design process, all within an 
iterative environment.  These “design cores” are 
presented by Pugh (1991) as:

• Investigation of market/user needs and 
demands

• The development of the product design 
specification

• Conceptual design
• Detailed (technical) design
• Manufacture
• Selling (marketing)

Figure 7 illustrates how Pugh visualises the 
whole package of design activities, within a 
“…framework of planning and organisation…and 
how they fit into a business structure” (Pugh, 
1991, p8).

The total design and its embellishment with 
detailed information on how to approach each of 
the “design cores” goes a long way to assist engi-
neering designers practically undertake product 
design systemically.  Pugh and his colleagues have 
devoted much literature (Pugh and Moreley, 1988; 
Pugh, 1991; Hollins and Pugh, 1990) to explaining 
methods and tools that can be used in conjunction 
with the total design philosophy.  The model does 
acknowledge and capture many of the complexities 
of NPD and attempts to attract a cross discipline 
audience.  It also explicitly acknowledges the 
place of design within the company’s structure 
and long-term strategy (Sethi, 2000).  However, 
much of the work is essentially a model and text 
for engineers, and gears itself more towards 
explaining business requirements to a technical 
audience, rather than explaining technical issues 
to a business audience. 

The market and user needs “design core” does 
not clarify well enough for an inexperienced 
company or researcher to fully comprehend the 
importance of meeting customer needs to the 
success of the product.  However, having said 
that, there are numerous issues that have arisen 

from studying this approach, such as the strong 
emphasis on the Product Design Specification 
(PDS) and the recognition of informal paths of 
communication within the design team, which 
have directed some of this particular research 
and will be discussed in the following section 
of the thesis.  

Requirements Capture 
Process Model

Cooper et al. (1998) have produced a theoreti-
cal model of the requirements capture process 
and have included the aspects of individual and 
group understandings for customer requirements, 
this is illustrated in figure 8.  They discuss both 
internal and external variables that can influence 
the personal interpretation of data.  They look at 
the outcomes of three levels:

1. Acquisition of data
2. Transformation of data
3. Generation of requirements

They concentrate upon considering the situ-
ation where individuals come together to gain a 
shared understanding of customer needs, and then 
generate an agreed requirement.  Cooper et al’s 
(1998) is important, because it deals with the han-
dling of customer information and the definition 
by the NPD team of requirements for the customer.  
Issues that are addressed in the model, that are 
particularly pertinent to this research are:

• Different views and understandings (percep-
tions) of the same data are included

• Activities and events change the understating 
(perception) of a customer requirement(s)

• Data acquisition and transformation events 
are required to gain an agreement on the 
definition of a product requirement(s)
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Third Generation New 
Product Processes

The phase development models of the nineteen-
sixties are referred to as the first generation of 
defined product processes (Dillon et al, 2005).  
The phase review process advocates sequential 
development stages, each carried out by different 
functional groups that complete their phase then 
pass on the results to the next phase and function 
(Ahmed, 1998).  First generation development 
processes are often referred to as “over the wall” 
(illustrated in figure 9) processes because develop-
ment is handed onto the next group, when the last 
has finished, with an obvious lack of interaction 
between each phase (Gehani, 1996).  The second 
generation of product development processes 
are the processes of today – which are mainly 

based upon stage gate type models involving a 
cross discipline structure of one type or another.  
According to Cooper (2001) the third generation 
are the future way in which products should be 
produced.  He suggests third generation processes 
are relatively inadequately defined because they 
are still in development and should be developed 
and grown around the specific company.  They 
are driven by the need to efficiently create new 
products and get them to market as quickly as 
possible, but with a much greater tolerance for 
calculating risk taking, which is a conflicting 
view to that of the previously discussed models 
driven by cycle time.

Cooper et al  (2002) suggests there is a distinct 
need to redress the balance from a restrictive linear 
process that only moves the product development 
forward when a decision is made on the outcome 

Figure 9. “Over the wall” Concept (after Gehani, 1996)

Figure 10. Third generation process  (Cooper, 2001)
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of a preceding activity, as illustrate in figure 10.  
The ideas put forward by these third generation 
models tie in with the management practices of 
concurrent and simultaneous engineering.

This model would, inevitably require inte-
gration through software, hardware and ‘human 
ware’ or team facilitation (Sethi, 2000; Reid and 
Brentani, 2004).  It will allegedly work from a 
premise that attempts to maintain discipline, but 
allows a balance of action thoroughness and the 
need to move quickly (Cooper and Edgett, 2003).  
To answer problems that may arise from this basis 
of reasoning, four fundamental ‘F’s’ have been 
defined (Cooper, 2001):

1. Fluidity.  The model is fluid and adaptable, 
with overlapping and fluid stages for greater 
speed.

2. Fuzzy Gates.  The model features condition-
al go decisions (rather than absolute ones), 
which are dependant on the situation.

3.  Focused.  The model builds in prioritisa-
tion methods that look at the entire portfolio 
of projects (rather than one at a time) and 
focuses resources on the “best bets”.

4. Flexible.  The model is not a rigid stage gate 
process, each project is unique and has its 
own routing through the process.  

The implications from the use of such a model 
is that everything becomes so much more difficult 
to define in absolute terms, making devising and 
understanding the product development process 
a more daunting task (Zollo et al, 2002).  As a 
project progresses, the decisions made will be 
more complex and sophisticated and may be hard 
to place in context if the stages overlap too readily 
(Gerwin and Ferris, 2004).  Thus, falling into an 
ad-hoc, free-for-all system of product development 
seems a distinct possibility.  Cooper (2001) has 
also made some of these observations and suggests 
that this model will only work within a framework 
based on the second-generation stage gate models.  
He does not advocate a withdrawal from stages 

and gates, instead he realises that to make these 
systems really work, product development must 
allow much more flexibility.  A potential way of 
achieving this could be a move towards reducing 
the authoritative role of senior management and 
pushing the decision-making role of the NPD 
project team members and leaders. 

Discussion: The Usefulness 
of a Product Development 
Process Model Approach

The previous discussions provide a good example 
of the abundance and variation in the different 
ways of modelling the product development 
process.  It is by no means exhaustive, but rather 
reflects upon the importance of the diversity that 
exists in this one area alone.  The necessity to 
examine these different types of models and ways 
of describing the product development process 
is that of practicality.  For example, if one can 
somehow capture what it is one’s company does, 
and can follow the path the product development 
process takes, then one could have a better un-
derstanding of how to improve the process and 
can reap tangible benefits.  It has been found that 
positive consequences result from the existence 
of formal NPD processes (Cooper et al, 2002; 
Harborne and Johne, 2003; Wong, 2002).  Also, 
research (Cooper, 2001; Gehani, 1996; Reid and 
Brentani, 2004; Meyer et al, 2005; Sethi, 2000) 
has suggested that the lack of understanding and 
implementation of product development processes 
in industry can account for poor product develop-
ment performance.  

Since many product development authors and 
practitioners have reported these positive results, 
it is no wonder that they are driven to try and 
capture the essence of good product develop-
ment practices and processes.  Therefore, in an 
effort to make the task of modelling the process 
more manageable, different authors have tried 
to summarise their complexities by generalising 
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and minimising differences between companies 
and products (Noke and Radnor, 2004).  How-
ever, because of this the models are often only 
a representation of the process and are regularly 
produced by individual researchers as tools to 
investigate specific phenomenas that occur dur-
ing product development.  Also, the reality of 
producing working models is the consideration 
of differences, which occur between what the 
literature describes and/or prescribes and what 
is actually done in reality because the nuances 
within each company are so difficult to encapsulate 
(Cooper et al, 1998).   

Given the plethora of product development 
models available and reviewed here, it would be 
reasonable to assume that there would be one, 
which specifically follows a customer’s need 
through product development.  However, although 
many pay more than just ‘lip-service’ to customer 
needs. None have been found that depict the whole 
of the process for NPD, with explicit emphasis 
on customer needs compliance.  The closest is 
a descriptive list suggested by Holt et al (1984).  
Their list of stages during which different user 
needs issues are addressed is illustrated in figure 
11.  This is a useful list, and does highlight dif-
ferent periods of need recognition, assessment 
and appraisal.  Yet, it does not get to grips with 
the essence of product development interaction, 
process, iteration and communications required.  
These are issues that must first be identified by the 
company in order to be able to understand at least 

some of the facets of customer needs compliance 
during the product development process.

Conclusion

In summary, from the discussions it is apparent 
various investigators have provided a lot of dif-
ferent methods for depicting the NPD process.  
It has examined the areas of product definition, 
NPD process modelling and activities, together 
with a discussion of management issues and mat-
ters of information production and use during 
product design.  In short, it has explained some 
of the principles involved and concepts that are 
generally referred to in the field of NPD and mar-
keting.  However, thus far, none of the methods 
have been specifically developed for following 
customers’ needs through the NPD process from 
concept to launch. 

The representation of the linkages within NPD 
practice these models demonstrate a useful start-
ing point for further examination and research, 
as long as they are taken within their context and 
understanding of their limitations.  

It is evident there is much anecdotal evidence, 
postulation and idea generation around the area of 
NPD processes and designing new products.  Yet 
it also indicates the lack of research that has been 
specifically carried out, that looks at customer 
needs during NPD.  The requirement for further 
study is evident in a number of particular areas:

Need Identification A problem or a user need is perceived, often in a vague form.  This is usually the initiation of 
the product innovation process.

Need Evaluation Based on available information, the perceived need is analysed and evaluated; for example in 
connection with preparation of the proposal.

Need Clarification This involves a systematic study of the user needs involved.  It may be undertaken in connection 
with a feasibility study in the last part of the idea generation stage.

Need Specification Based on assessed needs and their relative strength, relevant need requirements are specified.

Need Up-Dating As the project moves ahead, the needs specified are up-dated at intervals in connection with 
development of the technology and planning of the marketing and manufacturing operations.

Figure 11. Model of the need assessment process (Holt et al, 1984)  



���  

Modelling	the	New	Product	Development	Process

• Customer needs literature is mainly re-
stricted to marketing and marketing re-
search literature.  There is little research in 
engineering and design that acknowledges 
the importance of the customer as the end 
recipient of the product’s quality.

• There is much NPD literature that concen-
trates upon the general NPD and, in particu-
lar, the success and failure of products, broad 
NPD processes and the overall management 
of new product ideas.  However, specific 
attention to the customer during success 
or failure, NPD process, or management of 
design is minimal.

• There are no apparent NPD modelling meth-
ods that have been specifically designed to 
capture and show the development of new 
products to meet customer needs require-
ments.  Those models that are available may 
be used as a basis, but definition of how and 
what should be modelled to capture informa-
tion on these aspects is required.

• It has been discussed that the most success-
ful companies undertake both marketing 
and technical activities well.  It has been 
noted that good market research is a key 
to achievement, together with practical ap-
plication of quality techniques.  However, 
little empirical casework has been carried 
out to discover the effect these issues may 
have upon customer needs compliance and 
customer satisfaction.

• The strategy and structural linking mecha-
nism adopted at company and project level 
has been discussed in the management lit-
erature, but still little empirical studies in 
design research acknowledge links between 
strategically valuable NPD processes and 
the customer needs.

• The production, transfer and use of informa-
tion on customer needs has been included by 
a number of authors.  However, Hart (1995) 
notes that much research is still warranted 
into how information is generated and what 

contingencies might affect information-
gathering activities.  Also, Davis (2002) 
identifies numerous areas worth researching 
with respect to information and knowledge 
presentation within the design process dur-
ing NPD.

• A quality gap has been recognised and dis-
cussed by previous researchers.  However, 
there is certainly a requirement for more 
empirical research to investigate the role of 
the perceptions that the designers have of 
the product’s quality during NPD.

Subsequently, there are numerous gaps in the 
current NPD research, and therefore, potentially 
a large number of definitive areas for research in 
the field of customer needs compliance, product 
quality and NPD.  However, much of the work 
undertaken by previous authors can be used as a 
basis to start a novel project. 
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Key Terms 

New Products: There are numerous definitions 
however one common similarity characterises a 
new product as ‘one not previously manufactured 
by a company’.

Innovation: “Innovation’ can be considered 
as the unit of technological change and an inven-
tion, if one exists in the situation, it is part of the 
process of innovation.

Newness: ‘Newness’ may be new creations, 
such as original innovations; or products new to 
the world or new to the company.  Additions, im-
provements and revisions, with greater emphasis 
on particular values.  Repositioning of the product, 
for example, novel ways to use it in a different 
market segment, or possibly the use of branding.  
Cost reductions, lower price, or improvement in 
through life costs.

New Product Development: New Product 
Development (NPD) is the term used to describe 
the complete process of bringing a new product 
or service to market. There are two parallel paths 
involved in the NPD process: one involves the 
idea generation, product design, and detail engi-
neering; the other involves market research and 
marketing analysis. 

Product Development: The development 
of new, improved, or replacement product or 
service
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Abstract

The ambition of this chapter is to pay some attention to more obvious, as well as more subtle, methods 
for organizations to become independent of the individual’s subjective knowledge, from the employees’ 
point of view. Terms such as ‘knowledge sharing’, ‘knowledge transfer’, and ‘learning for all’ are almost 
always seen as being positive for both employers and employees. However, this chapter will critically 
examines those terms. Three popular management ideas relating to knowledge and/or learning have been 
analysed from a ‘knowledge control’ perspective: knowledge management, organizational learning, and 
the learning organization. The main conclusion of this conceptual and elaborating chapter is that the 
more current and less academic ideas of the learning organization and knowledge management contain 
the same tools as the idea of ‘old’ organizational learning as regards gaining control over knowledge, 
but that these two ideas additionally contain other knowledge control measures, which are more refined, 
in the sense that they are less obvious as knowledge control measures. The idea of ‘new’ organizational 
learning, however, is less suited to knowledge control, since it implies that knowledge is not storable. In 
other words, the chapter’s contribution is an analysis of some of the most popular management ideas that 
deal with knowledge and/or learning relating to the organizational/employer independence of subjective 
knowledge, from the employees’ point of view, something which is rarely seen.    
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Introduction

We are said to live in a ‘knowledge society’. If 
this is true, it would mean, among other things, 
that individuals and their subjective knowledge 
are becoming more important at the expense of 
machines and other so called ‘resources’. Droege 
and Hoobler recently (2003: 50) described one of 
the problems of the ‘knowledge economy’ stat-
ing that employees’ knowledge ‘is rarely shared, 
swapped, traced, and fertilized to ensure that 
it remains, at least in part, with the firm when 
employees leave’. 

There are, however, ways for organizations to 
become more or less independent of any one indi-
vidual and her or his subjective knowledge. The 
aim of this chapter is to identify and draw attention 
to such means, which are sometimes obvious but 
often quite subtle, in the following management 
ideas concerning knowledge and/or learning in 
an organizational context: organizational learn-
ing, the learning organization, and knowledge 
management. I have analysed literature on these 
ideas in order to highlight and ‘unveil’ means 
enabling organizations to become independent 
of the individual’s subjective knowledge.

Organizations interfere a lot in every single 
person’s life; Deetz (1992) has even claimed that 
organizations ‘colonize’ us and our world – we 
grow up in organizations (child care centres, 
schools, etc.), we shop in them, we work there, 
etc. They can easily – like giants – in one way or 
another destroy the originality of the only thing 
that makes individuals unique on the labour 
market: subjective knowledge. There is always 
a risk that all knowledge will stay within, or be 
transferred to, organizations. The employees – and 
especially their subjective knowledge – run the risk 
of being exploited. Therefore, it is so important 
to unveil all the means enabling employers to 
become independent of the individual’s subjective 
knowledge, for instance in popular management 
ideas, which this chapter is about.     

Most of the management literature generally 
seems to view the struggle to become independent 
of subjective knowledge as risk reduction, if it is 
acknowledged at all. From such a functionalistic 
perspective, independence struggles are thus a 
necessity that organizations – and in particular 
employers – would not be able to cope without. 
For instance, Bonora and Revang (1993) discussed 
strategies for reducing firms’ dependence on sub-
jective knowledge, by building knowledge into 
the organization and by building exit barriers. 
Clegg argued that:

If management can reduce their dependency on 
individuals as the bearers of knowledge and skills 
by rendering these skills into computer-based 
artifacts, it is possible to manipulate and combine 
these with other factors of production in ways 
that are impossible if these skills remain a human 
possession.(Clegg, 2000: 87-88) 

Stovel and Bontis (2002: 310) argued that 
‘senior managers must implement knowledge 
management strategies to ensure that monies 
they have spent on the training and operation 
of departments are not wasted when voluntary 
turnover occurs within the firm’. 

I will instead view the means enabling orga-
nizations to become independent of subjective 
knowledge from a more critical perspective, thus 
following in the footsteps of pioneers such as 
Braverman (1974), and view them as concrete tools 
for gaining control over knowledge. From such 
a critical perspective, current and more hidden 
means of controlling knowledge are hardly signs 
of a new trend, rather they are extensions of earlier 
ways of controlling knowledge, such as slavery, 
where the workforce was (and at some places in 
the world still is) owned, and Taylorism, where 
the employees are alienated from knowledge of 
the whole product/service and are only allowed 
to learn and master narrow, specialised work 
tasks, which could also be expressed in terms of 
control by deskilling the employees (Braverman, 



  ���

Achieving	Organizational	Independence	of	Employees’	Knowledge	

1974). I see it as a continuous struggle between 
organizations on the one hand, mainly represented 
by the employers, trying to remain or become 
independent, and on the other, the individual’s 
(which, of course, in some cases might at the 
same time represent an employer) struggle not to 
become redundant. Both the organization and the 
individuals have their passions for knowledge, or 
should I say possessions for knowledge. In this 
chapter, however, the conflict in focus is that 
between the organization and the individual. I 
will, however, assume that employers are more 
interested in organizational independence than 
employees are. Consequently, the conflict at stake 
is also that between employers and employees.     

The standpoint that I take in this chapter is 
that of the individual (the employee). The main 
reason for this is that the employee perspective has 
thus far been rather neglected, and the employer 
perspective has instead been the most common 
one by far in management studies of knowledge 
sharing. The main perspective in the area of 
knowledge sharing and knowledge transfer is 
still that of management/employers. For instance, 
the knowledge-based theory of the firm, which is 
more of a normative management theory than a 
descriptive theory (see, for instance, Grant, 1996). 
There is definitely a need for a critical examina-
tion of this perspective, as well as how it affects 
employees. Burgoyne (1999) acknowledged the 
importance of the question of whether the orga-
nization is in control of knowledge within the 
organization or not. Moreover, Easterby-Smith, 
Crossan and Nicolini claimed that   

The time is ripe to start addressing learning and 
knowing in the light of the inherent conflicts be-
tween shareholders’ goals, economic pressure, 
institutionalised professional interests and politi-
cal agendas.(Easterby-Smith et al., 2000: 793)  

There is some literature, however, that deals 
with knowledge sharing in general, which is more 
critical (e.g. Lam, 2000). I have used more manage-

ment-oriented as well as more critical literature 
on knowledge sharing when analysing knowledge 
management, organizational learning, and the 
learning organization. Actually, there is even 
some literature in which these ideas are critically 
examined with regard to knowledge sharing (e.g. 
Akella, 2003; Filion & Rudolph, 1999; Scultze & 
Stabell, 2004). However, this chapter takes a more 
general grasp of management ideas connected to 
knowledge and/or learning, compares them, and 
provides an overview of possible knowledge-
controlling mechanisms, whereas previous stud-
ies have tended to study only one management 
idea each. In addition, this study focuses on the 
employers’ struggles to make their organizations 
independent of subjective knowledge (although 
I will also discuss employee independence), in 
order to clarify and unmask them, since they are 
not always that obvious. Many previous critical 
studies have instead aspired to present employee 
resistance to employers’ struggles to become in-
dependent of their employees. I believe that it is 
more important to understand and unveil the many 
subtle techniques used by employers to achieve 
such independence than it is to discuss resistance 
to them or coping strategies. The measures must 
first be acknowledged before any struggles to cope 
with them or fight them can be initiated. 

Knowledge management, organizational 
learning, and the learning organization are all 
important management ideas, because at least 
some of them are often sold to many organizations 
as possible answers to all of their problems – they 
are nothing but ‘management fashions’. I believe 
that most academics would regard the ideas of the 
learning organization and knowledge manage-
ment as fashions. At the other end of a continuum, 
there is ‘new organizational learning’, which has 
hardly become very popular among consultants 
and so called practitioners. And in the middle, I 
would say that we would find ‘old organizational 
learning’, with some attraction, but it is definitely 
a more academic idea than the learning organiza-
tion and knowledge management.   
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It is of great importance to investigate man-
agement ideas relating to knowledge and/or 
learning, since these might influence people’s 
lives in general and their right to have their own 
knowledge in particular. These ideas can, in dif-
ferent ways, exert an influence on who is in control 
of knowledge: the organization/employer or the 
individuals/employees. The unveiling of means 
enabling organizations to stay or to become inde-
pendent of the individual’s subjective knowledge 
is extremely important, since these organizations, 
with the employers at the forefront, might fool us 
– especially using less obvious means – and make 
sure that they are in control of the knowledge, not 
the individual. This might, of course, be fatal for 
all the individuals/employees who may lose their 
only means (subjective knowledge), perhaps, of 
competing on the labour market, as well as compet-
ing with organizations. Without their subjective 
knowledge, individuals will be very small and 
insignificant on the labour market, and easy to 
outmanoeuvre. 

In general, popular management ideas are often 
ambiguous and thus not easily defined. Extensive 
deliberations regarding what the three ideas actu-
ally mean would not, however, help in this case 
– these would instead guarantee missing the point 
on my part. Some general definitions are needed, 
however, in order to make it possible to follow the 
line of reasoning. Organizational learning will 
be divided, in accordance with Turner referred 
to in Gherardi (1999), into two sub-ideas: ‘old 
organizational learning’ and ‘new organizational 
learning’. In this chapter, in using the term ‘old 
organizational learning’, I mean the embedding 
of what the organization’s individuals have learnt, 
as agents of the organization, into different kinds 
of Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) which 
in turn direct the individual’s actions (and further 
learning) (see Argyris and Schön, 1978). The idea 
of the ‘learning organization’ will be defined as a 
flexible organization, with a relatively flat struc-
ture and empowered employees, which implies 
that the individuals have learnt from one another 

so that everyone can perform each other’s work 
tasks, and that the employees continuously learn 
from their customers what (altered) needs the 
customers have as well as learn lessons enabling 
them to satisfy these needs, and also that the 
learning takes place during work – not during 
formal education (see Senge, 1990; Watkins and 
Marsick, 1993). ‘Knowledge management’ will 
be defined as the dissemination of the knowledge 
created in one place or within one group at the 
organization to as many individuals within the 
organization as possible, as well as the process 
of informing everyone within the organization 
about who knows what (see Ives, Torrey and 
Gordon, 1998). ‘New organizational learning’ 
will be defined as situated, collective learning 
(see Cook and Yanow, 1993; Gherardi, Nicolini 
and Odella, 1998).    

The next part of the chapter highlights what 
is probably the most common way for organiza-
tions to become independent of and to control 
subjective knowledge, described in the studied 
literature, namely storing it outside the individual. 
Thereafter, I present other and probably less ap-
parent means of becoming independent and taking 
control, shown by the analyses of the three ideas. 
In the third part of the chapter, I present (a per-
spective of) an idea that does not seem to involve 
any means of knowledge control whatsoever. The 
final part of the chapter is devoted to a discussion 
about and a comparison between the three studied 
management ideas, and how they differ in terms 
of the means of the organizational independence 
of subjective knowledge that they provide.  

Independence and Control by  
StorIng Knowledge 
Outside the Individual

One way for organizations to remain, or become, 
independent of the individual and her or his subjec-
tive knowledge, and thus in control of knowledge, 
is to store knowledge outside the individual in 
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what is often called the ‘organizational memory’ 
(Argyris and Schön, 1978; Cyert and March, 1963; 
Hedberg, 1981). This consists of routines, SOPs, 
manuals, shared mental models, etc. An image that 
comes to mind here is the assembly line, where 
all the workers are competent enough to add their 
specific piece to what is going to become a car; 
but one by one, they are totally unable to build a 
whole car. The knowledge of how to build a car is 
stored in the assembly line in itself, together with 
the workers’ routines and procedures. Argote and 
McGrath (1993: 366) argued that the effects of 
turnover on knowledge depreciation are smaller 
when knowledge is stored in the organization 
than if it is stored in individuals. Lam (2000: 
492) claimed that ‘[t]he abstraction of individuals’ 
experience and knowledge into encoded knowl-
edge also facilitates centralisation and control in 
organizations’ (see also Grant 1991: 128). Prich-
ard, Hull, Chumer and Willmott argued that ‘if 
a worker’s tacit knowledge and know-how can 
be codified and tucked into databases for access 
by anyone at any time from any place, then what 
is the value of that worker to the organization?’ 
(Prichard et al., 2000: xxii). Yakhlef and Salzer-
Mörling (2000: 32) claimed that ‘[i]f knowledge 
is safely stored in the organizational databases 
and structures, an organization stands to lose less 
money if one of its experts leaves it with all the 
knowledge and information that he or she may 
have.’ When it comes to the three management 
ideas I have studied, the storing of knowledge 
in the organizational memory in fact seems to 
be the cornerstone of the idea of organizational 
learning: 

[I]n order for organizational learning to occur, 
learning agents’ discoveries, inventions, and 
evaluations must be embedded in organizational 
memory. They must be encoded in the individual 
images and the shared maps of organizational 
theory-in-use from which individual members will 
subsequently act. If this encoding does not occur, 
individuals will have learned but the organization 

will not have done so. (Argyris and Schön, 1978: 
19; see also Kim, 1993: 37)

According to Levitt and March (1988: 320), 
‘[r]outines are independent of the individual actors 
who execute them and are capable of surviving 
considerable turnover in individual actors’. 

Knowledge storing in the organizational 
memory is also important in the idea of the learn-
ing organization. For instance, Marquardt and 
Reynolds (1994: 25-26) argued that the meaning 
and memory subsystem of the learning organi-
zation stores what they called ‘organizational 
knowledge’. This is also apparent in the literature 
on knowledge management, where Templeton 
and Snyder (1999: 706) argued that ‘knowledge 
embedding is an important and desired outcome 
of knowledge management in organizations’. 

One can, of course, argue that if every member 
of an organization were to leave that organiza-
tion, then the knowledge would also disappear 
due to the fact that documents, routines, etc. 
would have to be interpreted by people who are 
familiar with the culture of the organization in 
order to understand that knowledge (cf. Kim, 
1993; Scarbrough, 1998). This would mean that 
the organization is able to learn independently 
of specific individuals, but not independently of 
all of the individuals (Kim, 1993). However, it is 
a relatively rare phenomenon that all employees 
leave at the same time. Accordingly, one way for 
organizations to make sure that they are in control 
of subjective knowledge is to store it in the orga-
nizational memory, outside the individual. 

However, some have argued that it is impos-
sible to store knowledge outside the individual 
(e.g. Alvesson and Kärreman, 2001: 999), and 
that knowledge is always context-dependent (cf. 
the socio-cultural perspective of organizational 
learning, see below). More recent management 
ideas regarding knowledge and/or learning 
seem, however, to have taken this criticism into 
account, involving other ways for organizations 
to become and stay independent of individuals 
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and their subjective knowledge that do not imply 
that knowledge is stored outside the individual. 
Instead, knowledge remains – as it would seem 
– in the possession of the individual and, as we 
shall see next, many of the means connected with 
these ideas differ from the means dominating the 
literature on organizational learning. 

More Refined Means for 
Independence and Control

Although also the ideas of the learning orga-
nization and knowledge management involve 
knowledge storing outside the individual, as 
shown above, these ideas largely seem to accept 
the fact that knowledge remains subjective and is 
thus tightly intertwined with the individual. Con-
sequently, these ideas instead involve techniques 
of making organizations independent of subjective 
knowledge, techniques that deal with controlling 
these individuals and their knowledge. Such 
means, found in the literature on the learning or-
ganization and knowledge management – but also 
on organizational learning – can be categorised 
into various types: ‘mind control’, ‘knowledge 
redundancy’, ‘complete transparency and acces-
sibility’, and ‘contextual knowledge’. These types 
will be presented in more depth below.  

I call these specific means of achieving in-
dependence and control ‘more refined means’, 
compared with storing knowledge outside the 
individual. The latter means is an older one, it is 
better known and probably more obvious. The 
former type of means is, as far as I am concerned, 
more refined in that it is not immediately under-
stood as means of independence and controlling 
knowledge. It has to be revealed as means of 
independence and control, which is one of the 
contributions of this chapter.  

Mind Control

Mind control, i.e. the controlling of individuals 
so that they learn the right things – i.e. what the 

organization which they are members of needs 
– is probably the second most common means 
of knowledge control in the studied literature. 
It can, for instance, be the case that individuals 
working for an advertising agency automatically 
focus on other agencies’ advertisements, when 
watching TV, for instance, in their spare time, 
and thus obtain ideas regarding how an adver-
tisement that their own agency is selling can be 
improved. This is quite common in the literature 
on organizational learning and is often closely 
connected with the storing of knowledge outside 
the individual. Before any knowledge can be stored 
in the organizational memory, the individuals will 
have to learn this particular knowledge, which 
will later be embedded in routines, rules, etc. 
Argyris and Schön (1978) expressed this in terms 
of the individuals learning as agents of the orga-
nization, claiming that ‘organizational learning 
occurs when individuals within an organization 
experience a problematic situation and inquire 
into it on the organization’s behalf’ (Argyris and 
Schön, 1996: 16). It is presumed, here, that the 
individuals pay attention to and learn things that 
are of importance to the organization. This is ac-
complished by means of ‘shared mental models’ 
(Filion and Rudolph, 1999). Accordingly, ‘mind 
control’ is an important element of the idea of 
organizational learning. By controlling what the 
individuals learn, the knowledge that they learn 
will be well adapted to the organization’s needs, 
and the risk that they learn things that they do 
not want to share, when it is time to embed it, 
will be minimized.  

‘Mind control’ also seems to be occurring in 
the idea of the learning organization. Jones and 
Hendry (1994), for instance, have argued that 
the individuals are supposed to focus on things 
in their environment that are of interest to the 
organization. A ‘shared vision’, which has been 
described by, for instance, Senge (1990) as an 
important ingredient of the learning organiza-
tion, can also be understood as ‘mind control’ in 
that it is assumed to achieve everyone working 
in a common direction towards a common goal 
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(cf. Akella, 2007; Filion and Rudolph, 1999). The 
individuals’ learning will probably be directed by 
such a shared vision. 

Knowledge Redundancy

‘Knowledge redundancy’ means that more than 
one individual possesses the same knowledge, so 
that the organization is made less dependent on 
employees who possess unique knowledge. For 
instance, if the architect, in a team of architects, 
who has the highest level of expertise, when it 
comes to drawing and designing houseboats, is 
busy with another urgent project (or is simply away 
from work due to being on sick leave), another 
architect in the team has enough expertise to fill 
in for the most competent architect and the team 
will be able to meet the customer’s requirements 
nevertheless. In some cases, the organization 
makes sure that at least some other individu-
als possess the same knowledge, while in other 
cases, it seems to be the objective that as many 
people within the organization as possible share 
specific knowledge. This is apparent in both the 
idea of the learning organization and in the idea 
of knowledge management. 

The learning organization is often described 
in terms of self-organizing and relatively inde-
pendent teams. The individuals in the teams are 
supposed to learn from each other in order to 
create flexibility, in that every team member has 
acquired the knowledge necessary to perform 
the tasks of the other team members, if there is 
a lot to do and the other members are busy (see, 
for instance, Garratt, 1990; McGill and Slocum, 
1993; Senge, 1990; Swieringa and Wierdsma, 
1992; Watkins and Marsick, 1993). Not only are 
the individual teams supposed to possess such 
redundant capacity (cf. Morgan, 1997), but also 
the whole organization – the teams are supposed 
to fill in for each other. This makes the organi-
zation less dependent upon any one individual 
and less vulnerable to turnover (cf. Bonora and 
Revang, 1993: 200). Another, similar way for 

the organization to become independent of indi-
viduals, one which is also present in the learning 
organization literature, is work rotation (see, for 
instance, Kiechel, 1990: 76; Watkins and Marsick, 
1993: 25-26). The same can be accomplished via 
personnel rotation programmes, something which 
is also mentioned in the learning organization 
literature (e.g. Garvin, 1993: 87).

The focus on knowledge sharing in the idea of 
knowledge management (see, for instance, Civi, 
2000: 173; Hermans, 1999: 161) is another way of 
ensuring that more than one individual possesses 
a particular item of knowledge. Sometimes this 
knowledge is described as being in need of facili-
tating measures, such as a harmonious climate:

   
…because knowledge needs to be shared to be 
created and exploited, it is important for leaders 
to ensure that there is an atmosphere in which an 
organization’s members feel safe sharing their 
knowledge. It is also important for leaders to cul-
tivate commitment among organization members 
to motivate the sharing and creation of knowledge 
based on the knowledge vision. (Nonaka, Toyama 
and Konno, 2001: 37)

This facilitating culture – which might seem 
to be good and harmless – further increases the 
employers’ control of knowledge, in that it facili-
tates the dissemination of knowledge to everyone 
and thus makes the individual less important to 
the organization, while people are supposed to 
feel ‘safe’ as Nonaka et al. express it (see the 
citation above).

Complete Transparency and 
Accessibility   

Knowledge management is not only about shar-
ing knowledge with others, i.e. everyone learning 
everything. It is also about informing others – or 
ideally everyone – within the organization that 
a specific employee possesses knowledge in a 
particular area so that it becomes widely avail-
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able to others who might need it. Ives, Torrey, 
and Gordon (1998: 272), for instance, describe 
knowledge management as ‘the effort to make 
the knowledge of an organization available to 
those within the organization who need it, where 
they need it, when they need it, and in the form in 
which they need it’. In this case, the knowledge 
still seems to be ‘stuck within’ a few individuals 
– and not disseminated to everyone, as was the 
case with the means of ‘knowledge redundancy’ 
outlined above – but there is supposed to be an 
awareness in everyone regarding the knowledge 
that exists within the organization, i.e. who knows 
what. In this manner, one can more easily make 
an inventory of all the knowledge within the or-
ganization, thus replacements – for instance in the 
form of substitutes – can be planned for in detail 
in the case of turnover. It could, for instance, be 
the case that everybody at an accountancy firm 
knows which of their colleagues specialize in 
groups and major companies, which specialize 
in medium-sized companies, which specialize in 
small companies, and which specialize in other 
associations, etc. In that way, any employee of 
the accountancy firm can direct the customer to 
the right accountant, who can then help to solve 
the problems of the customer. In fact, a group of 
commentators have described the aim of knowl-
edge management as making ‘the knowledge 
inside people’s heads (i.e. cognitive knowledge) 
widely available to reduce the threat of valuable 
knowledge assets literally “walking out of the 
door”’ (Swan, Newell, Scarbrough and Hislop, 
1999: 265). 

A similar way for organizations to obtain rela-
tive independence as regards subjective knowledge 
is apparent in the learning organization literature. 
Several authors have described the importance of 
a holistic way of thinking in the learning organi-
zation (e.g. Senge, 1990; Watkins and Marsick, 
1993). In essence, everyone should be aware of 
what the other members of the organization are 
doing and whether they are in need of any help, 
so that they can be helped out when necessary. 

This makes the organization less dependent on 
the individual, in that everyone knows what is 
going on in other parts of the organization and is 
thus able to help to recreate the whole, although 
remaining unable to perform others’ work tasks 
themselves. 

Contextual Knowledge

A rather common theme in the learning organiza-
tion literature is ‘learning at work’ or ‘on-the-job 
learning’ (e.g. Jones and Hendry, 1992; Jones and 
Hendry, 1994; Watkins and Marsick, 1993). The 
intention of this theme is that employees learn 
more valuable knowledge while learning from 
day-to-day work, instead of learning general 
(decontextualised) knowledge on formal courses. 
We have probably all heard of managers who go 
away on formal courses, away from the workplace, 
preferably to a nice little conference centre, to learn 
more and/or better leadership, and how difficult 
it is for them to integrate their newly-acquired 
knowledge into their leadership upon returning. 
They might be excited for a couple of weeks, and 
they may plan to change their leadership style 
– which usually also makes the employees excited 
for a while – but after a short time, everything is 
back to normal again – nothing is new under the 
sun. Thus, this theme is based upon the premise 
that there is such a thing as general knowledge, 
and consequently, that there is a division between 
context-specific and non-contextual (or general) 
knowledge.  

By allowing employees to learn on-the-job, 
instead of on courses away from work, knowledge 
is made less general and more specific to the 
context in which the learning takes place. There-
fore, it might be more difficult for the individual 
employee to transfer this knowledge to another 
organizational context. Thus, the organization 
remains, to some extent, in control of knowledge 
(and hence of the individual) since it cannot 
easily be used elsewhere (cf. Lam, 2000: 504; 
Scarbrough, 1995: 1012). This reasoning is based 
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on the assumption that organizations are more 
vulnerable to staff turnover when knowledge is 
organization-specific, and that individuals gain 
by learning general knowledge that they can use 
elsewhere (cf. Lam, 2000). 

An Idea Without Any Means of 
Independence or Control 

There is, however, a perspective on organizational 
learning that does not seem to involve any tools 
aimed at making organizations independent from 
subjective knowledge – the so-called ‘new’ or 
‘socio-cultural’ perspective of organizational 
learning. Instead of emphasising cognitive learn-
ing on the part of individuals or cognitive learning 
on the part of the organization as if it were an 
individual, as organizational learning researchers 
have traditionally done (Cook and Yanow, 1993), 
the new perspective sees organizational learning 
as collective learning. For instance, Cook and Ya-
now (1993) describe learning by the collective, and 
several other authors have described the learning 
in and by communities of practice (e.g. Brown and 
Duguid, 1991; Lave and Wenger, 1991; Richter, 
1998; Wenger, 1991). According to Gherardi et al. 
(1998: 274), another main difference between old 
and new organizational learning has to do with 
contextual dependence. They claim that all knowl-
edge is context-dependent in the socio-cultural 
perspective of organizational learning – learning 
is situated (Lave and Wenger, 1991). According to 
the socio-cultural perspective of organizational 
learning, there is no such thing as ‘knowledge’, 
in terms of being a noun. Instead, knowledge is 
as much a process as learning is, and should thus 
be called ‘knowing’ instead (see Blackler, 1995). 
According to Orlikowski (2002), ‘knowing’ cannot 
be transferred or moved. In Cook and Brown’s 
(1999) terms, knowing is action, and cannot be 
possessed. Thus, knowledge as knowing is a 
process and a verb, not a noun, and not something 
that can be stored or transferred.  

Consequently, as I have understood this per-
spective of organizational learning, the collec-
tive per se learns to perform its task in a unique 
way; for instance, a symphony orchestra that 
learns to play a specific symphony in its own 
particular and unique way. In addition, as the 
orchestra performs the symphony, which it has 
been learning or practicing for a long period of 
time, it performs what it has learnt, and this pro-
cess is called knowing. Knowing builds on and is 
dependent on all previous learning, although no 
knowledge in the normal sense has been stored, 
since that is an impossibility in this perspective. 
Instead, knowing is the collective creation of the 
symphony at that moment, based on the learning 
that has taken place previously. The knowing 
happens, or perhaps better, is created by a group 
while performing its task, and it might never hap-
pen again in exactly the same way. Although a 
symphony orchestra has learnt to play a symphony 
in a specific way, no two performances will be 
exactly the same, and it would not be possible to 
reproduce a performance – not even with the same 
orchestra (i.e. the same collective). 

Furthermore, as Cook and Yanow (1993) ex-
plain, no two symphony orchestras play the same 
symphony in the same way. Therefore, a musi-
cian who leaves one orchestra for another must 
learn to play the symphony in the same manner 
that the new orchestra uses, not to mention the 
orchestra having to learn to play the symphony 
anew with its new member. Knowledge (in the 
sense of knowing) that has been developed (or 
should I say has happened) in one context does 
not make sense in any other context, and cannot 
thus be disseminated to, or used in, these contexts 
(cf. Swan et al., 1999: 270). The process of col-
lective organizational learning – and even that of 
knowing – might seem to be harmonious, but that 
does not have to be the case at all. Although the 
learning takes place collectively, relations within 
the group or collective might be experiencing 
conflict, which in turn may be constructive as 
regards the development of the learning processes 
(Contu and Willmott, 2003).     
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Accordingly, the employees cannot take 
‘knowing’ with them, to other organizations, 
hence the organization will not have to fear 
turnover. However, since ‘knowing’ cannot be 
stored, and in this sense, does not even exist in 
the individual (Fisher and White, 2000, argue, 
however, that knowledge in this perspective ex-
ists in the relationships between individuals), this 
perspective of organizational learning provides 
no means for organizations to stay or become 
independent vis-à-vis the individuals. In order to 
remain in control of knowledge, the organization 
would have to find other ways of controlling the 
collectives and communities of practice wherein 
this ‘knowing’ happens. Accordingly, it is – by 
definition – impossible to be in control of knowl-
edge in this perspective, since there is no such 
thing as knowledge; however, it might be possible, 
but difficult, to control the process of knowing. 
Knowing is something people do, not something 
they have or possess.   

Discussion and Conclusions

There are many different ways of explaining the 
continuous stream of ‘new’ management ideas. 
One way of explaining the appearance of the 
ideas of the learning organization and knowledge 
management, is that these two ideas are better 
adapted to the knowledge society than the idea 
of organizational learning – especially the older, 
traditional perspective, in which knowledge is 
assumed to be routinized and stored outside the 
individual. As it would seem, knowledge is more 
often possessed by the individuals in the ideas of 
the learning organization and knowledge man-
agement, making them more suited to a society 
in which knowledge is needed on every level, 
promptly. In fact, the learning organization and 
knowledge management have been contaminated 
to varying degrees by means of becoming or 
remaining independent of individual employees 
and their subjective knowledge. 

Another explanation, however, might be that 
the ideas of the learning organization and knowl-
edge management appear to be more democratic, 
in that knowledge is understood to exist within 
the individual. Indeed, the idea of the learning 
organization in particular is often connected with 
democracy and empowerment, as, for instance, 
Snell and Chak (1998) and Coopey (1998) have 
argued, and according to Fenwick (1998), the 
literature on the learning organization promises a 
humanistic workplace. Also knowledge manage-
ment is often depicted in beautiful words such as 
‘knowledge sharing’.  

However, this seems to be a somewhat su-
perficial image of these ideas, according to the 
analysis of the means of independence in the 
literature regarding these ideas. The means of 
independence are often subtle, but apparent. 
Moreover, it is precisely the idea of the learning 
organization – which is certainly the one idea of 
the three most associated with democracy – that 
contains the largest number of means whereby 
organizations can make themselves independent 
of individual employees and their subjective 
knowledge, and hence put them in control of this 
knowledge. These means, however, are often quite 
subtle, and they must probably be a part of an 
idea that signals democracy, yet provides many 
means of controlling knowledge. In this chapter, 
I have contributed towards unveiling the subtle, 
less obvious, and more refined means enabling 
organizations to stay or become independent of 
individuals’ subjective knowledge, which they can 
find in the ideas of the learning organization and 
knowledge management. These subtle means are 
mind control, knowledge redundancy, complete 
transparency and accessibility, and contextual 
knowledge. By that, the chances for individuals on 
the labour market – against all the organizations 
that tend to seize all knowledge – have hopefully 
increased a bit. The unveiling that I have dedicated 
my time to in this chapter, and the advice that I 
have offered, are based, however, on the prem-
ise that the older, functionalistic perspective on 
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knowledge, as something that exists somewhere, 
still rules.     

But what about the socio-cultural perspective 
of organizational learning? It has not yet become, 
as far as I am aware, particularly popular among 
practitioners. This idea (or sub-idea of the idea 
of organizational learning) differs from the other 
ideas, in that it involves – as it would seem – no 
means of knowledge storing, and thus no tools 
aimed at controlling subjective knowledge. Thus, 
one scenario is that this idea will never become 
popular among employers (and, consequently, 
not in the management literature either). Another 
possible scenario is that – if new organizational 
learning becomes a more widely-disseminated 
perspective than it has hitherto been – then em-
ployers, instead of controlling the knowledge, 
will increase their control over the employees. 
This could be achieved by offering them part-
nerships, or the employers could be even more 
careful regarding whom they employ, in order 
to have staff with good prerequisites for creating 
‘knowing’ together, in communities of practice. 
Thus, even if the socio-cultural perspective of 
organizational learning implies less means of 
controlling knowledge, it might result in less 
democratic organizations. A third scenario is 
that this perspective of organizational learning 
develops towards a state of harmony with manage-
ment, i.e. involving means by which it is possible 
to store knowledge, or in other ways control it, 
thus increasing its chances of becoming a really 
popular management idea. In this way, the idea 
would be ‘colonized’ by functionalists. One sign 
of this is that the term ‘communities-of-practice’ is 
today being used as a management term, implying 
that knowledge can be stored (see, for instance, 
Saint-Onge and Wallace, 2003). Alternatively, but 
less likely, the increased popularity of this idea 
will result in more equality between organizations 
and individuals, especially as regards who is in 
control of knowledge.  

I see this, the new perspective of organizational 
learning, as a new perspective on learning and 

knowledge in organizations, one which, in fact, 
is the result of a paradigmatic shift, and hardly 
just a matter of a complementary perspective. 
Therefore, if this new perspective outmanoeuvres 
the ideas of the learning organization, knowledge 
management and the old perspective of organiza-
tional learning, there will not be a problem, from 
the employees’ point of view. When knowledge 
is seen as knowing, which cannot be created 
and thus not owned either, a lot fewer capitalists 
will take an interest in it. And the odds of people 
creating something jointly, without having greedy 
employers after them, hot on their heels all the 
time, will increase dramatically. Let us hope, 
for the future, that this new perspective receives 
more attention, so that the labour market will 
finally be the employees’ market, or at least that 
the conditions for employers and employees will 
be more equal than they are now.  

In conclusion, employees should be more 
suspicious about new management ideas that deal 
with knowledge and/or learning, which seem fine 
but can be fatal for them. They should look after 
their subjective knowledge more carefully.
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Key Terms 

Knowledge Control: Accessibility and pos-
session of knowledge.

Knowledge Management: The dissemination 
of knowledge throughout the organization.

Leaning Organization: A flexible organiza-
tion with a relatively flat structure and empowered 
employees.

New Organizational Learning: Situated, 
collective learning.

Old Organizational Learning: The storing 
of knowledge in the organizational memory.

Organizational Independence: A state in 
which the organization is not vulnerable for 
personnel turnover.

Organizational Memory: Embedded, en-
coded and encultured knowledge.

Subjective Knowledge: Knowledge that is 
possessed by the individual and that no others 
have access to.
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Abstract

Knowledge-intensive firms are composed of various communities, each characterized by specialized 
knowledge. These communities operate as critical agents in the organizational action because the rel-
evant processes and the variety/variability of environment and technology are too complex for a single 
individual to understand in their entirety. They generate new models for interpreting reality and respond-
ing to customer needs thanks to the integration of knowledge taking place within and between them. 
The objective of this chapter is to provide some criteria for evaluating the comparative effectiveness 
and efficiency of combinations of control mechanisms in the regulation of these knowledge integration 
processes. On the basis of the characteristics of knowledge (level of complexity and diversity), a different 
set of control mechanisms is proposed, with a variation in their specific features to guarantee that the 
resulting modes of communication and cognition can guarantee the required level innovation, without 
however preventing a certain level of stability.
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Introduction

Over the last twenty years, management scholars 
have focused their attention on how knowledge-
intensive firms, as a distinct category of orga-
nizations characterized by specific features, are 
managed (Nurmi, 1998; Alvesson, 2000; 2004; 
Ditillo, 2004; 2005; Barber and Strack, 2005). 

A substantial amount of the literature on these 
firms assumes that a knowledge base exists in their 
organization – either as individual specialized 
skills and competencies (e.g., Tsoukas, 1996) or 
as capabilities embedded in organizational prac-
tices and in systems and structures – and that the 
continuous combination and recombination of this 
knowledge is the basis of continuous renewal and 
innovation (Kusunoki et al., 1998). The effective 
integration of this internal knowledge is seen as 
an essential base for providing innovative solu-
tions for customers and for enhancing the survival 
chances and the prosperity of the organization 
(Grant, 1996a). This recognition has spawned 
substantial interest in the factors that influence 
the potential (or feasible) integration of knowledge 
of different kinds within the organization (Grant, 
1996a; 1996b; Szulanski et al., 2004). 

However, very little is known about whether 
management control mechanisms play a role in 
fostering knowledge integration, their differ-
ent degrees of relevance to various situations 
and the ways in which they can be combined in 
practice. 

The objective of this chapter is, therefore, first 
to provide a useful framework for understanding 
the existence and organization of knowledge-in-
tensive firms, and, second, to suggest some cri-
teria for evaluating the comparative effectiveness 
and efficiency of combinations of management 
mechanisms in pursuing control and knowledge 
integration as ways to achieve stability and in-
novation at the same time.     

Existence and Organization 
of Knowledge-Intensive Firms 

A recent approach that helps to shed some light 
on the reasons for the existence and organization 
of knowledge-intensive firms, and to some extent 
for all firms in general, is represented by the 
knowledge-based theory of the firm (Zander and 
Kogut, 1995; Kogut and Zander, 1996; Conner and 
Prahalad, 1996; Grant, 1996a; 1996b; 1997). Even 
if this approach has been criticized (Foss, 1996a; 
1996b), and refers to any kind of firm, it may help 
explain the emergence of knowledge-intensive 
firms and the way in which they are organized. 
Central to the knowledge-based theory of the firm 
is the argument that increasing turbulence in the 
external business environment has focused atten-
tion on resources and organizational capabilities 
as the principal sources of sustainable competi-
tive advantage and the foundation for strategy 
formulation (Peteraf, 1993; Teece and Pisano, 
1994; Kim and Mauborgne, 1999; Morris et al., 
2006). As the markets for resources have become 
subject to the same dynamically competitive 
conditions that have afflicted product markets, so 
knowledge has emerged as the most strategically 
significant resource of the firm (Vicari, 1992; 
Drucker, 1993). 

This perspective suggests the idea that the 
primary role of firms, and the essence of or-
ganizational capability, is the integration of 
knowledge (Nonaka, 1994; Grant, 1996a; 1996b; 
Kogut and Zander, 1996; Nonaka et al., 2000). 
Firms structure, coordinate and communicate 
individual and functional expertise by defining 
organizing principles that underlie what firms can 
do. Being flexible requires rules by which work 
is coordinated and by which information on the 
market is gathered and communicated. Just-in-
time operations, designing for flexibility and de-
creasing time to the market are capabilities which 
presuppose a certain social knowledge regarding 
who is competent, how work is coordinated and 
what information is shared. In this respect, firms 
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are social communities, which use their relational 
structure and share coding schemes to enhance 
the development and communication of new skills 
and competencies (Zander and Kogut, 1995: pp. 
76–77). According to this view, the management 
of knowledge-intensive firms is directed to foster-
ing the integration of knowledge.

To foster knowledge integration, knowledge-
intensive firms need to adopt specific organiza-
tional structures. The literature on the topic has 
always suggested for knowledge-intensive firms 
the use of adhocratic organizational forms. These 
are claimed to be the effective organizational 
configuration for this kind of firm because they 
need to innovate continuously by breaking away 
from established patterns and therefore cannot 
rely on any form of standardization for coordina-
tion. They are characterized by a highly organic 
structure, with little formalization of behaviour; 
a high horizontal job specialization based on 
formal training; a tendency to group specialists 
into functional units for housekeeping purposes 
but to deploy them in small market-based project 
teams to do their work; a reliance on liaison de-
vices to encourage mutual adjustment – the key 
coordinating mechanism – within and between 
these teams; and selective decentralization to and 
within these teams, which are located at various 
places in the organization and involve various 
mixtures of line managers, staff and operating 
experts (Mintzberg, 1983; 1989). 

Similar arguments have been proposed by the 
authors of the knowledge-based theory of the firm, 
who propose a team-based structure for knowl-
edge-intensive firms where team membership 
is fluid depending upon the knowledge require-
ments of the task to be performed. The essence 
of a team-based organization is the recognition 
that integration is best achieved through the direct 
involvement of individual specialists because of-
ficial coordinators (‘managers’) cannot effectively 
coordinate if they cannot access the range of 
specialist knowledge that a task requires. At the 
same time, the individuals’ ability to integrate is 

constrained by cognitive limits: it is not possible 
for each individual to try to learn the knowledge 
possessed by other specialists. Therefore, integra-
tion takes place within team-organized processes 
(Grant, 1996a: p. 377; Grant, 1997: p. 453).a

A complementary perspective that emphasizes 
the process dimension of teams is the community 
of practice theory (Brown and Duguid, 1991; 
Easterby-Smith et al., 2000). According to this 
approach, teams are an organization’s commu-
nities who, at all levels, are in contact with the 
environment and involved in interpretive sense 
making, congruence finding and adapting. It is 
from any site of such interactions that new insights 
can be co-produced. If an organizational core 
overlooks or curtails the enacting in its midst by 
ignoring or disrupting its communities of practice, 
it threatens its own survival in two ways. It will 
not only threaten to destroy the very working 
and learning practices by which it, knowingly or 
unknowingly, survives, but it will also cut itself 
off from a major source of potential innovation 
that inevitably arises in the course of that working 
and learning. Every organization is made up of 
various communities of practice that are com-
mitted to the same practice and where learning is 
not the result of conscious design or recognizable 
rationality and cognitive frames, but emerges 
from new meanings and emergent structures 
arising out of common enterprise, experience 
and sociability (learning by doing) (Ancori et 
al., 2000). A community of practice – drawing 
on the subconscious interaction, participation 
and reified knowledge to act, interpret, innovate 
and communicate – acts as ‘a locally negotiated 
regime of competence’, as ‘shared histories of 
learning’. This concept of community is mainly 
based on the socialization of knowledge emerging 
from routines and repeated interactions more than 
embedded in rules or in an organizational design. 
It includes agents who operate on a jointly recog-
nised subset of knowledge problems, and who 
accept some shared procedural authority as key to 
the success of their collective building activities 
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(Wenger, 1998; Cowan et al., 2000). Two points 
are worth mentioning here. First of all, the social 
construction of knowledge relies not only on how 
existing knowledge is shared, but also on the pro-
cesses through which the knowledge is obtained. 
The analysis of the way in which knowledge is 
exchanged and managed is a way to include this 
dimension. Second, the community is more than 
simply a coordination mechanism, because it 
incorporates learning infrastructures. These are 
embedded in the routines and daily practices of 
members and characterize all the communities 
belonging to a specific organization. 

Also, Boland and Tenkasi (1995) suggest 
that knowledge-intensive firms are character-
ized by communities. They develop a process of 
distributed cognition in which multiple groups 
of specialized knowledge workers (communi-
ties of knowing), each dealing with a part of an 
overall organizational problem, interact to cre-
ate the patterns of sense making and behaviour 
displayed by the organization as a whole. This 
distributed cognition is necessary because the 
critically important processes and the diversity 
of environments and technologies to be dealt with 
are too varied and complex for an individual to 
understand in their entirety. This is particularly 
true in knowledge-intensive firms because they 
rely on multiple specialities and knowledge dis-
ciplines to achieve their objectives.

Examples of these communities can be found 
in all types of knowledge-intensive firms. They 
relate to the organization of experts around various 
projects activated by the firm to solve the specific 
problems of customers. Projects to develop an 
advertising campaign, to develop new software, to 
implement a new information system and to define 
a new product strategy are all instances of teams 
that normally combine multifunctional expertise 
to develop a new solution to the customers’ needs 
and that originate communities.

 The interaction between communitiesb takes 
place by means of the following processes.

Exchanging memories, to reduce the costs of 
‘developing’ solutions to problems that had already 
been discovered and experimented with. This 
reduction is a result of saving time and efforts 
devoted to reinventing existing solutions. Collec-
tive memory signals the availability of previous 
work and solutions to a problem that might arise 
again either within the same community or in 
another (Steinmueller, 2000). 

Dynamic interaction, which creates new mean-
ings, new linguistic routines and new knowledge. 
In contrast, the maintenance and refinement of 
existing knowledge in a single community is left 
to the feedback processes of established routines 
and policies. The generation of new knowledge is 
guaranteed through the transformation of com-
munities of knowing as they change and revise 
their procedures, processes and relationships be-
tween themselves (Boland and Tenkasi, 1995). In 
addition, knowledge creation can be achieved by 
dividing problems into parts, represented either by 
competing possible advances or by components 
that can be combined into an articulated whole. 
In both cases, the ability to share preliminary 
results and conjectures and to discover the rate 
at which individual groups are progressing has 
important consequences for the productivity of 
the collective effort (Steinmueller, 2000). 

Collective sense-making provision, which 
homogenizes the way individual and collective 
knowledge is extracted and used (Ancori et al., 
2000).

Integrating Knowledge 
Through Different Forms of 
Communication and Cognition

In order to explain further how communities work 
and interact with each other, Boland and Tenkasi 
(1995) introduce the concepts of perspective mak-
ing and perspective taking, which are the basis 
for transformations within and between epistemic 
communities. 
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On the one hand, perspective making is ‘the 
process whereby a community of knowing devel-
ops and strengthens its own knowledge domain 
and practices’. As a perspective becomes more 
consolidated and complex, it contributes better 
to knowledge work. This complexification oc-
curs through the use of paradigmatic analysis 
within a narrative framing of experience. It is 
the process of developing a new language and of 
defining the causal laws of events in order to find 
better explanations of reality and more coherent 
meaning structures. 

On the other hand, perspective taking is the 
process by which individual knowledge is ac-
quired, evaluated and integrated with that of other 
individuals and communities in the organization. 
It is the process of taking knowledge from a dif-
ferent context (a different community, in this case) 
and re-adapting it in the local context. In order to 
take place, perspective making and perspective 
taking require communication within and between 
the different communities inside the firm. 

Boland and Tenkasi (1995) present two differ-
ent models of communication and corresponding 
modes of cognition for the interaction within and 
between communities. The first model is the con-
duit model of communication. On the basis of this, 
communication is viewed as a message-sending 
and message-receiving process, which has a lim-
ited capacity of transmission. Communication is 
effective if the errors contaminating the message 
from the sender to the receiver are completely 
eliminated. It can be improved by increasing 
the channel capacity, refining the procedures 
for encoding and decoding messages, providing 
more reliable data storage and retrieval facilities 
and making the channel of communication more 
universally available. Yet, the major defect of this 
model of communication is that it treats messages 
unproblematically, that is to say without consider-
ing their symbolic or interpretive characteristics. 
Encoding and decoding activities are considered 
as discrete selections from a predefined set of 
messages, which are unambiguous and steady 
over time. 

The conduit model of communication is con-
sistent with an information-processing mode of 
cognition. This is characterized by the rational 
analysis of data and the deductive way of reason-
ing. It emphasizes logical, coherent, consistent 
and non-contradictory arguments. It assumes the 
existence of an a priori external reality which is 
true at all times and in all places and which is the 
highest grade of knowledge. Such knowledge does 
not need to be justified by any sensory experi-
ence. Thus, words point at things, meanings are 
not problematic and deductive logic is the most 
effective way of analysing reality. Knowledge can 
be achieved by using mental constructs such as 
concepts, laws and theories and supposes a dis-
tinction between the knower and the known. In 
addition, knowledge formation can be described as 
a linear process of transformation: data are turned 
into information, information into knowledge and 
finally knowledge is confronted with ‘wisdom’ 
(or ‘meta-knowledge’ that encompasses beliefs 
and judgements). This perspective focuses on the 
role of information processing as a key step in the 
formation of knowledge. It assumes that a linear 
process is involved in increasing the complexity 
of the search for knowledge, and the first step 
is transforming ‘data’ into structured pieces of 
information that are then addressed to the search 
for knowledge. Each piece of information carries a 
‘quantum of novelty’ that helps increase the stock 
of knowledge and the combinatorial complex-
ity of this knowledge stock. As a consequence, 
information can be measured quantitatively and 
knowledge is the result of the codification and 
classification of information. Therefore, the qual-
ity and accuracy of knowledge formation depends 
strictly on the way information is treated (Ancori 
et al., 2000). See Figure 1.

The second model considered by Boland and 
Tenkasi (1995) is the language games model 
of communication. This model assumes that 
language is strictly inter-linked and embedded 
in the situated action of the communities. Ac-
tion is the locus of language generation and use. 
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Conversations and activities are language games 
that create meanings for words and speeches in 
an evolutionary process of talking and acting 
together. In this case, language is not under-
standable without reference to experience, and 
words are characterized by ambiguous meanings. 
Language and words evolve together with the 
activities of the communities. As a result, there 
are no fixed sets of messages or meanings to use 
for communication. 

The language games model is consistent with a 
narrative mode of cognition. This is characterized 
by the recognition that individuals narrativize their 
experience continuously when they experiment 
with unusual and unexpected events and construct 
stories that make sense of them. It emphasizes 
interesting, plausible and believable arguments. It 
challenges the often implicit assumptions of infor-
mation processing arguments, thus contributing to 
innovative knowledge work. It assumes that words 
gain sense only through actual use in a community, 
meanings are symbolic and inherently ambiguous 
and social processes, storytelling and conversation 
are the most effective means for facing reality. 
In this case, knowledge is not regarded as simply 
the accumulation of information in a stockpile, 
but requires continuous feedback loops between 
the various elements involved (data, knowledge, 

wisdom). Each element interacts with the others 
and ‘transforms’ the other both quantitatively and 
qualitatively. See Figure 2. 

From this perspective, the various components 
of knowledge formation are considered differently. 
Firstly, ‘data’ can be distinguished in terms of a 
‘stimulus’ in the case of an emission of data from 
nature, and a ‘message’ in the case of an emission 
of data from a human emitter. The main differ-
ence between the two kinds of ‘data’ is that while 
stimuli are not being organized a priori but are 
interpreted and classified ex post by the cognitive 
agent, messages are organized a priori by a cog-
nitive building such as language, categorization 
or classification, even if they also need further 
interpretation by the cognitive agent. Secondly, 
‘knowledge and representation’ result in forming 
a specific structuring of stimuli and messages 
depending on the cognitive model of the agent. 
Knowledge and representation are distinguished 
here to emphasize the separation between short-
term and long-term memories. Both derive from 
the cognitive structuring of the agent, but while 
representation is contextual and temporary and 
has to do with the mental attitudes in a given con-
text, knowledge corresponds to a more long-term 
‘sedimentation’. Thirdly, the cognitive framework 
of the agent corresponds to his/her wisdom that 

Figure 1. Knowledge formation according to a conduit model of communication and an information-
processing mode of cognition

Source: adapted from Ancori et al. (2000)
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includes beliefs, judgements and values. These are 
meta-categories which determine the nature of the 
rules and the direction of the learning processes to 
be followed by the agent. Finally, the relationship 
between the different elements of the system shows 
the processes intervening in the dynamics of the 
systems – classification/categorization, interpreta-
tion, application of rules and heuristics, learning 

processes and so on – that are instrumental in the 
interaction between experience and practice on 
the one side and beliefs and judgements on the 
other (Ancori et al., 2000).

For the key assumptions of the characteristics 
of the two models of communication and cogni-
tion and the characteristics of knowledge, see 
Table 1.

Source: adapted from Ancori et al. (2000)

Figure 2. Knowledge formation according to a language games model of communication and a narra-
tive mode of cognition

Table 1. Key ideas behind the two different models of communication and cognition

The conduit model of communication and the information-
processing mode of cognition

The language games model of communication and the 
narrative mode of cognition

◊	 Knowledge is objective and the language is a medium for 
representing it.

◊	 Knowledge is subjective and is the result of a consensus 
achieved within a specific community. 

◊	 Knowledge can be acquired and evolves by means of a 
rational process.

◊	 Knowledge can be acquired through narrativizing the familiar 
or explaining the unfamiliar, and it evolves by means of new 
languages and narrative forms. 

◊	 Individuals can achieve universal understanding as 
communication between them takes place in an objective 
way.  

◊	 Individuals can achieve only partial understanding as language 
and narrative forms are characterized by some limitations.  

Source: adapted from Boland and Tenkasi (1995)
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To sum up, knowledge-intensive firms are 
composed of various communities and integrate 
knowledge by developing strong perspectives 
(perspective making) within the communities 
and by taking into consideration the perspectives 
of other communities (perspective taking). The 
exchange of perspectives between these communi-
ties requires adequate models of communication 
and cognition. At first glance, communication and 
cognition seem to regard only the selection from 
a predefined set of messages and refer mainly to 
the exchange of information. Yet, the same pro-
cesses can be seen in terms of questioning and 
changing perspective. This is because language 
and practices are evolving continuously and com-
munication and cognition cannot be separated 
from the shifting context in which they take place. 
There is no predefined set of messages but these 
emerge from the evolving form the community 
is assuming. Both models of communication and 
cognition contribute to understanding the interac-
tion within and between the various communities 
within knowledge-intensive firms necessary to 
maintain stability, integrate knowledge and, 
through this integration, innovate.

Combining Forms of 
Communication and Cognition 
Through Control 
Mechanisms to Balance 
Stability and Innovation 

The study of control mechanisms (Ouchi, 1979; 
Merchant, 1985) can be conducted by taking into 
consideration the contexts in which they contribute 
to coordinating action to maintain stability, while 
at the same time allowing knowledge integration 
to achieve innovation (Raelin, 1985; Ancori et al., 
2000; Ditillo, 2004; 2005). Different mechanisms 
can achieve these objectives:

Social mechanisms: in some situations, some 
pieces of knowledge remain tacit because they are 
part of a wider knowledge structure (as is the case 

of the knowledge held by an expert). The reason 
for keeping this knowledge tacit is that, even if 
it were possible to formalize and transmit part 
of it, thanks to the existence of codes of com-
munication, in practice most of the knowledge 
about how to manage it would remain tacit. Only 
experience would suggest which knowledge has 
to be mobilized and which has to be left in the 
background in order to act or learn properly. This 
happens when knowledge is part of a complex 
structure and remains sticky (von Hippel, 1993; 
Grandori, 1997; Cowan et al., 2000). In this case, 
knowledge is characterized by cognitional com-
plexity: neither inputs nor outputs of knowledge 
processes can be observed (at a reasonable cost 
and in a reasonable time). The processes are either 
new to the agents involved or entail innovative 
problem solving and are characterized by many 
possible ‘serendipities’ and unexpected outcomes. 
This implies the discovery of cause–effect rela-
tions and relevant goals, and the transformation in 
explicit knowledge is expected to fail (Grandori, 
1997;  Burns and Stalker, 1961). Therefore, such 
a form of knowledge is communicated between 
the members of a community (if these members 
have the time, the occasions for socialization and 
the broader institutional incentives to perceive 
the game as basically integrative) (Ouchi, 1980; 
Grandori, 1997) by means of a common history, 
shared experiences and collective social and orga-
nizational frames. Its possession determines who 
does belong to the community and who does not, 
and is a function of the historical process of tacit 
knowledge creation. The socialization control 
mechanism applied in this case maintains stability 
and is consistent with intensifying interactions 
between individuals more than transforming the 
nature of knowledge itself, allowing in this way 
the process of knowledge integration and innova-
tion (Ancori et al., 2000).

Action and result control mechanisms: what 
matters here is the degree of diversity of tacit 
knowledge (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990; Iansiti and 
Clark, 1994). The more knowledge is differentiated 
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among agents, the more it fosters interactions and 
triggers mechanisms for knowledge creation, due 
to the multiplicity of ways the problems are per-
ceived and dealt with. Integration is not achieved 
by the transmission of tacit knowledge (and by 
its formalization) but by its coordination aimed at 
pursuing a common objective. In other words, in a 
context of diversified knowledge, the ‘constraint’ 
of tacit knowledge can be solved by means of 
coordination mechanisms more than codification 
processes. Control can be achieved in this case 
by either organizational routines (Grant, 1996a; 
1996b) or administrative mechanisms. The first 
can be defined as ‘ […] relatively complex patterns 
of behavior […] triggered by a small number of 
initiating signals or choices and functioning as a 
recognizable unit in a relatively automatic fashion’ 
(Winter, 1987: p. 165). Knowledge-intensive firms 
learn by creating routines (Nelson and Winter, 
1982). Routines represent the guidelines that have 
provided knowledge integrating solutions to past 
problem solving. They make up the historical 
memory of the firm: they ‘remember’ how conflicts 
were solved between the firm’s parts and provide 
the same solutions again; they ‘remember’ the 
reactions to past problems and retain the solu-
tions that worked; they make the firm’s individual 
behaviour predictable, contributing to reducing 
the level of general uncertainty (Di Bernardo 
and Rullani, 1990: p. 50). The second include 
both formal rules and standard procedures, and 
plans, budgets and reporting systems to regulate 
interactions between managers and employees of 
different units of the same organization (Hop-
wood, 1976; Amigoni, 1979). The adoption of a 
combination of these mechanisms guarantees a 
certain level of stability, while at the same time 
proposing a structure for integrating knowledge 
and innovating.

Codification mechanisms: another way of 
achieving integration is through pure knowledge 
codification, which requires adapted codes and 
media (Boisot, 1998; Nonaka et al., 2000; Ancori 
et al., 2000; Cowan et al., 2000; Cohendet and 

Steinmuller., 2000; Malerba and Orsenigo, 2000). 
Codification can be defined as the process that 
‘creates perceptual and conceptual categories that 
facilitate the classification of phenomena’ and 
‘the act of assigning phenomena to categories 
once these have been created’ (Boisot, 1998). 
Codification is a useful integrating mechanism 
when different pieces of knowledge need to be 
complementarily integrated (Cowan et al., 2000), 
and when knowledge is characterized by compu-
tational complexity, arising from the high number 
of actors and activities and their interconnections 
(Simon, 1979; Grandori, 1997). This argument 
is supported by the classic organization theory, 
which has shown that an increase in computational 
complexity can be managed by extending the use 
of formal information processing tools (Simon, 
1979; Galbraith, 1974). Two problems arise in 
this respect: on the one hand, the cost and control 
of the creation, diffusion and storage of codes, 
languages and models make this process difficult. 
On the other hand, the same codes, languages 
and models strongly influence the individual 
potentiality for knowledge creation, because they 
act as inertial forces in the generation of new 
knowledge if they do not leave enough freedom 
and ambiguity in interpretation (Ancori et al., 
2000). In a context of change, the accumulation of 
a successive generation of codes can prevent the 
development of radically new knowledge, which 
would require entirely new codes and languages. 
As proposed by Arrow (1974, p. 56), codification 
fosters increasing communication and transaction 
efficiency but leads to organizational rigidity 
and uniformity: ‘the need for codes mutually 
understandable within an organization imposes 
a uniformity requirement on the behavior of 
participants. They are specialized in the informa-
tion capable of being transmitted by the codes, 
so that they learn more in the direction of their 
activity and become less efficient in acquiring 
and transmitting information not easily fitted into 
the code’. Therefore, codification can have some 
undesired effects on creativity and innovation. It 
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encapsulates the influences of essentially transient 
and possibly extraneous phenomena that were 
present in the circumstances where specific codes 
and languages were developed, becoming a source 
of path-dependence  (Cowan et al., 2000). 

Examples of the different weights assigned 
to the different control mechanisms, depending 
on the context in which they are applied, can 
be found in a software firm. Depending on the 
characteristics of knowledge, the coordination 
of the project tends to be centred around social 
mechanisms based on common values/beliefs, 
action as well as output control, and codification. 
More specifically, while all the mechanisms tend 
to be present at the same time in all projects to 
maintain the necessary balance between stability 
and innovation, in the development of software 
that requires the contribution of many develop-
ers and is the revision of previously developed 
software (computational complexity), codification 
plays a key role in coordinating the efforts of many 
individuals and in integrating their knowledge. 
In the development of software that requires the 
combination of many different forms of expertise, 
the organization of activities tends to be focused on 
action and result control. For instance, the writing 
of software for managing financial transactions on 
a mobile phone, which requires technical mobile 
expertise, financial expertise and communica-
tion expertise, requires that work is organized 
around independent groups which combine their 
activities and outputs through action and result 
mechanisms. These operate as levers for coordi-
nating efforts and maintaining stability as well 
as tools for favouring a certain way of integrating 
knowledge. Finally, the development of completely 
new software (cognitional complexity) needs a 
high level of exploration and flexibility which 
can be achieved by means of social mechanisms 
that intervene as stabilizing mechanisms through 
mutual adjustment and as knowledge integration 
mechanisms by means of the flexible interaction 
of individuals (Ditillo, 2004).

While action and result mechanisms and 
codification assume relevant roles in the integra-
tion of knowledge within and between different 
communities, social control is consistent with and 
fosters knowledge integration mainly within the 
same community. Only by composing the right 
mix of these mechanisms according to knowledge 
characteristics is the firm able to foster an effec-
tive flowing of knowledge within and between the 
various communities of knowing, and the lack 
of both awareness of their role, and consistency 
between them can prevent the natural processes 
of stability and innovation which guarantee the 
long-term survival of the firm.      

In addition, the three different mechanisms 
can be designed and implemented with greater 
reference to either a conduit model of commu-
nication and an information processing mode of 
cognition or a language games model of com-
munication and a narrative model of cognition. 
The choice seems to be related to the specific 
characteristics of knowledge. When knowledge 
is characterized by a low level of computational 
and cognitional complexity and a low degree of 
diversity (typical of a stable context), the first 
model of communication and cognition is able to 
grasp the consistency and linearity of phenomena 
and to integrate knowledge by means of a simple 
information exchange. By contrast, when a high 
level of computational and cognitional complex-
ity and a high degree of diversity is characteristic 
of knowledge (typical of a relentless changing 
environment), then communication becomes a 
much more complicated process that emphasizes 
the symbolic nature and ambiguity of phenomena 
and that achieves knowledge integration by means 
of narrating experience. 

This is not to say that the various control 
mechanisms incorporate either one or the other 
model of communication and cognition. Instead, 
they need to combine elements of both models 
of communication and cognition in accordance 
with the different characteristics of the pieces 
of knowledge they contribute to integrating. So, 
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social control may simply result in an exchange 
of information between individuals and imply a 
language game process when dealing with un-
usual and unexpected events. Action and results 
control mechanisms incorporate a fixed number 
of messages expressed in a uniform language, or 
imply a combination of different languages that 
incorporate different perspectives on a specific 
problem. Consider, for example, the initiatives 
undertaken by firms with reference to perfor-
mance measurement systems. These systems 
were mainly based on financial information in 
the past and are now evolving towards a balance 
between different views and a more articulated 
set of indicators. Total quality, productivity, cus-
tomer satisfaction and innovation have integrated 
the traditional financial measures of performance 
used by organizations (Eccles, 1991; Maskell, 
1991; Kaplan and Norton, 1992; 1993; Zenger 
and Hesterly, 1997). Finally, codification can be 
achieved by means of a predefined set of codes 
or by trying to develop new codes and languages 
deriving from new and unexpected events. It is 
the combination of these mechanisms and the 
incorporation of the various models of commu-
nication and cognition within these mechanisms 
that make knowledge integration effective and 
functional to the long-term stability and innova-
tion of knowledge-intensive firms.

Conclusion

Knowledge-intensive firms are composed of vari-
ous communities, each characterized by special-
ized knowledge. These communities operate as 
critical agents in the organizational action because 
the relevant processes and the variety/variability 
of environment and technology are too complex 
for a single individual to understand in their 
entirety. The communities are places where new 
models for interpreting reality are gradually 
tested, validated and compared. They represent 
the level where the conversion and diffusion of 

knowledge from the individual to the organization 
(and vice versa) take place, where the modes of 
knowledge conversion are activated and where 
the translation of local codes to the organization 
language (and reciprocally) is made. 

Innovation requires integration within and be-
tween a firm’s multiple communities. It is by means 
of this dynamic process that new configurations 
of knowledge emerge by creating new meanings, 
new linguistic routines and new knowledge. Yet, 
in order to avoid communication becoming a 
source of organizational inertia and rigid path-
dependence, it is necessary that combined models 
of communication and modes of cognition are 
used. A conduit model of communication with 
the corresponding paradigmatic mode of cogni-
tion, on the one hand, and a language games 
model of communication with the corresponding 
narrative mode of cognition, on the other, only 
if taken together contribute to making a strong 
perspective within a community of knowing 
and to taking another perspective into account 
as a means by which more complex knowledge 
and improved possibilities for product/service 
or process innovation are achieved, while at the 
same time maintaining stability. 

Depending on the characteristics of knowl-
edge, perspective making and perspective taking 
are managed and valorized through socializa-
tion, action and result control mechanisms and 
codification processes. When knowledge is part 
of a complex structure and remains sticky (von 
Hippel, 1993; Grandori, 1997; Cowan et al., 
2000), it is communicated between the mem-
bers of a community by means of a common 
history, shared experiences and collective social 
and organizational frames. On the other hand, 
if the degree of diversity of knowledge (Cohen 
and Levinthal, 1990) is high, integration is not 
achieved by the knowledge transmission but by 
either organizational routines or administrative 
controls. Finally, in large systems that must 
coordinate the complementary knowledge of 
many agents, the communication of knowledge 
is achieved through codification. 



���  

Balancing	Stability	and	Innovation	in	Knowledge-Intensive	Firms	

The above developments suggest that knowl-
edge-intensive firms manage their knowledge 
integration processes as conducive to innovation, 
yet without neglecting the need for coordination 
to maintain a certain level of stability. It is our 
contention here, as Amin and Cohendet (2000), 
that firms manage knowledge integration to in-
novate, and control to maintain stability, at the 
same time. Firstly, they select their knowledge 
domains, which need different mechanisms for 
their integration. Secondly, after selecting the 
knowledge domains and the direction they want 
to undertake to create and sustain a competitive 
advantage, they control their transactions in order 
to adapt to the specific needs of the environment. 
This signifies that the organization of the firm 
requires a dual structure of governance: one dedi-
cated to knowledge integration and one devoted 
to control transactions. In this respect, adminis-
trative mechanisms can play an important role 
because, on the one hand, they have always been 
recognized as means for controlling transactions; 
on the other, they may contribute to integrating 
complementary and diversified knowledge of 
agents operating in different communities. They 
codify a specific language and frame for interpret-
ing reality. The advancements in their content and 
articulation have transformed them from simple 
message-sending and message-receiving channels 
to more complex communication languages that 
emphasize the symbolic or interpretive character 
of messages. One example of this transformation is 
represented by the introduction of a more balanced 
model of reporting (e.g. Mourtisen and Thorsgaard 
Larsen, 2005), promoting different perspectives 
in the evaluation of performance.

From a managerial point of view, the im-
plications deriving from this analysis are that, 
depending on the characteristics of knowledge 
(level of complexity and diversity) to integrate 
and use to meet customers’ needs, a different set 
of control mechanisms needs to be adopted, with 
a variation in their specific features to guarantee 
that the resulting modes of communication and 

cognition emphasize the required level of stability 
and innovation.

The enrichment of approaches introduced 
here to study knowledge-intensive firms should 
open some promising avenues of research aiming 
at both better understanding of complementary 
perspectives and mechanisms involved in the 
functioning of the firm and grasping the roots 
of new knowledge phenomena. 
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KeyTerms 

Codification: It is the process of defining per-
ceptual and conceptual categories that facilitate 
the classification of phenomena and of linking 
these phenomena to categories, once they have 
been developed.

Communities of  Practice: They are the teams 
that are linked to the environment and that aim at 

finding a match with it by means of interpretive 
sense-making and congruence finding.

Control Mechanisms: They refer to a set 
of integrated tools for steering an organization 
toward the achievement of its objectives, by in-
fluencing managers’ behaviour.

Innovation: It is the process through which 
new ideas, goods, services, processes and activi-
ties are created, developed or redefined. 

Knowledge-Based Theory of the Firm: It 
is the theory of the firm that focuses attention 
on the resources and organizational capabilities 
as the principal sources of sustainable competi-
tive advantage and the foundation for strategy 
formulation.

Knowledge-Intensive Firms: They are the 
firms that employ mainly the knowledge of people 
to develop and trade immaterial solutions for 
customers.

Knowledge Complexity: It is the character-
istic of knowledge that derives from the fact that 
either a high number of actors and activities are 
involved in a knowledge process or knowledge 
is differentiated among agents or, finally, neither 
inputs nor outputs of knowledge processes can 
be observed.  

Endnotes

a However, even within team-based struc-
tures, hierarchy is still necessary in order 
to link different sub-systems (e.g. the vari-
ous team projects) together. The principles 
of hierarchical design are fundamental to 
‘modular’ design in organizational struc-
tures. Critical to the design of modular 
structures is the separation of the total system 
into a number of modular sub-systems and 
then the design and standardization of the 
interfaces between these sub-systems. A key 
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distinction here is between the component 
knowledge required by the sub-systems and 
the architectural knowledge required for the 
linking of the various sub-systems (Grant, 
1997: p. 453). Therefore, we can imagine 
knowledge-intensive firms’ structure as a 
mixture of hierarchical elements to define the 
general architecture of the firm and project 
teams as locations of operating activities.

b The community represents the elementary 
unit for understanding the process of the 
transformation and transmission of knowl-
edge from the individual to the organization 
(and reciprocally). This is the level at which 
the processes of knowledge conversion are 
activated and the translation of local codes 
to organizational language (and reciprocally) 
is made (Ancori et al., 2000).
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Abstract

Nowadays knowledge and competencies are the key productive factors, and the organizational capabil-
ity for continuous learning, development and renewal has become the main driver of competitiveness. 
In this chapter the authors explore how organizational measurement should change in order to remain 
relevant in the face of the recent increase in the knowledge-intensiveness of work, organizing and 
value creation. First they argue that, while traditionally measurement has mostly been used for control 
purposes, recent changes in the nature of work have brought on new challenges which can no longer 
be met with old mindsets and measures. Then they focus on two novel approaches, intellectual capital 
and competence development, and examine the current state of the art. Finally, the authors construct 
foundations for a knowledge-based approach to organizational measurement and set some future di-
rections in which measures should be developed in order to portray and enable knowledge work and 
knowledge-based value creation.
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Introduction

It is widely agreed that nowadays knowledge and 
competencies are the key productive factors, and 
the organizational capability for continuous learn-
ing, development and renewal has become the 
main driver of competitiveness (Drucker, 1988; 
Prahalad & Hamel, 1990; Kogut & Zander, 1992; 
Grant, 1996b; Teece et al., 1997). Thus, organi-
zations are increasingly interested in assessing, 
managing and developing what they know and 
can do. This chapter explores how organizational 
measurement should change in order to remain 
relevant in the face of the recent increase in the 
knowledge-intensiveness of work, organizing and 
value creation. Traditionally measurement has 
mostly been used for hierarchical control purposes 
with regard to material and financial stocks and 
flows, but we argue that recent changes in the 
nature of work have brought on new challenges 
which can no longer be met with old mindsets 
and measures.  

“You can only manage what you can mea-
sure.” Undoubtedly one of the oldest clichés of 
management science, it embodies an assumption 
that once something can be measured, it can 
also be managed. This type of an assumption is 
based on the idea that optimal performance can 
be totally standardized. It is also connected with 
the view that the expertise about the nature of 
optimal performance is located at the top of the 
organizational hierarchy. Thus, management is 
reduced to giving orders and enforcing control, 
and the role of employees is that of obedient 
implementers. 

Even though this may have been a justified 
view in the Fordist era of mass production, 
current changes in the nature of work have cre-
ated new challenges. Knowledge work implies 
different performance criteria and a different 
type of management than other types of work 
(e.g., Blackler, 1995; Davenport, 2001; Snowden, 
2002). This entails changes for measurement on 
two levels. First, the actual measures themselves 

have to change. For example, knowledge worker 
productivity is more related to the quality than 
the quantity of output (Drucker, 1999), which 
makes most traditional performance measures 
inadequate. Second, the whole goal of measure-
ment has to be seen differently: not as to control 
but to foster continuous learning and renewal of 
the whole organization. 

In this chapter, we first examine the nature of 
knowledge work and knowledge-based organiz-
ing in the light of recent management science 
literature. We argue that as organizations have 
changed, so should the measures used in them. 
Performance measurement was developed for 
the needs of organizations in the pre-knowledge 
era and cannot adequately capture the essential 
characteristics of knowledge work and knowledge-
based value creation.

We also shed light on the novel approaches 
brought about by scholars working in the fields 
of intellectual capital (e.g., Edvinsson & Malone, 
1997; Sveiby, 1997; Roos et al., 1998; Stewart, 
1997; Bontis, 1999) and competence develop-
ment (e.g. Snow & Hrebiniak, 1980; Henderson 
& Cockburn, 1994; McGrath et al., 1995; Riiter 
et al., 2002), and examine the current state of the 
art. These two modern schools of thought are 
mindful of the special qualities of knowledge as 
opposed to other types of resources. Interestingly, 
in these postulations there is also a different kind of 
twist when compared to the traditional measures: 
traditionally measurement was mostly aimed at 
controlling, whereas these new approaches are, 
more or less explicitly, aiming to measure learning. 
So, rather than control the intangible resources 
and competencies, the novel metrics are meant 
to foster development and learning. 

Even though these new branches of manage-
ment have set to expand the scope of measurement 
to knowledge-related issues, there is however still 
room for improvement in the measurement frame-
works as well as the specific indicators. Finally, 
based on the knowledge-based view of work and 
organizing, we propose criteria for more adequate 
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measurement of knowledge and competence. We 
set some future directions in which measures 
should be developed in order to better reflect the 
change towards knowledge work and knowledge-
based value creation in organizations.

The Rise of Knowledge Work 
And Implications for 
Measurement  

There exists a widespread agreement that knowl-
edge is the new fundamental basis of competition: 
it is the most important factor in the creation of 
economic value and competitive advantage (e.g., 
Drucker, 1993; Stewart, 1997). Nowadays orga-
nizations are routinely viewed as collections of 
knowledge assets, compentences and capabilities 
(e.g., Kogut & Zander, 1992; Prahalad & Hamel, 
1990) which are populated by knowledge work-
ers (e.g., Drucker, 1999) and located in the wider 
context of information society (e.g., Castells & 
Himanen, 2002). Knowledge has replaced land, 
labor and physical capital as the most important 
factor of production (Drucker, 1988), and the 
ability to manage and create intellectual capital 
(IC) is recognized as the foundation of the produc-
tive capacity of all types of organizations (e.g., 
Edvinsson & Malone, 1997; Marr, 2005). 

Knowledge has always been at the heart of 
organizations, but it is during the past two decades 
that the significance of knowledge as the most 
important source of economic value has really 
been unleashed (Foray, 2004). Peter Drucker 
(1959) predicted the rise of knowledge workers 
already in the late 1950s. Recently, he stated that 
the main economic challenge of the 21st century 
will be increasing their productivity (Drucker, 
1999). Knowledge workers are the fastest growing 
segment in the developed countries (Campion et 
al., 1996; Janz et al., 1997; Drucker, 1999; Foss, 
2005; OECD, 2005), and they produce most of the 
value added in companies (Stewart, 1997).

Knowledge workers are highly educated 
employees who apply theoretical and analytical 
knowledge to developing new products, services, 
processes and procedures (e.g., Janz et al., 1996). 
The essence of knowledge work lies in the manipu-
lation of symbols that convey data, information 
and ideas into new information and knowledge, in 
contrast to the manipulation of concrete materials 
(Reich, 1992). Consequently, knowledge workers 
must master, for example, information processing, 
knowledge integration, knowledge creation and 
abstract thinking (e.g., Tynjälä, 2003).

In addition to posing new demands for the 
individual employee, knowledge work also chal-
lenges the traditional conceptions of management. 
In fact, managing knowledge and knowledge work 
requires that most of the traditional assumptions 
about what effective management consists of must 
change.  As Davenport (2001, 44) puts it, manage-
ment in the knowledge economy is “a different 
game with different rules.” 

Modern management was developed for the 
needs of Fordist mass production organizations. 
Ideally, this kind of an organization functions as 
a perfect piece of machinery, which efficiently 
produces permanent quality and achieves pre-
determined goals (see, e.g., Burns & Stalker, 
1961; Grant, 1996a; Spender, 1996b; Ståhle & 
Grönroos, 2000; Davenport, 2001). All the es-
sential knowledge is seen to be located at the 
higher levels of the organization, and there is a 
strict separation into thinkers and doers; hence 
the famous outburst of Henry Ford: ”What I want 
is a good pair of hands; unfortunately I must take 
them with a person attached.” The managerially 
created knowledge is passed downwards in the 
form of rules and regulations, and the task of 
employees is the obedient execution of the set 
criteria. Possibilities for new interpretations, 
elaborations and modifications by the employees 
are minimized, because these would merely dis-
turb the efficiency of the pre-designed operating 
methods and hinder productivity. The hierarchical 
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structure and centralized control ensure efficient 
steering of the organization. 

In contrast, in knowledge-based organiza-
tions the locus of knowledge is no longer solely 
at the higher levels of the organization and in 
specialized functional units. Rather, knowledge 
is dispersed and distributed all around the or-
ganization (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Blackler, 
1995; Tsoukas, 1996). Sometimes the relevant 
knowledge is in the customer interface or the 
marketing and sales department, sometimes on 
the shop floor. Each member of the organiza-
tion is likely to have some important knowledge 
that no one else in the firm possesses. Front-line 
employees are often perceived to be in a crucial 
position, as they directly interact with customers 
and production processes, and therefore they can 
continuously develop organizational functioning 
if empowered to make decisions. 

As knowledge workers by definition are the 
experts of their own jobs, much of the decision-
making and job design has to be relocated where 
the expertise lies (see, e.g., Blomqvist & Pöyhönen, 
2006). This signifies a shift toward a more organic 
view of management (Spender & Grant, 1996) in 
which employees are seen as active, intentional 
and intelligent agents that are capable of learning 
and making decisions based on their specialized 
and local knowledge. Then the role of management 
is to provide the “context in which employees 
at every level become independent agents, take 
responsibility, experiment and make mistakes and 
learn as they strive for continuous improvement 
in every aspect of the firm’s total transformation 
process” (Spender, 1996b, 48). 

In traditional management, the role of mea-
surement is to provide the management with 
information about whether the set goals are be-
ing met and the standardized operating methods 
being followed, and thereby to enable timely and 
just monitoring of execution. The measurement 
objects are tangible, namely, financial or mate-
rial resources and liabilities of the organization. 
In contrast, from the perspective of knowledge 

work, the role of organizational measurement is 
to enable knowledge workers to develop their own 
working methods and conditions, and to inform the 
management of how to support employees better 
in creating, sharing and integrating knowledge 
for productive ends. The focus of measurement 
should be on knowledge resources instead of 
material ones. 

Measures have long been used to assess and 
manage organizations. Organizational measure-
ment simply refers to assigning numbers to obser-
vations about organizations (e.g. Price, 1997). The 
most commonly used organizational measures 
relate to assessing organizational performance. 
Furthermore, the great majority of such measures 
are financial in nature and based on cost account-
ing (Kaplan, 1986; Eccles, 1991).

As organizational realities change, so should 
the measures used in assessing them (Neely, 
1999). However, performance measures were 
developed for the needs of organizations in the 
pre-knowledge era, and it is doubtful how well they 
can portray those characteristics of organizations 
that are most important in knowledge-intensive 
contexts. The roots of the modern accounting 
system date back to the 15th century, and the most 
widely used performance measures have stayed 
similar since the beginning of the 20th century 
(Eccles, 1991; Ghalayini & Noble, 1996). The 
increasing irrelevance of traditional performance 
measures has been discussed since the 80s (e.g., 
Kaplan 1986), and the field of performance mea-
surement is said to be in the midst of a revolution 
(Neely, 1999). 

Indeed there are problems associated with the 
traditional performance measures (e.g., Kaplan, 
1986; Eccles, 1991; Kaplan & Norton, 1992; Gha-
layini & Noble, 1996; Neely, 1999; Kennerley & 
Neely, 2003) because they

• are historical,
• provide little indication of future perfor-

mance, 
• encourage short termism,
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• neglect customers and competitors,
• lack strategic focus,
• inhibit innovation,
• do not indicate how performance is 

achieved,
• do not offer advice on how to improve, 

and
• are especially irrelevant in rapidly changing 

and highly competitive markets.

It is very important that the measurement 
systems reflect the context in which they are 
applied, namely, the objectives and priorities of 
the organization (Neely, 1999). As organizations 
become more focused on the productivity of 
knowledge rather than the manipulation of physi-
cal resources, their measurement systems should 
be modified to focus on knowledge outcomes 
and processes. Already in 1776, Adam Smith 
posited that learning improves the performance 
of workers and thereby increases productivity. 
How to measure intangible assets in addition to 
the tangible ones still, however, remains one of 
the most pressing concerns in the development 
of research on performance measurement (Neely, 
2005). For the moment, organizational measures 
lag behind the reality they aim to capture.

New Approaches to 
Organizational Measurement: 
Intellectual Capital and 
Competence Development

As knowledge has become the primary driver of 
competitive advantage in the contemporary econ-
omy, new approaches for measuring organizations 
are needed which recognize the knowledge-based 
aspects of value creation. Especially two relatively 
novel strands of researcha, intellectual capital and 
competence development, have set out to under-
stand the productive capacity of knowledge-based 
organizations through developing measurement 

frameworks. Both schools of thought are mindful 
of the special qualities of knowledge and compe-
tence as opposed to other types of resources, and 
the measurement frameworks created within them 
aim, more or less explicitly, to foster development 
and learning. Both traditions are interested in 
knowledge in organizations, but there is a dif-
ference in their preferred analytical level: the 
intellectual capital literature addresses the whole 
organization as a single unit, and the competence 
development literature typically focuses on the 
individual employee.  

Intellectual Capital 

Research on intellectual capital (IC) is explicitly 
based on the assumption that the logic of doing 
business and creating value has changed fun-
damentally and knowledge has taken the place 
of land, labor and economic capital as the main 
source of corporate wealth creation. The success 
of modern organizations is seen to depend on their 
ability to gather and create knowledge, to share 
it and integrate it into the existing organizational 
knowledge base, and to apply it in a profitable 
manner. Even though financial capital and other 
resources can also be important, the primary 
resources are intangible. 

The school attempts to overcome the limita-
tions of conventional indicators that are used to 
explain, measure and manage organizational 
performance, and to provide classifications for 
intangibles that allow examining intellectual 
wealth from a comprehensive perspective. Re-
search in this tradition focuses on constructing 
methods for identifying, describing, measuring, 
reporting and valuating intangibles in organiza-
tions, regions, networks and nations. 

The field of IC is multidisciplinary, and the 
views of the nature and composition of intel-
lectual capital tend to vary from one author to 
another. One definition of intellectual capital is 
that it is ”the possession of the knowledge, applied 
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experience, organizational technology, customer 
relationships and professional skills that provide 
a company with a competitive edge in the mar-
ket” (Edvinsson & Malone, 1997). According to 
another definition, intellectual capital consists of 
”knowledge-based resources that contribute to 
the sustained competitive advantage of the firm,” 
or simply ”knowledge that can be converted into 
profits” (Sullivan, 1998).

Attempts to understand and conceptualize 
intellectual capital have yielded many theoretical 
frameworks (e.g., Edvinsson & Malone, 1997; 
Sveiby, 1997; Stewart, 1997; Roos et al., 1998; 
Sullivan, 1998; OECD, 2000) all of which divide 
IC into several components. The most commonly 
shared view is that IC is constructed of three 
parts: human capital (skills and know-how of 
the people in the organization), structural capital 
(organizational infrastructures and processes) and 
relational capital (relationships with clients, sup-
pliers and other significant stakeholders, image, 
brand) (e.g., Edvinsson & Malone, 1997; Sveiby, 
1997; Bontis, 1999).

Specifically, the criticism of the IC school on 
traditional performance measurement is mainly 
aimed at three intertwined issues. First, instead 
of relying on traditional accounting indicators, 
performance measurement should focus on the 
intangible properties of organizations. The differ-
ence between companies’ book values and their 
market values has increased: for example, in the 
US the ratio of market value to book value had 
risen from 1:1 in 1980 to 5:1 in 2000. This indicates 
that traditional accounting is unable to address 
most of the essential dimensions of organizational 
value creation. Second, the perspective should 
be oriented towards the future rather than the 
past. From looking at the past achievements the 
view should be directed to assessing capabilities 
that foster competitiveness in the future. Third, 
financial information should be complemented 
and even replaced by non-financial information. 
As it is human knowledge that creates revenue, 

measurement should focus on the enabling condi-
tions and proxies of human knowledge. 

Many measurement frameworks have been 
created for assessing IC. For example, Andries-
sen (2004) reviews 25 IC measurement systems, 
whereas Lönnqvist (2004) divides IC measures 
into five classes: 

• Multidimensional measurement systems that 
measure IC by assessing components that IC 
is built of: for example, human, structural 
and relational capital.

• Management processes that are wider op-
erational models that encompass several 
phases related to the development of IC. 

• Reporting models that guide how IC can 
be communicated to various reference 
groups.

• Indicators that portray IC through single 
measures.

• Other approaches that include general 
management methods with facets that can 
also be used in IC management (e.g., quality 
systems).

Competence Measurement and 
Development 

The dominant line of competence management 
research and practice adopts a conventional psy-
chological approach, seeing individual employees 
and managers as prime knowledge and compe-
tence carriers. The competence measurement 
within this framework is very much related to the 
so-called competence matrix or mapping in which 
individual knowledge, skills and competences 
are codified, assessed and recorded. With the 
introduction of the concept of core competence 
by Prahalad and Hamel (1990), a profoundly new 
type of competence understanding and measure-
ment with a clearer focus on corporation wide 
strategic competence and collective practices 
was initiated.  
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Competence Matrix

The competence matrix is sometimes also called 
competence mapping or competence analysis. It 
is the most common tool used in work organiza-
tions for competence measurement and develop-
ment, and it focuses entirely on the personal and 
cognitive traits of so-called competent managers 
or employees in relation to their job performance 
(e.g., Boyatzis, 1982; Klemp, 1980; McClelland, 
1973; Morgan, 1988; Spencer & Spencer, 1993). 
Those skills and competences include technical 
or professional skills, human competence (e.g., 
interpersonal communication skills) and busi-
ness know-how. In this connection, common 
competence management practices discussed in 
the literature include 1) making individual com-
petence profiles visible by the company’s intranet 
or data systems, so that people’s talents and ex-
pertise can easily be traced when needed, and 2) 
identifying the gaps between current and required 
competences through development meetings and 
discussion between managers and subordinates, 
and setting up training and development programs 
for building up employee competences.

The competence matrix represents the main-
stream of competence measurement and is still 
popular in today’s organizations. In most cases, 
such a practice is initiated in a top-down man-
ner and developed by the HR department of an 
organization. Nowadays organizations put more 
and more efforts in integrating HR function-
ing into business and strategic development in 
order to conduct a more profound and effective 
development program. However, the integration 
of the development of individual or employee 
competence with the organization’s business 
and strategic development demands competence 
measurement on a different level, where organi-
zations rather than individuals become the focus 
of the analysis.

Competence Measurement on an 
Organizational Level

Competence measurement on an organizational 
level is likely to tackle and focus on the firm’s 
distinctive or core competence, which yields a 
more competitive performance. Key features of 
such a competence include potential access to a 
wide variety of markets, a significant contribu-
tion to the perceived customer benefits of the end 
product and inimitability from the competitors’ 
perspective (Prahalad & Hamel, 1990).

