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Introduction: Managing Knowledge
in the Twenty-First Century

Jawad Syed, Peter A. Murray, Donald Hislop,
and Yusra Mouzughi

The Historical, Social and Economic Context

The twentieth century was a period of great social, economic and political
transformation. One of the most significant economic changes related to the
growing importance and role of knowledge as a source of value for organiza-
tions. These developments have been such that the current century is arguably
epitomized by a knowledge-based economy, where knowledge, information
and ideas are the main source of economic growth (Cooke and Leydesdorft
2006). Due to this and other social and technological changes, such as
advances and developments in computer and communication technologies,
ongoing globalization, increased deregulation and so on, new patterns of
work and business practices are being developed. Meanwhile, we are also deal-
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ing with new kinds of workers, with new and different skills and preferences.
For example, owing to the rise of artificial intelligence, many traditional jobs,
including those of managerial and professional workers, as well as manual
workers, if they are not being eliminated, are being transformed into ones that
require vastly different knowledge and experience to before (Arntz et al. 2016;
Ford 2016; Minsky 2007; Susskind and Susskind 2015).

In view of rapid globalization, immigration and communication, the cur-
rent era is characterized by change, not stability, and this reality confronts
most organizations, societies and governments worldwide (Fuligni and Tsai
2015). The knowledge-based economy is reflected in an increasing emphasis
on the dissemination and use of knowledge as a source of competitiveness for
organizations and countries. This also relates to the issue of creativity.
Robinson (2009) suggests that being creative is about making fresh connec-
tions so that we see things in new ways and from different perspectives.
Particularly in the current digital era, there is a need for educational institu-
tions and organizational structures capable of developing creative, innovative
and problem-solving capacities which encourage interdisciplinarity and
growth.

The Academic Domain of Knowledge
Management

Since 1990s, knowledge management (KM) has emerged as a key discipline
to explain how knowledge is created, developed, retained and applied in the
workplace and how it enables organizational learning and innovation (Hislop
2010; Quintane et al. 2011; Soto-Acosta et al. 2014). In general, the literature
treats KM as a set of practices related to the use of knowledge as a crucial fac-
tor to add or generate value (Cardoso et al. 2012; Mouzughi 2013).

It is now more than 20 years since interest in the topic of KM took off in
the mid-1990s (Scarbrough and Swan 2001). The initial explosion of interest
in the topic was argued by some to be indicative of it being a fad or fashion,
with interest likely to not be sustainable in the long term (Hislop 2010).
However, contemporary evidence suggests that this is not the case, that the
topic is not a passing fad, and that interest in it has sustained itself consis-
tently over the last two decades (Ragab and Arisha 2013; Serenko and Bontis
2013). Further, knowledge management (and the related topic of intellectual
capital) has matured into a coherent academic discipline/domain. This is
visible in various ways, such as in the number of annual conferences specifi-
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cally examining KM-related issues, and also in the number of academic jour-
nals devoted to disseminating research on the area. Thus, there are currently
about 20 specific journals exclusively covering the topics of knowledge man-
agement and intellectual capital.

While the field of KM shows evidence of developing into a coherent aca-
demic discipline, it is still relatively immature in this respect. First, it is still at
pre-paradigmatic phase, with ongoing debate and a general lack of consensus
on some core issues, such as the nature of worker’s knowledge, how knowl-
edge work and knowledge workers are conceptualized and so forth. Further,
Serenko and Bontis’ (2013) analysis suggests that the field of KM is progress-
ing towards becoming what they categorize as a ‘reference discipline’, a disci-
pline that has a strong theoretical and/or methodological impact on other
fields. While KM is still a field which typically borrows, applies and develops
concepts from other disciplines (such as management, psychology, informa-
tion systems), there is increasing evidence that KM literature is being cited
and utilized beyond the boundaries of its own discipline.

This Handbook illustrates the depth of research across disciplines. From a
strategy perspective, in particular the micro-foundations literature (Barney
and Felin 2013; Coff and Kryscynski 2011), scholars are increasingly becom-
ing interested in how different subparts such as knowledge, skills, abilities and
other characteristics, aggregate at the human capital resource (HCR) level
(Ployhart and Moliterno 2011).

Several recent meta-reviews have called for more attention on the HCR as
distinct from human capital (Ployhart et al. 2014; Nyberg et al. 2014). As
part of intellectual capital, scholars are cognizant of the fact that human capi-
tal is a component of intellectual capital along with social capital and organi-
zation capital. However, recent reviews question whether there is much value
in empirically examining human capital as an independent construct. Strategy
scholars suggest that the complementarity and emergence of resources at the
individual level makes it highly improbable that accurate measures can be
obtained, such as the link between KSAOs (knowledge, skills and abilities and
other skills) and performance in many prior studies. Instead, they indicate
that multiple complementarities are required for complex tasks which are
both causally related and interactive (Barney and Felin 2013; Nyberg et al.
2014), such that these resources aggregate at the unit level. Similarly, other
strategy scholars point to the value of studying how knowledge accumulates
to form dynamic capabilities (Eisenhardt and Martin 2000; Hsu and Wang
2012). Here, the emphasis shifts from only focusing on the HCR to under-
standing how dynamic capabilities are formed. Previous research suggests that
as individual resources are aggregated up (Felin 2012), firms are able to build
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on the level of embedded heterogeneity by turning multiple bundles of
resources into dynamic capabilities (Barney and Felin 2013; Helfat 1997;
Helfat and Peteraf 2003).

In this Handbook, the chapter by Murray explores in some detail many of
these relationships, pointing to the value of many multidisciplinary approaches
to intellectual capital. Finally, given that our focus in the Handbook is on
exploring the theory—practice gap, a number of chapters explore the currency
of high-performance work systems and the extent to which they support the
transformation process from the HCR into valuable functional as well as use-
able HR policies, with reference to many scholars (Boxall and Macky 2007;
Boxall and Macky 2009; Jeong and Shin 2017). In analysing the contribu-
tions to KM from these and other disciplines, the Handbook addresses how
these processes transform existing stocks of knowledge into new knowledge
(Bontis et al. 2002; Lin 2007). However, as we note below, KM researchers
have not always been explicit in translating theory to practice, to show how
these links evolve.

One characteristic of literature in the KM field that appears to have declined
over time is connections with, and impacts on, non-academic practitioners.
One indicator of this is a decline in the number of non-academic authors of
peer-reviewed KM publications (Serenko et al. 2010). This has led to some
talking of a ‘theory—practice gap’ (Ragab and Arisha 2013), while Heisig et al.
(2016) remark on the challenges that still remain in identifying the extent to
which investments in KM have tangible and measurable impacts on business
performance. This represents a challenge for the KM field, and is a topic that
is developed more fully in the final chapter of this Handbook, which discusses
(potential) future research directions that could be pursued.

Aims and Objectives of the Handbook
of Knowledge Management

This Handbook brings together the latest original scholarship in the field of
KM from a variety of disciplines. It provides conceptual and empirical studies
from diverse geographical and organizational contexts and, in addition to
classical or mainstream approaches, pays specific attention to non-mainstream
and non-western approaches to knowledge and its management. The book
addresses certain key areas that are relatively underexplored or underdeveloped
in the field, such as the impact of KM on performance, the ethics of KM and
sustainable KM.
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Effective knowledge management is now recognized as an important source
of competitive advantage and a key to organizational success. There are gener-
ally three core components of KM: people, processes and technology. Some
KM approaches take an organizational focus in order to optimize organiza-
tion design and workflows; some are techno-centric in their orientation, as a
means to enhance knowledge integration and creation; some have an ecologi-
cal focus, where the important aspects are related to people interaction,
knowledge and environmental factors as a complex adaptive system similar to
a natural ecosystem.

Despite an increasing interest in the competitive advantage that knowledge
may provide for organizations and in the significance of knowledge workers
and organizational competencies, it is a fact that the notion of knowledge is
complex and its relevance to organization theory has been insufficiently devel-
oped (Blackler 1995). Approaches to knowledge and its management are also
shaped by organizational and cultural contexts; hence, a universal definition
may not be possible or appropriate.

This Handbook brings consists of up-to-date studies of the practical appli-
cation of KM principles and practices as well as advances in KM theory and
concepts, in order to catalyse more research in this area. Some of the unique
features of the book are as follows: succinct introductions; authoritative
reviews of literature and key theories and issues of KM; organizational exam-
ples; contextual information about company/industry or country (as appro-
priate); clear conclusions, and implications for theory and practice. Chapters
have been written by well-known scholars, from a diverse range of academic
disciplines and countries, reflecting the international and multidisciplinary
nature of the topic.

Overall, this Handbook provides a valuable resource for scholars, practitio-
ners and policy-makers involved in the study or/and operationalization of
KM initiatives within and outside business organizations. It offers timely,
international scholarship covering key topics, debates and issues in the field.

We are confident that the book will be a comprehensive reference work of
value to anyone interested in the topic of knowledge management, including
but not limited to academics, researchers, scholars, practitioners, managers
and policy-makers working in various areas of KM such as management,
HRM, technology, manufacturing, education, training, consultancy and pub-
lic policy.
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Structure and Content of the Handbook
of Knowledge Management

The book is divided into three main parts: conceptual and theoretical founda-
tions of knowledge management; knowledge management and boundary
spanning; and knowledge management in practice. Part I focuses primarily on
the conceptual foundations of the field, reviewing developments and debates
related to core concepts. Part II gives space to KM activities in cross-boundary
concepts, which are an increasingly common context for KM. Such contexts
involve collaboration between people or groups with a separate sense of iden-
tity and distinctive knowledge bases, such as when collaborations span orga-
nizational, cultural, professional or language boundaries. While there are
potentially significant benefits to collaborative KM activities in such contexts,
the differences that exist between collaborators create challenges. Part I1I, the
final section of the Handbook, has a central focus on the practical application
and use of KM practices and concepts in a diverse array of organizational
contexts. This part of the book is deliberately designed to be as significant in
terms of size as the opening part, on KM concepts, in order to help address
the theory—practice gap outlined earlier, and to highlight the potential practi-
cal value of the discipline.

It should be noted that while a couple of chapters in this book directly or
indirectly deal with I'T-related issues pertaining to knowledge management,
we deliberately chose not to examine the role of IT in knowledge manage-
ment activities in depth. This was because the relationship between IT and
KM is so complex and extensive that there was insufficient space, even within
a few chapters, to fully examine this topic adequately. Indicative of the extent
and complexity of the relationship between I'T and KM is that in 2016 and
2017, in the Journal of Knowledge Management, there were two separate
special issues on the topic, containing more than 20 articles (with Volume 20,
Issue 3 examining new ICT for knowledge management in organizations, and
Volume 21, Issue 1 considering the relationship between big data and knowl-
edge management). Part of the reason for the complexity of the relationship
is the vast and heterogeneous range of technologies that can be utilized for
managing knowledge. These include the employment of ‘traditional’ com-
puter systems to create repositories for codified knowledge, the use of various
IT systems, such as e-mail and video conferencing, to facilitate communica-
tion and informal knowledge-sharing, the use of various social media tech-
nologies (such as wikis) to facilitate the collaborative creation of knowledge
resources, and the use of big data and data analytics to manage knowledge via
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processes of data mining and analysis, to name but a few. The huge variety of
technologies that can be utilized to help with the management of knowledge
helps explain why there is such a diverse range of approaches via which infor-
mation technology can be used to manage knowledge (Newell 2015). Thus,
arguably, examining the relationship between I'T and KM is something that is
better addressed in a separate, specific book, where there would be adequate
space to fully explore the topic.

Part I deals with conceptual and theoretical foundations in the field of
knowledge management.

In their chapter, ‘Critical evaluation of Nonaka’s SECI model’, Kahrens
and Fruauff argue that the capability to create and utilize knowledge represent
a company’s sustainable competitive advantage. The authors note that organi-
zational knowledge creation is the process of making available and amplifying
knowledge created by individuals and connecting it with the KM system. The
theory of organizational knowledge creation, first presented by Nonaka
(1991), is a paradigm for managing the dynamic aspects of organizational
knowledge creating processes. Its central theme is the socialization, external-
ization, combination and internalization (SECI) model as a knowledge cre-
ation process through a continuous dialogue between tacit and explicit
knowledge. In their chapter, these authors offer a comprehensive introduction
of Nonaka’s SECI model as the core of his theory which remained relatively
constant and unchanged, while Nonaka’s knowledge creation theory has
evolved. Furthermore, knowledge creation theory is explained while the SECI
model is reviewed from several perspectives and critically evaluated regarding
its practical implications.

In their chapter, ‘Organizational learning and knowledge management: A
prospective analysis based on the levels of consciousness’, Chiva, Lapiedra,
Alegre and Miralles propose to take into account the levels of consciousness
which describe the different stages of human or social evolution. The authors
argue that human beings and their social systems, like organizations, advance
in stages, evolving by sudden transformations. Every stage represents a par-
ticular stadium with an increasing maturity, complexity and consciousness
level. A level of consciousness represents a stadium in human and social evolu-
tion and implies a framework through which we interpret the world.