Several attempts are remarkable in measur-
ing the firm’s distinctive competence on a more 
organizational or collective level (Henderson 
and Cockburn, 1994; McGrath et al., 1995; Ritter 
et al., 2002; Snow and Hrebiniak, 1980). Snow 
and Hrebiniak’s research (1980) is perhaps one 
of those earliest attempts. They focused on the 
measurement of  the distinctive competence of 
an organization, which refers to the things an 
organization does especially well in comparison 
to its competitors. The interesting and significant 
point of their work lies in their exploration into 
the relationship between the strategy, distinctive 
competence and organizational performance, 
conducted already in the 1980s. For some reason, 
this has been neglected for decades, and lately 
there seems to have been a renewed interest in 
the issue.

McGrath et al. (1995) identified two ante-
cedents or processes which are central to the 
emergence of competence and its measurement 
in organizations: the emergence of comprehen-
sion (the comprehension of the management team 
working on developing competence) and deftness 
(deftness of their task execution). In the treatment 
of both comprehension and deftness, they consider 
and measure the relative impact of the content and 
process upon the emergence of competence, where 
the comprehension score is a measure of content 
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understanding (what we know and how well we 
know it), and the deftness score is a measure for 
how well group processes are operating. Further, 
both the content and process are moderated by 
the inclusion of contextual variables.

Several contributions of the work by McGrath 
et al. are worth mentioning. Firstly, their research 
draws attention to the comprehensive and holistic 
nature of competence development. Secondly, it 
emphasizes the collective nature of competence 
formation while pointing out that “individuals are 
poor processors of complexity” (p. 55). Thirdly, it 
lays stress on the dynamic nature of competence 
and process, and a process-centered paradigm is 
accentuated; and finally, objectives and strategic 
process are emphasized in defining and measuring 
the competence content and process.

Henderson and Cockburn (1994) further elabo-
rate the concept of core competence and divide it 
into two critical elements or forms of competence 
to be measured: component and architectural 
competence. Component competence is the local 
abilities and knowledge that are fundamental in 
day-to-day problem solving, and architectural 
competence is the ability to use these component 
competencies – to integrate them effectively and 
to develop fresh component competencies as they 
are required.

Ritter et al. (2002) have provided another re-
search attempt to measure network competence. 
For them, the core competence is the ability of a 
firm to develop and manage relations with their 
key suppliers, customers and other organizations, 
and to deal effectively with the interactions in 
these relations. The measurement they developed 
focuses on two dimensions: network management 
task implementation or execution and the network 
management qualifications possessed by the 
people handling a company’s relationships. 

The shift of competence measurement, as 
reviewed above, is evident from the dominated 
line of focusing on individuals (e.g., employee 

competence followed the tradition of psychologi-
cal & cognitive science studies) to the focus on 
collective competence practices (e.g., identifica-
tion of core competence and stress on network 
competence measurement). This, as pointed 
out by Ahonen et al. (2000), indicates a major 
transition in knowledge management theories. 
The first generation in knowledge management 
theories took the knowledge-carrying individual 
as the unit of analysis and defined knowledge 
and competence in terms of discrete skills that 
could be codified and measured. The second 
generation theories focused more on networking, 
communication and collective practices rather 
than the things people apparently know and the 
information they possess. The key idea behind 
the second generation theories is that knowledge 
is embedded in collective practices and becomes 
constructed in them. This transition in knowledge 
and competence thinking has also been noted by a 
number of other authors (Snowden, 2002; Tuomi, 
2002; von Krogh, 1999).

Towards a Knowledge-Based 
Approach to Organizational 
Measurement

Even though the research traditions in intellectual 
capital and competence development have set 
out to expand organizational measurement from 
command and control purposes towards enabling 
learning, there is still room for a lot of improve-
ment if they are to deliver their full potential. 
We claim that using the knowledge-based view 
(KBV) of the firm as a background ideology it is 
possible to construct measures that are relevant 
and useful for knowledge-based organizations. In 
this chapter we examine the essential features of 
the KBV and then point out six consequences it 
has for organizational measurement. 
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Foundations of the 
Knowledge-Based View of the Firm 

Along with the rise of knowledge work, a novel 
approach to organizations, the knowledge-based 
view of the firm, has emerged bringing signifi-
cant changes to the way in which organizations 
are understood. The KBV addresses the issues 
of the existence, the boundaries and the internal 
organization of the multi-person firm (Foss, 
1996). According to the KBV, organizations exist 
to create, transfer and transform knowledge into 
competitive advantage (Kogut & Zander, 1992), 
and performance differences between firms de-
rive from their differing stocks of knowledge and 
capabilities in using and developing knowledge 
(Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; Grant, 1996b; Grant 
& Spender, 1996). 

According to the latest management science 
understanding, the integral characteristic of 
knowledge is its human nature (e.g. Nonaka & 
Takeuchi, 1995; Spender, 1996a). Knowledge 
does not exist apart from the knowing subject 
– as universal abstractions floating somewhere 
out there – but is always tied to a particular view-
point and practical application. In other words, 
knowledge is a fundamentally human issue: it is 
a product and vehicle of human activity, bounded 
by the limitations of human cognitive and other 
psychological capacities and by the social and 
cultural environment of the activity. Information 
technology systems and other related mediating 
tools can act as vehicles for transferring knowl-
edge or as repositories for storing knowledge, 
but in knowledge-based management the role of 
these is secondary compared with knowledgeable 
human actors. 

Also, humans are seen as active constructors 
of knowledge, who use knowledge for achiev-
ing certain goals, rather than naive recipients of 
externally created knowledge or “garbage cans” 
into whose minds information is inserted and 
where it exerts a stable and predictable influence. 
Learning is a situated process of knowledge con-

struction based on action (Berger & Luckmann, 
1966; Kolb, 1984; Schön, 1987). In fact, to learn 
is to be able to make use of the newly acquired 
knowledge in one’s behavior. 

Furthermore, humans are always located in a 
social context, or as Marx put it, human beings 
are social animals (Eskola, 1982). The particular 
socio-historical context sets the boundaries for 
individual understanding and behavior, while 
individuals regenerate and modify the context by 
enacting it (e.g., Giddens, 1984). Even when we 
are alone, our culture and communities influence 
us both from the outside and inside as internalized 
conceptions, mental models, attitudes and values. 
This is not to say that knowledge would not exist 
on the personal level, but that even individually 
held knowledge has a fundamentally inter-sub-
jective quality to it. Individuals neither think nor 
take action in a vacuum; knowledge is embedded 
and constructed in shared practices by interact-
ing individuals who combine their efforts while 
striving towards more or less common goals (e.g., 
Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Crossan et al., 1999). 
As Spender (1996a, 64) argues, “knowledge is less 
about truth and reason and more about the practice 
of intervening knowledgeably and purposefully 
in the world.” Moreover, to intervene in the world 
one has to be able to communicate with others and 
understand the particular context of activity. In 
this sense, knowledge essentially exists between 
individuals and not within them.

To summarize, knowledge, from a manage-
ment perspective, is not something objective, free-
floating, abstract and universal as portrayed by the 
traditional western epistemology; but neither is 
it only subjective, residing solely in the minds of 
individuals as their personal experience. Rather, 
knowledge is something that is constructed in 
the social practices of actors embedded in a par-
ticular social context. Knowledge emerges from 
the social interactions between various parties 
within and across the organizational borders. 
It is continuously re-interpreted and modified, 
and continuously changing and developing (e.g., 
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Blackler, 1995; Drucker, 1997; Tsoukas & Chia, 
2002; Orlikowski, 2002). In other words, knowl-
edge is fundamentally dynamic in nature: it is the 
subject of constant negotiations, modifications 
and alterations. It is also related to the issues of 
power and control (Blackler, 1995).

Tacit knowledge is demonstrated in skilled 
action and unconscious judgments, and it is very 
hard to separate it from the activity in which it is 
demonstrated (Polanyi, 1966). Cognition and ac-
tion go hand in hand: knowledge is both acquired 
and demonstrated in action (Dougherty, 1992; 
Spender, 1996a; Crossan et al., 1999; Orlikowski, 
2002). Even though knowledge is demonstrated 
in many forms (e.g., explicit and tacit) and lo-
cated on many levels (e.g., individual and social), 
the most valuable kind of knowledge is what is 
demonstrated in the process of “knowing” and 
the formation of skillful behavior, rather than 
that which is stored in, for example, databases 
and patents. On the level of the whole organiza-
tion, competitive advantage flows not from the 
resources themselves but from the firm capabilities 
to use these resources for productive purposes 
(e.g., Penrose, 1959; Kogut & Zander, 1992; Grant 
& Spender, 1996; Grant, 1996b). 

Humans are bounded by cognitive limitations 
as to how much and what they can know, and 
therefore they have to specialize (Simon, 1955). 
Especially in complex issues which cannot be 
understood by any single individual, there is a 
need for the integration and coordination of knowl-
edge (Grant, 1996b). Producing a good or service 
typically requires the application of many types 
of knowledge resources (Kogut & Zander, 1992; 
Grant, 1996b; Grant & Baden-Fuller, 2004). This 
means that the organization also has to be able to 
manage, integrate and coordinate the knowledge 
of its employees (Penrose, 1959; Kogut & Zander, 
1992; Grant, 1996b). For a firm to be knowledge-
able, it is not enough that its individual employees 
are skilled and educated. The scattered, unco-
ordinated insights of individual organizational 

members are not enough to produce competitive 
advantage; in order to produce sustainable value, 
they must be combined into a synergistic whole. 
This does not mean a mechanistic aggregation or 
synthesis of what the individual members of the 
organization know. The pattern and mechanisms 
of the integration of knowledge cannot be reduced 
to the level of individual actions, but have to be 
analyzed in their own right, on the level of shared 
practices. The crucial issue is how the employees 
work together, how their tasks interrelate and 
how their individual knowledge is integrated to 
produce value for the company (Grant, 1996a; 
1996b). This entails that, from the knowledge-
based view, organizations are above all social 
entities “specializing in the creation and transfer 
of knowledge” (Kogut & Zander, 1996, 503).

The Knowledge-Based Criteria 
for Measurement

Based on the key ideas of the knowledge-based 
view of organizations, we can outline six more 
specific implications for measurement. 

Dynamic Perspective

For knowledge work, it is hard to craft a set of per-
formance measures following the traditional logic 
of performance assessment. Defining the precise 
goals and criteria of good performance for knowl-
edge work is problematic. In knowledge work, 
the tasks are likely to be non-repetitive and can-
not be standardized. Furthermore, performance 
criteria mostly concern the quality rather than 
the quantity of output (Drucker, 1999). As is well 
known, quality is hard to define in general terms 
and even harder, if not impossible, to measure. 
The primary means to evaluate the output quality 
is probably customer satisfaction or peer review 
instead of some objective criteria. The dynamic 
nature of knowledge makes it even harder to pin 
down: since knowledge is altered, re-interpreted 
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and modified as it is used, it is quite impossible to 
define stable content-based yardsticks for judging 
knowledge worker performance.

A more viable option would hence be to exam-
ine the processes of knowledge work rather than 
its outcomes. In fact, according to the knowledge-
based view of strategy (e.g., Penrose, 1959; Kogut 
& Zander, 1992; Grant & Spender, 1996; Grant, 
1996b), value creation depends not so much on 
the knowledge resources per se but on how they 
are used. Therefore, if the core rationale of orga-
nizational measurement is to improve the firm’s 
value creation capabilities, they should be focused 
on the organizational practices in which resources 
are used rather than the resources or assets per se, 
no matter how intangible and knowledge-related 
these may be. 

However, the existing measures in both IC 
and competence development traditions tend to 
examine knowledge and competencies as the 
static possessions of the organization, and not as 
activities conducted by the actors or brought about 
by the act of organizing itself (cf. Blackler, 1995; 
Tsoukas, 1996; Orlikowski, 2002; Kianto, 2007). 
For example, most of the literature on intellectual 
capital conceptualizes intellectual capital as a 
static asset or a ”stock” (Bontis, 1999) and assumes 
that it is something that can be relatively easily 
identified, located, moved and traded, much like 
some sort of a package, be it an intangible one. 
Alternatively, knowledge could be understood to 
emerge from ongoing social interactions, and the 
focus could be not on the knowledge resources 
as static assets or outcomes per se but on the 
capabilities to leverage, develop and change 
them. There are some recently constructed mea-
sures which address this dynamic dimension of 
knowledge (Ståhle et al., 2003; Pöyhönen, 2004; 
Kianto, 2008).

Emic Approach

Knowledge is situated in specific local contexts 
and distributed across the organization among 

individual knowledge workers and communities 
of practice (e.g., Lave & Wenger, 1990; Brown 
& Duguid, 1991; Blackler, 1995; Tsoukas, 1996). 
The locus of expertise is viewed fundamentally 
differently in knowledge work versus traditional 
work: in the latter it is located on the top of the 
hierarchy, whereas in the former it is seen to be 
in the hands of knowledge workers themselves, 
namely, distributed across the organization. To 
improve reflexivity and learning, what gets mea-
sured and how it is measured should make sense 
to those that are meant to be the ones learning. 
In knowledge work, the core rationality is that 
it is the employees themselves who are the best 
experts and developers of their work; so they are 
the ones that should have a say in deciding the 
measures. This implies an emic rather than an etic 
approach towards measurement which should not 
aim to serve the scrutiny of an external evaluator 
or supervisor looking at the system from above 
and outside the system, but the contextualized self-
understanding of the local actors themselves. 

Particular Practices

Tacit knowledge is demonstrated in skilled action, 
and it is very hard to separate it from the activity 
in which it is demonstrated (Dougherty, 1992; 
Spender, 1996a; Crossan et al., 1999; Orlikowski, 
2002). The most valuable kind of knowledge 
is that which is demonstrated in knowing and 
skillful performance. There is no pure or stand-
alone performance; to understand how proficient 
a performance is, one needs to understand the 
context in which it takes place. This implies a 
focus on particular practices rather than universal 
abstractions and generalized criteria.

Based on the knowledge-based view of the 
firm, Spender and Marr (2006) argue that human 
capital is demonstrated in skilled performance and 
that it can only be addressed by looking into the 
particular work practice in detail. Performance 
“needs to be understood in the context of its be-
ing integrated into, and as a constituting part of, 
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the production function. Hence, performance 
measurement and human capital must be based 
on the specific system of practices internal to the 
firm” (p. 265). Spender and Marr offer activity-
based accounting as a possible solution, but note 
that this strand of research is in its infancy and 
does not yet offer developed tools. Thus, because 
the identification of tacit knowledge is difficult, 
if not impossible, its measurement promises to 
be even more so.

Strategy-Based Indicators

According to the resource-based view of strategy 
(of which the knowledge-based view is an out-
growth), performance differences among firms are 
due to the differences in intra-firm characteristics 
instead of market positioning. Consequently, the 
most important information for strategic decision-
making is provided by understanding the firm’s 
resources and capabilities rather than external 
market-based evaluations. 

This implies that to allow learning and devel-
opment, indicators should be chosen based on the 
organizational strategy, and not on external needs 
and demands. The organizational strategy should 
function as a frame of reference that determines 
what factors to measure. In the intellectual capital 
literature there is a strong conviction that the mea-
sures should be derived from the organizational 
strategy and be connected with the value creation 
logic of the firm  (Sveiby, 1997; Stewart, 1997; 
Sullivan, 1998). Organizations are emphasized 
as strategic, goal-oriented entities rather than 
a free-floating collection of stocks and flows. 
The drawback of this is that intellectual capital 
measurement systems and reports tend to be so 
idiosyncratic that it is hard to make cross-com-
parisons between several organizations and to 
interpret whether a given measurement indicates 
a positive or a negative tendency. 

Concerning competence development in 
their early article, Snow and Hrebiniak (1980) 
already emphasized the importance of identify-

ing and assessing the distinctive competencies 
of the firm. This of course is the main thrust of 
the resource-based view (RBV) of the firm: the 
creation of supernormal returns is based on the 
heterogeneous and inimitable resources. However, 
looking at the competence development literature 
and assessment systems in the literature and in 
use, it seems that this lesson has been lost on the 
way. It should be clear that it makes little sense 
to map competencies in general; instead, what is 
measured should be related to the value creation 
logic of the firm. In sum, indicators should be 
drawn from the strategy and distinctive com-
petencies of the firm, namely, be grounded on 
internal features.  

Potential Skills

In the intellectual capital literature, authors often 
note that an important drawback of the traditional 
performance measures is that they are past-ori-
ented – they show changes in performance only 
when it is too late to influence the situation (e.g., 
Sveiby, 1997; Edvinsson & Malone, 1997). In 
contrast, monitoring the intellectual qualities and 
properties of a firm should allow the rapid re-steer-
ing and a more realistic evaluation of the available 
alternatives. Furthermore, as knowledge-intensive 
businesses are increasingly characterized by rapid 
changes and nonlinearity, it is impossible to predict 
which specific competencies and resources are 
the ones that will emerge to rule in a given busi-
ness area. Therefore, the success factors have to 
relate to organizations’ dynamic capabilities for 
mastering change and adaptation and continuous 
renewal (Teece et al., 1997; Eisenhardt & Martin, 
2000; Pöyhönen, 2004).

In addition to examining the actualized, 
existing skills, it would also be important to 
address potential knowledge and competencies. 
Knowledge is not only related to action and 
already made decisions and sought for possibili-
ties, but also to the emergent future possibilities 
and potential, the not yet embodied or the self-
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transcendent (Scharmer, 2001). Spender and 
Marr (2006) underline that in measuring human 
capital, understanding what constitutes skilled 
performance in the context of current circum-
stances is only the first step. What would also be 
needed is understanding the potential for skilled 
performance under circumstances that have not 
yet come to be. That is, while it is important to 
understand what is known at present, it is also 
important to understand what is in the “zone of 
proximal development” (Engeström, 2001) or in 
the space of potential possibilities, what kinds of 
paths or real options (Kogut & Kulatilaka, 2001) 
there are open for the actor or the firm in the (near) 
future. Grasping the potential capabilities is more 
important to the extent that the environment is 
non-predictable and rapidly changing. 

The Collective Dimension

Knowledge is fundamentally inter-subjective: 
it is embedded and crafted in continuous social 
interaction among the members of the organiza-
tion. Rather than residing in the minds of indi-
viduals or in databases, the most important type 
of knowledge is that which is located between 
people (e.g., Spender, 1996b). This means that its 
measurement should emphasize inter-subjective 
factors and social interaction, instead of indi-
vidual propensities. The problem with current 
competence development metrics is that they are 
exceedingly individualistic and fail to examine 
knowledge and capabilities on the collective level. 
The same applies to the human capital measures of 
the intellectual capital measurement frameworks 
which (in both IC and competence development 
frameworks) tend to focus on such factors as age 
and educational background. 

The problem is two-fold. First, it is well re-
ported that the social environment significantly 
influences the extent to which individuals ac-
tually invest their time and effort in reaching 
organizational goals. Measures depicting indi-
vidual propensities only tell what the individual 

potential is – and even this defined in quite a 
narrow manner. They do not address whether 
or how widely the individual really directs these 
latent capacities to performing a given task. By 
assessing the features of the socio-psychological 
environment, a more valid analysis could be pro-
vided that would also help in determining how the 
situation could be improved so as to better allow 
and encourage the enactment of individual skills 
and competencies. 

Second, collective knowledge or shared tacit 
knowledge is the strategically most important type 
of knowledge (e.g., Spender, 1996a; Bollinger & 
Smith, 2001) and should therefore be measured 
in itself. Collective knowledge consists of the 
knowledge that is embedded in the forms of social 
and organizational practice, residing in the tacit 
experiences and enactment of the collective, such 
as routines (Nelson & Winter, 1982). Individual 
actors may be unconscious of such knowledge, 
even though it is accessible and sustained through 
their interaction. (Spender, 1996a; 1996b.) Con-
sequently, the manner in which it can be studied 
is by examining the relational patterns among 
the organizational actors and the coordination 
principles by which they collaborate (Kogut & 
Zander, 1992; Grant, 1996). Shared operating 
methods are inimitable across firms, and therefore 
they are the main source of sustained competi-
tive advantage. For example, innovations can be 
copied by competitors, whereas innovativeness 
as an organizational characteristic embedded in 
the organizing principles and patterns of social 
interaction cannot. However, there are very few 
measures that have been created for collective 
knowledge, and indeed it seems like a very de-
manding issue to quantify. 

Conclusion

The crucial importance of knowledge as a factor 
of production means that the basis of competition 
has shifted from striving to achieve maximal ef-
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ficiency in mass production towards generating 
an organization-wide capability for the effective 
exploitation of knowledge, continuous learning 
and self-directed development. To assist in this 
new strategic focus, the underpinning logic of 
organizational measurement also has to change. 
In this chapter we have explored what the knowl-
edge-based approach to measurement should 
look like and constructed its foundations. Table 
1 summarizes the key characteristics of this new 
paradigm and contrasts it with the traditional view 
of measurement and with the recent developments 
in the fields of intellectual capital and competence 
development. 

If organizational measures are to reflect the 
change in the organizational reality they aim 
to capture, the measurement system has to be 
changed on two levels. First, the goal of measure-
ment has to be seen differently: not as to control 
but to allow the continuous learning and renewal of 
the whole organization. At its best, measurement 
can facilitate the development of a meta-compe-
tence through providing “mirror materials” in an 
organizational change laboratory  (Engeström et 
al., 1996) and the narrative for improved reflec-
tive learning (Ramsey, 2005). Meta-competence 
is the ability to assess the existence, exploitation 
and development potential of one’s own compe-

Table 1. A comparison of measurement approaches

Traditional view of 
measurement

Intellectual capital 
measures

Competence development 
measures

Knowledge-based 
approach to measure-

ment

Goal of measurement Allowing control by 
management

Allowing learning and 
development

Allowing learning and 
competence development

Allowing learning and 
development 

Knowledge under-
stood as

Knowledge not 
discussed

Static asset, stock Professional skills and 
production technologies

Emergent and socially 
constructed process

Essential form of 
knowledge

Knowledge not 
discussed

Explicit, know-that Explicit, know-that Tacit, potential, know-
how

Epistemological as-
sumption

Positivist (even 
though knowledge not 
explicitly discussed)

Positivist view of 
knowledge

Constructivist view of 
knowledge

Constructionist view of 
knowledge

Locus of expertise in 
the organization

Expertise located at 
the top of the organi-
zational hierarchy

Knowledge is embedded 
in employees, structures 
and relationships

Knowledge is embedded 
in the heads of employees, 
working artefacts, strategic 
structures and network 
relationships

Knowledge is dispersed 
and contextual, embed-
ded in individuals and 
shared practices

View of employees Naive recipients and 
implementers of 
managerially crafted 
knowledge

Intelligent agents Active, collaborative and 
intelligent agents

Active, intentional and 
intelligent agents

Main interest Leveraging existing 
factors of production

Identifying and leverag-
ing existing intellectual 
capital 

Identifying existing knowl-
edge and skills and devel-
oping core competences

Improving existing 
knowledge and compe-
tencies, creating new 
ones

Measurement focus 
on

Financial variables Intangible property, in-
vestments in intangibles, 
human, structural and 
relational capital

Individual skills and 
organizational core com-
petences

Particular activities, 
social processes and 
organizational character-
istics

Quantification of 
objects of measure-
ment

Easy Moderate Moderate Difficult
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tences (Morgan, 1988; Nordhaug, 1998; Weinert, 
2001), and it constitutes a capability to facilitate 
organizational and strategic change (e.g., learning 
ability, mastering of uncertainty and the ability to 
tolerate change). Moreover, meta-competence is 
crucial, not exclusively to managers, but also for 
subordinate employees at all the levels in firms 
that have to accomplish organizational change 
(Nordhaug, 1998). In recent strategic management 
literature, meta-competence for change has been 
conceptualized as a dynamic capability which al-
lows the firm to survive in turbulent environments 
(Teece et al., 1997; Zollo & Winter, 2002). 

Second, in order to achieve the new goal, the 
actual measures themselves have to change. On 
the most obvious level, the focus has to be changed 
from assessing financial and material resources 
towards examining knowledge resources. In ad-
dition, based on the knowledge-based view of 
the firm, we have proposed that such measures 
should be dynamic, collective, localized, based on 
the organizational strategy and oriented towards 
the future. The two relatively novel approaches to 
organizational measurement, intellectual capital 
and competence development, meet these criteria 
much better than the traditional performance 
measures. However, when assessed with the 
knowledge-based criteria, it is evident that there 
is still much room for improvement. The knowl-
edge-based measurement criteria are demanding 
to satisfy, and improving organizational measures 
so that they capture organizational knowledge 
processes and outcomes remains a taxing chal-
lenge for future research to tackle. 

It should be noted that this chapter has in-
tentionally painted quite a rosy picture of the 
knowledge-based approach in order to underline 
its potential differences with the more traditional 
approach to organizational measurement. How-
ever, clearly not all human undertaking will ever 
take place only in the intangible realm. Nor are 
the knowledge-based organizations necessarily 
any more equalitarian and democratic than the 

Fordist manufacturing companies. For the best 
results, the knowledge-based approach should be 
wisely complemented with the more traditional 
approaches as well as with a continuing concern 
for ethical integrity in worker–management 
relationships. 
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Key Terms 

Competence Development: Competence is 
more like an asset, while competence develop-
ment is a more practical or at least action-oriented 
approach which aims to develop these assets or 
competences. Competence development has set 
out to expand organizational measurement from 
command and control purposes towards enabling 
learning and self-renewal.

Competence Matrix: The competence matrix 
is sometimes also called competence mapping or 
competence analysis. It is the most common tool 
used in work organizations for competence mea-
surement and development of individual skills, 
knowledge and competences including technical 
or professional skills, human competence (e.g., 
interpersonal communication skills) and busi-
ness know-how.
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Competence: Competence can be either 
individual one that focuses on the personal and 
cognitive traits of so-called competent managers 
or employees in relation to their job performance, 
or organizational one that focuses on corpora-
tion wide strategic competence and collective 
practices. It can also be a comprehensive one 
that integrates both individual and organizational 
strategic competences together.  

Intellectual Capital: Intellectual capital is a 
set of knowledge-based resources and processes 
that contribute to the sustained competitive advan-
tage of the firm. The most commonly shared view 
is that intellectual capital consists of three basic 
elements: human capital (skills and know-how of 
the people in the organization), structural capital 
(organizational infrastructures and processes) 
and relational capital (relationships with clients, 
suppliers and other significant stakeholders, im-
age, brand).

Knowledge Workers: Knowledge workers are 
highly educated employees who apply theoreti-
cal and analytical knowledge to developing new 
products, services, processes and procedures. As 
knowledge workers by definition are the experts 
of their own jobs, much of the decision-making 
and job design has to be relocated where the 
expertise lies.

Knowledge-Based View: According to the 
knowledge-based view, organizations are commu-

nities of knowledge and innovation that constantly 
create, transfer and transform knowledge into 
sustainable competitive advantage, and perfor-
mance differences between firms derive from their 
differing stocks of knowledge and capabilities in 
using and developing knowledge. 

Measurement: In traditional management, the 
role of measurement is to provide the management 
with information about whether the set goals are 
being met and the standardized operating methods 
being followed, and thereby to enable timely and 
just monitoring of execution. The measurement 
objects are tangible, namely, financial or mate-
rial resources and liabilities of the organization. 
In contrast, from the knowledge-based view, the 
role of organizational measurement is to enable 
knowledge workers to develop their own work-
ing methods and conditions, and to inform the 
management of how to support employees better 
in creating, sharing and integrating knowledge 
for productive ends. The focus of measurement 
shifts from material or tangible resources to 
knowledge. 

Endnote

a It should be noted that in some contexts these 
approaches are quite prevalent in practice 
and even fairly institutionalized. 
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Abstract

In knowledge management literature, common information spaces (CIS) are believed to be instrumental 
in the development and sharing of knowledge. These information spaces provide the arena to facilitate 
knowledge creation, knowledge management, boost multidisciplinary collaboration and therefore increase 
the performance of the organization. In a global oil and gas industry an increasing part of the commu-
nication in day-to-day operations takes place in specially designed videoconferencing and collabora-
tion rooms. This chapter addresses the role such information spaces play and some of the implications 
for practice when it comes to knowledge-intensive work: diversity, work relations and identity. What is 
regarded as “common” or ”shared” among heterogeneous groups of professionals working within such 
information spaces is challenged.

Introduction to ‘Common’  
Information Spaces 

The need to have a strong integration between 
collaborative knowledge work and common 

information spaces has been apparent in the busi-
ness literature since the development of theories 
of information management and BPR (Hammer 
& Champy, 1993) in the 1980s and 1990s. From 
there it has spread to knowledge management 
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(Davenport, 2005; Ciborra, 2000). Boland and 
Tenkasi (1995) have argued that knowledge 
production requires communication within and 
between an organization’s multiple communities 
of knowing. The most important challenge for 
knowledge-intensive organizations is to make 
each community strong while at the same time 
nurturing the ability to take the perspectives of 
other communities of knowing into consider-
ation. Before considering common information 
spaces (CIS) it is worth considering Boland and 
Tenkasi’s conception of perspective taking and 
perspective making since these two concepts are 
important in what follows. Communication that 
strengthens the unique knowledge and practice of 
a community of knowing is perspective making. 
As the community’s perspective grows stronger it 
becomes more complex and more able to meet the 
knowledge work requirements. Unexpected events 
or findings can only be recognized as such from 
within a perspective. Boland and Tenkasi argue 
that without a strong perspective a community 
of knowing cannot create important knowledge. 
The relevance for a discussion on CIS is that the 
community must have a ‘space’ for conversation 
and action that is isolated from other communities 
to be able to nurture their vocabulary, methods, 
theories, values and logic. Perspective taking is 
communication that makes it possible for the com-
munity to take the knowledge of other communi-
ties into account. This means that the community 
must be able to overcome the incommensurability 
between communities without sacrificing the 
integrity and distinctiveness of their own perspec-
tive. The main challenge for perspective taking is 
that communication must first support perspective 
making processes: “Only after a perspective is 
differentiated and strengthened can it be reflected 
upon and represented so the actors in other com-
munities of knowing have something to integrate 
through a perspective taking communication” 
(Boland & Tenkasi, 1995, p. 359).

Let us now turn to CIS. I assert that there 
are two major literature ‘clusters’ of importance 

that will enable us to grasp the essence of work 
practices associated with CIS. The first is the 
interdisciplinary study of computer-supported 
cooperative work (CSCW) and the other is sci-
ence studies/the social construction of technology. 
Each of these has the potential to go beneath the 
simplified notion of CIS that is often found in 
the management literature. These two clusters 
of thinking will be elaborated upon. 

The CIS approach in CSCW was initiated by 
Kjeld Schmidt and Liam Bannon (1992). They 
were the first to link the conceptualization of co-
operative knowledge work and common informa-
tion spaces (CIS) across people in heterogeneous 
communities. In their work they stressed the 
practices associated with CIS: …“how people in 
a distributed setting can work cooperatively in a 
common information space - i.e. by maintaining 
a central archive of organisational information 
with some level of ‘shared’ agreement as to the 
meaning of this information (locally constructed), 
despite the marked differences concerning the 
origins and context of these information items. 
The space is constituted and maintained by dif-
ferent actors employing different conceptualiza-
tions and multiple decision making strategies, 
supported by technology.”(Schmidt & Bannon, 
1992, p.22). They argue that embedded in the CIS 
concept is a ‘shared agreement as to the meaning 
of information’. 

The major lesson that I have learned from 
the CSCW literature and Boland and Tenkasi 
concerning knowledge-intensive work is that 
simply providing a common technology platform 
or shared access to new information resources will 
not necessarily lead to fruitful collaboration and 
the sharing of information. Such a belief is too 
simple, since according to Schmidt and Bannon 
the development of a CIS requires:…”the active 
construction by the participants of this common 
information space where the meanings of the 
shared objects are debated and resolved, at least 
locally and temporarily” (Schmidt & Bannon, 
1992, p. 27). This means in Boland and Tenkasi’s 



  ���

‘Common’	Information	Spaces	in	Knowledge-Intensive	Work

(1995) terms; active perspective making followed 
by active perspective taking.

The CIS concept originating from Schmidt 
and Bannon has been heavily debated in the 
CSCW community over the years. The literature 
has focused on various types of CIS in different 
contexts, issues of heterogeneity, the degree of 
work distribution, and the varying need for ar-
ticulation work – to mention just a few aspects. 
Readers are advised to consult this literature for 
more details (Harrison & Dourish, 1996; Bannon 
& Bødker, 1997; Bannon, 2000; Bertelsen & Bød-
ker, 2001; Bossen, 2002; Erickson, et al., 2003; 
Rolland, Hepsø & Monteiro, 2006). I have argued 
elsewhere (Rolland, Hepsø & Monteiro, 2006) 
that in spite of recent contributions to the CSCW 
literature the ‘shared’ aspect of CIS (or the ‘C’) 
remains slippery and is a source of debate. This 
is also the situation in most knowledge manage-
ment literature. What constitutes the ‘common’ 
or ‘shared’ is therefore of great importance if we 
are going to understand the difference between 
official organizational rhetoric and common 
practice in knowledge-intensive work. It is also 
important to ask what needs to be shared and what 
is the minimum threshold of shared meaning as-
sociated with activities between communities of 
knowing? The insight from Boland and Tenkasi 
adds up to this. Since perspective making is a 
pre-requisite for perspective taking, the ‘shared’ 
in an information space will always have con-
nections to particular communities of knowing. 
‘Shared’ elements in an information space have 
no meaning in themselves.

If we want to get a grip on what is ‘shared’ 
in such information spaces and go beyond the 
rhetoric, there are at least two possible tracks. The 
first starts with Schmidt and Bannon (1992) and 
Bannon and Bødker (1997). Bannon and Bødker 
address the notion of ‘immutable mobile’ origi-
nating in actor-network theory (ANT) to address 
differences in perspectives and meaning when 
objects in information spaces cross communities, 
or how communities develop means for sharing 

items in a common information space. ‘Immutable 
mobiles’ (Latour, 1987) in ANT refers to objects 
that are shared across heterogeneous contexts, but 
have a relatively stable meaning across contexts. 
Based on the insight of Latour, Bannon and Bød-
ker (1997) argue that CIS display their dialectical 
nature. On the one hand, they are open and mal-
leable, and on the other hand they are packaged 
and are turned into things that are immutable to 
allow sharing across contexts and communities 
of practice. A key issue is to study the closure 
processes of CIS or how people and different 
groups that are involved create and maintain a 
CIS over time and space. It is necessarily to look 
at the alignment of human and technical forces 
and the way artefacts both shape and are shaped 
by the actor networks in which they participate 
(Bannon, 2000). There is a process of black-boxing 
or closure associated with common information 
spaces where both the objects and the practices 
of the associated information space develop a 
stable configuration. In their work Bannon and 
Bødker (1997) also give the well-known concept 
of ‘boundary objects’ an important role. Boundary 
objects are especially mouldable objects that can 
be interpreted differently in various communi-
ties. At the same time they appear stable enough 
to maintain their integrity as ‘common’ objects 
across different communities. They facilitate 
across the boundaries of different communities 
and due to their flexibility they can take up local 
interpretations. Boundary objects hardly convey 
unambiguous meaning but they inhabit a sym-
bolic adequacy that enables conversation without 
enforcing commonly shared meanings (Star & 
Griesemer, 1989). Boland and Tenkasi (1995) 
argue that when there is an absence of boundary 
objects, perspective taking and consequently the 
opportunity for knowledge work will be severely 
limited. 

The other track to clarify the concept of a 
common information space is more deeply embed-
ded in science studies and social construction of 
technology. This tradition emphasizes the mutabil-
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ity, as opposed to the stability and immutability 
of objects. A CIS is always in the making. Key 
characteristics of CIS in heterogeneous knowl-
edge-intensive settings are their malleability and 
momentary character. Thus, in contrast to what 
was argued previously by Bannon and Bødker 
(1997), a CIS only seldom and momentary arrives 
at a closure (Rolland, Hepsø & Monteiro, 2006). 
The notion of closure fails to accommodate all 
the real-life instances where black-boxed solu-
tions and decisions are reconsidered and possibly 
redone. Bijker (1993) proposes the notion of sta-
bilization as a time-dependent form of closure, 
where a CIS remains stable for some time but is 
reopened again later. This is a different CIS ap-
proach, where a ‘closure’ is achieved in relation 
to a particular configuration of the technologies 
or resources, but this only lasts for a short period. 
In a new situation the issues, the shared objects 
and practices are reopened for negotiation. An 
essential aspect of CIS is therefore that they tend 
to remain open and malleable. In addition, they 
only provide shared understanding between actors 
at the exact moment when information is used 
in a specific temporary arrangement. This per-
spective challenges the conceptions of boundary 
objects presented in the first track. Anne Marie 
Mol (2003, p. 35) challenges key assumptions 
underpinning boundary objects and argues that 
communities quite routinely are capable of work-
ing independently around a given object. The 
meaning ascribed to objects goes well beyond the 
notion of ‘perspectives’ associated with boundary 
objects. She shows how different work practices 
exclude one another; create incompatible differ-
ences that in the end mould multiple objects and 
‘make a patchwork’ (Mol 2003, p. 72). Still, when 
required in given circumstances, compatibility 
is produced as a practical task. Elsewhere I have 
indicated the importance of this insight in relation 
to achieving compatibility as a practical task in 
CIS (Rolland, Hepsø & Monteiro, 2006). In the 
context of CIS, this insight implies bracketing 
foundational concerns regarding exactly how 

much needs to be common for information to be 
shared, and instead tracing the ongoing, fragile 
and contingent performances that make up in-
stances of collaboration. This approach enables 
us to study the continuous perspective making 
and perspective taking process in detail.

Work in real-life situations has to handle re-
source slips, or the under-supply or misalignment 
of resources needed or expected to carry out a 
work task (Gasser, 1986). Perspective making and 
taking occur within one or across several commu-
nities of knowing. Thus production optimization 
can make such slips occur in several dimensions. 
In the organizational dimension there can be too 
little time to follow up all the wells, poor reser-
voir model updates, small budgets for long-term 
optimization work vs. daily optimization and 
‘fire-fighting’. Other challenges are inaccurate 
data due to poor reliability of sensors, and soft-
ware-hardware incompatibilities. These resource 
slips (Gasser, 1986) lead to contingencies that must 
be handled in the perspective making and taking 
processes of the communities of knowing.

For people that work with knowledge man-
agement and knowledge-intensive work, what is 
the importance of the discussion of perspective 
making/taking and what constitutes a common 
information space? In most knowledge manage-
ment literature and also in much of the rhetoric of 
knowledge-intensive work we find a strong belief 
in the development of common information spaces 
(CIS) that are believed to be instrumental in the 
development and sharing of knowledge in today’s 
organizations (Davenport, 2005; OLF, 2005). 
These information spaces provide the arena or 
the infrastructure to facilitate knowledge creation, 
knowledge management, boost multidisciplinary 
collaboration and therefore increase the perfor-
mance of the organization. Professionals involved 
in change management initiatives especially those 
that try to develop the new ways of collaboration 
enabled by new information and communication 
technology should be particularly attentive to the 
discussion of CIS as it is presented and discussed 
in this chapter.
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The Norwegian Oil Industry Association (OLF) 
reports on the importance and consequences of 
these common information spaces (OLF, 2005). 
It is not my task to challenge the importance of 
CIS. CIS fill important functions for collaboration 
and information sharing in knowledge-intensive 
work. Instead this chapter challenges the simpli-
fied notions of what is regarded as ‘common’ or 
‘shared’ among heterogeneous professionals that 
work in such information spaces. The approach 
discusses how heterogeneous groups in orga-
nizations construct knowledge and shows how 
knowledge becomes a property of organizations 
via the objects brought forward by these informa-
tion spaces. Perspective making and perspective 
taking are key processes in this development. By 
investigating CIS of a particular kind, tagged col-
laboration rooms, the chapter provides empirical 
examples of some of the work practices associ-
ated with common information spaces. The first 
research question that is addressed considers the 
role such ‘shared’ information spaces play in the 
knowledge intensive oil and gas industry; impli-
cations for knowledge-intensive work: diversity, 
work relations and identity? The second research 
question follows the first; how is the notion of a 
‘shared’ CIS enacted in practice? The structure 
of the rest of the chapter is as follows. I start by 
presenting the methodology employed in the 
case. Then I present the case around a common 
information space in the Norwegian oil and gas 
industry to reveal the practice. I analyse the case 
in the light of the two tracks of CIS presented in 
this introduction; in relation to perspective mak-
ing/taking, what is shared, (meaning the charac-
teristics of the objects shared in the CIS) and the 
consequences for identity among the communities 
of knowing. Finally I analyse the lessons learnt 
in relation to the construction of knowledge and 
knowledge as a property of organizations. Here 
the strong relationship between technology and 
knowledge is presented. 

Methodology  

This chapter is the consequence of my partici-
pation as facilitator and change agent/action re-
searcher within projects soon to be described as 
‘integrated operations’. Through this work I have 
been given access to the arenas where these CIS 
are planned, implemented and negotiated. This 
participation has been both local/practice oriented, 
in the sense of participation in user driven action 
research projects and official/policy oriented in the 
sense of taking part in Statoil corporate initiatives, 
Norwegian Petroleum Authority (E-driftsforum) 
and Norwegian Oil Industry Association work 
groups (OLF) on these issues. The action research 
(Greenwood & Levin, 2006) aspect of this work 
is not covered this chapter. Here the aim has been 
to focus on the CIS and collaboration between 
heterogeneous groups of the kind described here. 
The case presented is from a 3-month pilot in 
2005 (with 2 days of observations every week, 
totally 30-35 full work days) within the domain 
of production optimization that tested a new CIS. 
Here I had the role of observing collaboration in 
the CIS and helping the people involved to docu-
ment the pilot in a company internal report. In 
addition to the action research input, there is also 
participant observation of collaboration rooms in 
Statoil assets for almost three years, 40 days in 
2006 and 20 days in 2007. In addition, 35 inter-
views have been conducted with people working 
in such facilities over a period of 2 years. Digital 
archives of e-mail, internal reports and project 
communication from internal logs, intranets and 
databases (Lotus Notes and MS SharePoint) have 
been available to me during this period. Statoil 
is a partly state owned Norwegian oil and gas 
company with around 17 000 employees but op-
erates globally. The main business areas of the 
company are exploration and development of new 
oil and gas fields, operations and maintenance of 
a number of oil and gas assets. The company also 
has refineries and operates a leading petrol station 
chain in Scandinavia and the Baltic states.
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Development  of a Common 
Information Space in the 
Norwegian Oil and Gas 
Industry  

Most major oil companies and globally operat-
ing service companies address their future way 
of doing business as oil exploration and opera-
tion enabled by information and communication 
technology. In the espoused version this is the 
integration of people across geographical, organi-
zational and disciplinary boundaries, integration 
of processes in terms of business alignment and 
vendor collaboration. This integration process 
also closely involves technology: data, sensors, 
protocols, fibre-optics, standards and others (OLF, 
2005). Real-time data and information are made 
available from a remote location, typically the 
down-hole reservoir/well of an oil and gas asset 
or from a process facility through a high-capacity 
fibre-optic infrastructure. Various professionals 
with multidisciplinary backgrounds onshore-off-
shore, inside or outside the oil companies/vendors 
analyse the data in collaborative environments 
and take decisions to support and optimize the 
production of oil and gas, see Figure 1.

This hybrid network of sensors, equipment, 
hardware and people taking and acting on deci-
sions is the field the oil and gas industry in Norway 
describes as ‘integrated operations’. The back-
bone infrastructure associated with integrated 
operations is a number of collaboration rooms 
or common information spaces where heteroge-
neous professionals collaborate to optimize oil 
and gas production; see Figure 1. These types of 
collaborative spaces are addressed in this chap-
ter. However, readers must be aware that these 
collaboration rooms are part of a larger network 
structure that I have had to omit for heuristic 
reasons in this chapter. 

The Case: 
Production Optimization in 
and Oil  and Gas Asset

Production optimization can be defined as the 
process for short- and long-term control and opti-
mization of oil and gas flow in a value chain from 
the reservoir, via offshore facilities to export from 
installations. This is probably the most important 
value-adding process for all oil companies and 
there is a shared understanding in the business that 
this process has substantial potential for improve-
ment (OLF, 2005). The Norwegian Oil Industry 
Association has argued (OLF 2005, pp.6-10) that 
there is a gap in the practices between reservoir 
engineers who set well production targets and the 
engineers that are responsible for topside process 
facilities. In this situation most operative decisions 
are made offshore, in isolation or with limited 
support from experts onshore. At the same time 
plans are relatively rigid and are only changed at 
fixed intervals.

 
The Participants in the 
Setting

This also means that plans are made by each dis-
cipline and problems are solved fragmentally. The 
organizational structure tends to be traditional, 
meaning that personnel onshore and offshore 
belong to several organizational units. OLF shows 
how meetings are held onshore as well as offshore 
just to inform each other and coordinate activities. 
At the same time OLF argues that the competence 
development programmes in the oil companies 
focus on developing domain specialists. They 
do not prioritize developing professionals with a 
good understanding of the value chain and the key 
decision and work processes. Finally, OLF argues 
that the IT systems for production optimization 
are specialized or silo-focused. The consequence 
is that it becomes time consuming and difficult 
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to gather data for production analysis and op-
timization purposes. Each technical discipline 
involved should address its work in a total value 
chain perspective. 

There are at least three major communities 
of knowing involved in production optimization: 
reservoir engineers, production engineers and pro-
cess engineers. These three communities inhabit 
different parts of the oil and gas value chain and 
are located onshore. The reservoir engineers are 
responsible for updates of the subsurface model 
when production output changes the properties 
of the reservoir. The production community is 
responsible from reservoir, meaning to maxi-
mize the production from the existing wells to 
the separators (separate oil-gas-water) on the 
platform. The process community is responsible 
for modelling the flow from the separation facili-
ties on the platform onwards. While the reservoir 
models have a long time constant (usually changes 
in drainage strategy take months/years to show 
effect), changes in process and production are al-
most instantaneous. Reservoir management aims 
at optimizing the reservoir performance over the 
life of the field, while production management is 
optimizing the well production and injection, pro-
duction network and process facilities on a day-to-

day basis. Daily process control and optimization 
is handled by offshore control room operators. 
These offshore operators are monitoring technical 
systems and equipment, critical issues related to 
safety, emergency and process shut-down alarms 
and minute-to-minute production. In sum, these 
communities need tight integration and coordina-
tion since their activities are closely connected. 
Sufficient perspective taking is vital for their work. 
Much of the perspective taking here is based on 
sharing the material that is suitable for the purpose 
of computer and simulation models. At the same 
time the companies rely upon specialist skills of 
each community of knowing to address specific 
challenges in various parts of the reservoir to the 
market value chain. Strong perspective making is 
therefore of vital importance to develop long-term 
community robustness. 

Most oil companies have initiatives that ad-
dress these challenges (Hepsø, 2006). This is also 
the setting for the case in one of Statoil’s assets. 
Before the 3-month pilot, the production engi-
neers were located in cell offices and worked in 
a traditional functional organization. Their focus 
was on individual wells and production accord-
ing to overall schedules and plans. The operating 
limits of the wells and networks of wells were 

Figure 1. Integrated operations, from reservoir and process facility sensors to integrated collaboration 
among operators and vendors 
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not systematically challenged. Few arenas for 
collaboration existed and sharing of information 
within and across communities was complicated. 
The physical layout of their cell offices made 
collaboration difficult. Production engineers had 
poor contact with other communities of knowing 
due to lack of spaces for collaboration. They also 
had limited access to real-time data. During the 
pilot they moved to a collaboration room and had 
increased access to real-time production data. The 
collaboration room had workstations with PCs, 
whiteboards, Smartboards, large visual displays 
and telephone-videoconferencing facilities; see 
Figure 2. The room was supposed to be used 
by the asset during drilling operations but was 
’borrowed’ by the production engineers during 
the pilot period; see Figure 2.

During the pilot the space became the day-
to-day work environment for the production en-
gineers. It was soon domesticated as their space. 
The production engineers in the asset were a group 
of young people that took interest in sitting and 
working together. They argued it was a more social 
and fun way of working where they could learn 
from and get help from their colleagues. Here 
they could discuss their ideas, conduct analytic 

work among peers much easier than before. As a 
rookie production engineer argued: “My learning 
curve has increased substantially during these 
months, after we moved together. We get along 
very well”. The work also boosted the confidence 
of production engineers. In many assets this is a 
rookie job with poor status. The room had sepa-
rate PC workstations that were made available for 
process engineers and reservoir engineers. These 
two disciplines were not to sit in the collaboration 
room continuously but come to the room when 
their skills were needed. The intention was that 
they should also sit in the room permanently to 
have ongoing discussions with the production 
engineers. To a certain extent this happened 
but they also had obligations towards their own 
communities and much production engineering 
work is not relevant for reservoir engineers. Pro-
cess engineers had the same obligations and also 
served several assets. 

The following two examples describe the role 
of this new shared information space and some 
of the implications this information space had for 
knowledge-intensive work in these communities 
of knowing. I relate this to diversity and identity. 
Here I present how the ‘shared CIS’ is enacted 

Figure 2. Layout of the collaboration room (CIS) during the pilot 
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in practice. To address this I look at perspective 
making/taking, what is shared, (meaning the 
characteristics of the objects shared in the CIS) 
and the consequences for identity among the 
communities of knowing. The first example is 
within the production engineers’ community of 
knowing and represents the way the CIS was used 
for perspective making among peers. The second 
example shows the interaction of the production 
engineers with the two other heterogeneous com-
munities of knowing and represents CIS usage in 
relation to perspective taking. 

The Collaboration Room as 
CLS  Enabling Perspective 
Making in the Community of 
Production Engineers

The production engineers located in the CIS 
have close to fifty wells to follow up, 30 of these 
wells are producers and the rest are injectors. 
The injectors are used to pump water back into 
the reservoir to keep up the reservoir pressure. 
Each well in this dispersed network is located 
at strategic points in the reservoir. Contrary to 
the belief that an oil reservoir is a homogeneous 
‘tank of oil’ the reservoir is complex with faults 
splitting it into segments with diverging vertical 
and horizontal flow conditions. A production 
engineer explains: “We develop an increased 
understanding of how wells interact through the 
production history. The key is to see the wells 
together since the optimization of one well might 
lead to loss of overall production given the right 
circumstances. When doing this evaluation and 
analysis work we juggle between parameters; 
temperature, pressure, water production, produc-
tion rates, gas and availability of equipment in the 
offshore process plant”. They use real-time data 
that are analysed and aggregated via numerous 
production engineering software tools to develop 
this understanding. Important articulation activi-
ties to understand this work will involve activities 

such as the validation of information and data, 
comparing-contrasting and double checking the 
information. Different representations are used 
to develop a useful understanding of data and 
information before they are applied in their well 
settings. The main activities of the group are to 
monitor well performance and flowline perfor-
mance, diagnose wells with deviating behaviour 
and monitor water breakthrough in the wells: 
“When we do this work we are also identifying 
constraining elements and the effect these ele-
ments can have on production vis-à-vis increased 
well potential, flow restrictions, reservoir drain-
age strategy and process limitations. We give 
various types of input to both reservoir engineers 
and people responsible for running the oil instal-
lations operations onshore and offshore”. Several 
morning and ad-hoc coordination meetings are 
held with various groups onshore and offshore. 
During these meetings wells are on the agenda 
and some short and long-term action points are 
taken back to the community for more detailed 
analysis or immediate trouble-shooting. 

Production optimization has a short time 
frame, where things can happen very fast. 
Production engineers need to have a shared 
situational awareness of what is going on in the 
whole network of wells so that they are able to 
take quick action when the performance from 
the current configuration of wells changes. The 
CIS eases each individual’s ability to share and 
discuss alternatives with peers. During these 
discussions, the production engineers use in-
formation from very different sources in order 
to evaluate alternative solutions to a particular 
complex problem. Production engineers draw 
on the distributed knowledge of each other and 
couple encoded information in databases. Visual 
displays of production data are presented as plots 
by means of specialist software; see Figure 4. The 
making of such production and injection plots is 
more than just perspective making. They also cre-
ate a shared identity since production engineers 
favour a particular genre of these shared artefacts 
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made visible for self-reflection; representations 
favoured by the production engineers and are not 
used by other communities.

The Collaboration Room as 
CLS in Enabling Perspective 
Taking Between 
Heterogeneous Communities 
of Knowing 

Other communities of knowing were not present 
in the collaboration room continuously. The room 
was quickly regarded as production engineer space 
and the others regarded themselves as guests. 
There were also pragmatic reasons for the other 
communities not being there continuously. Both 
reservoir engineers and process engineers can 
work with issues that are of little relevance to 
production engineers and would distract the situ-
ation awareness around the CIS. Let me present 
some examples that show how collaboration across 
communities of knowing developed. However, 
it is necessary to point out that there are stable 
features that can be denoted as boundary objects 
or immutable mobiles across the involved disci-
plines. These are of several types, ranging from 
naming conventions/standards as those described 
in Figure 3, espoused work descriptions, minutes 
of meetings, MS PowerPoint presentations, pro-
duction and injection plans, Intranet visualization 
of key asset production data, shared document 
workspaces and others. These are key objects 
that ease coordination between the communities 
of knowing but will not be handled directly in 
these examples.

During a discussion among production and 
reservoir engineers in the collaboration space the 
production challenges from wells in a particular 
reservoir segment were addressed. A simplified 
map of a particular part of the reservoir (a segment) 
was drawn on the Smartboard, see the left-hand 
part of Figure 3. In this situation, to enable discus-
sion between production and reservoir engineers, 

the reservoir is simplified into a few but important 
parameters, of which the most important is pres-
sure. The following details might be complex to 
understand for the readers, but bear in mind the 
need to have a representation of the problem and 
a minimum of shared language or understanding 
between the domain experts.

The circle in Figure 3 (left) is the bottom-hole 
pressure (the pressure in the bottom of the well), 
Qo is the oil rate and WC is water cut in the well. 
A-54 is an important well in this segment. There 
were indications of previous unknown flow con-
nections with a nearby water injector A-56. A-54 
is part of the I-segment and produces in Åre and 
lower Tilje; see Figure 3. Åre and Tilje are suitable 
purpose names to describe layers in the reservoir 
that represent a particular reservoir depth and 
sedimentary history. In this situation there is a 
high water cut in Åre (70%) and the pressure is 
20 bar higher than in lower Tilje formation. The 
oil production (Qo) in the three wells producing 
in the different formation levels produce from 450 
to 900 Sm3/d. After a production logging where 
measurement equipment was put into the well 
there was a dramatic increase in water produc-
tion. They agreed to reduce the reservoir pressure 
in injector A-56, by reducing the water injection 
in this well. At the same time they increased the 
production in A-26 that also produced in the Åre 
formation. This should reduce the pressure in the 
Åre formation, move the gas cap in the direction 
of Tilje and secure drawdown (the lowering of the 
water level in the reservoir zone).

The subsurface details are not important for 
our purpose, but production engineers with the 
help of a reservoir engineer that had the necessary 
reservoir understanding analysed the connec-
tions between the wells A50a, A49, A56, A23) 
in the I-segment. The communities of knowing 
shared vital parameters; naming conventions like 
Åre-Tilje, position of well in segment, flowing 
connections, pressure, water cut and others. The 
total relationship among producers and injectors 
in the segment was addressed, simplified and 
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through perspective taking they were able to 
get the well back into the same production level 
again. Still, this perspective taking process was 
never a fusion of communities of knowing but a 
pragmatic agreement related to a specific situation 
that developed in time.

One production engineer said: ”I do not know 
the reservoir model and the uncertainties asso-
ciated with it. The reservoir engineer has given 
me some key data that I use in my spreadsheet”. 
This was followed up by a reservoir engineer: 
“What we share is some overall understanding 
of the hydrocarbon value-chain. I know my goals 
and targets. We know where we fit in and what 
types of data and input we must give the other 
domains”.

Let me now present an example that shows the 
interaction of the production engineers with the 
process engineers. After the start-up of well X, 
pressure support from water injector well Y was 
increased by the central control room. This led 
to a higher water cut in well Y. The tail producer 
well Z was already producing at a high water cut, 
and the well had no gas lift to maintain its pres-
sure. At the next maintenance turn around on the 
installation a few weeks ahead, all wells would 

be shut down for several days. It was anticipated 
that well Z would not be able to get back on pro-
duction after the production stop due to severe 
lift problems. Well X would not be able to drain 
all the remaining oil from its current position. 
Well Z was producing at a minimum wellhead 
pressure (14.6 bar) that was hardly enough to lift 
the oil into the installation. The process engineer 
together with the production engineers discussed 
the possibility of putting the well on low pressure 
via the test separator. Was it possible to increase 
the drawdown and thereby accelerate the oil 
production before the turn around? The idea be-
ing put forward by the topside process engineer 
in collaboration with the production engineer 
was therefore to route the production from the 
test separator directly to the 2nd stage separa-
tor that could handle wells with lower pressure. 
The process engineer had previously discussed 
this possibility with the offshore control room 
operators, and actions were taken immediately 
after the idea was raised. The inlet pressure on 
the 2nd stage separator was 7 bar and wellhead 
pressure could therefore be reduced by approxi-
mately 7 bar. These possibilities between different 
communities of knowing were available only in a 

Figure 3. Two boundary objects that enabled perspective taking between the production engineers and 
reservoir engineers (left) and process engineers (right) 
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temporary time window and had to be exploited 
in that period. The production and process en-
gineers discussed the possibility to re-route the 
well in the process plant. A P&ID-drawing with 
annotations played an important part in a discus-

sion between the production engineer, the topside 
process engineer and the offshore control room. 
The drawing was a systemic flow chart representa-
tion of the process facility with the test separator, 
the first and second stage separation, the piping 

Figure 4. Above-left: a drawing of a stratigraphic map of layers and a position of a well comparable 
to the object in Figure 3. Above-right: a messy seismic or geophysical map of the same structure with 
graphical annotations. Below: a production engineer plot used to analyse the performance of a well. 
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and valves. This P&ID, see Figure 3 (right), was 
used in a perspective making and taking process 
between the representatives from the different 
communities and led to increased production in 
the available time window. As with the I-segment 
example the production engineers shared some 
vital parameters like pressure in the separators, 
sufficient understanding of the construction of 
the platform for re-routing via test separator. As 
in the previous example this was not a fusion of 
communities but a pragmatic agreement devel-
oped because they had to respond to a window 
of opportunity that only existed for a short time. 
In both cases compatibility were practical tasks 
of accomplishment. 

The ambition of the engineering community 
is to have mathematical models that integrate 
across contexts and communities of knowing. 
These are large-scale mathematical models that 
emulate processes from the reservoir to the market. 
This is not the situation today even though each 
community can use input data made by another 
community; “As a production engineer I can use 
reservoir model data in a spreadsheet during my 
production analysis. This is still a tiresome process 
that requires many workarounds between various 
types of software tools”. In this pilot and also in 
work I have done subsequently, spreadsheets are 
the ‘tool of tools’ for all engineers (Hepsø, 2006) 
since this is the only tool that has the adaptability 
to match all these divergent needs and expecta-
tions. Workarounds with spreadsheets create 
compatibility.

 

Discussion of the Case

The subsurface communities of production and 
reservoir engineers are never able to see the res-
ervoir they assess via their perspective making 
directly. It is only through calculations, plots and 
models they see it indirectly and can create an 
understanding of the reservoir and production 
performance. Their production and reservoir 

knowledge is shared via objects that are denoted 
by attributes that are mainly calculated from 
measured or modelled data. A goal oriented and 
pragmatic way of thinking (about what is good 
enough) guides what type of objects will suffice 
to discuss the reservoir in each particular situa-
tion. A manager gets a different version from the 
reservoir engineer. 

I will end this chapter by considering the im-
plications of this case for common information 
spaces in relation to information sharing and 
knowledge management in more general terms. 
The case shows that the collaboration room does 
not become a CIS by itself but must be made into a 
CIS through the active sense-making processes of 
the communities of knowing. The space in the pilot 
was originally owned by the drilling community 
and the production engineers had to domesticate it, 
fill it with meaning, behavioural appropriateness 
and cultural expectations – root it in the practice 
and understanding of their community (Harrison 
& Dourish, 1996) in order to make it become 
their own and a part of their identity. Perspective 
making and perspective taking have been used to 
understand the development of meaning in these 
processes and the strategies various communities 
employ when interacting in such spaces. Our first 
research question was to address what role such 
‘shared’ information spaces play and some of the 
implications such information spaces have for 
knowledge-intensive work: diversity, work rela-
tions and identity. We see that the collaboration 
room filled different functions according to which 
community of knowing it involved. In this sense it 
was an aggregated boundary object. Among pro-
duction engineers it enabled perspective making. It 
became an arena that enabled the improvement of 
identity, self-confidence in addition to improving 
the language, tools and practices of the production 
engineers. The CIS became ‘shared’ because it was 
the language, models, theories of a homogeneous 
community that were embedded in the interaction 
and the objects of the CIS. In this community it 
soon developed into a stabilized configuration. 
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Basically this type of collaboration room with its 
objects became a symbol of a new generation of 
production engineers, their domain with objects 
and practices. The CIS helped to develop a shared 
situational awareness of what was going on within 
production optimization in the asset and was eased 
by numerous shared objects or immutable objects 
that helped production engineers in this process: 
software tools with spreadsheets, plots, models 
and specialist tools for production management. 
These were immutable objects with a largely 
converged meaning since they were developed 
and used by the same homogeneous community 
of knowing. 

The production engineers’ collaboration room 
(as a CIS in relation to the heterogeneous groups 
of reservoir engineers or the process engineers) 
represents a sharedness of a different kind. It 
also shows how diversity between various com-
munities of knowing was handled in collabora-
tion where mutable mobiles enabled different 
temporary forms of collaboration and sharing. 
The I-segment sketch on the left in Figure 3 is 
only used in perspective taking on the spur of the 
moment, and the collaboration room (as a CIS 
vis-à-vis these two communities) has very few 
stable boundary objects. In this setting the shared 
CIS is a short-lived arrangement that constantly 
needs to be re-negotiated from situation to situ-
ation. It represents a short-lived common ground 
for decision making in the cross-disciplinary 
team of engineers. It is important to recognize 
that this work has to be undertaken each time. 
Ambiguities are seldom sorted out once and for 
all (Rolland, Hepsø & Monteiro, 2006). As the 
collaboration room was used by the production 
engineers for perspective making, the space in 
this context also fulfilled perspective taking. 
The different communities of knowing used the 
collaboration room to constitute a shared context 
in which a wide range of heterogeneous informa-
tion could be interpreted and improvised. Even 
though computers were used in the same way 
during the meeting it was mainly general tools 

like spreadsheets, MS Word documents and MS 
PowerPoint presentations that were in use. They 
hardly used the specialist tools in discussions with 
other communities of knowing. As one produc-
tion engineer said: ”EXCEL is king”. The CIS in 
these examples never achieved a closure in the 
sense that it established a common understanding 
once and for all between the heterogeneous com-
munities. When production engineers discussed 
issues with reservoir or process engineers they 
all had to improvise to make their representations 
less complex. Some important information and 
uncertainties will almost inevitably be lost in the 
process and the participants will get ambiguous 
information and representations. However, the 
examples showed that the collaboration room 
provided a shared arena for discussion and pro-
vided an additional context to representations that 
made it easier to interpret the phenomenon they 
were discussing. 

Conclusion

If the communication between the different 
communities of knowing is so temporary, full 
of ambiguity and re-negotiated from situation to 
situation, why is the heterogeneous organization 
as stable as it seems to be? The communities 
seem to be able to maintain their identity and 
community of knowing and at the same time 
meet the business objectives. The organization 
has boundary objects and organizational mecha-
nisms and systems across the communities. This 
heterogeneous environment is torn on the one 
hand between the challenge of maintaining their 
own separate identity, skills and competence 
as production, process and reservoir engineers. 
On the other hand, they must develop a kind of 
‘common’ understanding to be able to fulfil the 
tasks of their formal organization and live with 
the management demands of having a proper 
‘business’ value-chain understanding. The pri-
mary goal is always to boost existing oil and gas 
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resources. Such pragmatism is also fundamental 
to understand the processes of perspective taking. 
It not only for academic reasons they try to un-
derstand the perspective of the reservoir engineer. 
It is also an obligation vis-à-vis their company as 
employees of Statoil. Mol’s (2003, p.72) practical 
accomplishment presented in the introduction is 
undertaken by perspective taking and making put 
under pressure by deliverables, measurements 
and organizational management systems. The 
communities share each others’ output but they 
black-box the processes associated with creating 
the output since it is outside their functional do-
main. In most cases this is a practical accomplish-
ment that works. The communities of reservoir, 
production and process engineers are expert and 
domain focused and highly knowledge intensive. 
At the same time they manage to take commercial 
interests into consideration across these functional 
domains when needed. I have presented a case 
from the oil industry but collaboration within 
other knowledge-intensive industries will most 
likely have the same challenges. They will have 
to handle the same perspective making/taking 
processes among domain experts. They must 
address what needs to be shared and is stable and 
contrast them with the temporal features of the 
collaboration processes. 
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Key Terms 

Boundary Object: Concept intended to 
describe information used in different ways by 
different communities. Such objects are plastic, 
interpreted differently across communities but 
has enough immutable content to maintain in-
tegrity.

Common Information Space (CIS): Virtual 
or actual space constituted for people that col-
laborate whether co-present or distributed in time 
and space. A CIS contains shared information 
resources for those that participate in the activities 
of the space and facilitate their work.

Communities of Knowing: A particular 
group or collection of people that shares a similar 
educational background, language, interest and 
a practice

Immutable Mobiles: An object or artefact 
that moves around but keeps its shape, like a map 
or a newspaper

Perspective Making and Taking: Concepts 
used to characterize the learning processes within 
and across various communities of knowing

Shared Situational Awareness: Shared 
perceptions of environmental elements among a 
group of people within a given context of time 
and space, the comprehension of the elements 
meaning, and the projection of their status in the 
near future.



  ���

Chapter XVIII
Creativity and Control in IT 
Professionals’ Communities

Agnieszka Postuła
Uniwersytet Warszawski, Poland

Copyright © 2009, IGI Global, distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global is prohibited.

Abstract

This chapter presents and discusses two factors – creativity and control – which correspond to every 
organizational reality. IT specialists’ professional communities are used as an example because of char-
acteristic relationships between their members and their attitude to work. The chapter describes how 
combination of these two phenomena may build or destroy organizations. There is also an explanation 
of specific relations between IT professionals and beginning of further discussion based on these rela-
tionships, as well as analysis of consequences of inappropriate management practices. Creativity and 
control are presented as features of every common company with their special roles in organization. 
Also, main characteristics of well-organized practical communities are shown.

Introduction

The reason why IT specialists were chosen as 
the best example of the main topic of this ar-
ticle seems quite obvious. Every IT specialist 
– regardless of certain specialization – should 
present at least a bit of creativity in his work. IT 
specializations are based on scientific knowledge 

developed during processes of creating and 
innovating. Interviewees mentioned that their 
work may be compared to some kind of artistic 
activity with regard to a need of creating skills, 
open minded state and improvisation. However, 
IT professionals are ascribed in a certain reality 
– different organizations operating in various 
branches. They are embedded in complicated 
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organizational networks which they developed 
themselves (Latour, 1987). The need of control is 
one of the network’s features. Especially in big-
ger, more complex organizations this demand is 
truly justified. Combination of these two factors 
would be the topic of this paper. 

This chapter consists of few connected parts. 
The first one considers methodological notes and 
theoretical background (IT professionals’ com-
munities, creativity and control). Then, selected 
field material is presented, where IT professionals 
are the main actors of the stories. After empirical 
part discussion follows. 

Methodology

Data presented in this paper are the result of 
an ethnographic project conducted in Poland in 
2002-2004. There were two levels of gathering 
field material. The first one was concentrated on 
exploration of a medium company producing 
business software “to the client’s needs” and 
took about half a year. The second stage was 
based on interviews with IT specialists working 
in several organizations. The research on this 
level embraced workers from bigger and smaller 
software companies, international corporations 
and IT departments in organizations from vari-
ous branches. 

The first step lasted about half a year and 
considered deep ethnographic inquiry of organi-
zational reality, the second one was a continuation 
of plots revealed in the first part. The research 
method was based on open-ended, non-structured 
interviews, mainly ethnographic (unstructured 
and unstandardized) which allowed interlocutors 
to express thoughts freely. Other methods were 10 
hours of non-participant observations on the first 
level and shadowing (2 working weekdays) on the 
second. Triangulation of data and methods was 
used to increase the richness of data, as well as 
to add other perspectives to the study (Konecki, 

2000). Data triangulation was based on using 
data from different organizations (on the second 
level). Methodological triangulation was based on 
using several methods (interviews, observations, 
shadowing) for investigating one single issue. 

All conversations were conducted in a form 
as open as possible, and often informally (during 
observations or shadowing). Interlocutors took 
up topics themselves, without or with only few 
general directions from the researcher . Thus, the 
gathered material reflects the topics and notions 
particularly important for workers, and is not 
meant to fit into any prior theoretical framework. 
All field material was analyzed and interpreted 
through categorizations, close to grounded theory 
manner . As a result, the categories, among which 
control and creativeness at work, emerged.

In order to keep being open to the field, stay 
within the “anthropological frame of mind” 
and to follow the social structures as perceived 
by the informants, researcher used both of the 
two typical methods of interviewees selection : 
“contact person” method helped in finding new 
interlocutors and in general reconnaissance of 
the organization, while “snowball” method was 
used to extend circles of interlocutors and deepen 
the topics.

The studied interviewees come from 13 com-
panies, from various departments and represent 
many IT specializations (mostly programmers, 
but also designers, administrators, IT consultants 
and others). All, however, identified themselves 
with software engineering profession. In total, 34 
interviews were conducted (18 at the first stage 
and 14 at the second). The research material in-
cludes over 400 pages of transcriptions and over 
50 pages of field notes. 

The research problem of the study concerned 
the systemization of organizational roles played 
by IT professionals in their job and the analysis 
of the social IT professionals’ reality. On the 
basis of the research results a model of the social 
construction of the IT profession was presented. 
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The author was particularly interested in the roles 
played by IT professionals in the organizations 
within their everyday activities as well as their job 
attitudes and relationships between professionals 
in IT branch. The purpose of the thesis was to find 
a tentative answer to the question of how the role 
of IT professional is constructed, what elements 
the role consists of, and what factors have the 
major impact on its creating process. 

Besides addressing the research questions, this 
project resulted in revealing and understanding a 
typical IT specialists’ work day, including their 
attitude to control issue in the organizations and 
its relation to creativeness. 

IT Professionals’ 
Communities

IT specialists are members of a specific profes-
sional community, which means that it has certain 
features distinguishing them from other groups 
or communities. Term “professional community” 
was developed by Van Maanen and Barley (1984) 
who defined their approach that way:

We define occupational community as a group of 
people who consider themselves to be engaged in 
the same sort of work; whose identity is drawn 
from the work; who share with one another a 
set of values, norms and perspectives that ap-
ply to but extend beyond work related matters; 
and whose relationships meld work and leisure. 
(ibidem: 287)

Professional community considers more 
specialized (relative to a job) work teams. Also, 
it is defined differently than an occupation. Pre-
cisely

[p]rofession […] refers to a broad stratum of 
relatively prestigious but quite varied occupa-
tions whose members have all had some kind of 
a higher education and who are identified more 

by their educational status than by their specific 
occupational skills. (Freidson, 1994)

Therefore, professional communities provide 
environment for IT professionals to share the 
body of knowledge of their profession such as 
similar working cultures, problem perceptions, 
problem-solving techniques, professional values, 
and behavior. Professional community helps to 
support IT specialists’ practices, and helps them in 
addressing the uncertainty that accompanies non-
routine working. The community is characterized 
by numerous factors from which confidence and 
freedom are of the greatest significance. Confi-
dence understood as a relationship of reliance 
which is based on honesty, truth, friendship and 
common rules. Freedom is considered rather as a 
lack of control (or minimum control). These two 
factors connected together give basic background 
for creative work for IT professionals. 

However, in this paper author will not concen-
trate on differences between terms “occupation” 
and “profession”, thus they will be used alterna-
tively (Freidson, 1994).

Creativity and/Versus 
Control

Creativity is a specific feature describing many 
IT specializations. IT problems that occur in the 
system or challenges of building a new one need 
permanent presence of creativity. Creativity is 
understood as ”the human impulse to organize, 
but to improvise rather than to locate, divide and 
control” (Linstead & Mullarkey, 2003). It is ex-
tremely important to have a different perspective 
of seeing things in programmers work (as well as 
in many other IT specializations). Solving system 
problems requires using imagination (Morgan, 
2001). Moreover, imagination and creativity 
should accompany every team work. Making an 
IT system is predominantly based on working 
together in a team of people representing different 
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specializations, also professions. This is typical 
feature especially for project teams constructing 
IT systems. Each member of the team should be 
”prepared to be wrong” in a certain moment to 
develop both system and a group work. They have 
to be ready to deal with mistakes and be as open 
as possible to enter new areas, gain new ideas. In 
some kind of way IT professional should behave 
like an artist who designs pieces of work with 
wide open mind. 

Project manager’s challenge is to guide all 
team members in a proper direction. He or she 
should plan work precisely and definitely leave 
the space for play (Strannegård & Friberg, 2001) 
which is the factor stimulating creativity. Play 
is the condition which enables IT specialists to 
work innovatively and think openly. Both features 
are connected with creativity. Requirement of 
innovativeness and creativeness on the one hand 
as well as managing on the other are the reason 
why IT professionals need to be controlled but 
in a very unique way with a wide space for en-
tertainment (which means flexible time schedule 
among others) at work. So, the bosses’ role is very 
significant here.

The second element described here – control 
– has been discussed widely in numerous publica-
tions on organizational and management theories. 
It seems quite obvious that first who touched and 
developed issue of control in organizations was 
Henri Fayol (1987). He proposed 5 main functions 
of management among which controlling found 
its place. Another classic author was Max Weber 
(1922/2002) who stated that power (which lied 
in the area of his main interests) is principally 
exemplified within organizations by the process 
of control. Weber outlined the characteristics of 
bureaucracy (which he explored) among which 
he enumerates:

• a clearly defined hierarchy of offices: or-
ganization system of supervision based on 
clear levels of authority. Each official knows 

whom to report to with specified rights of 
control and complaint procedures;

• a strict, systematic discipline and control of 
the official's work.

Analyzing the concept of bureaucracy Weber 
had idealistic assumptions. He omitted some of 
the negative consequences of his system, like 
relation between control and creativity.

Later, modernists added a lot of ideas and 
research results to the issue of control. Arnold 
Tannenbaum (1968, cited by Hatch, 1997/2002) 
said that “organization means control” (p.323), it is 
something more that Fayol’s organizational func-
tion. Social organization is a particular system of 
human interactions which needs to be managed. 
Processes of control help to minimize idiosyn-
cratic behavior and keep it in order to rational 
plan of the organization. The cybernetic model 
assumes that current state should be compared 
to desired state and any discrepancy between 
them has to be adjusted. It reveals one problem: 
control seems to evoke negative reaction of people 
and it’s a threat to innovativeness and creativ-
ity. Kathleen Eisenhardt (1985, cited by Hatch, 
1997/2002) – representing agency theory – is the 
one who enumerated strategies of control. The 
problem of uncertainty with reference to control 
was analyzed for the first time. She showed that 
more complex and interesting works should be 
controlled in different way (information systems, 
additional management levels, observation of 
behavior) than routine, easy works (only observa-
tion may give a lot of data). The third modernist 
theory represented by Ouchi (1979, cited by Hatch, 
1997/2002) approaches issue of control as “attain-
ing cooperation between different units which 
has partially divergent goals” (p. 332). Again, the 
problem of consequences of controlling people at 
work is not analyzed enough. All these theories are 
concentrated on organizations as a whole. They 
don’t perceive an individual worker as a subject 
of important discussion on control. 
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Finally, interpretivists – as Kunda and Van 
Maanen (1989) – started to notice the role of single 
worker in the organizations. They discussed the 
impact of culture in the process of control. Para-
dox of “cultural control” is being revealed, which 
means that culture is controlling people, not vice 
versa. Czarniawska-Joerges (1988) deepens the 
issue settling dilemma of autonomy and control. 
She is confronting two sides of organizational 
reality. As she states, autonomy leads to creativity 
and flexibility, but also unpredictability, on the 
one hand; control leads to predictability, but also 
kills creativity, on the other.

Personally, I also find interesting Drucker’s 
(1993/1999) approach where he uses interpreta-
tion of Schumpeter. Drucker treats phenomena 
of organizing as a destabilizing factor, especially 
in postcapitalistic society. He argues that one of 
the organizational functions is using knowledge 
for working – tools, products, processes and ac-
tions – and it has to be prepared to continuous 
change. It has to be organized for innovation. And 
Schumpeter states that innovation is a “creative de-
struction”. Thus, organization has to be prepared 
to reject things that are established – services, 
products, processes and relations etc. – everything 
what is well-known, comfortable and what we get 
used to. As Drucker says, knowledge cannot be 
separated from quick changes and these are the 
foundations of contemporary organization. And 
as the case shows, this is also the reality of IT 
professionals’ communities. 

Here, I will mention two more perspectives on 
control, both developing Weber’s analysis in a dif-
ferent way. Hochschild’s (1983) approach assumes 
that control exists in two forms: positional and 
personal. First one considers traditional working 
class and technical sector of middle class, second 
one – upper and middle class and new working 
class. The aim of social control in the first group 
is related to behavior of workers, in the second 
– to the feelings, thoughts and intentions. IT spe-
cialists’ profession distinctly refers to the second 
one. That means that control in IT companies 

should be different from that one we know from 
a classic theories. That is why so many complex 
factors (mentioned in this chapter) play important 
role in IT professionals’ work.

In some kind of way Senge (1990/2006) is 
using this approach to write about management 
nature. In his opinion management process may 
be rational or emotional. The force driving people 
to do something is power. Bosses are able to do 
everything just to be powerful. But “being on the 
top” of the organizational structure doesn’t mean 
to have power and to be able to control people effec-
tively. Senge calls it “illusion of being powerful”. 
Bosses are giving orders, workers are following 
them but this is not the same as being powerful. 
I think, this phenomenon considers IT specialists 
very strictly. They have bosses as any worker in 
every other organization but still it doesn’t mean 
they are controlling anything. So, the role of the 
boss in IT companies is very important from the 
managerial point of view. 

After short historical view, we may try to get 
closer to understand IT professionals’ communi-
ties. As it was mentioned, every team work re-
quires control to a certain degree. But the question 
is how far control should reach in every company, 
in different branches or professional communities? 
IT specialists are definitely kind of professionals 
who should be driven by a wise manager in a proper 
direction. In this case – concerning IT specialists 
– proper means connected with play, with large 
space for freedom and being together with other 
community members. Working in groups allows to 
exchange thoughts freely and care for innovative 
ideas. Notes from the field would be drawn for 
showing the example of specific organization of 
certain company where work and play get similar 
status. Here, control is perceived as an intrinsic 
element of working time and it relies on preparing 
by a (project) manager comfortable place and space 
for IT specialist. This should be an implication of 
Foucault’s (1969/2002) theory about controlling 
time and space at work.
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Finally, there is one more obligatory rule from 
the organization theory perspective. It considers 
role of knowledge, particularly in software com-
panies and other organizations from IT branches. 
One of the main requirements of management is to 
make knowledge productive (Drucker, 1993/1999). 
The knowledge needs to be systematically used 
and confronted. It can be productive if it is used 
in the process of creating something significant. 
As Drucker states, making knowledge productive 
requires permanent changes among others. And 
every organization needs knowledgeable worker 
and knowledgeable team to implement changes 
successfully. 

Here, creativity meets control which is ob-
viously necessary in many work teams but it 
should be fitted to a certain work style and all 
the actors it considers in the first place. That is 
why IT professionals require specific control (or 
care) which includes comfortable work place, 
friendly atmosphere and good relationships with 
other professional community members (see: 
Streatfield, 2001). 

Notes from the Field

What is IT Professional and Coding?

First important factor about creativity in this 
paper is the essence of the IT practical field. This 
scientific discipline as well as profession is very 
interesting object for researchers and it surely 
has many distinctive features which deserve the 
attention. I have conducted broad research on 
IT specialists and what hit me the most were the 
passion and positive emotions for the job which 
accompanied them in their stories. In the following 
paragraph some thoughts related to IT profession-
als’ approach to their everyday work and some 
part of relations which I consider important to 
the topic will be presented. 

IT professionals told numerous stories about 
their discipline and profession. They described 

details considering both main stages of their work: 
initial analysis and creating IT systems. Dominant 
advantages of their job are mainly: possibilities of 
constructing and bringing to life new things (like 
IT systems) as well as encountering people while 
business talks. One of the interviewees defined 
what “IT professional” means for him.

For me it is a combination of interesting chal-
lenges. You have to think over different things, 
work out problems; a combination of these fac-
tors and contact with various people and specific 
discussions. Of course, maybe you can find the 
same phenomena in other professions, […] I was 
always a person with a passion for numerical sci-
ences: mathematics, physics. And here you can 
also define different things precisely, strictly. And 
this is what I like. (BLA) 

A programmer is the most popular specializa-
tion (or even separate profession – as some of them 
state) among interlocutors. It is quite heteroge-
neous group, because programmer may present 
very different kinds of professional knowledge. 
Programmer is a person who deals with creating 
and developing computer software. Nowadays, it 
is not necessarily referring to writing a code for 
many kinds of software but also to a specialist 
in one area of computer programming. From the 
commercial point of view a person who writes a 
code is a coder while programmer is a member 
of a scientific group which improves methods of 
optimal code writing and generally tries to gain 
better results faster.

LHG: Programmer is a […] it’s about those 
who seat and tap the code. They obtain just a part, 
“do it” and that’s it, the code is written, thank you 
and he obtains another task.

BHN: Sometimes you have to write a function 
which gives this and this and this, it should give 
back what is exactly specified and you write only 
the essence. It is almost that you don’t need any 
of your own invention. 

LHG: Yes. You now the parameters, you know 
what should be the result. This is programmer. 
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The most popular division among program-
mers is “java-men” and “database-men”. These 
are two main domains of designing process. 
Sometimes, these groups are divided more specifi-
cally and are strictly embedded in IT knowledge 
and connected to a certain tool (i.e. programs for 
building and servicing databases). It is signifi-
cant that in a division system of programmers 
revealing new specializations strongly depends 
on IT tools. 

... in general we are not programmers, we just build 
every IT system. Somebody has certain problem 
or he wants to create something so theoretically 
the programmer is able to do that. And we are 
specialized in narrow field of programming related 
to one programming language, some platform. 
(RPK)

Space for creating new things and ideas is a 
main advantage of programing. For interlocu-
tors seeking new solutions or discovering new 
possibilities of programing language are the most 
fascinating features of their job. Some IT profession-
als compare their job to the artistic handicraft, 
where creativity and inventiveness are the crucial 
characteristics. Problems of construing new com-
ponents of the system are the greatest challenges 
for them. Inventing ideas and writing them down 
as a code seems to give a lot of satisfaction. 

However, not every IT specialist considers 
his job with the same approach. The younger 
workers treat profession as something unique, 
special and of great importance. That is why 
they are able to value it in a specific way, with a 
noticeable enthusiasm. The older IT professionals 
claim that computer programing may be boring, 
especially when they become acquainted enough 
with secrets of the science. 

...programming sets intellectual challenges, […] 
some bigger challenges from time to time. Stan-
dard programming, writing database systems it 
is quite a craft work to a certain degree. It is like 

ones for a week or two something interesting 
happens. (NNI)

The main disadvantage of programmer’s work 
may be – besides some monotony – high common-
ness. Interlocutors state that many other specialists 
may change them (their positions) at work which 
is obviously not positive in the context of planning 
the future and employment certainty.

…coders, programmers have the knowledge about 
their little part which is easily replaceable. This is 
just a part […] of a whole construction. (LHG)

Closer Description of IT  
Professionals’ Reality

For a person from outside the close IT specialist’s 
environment their work significance is really low 
and unclear. The specific intangible character 
of IT professionals’ work is the reason of this 
misunderstanding. 

This is a work so... it is hard to see the fruits of 
this work. For real, it is just a record of some bits 
on a CD and it may be an operating program, but 
it’s not any physical thing. (RBL)

Nonetheless, it doesn’t cross out the satisfac-
tion of this work because workers might derive 
it from other sources. In this way IT profession-
als are motivated by results of creatively solved 
problems, clients’ and bosses’ satisfaction. 

It is really a pleasure to make something what 
is working right, when you can see the profits 
coming out from the client’s company where you 
implement the system, or they think they are get-
ting profits so they are happy with it and they are 
using your system. I think it is important for the 
client’s company which has bought the software 
to use it because it is the measure of success in 
the first place. Company is using it, that means 
they didn’t throw it away. (RBL)
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Whereas outsiders may be confused with IT 
professionals’ work and behavior, programmers 
are happy with the essence of their job. The asset 
of programmers’ work reality is constructing new 
systems, new products done according to what 
the client wants. Creativity is the reason why IT 
specialists cherish this profession so high. 

Creativeness. When there is creation, produc-
tion in it, it’s great. And such work gives pleasure. 
You have a chance to create something new. It’s 
not schematic, something new emerges. […] when 
someone works in one department, you have to 
move him to another […] to avoid a situation when 
he gets crazy. [...] I’m working in a place where 
every moment brings new challenges, something 
is changing, something new appears, new ideas 
arise and we have one more new project. And this 
is great. Every day brings something new. You 
never know what are you gonna get. (LMI)

There is just one problem with creating new 
systems and implementing new ideas. After 
finishing the system it is extremely difficult for 
IT specialists to give the project away. Besides 
implementing the project some of them may be 
“shelved” or “thrown away” as interlocutors said. 
Sometimes systems are not used by the client be-
cause of many reasons, such as client’s retreating 
or – which is rare – system is mismatched with a 
client’s needs, outdated system is too old to imple-
ment etc. In such cases all creativity and work 
seems useless. Most of IT professionals describe 
this situation as the most predicaments. The cita-
tion below shows the IT specialists’ approach. 

I think that parts of IT systems created by us are 
like our children. I like it and I’m watching how 
it works, and I’m happy when it works properly, 
when not – I’m angry. I’m attached to it somehow. 
It’s not like that I can throw it out and go away 
doing something completely different. Of course I 
can do it theoretically but I feel attached to each 
project and that’s why I prefer the system to turn 
out all right. (NKI) 

Bosses’ Role

Part of programmers’ working reality is the role 
of their bosses (mainly project managers) who 
have power to control. They are not only simple 
managers but also some kind of mentors for them. 
They are planning work, they secure the place and 
remain even the best friends for the programmers 
sometimes. Bosses have power to manage level of 
control and thus influence workers’ creativity.

Project managers state that designing is a 
theoretical activity to a large degree. Program-
ming begins with the long process of planning 
each activity and project structure. Every team 
member is a part of a project and takes decisions 
in a long process of discussion. Project managers 
claim that they are trying to avoid imposing rigid 
roles and forcing own ideas in place of common 
problem solving. Such approach helps to develop 
creativity and encourage workers to reveal their 
ideas openly. Moreover, it may positively influ-
ence the relationships between team members. 
Therefore, project managers’ role at this initial 
stage is often reduced only to monitoring and 
planning actions. 

Actually, now I’m mainly controlling everything 
to be right – unfortunately it is expanding now 
– and I have to care about everything, remember 
that this should be done, here I should take a look 
from aside because when someone is writing this 
front-end – that is everything you can see – not 
everyone has the sense, […] so I have to take de-
cision what would be easier, and also plan some 
shows […] for the clients, listen to his comments, 
to his needs and his reflection so that should be 
like that and this should be different… (LHS) 

Often, project managers take active part in 
project execution . Preparing a project consists 
mainly of programming and construing parts 
of the system. These activities are not a strict 
job of the mangers but many of them strive for 
programming (even if they are not working as a 
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programmer). Career path is the reason of this 
situation. Most of the managers who started their 
careers with programming cannot fully abstain 
from doing it while climbing up the organiza-
tional structure. Interlocutors who already became 
managers state that programming in spite of its 
boredom and routine – as some of them believe 
– is the most interesting and creative activity in 
IT professionals’ work. Only lack of time at work 
may interrupt following that path. 

Sometimes I also deal with programming. Mainly 
the project manager – at least in my opinion 
– should be a designer of the system. He shouldn’t 
only be a boss but he also has to think about 
the general view. Sometimes he should do the 
small things like technical pieces of the system. 
(RBL)

Implications and Conclusion

IT specialists constitute specific professional 
community which is characterized by high level 
of flexibility in taking upon professional roles. 
Certainly, these roles should be related to actor’s 
specialization. Such an approach conduces work 
team activity and stimulates entrepreneurial at-
titudes. During realization of the project there is 
a lot of space for taking actions freely and the 
main actor (see Latour, 1987) is not (should not be) 
gendarme/policeman who imposes certain roles 
but rather a supervisor who negotiates these roles 
with other actors. Like Streatfield (2001) states, 
conversation is a self-organizing phenomenon in 
which meaning emerges. This is the most efficient 
way of behavior which doesn’t cause conflicts 
and misunderstandings. This approach leaves 
enough space for organizing time in a project by 
all actors which allows them for adaptation of 
social role to the individual predispositions (see 
Foucault, 1969/2002). Thanks to this, entrepre-
neurial and creative actions are possible (Hjorth, 
2005). All these factors (simplicity in social role 

taking, entrepreneurship, creative activity) are 
connected together with one more element – often 
enumerated during interviews – IT organizations’ 
atmosphere. Interlocutors put emphasis on shaping 
such organizational culture which favors activat-
ing work creativeness and efficiency. It refers to 
Streatfield (2001). Author is naming elements 
significant to the professional culture and calling 
them patterns. Patterns are about relationships 
and they emerge in conversations and actions. 
Therefore, they have to form and change continu-
ally through these activities. Moreover, there have 
to be several actors taking part in organizing in 
the process of making patterns. That is why IT 
professionals’ communities are so proper example 
to explain such relationships. IT specialists need 
place and space for exchanging thoughts and 
this is community which allows this process to 
take place. 

As it was described above, creativity is inherent 
feature of IT specialists and their organizations. 
Now, the question is how to stimulate creativity 
with simultaneous control which is also an impor-
tant element in each social community. Control 
should be cautious and fitted to the organization 
type and style of its members (Hochschild, 1983). 
IT type organizations needs just little positional 
control (of course depending on how large the 
company is) and therefore flat structure. Personal 
control is much more important because it cre-
ates specific organizational climate. Members of 
such organizations are IT specialists who prefer 
to work in a certain culture. There are some more 
crucial factors which should be considered from 
the management point of view. One of them is 
stadium of organizational life. On each stage 
different elements dominate and cause crisis, if 
organization is not well- managed. Entrepreneur-
ial stage, which seems to be suited the best for 
IT professionals, is on the very beginning of the 
organizational life cycle. It means that young IT 
organizations have a great chance to develop at 
that stage and care for all the members who desire 
innovation and creativeness at work. Especially 



�0�  

Creativity	and	Control	in	IT	Professionals’	Communities

small and medium IT companies which develop 
very dynamically have the greatest possibilities 
to attract attention of young programmers and 
other young IT university graduates. Young IT 
workers may find in these companies anticipated 
work conditions – physically and psychologically 
comfortable environment – and they may build 
professional relationships. Young IT special-
ists have a chance to develop practical skills, 
knowledge and relationships. Moreover, their 
entrepreneurial attitude may flourish thanks to 
favorable conditions: lots of new challenges, little 
limits from the management, boss concession 
(and understanding the need) for high creativity 
at work. These conditions allow for taking an 
advantage of young IT professionals’ dynamic 
attitude in a process of acquiring new clients. This 
directly leads to strengthening the organization’s 
position on the market. High range and variety 
of clients gives the organization opportunity to 
gather the experience and practicing skills. That’s 
how IT specialists have possibility to build base 
of knowledge which is the most important factor 
in their profession (Abbott, 1988, MacDonald, 
1995). Thus, at the entrepreneurial stage of or-
ganizational life cycle this is the mutual benefit 
for all organization’s members. 

On the next stages of organizational life cycle 
other elements influence company’s development. 
Leadership crisis should form more systematized 
management group. Centralized authority may 
bear fruits of concentration on goals. Direction 
of organizational development is then more clear 
and comprehensible for the workers. It may cause 
better integrity of organizational work teams. That 
is why after leadership crisis collectivity stage 
follows, where IT professionals still may have a 
chance to develop entrepreneurial postures (on the 
higher level of cooperation). Even if organization 
is growing and more workers join the company ev-
erything stays under management’s control. Con-
trol is needed for managing bigger organization 
on the one hand, but it causes misunderstandings 
and situation when workers do not keep up with 

execution of supervisors’ decisions, on the other. 
Moreover, IT professionals generally do not like to 
take managerial roles. There may be even lack of 
workers on executive posts in some programming 
organizations. Work teams prefer to have bosses 
who are former programmers. Interlocutors claim 
that it is making the communication process easier 
and increases mutual understanding. Thus, the 
problem of management is to find team manager 
with a certain predispositions who may control 
the group of IT specialists. One of the greatest 
challenges of the boss may be persuading subor-
dinates to necessary changes in organization. It 
is difficult task because IT specialists do not like 
to change anything in their work life. The biggest 
problem may be initiating any change slenderizing 
the organizational structure. More hierarchical 
levels disturb IT specialists’ work order valuing 
individualism and creativeness. That is why it is 
difficult to develop IT company on this stage of 
organizational life cycle. Too high centralization 
and too strong ordered rules may lead organization 
to another crisis – autonomy. The main challenge 
for the management is to reduce control. This crisis 
may be solved by delegating decision processes 
and entering the next stage which is delegation. 
Decentralization process lasts until the need of 
control integration reveals. These are the processes 
which do not attract attention of IT professionals. 
Matters of power and control are not interesting 
for them. Main goal of IT specialists is work 
under the supremacy of manager (desirable IT 
specialist). Similarly to stage of collective action 
the stage of delegation takes rather little time in 
IT companies. Then the crisis of control follows 
manifesting itself with numerous schedules and 
regulations which allow the organization to enter 
the formalization stage. As it was mentioned ear-
lier, IT specialists do not like to stick to the formal, 
written rules. They prefer to create the informal 
rules of comfort, while working by themselves. 
That is why not every IT professional may work 
in the company on that stage of organizational 
life cycle. It is very possible that strong crisis 
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may happen in IT companies. IT professionals 
are more able to open resistance than obedience 
applied to incomprehensible or redundant rules. 
If organization is able to survive this crisis it may 
enter very useful stage of cooperation. Company 
starts organizing itself, work teams find their 
place and all factors tend to effectiveness. Trust 
and cooperation become the crucial characteris-
tics. For IT professionals it is a very conducive 
stage because it allows them for natural (the most 
comfortable) working style and gives a chance for 
further development and efficiency improvement. 
Highly valued entrepreneurial (creative) postures 
are developing. 

Thus, on every stage of organizational life 
cycle mangers of IT companies should analyze 
which factors are the most important and what 
hierarchy is the best for preparing the best condi-
tions for workers. Combination of creativity and 
control should fit in organizational life and favor 
culture of efficiency and cooperation. 

Managers in IT companies should carefully 
scrutinize priorities of their workers. They are 
completely different for IT professionals hired 
in organizations outside the IT branch and for 
those working in software companies where IT 
professionals constitute the majority of employ-

ees. Priorities of IT specialists in the first type 
of organizations are illustrated in the form of 
pyramid:

On the top of the pyramid – on the first place 
of importance priorities – is an organization 
(organizational role) and an IT professional’s af-
filiation to the certain group (IT department or 
project team) and the position. A little bit lower 
in this hierarchy is a client who places orders for 
IT systems or another IT products or services. 
A client is an actor who allows IT specialists to 
play their social role in the environment. In the 
organizations outside the IT branch those can be 
orders from marketing, sales, financial and other 
departments. Those can be also fixed orders related 
to regular organizational activity. Organization 
and client are the two most important factors 
which influence the quality of IT professional’s 
work and his global organizational status. Below, 
in the pyramid there is a team which helps IT 
professional to finalize all tasks and other workers 
needs. Only at the bottom of the pyramid there is 
work of IT professional, its quality, adaptation to 
ways of doing work, accounting individual needs 
of IT specialist. Research results show that it is 
an extreme ineffective division for the employ-
ees as well as for the organization which rely on 

Figure 1. Priorities in IT specialist profession in organization outside the IT branch
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IT professional’s team 
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productivity of its employees. It is variance with 
professional role of IT specialists, what is at the 
first place in hierarchy of relevance (see figure 
1). Priorities in system of IT professionals’ needs 
and values should be placed in reverse order. That 
composes opposite pyramid of IT professionals’ 
needs. Such a system shows how much time 
and social space is dedicated to each element. 
It means that top of the pyramid is not only the 
most important but it takes majority of time and 
attention of an IT specialist. 

This system is distinctive for software com-
panies, where individual needs and predisposi-
tions such as free working hours, entertainment 
during the breaks (Strannegård & Friberg, 2001), 
physical environment etc. occupy first place in 
the hierarchy of priorities. This gives worker 
greater job satisfaction and allows organization 
for taking advantage of the workers’ productivity. 
Pyramid shows that software companies allow 
IT specialists working in favorable conditions. 
That is why the work is placed on the top, which 
means caring about IT professionals’ physical 
and psychological comfort. It embraces good ar-
rangement of hardware at workplaces as well as 
preparing work environment in the best possible 
way. IT professionals are occupational group 
which prefers to act in a selected time of a day 
without harrying up too much. Composure and 

concentration are characteristic features of favor-
able environment for the IT professional’s work. 
That is why they do not like any schedules (besides 
these absolutely necessary like the deadline of 
a project and implementation of a system). One 
step lower in the pyramid there is a project or 
department team, which support the completion 
of all tasks arising from different functions of a 
group. Collective work is right after IT specialists’ 
individual needs. What may be surprising just 
on a third level a client with his/her demands is 
placed. Research material shows that caring about 
client’s satisfaction is not a goal of IT profession-
als’ work. Their aim is to prepare a system (or 
any other IT project) as good as possible. These 
interests coincide in the moment of getting client’s 
satisfaction. But way of pursuing this goal is dif-
ferent for both sides. IT professionals concentrate 
on their work, which eventually ends up with a 
ready system. Client’s organization concentrates 
on correct relations with IT specialists and pur-
suing their demands in specific way of treating. 
This divergence may cause conflicts because it is 
easy to reach the moment when a client feels that 
IT professional’s company shows an insufficient 
interest. That is why project managers or other 
professionals responsible for contacts with a client 
play so important role. Their goal is to minimize 
contradiction between interests of both parties 

Figure 2. Priorities in IT specialist profession in software companies
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(client’s organization and IT company). Finally, on 
the bottom of the pyramid there is an organization 
hiring IT specialists. Definitely the minority of 
their time IT professionals dedicate to goals and 
values of a particular organization. IT specialists 
working in software companies usually share 
professional values with their organization, so it 
is easier to prevent conflicts. Some of software 
companies create such favorable atmosphere for 
IT professionals’ work but the norms and values 
of both parties coincide. In general, occupational 
community predominates over organization in IT 
specialist’s hierarchy of priorities. 

After this analysis, it is possible to enumerate 
factors indispensable in IT professionals’ work 
accordingly to interlocutors’ opinions. First of 
all, they have to work in favorable conditions, 
which means e.g. office in a building that is 
quiet, relatively small and preferably not in the 
center of the big city. IT professionals do not like 
to be striking in general and they prefer to work 
in seclusion. For the same reasons most of IT 
specialists do not like to meet clients and they 
deliberately avoid promotion because they do not 
want to become managers whose contacts with 
contractors are rather wide and often. Also, IT 
professionals prefer to meet people of the same 
interests, whose work, skills and knowledge they 
mutually value and respect. The reason of such 
kind a idiosyncrasy is being closed for new people, 
but being open for changing thoughts. Thus, IT 
professionals find a place to exchange ideas and 
therefore develop creativity. All these should be 
organized without often meetings which are not 
desirable for interviewees. Lack of control (in 
the old meaning) reveals again. IT professionals’ 
communities are groups which do not like to be 
driven and controlled. Actions are taken individu-
ally and confronted with management very rarely. 
This issue is also referring to methods of solving 
problem. ”If you have any, do it by yourself” 
– seems to be the general motto of IT workers. And 
if IT professional is not handling the problem, he 
asks a friend (co-worker) for help. IT specialists 

usually do not ask their supervisors for help . In 
average Polish software company there are only 
few supervisors. They are not necessary in the 
process of work control. That’s why the organiza-
tional structure is flat and all the hierarchy very 
straight and clear. IT professionals require only 
temporary control because their work bases on 
trust and friendship (see table 1). Thanks to this 
structure and relations creativity may develop 
besides rational control. 

Summarizing, key elements of control were 
described and analyzed in this chapter. It is choice 
of management (or any decision-making unit) 
what kind of control should they implement in the 
organization to be effective and not kill creativity 
of workers, the same time. Every time there is 
a choice between positional control system and 
personal control system (Hochschild, 1983). Man-
agement should be just aware of consequences of 
using certain way of controlling workers. 

Concluding, how to perceive creativity and 
control and how to conduct any research of this 
very important part of organizational life? Some 
authors state that creativity and control should be 
connected with a word “versus” and that is how it 
is presented and analyzed here. It means that con-
trol kills creativity, ruins relationships and plays 
explicitly negative role in organizations. Another 
approach points out that control may be a pair for 
creativity if connected under proper conditions. 
In authors’ opinion, IT professionals’ communi-
ties are the best example for this combination. 
IT specialists belong to the profession which 
cannot exist without creativity on one hand. On 
the other, these are people who demand minimum 
of control. Thus, the control should be reasonable 
and concentrated on reaching a goal (i.e. making 
IT systems, servicing etc.), allowing for build-
ing extensive relationships inside professional 
community, leaving a space for creating specific 
professional culture (with all its artifacts, norms, 
values) and finally lead by a wise manager. 
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Key Terms

Control: One of the fundamental functions of 
management. It can be defined as an mechanism 
of strategy implementation (modernists’ theory) 
or legitimizing tool which hides influences of 
power and political behavior of managers (post-
modernists’ theory). 

Creativity: The human impulse to organize, 
but to improvise rather than to locate, divide and 
control. Seeing things from a different perspec-
tive.

Entrepreneur/Entrepreneurship: Following 
Schumpeter, an entrepreneur is a person who is 
willing and able to convert a new idea or invention 
into a successful innovation. Entrepreneurship 
forces “creative destruction” across markets and 
industries, simultaneously creating new products 
and business models. For Peter Drucker entrepre-
neurship is also about taking risk. 

Ethnographic Research: Is a methodological 
tradition of qualitative study. It can be used for 
discovering every social reality and organizations 
as well. Ethnographic researcher uses all methods 
characteristic of social inquiry.

Occupational Community: Occupational 
communities represent bounded work cultures 
populated by people who share similar identities 
and values that transcendent specific organiza-
tional settings.

Organizational Life Cycle: Larry Greiner 
defined 5 stages of organizational life. In order 
to grow, the organization is supposed to pass 
through a series of identifiable phases or stages 
of development (creativity, direction, delegation, 
collaboration, coordination) and crisis (leadership, 
autonomy, control, staff, unknown). 

Organizations/Organizing: Here, organiza-
tions are seen as cultures. Therefore, organizing, 
in short, means constructing specific reality with 
its artifacts, norms and values. It is a complex 
process which can be discovered deeply with 
ethnographic methods. 

Professional Community: Refers to special-
ized working teams whose members have all had 
some kind of a higher education and who are 
identified more by their educational status than 
by their specific occupational skills. 
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Abstract

Knowledge is one of the basic production factors owned by enterprises, and knowledge management is 
one of the main dynamic capabilities on which enterprises can base their competitive advantages. The 
creation, transfer, and later use of knowledge have become increasingly important, and multinational 
corporations (MNCs), being scattered in various places, constitute the appropriate environment to 
implement knowledge management processes meant to maximize their intellectual assets. This chapter 
has as its aim to answer three questions: (a) what actions do MNCs undertake in order to set knowledge 
management processes in motion; (b) what main variables impact on their knowledge creation capability; 
and (c) what main variables impact on their knowledge transfer capability? A qualitative research work 
based on a multiple case study has served to achieve that aim, allowing us to carry out an exploratory 
study of six MNCs which have shown their proactivity in the knowledge management area. The results 
of the analysis have led to eight propositions which highlight the most relevant variables facilitating the 
processes for the creation and transfer of knowledge within a MNC.



���  

A	Qualitative	Study	of	Knowledge	Management

Introduction

In recent years, the environment surrounding 
enterprises has characterized by high levels of 
dynamism and complexity. The accelerated glo-
balization, the widespread business restructuring 
and the strong competition in practically every 
economic sector have forced enterprises to be-
come highly flexible and able to react before the 
new dynamics that may arise. These ingredients 
have led to the appearance of the knowledge 
society, which imposes new requirements on or-
ganizations. In order to compete effectively, the 
organizations need to learn new skills to be able 
to find, manage, share and use both information 
and knowledge (Abell & Oxbrow, 1999). As a 
result, competitive advantages increasingly derive 
from strategic assets, such as knowledge, and 
from a set of dynamic capabilities which mainly 
materialize in innovation and learning. Due to all 
this, knowledge management is now of paramount 
importance within organizations.

Firms have to face another unquestionable fact, 
namely, the ever-increasing level of globalization 
which is causing practically all economic sectors to 
shift from a local market toward a global one. The 
MNC, which has as one of its main characteristics 
the possession of scattered resources in various 
countries, appears as a diversified-knowledge 
corporation and provides the ideal environment 
to implement knowledge management processes, 
as it will be necessary to coordinate the creation 
and transfer of this resource between its various 
locations for the purpose of leveraging and achiev-
ing the maximum global performance.

In accordance with these ideas and taking 
as a reference the knowledge theory as well as 
the MNC theory, this study seeks to answer the 
following three questions: (a) what actions do 
MNCs undertake to set knowledge management 
processes in motion? (b) what main variables im-
pact on their knowledge creation capability? and 
(c) what main variables impact on their knowledge 
transfer capability? In our opinion, the answers 

to these questions can make a contribution to the 
literature in two ways: from the empirical point of 
view, they will provide further empirical evidence 
of the knowledge-MNC link through a focus on the 
actions undertaken for the purpose of managing 
knowledge and on the mechanisms which make 
possible the generation and transfer of this re-
source; and from a practical perspective, they will 
be the basis of an exploratory study which shows 
that management is facing new patterns. One of 
the main challenges lies in understanding the role 
of knowledge as a strategic intangible resource 
and, once managers have recognized the value of 
management, they must take a leading role in the 
promotion of knowledge management building 
the necessary mechanisms that favor this process; 
empowering employees to proactively participate 
in knowledge creation and transfer through the 
decentralization of the decision-making process 
(autonomy); promoting corporate socialization 
with the aim of creating a work context in which 
closer relationships between employees are pos-
sible; and combining internal and external ways 
of creating and/or acquiring knowledge.

We have structured the chapter in five sec-
tions. After the introduction, there is a literature 
review which highlights the strategic nature of 
knowledge, along with the role of knowledge 
management in the creation of sustainable com-
petitive advantages. A detailed description of the 
qualitative research work follows, the findings 
being reported in the next section. Finally, the 
closing section summarizes the main conclusions 
drawn from the study, along with its limitations, 
and suggests future research lines.i

Literature Review

Nobody can deny the transformation experienced 
by present-day society, where business success 
no longer derives essentially from production 
factors, but from knowledge, which arises as 
the basic production and wealth creation factor 
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(Drucker, 1993; Sveiby, 1997). Due to such aspects 
as globalization, market deregulation and access 
to information, firms’ competitive advantages are 
no longer sustainable, knowledge appearing as a 
fundamental concept in order to understand the 
evolution of the economy in general and of eco-
nomic change in particular. Although according 
to most of the literature, knowledge management 
processes have largely had at its basis a techno-
logical or information-systems approach (Wilson, 
2002; Alvesson & Kärreman, 2002), this study’s 
focus is on the emergent knowledge-based view 
of the firm, whereby knowledge has become one 
of the most important resources from a strategic 
point of view (Grant, 1996; Spender, 1996, Tyre 
& von Piel, 1997; Teece, Pisano & Shuen, 1997; 
Zack, 1999). Scholars refer to knowledge in sev-
eral ways, the most commonly-used terms being 
competencies, capabilities, routines or innovation. 
Knowledge originates from creativity, individual 
experiences and organizational learning, and we 
can often find the sources of knowledge not only 
in the written documents but also in the routines, 
tasks, processes, practices, rules and values that 
shape an organization (Bhagat, Kedia, Harveston 
& Triandis, 2002). Knowledge is therefore a 
dynamic concept resulting from the interactions 
between individuals and organizations and is also 
specific to a context defined by some particular 
time and place circumstances (Hayek, 1945; 
Nonaka, Toyama & Konno, 2000). 

Nelson and Winter (1982) point out that this 
resource is the fruit of experiences developed by 
company members over time, and Hoskisson, Hitt, 
Wan and Yiu (1999, p. 442) state that “due to its 
tacit and socially complex character, a company’s 
knowledge stock is a crucial determining factor 
in its competitive advantage”. Figure 1 expresses 
it graphically.

Knowledge management has consequently 
turned into a fundamental task —and simulta-
neously into one of the most outstanding chal-
lenges of our time— its global aim being both to 
maximize the company’s effectiveness and income 
levels arising from its knowledge assets and to 
succeed in constantly renewing them (Wiig, 1997; 
Shariq, 1997). Knowledge management, along 
with the initial set of resources and capabilities 
owned by the firm, emerges as a source of het-
erogeneity inside the organization and, therefore, 
as the main cause of its competitive advantages 
(Hill & Deeds, 1996).

Based on the contributions made by various 
authors, among whom stand out Quintas, Lefrere 
and Jones (1997), Wiig (1997), Davenport, De 
Long and Beers (1998), and Guns and Välikangas 
(1998), knowledge management could be defined 
as the set of business policies and actions under-
taken to aid the creation of knowledge, its transfer 
to all members of the company, and its subsequent 
implementation, with the aim of achieving distinc-
tive competencies that provide the company with a 

Source: Adapted from Grant (1991), Helleloid & Simonin (1994), and Nonaka & Takeuchi (1995).

Figure 1. The knowledge-based competitive advantage causality chain
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long-term competitive advantage. Such corporate 
policies deal, among other things, with human 
resources management, corporate culture, orga-
nizational design, and technological platforms, 
all of them crucial aspects shaping the necessary 
infrastructure and the appropriate environment to 
support knowledge management processes.

We have already shown in the introduction 
that, due to their unique characteristics, MNCs 
provide the adequate field to carry out knowledge 
creation, transfer and implementation processes. 
In this context, Almeida, Song and Grant (2002) 
highlight the superiority of MNCs in the creation 
and transfer of international knowledge, both over 
the market and over alliances. These authors argue 
that this superiority has to do with the fact that 
MNCs can achieve knowledge combinations which 
markets would find it impossible to achieve. This 
last idea has its origin in the arguments of Kogut and 
Zander (1993, 1995), according to whom firms are 
social communities acting as efficient mechanisms 
for the creation and transfer of knowledge without 
the need for market failures to occur.

Along these lines, we are now going to develop a 
qualitative research work that will make it possible 
to develop theory from the results obtained.

Method and Data

Introduction

The reason for using a qualitative research lies in 
the fact that, although there are numerous theoreti-
cal works in the field of knowledge management, 
only few of them empirically specify the set of 
practices applied by firms when undertaking this 
process or the mechanisms through which they 
can create and transfer new knowledge.

We decided to use the case study as our re-
search method throughout the development of 
the empirical work because the characteristics 
of case studies make it possible to come closer to 
the study object. Hamel, Dufour and Fortin (1993, 

p. 34) emphasize the descriptive nature of this 
approach and consider it an “in-depth study of a 
specific case”. Yin (1994, p. 13) defines it as an 
“empirical study that examines a contemporary 
phenomenon within its real context, especially 
when the limits between the phenomenon and 
its scope are not clearly defined and multiple 
sources of evidence are used”. Finally, Eisenhardt 
(1989) considers that a case study is a research 
strategy focused on understanding the dynamics 
produced in specific contexts. This author sees 
the case study as a fundamental mechanism, not 
for testing theories but for theory-building. 

In order to answer the three questions posed 
at the introduction section, we chose to use the 
multiple case study as opposed to the single-case 
one, always seeking to find behavior patterns that 
allow a generalization of the results (“replication 
logic”, Yin, 1994, 1998) based on the evidence 
obtained in various economic, organizational 
and sectorial contexts. A single case would have 
a low degree of representativeness, confining 
the scope of the conclusions to a specific type of 
organization and industry.

In the absence of an initial hypothesis, the 
inductive method became especially relevant, as 
it enabled us to create a basis for a future theory. 
It was an exploratory case study meant to find 
practical evidence of knowledge management 
processes undertaken by large prestigious MNCs 
located in Spain, characterized by their high 
competitiveness and the level of success reached 
in knowledge management practices. The study 
actually reveals how these organizations set up 
their best practices in the field of knowledge.

The qualitative research work went through 
a number of stages. The first one consisted in 
the examination of the most relevant concepts 
and theories linking the areas of knowledge 
management and MNCs in the literature. The 
second included the preparation of a standardized 
interview customized for each firm depending 
on its industry. During the third stage, we held 
interviews with managers, visited premises 
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(facilities), and compiled secondary data. In the 
fourth stage, we sent the elaborated case to the 
interviewees so that they could okay it or cor-
rect certain aspects, if necessary. The fifth stage 
focused on comparative studies. Finally, after the 
results observed, we “built theory” developing a 
conceptual framework which makes it possible to 
state a number of propositions that will be subject 
to verification in a future quantitative stage.

Population

The basis for the selection of the cases was a 
non-random sample. We chose those cases which 
offered good opportunities for learning, and fol-
lowed the recommendation that their number 
should be neither less than four nor more than ten 

(Eisenhardt, 1989). The process led to the selection 
of six Spanish enterprises from different industries 
which had as their two main features: (a) that 
they showed a pro-active attitude in the field of 
knowledge; and (b) that they made a great effort to 
inform their stakeholders about their experiences 
in this field. Their proactivity becomes clear in the 
fact that these are companies where knowledge 
management has become a part of their daily life 
in a planned or deliberate way; they characteristi-
cally perform actions to create, transfer and apply 
knowledge insofar as is possible. Additionally, 
these firms often attend conferences, gatherings 
and seminars that link knowledge to the business 
context, and actively collaborate with universities 
in the development of joint projects, which allows 
them to shed light on this emergent area of firm 

Target enterprises

ELECTROTÉCNICA ARTECHE HERMANOS S.A. (EAHSA)
(Manufacture of electric motors, transformers and generators)

UNIÓN FENOSA (UF)
(Production and distribution of electricity, gas, and professional services (SOLUZIONA))

PricewaterhouseCoopers (PWC)
(Management and business assessment. Auditing)

SIEMENS ESPAÑA S.A.
(Electrical installations. Manufacture of electric motors, transformers and generators)

TELEFÓNICA GROUP
(Fixed and mobile telephone services, Internet, content production and dissemination and 
directories.)

SANTANDER GROUP
(Banking activities in general and activities related to the management of investment and pension 
funds in particular)

Unit of analysis (Parent or subsidiary) enterprise

Geographical area

Munguía (Biscay, Basque Country) – ARTECHE

Madrid- UNIÓN FENOSA

Madrid- PRICEWATERHOUSECOOPERS

Tres Cantos (Madrid)- SIEMENS S.A.

Madrid-Telefónica Group

Madrid-Santander Group

Time period during which 
fieldwork took place

March – September 2004

Type of interview Semi-structured or in-depth interview

Table 1. Technical specifications card for qualitative research
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strategic management. The reason for choosing 
Spanish firms was our interest in identifying the 
link between knowledge and MNCs in Spain, as 
no empirical works had linked these two topics 
until now. Table 1 shows the technical specifica-
tions card for this research.

Information Collection

In order to avoid a potential bias introduced by 
researchers themselves and/or by informants, we 
collected the data using the “triangulation tech-
nique”, which combines three methodologies:

• In-depth interview, with the Chief Knowl-
edge Officer (CKO) or the person responsible 
for matters related to knowledge man-
agement at the firm. We used a standard 
questionnaire with open-ended questions, 
adapted and customized for each one of 
the enterprises. We recorded the interviews 
—which lasted four hours on average— and 
later transcribed them, always with the 
interviewees’ consent. We kept in touch 
with interviewees via telephone or e-mail 
to clarify any aspects that might arise right 
up until they completed and approved the 
final report on each case.

• Observation, which implies visits to the 
premises and contacts with the workforce. 
Although this is a secondary source to ob-
tain data, it not only enables the researcher 
to discover the truth about the study object 
but also to achieve a better understanding 
of the case.

• Consulting documents extracted from the 
Internet and publications –both internal 
(Intranet, formal and informal reports) and 
external (websites, books, published articles, 
annual reports and corporate management 
reports).

Due to the qualitative character of most data, 

triangulation permits to increase construct valid-
ity. As for internal validity, the researcher can 
ensure it being in permanent contact with the 
interviewees during the process of analysis, be-
cause they can provide more data to fill any new 
possible information gaps that might arise. In turn, 
external validity comes as a result of multiple case 
studies and comparative result analyses. As for 
the reliability problem, we have made an effort to 
alleviate it, first preparing a detailed case study 
protocol that is common to all enterprises, and 
then taking very much into account the informa-
tion obtained from the documents and the later 
transcript of the interviews. Finally, we sent the 
case study to the interviewees so that they could 
supervise and okay it or make any comments, if 
necessary, in the hope that this would make our 
results more reliable.

Qualitative Research: 
Results

The multiple case study about six renowned, in-
ternationally prestigious, and proactive Spanish 
firms has highlighted that these organizations 
regard knowledge as a very valuable strategic 
resource that they permanently need to create, 
transfer, store and enlarge in order to survive to 
the dynamism and turbulence that characterize 
the present-day competitive environment. The 
replication logic appeared during the research 
work, showing in most cases similar behavior 
patterns in the performance of the enterprises 
analyzed, even though they belonged to different 
industries.

Knowledge Management in MNCs 

Activities focused on creating and sharing knowl-
edge at EAHSA started already in 1995 with 
the aim of developing a set of values which had 
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proved necessary for the survival of the enterprise. 
EAHSA undertook actions to create and transfer 
knowledge, all of them backed up by an infrastruc-
ture that enabled their introduction; its organiza-
tional structure became increasingly horizontal 
—practically no hierarchies existed— with a 
stable structure and another more flexible ad hoc 
one; and its culture emphasized tolerance with 
mistakes, encouraged trust and dialogue, and gave 
an impulse to learning. As for its human resources 
policy, EAHSA had as its priorities to attract and 
retain talent —always selecting and recruiting 
its staff with a knowledge creation and transfer 
viewpoint in mind, and recognizing training as a 
well-established cultural value— and to develop 
a technological platform that enabled knowledge-
sharing through contributions made both on an 
individual scale and at a work team level.

In the case of UF, when the organization had 
to face the integration of two different compa-
nies after the mergera in 1982, it reflected on the 
importance of looking after its personnel as a 
strategic factor. This led the company’s senior 
management to set up activities meant to gener-
ate and share knowledge. Thus, UF stands out 
as having the necessary degree of socialization 
for the transfer of tacit knowledge, as well as the 
capability required to elaborate its own intel-
lectual capital model to face the challenges of 
identifying, ordering, and measuring strategic 
intangibles. This is, therefore, an enterprise that 
likes to change and has initiative, and in which, 
although hierarchies still exist, the relationship 
and communication between chiefs and collabo-
rators has been constantly improving. It places 
a strong emphasis on training, has established a 
competence-based management, and uses audio-
conferences, an Intranet and a knowledge portal 
to transfer and acquire knowledge.

PWC decided that the knowledge manage-
ment project was very important to help with the 
mergerb in 1998; from then on, the firm has as-
signed resources and created positions associated 
with knowledge management. As a consequence, 

there is a vision of knowledge and its objectives 
on an international scale, and the firm has even 
developed its own knowledge management model. 
International practice communities reveal the 
strengths and weaknesses of subsidiaries’ knowl-
edge, thus leading to the transfer and exploitation 
of best practices. The efforts made in the field 
of knowledge are remarkable; however, PWC 
still does not seem to have the most appropriate 
infrastructure to support them. It is an enterprise 
where a lot of hierarchy still remains —with a lot 
of supervision and control— and it is only over 
the last few years that its corporate culture and 
human resources policy have started to become 
more receptive to new ideas, more flexible, and 
more willing to value emotional competencies. 
From a technological point of view, PWC uses 
technology as much as possible, basically to store 
and retrieve specific knowledge that other people 
might need to use later.

The subject of knowledge management has a 
long tradition at Siemens, and the global, knowl-
edge-intensive nature of its sector justifies the 
considerable attention given to this resource. This 
became apparent when the firm created a Knowl-
edge Management Team (including a Human 
Resources Manager, an Information Technology 
Manager and a Processes Area Manager) and un-
dertook several initiatives meant to emphasize the 
relevance of practice communities. The enterprise 
made it clear that knowledge had become a prior-
ity, the proposed objectives being: (a) to start to 
develop a culture which valued the importance of 
knowledge; (b) to stimulate the provision of ideas 
along with knowledge transfer; and (c) to get to 
know the strengths of the enterprise regarding 
knowledge. Siemens has a technological platform 
which distinguishes between its storage section 
and the section for chats and forums, the latter be-
ing crucial for tacit knowledge transfer. It equally 
appears as an enterprise that its employees find 
very attractive, as shown by its low employee 
turnover rate. Its organizational structure shows 
no hierarchies, and teamwork as well as the 
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dialogue-based organizational culture emerge 
as outstanding features of a company that incor-
porates a strong innovation and experimentation 
component too.

As a result of the deregulation of Spain’s 
telecommunications sector in 2000, along with 
the ever-increasing globalization, Telefónica lost 
its monopoly over Spanish telecommunications 
and suddenly found itself before a large number 
of competitors. Faced with this new situation, 
Telefónica undertook a deep organizational 
transformation, betting on change and realizing 
that the knowledge of their employees was the 
most valuable resource owned by the company 
and that it could help the organization to obtain a 
competitive advantage. This knowledge, derived 
from the experience in the telecommunications 
sector, served as a guide for good practices that 
the company implemented in the organization 
as a whole, thus capitalizing on the existing 
knowledge. The creation of new knowledge and 
the transfer of best practices required a relatively 
hierarchy-free organizational structure and a 
business culture open to change. Consequently, 
Telefónica reduced the number of hierarchical 
levels, thus favoring the formation of multidis-
ciplinary work teams and the development of 
inter-area transversal projects. At the same time, 
its once very conservative culture became more 
participative and collaborative. Employees’ pro-
fessional development became an essential value, 
which led the company to increase the number of 
training hours, to improve the feedback level, and 
to make a strong bet on coaching and e-learning, 
all of which seeking to develop competencies at 
all levels.

The same as UF and PWC, Santander Group 
arose from the merger of two large organizations 
—two important Spanish banks— in 1999c. The 
new company realized that the traditional manage-
ment systems did not suffice to provide an efficient 
response to an increasingly complex and dynamic 
environment and, considering that knowledge and 

intangibles formed the basis of its competitive 
success, it structured its vision and mission around 
the need to manage these resources efficiently. 
Santander Group considers that employees are 
its most important asset because they allow the 
company to generate middle-term and long-term 
value. This is why the organization strives to at-
tract and retain its talented professionals, ensuring 
their adequate professional development. The 
company’s organizational structure is now more 
horizontal, betting on a higher degree of flexibility 
and communication, all of which has materialized 
in an increased number of multifunctional work 
teams. Its culture focuses on corporate social 
responsibility and identifies as its essential values 
dynamism, strength, innovation and leadership. 
Santander Group usually employs as its main 
technological tools the Internet, an Intranet and 
videoconferencing. The knowledge forums, the 
knowledge portal and the practice communities 
form part of the first two.

Knowledge Creation in MNCs

Creating knowledge implies both an individual 
and a shared reflection on the new working 
processes, on the products and services that a 
firm delivers, on the understanding of business 
strategy and, last but not least, on the analysis of 
the environment.

Knowledge creation strategies seek to cre-
ate new knowledge or to acquire existing one. 
Exploration and exploitation are not mutually 
exclusive, as the same organization may need 
to develop an area of knowledge and simultane-
ously exploit others; the ideal is to maintain a 
balance between the two. On an internal level, 
knowledge creation takes place through R&D 
activities, learning by doing, or team work, but 
the difficulties encountered by companies when 
they try to generate internally all the knowledge 
required to face market circumstances lead them 
to create new knowledge or to acquire existing 
knowledge from external sources.
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Knowledge creation becomes especially rel-
evant among the enterprises studied, as they all 
operate in global knowledge-intensive sectors and 
constantly need to generate new knowledge inputs 
through which they can remain competitive and 
face any potential new dynamics.

The knowledge creation capability largely 
depends on the characteristics of the MNC (be it 
a parent or a subsidiary corporation) and on both 
the actions undertaken in its internal environ-
ment and those carried out through its external 
network.

Characteristics of the Enterprise

As explained above, the six enterprises under 
analysis are characteristically proactive in the 
implementation of activities meant to leverage 
knowledge. All of them show a strong initia-
tive thanks to which they can constantly create 
knowledge and assume increasingly higher 
responsibilities. EAHSA started to deal with 
knowledge issues in 1995 seeking to develop a set 
of values considered important for the survival 
of the company; UF as well as PWC decided to 
develop a knowledge management scheme in order 
to help with their respective mergers. Siemens 
has always paid a lot of attention to knowledge 
as a strategic resource which allows continuous 
innovation. Telefónica’s initiative to implement 
knowledge management processes stemmed from 
the need to become an e-company, that is, a learn-
ing organization which could not only exploit to 
the full the existing knowledge but also make the 
most of new knowledge creation. The initiatives 
undertaken by Santander Group in relation to 
intellectual capital and knowledge management 
are historic. Already before the merger, one of 
the two banks involved, Banco Central Hispano, 
started to develop a number of activities which 
sought to identify the best practices among its 
most excellent staff, to transfer them to the rest 
of employees, and to follow up the results. Such 

activities implied entering an area which would 
eventually become an essential part of all the 
firms belonging to Santander Group, always under 
the coordination and supervision of the Group’s 
intellectual capital manager.

In addition to initiative, it is necessary to 
highlight leadership and autonomy in the enter-
prises analyzed. Leadership materializes in top 
management’s support, which in turn leads to an 
encouragement of employee initiative (Birkin-
shaw, Hood & Jonsson, 1998; Birkinshaw, 1996). 
All the enterprises examined claim to have: inter-
nationally respected leaders; a top management 
with a high level of credibility; and senior manag-
ers who closely collaborate with the executives to 
accomplish the company’s objectives. Anyway, 
this forms part of the organizational culture and 
structure that characterize each enterprise.

Regarding autonomy, Foss and Pedersen (2002) 
point out that the problem of organizational design 
lies, among other things, in choosing the organi-
zational tools related to such aspects as control, 
motivation, and context, so that subsidiaries can 
have access to knowledge and produce it. From the 
perspective of knowledge management, Nonaka, 
Toyama and Konno (2000) state that autonomy 
improves the chances to find valuable information 
and encourages organization members to produce 
new knowledge. With the exception of PWC, which 
still keeps a certain degree of hierarchy because 
of its actual partnership structure, all the firms 
have a considerable degree of freedom to adopt 
decisions about their products and/or processes. 
All this is possible thanks to their organizational 
design, which mainly revolves around teamwork, 
collaboration and empowerment.

It is therefore easy to identify the characteris-
tics of the enterprises analyzed (initiative, leader-
ship and autonomy) that have made the creation 
of knowledge and the assumption of additional 
responsibilities become basic dynamic capabili-
ties of these organizations. We can consequently 
state the following propositions:
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P1:  The firm’s initiative positively influences its 
knowledge creation capability

P2:  The firm’s leadership positively influences 
its knowledge creation capability

P3:  The firm’s autonomy positively influences 
its knowledge creation capability

Internal Environment and External 
Network

The MNC’s internal environment, formed by the 
investmentsd made in the different functional 
areas, is an essential aspect in the knowledge 
creation process (Foss & Pedersen, 2002; Lane & 
Lubatkin, 1998; Cohen & Levinthal, 1990; Dyer 
& Singh, 1998). That knowledge is not only useful 
to overcome the existing shortages but also for the 
potential exploitation in other multinational units 
located elsewhere. Nevertheless, the difficulty to 
generate all the knowledge required makes firms 
resort to external sources, e.g. the knowledge 
coming from the local clusters or that resulting 
from the relationships between the enterprise 
and the agents in its supply chain (Porter, 1990; 
Sanna-Randaccio & Veugelers, 2007). In fact, 
absorption capacity and social capital appear as 
determining factors for the exchange of knowl-
edge within and between organizations (Frost & 
Zhou, 2005).

EAHSA has learned to successfully combine 
the exploitation of its knowledge in geographi-
cal areas outside Spain with the creation of new 
knowledge. The latter is possible through: R&D, to 
which the company dedicates permanent efforts; 
the acquisition of plants in Mexico, Argentina and 
Brazil; the establishment of joint ventures; the 
external relationships with R&D centers, electrical 
and business management organizations, qual-
ity institutions, universities and other academic 
institutions; the interaction with customers, who 
provide specific details about the products they 
require; and the use of transnational teams and 
centers of excellence.

UF uses knowledge exploitation especially 
in the energy business. The parent company (lo-
cated in Spain) is the one where the distinctive 
competencies and accumulated knowledge in the 
generation, commercialization and distribution of 
electric power remain, thus providing the starting 
point for the development of similar businesses 
in Latin America. UF leaves its place of origin to 
acquire competencies that it does not have, un-
dertaking joint ventures in Egypt and Oman and 
purchasing companies in various countries. The 
company complements the exploitation of knowl-
edge with its generation, where new knowledge 
forms the basis for new businesses. Creation also 
takes place through R&D, connections with other 
organizations and universities, relationships with 
suppliers and customers, a suggestions box (the 
“Innowatio Award” for the best idea), expertise 
centers (at SOLUZIONA-professional services), 
and international work teams.

PWC is an organization which excels for its 
knowledge exploitation rather than for explora-
tion, as its work practices are global and there is 
a tendency to maximize returns from the already 
existing ones. Nevertheless, exploration allows 
it to take over new market segments. That is 
why innovation, work teams (both national and 
international), relationships with universities 
and business schools, as well as the attendance 
to seminars and conferences, all prove useful to 
create knowledge whenever possible. On a lesser 
scale, centers of excellence, transnational teams, 
and company acquisitions also help PWC to create 
or achieve new knowledge.

The need to constantly create, share and apply 
knowledge becomes vital for Siemens. Creation 
is mainly possible through R&D. Innovation is 
one of the main pillars for this firm’s level of 
competitiveness. That is why it constantly works 
on the development of new products and innova-
tive solutions that will make it possible to expand 
the current business lines, giving rise to a high 
number of registered patents. Suggestions boxes 
equally represent a significant source of knowl-
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edge, as they boost the generation of ideas. For 
the purpose of achieving external knowledge, 
Siemens resorts to collaboration with customers 
and suppliers, company acquisitions, setting up of 
joint ventures (mainly in African and Middle-East 
countries), centers of excellence, and relationships 
with external R&D centers. 

Telefónica creates knowledge by means, 
meanly, of R&D. Investment in technological 
innovation is very high and enables the company 
to launch into the market a considerable number 
of new products and services seeking to satisfy 
customer demand in the areas of Internet, broad-
band, voice market and mobile services. However, 
Telefónica has also put in practice various projects 
meant to reward good ideas among its employees, 
including Idealab!, Patenta, Penthalón (in Argen-
tina), Champions Race (in Brazil), Líder.es and 
Comex (in Latin America). R&D is so important 
for Telefónica that it even has its own subsidiary: 
Telefónica R&D. From the external point of view, 
Telefónica attends meetings, forums, conferences, 
international organisms, associations, etc., all of 
which allows the company to obtain knowledge 
about best practices in other firms. Customers 
equally represent an important source of knowl-
edge for Telefónica, since their needs and demands 
always lead this company to constant innovation 
and to a permanent search for new solutions.

Two of the most important tools used by 
Santander Group to create knowledge are team-
work and the suggestions box system. The former 
serves to share the ideas of different groups in 
order to achieve global solutions with a high 
added value. The suggestions box system in 
turn makes it possible to take into consideration 
people’s perceptions and ideas, which can become 
an important motivating element. Externally, 
the Group acquires new knowledge thanks to 
its relationships with business schools, universi-
ties, forums, conferences, customers as well as 
benchmarking.

Various mechanisms, either internal or ex-
ternal to the company, seem to contribute to 

knowledge creation in MNCs, and we can expect 
creation to have even more support in companies 
where the entire necessary infrastructure to start 
up knowledge management already exists.

The reasoning above leads to make the fol-
lowing two propositions:

P4:  The firm’s internal environment positively 
influences its knowledge creation capabil-
ity

P5:  The firm’s external network positively influ-
ences its knowledge creation capability

Knowledge Transfer in MNCs

In MNCs, with resources scattered geographically, 
the transfer of knowledge becomes one of the 
key activities facilitating the creation of knowl-
edge-based value. Relationships between MNCs’ 
units become important insofar as they are the 
channels enabling the flow of useful knowledge 
and information (Hansen 1999). This section 
focuses on identifying the factors which make 
possible the transfer within the MNC’s internal 
structure, that is, between the parent company 
and its subsidiaries and between the latter. Gupta 
and Govindarajan (1991, p. 773) call this transfer 
an “intracorporate knowledge flow”, and define 
it as “the transfer of either expertise (e.g., skills 
and capabilities in product and process design 
or marketing know-how) or external market data 
(information on customers, competitors or sup-
pliers) with a high strategic value”. This has to do 
with the boundary-spanning practices involved 
in working across multiple intra-organizational 
boundaries (Balogun, Gleadle, Hailey & Willmott, 
2005). Our interest lies in getting to know the 
variables which facilitate the transfer of the most 
tacit knowledge and in verifying that, although 
information and communication technologies are 
the mechanisms most commonly used at transfer 
processes, they have limitations to share this type 
of knowledge, due to its peculiar characteristics. 
For that reason, the enterprises examined use 
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mechanisms that enable individuals to develop 
closer relationships.

We can thus say that the knowledge transfer 
capability has a strong dependence on the firm’s 
autonomy, on its corporate socialization, and on 
the use of expatriates. 

Autonomy

The same as in knowledge creation, the study 
shows that autonomy has a positive effect on 
the transfer of knowledge across the MNC’s 
units. Thus, Hedlund (1986), as well as Ghoshal 
and Bartlett (1990) and Tsai (1997), state that 
centralization is a constraint upon the initiatives 
undertaken by subsidiaries and upon communica-
tion with the other units.

EAHSA does not usually find great barriers 
to transfer knowledge. The way in which the 
company organizes its structure, its homogeneous 
operating style at all its plants and its capability to 
ensure dialogue and understanding among all its 
members removes the main obstacles to transfer. 
Its subsidiaries enjoy a high level of autonomy. 
There are some patterns common to the different 
locations and, on the basis of that shared operating 
style, each firm assumes its own management. 
EAHSA considers that the option of increasing 
autonomy as opposed to exerting more control is 
positive and largely helps encourage knowledge 
creation and transfer.

UF is a firm that pursues a common culture 
and operating style, although its subsidiaries 
have a certain degree of autonomy when they do 
business. For UF, it is very important to have a 
business model, a middle-term business plan, and 
an annual strategic plan, but once the company has 
defined this and has set a number of objectives, it 
gives itself some leeway to achieve them, to act, 
to innovate, and to improve.

On some occasions, knowledge flows in PWC 
may face limitations due to issues of control over 
subsidiaries, but a high level of autonomy usually 

exists in the area of knowledge management. 
Within this context, the Spanish subsidiary is 
fully autonomous, as the knowledge management 
project depends on the top management and there 
is a department, and some resources, associated 
with that project, which greatly encourages activi-
ties linked to knowledge sharing. In the rest of 
areas, a number of common policies and patterns 
with some global services seem to exist, though 
each subsidiary follows its own management 
approach.

Knowledge transfer within Siemens does not 
often have to face great complications. Neither best 
practice encouragement nor capability-sharing 
between sender and receiver or the knowledge cod-
ing level appear to constitute significant barriers 
to transfer. There is a high level of autonomy in 
the different units, though we should distinguish 
two realities: that of the Spanish subsidiary, which 
may differ a little from what the parent company 
dictates in Germany; and the vertical areas, that 
is, the various business divisions which must fol-
low more closely the guidelines established by the 
parent company for a specific business.

The changes occurred in Telefónica modified 
its internal structure in such a way that, although 
a certain degree of hierarchy continues to exist 
due to its peculiar culture and traditional civil-
service-inspired nature, the creation of working 
groups along with the closer relationships between 
firm members has led to a more horizontal, and 
more flexible, organization. This increasingly flat 
structure facilitates the active participation of the 
whole company, an essential aspect being the use 
of the top-bottom management methodology, 
combined with the down-top approach, in which 
the middle management becomes a key element 
within the communication process.

As for Santander Group, because the parent 
company is in Spain, the transfer from this coun-
try to the rest of units tends to be much higher. 
Nevertheless, all subsidiaries transfer knowledge 
to a greater or lesser extent, as shown by the fact 
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that some of them have achieved great recognition 
for their best practices in certain activities and, 
consequently, share these activities openly. On 
the whole, there are some common patterns and 
values which are compatible with the autonomy 
given by the parent company for the development 
of activities in the different areas and countries.

After analyzing these six companies, it be-
comes clear that the autonomy awarded to the 
different units largely encourages knowledge 
transfer inside the MNC, which leads us to state 
the following proposition:

P6:  The firm’s autonomy positively influences 
its knowledge transfer capability

Corporate Socialization

Regardless of the formal organizational structure, 
informal lateral relationships emphasize a more 
voluntary, personal and intensive cooperation 
mode. Thus, teams, networks, and all other forms 
of interaction between different units, promote the 
trust required for inter-unit knowledge transfer. 
We can define “corporate socialization” as “the 
set of mechanisms developing interpersonal ties 
within the multinational” (Van Maanen & Schein 
1979) and its purpose partly coincides with that 
of corporate culture. It aims to establish a set of 
values, aims and beliefs common to all the units 
forming the MNC (Nohria and Ghoshal 1994; 
Schein 1999).

Strong links exist between the different units 
in EAHSA, as shown by the continuous visits that 
the staff pays to the various plants of the Group, 
the frequent telephone calls, and the use of the 
corporate Intranet and the e-mail, as well as by 
the permanent coordination that is at place for 
the implementation of joint projects.

In UF, the socialization and spread of a 
common culture are essential for the transfer of 
knowledge and its later absorption. The training 
programs imparted at UF’s Corporate Univer-
sity (Spanish initials, UCUF) which last several 

months, permit physical proximity between the 
individuals as well as the transfer of experiences 
that are impossible to find in textbooks or manu-
als. In addition to that, the strong links developed 
between the units through the visits to plants, the 
frequent telephone calls and the audio-lectures 
make it easier to assimilate the competencies and 
know-how transferred.

The links between the units in PWC tend to 
be very strong, especially for those participating 
in international practice communities, which 
represent an important meeting point to share 
experiences and many other aspects. In this case, 
constant visits between subsidiaries take place, 
as well as permanent contacts via telephone, the 
information and communication technologies, the 
e-mail and to seek advice about certain issues.

Siemens copes with the difficulty of coding 
knowledge bringing individuals closer to one 
another and paying constant visits to its various 
units. The company is aware of the need for a 
high degree of face to face contact if it wants to 
bring together the experience and capabilities 
still scattered at the moment. For that reason, 
the development of links takes place not only 
through trips but also with meetings, practice 
communities, and the use of information and 
communication technologies.

Telefónica is now fully aware of the potenti-
alities that socialization offers to share the most 
tacit knowledge and, consequently, never misses 
any chances to bring its employees closer to one 
another, regardless of the country they come 
from. The annual conventions organized by the 
Group often serve to transfer its best practices and 
values. These conventions bring together various 
groups and offer people the opportunity to meet 
and get to know each other, to establish links of 
friendship, and to encourage dialogue, all of which 
largely helps knowledge transfer.

The same as Telefónica, Santander Group 
perfectly knows the extent to which conventions 
can help bring individuals closer to one another. 
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That is why conventions take place throughout 
the year in which managers meet to analyze the 
achievements of their units and to design action 
plans for the future. The most important one is 
Santander Group Managers’ Convention, which 
gathers 1,000 managers from all over the world, 
though the Commercial Banking Convention and 
the America Division Managers’ Convention are 
also worth mentioning. These meetings serve 
to transfer a lot of information; they provide 
a chance to know what is happening in other 
countries and additionally improve the levels of 
trust among group members, thus favoring later 
contacts between them.

It follows from the reasoning above that 
transfer knowledge in MNCs takes place within 
a shared social context, which leads us to the 
formulation of another proposition:

P7:  The firm’s corporate socialization positively 
influences its knowledge transfer capabil-
ity

Expatriates

The topic of expatriates has received a lot of at-
tention in the literature on MNCs (Edström & 
Galbraith, 1977; Boyacigiller, 1990; O’Donnell, 
2000). Human resources are a basic component 
of knowledge management, since individuals are 
the ones who possess the knowledge required, 
and it is the period spent at the corporation that 
enables them to create an organizational memory. 
Therefore, a leading factor in the internation-
alization of corporations, especially in MNCs, 
is that concerning the choice between local or 
expatriate staff for activities abroad. The latter 
transfers the knowledge obtained at the point of 
origin to another destination and gains experience 
from working with a multicultural workforce 
and dealing with different languages, attitudes 
and behaviors. This not only contributes to their 
personal development but also boosts the inter-

national activities of the organization as a whole 
(Bender & Fish 2000). 

Although EAHSA uses expatriates, this group 
of employees represents a very small proportion 
of its total staff. We are, therefore, referring both 
to parent company employees who go to foreign 
subsidiaries and to subsidiary employees who 
move into the parent company in Spain. The 
expatriation period normally lasts three or four 
years. Those traveling abroad have as their main 
task to manage the external plants in order to 
transfer the group’s operating style and cohesion 
rules. In turn, those coming to Spain learn about 
a number of aspects that they later transfer back 
to their place of origin.

Expatriates, though used in the past, are cur-
rently less and less common in UF, since the com-
pany has replaced them with local staff already 
trained by the UCUF. Expatriates were needed 
at first, but in recent years only those employees 
who are strictly necessary stay to transfer the 
knowledge required to manage and control the 
different units.

Though not very often, PWC uses expatriates 
too. The company employed them especially to 
set in motion the knowledge management project 
in Europe, sending expatriates from Spain to 
Brussels and Holland with the task of developing 
certain stages of the project.

Siemens equally uses expatriates as a means 
of transferring successful competencies.  Expatri-
ates at Siemens Spain have as their main task to 
implement in other countries the same that they 
do in Spain, as well as to provide the knowledge 
that they own within their area of activity. These 
are individuals with a high level of competencies, 
whose importance continues to be recognized 
when they return to their place of origin. The 
company always strives to ensure that expatri-
ates and their families can quickly adapt to their 
new situation. 

As for Telefónica, it also uses expatriates to 
take to target countries values, knowledge and 
management practices from its country of origin. 
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Thus, when Telefónica acquires a firm in a foreign 
country, several Spanish employees travel to that 
country and, during a period of time, shape a 
management scheme, as well as the work team 
required to make it operate as any other firm 
within the Group.

Unlike what happens in other MNCs, most of 
the people belonging to Santander Group work in 
their country of origin, since the group believes 
that the best way to attend to the local interests is 
doing it from a local perspective. Thus, expatri-
ates are rather unusual, though over a hundred 
Spaniards work in banks of the Group located 
outside Spain, holding various levels of responsi-
bility. These people are in charge of transferring 
the knowledge and cultural values from Spain to 
their respective destinations.

It follows from the above that, though not to a 
large extent, the companies examined use  expatri-
ates as a way of transferring their most strategic 
knowledge. Hence our last proposition:

P8:  The use of expatriates by the firm positively 
influences its knowledge transfer capabil-
ity

Conclusion

The exploratory study carried out in the preced-
ing pages starts to provide the answers to the 
research questions posed, simultaneously offer-
ing a global vision of firms totally integrated into 
the New Economy and proactive in knowledge 
matters. The six firms examined have been able 
to recognize the role played by knowledge in 
recent years and are well aware of the fact that 
they have to compete for knowledge at present. 
Innovation, along with the development of new 
competencies and capabilities and the generation 
of added value for the customer, has become the 
main aim to achieve, for which it becomes essen-
tial to implement activities focused on knowledge 
management.

The motivation for this research work had to 
do with a growing interest in getting to know how 
MNCs treat knowledge inside their organizations. 
The objective was to answer the following ques-
tions: (a) what actions do MNCs undertake to set 
knowledge management processes in motion? (b) 
what main variables impact on their knowledge 
creation capability? and (c) what main variables 
impact on their knowledge transfer capability? 
For that purpose, and taking as a reference both 
the knowledge theory and the MNC theory, we 
decided to use a qualitative research method based 
on a multiple case study.

We have carried out an in-depth examination 
of six MNCs characterized by being knowledge-
intensive and proactive in the field of knowledge 
management. After a comparative study of the 
cases, the results showed that all the firms analyzed 
own a vision which recognizes the importance of 
knowledge; their human resources management 
policies seek to attract, retain and develop tal-
ent; their organizational structures have become 
increasingly horizontal and encourage the for-
mation of multifunctional work teams; and the 
organizational culture is open to new, enterprising 
and learning-oriented ideas. It also became vis-
ible that knowledge creation largely depends on 
certain characteristics of the MNC, its internal 
environment, and its external network. The study 
showed that knowledge transfer also has to do with 
such aspects as autonomy, corporate socialization 
and the use of expatriates. All this materialized 
in the formulation of eight propositions.

As we pointed out in the introduction, this 
study contributes to the literature in two ways: 
from the empirical point of view, it increases the 
empirical evidence within the knowledge-MNC 
link through a focus on the actions undertaken for 
the purpose of managing knowledge and on the 
mechanisms which make possible the generation 
and transfer of this resource; and from a practical 
perspective, it provides the basis for an exploratory 
study which shows that management is facing new 
patterns. Managers need to build the necessary 
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mechanisms that favor knowledge management, 
empowering employees to proactively participate 
in knowledge creation and transfer through the 
decentralization of the decision-making process 
(autonomy), promoting corporate socialization 
for the purpose of creating a work context where 
closer relationships between employees are pos-
sible, and combining internal and external ways 
of creating and/or acquiring knowledge.

Despite all the above, this study has faced a 
limitation due mainly to the research methodol-
ogy used. Although we applied the case study 
method as opposed to the single case approach 
with the aim of preventing a potential lack of 
representativeness, the study does not permit to 
generalize the findings. Likewise, other types of 
variables which can differ from one company 
to another may affect knowledge creation and 
transfer. Therefore, as future research lines, we 
suggest an in-depth examination of other firms 
for the purpose of checking whether or not their 
variables coincide with those already studied here, 
as well as the implementation of some quantita-
tive research work that can make it possible to 
generalize the results to a larger population.
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Key Terms 

Case Study: According to Yin (1994) it is an 
empirical study that examines a contemporary 
phenomenon within its real context, especially 
when the limits between the phenomenon and its 
scope are not clearly defined and multiple sources 
of evidence are used.

Corporate Socialization: Set of mechanisms 
developing interpersonal ties within the multi-
national (Van Maanen & Schein 1979) and its 
purpose partly coincides with that of corporate 
culture.

Knowledge Creation: It implies both an indi-
vidual and a shared reflection on the new working 
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processes, on the products and services that a 
firm delivers, on the understanding of business 
strategy and, last but not least, on the analysis 
of the environment. It takes place through R&D 
activities, learning by doing, team work, strategic 
alliances, and benchmarking. 

Knowledge Management: Set of business 
policies and actions undertaken to aid the creation 
of knowledge, its transfer to all members of the 
company, and its subsequent implementation, 
with the aim of achieving distinctive competen-
cies that provide the company with a long-term 
competitive advantage. 

Knowledge Transfer: In the case of this chap-
ter, the concept of knowledge transfer is similar to 
the concept of “intracorporate knowledge flow” 
given by Gupta and Govindarajan (1991). It is 
defined as the transfer of either expertise (e.g., 
skills and capabilities in product and process de-
sign or marketing know-how) or external market 
data (information on customers, competitors or 
suppliers) with a high strategic value. 

Knowledge: Knowledge originates from 
creativity, individual experiences and organiza-
tional learning, and it can be found not only in 
the written documents but also in the routines, 
tasks, processes, practices, rules and values that 

shape an organization (Bhagat, Kedia, Harveston 
& Triandis, 2002). Knowledge is therefore a 
dynamic concept resulting from the interactions 
between individuals and organizations and is also 
specific to a context defined by some particular 
time and place circumstances (Hayek, 1945; 
Nonaka, Toyama & Konno, 2000). 

Triangulation Technique: It is the combina-
tion of three methodologies during the research 
in order to avoid a potential bias introduced by 
researchers themselves and/or by informants. 
In this study, triangulation technique is carried 
out using: in-depth interviews, observation and 
consulting documents.

Endnotes

a UF is the result of the merger between Unión 
Eléctrica Madrileña, S.A. and FENOSA.

b PWC is the result of the merger between Price 
Waterhouse and Coopers & Lybrand.

c Santander Group is the result of the merger 
between Banco Santander and Banco Central 
Hispano Americano.

d The investments undertaken refer to ex-
penses on: R&D, production, marketing and 
training.
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Abstract

The chapter addresses a central dilemma from the viewpoint of dynamic capabilities and the resource 
based view of the firm: how to manage creativity within New Product Development without sacrificing 
financial control. The empirical evidence examined concerns 3M’s NPD activity in the United Kingdom 
from a holistically viewed management control perspective at the organizational level, and a study of the 
development and launch of a highly successful and radically new product, Genesis. It is concluded that 
NPD processes within 3M in the United Kingdom display a large measure of coherence juxtaposed with 
flexibility through the manner in which controls, holistically viewed, are embedded within organizational 
routines. Using case evidence clear distinctions can be made between dynamic capabilities, resources 
and product outcomes, and the elements of 3M’s capability can be discerned. The authors conclude that 
a dynamic capability can consist of both replicable elements, and elements embedded in the culture and 
routines of the firm that are difficult to imitate.
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Introduction

This paper addresses a dilemma facing many 
firms: how to manage creativity within new 
product development processes without sacrificing 
financial control. It draws on arguments from the 
new product development (NPD) and managerial 
control literatures, and relates these to the recent 
work on dynamic capabilities. Insights from these 
research areas are drawn on to help us interpret 
NPD processes at 3M.

The empirical evidence examined concerns the 
development and launch of the Genesis product 
line, a radically new version of the industrial 
respirator or face-mask, substantially differenti-
ated from the competition. While Genesis cannot 
be described as an ‘emotional product’ in design 
terms compared to a car for example, it was 
ground-breaking in concept.

This focus on a particular product launch is in 
line with Floyd and Wooldridge’s (2000) call for 
strategy process studies in which the ‘strategic 
initiative’ is the primary unit of analysis. The 
discussion then builds on the case evidence of 
3M, focussing on how the corporation handles 
uncertainty whilst enabling flexibility in its NPD 
processes, with a view to establishing whether 
3M practice can be said to constitute a dynamic 
capability in terms of its organizational coherence. 

Implications of the findings for the management 
of 3M in the UK and the corporation are explored 
including in terms of whether the outcomes dis-
cussed are either replicable or path dependent 
(Dierickx & Cool, 1989).

“Controlling” New Product 
Development

On the one hand, many have argued the basic 
incompatibility between creativity and financial 
control from an essentially cultural viewpoint 
(Armstrong and Tomes, 1996), whilst others fo-
cus on the key role of uncertainty in new product 
development (Cooper, 2001).

The cultural barriers discussed by Armstrong 
and Tomes (1996) are set out in Table 1. They 
argue that design within new product develop-
ment follows quite different imperatives from 
those of management control, with the designer 
being akin to ‘hero artist.’ Once it is attempted to 
render design accountable to managerial control, 
Armstrong and Tomes argue that outstanding 
financial returns are unlikely because such bas-
tardized design is likely to be so watered down 
that the resulting new product is predictable, and 
so little different to that offered by the competi-
tion. It is the very unpredictability of outcomes 

Design Managerial control

Language of design as ‘quite incommensurate with written and 
verbal language’ (Armstrong & Tomes, p. 115)

Communication achieved by design does not work on the rational 
level (A&T, p. 117).

The designer as hero artist (A&T, p. 117)

Languages of audit are those of word and number (Armstrong & 
Tomes, p. 122)

Accountable design unlikely to achieve outstanding financial 
returns as likely to be the result of ‘corporate-level group-think’ 
and so ‘to relate to the product field in predictable ways.’(A&T, 
p.123)

‘Self-defeating nature of accountable design stems from the 
impossibility of planning for an outcome which depends, in its 
nature, on unpredictability.’(A&T, p.123) 

Table 1. The incompatibility of design and managerial control (Armstrong & Tomes, 1996)
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of the design activity that make it both difficult 
to manage, but also as offering the possibility of 
super normal profits. 

Armstrong and Tomes’ views as to the po-
tentially huge divide existing between those re-
sponsible for the creative aspects of new product 
development and accountants seeking to control 
the activity are echoed in Lothian (1984), who 
comments:

‘[Accountants] must beat the drum about cost con-
trol and the role of profit. They must re-educate the 
naïve university science graduate who supposes 
that research resources materialise from some 
non-corporate source.’(Lothian, 1984:105)

Lothian continues:
 

‘Accountants will get immediate co-operation 
from their industrial colleagues if they spell out 
the consequences of having tight	R&D	 targets	
and	strong	controls (emphasis in bold by current 
authors), and of using existing resources of people 
and equipment efficiently.’ (1984:106)

Both Armstrong and Tomes and Lothian, 
speaking from different sides of the fence, there-
fore recognize the potential cultural divide exist-
ing between those acting within the new product 
development activity, and those seeking to manage 
it. Accordingly, Lothian argues the necessity of 
‘strong’ controls while recognizing that this is a 
difficult case to make to R&D staff.

New product development (NPD) is therefore 
fraught with difficulty, particularly as commented 
upon by Drury (1996) when he notes that busi-
nesses in such situations face uncertainty, rather 
than risk:

‘Risk is applied to a situation where there are 
several possible outcomes and there is relevant 
past experience to enable statistical evidence to 
be produced for predicting possible outcomes. 
Uncertainty exists where there are several possible 

outcomes, but there is little previous statistical 
evidence to enable the possible outcomes to be 
predicted. Most business decisions can be clas-
sified in the uncertainty category.”

Dynamic Capabilities

Teece, Pisano and Shuen (1997) identify the “dy-
namic capabilities” firms require to enable them to 
continually refresh their resource stocks. A vital 
capability in this regard would be the processes 
that generate valuable innovations. Moreover, 
both Teece, Pisano and Shuen and Amit and 
Schoemaker (1993) identify uncertainty itself as 
a potential source for the creation of economic 
rents for firms who are capable of approaching 
the future more flexibly and imaginatively than 
their competitors (Amit and Schoemaker 1993), 
and ‘from managerial efforts to strategically 
deploy these assets (of differentiated capabilities) 
in coordinated ways’ (Teece, Pisano and Shuen 
1997). Key to the creation of economic rents in this 
analysis therefore is both flexibility and imagina-
tion, coupled with a stress on coordination. Teece, 
Pisano and Shuen locate such coherence within 
organizational processes or routines (Nelson 
and Winter, 1982), which offer opportunities for 
superior financial performance. A successful 
synthesis of these seemingly conflicting require-
ments of flexibility and imagination coupled with 
coordination or control should therefore lead to 
such firms being able to innovate in valuable 
ways over long periods of time, which could be 
a dynamic capability in Teece et al’s terms. 

The key argument of this paper is that such 
coherence juxtaposed with flexibility and imagi-
nation is achieved in the case of 3M in the UK 
through the manner in which controls, holisti-
cally viewed are embedded within organizational 
routines, encouraging a climate of creativity. In 
this connection, Barney (1986) argues that core 
values fostering innovativeness and flexibility 
in firms, when linked with management control, 
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are likely to lead to sustained superior financial 
performance. Whilst use is made of aspects of 
‘advanced’ management accounting techniques 
in 3M, feedback from senior management in both 
the UK and the US indicates that 3M tends to em-
phasise achieving a high level of coherence among 
the various congruences and complementarities 
to be exploited in the tricky and highly uncertain 
process of new product development, rather than 
trying to attain technical accounting excellence 
for its own sake. 

The overall aim of the paper is to fill something 
of a gap in the literature, following Teece, Pisano 
& Shuen (Page 530), who in their conclusion call 
for empirical research in 

‘…helping us understand how firms get to be 
good, how they sometimes stay that way, why 
and how they improve, and why they sometimes 
decline. Researchers in the field of strategy need 
to join forces with researchers in the fields of 
innovation, manufacturing, and organizational 
behavior and business history if they are to unlock 
the riddles that lie behind corporate…competitive 
advantage.’

Dynamic Capabilities: 
Financial Control of NPD

Against the background of widely increased per-
ceived risk in the business environment at large 
(e.g. see Tidd, Bessant and Pavitt, 1997), some 
commentators such as Ghemawat et al (2001) stress 
the importance of dynamic analysis in seeking 
explanations for how value is built up and how 
organizations deal with change, especially of a 
fundamental nature. Accordingly, they argue that 
a fully dynamic view of strategy should seek to 
link what a company did yesterday to what it can 
do well today, and importantly, also to what it can 
accomplish well tomorrow. It is this last link that 
Ghemawat et al see as lacking in traditional RBV 
theory. Ways of dynamizing RBV and dynamic 

capabilities arguments are seen by these authors 
as including reviewing the process of making 
commitments and developing capabilities in the 
context of environmental changes and of the ir-
reversibility of choices made by the firm:

‘Choices concerning activities, resources, com-
mitments and capabilities must be examined in 
depth, with an eye towards (the) tests of economic 
value.’ (Ghemawat et al 2001:132)

They, like Teece, Pisano and Shuen, raise the 
issue of uncertainty and its role in the development 
of these superior capabilities, a crucial aspect of 
the dynamic capabilities argument. Moreover, 
Teece, Pisano and Shuen stress coherence within 
organizational processes or routines as a major 
means of dealing with uncertainty.

A dynamic capabilities perspective locates 
coherence within organizational processes or rou-
tines, which may offer opportunities for superior 
financial performance. This is because replication 
of such coherence by other firms can be tricky, 
requiring as it does systemic changes through-
out the organization as a whole and changes to 
linkages with outsiders. But there is a debate 
within the dynamic capabilities literature as to 
the extent to which the capability to create and 
reconfigure resources can be repeated internally, 
or copied (replicated) externally. For something 
to be judged to be an organizational capability 
we would expect there to be evidence of repeated 
performance. So a ‘one-off’ reconfiguration of 
the firm’s resource base would probably not be 
considered to be a dynamic capability. Where 
there is evidence of repeated performance, and 
possibly the accumulation of expertise and know-
how through these experiences, we would consider 
the firm to have built a dynamic capability. The 
second question relates to whether this capabil-
ity could be replicated by rival firms. Eisenhardt 
and Martin (2000) suggest that most dynamic 
capabilities are not unique in the RBV sense, as 
they can be found across a number of competing 
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firms. Competing firms may indeed have ‘generic’ 
dynamic capabilities, e.g., they all engage in R 
and D, but the broad generic categorization of 
an activity masks important differences in the 
execution and performance impact of a specific 
set of activities within a particular firm viz. all 
pharmaceutical firms engage in R and D but some 
are clearly more successful at benefiting from R 
and D activity than others.

The particular enactment of a dynamic capa-
bility is sensitive to firm context. The impact of 
the capability will be determined in part on the 
presence or absence of complementary capabilities 
and circumstances, which would include aspects of 
the firm’s history and its culture. Thus to progress 
our understanding of dynamic capabilities we need 
to investigate specific firm contexts in ways that 
enable us to account for complementarities and 
coherence within the organization.

The view of the necessity of coherence within 
organizational processes or routines is arguably 
compatible with more recent developments in 
management control theory, which stress the 
importance of understanding management con-
trol in terms of management control packages 
(Otley, 1999), incorporating an accumulation of 
both informal and formal control mechanisms. 
Weber’s (1947) concept of collegiality as a strong 
informal mechanism of control is well recognized 
within universities, for example, and more recently 
Simons (1991 & 1995) has identified further 
mechanisms of informal control. He argues that 
in innovative firms in particular, senior managers 
may use quite standard profit-planning informa-
tion interactively, rather that diagnostically as is 
traditionally the case, in dealing with more junior 
staff. The objective of such interactive control, 
rather than being that of diagnosing problems, 
becomes that of interrogating the environment, via 
the perceptions of staff closer to the customer, in 
order to remain alert to emerging threats and op-
portunities in a rapidly changing environment. 

However, arguably such use of interactive 
control mechanisms will only be possible where 
Finance acts as something of an ‘integrating ver-
nacular’ (Nixon & Innes, 1998), linking different 
levels of staff across functional areas through a 
common language. In such circumstances there-
fore, it is not the sophistication of controls from 
a purely technical accounting viewpoint that is 
important. Rather what counts is their embedded-
ness within organizational routines at large in an 
environment that prioritizes, in equal measure, 
creativity and financial control. If such a level of 
embeddedness is achieved, then this is argued 
to go far beyond the purely systemic approach 
advocated by some management writers (e.g. 
Keating, Oliva, Repenning, Rockart & Sterman, 
1999) and instead, firms approach the level of the 
coherence required to achieve superior financial 
performance in RBV terms. 

Finally, in the context of risk reduction in 
NPD, a further mechanism involves the use of 
cross-functional teams (Doucherty, 1992), which 
are argued to effect risk minimization through 
harnessing the phenomenon of team members hav-
ing to understand the ‘thought worlds’ of others. 
Doucherty suggests that these thought worlds are 
usually coherent in themselves for team members 
from different functional areas. However, they 
will tend to be necessarily partial, ‘partitioning 
the product into separate sources of uncertainty’ 
(Doucherty, Page 187), a phenomenon that may 
prevent the development of a more comprehen-
sive understanding of the market. Accordingly, 
through the effective use of cross-functional teams 
in new product development,	 companies can 
reduce risk by building a more complete picture 
of both the risks and opportunities inherent in 
the process. 

The next section reviews briefly evidence from 
three corporations researched by Tushman and 
O’Reilly (1996) which are judged to have track 
records of successful NPD: Hewlett Packard (HP), 
AB&B and Johnson & Johnson. This is followed 
by a summary of prior research into 3M.
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Evidence of Successful NPD  
Capabilities 

Tushman and O’Reilly (1996) discuss the neces-
sity for an increasing alignment between strategy, 
structure and processes in organizations whilst 
they simultaneously prepare for revolutionary 
change necessitated by discontinuities in the 
environment, an alignment that could be interpre-
table in dynamic capabilities terms as coherence. 
They describe this as the ability of the firm to be 
‘ambidextrous.’ Like Barney (1986), they argue 
that culture can provide competitive advantage, 
although it can also create obstacles to innovation. 
However, an important commonalty that they 
identify in HP, AB&B and Johnson & Johnson, 
which they regard as being examples of ambidex-
trous organizations, concerns the creation of small 
autonomous units within the context of a much 
larger organization. Moreover, they also highlight 
the co-existence of strong continually reinforced 
social or ‘soft’ controls alongside ‘harder’ clear 
mechanisms for ‘killing’ projects.

With regard to 3M in particular, the company 
has been extensively written about in the manage-
ment literature (e.g. see Peters and Waterman, 
1982; Kanter, 1984; Shaw, Brown and Bromiley, 
1998; Brown and Eisenhardt, 1998; Von Hippel 
et al, 1999) and tends to be viewed primarily as 
an innovator, strategic thinker or as a company 
otherwise adept at the use of ‘soft’ cultural mecha-
nisms in promoting innovation. These include 
its almost explicit encouragement of a culture of 
‘bucking the system’ by individuals determined 
to have their own projects implemented despite 
official obstacles.  Indeed, 3M senior management 
is famous for such remarks as:

‘We want to institutionalize a bit of rebellion in 
our labs.’

and

‘It has been said that the competition never knows 
what we are going to come up with next. The fact 
is, neither do we.’

(Both remarks attributable to John Mueller, 
Chairman and former CEO of 3M Company’s 
UK operations, cited in Gleadle (1999)).

One of the few exceptions to this emphasis 
on 3M’s ‘softer’ aspects and so arguably, a more 
complete picture of the company is to be found 
in Brown and Eisenhardt (1998).

Importantly, while Brown and Eisenhardt 
(Page 15) describe 3M as 

‘…a bit bipolar…poised at the edge of chaos’

they indicate that this popular conception of the 
company does not represent the full story. They 
refer to the importance of cost management at 
3M, and to the company’s essentially risk-averse 
culture, despite appearances to the contrary in the 
management literature:-

‘Managers rarely make huge moves and rarely 
place risky bets; instead, they relentlessly change 
the company year after year.’(Brown and Eisen-
hardt, 1998:15).

Tellingly, Brown and Eisenhardt refer to 3M’s 
‘sophisticated financial controls and information 
systems’ despite their view of 3M strategy as a

‘…loosely coherent direction ….’ (Brown and 
Eisenhardt, 1998:17)

according to which 3M follows ‘internally 
generated rhythm’ (Brown and Eisenhardt, 
1998:180),  arising partly from the fixed percent-
age of sales targeted every year to be derived 
from new products.

While Brown and Eisenhardt’s picture of 3M is 
the most consistent with the views of the authors 
found to date within the management literature, the 
current chapter attempts to develop understanding 
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of 3M’s processes for dealing with uncertainty, 
a key issue in NPD. Specifically, in contrast to 
Brown and Eisenhardt’s vision of 3M as employing 
‘sophisticated financial controls’, this paper argues 
instead that the financial controls in themselves are 
not that sophisticated in a purely technical sense. 
Instead, what is argued to represent a dynamic 
capability for 3M is the holistic manner in which 
these controls are embedded within the company’s 
organizational routines.

Research Method

The current longitudinal historical case study is 
the result of a long-standing involvement with 3M 
in the UK, stretching over a period of seven years. 
Over the course of this period, different aspects 
of management and management accounting 
practice have been studied, primarily through use 
of semi-structured interviews with individuals at 
different levels in the organizational hierarchy, 
across three 3M locations in the UK and covering 
the Finance, Sales & Marketing, Manufacturing 
and various UK R&D-related functions. Addi-
tionally, there has been some limited feedback 
on the issue of the NPD: Finance interface from 
a senior 3M source in the US, which has provided 
useful corroboration of the findings within 3M 
in the UK.

For the current researcha pilot study was con-
ducted with the aim of compiling an ‘explanatory’ 
case study (Yin, 1984) at the organizational level 
as to how 3M in the UK sought to encourage 
innovation whilst exercising sufficient financial 
control. Managers from a variety of R&D-related 
functions were interviewed at the UK R&D site 
in Swansea and these findings were written up 
in Gleadle (1999). Subsequently, a historical case 
study was conducted at the project level in order 
to understand the more detailed mechanisms in-
volved from concept to product launch and beyond 
in terms of how 3M managed the Finance: NPD 
interface. For this more detailed study, members 

of the Core Team were interviewed and re-inter-
viewed, both individually and as a team,, related 
documentation was reviewed and the processes 
involved discussed with 3M senior management 
in the UK, thereby triangulating findings against 
each other. Moreover, whenever any academic 
presentations or conference papers have been 
written by the authors on the subject of 3M’s NPD 
activity, these have always been cleared by the 
company, both in terms of checking the accuracy 
of the detail as well as for reasons of company 
confidentiality. 

Case Evidence: 
3m’s New Product 
Development Activity  
in the UK

While it is evident that 3M staff tend to be quite 
proud about the wealth of stories within the com-
pany concerning successful products that had to 
‘buck the system’ in order to be implemented, there 
are nonetheless well-established NPD processes 
within 3M. At an organizational level, the over-
riding performance measure of Economic Profit 
is cascaded throughout the Group as a whole. 
However, in contrast with some other strategic 
financial control mechanisms such as Economic 
Value Added (EVA Stern Stewart, 1995), Eco-
nomic Profit is quite deliberately loosely imple-
mented in the view both of one senior corporate 
manager and also of local 3M management in the 
UK. This loose implementation is designed so as 
not to stifle innovation. Moreover, an additional 
support mechanism of Pacing Plus (P+) strategic 
recognition (Tidd et al 1997) by the Centre is in 
place for facilitating the progress of promising 
projects, which is explored in detail later in the 
context of the Genesis project. (Note that subse-
quently the Pacing Plus was replaced by a similar 
programme, 3M Acceleration).

As discussed in Gleadle (1999), perhaps 
surprisingly at first sight, the UK R&D function 
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is characterized by a lack of formal financial 
control mechanisms. However, what emerges on 
closer examination is a wealth of self-reinforcing 
processes of collegial control (Weber, 1947), such 
as the existence of quarterly Technical Forum 
conferences for R&D staff. Moreover, UK R&D 
staff in 3M appear considerably more financially 
literate as a group than their comparators in other 
knowledge-intensive firms researched by the au-
thors, as well as being more closely linked into the 
Sales and Marketing function. This linkage into 
Sales and Marketing manifests itself for example 
in the common career path of industrial chemists 
moving from UK R&D into Sales and Market-
ing, a move generally viewed positively in career 
development terms, and also in the role of the UK 
Technical Director. His remit is to liaise with cus-
tomers so as to inform them of new applications 
of 3M’s range of over 55,000 products, as well as 
remaining alert to the changing requirements of 
lead users in particular, who are the most demand-
ing customers and therefore also the best source 
of new ideas for future NPD. This is important 
in the case of complex products where potential 
users may not be able to articulate their needs. 
Therefore successful innovators need to be able 
to lead existing customers and identify potential 
new customers. These potential users may need 
to be ‘educated’ which creates a situation where 
conventional market research techniques are of 
little use. This is a process referred to by Hamel & 
Prahalad (1994) as ‘expeditionary marketing.’

Should a project pass successfully through the 
hurdles examined in the next sub-section of the 
case evidence, then a cross-functional Business 
Team may be established to develop the product. 
These teams traditionally enjoy a high level of 
operating autonomy in having the freedom to 
behave in an almost entrepreneurial fashion, but 
within corporate constraints. While this might 
appear at first sight unrelated to issues of risk 
management, Doucherty has argued that such 
cross-functional teams act as an important risk 
reduction mechanism in harnessing the quite 

different perspectives of team members so as to 
build a more cross-functionally complete profile 
of risks inherent in a project. Moreover, in terms 
of flexibility, Gleadle (1999) has commented that 
this practice of establishing a small business team 
early on in a project’s life, enables 3M to benefit 
from the very real advantages afforded by much 
smaller firms in terms of speed of response. How-
ever, crucially such 3M Business Teams continue 
to benefit from the advantages of belonging to a 
major multinational. 

Within the Business Team, a key member is the 
Financial Analyst whose job it is to act as educa-
tor for the team in transmitting the organizational 
vernacular of Finance (Nixon and Innes, 1998). 
As with the common 3M-career move from R&D 
into Sales and Marketing, the role of the Financial 
Analyst tends to be prized by accountants within 
the group who regard it as being a good move 
because of the Financial Analyst’s proximity to 
Sales and Marketing within the business teams. 
Crucially however, as with 3M’s deliberately loose 
implementation of Economic Profit, the emphasis 
by the Finance function tends to be upon adopting 
what are perceived to be the useful comprehensible 
aspects of ‘advanced’ accounting techniques such 
as Activity Based Costing, rather than seeking 
theoretical perfection in implementation. This 
emphasis on widespread comprehensibility of 
financial information is crucial in 3M’s use of 
interactive control (Simons, 1991 & 1995) by 
senior managers who in their ongoing product 
viability reviews, use quite standard profit-plan-
ning information. Through regular reviews with 
more junior staff closer to the customer, profit-
planning information is used interactively in order 
to probe for emerging threats and opportunities 
in the environment.

At the project level, further mechanisms ex-
ist for managing uncertainty whilst enabling the 
necessary flexibility for the majority of standard 
non-Pacing Plus designated projects.
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The Progress of a 
Successful Project Through 
‘The System’ in 3M (UK)

At the concept stage, project ideas are filtered 
through the cross-functionally managed New 
Product Introduction (NPI) system, and those 
passing this test will be subject to continued 
scrutiny as to whether they fulfil financial criteria 
in terms of meeting Economic Profit targets. The 
main form of this financial scrutiny is the ongoing 
product viability reviews by senior management 
already described. Should an individual project 
pass these tests, both of an NPI and financial 
nature, and also show signs of particular prom-
ise, then a cross-functional business team may 
be established. However, despite a project being 
managed by a business team, unless it has been 
designated Pacing Plus (P+), it will continue to 
be subject to scrutiny under the system of product 
viability reviews. 

Additionally however, an important support 
mechanism exists as while products belong to 
the divisions within 3M, technology is owned 
by the Corporation. This means that technical 
managers work for the centre and are allocated 
as necessary to projects needing technical help, 
so that these managers may spend their careers 
working across a range of divisions. Accordingly, 
this has important implications even for non-P+ 
projects with respect to the technical support they 
are afforded in enabling them to react flexibly 
and speedily to technical problems and perceived 
changes in the environment.

For Pacing Plus projects however, progress 
through the system in 3M in the UK is substan-
tially different in many respects.

The Selection and 
Management of Pacing Plus 
Projects

A project is designated Pacing Plus (P+) only if two 
conditions are satisfied. First, financial forecasts 
should indicate super-normal profitability accord-
ing to corporate criteria. Secondly, the project 
should be of a sufficiently ground-breaking nature 
so as to ‘change the basis of competition.’ The 
second condition refers to the requirement that 
development of a project should be so substantially 
different from what is currently on the market that 
it will take the competition some years to catch up, 
thereby guaranteeing 3M an element of sustained 
competitive advantage. Arguably in terms of the 
resource based view, 3M’s mechanism of strategic 
recognition of projects as being P+ is important 
in understanding the process of economic rent 
creation. Specifically, the operation of this second 
condition is an attempt to identify projects that 
satisfy the RBV “VRIN” criteria (the resource 
is simultaneously valuable, rare, inimitable and 
non-substitutable).

Once a project is recognized as being P+, this 
has at least four major implications. Firstly, the 
project is ring-fenced from the product viability 
review process so that its future existence is not 
jeopardized. Secondly, a Business Team will be 
formed, often with substantial Sales and Mar-
keting input. In the case of Genesis, an S&M 
manager was allocated to the project for 50% of 
his time early on in the project’s life, and he was 
subsequently given full-time responsibility for 
the project. Given that it has been argued that the 
successful handling of uncertainty is an aspect of 
resource creating capabilities, this high level of 
S&M input had important implications for Gen-
esis. As a major issue in NPD concerns uncertainty 
regarding sales income forecasts, this heavy level 
of S&M involvement throughout the project helped 



  ���

Culture	as	a	Dynamic	Capability

ensure that actual financial outcomes were very 
close to forecasts This is particularly remarkable 
given the ground-breaking nature of the Genesis 
respirator, and therefore the lack of comparable 
market information available. 

The two further important implications of 
P+ designation for a project concern the level 
of extra resources forthcoming from the centre 
should these be needed. These resources may be 
of a financial nature, as when the Accelerating 
Program was introduced in order to bring Genesis 
to market more quickly than originally planned. 
Finally, these extra resources from the centre 
may also be of a technical nature. In the case of 
Genesis, problems were encountered in the course 
of its development with a particular component 
part, which were resolved relatively speedily with 
special technical assistance from the US.

Importantly, therefore because Genesis had 
been designated P+, it was offered protection from 
potential cutbacks throughout its development. 
Moreover, being designated P+ also afforded the 

project real benefits in terms of the extra resources 
it was allocated both of a technical and a finan-
cial nature.  It has been argued that an important 
element of these extra resources concerns the 
dedicated S&M expertise afforded early on in 
the project, which was crucial in addressing the 
key issue of uncertainty in financial forecasts in 
such a radically new product. This accuracy in 
financial projections had major knock-on effects 
in terms of planning for other aspects of the 
project’s implementation e.g. from a manufactur-
ing and logistics standpoint to name just two of 
the areas affected.

Table 2 sets out a time line for the Genesis 
project. The idea for Genesis originated during 
one of the 3M technical conferences, argued to 
be indicative of collegial control within the R&D 
areas of the company. Importantly, there was 
substantial Sales and Marketing input very early 
on in Genesis’ life, with a dedicated Marketing 
Manager being assigned to the project for 50% 
of his time, as befits Genesis’ P+ status. Other 

Table 2. The sequence of events for the Genesis Project

START Conference in US on manufacturing technologies.
Decision to look for new technologies for identical processes (i.e. rather than improve current processes).
UK technical team chosen to implement this for new type of respirator.
(Concurrently, Team drawing on US expertise through 3M’s system of global conferences).

UK Marketing Manager assigned to team for 50% of his time.

EBOC (European Business Operating Committee) asked Core Team to accelerate introduction to market 
because of increased competition.

Second request for capital funding to the US.

New full-time Marketing Manager assigned to team.
Product Launch Team formed.

Technical problems with component part of respirator.
US involvement in identifying necessity of entirely new approach to problem’s resolution and in coming up 
with solution.

Product Launch Team delivered integrated launching scenario for approval by MD of the European 
Business Centre (EBC).

Product launched at German business fair.
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crucial factors include the Core Team’s successful 
request for extra funds to accelerate introduction 
to market because of increased competitive pres-
sures plus US/Corporate involvement in resolving 
technical problems with a component part of the 
respirator. 

Discussion

From the evidence presented, it has been argued 
that 3M deals with the apparently irresolvable 
dilemma (Armstrong and Tomes,	1996) of how 
to manage creativity within New Product Devel-
opment without sacrificing financial control by 
means of the manner in which controls, holisti-
cally viewed, are embedded within organizational 
routines in a culture fostering innovation. This 
is evident at the organizational level within 3M, 
lending support to Barney’s contention that core 
values fostering innovativeness and flexibility 
in firms, when linked with management control, 
are likely to lead to sustained superior financial 
performance. The case of the Genesis project and 
how it was both accommodated and nurtured 
within 3M, with its highly satisfactory financial 
outcomes, is argued to provide a useful mini case 
study illustrating Barney’s contention. This is all 
the more remarkable because of the ground-break-
ing nature of the Genesis design so that this appears 
to overcome Armstrong and Tomes’ contention 
as to the ‘self-defeating nature of accountable 
design’ (Armstrong and Tomes, 1996:123). More-
over, it is argued that the current study adds to 
the existing literature on what ‘makes 3M good’ 
to paraphrase Teece, Pisano and Shuen (1997), in 
that it explores further Brown and Eisenhardt’s 
(1998) picture of the company as one managing 
to combine an almost restless search for further 
innovation, with management control. However, 
in contrast to Brown and Eisenhardt’s view of 
3M as exercising sophisticated financial controls 
and information systems, it has been argued that 
the techniques and controls themselves are not 

‘advanced’ in a purely technical sense. Instead, 
the strength of the NPD process in 3M in the UK 
lies in the apparently holistic view of management 
control underlying the combination of controls, 
both formal and informal, that goes beyond the 
merely systemic approach advocated in much 
of the management literature. This speaks of a 
degree of coherence as the various congruences 
and complementarities within the NPD process 
are exploited, whilst concurrently apparently 
allowing both R&D Technical staff in the UK 
and the Genesis Core Team the necessary room 
for manoeuvre so as to work effectively without 
undue senior management interference. 

At the organizational level in 3M, the dual 
threats and opportunities inherent in an uncer-
tain business environment are managed mainly 
through informal control mechanisms, aspects of 
a culture which continues to encourage an ele-
ment of ‘bucking the system’. Accordingly, while 
UK technical staff are subject to collegial control 
(Weber 1947), they are also financially literate to 
a degree unusual in other companies researched 
by the authors. Moreover, further congruence is 
evident in the linkages that exist and are nurtured 
between the UK R&D functions and Sales and 
Marketing for example, in terms of the common 
career path of R&D scientists moving across to 
the Sales and Marketing function and in the UK 
Technical Director’s role in facilitating ‘expedi-
tionary marketing’(Hamel & Prahalad, 1994).

Within the more commercial areas of the com-
pany, this degree of financial literacy manifests 
itself in senior managers’ use of quite standard 
profit-planning information. Following Simons 
(1991; 1995), this financial information, which is 
widely understood at more junior levels within 
the company, is used as a mechanism of interac-
tive control so as to enable senior managers to 
interrogate the environment via the perceptions 
of lower-level staff closer to the customer, both as 
to emerging threats and opportunities.  Finance 
therefore appears to fulfil some of its promise 
noted by Nixon and Innes (1998) in acting as an 
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effective ‘integrating vernacular,’ linking creativ-
ity with management control. 

This high degree of financial literacy is en-
couraged through other mechanisms embedded 
in day-to-day organizational routines, rather 
than through a great stress on formal financial 
training. Accordingly, the Financial Analyst pres-
ent on every Business Team plays a key role in 
disseminating knowledge about such matters as 
the calculation of Economic Profit, Group capital 
approval methodologies and Unit Cost policies, 
which in any case tend to stress comprehensibil-
ity and usefulness rather than theoretical rigour 
relentlessly pursued for its own sake.

At the project level, the focus of this study 
has been upon the process of making commit-
ments or of ratification processes. Here, it has 
been argued that a primary mechanism of ad-
dressing uncertainty is to be found again in the 
strength of intra-company linkages so that the 
cross-functional nature of both the New Product 
Introduction system at the earliest stages and of 
the business team later, use Doucherty’s (1992) 
notion of risk minimization through capitalizing 
on the different ‘thought worlds’ of employees 
from quite distinct functional areas. Moreover, 
these processes function under the overall um-
brella of Economic Profit, loosely implemented 
though it may be, which acts as a filter to screen 
out projects not forecast to meet Group financial 
objectives. 

However, as well as these measures for risk 
minimization, it has been argued also that a fur-
ther support mechanism is in place encouraging 
potentially radical innovation in the form of Pac-
ing Plus designation. As described and illustrated 
in the case of Genesis, being designated Pacing 
Plus had major implications for the success of the 
project in terms of the extra sales and marketing 
support afforded from very early on its life as well 
the extra financial and technical resources it was 
able to command from the Centre at critical points 
in its development. However, in understanding co-
herence within the management control processes 

involved in NPD in 3M at the local UK level, it 
is perhaps the early injection of dedicated sales 
and marketing expertise from staff who had the 
necessary technical background that stands out 
as a key factor in deciding the eventual accuracy 
of the sales income forecasts, usually one of the 
major sources of uncertainty in the financial plan-
ning of New Product Development. 

The overall picture of 3M from a management 
control perspective emerges as being remarkably 
similar in some important respects to the three 
companies studied by Tushman and O’Reilly 
(1996). Specifically, like Tushman and O’Reilly’s 
three companies studied, 3M favours the creation 
of small autonomous units, the use of strong and 
continually reinforced social controls as well as 
‘harder’ clear mechanisms for ‘killing’ projects. 
However, what this study has attempted to con-
tribute is an illumination of the juxtaposition of 
these ‘softer’ and ‘harder’ controls embedded 
within day-to-day practices in the overall opera-
tion of the 3M management control system from 
an NPD perspective.

In terms of dynamic capabilities, this combina-
tion of a climate of creativity allied with financial 
control would appear to offer a significant source 
of sustainable competitive advantage in that it is 
not easily replicable (Dierickx & Cool,	1989) by 
other firms. Moreover, path dependency is evident 
in the manner in which this culture of creativity 
allied with financial control is so embedded within 
organizational practice at all levels with 3M. As 
explained by Zollo and Winter “a dynamic capa-
bility is a learned and stable pattern of collective 
activity through which the organization systemati-
cally generates and modifies its operating routines 
in pursuit of improved effectiveness” (Zollo and 
Winter 2002, 340, emphasis added). This culture 
of creativity has clearly been ‘built’ rather than 
bought (Makadok, 2001) and is embedded in the 
firm (Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000).

Given the evidence presented, could other 
firms could copy what 3M have done and how 
they would do this? The R&D linkages to Sales 
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and Marketing and the common use of the finan-
cial vernacular in the R&D function would take 
some time to be built up by another company, 
so that this capability exhibits some elements of 
path dependency, and so of a potential lack of im-
mediate imitability. Moreover, it is also doubtful 
whether the effects of this capability in terms of 
producing valuable innovation, could be easily 
substituted by other means e.g. simply through 
acquiring other companies who have successfully 
developed particular products, rather than nurtur-
ing and integrating the NPD activity in-house. 
With regard to other aspects of 3M practice dis-
cussed, the Technical Director’s ‘expeditionary 
marketing’ activity and the technical nature of 
most sales and marketing staff hardly count as 
dynamic capabilities in themselves. On the other 
hand, 3M’s tradition of setting up autonomous 
teams, empowering staff to behave in an entre-
preneurial fashion, might count to some extent 
as a dynamic capability, as might the widespread 
cultural acceptance of bucking the system to get 
your own project accepted. By way of contrast, 
explicit systems such as P+ and the product vi-
ability reviews are highly imitable individually 
in themselves, but what is argued to constitute a 
dynamic capability, is the combination of these 
processes, some of which have been argued to be 
path dependent. 

Moreover, to date we have little theoretical or 
empirical evidence to base any suggestions as to 
how dynamic capabilities can be deliberately built. 
Eisenhardt and Martin (2000) take the view that 
dynamic capabilities might be commonly found 
within an industry, and that they may not be 
differentiated across a collection of firms. They 
conclude that dynamic capabilities are equifinal, 
substitutable and fungible: many firms will have 
similar dynamic capabilities. Smart, Bessant and 
Gupta (2007) found some evidence of network 
level dynamic capabilities in the biotech industry 
and Lampel and Shamsie (2003) provide some 
evidence of industry dynamic capabilities in the 
Hollywood movie industry.

This would imply that dynamic capabilities 
might be relatively easy to build. However, and 
invoking an RBV perspective on uniqueness, we 
would argue that dynamic capabilities are only 
likely to be similar across firms if we describe 
them in broad aggregated terms. Feldman and 
Pentland (2003) distinguish between ostensive and 
performative aspects of routines. The ostensive 
aspect of the routine is the structure or abstract 
understanding of the routine, and the performative 
aspect is the actual performance of the routine 
(Feldman and Pentland 2003). If dynamic capabili-
ties are indeed repeated performances they are 
akin to high level organisational routines (Collis 
1994; Zott 2003). The ostensive routine i.e. the 
abstract description of the dynamic capability 
might be very similar across competing firms 
e.g. ‘we all do R&D’. However, we would expect 
that the performative aspect of the routine, the 
dynamic capability in practice, would display 
subtle but important differences between firms. 
In addition, even where the performative capa-
bility was identical across firms, the supporting 
and complementary processes and assets are most 
likely to be differentiated, thus the effect of the 
common capability would be variable.

This study therefore enables us to elaborate and 
extend the concept of dynamic capability. First, 
it is important to distinguish between a dynamic 
capability and a resource. Although a dynamic 
capability may display some of the characteristics 
of a resource, for example, it might be difficult to 
imitate, it is a fundamentally different construct. 
In order for a resource to generate rents it must be 
directly connected to the production of a product 
or service that produces a revenue stream for the 
firm. In contrast, a dynamic capability is a process 
that creates resources. In this respect the dynamic 
capability is one step removed from the direct 
production of products and services. It operates 
outside or alongside the rent generating resources. 
In the case of 3M, the dynamic capability explored 
in this paper created resources which produced 
an innovative, rent generating product. 
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Secondly, the study suggests that a dynamic 
capability is most likely to be complex, thus 
restricting the ability of competitors to replicate 
the process. But although the capability may be 
complex, elements of it may well be easily rep-
licable. This would indicate that there may be 
several forms of dynamic capability:

a. A capability may comprise some elements 
that are replicable with other elements that 
are very difficult to imitate.

b. A capability may be constructed around a set 
of replicable elements, but it is the particular 
configuration of elements that is difficult to 
replicate.

c. A capability may consist both of elements 
and configurations that are difficult to rep-
licate.

It would seem that in 3M we have an example 
of a category c) capability. Some elements of the 
NPD process are easily understandable and hence 
replicable in other firms, for example the use of 
cross-functional business teams or the use of a 
mechanism similar to Pacing Plus designation, but 
they are embedded in a culture that is peculiar to 
3M. This culture establishes the context wherein 
these elements can configure to deliver a stream 
of profitable product innovations. So the use of 
hurdle rates, routine financial information, and 
cross-functional teams are all individually rep-
licable in other firms. These are unremarkable 
elements of most screening processes, likely to be 
common to many corporations. But the culture in 
which these knowable elements are embedded is 
idiosyncratic. Similarly, practices that create the 
culture may themselves be understandable and 
replicable, like the movement of staff between 
functions. But the pursuit of these and other 
practices consistently over long periods results 
in the establishment of a cultural context that 
enhances the value of more standardised and 
replicable practices. The fact that R and D staff 
can see that others have made successful moves 

into the sales area gives them confidence and 
reassurance to make the move themselves. But a 
history of successful transitions takes time to be 
established. Thus the cultural context is a path 
dependent aspect of the capability.

Thirdly, the study helps us to understand in 
more detail important distinctions between dy-
namic capabilities, resources and products/servic-
es. Specifically, from the case we can identify the 
elements of a dynamic capability which produces 
resources. But the produced face mask itself is not 
a resource. A stream of rents can only flow from 
the repeated production and sale of these products. 
The capabilities to produce valued products over 
time are the firm resources in this case. So the 
resources involved in generating a rent stream 
from the Genesis project would be: a patented 
product concept; the manufacturing know-how 
to produce this product in large volumes to a tight 
quality specification; the sales and marketing 
capability to achieve the required sales volumes 
and prices. The last two resources combine to 
produce sales volumes and margins.

Fourthly, this study provides an example of 
where existing resources are extended or lever-
aged through the dynamic capability processes. 
It is arguable in the case of 3M that manufactur-
ing and marketing resources existed in some 
form prior to the Genesis project. Indeed, in any 
established firm any new product is likely to be 
leveraging some extant resources to some degree. 
The specific resources created via Genesis would 
be the particular know-how required to mass pro-
duce the face mask, and the particular expertise 
required to market it. Clearly we can add to this 
list of resource increments the patented product 
concept itself. But to be entirely clear we would 
have to recognize that the firm’s extant resources 
are already engaged in the production of a sale-
able product, which generates the rent stream. 
If this resource can be leveraged or extended in 
some way, the process whereby this takes place 
is a dynamic capability. With the development of 
Genesis, the development process benefited from 
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extant technical expertise that has been built up 
in the firm through prior product development 
processes. In addition, the past experience of the 
UK technical director provided beneficial insights 
into customer needs.

So dynamic capabilities create resources 
that may be incremental extensions of existing 
resource capabilities, or be entirely new to the 
firm. Where the firm embarks on a truly unre-
lated product development process it is likely that 
whole new set of resources would be developed, 
which of course is likely to be extremely difficult 
to achieve and hence would be very risky. 

In figure 1 we have summarised our analysis 
of the Genesis product innovation process. The 
dynamic capability consisted of replicable sys-
tems operating within an idiosyncratic cultural 
context. The resources produced by this process 
were the patented product concept, the technical 
capability to produce this product in the required 
volumes, and the marketing and sales expertise 
to sell it at the required prices and volumes. So 

these newly created resources generate an on-
going stream of revenues, a proportion of these 
revenues being rents.

Conclusion

We have aimed to fill something of a gap in the 
literature identified by Teece, Pisano & Shuen 
(1997) in their call for empirical research in help-
ing us understand ‘how firms get to be good.’ 
The handling of uncertainty in terms of enabling 
flexibility and imagination, but under the umbrella 
of a coherent view of management control and 
organizational coordination has formed the focus 
of this paper. Moreover, ratification processes 
have been examined in some detail, particularly 
with reference to Genesis, a highly successful 
strategic new product.

It has been argued that New Product Devel-
opment processes within 3M in the UK display 
a large measure of coherence juxtaposed with 

Figure 1. The elements of 3M’s dynamic capability
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flexibility through the manner in which controls, 
holistically viewed, are embedded within organi-
zational routines.  This supports Barney’s (1986) 
view that core values fostering innovativeness and 
flexibility in firms, when linked with management 
control, are likely to lead to sustained superior 
financial performance.

Thus a dynamic capability is not a single 
organizational process. In the case of 3M it is a 
product of a complex interaction or interchange 
between explicit, managed systems, and embed-
ded routines, values and behaviours that are mu-
tually reinforcing. It is valuable, in that it creates 
resources, which produce a stream of revenues 
from the sale of patented products. These products 
are financially successful and cannot be readily 
reproduced in another substitute way.
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Key Terms 

Collegial Control: A form of management 
control where peer review constitutes an impor-
tant part e.g. as in universities or in Research & 
Development departments.

Dynamic Capability: (Following Zollo & 
Winter, 2002, 340, emphasis added) ‘a learned 
and stable pattern of collective activity through 
which the organization systematically generates 
and modifies its operating routines in pursuit of 
improved effectiveness.’

Economic Profit: This is a general term which 
can be defined broadly as Net profit after tax less 
risk-adjusted cost of capital.

Ostensive Versus Performative Aspects 
of Routines Ostensive: This is the structure or 
abstract understanding of the routine. 

Performative: The actual performance of the 
routine(Feldman & Pentland, 2003).
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Abstract

The purpose of this chapter is to consider an original way of improving Knowledge Management rela-
tionships.  This is done within the context of an aspect of Information behaviour, known as Information 
Fulfillment. The chapter presents the cultural results of a three-year study into the concept of information 
fulfillment, and considers the impact of culture on levels of information fulfillment. Ethnographic stud-
ies were undertaken within higher education institutions in four countries and the social and symbolic 
meanings that underpinned the culture of information in the chosen institutions are presented followed 
by a section of “raw data” from the ethnographic field. Culture impacted significantly in all the studies, 
and each study had its own unique character and provided rich insights into the culture and contexts of 
the fields. The relationships between the cultures and the levels of information fulfillment are reported 
with suggestions re helping build KM systems that deliver higher levels of information fulfillment.

Introduction

Knowledge management (KM) systems may fail 
or be abandoned if they do not result in the infor-
mation fulfillment that they promise. However, 

levels of information fulfillment are affected by 
cultural factors, which differ between institutions, 
and to understand this relationship it is necessary 
to bring together aspects of information seeking 
and to establish what kinds of relationships can 
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be found between types of organization structure 
and levels of information fulfillment, while taking 
into account cultural differences. This chapter 
focuses upon the impact of culture on levels of 
information fulfillment, through presentation 
and analysis of the cultural results of a three-year 
study into the concept of information fulfillment, 
using case studies of higher education institutions 
in four countries. 

Between 2002 and  2005, a funded research 
project explored issues surrounding organization 
structures, and examined levels of information 
fulfillment in microsubstantive settings, within 
institutions in Poland, Hungary, Russia and the 
UK. Interpretive ethnographic studies were under-
taken by examining each organization’s structure 
(e.g. bureaucratic, matrix etc.) and comparing this 
with the level of information fulfillment achieved. 
It is the social and symbolic meanings that under-
pinned the culture of information in the chosen 
institutions that form the basis of this chapter. 
By understanding how cultural factors can affect 
information fulfillment it becomes possible to see 
what determines whether a KM system is hailed 
a success or branded a failure by those who use 
it, and how to build KM systems associated with 
high levels of information fulfillment. 

The impact of culture on levels of information 
fulfillment is considered throughout six stages. 
First, a discussion is presented of the relationship 
between information fulfillment and knowledge 
management. Second, a review is given of the 
place of information fulfillment in established 
information models. This is followed by the 
third section, which contains a discussion of the 
cultural frameworks used to underpin each of 
the institutions. The fourth part of the chapter 
allows for analysis of the way in which the term 
was interpreted and used in each of the cultural 
environments. The fifth part of the chapter pres-
ents an assessment of the impact of the cultures 
on the levels of information fulfillment.  Finally, 
the chapter closes with a discussion regarding the 
building of knowledge management systems that 

can be designed to encourage and achieve high 
levels of information fulfillment.   

Defining Culture, Information 
Fulfillment and Knowledge 
Management

Whilst defining culture is a difficult task, it is 
important to do so in order to put the research 
into context. Allaire (1984) provided a typology 
of school of thought in cultural anthropology and 
found that a useful metaphor for viewing culture 
is about “decay, (of one culture),  adaption (to a 
new culture), resulting in radical cultural shifts 
and change”. 

Whilst metaphors of culture are useful Adler 
(1983) created a typology of management studies 
involving culture and defined culture as all em-
bracing, atmospheric and about the fundamentals 
of values and beliefs. This definition is more useful 
for our studies in this paper and so we will use 
this as the main definition.

The second concept, information fulfillment 
can be defined by taking a step back and consider-
ing first a wider view – that of information systems. 
Systems utilize the available technology in order 
to undertake particular parts of the information 
management process - including careful plan-
ning of the way in which the information flows 
within the organization structure - resulting in 
overall improved control of the way in which the 
information is managed. Due to the continuous 
nature of change in the external environment of 
an organization, it is critical that managers of 
the organization are able to respond quickly to 
these changes by making prompt good quality 
decisions. To enhance this process, an area of 
research within information management known 
as “information seeking”, or more properly as 
“information seeking behavior”, examines the 
ways in which people find the information they 
require. Information seeking can itself be defined 
as a study of how and where people look for solu-
tions to information problems. 
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One of the major purposes of information in 
organizations is to allow members of that orga-
nization to fulfil the duties of their role. This is 
done by having the correct information, in the 
correct format, at an appropriate time. Each 
person within the organization needs complete 
information fulfillment, i.e. to consider that “all 
their information needs are truly satisfied, which 
will allow them to complete any task associated 
with their role”. [Burke, 2005]  The challenge is 
not only to provide sufficient information but 
also to avoid a situation in which bureaucratic 
complexity leads to information overload, in 
which users “satisfice”. [Simon, 1957]

Knowledge management, on the other hand, 
can be defined in a number of ways. Building 
on earlier approaches of data management and 
information management, it adds a higher level 
of complexity with the inclusion of meaning, 
networking, collaboration and business process 
improvement. KM employs techniques to manage 
the common base of organizational knowledge 
and encourage its sharing and re-use. According 
to Civi (2000) it is a business process through 
which firms create and use their institutional 
or collective knowledge. This can take many 
forms, but will often include the identification 
and mapping of intellectual assets within an 
organization, the generation of new knowledge 
for competitive advantage, making large amounts 
of corporate information accessible, sharing of 
best practices, and related technology, such as 
intranets and groupware. [Barclay and Murray, 
97] Therefore, it may be loosely defined as a way 
of storing information in a manner that is easily 
retrievable.  