In her chapter, ‘Knowledge management and unlearning/forgetting’,
Becker focuses on unlearning and argues that releasing prior knowledge, or at
least acknowledging its presence and shortcomings, may hold the key to suc-
cessful learning and KM, both at the individual and collective level. She clari-
fies the concept of unlearning and how it applies to individuals and
organizations, describes the key theories and models that have been used to
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understand unlearning, then analyses individual unlearning and collective
unlearning and their implications for knowledge management. She also pro-
vides examples of unlearning in practice and identifies implications of unlearn-
ing for KM practice.

In their chapter, ‘KM and organizational culture’, Wright and Kayas draw
on the extant literature and their own organizational case study to discuss
aspects of KM and organizational culture. Their case study explores the imple-
mentation of a KM system in a public authority. They use it as an example of
the nature and impact of the implementation of KM on the workforce and
management activity and attitudes. The chapter draws on the implementa-
tion, resulting changes and the impact on organizational culture that resulted
from the introduction of this approach to change.

In their chapter, ‘Knowledge management from a social perspective: The
contribution of practice-based studies’, Gherardi and Miele argue that a social
perspective on knowledge, or what counts for knowledge, does not exist inde-
pendently of social relations and social practices. Their chapter illustrates the
travel of ideas around ‘knowledge managing’ within a social perspective
through three processual activities: sharing knowledge and keeping it alive
within a community’s practices; embedding knowledge in material practices;
and innovating as an ongoing process. The authors argue that a social perspec-
tive on knowing is based on three types of relations that are established
between practices and knowledge: a containment relation, in the sense that
knowledge is a process that takes place within situated practices; a mutual
constitution relation, in that the activities of knowing and practising interact
and produce each other; and an equivalence relation, in the sense that equiva-
lence between knowing and practising arises when priority is denied to knowl-
edge that was in existence before the moment when it was enacted. Their
chapter suggests that a social perspective on knowledge management is not a
monolithic construction; rather, it has several nuances, and has taken several
turns in the time from the appearance of the concept of a community of prac-
tice to the development of practice-based studies.

In her chapter titled ‘KM, power and conflict’, Heizmann draws out per-
spectives on power in the wider social sciences and discuss these in relation to
contemporary debates on power and conflict in KM. Drawing on the work of
previous theorists and researchers, the chapter first outlines four different lev-
els or ‘layers” at which power may be examined and sheds light on their rele-
vance for KM. The argument put forward in this chapter is that KM literature
may benefit, in particular, from paying greater attention to the deeper levels
of power referred to here as ‘processes power’, ‘meaning power’, and ‘systemic
power’. The chapter offers an empirical illustration of the different layers of
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power, before concluding with a synthesis and implications for theory and
practice.

In her chapter, ‘Internalized values and fairness perception: Ethics in
knowledge management’, Rechberg argues for ethical consideration in
KM. The chapter explores the effect internalized values and fairness percep-
tion have on individuals’ participation in KM practices. The author argues
that for knowledge to be processed, individual employees need to be willing
to participate in KM practices. As knowledge is power, a key constituent of
knowledge is ethics, while individuals’ internalized values and fairness percep-
tion affect knowledge processing. Where an organization claims ownership
over knowledge, an individual may perceive that they are being treated
unfairly, which may obstruct knowledge processing. The chapter suggests that
by adopting ethical KM practices, individual needs are respected, enabling
knowledge-processing. Implications point towards an ethical agenda in KM
theory and practice.

In their chapter, ‘Knowledge assets: Identification and integration’,
Bowman, Swart and Howard review the literature on the various forms of
capital that generate value. Their chapter does so from a viewpoint that moves
beyond the linear or normative perspective of how each individual form of
capital can be leveraged for success. That is to say, it views knowledge and
knowledge assets, such as human, social and organizational capital, as collec-
tively constructed, a social good and integrated. In other words, these assets
do not generate value in isolation. The chapter supports the notion that capi-
tal is not merely subject to the strategic freedom of the organization, as it is
often portrayed in the strategy and performance literature, but that it is essen-
tially a social good which is relational and contextual in nature. The authors
review the various types of knowledge assets, which they categorize into
human, social and organizational capital. This, in essence, provides a frame-
work for both researchers and organizations to identify knowledge assets. The
authors then put forward a detailed case study of a UN agency that illustrates
how knowledge in an organization can be identified using the diagnosis of the
forms of capital. The case study also illustrates that each form of capital is a
social good and can only add value if it is integrated with other forms of
knowledge.

In her chapter, ‘A gender and leadership perspective on knowledge-sharing’,
Tariq reviews the extent to which female leaders are considered in theorizing
and practices of knowledge management in organizations. The chapter high-
lights how women have a positive impact when it comes to knowledge-sharing
in teams. The review also highlights how existing organizational structures
and cultures could be improved to empower female knowledge leaders.
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Part II of the book deals with KM and boundary spanning.

In their chapter, ‘A conceptual perspective on KM and boundary spanning:
Knowledge, boundaries, and commons’, Joubert and Paraponaris present
boundaries as a construct that enables associating as much as separating. Their
chapter begins by presenting a genealogy of the major concepts in the field of
knowledge dissemination. The authors lay down the various terms that refer
to knowledge boundaries, insisting, in particular, on the persistent misunder-
standing about how the learning process leads to knowledge. This conceptual
framework helps us distinguish two functions of a boundary—separation and
elaboration. The authors then go on to develop this distinction for commer-
cial organizations, and third for non-commercial organizations such as
Wikipedia.

In their chapter, ‘Organizing innovative knowledge transfer through corpo-
rate board interlocks’, Aalbers and Klaasse draw on KM and social network
literature to examine the relation between corporate board interlocks and a
board’s commitment to innovation. Based on a sample of Dutch and German
publicly listed hi-tech companies, their empirical results indicate intra-
industry interlocks supportive of innovative knowledge exchange. Intra-
industry interlocks connect the board to non-local knowledge in the form of
companies residing outside its respective industry, increasing a board’s inter-
nal knowledge diversity. Following absorptive capacity theory, upper-echelon
relational embeddedness is seen to improve the board’s ability to recognize
and pursue innovation opportunities. In contrast, no effect was found for
interlocks with companies residing outside of the focal industry. Findings add
to the knowledge-based theory of the firm, which states that ‘the success of
firms is up to both their current knowledge and also how they use and develop
i’ and emphasizes the relevance of upper-echelon relational embeddedness.

In their chapter, ‘Knowledge-sharing across national cultural boundaries
and multinational corporations’, Lauring and Zhang describe and discuss
processes of knowledge-sharing between and within multinational corpora-
tion (MNC) business units. While knowledge and knowledge-sharing have
become increasingly important in all business sectors, this is particularly true
for MNCs. A major reason for this is the diversity and dispersion of the MNC:
MNCs employ individuals located in different regions with different types of
skills and useful knowledge. The sharing of ideas and perspectives can thus be
highly valuable in order to create a competitive edge. However, the diverse
and dispersed organization of MNCs also creates many challenges for effec-
tive knowledge-sharing. Therefore, MNCs need to deal with the paradoxical
relationship between these two aspects. Based on empirical research in two
Danish MNCs, the authors examine the link between barriers preventing
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knowledge-sharing and the social and sociotechnical factors influencing inter-
action between and within business units. In terms of barriers, they focus on
those caused by diversity (cultural and linguistic) and those caused by disper-
sion (distance and technology). Finally, the authors use two case studies to
illustrate two types of behaviour that can develop internally in MNC units
hampering knowledge-sharing—namely, knowledge being contained and
knowledge being constrained due to certain social and sociotechnical factors.

Part III deals with KM in practice, including its contemporary issues and
directions.

In their chapter, ‘KM and organizational performance with a case study
from PDO, Oman’, Malik and Toubi offer a case study of an oil firm in Oman
and show empirically that, with carefully chosen test variables and designed
field instruments, the desired output to improve organizational performance
and KM can be realized. The authors argue that identification of critical suc-
cess factors, deployment of clear roles and responsibilities for KM stakehold-
ers, visible leadership support and having a KM reward scheme are important
catalysts for successful KM deployment in organizations.

In their chapter, ‘An exploration of knowledge-sharing practices, barriers
and enablers in small and micro-organizations’, Kevill and Analoui analyse
the opportunities for, and challenges to, knowledge-sharing within small and
micro-organizations. In order to achieve this, their chapter seeks to develop
deep and contextualized insights into knowledge-sharing practices in two
micro-organizations and one small organization. The empirical study com-
prises 13 semi-structured interviews with managers and employees in two
micro-organizations and one small organization based in knowledge-intensive
industries. The study helps understand and analyse the enablers of and barri-
ers to knowledge-sharing within these settings. The authors embed these
insights within wider KM literature and elucidate implications for practitio-
ners and policy-makers.

In her study of ‘Knowledge management in small and medium-sized enter-
prises’, Durst discusses KM in SMEs to raise awareness regarding KM prac-
tices in such firms. Given the relevance of SMEs for the prosperity of the
majority of countries, advancing this awareness is of utmost importance. The
chapter introduces important domains relevant to awareness creation. It also
offers an overview of KM practices in SMEs. Following this, reasons for and
benefits of KM for SMEs are presented.

In their chapter, ‘KM in the public sector’, Malik and Toubi review the
current status of KM in the public sector from a practitioner’s perspective and
with the aid of practical examples. The chapter reviews the current challenges
in the public sector and considers how KM can address the opportunities to
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support, for example, cost effectiveness in operations and delivery through a
combination of people, processes and technology enablers. The chapter also
examines the status of KM within the public sector and knowledge-based
economy. It offers recommendations for implementing KM in the public sec-
tor, with a structured set of proven best practices from multple
practitioners.

In their chapter, ‘Knowledge management and project management’,
Bryde, Unterhitzenberger, Renzl and Rost analyse the context, role, struc-
tures, processes, procedures and problems associated with managing knowl-
edge in projects. In doing so, the authors particularly focus on the interactions
and intersections between KM and project management (PM). The impera-
tive for effective KM can be viewed through the prism of poor performance
in relation to PM. The extant research evidence shows that there continue to
be deficiencies in PM and that part of the problem is a failure to effectively
manage knowledge both within a project and between projects. Hence, there
is an urgent need to improve KM in PM. In the chapter, the authors set out
the context in which PM takes place, emphasizing the complexities associated
with managing projects. They identify four strands to this complexity, namely:
the multidimensionality of measures of project success; the diverse and often
conflicting perspectives of project stakeholders as to which dimensions are
important; the failure to learn lessons and the repetition of the same mistakes
on projects; and the fact that projects create temporary structures that often
comprise multiple organizations. The authors stress that the existence of these
four strands means that PM takes place in a complex environment that has
repercussions and creates challenges for effective KM.

In their chapter, ‘Elucidating the effect of post-training transfer interven-
tions on trainee attitudes and transfer of training: A mixed methods study’,
Rahyuda, Syed and Soltani use a mixed methods sequential explanatory
approach in their empirical study in Indonesia that explores how post-training
transfer interventions (relapse prevention, proximal plus distal goal-setting)
influence the transfer of learnt knowledge and skills to the job, either directly
or through changes in specific dimensions of trainee attitudes (i.e., readiness
to change, autonomous motivation to transfer). Quantitative data were col-
lected from employees (N = 160) who attended time-management training
programmes, and analysed using partial least square (PLS) analysis. This was
followed by in-depth interviews (n = 16) that focused on participants’ percep-
tions and reactions towards the transfer interventions. Findings suggest that
relapse prevention and goal-setting directly and indirectly facilitate training
transfer and provide greater insight into the underlying mechanisms that
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account for how and why post-training transfer interventions influence
trainee attitudes and training transfers.

In their chapter, ‘Managing knowledge and learning for process improve-
ment: A software-mediated process assessment approach for IT service man-
agement’, Shrestha, Kong and Cater-Steel argue that in the fast-changing and
dynamic business environment, I'T service organizations must continue to
improve their learning processes, create knowledge and implement best prac-
tices that allow them to deliver innovative and adaptive value adding services
for their clients. In their chapter, the authors describe how they applied the
software-mediated process assessment (SMPA) approach to assist IT service
organizations to conduct process assessments in a transparent and cost-
effective manner. In addition, they introduce a knowledge management pro-
cess cycle that illustrates how KM and learning processes may be used
concurrently to achieve process improvement within the SMPA approach for
maximum impact in the I'T service management (ITSM) sector. The authors
discuss three innovative strategies using the SMPA approach to conduct pro-
cess assessments in the I'TSM sector. The practical strategies include (1) adopt-
ing the international standards for assessments, (2) facilitating assessments
using a decision support system (DSS) tool, and (3) incorporating process
assessments for managing knowledge and learning processes.

In their chapter, ‘Knowledge management in developing economies: A
critical review’, Mohsin and Syed note that the notion of KM is generally
conceptualized and used in research originating from developed countries in
the West. Managers in developing economies face a different sociocultural
and economic complex when trying to implement KM systems and there is
need for an insight into the way that KM is understood and practised in these
economies. With the migration of manufacturing and service industries to
developing economies, developing countries, such as China and India, are
increasingly relevant and significant due to size of their market and human
resources. Thus, there is a need critically to investigate how the cultural, eco-
nomic and social contexts in these economies interact with organizations and
their KM systems. The authors provide a systematic review of KM literature
in the developing economy context. The review shows that only a few studies
provide a contextually embedded discussion of KM in developing countries.
The authors further analyse the studies that provide a contextual analysis, and
extract three themes: trust, hierarchy and power. Based on their findings, they
present a categorization of research on KM in developing countries along
with recommendations for future research.