How then can the two areas of information ful-
fillment and knowledge management be linked? 
Even technology-based KM systems must take 
into account the psychological and social needs 
of the users. [Dougherty, 1999]  Without KM 
there can be no true information fulfillment and 
without information fulfillment the purpose of 

a KM system is pointless and without a “raison 
d’être”. The information system must therefore 
be designed to ensure that the end user is able 
to function effectively within the organization 
and can access all the information necessary to 
complete a task. 

Review of Information Fulfillment in 
Established Information Models

There has been a variety of information models 
proposed, most notably those by Wilson and Ellis 
(Wilson & Spink, 1981; Wilson 1987; 1999, El-
lis, 1989; 1993, Ellis, Cox and Hall, 1993) whose 
ideas are concerned with modelling the sequence 
of events from the initial information seeking to 
information finding, and what was then regarded 
as the final phase of seeking, known as “informa-
tion satisfaction”. However, there had been little 
research published that linked the ultimate part of 
the information seeking process, i.e. the level of 
fulfillment experienced by those members of an 
organization who actually use the information at 
the end of the entire information seeking process. 
Papers have been published on specific aspects 
of information seeking such as “Uncertainty” 
(Ingression, 1996; Kuhlthau, 1993) “Serendipity” 
(Rice et. al., 1991; Foster, 2003) and “Browsing” 
(Levine, 1969). Models such as that proposed by 
Kuhlthau (1991) have considered the emotional 
aspects of information seeking and proposed six 
stages: initiation, selection, exploration, formula-
tion, collection, and presentation. Kuhlthau also 
presented a final stage of “relief, satisfaction and 
a sense of direction”, but again no mention of 
fulfillment of information needs.  

Jarvelin and Wilson (2003) provide a synthesis 
of the literature containing analysis of informa-
tion seeking in a place of employment. [Auster 
and Choo, 1994; Fabritius, 1998; Herner and 
Herner, 1967; Siatri, 1998; Timko and Loynes, 
1989; Wilson and Strearfield, 1980]  These studies 
included a wide range of contexts, from prairie 
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farmers to news reading, and a comparative 
study of electronic seeking in Greek and British 
universities. Other studies of information seeking 
within workplaces have included Bawden (1997) 
on midwifery, Cobbledick (1996) on artists, Futas 
& Vidor (1986) on business managers using librar-
ies, Gorman (1995) and Lundeen et.al.(1994) on 
doctors and others in the medical profession and 
Nichols and Martin (1997) on the information 
seeking behavior of journalists.  

The aim of the entire Information Fulfillment 
project has been to bring together aspects of 
information seeking and to establish what kinds 
of relationships can be found between levels of 
information fulfillment and types of organization 
structures, taking into account the cultural differ-
ences in each of the case studies. As established 
earlier, the aim of this chapter is specifically to 
consider one aspect of the project - the impact of 
culture on levels of information fulfillment. The 
influence of cultural values and norms is critical 
for several reasons: for a system to be actively 
used, for a system to encourage information stor-
ing and information seeking, and for a system that 
will ultimately give true information fulfillment 
to the user.

The chapter has now set into context the 
relationship between Information Fulfillment 
and Knowledge Management and considered 
the literature, and thus the place of Information 
Fulfillment in established information models. 
Having established this important background, 
the next part of the chapter will concentrate on 
the cultural issues of the project. 

Cultural Frameworks 

The studies took place in radically different 
cultures, which affected the chosen research 
approach (ethnography) and thus the outcome 
of each of the studies. It was important to find 
cultural frameworks that could be used to assist 
with the analysis of each of the studies. As it was 

difficult to identify a single cultural framework 
that would encapsulate the myriad of issues arising 
within each of the ethnographies, the following 
five frameworks were chosen, as they represent 
different perspectives of culture. The frameworks 
chosen were from the mid 1980’s before the “fall” 
of communism, which have a very appropriate fit 
to the reality of organizational cultures found in 
the universities observed. 

The first cultural framework is that put for-
ward by Kets de Vries and Miller (1984) whose 
work linked neurotic styles with organizational 
functioning. They identified what they saw as five 
common neurotic styles taken from the psychiatric 
discipline and then discussed the parallels within 
organizational behaviors, strategy, culture, struc-
ture and behavior. The five cultural styles are: 

Paranoia. An emphasis on an organization’s 
intelligence, worry and mistrust that nothing 
is quite as it seems, that others have power. An 
atmosphere of secrecy is likely to operate within 
this culture. 

Avoidant. characterized by a lack of control 
and power. Avoidance of conflict, just doing the 
job, agreeing to changes with little or no con-
sultation. 

Charismatic. An emphasis on strong leader-
ship skills, success, a penchant for drama and a 
need to be followed by a cohort of supporters.   

Bureaucratic. A culture which is rule bound, 
rigid and detailed. 

Schizoid. A culture which suffers from a 
leadership vacuum – a culture in which members 
are withdrawn and detached – no excitement or 
enthusiasm. 

This cultural framework emphasizes the nega-
tive aspects of a culture, yet it is a realistic view 
of organizations held by many. It is an inflexible, 
cynical view, but nevertheless useful in identifying 
problems – and hopefully solutions. 

The second of the five frameworks is that 
devised by Mitroff and Kilmann (1975) who base 
their cultural analysis on that of the four main per-
sonality types identified by that of C.G. Jung. Jung 
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identified two types of decision making  “sensing” 
and “thinking” found in managers. He postulated 
that “thinking” types use logic as reason whilst 
“sensing” types use personal considerations as 
reasons for decisions. The two types were further 
subdivided into four categories, as follows: 

Sensation thinking, where work roles are 
impersonal and authoritarian; Intuitive thinking, 
where work roles are flexible and goal driven; 
Intuitive feeling, when the role is seen as that of 
caring and decentralized and Sensation feeling, 
where the culture is “homelike” and relationship 
driven. While there is a danger in this model of 
overgeneralizing Jung’s work, this is a useful 
analytical framework where a culture is much 
politicized and there are contradictory personali-
ties working within an unstable environment. 

The third framework was posited by Sethia 
and Von Gilnow in 1985. They identified two 
important criteria that help to define an organi-
zation’s culture – its concern for its people and its 
concern for performance of its members. Within 
these levels they identified the four cultures of 
Caring, Apathetic, Integrative, and Exacting. 
The apathetic culture shows little concern for 
people, whereas the integrative culture is the 
ideal culture, which gives equal weight to both 
people and performance. Finally the exacting 
culture is centered on performance and has little 
regard for people.  

This cultural framework allows for analysis in 
an environment where there may be motivational 
issues. It is a useful model but does not allow for 
any issues related to leadership which would are 
likely to be present in the kind of environment 
Sethia and Von Gilnow describe. 

The fourth framework deals with more tra-
ditional views of culture and is based on ideas 
put forward by Deal and Kennedy (1982). They 
identified five elements of culture: an organiza-
tional environment which, for example, can lead 
to a strong ingrained culture or to a lacklustre 
ambiguous culture; the core beliefs of the culture; 
the heroes of the culture e.g. the key champions 

who can act as role models; the folklore, myths, 
rites and rituals of culture; and finally the im-
portance of the cultural network, the informal 
communication which takes place within the 
organization. 

This culture can be seen as dangerous as it 
does not allow for change. Although people will 
change as they leave and join the organization, 
the stories and the myths are likely to remain and 
grow, resulting in either organizational stagnation, 
or, if the stories and beliefs are positive rather 
than negative then the organization may flourish. 
However this is a high risk culture as the organi-
zation needs to adapt to the environment rather 
than rely for values on rites and rituals

The fifth framework is that proposed by Jaeger 
(1978) who classify cultures into three distinct 
types: types A, J and Z.  Type As exist in a culture 
which is strongly controlled, but allows some ele-
ment of decision making. Type J was identified in 
cultures which had “tribal control” with general 
decision making as a group and Type Z was about 
“tribal decision making” and decision making in 
a patient and consenting way. 

This model assumes that the culture is based 
on two issues – personality types and decision 
making. Whilst this is useful in categorizing the 
“appropriate” people to make  “good” decisions it 
does not allow for the values and beliefs systems 
which for example, Deal and Kennedy identify 
in their model. This fifth culture is useful but has 
limitations in that it does not (nor does it aspire 
to) cover all the intangible aspects of culture.

Although each of the frameworks has limita-
tions they provided a useful way of extending 
the analysis of each of the organizations used in 
the ethnographies. It was not an easy decision to 
“categorize” each organization, but by using these 
models it was possible to at least propose an idea 
of the type of organizational culture in which the 
“actors” were immersed.
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The Cultural Environments 

This section will now present the cultural findings 
from three of the case studies. Within each of the 
studies there is a brief discussion of the way in 
which information fulfillment was translated, as 
inevitably the translation and the understanding 
varied in each country and it was vital to establish 
a common understanding and definition. This is 
followed by a reproduction of the original field 
notes and a discussion of which cultural frame-
work seemed to best fit the organization.   

A Brief Introduction to Ethnographic 
Field Notes

It is worth considering here the view posited by 
Atkinson (1992) on ethnographic field notes i.e. 
that they “should first be constructed through the 
ethnographers gaze - as what the researcher sees 
is how the field is defined; second, that the field 
is then reconstituted through his or her ability to 
construct a text and finally that the ethnography 
is reconstituted and recontextualized through 
the readers work of interpretation and contex-
tualisation.”  This problem of interpretation and 
contextualization is on the part of the both the 
researcher and the reader inevitably mean that 
two “world views” are likely to be part of the 
ethnography. However, given that this was a 
known issue a certain degree of objectivity was 
able to be maintained.  The originality of the 
ethnography is therefore of critical importance 
- and a sample of the raw (condensed) field notes 
are reproduced below in order to give a flavour 
of the location and atmosphere of the study. This 
was vital, vibrant part of the ethnography and the 
text has been deliberately preserved as originally 
written in note format. The headings used are 
based on suggestions by Spradley (1980) and 
Milofsky & Schneider (2003): fieldwork period, 
local commitments, description of the setting, the 
community and the atmosphere, the people, and 
the overall analysis of the culture.

Russian Cultural 
Environment

The Russian University had strong traditional and 
historical associations, and in order to put into 
context the cultural elements it is useful to say 
a few words about what was understood by the 
term Information fulfillment within the Russian 
field. The term “information fulfillment” was 
translated by members of the Russian organiza-
tion as “Pol’naia nuzhnaia Informatsiia” (Com-
plete needed information). Most organizational 
members responded in a very serious, indignant 
manner that the term meant “having everything 
that they need to be a ‘proper’ student or staff 
member”. When questioned further on the term 
“proper student” they defined this as being correct, 
punctual, and having the complete set of neces-
sary documents to complete their tasks. Others 
were more nonchalant and guessed that the term 
meant “knowing everything” – just getting what 
they needed to do their jobs/studies. Discussion 
took place and an agreement was then reached 
on a definition of the term.

Having established a common definition of 
Information Fulfillment, time was spent in the 
field collecting relevant data. Out of the chosen 
five cultural frameworks, the two which seemed 
to best fit the Russian study were those of Mitroff 
and Kilmann  (1975) “Sensation – Thinking Roles” 
– whereby work roles are seen as impersonal and 
authoritarian (which leads to a powerless and 
rigid organization culture) and Kets de Vries’ 
(1984) cultural “Paranoia” typology where there 
is an emphasis on organizational intelligence, 
combined with an atmosphere of fear and mis-
trust that “nothing is at it seems.” Although the 
culture had been stagnant for a long time there 
were signs that things were changing and there 
was  evidence of  hope/wishes  for more flexibility 
in the future. 

These frameworks became apparent during 
the time of the study and can be evidenced by 
the following description and analysis of the 
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culture within the University during the time of 
the study.

Cultural Ethnographic research field notes: 
Russian Study 

(Condensed Raw Data)
Methodology: Participant Observation
Field Work Period: March 2003

Local City Commitments: Much of the City 
was preparing for a major event in May 2003 so 
many buildings covered in plastic sheeting – air 
of excitement, yet at times felt flat and very quiet, 
almost a City lost and forgotten.

A description of the setting, the physical space, 
furniture, décor, repair, smells, lighting etc.

There was snow on the ground. Roads were 
flooded as the sewers could not cope with the 
amount of melted snow on top of the normal 
sewerage. The University grounds were dirty, 
wet and muddy with many temporary planks of 
wood nailed together to make a temporary “raft” 
and thrown in a cavalier fashion around the Uni-
versity buildings in order to enhance access from 
one building to the next. The University was cold 
and had a lost, isolated, gloomy feeling. Students 
were wrapped up in heavy coats, scarves and hats 
which made it difficult to see faces adding to the 
atmosphere of secrecy and depression.

Inside the buildings ceilings were vaulted 
which made for strange acoustics. The many 
corridors were dimly lit and surprisingly quiet 
for the middle of a busy spring term. The staff 
offices had brown faded padded inner and outer 
doors – presumably for sound proofing (?) The 
padding was pinned to the door with silver clips 
placed at strategic points on the door. 

The academic offices varied in size and light 
depending on seniority of the inhabitant. Most 
contained quite standard 1950’soffice furniture, 
table, chairs, computer, green bakelite telephones 
and a heavy duty coat stand which was in con-
stant use.  

The community and the atmosphere.

Atmosphere was dark and foreboding. Feeling 
of impending doom. The academic community 
seemed small – yet quite close with a hidden 
impression of care.

Description of the people in the setting – ini-
tial notes – list of people and their roles, short 
descriptive portraits and their relations with each 
other – 1st names can be used. 

(Confidential ) 
Comments on culture, background, pertinent 

observations of relevance to study

State owned, large University, little money. 
Staff seemed to have pride however in their work. 
The term “scientist” was the word most favoured 
for those qualified in the area of information sci-
ence. The organization chart of the University was 
often to be seen framed and hung on the corridor 
walls complete with heraldic crest. 

Students and staff displayed a keen interest 
and enthusiasm in learning and improving their 
prospects. No real alternatives available to them. 
A very controlled environment. Everyone knew 
very precisely what their job was - and aimed to 
do it well.

Information for staff was available but only on 
a need to know basis – if there was not seen as any 
need – there was no flexibility on this. They had 
been taught (socialized) to work like this and so 
were unaware of alternative methods of working. 
Information cascaded down the organization in a 
pure hierarchical (downwards) direction. There 
was also still a sense of fear that pervaded the 
western “working the system attitude” – nothing 
could be exaggerated or implied – all reports had 
to be factual and evidence linked.  

During the time spent with the students staff 
members were present for some of the time. 
Students reacted to this and became very sub-
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dued. Tendency to “show off” and ask what they 
considered to be “illicit questions when “alone” 
i.e. without staff present.

Ethnographic Research Field Notes 
- Study 1: Russia 

From the evidence in the cultural sample and the 
time spent undertaking the participant observation 
both the cultural framework offered by Mitroff 
and Kilmann (1975) and the one offered by Kets 
deVries (1984) seemed to present a good fit. The 
sense of a rigid bureaucratic organization struc-
ture coupled with the sense of awe of powerful 
figures (supervisors, heads, deans etc) created a 
culture that was tense and typified by Kets de 
Vries’ cultural paranoia. However, the constant 
discussions regarding the name change of the 
University and the desire to increase coopera-
tion with western Universities were two tangible 
signs of the push towards change which may help 
to move the University towards a more flexible 
culture in the future.   

Polish Cultural Environment

The Polish translation of the term information ful-
fillment was stated as “dostarczanie informacji”, 
meaning the literal delivery of information. About 
60% responded that the term meant for them, 
“being able to attend work/ classes”, “knowing 
where to go at what time”, “knowing what work 
to complete”, and “knowing what they had to do 
in order to undertake tasks”. It was interesting to 
note that the term “knowing” was used extensively 
in the Polish study. Although there were no direct 
references to knowledge management, it was clear 
that a knowledge management framework of some 
kind was used, albeit on a collegiate basis. Others 
commented that to them the term “information 
fulfillment” meant “being organized” and “fulfill-
ing the duties set by the University”. Again, after 

discussion, a common ground was established as 
to the definition of information fulfillment.

Having established the definition the next stage 
was to consider the cultural issues. The importance 
of the “atmosphere” of the University, the emo-
tional issues, the attitudes of the staff and students, 
were important parts of the Polish ethnography 
and a sample of the collected raw data evidenc-
ing this is given below. Ritual and ceremony held 
important roles in this University.  Oil paintings 
of past and present Rectors were hung on walls 
and previous Rectors were also displayed in the 
form of magnificent bronze busts. Treasures of 
the University such as gold wine goblets, antique 
astronomical models, tapestries, rare books, solid 
gold sceptres were prevalent and were displayed 
in the University Museum. The wealth of the 
University was significant in this setting.

The framework that best fits this culture (from 
the chosen five) is that of Deal and Kennedy’s 
(1982) five elements of culture. Their proposition of 
the five elements of culture, i.e. environment, core 
beliefs of the culture, the heroes of the cultures, 
the champions who can act as models, and the 
importance of folklore and myth, are an appropri-
ate analysis for the culture of the University. The 
organizational environment is that of a historical, 
traditional organization that aims to move forward 
and cater for modern times. The core beliefs of 
the culture are about “distinctiveness” - in Polish 
terms about “being special”. Education is seen 
as “special”, as a privilege, and the University 
is “special” due to its long history of survival, 
which is reflected in the strong sense of Polish 
pride. The champions who act as models for 
others can be identified as a variety of key staff, 
and younger staff, in particular, “are put on ped-
estals” and seen as important as role models for 
the students. Finally, the importance of folklore 
is demonstrated by the telling of stories about 
the University, (in particular the survival of the 
University over so many hundreds of years and 
the restoration after WW2), the prestige of being 
associated with the University and the sense of 
belonging to an elite group. 
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This framework has its roots in the following 
evidence noted during the ethnographic field 
study. 

Ethnographic Research Field Notes: 
Study 2: Poland  

(Condensed Raw Data)
Methodology: Participant Observation
Field work period: Autumn 2003
 
Local City Commitments:  Several large mar-

quees erected in the main square (“Marketplace”) 
dedicated to presenting Information Fairs con-
cerning the Accession of Poland to the European 
Union. General feeling of excitement. Carnival 
atmosphere. Entrance was free, displays inside 
the marquee neat, well laid out, free glasses of 
champagne offered. 

Autumn fairs of toffee apples, baked potatoes 
and fragrances of freshly baked Polish bread 
emanated from the Market square.

Awareness of new students around. Tourist 
season beginning to close, still quite busy.

A description of the setting, the physical space, 
furniture, décor, repair, smells, lighting etc.

The Medieval University setting

The old University is full of examples of its 
historical setting such as red wax historic seals, 
gothic arches and shady courtyards. Magnificent 
mahogany staircases, carved figures of important 
historical figures. Beautiful sections of inlaid 
wooden flooring with intricate designs, gothic 
silver candelabras, silver candle chandeliers.  
Ornate door mouldings, valuable paintings, a 
piano reputed to have been played by Chopin, 
antique furniture, original medieval painted 
ceilings. Examples of University dress worn in 
medieval times.

The New University 

The new building was clean, shiny, all walls 
painted brilliant white, both inside and outside. 
A remarkable transformation from the previous 
dark cramped location of the Department. All 
staff offices fitted with new furniture, new com-
puters, and smelled of furniture polish and new 
carpets. All staff doors also fitted with key code 
locks. Feeling of security. No feelings of threat. 
Very warm, welcoming atmosphere. High quality 
finish of building.  

Although building work was still ongoing on 
the site, there was little noise or disruption. Notable 
attention to detail in all classroom facilities e.g. 
blinds fitted to windows which cast shadows on 
to projector screens. 

Still tendency for students to sit in rows. Not 
aware of classrooms where furniture had been 
moved to circle or small group positions.

All the spaces in the new building bright and 
airy with very high ceiling in the public areas of 
20ft or so.

Staff had however juxtaposed the new with the 
old, for example, a large marble statue of a famous 
Pole and two large Roman pictures of mosaics 
had been brought over from the old building and 
stood in the reception area presumably as a timely 
reminder of the heritage of the University. 

The community and the atmosphere.

The atmosphere was one of joy and happiness 
that the new home for the Department was so 
lovely. However, behind the scenes among more 
senior members of staff there were worries about 
the future, as the move to this building is in fact, 
only temporary until the permanent home for 
the Department is found elsewhere in the new 
buildings. So, some staff were aware that this was 
only a temporary stay and were politically active 
in resolving the more permanent home.   
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The community is one of care about the 
students – the personal tutor system is well in 
evidence and staff were aware of particular stu-
dents with difficulties. Students in general work 
hard and consider it a privilege to be attending 
the University. 

Comments on culture, background, pertinent 
observations of relevance to study

University state owned and fiercely proud of 
the achievements of the University. University 
quite controlled. Example - student attendance 
keenly monitored. All students own a small book 
(called an Index) with the times of lectures pre-
printed. At the end of a lecture each individual 
book must be signed by the lecturer to show that 
they have in fact attended – books not signed carry 
severe penalties – and could in exceptional cases 
lead to the withholding of the degree. 

The culture of the lecture times is radically 
different from the UK. Lectures start at 6am until 
lunch time, break a couple of hours for lunch and 
then can continue until 8pm in the evening. Stu-
dents are on the premises for considerable time.

Notice boards quite important. All notices 
are current – no out-of-date material is left on 
boards.

Use of email quite high.
However the telecoms communication infra-

structure was surprisingly weak, For example, 
trying to make a phone call or a fax to a company 
in the city centre was difficult as many phones are 
set up for internal calls only, Finding a phone that 
would dial outside numbers was a difficult problem 
that involved 3 members of staff and took one and 
a half hours to resolve.  In the end the system did 
not work as could not get through. Availability of 
outside lines therefore stills a problem. How this is 
resolved with internet access was not particularly 
made known to me, although the students did not 
report this as a problem. 

Food is seen as a way of welcoming visitors. 
Food and drink were consumed consistently with 

many courses (usually about five). Placing of cups 
and saucers was done with great care. Very proud 
of possessions. Care about books. Treat them very 
carefully as treasured objects. 

Ethnographic Research Field Notes 
- Study 2: Poland

The major issues and observations from the Polish 
fieldwork were the emotional aspects of pride in 
the University and care about fellow academics; 
the issues concerning the contradiction between 
the central control of the University and freedom 
to initiate new ideas; the value placed on the 
opinions of colleagues and the need for students 
to be accepted by their peers. Deal and Kennedy’s 
cultural analysis which is about folklore and he-
roes fits the setting although there are issues (as 
analysed above) behind the elements they identify. 
The sense of pride was strong in Poland and the 
sense of a huge effort to modernize the country 
and the particular city where the fieldwork took 
place. Similar field studies have shown that people 
in organizations where society is beginning to alter 
aim to have enthusiasm and take pride in their 
work (Applebaum, 1981) and this was certainly 
demonstrated in the Polish study.

Bri tish Cultural Environment

The UK  respondents were familiar with the con-
cept concerning “information fulfillment”. Never-
theless, it was important that the same discussion 
took place concerning meaning in order to ensure 
consistency throughout the entire study.

The cultural framework which most closely 
matches the British University is that of Ouchi and 
Jaeger (1978) who analysed culture as primarily 
being concerned with belonging or not belonging 
to an identifiable group of people and with types 
of decision making found in each group.  They 
further classified culture into the three distinct 
types of control and decision making. Type A 



���  

Cultural	Issues,	Organizations	and	Information Fulfillment

organizations had a culture which was control-
ling, but allowed some decision making, Type J 
organizations tended to arise in a culture which 
had overall “tribal control” and group decision 
making and Type Z organizations “combined 
a basic cultural commitment to individualistic 
values with a highly collective, non –individual 
pattern of interaction”. Type Z organizations were 
categorised by decisions made “as an entire tribe”, 
for the good of all.

A mix of all these types of decision making 
characteristics was found in the UK study. The 
holistic decisions made by Senior Management 
levels could be identified as Type A, whilst 
Faculty decisions tended to fit into Type J and 
Departmental decision into Type Z. 

However this is a neat, “boxed” analysis and 
on further study of the field it was found that 
Type Z decisions, although purported to be “for 
the good of all” were often made to fulfil Faculty 
requirements that in turn were keen to fulfil 
senior University requirements. The culture of 
belonging, the sense of community was strong in 
the Department and Ouchi and Jaeger’s analysis 
provides a way of initially identifying a complex 
culture. 

The chosen cultural  framework can be ana-
lysed from the following evidence noted during 
the ethnographic field study. 

Ethnographic Research Field Notes: 
Study 3: Britain  

(Condensed Raw Data)
Methodology: Participant Observation
Field work period:  Summer 2004
 
Local City Commitments:  Touring Art Exhibi-

tion of Colorful Artificial Cows. The cows were 
displayed in various colours and at busy venues 
e.g. Town Hall, Music Halls, Shopping Centres. 

 A description of the setting, the physical space, 
furniture, décor, repair, smells, lighting etc.

Cramped, untidy, old, not particularly clean, 
no sense of any attention paid to design. Peo-
ple attempt to improve the environment with 
lush foliage plants and comfortable chairs. Old 
computers on floors in classrooms, odd chairs in 
lecture theatres, old signs and posters which are 
not always removed after events.   

All four buildings were of a different design, 
no sense of unity.

New areas in the library which housed a teach-
ing and learning centre. Good quality finish.  

The community and the atmosphere.

Community was strong, if divided, very much 
technical versus soft approach. However within 
the communities commitment and loyalty seemed 
to be very high. 

Recent events of loss of staff still keenly felt, 
yet made for situation of “us and them” and a 
strong will to be the best.

Community quite cooperative. Most people 
willing to help out and take on extra work (several 
examples noted during 10 day period.)

Visiting professor present on some days. Much 
attention and organization focused around his 
visit to endure the Department was seen in the 
best light. 

Comments on culture, background, pertinent 
observations of relevance to study

Currently undergoing financial crisis, difficult 
decisions to be made re voluntary redundancy 
resulting in loss of staff. Some staff worries about 
coping with workload. 

Most staff highly respected seen to be “at top 
of profession” and very well known in relevant 
disciplines.

Considerable autonomy given to staff. General 
lack of control noted, but this seemed to result 
in excellent output and high creativity. All staff 
seemed to be self motivated.
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Decision making process appeared demo-
cratic but within constraints of the Faculty and 
University.

Some expressed regret that there was no staff 
room. 

Culture was that of joint decisions within a 
bureaucratic organization.  A sense of tribal “be-
longing” seems to exist within the Department 
both within the University and within the groups 
of colleagues nationally and internationally who 
work within the discipline.  

High use made of email, low use of notice-
boards. 

Communication sporadic, difficult to judge.  

Ethnographic Research Field Notes. 
Study 3: Britain

Relationship Between Culture and 
Information Fulfillment

Significant further studies were completed in each 
of the countries and many charts and matrices 
drawn up which have been reported elsewhere 
(Burke, 2005). As it is not the intention of the 
chapter to convey the statistical analysis, the 
results are presented in the paragraphs below in 
narrative form with an emphasis on the cultural 
aspects of the results. 

Russia

These results were gained from a study where im-
mersion in the field was classified as “New: New” 
which allowed for good, relatively easy levels of 
objectivity. The major issues and observations 
arising out of the Russian ethnography were the 
formality and bureaucracy of the context, the 
significantly low levels of information fulfill-
ment regarding informal academic information 
together with the suspicion and curiosity that 
surrounded the study. In addition the two oppo-
site attitudes of optimism and pessimism divided 

the community. These attitudes were at different 
ends of the spectrum with little evidence of any 
“middle” attitudes. Finally all the participants 
had issues surrounding trust which affected the 
levels of information fulfillment. This fits with 
Kets de Vries “Paranoia” typology of the cultural 
environment.

Poland

Immersion in the Polish field was Familiar: New 
– where the researcher was familiar with the 
University but new to the city and surroundings. 
These results were interesting, and quite different 
from those found in the first study. Results showed 
that both informal and formal academic infor-
mation score highly in information fulfillment 
within this structure, but that the social informa-
tion does not always give full satisfaction, with 
informal social actually scoring the lowest of all. 
This is reflective of a culture which is controlled 
and which views higher education as a “special 
privilege”. The organization structure was more 
difficult to identify as there are many layers and 
different sections of the University, although all 
sections report to the central powerful figure of 
the Rector. 

Britain

Immersion in this field was categorised as Na-
tive: Familiar which was the most difficult field 
in which to operate. The limitations placed on the 
researcher were considered and the interpretative 
stance of the research was helpful in placing the 
study within an objective context. The major is-
sues and observations arising out of the British 
ethnography were the strong sense of commu-
nity spirit, the success of the informal sources 
of information, the importance placed on tribal 
belonging and the contradictions between a sense 
of pessimism and optimism for the future of the 
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Department. The cultural framework devised by 
Ouchi and Jaeger (1978) which examined decision 
making in different levels of the organization 
provided an interesting analysis between the kind 
of tribal decisions making which was purported 
to be “for the good of all” (and which fit within 
the informal, democratic nature of the organiza-
tion) and decisions made to fulfil Faculty and 
University obligations.  

Conclusion 

Culture impacted significantly in all the stud-
ies, and notably each study had its own unique 
character and provided rich insights into the cul-
ture and contexts of the fields.  In each case, the 
relationships between the culture and the levels 
of information fulfillment have been reported. 
The culture in the organization has an impact 
on the processes and on the likelihood of either 
high or low levels of information fulfillment. By 
understanding the culture within an organiza-
tion, information fulfillment can be enhanced by 
appropriate KM management. KM systems can 
only transform the workplace, so that workers feel 
that all their information needs are truly satisfied, 
allowing them to complete any task associated 
with their role, if the culture of an organization 
is fully considered.

Information fulfillment is vital in today’s 
world of information overload. There needs to be 
a planned strategy which takes into account all 
the variables which affect information process-
ing, including the design of the organizational 
structure, consideration of the environment of 
the industry, and of the different types of infor-
mation needed by members of the organization. 
Moreover, the strategist also needs to be involved 
in the decision making processes surrounding 
these issues. A robust Knowledge Management 
system which takes this into account is sorely 
needed by today’s society, and one which is de-
signed to take care of individual cultures would 

be helpful and very much welcomed in different 
societies, and at different stages of development 
in those societies. 

Inevitably, this research is a report of a small 
section of a much larger project, and has at-
tempted to “separate” the cultural aspects from 
other aspects of the project. The work, however, 
continues – recent work has been completed in 
Hungary and work is planned in Holland and 
Denmark. It is therefore an evolving project and 
one which is filled with different patterns, of 
culture, of information use, and of fulfillment. 
The patterns within this work have been inter-
esting, fascinating, contradictory and ultimately 
illuminating, and it is hoped that through the ap-
propriate use of KM tools, all these aspects will 
be linked to ensure the ultimate achievement of 
information fulfillment for all that work within 
organizations.
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Abstract

The author worked in the research and design department at a large Toyota company in the late 1990s 
and experienced an innovative process where engineers worked in tightly knit groups where monitoring, 
the informal hierarchy and dependence resulted from an emphasis on collective work. In the approach 
to innovation during the design process, the Toyota engineers were found to engage in an inductive 
process that placed an emphasis on the concrete and an orientation toward the field as a result of an 
approach that relied on experience based knowledge. The use of tacit and explicit knowledge is dis-
cussed within the context of the design process and the author finds that explicit knowledge dominates 
the improvement of productivity and organizational learning. The latest research in the sociology of 
culture and cultural psychology is used to highlight the cognitive approach to problem solving during 
the innovative process.

Introduction

With the rise of Toyota’s renowned position as a 
producer of high quality automobiles, the past two 
decades has seen a dramatic increase in the study 
of the company’s use of knowledge and organi-
zational learning (Cusumano and Nobeoka 1998; 

Keeney and Florida 1993; Monden 1993; Womack, 
Jones and Roos 1991). The literature primarily 
focuses on the principles of the Toyota Production 
System and it’s unique blend of human resource 
and management techniques. Scholars claim that 
Toyota’s success stems from employing principles 
of continuous improvement and problem solving 
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in what is known as “lean production”. Although 
the studies initially focused on manufacturing 
techniques, such as just-in-time manufacturing 
and continuous improvement (kaizen) to reduce 
waste and increase quality, scholars claim that 
management’s use of knowledge in the research 
and design stage in the Toyota organization is an 
important aspect of implementing the best prac-
tices of lean production. (Liker 2004) suggests 
that one of the keys to Toyota’s success lies in its 
ability to create an organizational culture focused 
on problem solving, continuous improvement and 
organizational learning implemented at all levels 
of product development. 

Another stream of literature focuses on the 
cognitive processes behind the use of knowledge 
in organizations. The use of tacit verses explicit 
knowledge initially discussed by Michael Polanyi 
has become the basis for studies in knowledge 
management in Japanese organizations. Tacit 
knowledge is defined as knowledge known only to 
an individual by experience. Explicit knowledge, 
on the other hand, is knowledge that is available in 
written form and can therefore easily transferred 
to others. (Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995) claim 
that Japanese firms do not employ the Western, 
hierarchical top-down management structure 
where selected knowledge flows from below to top 
management who use the information to devise 
corporate strategy, nor do they employ a bottom 
up strategy where employees are independent, and 
the hierarchy and the division of labor are elimi-
nated. Japanese firms instead employ a middle-
up down process of knowledge creation where 
middle managers are at the center of knowledge 
management and are best able to exploit the use 
of both tacit and explicit knowledge to improve 
organizational learning and productivity.

Many of these studies developed in part as a 
consequence of Japanese manufacturing indus-
tries posing a threat to American companies and 
the turn to investigating intellectual resources 
and organizational learning during the 1990s 
(Styhre and Sundgren 2005). Although stud-

ies of management and the Toyota Production 
System have contributed to the understanding 
of knowledge management in Japan, they are 
pointed toward learning specific management 
techniques and rarely focus on the micro-social 
processes behind the dynamics of innovation. In 
this paper I will discuss the use of knowledge and 
innovation through an ethnographic analysis of 
my experience working at a Toyota company in 
Japan. I will draw on the Toyota scholarship while 
discussing the cognitive turn in sociology and the 
latest findings in cultural psychology. 

Current research in the sociology of culture 
and cultural psychology suggest that culture influ-
ences the way actors interpret and use knowledge. 
Sociologists believe that actors’ thoughts, motives 
and intentions are constituted by the cultures and 
social institutions of their society and that cultures 
and institutions are reproduced by the structurally 
shaped and constrained actions of those actors 
(Sewell 2005). Structures consist of available rules 
and schemas (procedures or principles of action), 
capable of being put into practice in a range of 
different circumstances. (Swidler 1986) suggests 
that strategies of action are cultural products which 
are derived from practices of a group or society 
that create ways of organizing experience and 
evaluating reality. Culture shapes a “tool kit” of 
habits and skills in which individuals construct 
a strategy of action.

Research in cultural psychology suggest that 
a “person is a social and collective construction 
made possible through an individual’s participa-
tion in the practices and meanings of a given 
cultural context.”  Many of the studies in cul-
tural psychology are aimed at investigating the 
cognitive process in a comparative context. For 
instance, studies by Peng and Nisbett evaluate the 
cognitive and cultural differences between East 
Asians and Westerners. They suggest that there 
are two culturally bound ways of approaching 
problem solving – an East Asian way of dialectical 
reasoning, a compromise approach that retains 
elements of two opposing perspectives and the 
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European-American way that polarizes contradic-
tory perspectives to determine which perspective 
is correct (Peng and Nisbett 1999). In a follow-up 
investigation on how cognitive processes influence 
formal versus intuitive reasoning among East 
Asians and European Americans showed that 
European Americans favored rule-based, formal 
and deductive reasoning whereas East Asians 
tended to favor intuition and contextualization in 
problem solving (Norenzayan et al. 2002). 

Studies by Markus and Kitayama show that 
individuality is an essential element of the self-
constructs of Americans whereas it is much less 
relevant for members of a more collectivist society 
such as Japan (Markus and Kitayama 1991). For 
example, in response to a question “What is a 
person” Japanese responded that an individual is 
a connected and committed being that is bound 
to others whereas Americans tended to respond 
that a person is a being that is independent and 
enters social relations with others by mutual 
consent. With respect to problem solving within 
the context of an organization, we would expect 
Japanese to be inclined toward a compromise ap-
proach, to favor intuition and contextualization 
and to lean toward collectivism in work activi-
ties. Individual action in the organization will be 
based on rules and schemas, or a cultural tool kit 
of habits and skills. 

Methodology

After graduating with a masters degree in me-
chanical engineering at the University of Wiscon-
sin-Madison I obtained a job in the research and 
design laboratories at a Toyota company in Japan 
(from now referred to as Nizumi) and I worked 
there from April of 1996 to July of 1999. It was 
a second tier company that employed over 8000 
people and had over 5 billion dollars in sales. I 
was assigned to the computational fluid dynamics 
(CFD) group I was responsible for using computer 
tools to improve the design process and to come up 

with innovative ideas that could be incorporated 
into new products. 

This study is based on my years as a participant-
observer. In addition to the direct observation I 
recorded in my field notes, I also conducted over 
thirty interviews related to the engineering work 
and its environment and collected hundreds of 
pages of information freely distributed to em-
ployees. The interviews ranged in duration from 
ten minutes to two hours. About three quarters 
of those interviewed were Nizumi workers. 
I interviewed engineers, temporary laborers, 
contract employees, and mid to high level man-
agers. Some 20% of the workers I interviewed 
were foreign, temporary workers, while the rest 
were permanent Japanese workers. I conducted 
approximately two-thirds of the interviews on 
company grounds. These were informal talks. 
The remaining third were held outside the com-
pany and were more formally structured. I have 
not included anything in this book that I did not 
personally observe or that did not come from 
at least two sources. My own observations and 
experiences have almost always been confirmed 
by those of my interviewees. 

Ethnographic Analysis

The Group and Monitoring

When I initially entered the Nizumi offices I was 
amazed at its size—it was absolutely enormous 
and completely open. There were no interior 
walls. The sections were organized into separate 
entities by desks jammed close together, carving 
out a space on the floor and a narrow path through 
which employees could pass. Although the office 
was open, there seemed to be complete order, 
with employees communicating politely and ef-
ficiently. With managers and their subordinates 
working shoulder to shoulder in a space without 
walls, it seemed that the office had been designed 
to embody egalitarianism but I would soon learn 
that it served other functions. 



���  

Engineering	Design	at	a	Toyota	Company

I was soon immersed in the company design 
process, but for me the most striking aspect 
of being at Nizumi was not my actual job but 
the work environment. For one thing, the close 
proximity of lower ranked engineers and higher 
ranked managers all facilitated discussion with 
other engineers or with my boss with whom I felt 
at ease to approach. For instance, while working 
on improving the design of a flagship product I 
immediately approached him and other engineers 
in the section for technical advice. This arrange-
ment also allowed for the easy distribution of 
announcements and technical information that 
was passed from desk to desk. It was common 
for engineers and managers to distribute data or 
reports that was of interest to others in this man-
ner. On the other hand, there was a total lack of 
privacy. Since every section was entirely open, 
there was not one place in the whole office that 
could not be seen by all members of the section. 
All desks were arranged in blocks of four and 
they all faced inward. The managers’ desks were 
located on the outer edge of each section making 
a large rectangle that surrounded the inner blocks. 
Each manager’s desk faced the lower-ranked work-
ers. The resulting formation meant that everyone 
could see what each other was doing, and in many 
cases, what they were reading as well. 

There was one minor exception for my section 
only. Each desk was separated from the next by 
a partition nine inches high from the desktop of 
the desk, partially blocking what the others could 
see. I surmised that since we were the research 
division some of our information was proprietary. 
Nevertheless, I always felt I was being watched. 
As I sat at my desk, the top of the wall was at 
eye level, so when I looked up, I always saw the 
eyes of my facing colleagues over the top edge 
of the wall. 

As an American socially conditioned to value 
privacy, I was uncomfortable with the lack of 
walls, but what made me even more anxious was 
the way I was constantly being monitored by my 
colleagues. It was common practice for employees 

to look over the shoulders of their colleagues and 
to poke their noses into their computers or personal 
documents. Members of the section commonly 
opened each others’ desk drawers and read each 
other’s notes, letters, and papers. Nothing was 
private. My mild-mannered boss, Higuchi, would 
routinely approach me from behind and stick his 
face directly into my work to see what I was doing. 
This was standard management practice.

 This monitoring unnerved me. At first, I 
would frequently go to the toilet to be in the one 
place where I could have privacy, if only for a few 
minutes. I however eventually became used to the 
monitoring and soon discovered that it was an 
integral part of group dynamics at the company. 
The engineering group, in which all engineers 
belonged, was to function in solidarity since if 
one member fell behind on a project, the engineers 
in his group were required to help him catch up 
by staying late at work to collectively gather and 
analyze data. Service overtime, a rule requiring 
engineers to stay after hours at the company 
without pay, was enforced particularly when the 
company had an important project with a strict 
deadline. I later discovered that if employees did 
not follow these rules, the entire group could be 
punished. Michael Hechter describes monitoring 
as a form of control to ensure compliance within 
a group. “A group must be able to detect whether 
individuals comply with their obligations or not.”  
For those who chose to free ride, exclusion was 
the primary form of punishment. Deviants were 
moved to the corner of the office and were referred 
to as “members of the window watching” group 
(mado giwa zoku).

The office arrangement had a dual purpose for 
the management of knowledge – it functioned as 
a way for engineers and managers to share infor-
mation and as a tool for monitoring employees. 
The open interaction of both management and 
engineers in a single space facilitated continuous 
improvement and organizational learning since 
engineers readily received the latest technical 
information and frequently used it to improve 
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product designs. Both knowledge acquisition and 
monitoring was however a group activity and those 
who did not participate were openly punished 
indicating that my colleagues saw themselves 
collectively bound to others in the group. 

Hierarchy, Training and Knowledge 
Acquisition

After I had been at Nizumi a few weeks, my boss 
whose name was Higuchi called me to his desk. 
The upper level managers had decided on using 
CFD and CAD to improve one of the company’s 
flagship products, the XT37 -- part of the drive-
train. Higuchi explained my role in the project 
and what he expected of me – to use the latest in 
computer simulation technology to create a more 
innovative product. He was confident that I had 
acquired the skills to begin working on my first 
assignment. I was pleased to be getting my career 
off the ground and excited that I would be learn-
ing how to design in Japan, where they made the 
best products in the world. 

Nizumi implemented all of the five environ-
mental components important for creativity and 
innovation (Amabile 1988; Styhre and Sundgren 
2005). These include the encouragement of cre-
ativity where the company creates an environment 
where new ideas can be passed freely to all levels 
of the organization. Autonomy so that employees 
feel individually free to express their ideas. Re-
sources in the form of technology to carry out the 
work. Pressures in the form of positive challenges 
such as the requirement to produce patents for 
the company and the avoidance of organizational 
obstacles to creativity such as influences of a 
conservative perspective to new ideas.

Getting my career moving in Japan, however, 
required me to adjust to the Japanese way of do-
ing things. I learned early on that Higuchi was 
my only source of information regarding the 
technology I was using. Since Japanese engineers 
are not required to be at all knowledgeable before 
entering a company, on-the-job training by one’s 

immediate superior was the norm for all engineers 
at the company. Since Higuchi was responsible for 
educating me, that meant we needed to develop 
a traditional Japanese relationship where the su-
perior functioned as the mentor, or senpai, and 
the subordinate was the kohai. As a kohai and a 
new recruit, I was very dependent on Higuchi. 
Since much of the information was proprietary, 
only Higuchi, with his in-house experience at 
Nizumi, could provide the education I needed to 
design the part. 

As I worked on designing the part for the 
new drive-train, I became frustrated by the lack 
of information that Higuchi provided. I always 
received information on a piece- meal basis. At 
times it was as if he was giving me secret “hints” 
about the technology, and when he finished, there 
was often an awkward silence as I waited for more 
information that never came. When we discussed 
design options, I did express my disagreement 
sometimes, but this was invariably frustrating and 
time-consuming. Higuchi was usually surprised 
that I would question his wisdom at all. Although 
much of his knowledge transferred to me was 
tacit knowledge in the form of experience with 
designing products, all employees at the company, 
including Higuchi, were required to document 
their engineering knowledge and skills in written 
form for management to evaluate, or as educational 
reports for lower ranked engineers.

Even the engineers in my section were not as 
forthcoming as I expected. One day Erberto came 
to my desk and told me that Kurata was holding a 
contest to come up with the best new drive-train 
designs. At the meeting to discuss the details, 
I was surprised when Kurata, who was highly-
placed Director of the Design Division, bluntly 
stated that the company’s foreign competitors 
had moved ahead of Nizumi. When I returned 
from the meeting, I approached members of my 
section and asked them what they thought about 
the new designs. To my surprise, they reacted 
defensively and avoided discussion, as if I was 
trying to steal their secrets. 



���  

Engineering	Design	at	a	Toyota	Company

Because of my frustrations with Higuchi, I 
was interested in learning how my colleagues 
interacted with their bosses, so I observed them 
closely. A superior would yell out the name of 
an engineer, who would drop what he was doing 
and rush to his desk. They would talk about the 
issue – usually loudly enough for everyone in the 
section to hear. Although the engineers would 
sometimes raise issues and make objections, in 
the end, they deferred to what their bosses said. 
Finally, the superior would give the subordinate 
a direct order and the engineer would respond 
with a “hai wakarimashita” and walk away. 
Both sides avoided a direct clash of ideas. Now 
I saw why Higuchi was surprised at some of my 
objections. Although I was only trying to create 
the best design, I was breaking the rules of social 
conduct. 

The steel name-board reified the hierarchy. 
The names of all the employees in the section 
were printed on thin magnets. Upon entering or 
leaving the company, you moved your magnet 
to a column showing whether you were in the 
office, at home, or away on business. The names 
were arranged vertically by rank. The Section 
Manager was placed at the top of the board, with 
his direct subordinates placed under him, etc. 
The name board reflected some of the subtleties 
in the system. Since I was the newest member of 
the section, I was placed toward the bottom – but 
higher than a technician who had been there for 
several years, but who was part of a lower-ranked 
subsidiary company. The office lady was at the 
lowest position on the name board. 

The acquisition of knowledge was highly 
embedded within the formal and informal hier-
archy of the organization. The formal hierarchy 
consisted of the rankings of employees while 
the informal hierarchy involved the relationship 
between the engineer and the manager. Manage-
ment would guide engineers on how to go about 
designing products but the knowledge transfer 
was highly dependent on developing a close re-
lationship with one’s superior. The senpai/kohai 

relationship was particularly important for career 
advancement since white collar, full-time employ-
ees were expected to stay at the company for the 
duration of their career and the lack of an external 
labor market prevented the movement to another 
company. On-the-job training was the norm at 
the company and although it was highly context 
oriented and developed tacitly (i.e. specific com-
puter simulation tools were used to design certain 
products) knowledge acquisition and knowledge 
transfer from one employee to another was mostly 
carried out explicitly. Since middle managers 
interacted with both higher level management 
and engineers who did most of the research and 
design work, and were thus at the center of the 
knowledge management, explicit knowledge in 
the form of simulation tools, reports and explicit 
guidelines were used to improve productivity and 
organizational learning. 

Concrete vs. the Abstract

Although my relationship with Higuchi was 
congenial, the way I discussed the technology 
with was very different than the way I learned in 
America. I would frequently ask him questions 
about design considerations. He would respond 
with very specific answers, never discussing the 
concepts abstractly. All discussions about technol-
ogy were concrete. While I would always begin 
my talks with Higuchi with a discussion of basic 
ideas, he would immediately focus on the details. 
Once when I brought him 3D pictures of a design 
I was considering, Higuchi bent forward and put 
his head right up to a small part of the model. He 
said, “What about this?”

 “What?” 
“This,” he said, pointing to a tiny speck on the 

model. I thought he was pulling my leg -- but he 
was serious. I was beside myself that he would 
consider such a small detail while ignoring the 
beauty of my overall design. But remembering 
I was a kohai, I just said I would look at it and 
went back to work. 
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I did express my disagreement sometimes, but 
this was invariably frustrating and time-consum-
ing. Higuchi was usually surprised that I would 
question his wisdom at all, and we would discuss 
the issue at length, arguing back and forth, with 
me focusing on the abstract and him on the details. 
In the end, he wouldn’t budge, so we would end 
up right where we had started. 

In retrospect, most of the time he was correct. 
After all, he was the more experienced engineer. 
But what I found irritating was the assumption 
that there was only one way to approach the 
design project – his way: focus on the concrete. 
He always remained affable and patient while 
hearing me out, but I soon saw that our discus-
sions were mostly a way for me to get things off 
my chest. Unless I had concrete results to show 
him, he wouldn’t even consider what I had to say. 
However, if I could prove my ideas with results, 
he would affably and easily change his mind. 
Higuchi was open to new ideas -- as long as I 
could prove them. 

I observed a similar emphasis on detail dur-
ing the Friday technical meetings. Everyone in 
our section was required to present his research 
and a discussion would follow but a debate about 
the basic physics of the engineering phenomena 
rarely occurred. Only concrete information that 
could be validated through experiments or through 
previous designs was considered acceptable for 
discussion. A manifestation of the emphasis on the 
concrete was the language used during discussion 
such as katachi, meaning the form of an object in 
Japanese, and the gutaikeki, what is concrete or 
the tangible characteristics of an object. 

Western engineers from foreign companies 
who entered Nizumi faced similar problems. 
When a German engineer named Rolf from a 
consulting company came to discuss a project 
he experienced substantial frustration related 
to cross-cultural communication. A number of 
engineers including myself were assigned to an 
advanced design project for a product that was 

planned to be released in five years. The company 
did not have some of the key technology so they 
hired a consultant to transfer the technology. When 
the Japanese engineers presented their designs, 
laying out CAD drawings of the assembly showing 
every bolt, curve, and surface. The level of detail 
was impressive, but Rolf asked how the parts 
could work together without major malfunctions. 
His idea of the product was different from theirs. 
He presented a fundamental reason why they 
should design it his way, but they did not agree. 
Rolf gave another reason, and they argued back 
and forth. During the discussion, the Japanese 
engineers would always drag Rolf into talking 
about the details. Rolf, however, would discuss 
the basics of the design, backing his reasoning 
with fundamentals. His voice got louder and he 
began acting agitated. 

I empathized with him, because for months I 
had experienced the same frustration. The Japa-
nese engineers argued with Rolf, back and forth, 
for every component in the product. 

Then Rolf pointed to a part of the design that 
would dramatically reduce its efficiency, offering 
logical reasons why it would not work well. Saiki 
asked “How do you know it will be inefficient if 
you don’t have any data?”

“I don’t need data!” Rolf was getting angry. 
He explained yet again what was wrong. 

The conversation continued for a number of 
minutes but the lesson from this encounter and 
others that I experienced or observed was that 
neither approach was the “correct” way of going 
about the design process. 

This vignette suggests an emphasis on concrete 
knowledge in the way that engineers at Nizumi 
approached the design of their products. Abstract 
knowledge, unless it could be proven with empiri-
cal data, was not acceptable. Engineers at Nizumi 
always contextualize the object during the analysis 
and would rarely focus the analysis on the object 
to debate the fundamentals. 
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Induction vs. Deduction

While I worked on the flagship product my boss 
wanted me to create many models of various 
designs. Then we would choose the best among 
the many options available. The aim was to 
design a part with the highest efficiency while 
keeping manufacturing costs down. During the 
design process, we were required to sit down 
with engineers in production who explained the 
manufacturing process and costs.

For most projects I my task was to improve the 
technology or the product ( a process famously 
referred to as kaizen), but once I was assigned 
to design a completely new product. The project 
involved designing a device to reduce the aero-
dynamic drag of the vehicle. The aerodynamic 
drag is the amount of force pushing on a vehicle in 
the opposite direction to which the car is moving. 
Reducing the drag results in better gas mileage. 
Although drag reducers existed in the industry, 
Nizumi had never designed one, so we would have 
to start from scratch (or so I thought). 

For inspiration, I consulted my fluid mechan-
ics textbook. I thought about the basic physics of 
the design problem and worked out some equa-
tions. I again focused on the object as the point 
of analysis and refused to look at other designs 
to maximize the ability to be creative. After a 
few days, I approached Higuchi with my ideas. 
Higuchi looked at me askance and demanded, 
“How do you know this? We’ve never designed 
a drag-reducer before.” 

Now I was confused. Hadn’t he expected me 
to use my engineering education and experience 
to develop a creative design? No, he had not. The 
next day I discovered the approach he preferred. 
An engineer who was working on the project 
named Suzuki walked into the office with a large 
cardboard poster showing pictures of all of the 
drag-reducing products currently used in the in-
dustry. He’d gotten these pictures from industry 
magazines. Higuchi got very excited and studied 
each one, while Suzuki looked on proudly. It 

was an excellent display; the color photographs 
revealed every detail of the products. We discussed 
the merits of some specific designs, then Higuchi 
told us to create CAD models and analyze them 
using CFD software on all of the them so we could 
compare and see which was best. 

During the weekly technical meetings I 
continued to learn how my Japanese colleagues 
approached problem-solving. To arrive at the best 
design, the engineers would gather huge amounts 
of information, comparing new designs with 
previous designs. If the technology unearthed 
by their research could benefit the product in any 
way, they would include it in the many alternatives 
they were considering.

Ward, Sobek, Cristiano and Liker’s research 
describe Toyota’s approach to product develop-
ment as set-based design where “designers think 
and reason about sets of design alternatives. Over 
time, these sets are gradually narrowed as the 
designers eliminate inferior alternatives until they 
find a final solution.”  They claim this method 
differs from the practice called “point-based” 
design common in many American and Western 
manufacturing companies that involves choos-
ing a single design early on and iterating until 
a solution is obtained. I would soon learn that 
set-based design was used extensively at Nizumi. 
Comparing one design to another was considered 
the best way to evaluate the advantages of each. 
A high level manager named Abe in charge of 
designing the wind deflector once distributed a 
memo called “The Vision Method.” This was a 
step-by- step directive about engaging engineers 
in the set-based process. One of the steps was 
“Deciding the Subject”: “To achieve the goal, 
you must think about as many ideas as you can 
and write them down. Then you must choose the 
best idea from all of the ideas.” 

Abe planned a brainstorming meeting for the 
new drag reducer Nizumi would produce. I spent 
many days thinking of the basic physics of the 
product and engaging in analysis. When the day 
came, Abe called on each of us to present our new 



  ���

Engineering	Design	at	a	Toyota	Company

product designs. I was surprised when all the other 
engineers brought in designs of products that had 
already been developed or manufactured by other 
companies. Suzuki and another engineer showed 
a design that came from a company’s brochure. 
When my turn came, I presented some novel ideas 
based on my analysis alone. My proposals were 
not as clever as some of the others, but they were 
certainly more original.

It was important for a base of knowledge to 
be obtained from competitor products in the 
field before a new product was to be developed. 
Explicit knowledge was used to create a new 
product while improving the design by investigat-
ing the advantages and disadvantages of products 
that existed in the field. I believe the cognitive 
approach to product design used by my Toyota 
colleagues indicated a far different conception 
of innovation. They used an inductive process, 
while as an American-educated engineer and a 
recent university graduate, I had a far different 
cultural-tool kit in that I had been trained to use 
deduction. 

Organizational Learning and the 
Benchmarking Process

The process of comparing designs of products 
from various companies in the field is commonly 
referred to as benchmarking. Benchmarking was 
the topic a number of department meetings and 
one day I had a birds eye view to the amount 
of effort that went into the process. The section 
manager announced we would benchmark a Eu-
ropean competitor’s product, which was rumored 
to incorporate the most advanced technology in 
the industry. 

When I entered the chop shop later that 
day, my mouth dropped. Enormous effort had 
been expended in displaying how the European 
design compared with the Nizumi’s and other 
competitor’s similar products. Large, excruciat-
ingly detailed charts filled the walls, comparing 
efficiency, gas mileage, etc. All the relevant parts 

had been cut up and placed on a table for us to 
examine. Each part was compared with the cor-
responding parts of the competition’s products. 
The benchmark was so thorough that there was 
even a comparison of the number of bolts used 
to put the products together. All parts on display 
were documented and filed on the intranet so that 
any engineer in the company could have access to 
the information at any time. I was amazed. 

At Nizumi, benchmarking was a crucial part 
of the design process. During design meetings, 
each engineer was required to show the main 
design parameters for the optimal design of the 
product. For example, if product efficiency was 
the main criterion, the chart would be a spread-
sheet consisting of the design parameters in the 
columns and the manufacturer’s design of that 
parameter in the rows, with each cell containing 
the numerical efficiency. Each design parameter 
was graded according to efficiency, cost and 
ease of manufacture. From this information, a 
preliminary prototype was produced, and after 
further investigation, the final prototype was 
made. Then the engineers would improve the 
design in the technical lab or on the computer by 
tweaking various design parameters and adding 
new technology when needed. After further test-
ing, the part was then manufactured. 

Benchmarking was used at all levels of prod-
uct development: in research and development, 
in product design, and in market analysis. It was 
not necessarily used to copy other products but 
was thought to speed up the design process while 
generating new ideas. Analysis of and experiment 
on an existing product was the basic approach to 
designing a new one. There were several techni-
cians at the company whose only job was to take 
apart the competitor’s products, test them, and 
write up the results for engineers. 

After benchmarking and design iterations the 
final design decisions occurred in the “big room”. 
A lower level manager who worked for Abe named 
Watanabe called a group of us together to discuss 
the drag reducer. He brought in the analysis infor-
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mation that I had worked on. A Design Manager 
contributed extremely detailed drawings showing 
exactly how the product should be designed. An 
engineer from the industrial design group brought 
in his own set of drawings. 

It was Watanabe’s project, so he directed the 
meeting and spoke first, presenting the analysis 
information. Then the Design Manager took the 
floor and we discussed his drawings. A technician 
remarked that a design would be difficult to in-
clude because of noise problems. Other engineers 
wanted a feature that would benefit the customer, 
while the design guys wanted to make the vehicle 
more efficient. The meeting went on and on, as 
we discussed in minute detail every aspect of the 
product -- while continually making comparisons 
to competitor products.

Watanabe took out a chart showing the number 
of vehicles that would include the drag reducer 
and the number that would not. He held up another 
detailed chart, comparing the drag reducer with all 
the other products Nizumi made. Both charts were 
incredibly beautiful, with neatly drawn, detailed 
illustrations of the drag reducer. Finally, Watanabe 
pointed to pictures on the chart and said, “O.K., 
let’s try this one, that one and this one.” 

 

Discussion

The use of knowledge management in Toyota has 
garnered much interest in the past two decades but 
I believe this paper has raised important issues as 
to how knowledge is used in a Toyota organiza-
tion. The open office space facilitated the sharing 
of knowledge for continuous improvement and 
organizational learning but monitoring was an 
important element in controlling knowledge and 
ensuring that employees who did not participate 
were openly ostracized (see Figure 1 below for 
schematic of knowledge management). Company 
hierarchy also played a large role in the man-
agement of knowledge. Important to engineers 
was the informal hierarchy. Management would 

guide engineers on how to design products but 
the knowledge transfer was highly dependent 
on developing a tight relationship with one’s su-
perior in a traditional senpai/kohai relationship. 
Although an informal hierarchy of knowledge 
transfer from superior to inferior is not unique to 
Toyota organizations, what made it exceptional 
was that employees were expected to stay at the 
company for their career and dependence on a 
superior for the acquisition of knowledge was 
particularly important. 

On-the-job training was the norm at the com-
pany and although it was highly context oriented 
and existed in both tacit and explicit form, the 
most important knowledge existed explicitly in 
the form of training material, presentations to 
employees and computational tools used for the 
research and design process. Although middle 
level managers worked in the world between high 
level managers and engineers who conduced the 
research and design, they primarily relied on 
explicit knowledge to improve productivity and 
organizational learning.

Cognition significantly shaped the way knowl-
edge was used at Nizumi to design products. 
Abstract knowledge was considered suspicious 
unless engineers could prove their claims with 
empirical data and contextualizing an object dur-
ing the analysis was the primary way engineers 
would approach the design process. A base of 
knowledge was obtained from competitor products 
in the field before a new product was developed. 
The most important aspect of the design process 
was the use of explicit knowledge to improve the 
design of products while continuously taking into 
consideration the advantages and disadvantages 
of design characteristics of products that existed 
in the field. I believe the cognitive approach to 
product design by my Toyota colleagues – the 
use of induction and benchmarking - indicated a 
conception of innovation that differed significantly 
from the approach implemented by foreign edu-
cated engineers. To be sure, a single case study 
cannot be used to make generalizations about 
design at Japanese companies or to establish a 
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direct causal link between cognition and innova-
tion at Nizumi. The data however is consistent 
with the latest research in the sociology of culture 
and cultural psychology.
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Key Terms 

Cognitive Processes: Refers to the faculty 
for the processing of information and applying 
knowledge.

Culture: Culture consists of such symbolic 
vehicles of meaning, including beliefs, ritual 
practices, as well as informal cultural practices 
such as language, gossip, and rituals of daily life. 
These symbolic forms are the means through 
which shared modes of behavior and outlook in 
a community take place.

Explicit Knowledge: Knowledge that can be 
articulated, codified, and stored in certain media 
and that can be readily transmitted to others in 
an organization.

Kaizen: Continuous improvement.

Lean Production: Practice of production that 
considers the expenditure of resources, on such 
things as equipment or the transfer of knowledge,  
for any means other than the creation of value for 
the customer to be wasteful, and therefore, should 
be the target of elimination.

Monitoring: To watch and keep track of.

Tacit Knowledge: Knowledge only known 
by an individual through experience and that is 
difficult to communicate to the rest of an orga-
nization.

Endnotes

1  Markus, Hazel R., and Shinobu Kitayama. 
1998. “The Cultural Psychology of Personal-
ity.” Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology 
29:63-87. p.63.

2  Hechter, Michael 1987. Principles of Group 
Solidarity. Berkeley, Los Angeles and Lon-
don: University of California Press. p. 51

3  Liker, Jeffrey K., John E. Ettlie, and John 
C. Campbell (Eds.). 1995. Engineered in 
Japan: Japanese Technology Management 
Practices. New York and Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. p. 192.



  ���

Chapter XXIII
Critical Analysis of International 
Guidelines for the Management 

of Knowledge Resources 

Federica Ricceri 
University of Padova, Italy

James Guthrie 
The University of Sydney, Australia

Copyright © 2009, IGI Global, distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global is prohibited.

Abstract

The shift towards a knowledge based economy is at the core of the debate of contemporary management 
and accounting literature and organisations are challenged by the need to manage their knowledge 
resources. Several national and international institutions have produced authoritative “guidelines” to 
facilitate the management and reporting of KR. Many of these guidelines are the result of co-operation 
between researchers, companies, industry organisations and consultants and have, therefore, been in-
formed by practice. However, to date, there has been no serious critique of these guidelines. The main 
objective of this chapter is to provide an in-depth analysis of six contemporary guidelines. By reviewing 
these guidelines, this chapter explores how each of these addresses the MKR and therefore facilitates the 
management and reporting of KR. Therefore, this chapter will establish some of the key issues involved 
in understanding MKR. It will also provide an overview of how these issues are addressed or otherwise 
in the six guidelines. Two key messages of this chapter are the followings: first, MKR and its elements 
are embedded in various ways into the international guidelines examined; second, that a key policy 
issue is international harmonisation. 
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Introduction  

Over the past few decades, the world has rapidly 
moved from its industrial economic base, in which 
economic growth was considered to be mostly 
determined by the use of tangible resources. In-
stead, many organisations have shifted towards 
a knowledge base, in which wealth creation is 
associated with the challenge of developing and 
managing knowledge resources (KR). These are 
commonly visualised using the tripartite classi-
fication of intellectual capital (IC)a (see, among 
others, MERITUM, 2002; SKE, 2005; EC, 2006; 
Guthrie et al., 2007; Unermann et al. 2007).

Some knowledge-intensive organisations have 
responded to this challenge by adopting matrix 
structures in order to foster knowledge flows 
and innovation and enhance ‘value creation’ 
(Mouritsen et al., 2005: 4).  Others have sought 
to manage KR by applying information technol-
ogy. In these and other cases, organisations are 
responding to major changes in their external 
environment by using knowledge management 
tools (e.g. intranet, open plan offices) to attempt 
to manage KR, but in a non-systematic way. The 
management of KR (MKR) is central to the way 
in which an organisation is made up and, there-
fore, it cannot be separated out and acted upon 
in the same way as a single business process or 
management system (Ricceri, 2008). 

Several national and international institu-
tions have produced authoritative ‘guidelines’ 
for MKR. These guidelines aim to facilitate the 
management and reporting of KR by framing IC 
with sets of metrics and narratives. Many of these 
guidelines are the result of co-operation between 
researchers, companies, industry organisations 
and consultants and have, therefore, been informed 
by practice. 

However, to date, there has been no serious 
critique of these guidelines and the main objective 
of this chapter is to provide an in-depth analysis 
of six contemporary guidelines. By reviewing 
several of these guidelines, this chapter aims to 

explore how each of these addresses the MKR and 
therefore facilitates the management and report-
ing of KR. Therefore this chapter will establish 
some of the key issues involved in  understanding 
MKR. It will aso provide an overview of how 
these issues are addressed or otherwise in the six 
guidelines, and identify gaps in these contempo-
rary guidelines.

The chapter is structured as follows. Section 
two discusses the context in which the guidelines 
have been developed. Section three outlines the 
six contemporary guidelines from different geo-
graphic areas and the management issues that will 
be used for their analysis. Section four analyses 
how these management issues are incorporated 
into the contemporary guidelines. Finally, section 
five discusses the lessons learned from the analysis 
and provides a conclusion to the chapter.

International Knowledge  
Resources Frameworks

The challenge of understanding MKR has been 
addressed by many KR frameworks. One common 
characteristic of these frameworks is that they use 
measurement as a way to make IC visible. Sveibyb 
identifies many frameworks and more have been 
added to make a comprehensive list of 36. 

These frameworks can be collapsed into two 
different approaches: the ‘stock approach’ and the 
‘flow approach’ (see, Guthrie and Ricceri, 2002). 
Under the ‘stock approach’, KR are thought to be 
static and able to be assigned a monetary value. 
Table 1 highlights eighteen ‘stock approach’ 
KR frameworks that could provide a traditional 
‘financial view’ of KR. The underlying as-
sumption of the ‘stock approach’ is that KR are 
recognised mainly on the basis of their market 
value or for their contribution to the generation 
of revenue, earnings or cash flows. Therefore, KR 
are contextualised within a traditional financial 
accounting frame.
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Under the ‘flow approach’, KR are contextu-
alised within the organisation for understanding 
their links to organisational performance, via KR 
metrics and narratives, rather than assigning a spe-
cific monetary value. As will be observed later in 
this chapter, the ‘flow approach’ supports the idea 
that metrics by themselves are not informative, as 
they can capture only the measurable part of KR. 
For instance, assume that a research organisation 
is developing a new drug for treating patients with 
a particular disease and that, for this project to 
succeed, new competencies are needed. In order to 
acquire the necessary competencies, the research 
organisation has to employ five PhD students. 
Does the metric ‘5 new PhD students’ represent 

this situation? A more useful approach would be 
to integrate the metric with narratives that link to 
the organisational context (e.g., strategy to focus 
on this project, the strategic choice of employing 
the PhD students with specific competencies). 
Therefore, narratives provide a context for un-
derstanding the meaning of the metrics for the 
specific organisation.

The KR frameworks which adopted a ‘flow 
approach’ are illustrated in Table 2. Pioneers 
of this approach were: the Balanced Scorecard 
(1992); the Intangible Asset Monitor (1997); and 
the Skandia Navigator (1997). The underlying as-
sumption of the ‘flow approach’ is that KR have 
to be understood and managed in order to create 

year f ramework Proponent 

2001 Inclusive Valuation Methodology (IVM) M’Pherson and Pike

2000 The Value Explorer™ Andriessen and Tiessen 

2000 Intellectual Asset Valuation Sullivan

2000 Total Value Creation, TVC™ Anderson and McLean

2000 Value Added Intellectual Coefficient (VAIC™) Pulic

1999 Knowledge Capital Earnings Lev

1998 Accounting for the Future (AFTF) Nash

1998 Investor Assigned Market Value (IAMV™) Standfield 

1997 Market-to-Book Value Stewart (1997); Luthy (1998) 

1997 Economic Value Added (EVA™) Stewart 

1997 Calculated Intangible Value Stewart (1997); Luthy (1998) 

1997 IC-Index™ Roos, Roos, Dragonetti, and Edvinsson

1996 Technology Broker Brooking 

1996 Citation- Weighted Patents Bontis, Dragonetti, Jacobson and Roos

1996 Human Resource Costing & Accounting (HRCA) Gröjer and Johanson 

1990 The Invisible Balance Sheet Sveiby 

1985 Human Resource Accounting Flamholtz 

1950s Tobin’s Q Tobin

Table 1. ‘Stock approach’ KR frameworks
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value for the organisation and its stakeholders. 
Given the difficulties associated with determin-
ing monetary values for KR, most of the metrics 
considered by these frameworks do not attempt 
to put a monetary figure on KR. The ‘flow ap-
proach’ attempts to untangle the KR puzzle and 
provides insight into how KR can be managed, 
measured and reported. 

The next section will describe the six contem-
porary guidelines that were selected within the 
‘flow approach’ frameworks and then present the 
management issues used to analyse them. 

Research Methods

As indicated above, six contemporary ‘flow 
approach’ frameworks have been selected for 
examination. These frameworks have been 
developed by national or international bodies 
to guide organisations in the management and 
reporting of KR. The six selected guidelines are 
listed in Table 3.

Each of the guidelines was subjected to detailed 
analysis by using four management issues. These 
were established in Ricceri (2008) as important 

year f ramework Proponent 

2002-2006 Austrian Universities Act Federal Ministry of Education, Science and Culture (FMESC)

2005 Japanese Guidelines Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI)

2005 Australian Guiding Principles Society for Knowledge Economics (SKE)

2005 Intellectual Capital Management Process Roos, Pike and Fernstrom

2004 German Guideline Federal Ministry of Economics and Labour (FMEL)

2004 Performance Prism Neely, Adams and Kennerly

2004 Value+ä Model Bygdås, Røyvrik and Gjerde

2004 Strategy Maps Kaplan and Norton 

2004 Topplinjen/ Business IQ Sandvik 

2003 IC-dVAL Bonfour

2003 Danish Guideline Mouritsen et al.

2002 European Meritum Guidelines MERITUM

2002 IC Rating™ Edvinsson 

2001 Value Chain Scoreboard™ Lev 

2001 Knowledge Audit Cycle Schiuma and Marr 

1999 Intellectual Capital Navigator (ICN) Roos and Jacobsen 

1997 Skandia Navigator™ Edvinsson 

1997 Intangible Asset Monitor Sveiby

1992 Balanced Scorecard Kaplan and Norton 

Table 2. ‘Flow approach’ KR frameworks
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elements for the MKR. The four management 
issues are: organisational strategy; resources 
interactions; measurement; and reporting.

Organisational strategy aims to investigate if 
and how KR are considered in strategy formula-
tion. The basic assumption here is that considering 
KR when formulating organisational strategy is 
fundamental for sustainable organisational per-
formance. Although strategy has been recognised 
as the most important context for guiding MKR, 
the link between MKR and organisational strategy 
has been widely ignored in practice (Zack, 1999: 
125-126). Managers do not have well developed 
strategies that help to link knowledge oriented 
processes to strategy and are unsure of how to 
translate the goal of making their organisation 
more “intelligent” into a strategic course of action 
(Zack, 1999: 126). 

Theoretically, the relevance of considering KR 
and their management within organisational strat-
egy is grounded in the resource-based literature, 
which assumes that organisational performance 
can be explained by an organisation’s resources 
portfolio (Dierickx and Cool, 1989) and its deploy-

ment. In particular, it is recognised that knowledge 
is a main strategic asset of the organisation (Itami 
and Roehl, 1987; Grant, 1991; Hall, 1993).

The resource-based literature also states that 
bundles of resources impact upon performance 
(Lippman and Rumelt, 1982) and it is difficult to 
identify the contribution of individual elements 
without taking into account the transformations 
between various resources (Dierickx and Cool, 
1989; King and Zeithaml, 2001). Therefore an 
understanding of resources flows is of critical 
importance for strategy formulation and for mak-
ing an effective use of KR. 

The second MKR issue, resources interac-
tions, highlights the relevance of understanding 
flows within resources and these are also known 
as resources transformations. 

Within the IC literature, the existence of 
resources interactions has been highlighted by 
several contributions (e.g., Nonaka and Takeuchi, 
1995; Roos and Roos, 1997; Roos et al., 2005). 
In particular, Roos et al. (2005: 109) indicate 
that value is created through the transformation 
of one resource into the other. However, Sveiby 

year g uideline Proponent

2003 Danish Guideline:  “Intellectual Capital Statement – The New Guideline”, The Danish Ministry of Science, Technology 
and Innovation (DMSTI)

2004 German guideline: “Intellectual capital statement – Made in Germany” Federal Ministry of Economics and Labour 
(FMEL)

2002-2006 “Austrian Universities Act” Federal Ministry of Education, Science, and 
Culture (FMESC)

2002 European Meritum Guidelines: “MERITUM (Measuring Intangibles to 
Understand and Improve Innovation Management) Guidelines”

European Union - MERITUM Project

2005 Australian Guiding Principles: “Australian Guiding Principles on Extended 
Performance Management” (SKE, 2005)

The Australian Society for Knowledge 
Economics (SKE)

2005 Japanese Guidelines: “Guidelines for Disclosure of Intellectual Assets Based 
Management”

Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry 
(METI)

Table 3. The six guidelines 
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(2001: 348) states that despite the relevance of 
transformations between KR, they tend not to be 
co-ordinated and systematically managed because 
senior managers lack an understanding of the ‘full 
perspective’.  Therefore, resources interactions 
should be identified, mapped and assessed for an 
understanding of their contribution to organisa-
tional performance (Ricceri, 2008). 

Transformations (see, also Roos and Jacobsen, 
1999; Gupta and Roos, 2001; Marr et al., 2004; 
Roos et al., 2005) are defined as resources flows 
that affect different organisational resources types, 
being tangible assets or KR (see, Roos et al., 2005: 
109-110; Ricceri, 2008). Whilst transformations 
within tangible resources (physical or financial) 
are, in most cases, observable and measurable, 
transformations which involve KR are difficult 
to identify. For example, consider the brand Nike. 
There is a transformation between Nike’s brand 
(structural capital) and Nike’s revenues (financial 
resources – cash flows or credit instruments), but 
this transformation is not easily measurable, nor 
specifically tracked by financial transactions and 
the resultant financial documents. 

The third MKR issue, measurement, refers to 
the use of KR metrics and narratives to support 
MKR and, in particular, to assess performance. 
Many organisations are integrating traditional 
accounting-based performance measures with 
strategic performance measures (or key perfor-
mance indicators). As Ittner and Larker (2003: 88) 
highlighted,  in the past decades, an increasing 
number of organisations has been using strate-
gic performance measures to monitor multiple 
performance perspectives (e.g., customers and 
innovation) and related drivers (e.g., customer 
loyalty and employee satisfaction) that do not 
follow traditional financial management account-
ing practices. Bontis (2001: 57) reports that top 
executives in large US and Canadian businesses 
agree that IC measures are required to manage 
knowledge assets. He analyses the strengths and 
weaknesses of six IC frameworks and highlights 
critical issues in their operationalisation. Also, 

he establishes that part of the complexity of IC 
measurement is related to the fact that it should 
attempt to capture not only forms of individual 
IC resources but also changes in these stocks of 
capital, i.e. the flows or transformations of intel-
lectual capital (Bontis, 2001: 58). 

The integration of strategic performance 
measurement (SPM) into organisations’ measure-
ment systems is aimed at capturing the factors 
leading to the “creation of value in the business” 
(Ittner and Larcker, 1998: 217) and responding to 
shortcomings in traditional financial performance 
measures. 

The fourth MKR issue, reporting, relates to 
the construction of the reporting devices which 
can be used for external and internal communica-
tion. A common device used to provide internal 
and external stakeholders with an extended 
view of organisational performance by focusing 
on the efforts to manage and develop KR is the 
Intellectual Capital Statement (ICS) (Mouritsen, 
2004: 259). 

An ICS provides information about how KR 
are created, developed and applied in the organisa-
tion (Edvinsson and Malone, 1997; Sveiby, 1997; 
Bontis et al. 1999; Mouritsen, 2004; Mouritsen 
and Larsen, 2005). Also, it summarises the firm’s 
efforts to develop and use KR and puts evalu-
ative managerial questions that help managers 
to change KR and/or direct them towards new 
strategies (Mouritsen, 2004: 259). Therefore, the 
ICS has two main functions: a descriptive func-
tion and an enabling one. First, the descriptive 
function relates to the description of KR and their 
management. This function is mainly related to 
the ability of the ICS to provide a picture of KR 
and their management to internal and external 
stakeholders. Therefore, ICS can be considered 
as a descriptive device for understanding KR and 
their management. Second, the enabling function 
relates to the knowledge that derives from the ICS 
and, in particular, to if and how this knowledge 
enables managerial intervention. 
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Ideally, KR information should be reported 
and used internally and a selected set should also 
be reported externally. Reporting should be done 
in a consistent manner, using a model that links 
metrics and narratives. 

The remaining part of this section is devoted 
to a brief presentation of the six international 
guidelines that were selected within the ‘flow 
approach’ frameworks and listed in table 3.

Danish Guideline

The Danish Ministry of Science, Technology and 
Innovation (DMSTI) has published the “Intel-
lectual Capital Statement – The New Guideline”, 
which was the output of a project over several 
years, based on the experiences of over 100 or-
ganisations. This guideline, issued in 2003, was 
for public and private organisations, large and 
small. Its aim was to foster the companies’ ability 
to manage KR that create value for society. The 
Danish Guideline stimulates organisations “to 
work more systematically and comprehensively 
with the main initiatives within knowledge man-
agement” (Mouritsen et al. 2003: 3). It also aimed 
to provide a reporting tool for communicating 
knowledge management to existing and potential 
internal and external stakeholders via Intellectual 
Capital Statements (ICS), as part of organisations’ 
knowledge management strategy.

The Danish Guideline provided a way of 
managing and reporting IC. This process is based 
on four interrelated elements “which together 
express the company’s knowledge management” 
(Mouritsen et al., 2003: 2). They are the knowledge 
narrative; management challenges; initiatives; 
and indicators. 

The process for preparing the ICS helps to 
systematise knowledge management by finding 
consistency within the four elements and making 
them work together. Therefore, the preparation 
of the ICS requires going from one element to 
the other. 

German Guideline

The German guideline (i.e. “Intellectual capital 
statement – Made in Germany”) was issued 
in 2004 by the Federal Ministry of Economics 
and Labour to foster “the implementation of the 
intellectual capital statement and of knowledge 
management in both small and medium-sized 
enterprises, and in the trades sector” (FMEL, 
2004: 3). The Guideline targets small and me-
dium-sized enterprises (SMEs). The German 
Guideline was based on the Danish Guideline 
and a pilot project was established to adjust it 
for German SMEs, 13 of which were using the 
ICS for internal management and 10 for external 
reporting purposes (FMEL, 2004: 10). 

Austrian Universities Act

The Austrian Universities Act (FMESC, 2002) 
and its related Regulation (FMESC, 2006) are the 
first mandatory requirements to produce an Intel-
lectual Capital Report (ICR). The Act came into 
force in 2004 and was aimed at restructuring the 
educational and legal framework of universities 
(Altenburger and Schaffhauser-Linzatti, 2006). 
According to this directive, universities were 
granted autonomy from the Federal Ministry of 
Education, Science, and Culture (FMESC) and 
universities’ budgets were placed on a perfor-
mance-oriented basis. 

The Regulation states that a university’s ICR is 
aimed at “presenting, evaluating and communicat-
ing intangible assets, performance processes and 
their consequences and serves as a qualitative and 
quantitative basis for generating and entering a 
performance agreement” (FMESC, 2006: 1). 

One consequence of this was the introduction 
of new forms of reporting. External reports were 
required to be standardised. The four new external 
reports introduced were: the performance report; 
intellectual capital reports (ICR); the evaluation 
report; and the financial statement. 



���  

Critical	Analysis	of	International	Guidelines	for	the	Management	of	Knowledge	Resources	

European MERITUM Guidelines

The MERITUM (Measuring Intangibles to Un-
derstand and Improve Innovation Management) 
Guidelines for managing and reporting on IC were 
established in 2002. These Guidelines are the 
result of a 30-month (1998-2001) project funded 
by the European Union within the Targeted So-
cio-Economic Research (TSER) program. These 
Guidelines aim to assist organisations to develop 
their IC by its identification, measurement and 
control. Also, they aim to assist organisations 
in the external disclosure of the intangible de-
terminants of their value creation capability 
(MERITUM, 2002: 56). 

The MERITUM Guidelines are divided into 
three sections: the conceptual framework; the 
management of intellectual capital; and the intel-
lectual capital report. 

Australian Guiding Principles

The Australian Society for Knowledge Economics 
(SKE) produced the “Australian Guiding Prin-
ciples on Extended Performance Management” 
(SKE, 2005), with the objective of inspiring 
Australian organisations to measure, organise 
and report their knowledge-intensive resources. 
The principal aims were to: provide a broad and 
balanced perspective on organisational health and 
wealth; better define the capacity an organisation 
has to create value in the future; and make visible 
knowledge-intensive organisational resources, 
identifying new opportunities for management 
intervention and financial valuation (SKE, 
2005: 4). The Principles use the term “Extended 
Performance Management” (EPM) to describe 
the framework developed. Also, they highlight 
three main management phases that are used to 
operationalise EPM: (1) Business Orientation; 
(2) Business Analysis; and (3) Performance As-
sessment.  

The Principles can be used from two main 
perspectives (SKE, 2005: 9). First, they take an 

internal management perspective, which provides 
managers with a practical tool for gaining a better 
understanding of knowledge-intensive resources 
and business performance. Therefore, internally, 
EPM represents a useful device for improving 
strategy formulation and resource allocation 
processes as well as for motivating employees. 
Second, an external reporting perspective, which 
organisations can use to disclose information to 
stakeholders through extended performance ac-
counts. These communicate the organisation’s 
knowledge-intensive resources which are not 
included in traditional financial accounts. 

Japanese Guidelines

The Japanese Industrial Structure Council issued 
an Interim Report on Intellectual Assets (IA) 
which examined measures to promote Japan “to 
become a society where higher added value is 
realised” (SMIA, 2005: 5). 

The Council promoted the management and 
reporting of IA, which represents the beginning 
of a “virtuous cycle” of benefits for the organisa-
tion, capital markets and Japanese national wealth 
(SMIA, 2005: 27).

Howeveŗ  the main point of the Interim Report 
was not disclosure, but rather the management 
of IA (SMIA, 2005: 47-48). The Council stated 
that in a knowledge-based society, Intellectual 
Assets Based Management (IABM), in which 
corporations accurately recognise and utilise their 
potential, was becoming increasingly important 
(SMIA, 2005: 63). 

In response to the Council’s Interim Report, 
the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry 
(METI) released the “Guidelines for Disclosure of 
Intellectual Assets Based Management” (METI, 
2005). The focus of these Japanese Guidelines was 
on IA management of companies, rather than just 
IA reporting (METI, 2005: 1). 

The four MKR issues identified above, will 
now be used to analyse the selected KR interna-
tional guidelines. 
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A Critical and Comparative  
Analysis of the Guidelines  

The following analysis was driven by a desire 
to understand how MKR was incorporated into 
the various guidelines.  For the purpose of un-
derstanding MKR in the various KR guidelines, 
the four MKR issues discussed in detail above 
are now used to provide a critical and compara-
tive analysis. Table 4 summarises the findings of 
the analysis of the six individual guidelines and 
provides an overview of each MKR issue in the 
examined set. 

The specific observations in relation to the 
four MKR issues are now discussed in detail to 
highlight key points from the analysis. These 
points are then used to highlight several important 
observations at the conclusion of this section. 

a. Organisational strategy

Concerning strategy, all the guidelines (ex-
cept the Austrian and the Japanese) address the 
relevance of considering KR in the organisation’s 
strategy. The Austrian and Japanese guidelines are 
focused on performance assessment and reporting 
and do not address the need to include KR into 
strategy formulation and implementation. 

In the Danish Guideline, the formulation and 
implementation of the strategy for MKR plays a 
central role and is derived from the construction of 
a knowledge narrative. The knowledge narrative 
is centred on the KR required to create ‘use value’ 
and considers users as the main stakeholders. 
The knowledge narrative is specified, in terms 
of KR requirements, by the management chal-
lenges which are then operationalised by a set of 
initiatives. Initiatives consist of the activities that 
compose, develop and procure KR.

 The German Guideline identifies a strategy 
cycle, in which the knowledge strategy is de-
rived from the business strategy and describes 
the organisation’s position with regards to sub-
areas of IC. The business strategy is derived 
from the analysis of environmental factors and 
the organisation’s vision. This is informed by 
the ICS which, in this Guideline, measures and 
evaluates the success of the knowledge strategy.  
The analysis of the organisation’s environment 
considers the social and the political context and 
therefore, also information about stakeholders 
(e.g., customer, suppliers, competitors). Also, the 
issue of undertaking actions in order to achieve 
the knowledge strategy is not addressed in detail. 
It states that the “management of IC” focuses on 
the identification, mapping and assessment of 
resources transformations. 

Guidelines/
management issues 

Organisational 
strategy

Resources
interactions

Measurement Reporting

1. Danish Guideline   X   

2. German Guideline       

3. Austrian Universities Act X X   

4. European MERITUM Guidelines   X   

5. Australian Guiding Principles   X   

6. Japanese Guidelines X X   

Table 4. Guidelines and management issues
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In the MERITUM Guidelines, the vision of 
the firm is about how the customers and other 
(market) stakeholders benefit from the firm’s 
knowledge production activities. This is the 
starting point for the identification of strategic 
objectives and intangible resources. Customers 
and suppliers are considered by this framework, 
but other stakeholder groups are not taken into 
account in the strategy formulation. Also, all the 
illustrations provided about “other stakeholders” 
relate to market stakeholders. The implementation 
of the strategy is then undertaken via intangibles 
activities that aim to acquire and develop critical 
intangibles in order to achieve strategic objectives. 
Also, the Guidelines identify processes that can 
facilitate the integration of IC management within 
the firm’s managerial processes.

In the Australian Principles, the identification 
of gaps to be addressed by MKR is informed not 
only by market analysis, but by the analysis of the 
perspectives and needs of a range of internal and 
external stakeholder groups. The organisation’s 
strategy is expressed in terms of “use value” to 
be delivered to stakeholders. Therefore, the Aus-
tralian framework is the only one that provides 
guidance on how to consider the interests of 
various stakeholder groups in strategy formula-
tion. In relation to strategy implementation, these 
Principles identify five activities for managing 
KR: acquisition, development, utilisation, main-
tenance, and disposal of KR. 

In summary, the majority of KR guidelines 
highlight the need for considering KR within 
organisational strategy in different ways. Also, the 
Australian framework provided some guidance for 
considering a wide range of stakeholder interests 
along with KR in strategy formulation. 

b. Resources interactions

Only one framework details the tools for 
identification, assessment and mapping of KR 
transformations. The German Guideline ad-
dresses, in a systematic way, the issue of resources 

transformations. According to these guidelines, 
without understanding resources interactions, 
KR cannot be “sensibly” managed (FMEL, 2004: 
33). Therefore, the analysis and assessment of 
interdependencies is considered in this guideline 
as an important prerequisite for managerial ac-
tion. The identification of “influencing factors” 
(e.g., building up employees’ experience) is the 
starting point. Then, the Guideline proposes two 
tools for mapping and assessing interdependencies 
between influencing factors:  the matrix; and the 
interdependencies network. 

Nearly all the guidelines consider flows be-
tween resources as important. It is acknowledged 
that all organisations have a unique set of tangible 
and KR that are interconnected in various ways 
and value is created through the transformations 
of these resources. Therefore, an understanding 
of the ‘value creation’ process can be achieved 
via the mapping of resources interactions.

In summary, the relevance of Resources in-
teractions for ‘value creation’ is acknowledged 
by nearly all the frameworks. However, only the 
German Guideline provides tools for managers 
to map and assess resources transformations 
and therefore consider in a systematic way the 
contribution of KR to ‘value creation’. 

 
c. Measurement

All the frameworks use KR metrics and ac-
companying narratives for identifying, measur-
ing and assessing IC and provide examples of 
financial and non-financial KR metrics. Not all 
of them provide examples about accompanying 
narratives (e.g., Austrian and MERITUM). Also, 
the majority of the guidelines recognise that KR 
metrics are organisationally specific. The Austrian 
framework provides a generally applicable set of 
IC indicators for the university sector. Moreover, 
some of the frameworks identify specific charac-
teristics that the metrics should have (e.g., Danish, 
MERITUM and Australian).
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The Danish Guideline uses narratives and 
indicators for a qualitative assessment and a 
quantitative assessment of performance. The first, 
qualitative assessment uses narratives to assess 
the effectiveness and the level of ambition of 
existing initiatives for knowledge management. 
The second, quantitative assessment uses a set of 
indicators to specify the management challenges, 
initiatives and results. Also, for this guideline, 
indicators should be calculated on a systematic 
basis to allow for comparability over time and can 
be defined ex ante in terms of target scores. 

The German Guideline defines indicators as 
an absolute or relative benchmark that serves to 
describe a circumstance. Indicators refer to the 
main IC category to which they belong (i.e., human 
capital, relational capital and structural capital) 
and are defined in relation to an influencing factor. 
Also, for the indicators the Guideline outlines the 
need for the following: (a) integrating indicators 
with a qualitative assessment of the degree of 
achievement of stated objectives; (b) presenting 
indicators over different reporting periods; and (c) 
defining the desired trend of the indicators for the 
future. Also, indicators should be supplemented 
by narratives; these describe the context, interpret 
the results and show the consequences from the 
point of view of the organisation and highlight 
future trends.  

In the regulated Austrian framework, universi-
ties must provide a mandatory list of KR metrics. 
The metrics refer to three main areas: intellectual 
property, core processes and output and impacts. 
Therefore, metrics relate to resources (e.g., number 
of students), activities (e.g., number of doctoral 
programs) and results (e.g., number of awarded 
degrees). Also, narrative information should be 
provided for an understanding of universities’ 
strategies and performance. 

The MERITUM Guidelines propose the use of 
narratives for describing an organisation’s vision 
and strategic objectives, whilst indicators relate 
to intangible resources and intangible activities. 
Also, these guidelines highlight the relevance 

of using indicators for assessing performance 
over time. 

The Australian Principles identify three main 
categories of indicators (i.e., measurement areas): 
stocks of KR, investments in KR, and effects on 
KR. Moreover, they briefly state several critical 
issues related to the choice of the indicators. These 
are issues associated with validity, objectivity and 
accuracy, incomparability in time and space, and 
availability of information. Also, the Principles 
support the integration of indicators and narratives 
to measure and assess performance and highlight 
the need to define targets. 

The Japanese Guidelines support the need to 
integrate metrics and narratives to ‘tell a story’ 
about value creation. In this story, indicators sup-
port the narratives and it is through their inter-re-
lationships that their meaning can be understood. 
Moreover, these guidelines specify that, in order 
to enhance the credibility of the indicators, these 
should be subject to internal control and histori-
cal changes should be reported. Also, targets for 
indicators should be defined. 

In summary, all the guidelines recognise the 
relevance of the provision of KR metrics and nar-
ratives for understanding and managing IC. 

d. Reporting

All of the guidelines analysed focus on report-
ing and provide models for this purpose. These 
models include KR and their management via 
financial and non-financial metrics and narra-
tives. The Danish Guideline promotes the ICS for 
internal and external use. The ICS is designed so 
that IC components (which can be modified by 
each organisation) are reported against knowledge 
narratives, management challenges, initiatives 
and results. These are interrelated elements 
which together express the company’s knowledge 
management. Also, for external reporting, this 
framework compares IC and other “supplementary 
accounts” and addresses the issue of the choice 
of reporting media. 
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The German Guideline promotes the use 
of the ICS for internal and external reporting 
purposes. The ICS shows the links between 
organisational goals, IC and performance, using 
indicators and narratives. This framework states 
that it is not possible to define a generally valid 
structure for the ICS. However, in the illustration 
provided for a sample ICS, seven parts are used: 
(1) Foreword – Why an ICS in our organisation?; 
(2) Company description; (3) Business success 
and challenges; (4) Business and knowledge 
strategy; (5) Our intellectual capital; (6) Future 
perspectives and measures; (7) Collection of 
indicators. The Guideline highlights the need to 
identify internal and external target groups and 
criteria for communications and provides a help 
table for this. Issues about reporting media and 
differences between internal and external ICS 
are not discussed in detail. 

The Austrian Act focuses on external reporting. 
The ICR it proposes identifies five sections: (a) 
Scope of application objectives and strategy; (b) 
Intellectual property (divided into human, struc-
tural and relational capital); (c) Core processes 
(divided into education and continuing educa-
tion, and research and development); (d) Output 
and impact of core processes; and (e) Summary 
and prospects. This framework is strongly mea-
surement-oriented and most of the ICR sections 
contain metrics. Only the first section, “Scope 
of application objectives and strategy”, and the 
last one, “Summary and prospects”, state that 
narratives should be used, but no illustration of 
these is supplied. Probably, the use of the ICR for 
government funding and performance agreements 
requires a standardisation of the information 
reported for the university sector. 

The MERITUM Guidelines promote the use 
of the ICS for internal and external reporting pur-
poses. Three main reporting areas are identified: 
vision of the firm (including strategic objectives 
and critical intangibles); summary of intangible 
resources and activities; systems of indicators for 
intangible resources and activities. The guidelines 

also tackle the issue of the reporting media and 
recommend the use of a stand-alone ICS. 

The Australian Principles propose the use 
of Extended Performance Accounts for internal 
and external reporting. The reporting structure 
consists of three KR components which are re-
ported against: strategic objectives; managerial 
efforts (i.e., current and planned actions); and 
indicators (i.e., internal and external). Also, the 
principles contain a brief review of other forms 
of reporting that highlight the increasing number 
of international guiding principles on how to 
manage, measure and report knowledge intensive 
organisational resources. 

The Japanese Guidelines focus on the IABM 
Report for external reporting. The main body of 
the report is divided into: (a) general; (b) from 
past to present; (c) from present to future. The 
report contains narratives and indicators in the 
main body and, in the attachment, a list of other 
indicators and calculation formula.  Also, the 
Guidelines consider other forms of reporting and, 
in particular, compare IA and corporate social 
responsibility reporting. 

All the frameworks provide detailed guidance 
for reporting. As indicated above, the various 
guidelines promote the use of a stand-alone ICS 
as the media for internal and external reporting. 
It was clear from the analysis that the various 
guidelines envisage an ICS as including MKR 
objectives, processes, results and IC components. 
A variety of narratives and metrics were used. 

The findings from this analysis highlight 
several important general observations. First, that 
the main focus of most of these guidelines is on 
external reporting. However, they also provide 
guidance internally of how the management of KR 
can be undertaken. Second, all of these guidelines, 
except the Australian Principles, assume ‘value 
creation’ as one of the main objectives for which 
KR should be managed. Third, the guidelines are 
similar in that they deal with the issues of strategy 
and actions, performance assessment and report-
ing, and consider these as parts of a process for 
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MKR. Fourth, the majority did not address the 
important issue of Resources interactions. In par-
ticular, only the German guidelines addressed the 
issue of resources transformations and provided 
guidance on how to identify and visualise them. 
Fifth, only one guideline refers to organisational 
sustainability (the Australian Principles), which 
was expressed in terms of an extended view of 
organisational performance and considered the 
analysis of various stakeholder interests for the 
identification of the organisation’s objectives. In 
general, from these observations a main conclu-
sion is that only one of these frameworks, the 
German Guideline, covers all the MKR issues. 

The relevance of KR and their management in 
a knowledge-based economy has been recognised 
by various international guidelines. Nearly 40 KR 
frameworks, all of which aim to make IC some 
how visible, were classified for consideration in 
this chapter on the basis of their measurement 
approach: the stock approach versus the flow 
approach. The above analysis focuses on the six 
contemporary guidelines of the flow approach 
using four critical MKR issues. 

Conclusion

Two key messages of this chapter are that: first, 
MKR and its elements are embedded in various 
ways into the international guidelines examined; 
second, that a key policy issue is international 
harmonisation. 

This chapter discussed how MKR was in-
corporated into the six international guidelines.  
Four key lessons from the analysis are now 
highlighted. First, many of the guidelines have a 
view of strategy as an incremental process that 
starts with management formulation and flows 
to KR actions. Also, many of the guidelines ac-
cept that strategy formulation leads to deliberate 
actions and this is coupled with an acceptance 
that an application of knowledge and leverage of 
resources enhances organisational performance. 

It was found that these frameworks view strategy 
and the MKR based on the notion of intended 
strategies. Therefore, it was assumed that all these 
frameworks had a common view of MKR, which 
was to achieve intended strategies. 

Second, most of the guidelines recognise the 
importance of KR transformations for organisa-
tional performance, however, only the German 
Guideline includes an analysis of resources 
transformations. What is missing in most of the 
guidelines is the analysis of resources transfor-
mations. Third, the majority of the guidelines 
use KR metrics and narratives for describing 
and measuring IC and/or assessing performance. 
Also, the frameworks recognise that KR informa-
tion is organisationally specific. However, KR 
information in many of these guidelines is lim-
ited to describing and assessing MKR for senior 
management use and there is no mention of the 
importance of the use of KR information by the 
workforce. In light of this, the role of visuals should 
be considered. What is missing in the guidelines 
is the availability of KR information, so that it 
can be used by a variety of stakeholders. 

Fourth, the various guidelines promote the 
use of an ICS for internal and external reporting 
purposes. These guidelines generally envisage an 
ICS as including KR components, MKR objec-
tives, initiatives and results. They did not include 
stakeholders, economic, social and environmental 
concerns. What is missing in the guidelines is the 
inclusion of a wider perspective of organisational 
concerns and performance.

Therefore, the above analysis has highlighted 
what is included or not included internationally 
in a selection of KR guidelines. 

We now turn to harmonisation. The above 
analysis of the six guidelines suggests that there 
is significant and varied international practice 
when the guidelines are examined in-depth. When 
practice leads policy there are numerous issues 
that need to be agreed upon. 

First, experimentation with MKR is increas-
ing in Europe, Japan and Australia. However, 
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there is still little comparative work that looks at 
the diversity in practice and the motivation for 
organisations to report this material. 

Second, experimentation within MKR under a 
specific guideline should be studied over time to 
see the developments of practice, both in terms of 
the adoption of MKR and the use of the informa-
tion both internally and externally. 

Third, should policy and the guidelines be 
prescriptive or normative? If guidelines are devel-
oped, will they specify certain types of elements 
and the formatting of reporting? 

Fourth, an important issue is the need for 
greater education as to the precise nature of KR and 
how to manage them. This will lead to an increase 
in practical uptake and a broader understanding 
of the issues associated with the MKR. 

Fifth, presumably, given the differences in 
organisational types and activities considerable 
fluidity and flexibility will have to be built into 
any policy arrangement. For instance, the only 
regulated guideline (Austrian) specifically sets 
individual metrics for Universities to report 
against. This may be because these guidelines 
are specifically industry-based (e.g. university), 
whereas the other guidelines only illustrate some 
metrics, possibly because they are trying to cover 
a universal set of organisational types and busi-
ness activities. 

The diversity in guidelines and practice signals 
an urgent need for debate about harmonisation. 
Harmonisation may depend upon the creation 
of international communities of practice, which 
bring together practitioners, policy makers and 
thought leaders from around the world. For in-
stance, Boedker et al. (2008: 21) indicate that the 
World Intellectual Capital Initiative by OECD 
and others provides an example of an appropriate 
vehicle for facilitating debates, mediating knowl-
edge and practice, and improving international 
collaborations and harmonisation. Further, har-
monisation suggests that one framework would fit 
all circumstances. As indicated above, the current 
frameworks are different and further research 

should be undertaken into the theoretical and 
empirical underpinnings of these to gauge if it is 
possible to have one meta-framework. 
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Key Terms 

Intellectual Capital (IC): A framing device 
for understanding Knowledge Resources and re-
lated elements. See also Knowledge Resources. 

Intellectual Capital Statement (ICS): Pro-
vides information via metrics and narratives about 
how KR are created, developed and applied in the 
oganisation. Also, it summarises the firm’s efforts 
to develop and use KR and puts evaluative mana-
gerial questions that help managers to change KR 
and/or direct them towards new strategies. 

Knowledge Resources (KR): Non tangible 
oganisational resources that can be classified 
into three main components:  human resources; 
structural resources; and relational resources: 

Human resources refer to internal 
stakeholders, such as senior managers and 
employees, and to their attributes, that is 
knowledge, abilities, skills, experiences 
and innovativeness. These are becoming 
critical resources for oganisations, par-
ticularly because they contribute to the 
ability to respond and adapt to a changing 
environment.

Structural resources consist of all 
those things that remain in the oganisation 
when the employees have left the building 
and are in some way owned or controlled 
by the oganisation. Structural resources 
include ‘intellectual property’ and ‘infra-
structural resources’.  Intellectual property 
is owned by the company and protected by 
law and includes elements such as patents, 
trademarks and copyrights. Infrastructural 
resources consist of oganisational charac-
teristics such as methods and procedures 
and the oganisational context provided to 
individuals to achieve strategic objectives. 
Therefore, structural resources include, 
but are not limited to, culture, processes, 
routines, and information and networking 
systems.
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Relational resources include the 
oganisation’s brand and image in the mar-
ketplace, as well as its relationships with 
external stakeholders (such as government, 
customers, partners and retailers, suppliers, 
residents, etc.). Some of these resources 
are not owned by the oganisation, but are 
relationships that are significant and require 
management. 

This tripartite classification of knowl-
edge resources is known as intellectual 
capital and is a framing device for under-
standing KR and related elements. As a 
result, the concepts of knowledge resources 
and intellectual capital embrace all kinds 
of non tangible oganisational resources, 
either formally owned or used, or informally 
deployed and mobilized.

Guidelines: Best examples of flow approach 
frameworks developed by national and interna-
tional institutions as guidelines for oganisations 
to manage, measure and report IC. Many of these 
frameworks use intellectual capital statements 
as a way of embarking on the management of 
knowledge resources and for understanding the 
relationship between measurement and manage-
ment on the one side and operational activities, 
strategies and context on the other.

Management of Knowledge Resources 
(MKR): Refers to the dynamic capability of 
managing KR in a changing environment for 
achieving oganisational sustainability. The 
management of knowledge resources involves 
addressing four basic issues: (1) considering the 
relevance of KR and their management when 
formulating and implementing oganisational strat-
egy; (2) understanding resources interactions via 
their identification, mapping and assessment; (3) 
measuring KR to monitor multiple performance 
perspectives and related drivers; and (4) reporting 
to internal and external stakeholder an extended 
view of oganisational performance by focusing 
on the efforts to manage and develop KR. 

Measurement: Refers to the use of KR metrics 
and narratives to support MKR and, in particular, 
to assess performance.  For KR measurement, the 
aim is not to assign a financial value to KR but to 
create a set of metrics (or indicators) based around 
the individual KR elements within each KR com-
ponent (e.g. customers’ satisfaction within the rela-
tional KR). Many metrics are context-specific and 
therefore there are no widely accepted standards 
available to help readers understand the meaning 
of the reported metrics. Therefore, metrics must 
be accompanied by narratives which explain the 
metrics’ meaning and their relationships with 
oganisational context and performance. 

Oganisational Strategy: The factor that com-
bines the dynamic context in which the oganisa-
tion operates and its resources and capabilities. In 
this chapter oganisational strategy refers both to 
the formulation of strategic objectives and to the 
implementation of plans and actions for acquir-
ing, deploying and maintaining KR in order to 
achieve oganisational sustainability. 

Reporting: Relates to the construction of the 
reporting devices which can be used for external 
and internal communication. A common device 
used to provide internal and external stakeholders 
with an extended view of oganisational perfor-
mance by focusing on the efforts to manage and 
develop KR is the intellectual capital statement 
(ICS).

Resources Interactions: Relates to flows 
within resources and these are also known as 
resources transformations. Transformations are 
defined as resources flows that affect different 
oganisational resources types, being tangible 
assets or KR. Whilst transformations within 
tangible resources (physical or financial) are, in 
most cases, observable and measurable, transfor-
mations which involve KR are difficult to identify 
map, and assess.
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Endnotes

a IC is a tripartite classification for KR and 
is a framing device for understanding KR. 
IC is made up of three main components: 
human resources, structural resources, and 
relational resources (Ricceri, 2008). 

 b See, Karl-Erik Sveiby http://www.sveiby.
com/Portals/0/articles/IntangibleMethods.
htm last accessed in March 2008.
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Abstract

Internationalization has accelerated the speed of knowledge generation and innovation. Thus, compa-
nies increasingly need to pool and create new resources by engaging in alliances with various partners. 
However, high failure rates of strategic alliances imply that the degree of a company’s collaboration 
success is related to the level of its alliance capability. While ”alliance capability” has largely been 
conceptualized from within the resource based and the dynamic capability view, one of the major 
drawbacks is the lack of micro-foundations, i.e. an explanation of individual knowledge and actions, 
which drive the development of alliance capability. A modified approach to the capability life-cycle is 
introduced, which aims at filling this gap. Finally, some implications for managerial practice and for 
future research are addressed.

Introduction

In the global marketplace, competitive advantages 
have become increasingly difficult to realize and 
many firms strive for new sources of knowledge 
and corporate growth. For many companies, 
strategic alliances have become a cornerstone 
in their expansion efforts because they facilitate 
access to new resources and wealth creation. 

Indeed, strategic alliancesa can be considered a 
critical issue in the network economy, which is 
evidenced by both their rise in number and the va-
riety of emerging forms, such as ‘value networks’, 
‘alliance networks’ or ‘alliance constellations’ 
(Gomes-Casseres, 2003; de Man, 2005). 

Motives for those ‘loosely-coupled arrange-
ments’ (Weick, 1976) include easier access to 
foreign markets, economies of scale, accelerated 



  ���

Strategic	Alliance	Capability

development of technological capabilities, risk re-
duction and the acquisition and transfer of knowl-
edge embedded in respective partners (e.g., Hamel, 
Doz and Prahalad, 1989; Larsson, Bengtsson et al. 
1998). Yet, there is also widespread recognition 
that firms fail with roughly half of the alliances 
they form and there is considerable heterogeneity 
in terms of reported performance results (Bleeke 
and Ernst, 1993). Indeed, the inherent instability 
of strategic alliances has led both practitioners and 
researchers to focus on the intriguing question 
of what firms can do to enhance alliance results 
(Chang, Chen and Lai, 2008). 

Previous research on the success factors of 
alliances has largely focused on structural and 
cultural aspects, presuming that these are the 
major drivers of effectiveness (Cartwright and 
Cooper, 1993). Only recently has attention been 
drawn to the fact that some firms are considerably 
more successful in managing alliances than oth-
ers and the degree of a company’s collaboration 
success has been linked to specific capabilities 
involved in managing these relationships (Wuyts, 
Dutta and Stremersch, 2004). With the recent 
hype of both the resource-based view (RBV) and 
the dynamic capability view (DCV) in strategy 
research, firm-specific factors, such as routines 
and capabilities, have been highlighted as ante-
cedents of rent differentials (Nelson and Winter, 
1982; Barney, 1991). 

In this stream of research, the unit of analysis 
is no longer the relationship between firms, but a 
distinct organizational-level capability that is sub-
ject to dynamic processes of development, change, 
and improvement. Consequently, subsequent work 
has emphasized that alliance capability positively 
contributes to firm-level competitive advantage 
(Anand and Khanna, 2000).

However, it has also been suggested that the 
construct of alliance capability should be concep-
tualized on multiple levels, spanning individuals, 
groups, and organizations (Blomqvist and Levy, 
2006). Unfortunately, studies which refer to 

individual alliance capability, or even comprise 
multiple level issues, are sparse and firms are left 
in the dark about adequate action perspectives 
for the individual manager (Johnson, Melin and 
Whittington, 2003). Part of the problem is due 
to the fact that traditional capability research 
adopts a collectivist focus, while neglecting 
micro-level foundations (Felin and Foss, 2004; 
Teece, 2007).

By building on these omissions, a deliberately 
individual focus is adopted to investigate the mi-
cro-foundations of alliance capability. This article 
provides the following contributions: First, a syn-
opsis of previous research on alliance capability 
is presented and contributions and shortcomings 
are discussed. Second, by highlighting theoretical 
contributions from the RBV and the DCV, it will 
be shown that both offer valuable contributions 
to the conceptualization of alliance capability 
but do not sufficiently explain how capabilities 
develop. Third, by building on these omissions, a 
framework is proposed that considers individual 
contributions to the development of organizational 
alliance capabilities more thoroughly. Finally, 
some avenues for future research and some practi-
cal managerial implications will be suggested.

Strategic Alliance Capability: 
A Synthesis of the Literature

In this article, the terms of ‘alliance capability’ 
and ‘strategic alliance capability’ are used syn-
onymously to signify those capabilities required to 
successfully manage a strategic alliance. ‘Manag-
ing’ is used as a generic term to incorporate all 
activities of an alliance life-cycle (see subsequent 
paragraphs). This section consists of a literature 
synopsis of the discourse domain (main terms, 
constructs, and developments). It further locates 
an important research gap in the lack of clear 
interrelations between individual-level origins 
and organizational-level alliance capability. 
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Definitions of Strategic Alliance 
Capability:  The Formation of a 
Research Field

The recent literature on strategic alliances has 
paid considerable attention to either the very 
beginning of a collaborative activity and/or the 
ultimate end of the venture, while managerial 
issues in-between have been left understudied 
(Doz, 1996; Kandemir, Ghauri, and Cavusgil, 
2002). For instance, Kogut (1988) adopts a life-
cycle approach and describes the development 
sequences of joint ventures as those of creation, 
institutionalization and termination. Van de Ven 
and Walker (1984) introduce a stage model that 
explains the frequent decline of collaborative 
endeavours. They argue that the reason for the 
eventual dissolution is implicit in the formation 
stage, where structures are formalized and control 
mechanisms agreed. A number of authors have 
also gone beyond traditional linear stage models 
by suggesting cyclic relationships. For instance, 
Zajac and Olsen (1993) relate to the stages of 
initializing, processing and reconfiguration. 
During the initializing stage initial conditions 
are set. In the processing stage, learning takes 
place and first behaviour patterns evolve. Finally, 
in the reconfiguration stage, the collaboration is 
evaluated and this may lead to a revision of the 
original conditions. While all these research ef-
forts have offered valuable insights into a large 
task-set associated with collaborative ventures, 
they fail to provide detailed knowledge of mana-
gerial responsibilities.  

With the advent of ‘alliance or collabora-
tive capability’, initial efforts were undertaken 
to fill this void. Focusing on specific capabili-
ties to mange relationships became popular in 
academic discussion in the mid-1990s (Bucklin 
and Sengupta, 1993; Simonin, 1997; Lorenzoni 
and Lipparini, 1999). In the marketing and sales 
literature, interest concentrates on improving 
relationships between firms and their customers 
(Day, 1994; Storbacka, Strandvik and Grönroos, 

1994; Crosby, Evans and Cowles, 1990; Sivadas 
and Dwyer, 2000). With regard to a firm’s busi-
ness-to-business relations, Håkansson (1987: 124) 
defines ‘networking ability’ as “a firm’s ability to 
improve its position in a network (with regard to 
resources and activities) and its ability to handle 
individual relationships.” However, the concept 
remains rather vague and lacks operationaliza-
tion. 

In the management and strategy literature, 
Simonin (1997: 1151) was among the first to em-
pirically investigate ‘collaborative know-how’, 
which he measures as the extent to which firms 
have skills in identifying, negotiating, manag-
ing, monitoring, and terminating collaborations. 
Subsequently, a large array of heterogeneous 
terms emerged, which amply illustrates the pre-
paradigmatic stage of research. Some authors 
refer to ‘relational capability’ and argue that 
the ability to interact and share knowledge with 
other companies is a distinctive organizational 
competence for firms transactionally intensive in 
nature (Lorenzoni and Liparini, 1999; Dyer and 
Singh, 1998). Others use terms, such as ‘network 
management capability’ (Birkinshaw, 2000), or 
‘network capability’ (Ritter, 1998; Walter, Auer 
and Ritter, 2006), ‘network ability’ (Håkansson, 
1987; Hamel, 1991; Hamel, Doz and Prahalad, 
1989) or ‘alliance capability’ (Draulans, de Man 
and Volberda, 2003; Kale, Dyer and Singh, 2002; 
Kale and Singh, 1999; Khanna, 1998). While the 
normal convention seems to be that alliances 
refer to bilateral and networks to multilateral 
relations, the use of terms has remained rather 
ambiguous.

Further research referred to ‘learning to man-
age alliances’ (Anand and Khanna, 2000) as an 
ability to anticipate and respond to contingencies 
that cannot be pre-specified in a formal contract. 
While the learning focus connects to dynamic 
cycles of alliance development, it has also been 
related to experience necessary to build alliance 
capability (Simonin, 1997; Kale, Dyer and Singh, 
2002; Heimeriks and Duysters, 2007). Simonin 
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concludes that a firm should first internalize col-
laborative experience before the lessons learned 
become useful for a firm’s future alliances. Others 
also focus on experience and learning effects and 
their presumed translation into future alliance 
success (Gulati, 1999; Kale, Singh and Perlmut-
ter, 1999), but do not explain the associated ag-
gregation problem. For instance, Gulati (1995) 
investigates the importance of prior ties and 
their influence on future modes of cooperation 
but does not explain how firms can successfully 
internalize experience. Anand and Khanna (2000) 
argue that experience plays an important role in 
the stability of inter-firm collaborations. As firms 
accumulate experience, their increasing abilities 
to anticipate and respond to critical contingencies 
are likely to enhance the chances of success in 
subsequent alliances. 

In short, the majority of studies finds a positive 
and linear relationship between experiences and 
alliance performance (Anand and Khanna, 2000; 
Heimeriks and Duysters, 2007). However, it has 
also been argued that greater experience may be a 
necessary but an insufficient condition for firms to 
build alliance capability. This has been explained 
by the fact that firms differ in their abilities to 
appropriate knowledge from alliances (Kumar 
and Nti, 1998). As Chang, Chen and Lai (2008: 
299) argue, “prior experience …may at best be a 
crude proxy for the precise mechanisms that build 
alliance capability [and] further alliance capabil-
ity enhancement may rest upon how effectively 
a firm is able to capture, share, and disseminate 
the learnt know-how associated with prior experi-
ence”. In a related vein, relations between alliance 
experience and alliance performance have been 
found to follow a curvilinear pattern (Deeds and 
Hill, 1996; Hoang and Rothaermel, 2005) based 
on increasing conflict-resolution skills (Mohr 
and Spekman, 1994) and accumulated process 
know-how (Simonin, 1997). 

Taken collectively, previous research has 
widely contributed to the formation of a new re-
search field but developments have been hampered 

by scant attention given to precise definitions of 
alliance capability and its constituting elements. 
However, minimum consensus exists on the is-
sue of alliance capability as being related to the 
stages of the alliance life-cycle. As succinctly 
summarized by Lambe, Spekman and Hunt (2002: 
142) alliance capability is the “organizational 
ability to find, develop and manage relationships”. 
While this definition is useful because it includes 
dynamic aspects of change - which preview an 
investigation from a dynamic capability perspec-
tive (see subsequent chapters) - , it does not provide 
much insight into what exactly constitutes the 
construct of alliance capability.

Elements of Strategic Alliance 
Capability 

What makes up alliance capability has so far 
remained rather elusive (Gulati, 1998). However, 
there have been a few selected attempts to more 
precisely identify its elements. For instance, Rit-
ter and Gemünden (2003) distinguish between 
the tasks that need to be performed in order to 
manage a company’s technological network and 
the qualifications, skills, and knowledge that are 
required in order to perform these tasks. More 
precisely, tasks refer to relation-specific (e.g. 
initiation of first partner-contacts, exchange of 
products and information, coordination of ex-
change) and cross-relational tasks (e.g. analysis 
and planning, organizing and staffing). Network 
management qualifications involve a complex 
process, which requires specialist knowledge of 
the technical side of the relationship and social 
qualifications. Both types of elements are seen as 
being highly interdependent. While the authors 
conclude that their study highlights a firm’s 
ability to initiate, handle, and use a portfolio of 
inter-organizational relationships, they seem to 
confuse the individual and organizational units 
of analysis. Related research proposes that coop-
erative competency consists of the ability of the 
partners to trust, communicate, and coordinate 
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(Sivadas and Dwyer, 2000) with social skills 
being explicitly emphasized as a complement to 
structure-related elements of alliance capability 
(Lawler and Thye, 1999; Prange, Bojkowszky 
and Wieshofer, 2004). 

One of the most comprehensive investigations 
of alliance capabilities and their elements has been 
provided by Schreiner and Corsten (2004) and 
Schreiner (2004), who empirically investigated 
the components of what they call ‘collaborative 
capability’. They suggest that capabilities in a col-
laborative context consist of structural, cognitive, 
and affective elements. 

Structural capabilities, according to their 
view, include the build-up and maintenance of 
human resources, partner-specific tangible and 
intangible assets, as well as time-management 
and investment strategy (so-called resourcing 
elements). Further, coordinative elements are 
subsumed under this category, e.g. partnership 
and task management, interaction routines, pro-
cess standardization and personnel continuance. 
Cognitive capabilities refer to the existence of 
absorptive capacity as the ability to assimilate 
and exploit new information to foster learning 
(Cohen and Levinthal, 1990) and the potential 
to effectively communicate. Finally, affective 
capabilities consist of care-giving and empathic 
abilities. Again, this study provides important 
input for a better understanding of alliance ca-
pability but suffers from two major drawbacks: 
It does not clearly link alliance capabilities to the 
associated alliance life-cycle, and, more impor-
tantly, it neglects the linkage between individual 
skills and organizational routines. 

Levels of Strategic Alliance 
Capability

The previous omissions are also prevalent in 
subsequent work, where either life-cycle and 
organizational capabilities or individual skills 
are emphasized. The former most often suggests 
improving specific tasks, such as the codification 

and transfer of information within ‘dedicated 
alliance functions’ (Anand and Khanna, 2000; 
Dyer, Kale and Singh, 2001) or implementing 
‘organizing principles’ for the internalization 
of alliance management know-how (Kale, Dyer 
and Singh, 2002). These capabilities are seen 
as being embedded in organizational routines, 
which are repetitive activities a firm applies in 
order to deploy its resources available in and 
through alliances (Nelson and Winter, 1982). In 
addition, alliance training, alliance metrics and 
evaluation systems, best practice programmes as 
well as external support by consultants, lawyers, 
and financial specialists have been suggested to 
support those routines (Heimeriks and Duysters, 
2007). Taken collectively, the locus of this stream 
of research remains an abstract phenomenon of 
alliance capability, which almost completely ne-
glects the concrete contribution of the individual 
in inter-organizational research.b 

On the other hand, there is a variety of stud-
ies, which places major emphasis on individual 
skills and their impact on collaboration. Scholars 
have argued that strong interpersonal ties provide 
channels through which partners learn about other 
firm’s competencies and reliability (Gulati, 1999). 
From this perspective, relational capital which 
rests upon close interpersonal ties at the dyadic 
level can also play an important role in creating 
and building larger alliance networks (Kale, Singh 
and Perlmutter, 2000: 218). Draulans, deMan 
and Volberda (2003) examine whether it may 
be useful to concentrate alliance knowledge and 
experience in certain individuals. While middle 
management is regarded as potentially suitable 
for such activities, they focus less on the respec-
tive capabilities for managing relations. McGee, 
Dowling and Megginson (1995) concentrate on 
experience-based collaborative capabilities and 
analyze the question as to whether inexperienced 
managers should cooperate to gain new knowledge 
or rather avoid it unless they are experienced 
enough to know what they don’t know. 
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In short, various research has emphasized 
elements and levels of alliance capability albeit 
in a rather disconnected manner. However, pre-
liminary suggestions have been made to consider 
alliance capability as a multi-dimensional and 
multi-level construct, in which elements and 
levels are closely interlinked and mutually rein-
forcing (Schreiner, 2004; Blomqvist and Levy, 
2006; Dansereau,Yammarino and Kohles, 1999). 
While studies tend to emphasize single levels of 
analysis or refrain from clear level specifications, 
a notable exception is the research by Buckley, 
Glaister and Husan (2002), who investigate man-
agers’ ‘partnering skills’ in cross-cultural joint 
ventures and distinguish between national and 
macro elements, industry or sector level factors, 
organizational and firm levels, and the perceptions 
of individual managers.

Figure 1 builds on this approach and provides 
a generic overview of the previous debate with a 

particular emphasis on the levels of the individual 
and the organization. Categorical labels for ele-
ments are borrowed from Schreiner (2004) but 
clearly relate to the individual. Further, the notion 
of structural elements is replaced by ‘technical’ 
because the former has too close an association 
with organizational structures. Arrows in the 
figure indicate that linkages between individual 
elements and organizational alliance capability 
are largely missing in the literature.

Part of the confusion on levels and definitions 
can be traced back to the theoretical origin of re-
source and capability definitions within strategic 
management research. Indeed, as research within 
the RBV and the DCV itself can still be considered 
in its infancy (Helfat, 2000), it is not surprising 
that theoretical contributions lack precise insights 
into the black box of alliance capability (Priem 
and Butler, 2001).

Figure 1. Elements of strategic alliance capability
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Theoretical Foundations of 
Strategic Alliance 
Capability   

As a theoretical foundation of explaining alli-
ance capability, both the resource-based view 
and the dynamic capability view of strategy have 
been suggested (Kale and Singh, 2007). The 
dynamic capability view extends the argument 
by departing from the static notion of resources. 
As capabilities for new market entry relate to 
multiple environments, it is important for a firm 
to constantly reconfigure its alliance capability. 
Hence, a dynamic capability view offers a suit-
able theoretical foundation as it suggests some 
leeway for learning, integrating, building and 
reconfiguring internal and external competencies 
(Teece, Pisano and Shuen, 1997). 

Resource-Based View

The RBV considers firms as bundles of resources, 
which form a prerequisite for achieving and sus-
taining competitive advantage (Rumelt, 1984; 
Wernerfeld, 1984; Barney, 1991; Prahalad and 
Hamel, 1990; Amid and Schoemaker, 1993). The 
major argument of the RBV is that firms are able 
to accumulate resources and capabilities that are 
rare, valuable, imperfectly inimitable and imper-
fectly substitutable (Barney, 1991; Wernerfeld, 
1984). Consequently, a firm’s performance is 
fundamentally due to the heterogeneity of its 
resources and their persistence over time rather 
than to industry structure as argued in the market-
based view of the firm (Porter, 1980). In exploring 
this approach, I concur with recent contributors to 
the literature, who distinguish capabilities from 
resources (Grant, 1991; Mahoney and Pandian, 
1992; Teece, Pisano and Shuen, 1997). Resources 
refer to “all assets, capabilities, organizational 
processes, information, knowledge, etc. controlled 
by a firm that enable the firm to conceive and 
implement strategies” (Barney 1991: 101), i.e. 
assets pose an input to production. In contrast to 

resources, organizational capabilities refer to an 
organization’s ability to perform a coordinated set 
of tasks, utilizing and leveraging organizational 
resources, for the purpose of achieving a particular 
end result (Amit and Schoemaker, 1993; Helfat 
and Peteraf, 2003). 

The distinction is not completely selective 
but it has been recognized that capabilities are 
required to leverage resources and it is therefore 
capabilities, which provide the essential basis of 
competitive advantage. As related to alliances, 
it has been argued that the factual collaborative 
relationship should be considered a resource, while 
alliancing as a managerial process has tentatively 
been mentioned as a capability (Eisenhardt and 
Martin, 2000:1106). Further, it has been suggested 
to consider alliance capability as a meta-capability 
(Blomqvist and Levy 2006), directed at improving 
the lower-order capability of alliancing (Winter, 
2000; Kale and Singh, 2007). 

According to Simonin (1997), ‘collaborative 
know-how’ or ‘alliance capability’ also fits each 
of the criteria for turning resources into competi-
tive advantage.c Managing alliances is obviously 
valuable as collaboration enhances a company’s 
flexibility required for building future options. 
According to conventional logic, it is also a very 
rare capability given the extensive failure rates of 
cooperative undertakings. The third criterion, im-
perfect inimitability, relates to the fact that alliance 
capability is often complex knowledge rooted in 
the social fabric of an organization. Finally, alli-
ance capability is difficult to substitute because it is 
acquired during a period of experiential learning, 
which is most likely company-specific. 

Whether alliance capability is completely 
experience-based or can be acquired via train-
ing (Draulans, de Man and Volberda, 2003) and 
whether this knowledge can be transferred across 
companies is an issue which requires further re-
search. This also refers to the nature of alliance 
capability as related to its transfer among different 
units within or between companies. The literature 
is full of classification schemes and examples of 
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both resources and capabilities, which provide 
helpful guidance. Amit and Schoemaker (1993), 
for example, refer to capabilities as tangible or 
intangible assets, which are firm-specific and 
created over time. Hall (1992, 1993) further dis-
tinguishes between intangible/tangible and per-
son-/non-person-based resources and capabilities. 
Tangible resources include technology, production 
machinery, facilities, etc. whereas intangible re-
sources range from property rights, trade secrets, 
public knowledge to know how, organizational 
culture, etc. (Hall 1992: 135). Intangible resources, 
in contrast, rely more on a personal momentum 
whether this be perception, implicit knowledge or 
person-based learning (Itami and Roehl, 1987). 
Generally, it has been accepted that the value of a 
company derives to an increasing degree from its 
availability of those ‘intangible assets’ as proven 
in the difference between market and book value. 
The related distinction between person and non 
person-based resources and capabilities resembles 
the recent discussion in organizational learning 
and knowledge management. In this stream of 
research, scholars accept that organizational 
level constructs rely on individual processes, 
which have become institutionalized over time 
(e.g. Kim, 1993; Prange, 1999; Maier, Prange, 
von Rosenstil, 2001).

Dynamic Capability View 

The DVC defines ‘dynamic capabilities’ as “the 
firm’s ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure 
internal and external competences to address rap-
idly changing environments” (Teece, Pisano and 
Shuen, 1997: 516). It is explicitly mentioned that 
dynamic capabilities consist of specific strategic 
and organizational processes that create value 
for firms within dynamic markets by manipulat-
ing resources into new value-creating strategies 
(Eisenhardt and Martin 2002: 1106). Despite slight 
variations in definitions, consensus has emerged 
that capabilities are made up of organizational 
routines, which make use of and deploy combi-

nations of various assets. Eisenhardt and Martin 
(2002) further argue that dynamic capabilities as 
such cannot be a source of competitive advantage, 
instead they need to be applied and the ability to 
change them quickly is a major asset. Collis (1994) 
is particularly explicit in making the point that 
dynamic capabilities govern the rate of change 
in ordinary capabilities given path dependencies 
and market positions. 

Draulans, de Man and Volberda (2003) present 
an exceptional case, when they consider alliance 
capability from a DCV-perspective, emphasizing 
the development of capabilities by the absorption 
of inside and outside knowledge. This process 
supposedly consists of identifiable and specific 
routines which, at best, are deeply anchored within 
the organization. At a more strategic level, dy-
namic capabilities involve those routines that are 
required to reconnect single relationships into a 
web of collaborations between alliance partners 
to generate ever changing resources among 
businesses. In stable markets, alliance capability 
resembles the traditional concept of routines, i.e. 
repetitive action based on sophisticated organizing 
processes that rely on existing knowledge (Nelson 
and Winter, 1982; Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000). 
The situation is different, when firms operate 
in dynamic markets where capabilities require 
adaptation. As dynamic markets are not always 
predictable, these ‘routines’ are often simple, 
exhibit experiential components and are situa-
tion-specific applied (Eisenhardt and Galunic, 
2000). This is why Eisenhard and Sull (2001) 
introduce the concept of ‘simple rules’ where 
competitive advantages come from successfully 
seizing fleeting opportunities. Guided by a few 
strategic processes, these simple rules should 
place a company where new challenges are swift-
est and deepest. 

This also previews particular developmental 
processes, which require multiple testing and 
imply several pathways to successfully creating 
relevant knowledge. 
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Figure 2 summarizes the previous discussion 
and presents some examples, where a distinction 
is drawn between both an alliance relationship (a 
resource) and the skills of managing it (a capa-
bility). Resource and capability are inextricably 
intertwined and exhibit both tangible and intan-
gible components. 

For instance, alliance mindset incorporates an 
understanding of alliances as ‘first best strategy’, 
which has been regarded as an important precondi-
tion for successful collaboration. Similarly, com-
mitment and trust are further implicit components 
of alliance capability. These are complemented 
by hard factors, such as handbooks, guidelines, 
benchmarking procedures as to how alliances 
can best be implemented. These manifestations 
of alliance capability only contribute to perfor-
mance outputs if related to the resources of the 
alliance, which consist of the factual alliance, i.e. 
its strategies, human resources, structures and 
governance issues, etc. 

The resulting challenge for managerial practice 
remains how heterogeneous (alliance) capabilities 
like routines, guidelines or simple rules are sup-
posed to be created by homogeneous individuals 
in firms - an implicit, but questionable, assump-
tion of resource-based theorizing (Henderson and 
Cockburn, 1994) - , and how individual action 
can be transferred into successful organizational 
behaviour within inter-organizational settings. 

An answer to these questions is likely to arise 
from insights into how the collective construct 
of alliance capability emerges.

Developing Alliance 
Capability: The Contributions 
of the Individual

Little is known so far how capabilities arise 
in the first place. Research from within the re-
source-based tradition has provided a few hints 
that, taken together with traditional approaches 
of knowledge management, present some input 
into the evolutionary process of alliance capabil-
ity. Building on these inputs, I suggest a model 
of alliance capability development, which adds 
individual knowledge and action as antecedents. 
I further suggest a more detailed analysis of mi-
cro-foundations in order to understand alliance 
capability differentials between firms.

The Process of Capability 
Development

The process of capability development can start 
from different vantage points and often takes 
unique paths, i.e. it exhibits high degrees of equi-
finality (Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000). While the 
literature does not offer straightforward answers 

Figure 2. Alliances as resources and alliance capabilities
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to the question of how capabilities are generated, 
authors seem to agree on repeated practice and 
experience. Thus, new routines or capabilities 
build on previous ones, i.e. “firms tend to do what 
they have done before” (Kogut and Zander, 1995: 
425). In a similar vein, Zollo and Winter (2004) 
argue that ‘experience accumulation’ constitutes 
organizational routines by skill building based 
on the repeated execution of similar tasks, an 
insight shared with the literature on learning 
curves (Argote, 1999). They further emphasize 
that experiential learning is largely based on tacit 
knowledge, which is often applied in a semi-auto-
matic way. Apart from experiential learning, the 
authors introduce two further learning processes, 
borrowed from Nonaka’s (1994) conception of 
knowledge management. First, ‘articulation’ is 
seen as a deliberate process by which individuals 
share their knowledge on what works and what 
does not. This may be facilitated through collective 
discussions, debriefing sessions, and performance 
evaluation processes which help to make implicit 
knowledge more transparent. Second, ‘codifica-
tion’ occurs when individuals transfer their un-
derstanding into written tools, such as manuals, 
blueprints, or decision support systems. Through 
the co-evolution of these processes capability 
development is presumed to occur. 

One of the few studies, which explicitly re-
fers to alliance capability and its developmental 
process via institutionalizing was undertaken by 
Dyer, Kale and Singh (2001). The authors empiri-
cally investigated 78 companies and indicated that 
the investment in an alliance function serves as a 
vehicle for transferring individual into company-
based collaborative know-how. Draulans, de Man 
and Volberda (2003: 152) argue that “like any 
other competence, the management of alliances 
is a skill that can be built up and can become 
a significant source of competitive advantage.” 
Ritter and Gemünden (2003) relate to ‘organiza-
tional’ antecedents of network competence and 
identify access to resources, network orientation 
of human resource management and the integra-

tion of formal and informal structures as well as 
an openness of organizational culture as being 
important. 

While there have been several attempts at 
explaining capability development, there is only 
anecdotal evidence of the important role of the 
individual. This is not surprising given the fact that 
collectivist notions of capability research typically 
sidestep critical individual-level considerations, 
including individual action and heterogeneity 
(Felin and Foss, 2004, 2005). But as the authors 
remark: 

“individuals matter…[and] to fully explicate 
organizational anything – whether identity, 
learning, knowledge or capabilities – one must 
fundamentally begin with and understand the 
individuals that compose the whole, specifically 
their underlying nature, choices, abilities, propen-
sities, heterogeneity, purposes, expectations and 
motivations” Felin and Foss (2005: 441).

The Capability-Life-Cycle Revisited: 
Towards Micro-Foundations of 
Alliance Capability

In order to more fully capture the role of indi-
viduals in the development of capabilities, the 
life-cycle approach, as suggested by Helfat and 
Peteraf (2003), is used as a basic model. Each 
stage of the original model will be complemented 
by individual antecedents that help to explain 
heterogeneity in alliance capability. 

The concept of the capability life-cycle “depicts 
a general pattern and set of possible paths that 
characterize the evolution of an organizational 
capability” (Helfat and Peteraf, 2003: 1000), which 
can be related to the development-cycle of an 
alliance (see introductory sections) even though 
the two need not necessarily coincide. Organi-
zations with no heritage in collaboration (‘new 
to the world of alliances’) start in the founding 
phase with no previous alliance experience that 
might influence alliance capability development. 
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However, this stage cannot be seen as a clean slate 
as individuals may have previous experience with 
alliances obtained elsewhere.

Individual Level Contributions in 
the Founding Phase

Before joining an organization, several of the key 
elements of alliance capability may be influenced 
by individuals’ earlier skills and knowledge related 
to specific alliance partners and individuals in 
partner firms. Adner and Helfat (2003) refer to 
this as ‘managerial human capital’, i.e. learned 
skills based on some investment in education, 
training, or learning. As identified earlier, there 
may be different types of individual skills, which 
influence the development of alliance capability. 
For instance, in a more general way, Castanias 
and Helfat (1991) distinguish between generic, 
industry-specific, and firm-specific skills. As 
shown elsewhere (Prange, Bojkowszky, & Wie-
shofer, 2004), there are some industries – like 
biotechnology – where industry-specific skills 
dominate all other elements of alliance capabil-
ity. Thus, industry experience may be a selection 
criterion for prospective alliance managers.

Further, specific alliance roles may exist, 
e.g. as negotiator or implementer of an alliance, 
which require some leadership experience or 
the existence of specific personal traits. Indeed, 
Rosenbloom (2000: 1102) suggests that leadership 
by individuals may be a ‘central element’ in the 
more general dynamic capability development. 
There may also be self-selection processes in that 
only those individuals who have the presumed 
skills to manage an alliance enter the firm. This 
initial endowment with skills provides a source 
of heterogeneity to alliance capability develop-
ment. 

Iindividuals check available knowledge (e.g. 
via observation) and start a learning process 
on which they build their action (‘learn-act-
sequence’). This is the typical incremental and 
largely cognitive learning approach, which gradu-

ally develops knowledge through training and 
information search. From this initial starting point, 
two trajectories are possible. First, after reflection 
and continuous successful action, knowledge is 
transferred into organizational capabilities by 
processes of articulation and codification (Zollo 
and Winter, 2004). Installing these processes 
adds to the strategic development of knowledge 
in and about the alliance. As a result, emerging 
capabilities are made up of routines derived 
from thorough reflection and stable behaviour 
patterns. With repeated experience, accumulated 
knowledge eventually transfers into sedimented 
knowledge from which quasi-automatic behaviour 
is generated. In turn, these organizational routines 
influence individual action.

Secondly, when transferring experience in 
rather volatile environments, individual ex-
perimentation (‘act-learn’) may also lead to the 
establishment of simple rules as an expression 
of alliance capabilities. These are the bases of 
competitive advantage, where companies simply 
‘jump’ into the market, experiment, test oppor-
tunities and shift frequently among partners and 
businesses as circumstances dictate. Still, there 
are some principle rules underlying this seemingly 
chaotic process, which could be the conscious 
play with market uncertainty, the seizing of sev-
eral selected opportunities, strategic creativity 
induced on a permanent basis or the introduction 
of ‘serious play’ (Schrage, 2000) as a means of 
strategy formulation. All these simple rules open 
up scenarios without limiting a company’s future 
choices by deadlocked routines.  

Both reflective action and experimentation 
lead to different manifestations of alliance capa-
bilities. In the same way as individual learning 
modes are dominated by one process or build on 
the logic of both ‘thinking and experiencing’, these 
different types of capabilities may interact over 
time, when flexible rules become more stabilized 
and stable routines need to be broken up to allow 
for more flexibility. For instance, when a firm 
opts to increase the heterogeneity of its alliance 
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partners, past routines may prove detrimental as 
they do not capture what is new. When firm-level 
routines turn negative, differing personal endow-
ments can prevent such a lock-in.

Individual Level Contributions in 
the Development Phase

Pursuing experimental learning processes in 
order to build ‘simple rule-based capabilities’ is 
closely linked to an individual’s risk propensity 
as performance outcomes are highly uncertain. 
As outputs cannot be anticipated, a tolerance for 
mistakes is important. Most often, simple rules 
are tacit and it takes conscious effort to make them 
explicit and extend them as business unfolds. At 
the same time, these capabilities consist of a few 
rules that make them amenable for easy adoption. 
For instance, CEO Meg Whitman made Ebay’s 
values explicit in simple rules that helped man-
agers to predict what opportunities would work 
for the company and how they could be adapted 
(Eisenhardt and Sull, 2001). Given the fact that 
individuals need to actively engage in the articula-
tion of tacit knowledge, motivational incentives 
become important (Osterloh and Frey, 2000) as 
well as cognitive skills, i.e. mental models and 
beliefs, which determine information search and 
opportunity seizing in the process of updating 
existing knowledge components (Hambrick and 
Mason, 1984). 

In contrast, the emergence of stable routines 
may rather start from initial imitation of already 
existing capabilities in other organizations (bench-
marking of best-practice alliance capabilities), 
where less individual creativity is required. In 
order to arrive at sufficient diversity in indi-
vidual knowledge input, alliance human resource 
management is challenged to control adequate 
knowledge inflows. These are presumably tied to 
different types of motivational incentives.

Reaching maturity with a selected partnership, 
the development of capabilities may either come to 
a standstill as there may be satisfaction with what 

can be achieved, or is deliberately ceased in the 
process of alliance capability development. While 
current capabilities may be perceived as influential 
for performance outputs, this relationship could 
be blurred by perception gaps or aspiration level 
definitions. Therefore, complacency with exist-
ing capabilities could easily incur lock-in effects, 
which negatively impact alliance results.

Individual Level Contributions in 
the Maturity Phase

Individuals may exhibit different levels of skilful-
ness prior to reaching the full technical limits of 
capability development (Helfat and Peteraf, 2003: 
1002). This may be due to differences in previ-
ous education and learning behaviour. Personal 
satisfaction levels may also differ due to cognitive 
processes like perception, sensing, opportunity 
seizing (Teece, 2007). When capabilities consist 
of simple rules, the problem of causal ambiguity 
emerges, i.e. comprehensive experiencing activi-
ties obscure the fundamental commonalities that 
drive the effectiveness of the capability. Thus, 
managers may not know themselves whether 
and why capabilities are successful and more 
cognitive effort is required to critically challenge 
established rules. Also, hierarchical positions in 
the organization may influence how far capabil-
ity development is continued. For instance, the 
strength of influence from the top may have rel-
evant consequences on capability development 
(Adner and Helfat, 2003: 24). Managers’ ability 
to interpret their company’s previous alliance 
experience also varies profoundly across hier-
archical levels, with higher-level actors having 
more difficulty interpreting feedback from action 
than lower-level actors (Gavetti, 2005). Thus, 
variability in decision-making style, speed and 
implementation act as a driver of heterogeneity in 
alliance capabilities. Further, aspects of power and 
incentive systems are supposed to play a crucial 
role which warrants further attention (Shenkar 
and Ellis, 1995).
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Figure 3 provides a summary of individual ac-
tions and some of their micro-foundations that in-
fluence the development of alliance capabilities. 

In short, the learn-act sequence pays attention 
to the fact that there are ‘intendedly  rational’ in-
dividuals, who cognitively engage in knowledge 
generation as a basis for alliance capabilities. 
With a lower cognitive involvement, experimen-
tation and tacit learning through trial and error 
contribute to a more flexible type of alliance 
capability, which is less subject to routine but 
could be equally effective in turbulent markets. 
This act-learn sequence can be characterized by 
an ongoing process of experimentation accom-
panied by retrospective sense-making and the 
repetition of successful behaviour sequences. In 
fact, different learning mechanisms contribute 
to different manifestations of capabilities (simple 
rules and routines) mutually related over time to 

avoid the pitfalls of over- or under-specification. 
While the role of the individual is emphasized 
in this figure and attention is directed to several 
micro-foundations, the opposite process from 
organizational capabilities driving individual 
behaviour, as one of the traditional assumptions 
of resource-based theorizing, still holds true but 
is neglected in the figure. 

Discussion and Conclusion

This article has provided a discussion of the re-
cently fashionable construct of ‘strategic alliance 
capability’, its conceptualization and theoretical 
origin. Resource-based and dynamic capability 
approaches were used to incorporate ‘alliance 
capability’ into the overall framework of resource 
and capability-based theories. Thereby, an analysis 

Figure 3. Individual foundations and processes of alliance capability development
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of alliance capability both benefits and suffers 
from the theoretical promises and pitfalls of 
resource-based theorizing. 

As one of the major difficulties, it has been 
mentioned that the RBV defines resources and 
capabilities in a conceptually vague and non-
operational way (e.g. Priem and Butler, 2001). 
Yet, strategic alliance capability exists in several 
exactly identifiable elements along the coopera-
tive life cycle, which have selectively given rise 
to empirical studies. Further, the RBV has been 
criticized as being relevant only for stable mar-
kets. This criticism has been encountered by the 
DCV, which modifies the quest for sustainable 
advantage into a temporary one as resources and 
capabilities undergo constant changes. One of the 
major omissions in both the RBV and the DCV 
relates to the lack in dealing with individual-level 
antecedents of alliance capability. In order to fill 
this void, individual contributions on each stage 
of the alliance capability life cycle have been 
introduced.

Several questions can be derived from this 
model, constituting a future promising research 
agenda. First, differential learning processes 
pose several challenges, e.g. how do managers 
react to environmental turbulences and update 
their individual knowledge portfolio? Is there 
an optimal speed for experimental learning and 
are there given boundaries to the codification 
of individual knowledge into organizational 
routines? How do cognitive constraints influ-
ence processes like rapid learning, real-time 
information, multiple options and their impact on 
existing routines within an organization? When 
referring to reflective cognitive learning, it would 
be interesting to know how far previous educa-
tion or industrial affiliation influences reflection 
processes? Further, are there previous personal 
contacts, which facilitate (or impede) the build-
ing of social skills as an important element of 
alliance capability? 

As the concept of simple rules illustrates, 
there are different manifestations of capabilities 

and further research should more closely match 
these types of capabilities to specific contingen-
cies.  Closely related is the question whether it 
is generally valid to institutionalize knowledge 
in rapidly changing environments? Whereas 
previous studies suggest the implementation of a 
dedicated alliance function, which coordinates all 
alliance-related activity within the organization 
and initiates the transfer of both tacit and explicit 
alliance knowledge, the flexibility aspect has not 
been considered. The inherent danger might be 
inflexibility and overly bureaucratic procedures, 
which retard or prevent corporate flexibility. 
Thus, an important research direction is the exact 
interplay of more stable (routines) and flexible 
(simple rules) types of capabilities. 

Finally, the exact sequence and the particular 
form of knowledge created and transferred in each 
step of the cooperative life-cycle both require 
further empirical analysis. This includes a spe-
cific emphasis on the contribution of individual 
knowledge components and learning processes as 
well as hierarchical positions and power relations 
which may have an impact. In more detail, several 
of the aforementioned micro-foundations pose a 
research agenda in their own right depending on 
the research question. For instance, hierarchi-
cal roles may serve as an important element of 
heterogeneity, which may be tailored to specific 
environmental setting and subsequent perfor-
mance results. Also, the issue of personal traits 
offers intriguing challenges for future research, 
e.g. whether someone is particularly suited for 
combining different learning processes or whether 
these should be split between different people in 
order to guarantee a variety of alliance capabili-
ties at the organizational level. 

Also, several managerial implications spring 
to mind. Once precise micro-foundations of alli-
ance capabilities are identified, human resource 
practices (selection, incentive systems, motiva-
tion) within alliances could be tailored to promote 
the development of required organizational level 
routines. As a result, the capability-performance 
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link might be more effectively managed as the 
relation is highly dependent on environmental 
conditions and specific types of alliance capabili-
ties. Finally, potential negative effects of (alliance) 
routines could be avoided by paying attention to 
those individual antecedents which stir up the 
system of stable but unproductive capabilities. 
Thus, management can add more flexibility to the 
process of capability generation and its dynamic 
adaptation to changing contingencies. 
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Endnotes

a In this research, ‘strategic alliance’ is used 
as a generic term to signify voluntary and 

planned inter-organizational collabora-
tion between, at least, two partners (e.g. 
Contractor and Lorange, 1988; Yoshino 
and Rangan, 1995) and does not consider 
differences within individual forms, such 
as joint ventures (JVs), licensing arrange-
ments, partnerships, and others. However, 
the researcher wants to attract attention to the 
fact that this is a worth-while effort, which 
should be undertaken in other studies.

b This is a typical approach in inter-organi-
zational research. As Osborn and Hagedorn 
(1997: 271) in citing Larson (1992) say: 
“Almost lost in the empirical study of alli-
ances is the importance of the experience 
and predisposition of the individual using 
them…The potentially important role of 
individuals in operating alliances remains 
virtually unexplored”.

c Even though he does not further distinguish 
between resources and capabilities, in 
principle, I share his argument as applied 
to alliance management as a capability.
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Abstract

In the contemporary context of knowledge discovery, the amount of information and the process itself 
has increased in complexity. Relevant to the present chapter is the increased reliance on automaticity in 
knowledge discovery. Although, there are positive benefits of automation, there is reason to believe that 
a process that emphasizes greater human participation may produce more meaningful results. Through 
a description of the human information processing  system and its attributes, this chapter discusses why 
an analyst-centered approach to a knowledge discovery system is a desirable goal. We argue that a 
perspective based on cognitive psychology can serve as a useful guide in achieving a desirable synergy 
between automated knowledge discovery tools and the human analyst.
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Introduction 

In the present technological age, there is an in-
creasing need in complex organizations for the 
rapid acquisition, interpretation, and practical 
application of data. Fifty years ago, it was consid-
ered a great success for organizations to be able to 
answer a question such as what their revenue had 
been over the previous four years. Today however, 
the questions are much more sophisticated, such 
as “What are the estimated unit sales over the next 
ten months?” and “What are the reasons behind 
these projections?” Technological advances such 
as efficient computer systems and the World Wide 
Web (WWW), now allow organization analysts 
to access easily enormous data sets which can, 
in turn, be analyzed in any number of ways that 
can be helpful to an organization. For example, 
a retail company could use available data to gain 
a better understanding of customer preferences, 
leading to more effective use of advertising dollars 
and overall improvement of marketing strate-
gies.  Alternatively, companies could use data 
for information about internal functioning that 
could lead to a better understanding of employee 
communication or effective use of technology. 
Indeed, in an age of competitive global markets, 
effective acquisition and use of data is not only 
a benefit, but may actually be necessary for an 
organization to stay competitive. Such a climate 
has led to the label “inquiring organizations” 
which refers to organizations that are involved in 
the creation of knowledge (e.g., data) that serves 
their mission to stay current and competitive (e.g., 
Churchman, 1971; Murray, Case, & Gardiner, 
2005). Technological processes that are critical to 
inquiring organizations are Knowledge Discovery 
in Databases (KDD) and Data Mining (DM). 

   KDD refers to the general process of dis-
covering useful information and patterns in da-
tasets. DM is a specific form of KDD involving 
the use of computational algorithms to extract 
from large data sets information and statistical 
patterns that directly point to actionable findings. 

In this chapter we focus on the role of the data 
mining analyst, the individual who applies the 
computational algorithms to a data set and then 
interprets the output in light of the organizational 
goals for strategic change or improvement. Cur-
rently, there is a trend in DM towards a greater 
reliance on automation. That is, once the analyst 
selects the appropriate algorithms, their execu-
tion is largely automated (e.g., Murray et al., 
2005). Consequently, the search for meaningful 
patterns is computer-based, whereas the role of 
the analyst is centered primarily on interpretation 
of outcomes. The heavy reliance on automation 
and relatively low analyst involvement in DM has 
benefits and liabilities. The benefits of a heavy 
reliance on automation include speed and effi-
ciency with which data analytic processes can be 
executed. In contrast, a liability of an automated 
algorithm-execution stage is that the analyst is 
unable to flexibly employ and interject into the 
process valuable background experiences and 
domain knowledge. For example, in the “data 
extraction process” low analyst involvement may 
be associated with missed data or patterns. Stated 
differently, if pattern detection is left solely to a 
computer-based algorithm, then it is probable that 
many patterns will be discarded.  Furthermore, 
some of these (discarded) patterns might, to a 
human analyst, be judged to be important based 
on the background knowledge of the analyst (e.g., 
an insight that might indicate a new approach to 
the data and consequently new model parameters 
that might lead to the identification of statistical 
patterns that might otherwise never be consid-
ered). We would argue that although automaticity 
has an invaluable pragmatic value in its ability 
to reduce large bodies of data to manageable 
proportions, it is also important to determine 
how the typically automated components of DM 
can be augmented by potentially valuable human 
(i.e., analyst) involvement given the rich knowl-
edge and inferential abilities that humans bring 
to any task1. In this chapter, we will attempt to 
articulate why a heavily automated approach to 
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KDD and DM is not an ideal goal and that such 
an approach diminishes the contributions from 
the (human) analyst. 

To make our case, let us first turn to a dis-
cussion of KDD and the current state of DM. 
We will then turn to a description of the human 
information processing system in order to il-
lustrate its strengths and flexibility. Finally we 
will discuss the importance of integrating the 
analyst into the DM process and how this might 
be accomplished. 

Steps in Data Mining 

As outlined in Murray et al. (2005), there are 
five steps or stages in KDD. The first is Task and 
Data Discovery, involving the identification of 
task requirements and the nature of the relevant 
data sets. This stage of the process, as one would 
expect, is analyst-centered as the analyst attempts 
to understand and evaluate the available data sets. 
Also involving the analyst is the second step of 
Data Cleaning, which involves preparation of 
the data for analyses (e.g., identification of outli-
ers). The third is Model Development in which 
hypotheses or models are developed. However, 
this is phase is largely driven by the data rather 
than by a prior assumptions (Murray et al., 2005). 
That is, rather than necessarily approaching the 
analysis with prior hypotheses, the interpretation 
is guided by the outcome of the analysis. The final 
stages are Data Analysis and Output Generation 
in which some algorithm is used to analyze the 
data; results are derived from the analysis and 
ultimately utilized for some relevant purpose such 
as strategic planning (Murray et al., 2005). 

If one considers these steps, the process begins 
and ends in an analyst-centered fashion. That 
is, an analyst evaluates data sets, performs data 
cleaning, and ultimately makes interpretations 
of the outcome with follow-ups appropriate to 
the particular organization (e.g., development 
of reports or marketing plans). On the surface, 

then, this would seem to be a highly analyst-cen-
tered process and in many ways it is. However, 
underlying these steps is the actual process of 
mining the data (i.e., the extraction of patterns 
from the data set). As a consequence, between 
initial evaluation of the data set and the final 
interpretation, the role of the analyst is actually 
considered less important in regard to this DM 
process. This is because once a relevant data set 
is identified; automated analysis techniques are 
applied to the data set (e.g., an algorithm that 
identifies correlational patterns within the data). 
Once the analysis is complete, an output is pro-
vided that can be interpreted. At first glance, this 
might seem reasonable as analysts often do not 
approach data sets with prior hypotheses (Mur-
ray et al., 2005). Therefore, the complex process 
of data analysis can be left to a computer system 
(i.e., that implements some algorithm) and the 
analyst need simply make decisions concerning 
the validity, relevance, and importance of the 
outcome. Thus, the current approach places the 
identification of patterns largely on an automated 
system, whereas drawing conclusions concerning 
the patterns is left to the analyst.

Obviously, the complex statistical analyses in-
volved in DM are best left to a computer software 
program. However, by emphasizing automation 
at this stage (i.e., identification of important data 
patterns), the analyst is left to make decisions or 
draw conclusions concerning data patterns that 
they have had a minimal role in identifying. Hy-
pothetically, the application of purely automated 
algorithms leaves the analysis software as the 
sole determinant of which aspects of the data 
are deemed important. Given a highly complex 
data set, computer identification of relevant pat-
terns in the data is a necessity. However, at some 
point, there is a benefit in the analyst taking a 
role in determining which patterns or variables 
are relevant2. A question at this point is, given the 
computational power and sophistication of DM 
software, why would increased automation be 
considered a negative aspect? That is, what further 
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benefit can an analyst bring to a computational 
process? To begin to answer this question we will 
now turn to a discussion of the human information 
processing system to illustrate its strengths.

The Human Information 
Processing System

Generally speaking, like the KDD process the 
human information processing system is one 
that extracts data from the external environment, 
detects patterns, retains or rejects information 
relative to the current context, processes this 
information at a “high-level” (e.g., extracting 
meaning from input such as words, sentences, 
etc), and draws conclusions or engages in behav-
ior. However, the human information processing 
system is a dynamic one that is not passive, but 
an active processor of environmental data. This 
system draws upon a rich base of knowledge and 
complex systems of rapid inferential processes. 
This system is not infallible; errors can arise at a 
number of points in the system (e.g., misperceiv-
ing a word on a grocery list). Despite possible 
errors, the human information processing system 
is impressive in its capabilities. 

Although there are a number of models that 
have been put forth to describe the human infor-
mation processing system, models of memory 
proposed by Atkinson and Shiffrin (1971) and 
Baddeley (e.g.,1992) are among the most com-
prehensive without being either overly complex 
or overly simple. Atkinson and Shiffrin describe 
three architectural components of the human 
memory system: The first is sensory memory, a 
brief memory store in which sensory information 
is initially held for further processing by the brain. 
The second component is short-term memory, 
which is the active (i.e., conscious) component of 
the memory system. It is in short-term memory 
where an individual might, for example, rehearse 
a phone number obtained from an operator and 
keep it active until the number is dialed. As the 

name implies, short-term memory is limited in 
both capacity and duration of information process-
ing. The third component of the model is long-
term memory, which is the permanent memory 
store. New information can be transferred from 
short-term memory to long-term memory (e.g., if 
one were to remember the phone number in the 
example described above) and information is con-
tinually retrieved from long-term memory (e.g., 
knowledge of what a “telephone” is). In terms of 
the flow of information through the system, envi-
ronmental input (e.g., a visual image or auditory 
pattern) enters the appropriate sensory memory 
buffer for that sense and is held long enough to 
be transferred to short-term memory. In short-
term memory, the information can be interpreted 
using knowledge and experience contained in 
long-term memory. Depending on a number of 
factors involved in processing the experience, 
the information might be stored permanently in 
long-term memory and consequently be available 
for later retrieval. 

A compelling re-conceptualization of short-
term memory (working memory) was put forth 
by Alan Baddeley (e.g., Baddeley, 1992). This re-
conceptualization expanded the original notion of 
short-term memory to better reflect the high-level 
control processes that appear to occur within this 
level of processing. Baddeley’s model of working 
memory (so named to reflect the conscious activ-
ity individuals engage in) is more complex than 
Atkinson and Shiffrin’s unitary conceptualization 
of short-term memory. The primary component 
of working memory is the central executive, a 
control component responsible for controlling at-
tentional resources and executing complex skills 
(e.g., reasoning or problem solving). The central 
executive also coordinates the activities of two 
so-called “slave systems”, the articulatory loop 
and the visuospatial sketchpad. The articulatory 
loop is responsible for the rehearsal of verbal 
information (e.g., repeating a phone number long 
enough to dial it) and the visuospatial sketchpad 
manipulates visual information (e.g., mentally 
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retracing one’s steps trying to find a lost item). 
The central executive performs high-level process-
ing, engaging the slave systems as needed. Thus, 
structurally, the human information processing 
system can be viewed as a flow of information 
through a short, temporary sensory store as well 
as a short-term, but highly active conscious stage 
that can manipulate information, execute complex 
skills, and draw upon a large permanent memory 
store (e.g., Atkinson & Shiffrin, 1971; Baddeley, 
1992). 

There are two additional properties of this 
system that merit elaboration. The first is that the 
components of this system are highly interactive 
and operate in a parallel fashion (e.g., Locker, 
Simpson, & Yates, 2003; Pexman & Lupker, 
1999). That is, this system does not operate as a 
simple one-way flow of information from input 
to conscious perception, but as a dynamic system 
in which there is overlap in processing between 
stages such, that “higher” level stages (e.g., 
prior conceptions or knowledge) can influence 
“lower” level stages (e.g., incoming data from 
the environment). To illustrate, consider the two 
following examples. At the simplest level, this 
interactive effect is evident even when reading a 
single word. In word recognition studies, a com-
mon finding is that the meaning of the word can 
influence the individual’s ability to recognize it 
(i.e., in terms of speed and accuracy). Generally, 
the finding is that words that are somehow more 
“meaningful” by some metric are recognized 
more efficiently (e.g., see Balota, Ferraro, & Con-
nor, 1991 for a review). How can word meaning 
have an influence on the process of recognizing 
a word? One answer is based in the assumption 
that the human information processing system 
is a highly efficient, interactive system in which 
knowledge at all levels becomes available im-
mediately in processing. Thus, as the system 
begins to process the visual input of the word, 
it immediately begins activation of the mean-
ing, which in turn can influence the process of 
recognition of the visual input (e.g., Locker et al., 

2003). This interactive, parallel processing aspect 
of the human information processing system il-
lustrates that even at the simplest level, humans 
make use of a myriad of information not only 
from the environment, but also internally such 
that perception of events is rendered as efficient as 
possible. Consider another example in an environ-
mental context. When entering a new restaurant, 
we automatically have certain expectations and 
in a sense seem to “know what to do” although 
we have never been in that particular establish-
ment. Unless, these expectations are violated, 
we most likely give them little explicit thought, 
simply expecting certain events to occur (e.g., 
that a menu will be available at some point). Why 
would this occur? Again, it has to do with the rich 
body of background knowledge we immediately 
bring to any processing situation. Upon entering 
the restaurant, we immediately draw upon prior 
experiential knowledge of restaurants that guides 
our expectations (this experiential knowledge 
is sometimes referred to as “scripts”, e.g., see 
Schank & Abelson, 1977). If one considers going 
to a new airport, restaurant, school, job, etc., we 
can, based on our long-term knowledge, quickly 
know what to do or what to expect, not having to 
treat each of these experiences as new. Again, our 
use of long-term memory knowledge renders our 
perceptual experiences more efficient and, indeed, 
it is difficult to imagine how one would navigate 
the experiences of life without this ability.

Another overall property of the human infor-
mation processing system that merits elaboration 
is that it has highly developed inferential abilities 
that quickly allow individuals to comprehend 
information that was not explicitly experienced 
or stored as facts. Mark Ashcraft, a well known 
textbook author, uses an excellent example of an 
individual asked the question “How many hands 
did Aristotle have?” (p. 4, 2006). The obvious 
answer is two, but it is unlikely that anyone was 
ever explicitly exposed to this information (i.e., 
one was told explicitly that Aristotle had two 
hands). Although this inference is relatively 
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complex in terms of a verbal explanation, the 
efficiency of our information processing system 
is such that the actual inference occurs virtually 
without awareness, or largely automatically. That 
is, such inferences generally occur rapidly and 
without conscious awareness, thus minimizing 
the mental resources they might require (Pos-
ner & Snyder, 1975). Thus, although processes 
implicated in human information processing are 
quite complex, a great deal of these processes 
occur at an automatic level, allowing conscious 
processes to be devoted to higher level reasoning, 
skills, etc. This division between automatic and 
conscious abilities accounts for a great deal of 
the efficiency by which the human information 
processing system operates.

Thus, not only do humans have available an 
impressive bank of experiential knowledge, but 
can utilize this knowledge quickly and with rela-
tively little burden on processing resources. Of 
course, conscious processes play a role as well. 
In the above example concerning Aristotle, we 
might consciously consider information such as 
the speaker’s intent or consciously consult other 
knowledge within our system that might sup-
port or question the conclusion (Ashcraft, 2006). 
However, automaticity allows us to devote our 
mental resources to these more complex tasks 
or thought processes while at the same time per-
forming impressive processing tasks with little 
or no awareness.

In sum, the human information processing 
system is a highly advanced and complex system 
that benefits from the rapid interaction of input 
from the environment and stored knowledge. Not 
only is this system impressive in its capabilities, 
but also its flexibility. This flexibility is a function 
of the interactive nature of the system in that a 
perception is not entirely data-driven (i.e., envi-
ronmental input), but is dynamically manipulated 
and interpreted. That is, our internal knowledge 
and interpretation of the contextual situation will 
modulate our perception to a greater or lesser de-
gree (e.g., Palmer, 1975). Given that our perception 

is influenced by a myriad of information beyond 
the simple sensory input, one’s interpretation of 
an event might even be radically altered. 

To illustrate, consider observing a painting 
and forming a perception about its design. The 
perception will be based, of course, on the visual 
input of the painting. However, the observer will 
simultaneously draw upon their stored knowledge 
about painting in general, etc. All of these inputs 
might lead the painting to be judged as nonsensi-
cal or badly designed. However, if the observer 
obtained additional knowledge (e.g., an expla-
nation about the painting from a museum) this 
perception might be altered substantially. In this 
case, the input (i.e., the painting) while static, was 
interpreted and reinterpreted based on knowledge 
beyond that input, whether from the environmen-
tal or an internal source. Clearly, perception is a 
dynamic process as individuals are capable of 
combining multiple sources of information into 
a flexible experience and interpretation. 

It seems then, that the KDD process could 
benefit from being as analyst-centered as possible. 
This is because any automated algorithm, while 
highly efficient, is ultimately constrained by its 
parameters, whereas the analyst can be highly 
fluid in their processing of the same information. 
We will now turn to a discussion of how a bal-
ance between automation and analyst-centered 
approaches might be achieved.

An Analyst-Centered 
Approach to Data Mining

Unlike the human information processing system 
described above, computer data mining involves 
the application of algorithms that are not dynamic 
in nature. That is, algorithm parameters are es-
tablished and remain fixed throughout the data 
analysis process. The challenge then, is to make 
the DM process as dynamic as possible. Given 
that an algorithm is based on pre-established pa-
rameters, the solution is to interface the process 
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to as great an extent as possible with the human 
analyst, who does process information in a dy-
namic fashion. 

However, an analyst-centered focus at all 
stages of data mining is not a simple approach. As 
noted above, human working memory is limited 
in both duration and capacity. Consequently, as 
the size and complexity of a data base increases, 
the role of the analyst diminishes and increased 
automation becomes more necessary (Fayyad, 
n.d.). Research, therefore, must be aimed at a 
means by which the increased reliance on auto-
mation in handling massive data sets can still be, 
to some degree, analyst centered. In his editorial, 
Fayyad includes a discussion of data visualization 
as a means of facilitating user interface with large 
data sets. From a cognitive perspective, a focus on 
some form of interactivity based on visualization 
between a data mining program and the analyst 
would seem to be a viable approach, as humans 
have a highly developed visual system, and indeed 
the majority of information processed by human 
beings is via the visual modality (Eisenhauer, 
Hoffman, & Kretschmer, 2002). 

Shneiderman (2001) discuss some excellent 
arguments in favor of an analyst-centered ap-
proach to DM including visualization. First, the 
use of visualization tools in data mining facilitates 
an analyst’s understanding of the data set. The 
greater involvement of the analyst consequently 
allows the user to more easily identify new data 
analysis possibilities and discard those that are 
not fruitful. Finally, Schneiderman makes the 
point that if the tools utilized by the analyst are 
not well understood, confidence in the results is 
diminished, whereas greater analyst involvement 
decreases the possibility of error. As the current 
paper illustrates, these recommendations are 
sound not only from an analytical perspective, 
but also a cognitive one. 

Although in practice DM is quite complex, a 
very simple example from statistics might illus-
trate the effectiveness of visualization. Consider a 
program in which an algorithm computes Pearson 

correlations among sets of variables. Assume that 
for a set of calculations, the computer produced 
three hypothetical correlations (e.g., .88, .75, & 
.95) that are tagged as statistically significant. 
As part of the analysis, it would be important 
to examine the relationship among the variables 
visually (scatterplots or tables) in order to as-
sess such issues as linearity or outliers as well 
as examine the substantive relationships among 
the variables (e.g., Wilson, 2005). For example, 
consider the above correlation of .88. Assume 
that this correlation is based on the following 
pairs of hypothetical numbers (2,4; 3,6; 2,4; 10,12; 
5,4; 4,4). A correlational analysis would yield a 
conclusion that the variables are significantly 
related. However, a visual examination of the 
scatterplot immediately indicates that the linear 
relationship is driven by a pair of outliers (10, 12; 
see Figure 1). Although this example is extremely 
simple, it illustrates that a visual representation 
is an important and necessary component of an 
analysis in regard to understanding the outcome 
and identifying potentially problematic issues.  
In this example, based on the visual representa-
tion, the analyst could immediately discount this 
particular correlation as spurious, or based on the 
background knowledge of the situation, choose 
to explore the outliers. This simple example can 
be generalized to more complex situations in 
which visualization is an integral component of 
data assessment and interpretation. 

Shneiderman (2001) notes, however, that re-
searchers investigating data mining techniques 
and information visualization are often working 
in independent domains and indeed may disagree 
as to the importance of human intervention. DM 
researchers may place less emphasis on human 
intervention and a greater reliance on machine 
algorithms, whereas the information visual-
ization approach places a greater value on the 
human component. Since these two communi-
ties are influenced by differing ideals, a clearer 
understanding of the role of human cognition in 
the KDD process might help clarify the role of 
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the analyst and lead the data mining process to a 
whole new dimension. 

We believe that cognitive psychology can 
serve as a useful research domain in regard to the 
investigation of how DM methods can capitalize 
on the benefits of automation while at the same 
time developing means by which the analyst can 
actively guide the process, rather than be a passive 
recipient of the results. In the current paper, we 
have discussed one possible avenue; an emphasis 
on the incorporation of visualization into the pro-
cess. In regard to research concerning an interac-
tive visualization approach, there are a number 
of issues to be considered that could benefit from 
cognitive psychology. For example, any visualiza-
tion approach must take into consideration the 
limitations of human working memory in regard 
to capacity, duration, and attentional resources. 
That is, the aim of interactive visualization should 
be to allow for the most ideal perception possible 
without overwhelming the human information 
processing system. Long-term memory is also 
of importance. How can visual displays be con-
structed that facilitate the transfer of information 
into long-term storage, allowing the analyst to 
more easily construct mental models of the data 
set as the analysis proceeds? What mental models 
might analysts construct as they perform DM and 
how do these models relate to their long-term 
knowledge? As these few examples illustrate, 
an interactive visual approach to DM is a rich 
avenue of research that has both theoretical and 
practical benefits (see also Murray et al., 2005 
for a discussion of cognitive issues in relation to 
KDD and DM).

There are also important implications regard-
ing a research endeavor that links business orga-
nizations and the domain of cognitive psychology. 
Firstly, this approach facilitates a strong interdis-
ciplinary avenue to research between cognitive 
psychology, statistics, and business. Cognitive 
psychologists can further approach traditional 
questions regarding memory, language, etc. 
from the perspective of applications in business 

organizations and approaches to data analysis. 
This would facilitate collaboration between 
cognitive scientists and members of the business 
community, enriching the knowledge of both 
domains. Secondly, this approach leads to new 
avenues of research and questions that could be 
addressed specifically within the context of busi-
ness organizations. One could envision numerous 
studies that could be pursued within the business 
environment. Additionally, this approach would 
facilitate better understanding of the approaches 
of the science of psychology for members of 
business organizations, facilitating collaborative 
efforts, improving data analysis approaches, and 
perhaps suggesting new approaches that could 
be considered within organizations. Thus, an 
interdisciplinary, research-based approach could 
prove invaluable both to cognitive psychologists 
that aim to apply their research to real-world is-
sues, as well as members of organizations that 
can use this knowledge to increase productivity 
and profits through a better understanding of and 
accessibility to patterns in the available data.

In summary, in the traditional KDD process, 
the search for patterns within a large data set 
is mostly accomplished by computer methods, 
whereas the involvement of the analyst is generally 
limited to reviewing the output and forming new 
sets of questions to refine the search or elaborate 
on some aspects of the findings. However, with 
the interactive visual data mining approach, the 
analyst can contribute to the process from the 
beginning. The advantage is the synergy between 
the processing power of a computer and the flexible 
use of domain knowledge by the analyst. Although 
increased automation in the KDD process may 
seem to be a reasonable goal in regard to efficiency 
or reduced cost, we would argue that ultimately 
the opposite is true. As automated algorithms 
lack the ability to mimic the dynamic aspect 
of human thought processes, a great deal could 
be lost in an automated approach. Automation 
minimizes at least two important components 
that the analyst can bring to the DM process: a 
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effective. Furthermore, funding would be needed 
for basic research relating to the issues discussed 
above. Undoubtedly, this creates front-end costs 
that may not immediately translate to increased 
profits. It is the belief of these authors, however, 
that long-term benefits would compensate for 
these short comings. First, development of an 
interdisciplinary approach between cognitive 
researchers in academia, for example, and indi-
viduals in applied areas of business could create 
an infrastructure of cooperation that could con-
ceivably be quite beneficial from both intellectual 
and economic standpoints (e.g., effective appli-
cation of research monies by R & D divisions). 
Secondly, successful implementation of optimal 
DM approaches (in our view, analyst-driven) by 
an organization could enhance profits over the 
long-term due to efficient analysis and interpreta-
tion of data in an ever increasingly complex and 
competitive global market. 

Our argument, from a cognitive perspective, 
is that it is more likely that interesting trends in 

Figure 1. Scatterplot based on hypothetical correlational data (generated by the authors)

vast experiential knowledge base and flexible 
use of that knowledge. As has been argued (e.g., 
Schneiderman, 2001), greater analyst involvement 
may lead to greater confidence in results and more 
rapid identification of data patterns that could 
benefit an organization. Thus, it is likely that the 
quality of the KDD process can be enhanced to 
a great degree through an analyst-centered ap-
proach. Businesses hire employees on the basis 
of experience and talent. Underlying these overt 
abilities is the human information processing 
system, which exceeds any computer program 
in terms of the ability to apply knowledge and 
perceive events in a flexible way. 

From an organizational point of view, the 
cost/benefits must be weighed with these argu-
ments in mind. Of course, there are limitations 
that should also be considered given such an ap-
proach. As noted above, the goal of automation 
is to facilitate analysis in terms of efficiency and 
rapidity. Greater integration of the analyst may, 
in the short-term at least, not appear to be as cost 
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data would be identified by the analyst as opposed 
to an automated program. If one also considers 
such ill-defined concepts as insight or creativity, 
it becomes evident that the potential of the analyst 
should not be underestimated. Rather the analyst 
should be the user of a powerful, but ultimately 
subordinate tool (the analysis program). In future 
research endeavors it is likely that the human 
information processing system can serve as a 
point of reference when considering the role of 
the analyst in DM and what benefit this role may 
bring to the process.
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Endnotes 

1  It should be noted as discussed in Murray 
et al. (2005) that human involvement could 
also at times lead to error in analysis. For 
example, data that are deemed by the ana-
lyst to be unimportant that are in fact of 
potential interest. Thus, as noted above, it is 
important to strike a proper balance between 
automaticity in the DM process and analyst 
centered activities as either have potential 
benefits as well as liabilities.

2  An analogy to statistics might be of use at 
this point. In building a regression model, 
computer based analysis can be used to 
identify important predictor variables based 
purely on statistical considerations (i.e., 
the strength of correlations). However, it 
may be ideal beyond an exploratory stage 
for the analyst to utilize theory as a guide 
in building the regression model (e.g., see 
Field, 2005 for discussion). In the theory-
driven case, the analyst plays an active role 
in building the regression model as well as 
final interpretation of the results.
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Abstract

The hi-tech firms that predominate in Silicon Valley contain a large proportion of knowledge work-
ers—employees with high levels of education and expertise. The region is subsequently a useful prism 
by which to explore the shift in the pace of work and ideologies of labor control. Engineers in Silicon 
Valley are a prototypical example of “knowledge workers;” they are valued for their ability to contrib-
ute to firms’ competitive advantage via their expertise and innovation. This chapter reports on fifty four 
semi-structured interviews of high-skilled, white and Asian men and women engineers who worked in 
the hi-tech industry of Silicon Valley, focusing on the issue of work temporality. Temporality has long 
been understood as central to the labor process, and as inextricably linked to the mode of production. 
Here, I highlight the problematic aspects of the shift from the routinized schedule of “clock time”, char-
acterized by rigid temporal boundaries between work and home, and “project time,” characterized by 
an erratic and increasing pace of work that appears to be largely unfettered by boundaries between 
private and work time. 

Introduction

This chapter explores the temporal experiences 
of engineers in the hi-tech industry of Silicon 
Valley. Engineers in this region are a prototypical 
example of “knowledge workers”, because they 

are valued for their ability to contribute to firms’ 
competitive advantage via their expertise and in-
novation. While Silicon Valley has been the sub-
ject of intensive scrutiny, both popular press and 
academic research have primarily focused their 
analyses on how the particular economic structure 
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of the region has contributed to the region’s rapid 
growth. In contrast, relatively less attention has 
been paid to the experiences of the workers who, 
after all, undergird the region’s economy. While 
important studies have documented the conditions 
faced by low skill, contingent and itinerant workers 
(Barley and Kunda, 2004; Carnoy, Castells and 
Benner 1997, Hossfeld 1988) the experiences of 
hi-skill workers have generally been assumed to 
be uniformly positive.

 Here, I subject the work lives of hi-tech en-
gineers to greater scrutiny, focusing in particular 
on their temporal experiences. Three related 
questions are explored. First, how is the pace of 
work organized, and what factors shape it?  Sec-
ond, why do hi-skilled workers comply with an 
increasingly hectic work schedule? Third, how do 
the demands of work impact upon other temporal 
worlds of engineers? 

Temporality and Managerial 
Ideologies of Control 
During Industrialization

Temporality has long been understood as central 
to the labor process, and as inextricably linked 
to the mode of production. For example, in an 
agricultural based economy, the pace of work 
can be characterized as seasonal. In contrast, 
the emergence of large factories during industri-
alization brought about a linear and rigid sense 
of time embodied by the clock, where workers’ 
time was “bought” and thus controlled by and 
subject to manipulation by owners (Mumford 
1934, Thompson 1993). The inculcation of clock 
time was critical for capitalists, because it allowed 
them to synchronize workers to the coordination 
requirements of technologies in mass production, 
and also allowed them to obtain greater control 
over workers by creating increasingly rigid steps 
and specifications for the labor process that must 
be met within fixed units of time. By exercising 
minute control over the labor process, productiv-

ity gains, and thus, capital accumulation were 
achieved (Thrift 1990). Clock time was thus part 
of the larger project of industrialization that trans-
ferred the control of production from craftsmen 
to managers (Braverman 1974). 

Divested of their autonomy, workers may 
still, of course, resist, by slowing down the pace 
of production (Burawoy 1979; Roy 1952). Thus 
labor theorists have detailed the transformation 
of managerial ideologies from a direct and open 
form of “simple” authority (Edwards, 1979) to 
ideologies that emphasized cooperation, posing 
workers’ and managers’ interests as either the 
same, or at least mutually beneficial. Starting 
with Frederick Taylor’s strategy of “scientific 
management” that depicted workers and managers 
as partners in increasing productivity efficiency, 
to the human relations model of Elton Mayo and 
Chester Barnard, who believed that organiza-
tions could satisfy individuals’ need to be part 
of a larger collective and that managers should 
shoulder the responsibility of “taking care” of their 
workers, there was a shift towards understanding 
how compliance is obtained internally. Similarly, 
Edwards (1979) argued that the development of 
“structural or bureaucratic control” was important 
towards securing compliance, because authority 
is vested in the “rules of the company”, rather 
than any one individual.  

Bureaucratic control thus equates workers’ 
interests with the interests of the company, build-
ing incentives via an internal labor market that 
rewards employees for demonstrating “desirable” 
work traits and creating organizational cultures 
that socialize workers into identifying with their 
companies. Whyte’s (1956) “organization men” 
are thus created—workers who replace their in-
dividual identities with collective, organizational 
identities. Furthermore, the concept of a “career” 
became central to employees’ experiences, creat-
ing a stake in the reproduction of the industrial 
order, since their own rewards are dependent on 
the stability of this structure (Zussman, 1985). 
Ironically, we come full cycle, because what po-
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tentially saves individuals from being completely 
consumed is the organization of work around the 
clock, which distinguished personal time from 
work time (Zerubavel 1981, 1979). This split has 
the potential to protect “the modern individual 
from being entirely ‘swallowed’ by what Coser 
has called ‘greedy institutions’” (Zerubavel 1981, 
p. 166). Recent studies, however, have documented 
that white collar workers are not protected by 
“clock time”, but rather are increasingly work-
ing longer hours with less vacation or leisure 
time (Schor, 1991), and are subjected to “norma-
tive” control via strong organizational cultures 
(Kunda, 1992).   

The Post-Industrial Era : 
Temporality, Ideologies of 
Control and Knowledge 
Workers

The post-industrial era is characterized by a shift 
towards specialization, innovation and custom-
ization. Piore and Sabel (1984) argued that the 
shift was a response to a change in consumption 
patterns that arose with the improvement in the 
technologies of communication (and the advent 
of “real time”). Given the more ephemeral tastes 
of consumers, mass production using expensive, 
rigid machinery became less profitable, especially 
within the context of rising international competi-
tion. Silicon Valley’s hi-tech industry exemplifies 
this emerging type of knowledge-driven economy, 
where organizations are reliant on knowledge 
or expertise to achieve high “value added” in 
products and services. Thus the hi-tech firms 
that predominate in Silicon Valley contain a large 
proportion of knowledge workers—employees 
with high levels of education and expertise. The 
region is subsequently a useful prism by which to 
explore the shift in the pace of work and ideolo-
gies of labor control. 

There are two important changes to highlight. 
First, as an archetype of flexible specialization 

(Saxenian, 1990), one of the ways in which Sili-
con Valley is able to adapt quickly to the global 
marketplace is by creating a “flexible” workforce 
characterized by a high proportion of contingent 
workers (Kunda, Barley and Evans 2002; Bar-
ley and Kunda, 2004) and fluid organizational 
boundaries. This weakens the “contract” between 
employees and employers, such that employers no 
longer believe it is their responsibility to “take 
care” of their workers, and individuals are ex-
pected to be responsible for maintaining their own 
careers. The result is a growing proportion of part 
time and temporary workers, and more generally 
a labor force that “job hops” frequently.  

Second, in contrast to mass production, profit 
is highly dependent upon innovation. Knowledge 
workers thus hold a crucial position in the firms, 
as their knowledge work—the intellectual skills 
and creativity they bring towards developing a 
service or product, is one of the means of produc-
tion (Drucker 1993) of the firm. Take, for example 
the development of the personal computer: high 
profit in computer hardware companies is depen-
dent upon the ability of their engineers to design 
faster and cheaper chips. Another example is 
the proliferation of MP3 devices—each version 
adding yet another function that whet consumers’ 
appetites. It is also worth noting that knowledge 
work is generally autonomous in nature. Unlike 
mass production, where the steps for production 
are elaborated and dictated to workers, the pro-
cess of production for design work, however, is 
achieved primarily without specific instructions 
from managers. In other words, engineers work 
autonomously in using their intellectual skills 
towards achieving a goal. 

So how do these two shifts—the flexible work-
force that de-links workers with organizations, 
and the autonomous nature of knowledge work 
mean for the experiences of hi-skill workers? I 
turn now to the case of Silicon Valley to explore 
these questions.
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Background:  Silicon Valley’s 
Hi-Tech Industry

The region known as Silicon Valley is located in 
Northern California and encompasses more than 
1,300 square miles and 15 cities. Bounded by Palo 
Alto in the North, Milpitas in the East, and Gilroy 
in the South, it is home to cities well known for hi-
tech development such as Cupertino, Sunnyvale, 
and Santa Clara. While Santa Clara County is at 
the heart of Silicon Valley, development has also 
spread into the neighboring counties of Alameda 
and San Mateo. Once an agricultural center, in 
fact, the “prune capital” of America, the origins 
of hi-tech development in this region are rooted 
in the development of the microelectronics and 
then the semi-conductor industries. Silicon Valley 
became the spotlight of international attention in 
the 1980’s when its hi-tech economy achieved a 
turnaround in the nation-wide industrial reces-
sion, striking a path that was markedly different 
from other hi-tech regions such as Boston’s Route 
88 (Saxenian, 1994). In doing so, it became the 
community to imitate because it appeared to 
represent a model that could succeed in the face 
of growing international competition. Within 
a number of years, the area’s hi-tech economy 
became one of the fastest growing in the nation, 
was host to one fifth of the nation’s top hi-tech 
firms, and had wage rates that were 60% above 
the national average (Markoff, 1999). The region 
also drew considerable investment capital. In 
the first quarter of 1999, investors poured well 
over one billion dollars into the valley (Markoff, 
1999). It became a public phenomenon as well, 
as “valley watchers” told stories of the seem-
ingly boundless riches that the industry could 
bestow on any individual with talent, ingenuity 
and dedication. 

Researchers widely viewed Silicon Valley’s 
economic structure-- characterized by flexible and 
decentralized organizational structures, special-
ized firms, and dense and overlapping networks-
-as critical to its success as a leader in hi-tech 

innovation (Rogers and Larsen, 1984; Packard, 
1996; Saxenian, 1994). Flexible specialization 
was viewed as the antithesis of production in the 
“Fordist” state, with its accompanying bureau-
cratic and hierarchically structured organizations 
(Harvey, 1989:147). Flexible specialization, in 
contrast to mass production, is a “strategy of 
permanent innovation: an accommodation to 
ceaseless change, rather than an effort to control 
it.” (Piore and Sabel, 1984:17)  

Between March 1999 and January 2001, I 
conducted fifty four semi-structured interviews 
of high-skilled, white and Asian men and women 
engineers who worked in the hi-tech industry of 
Silicon Valley. With the exception of four inter-
views, the data were collected before the “internet 
bust” of late 2000.  Interviewees were chosen 
using a snowball method. Initial respondents 
were located from a number of sources, including 
contacts I garnered from attendance at specialised 
engineering society functions, solicitation of 
professors at major universities in Taiwan and 
India for referrals to graduates they sent abroad, 
an ad in an alumni magazine, and referrals from 
acquaintances. Interviews typically ranged from 
one to two hours, and occurred primarily at in-
terviewees’ workplaces. They were audio taped, 
and fully transcribed.  

All respondents had college degrees, and half 
had advanced graduate degrees. Thirty-two of 
the respondents were women. Nineteen of the 
respondents were Chinese/Taiwanese, nineteen 
were white, thirteen were Indian, two were Fili-
pino, and one was Vietnamese. Twenty-four of 
the respondents were U.S. born (including all of 
the whites); the remainder were foreign born. The 
average age of the respondents was 36.3, which 
approximates the average age of high-skilled 
workers in Silicon Valley (Alarcon 1999). The 
respondents worked (or were entrepreneurs) at 
39 different firms, representing both larger, well 
established organizations and smaller firms or 
start-ups. However, the majority of the respondents 
had worked in the past for both established and 
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newer firms, and almost all the respondents had 
worked for more than one company. The average 
number of years in the work force for respondents 
was over eleven years. 

The interview schedule was divided into three 
sections designed to elicit information on three 
domains: the respondents’ career trajectory, their 
perceptions of gender and ethnic inequality in 
job hiring and mobility in the hi-skilled sector 
of Silicon Valley, and their experiences with 
work-life balance with respect to the pace of 
work in the region. These were semi-structured 
interviews—with the exception of demographic 
questions, all questions were open ended. As the 
interviews proceeded, I identified main coding and 
conceptual themes, wrote memos that facilitated 
the analysis of the data, and adapted some of the 
initial questions on the interview schedule to 
reflect the findings from the data. This follows 
the procedures of Glaser and Strauss’ influential 
constant comparison method of qualitative data 
analysis, where data, findings, and theory oc-
cur in a continuous feedback loop. Indeed, the 
findings that form the basis of this chapter were 
unexpected and emerged from the respondents’ 
answers, and I have documented that analytical 
and methodological “trail” (along with two other 
examples from this project) in another paper 
(Shih, 2007).  

The Organization of Work 
for Engineers in Silicon 
Valley

In contrast to this linear and fixed conception of 
time described by industrial sociologists, engi-
neers in Silicon Valley typically describe their 
work-time as organized not by the clock, but by 
the project they are on. This was exemplified to 
me when respondents could not answer what I 
viewed as a standard question about the average 
hours worked per week. They explained that their 
hours varied widely, from 30 hours a week to one 

hundred, because work was guided by the cycle 
or stage of the project they were working on. The 
length of a project (for example, designing a more 
efficient version of a microprocessor, creating a 
piece of voice technology, producing a more ef-
fective cooling system for a personal computer, 
and developing new educational software) can 
vary anywhere from three months to a year, and 
the project deadline coupled with coordination of 
work within project groups organizes work time. 
In this manner, work-time is organized in a cycli-
cal fashion, where the beginnings of a project are 
typically characterized by relatively fewer hours 
and a relaxed pace of work, which then escalates 
rapidly towards the end of the project, which is 
described as hectic and breathless. 

A typical explanation of the variation of work 
hours that can occur throughout one project cycle 
was given by this software architect. She says, 
“Usually, the cycle, there are ups and downs, 
and at the end it always gets crunchy… longest 
crunch time I had was 4 months and I was so 
burned…one week I had a 100 hour week, it was 
really bad, pulled a couple of all nighters. Then 
you have to slow down for a while because you 
just can’t keep it up. Sometimes its really low 
though, at 30 hours.” 

The uneven pace of work reflects the fact 
that engineers are typically given assignments, 
but are expected to accomplish their tasks with 
little guidance from their managers. This type of 
managerial organization is exemplified by Wil-
liam Hewlett’s description of Hewlett-Packard’s 
“management by objective.” Hewlett writes that 
it is “a system in which overall objectives are 
clearly stated and agreed upon, and which gives 
people the flexibility to work toward those goals 
in ways they determine best for their own areas 
of responsibility.” (1996:153) Hewlett-Packard 
pioneered this type of management in Silicon 
Valley, and it characterizes most companies in 
the region today. One can note that this shift in 
the organization of work is not merely philo-
sophical: the actual work and the tools used for 
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work (computer or computer-based) in hi-tech are 
inherently autonomous, since they are knowledge 
intensive and conceptual in nature (Piore and 
Sabel, 1984). Even if one were to attempt to set 
guidelines and procedures, the rapid change in 
products and services in hi-tech would make this 
a fairly impossible task.

Respondents’ description of their daily work 
activities depict a relatively informal work pro-
cess, and confirm that engineers of all levels 
have a large degree of autonomy both in terms 
of how they do their work, and also how a project 
is completed. Respondents indicate that “there is 
a lot of flexibility in terms of what we can do,” 
and that the organization is structured into work 
groups including people of varying levels, which 
are “very informal” and where “everyone gives 
input.” Most believe that more “bureaucracy will 
ultimately slow a company down” and agree that 
there is “not much hierarchy” at work.

Respondents also say that there is little formal 
training or guidance. For instance, Alix, an im-
migrant Chinese engineer says that the norm is 
“training by doing, hands on, so I’m assigned to a 
project and start doing it, if I don’t know something 
and there’s someone in the group or company 
that has experience then I ask that person. If it’s 
a new technology, then (I go to) outside sources.” 
As this comment suggests, in-house help is often 
insufficient, so employees use their own network 
resources to figure out a technological problem, 
calling up a past professor or mentor, or acquain-
tances and friends who might have expertise in the 
area in question. In this sense, employees appear 
to be more “on their own”, independently seeking 
solutions to achieve their project goals. 

The organization of work via projects were 
generally satisfying to the engineers I spoke 
with because it allowed them to have significant 
autonomy to apply their knowledge and skills 
set to a problem. This process, and the feeling 
of ownership over the product, was typically 
described as fulfilling and interesting. However, 
the clear downside to the use of “project-time” 

versus clock time is that it unleashed the number 
of hours a high-skill worker might have to devote 
to completing a project.  Take, for example, the 
description of this respondent of her first month at 
a start up. She says about when she first started:

“They really needed a demo to go on the sales 
calls to venture capitalists….so my first job was 
basically to get a demo together, build a demo 
which basically displays the technology. So we 
have to build it, one of the sexiest pitches is 
airplane delays for example—if your flight was 
delayed a certain amount of time, wouldn’t you 
want a phone call? So anyway, showing that this 
is technically possible. Someone can do the voice 
technology here, so I work with him on how to 
integrate the web. My other charter was to work 
with a more junior person and get him up to speed. 
So we built something which was pretty successful 
at showing what we could do. We started in april 
and we had something to show in under a month, 
a few weeks, and I was working pretty late hours 
because I hadn’t worked on the latest version of 
this and was trying to teach the other woman 
and had all these interruptions and I was pretty 
much working all the time (laughs)! I would get 
in at 9 or 10, maybe a little earlier, and I would 
leave at, ugh, sometimes it was 5 AM, sometimes 
it was 2AM, 3AM five days a week plus I would 
come in on weekends too but wouldn’t stay until 
5 AM. So it was pretty intense.” 

As this description indicates, a “charter” or 
a “goal” is rather loosely defined, in this case, 
building a demonstration to present to venture 
capitalists, and it was up to her and her project 
group to coordinate and accomplish the tasks. This 
included the work of informally training others in 
the group, and resulted in what was rather typi-
cal among respondents’ descriptions—a hectic 
end of a project cycle. Thus the organization of 
work by the project, rather than by a 9-5 routine 
of clock time, enables managers to garner more 
hours of work from their employees. The porous 
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division between work and home is also clearly 
enabled by advances in communication technol-
ogy: respondents typically described checking 
emails every night and weekend, and working 
from home via telecommuting. 

The lack of rigid temporal boundaries that 
protect private time is further exacerbated by the 
fact that knowledge work can happen “anywhere”. 
For example, an engineer working on chip design 
says, “you know we are in the hi-tech business, 
so sometimes if you have a problem, it may take 
a couple days to figure it out, so even when I’m 
driving I’m still thinking about it!” Similarly, a 
hardware engineer notes, “nobody dictates a spe-
cific schedule, but you are trying to get the work 
done…you are pretty much tied to the email. If 
an emergency comes up, for instance, when we 
had a big review for an executive board meeting 
there are a lot of finalizing, so if the presentation 
is on Monday and if it’s not done on Friday, you’ll 
be on conference all weekend. It happens more 
than I like.” 

Furthermore, managers can easily manipu-
late the time engineers spent on work by simply 
shortening project deadlines. Matt, a senior net-
work engineer, who works for a large networking 
organization, explains, 

The nature of engineering is that it’s imprecise, and 
so deadlines and schedules are all just best guesses 
about when it will be accomplished. So managers, 
they like to play head games with people. They 
say, okay, we need something done by this date, 
and then people feel constrained to really deliver 
by then, and then family just gets trashed…You 
can’t deny that it works. You tell someone that it 
needs to be done in two months, and it takes six 
months or a year…So for a person who is really 
driven, they compromise everything.

As Matt notes, the fact that engineering is 
“imprecise” is key to the ability to manipulate 
deadlines. Since the work taken to achieve the goal 
is not specifically determined by managers and 

because the application of “knowledge” or “skills” 
to a particular problem is amorphously defined, 
managers can increase their time demands on 
workers by shortening project deadlines. 

This “imprecise” nature of work is exacerbated 
in start-ups, where responsibilities are not well 
defined given the typically small number of ini-
tial employees. One entrepreneur explains “The 
biggest thing at a start up is that there is always 
more work to do than you can…The other thing 
is that it is very informal, not many processes, 
informal networks are very very very strong in 
startups….there are no established procedures 
or rules, if there is a problem you just get people 
together in a room and let it happen.”

Chen, an Chinese immigrant engineer who 
had recently become vice president of a new 
start-up company when he spoke with me exem-
plifies how start-ups in particular can co-opt the 
time of employees. When I met him on a Sunday 
afternoon at his sparsely furnished company, he 
and many of his employees were busy working, 
and it is evident that this is a regular routine. He 
was a gregarious and friendly man, but when I 
asked him what hours he asks of his employees, 
he skirts the question by exclaiming “Whatever it 
takes!” When I asked him to clarify, he is initially 
evasive and then answers, 

I am looking for a person who is committed to 
the company, who is committed to the project, 
who believes that the idea can really take off 
in the marketplace. In terms of absolute time 
commitment, I don’t have any numbers. You can 
work like…in this day and age, it’s very hard to 
tell when people are working and when people 
are not working.

This description effectively describes the sub-
stitution of an objective work schedule bound by 
clock time with the subjective demand for com-
mitment when work is typically organized around 
projects or goals. Chen further explained, 
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Over here, [it’s] like teaching my daughter to 
swim, just dump [her] into the water! You must 
be independent and motivated. I always tell my 
engineers, you are your own managers. There is 
a pile of work on the table and I don’t want to 
give you the deadline to finish the work because 
the work is almost infinite at this point in time 
so why don’t you just dive in, and find your own 
work and deadlines and it’s up to you to figure 
out how to swim.

Chen’s expectation that workers must be 
their own managers is significant, reflecting the 
burden placed on employees in the absence of 
rigid temporal boundaries and clearly elaborated 
responsibilities. He has effectively created a situa-
tion where the time dedicated to work is limitless. 
And because workers are managing their own 
time, the time put in becomes interpreted as a 
show of commitment.  

Project Cycles in the Age of 
the Hi-Tech Gold Rush

Of course the shortening of project deadlines by 
managers and the breathless pace at start-ups is not 
simply motivated by some Machiavellian desire 
to extract more labor from employees. Rather, 
the hi-tech sector is embedded within a global 
hi-tech market that is rapidly developing. In this 
situation where time to market is key and where 
“things get obsolete very fast”, managers and 
entrepreneurs are externally pressured to develop 
new products and services at a quickening pace. 
Perlow’s study (1999) of a software engineering 
group has documented how a shortened develop-
ment cycle leads to extraordinary time pressures. 
As a senior manager I spoke with notes, “the 
issue of current engineering is how to speedily 
get the product from concept to market,” while a 
successful entrepreneur notes that “the high tech 
stuff is moving fast enough, you can’t just take 
it as 8-5, and I’m not going to think about work 

after 5 o clock.” Since the growth of hi-tech is not 
limited by material goods, but instead includes 
the development of services and the “space” of 
the internet, these are “boundless markets” to 
conquer (Harvey, 1989). 

That the hi-tech economy relies on and capital-
izes on being able to respond and define market 
needs is reflected in a conversation I had with an 
entrepreneur of a start up, which began with his 
explaining to me in detail the service niche they 
will fulfill is to build a platform that can facilitate 
the collaboration needed to customize a product. 
He then says, 

“So it may be easy now for me to describe to you, 
but just a couple minutes ago I was in a meeting 
trying to decide what kind of niche we should fill. 
To start a company you have to constantly move 
around things to figure out what exactly the market 
needs and what kinds of tools, applications you 
will develop to help. So that its not that nothing 
is on the paper, but its not concrete, we have to 
figure out how to do it. So that’s why our company 
is exciting, we are much closer to the real mar-
ket…it’s like you and your friends and your whole 
group are going into war. You have to cover your 
area, if you cannot cover it…we’ll get killed. So 
today’s environment, the pressure is high.”

His emphasis on being attuned to the market, 
and being able to respond quickly to the market 
underlines what is viewed as a strength of flexible 
specialization. But it also, as is evident, underlines 
the increasing pressure on workers.  

 Respondents were aware of the impact that 
the accelerating pace of hi-tech had on their 
work lives. Raj, an Indian software engineer who 
works at a mid sized company talked about upper 
managements’ expectations: 

These are unrealistic timelines…They are not set 
by product specifications, but what competitors 
are coming out with for the market, so it’s really 
demanding. I mean, if a product should take ten 
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months to finish, there’s often a six-month dead-
line, and you just have to finish it to meet the 
market…It’s a gold rush scenario, which makes 
it different, I think, because there’s also extra 
pressure on the company. It [comes from] much 
higher, from the investors…and that trickles down 
to the employees. 

As Raj’s comments suggest, the speed-up of the 
high-tech market sets deadlines for project cycles 
that are difficult for engineers to meet. Clearly, 
the “gold rush scenario,” that is, the competition 
for market share, affects the rhythms of work, 
and this pressure from competition is refracted 
at several levels, from investors to management 
to employees.  

In a similar account, Shelley, a senior design 
engineer at a microprocessor manufacturer, spoke 
about the impact of increasing competition in the 
high-tech industry and the subsequent escalating 
pace of development. She related its effect on proj-
ect cycles, especially in “money maker” groups 
such as the one in which she worked. 

In this business, the design cycle is getting shorter, 
shorter, shorter, shorter. You have to do more things 
in that time because, I mean, time to market, getting 
it out, quicker and quicker, better, faster, smaller. 
In the last eight years, the first projects, the cycle 
was this long [holds hands wide apart]. Now it’s 
this long [holds hands much closer] but you have 
to do more, so it’s like, really, cranking it out.

As Shelley noted, the design cycle is shaped 
by the demands of “time to market,” a phrase 
meant to denote the amount of time one needs to 
design and develop a product for the market. In 
her particular field, microprocessors are quickly 
becoming “better, faster, smaller,” and she and her 
colleagues are pressured by the heavy competition 
and increasing pace of innovation in the micro-
processor market.  As the pace of development 
in high-tech quickens, project deadlines shorten, 
increasing the pace of work in Silicon Valley. 