In their chapter titled ‘Knowledge Measurement: From Intellectual Capital
Valuation to Individual Knowledge Assessment’, Ragab and Arisha provide a
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review of different types of knowledge measurement models. Their chapter
argues for the need for individual knowledge assessment to elucidate the role
of knowledge holders in firm knowledge dynamics, thus allowing for better
allocation and retention of human capital. The antecedents and factors of
individual knowledge are then explored through the findings of a recent man-
agerial study by the authors. The study is conducted as a first step towards a
new individual knowledge assessment platform.

In her chapter on ‘Knowledge Management and Communities of Practice’,
Blackman notes the disconnection between such communities and their
capacity to be sustainable over a period of time. She notes that this often ema-
nates from the institutionalized communities and a number of divested inter-
ests that exist which make it difficult for COP members to remain interested
in the community. In a detailed study of the Canada Public Service (CPS),
Blackman notes that three distinctive themes emerged which helped the COP
to be sustainable in terms of both its ongoing membership and its capacity to
create and transfer knowledge: 1) recognition of value adding by both the
members and the CPS; 2) the role of the support personnel; and 3) champi-
onship not management. The author discusses these relationships and their
effects on the community in some detail. The chapter highlights that the
capacity to successfully transfer knowledge is based on organic, bottom-up
growth, the continued focus on maintaining the COP’s core purpose, and
high levels of stakeholder trust and supportive governance structures. This
chapter makes a significant contribution to scholarly and practitioner ideas
about the long-term sustainability of communities of practice and how to
make them successful.

In his chapter entitled ‘Enhancing Knowledge Management in the Fourth
Industrial Revolution Era: The Role of Human Resource Systems’, Sarina
suggests that a number of external changes to labour markets and modern
economies present threats which could challenge the pivotal role that human
resources and organizations play in the creation of new innovation. The
author argues that instead of the human resource function attempting to
control knowledge, HR scholars and practitioners should nurture knowledge
by utilizing HR systems that create an organizational architecture that pro-
motes, rewards and disseminates new knowledge, enabling organizations to
respond to the hyper-competitive environments in which they operate. This
chapter identifies that at the heart of knowledge management lies an inherent
tension between the increasing need for organizations to use HRM systems
to access tacit knowledge held by individual workers and the need for indi-
viduals to retain an exclusive pool of knowledge to safeguard employment.
Sarina notes that there has been a decline in the level of human capital
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engaged by organizations, thereby curbing an organization’s access to new
knowledge (see the chapter by Murray which discusses an advanced theoreti-
cal perspective of human capital as a case in point). There has also been an
increase in work itself facilitated by online intermediaries that leads to an
increase in private transactions between a customer and worker. As a result,
these new forms of work systems allow individuals to become more entrepre-
neurial by contracting with multiple parties demanding their service.
However, the author also notes that the capture of tacit knowledge via explicit
HR systems has been much more problematic than expected, partly due to
the manner in which HR systems have been designed. In summary, this chap-
ter takes a critical look at the factors that affect human resource systems from
a KM perspective and is compelling reading.

In their chapter titled ‘KM and project management’, Bryde,
Unterhitzenberger, Renzl and Rost set out four broad issues that are salient to
dealing with the different strands of complexity when undertaking KM: the
multi-dimensionality of project management’s (PM) success; the different per-
spectives of success amongst project stakeholders; the high rates of project
failure and poor PM performance; and the temporary nature of the organiza-
tion structures formed to manage projects. These issues form the backdrop of
their chapter, in which the authors set out KM activities for managing knowl-
edge through a project, from design and delivery, through to handover and
closure. The chapter then focuses on how to deal with the tacit dimension of
knowledge in PM, highlighting the importance of social networks and trust. It
ends by reflecting on how future technological developments such as artificial
intelligence or machine learning might contribute to KM in projects.

In their chapter on ‘Best Practices in Knowledge Management: A Review
of Contemporary Approaches in a Globalised World’, Chapman and Macht
point to the ambiguity and difficulty in defining what best practices actually
mean. They note that there is little agreement around what actually consti-
tutes a ‘best practice’, with less consensus around how firms can better reflect
the best practices of their industry. The authors note, however, that there are
a number of contexts in which best practices can be applied, plus many
known methods. For example, KM can be conceived as a set of competen-
cies; the extent to which managers can assemble and apply these helps firms
focus on successful outcomes. Chapman and Macht also discuss the value of
high-performance work systems (HPWS), which help to cultivate a number
of desired competencies among employees, and the value of developing work
systems around tacit knowledge in the supply chain. Here, the authors argue
that the fundamental element of any HPWS is a high level of involvement
by employees, and a high level of commitment from managers. Similarly, a
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commitment to building best practices emphasized by different competen-
cies starts with senior management who have powerful influence over middle
management priorities. The chapter highlights several universal best practice
approaches by Roy (2010) and Koelliker (2017). Some of these point to the
importance of aligning KM practices to the strategic goals of the firm, the
best practices related to locating the required experience and skills, and a
robust idea of the knowledge base that needs to be created (among many
others). Readers of this chapter should also refer to the chapter by Gherardi
and Miele on the importance of a social perspective of knowledge in building
best practice. The authors note that while many factors will influence the
manner in which KM best practices unfold, based on current research, man-
agers and practitioners have a number of guiding principles for developing
best practices. The chapter also has a number of important examples of best
practice and KM application.

In their chapter on ‘A critical realist pathway to relevant and ethical
research’, Syed and Mingers offer a critical realist perspective on relevant and
ethical research within the field of management. In particular, their chapter
persuades management researchers who are concerned about the research-
practice gap that by adopting a critical realist perspective towards knowledge,
they may be better able to recognize and explain problems of relevance to
organizations and that the adoption of critical realism brings with it an explicit
ethical dimension that is currently denied by positivism and, at most implicit,
in interpretivism.

Finally, Hislop, Murray, Shrestha, Syed and Mouzughi offer concluding
thoughts in their chapter titled ‘Knowledge Management: (Potential) Future
Research Directions’, in which they make some overarching comments regard-
ing potential future research directions for the field of knowledge manage-
ment. Acknowledging that doing so may be a subjective process, the authors
present their perceptions of what they regard as important issues and topics
that could facilitate the development of the field.
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The Domains of Intellectual Capital:
An Integrative Discourse Across
Perspectives

Peter A. Murray

Introduction

Intellectual capital (IC) has often been conceived as the sum of human capital
(HC), organisational capital (OC) and social capital (SC) (Subramaniam and
Youndt 2005: 451), while, in other studies, IC equals the sum of HC and
structural capital (Bontis 2001: 45). Elsewhere, it is framed as knowledge that
is created and stored in those three capital components, such that knowledge
embedded in one component of IC can leverage the value of knowledge in the
other components (Reed et al. 2006: 868). While many definitions exist,
comprising multiple independent and dependent variables that create confu-
sion in the literature, HC is the common denominator of IC where there is
consensus related to its components: (1) knowledge, education and training,
(2) expertise and abilities, and (3) behaviour and commitment (Martin-de-
Castro 2014: 240). Previous literature enables the more prominent aspects of
IC to be explained. Taking the lead from Subramaniam and Youndt (2005),
originally conceived from Becker (1964) and Nelson and Winter (1982), HC
is the knowledge, skills and abilities and other skills (KSAOs)—for example
emotional intelligence—that represent individual-level attributes or individ-
ual human assets. Using as a foundation the resource-based view (RBV)
(Barney 1991; Barney and Felin 2013; Peteraf and Barney 2003) and the
micro-foundations literature (Coff and Kryscynski 2011; Felin 2012; Ployhart
and Moliterno 2011), this chapter seeks better to understand how individuals’
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knowledge in the form of KSAOs become firm-level human capital resources
at the organisational level (OC), as a means to develop dynamic capabilities.
By RBV, I mean determining which heterogeneous resource combinations in
factor markets lead to competitive advantage. By micro-foundations, I mean
the inseparability and importance of both individual and collective human
capital resources (HCR) (Ployhart et al. 2014: 377), the complementarity of
these resources (Barney and Felin 2013) and how, through the process of
emergence, HCR become transformed and bundled, often via high-
performance systems, into useful dynamic capabilities at the organisation
level (Boxall and Macky 2007; Eisenhardt and Martin 2000; Felin 2012;
Ployhart and Moliterno 2011).

An exploration of HC and HCR, however, cannot be undertaken without
understanding organisational capital (OC). OC is defined as institution-
alised knowledge that is codified and resides within and is utilised through
databases, patents, manuals, structures, systems and processes (Subramaniam
and Youndt 2005: 451). Yet it is also useful to think of OC as structural
capital, that is, the processes and procedures that are created, and stored in,
a firm’s technology system and that speed the flow of knowledge through the
organisation. While at one time knowledge may be stored and codified,
which facilitates a feedback loop at different levels, at another it is rendered
informative through the feed forward process between the individual, the
group and the organisation (Bontis et al. 2002; Crossan et al. 1999). Some
scholars suggest that the evolving stock of IC over time is dependent on
knowledge management (Bontis et al. 2002: 440) and how this knowledge
becomes transformed, leading to new innovations (Nandkumar and Arora
2012), the basis of which are mechanisms for creating, protecting and trans-
ferring knowledge (Argote and Ingram 2000; Hu and Randel 2014). Since
organisations need to continuously respond to the environment though
superior learning (Hedberg 1981; March 1991), OC must comprise a learn-
ing culture that understands (and can measure) how knowledge stocks
change and can be transformed over time (Bontis et al. 2002; Murray 2002).
The third component of IC is SC, or relational capital that is focused on the
development of a complex set of interactions and networks, both internally
and externally. The basis of this is obligations, expectations and trust
(Coleman 1988), network ties (Granovetter 1973), and norms and shared
values (Nahapiet and Ghoshal 1998). Principally, SC is about the ‘mobiliza-
tion of resources through a social structure [... and an] implicit set of avail-
able resources and ongoing relationships implemented through interactions
among individuals or organisations’.
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The synthesis of IC in the discrete forms described makes sense in research
domains where it is possible to use precise measurement tools, and possibly in
contexts where KSAOs might be generalised, such as within similar industries
with similar isomorphic practices. However, it is more likely, given that sig-
nificant differences exist in terms of what constitutes IC, that it will be diffi-
cult to measure how common inputs lead to competitive advantage in terms
of achieving above average rents, that is, over and above firm resources, or
above the marginal breakeven rate of near competitors within the firm’s prod-
uct markets. This is because, as I highlight in some detail below, there is little
research that examines IC across different constructs, and is also due to the
fact that time and space, as well as measurement constructs, often differ. Thus,
it is difficult to grasp exactly what attributes are common to which approach.
The relationships between the three constructs (human, organisation, and
social capital) have been criticised in different ways. General criticism relates
to the vagueness and breadth of definitions where different types of IC repre-
sent different kinds of knowledge assets (Martin-de-Castro 2014) and differ-
ences in human capital (Nyberg et al. 2014), which result in unclear measures
that are difficult to generalise across organisations and industry contexts.
Take, for instance, a specific HC skill. The latter must be accessible for unit-
relevant purposes (Ployhart et al. 2014), which becomes challenging if the
skills that a person possesses in one unit, for example selling skills, are not
required in another unit—pointing to the existence of many different HC
resources present across units. Moreover, the terms ‘skills’ and ‘abilities’ are
often used interchangeably between different literatures, which conflicts with
the psychology literature where skills and abilities are conceived as different
constructs (Nyberg et al. 2014: 328; Wright et al. 2001).

Similarly, measuring IC on the basis of RBV alone suggests that this mea-
sure would be too broad, as many resource configurations are possible
(Maritan and Peteraf 2011; Reed et al. 2006) and there are well-known time
constraints related to trading resources in factor markets (Dierickx and Cool
1989). Following this line of thinking, many scholars measure performance
that is underpinned by similar resource attributes leading to circular or tauto-
logical arguments often described as routines to learn routines (Eisenhardt
and Martin 2000: 1107; Hsu and Wang 2012). At the OC level, despite
recent studies of the relationship between the different IC components and
performance, it is still unclear what role dynamic capabilities (DC) play, either
those that develop within or across groups (Bridoux et al. 2017). For instance,
we know that DC are described as ‘organisational and strategic routines by
which managers alter their resource base, acquire and shed resources, integrate
them together, and recombine them, to generate new value-creating strategies’
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(Eisenhardt and Martin 2000: 1107). But what is less clear is how these capa-
bilities emerge from HCR.