 In this situation, all time is potentially defined 
as work time, to the detriment of families and 
personal lives. This was mentioned by almost 
all the respondents. In one particularly stressful 
example, a white female engineer, who is married 
to a systems engineer explained that when she went 
into labor with her daughter, her husband was still 
at work at 2:30 in the morning. She called him 
at the lab to pick him up, and although he took 
only three days of paternity leave, he was told that 
he “wasn’t reliable” when he returned, and was 
removed from the project. His boss explained to 
him that “you can spend time with your children 
when you’re rich”. 

 

Everyone is an Entrepreneur 
in an Enterprise Culture

When I ask respondents why they agree to work 
the hours they do, they typically mentioned that 
financial incentives, specifically, stock options, 
tied them to the success of their companies. They 
said, for example, that “I have stock options in the 
company so I want it to do well obviously”, that 
“all of us….are emotionally and financially tied 
to the futures of the company” or that “realisti-
cally I’m in a good position to capitalize…you 
can make a lot of money.” In other words, the 
ubiquity of stock options, which directly links 
the company’s success to workers’ economic 
fortunes clearly drives workers. Of course, as the 
post-boom downturn has shown, this position is 
overly optimistic. Yet almost everyone I spoke 
with had the hope that perhaps he or she would 
be one of those who “made it,” in part because 
most people knew of someone who was worth 
millions, at least on paper. This mood is exempli-
fied by one respondent, who wryly noted about 
living in the region:

 A lot is different, it changes you…being sur-
rounded by people who make millions, if you’re 
not doing that, well then something’s wrong with 
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you, you’re doing something wrong. It’s unspo-
ken, but its definitely there. I mean, you think, my 
friend, today he’s worth ten thousand, and then 
tomorrow he’s worth ten million!”

However, while financial incentives were gen-
erally first acknowledged, respondents typically 
proceeded into more elaborate explanations of why 
they were willing to work at such a hectic pace 
that reflected their concerns about managing their 
career development, their identity as an engineer, 
or feeling a sense of accomplishment.

First, respondents repeatedly voiced the need to 
continually develop their skills and marketability, 
in part by taking “risks”. This is in contrast, of 
course, to the Fordist organizational model where 
companies trained their employees, and dedica-
tion to the company was rewarded by moving up 
an internal labor market. Reflecting this shift, in 
response to a question about what determines 
career mobility, one senior manager of a major 
hardware company explains

I think to move up in this environment is different 
from my previous environment (at a construction 
engineering firm in the East Coast). In this one 
its more a function of contributions, being willing 
to take risks and perform….part of contribution 
is taking some risk, the assignments you take, 
whether they are secure or really on the edge, be-
ing in pilot manufacturing as opposed to volume 
manufacturing). 

 This perspective is confirmed in my conversa-
tion with a recruiter for one of the most successful 
companies in the region. When I ask him what 
characteristics he looks for in candidates, he says 
that they are looking for people who “demonstrate 
control of their career, rather than an applicant 
who has been in a job for 15 years as opposed to 
an applicant who has been at 3 different positions 
in 5 years who has grown. Its more ideal, (it’s not) 
stability or loyalty.”

Respondents’ identity seems to revolve around 
the conception of themselves as continuously 
growing. Several engineers explained switching 
jobs because they felt they needed to “broader 
horizons”. For example, a female engineer who 
specializes in artificial intelligence explained 
that she left her previous job because she was 
not learning anything new. At her current job, 
she “basically insisted that I get through the 
training, because I though it was important and 
thought I wasn’t growing, wasn’t learning more 
stuff. [At my previous job] I basically got stuck 
training them, rather than being trained to build 
up my technical skills. [My current job involves] 
an internet project which was a good move for 
me, because it was good for me to rebuild my 
technical skills.” 

Similarly, a mid level manufacturing engineer 
also says she left her previous job because she “had 
nothing to do.” As she switched to a new job, she 
says “I was very specific about what I will be doing, 
what projects are there, who will I be responsible 
for, what are my day to day responsibilities. I made 
sure this was going to be something I liked”. This 
type of consideration was reflected at all seniority 
levels. A junior engineer similarly explained that 
she carefully chose the company she is currently 
at because “they are very good in technology, they 
have very good engineers here so I think this will 
be a good place for me to learn….I feel I want to 
learn more before I go out and do it, and people 
are really smart here. In other words, respondents 
are aware that as knowledge workers, they had 
to maintain their marketability by continuously 
expanding their knowledge and skills base, and 
to have “an inventive mind”.

Indeed, workers who do not “initiate” learning 
new skills can find themselves in a difficult posi-
tion. A senior vice president at a major hardware 
firm talked matter-of-factly about letting go of 
forty percent of their staff when the company was 
experiencing financial difficulties, because their 
skills were in older, obsolescent technologies. 
He explained that while, in the past, people may 
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have been able to spend their careers working on 
one type of technology, the current environment 
is quite different:

 For many years technology did not change very 
fast so the person who was interested in technol-
ogy could probably have their entire technical 
life working in that technology…Today in many 
fields, hardware and software, in the computer 
and biotech industry, things are advancing so 
well that the technological underpinnings change 
every couple [of] years. So if you are just in one 
technical discipline you may find yourself high 
and dry. 

This executive’s perspective reflects com-
panies’ relinquishing of responsibility for their 
workers and the expectation that employees should 
be self-reliant. He continued:

[The] thing in the valley is that it is not the com-
pany’s responsibility, it’s the individual’s respon-
sibility. The quid pro quo here is that in return for 
opportunity, the individual has to make choices, 
unless you want to go back to a slower, more idyl-
lic time where the company takes care of you…So 
the individual has to take responsibility.

What these engineers describe reflect an 
increased emphasis on individual performance 
and contribution, which is also reflected in the 
increasing norm of merit-based pay (Kanter 1995), 
instead of pay that is based on rank or seniority.  
In the context of Silicon Valley, employees are en-
couraged to be “entrepreneurial” in their work by 
“adding value” through new ideas. Harvey writes, 
for instance, that flexible specialization shifts what 
is valuable in workers, it  “…has put a premium 
on ‘smart’ and innovative entrepreneurialism, 
aided and abetted by all of the accoutrements 
of swift, decisive, and well informed decision 
making (Harvey, 1989:157).” Given the emphasis 
on innovation in the rapidly developing hi-tech 

industry, high-skill workers are thus expected to 
make individual contributions.

The fact that it is the employees’ task to “prove 
their worth” to the company and to remain mar-
ketable, without any long-term expectations in 
return, reflects the de-linking of individuals and 
organizations, at the very least on a psychological 
level. This is a marked departure from a human 
relations model (Bendix 1956; Perrow 1972; 
Barley and Kunda 2000) of managerial ideology, 
which views membership in an organization as 
inherently beneficial to humans and managers’ 
responsibilities as creating collectivity within 
organizations. In Silicon Valley, neither appears 
to owe the other side any promises, and each is 
understood as motivated by maximizing their 
own outcomes. 

 

The  Outcome:  Disrupted and 
Desynchronized Temporal 
Worlds

The stories of these respondents illustrate how the 
absence of clock time, the autonomy of knowl-
edge work, and hi-tech’s intimate link to global 
marketplace, the de-linking of organizations and 
workers, and an entrepreneurial culture collec-
tively blurred the boundaries between work time 
and private time. Here, I consider the outcome of 
this blurring by exploring how the encroachment 
of work time disrupts other temporal worlds that 
the respondents inhabited. Perlow’s (1998) study 
of a software engineering group has documented 
how time pressures at work could impact upon 
spouses and on family time. Here, I broaden 
“private time” to reflect a multiplicity of temporal 
worlds that include bodily rhythms, family time, 
and the rhythms of social relationships. 

In Silicon Valley, the cyclical aspect of proj-
ects, and in particular, the “burn out” reported 
by respondents suggests that the routine of care 
for physical bodies is being displaced. Take, for 
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instance, the comments of Shelley, the engineer 
I quoted earlier, who observed that project cycles 
were shortening. As she talked to me about these 
project cycles, her vivacious manner diminished as 
she lost her composure and became quite upset.

I’ve been in this industry for eight years. I’ve 
worked the long hours. I’ve worked the grind, 
I’ve given a period of my life to this company as 
I’m sure you have heard others say…Basically, 
I remember being young [laughs] and getting 
here at 7, say, outta here 9, 10, 11, 12, 1, okay, 
and doing this for prolonged periods of times for 
extensive deadlines, for big projects and stuff. So 
you can imagine that doing this for a number of 
projects, it can take its toll.

Shelley is an engineer in her early thirties, yet 
the fact that she no longer saw herself as “young” 
and that she experienced work as giving a “period 
of my life” to the company reflects the physical 
toll taken by the demands of project cycles and the 
tremendous growth of the high-tech industry.  

In another example, Caren, a senior research 
and development engineer, spoke about her experi-
ences in a large hardware manufacturing company 
that she had just left, and about the prioritization of 
work over any physical needs.  A talkative, bright 
woman, she spoke about the consuming nature of 
her work: “When I worked at [this company], I 
woke up thinking about work, and I went to bed 
thinking about work. It was totally consuming 
and there were very few moments when I wasn’t 
thinking about work.” Caren continued to describe 
its demands:

[My company is] very demanding in that this is a 
highly competitive environment. So if you leave 
at 5 or 5:30, you feel you are sneaking out! You 
feel “this is going to reflect on me” in this way, 
so I would work until 8:30…I just could never 
say, “You know what, I can’t do that because 
I need to rest.” It just didn’t seem like the right 
thing to say there. You were admitting to physical 

problems...[My company] is a place that depends 
on people being there when they are supposed to 
be. It’s a manufacturing environment—if some-
thing goes wrong, you are there; you are there 
until the problem is fixed. You know they will pay 
you for it, they will praise you for it, but if you are 
not there, you can bet you will be…Because your 
job is to be there, and a lot of times at [company] 
your job should come before your life. 

The fact Caren felt that it was not “okay” 
to admit to physical problems suggests that a 
stratification of temporal worlds—where the 
time demands of work, where leaving at 5 is 
“sneaking off”—takes priority over the demands 
of the body. Caren eventually left her company 
because she could no longer face the physical toll 
and opted to become a technical writer at another 
company where she could have a well-defined 
work schedule. 

The erratic nature of project cycles also dis-
rupted social relationships, including relation-
ships with family members.  After answering my 
question of why people agree to work such long 
hours, an engineer in her thirties, for example, 
spoke of how the region breeds people who are 
young and single: 

That’s what people talk about. We don’t have a 
life. We don’t have free time, you just go home and 
sleep, and on weekends you just recuperate, or 
you have to work. And a lot of people travel…and 
that takes a lot out of you. It’s nomadic, people 
traveling all the time, so there is no home base. It’s 
very hard to maintain a relationship that way.

Alex, an engineer who has worked for both an 
established company and now a start-up and whose 
wife stayed at home to care for their children, 
commented somewhat regretfully about the loss 
of his regular interaction time with his family. 

I’ve seen a significant difference since joining a 
start-up in terms of balance. I used to spend a 
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lot of time with my kids before I started my own 
start-up, and what I noticed, just a month ago I 
think, is that, when I come home and try to pick 
up things with my kids from where we left off, that 
the thing would be gone in their minds already. 
Because you know, in the past I would have daily 
contact with them. Now my contact has gone down 
to once a week or even sometimes not even that 
much. And the kids just got used to me not being 
around. And in a way it’s good because they’ve 
become independent and at this age it’s good for 
them. But four to five years from now, they’ll be 
gone, and I’ll probably remember that I had this 
opportunity to spend this time with them and I 
didn’t take it.

His example reflected the suspension of in-
teraction time with family due to the erratic and 
exhaustive temporal rhythms of work. 

 One can note here, that it is likely that the pace 
of work might have precluded my interviewing 
those who have primary child care responsibili-
ties, since the work of rearing children typically 
requires a more regular schedule. Indeed, several 
female engineers noted that their female col-
leagues in their 30s seemed very likely to leave 
the labor market, either to care for children in the 
home, or to segue into another occupation that 
has more well defined work schedules. 

 

Conclusion

In this chapter, I considered how the organization 
of work via projects impacts on the experiences 
and lives of hi-tech engineers. Engineers represent 
the burgeoning numbers of “knowledge workers” 
whose intellectual skills contribute to their firms’ 
competitive advantage. Here, I highlighted the 
problematic aspects of the shift from the routinized 
schedule of “clock time”, which is characterized 
by rigid temporal boundaries between work and 
home, and “project time”, which is characterized 
by an erratic and increasing pace of work that 

appears to be largely unfettered by boundaries 
between private and work time.  

The organization of work around projects 
reflects the autonomous nature of knowledge 
work, as well as a marked emphasis on individual 
performance (rather than “time put in”). The 
nature of this type of work enabled managers to 
demand increasing amounts of work from engi-
neers, both because technologies of communica-
tion infiltrate the home and because much of the 
intellectual component of the project could hap-
pen “anywhere”. Furthermore, managers could 
easily pressure workers to put in more hours by 
shortening the project cycles, a common practice 
in the hi-tech industry. Thus, in the same way 
the flexibly organized economies are well suited 
to adapt to the vicissitudes of consumer tastes, 
engineers’ pace of work was thus linked to the es-
calating rhythms of the global capitalist economy. 
These findings complement research on itinerant 
hi-skilled workers in Silicon Valley (Barley and 
Kunda, 2004; Evans et al (2004). Barley and 
Kunda (2004) have found that in contrast to the 
optimistic view that hi-skilled contractors could 
use the market to achieve greater flexibility over 
their time, these workers instead work longer 
hours than employees, and try to minimize the 
“down time” between jobs. 

Workers comply with this escalating pace both 
because stock options link their fortunes directly 
with those of their companies (particularly in start-
up firms), but also because the region espouses 
an individualist ideology that sees workers as 
entrepreneurs of their own careers. This ideology 
functions as an effective mode of control because 
it posits this labor as being in the worker’s own 
interest, as an entrepreneurial activity rather than 
one embedded within relations of control. Thus 
unlike organization men, who could count on 
the paternalistic care taking of their companies, 
engineers in Silicon Valley were driven by their 
desire to remain marketable and their identity 
as engineers, continuously looking for ways to 
develop their knowledge base and skills. 
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There is clearly a downside to this story. In 
Silicon Valley, linking workers to the rhythms 
of the global capitalist market does not simply 
limit personal time. Rather, their erratic and 
escalating nature disrupted or precluded other 
temporal worlds that respondents inhabit. As 
Larry Ellison, CEO of Oracle, has suggested, it 
seems to have become a “Darwinian capitalism” 
out there, a survival of the fittest, or perhaps the 
survival of those who can subsist with the least 
amount of sleep.    
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Key Terms 

Flexible Specialization: (Also known as flex-
ible production, or flexibly organized economies). 
It is a form of economic organization character-
ized by decentralized and fluid organizational 
structures, designed to adapt rapidly to variations 
in consumer demands. Flexible specialization is 
viewed as a shift away from the mass production 
and relatively rigid organizational hierarchies of 
the Fordist era. 

Project Time: refers to the organization of 
time at work via project cycles, which are cycli-
cal in nature.  

Silicon Valley: The popular term for the hi-
tech region in Northern California that is primarily 
centered in Santa Clara County. 

Temporal Worlds: this term is intended to 
highlight the different (and non-linear) concep-
tions of time in individuals’ lives. For example, 
temporality at work, that is, the experience of time 
at work, is organized differently from the experi-
ence of time at home, or in one’s life course. It also 
highlights the question of whether these various 
temporal worlds can be synchronized. 
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Abstract

Knowledge management is often associated with the need for change and related shifts in ontologies, 
ways of knowing and ways of working. Combine the centuries-old debates about what defines knowl-
edge with proposed paradigm shifts to become knowledge-oriented, focused on inter-relationships, and 
cognisant of the complex and voluntary nature of knowledge work, and there is bound to be controversy 
and ambiguity. However, knowledge management research and practice becomes more focused and less 
ambiguous when set in the context of an urgent need. This chapter describes a study of a Canadian public 
sector science initiative. The terrorist attacks of 9/11 catalyzed ripples of reflection and innovation over 
great distances.  In Canada, the federal government initiated the Chemical, Biological, Radiological 
and Nuclear (CBRN) Research and Technology Initiative (CRTI) to enable learning and progress, us-
ing what is essentially a communities of practice model. CRTI established a knowledge management 
office, to help this network of communities generate, share and use tacit and explicit knowledge. Some 
aspects of the initiative were working better than others and I was asked to conduct research to explore 
how CRTI members understand their work in a complex, knowledge-rich environment. I collected data 
through interviews and observation, and used phenomenography: a qualitative methodology from Scan-
dinavia, which reveals qualitatively different ways of understanding phenomena. Phenomenography 
is usually driven by the desire to improve something, rather than simply to deepen understanding. As 
part of the analysis, I used a model for understanding communities of practice that was developed by 
[then] Major Pete Kilner in his work with the internationally respected CompanyCommand community. 
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Participants who understood their work as complex and unpredictable tended to emphasize connections 
and relationships, focused on learning more than doing, spontaneously referenced all aspects of Kilner’s 
model, saw knowledge as more of a flow than a thing, and were more satisfied with their individual and 
community effectiveness. This research had added value in that CRTI is considered successful and is 
being considered as a potential model for other science and technology work in the Canadian public 
service. The research has implications for knowledge-intensive work in complex environments and sug-
gests that there is fertile ground for more qualitative research that integrates thinking from knowledge 
management and complexity thinking.

Introduction

Senior managers often initiate knowledge man-
agement work because issues or crises push them 
to think in new ways and to encourage their staffs 
to innovate and adapt. The terrorist attacks of 9/11 
were one such crisis, which led to ripples of reflec-
tion and innovation far from the physical impacts 
of the planes. Canadian officials recognized the 
need to improve counter-terrorism capacity and 
capability and launched the Chemical, Biological, 
Radiological and Nuclear (CBRN) Research and 
Technology Initiative (CRTI) to enable learning 
and capacity-building. CRTI is now situated in 
a unit called the Centre for Security Science. 
They employ what is essentially a communities 
of practice model in which a threat type (such as 
radiological/nuclear) forms the domain of each 
community. Community members who work in 
different parts and levels of government interact 
in these communities to learn from each other, 
and they undertake projects that make sense 
to the members. The named leaders of these 
communities work without positional authority. 
When I conducted research in CRTI, there were 
four such communities. The original three were 
threat-based: chemical, biological and radio-
logical/nuclear. The newer forensics community 
focused on front line response and procedures 
for gathering evidence so that it would stand up 
in a court of law. Since then, an explosives com-
munity—which was approved in principle at the 

time of the interviews—has been formalized, 
expanding the acronym to CBRNE. Members 
of these groups often refer to them as clusters, 
so I retain this term where it was used in direct 
quotes.

CRTI’s knowledge management office helps 
this network of communities generate, share and 
use tacit and explicit knowledge. They have taken 
on initiatives as diverse as the development of a 
portal, support of scientific and social science 
research, and the organization of an annual sym-
posium, the goal of which is “to provide a forum 
to share and exchange the knowledge created by 
CRTI partners and to learn about related allied 
work in CBRN” (Proceedings of the 2006 CRTI 
Summer Symposium). 

CRTI knowledge management leader Susan 
McIntyre contacted me in 2005 when I was direct-
ing knowledge management graduate programs 
at Royal Roads University. She wanted to better 
understand why some aspects of CRTI were 
working better than others. She also relayed her 
interest in spanning disciplines and her desire to 
ground her work in theory. 

Susan said the comments and case studies in 
my response whetted her appetite. I had written 
that the highly contextual nature of the work is 
what makes knowledge management so inter-
esting. “Part of it is a function of the newness 
of the field; part of it is the complex and messy 
nature of human beings, organizational cultures 
and emergent needs.” In 2006, our conversations 
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gelled in the form of a research project to explore 
how CRTI members understood their work in a 
“complex, knowledge-rich environment.”

Scope of Study and Chapter

In the full study, I focused on overlaps between 
and amongst the fields of knowledge management, 
leadership and complexity. They are intertwined in 
many ways. For example, knowledge—particular-
ly tacit knowledge—is shaped by an individual’s 
experience and context. Knowledge sharing is a 
voluntary activity inspired by context and enabled 
by trust. In knowledge-intensive work, the shift 
from a “things” mindset to a mindset of intan-
gibles and human relationships typically involves 
leadership at many levels of an organization. 
The variables involved in individual experience, 
relationships, leadership, trust and context make 
knowledge-intensive work complex. I am using 
the term “complex” as used in complexity theory 
and thinking. These involve the study of environ-
ments in which there are many interacting entities, 
which exhibit emergence and where results are 

difficult to predict with any degree of accuracy. 
In this chapter, I am focusing primarily on the 
knowledge management sphere with some refer-
ence to overlaps with leadership and the complex, 
knowledge-intensive nature of CRTI work.

Knowledge Management Research

Knowledge management is often associated with 
the need for change and related shifts in ontologies, 
ways of knowing and ways of working. Combine 
the centuries-old debates about what defines 
knowledge with proposed paradigm shifts to 
become knowledge-oriented, focused on inter-
relationships, and cognisant of the complex and 
voluntary nature of knowledge work, and there is 
bound to be controversy. Verna Allee writes about 
the shifting foci of organizations in the industrial 
era from “plan, organize and control” to “vision, 
values and empowerment,” and the further shift 
in the knowledge era to “emergence, integrity 
and relationships” (2003, p. 30). Simon Lelic 
outlines experts’ perspectives on new generations 
of knowledge management, including Snowden’s 
observation that context was gaining ground over 

Figure 1. Scope of study
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information distribution for decision support and 
McElroy’s view that there is a shift from supply- to 
demand-oriented knowledge processing (2002). 
Snyder and Wenger write:

No formal structure can fully address problems 
that are too complex to predict or standardize. 
Moreover, these problems invariably require a 
configuration of disciplines and resources that 
are rarely contained in any one agency, level, or 
sector. This calls for the explicit cultivation of 
knowledge-based, boundary-crossing structures 
such as communities of practice to complement 
formal agency and program structures. (2003, 
p. title page)

These scholar-practitioners paint pictures of 
increasingly multi-faceted, dynamic knowledge 
landscapes. In a culture where uncertainty is to 
be eliminated, knowledge management looks bad, 
or at least immature. 

Some authors have dealt with uncertainties 
and ambiguities by drawing firm boundaries 
around descriptors of knowledge or knowledge 
management and by developing associated models 
or processes (e.g., Firestone & McElroy, 2003; 
Koenig, 1996). Others have created conceptual 
landscapes that accommodate various definitions 
and descriptors (e.g., Davenport & Prusak, 1998; 
Rumizen, 2002; Wiig, 2002). 

Knowledge management research is still in its 
infancy. A scan of papers in one peer-reviewed 
journal provides insights into the nature of the 
current literature. Figure 2 shows the types of 
papers, as defined by the authors and journal in the 
abstracts, in recent issues of the Emerald Journal 
of Knowledge Management. Papers in the “Other” 
category were—in order of frequency—literature 
reviews, general reviews, technical papers and 
one viewpoint paper.

Within the research paper category, there is a 
mixture of quantitative studies working towards 
prediction, qualitative studies working towards 
understanding and other papers in which the ap-

proach is not as clear cut. These papers frequently 
include reviews of literature or other documents, 
exploration of concepts and sometimes prelimi-
nary development work towards a model or frame-
work. The breakdown of research paper types (the 
58% pie wedge in Figure 2) is shown in Figure 3. 
For the quantitative and qualitative categories, the 
authors often stated this explicitly. If they did not, 
I used information they provided about method (a 
small number of in-depth interviews as evidence 
of qualitative work, for example) or next steps (the 
need for further statistical validation as evidence 
of quantitative work, for example.)

Few of the qualitative papers explicitly state a 
methodology or culture of inquiry; when they do, 
it is typically grounded theory or ethnography. So, 
based on this sample—even when mixed method 
and action research projects are included—fewer 
than 20% of all the papers in these issues are quali-
tative studies that might deepen our understanding 
of any aspect of knowledge management.

Furthermore, nine of the 129 papers reference 
complexity theory or science, and about half of 
those references were simply titles of papers in 
the reference list or brief mentions of complexity 
in the body of the paper. Similarly, of 570 knowl-
edge management theses and dissertations in the 
ProQuest database, nine include “complexity 

Figure 2. Types of papers in Journal of Knowledge 
Management, n=129
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theory,” “complexity science” or “complex adap-
tive system*” in the citation or abstract.

In other words, if these theses, dissertations 
and recent papers in the Journal of Knowledge 
Management are typical, we are still in the early 
stages of exploring how knowledge management 
and complexity inform each other and in using 
qualitative cultures of inquiry to deepen our 
understanding of work in complex, knowledge 
intensive environments. Because many papers 
are conceptual or theoretical and attempting to 
make sense of trans-disciplinary literature, schol-
arly work in knowledge management can appear 
ambiguous. Some practitioners prefer to rely on 
literature from fields that seem simpler and more 
predictable, and some academics adopt positivist 
views, hoping to find theories that can be applied 
in many varied contexts.

In my practitioner role, many knowledge 
management ambiguities fade in specific contexts. 
Such contexts are often shaped by challenges 
or crises, which catalyze pioneering efforts in 
the generation, sharing and use of knowledge. 
In the case of CRTI, scientists needed to learn 
about and from each other to increase counter-
terrorism capability and capacity. Their outputs 
might include increased common knowledge, new 
knowledge, newly defined roles and responsibili-
ties, intellectual capital, expanded networks and 

social capital, new vehicles for collaboration, 
and innovations such as new technologies and 
practices. In some cases, outputs would need to 
flow out well beyond the boundaries of CRTI into 
their home organizations, other groups, universi-
ties, first responders, the public, and so on. So 
there were uncertainties, but there was no need 
to debate—for example—whether the field of 
knowledge management includes the acquisition 
or creation of new knowledge. New knowledge 
was either needed or not, and tools and techniques 
for knowledge acquisition and generation would 
be used as and when needed.

Purpose of Research

This research was driven by the Centre for Security 
Science Knowledge Management office and their 
need to better understand what was working well 
in the CRTI communities, what was working less 
well, and why, so that they could provide better 
support. From that practical perspective, I was ex-
ploring how individuals understood their work in 
the CRTI communities, and potential relationships 
between perceived effectiveness and literatures 
from complexity, knowledge management and 
leadership. As mentioned previously, this chapter 
focuses primarily on knowledge management.

Methodology

This research project uses phenomenography, 
which explores qualitatively different ways of 
understanding a phenomenon such as knowledge 
generation and sharing (“Phenomenography”). 
Like ethnography, it is considered qualitative, 
empirical and interpretive. Phenomenography 
is relatively young and there are debates about 
details of how to use it, so I will provide context 
for the decisions I made.

Marton and Pang (1999) explain that phe-
nomenography does not have an either/or view 

Figure 3. Types of research papers in Journal of 
Knowledge Management n=76
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of the world and respects the different ways in 
which our backgrounds and perceptions shape 
our understandings. It emerged in Sweden as a 
pragmatic methodology in the early 1970s through 
the work of Marton, Säljö, Dahlgren and Svensson 
(Bowden & Walsh, 2000; “Phenomenography”). 
Early applications grew from observations that 
some students learned better than others. It ex-
plored students’ different ways of understanding 
a concept, with the goal of helping them learn 
more effectively. It has since been used in sev-
eral continents to explore many topics and issues 
(Bowden & Walsh, 2000) including health care 
(Larsson, Holmström, & Rosenqvist, 2003) and 
organizational change (Wagner, 2006). It is an 
intriguing approach for work in complex systems, 
because of its systemic, non-dualist orientation 
and its recognition of diversity, which is important 
in complex systems (McKelvey, 2002; Michaels, 
2002). Because CRTI wanted to support positive 
change, the action-oriented history of phenom-
enography was a good fit. 

Phenomenographers usually collect data 
through interviews. Questions are very open-
ended so that participants have the freedom to 
decide on the scope and focus of their responses 
(Bowden, 1996 citing Marton). Data are analyzed 
for patterns in ways of understanding. A way 
of understanding is the normal unit of analysis; 
individuals could span more than one. The cod-
ing approach resembles that of grounded theory 
in that researchers code, re-code and refine their 
framework over time. Inter-rater reliability is 
uncommon, because most experts agree that good 
researchers could work with participants to come 
to different, defensible conclusions about how to 
categorize ways of understanding (true to phenom-
enographic assumptions). Researchers should be 
transparent about how they create categories and 
illustrate them with quotes.

Work with about 15–20 participants (Sandberg, 
2000; Wagner, 2006) usually achieves saturation. 
Sandberg’s findings of workers’ conceptions of 
competence at Volvo became repetitive after 15 

participants. In this study, I interviewed each of 
14 participants for about an hour, with the longest 
interview being an hour and a half. Because I 
adjusted some questions after the first interview, 
the first participant’s responses are only included 
where the questions matched. Interview data were 
supplemented by observations during a week-long 
symposium.

Because phenomenography is a qualitative 
methodology—intended to deepen understand-
ing more than to predict—it does not employ 
representative samples. Sampling in exploratory 
research is strategic (Palys, 1997); a diverse sample 
illuminates the variation that phenomenography 
seeks to reveal. If some ways of understanding 
are more effective than others, the categories 
become catalysts for dialogue about knowledge 
sharing and mobilization. 

To select participants, I used a combination of 
purposeful sampling (more specifically intensity 
sampling (Palys, 1997)) by working with the CRTI 
Secretariat and snowball sampling to broaden out 
from the core of the network. My CRTI contact, 
Susan McIntyre, sent community participants a 
note about the research and provided me with a 
list of potential participants whom I contacted 
by electronic mail. She announced the study at 
the 2006 CRTI symposium in Ottawa-Gatineau, 
Canada, encouraging individuals to volunteer. If 
those approaches did not yield enough variation, 
CRTI members suggested other individuals. Some 
of them agreed to participate and others did not. 
Three interviews took place in offices, nine at the 
symposium and two by telephone.

Participants were stationed in at least three 
provinces, two jurisdictions and at least seven 
organizations. I say at least, because some orga-
nizations were huge and individuals identified 
with a subsection of the larger entity. Almost all 
participants considered themselves scientists, 
though the type of science varied from relatively 
pure laboratory-centred work to applied field work. 
Men and women, and Francophones and Anglo-
phones, participated in the study. Experience 
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in the field ranged from decades to a few years. 
Some individuals had worked in one community 
of practice (with biological threats, for example) 
in relative isolation; others were familiar with 
the workings of other communities. Typically, 
participants were in key places in their organiza-
tions—for example, working as senior managers 
or senior scientists, sometimes leading their area 
of specialization for the country, and frequently 
working in international circles. 

The interview questions were open-ended 
and of two types. An example of the first type 
follows: 

Your goal is to provide science solutions to CBRN 
terrorist threats, through linkages among non-
traditional partners and across organizational 
boundaries. That seems like a field with many 
variables and uncertainties. How to you deal with 
that uncertainty in your work?

These questions got people talking about their 
experiences. In response to the question above, 
some spoke at length about the complexity and 
unpredictability of their work, with stories to 
illustrate their points. Others spoke about how 
there really was no uncertainty, and described 
the sequential processes they employed.

In the second type of question, participants had 
sheets of paper on which lines were drawn, with 
contrasting statements at the ends of the lines. 

They were asked to make a mark on the line to 
illustrate where they thought they were in their 
community at present, and to explain why. Later 
they were asked where they would like to be in 
an ideal world, to be as effective as possible. A 
sample of these somewhat contradictory state-
ments is shown in Table 1. These questions elicited 
interesting insights, especially when the questions 
surprised participants. They also provided data for 
descriptive statistics and content analysis, which 
some phenomenographers consider appropriate, 
particularly if the participants’ contexts are kept 
in mind during the analysis.

Both question types were informed by litera-
tures from knowledge management, complexity 
and leadership. Where a transcript in isolation 
would be stripped of some obvious context, I 
probed in order to make non-verbal reactions and 
emotions behind words more explicit. 

Transcripts and related pseudonyms were 
stored in a password-protected folder, with 
qualitative data analysis supported by Atlas.ti™ 
software.  In the first coding pass, I highlighted 
phrases that seemed significant as a reference 
point rather than as a formal part of the analysis. 
I then coded the text with straightforward items, 
such as the name of the community, whether the 
person was a formal leader, and how each por-
tion of the narrative linked to specific interview 
questions. 

We interact when we formally meet face to face We interact regularly in different ways

Our ideas spread easily to the people who need them Our ideas stay within our group

In our meetings, we stick to a pre-determined agenda In our meetings, the agenda evolves as we interact

We try things out (as long as they are safe) 
and see what happens

Before trying things out  
we carefully plan and analyze

Because we are such a diverse group, we confine our conversations to 
common ground, where it’s easy to understand each other and work is 
efficient

Because we are such a diverse group, we spend a lot of time 
trying to understand each other and establish new common 

context

We focus on doing We focus on learning

 

Table 1. A sample of somewhat oppositional statements from interview questions
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I then moved into conceptual coding. Some 
was unplanned; for example, participants often 
made emotional statements about their experi-
ences, so I coded for different types of emo-
tions. Other coding was linked to the literature. 
Because this work was qualitative, exploratory 
and inductive, I began with a broad review of 
the literature, but did not set out to fill a targeted 
theoretical gap. Rather, I iteratively referenced 
various theories, descriptors, studies, frameworks 
and issues, bringing them to the foreground when 
it made sense to elicit new information or make 
sense of what I heard. For example, I drew on a 
community of practice model—referred to as 
the C4P model—developed in the U.S. military. 
The model, described below, had not yet been 
published in peer-reviewed journals. I selected 
it because of links to 1) a successful community 
of practice and 2) a promising model deserving 
of testing and 3) another North American com-
munity with military elements. Leaders of this 
community were offered full professorships at 
the United States Military Academy (USMA) 
and have pursued doctoral studies as part of that 
move (pers. comm. Pete Kilner 2004).

The CompanyCommand (CC) community 
began in 2000 as a labour of love, when a few 
individuals in the U.S. Army recognized the im-
portance of new ways of learning for the knowl-
edge-intensive work of company commanders. 
I watched their online portal with interest until 
it was closed to participants who did not have a 
U.S. military e-mail address, and later narrowed 
to persons with specific responsibilities in the 
army. Core members say the community is still 
thriving, with thousands of members in over 
one hundred countries, though it has shifted 
from off-the-sides-of-desks to a U.S. Military 
Academy-supported community. Vice-Dean for 
Education George Forsythe recently wrote, “I can 
only imagine what the Army profession will be 
like when Soldiers who have grown up with these 
professional forums are leading the profession in 
the years to come. I’m inspired and encouraged by 

the possibilities” (Dixon, Allen, Burgess, Kilner, 
& Schweitzer, 2005, p. viii). 

The name C4P comes from the interactions of 
Content, Connections, Conversation and Context 
around the community’s Purpose. The importance 
of a central purpose, as emphasized by many 
authors, cannot be understated. Through expe-
rience, Major Pete Kilner had found that these 
four other elements and their interrelationships 
are also important.

In this model, content refers to explicit knowl-
edge that can be codified and stored, in databases: 
standard operating procedures, for example. This 
information is pushed out in one direction, in 
contrast to conversation, which involves dialogue. 
Connections describe contacts that involve rela-
tionships between community members. Context 
“is the who, what, where, when, why, and how that 
enables community members to assess whether 
and how information is relevant to them” (Hoadley 
& Kilner, 2005, p. 34).

Kilner describes what happens if elements 
are missing: 

If content is absent, conversation is likely to have 
difficulty getting started and staying focused on 
the community’s purpose. If conversation is miss-
ing, knowledge may transfer but is unlikely to be 
generated. If connections are absent, there will 
be fewer contributions of content and conversa-
tion, and the contributions will have less context. 
If information context is absent, the community is 
prone to misinterpret content or apply knowledge 
inappropriately to new situations. Finally, without 
purpose, knowledge building will founder. A clear 
communal purpose gives meaning to content, 
provides direction to conversation, fosters connec-
tions, and is the unifying context for all activities 
in the community (2005, p. 33).

In my coding, I looked for narrative that de-
scribed content, conversation, connections and 
context as defined by Kilner and Hoadley. 
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Findings

Phenomenography seeks to find qualitatively 
different ways of understanding, and these ways 
of understanding are normally labelled using 
participants’ terms. CRTI community members 
understood their work with knowledge in three 
ways, labelled free-flowing, increasing and stuck. 
Although I did not set out to explore the concept 
of boundaries, it emerged—explicitly or implic-
itly—during interviews. Ways of understanding 
boundaries are labelled integrated, overlapping 
and constrained. These are shown in table 2 and 
described below. The ways of understanding 
are grouped to reflect the conceptual coherence 
between free-flowing and integrated, and be-
tween constrained and stuck. Most individuals’ 
comments fit consistently into a single way of 
understanding for each concept. There were also 
patterns within each community or cluster.

Ways of Understanding Knowledge 
Management

Use of the C4P model helped to highlight the varia-
tions in the breadth and variations of perspectives 
about knowledge work.

In the free-flowing category of knowledge 
management, participants

• made statements relating to all four Cs: 
context, content, connection and conversa-
tion;

• said they interacted in many different 
ways;

• contextualized their responses to whether 
they focus on learning or doing with specific 
examples of where each was appropriate; 
and

• contextualized their responses to the 
question about the nature of conversation 
(“Because we are such a diverse group…”) 
with specific examples of where each was 
appropriate.

Sample quote from free-flowing category of 
knowledge management:

Lloyd talked about the importance of knowl-
edge flow within clusters on several levels:

Lloyd: so we’re looking for ways to draw out 
those new ideas. And so my personal belief from 
my involvement in science has been that one of 
the fastest ways to get new ideas to the forefront 
is to have lots of interaction with people. And to 
generate lots of ideas—and to do that people have 
to be knowledgeable about what other people are 
doing—so the goal is really by bringing these 
people together and you have to balance off 
enough structure, so that you’re accountable but 
sufficiently loose structure that you don’t prevent 
the free flow of ideas and the innovation that needs 
to come forward.

Statements from the free-flowing category 
showed fluidity, resilience and thoughtful flex-

Figure 4. C4P model of community leadership
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ibility when dealing with different contexts and 
types of knowledge.

In the increasing category of knowledge 
management, participants

• made statements relating to three of the four 
Cs;

• with one exception, said they interacted in 
many different ways; and

• with one exception, emphasized learning in 
the learning-doing spectrum, often tied to 
specific contextualized examples of where 
each was appropriate.

Sample quote from increasing category of 
knowledge management:

Some spoke about improved flow in profes-
sional networks. Martin talked about how it can 
take a long time for organizations and jurisdic-
tions to really connect, but he gives an example 
of doors opening in a conversation with a Defence 
Innovation member, as soon as that person knew 
Martin was in a CRTI cluster.

Martin: It simplifies the few contacts there.
Alice: Okay.
Martin: If nobody has heard about you—well at 
least you’re in the [community name]—“Ah you’re 
in the [community name]!” This is not because you 
are John Smith or you’re Rita Boubeau; it’s … as 
if you went through a kind of filter system.

Statements in the increasing category showed 
some of the diversity and resilience of the free-

flowing category, but their stories were also 
interwoven with struggles to overcome barriers, 
perhaps because several people in this category 
tended to think about a very broad range of re-
sponsibilities from prevention to prosecution. De-
spite the challenges, participants spoke as change 
leaders who were experiencing benefits and who 
were confident they would enable progress in the 
future. Sometimes they expressed concern that if 
they could no longer participate, there were few 
people with the perspectives and tenacity to carry 
on with the work.

In the stuck category of knowledge manage-
ment, participants

• made statements relating to two of the four 
Cs;

• on the learning vs. doing focus spectrum, 
responded on the doing half of the spec-
trum;

• on the methods of interaction spectrum, re-
sponded on the few half of the spectrum;

• on the nature of conversation question, re-
sponded on the confined to common ground 
half of the spectrum; and

• on the ideas spread easily to those who need 
them spectrum, responded on the stay within 
the group half of the spectrum and they 
had much larger gaps than other categories 
between current and desired states.

Sample quotes from stuck category of knowl-
edge management:

Table 2. CRTI members’ ways of understanding boundaries and knowledge management

Ways of understanding Research elements

Research element c ategory I c ategory II c ategory III

Knowledge management
•	 from flowing to static

Free-flowing Increasing Stuck

Perceived nature of boundaries
•	 from permeable to impermeable

Integrated Overlapping Constrained
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David spoke about a range of challenges in 
the production and application of knowledge. An 
example follows:

David: We’ve had to tackle a lot of issues and 
some are still far from being resolved. For ex-
ample, there are a lot of requests from some of 
the provincial labs—what tests should they use? 
There are different commercial tests. As a cluster, 
how can we recommend tests? Well, then we have 
legal issues, and my God … it’s a really ugly one. 
It’s almost a no-win situation.
Alice: Hmmm.
David: If you recommend one test in particular, you 
can have the other competitors on your back, and 
if it’s being used and somehow it’s not performing, 
then you could be blamed legally. You could be 
liable, because you recommended that test … So 
it’s a kind of a no-win situation. We have a lot of 
issues like this.

Statements from this stuck perspective showed 
participants’ struggles. These individuals cared 
very much about their work, realized there were 
gaps between the current and ideal state—of 
knowledge sharing, for example—but had not 
been able to find their ways out of patterns and 
perspectives that were not serving them well. 

Ways of Understanding 
Boundaries

The topic of boundaries is more prominent in 
complexity literature than in traditional manage-
ment and leadership literature. Richardson (2001)  
states that “the boundaries delimiting subsystems 
in a complex system are emergent and temporary.” 
In the integrated category of boundaries

• over 70% of their boundary-related state-
ments were about permeable boundaries;

• permeability was generally seen as positive; 
and

• the focus of permeable boundaries varied 
considerably and included boundaries 
between different identities, roles and 
perspectives; the cluster and participating 
organizations; between clusters; between 
countries and cultures; and between the 
cluster and other communities or networks, 
including universities and international 
organizations.

Sample quotes from integrated category of 
boundaries:

Brad is among many participants who describe 
how the CRTI initiative has facilitated the creating 
of more permeable boundaries:

Brad: I think CRTI is well placed to link agencies 
together…we’re not hampered by formality and 
structure.… It’s comfortably loose and people are 
very open in their comments.

Barrett describes some of the linkages at an 
interpersonal level:

Barrett: People assume that the [discipline/cluster 
name] program in Canada was well-connected, 
but in point of fact, I think I met [name] once 
before CRTI started. And people like [name] at 
[organization] and [name] at [organization], I 
never worked with these people before. So they’re 
brand new and they’re very good relationships.

Barrett also described new and productive 
connections nationally and internationally.

Statements from the integrated category of 
boundaries held a kind of energy, similar to the 
free-flowing statements about knowledge and 
learning. Many seemed oblivious to boundaries. 
Their stories suggested they had used well-de-
veloped skills to engender recognition and trust; 
perhaps others saw no need to block their work 
or communication. I heard a few stories about 
problems and conflicts, and it was interesting to 
note that statements in this category had nothing 
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to do with retrenching or competing. The default 
strategy was to collaborate with the group that 
initiated the difficulty so that their collective ef-
forts would be stronger.

In the overlapping category of boundaries:

• 50%–70% of their boundary-related state-
ments were about permeable boundaries;

• permeability was generally seen as positive; 
and

• the focus of permeable boundaries varied 
somewhat and included boundaries between 
the cluster and participating organizations, 
between clusters, and between the cluster 
and other communities or networks.

Sample quotes from overlapping category of 
boundaries:

Although Ken described cluster work as “oner-
ous” and “absolute overhead,” he also saw it over-
lapping in some ways with his regular work: 

Alice: So I’m curious, how in the [community 
name] you see that division or boundary between 
cluster work, and line organization work?
Ken: In many ways there’s significant overlap. I 
mean, what I do for example … We’ve just extended 
to a field capability that we didn’t have before.
Alice: In your organization?
Ken: For my particular group. For other groups, 
they basically beefed up capacity, so they just 
can do more.

The overlapping category sits between the 
permeable character of the integrated category 
and the closed, constrained category. However, it 
felt distinctive enough to have its own category. 

In the constrained category of boundaries,

• under 40% of their boundary-related state-
ments were about permeable boundaries;

• binary thinking was common in their world 
of primarily impermeable boundaries—
whether they be desirable or undesirable, 

imposed or created, real or assumed. A task 
was either the responsibility of x or y; one 
can either do work for one’s organization or 
work for CRTI, etc.;

• permeability was frequently seen as a nega-
tive thing or as a symptom of something 
negative in relation to other categories; 
and

• the focus of permeable boundaries was 
usually localized (specifically, the bound-
aries between the cluster the secretariat or 
participating organizations). 

Sample quotes from constrained category of 
boundaries:

David speaks to perspectives of boundaries 
constraining progress on a practical level:

David: Okay, just the movement of money from 
department to department… financial mecha-
nisms… just the plain day-to-day bureaucracy 
of doing something like this is so difficult. There 
are days… why should I bother?
Alice: Yes.
David: It’s a lot easier to do my own work in 
[names setting and organization]. But when you’re 
trying to do something at this level… [name of 
central agency]  is really hard to work with, so 
the… getting security clearance because were 
trying to get outside people in there… 

It’s just one piece of bureaucracy after another. 
It’s a killer. To the point where we’re delayed, and 
people know; it doesn’t look good.

Some of the constrained statements were based 
on standard principles of government structures: 
divisions and lines of authority are created in-
tentionally, and one is not supposed to duplicate 
or usurp responsibilities of other units. Such 
statements were along the lines of “We can’t do 
that…that is Organization X’s role.” Others, such 
as David’s above, showed emotional, financial or 
workload costs associated with firm boundaries 
in boundary-spanning environments.
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Ways of Understanding 
Satisfaction and 
Effectiveness

Because the CRTI Secretariat was interested in 
building on successes, I explored participants’ 
perceptions of satisfaction and effectiveness and 
links between these perceptions and the ways in 
which they understood their knowledge work. I 
therefore asked questions and prompted conver-
sations in ways that revealed how they felt and 
where they would like to see improvements. For 
example, one question read, “What three words 
or phrases best describe your experience in this 
group?” and one of the spectrum questions in 
this category used the phrases “I think I am a 
worthwhile contributor” and “I think my exper-
tise is not well used.” Analysis of these and all 
other parts of the narrative yielded three ways of 
conceptualizing their satisfaction and sense of 
effectiveness. The satisfaction and effectiveness 
categories are labelled mutual benefit, shared 
opportunity and difficult.  Sample quotes from 
each category follow. 

Ken described the early momentum of counter-
terrorism work in the mutual benefit category of 
satisfaction and effectiveness:

Ken: I have to give it to the Canadian government. 
They reacted extremely quickly. When I was in 
[location outside Canada] giving talks about the 
work we were doing with the money we received 
from CRTI, the [nationality], at least in the early 
days, came up to me and said, “how the devil did 
you get to do this so quickly?”
Alice: Wow.
Ken: We were a year, if not 18 months ahead of 
[the country] in getting this thing rolling.

Stan was one of many participants to discuss 
scope-related challenges. His portrayal of chal-
lenges, coupled with plans to overcome them, 
was typical of the shared opportunity category 
of satisfaction and effectiveness:

Stan: A lot of that work has been done and there’s 
still a lot more that has to be done, but moving 
more now towards prevention, disruption, interdic-
tion the intelligence side of things and moving it 
further in advance of the event is I think probably 
the priority that we’re looking at now.
Alice: Do you find it’s different working with the 
[names of other] clusters?… On the prevention 
side vs. the reaction side?
Stan: (Deep breath). We really haven’t gone far 
enough down that road with any of the…clus-
ters.

The energy in shared opportunity comments 
was similar to the increasing category of knowl-
edge management. As exemplified by Stan’s 
statements above, these individuals seemed to be 
climbing a steep hill, struggling with challenges, 
but with no sense of feeling defeated. They didn’t 
speak about distant goals or vision; it was more 
of a step-by-step process, scanning the environ-
ment, watching for opportunities, and recruiting 
allies through successes en route.

Jordan was one of the individuals who spoke 
about how difficult it can be to get good conversa-
tion going in the difficult category of satisfaction 
and effectiveness.  

Jordan: Or the tendency too is if you don’t under-
stand the common ground… you maybe get too 
quiet instead of saying, ‘well, I don’t understand 
where you’re going.’

As a researcher, it was difficult to hear some of 
the stories and statements in the difficult category. 
I was there to help deepen understanding; this was 
not an action research project, and my results were 
compiled in a way that would maintain participant 
and community anonymity. The most striking 
characteristic of this category was the emotion 
with which people spoke and the palpable tension 
between their hopes and their experience. 

This research did not include external mea-
sures of satisfaction or effectiveness. However, 
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individuals sometimes introduced them to the 
conversation. Barrett—in the mutual benefit 
category—stated:

Barrett: We are the strongest cluster. We always 
have been, for five years now. 
Alice: Hmmm.
Barrett: And I’m not just saying that… [Name of 
senior person] said that and other people.
Alice: What kinds of criteria are you thinking 
about?
Barrett: Exercises; publicity; CRTI awards; we’re 
well above what our quota would be.  

Satisfaction and effectiveness categories are 
included in Table 3.

As mentioned earlier, individual participants 
tended to have a consistent way of understand-
ing for each research element such as knowledge 
management. When ways of understanding were 
mapped for the four communities, interesting 
patterns emerged. The profiles of communities 
three—in Table 4—and one—in Table 5--were 
the least similar:

If we contrast these two communities—which 
had developed distinctive cultures—we see that 
participants who perceived their work (individu-
ally and in the community) to be satisfying and 
effective were in Community 3. Most individu-
als in this community conveyed ideas about the 
importance of three elements in the context, 

conversation, connections and content model, said 
they interacted in their community in many ways, 
and emphasized learning over doing. They also 
tended to ignore boundaries or worked to span or 
integrate in ways that would facilitate learning 
and effectiveness. 

Community 1 participants perceived their 
work as relatively unsatisfying and ineffective, 
though they did considered it important. With the 
exception of the named leader, their perceptions 
of knowledge work were in the “stuck” category. 
Members of this community focused on doing 
rather than learning, interacted in relatively few 
ways, said they focused primarily on common 
ground in conversations and in comparison with 
the other three communities saw the most room 
for progress in having their ideas flow out to those 
who need them. They felt constrained by bound-
aries, such as limits imposed by organizational 
mandates and procedures, and yet spoke about 
reinforcing boundaries more than opening them, 
as in Jordan’s response to a member’s suggestion: 
“But isn’t that [named organization’s] responsibil-
ity or mandate?”

Another aspect of this study—not included 
here—explored the ways in which participants 
understood leadership, and how that wove into 
patterns within communities.

It is interesting to note that regardless of which 
community participants were in, they rarely spoke 
about data or information management or the im-

Ways of understanding Research elements

Research element c ategory I c ategory II c ategory III

Perceived satisfaction and effectiveness
•	 from most to least

Mutual benefit Shared opportunity Difficult

Knowledge management
•	 from flowing to static

Free-flowing Increasing Stuck

Perceived nature of boundaries
•	 from permeable to impermeable

Integrating Overlapping Constrained

Table 3. CRTI members’ ways of understanding facets of their work
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Table 4. Community 3 profile with high level of satisfaction

Table 5. Community 1 profile with low level of satisfaction

Table 6.

Ways of understanding Research element s

Research element category I c ategory II category III

Perceived satisfaction and effectiveness
•	 from most to least
•	

Knowledge management
•	

•	

Perceived nature of boundarie s
•	 from permeable to impermeable
•	 integrating, overlapping and constrained

Ways of understanding Research element s

Research element category I c ategory II category III

Perceived satisfaction and effectiveness
•	 from most to least
•	

Knowledge management
•	

•	

Perceived nature of boundarie s
•	 from permeable to impermeable
•	 integrating, overlapping and constrained

Formal community leader’s way of understanding

Community participants’ way of understanding

Single community participant’s way of understanding

Formal leader and community participants’ way of understanding
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portance of codifying knowledge. In one respect, 
this surprised me, given the scientific nature of 
their domains and the tendencies for governments 
to store information. They did store and access 
some important documents. But in our conversa-
tions, they chose to focus on the importance of 
tacit knowledge and expertise, especially when 
innovation was required. This fits with many 
studies such as Tom Allen’s book Managing the 
Flow of Technology (1984), in which he wrote that 
scientists approached individuals for important 
information much more often than using codified 
sources such as files or databases. Later, when 
knowledge repositories had become much more 
sophisticated, Cross, Parker, Prusak and Bor-
gatti researched the practices of 40 Fortune 500 
managers and found that “these managers over-
whelmingly indicated (and supported with vivid 
stories) that they received this information from 
other people far more frequently than impersonal 
sources such as their personal computer archives, 
the Internet or the organization’s knowledge man-
agement database” (2001). This reflects a trend in 
knowledge management research to focus more 
on human and social capital, networks, com-
munities of practice and the complex systems in 
which knowledge is generated and shared, even if 
this research is not embraced by consultants and 
organizations craving quick fixes and technology 
solutions.

Conclusions and Reflections

Rigorous qualitative research deepens under-
standing through exploration with relatively 
few participants. CRTI managers found that this 
research enriched their understanding and was of 
immediate value. Qualitative research does not 
seek universal laws or definitive cause and effect 
relationships, so the findings from one context 
may not transplant to another without adaptation. 
However, it can be worthwhile to hold up the results 
of such studies against theories, frameworks and 
models from related disciplines.

This study helped us gain insights into an 
interdisciplinary knowledge-intensive network 
of counter-terrorism communities, and has im-
plications for any complex, knowledge-intensive 
work, such as work with public sector challenges 
relevant to different governments, ministries and 
stakeholder groups. Participants dealt with uncer-
tainties ranging from the challenges of trans-orga-
nizational collaboration to the difficulty predicting 
if, when, where or how terrorists might attack. 
Watching their work from the periphery, I consider 
it to be classically complex: having many interact-
ing entities and systems in which emergence and 
unexpected results are commonplace. However, 
I must point out that  participants’ views about 
the degree of complexity varied, depending—in 
part—on how they drew boundaries around the 
scope of their work. 

Using Dave Snowden’s Cognitive Edge (for-
merly Cynefin) model (2002), one would expect 
formal or informal leaders to work in fluid ways: 
probing, watching for patterns and supporting the 
growth of positive results.  In Community 3, where 
members felt most effective, this is similar to the 
way in which the formal leader described their 
work, with narrative such as the following:

…so the goal is really by bringing these people 
together and you have to balance off enough 
structure, so that you’re accountable but suffi-
ciently loose structure that you don’t prevent the 
free flow of ideas and the innovation that needs 
to come forward.

One Community 3 participant spoke about 
stimulating knowledge generation and sharing by 
“increasing the complexity” in the work as they 
progress, by introducing risks and human factors 
in exercises. This comfort with complexity is also 
reflected in Community 3 members’ unsolicited 
thinking about the application of connection, 
conversation, context and/or content to their 
purpose, and their desire to expand conversations 
and understanding beyond comfortable common 
ground.
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Knowledge management authors (Davenport 
& Prusak, 1998; Kock, McQueen, & Baker, 1996) 
have written about knowledge being different, and 
more human, than information. Some have writ-
ten about knowledge as a flow rather than a thing 
(Currie & Kerrin, 2004; Halal, 2005; Snowden, 
2002) and the pitfalls of emphasizing “knowledge 
stock to the detriment of knowledge flow” (Fahey 
& Prusak, 1998, p. 266). These perspectives over-
lap with those depicting knowledge and learning 
as being embedded in practice (Lave & Wenger, 
1991; Wenger, 1998). Portrayals of knowledge 
as highly contextualized and flowing imply that 
boundaries can be permeable or temporary and 
emphasize relationships amongst entities. In his 
reflections on complex organizational work, Kurt 
Richardson writes, “A clear lesson, which follows 
directly from complex versions of management 
theory, is that project boundaries (if one chooses 
to organize around the notion of a project) must 
not be reified, they must not be taken too seriously; 
they need to be allowed to flow” (2005, p. viii). 

My research in the counter-terrorism com-
munities shows that in the CRTI context, the 
individuals who felt most satisfied with their 
contributions and the effectiveness of their 
community (perceptions supported anecdotally 
by their examples of evidence) understood their 
environments as complex. They learn through 
largely unplanned stimulations of the flow of 
knowledge, in practice-oriented contexts such 
as exercises and through collaborative innova-
tions. This contributes to the strength of several 
authors’ conceptual publications, and suggests 
there is fertile ground for more exploration of 
decision-making and innovation in complex, 
knowledge-rich environments.
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Key Terms 

Boundaries: Are [often socially constructed] 
areas of discontinuity containing or dividing 
entities.

Communities of Practice: Groups of people 
who engage in ongoing, voluntarily interaction 
to learn from each other and improve their work 
in a given field or domain.

Complex System: A complex system has 
many elements involved in non-linear interactions, 
making precise predictions impossible.

Counter-Terrorism Work: Work that im-
proves capability and capacity for prevention of, 
preparedness for, and response to terrorism-re-
lated threats to public safety and security.

Effectiveness: Improvement that is broader 
than efficiency. Improvements can include in-
creased relevance, perceived value, acceptance by 
stakeholders, protection of assets, achievement of 
results, secondary benefits, and so on.

Knowledge Management: In this paper I 
draw on work of Snowden and McElroy to de-
scribe knowledge management as work that helps 
to establish common context in order to enable 
organizational learning. Resulting activities could 
include knowledge generation, acquisition, shar-
ing, re-use, and mobilization for decision-support 
and innovation.

Phenomenography: A qualitative research 
methodology originating in Scandinavia, which 
seeks to reveal qualitatively different ways of 
understanding concepts.
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Abstract

Contemporary literature usually views knowledge creation and knowledge sharing as either independent 
or positively related processes. However, based on the review of the literature on the organizational 
conditions aimed to support these processes, the author challenges this view at the individual level of 
analysis and suggests that an individual employee can hardly simultaneously combine features that sup-
port both knowledge creation and knowledge sharing and thus can hardly be efficient in both processes 
at the same time. The data from the survey of 120 employees from 5 knowledge-intensive companies 
supported this idea, and the author discusses its implications for further research and for management 
practice in knowledge-intensive organizations. 
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Introduction

Managing knowledge-related processes in orga-
nizations is one of the hotly discussed themes of 
the last decade. Both management practitioners 
and academics claim that these processes are 
crucial for creating and maintaining a competitive 
advantage in the post-industrial era (see, e.g., Non-
aka, 1994; Davenport & Prusak, 2000). Another 
topical issue for organizations is managing their 
human resources, as people are now recognized 
as being the most valuable asset of the modern 
organization (see, e.g., Becker & Gerhart, 1996; 
Lepak &  Snell, 1999). Interestingly, the tasks and 
problems of these two approaches to sustaining 
a company’s competitiveness, knowledge man-
agement and human resource management, are 
deeply interrelated, as the efficiency of knowledge 
employment is highly dependent upon the good 
will of the employees (Husted & Michailova, 2002; 
Minbaeva et al., 2003; Storey, 2005). Yet, despite 
the obvious significance of individual-level fac-
tors for knowledge management, they are poorly 
discussed in contemporary literature and there 
is a lack of empirical evidence on the effects of 
these factors (Foss & Felin, 2006).

Though considered relevant for most contem-
porary organizations, these issues are especially 
critical (and even more intertwined) for so-called 
“knowledge-intensive organizations” — firms 
whose main activity is based on the employ-
ment of knowledge (Starbuck, 1992; Alvesson, 
1995; Nurmi, 1998). In fact, employees with their 
knowledge and skills form the key capital of such 
a company and determine its unique competitive 
advantages, with its other assets playing only 
an auxiliary role. Thus, an understanding of 
individual knowledge-related behaviour and the 
grounded design of human resource management 
practices are strategically important for the com-
petitiveness of knowledge-intensive firms (KIFs) 
(Boxall & Steeneveld, 1999; Robertson & Ham-
mersley, 2000; Swart & Kinnie, 2003). 

This paper presents some findings from 
research on Russian knowledge-intensive com-
panies, and is aimed at shedding more light on 
peculiarities of individual behaviors related to 
two key knowledge-related processes: knowledge 
creation and knowledge sharing. I start with a 
presentation of the theoretical grounds of this 
research, which include a critical analysis of the 
relationship between knowledge creation and 
knowledge sharing, a discussion of the role of 
an individual in these processes; and a formula-
tion of research questions. Further on, I present 
the research strategy, including data collection 
methods and sample characteristics. Then I turn 
to research findings, and conclude the paper 
with a discussion of them and of implications for 
further research and for management practice in 
knowledge-intensive organizations. 

Theoretical Grounds 

Contemporary management theory views knowl-
edge as one of the key sources for the creation 
and maintenance of a sustainable competitive 
advantage in a post-industrial economy (Kogut 
& Zander, 1992; Grant, 1996; Teece, 2004). Con-
sequently, the tasks of managing various knowl-
edge-related processes in an organization are 
brought to the forefront. Two knowledge-related 
processes — knowledge creation (Nonaka, 1991) 
and knowledge sharing (Husted & Michailova, 
2002) — dominate the literature on the issue. 

Why are these processes in particular so widely 
discussed by both academics and practitioners? 
New knowledge allows a company to leave its com-
petitors behind by undertaking innovative actions, 
and thus to appropriate so-called Schumpeterian 
rents (Schumpeter, 1934). A number of economists 
believe that innovation-based competition can 
serve as a basis for successful development in 
the post-industrial knowledge economy (Romer 
& Kurtzman, 2004). Sharing existing knowledge 
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within an organization helps the company use 
available resources in the most efficient way by 
transferring the best practices — those that have 
proven to bring the best results, lower costs, or 
very satisfied customers — from one department 
to another, from one project or client to another, 
etc. Thus both of these processes are viewed as 
very significant for the competitiveness of an or-
ganization in the modern knowledge economy. 

Knowledge creation and knowledge shar-
ing: clarifying the terms. For the sake of further 
discussion, some clarification of terms is needed 
at this point. The processes of “moving” exist-
ing knowledge around organizations have been 
labelled in the literature in a variety of ways; for 
example, as knowledge sharing (e.g. Hansen et 
al., 2005), knowledge exchange (e.g. Christensen, 
2005), knowledge transfer (e.g. Argote & Ingram, 
2000) and knowledge replication (e.g. Szulanski, 
1996). Despite having closely-related meanings, 
these concepts are not identical, and the fact that 
they are often used interchangeably in the litera-
ture may lead to some confusion. I suggest that, at 
least linguistically, sharing implies dissemination 
of knowledge by a knowledge “sender” without 
any specification of a knowledge “receiver’s” reac-
tion to this act. It means that when we call some 
effort “knowledge sharing”, we actually specify 
neither if “sent” knowledge was applied, nor if 
it was perceived, or even if it reached anybody. 
Knowledge exchange indicates some reciprocity 
of actions, implying that knowledge (or something 
else in exchange for knowledge) has been moved 
each way within the same pair of organizational 
actors; but this does not say anything about further 
action upon this knowledge. Knowledge transfer 
suggests that a receiver at least absorbed “sent” 
knowledge and probably even acted somehow 
upon it, or, as Argote and Ingram put it, that he/
she was “affected by the experience” of a sender 
(Argote & Ingram, 2000, p.151). Replication points 
to a specific type of knowledge transfer, in which 
a receiver acts upon “sent” knowledge by trying 
to “copy” a sender’s experience. Thus we may 

conclude that the terms “sharing” and “exchange” 
refer primarily to the “knowledge-moving” proc-
ess itself, while the terms “transfer” and “replica-
tion” also specify results of this process. Such a 
distinction also shows that sharing appears to be 
the most generic (as it is the least specific) among 
the discussed terms ― and this fact probably ex-
plains why it is used in the literature much more 
often than the others. 

Discourse on the development of new knowl-
edge in organizations tends to use fewer terms 
to describe the phenomenon it analyses, with 
knowledge creation (e.g., Nonaka, 1991) and in-
novation (e.g., Van de Ven, 1986) being the two 
most frequently used ones. Though they are often 
used interchangeably, one can identify the differ-
ence between these two terms in a manner similar 
to the distinction between sharing/exchange and 
transfer/replication: while knowledge creation 
refers primarily to the process of development 
of new ideas, innovation is used in the literature 
to describe this process, its results (e.g., new 
products), or both. 

In this paper I use “knowledge sharing” to 
identify the process of moving existing knowl-
edge, and “knowledge creation” to identify the 
process of development of new knowledge. I 
will refer to the results of these two processes as 
knowledge transfer (or replication) and innova-
tion. However, there are still ambiguities with 
these terms, as the degree of knowledge “novelty” 
can be very difficult to identify. For example, 
should we treat as innovation or replication a 
divisional organizational structure, which is not 
an innovation itself but was never used before in 
this particular company? This problem raises the 
question of how to draw the line between replica-
tion and innovation, which deserves a separate 
discussion. That is why, for the sake of brevity, 
I will not approach in this paper the borderline 
cases where replication approaches innovation and 
vice-versa, but will treat them as the two opposite 
poles, replication being the usage of something 
that existed before in a particular company, and 
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innovation being the creation of something new 
for a particular company. 

 The relationship between knowledge cre-
ation and knowledge sharing processes in orga-
nizations. If these two processes are so essential 
for contemporary organizations, it is important 
to understand how they are related to each other. 
The literature usually treats them as independent 
from each other and as equally important for an 
organizational knowledge management strategy. 
However, let us take a closer look, for example, 
at Nonaka’s model of organizational knowledge 
creation (Nonaka, 1991). Developing the distinc-
tion between tacit and explicit knowledge, Nonaka 
suggested that the creation of new knowledge in 
organizations can be described with a four-stage 
spiral model. It starts with a socialization phase, in 
which tacit knowledge of individuals is exchanged. 
This is followed by an articulation phase, in which 
new tacit knowledge is translated into explicit 
knowledge. This explicit knowledge is pooled with 
existing explicit knowledge in the next, combina-
tion, phase; and the turn of the spiral concludes 
with an internalization phase, in which this new 
explicit knowledge is absorbed by individuals 
and enriches their tacit knowledge base. Then 
the tacit knowledge is exchanged again, and the 
knowledge creation process continues along the 
spiral. Nonaka does not use the term “knowledge 
sharing” in his model; however one can see that 
two of the stages, in fact, are based on intensive 
knowledge sharing processes. The first phase, 
socialization, includes intensive sharing of tacit 
knowledge among employees, mainly among 
close colleagues. The third phase, combination, 
concerns sharing of explicit knowledge that may 
involve a broader set of employees through the 
whole organization. Taking into account that 
Nonaka postulates each stage of his model as 
essential for successful knowledge creation, we 
can conclude that in his view efficient knowledge 
sharing processes are one of the prerequisites for 
efficient knowledge creation in an organization. 
In so far as “efficient” implies that the process 

brings some results, this also means that knowl-
edge-transfer (as a result of knowledge sharing) is 
one of the prerequisites for innovation (a result of 
knowledge creation). Hence, according to Nonaka 
knowledge creation and knowledge sharing pro-
cesses are closely interrelated, and this interplay 
is positive.  

As both knowledge creation and knowledge 
sharing are considered very significant for con-
temporary companies, a practical question arises: 
what should managers do in order to ensure the 
best possible flow of these processes in their 
companies? Prerequisites for, and barriers to, 
knowledge creation or knowledge sharing are 
discussed intensively in the literature (e.g., Nonaka 
& Konno, 1998; Brown & Duguid, 2002). A large 
part of this discussion is focused on various organi-
zational conditions, or factors, that may influence 
these processes, including organizational culture 
(DeLong & Fahey, 2000; Alavi et al., 2006), 
organizational structure (Hedlund, 1994; Miles 
et al., 1997; Tsai, 2002), and work space design 
(Davenport et al., 2002), among others.

Most of this literature supposes that manag-
ers should make efforts to increase the efficiency 
of knowledge sharing and knowledge creation 
simultaneously, and this is true irrespectively 
of whether the authors understand these proc-
esses as independent or positively related (where 
knowledge sharing represents a part of knowledge 
creation). However, a more detailed compara-
tive analyses of organizational conditions and 
recommendations for managers, developed by 
“knowledge creation” and “knowledge sharing” 
authors, reveals some contradictions. 

Let us take organizational culture as an ex-
ample. Nonaka and Konno stress that in order to 
support innovations in an organization, managers 
should nurture a special culture that treats inno-
vation as a key value and intensively encourages 
knowledge-creating processes (Nonaka & Konno, 
1998). At the same time, Szulanski and Winter 
note that a strong innovation-oriented culture 
tends to make employees and whole depart-
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ments more focused not on replication, i.e., not 
on intensive knowledge sharing and application 
of others’ experience in their work, but rather on 
development of competencies and solutions of 
their own (Szulanski & Winter, 2002). 

Thus we can see potential contradiction 
between managers’ efforts aimed at supporting 
innovative processes on the one hand and their ef-
forts aimed at supporting replicative processes on 
the other. Organizational conditions that promote 
creation of new knowledge may become barriers to 
knowledge sharing. And vice-versa: factors aimed 
at facilitating knowledge sharing may suppress 
or, at least not support, innovation. Despite the 
fact that the conflict between knowledge creation 
and knowledge sharing processes is not evident 
on the conceptual level, turning to another level 
of analysis, that of applied conditions for the in-
tensification and efficiency of these processes, we 
can suppose that the relationship between them is 
more complex than it is usually understood to be, 
and that in some cases they may contradict each 
other, as I have demonstrated above. Hence, we 
can hypothesize that the same factors may influ-
ence knowledge creation processes positively and 
knowledge sharing negatively, and vice-versa.

Though this statement sounds novel in rela-
tion to the knowledge-management literature, in 
fact a similar problem has been widely discussed 
within other fields of management discourse, as the 
exploration versus exploitation dilemma (March, 
1991; Gupta et al., 2006). Exploration refers to 
an organizational strategy focused on creating 
value through searching for new knowledge and 
opportunities, while exploitation means a strategy 
concentrated on utilization of existing ones. Thus 
we can logically link a focus on knowledge-cre-
ating processes with exploration, and focus on 
knowledge sharing processes with exploitation. 
What is interesting in relation to the possibility 
of potential contradictions between practices that 
support knowledge sharing and knowledge crea-
tion processes is that many earlier studies of the 
exploration/exploitation dilemma often regarded 

controversies between these two strategies as 
insurmountable. However, more recent research 
has suggested that organizations can overcome 
these difficulties, and the term “ambidextrous” 
was coined to describe companies that know how 
to successfully combine both orientations (Tush-
man & O’Reilly, 1996; Gibson & Birkinshaw, 
2004; Van Looy et al., 2005). I suggest that these 
findings from exploration/exploitation research 
both support the notion of contradictions between 
knowledge sharing and knowledge creation and 
provide some hope that they can be balanced. Still, 
it is necessary to mention that the “ambidexterity” 
discussion is based on an organizational level of 
analysis. Now let us turn to the individual level.   

The role of the individual in knowledge crea-
tion and knowledge sharing. One can distinguish 
two different levels of analysis within discus-
sions of factors that support or hinder knowledge 
creation and knowledge sharing processes: the 
organizational and the individual levels. While 
the former concerns the organizational conditions 
mentioned above, the latter focuses on issues hav-
ing to do with the knowledge-related behaviour 
of an individual ― his/her intentions, motives, 
fears, etc. (e.g, Husted & Michailova, 2002; Bock 
et al., 2005; Cabrera et al., 2006).  

The above-mentioned organizational factors 
for knowledge creation and knowledge sharing 
can be viewed as organizational conditions that 
can be purposefully created by company man-
agers. Though they differ in the effort and time 
needed to change them (for example, it is usually 
easier to change organizational structure than 
organizational culture), still they depend mainly 
on a manager’s will and are defined by his/her 
vision. 

But taking into account only these factors 
oversimplifies the essence of managing knowl-
edge, as not only managers but every employee 
can significantly influence knowledge-related 
processes in an organization. Knowledge and 
experience in an organization initially belong not 
to the organization itself, but to the individuals it 
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employs. Though organizational knowledge is not 
a simple sum of the knowledge of its employees, 
and transformation of individual knowledge into 
organizational knowledge is an important task 
for companies (see, e.g., Tsoukas & Vladimirou, 
2001; Nonaka, 1991), many authors admit that 
the extent to which knowledge can be detached 
from an individual is very limited (Grant, 1996; 
Flood et al., 2001). That is why the efficiency of 
knowledge employment depends highly on the 
good will of individuals, both to share knowledge 
and to apply it in the best way. Thus knowledge 
creation and knowledge sharing processes depend 
to a great extent not only on management decisions 
but on the personal features and preferences of 
company employees. 

Despite the obvious significance of these 
individual factors, they are poorly discussed in 
contemporary literature (Foss & Felin, 2006). 
Foss and Felin emphasize the importance of 
developing theory and practice in this area and 
call for more research on the micro-foundations 
of knowledge-related processes. Taking into ac-
count this standpoint, I shall focus attention on 
the frameworks of research on individual prefer-
ences for participation in knowledge creation and 
knowledge sharing processes. 

In order to see if the above-stated hypothesis 
about a potential contradiction between conditions 
for knowledge creation and knowledge sharing can 
be justified at an individual level of analysis, let us 
turn to an overview of the literature. Theory and re-

search on creativity consider, among other issues, 
features of an individual that support knowledge 
creation (see, e.g., Barron & Harrington, 1981; 
Ford, 1996; Oldham& Cummings, 1996; Ruscio 
et al., 1998; Amabile et al., 2002). For example, 
Sternberg distinguishes, based on his research, the 
following components (features) of creativity in 
an individual: lack of conventionality, unorthodox 
thinking, readiness to question common norms, 
ability to put old information together in a new 
way and make connections between seemingly 
different things, aesthetic taste and imagination, 
flexibility (including ability to change directions), 
and drive for accomplishment and recognition 
(Sternberg, 1986). Other authors mention simi-
lar features, along with originality of thinking, 
risk taking, internal locus of control, metaphoric 
thinking, ability to find order in chaos, emotional 
instability, and others (Barron & Harrington, 
1981; Amabile, 1988; Woodman, 1993; Oldham 
& Cummings, 1996; Amabile et al., 2005). 

Now let us consider features of an individual 
who is disposed to knowledge sharing and is 
capable of participating in it successfully. An 
inclination to put forward and develop one’s 
own ideas and an orientation to self-interests are 
considered to be significant individual barriers to 
knowledge sharing (Husted & Michailova, 2002). 
In contrast, an orientation to group interests and 
group recognition, an inclination toward coop-
eration, valuing group relationships, emotional 
stability, and extraversion facilitate participation 

Table 1. Characteristics of an individual inclined to one of the knowledge-related processes

Characteristics Inclined to knowledge creation, oriented to 
innovation

Inclined to knowledge sharing, oriented to 
replication

Thinking Original Standardized 

Group behaviour Independent, non-conformist Group affiliation, conformist 

Authority Self-oriented Oriented on external authorities

Motivation Self-actualization, recognition Safety, group affiliation

Value system Values achievement Values relations

Attitude to goals Hard-hitting goals motivate Hard-hitting goals de-motivate
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in knowledge sharing (Husted & Michailova, 
2002; Bock et al., 2005; Cabrera et al., 2006). 
Table 1 presents a brief summary of a comparative 
analysis, in which some of the above-mentioned 
features are grouped in pairs.

Comparing the two columns of the table, 
one can conclude that an individual can hardly 
simultaneously combine features that support 
knowledge creation and knowledge sharing, as this 
would imply an inclination towards contradictory 
values and behaviours. Thus, the table provides 
vivid illustration of the idea that individual level 
factors promoting knowledge creation and knowl-
edge sharing may contradict each other. In terms 
of the discussion of ambidexterity above, I sug-
gest that while organizations can try to combine 
both orientations, for an individual this task is 
extremely arduous if indeed it is ever possible. 
So, based on the above analysis, I formulated the 
following hypothesis to be examined: 

There are two clusters of individuals: those more 
inclined towards knowledge creation, and those 
more inclined towards knowledge sharing. These 
two clusters are non-overlapping, meaning that 
a person cannot be oriented to both innovation 
and replication at the same time. 

I supposed that an individual can switch his/her 
orientation from one process to another during 
his/her life, but that at every specific moment 
he/she is inclined towards behaviour that mainly 
supports only one of the knowledge-related proc-
esses in question. I was also interested to discover 
whether this orientation to one of the processes 
depends on the socio-demographic characteristics 
of an individual. The results of the research are 
given in the following sections. 

 

Research Strategy

I explored this hypothesis within the research 
project that I conducted during 2006-2007, which 

covered a wide range of questions on knowledge 
management in Russian knowledge-intensive 
companies. In this section I will introduce research 
methodology issues that are relevant to the above 
hypothesis.

I chose to focus this research on knowledge-
intensive companies for two reasons. First, by the 
very nature of their business, these companies 
represent a fertile field for research on knowledge-
related processes and, in particular, on individual 
participation in these processes, as they consti-
tute core business activities in these companies. 
Second, as mentioned in the Introduction, the 
understanding of individual knowledge-related 
behaviour is of strategic importance for the com-
petitiveness of knowledge-intensive firms. 

Focusing on knowledge-intensive companies, 
I needed to identify particular companies as the 
object of the research, and this required defining 
the concept of a “knowledge-intensive company.” 
This question does not have a self-evident so-
lution, as this concept “does not lend itself to 
precise definition or delimitation,” as Alvesson 
(2000, p. 1103) notes. The term is usually applied 
to those firms in which most work is of an intel-
lectual nature and in which knowledge is more 
important than other resources (Starbuck, 1992; 
Alvesson, 1995). Yet on the level of empirical 
research, the common approach is to define 
“knowledge-intensive companies” as those hav-
ing well-educated, highly qualified employees as 
the major part of the workforce (Alvesson, 2000). 
For instance, Starbuck (1992) in his study defined 
a “knowledge-intensive firm” as a company in 
which not less than one-third of the workforce 
consists of specialists with an education at the 
doctoral level. I believe that this approach is not 
unproblematic (see, e.g., Swan & Kinnie, 2003). 
One of the counterarguments is that a doctoral-
level education differs in ease of access in different 
countries, with the result that similar companies 
from different countries may differ significantly 
according to this criterion. In Russia, university 
and doctoral-level education has been widely 
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accessible (Andreeva, 2007). That is why in my 
research I followed the approach proposed by 
Swan and Kinnie, who defined “knowledge-
intensive firms” “as the organisations . . .  that 
employ highly skilled individuals and therefore 
create market value through the application of 
knowledge to novel, complex client demands.” 
They urged the application of these criteria to 
each individual organization (Swan & Kinnie, 
2003, p. 15). 

Research procedures. I developed a ques-
tionnaire for gathering data on the hypothesis. 
To meet the research goals, based on a literature 
analysis (Barron & Harrington, 1981; Sternberg, 
1986; Amabile, 1988; Oldham & Cummings, 1996; 
Ford, 1996; Ruscio et al., 1998; Amabile et al., 
2002; Husted & Michailova, 2002; Amabile et al., 
2005; Bock et al., 2005; Cabrera et al,. 2006), I 
formulated a number of questions (21 in total) cov-
ering different aspects of individuals’ preferences 
regarding participation in knowledge creation and 
knowledge sharing processes. The questions were 
primarily of the closed multiple-choice type. In 
designing the questionnaire I shuffled randomly 
characteristics representing knowledge creation 
and knowledge sharing profiles in order to avoid 
respondent biases. 

I was also interested in discovering by which 
characteristics the two different groups of indi-
viduals differ from each other, assuming they 
exist as hypothesised. For this reason, I added to 
the questionnaire two more sections: one on the 
socio-demographic characteristics of respond-
ents (age, education level, years of experience 
in profession, etc.), and another on work-related 
motives. Measuring motivation for work is not 
unproblematic, and knowledge work is not an 
exception (Kubo & Saka, 2002; Amar, 2004; 
Hendriks & Sousa, 2006). Among the various 
theories of human motivation developed by 
psychologists, A. Maslow’s pyramid of human 
needs (or, to be precise, the need to revise the 
order of needs he suggested) has been often cited 
in relation to knowledge work (e.g. Miller, 2002; 

Brelade & Harman, 2003; Dunkin, 2003). For 
this reason, I decided to base the motivational 
section on Maslow’s five-factor motivation model 
(though not replicating it precisely), and the ques-
tions on motives referred to these five motives: 
stability, material well-being, group affiliation, 
social recognition, and self-actualization. The 
motivational section of our questionnaire cannot 
be treated as a comprehensive tool for studying 
work-related motivation, as it may provide only 
partial insight, but I believe that it fits the purposes 
of this research, which is primarily concerned 
with the knowledge management issues in Rus-
sian knowledge-intensive firms. 

The questionnaire was pilot-tested with a 
number of experts as well as with a number of 
employees from knowledge-intensive companies. 
The follow-up interviews with these respondents 
suggested some minor improvements in the word-
ing and format of questions to ensure that they 
would be properly understood. The questionnaire 
was run with the help of the Web interface in order 
to ensure the anonymity of answers.  

Research sample. As the research involved 
individuals from various knowledge-intensive 
firms, there are two samples within the data: 
one of the individual employees, and one of the 
companies. 

Sample of companies. Taking into account the 
above-described considerations on the identifica-
tion of knowledge-intensive organizations, I used a 
selective approach to choose the companies for the 
research, with the first stage involving the analysis 
of secondary information about target companies, 
as well as primary information obtained in direct 
contact with representatives of the companies to 
make sure that the company fits the criteria. I 
ended up with five participating firms, small and 
medium-sized Russian companies (with from 
20 to 200 employees), having knowledge-based 
activities as the core of their business, employing 
highly-skilled individuals, and regularly dealing 
with novel and unique client demands. Industry-
wise, two of them provide management consulting, 
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the other two offer engineering services, and the 
fifth is engaged in software development. 

Sample of individuals. One hundred and twenty 
respondents filled in the questionnaire. 42.5% of 
respondents were women and 57.5% men. 69% of 

the respondents were in the 20–34 age range. The 
majority of the respondents had at least one higher 
education degree (84%). 34% of the respondents 
had been working in their profession for 4 to 10 
years, and 29% for 1 to 3 years. 

No Question Component

1 2 3

1 I like working with what I already have and do not spend time on fantasies. (-) / I like 
working with imaginary situations. (+)   -,559

2 I try to control any situation; it makes my actions more efficient. (-) / I do not spend effort 
on controlling all situations; uncertainty always means some new chances. (+)  ,306 -,536

3* I like working in a constantly changing environment, when I cannot predict how the 
situation will change and which task will become topical.   ,552

4* I enjoy revising customary work methods constantly.   ,654

5* I enjoy solving totally new, atypical tasks.   ,470

6 Most valuable ideas for my work were inspired by different fields unrelated to my 
profession. (-) / Most valuable ideas for my work I borrowed from colleagues and experts 
in my field or from special literature in my field. (+)

  ,381

7* I work more effectively alone, even if I am surrounded by specialists with whom I have 
good relationships. ,526   

8 How	do	you	typically	solve	the	tasks	that	are	new	for	you?	

8.1. I perform task analysis and find a solution on my own. -,410  -,422

8.2. I start with task analysis on my own, then check my ideas with colleagues and experts, and 
then formulate a solution.  -,597  

8.3. I search for experts who have already faced similar tasks and adopt their experience.  -,411  

8.4. Such tasks are solved in group work and solutions are developed by the group. ,524 -,382  

9 If	you	feel	a	need	for	development	of	your	professional	knowledge,	what	do	you	usually	
do?

9.1 I search our company information base. ,560   

9.2 I search for books, manuals, and information on the Internet and study them on my own.   -,379

9.3 I turn to colleagues from my department for their advice and experience. ,743   

9.4 I turn to experts in the field I am interested in for their advice and experience, 
irrespectively of which department of my company they belong to.  -,499  

9.5 I turn to experts from other organizations (to my professional community) for their advice 
and experience.  -,702  

9.6 I turn to my direct boss for his advice and experience. ,640   

10* If	I	develop	or	master	a	new	way	of	solving	my	professional	tasks,	I	willingly	share	it	
with…	

10.1* colleagues from my department. -,454 ,430  

10.2* specialists from other departments of our company.  ,593  

10.3* specialists from other companies.  ,604  

* Questions marked with an “*” have an inverted scale. This means that the maximum value corresponds to a fully negative 
answer to this question.

Table 2. Results of factor analysis
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As the financial motives of the respondents 
are a significant factor, to be discussed below, the 
level of material well-being of the respondents 
in the sample is relevant. With regard to average 
monthly income per family member, no specific 
income grouping dominated the sample: 25% of 
the respondents reported 300–450 euros and 23% 
600–900 euros per month per family member. 

Research Findings and 
Discussion

Individual orientation towards different 
knowledge-related processes. In order to exam-
ine the hypothesis, I performed consequent factor 
and cluster analysis of the data. Factor analysis of 
the data (using principal factor analysis) showed 
that the questionnaire I had developed measured 
characteristics of an individual’s behaviour along 
three independent, non-overlapping axes (factors) 
(Table 2). 

Analyzing the content of the questions within 
each factor, I identified them as follows: factor 
1: individual orientation to group interactions in 
knowledge-related processes; factor 2: individual 
orientation to independent (self-dependent) work 
in knowledge-related processes (with a negative 
sign); factor 3: individual orientation to creative, 

innovative activities versus replication (with a 
negative sign). Negative signs are technical con-
sequences of the questionnaire design, as some 
of the questions had an inverted measurement 
scale in order to ensure maximum objectivity of 
the responses.  

Further, I performed cluster analysis, taking 
these three factors as variables. I used the hier-
archical clustering method and measured the dis-
tance by the square of the Euclidian distance. The 
results of this analysis are provided in Table 3. 

As one can see from Table 3, the cluster 
analysis resulted in five clusters, two of which 
(#1 and #4) are large enough for further statistical 
analysis. The other three clusters are too small, 
so they were disregarded in the next stage of the 
analysis. Further, I compared these two groups 
of respondents in terms of three factors identified 
earlier, as represented in Table 4. 

Table 4 demonstrates that these two clusters 
differ significantly in only one factor, factor 3. 

Table 5 shows that cluster #4 is statistically 
significantly different from cluster #1, but only in 
terms of one factor, factor 3. Taking into account 
the meaning of the factors, this means that cluster 
#4 includes individuals who are more inclined 
towards innovation, while cluster #1 includes indi-
viduals who are more inclined towards knowledge 
sharing and replication. Thus the hypothesis about 

Cluster # Number of respondents Sample % Valid sample % 

1 43 35.8 58.1

2 1 .8 1.4

3 4 3.3 5.4

4 25 20.8 33.8

5 1 .8 1.4

Total* 74 61.7 100.0

* The total number of cases (individuals) who were included in the cluster analysis is smaller than the total sample size (74 
versus 120), as the rest of the cases were excluded because of missing data for some of the factors.  

Table 3. Identified clusters of individuals 
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two non-overlapping groups of individuals, those 
more inclined towards knowledge creation and 
those more inclined towards knowledge sharing, 
is confirmed within the sample. 

Differences between identified clusters. As I 
have addressed this hypothesis within the frame-
work of a large research project on the specifics of 
knowledge management in Russian knowledge-
intensive companies, the project questionnaire 
included also a number of questions on the work-
related motives of individuals. A detailed discus-
sion of the results of this aspect of my research is 
beyond the focus of this paper. Here I concentrate 
on the findings that are related to the clusters of 
individuals that have been identified.

I was interested to check whether my supposi-
tions concerning the significance of the different 
motives of individuals with different prefer-
ences towards knowledge-related processes were 
validated by this sample. Based on the literature 
analysis, I proposed (see Table 1) that employees 
more inclined towards knowledge creation tend 

to value self-actualization more than the other 
motives, while employees more inclined towards 
knowledge sharing tend to value group affiliation 
more than the other motives. The questionnaire 
included three items to measure each of the five 
motives that I had identified. For this reason, the 
first step in examining these ideas was to carry 
out a factor analysis to minimize the number of 
variables. Factorization by the principal-factor 
analysis method demonstrated that the ques-
tionnaire items grouped together exactly as they 
were designed to do; thus, five factors measuring 
five motives emerged out of this. The next step 
was to compare clusters #1 and #4 according to 
these factors. The results of the data analysis are 
presented in Tables 6 and 7. 

One can see from the above tables that the 
clusters that were identified statistically differ 
in the significance of two motives, the motive of 
group affiliation and the motive of self-actual-
ization. Individuals from cluster #4 (those more 
inclined towards knowledge creation) placed a 

Table 4. The significance of differences between clusters #1 and #4

Factor: individual 
orientation to specific 

behaviour in knowledge-
related processes:

t-criterion of equality of means

t Degrees of freedom Significance (2-sided)

Factor 1: orientation to 
group interactions .107 66 .915

Factor 2: orientation to 
independent work 1.244 66 .218

Factor 3: orientation to 
innovative/ replicative 
activities 

12.255 66 .000

Table 5. Descriptive statistics for factor 3

Factors Clusters Cluster size Mean Standard deviation Standard mean error

Factor 3: 
orientation to 
innovative/ 
replicative 
activities

#1 43 .6733220 .57427753 .08757650

#4
25 -1.0850069 .56371864 .11274373
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comparatively higher value on the motive of self-
actualization, while individuals from cluster #1 
(those more inclined towards knowledge sharing 
and replication) placed a comparatively higher 
value on the motive of group affiliation. These 
results confirmed my suppositions about the 
features of individuals belonging to the clusters 
I identified. 

I was also interested in checking whether an 
individual’s affiliation with one of the identified 
clusters was related to his/her socio-demographic 
characteristics. A data analysis revealed no rela-
tionships between individual inclination towards 
one of the knowledge-related processes and such 
characteristics as sex, age, level of education, or 
work experience. Statistically significant differ-
ences between two clusters of respondents were 
found with regard to the “average monthly income 
per family member” variable: this income was 
found to be relatively higher for cluster #4 (those 
more inclined towards knowledge creation) than 
for cluster #1 (those more inclined towards knowl-
edge sharing) (p = 0.012 by the Mann-Whitney 

criterion). This finding looks very interesting in 
the light of the common view that the creative 
orientation of an individual does not depend on 
his/her material well-being (the so-called “hungry 
artist paradox”). The explanation of this result may 
be found in the opposite direction: it is not better 
material well-being that stimulates creativity, but 
inclination toward knowledge creation that finally 
brings better salaries, as people with such an in-
clination may purposefully seek specific jobs that 
are usually better paid by knowledge-intensive 
organizations. 

The clusters showed differences with regard 
to one other variable: the “number of companies 
the respondent has worked for during his/her 
professional life,” though these differences were 
only at the level of a statistical trend (p = 0.060). 
Most individuals from cluster # 1 (inclined towards 
knowledge sharing) had worked in fewer then 
three companies, while most of those in cluster 
#4 (inclined towards knowledge creation) had 
worked in three to five companies. One of the 
potential explanations for this is that individuals 

Table 6. The significance of differences in motives between clusters of respondents

t-criterion of equality of means

# Factors (Motives) t Degrees of freedom Significance (2-sided)

1 Group affiliation 2.345 65 .022

2 Stability 1.591 65 .116

3 Self-actualization -2.133 65 .037

4 Social recognition .406 65 .686

5 Material well-being .490 65 .626

Table 7. Descriptive statistics for motives 1 and 3

Factors (Motives)
Clusters

Cluster 
size Mean

Standard 
deviation Standard mean error

Group affiliation #1 43 .3347992 .93898099 .14319326

#4 24 -.2029679 .82463946 .16832883

Self-actualization #1 43 -.1312698 1.17351283 .17895903

#4 24 .4203101 .62980875 .12855917



  ���

Tensions	between	Knowledge	Creation	and	Knowledge	Sharing

oriented towards knowledge creation are inclined 
to change their jobs more often in search of new 
tasks and new experience. Still, this cluster did 
not correlate with the largest number of companies 
an individual has worked for on the scale that was 
used. Probably this is because a higher rate of 
changing jobs (over five companies, taking into 
account that 69% of respondents were under 35 
years old) would tend to indicate not an aspiration 
for new things but an inability to settle down or 
adapt in any organization. 

Discussion and research limitations. One 
of the important questions that arise from these 
findings concerns the other three clusters, which 
were too small for further analysis (two clusters 
with one individual and one cluster with four 
individuals). Do these clusters appear just as a 
consequence of accidental deviations in the data, 
or do they represent some other behavioural 
intentions, though very rare, that could have 
been revealed if the sample was significantly 
bigger? Splitting all individuals into two broad 
categories obviously represents some simplifica-
tion of a complex reality, and I can suggest there 
are at least two potential groups of individuals 
that may stand behind these clusters. First, these 
may be individuals who experienced a change 
in their behavioural inclination exactly during 
the time of the research and thus were caught 
“in the middle” between the two orientations we 
discuss. Secondly, these may be individuals who 
succeeded in efficiently combining and maintain-
ing simultaneously both orientations, though in 
my opinion such an “ambidextrous” behavioural 
orientation would be too difficult for an individual 
to maintain. These questions call for further re-
search with the bigger sample.  

The fact that the questionnaire’s items were 
grouped into three factors, while I found differ-
ences between clusters of individuals only with 
regard to one factor, bears important implications 
for future research design. It means that for the 
purposes of verifying the hypothesis a much 
shorter questionnaire, covering only the items that 
were included in factor 3, might be enough. 

The presented findings should of course be 
considered only within the scope of the limitations 
of the research design. One limitation lies in the 
number of firms within the sample of companies, 
which was quite small. This fact may have affected 
the findings by limiting them to demonstrating 
situations in particular companies instead of 
more general trends. However, as the sample of 
five companies represents three industries and 
organizations of different size, life cycle, and 
overall strategy, I suggest that the findings may 
indicate some general tendencies. Another limita-
tion lies in the size of the sample of individuals, 
which, though being much larger than that of the 
companies, is not very large. It is possible that the 
size of the sample of individuals was the reason I 
was able to identify only two significant clusters. 
However, I suggest that this sample is suitable for 
the exploratory stage of this research.

One other limitation can be seen in the quan-
titative research method. Closed questions in an 
anonymous written survey certainly have a lim-
ited capacity for measuring individual intentions 
and motives. Thus I suggest that further research 
in this area needs to combine both quantitative 
and qualitative methods, such as interviews with 
employees. 

Implications and Conclusion

In this section, I first propose some implications 
of the findings for knowledge management theory. 
Next, I formulate some implications for the man-
agement of knowledge-intensive organizations.

Implications for knowledge management 
theory. The findings suggest that individuals 
can be inclined primarily towards either creating 
new knowledge or sharing and applying existing 
knowledge, and that a person can hardly be in-
clined to (and thus, be efficient in) both processes 
at the same time. This means that at least on the 
micro-level of analysis, there is a certain tension 
between knowledge creation and knowledge shar-
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ing processes. This idea challenges the common 
view in the contemporary knowledge management 
literature, which holds that knowledge creation 
and knowledge sharing processes are positively 
interrelated. Evidently the research and its results 
have certain limitations in terms of sample size 
and data collection tools. Yet, I believe it can serve 
to initiate further discussion and research on this 
topical issue that will lead to a more comprehensive 
understanding of the interrelationship between 
these two key knowledge-related processes.

I also suggest that these results should be of 
interest for another conceptual discussion: namely, 
the definition of “knowledge worker.” Although 
this term has been circulating in the literature for a 
few decades already (starting with Drucker, 1959), 
up to now there has been no single and precise 
understanding of it (Kelloway & Barling, 2000; 
Joseph, 2005). Various authors used different 
characteristics to identify this group; for example, 
the share of mental work out of all work performed 
(Flood et al., 2001), level of education (more pre-
cisely, an advanced degree) (Flood et al., 2001; 
Starbuck, 1992; Drucker, 2002), and profession 
(e.g. Davenport et al., 1996). The “capability to 
create new knowledge” is one of the characteristics 
which is very often ascribed to knowledge work-
ers. For example, Miller suggests that knowledge 
workers are those “workers who are not normally 
following a defined procedure, but exploiting all 
their creativity, knowledge and skills to move 
the business forward” (Miller, 2002, p.17). The 
respondents within our sample can be qualified as 
knowledge workers according to certain criteria, 
but above all due to the fact that they are engaged 
in knowledge-intensive companies and thus are 
deeply involved in knowledge work (Kelloway 
& Barling, 2000). Yet our findings suggest that 
individuals who work with knowledge may differ 
in their inclination towards knowledge creation, 
and thus such criterion should be used in defining 
this group of employees with great care. 

Implications for the management of knowl-
edge-intensive organizations. On the practical 

level, the existence of two non-overlapping groups 
of employees with different orientations towards 
knowledge creation and knowledge sharing pro-
cesses has a number of implications for managerial 
practices in knowledge-intensive firms, especially 
in the human resource management area. 

First of all, I suggest that a KIF needs to analyse 
its particular industry/business as well as its strat-
egy from this point of view in order to understand 
which of the two knowledge-related processes 
— knowledge creation or knowledge sharing and 
replication — is more critical for the achievement 
of its current strategic goals. Although KIFs are 
commonly thought of as focused on knowledge 
creation, the answer to this question is not as 
evident as it may seem. For example, a company’s 
priorities in relation to these two processes may 
change over time as the company passes through 
different stages of its lifecycle. Using Greiner’s 
model as a framework (Greiner, 1972), I speculate 
that in the stage of growth through creativity (the 
first stage in Greiner’s model) knowledge creation 
is the key, while in the stage of growth through 
co-ordination (the fourth stage) knowledge sharing 
and replication come to the foreground. Another 
example of the shift in priorities between these 
two processes involves the change in the com-
petitive environment when, with the maturing of 
a company’s industry and/or the intensification 
of the price competition in the industry, focus 
on knowledge creation may become too costly 
and weaken a company’s bottom line. Yet even 
KIFs operating at the same time within the same 
industry may have different priorities regarding 
knowledge creation and knowledge sharing, 
depending on their strategy. For instance, in the 
management consulting industry, some companies 
focus on providing standardized services, while 
others position themselves as providers of unique 
client solutions. 

A company’s human resource management 
priorities need to be aligned with its strategic 
focus on one of these knowledge-related pro-
cesses. I believe that any knowledge-intensive 
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organization needs both types of the employees 
I have identified, but their optimal proportions 
within the total workforce may vary among dif-
ferent organizations depending on their current 
strategic focus, as described above. Moreover, the 
intensity of demand for employees more inclined 
either towards knowledge creation or towards 
knowledge-replication may vary among different 
departments within the same organization. Thus, 
staffing decisions need to fit into an organization’s 
strategic priorities regarding knowledge creation 
versus knowledge sharing, and at the same time 
ensure that both types of employees are repre-
sented in a company. Though this recommendation 
may sound self-evident, both my current research 
and my consulting experience demonstrate that 
knowledge-intensive organizations tend to over-
focus in their staffing policies (especially in their 
selection procedures) on those individuals who 
are more inclined towards knowledge creation, ir-
respectively of the realistic needs of their business, 
which in turn results in frequent (and sometimes 
costly!) cases of “reinventing the wheel.”

Another implication of my findings for human 
resource management practices in knowledge-in-
tensive organizations is that managers should not 
expect or require from their employees an equally 
high level of performance for both processes. 
This understanding has to be incorporated into 
employee assessment criteria and procedures, as 
well as into remuneration schemes. For instance, I 
encountered during my research a knowledge-in-
tensive company that desperately needed to focus 
on replication in order to cut product costs and 
maintain its competitive position, but its bonuses 
system included only bonuses for various types 
of knowledge creation, such as proposals for new 
product solutions. 

Extrapolating these findings from the indi-
vidual to the organizational level of analysis 
concerning the interrelations between knowledge 
creation and knowledge sharing and replication, I 
suggest that managers’ efforts to develop organiza-
tional structure, culture, communication systems, 

etc. aimed at supporting these knowledge-related 
processes cannot focus on both of these processes 
simultaneously and be efficient. However, this 
proposition needs further empirical research. 
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Key Terms 

Ambidexterity: Organizational characteris-
tic, that defines that companies that know how 
to successfully combine both exploration and 
exploitation (related term - ambidextrous orga-
nization).