Further, given the importance of trying to operationalise different IC com-
ponents, are DCs the same thing as firm or unit-level HCR? Moreover, how
are DCs operationalised in moderate or dynamic factor markets, given that
firm performance should be the end goal of IC processes? Lastly, in nearly all
prior studies, the effects of SC have been examined along traditional measures
of external social capital (ESC)—capital related to building external social
relationships (Coleman 1988; Granovetter 1973). However, it is valuable to
study internal social capital (ISC) and ESC as both may lead to fungible and
tradeable resources, depending on the context (Nahapiet and Ghoshal 1998;
Reed et al. 2006). There are also many recent investigations of the relationship
between ESC and performance, studied within a sociocentric paradigm where
the focal actor is a collective (McElroy et al. 2006; Mu et al. 2008) as well as
into the influence of SC on various forms of innovation, technology and local
knowledge (Aribi and Dupouét 2015; Diez-Vial and Montoro-Sdnchez 2014;
Leal-Milldn et al. 2016; Manning 2010). Thus, a potential opportunity for
further study is to explore in more granular terms the effects of ISC and ESC
on performance, how these relationships can be measured, and how they
might transform organisations’ existing stocks and flows of knowledge. For
my purposes here, this relates to connecting discourses between these
approaches. While these many issues cannot all be empirically addressed in a
theoretical review, the discussion clarifies the theoretical linkages between the
different IC constructs by developing a connecting discourse around IC vari-
ables. Several discourses and linkages between individual HC and unit-level
HC, OC and SC are developed. To this end, my goals are twofold. First, the
main aim is to develop an integrative discourse of the links between HC,
HCR, OC and SC. The chapter explores how these components of IC are
linked to competitive advantage. The second aim is to illustrate, through a
process of emergence, how DCs are created by exploring the connecting dis-
courses between the domains of IC knowledge.

This chapter is structured as follows. First, the discussion explores the first
IC domain in HC and its connecting themes. Second, HCR are discussed
within the context of the aggregation and accumulation of KSAOs from the
HC level. This section goes into the question at some length, to outline how
the processes of complementarity and emergence occur as a connecting dis-
course. Third, I consider how DCs are formulated from HCR and how
knowledge is transformed at the OC level. The final part of the chapter
explores the SC domain and the connecting themes. Here, the chapter devel-
ops a discourse between ISC and ESC and DCs by building on the idea that
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it is problematic to measure SC on the basis of collapsing both internal and
external SC. Overall, the chapter seeks to make a major contribution to the
literature and addresses recent calls for more integration of the IC construct.

Conceptual Framework

The following discussions on HC build on recent research into the relation-
ships between HC and HCR. The first basic tenet of these relationships is,
broadly, that many individual attributes that one possesses are innate, repre-
senting some individual capabilities that already exist, as Felin (2012) sug-
gests, and that these capabilities grow endogenously, reflecting latent
possibility. Felin posits that the ability to do something, anything—whether
fly, walk, create or think—is a function of the nature of an organism (2012:
286), such that while scholars are quick to study the environment and how its
inputs effect subparts or organs, they often miss the endogenous factors that
underlie capability or behaviour. Similarly, individuals are the product of their
upbringing, schooling and education; they already possess multiple abilities
and behaviours that are latent talents and often poorly matched to organisa-
tion needs (Barney and Felin 2013; Boxall and Macky 2009; Campbell et al.
2012). The second broad tenet is that individual-level KSAOs cannot be easily
generalised to a wider set of homogenous capabilities that can be accumulated
into firm- or unit-level competitive advantage, nor deployed to achieve greater
strategic impact (Ployhart and Moliterno 2011; Wright etal. 2001). Following
this line of thinking, we see that individual firm-specific skills valuable to a
firm may not necessarily restrict the mobility of people between one firm and
another, and collective skills are seldom homogenous (Nyberg et al. 2014).
Ployhart and Moliterno suggest that ‘researchers assume a relationship
between individual KSAOs and unit-level performance but there is little the-
ory to support this association’ (2011: p. 2011). I now turn to a discussion of
these relationships.

Individual-Level Human Capital

In a recent study of the relationships between firm-level knowledge and skills
and general knowledge and skills, Campbell et al. (2012) contend that
KSAOs have limited applicability outside a specific firm, since any HC gen-
erated will be valuable, rare and easily kept from rivals. This follows the RBV
that the resources held by firms within an industry may be heterogeneous
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and thus not readily transferable between firms (Barney 1991; Peteraf and
Barney 2003). HC resources include the ‘training, experience, judgement,
intelligence, relationships and insight of individual managers and workers’
(1991: 101) that are not easily replicated by other firms. However, this is not
the case for general HC, referred to as worker skills, that might be more
valuable outside the firm in question (Campbell et al. 2012: 377). For
instance, the latter authors suggest that specific skills—such as the knowledge
obtained from sending people on a training course—may make these skills
less attractive to external firms who may require a different skill set dictated
by their own firm-specific requirements. However, a worker may have many
unused general skills that are innate, such as high-level problem solving
skills, and which are not desired by her current employer but attractive to
other organisations. This suggests that firms ought to focus on identifying all
general and firm-specific skills and competencies that are attractive in labour
markets. This perspective is consistent with other recent studies on high-
performance human resource (HR) practices that influence employee atti-
tudes, behaviours and competencies (Cohen 2015; Kehoe and Wright 2013;
Shin and Konrad 2017). Moreover, firms should not generalise about how
KSAOs might represent the sum of all individuals’ skills, given that many of
these will be firm-specific as well as general skills. Further, firm-specific HCR
plus general skills influence the mobility of workers between firms, high-
lighting the importance of how organisations manage and treat their HC
stock as complementary and related resources (Nyberg et al. 2014; Ployhart
et al. 2014).

This observation is consistent with the meaning of complementarity in the
strategy and micro-foundations literature, that is, the idea that the presence of
one element of resource combinations in a system increases the value of other
elements (Ennen and Richter 2010). Similarly, multiple complementarities of
KSAOs are required to accomplish most tasks within a task environment that
in itself can either be simple or complex (Barney and Felin 2013; Ployhart
et al. 2014). For example, tasks on a production line may be relatively simple
but if we asked a worker to perform multiple tasks as part of an assembly unit,
further combinative or bundlings of skills may be required across assemblage
tasks involving other workers. Barney and Felin note, however, that focusing
on HC just at the individual level (whether in combinative or compilation
forms) also misses the ‘unique interactional and collective effects that are not
only additive but emergent’ (2013: 141). For instance, Ployhart et al. (2014:
384) suggest that KSAOs are not only interactive but also causally related,
such as when highly stable KSAOs (such as cognitive ability) influence the
more malleable KSAOs (such as job knowledge). Of course, at the individual
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level, it would be valuable to try to recognise what all of those complementari-
ties, interactive and collective skills are and how they might be consolidated
as HCR.

Recent research of 32,000 HR professionals across the globe led to the
development of nine competency domains that were deemed necessary for
increased job performance. Some of these for example include HR technical
expertise and relationship management, communication and global and cul-
tural awareness, and ethical practice and business acumen (Cohen 2015:
209). The point is that organisations need to take stock of their suite of knowl-
edge at the individual level, both specific and general KSAOs, the comple-
mentarities of those resources and how they emerge over time, and what
contributions they make to developing a set of competency domains germane
to ongoing performance. Managing the stocks of knowledge in this way also
adds to the collective perceptions of employees, as revealed in recent studies
where high-performance HR practice is positively related to affective commit-
ment, organisational citizenship behaviour and intent to remain with the
organisation (Kehoe and Wright 2013: 383). Here, and with a note of cau-
tion, it may be equally important to establish a clear line of sight between
strategy and performance, and to foster integrative frameworks that support
discourse in these areas. That is, strategic development in factor markets
demands more than just an understanding of RBV on heterogeneous resources
that lead to competitive advantage. People management practices and strate-
gies manifest in organisational capabilities (or competencies), group compe-
tencies/norms and individual KSAOs, and are embodied in HC and SC and
knowledge stocks and flows that collectively establish superior performance
and/or competitive advantage (Buller and McEvoy 2012; Nyberg et al. 2014;
see also Wright et al. 2001). These relationships invoke a more detailed review
of firm- or unit-level resources.

Firm- or Unit-Level Resources and Organisational
Capital

In a recent review of HCR by Ployhart et al. (2014), as well as a meta-review
by Nyberg et al. (2014), a distinction can be made between individual-level
and unit-level or firm HC resources. Nyberg et al. suggest that while ‘KSAOs
are unique constructs at the individual level, they manifest different types of
KSAO:s at the collective level’ (2014: 321). The premise of these relationships
is that scholars need to shift from thinking about HC as an individual-level
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construct to the broader notion of HCR, given that different ‘types’ of HCR
across organisations will have different unit-level performance outcomes.
HCR then are a ‘unit-level resource that is created from the emergence of
individuals’ knowledge, skills, abilities, and other characteristics’ (Ployhart
and Moliterno 2011: 127). Ployhart et al. (2014) suggest, however, that emer-
gence occurs mainly across levels, for instance between departments in an
organisation, whereas complementary resources can be present within the
same unit and across levels. Complementarity exists in the aggregate not only
in the formation of individual HC, and with the consistent application of
HPWS that act as a lever to allow this to occur, but also in multiple comple-
mentarities that are required to complete more complex tasks. They consist of
both causally related and interactive resources that aggregate at the unit or
organisational level through social interaction, interdependence and
influence.

Barney and Felin (2013: 147) contend that emergence leads to collective
outcomes that are surprising and not necessarily reducible to different indi-
viduals. In much of what follows, I draw on the work of Barney (1986);
Barney and Felin (2013) and Felin (2012) and Nyberg et al. (2014) by describ-
ing how HCR comprise complementarity, interaction, causality and the
aggregation of HC resources within and across higher levels of firm or unit
HCR in terms of resource accumulation. Here, and as a way forward, a syn-
thesis of the strategy and change literature suggests that firm- or unit-level
HCR acts as a stock of resources at the firm level for the development of DCs.
To the extent that HCR represent a multitude of resources that are comple-
mentary and interactive (Ployhart et al. 2014), accumulative (Dierickx and
Cool 1989), integrative and interdependent (Esienhardt and Martin 2000),
reconfigured, coevolving and transitioning (Brown and Eisenhardt 1997),
and enabled through composition and compilation (Ployhart and Moliterno
2011) among others, they are more likely to be a driver of competitive advan-
tage in factor markets. Resources bundled in this way contribute to the forma-
tion of organisation-level DCs. I illustrate here that a combination of HCR
leads to the establishment of structural capital. Structural capital refers to the
structures, systems, processes and established routines embedded within the
firm (e.g., Hsu and Wang 2012), which encompass the establishment of rou-
tines around high performance plus a compilation (rather than a composi-
tion) of DCs.

Both structural capital and DC comprise OC based on this review. Thus, 1
outline below how OC leads to competitive advantage depending on the
environmental context. In terms of how, through more efficient use of OC
resources, organisations influence firm performance and competitive
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advantage, I use DC as the lever to explain the way firms build competitive
advantage in factor markets. Dynamic capabilities as outlined are similar to
how Helfat and Peteraf describe DCs as ‘the ability of an organization to per-
form a coordinated set of tasks, utilizing organisational resources, for the pur-
poses of achieving a particular end result’ (2003: 999). Elsewhere, Helfat et al.
(2007: 1) suggest that capabilities relate to the capacity of an organisation to
purposefully create, extend or modify its resource base, in much the same way
that Stahle (2008: 165) implies that capabilities are a learned pattern of col-
lective activity through which the organisation systematically generates and
modifies its operation routines in pursuit of improved efficiencies, possibly
because of labour market frictions that lead to more investment in HC
(Molloy and Barney 2015). However, given how DC is implemented, the
working definition described by Eisenhardt and Martin (2000) is preferred,
that is, it constitutes “well-known processes such as alliancing product devel-
opment, and strategic decision making. ... their value for competitive advan-
tage lies in their ability to alter the resource base, create, integrate, recombine,
and release resources” (16). The basis of OC—encapsulating structural and
dynamic capability—relies on the accumulation of resources in HCR to
achieve competitive advantage as those resources aggregate (Barney and Felin
2013) and, over time, become embedded in structural capital. A number of
examples from extant research illustrate the connecting discourse.

First, factor markets can be described in terms of ‘where firms buy and sell
the resources necessary to implement their strategies” (Barney 1986) to achieve
above-average rents through heterogeneous resources that create a resource-
based advantage (Barney 1991). This occurs in two ways: (1) where a firm has
superior information about the value of the resource a priori, or (2) where the
firm is lucky (Maritan and Peteraf 2011: 1375). Later, researchers countered
these original claims by proposing that resource accumulation processes pro-
vide another way to achieve competitive advantage other than resources
acquired through superior information. Here, the purpose is not to build on
the strategy literature debate about these two positions (e.g., see Dierickx and
Cool 1989; Helfat and Peteraf 2003; Pacheco-de-Almeida and Zemsky 2007)
but rather to demonstrate through illustrative examples how DC is the driver
that helps organisations to achieve competitive advantage. The accumulation
of resources occurs in multiple ways, the basis of which is micro-foundations
that are aggregated into HCR. Out of these individual and unit-level HC
resources, individuals aggregate into teams, groups and organisations in non-
linear ways (Barney and Felin 2013: 149; see also Bridoux et al. 2017)
and often in novel fashion (Felin 2012; Nyberg et al. 2014). Aggregate
resources in turn, and over time, build unique DC based on established
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deep-seated organisational capabilities that may yield a sustained competitive
position, especially where they relate to training and investments in HC
(Eisenhardt and Martin 2000; Helfat and Martin 2015; Riley et al. 2017).

Brown and Eisenhardt (1997), for instance, in a study of the high-velocity
computer industry characteristic of blurred market boundaries in dynamic
markets, demonstrate how firms built organisational structures and systems
based on continuous change. In the more successful of these, capabilities were
built around probing routines (capabilities), including those related to a vision
of themselves as ‘creators of the fastest software on earth’ (1997: 16).
Furthermore, new product inquiries by new product developers and engineers
became product options that were useful in new markets. Here, creators were
aggregating their combined bundle of KSAOs to form strong interactive capa-
bilities that related to emergence often in novel and exciting ways.
Interdependence within the unit was important, shielding the successful firm
from market vulnerabilities and access to only one type of market probe, since
new futures in high-velocity markets arrive quickly.

Similarly, in evolving from the present to the future, and by avoiding the
prospect of leaving future projects to arrive suddenly, complementarities
related to transitioning product portfolios that ‘created an almost seamless
switch from one project to the next’ (1997: 21) became a familiar routine.
Less successful were those who relied on structural capital only—in other
words, those with structures, systems and processes that were not flexible
enough, thereby creating stop/start scenarios, and which lacked well-defined
responsibilities or a structured development process and so product profit-
ability and project schedules were unclear (Brown and Eisenhardt 1997: 11).
For successful firms, out of the aggregation of design and organisational
imperatives there was evidence of both compilation and cross-level emergence
that combined distinct KSAOs with the composition of homogenous and
similar KSAOs (Ployhart et al. 2014: 387). This often related to training, for
instance probing routines, that directly influenced financial performance in
respect of new project efliciencies. These findings are similar to those of a
recent study into the relationship between whether effective investments in
general training can benefit firms financially (Riley et al. 2017: 1896), where
‘firms that engage in superior training efforts do receive significant financial
returns, and the variance in these financial returns is affected by the firms’
investments in the complementary assets of R&D [research and develop-
ment], physical capital, and advertising’.

In much extant research, therefore, there is an explicit link between modi-
fying current capabilities as investments in HC and creating new capabilities
for knowledge creation. However, these capabilities arise from the unit's HCR,
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in the above examples, that is the capacity of the organisation to build mul-
tiple complementarities between product innovation, and cultural and
HCR. Ahuja and Lampert (2001) indicate that when an organisation becomes
more exposed to new knowledge domains, for example probing, exploring,
training, testing out new project and product ideas as described earlier, then
existing knowledge becomes less reliable and attractive. The opposite of this is
seen in how HCR are used by firms in more predictable linear situations. In
moderately dynamic contexts, for instance, where change occurs frequently
but along predictable and linear paths, a firm’s structures, systems and proce-
dures reinforce existing knowledge such that the knowledge stock creates ‘a
path-dependent trajectory of reinforced knowledge’ (Subramaniam and
Youndt 2005: 453; see also Greenwood and Hinings 1996). Here, capabilities
may lose their dynamic features through isomorphic product and service rep-
lication as other likeminded organisations adopt institutionalised workplace
structures that conform to their organisation environment, largely because
firms in this situation seek legitimacy through their structures and systems
being similar to those of others (Di Maggio and Powell 1983). An illustrative
example can be found in the banking industry, as banks seek similar OC
gains, such as in lending practices, as other banks (Reed et al. 2000).

In other studies, complementarities and emergence occur in ways that
reveal interdependence between the environment and factor markets, not
only interdependence inside the firm. For instance, in a study of how contin-
gencies in the environment influence the relative importance of a firm’s capa-
bilities, particularly related to technical and marketing aspects, it is found that
the ‘external supply of technology diminishes the value of a capability that
enables firms to produce a substitute (internal technical capability) that
enhances the value of a capability that enables it to produce a complement
(marketing capability)” as a source of competitive advantage (Nandkumar and
Arora 2012: 248).

Similarly, coevolving capabilities arise out of efforts to capture synergy
within HCR in different parts of the organisation. In cross-functional teams,
for instance, it is common to share ideas and contexts so that transmitted
information and knowledge is easily accessed among team members (Hu and
Randel 2014); tacit knowledge shared among team members might later
coevolve into quite radical innovations (Perez-Luno et al. 2011). In this situ-
ation, complementarities evolve through team processes where emergence
leads to shared values and innovations over time (Brideoux et al. 2017).
However, DCs also coevolve as explicit linkages between a given firm and
knowledge sources that are located externally. For example, in a study by
Henderson and Cockburn (1994), external linkages were critical to connect
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pharmaceutical firms to new knowledge creation processes. Mu et al. (2008)
found that networking through interaction complementarities provided con-
tinuous learning between the networking firms, providing timely access to
new information and resources. Taken together, DCs are created through
complementarities that aggregate up to different levels within and across the
organisation, as well as externally. Furthermore, emergence occurs from
accessing HCR pools of stocks of knowledge (not always successfully), leading
to a complex process of interactions, causality, compilation and composition,
as well as coevolving and interdependent relationships.

The foregoing discussion suggests that it is possible to posit a connecting
discourse between HCR and DC, since what is occurring is a transformation
of existing stocks of knowledge from the HCR pool of knowledge into DCs
that help a firm to achieve sustained competitive advantage. Overall, the con-
necting discourse relates to how firms draw from their HCR to develop DCs.
Given that the focus thus far, however, has been more about DC, there is also
a connecting interchange of activities between HCR and strategic HR man-
agement practices or high-performance work systems (HPWS). For the pur-
poses of my analysis, I have located these within the structural capital domain
of IC. I do so because they comprise systems and practices that tend to be
embedded and institutionalised. For example, in the meta-review of the
resource-based view of HC, Nyberg et al. note that there is an implied causal
link between HR policies and practices and unit-level performance (2014:
324). In labelling these connections as antecedent HRM policies, these schol-
ars find that many articles spend little time discussing the links between a
unit’s HCR and unit- or firm-level performance.

While HRM policies, systems and practices lie more broadly at the OC
level, specific practices and systems, such as HPWS, increase the empower-
ment of workers and enhance their skills (Boxall and Macky 2007). For
instance, in previous studies of production workers, work redesign led to
workers being able to solve technical problems, providing opportunities for
learning through high-involvement routines and greater empowerment. As
noted by Boxall and Macky (2007: 265), HPWS—also called high-
involvement work systems—Iead to drivers of workplace performance, includ-
ing, but not limited to, renewal in technology (technology work processes),
performance and commitment incentives (enhanced commitments to work
smarter) and management capability and support (improved investments in
management development at all levels). These scholars also discuss comple-
mentary practices and the importance of ‘bundling’, which they see as ‘the
combination of practices into a bundle rather than individual practices, which
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shapes the pattern of interactions between and among managers and employ-
ees’ (Boxall and Macky 2009: 5).

However, high-performance practices differ significantly within and across
firms (Kehoe and Wright 2013; Wright and Boswell 2002) and in different
industry settings such as small and medium-sized enterprises (as with larger
organisations). High performance work systems (HPWS) also differ within
internal organisational capital components, such as practices that define top
management team cultures and middle management resistance. Similarly,
environmental constraints (customers and competitors) influence the adop-
tion of HPWS in medium-sized firms (Torre and Solari 2012). However,
HPWS also create a level of expectancy that strengthens the effort—perfor-
mance link and instrumentality that in turn strengthens the performance—
reward link in recent research (Shin and Konrad 2017). Similarly, HPWS
enhance motivation, productivity, ability and opportunity for employees
(2017: 977). Shin and Konrad find, for instance, that there is a positive feed-
back between HPWS and productivity where an increase in one resulted in an
increase in the other, such that the beneficial effects of HPWS may be difficult
for competitors to imitate (2017: 988). Much of the HPWS literature is also
grounded in the RBV approach that improvements or investments in indi-
vidual human assets lead to higher unit and managerial influence (Wright
etal. 1994; 2001), where SHRM policies shape what employees learn, which
in turn effects the unit or firm stock of HCR (Boxall and Purcell 2003; Nyberg
et al. 2014). In relating the valuable approaches of HPWS to the HCR, it is
possible that SHRM practices contribute to the establishment of multiple

resource complementarities which lead to DCs that will be embedded at the
OC level.

A Discourse Between Human Capital, Human
Capital Resources and Dynamic Capability

Table 2.1 illustrates some examples of the process of emergence related to new
product development between HC, HCR and DC:s at the organisational level
which form part of the IC domains of knowledge. At the HC level, these
comprise the KSAOs described earlier. Here, skills and abilities may be
deemed similar in prior research, which accounts for why many researchers
use ‘skills’ as a measure of performance (Martin-de-Castro 2014; Nyberg et al.
2014). However, I see skills as a ‘doing’ function, as seen in skills related to
managing a project team, or skill at being able to motivate a team towards
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shared values. Similarly, an ability is something more innate, such as a latent
ability or general skill that a person possesses and which the firm has not
developed (Campbell et al. 2012; Felin 2012) but that might also be devel-
oped through training to develop a particular competency or increased ability
in problem-solving and higher-order thinking (Murray et al. 2009). While
knowledge will consist of current knowledge held at the individual level, this
existing knowledge will need to be challenged (Espedal 2008) such that any
new knowledge acquired by all individuals is aggregated at HCR level. At
HCR level, these are the complementarities that comprise multiple skills,
bundles of HC resources that will eventually lead to an emerging set of DCs.
Each firm will use HCR differently depending on the level of innovation evi-
dent—in other words, the capacity to transform HCR bundles into DCs,
such as through a culture of learning (Nyberg et al. 2014). The success of this
transformation will also depend on how the firm addresses its existing stocks
of knowledge embedded within its structural capital.

Firms will most likely build on their existing stock of knowledge through
the complementarity process of HCR in developing DCs. Thus, in column
3 in Table 2.1, the emergence of actual capability reflects both a firm’s struc-
tural capital and dynamic capability, since each firm needs to rely on its exist-
ing structures and systems by exploiting their knowledge base (Bontis et al.
2002; March 1991). As noted earlier, DCs reflect the emergence and comple-
mentarity of resources that are interactive, accumulative, integrative, interde-
pendent, reconfigured, coevolving and transitioning (Brown and Eisenhardt
1997; Dierickx and Cool 1989; Esienhardt and Martin 2000; Ployhart et al.
2014), and these will most likely reflect new learning routines that challenge
the existing stocks of knowledge (Crossan et al. 1999; Espedal 2008). Most
notably, these resource combinations will be different across firms and will
depend on how each firm transforms HCR into useable and tradeable DCs.
Taken together, and in terms of new product development, the HC stock of
knowledge informs and leads to HCR’s stock of new product knowledge. This
in turn, through the process of emergence (Barney and Felin 2013), leads to
sets of DC that relate to the capacity of a firm to transform its HCR into the
new knowledge stock of capabilities which creates competitive advantage. As
Felin (2012: 288) acknowledges, capabilities, whether in the economic or
social domain, rely on the aggregation, interaction and coordination of
numerous individuals.

The other key component of intellectual capital is social capital. I now turn

to a discussion of the key principles of SC and how its domain influences a
firm’s DCs.
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Social Capital

The purpose of this section is to explore several discourses of SC, namely
internal social capital (ISC) and external social capital (ESC) and to explore
their connecting themes. Sociologists such as Burt (1992), Coleman (1988)
and Granovetter (1973) indicate many points of interconnection where social
capital is ‘defined by its function which is embedded or inheres in social rela-
tions between and among actors where the SC becomes a resource for per-
sons’ (Granovetter 1973: S98). The social relations produced become useful
resources for exchange purposes. Social capital is defined as the ‘goodwill
available to individuals or groups [...] its source lies in the structure and
content of the actor’s social relations [...] its effects flow from the informa-
tion, influence, and solidarity it makes available to the actor’ (Adler and
Kwon 2002: 23). Internal social structure is concerned with actors’ own
internal structure and the linkages among individuals or groups within the
collective (rather than the collective itself) that establish cohesiveness, such as
through bonding (Adler and Kwon 2002), and integrative and interaction
routines within a group (Crossan et al. 1999; Nyberg et al. 2014). Fukuyama
(1995: 10) describe SC as ‘the ability of people to work together for common
purposes in groups and organisations’. That is, capital associated with inter-
nal relationships (Reed et al. 2006) or ISC. ESC refers to the collective
behaviour of a firm whose actions are influenced by its external linkages
(Adler and Kwon 2002), that is, capital associated with establishing all exter-
nal relationships (Bontis 1998; Manning 2010), and networks among indi-
viduals (Coleman 1988) that underpins the importance of building social
networks. One side of SC is described thus in terms of sociocentric theories,
where the focal actor is a collective [...] where social capital is found in the
internal linkages that characterize structures and give them cohesiveness’
(McElroy et al. 2006: 128; see also Adler and Kwon 2000) but also in all
external structures that relate to social function (Coleman 1988). An impor-
tant notion for the sociocentric approach is that of a close-knit community
that provides similarity, safety and predictability (Kianto and Waajakoski
2010). The other side is described as an egocentric approach (Bourdieu 1986),
that is, in terms of the ‘benefits that an individual actor’s relationships bring
to this particular actor, and how these benefits influence the actor’s relative
position compared with other actors within the same social structure’ (Kianto
and Waajakoski 2010: 6). Similarly, the structural dimension of SC concerns
the frequency of interaction (Scott 1991) and the density within a network,
while the cognitive dimension concerns how effective collaboration occurs
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through shared mental models and narratives (Kianto and Waajakoski 2010;
Nahapiet and Ghoshal 1998). In much of what follows, I discuss SC within
the domains of ISC and ESC, which encompass many of these broader
approaches.