Exploitation: An organizational strategy 
concentrated on utilization of existing knowledge 
and opportunities.

Exploration: An organizational strategy 
focused on creating value through searching for 
new knowledge and opportunities.

Knowledge-Intensive Organization: A firm 
whose main activity is based on the employment 
of knowledge.

Knowledge Creation: The process of devel-
opment of new knowledge.
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Knowledge Exchange: Type of knowledge 
sharing, characterized by some reciprocity of 
actions, implying that knowledge (or something 
else in exchange for knowledge) has been moved 
each way within the same pair of actors.

Knowledge Replication: Type of knowledge 
transfer, in which a receiver acts upon “sent” 
knowledge by trying to “copy” a sender’s expe-
rience. It refers to the usage of something that 
existed before in a particular company.

Knowledge Sharing: The process of moving 
existing knowledge between different agents 
(either within organization or beyond its bor-

ders). It implies dissemination of knowledge by a 
knowledge “sender” without any specification of 
a knowledge “receiver’s” reaction to this act. 

Knowledge Transfer: Type of knowledge 
sharing, in which a receiver at least absorbed 
“sent” knowledge and probably even acted some-
how upon it. 

Innovation: Refers either or both  -to the 
process of development of new knowledge or 
results of this process.
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Abstract

Knowledge is implicitly assumed to form an increasingly important, or even the dominant source of 
values for today’s knowledge based organizations. It is rare, however, to encounter writings question-
ing what is ‘value’, enquiring into its provenance, or examining its distribution amongst organization’s 
stakeholders. This chapter asks these very questions, focusing on Marx’s (1976) formulation of value 
theory. Divided into four parts, it begins by giving a basic overview of the labour theory of value, as 
developed by Marx in mid 19th century, industrialised England. The second part examines Roy Jacques’ 
(2000) critique of Marx, his rejection of the adequacy of ‘labour’ as a concept for analysing contem-
porary value production, and his call for a ‘knowledge theory of value’. The third section focuses on 
labour process theorist Paul Thompson (2005) and his challenge to the idea that labour and knowledge 
are fundamentally different. The fourth part extends this concern with ‘other’ forms of contemporary 
labour to a more global level by examining De Angelis’ (2006) and Retort’s (2005) suggestion that the 
global economy today is driven by acts of enclosure and ‘primitive accumulation.’
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Introduction

For writings on knowledge management, knowl-
edge based organizations, the knowledge economy 
and knowledge intensive firms, it is an implicit 
assumption that knowledge is an increasingly 
important, perhaps even the dominant, source 
of value for organizations today (Drucker, 1968; 
Leadbeater, 1999; Tapscott, 1996; Wenger et al, 
2002). Knowledge, it is assumed, can create value 
in a number of ways: increasing access to cheaper 
resources or to new markets; fostering technical 
and organizational innovation; enhancing aware-
ness of, and responsiveness to, the demands of 
customers; reducing the inefficiencies of repeat-
edly reinventing the wheel, especially in large, 
multi-national, distributed organizations. The 
list goes on. What is rare, however, is for such 
writings to ask exactly what ‘value’ is, to enquire 
into its provenance, or to question its distribution 
amongst the various stakeholders that constitute 
‘the organization’ in its broader sense. This is 
despite value-creation being one of the key ob-
jectives of management, at least within capitalist 
enterprises (Jacques, 2000).

In this chapter we want to open up this discus-
sion of value and knowledge by connecting with 
a set of well established debates over the locus 
of value in the economy. As we are concerned 
here with the substance of value – what value 
is and how it is created – we start not with neo-
classical economics and marginalism but rather 
with the labour theory of value, as developed by 
Adam Smith, David Ricardo and Karl Marx. In 
this paper we focus on Marx’s (1976) formula-
tion of value theory for three reasons. First, as 
he was writing after Smith and Ricardo and built 
upon their ideas, his formulation of the labour 
theory of value is arguably the most developed. 
Second, Marx’s critical perspective on political 
economy offers a critical leverage that allows us, 
even today, to address questions of social values 
alongside technical considerations of economic 
value. Third, and finally, Marx’s legacy has been 

150 years of intense theoretical exegesis, com-
mentary, critique and development so that lines of 
analysis can be followed to examine the relevance 
of his ideas today.

The structure of the chapter is in four parts. The 
first gives a basic overview of the labour theory 
of value, as developed by Marx (1976) in mid 19th 
century, industrialised England. This provides 
the theoretical basis for the following discussions 
as well as indicating some points of continued 
relevance in Marx’s theory today. The second 
part of the chapter examines Roy Jacques’ (2000) 
critique of Marx, his rejection of the adequacy of 
‘labour’ as a concept for analysing contemporary 
value production, and his call for a ‘knowledge 
theory of value’. This is the section that is closest to 
conventional concerns with knowledge work and 
management. Jacques’ critique of Marx resonates 
with other writings on the knowledge economy by 
suggesting a recent rupture, associated with the 
development of Information and Communication 
Technologies (ICT), between industrial capital-
ist and post-industrial forms of organization and 
value production. His critique of Marx thus pro-
vides us with a basis for evaluating Marx’s theory 
of value, and its applicability to the world today. It 
also provides us with a counterpoint from which 
to evaluate the more contemporary Marxist per-
spectives examined in the third and fourth parts 
of the chapter. The third section examines labour 
process theorist Paul Thompson (2005) and his 
colleagues’ (e.g., Warhurst and Thompson, 1998; 
Thompson et al., 2001) challenge to the idea that 
labour and knowledge are fundamentally differ-
ent. This section draws attention to the empirical 
realities of work for the majority of people today, 
including those in so-called ‘advanced’ capital-
ist economies. Focusing on the UK, evidence 
is presented that suggests knowledge work has 
too readily been conflated with service work in 
general, despite much work in this sector being 
highly routinised, poorly paid, and sharing little 
with the dominant representations of knowledge 
work found in mainstream managerial writings.  
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The fourth section extends this concern with 
‘other’ forms of contemporary labour to a more 
global level by examining De Angelis’ (2006) 
and Retort’s (2005) suggestion that the global 
economy today is driven by acts of enclosure and 
‘primitive accumulation’ (Marx, 1976) whereby 
labour, resources and markets are expropriated 
for private profit through the exercise of naked 
power, predominantly through privatisation and 
military activity. 

Throughout the development of these perspec-
tives on value production we hope to perform the 
kind of inversion of traditional Marxist value 
theory that Diane Elson (1979) and David Harvey 
(1999) have referred to as a ‘value theory of la-
bour’. In part this is done through our critique of 
the suggestion that ‘knowledge’ is the dominant 
source of value today. By drawing attention to 
the economic significance of more traditional, 
industrial, or even pre-industrial, forms of value 
production and accumulation we hope to revalue 
those activities not as backwards and anachronistic 
but as an integral part, perhaps even the dominant 
reality, of today’s so-called ‘knowledge economy’. 
In addition to this empirical critique we also want 
to draw a cautionary note for our own labour as 
academics. By focusing so much of our attention 
on knowledge work, our research and teaching 
often functions to valorise knowledge work and 
thereby denigrate and marginalise the work of 
those who are not knowledge workers. In this sense 
our choices in deciding what to study, what to 
write about, and how to anatomise contemporary 
political-economic formationsa, help reproduce 
the very conditions that value the work of some 
and not others. Our ‘knowledge work’ legitimates 
and reproduces the hierarchies of evaluation that 
privilege the immaterial labour of ‘knowledge 
workers’ in the city of London over that of Coltan 
miners in the Congo, landless peasants in Brazil, 
or steel workers in China. This paper is intended, 
in part, as a corrective to this myopia in academic 
writings on knowledge work, and to function as a 
revaluation of these ‘other’ forms of work.

The Classical Marxist 
Perspective: Labour is the 
Sole Source of Value 

When discussing the question of value produc-
tion within capitalist economies it is impossible 
to exorcise the spectre of Marx that still haunts 
the dreams of political economists (and perhaps 
the nightmares of ‘straight’ economists) (Derrida, 
1994). In the first volume of Capital, Marx (1976, 
see also 1985) offers us an extended meditation 
on the capitalist production of value. Starting 
with an analysis of the commodity form, Marx 
spirals out through a series of perspectival shifts 
to discover the source of value in ‘living labour’ 
(Marx, 1973: 361; Marx, 1976: 342). Marx starts 
his analysis by interrogating the commodity form 
and its circulation, working on the assumption 
that goods exchange upon some kind of rational 
basis of equivalence. If there was no basis for 
equivalence, then commodities could not be 
exchanged in a market relationship, or even in 
primitive barter, as there would be no ground 
upon which to claim that good x is equivalent to 
good y or two of good z. But such exchange does 
occur and Marx deduces that this is because they 
share a common ‘value’ that renders the com-
modities to be exchanged commensurable. But 
what is this value? 

Today mainstream economists and manage-
ment theorists have shifted this question of value to 
the sphere of exchange and consumption, resolving 
it in terms of the perceived utility of a commodity 
for the person buying or selling itb. This might 
well work in the context of primitive barter or in 
the context of a child’s playground swap, but does 
it hold under conditions of monetised exchange? 
Where money, traditionally gold, has become a 
universal equivalent, the ‘value’ of a specific com-
modity has an external and objective measure in 
the money form. Under the conditions of perfect 
markets, artificial scarcity and monopoly should 
also no longer apply, so that a commodity will 
exchange, in the balance of supply and demand, 
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at its value equivalent to other commodities. 
If this is the case, and commodities do indeed 
exchange, on average, at their value, then profit 
is inexplicable. Mercantile profit depends upon 
bringing commodities into a market where they 
are scarce, from one where they are abundant. 
Monopoly profits work by distorting exchange 
so that goods are artificially scarce and can be 
traded above their value. In both cases wealth 
can be redistributed but not created. Someone 
pays over the odds so another can profit. Hence, 
exploitation and profit are the result of distorted 
market functioning. 

Marx finds the resolution to this problem by 
discovering one commodity with a unique prop-
erty. The commodity is ‘labour power’ and its 
property is ‘superadequacy’ (Spivak, 1985). Argu-
ably Marx’s most significant theoretical insight 
was into the dual and indeterminate nature of 
labour as a commodity (Braverman, 1974). When 
exchanged upon a labour market, what the labourer 
sells and the capitalist purchases is the capacity to 
work, or ‘labour power’, but the utility of labour 
power is inherently indeterminate and open to 
negotiation and contestation. If the employee is 
worked harder and longer, then their labour power 
will offer the capitalist greater utility as a greater 
quantity of labour will be performed in exchange 
for their wage. This use value of labour power 
– ‘labour’ itself – is distinct from its exchange 
value, which determines a wage. For Marx, the 
exchange value of labour power is determined by 
the value of goods required for its maintenance 
and reproduction; in other words, the amount of 
money a worker requires to house, clothe and 
feed themselves at such a level that they are able 
to return to work day after day. Of course, this 
level is the basic ‘value’ of labour power. In reality 
the level of wages is socially determined through 
political struggle over wages, working conditions 
and living standards.

For Marx, then, it is labour time that is the 
ultimate measure of value. Like labour power 
itself, the value of a commodity is determined 

by the amount of labour time put into producing 
it, plus the value of any materials and tools used 
up in the course of its production. The latter can 
only have their value transferred to the new com-
modity but the labour time put into producing the 
new commodity creates new value. This is the 
heart of Marx’s ‘labour theory of value’: labour 
is the only source of new value and, by dint of its 
ability to produce more value than it costs, labour 
power is at the heart of capitalist production. Of 
course, Marx spends over 1000 pages working 
through the implications of this idea in Capital, 
and the reality is rather more complex than this 
deceptively simple outline suggests. The main 
complication is that value is not determined by 
concrete labour time but by abstract, or ‘socially 
necessary’, labour time. This avoids the absurdity 
of suggesting that a less efficient worker, who 
takes longer to produce a given commodity, would 
thereby produce a commodity of greater value. 
Instead, the capitalist, by setting the speed of work 
and controlling it through direct supervision and 
the employment of machinery, sets the average 
rate of productivity and thereby determines the 
value of commodities through controlling the 
productivity of labour. In this respect Marx’s 
labour theory of value also explains the capitalist 
imperative to innovate and accelerate the rate of 
commodity production. If an individual capitalist 
(or their managerial representative) can increase 
the productivity of the labour power they employ 
above the social average then, for a while at least, 
they will be able to enjoy super-profits. Capitalist 
and self-employed producers who are less able to 
invest in organizational and technological innova-
tions will find themselves producing below the 
socially average rate and thus will suffer from a 
lower rate of profit and be less able to innovate 
and compete in the future.

So, how might Marx’s labour theory of value 
inform our understanding of the role of knowl-
edge in the economy today? A conventional 
Marxist interpretation would suggest that labour 
remains the source of all value as we are still 
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living in a capitalist economy. Developments in 
techno-science and organizational innovations 
such as knowledge management might increase 
the productivity of labour power but they do not 
ultimately present a new source of value, just an 
improved means of exploiting labour. Neverthe-
less, such innovations are imperative from the 
point of view of capital. Unless an organization 
remains at the cutting-edge of technological devel-
opment, its profitability will suffer. This is fairly 
obviously the case for new product development 
but it also applies to process innovation where the 
main goal is to improve the process of produc-
tion and delivery, either by reducing waste or by 
increasing productivity. Waste reduction ensures 
that the maximum value of raw materials used is 
transferred to saleable commodities. Productiv-
ity increases reduce the labour time required to 
produce each commodity below the social aver-
age and thereby secure super-profits or a larger 
market share. In either case the additional value 
realised through knowledge and innovation is to 
make labour more productive.

In summary then, for Marx, ‘knowledge’ 
remains an adjunct to the productive power of 
labourc. Whilst techno-scientific and organiza-
tional knowledges are a part of labour-power 
insofar as they determine its socially average 
rate of productivity, it remains labour itself, and 
only labour, that produces value. This traditional 
Marxist interpretation has been found wanting by 
several commentators, particularly as it applies to 
the age of high-tech, informational capitalism. It 
is to one such critique that we now turn.

The Post-Industrial 
Perspective: Knowledge has 
Replaced Labour as the 
Dominant Source of Value

In Marx’s conception, commodities exchange 
under capitalist conditions as a result of an un-
derlying equivalence. That equivalence is the 

result of their being the expression of a common 
substance: labour. Crucially, labour power itself 
is one such commodity and, once brought to the 
labour market for exchange, loses its distinctive 
character as concrete labour process and becomes 
labour in general, at least for the purposes of value 
production (Marx, 1976: 142). It is this homog-
enization of all labour that many commentators 
find unsuitable in the current economic context. 

There are several forms of argument in the 
literature on knowledge management that seek 
to distinguish the industrial ‘labour in general’ 
that Marx was concerned with in the mid 19th 
century from contemporary knowledge work. 
Perhaps the most facile of these is the sugges-
tion that knowledge is the inalienable property 
of the knowledge worker. The argument here is 
that whilst an industrial worker was dependent 
upon the capitalist to provide the machinery 
necessary for them to work (at least, to work at 
the socially average rate and thereby produce a 
competitive level of value), the knowledge worker 
needs nothing but their brain. This ‘knowledge 
capital’ gives them a more equal bargaining posi-
tion with employers so knowledge workers are not 
exploited in the same way as industrial workers 
and may even be in a position to rent capital and 
machinery from owners (e.g., Drucker, 1992: 
147). Unfortunately, such utopian thinking bears 
little empirical scrutiny. Knowledge workers are, 
on the whole, dependent upon an organizational 
infrastructure to provide them with competitive 
marketing and access to clients and projects, as 
well as to provide the funding to keep their skills 
set up to date, for example by paying for costly 
training, professional development, membership 
of professional associations, libraries, and mentor-
ing and development. 

A rather more sophisticated line of reasoning 
is presented by Roy Jacques (2000). Jacques ar-
gues, like Drucker, that Marx’s labour theory of 
value is no longer relevant, but he does so through 
direct engagement with the substance of Marx’s 
arguments in volume 1 of Capital. Jacques rejects 
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both utility theory and labour theory as effective 
explanations of value production today. Utility 
theory is dismissed because of its tautological 
structure whereby value is “defined as a function 
of utility (which is defined as what is valued)” 
(Jacques, 2000: 200). Labour theory is rejected for 
five distinct reasons: Marx’s relativistic definitions 
of ‘necessary’ and ‘surplus’ labour; the elision of 
distinctions between ‘labour power’ and ‘labour 
knowledge’; Marx’s inability to account for knowl-
edge exercised except in the direct production of 
commodities; concerns over the productive value 
of machinery; and an exclusive focus on machine 
based production. Given that Jacques’ claim for the 
necessity of a new, ‘knowledge theory of value’ 
is premised upon the validity of his rejection of 
labour theory, it is worth examining these criti-
cisms in detail. For the purposes of this paper, 
however, we will focus on the third and fourth 
criticisms as these are the most relevant for our 
understanding of knowledge based organizations. 
The first criticism is not central to Jacques’ argu-
ment that knowledge is the source of all value, 
only his concerns with the equitable distribution 
of surplus value. The second is a circular criti-
cism that begs the question, essentially criticising 
Marx for not having a concept of knowledge that 
is separate from labour power. No clear grounds 
are given as to why this is desirable, so the main 
problem seems to be that Marx doesn’t deliver what 
Jacques wants (i.e. a knowledge theory of value). 
The final criticism relates to the fact that Marx’s 
analysis is dominated by machine production, on 
the basis of which Jacques, conveniently ignoring 
the last 150 years of commentary, exegesis and 
development of labour theory (Jacques, 2000: 
210), determines that the ‘metaphor’ of labour 
“is of extremely limited usefulness” (Jacques, 
2000: 213). Of course, for Marx ‘labour’ was not 
a metaphor so much as an analytical and political 
category and at least some engagement with the 
structure and function of ‘labour’ as such would 
be necessary before it could be dismissed as no 
longer relevant. The third and fourth criticisms, 

however, are of more significance. It is to these 
that we now turn, in reverse order. 

For Jacques, the productive value of the 
machine, “is the foremost limitation of labour 
theory” (2000: 212) and one that is especially 
significant in the context of seeking to understand 
the production of value in the age of information 
technology. According to Jacques:

For Marx, the tool or the machine is nothing but 
dead labour. If a thousand hours were required to 
produce it, then it is assumed to transfer the value 
of one thousand hours’ labour into the products it 
is used to produce over its lifetime. (2000: 212)

Thus far his reading is accurate. Unfortunately, 
he quite misunderstands the implications of this. 
Jacques believes, on the basis of this inability 
of machinery to produce new value, that Marx 
was claiming that technology cannot increase 
the productivity of labour. He gives the example 
of a front-end loader, asking “who says that, for 
instance, a front-end loader built with a thousand 
hours of labour cannot replace ten thousand hours 
of hand shovelling?” The simple answer would be 
no one, least of all Marx. Unfortunately, Jacques 
gives us no references in his account to indicate 
where he believes Marx to have made such a 
claim, so it is not possible to address the details 
of his interpretation. It is possible, however, to 
contrast it with Marx’s own words:

 
It is evident that whenever it costs as much labour 
to produce a machine as is saved by the employ-
ment of that machine, all that has taken place is 
a displacement of labour. Consequently, the total 
labour required to produce a commodity has not 
been lessened, in other words, the productiveness 
of labour has not been increased. However, the 
difference between the labour a machine costs 
and the labour it saves, in other words the degree 
of productivity the machine possesses, does not 
depend on the difference between its own value 
and the value of the tool it replaces. As long as the 
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labour spent on a machine is such that the portion 
of its value added to the product remains smaller 
than the value added by the worker to the product 
with his tool, there is always a difference of labour 
saved in favour of the machine. The productivity of 
the machine is therefore measured by the human 
labour-power it replaces. (1976: 513)

For Marx, the explicit purpose of machinery 
is to make labour more productive, specifically 
more productive of surplus value. It can do this 
in a number of ways. It can deskill labour and en-
able the employment of unskilled, and therefore 
cheaper, labour power. It can lighten the physi-
cal burden of work and enable the employment 
of women and children, thereby removing the 
necessity for a family wage. It can increase the 
intensity of labour and seal up the porosity of 
the working day. And, of course, it can augment 
the productive powers of labour by enabling it 
to produce greater quantity of commodities in a 
given period of time. It is this last point that has 
eluded Jacques in Marx’s writing but it is central 
to his whole understanding of machine based 
production. Machines can, and do, increase the 
productivity of labour but in so doing they sim-
ply spread the value that labour produces over 
a greater number of commodities, cheapening 
them. This cheapening of commodities through 
industrialisation is a regular feature of capitalist 
economies, enabling the mass production and 
consumption of goods like automobiles, wash-
ing machines, electrical fridges, microwaves, 
televisions, DVD players and personal computers. 
This has the additional advantage for capital of 
reducing the value of labour power by reducing 
the value of the commodities required for its re-
production. This in turn reduces the part of the 
working day given over to necessary labour and 
increases the part given ‘freely’ to the capitalist 
as surplus labour.

Jacques’ second example of Marx’s ‘failure’ 
to understand the productive power of machinery 
is specific to the use of knowledge in produc-

tion, what Jacques refers to as ‘machine intel-
ligence’:

What about the increasing ability of machines to 
exert knowledge power? What is the value to a 
fishing trawler of a radar system that senses fish 
that unaided humans would not know was there? 
(2000: 212)

 
Here Jacques makes the basic error of as-

suming that the qualitative aspects of labour and 
machinery make any kind of difference to produc-
tion and value. The value of fish on the market is 
unaffected by the means by which it was caught. 
If the radar increases the productivity of fishers’ 
labour power, then the value of the fish caught 
will be reduced and they will become cheaper 
as the socially average labour time required to 
catch a fish is reduced. Fish will become cheaper, 
people will eat more, and stocks will be depleted, 
eventually leading to the need for more effective 
radar systems to maintain productivity levels. If 
productivity cannot be maintained, the value and 
price of fish will increase as a greater amount of 
labour time will be given to each fish/commodity. 
Again, the technology may increase productiv-
ity, but from the point of view of market values 
a fish is a fish is a commodity, regardless of the 
‘machine intelligence’ required to catch it. As the 
above discussion suggests, Marx’s labour theory 
is far from unable to address the question of the 
value of machinery to capitalist production. If 
there is something distinct that has changed in 
the production of value through information and 
communication technologies, this is not made 
clear in critiques like Jacques’. 

In the last of Jacques’ refutations of Marx he 
shifts his attention away from technology and on 
to the form of labour, claiming that “Marx accords 
no portion of the value of a product to functions 
such as management, marketing, product devel-
opment and accounting” (2000: 211). Although 
Jacques recognises that much of this labour may be 
devoted to the maximisation and expropriation of 
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surplus value, as opposed to value per se, Jacques 
is insistent upon the idea that indirect labour 
contributes to the value of commodities. There 
has been a significant debate over this point in 
Marxist theory in recent years, most often couched 
in terms of productive versus unproductive labour 
(Harvie, 2006), and much contemporary Marxist 
thought would recognise that value is produced 
by more than just the waged labour directly em-
ployed in manufacturing commodities. Feminist 
writers have emphasised the, usually unwaged, 
reproductive labour that women provide for capi-
tal in doing housework (Dalla Costa and James, 
1975). Consumption and unwaged ‘cultural’ and 
knowledge work can contribute to the production 
of value, whilst falling outside traditional Marxist 
categories of ‘labour’ (Terranova, 2004; Ross, 
2000; Lazzarato, 1996). In the wake of Baudrillard 
(1981) and postmodernism, Marxism has had to 
address the social production of symbolic systems 
of meaning that give brands and other forms of 
consumption their sign-value. This includes, of 
course, the work of marketers but also the labour 
of consumption and the (re)production of cultural 
values, work that requires a significant expenditure 
of time and effort and is often collectively and 
cooperatively performed without direct financial 
recompense (Arvidsson, 2006). In all of these 
areas, contemporary Marxist thought has made 
significant inroads into the set of problems that 
Jacques addresses and even gone further than he 
suggests by moving beyond the narrowly circum-
scribed limits of ‘the organization’ as the unit of 
production of value, to recognise the wider, social 
circuits of value-production (Dyer-Witheford, 
1999). Indeed, if we wanted only to recognise 
the indirect labour expended on production in an 
organization characterised by a complex division 
of labour then we do not need to move beyond 
Capital, where Marx (1996: 354) develops the 
concept of the ‘collective labourer’. With this 
concept, Marx recognises that the production of 

value under capitalism increasingly becomes a 
collective effort and produces a hierarchy of labour 
powers, from the highly skilled, knowledgeable 
worker down to the ‘unskilled’ labourer. Rather 
than assuming that we can apportion an element 
of the productivity that results from this division 
of labour as ‘necessary’ and a separate portion of 
it as productive only of ‘surplus’, however, Marx 
recognises that the subsumption of the labour 
process under capital transforms the form and 
content of this process. Without appreciating how 
capital has reconfigured the entire labour process 
in its image it is impossible to understand the full 
implications of Marx’s analysis. The question is 
not which portion of labour is productive of nec-
essary, and which of surplus value, and therefore 
determining its equitable distribution, but of how 
capital has redesigned the entire labour process 
toward the production of surplus value, and how 
labour can resist and challenge this form of social 
organization. 

This observation leads in two different possible 
directions. On the one hand we can pursue the 
autonomist Marxist analysis of how activities like 
marketing are now part of the ‘real subsumption’ 
of labour under capital and actively serve to extend 
subsumption to the whole of social reproduction, 
including the production of consumption (Dyer-
Witheford, 1999; Arvidsson, 2006).  On the other 
hand we can pick up on Marx’s observation that 
capitalism itself produced the ‘unskilled’ labourer, 
a category that did not exist, at least in manufac-
turing, prior to the establishment of the capitalist 
division of labour (Marx, 1996: 355). Here the 
concept of ‘knowledge’ is opened up to a political 
analysis of what counts as knowledge and what 
is rewarded as ‘knowledgeable’ work, as well as 
to the recognition that deskilling is still, perhaps, 
the dominant logics of capitalist organization, 
even in the most ‘advanced’ economies. It is to 
this second idea that we now turn.
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The Labour Process 
Perspective: ‘Knowledge’  
Ain’t  All That

Whilst the gurus of the virtual, networked, knowl-
edge based organization proclaim that we have 
moved into a post-industrial age, or even left the 
logics of capitalism behind us (Drucker, 1992), the 
prevalence and universality of this tendency have 
been questioned on a number of grounds (Warhurst 
and Thompson, 1998; Thompson, 2005). Empiri-
cal evidence suggests that changes in the form 
and content of contemporary labour processes 
vary by firm, sector and country, so claims of a 
universal ‘paradigm shift’ to knowledge work are 
overstated (Warhurst and Thompson, 1998: 19). 
In this part of the chapter we examine two main 
concerns with the knowledge economy thesis 
reviewed in the last section: that ‘knowledge 
work’ has been conflated with ‘services’ in a 
way that overplays the evidence for a significant 
rise in ‘knowledge work’ and hides a reality of 
routinised service work in the fastest growing 
areas of employment today; and that where tacit, 
endogenous knowledge is required from employ-
ees it is often in the form of culturally specific 
and aesthetic knowledge, rather than technical, 
scientific or academic knowledge. 

In the UK at least, the economy has changed 
enormously over the last century. In a comparison 
of labour market statistics between 1900 and 2000 
in the UK, Craig Lindsay (2003) found that em-
ployment and relative contribution to the economy 
had fallen dramatically in both the primary and 
secondary sectors. In agriculture, forestry and 
fishing the contribution to the national economy 
fell from 11% in 1900 to a mere 2% in 2000 and 
employment from 12% to 2%. A similar, though 
less dramatic decline, occurred in manufactur-
ing, which saw its share of economic output fall 
from 28% to 22% and its share of employment fall 
from 24% to 14%. Services, on the other hand, 
grew from 50% of the economy in 1900 to 66% 
in 2000, by which time it accounted for around 

75% of employment compared to only 34% in 1901 
(Lindsay, 2003: 134; 137). According to Lindsay, 
this shift is at least partly accounted for by changes 
in the technological composition of production 
and the international division of labour. On the 
one hand, new technology increased productiv-
ity in the primary and secondary sectors, freeing 
up labour to work in the services. On the other 
hand, routinised work, particularly in manufac-
turing, relocated to countries where labour was 
cheaper. This “pattern was to be repeated across 
a number of industries, and the economy moved 
to focus on those areas where it had more of a 
competitive advantage, such as services or those 
manufacturing industries that required higher 
skills” (Lindsay, 2003: 138).

This is precisely the pattern of industrial re-
composition that Daniel Bell (1974) referred to in 
terms of the coming of a ‘post-industrial society’ 
in the 1970s and later in terms of an ‘information 
society’ (Bell, 1981). By increasing productiv-
ity in the primary and secondary sectors, Bell 
predicted a progressive decline in employment 
in these sectors as employees moved into the ser-
vice sector and leveraged technical and scientific 
knowledge to innovate and plan production more 
effectively. In Bell’s framework, services equated 
with knowledge work. The assumption was that 
this burgeoning sector required higher skill levels 
and expertise as society was rationally planned, 
policies implemented, and innovation pursued to 
increase productivity. 

A quick look at the composition of services 
in labour market statistics belies this benign im-
age of a coming ‘information society’. Between 
1978, shortly after Bell’s first formulation of the 
post-industrial society thesis, and 2007, the fast-
est growing category in the UK government’s 
labour market statistics was ‘Finance and Business 
Services’ (ONS, 2008), which increased by 135% 
during this period (ONS, 2008). Included in this 
category are activities like ‘industrial cleaning’, 
‘investigation and security services’, ‘data pro-
cessing’ and the full range of financial and banking 
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services, including insurance and pensions (ONS, 
2006). Whilst some of the growth in this sector of 
the economy is undoubtedly high-end knowledge 
work, the aggregation of figures means that it 
also includes the growth of security services, for 
example night-club bouncers and private security 
workers on minimum wage, patrolling car-parks 
and shopping malls in the hope of apprehending 
juvenile delinquents. It also includes the huge 
growth in call centre operatives, who now provide 
the majority of both back and front office service 
provision for banking and financial services. The 
second largest growth area in the UK service 
sector labour market between 1978 and 2007 
was ‘distribution, hotels and restaurants’ which 
grew by some 33% (ONS, 2008). This category 
includes the retail sector, hotels, bars, ‘take-away 
food shops’ and ‘canteens’. In the time during 
which the knowledge economy was booming, 
then, the UK saw a 1/3 increase in employment in 
jobs like burger flipping at McDonalds, working 
on the check-out at Tesco, cleaning hotel rooms 
and serving beer. 

Together these two areas account for the bulk 
of growth in service sector employment in the 
UK over the last twenty years but they are by no 
means dominated by knowledge work. Rather, 
much of the work in these sectors is highly rou-
tinised, deskilled and controlled through a fac-
tory-like, Taylorist management of the labour 
process (Thompson, 2005; Leidner, 1993; Taylor 
and Bain, 1999; Warhurst and Thompson, 1998; 
Garson, 1989). The figures suggest that at most 
7-10% of the working population in ‘advanced’ 
capitalist economies like the UK and USA are 
‘knowledge workers’ whose main job involves 
the manipulation and analysis of information, 
symbols and knowledge (Thompson, 2005: 84; 
Thomson et al, 2001). This small number of ‘iMac 
jobs’ are dwarfed by the huge growth in ‘McJobs’ 
and even in areas like software programming the 
labour process has been subjected to Taylorised 
control, deskilling and automation reminiscent of 
traditional industrial forms of control in manu-

facturing (Beirne et al, 1998). Such evidence sug-
gests that rather than ‘knowledge’ or ‘learning’ 
becoming ever more central to contemporary value 
production, low skill, routinised work with little 
scope for autonomy, creativity or innovation still 
dominates the labour market even in advanced, 
post-industrial economies. Even areas that were 
traditionally thought of as knowledge work, like 
computer programming, are subject to the logic 
of deskilling and control identified by Braverman 
(1974) as the defining features of the capitalist 
labour process. What is usually thought of as 
‘knowledge intensive’ work is, then, at best a 
minority concern or perhaps even a temporary 
anomaly in an emerging sector to which the logic 
of deskilling and control has not yet been applied. 
At the very least, valorising ‘knowledge work’ as 
the main source of economic value today draws 
attention away from the realities of work facing 
the majority of the population and, by holding 
out the ideal of knowledge work as the norm in 
advanced capitalist economies, devalues the sig-
nificant economic role played by such work.

To temper this suggestion slightly and to ac-
knowledge that, as Warhurst and Thompson (1998: 
6) put it, “there are only a few diehards clinging 
to the view that nothing really has changed and 
that it is still just the same old capitalist labour 
process”, it is worth considering one distinct shift 
within contemporary service work. In interactive 
service work in retailing, hotels and catering, some 
employees are recruited for their tacit knowledge. 
This is not the technical or scientific knowledge, 
expertise or learning, however, but a specific set 
of social, cultural and aesthetic accomplishments. 
In their studies of Scottish hotels, for example, 
Thompson and his colleagues (2001) found that 
front-line service workers were recruited for their 
cultural capital and aesthetic sensibilities. An 
ability to dress and comport oneself well, coupled 
with an attractive (at least to North American tour-
ists) Edinburgh brogue assured an employee of a 
place on the reception desk or in another customer 
facing role. A more working class appearance, 
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coupled with a thick Glaswegian accent would 
relegate an employee to the lower status areas of 
service work, like the kitchen, where work does 
not involve interaction with customers. In high-
end retail outlets, for example in designer fashion 
stores, young, middle-class students are often 
recruited as they have the correct appearance, 
carriage and attitude to sell clothes to affluent 
consumers (Warhurst and Nickson, 2007). Such 
employees comprise a ‘new labour aristocracy’ 
as they not only get the best jobs in the service 
sector, but do so on the basis of their skills and 
knowledge. This is not a technical or formal 
knowledge, however, but the cultural and aesthetic 
knowledge that comes from class background and 
upbringing, rather than from formal training or 
schooling. In this sense, as Thompson and his 
colleagues argue, knowledge is indeed central 
to the production of value in the ‘new’ economy 
as aesthetic and cultural values drive high-end, 
value-added service interactions, but this is not 
the kind of knowledge conventionally associated 
with knowledge intensive firms (Thompson et al, 
2001; Thompson, 2005).

The Global Perspective: 
Militaristic Neo-Liberalism 
And the Return of Primitive 
Accumulation

The last hypothesis on the value of knowledge 
that we discuss in this chapter takes the labour 
process critique of knowledge work further by 
focussing on the global dimensions of the pro-
duction of capitalist value. The Retort Collective 
(2005), as well as other writers (see, for example, 
De Angelis, 2001, 2006), have recently suggested 
that rather than a clear line of development from 
primary, through secondary, to the tertiary sec-
tor (whether as knowledge or service work), the 
current global political economy is dominated by 
a return to coercive international relations, often 
under conditions of outright warfare, to secure 

a new round of what Marx (1976) referred to as 
‘primitive accumulation’. This line of argument 
highlights the aggressive, militarised and violent 
nature of the way global capitalism and its double, 
the liberal democratic state, are spread across the 
globe. Contemporary neo-liberal capitalism is 
therefore directly linked to a politics of imperial-
ism on the world stage.

Of course this is not a new argument. Marx 
(1996: 747) was acutely aware of the fact that the 
value produced in Manchester’s factories was 
only half the story of the industrial revolution. 
Manchester’s other half was Liverpool’s port, 
which was at the centre of the slave trade triangle 
between England, Africa and the Americas. The 
slave trade was one of the earliest forms of global 
free trade and based on the brutal force of primi-
tive accumulation, which separated people from 
their homeland and their means of production in 
order to turn them and their land into commodities 
(Rediker, 2007). In Latin America, for example, 
millions of hectares of land were colonised by 
European farmers who killed or enslaved indig-
enous people, the original ‘owners’ of that land, in 
order to enclose the land and turn it into capitalist 
property from which rent could be earned and on 
which commodities, such as sugar cane, could 
be grown and exported to Europe. The violent 
process of primitive accumulation is therefore 
targeted at those people who have direct access to 
means of production, and the aim for the colonis-
ers is to separate them from these means in order 
to turn them into means of capitalist production 
themselves (De Angelis, 2006). When today we 
hear about the much advertised advantages that 
global free trade, democratisation and deregu-
lated markets are supposed to deliver, we need 
to remember the violence that is at the origin of 
this very process of globalisation. 

Many liberal commentators would argue 
that, putting the regrettable violence that has oc-
curred in the past aside, globalisation is at heart 
a force of human, social, cultural and economic 
development that eventually will produce benefits 
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for everyone. As De Angelis (2006) points out, 
even classic Marxist understandings of develop-
ment would argue that the enclosures of land and 
primitive accumulation are the starting points for 
a process that eventually leads to a ‘transition’ 
from feudalism to capitalism and then onto higher 
stages of capitalist development. This is sometimes 
referred to as ‘stage theory’, implying the gradual 
development from primary, through secondary, to 
the tertiary sector. With the latter, characterised 
by the dominance of knowledge and service in-
dustries, we have supposedly reached the so far 
most ‘advanced’ stage of capitalist development. 
The underlying ideology of stage theory is that 
development is a linear, gradual process, and if 
‘developing’ countries manage their economies 
and political systems well enough, they too can 
reach the pinnacle of the tertiary development 
stage and become knowledge economies. 

The realities of the so-called ‘developing’ 
world paint a different picture. Reflecting on 
their continent’s chronic underdevelopment, Latin 
American writers, such as Furtado (1967) and 
Cardoso and Faletto (1979), started to critique 
the stage theory of development in the 1950s and 
1960s. In what they termed ‘dependency theory’ 
they outlined the continuing dependency of 
Latin American countries on Europe and North 
America, which in turn were only able to develop 
themselves because of the violent exploitation 
of Latin America’s riches. Dependency here is 
equal to underdevelopment, which, for these 
writers, stands in a dialectical relationship with 
development. In other words, rather than being 
‘developing’ countries, Latin American and other 
Southern countries need to be seen as chroni-
cally underdeveloped, as they are embedded in 
a world system of value accumulation based on 
international divisions of labour dictated by the 
powerful elites in the ‘developed’ North and West 
(Wallerstein, 1974; Amin, 1974). 

De Angelis (2006) equally points out that 
there are no distinct and linear stages or tran-
sitional paths that countries can take towards 

the desired goal of full capitalist development. 
In his view, primitive accumulation sits side by 
side with more advanced knowledge production, 
meaning that underdevelopment and development 
are dependent on each other. He calls this the 
‘continuous character of primitive accumulation’ 
(2006: 136). In such an account the knowledge 
work of consultants and call-centre operatives 
alike is impossible without the military enforced 
expropriation of land in the Niger Delta for oil 
production, the civil war around Coltan (a neces-
sary raw material for the production of mobile 
phones) and Uranium mining in the Congo, or 
GM soya production in Brazil. 

The knowledge economy in the rich world 
is hence dialectically related to, and dependent 
upon, violent processes of primitive accumula-
tion in the poor world. Put differently, the tertiary 
sector (where knowledge and information work 
supposedly rule) would not be possible without 
a primary sector dependent upon the primitive 
accumulation of raw materials. This is even 
acknowledged by the stock markets around the 
world, which, after the ‘dot.com bubble’ burst in 
2001, have mainly been thriving on the back of 
growth in the primary sector (energy, mining, 
agro-business, raw commodities, etc). Fuelled by 
the growth in China, India and other emerging 
markets, which produce the technology gadgets 
that Western/Northern labourers need for their 
knowledge work and affluent patterns of con-
sumption, stock prices of mining and oil com-
panies and other primary sector industries have 
rocketed. As stock market traders in the City of 
London try to make a profit by trading in com-
modities and companies’ shares, the computers, 
mobile phone and other ICT gadgets that enable 
them to do their knowledge work will have to be 
produced ‘somewhere’. This ‘somewhere’ has 
always included far away countries in the South 
that provide raw materials, cheap labour, and 
other commodities shipped to the North so that 
the ‘centre’ can be ‘developed’ further.
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We need to be careful not to draw this line be-
tween North and South, centre and periphery, too 
firmly. As De Angelis (2006) argues, the process 
of primitive accumulation is continuous, and it 
also continues in the North. That is, enclosures 
of what used to be public goods continue to take 
place even in the most ‘advanced’ economies. We 
could name here the privatisation of what used to 
be public services; for example, transport, health 
and education. We could also mention the newly 
created carbon trading mechanisms, which aim 
to establish new markets to exploit a completely 
new commodity: pollution. Carbon is a new com-
modity, a form of primitive accumulation that sits 
alongside the knowledge economy. Particularly 
relevant, given the focus of this book, is the en-
closure of the ‘knowledge commons’ (De Angelis, 
2006: 149) whereby the autonomous reproduction 
of cultural and technical knowledge is increas-
ingly subordinated to the capitalist imperative of 
privatisation and accumulation, through copyright 
legislation, corporate control over cultural repro-
duction, corporate sponsorship of research and 
education, and through newly established forms 
of intellectual property rights.

Like the last section, what all of the examples 
discussed in this section of the paper, and the 
overall framework of ‘primitive accumulation’, 
demonstrate is that the accumulation of ‘value’ 
in contemporary capitalism is not a simple mat-
ter of the application of knowledge contained in 
individual knowledge workers’ brains. Knowl-
edge, both in its technical and cultural variants, 
is increasingly subject to processes of enclosure 
and control. Perhaps more significantly, for the 
purposes of this chapter, this knowledge represents 
only one aspect of value production today. Cor-
porate sponsored knowledge work runs alongside 
widespread processes of industrial deskilling 
and violent, often militarised, expropriation of 
the raw materials of production. And as land is 
expropriated for mining, building pipelines, and 
growing bio-fuels, soya, or carbon-capture plan-
tations, so those previously dependent upon that 

land for their subsistence are ‘set free’ to work 
in capitalist labour markets in the very moment 
that they are liberated from any other options but 
wage labour.

Conclusion

In this review of four perspectives on value 
production, and the role of knowledge in that 
process, we have sought to highlight aspects of 
the contemporary global economy that escape the 
lens of ‘knowledge work’. But perhaps this does 
not go quite far enough. In focussing on ‘knowl-
edge’ as the key driver of economic development 
and wealth, processes of primitive accumula-
tion, routinised service work and deskilling are 
relegated to history. It has been the argument of 
this paper that these processes are very much alive 
and kicking and that the ‘knowledge discourses’ 
actively contribute to their neglect by legitimat-
ing a developmental logic, a linear narrative of 
history in which the future is a rosy world of 
empowered immaterial labourers, self-actualising 
through their work.

Whilst management gurus fill the shelves of 
airport bookshops with their prognostications on 
knowledge and the latest organizational forms, as 
academics it is incumbent upon us to both inter-
rogate the evidence for their claims and to situate 
their examples and ideas in a wider, historically 
and geographically located political, economic 
and social context. Paying attention to the interna-
tional division of labour and the current rounds of 
militarised expropriation occurring in the global 
peripheries reminds us of the violence with which 
capitalist social relations have always established 
themselves, and still do in extending their cover-
age today. By examining the realities of work in 
the ‘new economy’, and seeing it dominated by 
deskilled, routine service work, rather than au-
tonomous knowledge work, we can peel back the 
facade of democratic upskilling that legitimates 
the knowledge economy and attend to the forms 
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of knowledge and distinction that characterise 
work for the majority of employees in ‘advanced’ 
economies today. By returning to Marx’s labour 
theory of value, we can ask whether the commodity 
form of labour/knowledge has really changed in 
the contemporary economy, or whether the basic 
dynamics of industrial capitalism are still with us 
today. By exploring the changes that the politi-
cal concept of labour has undergone in relation 
to both new technology and to the extension of 
capitalist subsumption into ever new aspects of 
social life, we can develop concepts of work and 
organization adequate to contemporary political-
economic realities.
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Key Terms 

Jacques: A management and organisation 
theorist who has put forward a ‘knowledge theory 
of value’.

Knowledge: A person’s expertise and skills 
knowledge economy: A term used in the last two 
decades to point to developments in primiarly 
Western economies that are said to be more de-
pendent on the economic exploitation of people’s 
knowledge and continuous learning.

Labour: also, wage labour: Work done by 
humans as workers who have to sell their labour 
to employers to make a living.

Marx: One of the most important political 
economists who analysed the workings of the 
commodity form in capitalism.

Primitive Accumulation: A classical politico-
economic term used by Marx and others to define 
the enclosure of ‘the commons’ and hence the 
starting point of private property and capitalist 
profit making.

Value: An ethical as well as economic term to 
express a degree of worthiness or importance.

Work: A general term to define all types of 
paid activity by humans.

Endnotes

a  For example, by splitting the economy into 
primary, secondary and tertiary sectors, or 
dividing the globe into ‘more’ and ‘less’ 
developed nations, both of which presup-
pose hierarchical forms of evaluation and 
privilege such formulations over more 
process orientated, commodity chain (or 
supply chain) analyses.

b  One of the great advantages of Marxist value 
theory over marginalist conceptions, at least 
for students of management and organiza-
tion, is that it focuses on the production of 
value: how value is created rather than just 
realised in the marketplace. By taking us 
into ‘the hidden abode of production’, Marx 
(1976: 195) provides an answer to the ques-
tion of how managers can organize their 
employees so as to create value, a question 
to which marginalist supply and demand 
curves offer little leverage. 

c  The obvious exception here would be where 
‘knowledge’ itself is the commodity being 
produced, as is the case for academics and 
consultants for example. In such cases there 
is little reason to believe that the same basic 
logic of productivity does not apply so long 
as such services are provided in the context 
of a capitalist enterprise (see, for example, 
Harvie (2006) and Noble (2001) on the aca-
demic labour process and Böhm (2002) and 
Poulter and Land (2008) on management 
consulting). 
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Abstract

This chapter discusses the use of media in knowledge-intensive organizations. Media is defined here as 
the integration of technologies, practices, and institutions serving to record, inscribe and circulate speech, 
writing, and images. The presence of media in organized activities remains relatively unexplored, even 
though various media “enframe” the life-world of the organization. New media do not only constitute 
assemblages of integrated technologies and tools (e.g. the telephone, the computer, pens and pencils) 
which are used en route in day-to-day work, they also gradually break down the line of demarcation 
between inside and outside, between embodied and technological matter. 

Introduction

The concept of knowledge has from the outset been 
of central interest within philosophy and social 
theory. Plato addressed the nature of knowledge 
in some of his dialogues (e.g. Theaetetus, Pro-
tagoras, and Meno) but failed to establish a clear 
and unambiguous line of demarcation between 
knowledge and non-knowledge. In contemporary 
times, the sociologist Karl Mannheim (1936) in-
stituted what the called “sociology of knowledge” 

in the field of academic sociology, a tradition that 
Robert Merton (1957) then continued. In the 1960s, 
Fritz Machlup published a seminal work in which 
he conceived of knowledge as a major produc-
tion factor in American industry and society. In 
organization theory, knowledge has always been 
an “absent present”, that which is always present 
yet rarely articulated, in the analysis of organiza-
tional practice. In the mid-1990s, arguably with 
the publication of a special issue of the Strategic 
Management Journal edited by Robert Grant and 
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J.-C. Spender (1995), the idea of a specific and 
privileged theoretical perspective on organiza-
tions known as “knowledge management” (or “the 
knowledge-based view of the firm” (Foss, 1996), 
drawing on the debate on the “resource-based 
view of the firm” in strategic management quar-
ters, e.g., Barney, 1991) was proposed. However, 
a few significant contributions to the field were 
published prior to 1995, perhaps the most notable 
of which being Nonaka’s (1994) discussion about 
the conversion of forms of knowledge. Since 
1995, the knowledge management perspective has 
become established as a legitimate component of 
mainstream organization theory and management 
studies. Journals, conferences, and professional 
associations are dedicated to the topic and no less 
that two handbooks have been published, aimed 
at providing state-of-the-art overviews of the field 
(Dierkes, Berthon, Child and Nonaka, 2001; East-
erby-Smith and Lyles, 2003). Today, knowledge 
management is a progressive and heterogeneous 
field of research hosting a great variety of theo-
retical, methodological, and practical orientations 
(for an overview, see Tsoukas and Vladimirou, 
2001; Newell, Robertson, Scarborough and Swan, 
2002; Styhre, 2003). 

In this paper, knowledge management and 
knowledge work will be examined as something 
fundamentally shaped and influence by media; 
technologies that are capable of producing, ma-
nipulating, distributing, and storing information 
in various forms (i.e. as text, images, sounds, 
symbols). To date, the knowledge management 
literature has only addressed to a limited extent 
the central importance of media in the constitu-
tion of knowledge, knowledge work and, most 
importantly, the subject-position of the knowl-
edge worker. In this paper, media are defined as 
“enframing” and structuring knowledge work; 
they constitute the infrastructure of most knowl-
edge work and thus media need to be carefully 
examined. While there is a substantial literature 
exploring the co-alignment of new technology and 
organization (Barley, 1986, 1990; Prasad, 1993; 

Woicehyn, 2000; Orlikowski, 2000; Edmonson, 
Bohmer, and Pisano, 2001; Lanzara and Patriotta, 
2001; McGail, 2002), the interest in media in the 
humanities and social sciences (e.g. McLuhan, 
1962, 1964; Kittler, 1990, 1997, 1999; Bolter, 1991; 
Bolter and Grusin, 1999; Hayles, 2002, 2005) has 
only been restrictedly mirrored in organization 
theory. One exception to this is the interest in 
actor-network theory in organization studies, a 
theoretical perspective that points to the mutual 
constitution of knowledge, inscription procedures, 
media, and organization. Scientific knowledge is 
embedded in procedures of inscription (Latour, 
1987, Latour, 1991), that is, the rendering of what is 
contested and not-yet-fixed immutable or possible 
to circulate in the form of mathematical formulae 
or visual representations (or in a more mundane 
case, in the inscriptions on a bottle of water; Jo-
erges and Czarniawska, 1998); such inscriptions 
are the outcome of the effective alignment of 
organization and technology. Technoscience, in 
actor-network theory, is an assemblage composed 
of humans, technologies (e.g. media), and inscrip-
tion procedures (Law, 1986; Lenoir, 1998). Seen 
in this way, actor-network theory bridges knowl-
edge management and media theory in terms of 
emphasizing the use of media and technology 
when “inscribing the world”.

Media and their accompanying instances 
of speech, writing, and code are inextricably 
entangled with the process of organizing. The 
presence of new media (a term reserved for media 
based on digital technologies) such as electronic 
mail (e-mail) and computer-based information 
technologies in organizations implies new modi 
operandi in organizations (Brown and Lightfoot, 
2002; Kallinikos, 1996a). For instance, the use of 
e-mail, representing a form of the inscription of 
everyday conversations into computer systems 
(Lee, 1996), implies a new set of problems and 
challenges for organizations; e-mail systems 
demand certain procedures, agreed upon rou-
tines for handling incoming and outgoing mail, 
and an ethos guiding the thoughtful use of the 
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system. An e-mail system, like any other new 
medium, does not operate all by itself or “by 
necessity”, but is instead anchored in pre-exist-
ing institutions. This paper aims to discuss the 
recent media studies represented by scholars like 
Marshall McLuhan, Katherine Hayles, Friedrich 
Kittler, and David Jay Bolter and to examine 
implications for organization theory. This recent 
body of work is transdisciplinary and addresses 
a range of the social, cultural, and philosophical 
implications emanating from the new media. 
Above all, media are conceived of as that which 
is recursively constituted by predominant regimes 
of representation and inscription, but they also 
constitute such practices. 

Media Theory

A recent corpus of literature examines the influ-
ence of new media on society. This literature is 
perhaps best described as transdisciplinary and 
includes technology analyses, literature theory, 
sociological writing, anthropological research, 
and historical studies (Hansen, 2006). In the 
literature, the three dominant forms of what Luh-
mann (1995: 161) calls “media of dissemination” 
are writing, printing, and electronic broadcasting. 
Hayles (2002) refers to “speech, writing, and code” 
as “the three worldviews” of media. Mark Poster 
(2001), discussing the constitution of the subject 
as a mediated process, shares this view in which 
three forms of media are clearly separated: 

Every age employs forms of symbolic exchange 
which contains internal and external structures, 
means and relations of significations. Stages in 
the mode of information may be tentatively des-
ignated as follows: face-to-face; orally mediated 
exchange; written exchanges mediated by print; 
and electronically mediated exchanges. If the first 
stage is characterized by symbolic correspon-
dences, and the second stage is characterized by 
representation of signs, the third is character-

ized by informational simulations. In the first, 
oral stage the self is constituted as a position of 
enunciation through its embeddedness in a total-
ity of face-to-face relations. In the second, print 
state the self is constructed as an agent centered 
in rational/imaginary autonomy. In the third, 
electronic state the self is decentered, dispersed, 
and multiplied in continuous instability. (Poster, 
2001: 6-7) 

Rather than representing a gradual progression 
towards more technologically-advanced forms 
of media, media studies suggest that the three 
forms are of necessity always interrelated and 
mutually constitutive (Gitelman, 1999; Aaseth, 
2003). Speech is at times regarded as something 
which precedes writing, or, as in the Derridean 
critique of logocentrism (Derrida, 1976, 1981), 
conversely deemed to be something which is more 
authentic and original than writing. The code of 
the computer language is what represents a ma-
chine-like language devoid of meaning deeper 
than its functions in the sequence of programming 
instructions (Piñeiro, 2007: 106). Rather than 
being three separated and disjointed categories, 
speech, writing, and code coexist in simultaneity. 
In what follows, we adhere to Krämer’s (2006: 
93) definition of media: “‘Media’ are first and 
foremost cultural techniques that allow one to 
select, store, and produce data and signals”.

The first and most generic innovation in terms 
of media is the invention of writing. Anthro-
pologists and historians account for the radical 
implications of practices of writing in terms of 
being a media for “collective memory”, a form 
of storage enabling know-how and experience 
to be disseminated within broader communities. 
Bolter (1991: 33) writes: “Writing is a technology 
for collective memory, for preserving and pass-
ing on human experience . . . Eventually writing 
also becomes the preserver and extender of other 
technologies as an advanced culture develops a 
technical literature”. Anthropologists like Lévi-
Strauss (1979) even distinguish between societies 
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capable of writing and those incapable of writing 
using this as a significant line of demarcation. 
Flusser (2000) discusses the relationship between 
writing and images. For Flusser (2000), human 
thinking began with images, serving as “media-
tions between humans and the world”. However, 
since images are not “denotative” (unambiguous) 
but “connotative”, and open to interpretation, the 
invention of “linear writing” is a new medium for 
interpreting images. As a consequence, Flusser 
(2000) sees an irreconcilable conflict between 
image and text: 

The struggle of writing against the image—histori-
cal consciousness against magic—runs through-
out history. With writing, a new ability was born 
called conceptual thinking, which consisted of 
abstracting lines from surfaces, i.e., producing 
and decoding them . . . Thus with the invention of 
writing, human beings took one step further back 
from the world. Texts do not signify the world; 
they signify the images they tear up. Hence, to 
decode texts means to discover the images signified 
by them. The interpretation of texts is to explain 
images, while that of concepts is to make ideas 
comprehensible. In this way, texts are a metacode 
of images. (Flusser, 2000: 11) 

In Flusser’s (2000, 2002) media philosophy, 
texts and images based respectively on “surface 
codes” and “linear codes”, are complementary or 
even incommensurable media used by humans.

The second radical shift in the history of media 
is the innovation of printing (Eisenstein, 1983; 
Burns, 1989; Febvre and Martin, 1997). McLuhan 
(1962: 155) suggests that Johann Gutenberg’s 
printing technology represented a “move into the 
age of the machine”: “The principle of segmenta-
tion of actions and functions and roles became 
systematically applicable wherever desired . . . 
The Gutenberg technology extended this principle 
to writing and language and the codification and 
transmission of every kind of learning.” While 
speech and handwriting were essentially marked 

by individual skills and capacities, printing tech-
nology “technologized the word” (in Ong’s, 1982, 
apt phrase) and separated it from its spokesman 
in time and space. Even though the very act of 
writing per se represents a technological form, it 
is printing technology that makes media a self-
perpetuating force in society. The German media 
analyst Friedrich Kittler (1990, 1997, 1999) exam-
ines the expansion of media into other domains 
than the written word, e.g. the aural and visual 
fields. In the nineteenth century, media like the 
phonograph, the gramophone, the photograph, the 
mechanical typewriter, and the cinematograph 
were invented (Crary, 1990: 107-109; Gitelman and 
Pingree, 2003). For Kittler, such media constituted 
a new “discourse network”, that is, a “network of 
technologies and institutions that allow a given 
culture to select, store, and process relevant data” 
(Kittler, 1990: 116). For Kittler, each media and 
its technologies were coupled with specific insti-
tutions (the printed book and the university; the 
cinematograph and the entertainment industry, 
etc.) and thus constituted social practices and new 
industries stretching outside of the narrower range 
of the focal technology. Among other things, the 
new media enabled the reproduction of individual 
works (Benjamin, 1973). Media became a major 
social force in the nineteenth century. For contem-
porary critics, new media are not regarded as mere 
blessings, instead being greeted with skepticism 
(see, for instance, Williams, 1990; Bourdieu, 1996; 
Merrin, 1999; Whelan, 2002, on television). For 
instance, Heidegger, long after the introduction 
of the mechanical typewriter—a technological 
innovation that Nietzsche, perhaps, was the first 
major thinker to use—argued that “mechanical 
writing deprives the hand of its rank in the realm 
of the written word and degrades the word to a 
means of communication” (Heidegger, cited in 
Kittler, 1999: 199). Over the course of time, new 
media are examined in terms of inauthenticity, and 
merely serve as means of disseminating copies. 
However, we learn from history that new media 
sooner or later become more widely acclaimed 
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as helpful tools, enabling faster and more reliable 
communication or providing opportunities for 
entertainment and new experiences. 

 The third shift, from printed to electronic 
texts, is discussed by Katherine Hayles (2002a, 
b). Hayles speaks more generally about inscrip-
tion technologies as devices capable of initiating 
“material changes that can be read as marks” 
(Hayles, 2002: 24. original emphasis omitted). 
Some examples of such inscription technologies 
are telegraphy, film, video, and medical devices 
such as X-rays and CAT scans (as well as other 
forms of what Gaston Bachelard, 1984, calls phé-
nomenotechniques in scientific practice). Hayles 
argues that literary studies have largely been 
ignorant of the inscription technologies per se. 
She also argues that “when a literary work inter-
rogates the inscription technology that produces it, 
it mobilizes reflexive loops between its imagina-
tive world and the material apparatus embodying 
that creation as a physical presence” (Hayles, 
2002: 25). Then, media are not solely a means of 
communication but are, in fact, inherent in the 
literary work per se. Hayles (2002: 25. Emphasis 
in the original) contends: “[M]y claim is that the 
physical form of literary artifact always affects 
what the word (and other semiotic components) 
mean”. Hayles (2002: 26) reserves the concept 
of “writing machines” not just for the nineteenth 
century mechanical typewriter but also for any 
inscription technology capable of producing liter-
ary texts, including “printing presses, computers, 
and other devices”. What is of interest to Hayles 
(2002), then, is the very materiality of the text, 
the technological aspects of the literary work: 

Materiality thus emerges from interaction between 
physical properties and a work’s artistic strategies. 
For this reason, materiality cannot be specified in 
advance, as if it preexisted the specificity of the 
work. As emergent property, materiality depends 
on how the work mobilizes its resources as a physi-
cal artifact as well as on the user’s interactions 
with the work and the interpretative strategies 

she develops—strategies that include physical 
manipulations as well as physical frameworks. 
In its broadest sense, materiality emerges from 
the dynamic interplay between the richness of a 
physically robust world and human intelligence 
as it crafts this physicality to create meaning. 
(Hayles, 2002: 33)

A specific type of materiality is the use of pro-
gramming code, a form of inscription technology 
carrying little meaning outside of its function. The 
software engineer Ellen Ullman (cited in Hayles, 
2002: 48) says: “We can use English to invent 
poetry, to try to express things that are hard to 
express. In programming you really can’t. Finally, 
a computer program has only one meaning: what 
it does. It isn’t a text for an academic to read. Its 
entire meaning is its function”. Dodge and Kitchin 
(2005), examining a variety of coded objects and 
processes, define code accordingly: 

Code consists of instructions and rules that, when 
combined, produce programs capable of complex 
digital functions that operate on computer hard-
ware. We therefore use the term code in a restricted 
sense to refer to the rules and instructions of 
software rather than broader notions of codes as 
sociocultural structures and technical/legalistic 
protocols of ordering and control, such as national 
laws, international treaties, etiquette, standards, 
systems of measurements, institutional customs, 
and professional codes of conduct. (Dodge and 
Kitchin, 2005: 163) 

Code is not, in Dodge and Kitchin’s (2005) 
analysis, something which is detached from ev-
eryday human life but is instead something which 
constitutes and structures social spaces: “Code is 
bound up in, and contributes to, complex discur-
sive and material practices, relating to both living 
and non-living humans and technology, which 
work across scales and time”, contend Dodge and 
Kitchin (2005: 164). Ellen Ullman may be right 
in emphasizing that the “meaning of the code 
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is its function”, but it also produces meaning as 
something that constitutes the infrastructure of 
everyday life. Or, as Dodge and Kitchin (2005: 
178) put it: “Code and human life are produced 
through or folded into each other, taking the form 
of coded practices”. Texts embedded in code 
are electronic texts or hypertexts, that is, “[t]ext 
composed of blocks of texts . . . and the electronic 
links that join them” (Landow, 2006: 3), While 
the printed text was, as Bolter (1991: 9) says, “a 
great homogenizer of writing”, the hypertext is 
“fragmentary” and composed of “self-contained 
units” rather than being an “organic, developing 
whole”. Hypertexts are thus “infinitely variable” 
(Landow, 2006: 36); when manipulating the code, 
the text is changed. Landow writes:

Hypertext . . . provides an infinitely recenterable 
system whose provisional point of focus depends 
on the reader, who becomes the truly active reader 
in yet another sense. One of the fundamental 
characteristics of hypertext is that it is composed 
of bodies of linked texts that have no primary axis 
of organization. (Landow, 2006: 56) 

Thus, in the hypertext medium, the text is 
no longer unified or integrated, but can evolve 
along unlimited lines of reading; it is “always 
open, unbordered, unfinished and unfinishable, 
capable of infinite extension” (Landow, 2006: 
196). For Landow (2006), hypertext undermines 
the conventional distinction between authors 
and readers; to read hypertexts is to serve as 
an author, that is, to actively influence the text 
and choose paths to follow. In Bolter’s (1991: 9) 
term, to author/read a hypertext is to engage in a 
“writing space”, that is, “in a perpetual state of 
reorganization”.

 Manovich (2001) provides a comprehensive 
formalistic overview of the functioning of new, 
coded media, identifying five principles for all 
media. First, all media are based on “numerical 
representations”, that is, they can be “described 
formally” in a mathematical language and be 

“subject to algorithmic manipulation”. Second, 
media are based on “modularity”: 

The principle can be called the ‘fractal structure 
of new media’. Just as a fractal has the same 
structure on different scales, a new media object 
has the same modular structure throughout. 
Media elements, be they images, sounds, shapes, 
or behaviours, are represented as collectives of 
discrete samples (pixels, polygons, voxels, char-
acters, scripts). These elements are assembled into 
larger-scale objects but continue to maintain their 
separate identities. (Manovich, 2001: 30) 

As a consequence of the two first charac-
teristics, media are (3) possible to manipulate 
through automatic operations, and (4) possible 
to modify infinitely: “A new media object is not 
something fixed once and for all but something 
that can exist in different, potentially infinite 
versions”, argues Manovich (2001: 36). Finally, 
new media are subject to what Manovich (2001) 
calls transcoding, i.e. forging a close relationship 
between the cultural and technological layers 
of the media. On the basis of these principles, 
a great variety of technological applications are 
developed and integrated.

 Media studies enable us to see not just the 
disruptive changes supposedly introduced by new 
technologies but also the substantial continuity 
between the elementary forms of writing and 
the use of binary codes structured into different 
computer languages in contemporary software 
engineering (Gitelman, 1999). In addition, media 
studies address what may be called an epistemol-
ogy of inscription; the claims of authenticity of any 
established and preexisting media vis-à-vis new 
forms, as well as the anxieties expressed when 
language and inscription devices are blended, 
are representative of a credo of purity of thought 
and language that influences any reception of a 
new media. Moreover, media studies make the 
media per se an object of investigation, instead 
of it being some residual factor. For instance, for 
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Hayles (2002), the materiality of the text is just 
as central to a literary work as its content; form 
and content are again examined in comparative 
terms. 

Knowledge Work and Media: 
New Drug Development and Sound 
Engineering

In this section, the close entanglement of new 
media and knowledge work will be examined. 
in order to indicate the scope of media, two 
rather different domains of knowledge work 
are examined: new drug development work and 
sound engineering and recording. While these 
two cases differ substantially, they are indicative 
of the increased reliance on media in knowledge-
intensive work. 

The Work of Developing New Drugs

New media are used in a broad variety of settings 
and industries. In scientific work, it is virtually 
impossible to separate media from scientific work, 
and thus the notion of technoscience, conflating 
the two terms, is widely used today. Many stu-
dents of scientific work in laboratory milieus thus 
emphasize mediated inscription work as central 
to “fact-making”. For instance, Lenoir (1998: 8) 
says: “[L]aboratory studies observe the striking 
congruence between literary inscriptions and 
‘facts’: discussions about facts are inseparable 
from their inscriptions; the acceptance of a sci-
entific fact is tied to the strength of its links to 
layers of texts; the ostensibly factual nature of a 
statement can be undermined by drawing attention 
to the process of its inscriptions”. Scientific work 
and medical practice are heavily mediated. For in-
stance, in surgery, VR (virtual reality technology) 
has been used to simulate operations since it was 
introduced in 1991 (Gallagher and Cates, 2004). 
It is estimated that medical errors cause 44,000-
94,000 deaths annually in the US, and, argue 
Gallagher and Cates (2004: 1538), “many medical 

errors are caused by human factors associated 
with invasive image-guided techniques” such as 
arthroscopy, laparoscopy, and flexible endoscopy. 
Research shows that training in a VR environment 
yielded “significantly fewer” inoperative errors 
than the conventionally-trained reference group. 
In another study, the VR-trained group made six 
times fewer inoperative errors and worked 30% 
faster than did the reference group (Gallagher 
and Cates, 2004: 1538). Another domain where 
VR techniques and other new computer-mediated 
technologies are used in new drug development, 
and more specifically in what is called “virtual 
screening”, when detecting molecules that can be 
further explored during what is called “lead opti-
misation” in new drug development (Eckert and 
Bajorath, 2007; Walters, Stahl and Murcko, 1998). 
Since synthesis chemists engaged in identifying 
promising molecules operate in what Walters, 
Stahl, and Murcko (1998) call a “virtual chemistry 
space” that includes 10100

 potential molecules, there 
is a great need to reduce the number of interest-
ing molecules. Bensaude-Vincent and Stengers 
([1993] 1996: 255) emphasize the need to reduce 
the number of investigated molecules: 

Since the beginning of synthetic chemistry, some 
ten million different molecules have been ‘in-
vented’, and this number grows by more than a 
thousand a day. The production of a new molecule 
is no more than the background noise for other 
stories—and these stories do not relate first to 
chemistry as a science but to the interests and 
need of industry. For one substance used by the 
pharmaceutical industry, nearly ten thousand 
have been tested and declared without intrinsic 
or commercial value. 

Drug discovery, in Nightingale’s (1998: 704) 
formulation, thus “[i]nvolves reducing the ‘mo-
lecular space’ that profitable drugs will be found in, 
to a small enough volume that empirical testing can 
take place”. Even though synthesis chemists use 
what Nightingale (1998) calls “chemical intuition” 
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to detect promising molecules, the virtual chem-
istry space/molecular space needs to be reduced. 
Virtual screening means that technologies are used 
to automatically examine a library of molecules 
in a 2-D setting to identify potentially interesting 
molecules. Selected molecules are then further 
examined using 3-D visualization technologies. 
Even though virtual screening is capable of reduc-
ing the number of investigated molecules, there 
are significant methodological concerns regarding 
this gradual reduction and the method is being 
debated in the pharmaceutical industry (see, for 
instance, Oprea. 2002; Hindmarch, Heath, and 
Fraser, 2006). Draws (2000) points to the limited 
effect on the actual output: 

The advent of genomic sciences, rapid DNA se-
quencing, combinatorial chemistry, cell-based 
assays, and automated high-throughput screening 
(HTS) had led to a new concept of drug discov-
ery. In this new concept, the critical discourse 
between chemists and biologists and the quality 
of scientific reasoning are sometimes replaced by 
the magic of large numbers . . . So far, this several 
hundredfold increase in the number of raw data 
has not yet resulted in a commensurate increase in 
research productivity, As measured by the number 
of new compounds entering the market place, the 
top 50 companies in the pharmaceutical industry 
collectively have not improved their productivity 
during the 1990s. (Drews, 2000: 1962) 

Despite failing to live up to the promises of 
its spokesmen, the virtual screening technologies 
are expected to play a central role in the pharma-
ceutical industry of the future. The Science 2020 
report issued by Microsoft Research, Cambridge, 
UK, and the Bioscience 2015 report issued by the 
British Bioscience and Innovation Growth Team, 
commissioned by the British government, both 
strongly emphasize a mediated pharmaceutical 
industry, mentioning “bioinformatics” and “e-
science” as important tools when developing new 
and safe drugs (see also The Economist, June 14th, 
2007, on “Biology’s Big Bang”). 

 In summary, the entire process of detect-
ing new chemical entities is increasingly being 
shaped by the use of various media, including 
high-throughput screening and visualization 
technologies. Media are defined here in terms of 
offering opportunities for reducing the number of 
molecules under investigation through automatic 
processes of molecule selection. The knowledge 
involved in synthesis chemistry work is therefore 
increasingly becoming entangled with the un-
derstanding, use, and maintenance of advanced 
media. 

Sound Engineering and Recording

In sound engineering and recording, a “media-
tization” similar to that in other fields has taken 
place. Among other things, the recent “digitali-
sation” (Greffe, 2004) of sound engineering and 
recording has brought new opportunities, but it 
also demands new skills. In her analysis of the 
historical development of sound engineering and 
recording, Horning (2004) emphasizes the move 
from “acoustic recording” to “digital record-
ing” as a major technological leap. In acoustic 
recording, the engineer was trained to position 
instruments and voices in the studio so as to 
achieve the best mix of instruments. In addi-
tion, being capable of “reading the grooves” off 
the record was important since recordings were 
directly scripted onto the wax (Horning, 2004: 
706). With electric recording, studio engineering 
changed from being a “craft” to a “profession” 
on the basis of being “[g]rounded increasingly in 
scientific, mathematical, and systems engineering 
methods and knowledge” (Horning, 2004: 708). 
Under the electronic recording regime, studio 
engineers were trained to select equipment (e.g. 
microphones) that suited a particular sound or 
voice. In general, the entire profession was based 
on the ability to combine musical instruments, 
voices, equipment, and technology into a func-
tional unit that produced the “sound” aimed at. In 
the more recent digitalisation of recording work, 
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where continuous sounds are transformed into 
digital and discrete units, the ability to manipulate 
and modify recorded sounds increases almost 
infinitely. However, this growth in the oppor-
tunities for producing and manipulating sounds 
makes new demands of the recording engineers. 
Porcello (2004), himself a former studio engineer, 
emphasizes the need to develop a seamless web 
consisting of vocabularies, aural capacities, and 
technologies in recording work. For instance, in 
musical training (e.g. in master’s programs in 
studio engineering) in “aural perception classes”, 
students are trained not only to hear sounds but 
also to identify how to modify them in order to 
achieve the desired sound: 

In an aural perception class, students do not only 
learn how to hear sound; in studying the electri-
cal and acoustic principles underlying limiters, 
compressors, equalizers, and so forth, not only do 
they learn how sound waves are modified and their 
effects on achieving a balanced musical mix; when 
studying circuits, they do not simply memorize 
information and electrical current flow. In each 
case, they simultaneously learn a complex techni-
cal discourse—a way of talking about and hence 
conceptualizing the relevant phenomena—then 
translating them into significant communicative 
resources to be deployed in situated sessions 
studio work. (Porcello, 2004: 738) 

Porcello (2004: 746-747) especially empha-
sizes the communicative skills of the sound engi-
neers. Since they are constantly collaborating and 
interacting with musicians not necessarily trained 
or skilled in expressing how they want the final 
record to sound, sound engineers draw on a variety 
of resources. First, they use “singing/vocables”, 
that is “phonetic and phonological work” to mimic 
musical sounds. For instance, in Porcello’s case, 
a sound engineer discusses the sound of the bass 
drum with a drummer and here uses sounds like 
“hm”, “pz”, “dz” to convey meanings and “images 
of sounds”. Second, they use what Porcello (2004) 

calls “lexical onomatopesis”, “words that bear at 
least a partial acoustic resemblance to the sound to 
describe, but which are simultaneously metaphors 
that more abstractly describe the sound”. Third, 
sound engineers use “‘pure’ metaphors”, that is, 
“words such as ‘pitch-bend’, ‘tight’ or ‘deep’ are 
used to describe timbral characteristic, but do 
not bear any acoustic similarity to the sound in 
question (which distinguishes them from lexically 
onomatopoetic words). Finally, associations that 
involve citing other musicians (e.g. Jimi Hendrix 
or Miles Davis), “classic albums” (e.g., the Beach 
Boys’ Pet Sounds), sounds (e.g. a “roots reggae 
drum and bass sound”), or time periods (“60s pop 
music”, “70s funk”, “80s hip-hop”); The use of 
associations helps to define “[a] common frame 
of reference from which to describe the timbres 
in question, and, implicitly, where this band will 
fit into the larger world of musical styles and 
commodities”. These associations thus function 
“indexically”, involving other “styles, musicians, 
or production technologies” (Porcello, 2004: 747). 
When speaking with colleagues and peers, sound 
engineers use a more esoteric (in the true sense 
of the term) vocabulary which includes product 
names (e.g. a “Shure microphone sound” or a 
“telecaster sound”) as shorthand descriptors of 
specific sounds. Since virtually the entire record-
ing process is reliant on digital media, the sound 
engineer needs to have an intimate knowledge 
of how to produce the desired sound using the 
technological apparatus at hand in the studio. 
The manipulation of frequencies and beats is 
embedded in the use of advanced media, provid-
ing endless possibilities for manipulation of the 
incoming signal (i.e. the recorded sound). 

 In both Horning’s (2004) and Porcello’s (2004) 
accounts, audio engineering work includes the 
skill of bridging the aural, lexical, and techno-
logical—what is non-linguistic (sounds) using 
linguistic and technological resources. In addition, 
the aural is always mediated, that is, produced, 
manipulated, stored, and distributed through the 
use of media. Although work on new drug devel-
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opment and audio engineering represents two 
wholly different domains of expertise, relying on 
idiosyncratic demands for education and training, 
skills, communication patterns, and creativity, 
they are still two professions—or professional 
domains—where molecules and sounds are in-
creasingly mediated; perception and cognition 
are in both cases embedded in the thoughtful 
and informed use of advanced media. Just as the 
synthesis chemist is capable of operating virtual 
screening technologies, identifying promising 
molecules for further investigation, the sound 
engineer is trained in manipulating analogue or 
digital signals through the use of media. In both 
cases, media and knowledge are closely bound 
together and mutually constitutive. Knowledge 
is not “external” to media but is instead con-
stituted as the very ability to operate the media 
and to communicate the meaning of the images 
and sounds produced by media. When synthesis 
engineers inspect a molecule, they make use of 
their “chemistry intuition” to sort out what they 
deem to be interesting molecules. This “chemistry 
intuition” includes the ability to communicate the 
ideas and beliefs, often in a tacit form, to peers 
and decision-makers in the industry. Similarly, 
sound engineers develop a certain tacit skill in 
shaping sounds to accomplish the desired out-
comes. Their communication with musicians 
and various experts includes a wide variety of 
lexical resources ranging from onomatopoetic 
sounds via references to product names. Seen in 
this way, knowledge management is the ability 
to bring together media, communication, and 
propositional and tacit knowledge in one func-
tional unit; functional in terms of being able to 
produce new approved drugs for the market and 
advanced recordings meeting the expectations of 
artists and audiences. 

Comparing the Two Cases

The knowledge work done by a synthesis chemist 
in the pharmaceutical industry and that done by 

a sound engineer is representative of two rather 
different domains of the “knowledge economy” or 
“knowledge society”. While the synthesis chemist 
is a practicing scientist who operates in a tech-
noscientific field that is determined by a range of 
technologies and procedures, the sound engineer 
engages in what may be termed “aesthetic work”, 
i.e. work that is more complicated to evaluate on 
the basis of fixed or widely agreed upon standards 
(Taylor and Hansen, 2005). However, the two 
professional groups share the predicament, or the 
opportunity, associated with operating in a life-
world highly determined by the use of new media, 
media that are capable of storing, retrieving, ma-
nipulating, and circulating data and information 
in “universalized packages”. For instance, in the 
new visualization technologies used by synthesis 
chemists, a specific molecule may be rotated and 
examined from various angles; it may be de-com-
posed and modified; it can easily be circulated 
between co-workers and peers. Similarly, sound 
engineers work with digital sound files that may 
be endlessly manipulated. Signals may be ampli-
fied, cut up into sequences, inverted, and so forth, 
all enabling new sounds to be produced. In both 
cases, the focal knowledge worker is provided 
with media that extend the scope of what is pos-
sible to do and thus knowledge work is increas-
ingly becoming a matter of choice and selection. 
Media offer so many choices and therefore the 
mark of the true knowledge worker is the ability 
to take proper action in a multiplicity of compet-
ing alternatives. In addition, such choices cannot 
be conducted by media but are always a matter 
of what Daston and Galison (2007) call “trained 
judgment”, i.e. the ability to make a choice on the 
basis of incomplete or, on the contrary, excessive 
information. For the synthesis chemist, identify-
ing the most promising molecule is not achieved 
by the media but by something which is part of 
one’s professional training and work experience. 
For the seasoned sound engineer, choosing a 
microphone and what frequencies to eliminate 
in order to accomplish the desired “sound” are 
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based on past experience of operating the media 
available. Therefore, knowledge work is embed-
ded in media but is never wholly determined by 
media; instead, knowledge work is the ability to 
bridge and align skills, experiences, technology, 
media, and preferences and trained judgment in 
order to accomplish the desired objectives. 

Discussion and Conclusion

This paper has examined the transdisciplinary 
(rather than multidisciplinary) literature dealing 
with media and has pointed to the need to inform 
organization theory using such alternative and 
complementary views of media and their roles. 
The concept of media used here does not simply 
refer to the technology, nor to the social produc-
tion of information and entertainment (Luhmann, 
2000; Kellner, 1995) provided by television, radio, 
newspapers, or the film industry, rather it denotes 
what Hayles (2002) calls inscription technolo-
gies, integrating information, technology, and 
social institutions into one single process. Media, 
then, are assemblages which are part technologi-
cal, part informational, and part social, with the 
boundaries between these different components 
being complicated to separate, both practically 
and analytically. In addition, media draw on the 
three worldviews of speech, writing, and code. 
It is a mistake to confuse technology and media; 
media is a broader construct, extending outside 
of the mere technological artifact, no matter how 
delicate and advanced such an artifact may be 
(Kallinikos, 1995). For instance, Kittler’s (1999) 
analysis of the gramophone, the cinema, and the 
typewriter draws on the Lacanian registers of 
the imaginary, the symbolic and the Real, and 
conceives of these inscription technologies as 
capable of representing images, sounds, and noises 
previously unheard and unseen. In this view, me-
dia are not uncomplicated technological devices 
representing an extension or mechanization of the 
human body—e.g. the typewriter replacing the 

hand and the pen (McLuhan, 1964; Flusser, 2000: 
23)—but are to be examined in terms of having 
significant social, cultural, and psychological 
implications. Media produce social effects that are 
not always possible to predict or control, and thus 
it is important to critically examine them from 
a variety of perspectives. In organization theory 
and management studies, media tend to be taken 
for granted and are thus naturalized as a part of 
the organizational lifeworld. Contrary to such a 
view, media need to be de-familiarized anew so 
that their full scope can be examined in a new 
light. If it is true, as McLuhan (1964) suggested, 
that “media is the message”, then media deserve 
a proper analysis and a proper theoretization. 

 In the knowledge management literature, me-
dia tend to be naturalized and taken for granted. 
Rather than assuming that knowledge work exists 
detached from the use of media and that media are 
resources “added on top” of preexisting knowledge 
work, media are regarded here as integral compo-
nents of knowledge work. Expressed differently, 
knowledge is mediated and constituted through 
media; knowledge and knowledge work are the 
result of the very use of media. For instance, in 
the case of virtual screening in the pharmaceutical 
industry, synthesis chemists are trained to identify 
opportunities for synthesizing new promising 
molecules on the basis of interaction with the 
screening technologies. Rather than complement 
the conventional laboratory procedures, the virtual 
screening techniques “enframe” and structure 
all synthesis chemistry work. Seen in this way, 
a key skill in the synthesis chemist’s portfolio 
of expertise and experience is the ability to in-
terpret and evaluate the output from the virtual 
screening procedure. The virtual screening of 
molecule libraries is an inscription technology, 
a media capable of inscribing potentiality into 
an epistemic object such as a molecule. In the 
case of recording engineers, a category of work-
ers who can be grouped under knowledge work, 
the recent digitalization of sound recording has 
brought with it an immense set of possibilities 
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for the manipulation of analog or digital signals. 
If we assume that the recording studio is, to use 
the vocabulary of Flusser (2000) in his analysis 
of the camera, an “apparatus” endowed with a 
“program”, a fixed set of possibilities, recording 
engineers must learn to master at least a selection 
of the actions provided by the program. First, 
they learn to manipulate sound signals in order to 
accomplish the desired effects and soundscapes. 
Second, they need to enact a linguistic system 
that denotes the various operations and manipu-
lations. More specifically, they need to develop 
both an esoteric and an exoteric vocabulary. The 
esoteric vocabulary operates with the minimum 
of articulations; the exoteric vocabulary brings 
the amateur into the conversation and must thus 
make use of all the available resources. In this 
particular type of mediated knowledge work, 
two abstract domains, i.e. aural perception and 
a linguistic system, are constantly intersecting. 
Media theory and studies constitute a domain of 
research and thinking that is of great interest to 
knowledge management researchers. Rather than 
rendering media as black boxes whose internal 
logic and functioning are essentially unproblem-
atic, knowledge management researchers should 
pay more attention to the mediation of knowledge 
work; media are not additional or a complement to 
knowledge work, but precisely its very infrastruc-
ture (Star and Bowker, 2002), that which enframes 
and structures knowledge work without always 
being noticed in day-to-day practices. As media 
theorists such as Mosco (2004) have pointed out, 
the real power of media and technology emerges 
when they become familiarized and taken for 
granted: 

The real power of new technologies does not ap-
pear during their mythic period, when they are 
hailed for their ability to bring world peace, renew 
communities, or end scarcity, history, geography, 
or politics; rather, their social impact is greatest 
when technologies become banal—when they 
literally (as in the case of electricity) or figu-

ratively withdraw into the woodwork. (Mosco, 
2004: 19) 

Taking media for granted makes us susceptible 
to various myths and ideologies relating to media 
(Coyne, 1999; Stivers, 1999; Ullman, 1997), e.g. 
what Aaseth calls the “teleological myth of media 
convergence” in which “[a]ll old media come 
together in the dawn of the high-tech era and 
are subsumed by the new digital supermedium” 
(Aaseth, 2003: 416). Not all digitial media share 
basic characteristics, argues Aaseth (2003: 416), 
but various hypertext media have as little in 
common as printed documents like “telegrams, 
lecture notes, and restaurant menus”. Aaseth 
argues: “The functional difference between old 
and new media, paper and digitality, could not be 
drawn clearly . . . some paper media had more 
in common with some digital media than certain 
digital media had with each other . . . the ana-
log/digital distinction in media is overrated and 
uninformative and breaks down under scrutiny” 
(Aaseth, 2003: 418). In knowledge management 
theory and research, the role of media deserves 
to be recognized and the black boxes need to be 
opened. Knowledge is mediated and technologi-
cally constituted and must therefore be examined 
on the basis of these premises. 
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Abstract

This chapter examines knowledge and innovation as invaluable factors affecting the longevity of large 
organizations. It presents the history and evolution of the concepts of knowledge and learning within 
organizations to provide grounds for establishing crucial factors affecting the development and mainte-
nance of competitive advantage for large contemporary organizations. Thus the purpose of this chapter 
is to address the evolution of knowledge management, the meaning and purpose of knowledge manage-
ment, and the organizational structure that supports such knowledge.

Introduction

Knowledge and innovation are widely known 
as invaluable factors in the longevity of large 
organizations. Managers in large organizations 
have been attempting to utilize and capitalize on 
these factors so that they can best leverage the 
knowledge base of their organizations to build 
competitive advantages for their firms. In so doing, 
organizations are struggling to understand, and 

address some of their knowledge and innovation 
concerns. These concerns are: 1) What is organi-
zational knowledge?; 2) Where does it reside?; and 
3) How does organizational learning take place 
and how does it generate knowledge?

In order to address and understand knowledge 
and innovation as invaluable factors that affect 
the longevity of large organizations, to utilize and 
capitalize on these factors so that they can lever-
age the knowledge base of their organizations to 
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build competitive advantages for their firms, one 
must understand what they are and their evolution. 
Thus the purpose of this paper is to address the 
evolution of knowledge management, the mean-
ing and purpose of knowledge management, and 
the organizational structure that supports such 
knowledge. In turn, organizations striving for 
competitiveness and longevity will be able to 
have their concerns addressed.

The History of Knowledge 
Management

Some may argue that consultants developed knowl-
edge management (KM) to replace declining rev-
enues from the waning re-engineering movement. 
Others may feel that knowledge management is 
just a “re-bagging” of earlier information and data 
management methods (Prusak, 2001). According 
to Larry Prusak (2001), knowledge management, 
like any system of thought that has value, is both 
old and new, and its combination of new ideas 
with ideas that “everyone has known all along” 
should reassure practitioners rather than unnerve 
them. While the idea of consultants looking for a 
profitable new subject to replace an expiring one 
has some credibility, the fact is that knowledge 
management is not just a consultants’ invention 
but a practitioner-based, substantive response to 
real social and economic trends.

Thus, knowledge management describes both 
a business practice and an emerging theoretical 
field of study (Anonymous, 2000; McInerney, 
2002; Southon, Todd, & Seneque, 2002). The 
desire to share knowledge is something so 
natural that it seems strange that knowledge 
management has emerged as something newly 
invented by corporations. Clearly, the thinking 
about knowledge management has resided in 
commerce and industry, and that is where most 
of the writing on the topic has been published, but 
recently literature on knowledge management has 

began to cross boundaries, and scholars in many 
disciplines have shown an intense interest in the 
creation of knowledge and its value and power 
when it can be shared across the organization. 
Since knowledge management theory is still 
developing, it is especially appropriate for those 
in the information and technology professions 
to examine knowledge management and offer 
analytical frameworks that can guide thoughtful 
and humane knowledge practices (McInerney, 
2002). As such, knowledge management is an 
interdisciplinary field that draws on a variety of 
business activities and academic specializations. 
As its name suggests, knowledge management is 
concerned with systematic, effective management, 
and the utilization of an organization’s knowledge 
resources. It encompasses the creation, storage, 
arrangement, retrieval, and distribution of an 
organization’s knowledge (Anonymous, 2000).

The growing awareness and value of special-
ized knowledge in its various forms has been 
recognized in an emerging discourse known as 
knowledge management (Amidon, 1997; Hansen, 
Nohria, & Tierney, 1999; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 
1995; Quinn, 1992; Sieloff, 1999; Wiig, 1993). 
Knowledge management is also known as organi-
zational knowledge, for knowledge management 
is to theorists, as organizational knowledge is to 
practitioners (Anonymous, 2000; Duffy, 2000; 
Prusak, 2001; Yakel, 2000). This discourse, pri-
marily conceptualizing knowledge as embedded 
in the experience, skills, wisdom, and capabilities 
of people, as well as in the processes, routines, and 
the tangible artifacts produced in an organization, 
is diffuse and complex, providing not only mul-
tiple perspectives of what constitutes knowledge 
management, but also different underpinning 
assumptions about its nature, contextualization, 
role, and indeed, the meanings of its constituent 
terms “knowledge” and “management” (Southon, 
Todd, & Seneque, 2002).
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The Birth of Knowledge

Information and library science, information 
systems, computer science, engineering, com-
munication, cognitive science, and organizational 
science have all laid claim to some aspect of 
knowledge management (Borghoff & Pareschi, 
1998; Dienes & Perner, 1999; DiMattia & Oder, 
1997; Dutta, 1997; Koenig, 1996; Parikh, 2001; 
Streng, 1999; Zack, 1999). Despite their differ-
ences, the practitioners of these disciplines have 
a common interest in knowledge and knowledge 
sharing. Consequently, it is reasonable that the 
study of knowledge management should begin 
with the study of knowledge itself. Knowledge 
is the awareness of what one knows through 
study, reasoning, experience or association, or 
through various other types of learning. It is 
“acquaintance with or understanding of a science, 
art, or technique” (Merriam Webster’s Collegiate 
Dictionary, 2003).

The Oxford English Dictionary (1989) pres-
ents the word “knowledge” as meaning “ac-
knowledging…recognizing…inquiring…being 
aware…understanding…information acquired 
through study, and learning.” The verb forms used 
in defining knowledge show how knowledge is a 
result of a varied set of processes, processes that 
also demonstrate the active nature of knowledge. 
Another dictionary, according to Anonymous 
(2000), equates knowledge with the accumulation 
and understanding of facts, ideas, principles, or 
skills. So defined, knowledge may be acquired 
through study, observation, and/or experience. On 
the other hand, Richard Daft (2001: 258) defines 
knowledge as a conclusion drawn from informa-
tion that has been linked to other information and 
compared to what is already known.

Although dictionary definitions of knowledge 
recognize slight variations in usage, the state of 
knowing is distinguished from a body of knowl-
edge. For example, all definitions imply insight, 
comprehension, and mastery of recorded informa-
tion as key characteristics and essential attributes 

of knowledge. Such insight, comprehension, and 
mastery clearly distinguish knowledge from in-
formation. Thus, unlike static information that 
can be held in database and on paper, knowledge 
is based in sentient beings, or emanates from 
them, and thus, it is always changing with the 
human experience. Within organizations where 
work depends on personal interactions with oth-
ers, knowledge has both an active and a social 
dimension (Brown & Duiguid, 2000).

Knowledge:  Subjective vs. 
Objective

Congruent to Polyani’s paradigm, according 
to Tsoukas (2005: 143), granted that there is 
a common structure underlying all kinds of 
knowledge, knowledge is anything but “objec-
tive, self-contained, detaches, and independent 
of human action.” This is due to the fact that “all 
knowing involves skillful action,” as well as the 
fact that the all living organisms are subjectively 
opinionated. Subjective opinionated organisms 
are what attribute to the fact that “all knowing 
is personal knowing” (Polyanyi & Prosch, 1975: 
44) and “personal knowing” is “subjective know-
ing,” and “subjective knowing” is subjective 
knowledge.” Thus, knowledge is not objective, 
but subjective.  

Types of Knowledge

Knowledge is acquired actively and dynamically 
through sensory stimulation, listening to and 
observing others, reading and retaining, being 
aware of feelings, life experience, and all the 
processes related to learning. It is this dynamic 
nature of knowledge that leads to the question of 
how something in flux, in movement and action, 
can be managed. In a knowledge management 
program it is the knowledge artifact, or the thing, 
that is managed, not knowledge itself, and the 
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knowledge representation must reflect the action 
of knowledge acquisition. For example, if records 
of the lessons that people learn in the course of 
a project are collected, subtleties of efforts with 
clients or colleagues must be captured and reported 
along with a write up of conclusion.

Artifacts as explicit expressions of knowledge 
are still dependent on the human attributes em-
bodied in the personal knowledge of a knower. 
Michael Polanyi (1958) has created an exhaustive 
catalog of knowledge categories in his signature 
project Personal Knowledge, a work that con-
sumed him for nearly nine years (p. ix). Other 
authors often invoke his work, but practically 
speaking, all of Polyani’s intricate categories are 
seldom differentiated in organizational knowledge 
management. Polyani’s greatest contribution to 
understanding knowledge is his explication of 
tacit (internal) and explicit (external) knowledge. 
In his essays published in 1969 as Knowledge 
and Being, Polanyi emphasizes the importance 
of tacit knowledge, and he says, “The ideal of a 
strictly explicit knowledge is indeed self-contra-
dictory. Deprived of their tacit co-efficients, all 
spoken words, all formulae, all maps and graphs 
are strictly meaningless” (p. 195). Admittedly, 
Polanyi’s view is a somewhat sanitized version of 
knowledge (Prichard, 2000), but because he was 
an early theorist of tacit/explicit knowledge, his 
framework has proven useful to others.

 Tacit Knowledge: According to Haridimos 
Tsoukas (2005: 143), Polanyi was the inventor 
of the term tacit knowledge, but the term was 
made famous by Ikujiro Nonaka and Hirotaka 
Takeuchi’s (1995) influential book titled The 
Knowledge-Creating Company (p. 142).  Ever 
since Nonaka and Takeuchi helped popularize the 
concept of tacit knowledge in management studies, 
their interpretation has been adopted by several 
management authors (e.g. Ambrosini & Bowman, 
2001; Banmard, 1999; Boisot, 1995; Davenport & 
Prusak, 1998; Devlin, 1999; Dixon, 2000; Krogh, 
von Ichijo, & Nonaka; 2000; Leonard & Sensiper, 
1998). Polanyi’s bifurcation of tacit knowledge and 

explicit knowledge is a division seen throughout 
the seminal knowledge management literature 
(Broadbent, 1998; Davenport & Prusak, 1998; 
Dienes & Perner, 1999; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; 
Whitley, 2000, etc.). Tacit knowledge, sometimes 
known as implicit knowledge, is unspoken and 
hidden. It is the expertise and assumptions that 
individuals develop over the years that may never 
have been recorded or documented. In other 
words, according to Richard Daft (2001: 258), 
tacit knowledge is often very difficult to put into 
words. Tacit knowledge is based on personal ex-
perience, rule of thumb, intuition, and judgment. 
It includes professional know-how and expertise, 
individual insight and experience, and creative 
solution that are often difficult to communicate 
and pass on to others.

 In other words, tacit knowledge, according to 
Tsoukas (2005: 146), is like a triangle, at the three 
concerns of which are the subsidiary particulars, 
the focal target, and the knower who links the 
two (Figure 1).

The structure of tacit knowing has three 
aspects: the functional, the phenomenal, and the 
semantic. The functional aspect consists in the 
from-to relation of particulars (or subsidiaries) 
to the focal target. Tacit knowing is a from-to 
knowing: we know the particulars by relying on 
our awareness of them for attending to something 
else. Human awareness has a “vectorial” character 
(Polanyi, 1969: 182): it moves from subsidiary 
particulars to the focal target (Gill, 2000: 38-39). 
Or, to repeat the words of Polanyi and Prosch 
(1975: 37-38): “Subsidiaries exists as such by bear-
ing on the focus to which we are attending from 
them” (emphasis in the original). The phenomenal 
aspect involves the transformation of subsidiary 
experience into a new sensory experience. The 
latter appears through—it is created out of—the 
tacit integration of subsidiary sense perceptions. 
Finally, the semantic aspect is the meaning of 
subsidiaries, which is the focal target on which 
they bear (147-148).
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On the other hand, Nonaka and Takeuchi 
assume that tacit knowledge is knowledge-not-
yet-articulated: a set of rules incorporated in the 
activity an actor is involved in, which it is just a 
matter of time for him/her to first learn and then 
formulate. Nonaka and Takeuchi seem to think 
that what Ikuro Tanaka learned through her ap-
prenticeship with the master can be ultimately 
crystallized in a set of propositional “if, then” 
statements (Tsoukas, 1998: 44-48), or what Mi-
chael Oakeshott (1991: 12-15) called “technical 
knowledge” and Gilbert Ryle (1963: 28-32) “know-
ing that.” In that sense the tacit knowledge involved 
in mapping that Tanaka picked up through one’s 
apprenticeship—in Oakeshott’s terms, (1991: 12-
15), the “practical knowledge” of mapping, and 
in Ryle’s terms (1963: 28-32), “knowing how” to 
map—the sort of knowledge that exists only in use 
and cannot be formulated in rules, is equivalent 
to the set of statements that articulate it, namely 
to technical knowledge.

Tacit knowledge is thought to have the structure 
of a syllogism, and as such can be reversed and, 
therefore, even mechanized (Polanyi & Prosch, 
1975: 40). According to Tsoukas (2005), what 

Tanaka was missing, the authors imply, were the 
premises of the syllogism, which one acquired 
through one’s sustained apprenticeship. Once they 
have been learned, it was a matter of time before 
one could put them together and arrive at the 
conclusion that “twisting stretch” and “the (right 
movements required for the kneading propeller” 
(Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995: 103-106).

Explicit Knowledge: Explicit knowledge, as 
the first word in the term implies, is knowledge 
that has been articulated and, more often than 
not, captured in the form of text, tables, diagrams, 
product specifications and so on. In a well-known 
and frequently cited 1991 Harvard Business 
Review article titled The Knowledge Creating 
Company, Ikujiro Nonaka refers to explicit knowl-
edge as “formal systematic “ and offers product 
specifications, scientific formulas and computer 
programs as examples (Nickols, 2003). In other 
words, explicit knowledge is knowledge that has 
been explained, recorded, or documented (Figure 
2). Figure 2 is adopted from Fred Nickols’s (2003) 
The Knowledge in Knowledge Management.

When tacit knowledge has not been repre-
sented and made explicit in an organization, there 

Figure 1. Personal knowledge
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could be lost opportunities in performance, op-
portunities that other organizations may exploit 
for their own purposes. Michael Zack (1999) 
explains that:

Potentially explicable knowledge that has been ar-
ticulated represents a lost opportunity to efficiently 
share and leverage that knowledge. If competitors 
have articulated and routinized the integration and 
application of similar knowledge, then they may 
obtain a competitive advantage (p. 47).

This advantageous use of knowledge in the 
marketplace is usually referred to as using the 
organization’s “intellectual capital” (Koenig, 
1996; Stewart, 1998, 2001). Some businesses 
have captured knowledge previously thought to 
be intuitive or simply “business know-how,” and 
have made financial gains this way. As such, Daft 
(2001: 258) defines explicit knowledge as a formal, 
systematic knowledge that can be codified, writ-
ten down, and passed on to others in documents 
or general instructions. With that said, there are 
three other types of knowledge in knowledge 
management that are less well known, and often 
not mentioned mention but are worth mention-

ing here. Cognitive psychologists acknowledge 
these three types of knowledge as declarative, 
procedural, and strategic knowledge.