According to Coleman (1988), the basis of SC is obligations, expectations
and trustworthiness where reciprocal favours build up a large number of credit
slips, some of which remain unused but where, over time, obligations will be
repaid. A degree of trustworthiness is thus built into the social environment
(Coleman 1988: S102) on the basis of the exchange relationships established.
Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) illustrate how the components of SC relate to
structural capital (not the capital described earlier within OC but rather as
part of social relations), relational embeddedness and cognitive capital. For
instance, structural capital is the overall pattern of connections between
actors, while relational embeddedness concerns personal relationships that
people have developed with each other; ‘cognitive capital refers to those
resources providing shared representation, interpretations, and systems of
meaning’ (1998: 244). These views augment Coleman’s attention to the estab-
lishment of information channels through social relations that constitute a
form of SC (1988: S104). Similarly, where effective norms facilitate some
actions, they also constrain others, for instance where an organisation policy
might encourage external networks to be established on the one hand but
where policy dictates that these must be run by two or more departments that
are likely to be affected. This suggests that in the development of these com-
ponents, the ability to create and exploit SC will relate to differences in norms
between firms, including differences in performance—such as problems of
power, where in the initial quest to invest more in value creation where syner-
gistic benefits are expected, the fear of opportunism and competition for value
pushes partners to outpower each other (Panico 2016: 1647). By comparison,
Granovetter explores relationships as represented by strong or weak ties, a key
part of building SC networks. For instance, a smaller number of ties between
A and B (strong ties) who are firm friends, even while A might be connected
to C (weak ties) through B, will be reflected in the ‘combination of the amount
of time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy, and the reciprocal services
which characterise the tie’ (1973: 1361). Importantly, strong ties between two
or more people will become less frequent as people become more familiar
with what each offers in the relationship over a longer period of time. In real-
ity, however, people and firms have many ties, which are mostly weak but
connected through bridges linking central actors. Here, all bridges become
weak ties (1973: 1364). The idea is that weak ties produce structural holes
arising from the configuration of links between actors (or lack thereof);
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however, weak ties might also mean that actors have greater flexibility and a
wider access to information (Kianto and Waajakoski 2010).

There is also an important discourse between ISC and ESC. ISC will mostly
result through interaction and emergence inside the firm as people with close
relationships (e.g., people within the same department) build relationships
over time. These relationships and interactions will also occur across depart-
ments, since, as discussed earlier, HCR relates to complementarities, as with
strong interaction ties built through internal relationships such as teams. For
instance, while trust contributes to tacit knowledge-sharing in many previous
studies (Lin 2007; Yang and Farn 2009), and to the fostering of personal rela-
tionships (Nahapiet and Ghoshal 1998), recent research by Hu and Randel
(2014) finds that cognitive social capital is not associated at all with
ESC. Cognitive social capital, such as shared values and shared language,
however, is highly conducive to tacit knowledge-sharing within teams as a
basis for building ISC and extrinsic incentives are found to be positively
related to both explicit and tacit knowledge-sharing (2014: 234). Yet the
establishment of ESC has its downsides. While weak ties will rely on a local
bridge in different sectors, for example areas within the networked commu-
nity that represent either a long or short path that connects an external actor
to a focal actor, such external relationships need be nurtured and maintained
because social bonds have to be periodically renewed and reconfirmed (Adler
and Kwon 2002: 22). Similarly, firms within the network might be excluded
from the benefits of SC, while commitment and cooperation highlight key
interaction complementarities if they can be established. Further, the motiva-
tion for donors to support recipients in the absence of immediate returns
means that firms need to build a sense of shared identity and dyadic mutual
social exchange (2002: 25) if ESC is to be successfully negotiated.

The opposite of this is the upsides that create opportunity in ESC situa-
tions, such as the leveraging of network contacts that enable firms to act
together (Panico 2016). For example, in situations where local bridges create
more and shorter paths, a firm—as the focal actor—might have many close
suppliers with shorter bridge connections compared to other suppliers who
have longer bridge ties. However, this raises another concern based on the
time it takes for ESC to develop, given that although weak ties and bridging
networks might be many, they seldom develop quickly and, in some cases,
take years (Granovetter 1973) and can just as easily be disbanded (Adler and
Kwon 2002). Nahapiet and Ghoshal note, for instance, that the concept of
embedding fundamentally means the binding of social relations in time and
space (1998: 257), where transactions are consummated over a period

(Coleman 1990: 91). Here, it seems highly unlikely that ESC can be consid-
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ered at a snapshot in time and space as representing a reliable indicator of
performance. Rather, I contend that ESC based on this research is more likely
to represent a moderating variable between an independent and dependant
variable (such as X and Y), affecting the relationships between HC and HCR,
and OC—both structural capital and dynamic capital—as outlined earlier.
However, this is not to discount previous SC research. For instance, SC has
been found to be an individual-level antecedent for career success, job search
outcomes and reduced turnover rates (Burt 1992; Krackhardt and Hanson
1993; Nyberg et al. 2014). More recently, in a study linking customer capital
(substituted for relational and social capital), Leal-Milldn et al. (2016: 458)
find that relationship-learning enables firms to compete better and satisfy
stakeholders by structuring and reconfiguring resources that influence both
green innovation performance and customer capital. Aribi and Dupouét
(2015), in a study of the absorptive capacity of firms to acquire new knowl-
edge in the form of bringing new products to the market, find that SC is best
suited for knowledge accumulation, maintenance and circulation, whereas
organisational capital is a tool for coordination and cooperation (2015: 1002)
confirming much of the previous discussion. Fang et al. (2011: 129), use an
interesting theoretical model to examine how socialisation factors, namely
organisational tactics and newcomer proactivity—such as relationship-build-
ing and positive framing—contribute positively to newcomer adjustment and
subsequent career success. Much of this research is very valuable in under-
standing the role of SC in contributing to firm performance. However, taken
together, these SC relationships often conflate ISC and ESC, which are
applied at a moment in time and highlight the complexity of the SC domain
within the overall IC landscape of knowledge.

The proclivity for building ESC to be attractive to stakeholders also relates
to how tasks are structured within a network. Here, the value of SC depends
on how well the tasks to be undertaken within the network fit with company
goals (Adler and Kwon 2002; Krackhardt and Hanson 1993). Task contin-
gencies help explain whether strong or weak ties are more valuable (2002: 34),
where strong ties lead to more cost-effective transfers of complex information
and weak ties a search for more codifiable information (Hansen 1998).
Similarly, tasks can be both highly structured and unstructured in studies of
sociology examining worker participation on the basis of race or some other
factor (Alexander et al. 2009; Chizek et al. 2003; Walker et al. 2014). Highly
structured tasks are allied with more homogenous groups and those with a
clearly articulated problem and solution with less external participatory
opportunity. On the other hand, unstructured or open-structured tasks create
many additional opportunities for participation (Walker et al. 2014), as such
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problem-solving benefits from greater diversity. So, task structure and partici-
pation relate to how HCR is organised in terms of ISC within a firm’s OC.
Interestingly, in a study by Reed et al. (2006: 884) of the banking industry,
HC is revealed as influential when ISC is low in personal banks, that is, the
sharing of information through interaction is ineffective, or similarly when
OC is low—meaning that information-processing infrastructure is inade-
quate (described earlier as structural capital). Conversely, however, strong ties
in the commercial sector through ESC are evident between the bank and the
business community because of the need to sell banking services. This research
suggests that for ESC, although many weak ties establish more opportunities
for connection, strong ties are necessary within certain contexts and are more
cost effective. On the other hand, and in relation to ISC, it may indicate that
HCR is less effective in establishing complementarity and interaction—the
emergence of ideas for sharing information for instance—quite possibly
because some firms (banks in this instance) are less effective in managing their
HCR. I now turn to how different discourses across perspectives might be
combined, the outputs of which become DCs at the organisational level.

A Discourse Between Social Capital and Dynamic
Capabilities

Table 2.2 illustrates some examples of the process of emergence related to
ISC, ESC and DCs at the organisational level which form part of the intel-
lectual capital domains of knowledge. The SC components in the table are
consistent with scholarly understanding of both ISC and ESC and reflect the
discussion thus far. Table 2.2 also illustrates the factors to consider in estab-
lishing a competitive advantage in the application of social capital. Therefore,
the goal of this section is to identify connecting discourses between each of
the principle contributors of ISC, ESC and DCs.

In Table 2.2, the establishment of ISC in column 1 is dependent on how
the KSAOs of individuals are aggregated and compiled, the degree of interde-
pendence established between these resources in HCR, how these are then
combined and reconfigured and the degree to which these are available for
immediate action (Nyberg et al. 2014). Similarly, ESC depends on resource
complementarity and the aggregation of ESC resources. In both columns 1
and 2, the components of ISC and ESC need to be transformed into DCs
through the emergence process. The success of the emergence process will
vary across firms and the degree of commitment to building DCs. For
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instance, in column 3, the DC will be evidenced by the ability of a firm to
create, extend or modify its resource base by utilising organisational resources
to achieve a particular result (Helfat 1997), such as by establishing HPWS
and creating a culture of learning. Furthermore, the discourse changes to rep-
resent what the firm is actually doing by building strong linkages, creating
strong ties and information channels, and by building the structure of embed-
ded relationships over time. This reinforces the idea noted by many scholars
that although KSAOs may be present, they may not be being used effectively
by a firm at the organisational level (Boxall and Macky 2007; Campbell et al.
2012; Nyberg et al. 2014; Ployhart et al. 2014). The resource stocks listed in
column 3 as DCs are thus formulated both from the heterogeneous differ-
ences that can be established plus the accumulation of resources (Barney
1991; Maritan and Peteraf 2011). However, while Table 2.2 might suggest a
seamless integration and transformation of resources at the DC level, this is
not always the case, as noted earlier, since all firms learn and acquire knowl-
edge at different rates and both ISC and ESC measurements will be dissimilar,
depending on the many contexts in which study constructs are used.

For instance, in a study of 21 managers from large start-up software corpo-
rations in China with turnover exceeding 10 million Chinese RMB, Mu et al.
(2008) explore whether firm innovation can be leveraged from the accumu-
lated SC embedded within inter-firm relationships, as well as the extent to
which networks share knowledge and their underlying mechanisms. In what is
mainly a study of ESC, these scholars discover that the ‘identification of the
process through which social capital facilitates knowledge flow and conse-
quently innovation enhances the understanding of firms’ strategic behaviour’
(2008: 95). Reciprocal trust needs to be high within these interdependent rela-
tionships, enabling the flow of knowledge from one partner to another, thus
confirming these resources as illustrated in Table 2.2. From the networking
relationships, mainly through strong ties, they note the importance of continu-
ous learning and colearning, creativity and idea exchange, as well as network
relationships that are both path-dependent and path-creative, and difficult for
other firms to copy, on the basis that they are socially embedded, complex and
idiosyncratic. Such strong links thus enhance innovation within a firm.

Similarly, in building on the general idea that ESC is linked to perfor-
mance, Kianto and Waajakoski (2010) in a study of 143 Finnish firms, explore
whether intra-organisational SC—structural capital, relational social capital
and cognitive social capital—increase organisational growth. They find that
only extended external SC—the extent to which key partner relationships
allow the firm to access new partners or customers—is related to organisa-
tional growth (2010: 11), and that ISC is negatively associated with growth,
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especially for firms that are not part of inter-organisational networks. ISC is
associated with growth only for firms within such a network. These scholars
note that the type of SC within a firm is contingent on its market, suggesting
that stable markets (moderate dynamic markets described earlier) might be
best in situations of bonding and of developing close, predictable and harmo-
nious collaborations (2010: 12), which supports the general conception of SC
trustworthiness, reciprocity and strong ties (Coleman 1988; Granovetter
1973). The opposite of this situation is arm’s-length collaboration through
weak ties and structural lacunae, characterised by unpredictable and rapid
nonlinear change, especially in situations where inter-organisational collabo-
ration is approached in a disorganised and limited way. The latter recommen-
dation from Kianto and Waajakoski (2010), and to an extent the ESC links
established by Mu et al. (2008), confirm recent research by Panico (2016) that
greater synergistic benefits push partners to invest more in the creation of
value. However, since it is difficult then for partners to terminate, they tend
to increase the competition for value, leading to a situation where partners
race to overpower each other (2016: 1659). The risks of ESC thus confirm
what Adler and Kwon (2002) suggest are the downsides of external collabora-
tion, where social bonds and high-trust relationships have to be nurtured and
maintained.

The point is that SC links to performance in the above examples are thus
highly dependent on idiosyncratic environments, and the degree to which
firms can build trusting relationships in establishing ESC collaborations. ISC
may also lead to inertia in firms when it has poor links to organisational per-
formance (Reed et al. 2006). These studies bring into question the connect-
ing discourse between the different SC domains; they may be interconnected
but it may be misleading to suggest that antecedents (sets of independent
variables) can be easily identified. Moreover, it is highly likely that ISC will
be more visible in strongly established external networks that are relatively
stable and not in rapidly changing cycle markets. Similarly, ISC is firmly
embedded within HCR and a culture that values the building of trust, a zest
for acquiring knowledge and high-interaction KSAOs that aggregate into a
culture of exploration outside the firm. However, HCR of combined SC will
be firm specific and are not readily associated with a general list of SC skills
(such as those illustrated in Table 2.2) that can easily be transformed into
dynamic capabilities. ESC, by comparison, is established not so much from
weak ties but rather derives from strong network ties of established and
trustworthy relationships, a situation which is in stark contrast to that found
in the network ties literature. The latter appears to be consistent in many
studies underlined in this chapter and as seen by the strong relationships
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established. Accordingly, in establishing the connecting discourse between
ISC, ESC and DC, the complexity of relationships related need to be care-
fully considered by both scholars and practitioners.

Discussion and Conclusion

This chapter set out to achieve two broad aims. One was to develop an inte-
grative discourse of the links between human capital, human capital
resources, organisational capital and social capital. Out of these, OC was
divided into structural capital and DCs, whereas SC comprised both ISC
and ESC. These relationships have been explored at some length. The second
aim was to illustrate, through a process of emergence, how DCs are created
by exploring connecting discourses between the main domains of knowledge
of intellectual capital. Both aims were explored within the context of the
extant literature and from recent meta-reviews. For instance, the analysis
built on recent work by Nyberg et al. (2014) and Ployhart et al. (2014) on
the HC stock and its link to competitive advantage and the RBV logic
(Barney 1991). Similarly, the discussions focused on the key IC domains by
exploring a broad literature, highlighting many connecting discourses. Tables
2.1 and 2.2 illustrated how these discourses emerge into the creation of DCs.
By exploring the DC literature, I also described how competitive advantage
could be achieved both through heterogeneous and accumulated resources
(Maritan and Peteraf 2011) and how these aggregate up at unit-level HCR
through the process of emergence, and transform into DCs (Barney and
Felin 2013; Eisenhardt and Martin 2000; Felin 2012; Nyberg et al. 2014).
However, since there is some confusion about whether HCR are to be con-
ceived of at the organisation level—what scholars also refer to as unit-level—
I argued that HCR lead to the establishment of structural capital, since they
are no longer individual-level resources but rather are bundled as a pool of
knowledge at HCR level and embedded in structures, systems, processes and
policies so that they can be converted into DCs (Brown and Eisenhardt 1997;
Riley et al. 2017). These bundles might ordinarily be transformed through
HPWS that help the firm develop new knowledge stock at the OC level. The
discussion noted that structural capital and DCs together comprise OC, that
is, structural capital representing the existing stock of knowledge and DCs
underpinned by new stocks of knowledge as a result of the transformation
process between HCR and DC at the OC level. A review of the literature
indicated that HC and HCR are not beneficial unless a firm can transform
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HCR into DC through a process of emergence (Felin 2012) and unless those
resources are accessible (Nyberg et al. 2014; Ployhart et al. 2014).

The discourse of connection in Table 2.1 showed how a firm linked its
KSAO:s to the compilation of HCR. The KSAOs consist of both firm-specific
and general skills, with many firms unfamiliar with how the general skills of
employees are also attractive to rival firms (Campbell et al. 2012). The discus-
sion noted the importance of HPWS to enable the transformation of HCR
into accessible resources. At HCR level, human resources accumulate through
the complementarity process, and through the bundling and compilation of
resources. However, since each firm is different, how resources are aggregated
up to the next level is context specific, depending on how firms use their cur-
rent structural capital and how they renew this through more eflicient use of
HCR. Poor use of HCR would suggest that firms will struggle to convert key
resources into the DCs that create competitive advantage (Boxall and Macky
2009; Kehoe and Wright 2013). The illustrative example in Table 2.1 related
to new product development routines building on an earlier discussion of
DCs in projects (Brown and Eisenhardt 1997). The connecting discourse is
that HCR needs to be converted into DCs which reflect a process of emer-
gence in terms of how resources are reconfigured, accumulated and recom-
bined, and which then help release other resources that are integrative and
interdependent, complimentary and interactive, coevolving and transitional
(Eisenhardt and Martin 2000; Ployhart et al. 2014; Ployhart and Moliterno
2011). The connecting discourse pertains to how each knowledge domain
leads to the next. Furthermore, it reflects how well any firm can identify these
stocks of knowledge and transform them into dynamic capabilities.

In relation to Table 2.2, firm behaviour will be influenced by a function
of both ISC and ESC working together (Adler and Kwon 2002). And similar
to Table 2.1, both ISC and ESC resources reside within HCR. The extent to
which these can be used depends of how these lists of SC potential are
realised—in other words, the extent to which a firm can transform its exist-
ing stocks of knowledge plus new knowledge into realisable DCs. Taking
this one step further, while different approaches to exploring SC relate to
performance (e.g., Nahapiet and Ghoshal 1998; Reed et al. 2006;
Subramaniam and Youndt 2005), they also raise important measurement
concerns noted by Martin-de-Castro (2014), largely due to the idiosyncratic
context adopted. Apprehensions relate to the heterogeneity of contextual
settings, such as the selection of populations and samples within a single
industry. SC relationships, along with HC, HCR and OC of IC, have led to
more recent scholarly attempts to define these relationships within multidi-
mensional models that offer integrated frameworks of the different constructs
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(Cohen 2015; Nyberg et al. 2014; Ployhart et al. 2014) and thus offer poten-
tial solutions. However, as noted in the introduction to this chapter, SC can
also represent a confusing set of variables. Some of these may be antecedents
and some end-points or outcomes. For instance, there is extant research that
measures the degree to which external capital can be created from the many
linkages between and across firms and how this leads to innovation (Mu
et al. 2008), and how SC and socialisation factors lead to career success
(Fang et al. 2011) and partner relationships within an alliance in which SC
is the basis for the creation of value influenced by power relationships (Panico
2016). Furthermore, research indicates that ESC is crucial within certain
contexts for influencing outcomes in banking arrangements (Reed et al.
2000), as well as how relationship capital (or SC) influences performance by
establishing long-term relationships, among others. Similar to the other IC
domains, it is less clear whether ESC is an antecedent, a moderating or
mediating variable, a dependent variable, or an outcome. Given that it takes
time to build ESC relationships, as discussed earlier, future research might
explore ESC as a moderating or mediating variable. For example, given the
time involved in establishing bridging relationships, whether weak or strong
(Nahapiet and Ghoshal 1998), the idea that strong embedded relationships
already exist within HCR is highly problematic. Similarly, information
channels will often take years to develop (Adler and Kwon 2002), while
trust-dependent relationships, reciprocity and value creation (among other
factors) are characteristics of strong and successful networks. In seeking to
measure SC, therefore, there may be a need to develop two distinct con-
structs that measure different things, rather than combining ISC and ESC
into one construct.

In summing up, both Table 2.1 and 2.2 represent a list of connecting dis-
courses. The value of these connections lies in how one domain of knowledge
informs and builds on the other. For instance, at the HC level of KSAOs,
these will reside in individuals. The connecting discourse is how the firm
develops these in ways that translate and accumulate into the complementar-
ity of resources at HCR level. Simply listing HC variables will be of little use
to HR practitioners, for instance. What will be more important is the recogni-
tion of how the training functions extend the KSAOs so that at HCR level
more value is created that can be accessed. Based on the literature, it is the
bundling of these resources that becomes attractive. In the HCR domain of
knowledge, resources will reside in systems, processes, policies and proce-
dures, not just individuals, since skills will need to be recorded for future use
and accumulated knowledge and ability assessed for unit-level performance.
Collectively, this represents the absorptive capacity of the firm, its ability to
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recognise new knowledge such as external information and apply it; yet an
evolving form of knowledge accumulation embodied as DC in different forms
of learning is applied (Cohen and Levinthal 1990; Crossan et al. 1999; Sun
and Anderson 2008). The discourse between HCR and DC will thus depend
on how HPWS, or a particular HR intervention, such as a change interven-
tion, may act as an enabler between HCR and DC. The DC in turn will lead
to competitive advantage if it is able to create an advantage in factor markets
on the basis of heterogeneity and accumulation.
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Critical Evaluation of Nonaka’s SECI Model

Marion Kahrens and Dieter H. Friauff

Introduction

Since the 1990s, the theoretical and empirical study of knowledge creation in
organisations has revealed that knowledge and the capability to create and
utilise it is one of the most important sources of a company’s sustainable com-
petitive advantage. Organisational knowledge creation is the process of mak-
ing available and amplifying knowledge created by individuals and connecting
it with the knowledge management system. The theory of knowledge creation
in organisations explains the differences between firms as a result of successful
implementation and application of the dynamic process of knowledge cre-
ation through a synthesis of thinking and the actions of individuals. The the-
ory of organisational knowledge creation, first presented by Nonaka (1991),
is a paradigm for managing the dynamic aspects of organisational knowledge
creation processes. Its central theme is the SECI (socialisation, externalisa-
tion, combination and internalisation) model as a knowledge creation pro-
cess, framed as a continuous dialogue between tacit and explicit knowledge.
Meanwhile, his is the most influential and widely recognised theory in the
knowledge management domain. As it has developed since 1990, it has
broadened in scope and is now linked to a huge range of topics, such as
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leadership styles, organisational forms, cultural aspects and organisational
learning.

This chapter gives a comprehensive introduction of Nonaka’s SECI model
as the core of his theory which remained relatively constant and unchanged,
while Nonaka’s thoughts on knowledge creation have evolved. Furthermore,
the knowledge creation theory is explained, while the SECI model is reviewed
from several perspectives and critically evaluated regarding its practical impli-
cations. The example of the implementation of the SECI model in a German
airport illustrates how it can be put into practice.

Theoretical Development of the SECI Knowledge
Creation Process

Tacit and Explicit Knowledge: The Foundation

While the theory of organisation is dominated by a paradigm that implies
organisation to be a system that processes information or solves problems, the
organisational knowledge creation theory defines knowledge based on three
assumptions. First, knowledge is a justified true belief of individuals (Nonaka
1994). Second, knowledge is the actuality of skilful action and/or the poten-
tial of creating situations to enable these actions. Third, knowledge is both
explicit and tacit along a continuum (Nonaka and von Krogh 2009).

The basic concept of organisational knowledge creation describes the
nature of information and knowledge as a continual dialogue between
explicit and tacit knowledge which drives the creation of new ideas and
concepts (Nonaka 1994; Nonaka et al. 2008). Ideas are formed in the minds
of individuals, but interaction between individuals typically plays a critical
role in developing these ideas. While these communities of interaction span
departmental and organisational boundaries, they build a further dimen-
sion of knowledge creation, which is associated with social interaction
between individuals that share and develop knowledge. Nonaka and Toyama
(2003) conceptualise knowledge creation as a dialectical process, in which
contradictions are synthesised through dynamic interactions between indi-
viduals, the organisation and the environment. Knowledge is created in a
spiral that goes through antithetical concepts such as order and chaos, micro
and macro, part and whole, mind and body, tacit and explicit, self and
other, and deduction and induction. Knowledge is created through interac-
tions between human beings and social structures. Actions and interactions
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within the environment create and enlarge knowledge through the process
of conversion of tacit and explicit knowledge (Nonaka and von Krogh 2009;
Nonaka and Toyama 2003).

Knowledge that is uttered, formulated in sentences, and captured in draw-
ings and writings is considered explicit. Explicit knowledge has a universal
character, supporting the capacity to act across contexts. Explicit knowledge
can be expressed in formal and systematic language, which exists in the form
of data, specifications, manuals and documents. It can be processed, transmit-
ted and stored (Nonaka et al. 2000a). In contrast to explicit knowledge, tacit
knowledge is highly personal and not easy to formulise. Knowledge tied to the
senses, tactile experiences, movement skills, intuition, unarticulated mental
models or implicit rules of thumb is considered tacit. Tacit knowledge is
rooted in personal action, procedures, routines, commitments, ideals, values
and emotions (Nonaka 1991; Nonaka et al. 2000a, b). It can be accessible
through consciousness if it leans towards the explicit end of the continuum.
Hislop (2013) summarises the main differences between tacit and explicit
knowledge (see Table 3.1).

Explicit knowledge can be shared at low cost among individuals and it loses
its explicitness where people move to act on this knowledge. Doing so, indi-
viduals acquire tacit knowledge through action, interaction and practice,
which has elements of explicit knowledge. The acquisition of tacit and explicit
knowledge and their conversion is an important topic in the theory of organ-
isational knowledge creation (Nonaka and von Krogh 2009). The concept of
knowledge conversion explains the interaction of tacit and explicit knowledge
along the knowledge continuum and its correlation with the creation of
knowledge assets in organisations.

To understand how organisations create knowledge dynamically, Nonaka
etal. (2000a) propose a model of knowledge creation consisting of three parts:

Table 3.1 The characteristics of tacit and explicit knowledge (adapted from Hislop
2013)

Tacit Knowledge is Inexpressible in a codifiable form
Subjective
Personal
Context specific
Difficult to share
Explicit Knowledge is Codifiable
Obijective
Impersonal
Context dependent
Easy to share
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the process of knowledge creation (SECI process), the shared context of
knowledge creation (the Ba), and the inputs and outputs (knowledge assets)
of the knowledge creation.