Declarative Knowledge. Declarative knowl-
edge has much in common with explicit knowl-
edge in that declarative knowledge consists of 
descriptions of facts and things or of methods 
and procedures. The person most closely asso-
ciated with the distinction between declarative 
and procedural knowledge is John Anderson of 
Carnegie-Mellon University. He has been writ-
ing about these two notions for almost 25 years 
(Anderson, 1976; 1993; 1995). Being able to state 
the cut-off date for accepting applications is an 
example of declarative knowledge. It is also an 
instance of explicit knowledge. For most practi-
cal purposes, declarative knowledge and explicit 
knowledge may be treated as synonyms. This 
is because all declarative knowledge is explicit 
knowledge, that is, it is knowledge that can be 
and has been articulated (Figure 3). Figure 3 is 
adopted from Fred Nickols’s (2003) The Knowl-
edge in Knowledge Management.

Procedural Knowledge. One view of proce-
dural knowledge, according to Nickols (2003), 
is that it is knowledge that manifests itself in the 

Figure 2. Explicit, implicit, and tacit knowledge
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doing of something. As such it is reflected in motor 
or manual skills and in cognitive or mental skills. 
For an example, we think, we reason, we decide, 
we dance, we play the piano, we ride bicycles, 
we read customers’ faces and moods (and our 
bosses’ as well), yet we cannot reduce to mere 
words that which we obviously know or know 
how to do. Attempts to do so are often recognized 
as little more than after-the-fact rationalizations. 
This knowing-is-in-the-doing view of procedural 
knowledge is basically the view of John Anderson, 
the Carnegie-Mellon professor mentioned earlier. 
Another view of procedural knowledge is that it is 
knowledge about how to do something. This view 
of procedural knowledge accepts a description 
of the steps of a task or procedure as procedural 
knowledge. The obvious shortcoming of this view 
is that it is no different from declarative knowledge 
except that tasks or methods are being described 
instead of facts or things.

Strategic Knowledge. Strategic knowledge is 
a term used by some to refer to what might be 
termed know-when and know-why. Although it 
seems reasonable to conceive of these as aspects 
of doing, it is difficult to envision them as be-
ing separate from that doing. In other words, 
we can separate out strategic knowledge only 
in the describing, not the doing. Consequently, 

strategic knowledge is probably best thought of 
as a subset of declarative knowledge instead of 
its own category (Figure 4). Figure 4 is adopted 
from Fred Nickols’s (2003) The Knowledge in 
Knowledge Management.

The Relationship Between 
Tacit Knowledge and Explicit 
Knowledge

According to Tsoukas (2005), the cornerstone of 
Nonaka and Takeuchi’s theory of organizational 
knowledge is the notion of “knowledge conver-
sion”—how tacit knowledge is “converted” to 
explicit knowledge, and vice verse. This inter-
action is known as “knowledge conversion” 
(Tsoukas, 2005: 151). With that said, Noaka and 
Takeuchi distinguish four modes of knowledge 
conversion: from tacit knowledge to tacit knowl-
edge (socialization); from tacit knowledge to 
explicit knowledge (externalization); from explicit 
knowledge to explicit knowledge (combination); 
and from explicit knowledge to tacit knowledge 
(internalization).

Tacit knowledge is converted to tacit knowl-
edge through observation, imitation, and practice, 
in those cases where an apprentice learns from a 

Figure 3. Declarative and procedural knowledge
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master. Tacit knowledge is converted to explicit 
knowledge when it is articulated and it takes the 
form of concepts, models, hypotheses, metaphors, 
and analogies. Explicit knowledge is converted 
to explicit knowledge when different bodies of 
explicit knowledge are combined. Explicit knowl-
edge is converted to tacit knowledge when it is 
first verbalized and then absorbed, internalized 
by the individuals involved (Nickols, 2003: 6; 
Tsoukas, 2005: 151-152).

Take the organizational knowledge-creation 
process for an example, the process proceeds in 
cycles (in a spiral-like fashion), with each cycle 
consisting of five phases: the sharing of tacit 
knowledge among the members of a team; the 
creation of concepts whereby a team articulates 
its commonly shared mental model; the justifica-
tion of concepts in terms of the overall organi-
zational purposes and objectives; the building of 
an archetype which is a tangible manifestation of 
the justified concept; and the “cross-leveling” of 
knowledge, whereby a new cycle of knowledge 
creation may be created elsewhere in (or even 
outside) the organization (Tsoukas, 2005: 152). As 

such, congruent to Tsoukas (2005), Nonaka and 
Takeuchi’s interpretation of tacit knowledge as 
knowledge-not-yet-articulated—namely, knowl-
edge awaiting its “translation” or “conversion” 
into explicit knowledge—an interpretation that 
has been widely adopted in management studies, 
is erroneous: it ignores the essential ineffability of 
tacit knowledge, thus reducing it to what can be 
articulated. Tacit and explicit knowledge are not 
two ends of a continuum but two sides of the same 
coin: even the most explicit kind of knowledge 
is underlain by tacit knowledge. As a result, the 
misunderstanding of the concept of the knowledge 
apprentice, are touched upon. 

Knowledge Originates and 
Resides in the Human Mind

Although Davenport and Prusak (1998) and oth-
ers write about knowledge processes operating in 
the mind, in such phrases as “knowledge origi-
nates…in the minds of knowers,” this concept is 
problematic because it restricts knowledge to be-

Figure 4. Integration
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ing exclusively an intellectual activity. Knowledge 
goes beyond mind activity. Knowledge is based 
on sensory experience and physical activity, as 
well as mindful cognition. As D. H. Lawrence 
(1928, 1980) said, “Real knowledge comes out of 
the whole corpus of consciousness…the mind can 
only analyze and rationalize.” Knowing involves 
the whole person, as mind and body where emo-
tion, cognition, and physicality together create 
what is known.

In one of the central essays of Managing 
Knowledge, a critical look at knowledge manage-
ment, Craig Prichard (2000) argues that the body 
needs to be put back into knowledge management. 
He alludes to knowledge management literature 
that recommends that conversation is the key to 
sharing knowledge (Davenport & Prusak, 1998), 
and he cites other writings from business that 
indicate that people to people communication 
and face-to-face meetings are necessary to stimu-
late innovation through knowledge. In many of 
these cases Prichard maintains, the emphasis on 
physicality is obvious, but it is not acknowledged. 
He goes on to say that the importance of tacit 
knowledge, as Polyani and others have shown, 
proves that the body cannot be separated from the 
mind in knowledge management frameworks if 
we want meaningful knowledge sharing.

Feminist authors also see the difficult in 
separating mind and body when conceptualizing 
knowledge. Allison Jaggar (1989) exposes the 
myth of dispassionate investigation” in necessary 
not only for knowledge acquisition, but for human 
survival itself. In western culture, Jaggar points 
out, people have been encouraged to “control” 
or “suppress” their emotions, and therefore, they 
may not be consciously aware of their emotions 
or their importance in knowing. Jaggar says:

But lack of awareness of emotions certainly does 
not mean that emotions are not present subcon-
sciously or unconsciously or that subterranean 
emotions do not exert a continuing influence on 
people’s articulated values and observations, 
thoughts, and actions (p. 155).

Knowledge Management

Knowledge management (KM), also known 
as knowledge sharing (KS) (McInerney, 2002) 
and personal knowledge management (PKM) 
(Miller, 2005), was relatively unknown just a few 
years ago, but it is fast becoming one of the most 
widely publicized business initiatives. Knowledge 
management concepts and methods are enjoying 
the same enthusiastic reception that was given to 
business process reengineering in the 1990s, to 
office automation in the early 1980s, and to distrib-
uted computing in the early 1970s (Anonymous, 
2000). Anonymous (2000) defines knowledge 
management as a concern with systematic, ef-
fective arrangement, retrieval, and distribution of 
an organization’s knowledge. Jan Duffy (2000) 
defines it as a process of locating, organizing, 
transferring, and using information.

On the other hand, Daft (2001: 257) defines 
knowledge management as the efforts to sys-
tematically find, organize, and make available 
a company’s intellectual capital and to foster a 
culture of continuous learning and knowledge 
sharing so that organizational activities build on 
existing knowledge. Gareth R. Jones (2004: 381), 
however, defines it as the sharing and integrating 
of expertise within and between functions and 
divisions through real-time interconnected infor-
mation technology (IT). Last but not least, Ron 
Miller (2005) defines it as individual workers who 
try to keep track of the information they encounter 
in their daily work lives, and more importantly, 
make intelligent use of that information.

The Residents of Knowledge 
Management

The power of knowledge management resides in 
three forms. The first two are knowledge spillovers 
and inherited knowledge (Agarwal, Echambadi, 
Franco, & Sarkar, 2004) and the third is what I 
refer to as knowledge apprenticeship. Knowledge 
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spillovers have focused on the treat of voluntary 
exists from firms of experts who possess criti-
cal know-how, a threat causing technology-rich 
firms to be known as “precarious monopolies” 
(Stinchcombe & Heimer, 1988; Zucker, Darby, 
& Brewer, 1998). A firm’s tacit knowledge is not 
only team-based and socially embedded in rou-
tines (Nelson & Winter, 1982), but also resident 
in individual human capital (Bermna, Down, & 
Hill, 2002; Hitt, Bierman, Shimizu, & Kochhar, 
2001; Lepak & Snell, 1999; Szulanski, 1996). As 
employees internalize an organization’s culture 
(Inzerille & Rosen, 1983; Meek, 1988), they imbibe 
procedural and declarative knowledge related to 
functional capabilities such as R&D and market-
ing. Human capital is mobile since employees are 
under limited organizational control and free to 
resign at will (Aldrich & Pfeffer, 1976; Boeker, 
1997; Coff, 1997).

Inherited knowledge focused on knowledge 
transfer from a recipient organization’s perspec-
tive and investigated knowledge diffusion and 
the interorganizational social structure created 
by executive migration (Aldrich & Pfeffer, 1976; 
Boeker, 1997). Various difficulties involved in the 
transfer of “sticky” tacit knowledge have been 
acknowledged (von Hippel, 1994), but research 
has emphasized that organizational blueprints 
can transfer across firm boundaries, in a manner 
analogous to the reproduction and transmission 
of biological genes (Winter, 1991). These transfer 
may include unique insights and decision rules 
used to transform resources into action (Pra-
halad & Bettis, 1986), cognitive dimensions of 
competency (Fiol, 1991), and specific knowledge 
and information (Boeker, 1997). Since “what an 
organization knows at its birth will determine 
what it searches for, what it experiences, and how 
it interprets what it encounters” (Huber, 1991: 
91), one implication is that a spin-out’s capabil-
ity accumulation may be linked to its inherited 
knowledge and that the agent of transfer may have 
an impact in efficacy of transfer.

The apprenticeship knowledge is the knowl-
edge spillovers and the inherited knowledge 
“to-be.” The knowledge apprentice is the trainee 
and the future of the knowledge spillovers and 
the inherited knowledge. Through training and 
experience gained in one’s profession, the knowl-
edge apprentice will then become an expert who 
possesses critical know-how, and thus a knowledge 
spillover or an inherited knowledge. However, 
past research automatically assumed that the 
succession of the apprenticeship knowledge is 
emanated upon the apprenticeship with a master. 
This assumption is fallacious.

One must understand and acknowledge that 
no two knowledge apprentices will achieve 
equivalent succession upon completion of the ap-
prenticeship under the same master. For instance, 
the map example mentioned by Tsoukas (2005), 
no two apprentices will view, process, and inter-
pret the map, in relations to the physical world 
the same way. As such, the prerequisite of the 
journey of a knowledge apprentice rests on two 
critical factors: the ability and willingness of the 
knowledge apprentice to achieve successions and 
an organization’s support and the organization’s 
willingness to learn. This factor is known as 
organizational learning.

Organizational Learning

The connection between knowledge and organiza-
tional learning is inevitable because knowledge is 
what has been learned (Kofman & Senge, 1993). 
Organizational learning is about people and orga-
nizational goals. The work of Peter Senge, Chris 
Agyris, and others has explored how organization s 
learn (Agyris, 1991, 1993; Senge, 1990a, b; Senge, 
Kleiner, Roberts, Roth, Ross, & Smith, 1999) 
and the importance of organizational learning in 
being able to adapt to change and being resilient 
enough to weather uncertain economic climates. 
Due to the fact that knowledge and organizational 
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learning are closely tied (McInerney & LeFevre, 
2000), it is doubtful that any organization can 
succeed in sharing knowledge and managing 
knowledge artifacts well without a commitment 
to learning.

Learning and knowledge management are 
processes that involve change and movement 
to new levels of cognition and understanding 
among individuals in an organization. One work-
ing definition that we might use for knowledge 
management incorporates what we know about 
the theory and practice of knowledge manage-
ment and its connections to learning. In simple 
language, according to McInerney (2002):

Knowledge management is an effort to increase 
useful knowledge within the organization. Ways 
to do this include encouraging communication, 
offering opportunities to learn, and promoting 
the sharing of appropriate knowledge artifacts 
(p. 1014).

 
Organizational learning, sometimes described 

as intellectual capital (Anonymous, 2000), has 
been defined in more ways than one. According 
to Jones (2004), organizational learning is the 
process through which managers seek to improve 
organizational members’ desire and ability to 
understand and manage the organization and its 
environment so that they make decisions that 
continuously raise organizational effectiveness 
(p. 376). Duke Okes (2005) defines it as the fo-
cuses on learning that occurs through interactions 
among members of an organization, such as cross 
functional teams and communities of practice. On 
the other hand, intellectual capital, according to 
Okes (2005), is the focusing on techniques. This 
view of knowledge management tries to quantify 
the value of the organization’s intellectual assets, 
such as its patents and unique understanding of 
customer needs.

Types of Organizational 
Learning

James March proposed that two principal types 
of organizational learning strategies can be ap-
proached: exploration and exploitation (Jones, 
2004). Exploration involves organizational mem-
bers searching for and experimenting with new 
kinds or forms of organizational activities and 
procedures to increase effectiveness. Learning 
that involves exploration might involve finding 
new ways of managing the environment—such as 
experimenting with the use of strategic alliances 
and network organizations—or inventing new 
kinds of organizational structures for managing 
organizational resources—such as product team 
structures and cross-functional teams (Jones, 
2004).

Exploitation involves organizational members 
learning ways to refine and improve existing orga-
nizational activity procedures in order to increase 
effectiveness. Learning that involves exploita-
tion might involve implementing a total quality 
management program to promote the continuous 
refinement of existing operating procedures, or 
developing an improved set of rules to perform 
specific kinds of functional activities more ef-
fectively. Exploration is therefore a more radical 
learning process than exploitation, although 
both are important in increasing organizational 
effectiveness (Jones, 2004).

It is based on these two principal types of 
organizational learning strategies that enable 
organization to purposefully design and construct 
its structure, culture, and strategy so as to enhance 
and maximize the potential for organizational 
learning to take place. In so doing, the organi-
zation increases the ability of its employees, at 
every level in the organization, to question and 
analyze the way an organization currently per-
forms its activities and to experiment with new 
ways to change it to increase effectiveness. In 
creating this learning organization, managers are 
to encourage learning at four levels: individual, 
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group, organizational, and interorganizational. 
Some principles for creating a learning organiza-
tion at each level have been developed by Senge 
(Jones, 2004).

Four Levels of 
Organizational Learning

Individual: According to Jones (2004), at the in-
dividual level, managers need to do all they can 
to facilitate the learning of new skills, norms, and 
values so that individuals can increase their own 
personal skills and abilities and thereby help build 
the organization’s core competences. Senge has 
argued that for organizational learning to occur, 
each person in an organization needs to develop 
a sense of personal mastery, by which he means 
that organizations should empower individuals 
and allow them to experiment and create and 
explore what they want. The goal is to give em-
ployees the opportunity to develop an intensive 
appreciation for their work that translates into a 
distinctive competence for the organization. As 
part of attaining personal mastery, and to give 
employees a deeper understanding of what is 
involved in a particular activity, organizations 
need to encourage employees to develop and use 
complex mental models that challenge them to find 
new or better ways of performing a task.

Group: At the group level, according to Jones 
(2004), managers need to encourage learn-
ing by promoting the use of various kinds of 
groups—such as self-managed groups or cross-
functional teams—so that individuals can share 
or pool their skills and abilities to solve problems. 
Groups allow for the creation of synergism—the 
idea that the whole is much more than the sum 
of its parts—which can enhance performance. 
“Group routines” and “shared pools of collective 
meaning” that enhance group effectiveness may 
develop from such group interactions. Senge refers 
to this kind of learning as team learning and he 
argues that team learning is more important than 

individual-level learning to promoting organiza-
tional learning because most important decision 
are made in subunits such as groups, functions, 
and divisions.

Organization: At the organization level, man-
agers can promote organizational learning through 
the way they create an organization’s structure 
and culture. An organization’s structure can be 
designed to inhibit or facilitate intergroup com-
munication and problem solving, and this effects 
team members’ approach to learning. Mechanistic 
and organic structures, for example, encourage 
different approaches to learning. The design of 
a mechanistic structure seems likely to facilitate 
explorative learning, while the design of an or-
ganic structure seems more likely to facilitate 
explorative learning. Indeed, organizations need 
to strike a balance between a mechanistic and an 
organic structure in order to take advantage of 
both types of learning (Jones, 2004).

According to Jones (2004), culture, too, is 
likely to be an important influence on learning 
at the organizational level. Another of Senge’s 
principals for designing a learning organization 
emphasizes the importance of building shared 
vision, by which he means building the ongo-
ing frame of reference or mental model that all 
organizational members use to frame problems 
or opportunities and that binds them to an orga-
nization. At the heart of this vision is likely to be 
the set of terminal and instrumental values and 
norms that guide behavior in a particular set-
ting and that affect the way people interact with 
individuals and groups outside an organization, 
that is, organizational culture. Thus yet another 
important aspect of organizational culture is its 
ability to promote or inhibit organizational learn-
ing and change.

Interorganizational: Organizational structure 
and culture not only establish the shared vision 
or framework of common assumptions that guide 
learning inside an organization, but also determine 
how learning takes place at the interorganizational 
level. In general, interorganizational learning is 
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important because organizations can improve 
their effectiveness by copying and imitating each 
other’s distinctive competences (Jones, 2004).

The Feeding of Knowledge

The strategic value of knowledge and knowledge 
management have almost become a given. In 
this environment, organizations that master the 
challenge of developing a successful knowledge 
management have a competitive advantage and 
also produce a superior products to sell to their 
consumers. There is another key driver that should 
be considered. Today’s high-speed, volatile work 
environment demands that everyone be willing 
and able to rethink situations almost as each 
decision is made. The orderly decision-making 
process if our business predecessors are no lon-
ger the norm. Circumstances change almost on a 
minute-by-minute basis existing knowledge needs 
to be viewed through a new lens in each new set 
of circumstances (Duffy, 2000).

Organizations must provide employees with 
all the help they can. Access to what is already 
known and the tools and environment to take 
advantage of this store of knowledge are critical. 
It is important to recognize that different people 
use the same lessons in different ways. They 
develop new context and this, in turn, becomes 
new knowledge. The benefit is that this knowledge 
and experience continues to add to the knowledge 
within the organization.

Further complicating the situation is the need 
for employees (particularly those who are front-
line customer contacts) to be increasingly respon-
sive. It is no longer enough to provide a simple 
answer to a simple question. Everyone needs to 
feel comfortable with helping resolve problems or 
issues on the spot. This suggests that employees 
need access to a wide variety of information, 
knowledge, and tools to help them. This need 
can be satisfied to some extent by a well-designed 
knowledge management environment.

However, success also requires that the 
employees have the ability to quickly assess a 
situation and then suggest the most appropriate 
solution. Often there is no time to ask whether 
the picture is complete because there is little 
time to think. Different perspectives produce a 
different result. The need to interpret, analyze, 
and synthesize is challenging the abilities of 
many organization’s knowledge workers. Thus, 
the feeding of organizational knowledge, and 
the organizational structure that encourages and 
supports organizational knowledge, is a “flat” 
organizational structure.

Conclusion

Knowledge management (KM), also known as 
knowledge sharing (KS) (McInerney, 2002) and 
personal knowledge management (PKM) (Miller, 
2005) to theorists as organizational knowledge is 
to practitioners (Anonymous, 2000; Duffy, 2000; 
Prusak, 2001; Yakel, 2000). Knowledge has been 
widely defined, but although dictionary definitions 
of knowledge recognize slight variations in us-
age, the state of knowing is distinguished from 
a body of knowledge. Nevertheless, knowledge 
is acquired actively and dynamically through 
sensory stimulation, listening to and observ-
ing others, reading, being aware of feelings, 
life experience, and all the processes related to 
learning. It is this dynamic nature of knowledge 
that leads to the question of how something in 
flux, in movement and action, can be managed. 
Knowledge as such, resides in three forms, 
knowledge spillovers and inherited knowledge 
(Agarwal, Echambadi, Franco, & Sarkar, 2004) 
and the third is what I refer to as knowledge ap-
prentice. An organizational learning environment 
that embraces, encourages, and supports such 
building, sharing, and creating of knowledge is 
a “flat” organizational structure.
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Key Terms

Explicit Knowledge: Knowledge that has been 
articulated and, more often than not, captured in 
the form of text, tables, diagrams, product speci-
fications and so on

Knowledge: Acknowledging… recognizing… 
inquiring… being aware… understanding… in-
formation acquired through study, and learning

Knowledge Management: Concerned with 
systematic, effective management, and the utiliza-
tion of an organization’s knowledge resources. It 
encompasses the creation, storage, arrangement, 
retrieval, and distribution of an organization’s 
knowledge

Organizational Learning: The process 
through which managers seek to improve organi-
zational members’ desire and ability to understand 
and manage the organization and its environment 
so that they make decisions that continuously raise 
organizational effectiveness

Procedural Knowledge: Knowledge that 
manifests itself in the doing of something

Strategic Knowledge: What might be termed 
know-when and know-why

Tacit Knowledge: Based on personal experi-
ence, rule of thumb, intuition, and judgment. It 
includes professional know-how and expertise, 
individual insight and experience, and creative 
solution that are often difficult to communicate 
and pass on to others
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Abstract

Scholars researching the area of the sociology of professions had earlier predicted that as occupations 
seek to improve their public image, professionalism would embrace all their incumbents. It is therefore 
no revelation that call centre agents in India identify themselves as professionals. Using van Manen’s 
hermeneutic phenomenological approach, we explored this dimension with 59 call centre agents located 
in Mumbai and Bangalore, India. The findings demonstrate that neither the trait nor the power ap-
proaches drawn from the traditional literature on the sociology of professions explain call centre agents’ 
identification with professional work. Instead, agents’ experiences validate the contemporary explanation 
that emphasises the appeal of professionalism used by employer organisations as a means to convince, 
cajole, and persuade their employees to perform and behave in ways which the employer organisation 
deems appropriate, effective and efficient. It is in this context that agents accept stringent work systems 
and job design elements, techno-bureaucratic controls and the primacy of the customer in return for the 
privileges bestowed upon them by way of being professionals. While professional identity thus serves 
as a means of socio-ideological control facilitating the realisation of the organisation agenda, it is not 
all-encompassing as agents simultaneously show signs of resistance. 
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Introduction

Several years ago, Wilensky (1964) predicted 
that professionalism would eventually embrace 
everyone with some claim to specialised knowl-
edge or practice. The basis for this observation 
was the rapid spread of the forms of professional 
organisation among occupational groups, which 
were not professions (Marshall, 1962). Even the 
most unlikely occupations were becoming candi-
dates for professionalisation as a high degree of 
technical competence, sophistication, and com-
plexity became increasingly characteristic of the 
vast majority of work activities (Pavalko, 1971). 
Others argued, that it was not technical compe-
tencies alone that was claimed but occupations 
also claimed professional status by announcing 
that they were trustworthy, had a code of ethics, a 
professional association, and performed important 
services which only they were qualified to do, and 
were therefore deserving of autonomy and prestige 
(Klegon, 1978; Crompton, 1990). Thus, virtually 
every occupation seeking to improve its public 
image claimed to be a “profession” (Friedson, 
1970). The spread of this phenomenon had Larson 
(1977) ask why and how a set of work practices 
and relations that characterised medicine and law 
came to become a rallying call for a whole set of 
knowledge-based occupations in very different 
employment conditions. More recently, Evetts 
(2003) argues that the word “professional” is 
increasingly being used in all work contexts. Not 
surprisingly then, in India, it is commonplace to 
refer to call centre agents as professionals (See 
D’Cruz & Noronha,  2006; Ramesh, 2004). So 
entrenched is this perception in the Indian call 
centre industry that even trade unionists trying 
to organise  call centre agents have named their 
organisation as UNITES Professionals (Union 
for Information Technology Enabled Services 
Professionals) or Young Professionals Collective. 
It would therefore be important at this stage to 
refer to the sociology of professions literature. 

Professions and 
Professionalism: 
Understanding the 
Phenomena  

Traditionally, there have been two approaches 
in the sociology of professions: the trait or at-
tribute approach and the power approach. Until 
the early 1970’s, the trait approach dominated 
the academic literature. Numerous efforts along 
functionalist lines (See, for example, Barber, 
1963; Carr-Saunders & Wilson, 1933; Goode, 
1969; Greenwood, 1962; Harris-Jenkins, 1970; 
Kornhauser, 1962; Marshall, 1962; Moore, 1970; 
Parsons, 1951; Wilensky, 1964) were devoted 
to isolating and listing attributes that served to 
distinguish professions from nonprofessional oc-
cupations. This school of thought believed that the 
sociological task was to list the characteristics of 
an ideal-typical profession against which actual 
examples of occupational groups could then be 
assessed as more or less professional (MacDonald, 
1995). The trait model of professions included 
two core characteristics – a body of theoretical 
and technical knowledge and a service orienta-
tion. On the basis of these characteristics, the 
profession claimed and acquired other properties. 
This included professional autonomy which was 
the right accorded by society to members of a 
profession to determine the nature of problems 
with which they were concerned, the appropriate 
procedures by which these would be solved, and 
the evaluation of professional performance. In 
addition, the professions were characterised by  
control over recruitment and licensing of new 
members, a long period of training and socialisa-
tion, monopoly over the performance of certain 
tasks, authority recognised by clients and the 
public, a belief in the importance of their function, 
a sense of community, formal associations and a 
code of ethics (Latham, 2002; Leicht & Fennell, 
2001; Toren, 1975;). 

However, by the early 1970’s, this functional 
orthodoxy was increasingly criticised and rejected 
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(MacDonald, 1995). The revisionists abandoned 
the idea that professions could be distinguished 
from other expert occupations on any empirically 
essential or analytically invariant grounds (Sciulli, 
2005). According to Dietrich and Roberts (1999), 
trait approaches provide mere descriptions of 
professions, rather than bases for analysis. The 
trait approach was not considered to be sufficiently 
dynamic or process-oriented. That is, it took no 
account of the unequal distribution of power 
between professionals and customers of profes-
sional services, but saw the relation between the 
professions and society as an exchange, in the 
process obscuring the historical conditions under 
which occupational groups become professions. 
Thus, instead of concentrating on abstract traits 
of an occupation, it was necessary to recognise 
that resources contributing to successful profes-
sionalisation stem from linkages to the wider 
social structure (Klegon, 1978).  

Accordingly, the power approach gained 
ground.  The analytical focus shifted from profes-
sions as central functional structures in society to 
the study of professionalism, professionalisation 
and professional projects (Henriksson, 2006). As 
Dietrich and Roberts (1999) point out, the power 
approach to understanding the professions states 
that the distinguishing feature of the professions 
is purely their ability to gain societal recognition 
as professions. It was now increasingly proposed 
that professions are simply expert occupations 
that happen, by one strategic means or another, to 
establish and maintain particularly well-patrolled, 
yet structurally unnecessary, monopolies in the 
labour market for expert services (Sciulli, 2005). 
These post-functionalist studies of the professions 
tended to see the professions as centres of power 
claiming exclusive ownership of particular areas 
of expertise and to raise the status and prestige 
of their practice while  subjecting the public and 
other occupations to their dominating rules (See, 
for example, Abbott, 1988; Freidson, 1970; John-
son, 1972; Larson, 1977; Macdonald, 1995). The 
relevant question was therefore not to determine 

what a profession is in an absolute sense but to 
consider how society determines who and what 
is professional.   

Moving away from the two traditional ap-
proaches, recent literature in the sociology of 
professions focuses on the contemporary appeal 
of the discourse of professionalism in all occupa-
tions (Evetts, 2006). For instance, Evetts (2003) 
argues that despite the different interpretations 
of the word professional, the appeal of the idea 
of profession and professionalism is increasingly 
used in all work contexts. The word professional 
is gradually used as a marketing device to appeal 
to customers, in mission statements and organisa-
tional aims and objectives to motivate employees, 
and as a disciplinary mechanism for governing at 
a distance. It is an attractive prospect for an occu-
pation to be considered a profession and for occu-
pational workers to be identified as professionals. 
The reconstitution of employees as professionals 
involves more than just a process of relabeling, 
it also involves the delineation of “appropriate 
work identities.” Thus, service and knowledge 
workers are having to and, indeed, choosing to 
reconstitute themselves as self-managing and self-
motivated employees (Fournier, 1999). In effect, 
professionalism is being used to convince, cajole, 
and persuade employees to perform and behave 
in ways which the organisation deems to be ap-
propriate, effective and efficient (Evetts, 2003). 
In addition, the customer is granted a sovereign 
position in the organisation’s discourse, made 
explicit in the core values of the organisation. 
One such value relates to the emotionalisation 
of work deemed central for satisfying customers. 
Employees are urged to “own customers’ prob-
lems,” “see through the eyes of the customers,” 
and “do whatever it takes to satisfy customers’ 
needs.” Thus, the appeal to professionalism serves 
to efface direct organisational control through 
the articulation of the needs of and in the name 
of customers (Fournier, 1999).
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Methodology  

The present article is part of a larger inquiry 
whose focus was to understand subjective mean-
ings and interpretations of work experiences of 
employees in the Information Technology Enabled 
Services–Business Process Outsourcing (ITES-
BPO) sector in Mumbai and Bangalore, India. 
The mandate of the study deemed the adoption 
of phenomenology as its research strategy, and 
van Manen’s (1998) hermeneutic phenomenology 
which explores participants’ lived experiences was 
used. Following van Manen’s (1998) approach, 
conversational interviews were used to explore 
and gather experiential narrative material that 
would serve as a resource for developing a richer 
and deeper understanding of the experience being 
studied. Though unstructured, the process was 
disciplined by focusing on the fundamental ques-
tion that prompted the research. Yet the clarity of 
the research question did not preclude exploring 
issues, such as being professional, that emerged 
during the interview because the researchers were 
aware that they could generate important insights 
into the phenomenon under study.

As is the case in the phenomenological tradi-
tion, participants in the study should be people 
who have experienced the phenomenon. Potential 
participants were identified through snowball 
sampling. All interviews were conducted in 
English, recorded and transcribed. Of the 59 call 
centre agents whose experiences are presented 
in this article, 34 were from Mumbai and 25 
were based in Bangalore. Thirty nine worked in 
inbound processes, 12 in outbound processes and 
8 in both inbound and outbound processes. While 
there were 29 women and 30 men whose ages 
ranged from 20 to 55 years, the largest number 
of participants were in the 22 to 25 years age 
group. Forty  participants were unmarried  and 
forty were graduates. The average monthly salary 
of participants was approximately Indian Rupees 
(INR) 12,900, based on a range of INR 8,000 to 
INR 25,000. All the participants were employed 

by either MNC (multinational corporation) cap-
tive, MNC third party or Indian third party call 
centre organisations and served overseas clients 
and customers. None of the participants were 
members of any unions.  

The treatment and analysis of participant nar-
ratives followed Van Manen’s (1998) thematic 
analyses. Sententious and selective approaches 
were used to identify the core theme and other 
themes that captured the essential meaning of 
participants’ experiences. Being professional 
emerged as the core theme that described agents’ 
lived experience. Following the identification of 
the core theme, agents’ experiences were anal-
ysed in the light of the academic literature on the 
sociology of professions. 

Findings

In the findings presented below, the comparison 
between agents’ description of being professional 
and the sociological literature emphasising the trait 
and power approaches is first elaborated upon. 
This is followed by an elucidation of how agents’ 
lived experience demonstrates contemporary 
employer organisations’ growing reliance on the 
appeal of professionalism (Evetts, 2003 & 2006; 
Fournier, 1999) as a means of identity regulation 
and socio-ideological control in order to achieve 
the organisational agenda. 

 
Indian Call Centre Agents as 
Professionals: A View from the 
Trait and Power Approaches

As mentioned earlier, the trait approach stressed 
that there was some general consensus that a pro-
fession is based upon a body of knowledge of an 
intellectual nature (Snider, 1963). The expertise 
possessed by professionals is said to consist of a 
set of esoteric and abstract principles that have 
been mastered and organised by the profession into 
a theory under its exclusive control (Baer, 1986; 
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Khurana et al, 2005).  Theory serves as a base 
in terms of which professionals rationalise their 
operations in concrete situations. Preparation for 
a profession, therefore, involved a considerable 
preoccupation with systematic theory, a feature 
virtually absent in the training of  nonprofes-
sionals (Greenwood, 1962). Further, a system of 
licensure is available to the professions in order 
to establish certain standards of proficiency and 
ensure that at least a minimum degree of compe-
tence exists.  Usually, examinations conducted by 
professional associations or by the state must be 
successfully completed before being allowed to 
practice a profession  (Snider, 1963). Interestingly, 
while our participants considered themselves 
to be professionals, none of these features were 
present in their case. 

To elaborate, though call centre agents con-
sidered themselves to be possessing superior 
cognitive abilities, advanced qualifications and 
performing highly skilled jobs, in reality, mass 
customised call centres such as those included in 
this study, were characterised by low autonomy, 
low complexity and low variety, and hence the 
skills required for task performance included 
computer literacy, familiarity with typing, com-
munication abilities and fluency in English (Cowie, 
2007; Ramesh, 2004; Taylor & Bain, 2005). Job 
positions could thus easily be filled with people 
having high school diplomas, and advanced 
training beyond that was not needed. It was the 
peculiarities of the Indian context that resulted in 
so many university graduates taking up employ-
ment in the call centre industry. Nonetheless, as 
Russell (2006) notes, though call centre work 
entails greater skill than the blue-collar operator 
positions of the factory era, it cannot be considered 
as knowledge work.

Mostly, calls used to be the same type. While we 
started, it was interesting, but after sometime, the 
same old story… the longer the agents worked, 
their boredom increased. 

Given the circumstances, call centre jobs did 
not fulfill the requisite belief that professional 
expertise was based on the performance of a vital 
function in society which required specialised 
knowledge and skill, through prolonged education 
and experience (Kornhauser, 1962). There was no 
legal or political position of privilege that protected 
call centre jobs from being encroached upon by 
other occupations. The functions of licensure, 
which provides a profession with a legal monopoly 
over the performance of some strategic aspect of 
its work and effectively prevents free competition 
from other occupations (Freidson, 1970), were 
not available to call centre agents. NASSCOM’s1 
(National Association of Software and Services 
Companies) Assessment of Competence (NAC) 
initiative, launched in 2006, focused on the is-
sue of addressing attrition and not licensure. It 
endeavoured to operate as an industry standard 
assessment and certification programme to ensure 
the transformation of a “trainable” workforce 
into an “employable” workforce with  a view to 
helping call centre employers reduce their hiring 
costs, improve efficiencies, enlarge the candidate 
pool and perhaps more importantly to control the  
escalation of  entry level wages (NASSCOM, 
2007). Moreover, in the wider job market, work 
experience in a mass customised call centre was 
not considered to be of much value even in re-
lated industries like information technology (IT). 
Therefore, it was a job that neither enhanced the 
status of employees nor promoted their careers in 
occupations where sound and specialised theoreti-
cal knowledge was required. 

If you are into computer field or in any other pro-
fession, you everyday learn something new... but 
after working for a year in the call centre, I have 
learnt more about ____ (employer organisation), 
nothing else. Today if I quit the call centre, and 
I want to work as a computer operator, nobody 
would employ me. I might have good English 
accent or may be I understand the nuances of 
being a professional but I have no technical 
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skills…that’s what I think about my experience 
in call centres.

Moreover, professions are closely tied to the 
issue of autonomy which stems from the belief 
that qualified practitioners are best able to deter-
mine how a function ought to be performed and 
hence must be free to exercise their own judg-
ment in specific cases (Kornhauser, 1962). The 
low levels of control associated with call centre 
jobs raises questions about autonomy. In fact, 
techno-bureaucratic control was institutional-
ized through technology and strengthened and 
deepened by the use of bureaucratic procedures 
in shaping the social and organisational structure 
of the workplace (Callaghan & Thompson, 2001). 
Thus, as an occupational group, call centre agents 
were not able to be self-directing as they could 
not control the production process, particularly 
the application of knowledge and skill in the work 
they perform. Moreover, the substance of their 
knowledge and skill was known to others - in 
this case, their superiors including the quality 
personnel, their clients and their customers - who 
could legitimately criticise and evaluate the way 
work was carried out.  

Further, as Korczynski (2001) states, contem-
poraneously, the increasing importance accorded 
to customers entails a significant shift in the fabric 
of the employer organisation from the uncontested 
dominance of the bureaucratic paradigm to the 
prevalence of a hybridisation of bureaucracy and 
service orientation. Bureaucracy, representing a  
rational, efficient and routine authority, is com-
bined with a customer focus, representing a more 
variable and unpredictable authority, resulting in 
the need for employee self-control while simulta-
neously fulfilling bureaucratic requirements. In 
the ensuing performance of emotional labour via 
remote mode in the context of techno-bureaucratic 
controls, call centre employees met the norm of 
professionalisation as expressed by the degree 
to which work groups adhere to both the service 
ideal and professional conduct (Wilensky, 1964). 

However, the situation of call centre employees 
was far from Hughes’s (1963) requirement that 
professionals seek to replace the usual stricture 
of caveat emptor (let the buyer beware) with the 
norm of credit emptor (let the buyer trust).  

Instead of the customer acceding to the profes-
sional judgment of the call centre employee, the 
former appraised their own needs and judged the 
potential of the service provided to them. In other 
words, call centre agents could not profess to know 
better than their customers. On the contrary, the 
customer  was able to evaluate the performance 
of the professional and was considered a true 
judge of the value of the service received. In fact,  
Indian call centre agents  feared overseas custom-
ers suing the client which, in turn, would impact 
the business prospects of the Indian ITES-BPO 
sector and, subsequently, their own employment. 
Deference to the customers, to the extent of alter-
ing cultural and linguistic orientation including 
adoption of accents and pseudonyms and engaging 
in locational masking (See D’Cruz & Noronha, 
2006), predominated agents’ jobs. 

Going further, agents did not enjoy the au-
thority vested in professionals, with customers 
expressing doubts over their competence and 
distrust over divulging personal and sensitive in-
formation. Cross-cultural factors complicated the 
situation. Under these circumstances, customers’ 
insubordination to agents’ professional author-
ity divested them of the monopoly of judgment 
associated with a profession. This was contrary 
to Freidson’s (1970) formulation that influence 
is not exerted by adducing persuasive evidence 
that professional advice is valid and, therefore, 
worth obeying. A professional’s advice should 
be obeyed because it is a professional who gives 
it. Not surprisingly, Nanda (2005) put call cen-
tre agents outside the realm of those delineated 
as professionals. In his work, call centre agents 
relying on algorithm-based inference to provide 
services that are useful but not highly valued by 
customers, are not professionals.   
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The real challenge on the job is that people in the 
UK (United Kingdom) think that we Indians are 
not competent to help them. As soon as we speak 
to them, they realise that we are not based in the 
UK, making them insecure and hesitant to divulge 
information like bank details. 

When I was working for American Express, some 
customers abused me when they figured out that 
I was an Indian. However much you try to put 
on their accent, they neither want to talk to you, 
nor trust you.

Further, customers’ claims of Indian agents’ 
incompetence and deceit have been buttressed by 
the fact that, every few months, there have been 
allegations appearing in the media that personal 
data of customers handled by Indian call centres 
were at risk. On all such occasions, NASSCOM 
has not only insisted that the perpetrators of 
these alleged frauds be brought to book, but has 
also set up the National Skill Registry (NSR) - a 
centralised database of employees of the IT and 
ITES-BPO companies - to ensure that there is a 
verified database (with independent background 
checks) of the human resources present within the 
industry. The registration for the NSR touched the 
125,000 mark as of July 2007, and NASSCOM’s 
target was to take this number 5 times over to 
touch 500,000 by December 2007. This initiative, 
according to NASSCOM, would reduce the risk of 
appointing employees on the basis of fake/forged 
documents, lessen the  cost and time involved in 
conducting background checks independently, 
facilitate faster completion of human resource 
(HR) processes that depend on background 
checks, ensure customer information is in safe and 
secure hands, allow the Indian IT and ITES-BPO 
industry to confidently claim higher standards 
of recruitment practices and allow international 
customers to view employee information directly 
(NASSCOM, not dated a/n.d. a). 

Besides, NASSCOM has been working very 
closely with Indian law enforcement organisations 

and has set up cyber training labs in Mumbai, 
Thane, Pune and Bangalore to train police officers 
in cyber crime investigation. Further, the Data 
Security Council of India - a self-regulatory body 
for the Indian IT and ITES-BPO industry - was 
set up in April 2007 to popularise, monitor and 
enforce privacy and data protection standards for 
India’s IT and ITES-BPO industry (NASSCOM, 
not dated b & c/n.d. b & c). Thus, while there are 
no ethical codes governing the work ethos among 
call centre agents from within their own occupa-
tion  as is the case with other professions, control 
is being imposed from outside. To elaborate, call 
centre agents have no governing body, composed 
of respected members of the profession, that over-
sees adherence to a code of conduct by establishing 
monitoring mechanisms, reviewing complaints, 
and administering sanctions normally associated 
with professionals as a formal method of declar-
ing to all that the occupation can be trusted and 
thereby of persuading society to grant the special 
status of autonomy. 

In matters relating to the lifestyle of profes-
sionals, one aspect of Indian call centre agents’ 
lives attest to the academic conceptualisation. 
Self-immersion in one’s work, reflecting personal 
involvement such that strain is absorbed and 
work-life imbalance is accepted was visible, in 
keeping with the notion of professionalism that 
for a professional person, his/her work becomes 
his/her life (Greenwood, 1962). 

Beyond this, however, the lifestyle associated 
with call centres does little to promote a profes-
sional image. The general opinion of call centres 
among the Indian public is that the young men and 
women working the phones at night constantly 
party and enjoy themselves, engaging in sex and 
drug-taking (Khaleej Times Online, 2006). Media 
reports suggest that call centre employees have 
come to acquire a reputation of having “licentious 
lifestyles” (The Sydney Morning Herald, 2006) 
with stories of used condoms blocking call centre 
restroom drains and drug taking during night 
shifts (Farrell, 2006). Some reports appearing 
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in the press suggest that call centre staff have 
been caught by hidden cameras having sex in 
cubicles. Not only is such uninhibited conduct 
bewildering for middle-class India (The Sydney 
Morning Herald, 2006), but also the Catholic 
Church in India has announced its intentions to 
address the problem of call centre promiscuity 
(Haines, 2006). 

While many call centre agents included in this 
article maintained that these images, though not 
incorrect, were exaggerated, older agents were 
unforgiving in their comments. According to 
them, the young workforce joining the industry 
was uncouth, uncultured, casual, irresponsible, 
carefree and extravagant. Call centre agents saw 
too much of money and freedom at a young age, 
both of which they were unable to  handle. The 
money they earned was considered to be pocket 
money which they spent on excessive drinking, 
partying, dating, smoking and living lavishly. 
Overspending, rather than saving, was the norm. 
Older agents rued the overemphasis on unfa-
vourable Western practices creeping into Indian 
society, wishing that Indian youth would emulate 
positive Western values. Older agents pointed out 
that from the moment young people took up jobs in 
the call centres, parents lost control. Young agents 
often lied to their parents about working on night 
shifts, when they actually  partying with friends. 
Moreover, older agents were aghast with the over-
emphasised collegial organisational culture and 
the lack of respect shown to the superiors which, 
in their view, stemmed from the independence 
agents had achieved vis-a-vis their parents. 

People have this negative view about call centres. 
Lot of my friends say that I am in a bad industry. 
Call centres have this reputation about themselves 
– there are only parties and the ITES-BPO industry 
has somewhat created a scandal.

Undoubtedly, this public image of call cen-
tre employees,  coupled with lack of expertise, 
authority and autonomy, stringent monitoring, 

customer control and absence of a code of con-
duct, does not compare with the image building 
activity that occupations require to pursue in 
order that the public recognises the occupation 
to be a profession. The image building activity 
requires professionals to display service as es-
sential, exclusive, and complex to the public, 
with successful public recognition resulting in 
the award of autonomy (Forsyth & Danisiewicz, 
1985).  The ambivalence with which call centre 
agents are regarded perhaps further complicates 
matters. To quote Cowie (2007), “the way that 
these new workers are described in the English 
language broadsheets such as Times of India or 
Asian Age is ambivalent. On the one hand, they 
are the cool new generation, symbolic of India’s 
economic growth, who have ‘work hard play 
hard’ lifestyles and are financially independent. 
On the other hand, they are ‘cyber coolies’ who 
are ‘not in a real job’.” 

Agents’ Lived Experience and the 
Appeal of Professionalism 

Nonetheless, following van Manen’s (1998) 
hermeneutic phenomenological approach, the 
essential structure of agents’ experiences was 
found to be embodied in the core theme of being 
professional. The notion of professionalism em-
braced agents’ identity, altering their self-concept 
and enhancing their self-esteem.  According to 
agents, professionals possess superior cognitive 
abilities, advanced qualifications and a sense of 
responsibility and commitment to work. They 
prioritise work over personal needs and pleasure, 
behaving in a dignified and restrained manner 
and performing optimally and rationally while 
on the job. Professionals comply with job and 
organisational requirements, absorbing emergent 
strain. Under such circumstances, not only do 
agents perceive gains accruing from their job 
as consistent with the notion of professionalism 
but also transactional psychological contracts of 
employment as means of discipline are similarly 
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justified. Though resistance is displayed by some 
agents a few times, this is described as a tempo-
rary outlet to ease job-related strain, co-existing 
with professional identity – it is not an indicator 
of anti-work or anti-employer sentiment. 

Through agents’ narratives, the context sur-
rounding their professional identity came out 
vividly. Organisations cultivated the notion of 
professionalism in employees through induction 
training, on-going socialisation, performance 
evaluation mechanisms and other elements of 
organisational design, with a view to gain their 
compliance and commitment to the realisation of 
the organisation’s agenda. That professional iden-
tity is greatly valued as a symbol of social status 
and upward mobility in the Indian context facili-
tated the process. Indeed, professional identity 
allowed agents to accept task and  organisational 
demands in spite of the strain they engendered. 
Material artifacts and organisational processes  
were cited as proof of organisation’s espousal of 
professionalism. 

Undoubtedly, agents’ lived experience dem-
onstrates contemporary employer organisations’ 
growing reliance on the appeal of professionalism 
(Evetts, 2003 & 2006; Fournier, 1999) as a means 
of identity regulation and socio-ideological control 
in order to achieve the organisational agenda. 

Justifying Organisational 
Requirements, Task-Related 
Demands and Techno-Bureaucratic 
Controls

Agents’ professional identity coloured their per-
ceptions of and responses to organisational and job 
demands. Being employed by international facing 
call centres, agents served overseas clients and 
customers. That is, whether the firm they were em-
ployed with was MNC captive, MNC third party 
or Indian third party, the clients were based either 
in the USA (United States of America), Canada, 
UK or Australia and had a formalised relationship 
(also known as a service level agreement/SLA), 

either temporal or project based, with participants’ 
employer organisations (the offshored Indian/In-
dia-based service providers) to deliver stipulated 
services to their customers who were also located 
overseas. The service level agreement (SLA) 
between the client and the employer organisation 
laid down the process and outcome requirements 
of the particular service, the fulfillment of which 
was critical to the continuity and/or renewal of the 
contractual relationship between the two parties. 
With competitive advantage being the key focus, 
employer organisations diligently implemented 
client expectations and this set the work context 
for participants. 

Adherence to job and organisational demands 
as well as discipline at and priority towards work 
were constantly emphasised, linked to the notion of 
professionalism. That is, employer organisations 
cultivated the notion of professionalism in their 
agents in order to gain the latter’s compliance and 
commitment to the realisation of organisational 
goals. It was thus not surprising that agents, while 
acknowledging the nature and requirements 
of their jobs, saw nothing amiss in their work 
situation, maintaining that the acceptance and 
fulfillment of such job-related demands formed 
an integral part of a professional’s life. Clearly, 
agents’ professional sense of self worked in a 
pervasive manner, disciplining them on the job 
and ensuring that they behaved objectively and 
rationally and performed optimally. 

We have to stick to what we have to do. Don’t go 
out of it, unless we are asked. Do your best, that’s 
it. You will be recognised. Be in good terms with 
your seniors. Don’t be harsh in the team. That is 
professional. 

Job design elements and techno-bureaucratic 
controls together contributed to a high stress work 
environment for agents. In other words, though on 
the one hand, participants’ tasks lacked variety, 
complexity and autonomy resulting in a routinised 
monotony, on the other hand, stringent quality 
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and quantity parameters enforced via technology-
based monitoring and surveillance ensured that 
agents met organisational and client expectations. 
Notwithstanding the intense pressure, rational-
ity, objectivity and optimal performance always 
took precedence, being described as indicators 
of professionalism. Emotions, subjectivity and 
relationships were accorded secondary status. 

My TL (team leader) is very close to me. We are 
like friends. He is younger to me. He is 21 and I 
am 23. He was my trainer. When he was a trainer, 
I was in his batch. When I came to the call floor, 
he was promoted as a TL, and luckily, he became 
my TL. We became very close friends. But he was 
very professional. I have never seen a person who 
is professional like him. Before we enter the call 
floor, we have to leave our mobile phones in the 
locker - if we fail to do so, a fine has to be paid. 
On one particular day, I carried the phone to the 
floor. My friend (the TL) caught me and asked me 
to hand over the phone to him. I told him not to 
tell anybody about it but he insisted that I hand 
over the phone to him. When I handed over the 
phone, he told me to pay the fine. He told me, 
“Friendship outside, be professional inside”. I 
was lucky because I was in his team and I learned 
many things.

Participants’ initial reactions to the intensive 
and constant monitoring and surveillance were 
mixed. On the one hand, it unnerved them. 
Reports of self-consciousness and nervousness 
were common. On the other hand, they believed 
that not only were such measures part of client 
requirements specified in the SLAs and hence an 
unavoidable part of the work context but also that 
the feedback they received from such measures  
facilitated their performance and ensured their 
career progress. As professionals, they had to put 
organisational interests and work demands above 
their personal discomfort. At the same time, task 
performance could be scaled up to higher levels of 

professionalism via the feedback received. Profes-
sionalism involved a concern for standards, not 
only in the final delivery of a service but in the 
process leading to that delivery (Swailes, 2003). 

As participants elaborated, feedback emanat-
ing from monitoring helped agents to understand 
their shortcomings, overcome deficiencies and 
enhance their capacity to handle calls and iron 
out errors.  In other words, feedback had no 
negative connotation attached to it but was seen 
as being supportive of the agents’ effort, serving 
as an opportunity to learn from those who had a 
sound knowledge about the process, to improve 
oneself and to take advantage of  further train-
ing and coaching and performance improvement 
plans, if required. 

There is a quality management team who records 
and hears your calls and gives feedback. Some-
times, while on the call, they will cut it and talk 
to you over the phone itself, saying, “This is the 
mistake you made. Otherwise, you would have 
got the sale.”

Feedback was also seen as helpful to distin-
guish between good performers and average ones,  
encouraging those with  drive and dedication 
to move up the organisation while preventing 
shirking. In the same vein, poor performers who 
did not meet expectations in spite of being put 
on performance improvement plans, received no 
sympathy. Dismissing them was considered to be 
an appropriate step. Indeed, these values espoused 
by call centre agents  were in keeping with merit 
based practices of professionals (Raelin, 1989).

It is relevant to mention that in addition to 
demands and requirements directly related to 
task performance, employer organisations laid 
down general etiquette rules which were strictly 
maintained. Agents were expected to behave po-
litely, displaying respect towards everyone at the 
workplace in spite of the informal atmosphere.
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Professionalism means punctuality, doing your 
job to the best of your ability, the way you dress, 
the way you move with people… Bringing in 
personal grudges, favouritism – that is not pro-
fessionalism.

Further, dressing “provocatively” was seen as 
both causing a distraction from work and creating 
an unprofessional atmosphere, and could invite 
punishment. 

One of the clients has settled down in Bangalore, 
so they might walk in any time. They say that they 
want us to be professional, they want to see British 
influence here. So if you are wearing jeans, they 
might think that you are a casual kind of guy. But 
if you are in formals, they will feel that you are 
a decent guy.

Apart from being well-groomed and appropri-
ately dressed, agents were expected to conduct 
themselves in a dignified manner. Participants 
provided an illustration of the latter by citing the 
case of workplace romances. They highlighted that 
public displays of affection, flirtatious behaviour 
and acts of intimacy between couples were not 
tolerated during office hours and were treated 
with warnings and even dismissals. Romantic 
relationships were part of personal life and did 
not concern the organisaton – hence they should 
not impinge on task performance but should be 
reserved for non-office hours. Professionalism 
required that they manage conflicts and tensions 
in their personal and working lives (Swailes, 
2003). 

The company tells us to be professional. They 
say, “You may have your girlfriend working with 
you. But in the workplace, she is only your col-
league.” I deserve to be thrown out if I kiss her 
on the floor.

The Primacy of the Customer

Emotional labour remains central to task perfor-
mance in call centres. Located at the customer-
service provider organisation/client interface, call 
centre agents represent the service provider or-
ganisation/client to customers and hence how they 
behave during these encounters becomes critical 
(Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993; Morris & Feldman, 
1996). Not surprisingly, then, service provider 
organisations/clients are increasingly willing to 
direct and control how employees present them-
selves to customers (Hochschild, 1983). Agents 
included in this article described organisational 
endeavours and related employee training under-
taken towards this end. Incorporation of emotional 
labour requirements into performance measures, 
especially qualitative parameters, reinforced the 
position. With customer satisfaction being as 
important as production levels, employer organisa-
tions monitor agent interactions with customers, 
rewarding those who perform emotional labour 
as expected and punishing those who do not. This 
notion of the customer now being fundamental 
to current management paradigms as a means of 
analysing and defining work performance and 
work relations is dominant in call centres (Du 
Gay & Salaman, 2002). Participants, viewing 
the primacy accorded to the customer through 
the lens of their professional identity, accepted 
both the gains and demands of emotional labour. 
According to them, complying with the require-
ments associated with emotional labour was part 
of being  professional. 

Communicating effectively with customers 
was emphasised. This encompassed clarity and 
accuracy of communication, adherence to scripts 
such that providing wrong information and mis-
leading customers was avoided, politeness, cor-
diality, sensitivity and patience (particularly with 
irate customers). All this had to be accomplished 
in a virtual context, concomitant with other pro-
cess requirements, in real time. In keeping with 
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Belt, Richardson and Webster (1999), agents had 
to smile down the phone. Agents were trained to 
believe that since customers could decipher their 
moods, the espousal and display of a positive 
frame of mind was important to induce a similar 
demeanour in customers, to enhance the perceived 
quality of the service interaction and to leave 
behind a favourable impression about the client. 
To this end, agents were encouraged to empathise 
with and absorb customer reactions, apologising 
to them for any perceived or attributed problem 
or inconvenience even if it was not their fault. 
At the same time, maintaining objectivity was 
emphasised. That is, agents were not allowed to 
develop personal relationships with customers 
or display any partiality towards them. Interac-
tions had to be limited to the business at hand. 
Agents thus had to relate to customers enough 
to perform effective emotional labour, ensure 
customer satisfaction and promote client interests 
while simultaneously meeting other qualitative 
and quantitative performance criteria. Clearly, 
as earlier stated by Houlihan (2000), conflicting 
role requirements were imposed on agents in 
terms of the challenge of trying to get closer to 
the customer while reducing costs, prescribing 
standards and meeting targets. 

In a call centre, you are forced to finish the call 
and even if the customer wants to be personal, 
you cannot be so. You need to tell him, “Hey! my 
time limit is going up.” You also have the quality 
in your mind, AHT (average handling time of the 
call) and all that stuff. In a call centre, time is the 
most important factor because, based on the AHT, 
they analyse you and mark your ratings.

Moreover, agents were trained to set aside 
their own emotions prior to the shift, in a bid to 
focus their energies on the task. Professionalism 
involved an ability to suppress emotions that might 
otherwise get in the way of delivering quality 
services (Swailes, 2003). Being preoccupied with 
personal affective issues during the shift was de-

scribed by superiors as interfering with optimal 
performance and as unprofessional. The ability 
to remain calm under pressure and to maintain 
a friendly and tactful attitude while at the same 
time being psychologically disengaged from the 
customer, as noted by Rose and Wright (2005), 
was emphasised. Agents who were seen as being 
unable to comply with the foregoing requirements 
were invited to share and work out their problems 
with TLs and other superiors so that they could 
eliminate impediments to the performance of 
emotional labour. 

When you come to call centres, you become pro-
fessional. You forget about your emotions and 
everything. We don’t think even what we did in 
the last call.

For Indian agents working in international fac-
ing call centres, training in emotional labour skills 
went beyond the scope of customer interaction 
and satisfaction, as described above, to embrace 
cultural, linguistic and geographical dimensions 
linked to the lives of their overseas customers 
(See D’Cruz & Noronha, 2006). Clients had laid 
down these latter set of requirements to ensure 
that customers remained comfortable with and 
willing to divulge personal information during 
service interactions, apart from continuing to 
harbour perceptions of satisfaction over service 
quality, in spite of migration of services via off-
shoring and outsourcing (Taylor & Bain, 2005). 
Through the training, agents not only acquired 
the requisite skills and abilities but also learnt to 
accept them as part of the job, being linked to 
SLAs, process continuity/renewal, organisational 
success and their own positions. Accordingly, 
appropriate measurement parameters and related 
rewards and punishments formed part of agents’ 
evaluation. Not surprisingly, agents viewed these 
requirements as part of their professional sense 
of self. 

Further, cultural and linguistic requirements, 
adoption of pseudonyms and engaging in loca-



  ���

Redefining Professional

tional masking, being seen as a part of the job, 
were accepted within the realm of professionalism. 
According to agents, it was easier for client and 
organisational objectives, and, in turn, their own 
evaluation criteria, to be met, with the assumed 
identity. Indeed, acceding to these demands did 
not adversely affect agents’ sense of self. Instead, 
it resembled donning a persona that, in reflecting 
various characteristics of the customer, allowed 
service interactions to proceed smoothly, simul-
taneously putting customers at ease and serving 
organisational and client objectives. Some agents 
claimed that job-related cultural and linguistic 
requirements, pseudonyms and locational mask-
ing augmented their professional identity. They 
derived pride from their association with overseas 
clients and customers. Becoming Westernised 
was equated with sophistication and success in 
the Indian context (Cohen & El-Sawad, 2007). For 
agents, then, identity posing clearly made their 
task easier (Poster, 2007), though a few doubted 
whether such strategies were completely effec-
tive, reflecting Taylor and Bain’s (2005) view 
that cultural and linguistic differences are not 
readily overcome. 

Agents’ responses to abusive customers (whom 
agents usually referred to as irate customers) 
covered various dimensions. Instruction dur-
ing the training phase prepared agents for such 
an eventuality. It was made clear to agents that 
abusive customers had to be handled with empa-
thy, tact, patience and detachment – even hints 
of reciprocating customers’ negative backlash 
(whether through abuse in English/an Indian 
language, non-verbal cues or cutting off the call) 
would invite termination of employment. Agents 
were further told that generally customer tirades 
stemmed from reasons not linked to them such 
as long call waiting queues, poor service/prod-
uct quality which prompted the call, personal 
stressors, repeated disturbances via phone calls 
and so on) but were being displaced on to them, 
and hence they should not take the experience 
personally. On the contrary, they should allow 

the customer to calm down and then proceed with 
the business at hand. 

The way you talk is very important. No profanity. 
No matter what the customer tells, he may curse 
you, get very personal with you. You have to keep 
your cool and it is a part of your job. That guy may 
be frustrated, he had a bad day, whatever…If you 
retaliate, you use profanity to them, the company 
could be sued, and you could be thrown out. 

Agents accepted organisational directives 
about customer abuse, recognising the role of client 
requirements, organisational survival and process 
retention in this. Consequently, they concurred 
with the position that agents abusing customers 
should be dismissed. Over time, they learnt to 
distinguish between customers whose rudeness 
arose due to a genuine problem and customers 
whose personality predisposed them to anger 
and irritability. Additionally, in instances where 
agents’ coping broke down, they were advised to 
take a break and regain their equilibrium so that 
subsequent task performance was not hampered.  
With experience, agents coped effectively with 
customer abuse. In fact, Poster (2007) points out 
that it was quite a sobering experience for her as 
an American to listen to the steadfast composure 
and professionalism of Indian employees.  Being 
able to handle the situation effectively as outlined 
above was seen as a measure of professionalism 
and resulted in high performance ratings. More-
over, it was here that the adoption of pseudonyms 
proved worthwhile – agents were reminded that 
customers were not shouting at them but at their 
assumed selves. 

Priviledges of 
Professionalism

Artifacts of the organisation, typically associated 
with high status, supported the notion of profes-
sionalism, strengthening agents’ identification 
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and compliance. The infrastructure was a case 
in point. Employer organisations were located in 
ultra-modern buildings, offering state-of-the-art 
infrastructure and facilities, as also reported by 
Ramesh (2004) and Mirchandani (2004). Con-
crete and glass were aesthetically combined in 
constructing the outer structure of the buildings 
while elevators, air-conditioning and artistic in-
teriors characterised by wooden/marble/granite 
bases, bright lighting, elegant but comfortable 
furniture, decorative artifacts and electronic 
gadgets installed for security purposes completed 
the internal environment. The overall impres-
sion conveyed was that of efficiency, progress, 
class and neatness. Facilities within the office 
premises included individual lockers, cafeterias 
with wide-ranging menus at reasonable prices, 
recreation and de-stress rooms with bean bags, 
computers with internet access, music systems, 
televisions, indoor games such as carrom boards, 
table tennis, chess, pool, etc., video games and 
reading spaces. Gymnasiums, badminton courts 
and sleep facilities were also provided by a few 
organisations. Most employer organisations 
sought to provide physical work environments 
of international standards resembling those in 
the West, with some clients insisting that the call 
floor be an exact replica of the identical process 
being executed overseas. 

When the company is in a posh locality or office, 
with good exteriors and interiors, proper furniture, 
etc., then the moment a person enters the company, 
he would feel that he is a professional. That en-
vironment makes you feel that. Plus you are in a 
good post so that also makes you feel that you are 
responsible. He feels that he is worth something, 
the company has valued him. He definitely feels 
that he is a true asset to the company. 

Apart from adding to their sense of profession-
alism, the physical work environment triggered 
favourable self-comparisons with people in the 
West and with Indian IT professionals. Moreover, 

agents considered themselves to be superior to 
employees in the government/public sector and 
the traditional industrial and service sectors.  Ac-
cording to them, these groups were not only less 
educated and less motivated than them but also 
their work involved less skill and low returns. In 
addition, the physical work environment here was 
described negatively, highlighting its regressive 
and decrepit nature. 

A government office is a place where papers are 
piled up and people sit there aaram se (leisurely). 
You need to pass some kind of bill in order to get 
your work done - people are so relaxed, and there 
is nothing like a professional environment. In con-
trast, view the people in a modern, good-looking 
office that looks so professional, so dignified, so 
clean, so prominent - automatically even your work 
sense changes. These buildings actually exude a 
professional attitude and cause you to feel like 
a professional - that’s what I believe. And these 
well-designed buildings give you a feeling that 
you are working in a very dignified organisation 
wherein everything is spic and span, everything is 
disciplined, and that’s why you are a professional. 
All of us have the feeling to live the way we are 
in our jobs because this gives us a professional 
attitude. Even if you look at our pantry cleaners 
and cafeteria boys, they are so well dressed, they 
are so professional.

Gains from the job further nurtured agents’ 
professional identity. Designations attached to 
call centre agents’ tasks such as customer care 
officer, call centre executive, customer care execu-
tive, contact centre representative and customer 
support executive  invoked images of white-col-
lared, professional work and upward mobility, 
enhancing agents’ self-esteem. As observed by 
Poster (2007), our participants too experienced 
status enhancement because of association with 
overseas clients and customers and employment 
with MNC organisations, where applicable, as 
well as opportunities to visit client locations in 



  ���

Redefining Professional

foreign countries for training purposes, where 
applicable. Moreover, participant narratives 
underscored the extent to which the ITES-BPO 
sector, especially global offshoring, had altered 
India’s job market. Employees in this sector, par-
ticularly those working for MNC captives, MNC 
third party and Indian third party organisations, 
received attractive pay packages. In addition to 
their salary, agents received performance incen-
tives in financial and material forms such as gift 
vouchers, clothes and accessories, movie and en-
tertainment tickets, landline phone sets, cordless 
phone sets, mobile handsets, i-pods, DVD (digital 
versatile disc) players, etc. Various allowances 
such as food allowance, night shift allowance 
(for those working in the night shift), transport 
facilities and medical/health services (including 
a doctor, a counselor and a nutritionist on call) 
formed part of the package. 

The money is good. As a fresher in any company, 
you won’t get this much of money initially. And 
there are good incentives, pick-up and drop fa-
cilities, medical benefits, food. We save a lot of 
money on traveling. Plus you are paid well and 
other benefits. So I think it is pretty good way to 
start off. And there are growth opportunities in the 
company - you can always grow because they are 
looking for people who can perform well. 

Given the limited employment opportunities 
for those with a liberal arts/science degree as 
well as the poor returns at the entry level in many 
technical/professional fields, it is not surprising 
that the ITES-BPO sector is widely regarded as the 
most viable means currently available to achiev-
ing a decent quality of life. Agents elaborated on 
the contemporary lifestyle which, in its inclusion 
of pubs, discos, parties, weekend outings and 
credit cards, displayed Western leanings. Those 
who had prior work experience in other sectors, 
which paid meagerly, compared the returns re-
ceived from both the sectors, highlighting in the 
process the reasons why the ITES-BPO sector 

was so much sought after in spite of the chal-
lenges it presented. Participants emphasised the 
sense of independence and self-reliance that their 
income allowed them, demonstrating changes in 
their self-concept.

 
This boom happening in call centres and BPOs…
for a normal graduate, you can’t get a job like 
this. What is this ITES-BPO doing? It’s actually 
getting them jobs very easily. So repeating 10 lines 
a day, I will get paid INR 10000-12000 - amaz-
ing, believe me, it is amazing.  Because even a 
guy who works from morning to evening, say in 
a garment or textile shop, he wouldn’t have been 
paid even more than INR 3000 and he can’t even 
live properly. Here you get a good income, plus 
allowances, transport, good office…So somewhere 
down the line, independence and self-sufficiency, 
a good life…

That agents abhorred nomenclatures such as 
“cyber coolies” and “slaves on Roman ships” 
(See Ramesh, 2004), often used to describe them, 
testifies to the pride they derived from their pro-
fessional identity. 

The notion of professionalism was seen as 
being pervasive throughout the organisation. Or-
ganisational processes were seen as exemplifying 
the organisation’s espousal of professionalism. 
Besides, various initiatives, cited as illustrations 
of the employer organisation’s commitment to 
employees’ well-being, were viewed through 
this perspective. Apart from the type of designa-
tions used and the nature of returns provided, the 
organisation’s concerns for agents’ professional 
development and career growth were mentioned. 
Many organisations had tie-ups with educational 
institutions for business administration and 
management courses, and agents availing of this 
opportunity were usually fully or partially funded 
by their employers. Similarly, agents reported that 
organisations created avenues for vertical move-
ment. Through internal job postings (IJPs) cir-
culated every quarter, communication about pro-



���  

Redefining Professional

motion opportunities was shared. Organisations 
emphasised that career growth was determined 
by performance and not by sociodemographic 
factors, seniority or intra-organisational social 
networks. Organisational claims that merit and 
objectivity (a value common among professionals, 
as noted by Raelin [1989]) influenced promotion 
decisions were interpreted by agents as testimony 
of its professional orientation. In addition, the pos-
sible pace of movement added to this perception, 
with agents being told that, for top performers, 
the transition from an entry level post to a junior 
level supervisory post occurred within a year of 
joining the organisation. The view that anyone 
whose performance was superior could quickly 
move up the organisational hierarchy inspired 
positive images of the employer in agents’ minds, 
strengthening their loyalty towards the organisa-
tion and increasing their willingness to accept 
job-related demands and strain. 

Creating an atmosphere of congenial-
ity and camaraderie testified to organisation’s 
professional orientation. Fun initiatives at the 
workplace not only served as evidence of the 
organisation’s recognition of work-life balance 
but also provided opportunities for employees 
to behave as responsible professionals who knew 
how and where to draw the line between work 
and pleasure. By and large, call centre organisa-
tions were portrayed by their management as 
extensions of college where work and enjoyment 
were combined. While task-related requirements 
remained unrelenting, concerted efforts were put 
in to create and maintain a vibrant environment to 
energise as well as de-stress employees. Various 
competitions, entertainment programmes, hobby 
classes, birthday celebrations, festival celebrations 
and so on were conducted during work hours, 
apart from activities such as team outings, team 
parties and office gatherings (including picnics, 
treks, family days, etc.) held during weekly and 
public holidays. Indeed, organisations employed 
fun officers, fun squads and event managers to 
manage these roles. The underlying message 

here, in addition to those of employer concern 
for employees, professionalism and work-life bal-
ance, was that employers were willing to spend 
on and invest in employees’ well-being. Ramesh 
(2004) asserts that the portrayal of “work as fun” 
and “workplace as yet another campus” was the 
central logic through which potential employees 
were attracted to the ITES-BPO sector.

The informal nature of workplace relation-
ships, particularly between superiors and sub-
ordinates, helped to highlight the contours of 
professionalism. That is, it is common practice to 
address everyone, including one’s superiors, by 
first name in a call centre organisation, thereby 
downplaying hierarchy and promoting integra-
tion. Indeed, agents reported instances where 
employees were reprimanded for using prefixes 
such as “sir” or “madam” when interacting with 
their superiors. Yet, behaving disrespectfully and 
overstepping boundaries is not tolerated. 

We are very friendly with our superiors but they 
that does not mean leniency in performance or 
disrespect. There are certain limits and one can-
not forget that. One has to maintain the  profes-
sional touch. 

The professional approach adopted by call 
centre organisations extended to employee 
redressal opportunities. Indeed, call centre or-
ganisations prided themselves on the number and 
nature of grievance avenues they provided their 
agents with. According to them, in keeping with 
a professional style of management, openness of 
communication in terms of content, form, style 
and route were valued. Therefore, in addition to 
periodic employee satisfaction surveys, skip-level 
meetings and open fora with superiors, employees 
with grievances could approach anyone in the 
organisation whether the CEO (chief executive 
officer), the TL or someone in between via email, 
letters, telephone conversations or face-to-face 
meetings. That the professional atmosphere in the 
organisation precluded the complainant’s victi-
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misation was strongly emphasised.  Under such 
circumstances, not only did agents feel valued and 
empowered, considering employers in a positive 
light and displaying greater commitment to them, 
but also any third party intervention including 
legal protection and collectivist groups were seen 
as redundant. In other words, with their employers 
taking such great care of their interests, alternative 
mechanisms were not required. 

We have an open door policy. If one is not happy 
with the immediate supervisor, we can go and 
discuss with the senior management, who will 
not only give a patient listening, but try to solve 
the problems. 

Resisting the Appeal of 
Professionalism

However, the appeal to professionalism was not 
all-encompassing: the techno-bureaucratic control 
mechanisms used in call centres simultaneously 
helped to challenge the notion of professionalism. 
That a few agents rely on various outlets to cope 
with work-related strain was pointed out by some 
of our participants. Extending the call wrap-up 
time during which relevant information from 
the phone conversation is keyed into the system, 
altering their position in the call distribution queue 
by pressing the release button on their phone, 
entering wrong customer email addresses into the 
system if the call did not proceed satisfactorily 
(so that feedback could not be obtained from the 
particular customer), extending restroom breaks, 
unnecessarily transferring customers’ calls and 
delaying the disconnection of calls were some of 
the ways in which a few agents got some breath-
ing space. 

Team members are all good friends. We will be 
talking about a good topic. In the midst of the topic, 
some call comes. By the time I finish the call, the 
topic will be over and I miss the conversation. 
So we play some tricks. If we disconnect the call, 

what happens is that if the call gets monitored, 
it becomes a serious issue. Better than that, do 
a double click, you are now the last person in 
the queue…One can at least get some breathing 
time that way.

Further, customer abuse was dealt with either 
by placing the phone in mute mode and cursing the 
customer aloud in the presence of team members 
or by pressing the mute button and enabling the 
loudspeaker so that the team could collectively 
listen to, make fun of and enjoy the customer’s 
tirade.

Sometimes one gets tired of so much work and 
then, on top of it, a customer starts abusing. So 
what some people do – they put the customer on 
mute and curse him back. There he is thinking 
that we are listening to the scolding but actually 
we are giving it back to him. 

Agents were able to decipher when their calls 
were being monitored either because of an echo-
ing or beeping sound that accompanied such 
activity or from the call monitoring data sheet, 
and they would take special care to ensure their 
optimal performance during that time. In their 
own words, “they played the game once they got 
a hang of it”. 

Monitoring times are fixed for each shift and for 
each team – one can come to know from the moni-
toring sheet.  So whenever I go into a new shift, I 
keep a watch for this by studying the monitoring 
sheet. In the monitoring sheet, it will be there. 
This call is monitored, by this person, on this day, 
everything will be there. For different teams, dif-
ferent days, calls get monitored. First week, I will 
make a note. Second week, I will see again and I 
will find it to be the same pattern. Last shift, we 
used to get monitored every Monday. So I knew 
that. So that day, I will be perfect. Otherwise, I 
would not bother that much. 
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Sometimes, agents also helped ease their team 
members’ strain.  That is, when agents filled in 
for TLs who, for some reason, could not moni-
tor calls, they manipulated the entire system by 
telling their team members to give a list of calls 
on which they had performed well. 

For about three months, I used to complete my 
shift and used to barge the agents. I have to sit 
on the TL spot, which the TL has entrusted to me. 
You won’t believe me but I used to barge all the 
20 agents on a single process and complete this 
within two hours. I will come and tell each and 
every team member before log in, I need four 
rated calls in which you gave perfect information 
to the customer. And I would send that in for the 
performance purposes. 

Conclusion

“Professionalisation” is the process by which 
an occupation becomes a profession or stakes 
a claim to professionalism. Although the act of 
professionalising an occupation is most compat-
ible with the power approach (as in politically 
agitating to establish an occupation in the public’s 
eye as critical and exclusive), it may also adhere 
to the trait/attribute approach (Raelin, 1989). 
Going by this, Indian call centre agents, though 
referred to as professionals, meet neither of the 
two approaches appropriately. Not only was the 
power approach not even considered by call centre 
agents but also there was no attempt by them to 
use strategies and tactics to gain control over the 
market for their services or enlist state support for 
self-regulation. Turning to the trait approach, call 
centre agents’ expertise was not esoteric, nor did 
they possess the requisite autonomy, code of ethics, 
professional association or system of certifying 
professionals. On the contrary, they were trapped 
within techno-bureaucratic control mechanisms 
and had to be subservient not only to their employer 
organisations but also to customers.  

Thus, as Evetts  (2003) states, what is relevant 
here is to consider the appeal of the concepts of 
“profession”, and particularly of “professional-
ism”. In the context of Indian  call centre agents, 
a professional is defined as a person who has the 
desire to satisfy customers, puts aside personal 
problems and concentrates on service, accepts 
stringent monitoring and shift timings, is able to 
withstand strains and pressures of work, and is 
receptive to the idea of taking on another iden-
tity in the interest of the organisation and the 
customer. The appeal to professionalism is one 
such new software of socio-ideological control 
that invited employees to re-imagine themselves 
(Fournier, 1999). Thus, control was sought to be 
accomplished through the self-positioning of em-
ployees within managerially inspired discourses 
about work and organisation (Alvesson & Wilmott, 
2002). However, Schwartz’s (1987) argument that 
control in contemporary organisations is totalis-
ing does not hold true in the case of call centre 
agents. The several signs of resistance displayed 
by agents highlight gaps in the organisational 
control process.
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Key Terms

Call Centre: A call centre is a specialised of-
fice where employees (also known as call centre 
agents)  remotely provide information, deliver 
services, and/or conduct sales, using some com-
bination of integrated telephone and information 
technologies, typically with an aim to enhancing 
customer service while reducing organisational 
costs (McPhail, 2002).

Organisational Control: Organisation con-
trol has been defined in numerous ways but most 
definitions seem to agree that organisational 
control includes the exercise of power (influ-
ence) in order to secure sufficient resources, and 
mobilise and orchestrate individual and collec-
tive action towards (more or less) given ends. 
Organisational control typically includes an 
apparatus for specifying, monitoring and evalu-
ating individual and collective action. It focuses 
on worker behaviour, output and/or the minds of 
the employees. Sometimes it attempts to focus 
on all three. Managerial activity that attempts to 
control behaviour typically includes designing 
and supervising work processes. This is usually 
carried out in a way that attempts to make work 
processes as simple and transparent as possible, 
thereby lowering knowledge thresholds (and the 
price of labour) (adapted from Alvesson & Kar-
reman, 2004). Socio-ideological and techno-bu-
reaucratic controls (defined below) are two forms 
of organisational control.

Socio-Ideological Control: Socio-ideologi-
cal control can be defined as efforts to persuade 
employees to adapt to certain values, norms and 
ideas about what is good, important, praisewor-
thy, etc., in terms of work and organisational life 
(Alvesson & Karreman, 2004). 

Techno-Bureaucratic Control: Technical 
control is embedded in the technology of work, 
moving the direction and pace of work from the 

control of the supervisor to the production line. 
Bureaucratic control is carried out through rules, 
policies, formal incentives and other impersonal 
devices. Thus, techno-bureaucratic control is 
institutionalised through technology and this 
is strengthened and deepened by bureaucratic 
control in shaping the social and organisational 
structure of the workplace (Callaghan & Thomp-
son, 2001). 

Professions: Occupations that perform tasks 
of great social value because those enacting them 
possess knowledge and skill that in some way set 
them apart from other kinds of workers and that 
entail a self-regulating form of social control are 
known as professions (Freidson, 1984). 

Professionals: Those who perform the tasks 
associated with the professions are called pro-
fessionals.  They also display the characteristics 
expected of the members of specific professions 
(Middlehurst & Kennie, 1999). 

Professionalism: Professionalism not only 
embraces the belief that certain work is so spe-
cialised as to be inaccessible to those lacking the 
required training and experience and the belief that 
such work cannot be standardised, rationalised and 
commodified, but also represents the occupational 
control of work where workers enjoy the autonomy 
to organise and control their own work as against 
customer or managerial control where customers 
or employers choose who is to perform what tasks 
and how much will be paid, on what terms, for 
performing them (Freidson, 2001). 

Professionalisation: Professionalisation 
captures the process whereby work groups at-
tempt to actually change their position on one or 
more dimensions of the occupation-profession 
continuum, moving towards the professional pole 
(Pavalko, 1971).
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Endnote

1 NASSCOM is India’s National Associa-
tion of Software and Service Companies, 
the premier trade body and the chamber of 
commerce of the IT/information technology 
software and services industry in India. As 
of 31st December 2005, NASSCOM had over 
950 members, of which over 150 are global 
companies from the USA (United States of 
America), UK (United Kingdom), EU (Euro-
pean Union), Japan and China. NASSCOM’s 
member companies are in the business of 
software development, software services, 

software products and ITES-BPO services. 
A not-for-profit organisation, NASSCOM’s 
primary objective is to act as a catalyst for 
the growth of the software-driven IT indus-
try in India. Other goals include facilita-
tion of trade and business in software and 
services, encouragement and advancement 
of research, propagation of education and 
employment, enabling the growth of the 
Indian economy and provide compelling 
business benefits to global economies by 
global sourcing (NASSCOM, 2006).
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Abstract

Knowledge management and knowledge-intensive work are two of today’s hot buzzwords, though both 
already have a history of managerial usage. While some authors claim that knowledge is the most im-
portant organizational asset in contemporary society, others retort that much of knowledge management 
literature and practical solutions are just perfunctory and propagandist and many, if not most, managerial 
polices rely on manipulation of emotions and identity creation. This chapter aims to capitalize on this 
fascinating and timely research area. We want to present the current business fad of knowledge-manage-
ment in terms of excess and forgetful repetition of ideas. We look at knowledge management as an idea 
of highly suspect utility, and search for explanations for and possible counterbalances to its ubiquity. 

Introduction

The concepts of knowledge management and 
knowledge-intensive work have been develop-
ing for quite a while. Some authors claim that 
knowledge is the most important organizational 
asset in contemporary society, and that as a result, 
knowledge workers are crucial for a company’s 

success (e.g. Stewart, 1997). Others claim that 
much of the knowledge management literature 
and practical solutions are just perfunctory and 
propagandist (Styhre & Sundgren, 2005). Many 
managerial policies rely on the manipulation of 
emotions and identity creation (Kärreman & 
Alvesson, 2004).
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Another interesting issue is that knowledge-
workers are perceived and presented as the most 
valued members of an organization, leading and 
defining it; at the same time they are manipulated, 
“engineered,” overworked until they burn out, 
and deprived of family life (Perlow, 1997). The 
conflict between the worker and manager is often 
more obvious than in other settings (Roscigno 
& Hodson, 2004). These and other paradoxes 
mark knowledge work and knowledge-intensive 
companies as a particularly worthwhile object 
of study.

This short chapter, which concludes this book, 
capitalizes on this fascinating and timely research 
area. We want to present the current business fad 
of knowledge-management in terms of excess and 
forgetful repetition of ideas, dating back not only 
to Mallet (1975), but also perhaps to Plato. We 
believe that the praise for excessive consumption 
has also been taken to the world of ideas, and that 
knowledge management is a conspicuous example 
of the overproduction of notions, old crumbs of 
wisdom infinitely regurgitated into a pop-culture 
pulp – all done in the name of promoting knowl-
edge-intensive organizations. 

Knowledge Management as 
Pulp Fiction

One of the most disingenuous characteristics 
of knowledge management literature is the fact 
that its content can be often reduced to a truism: 
knowledge is good, so make people share it. 

Alexander Styhre and Mats Sundgren (2005) 
describe this phenomenon, characteristic of the 
pop-management literature on creativity and 
knowledge in organizations, by merciless expo-
sure of arbitrary references, wishful thinking, 
methodological ridicule, and obtrusive didacti-
cism of William C. Miller’s Flash of Brilliance 
(1999). Indeed, all too many knowledge manage-
ment books resemble children’s storybooks: they 
are full of colorful images and diagrams, they are 

written in a simplified language (do the authors of 
books on knowledge management really think that 
their readers are so stupid?), and include simplistic 
advice that is little different from what is found 
in the bestselling Chicken Soup series (Canfield 
& Hansen, 1993). 

This has been confirmed by our short, and 
mostly anecdotal, research experiment at the 
2008 Standing Conference for Management 
and Organization Inquiry (SCMOI) meeting in 
Philadelphia. We looked up “knowledge” and 
“knowledge management” in books.google.com. 
From the eight top books in both categories we 
chose one sentence with the word “knowledge“ 
(not “knowledge management”). We distributed 
the sentences among SCMOI participants and 
asked them to try to determine whether or not 
the quotation had been taken from the knowledge 
management literature. The examples included 
such obvious sentences as: 

• “knowledge evolves as our purposes change 
in creative response to our environment” 
(Alle, 1997, p. 19) 

• “‘maps’ to knowledge experts are useless if 
these experts cannot be reached at the mo-
ment when knowledge is needed” (Malhotra, 
2000, p. 124) 

• “the knowledge transfer process involves 
the transmission of knowledge from the 
initial location to where it is needed and is 
applied” (Easterby-Smith & Lyles, 2003, p. 
110).

We contrasted these with statements like:  

• “the boundaries of distinct disciplines 
became a more entrenched feature of the 
production of knowledge, embodied in the 
constitution of university” (Goliński, 1998, 
p. 67), 

• “the behavioral account of knowledge has 
considerable plausibility with respect to 
third-person epistemic judgments” (Korn-
blith, 2002, p. 91) 
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• “perceptual knowledge cannot be recon-
structed in terms of inductive reasons” 
(Pollock & Cruz, 1999, p. 43). 

It was not surprising that about 75% of the 
conference participants were correct in their 
guesses. While the results of this quick poll do 
not prove anything, they may indicate that the 
knowledge management literature uses the word 
“knowledge” in contexts that are very different, 
and perhaps significantly simpler, than does the 
literature of other fields. 

Some authors interpret this guilelessness as yet 
another managerial fad (Fotache, 2005; Klince-
wicz, 2004). Indeed, management is a field that 
has a constant demand for new ideas and notions, 
cycling as often as every 5-10 years (Abrahamson, 
1991). The proposed concepts cannot be overly 
sophisticated, as they have to resonate well with 
the mass audience. In fact, they need to be repeti-
tive and rephrase the general truths. In this sense, 
knowledge management can be perceived as to-
tally separate from organizational reality, being 
more like a well propagated mem than anything 
more serious (Ponzi & Michael, 2002). 

There is nothing new in the need to handle 
information and encourage employees’ collabo-
ration. The Egyptians invented papyrus, and the 
Chinese invented paper for the purpose of storing 
data. They did not have Peter Drucker to call them 
knowledge workers (after elegantly borrowing the 
idea from Fritz Machlup), but they did employ 
methods that were contemporaneously associated 
with knowledge management (Cortada, 1998).

Another argument in favor of treating knowl-
edge management as just a literary fashion is the 
fact that the notion of “knowledge management” is 
used arbitrarily. It functions in many contexts and 
has a plethora of meanings (Wilson, 2002). This 
may suggest that, while knowledge management is 
a bestselling brand, there is no grounded meaning 
behind the slogan: it can be used conveniently to 
mean almost anything. 

Finally, the knowledge element in knowledge 
management is often dubious. In this part of KM 
literature, which tries to approach the subject 
more scientifically, the inconsistencies and lack 
of common methodological ground accumulate 
(Alvesson, Kärreman, & Swan, 2002; Styhre, 
2003). So do the discrepancies with information 
theory, from which KM eagerly draws. Thus, 
knowledge management is a rhetorically attractive 
term, one that is neither related to knowledge nor 
to management per se. 

That said, we believe that knowledge manage-
ment is more than just a fad. We will try to explain 
the potential usefulness of this concept over and 
above its status as a platitude.

While it is possible to scour historical records 
for evidence of precedents of contemporary social 
arrangements, such an activity is both entertaining 
and pointless. Robert Merton’s (1965) magisterial 
On The Shoulders of Giants, an erudite search of 
the origin of the titular phrase, is perhaps the most 
accomplished illustration of both qualities. Few, 
if any, social institutions appear out of nowhere, 
but their significance and prevalence varies by 
context. Through a combination of factors such 
as the growing complexity and dominance of 
technoscience (Haraway, 2008), the development 
of widespread global communication and large-
scale network forms of organization (Castells, 
1996), and, at least in the West, a shift away 
from manufacturing, (certifiable and certified) 
knowledge has become the prime characteristic 
and requirement of valued, and well paid, work. 
While the present period has also seen massive 
growth in unskilled service desk and call center 
McJobs, these carry low prestige and remuneration 
and, as such, much more rarely capture public, 
not to mention managerial imagination. It is the 
professional, knowledge-based work that defines 
the current epoch. Knowledge management is 
therefore of both practical and academic interest, 
both as a practice and as a discourse.
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Knowledge as a Fuzzy Blob

At the heart of any discussion of knowledge 
management lie assumptions about knowledge 
and its place in organizations. As we have al-
ready noted, there is a number of distinct, partial 
conceptualizations of the idea, usually vaguely 
rooted in information theory. A common typology 
follows Michael Polanyi (1967) in distinguishing 
explicit from tacit knowledge, with the former 
characterized as easily codified and transferable, 
and the latter portrayed as vague, context-bound, 
and often tied to physical activities. Elaborate 
schemes have been devised to explain and fa-
cilitate learning, creating, and transformation 
of one type of knowledge into another--Nonaka 
and Takeuchi’s (1995) Socialization, Externaliza-
tion, Combination, Internalization (SECI) model 
is among the most popular. But, as Brown and 
Duguid (2000) ironically comment, there is little 
inherent difference between the two types, and 
knowledge is defined as “sticky“ (tacit) or tied to 
its context, whenever the managerial intent is to 
facilitate its dissemination and “leaky“ (explicit), 
or decontextualized, when the aim is to stem the 
spread of valuable knowledge. They argue that the 
confusion has, at its root, the failure to identify 
patterns of social interaction among professionals 
who tend to communicate each other through the 
frequently trans-organizational, informal Com-
munities of Practice rather than through formal 
organizational channels. Furthermore, defining 
knowledge as tacit or explicit might have more 
to do with power relations and workplace asym-
metry, than with its inherent features. After all, 
the right to recognize knowledge as such is an 
important managerial privilege, a useful weapon 
against the new experts (Brint, 1994), who admit-
tedly are carriers of knowledge, but need to be 
supervised and controlled to allow knowledge 
transformations. 

Fire and Forget

That said, most of the attention in the knowledge 
management literature focuses on the acquisition 
and (internal) sharing of knowledge, where man-
agement of the latter appears largely equivalent 
to hoarding: organizations are expected to gather, 
create, and combine knowledge, building systems 
that are conducive to quick and easy access to this 
treasure trove of competitive advantage. Several  
scholars, however, argue that an equally, if not 
more, crucial aspect of organizational life is or-
ganizational forgetting, the loss of institutional 
knowledge. While the traditional approach (Pol-
litt & Bouckaert, 2000) laments organizational 
amnesia (referred to interchangeably as a “phe-
nomenon” and as a “problem”) for squandering a 
precious resource, de Hollan and Philips  (2004) 
note that purging of knowledge is a vital activ-
ity, enabling organizations to forget, to adapt to 
changing circumstances by shedding assump-
tions, procedures, and rituals that have ceased 
to be useful for current performance. Without 
forgetting, no change is possible (Lewin, 1951). 
Losing knowledge seems to be as important as 
acquiring it, although knowledge management 
mainstream literature does not seem to have 
recognized this yet. Although knowledge creation 
is clearly serendipitous and contingent (Barber 
& Fox, 1958), in management it still is depicted 
as a rational, systematic and planned process, 
which can be easily controlled if certain rules 
are followed. 

Geoffrey Bowker (1997) distinguishes pro-
cesses of clearance (creation of time barriers to 
retention of knowledge) from erasure (eradication 
of current knowledge). The former, allowing for 
the creation of a blank slate and for preempting 
attacks on the present based on the logic of the 
past, is a hallmark of radical change. The latter, 
used to edit out narratively inconvenient details, 
perpetuates the current order. Both, although 
time- and resource-intensive, are common in the 
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organizational world. In 1969, Karl Weick raised 
this issue:

Has an organization ever failed to survive because 
it forgot something important? More likely is the 
possibility that organizations fail because they 
remember too much too long and persist too often 
doing too many things the way they’ve always 
done them. (1969, p. 224)

Taking the logical next step in knowledge 
management repertoire, John Landry (1999) looks 
for ways to design forgetting into technological 
systems for data storage and retrieval. Since the 
sites of knowledge are important for knowledge 
management, they are rarely barred from reap-
propriation into the domain of management.

Total Control

Knowledge and the attempts to control it  have 
been found in many corners of contemporary 
organization by its numerous scholars (cf. Kos-
tera, 2003 on the interplay between management 
and control) have targeted diverse aspects of 
organizational life. We have already proposed 
technological solutions as one nexus of organi-
zational knowledge and control. Yet, as much of 
the research in Science and Technology Studies 
(Law, 1991) shows, technology is always open 
to reinterpretation by its local context, and es-
pecially by its users. Similarly, solutions rooted 
in organizational structure and procedures (Van 
Maanen, 1991), innovative spatial arrangements 
(Brown & Duguid, 2000), quality-assuring audits 
(Power, 1997) have all been found to be prone to 
subversion, misuse, and outright destruction at 
the hands of the human beings (and their non-
human: economic discursive, and technological 
allies: cf. Latour, 1993) subjected to the regimes 
of knowledge management. On the one hand, the 
rise of flexible, geographically distributed forms 
of organizing (Castells, 1996, 2004) and general 

dissolution of the seemingly immovable social 
structures (Bauman, 2007) have undermined 
the confidence in solutions bypassing the human 
element. On the other hand, management control 
over workers presents its own set of vicissitudes. 
Foucault (1976/2000) meticulously chronicled 
attempts to control and discipline human bod-
ies lying at the heart of the modern project, and 
the shift towards the disciplined internalizing 
control mechanisms. The process is all the more 
pertinent as regards knowledge workers (people 
who work more with their brains and less with 
their hands). In case of knowledge management, 
external control makes little sense, as it is impos-
sible to tell a hard-working employee from one 
who is slacking. The process of labor is a black 
box for any bystanders and thus the management 
needs to rely much more on the eagerness of the 
subordinates to work efficiently by themselves. 

Knowledge Workers

The link between knowledge and knowledge 
workers is particularly interesting and bears fur-
ther exploration. The latter are usually presented 
as the bearers, if not necessarily the creators, of 
organizational knowledge, while at the same time 
they can be depicted as untrustworthy and liable to 
divulge organizational secrets to strangers while 
withholding vital information from coworkers. 
Consider the following passage, emblematic in 
its attitude towards knowledge workers:

While there is no doubt that knowledge is the 
most important asset for modern firms, it cannot 
be denied that managing knowledge is the most 
formidable task they face…. While it is well rec-
ognized that social interactions are vital for real 
knowledge exchange, unfortunately most firms 
leave social interactions to their employees’ infor-
mal, chance discussion with peers in their social 
networks (Mitra & Kumar, 2007: 156).
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Workers’ autonomy has always troubled the 
managerialist project, though different forms of 
work engendered different foci of managerial 
oversight. Whether Frederick Taylor’s behav-
ioral supervision or Arlie Russell Hochschild’s 
mandated emotional labor (1983) control over 
all assets of production has long been seen as 
the ultimate goal of management. Knowledge 
work is commonly framed as involving extensive 
formal and informal networking (e.g. Quinn, 
1992; Sveiby, 2007) through which knowledge 
is acquired, developed, and shared. It is not sur-
prising, then, to see managerialist prescriptions 
of exerting control over the totality of employees’ 
social exchanges (the quoted passage comes from 
an article entitled “Managed Socialization”). At 
the same time, such attempts are often couched 
in the discourse of providing the workers with 
respite from unduly intrusive regulations. Indeed, 
as Boltanski and Chiapello (1996) argue, these 
new forms of control may well spring from the 
critique of earlier manifestations of managerial 
power. Yet, the results are seldom beneficial:

Flexibility was oriented strongly to firms and to 
the needs of production because, via the ‘accom-
modation’ of workers, the boundaries between 
work and home time and space are collapsed. 
While this loosening of boundaries between home 
and work is cast as a perk of for workers, it also 
means that personal time and space are eclipsed 
(MacEachen et al., 2008: 1030)

Thus, what the assembly line did to blue collar 
workers, knowledge management attempts to do 
to the rest (Braverman, 1974); knowledge manage-
ment is the new version of scientific management, 
but for knowledge workers. 

Conclusion

As Stephen Barley and Gideon Kunda observed, 
management science has been experiencing surges 

of rational and normative control (Barley & Kun-
da, 1992). Over at least the last half  century we 
can observe a battle of conflicting paradigms: the 
so-called X and Y theory, as described by Douglas 
McGregor, one of the founding fathers of human 
relations approach (McGregor, 1960). 

Theory X, epitomized in Frederick Taylor’s 
work, relies on strict external control and standard-
ization of behavior. Its contemporary representa-
tions include total quality management (TQM), 
reengineering, or just-in-time production, all 
requiring firm supervision of the worker. 

Theory Y, often associated with the stream 
of human relations, relies on norms internalized 
by the worker. Instead of close observation (and 
punishment when instructions are not followed) 
it is based on the ability of workers to discipline 
themselves.  It is loosely associated with orga-
nizational learning, as the authors interested in 
participative management and empowerment 
were also the ones who started the discussion on 
knowledge in organizations (Greenwood & Levin, 
1998; Lewin, 1951). Contemporary literature on 
organizational learning draws heavily on the 
foundations of action research (Argyris, 1982; 
Schön, 1983). 

The difference between the two is, however, 
entirely superficial. Both, as well as Theory Z 
proposed by Ouchi (1981), presuppose the mana-
gerial ability to define organizational reality. The 
goal of (and the right to) organizational despotism, 
benevolent or otherwise, is seen as part and parcel 
of managerial responsibilities.

Modern organizations follow the neo-Platonic 
rational principle, but, as Nils Brunsson convinc-
ingly shows, the practice of forcing rationaliza-
tions and repetitive reforms deepens, rather than 
diminishes the divide between the theory and 
practice of organizing (Brunsson, 2006). Failures 
in building rationalizing models lead, paradoxi-
cally, to the conclusion that the reality and practice 
are wrong (not corresponding with the model), not 
to the refutation of the theory itself. This leads 
to the non-learning cycle: organizations unlearn 
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from their mistakes, and plunge into absurdity. 
Knowledge management, as a prevailing organi-
zational theory, fits this image well. 

Naturally, the difference between official or-
ganizational rhetoric and common practice is cer-
tainly not new (Höpfl, 1995; Knights & Willmott, 
1999), but in knowledge-intensive companies, in 
particular high-tech environments, the difference 
is extremely conspicuous.

This is because contemporary knowledge 
management is an attempt to combine the best 
of both worlds: it uses the language of industrial 
democracy and sells itself under the label of 
empowering the workers, but at the same time 
it focuses on providing functional tools to exert 
more control over the workers. All capitalists need 
to make the employees exceed their productivity 
(Marx, 1867/1992). This paradox was pointed out 
as early as the 1950s by Reinhard Bendix, who 
wrote that (1956/2001, p. 327)

…in the words used to describe “two-way” com-
munication, subordinates are expected to listen so 
they may learn, while managers merely receive 
information which they can use. (…) The fact is 
that Mayo’s synthesis has been capable of making 
widely divergent managerial approaches sound 
alike, and this capacity is one of the tests of a suc-
cessful ideology. His contribution may well be to 
have brought about a change of outlook among 
American managers as a whole, a possibility 
which is obscured by the appearance of hypocrisy 
which a mere use of his language implies. For it 
may not be inconsequential that even those who 
remain hostile to the human-relations approach 
adopt some of its language. In the long run, the 
use of a terminology may exert a cumulative 
pressure toward the acceptance of new practices 
which differ from those previously regarded as 
inviolate, even if they also differ from the words 
used to describe them. 

Half a century later, it is quite clear that the 
ideological change remained mostly rhetorical. 

The pseudo-democratic discourse, visible in 
knowledge management and in the mainstream 
literature on knowledge-intensive organizations,  
has a very important role: by taking a stance that 
seemingly resembles the real industrial democracy 
and cooperatives theory (Greenwood, González 
Santos, & Cantón, 1991; Whyte & Whyte, 1991), 
it squeezes it out of the market. As silly as the 
knowledge management literature may sound, 
it still reinforces the managerial importance in 
organizations and the asymmetry of power. Ap-
parently, knowledge management is sometimes 
much more than a rhetorical fad: it is a cover-up 
theory, used to prevent knowledge-intensive 
organizations from relying on the knowledge 
workers, and not on the managers. 
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