SECI: The Process of Knowledge Creation
Through Conversion

The cyclic SECI model, covering socialisation, externalisation, combination
and internalisation, has been developed by Nonaka (1994) based on Japanese
companies’ experiences. This model can be described as initial research into
the transfer of knowledge management theories in company applications. The
creation of knowledge is described as a dialogue between tacit and explicit
knowledge and can be visualised in Nonaka’s knowledge creation spiral, which
represents the four modes of knowledge creation. The modes of knowledge
creation are explained as four conversions of knowledge (Fig. 3.1):

* tacit in tacit knowledge as knowledge-sharing through experiences;

* tacit in explicit knowledge as knowledge articulation through dialogues;

* explicit in explicit knowledge as the systematisation and application of
knowledge;

* explicit in tacit knowledge as learning and knowledge acquisition in
practice.

Socialisation Externalisation
* Tacit to tacit » Tacit to explicit
e Creating knowledge through experience * Articulating tacit knowledge through
*  Walking around inside the company dialogue and reflection
* Walking around outside the company * Articulating tacit
* Accumulating tacit knowledge knowledge
* Transferring of tacit knowledge L ¢ Translating tacit knowledge
* Among individuals [{ ,-“ * Among individuals of a group
|
Internalisation —/Combination
» Explicit to tacit » Explicit to explicit
* Learning and acquiring new tacit *  Applying explicit knowledge / information
knowledge in practice * Gathering and integrating explicit
*  Embodying explicit knowledge knowledge
through action and practice e Transferring and diffusing knowledge
* Using simulation and experiments » Editing knowledge
» Single individual of a group/organisation * Among groups of an organisation

Fig. 3.1 The SECI model of knowledge creation (adapted from Nonaka and Toyama
2003)
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According to the knowledge creation spiral, knowledge can be created by
socialisation, externalisation, combination and internalisation. It takes place
in groups or with individuals and includes the conversion of tacit and explicit
knowledge (Nonaka et al. 2008).

Socialisation

Knowledge creation starts with the process of converting new tacit knowledge
through shared experiences of social interaction. This occurs through the day-
to-day interaction of individuals. While tacit knowledge is difficult to formu-
lise and often time and space specific, it is often acquired through shared
experience. The traditional apprenticeship is an example of this type of knowl-
edge conversion, where apprentices learn the tacit knowledge needed in their
specific organisational environment by listening or viewing while spending
time with colleagues and through hands-on experiences. The shared knowl-
edge in this case relates to customers, suppliers or competitors. Therefore,
routines are part of tacit knowledge acquisition because they are developed
through close interaction over time (Nonaka and Toyama 2003).

In the socialisation process, individuals’ subjective knowledge is accumu-
lated, shared and socially justified by coalescing and expanding it. For exam-
ple, a mentor in an organisation who has a good deal of tacit knowledge
guides the mentee in learning it themselves through practice (Nonaka and
von Krogh 2009). This enables mentees to absorb knowledge in their social
environment through action and perception. The dichotomy between the
environment and the organisation can be synthesised as members of the
organisation accumulate and share the tacit knowledge in the environment
through their practical action within the organisation (Nonaka and Toyama

2003).

Fxternalisation

Externalisation is the process in which tacit knowledge is transformed into
explicit knowledge. Externalisation can be regarded as an important step in
the acquisition of new organisational knowledge. It is a process of mutual
interaction, which is most crucial regarding the creation of new knowledge. In
the externalisation process, individuals’ subjective knowledge is accumulated,
shared and socially justified by bringing it together and expanding the knowl-
edge base of a group. Knowledge is the capacity to act based on explicit and
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tacit elements. Enhancing this capacity means making use of existing or new
tacit knowledge to create explicit knowledge (Nonaka and von Krogh 2009).

The dialogue between individuals within groups is an effective method to
make tacit knowledge explicit, so that it can be shared by others to become
the basis of new knowledge such as that embodied in concepts, images and
written documents. To make a hidden concept or mechanism explicit, the
sequential use of analogies and models is one of the basic methods. It is vital
here to understand that actors seek to detach themselves from routines by
active exposure to a context that enables them to see the inherent contradic-
tions in a process (Nonaka and Toyama 2003).

Combination

Combination is the knowledge conversion mode that covers the combining
and organising of different types of explicit knowledge collected from inside
or outside the organisation. The combination process aims to combine, edit
or process the explicit knowledge to form more complex and systematic
explicit knowledge. The new explicit knowledge is then disseminated among
the members of the organisation. The use of computerised communication
networks and large-scale databases support and facilitate knowledge conver-
sion. The breakdown of concepts is an example of how to conduct the conver-
sion mode combination. Breaking down a concept, such as a corporate vision,
into operational business targets or product portfolios leads to explicit knowl-
edge. In the combination process, contradictions are solved through logical
reasoning (Nonaka and Toyama 2003).

The combination process requires an exchange mechanism such as meet-
ings of groups within the organisation. The complexity increases in the practi-
cal execution of this conversion process the more parties and groups are
involved. In particular, cross-departmental exchanges in the combination pro-
cess require an effective exchange mechanism, such as a moderated meeting or
discussion forum.

Internalisation

Internalisation is the conversion from explicit knowledge to tacit knowledge.
While socialisation is a never-ending process of generating knowledge among
stakeholders through communication, the created and shared explicit knowl-
edge throughout an organisation is converted into tacit knowledge by
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individuals in practice, when knowledge is used in practical situations and
becomes manifest in new routines. Here, explicit knowledge, such as product
or service concepts, manufacturing or administrative procedures has to be
kept active through practice and reflection. For example, training programmes
can help trainees to understand an organisation. By reading documents or
manuals, such as job descriptions, and by reflecting upon them, trainees can
internalise the explicit knowledge of such documents. Further effective meth-
ods of knowledge conversion from explicit in tacit knowledge are simulations
or experiments. Pragmatic learning concepts such as training-on-the-job or
learning-by-doing are effective methods to test and modify explicit knowl-
edge. Internalised knowledge affects the individual and the synthesis of indi-
viduals in their specific environment (Nonaka and Toyama 2003).

Since the beginning of the model’s development, a broad academic dis-
cussion has arisen, mainly covering the distinctions between the different
conversion processes, the relationship between the explicit and tacit levels
and its possibilities related to cultural differences. The adaption and applica-
tion of the SECI model is under continuous discussion and development
(von Krogh et al. 2012; Lee and Kelkar 2013; Nezafati et al. 2009; Tee and
Lee 2013).

The four conversion modes of tacit in tacit, tacit in explicit, explicit in
explicit and explicit reversed in the form of new tacit knowledge constitute an
approach to support the exchange and creation of knowledge. The SECI
model is widely accepted but varying contents and perceptions regarding the
importance of particular aspects of the knowledge creation model exist, such
as cultural aspects, the practical implications of the transformation of knowl-
edge and the role of management.

KM practitioners soon learnt that much important knowledge is not
explicit. Only the discussion, probing, reflection and conversion of tacit
knowledge can bring out valuable explicit knowledge. The twofold needs of
business and practice is to have a solution in the knowledge management
framework regarding knowledge creation that recognises:

* knowledge is not an object;

* knowledge exists in interaction;

* knowledge requires an interpretative framework;

* knowledge itself is linked and created through action;

* knowledge includes the two categories—explicit and tacit.

Therefore, knowledge management frameworks in organisations should
include these different organisational elements. This would lead to a pragmatic
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and integrating approach. From the 1990s to the 2010s, the discussion regard-
ing the increasing complexity in business and business processes underlines an
approach towards a well-balanced knowledge management by integrating dif-
ferent views such as those of employees, customers, suppliers, the organisation
and the environment at large.

A crucial step within the cyclic logic at play here entails the interactions of
people with their individualism and with the company as a powerful body, an
organisational rule-setter with inherent culture. Taking into account the fact
that only the conversion of explicit to explicit knowledge can be controlled on
a rational basis, all other stages are governed by the extension of uncontrolla-
ble tacit knowledge. Therefore, these stages face the challenge of completeness
and incompleteness related to the actions and content of business processes.

Organisational Knowledge Creation
Organisational Knowledge

Organisational knowledge creation differs from individual knowledge cre-
ation. It takes place when all four conversion modes of knowledge creation are
organisationally managed to form a continual cycle. First, the socialisation
process requires the interaction of individuals, such as a team or a field of
interaction, which facilitates the sharing of members’ experiences and per-
spectives. Second, the externalisation process is triggered by successive rounds
of meaningful dialogues, in which team members are enabled to articulate
their perspectives and reveal hidden tacit knowledge. Third, any concept
formed by teams is combined with existing or external knowledge in the com-
bination process, where the coordination of team members and the organisa-
tion of documentation is required. This process can be characterised as an
iterative procedure of trial and error, where concepts are articulated and devel-
oped until they emerge in a concrete form. And fourth, this experimentation
triggers the internalisation process of learning-by-doing. The interactions
between tacit knowledge and explicit knowledge tend to become larger in
scale and faster as more actors in and around the organisation become
involved. Therefore, organisational knowledge creation can be seen as an
upward spiral process, starting at the individual level and moving up to the
collective group level, then to the organisational or inter-organisational level
(Nonaka 1994).

Due to the fact that knowledge creation is not a natural act and tacit knowl-
edge, held in the minds of individuals, is not usually readily given or received
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without incentives, individual and organisational barriers, such as the reluc-
tance to share knowledge, need to be overcome. Therefore, organisational
influencing factors such as the physical and virtual space (the so-called Ba (see
the next section)), the leadership and organisational control, the culture and
the working style of the organisation have to be determined to enable knowl-
edge creation to happen efficiently (Magnier-Watanabe et al. 2011).

Ba: The Shared Context of Knowledge Creation

Organisational knowledge requires a context to be created, because knowl-
edge cannot be shared or created in a vacuum. Without context, knowledge
remains purely as information. The context here is not limited to a fixed set of
surrounding conditions, but it describes a wide process of which the cogni-
tion of individuals is part (Magnier-Watanabe et al. 2011; Nonaka et al.
2008). Organisational knowledge creation requires a contextualised space,
whether it is mental (experiences, values, ideas), physical (office, book or
product) or virtual (groupware, e-mail, intranet or databases). Nonaka et al.
(2000a) introduce the concept of the physical and virtual space—referred to
as ‘Ba’ (which roughly means place). This Japanese word refers not necessarily
to just a physical space but a specific time and place. The concept underlines
the necessity of interaction among individuals and their environment to col-
lect the applied knowledge of the context in a certain time and space (Nonaka
etal. 2000a, b, 2006). From a practical point of view, the adoption and imple-
mentation of the SECI model requires the development of common practices
justified by the organisation members to achieve a set of organisational rou-
tines for knowledge creation (Hong 2012).

First, this emphasises the construction of a field for knowledge creation,
such as building self-organising teams to bring personal knowledge into a
social context, within which it can be amplified, personal perspectives articu-
lated and conflicts are resolved in the formulation of concepts. In business
organisations, the field for interaction is often provided in the form of an
autonomous team made of members coming from a variety of functional
departments. It is a cost-driven matter for an organisation to decide how to
establish the field of interaction, due to the cost of maintenance—especially
in case of face-to-face interactions. According to observations of successful
project teams in Japanese firms, the team size should not exceed 10 and 30
individuals, because the direct interactions between the group members
decrease when the group size increases. Second, four to five core members are
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recommended for the team; they constitute focus points, assuring appropriate
exchange of information within the cross-functional team.

Third, the span of the field of interaction is not confined to the boundaries
of a single organisation. Self-organising teams can be initiated at several
organisational levels of corporations, assuring the exchange of concepts up to
the top management. Furthermore, it is a process that frequently makes
extensive use of knowledge in the environment, especially that of customers
and suppliers. Sharing tacit knowledge with suppliers or customers in com-
munities of practice through co-experience plays a critical role in creating new
knowledge (Nonaka and Toyama 2005; Sapir et al. 2016). From the manage-
ment perspective, the key issue is the decision about the creation of ‘Ba’ within
the organisation related to the company-specific culture, the number of fields
of interaction and the selection of team members with the right mix of spe-
cific knowledge and capabilities. This will be discussed in detail in Chap. 4.
Table 3.2 summarises the importance and applicability of ‘Ba’ related to the
SECI model.

Collective and virtual interactions require the support of information tech-
nology. In all phases of the SECI process, the support of information technol-
ogy is very useful. Due to the fast-paced nature and globalisation of work,
information technology such as e-mail, smartphone apps, instant messaging,
net-meetings and video conferencing have the potential to bridge distance
and time to enable quasi-real person-to-person socialisation. Social media,
wikis, blogs, e-forums, e-learning platforms and information repositories are
examples of the traditional use of stored and retrieved knowledge (Lee and
Kelkar 2013).

Table 3.2 Types of Ba

Modes of knowledge

creation Types of Ba—Description
Socialisation Individual and face-to-face interaction

Sharing of experiences, feelings and mental models
Externalisation Collective and face-to-face interaction

Converting mental models into common terms, articulating
new knowledge
Combination Collective and virtual interaction
Transmitting of new knowledge by information technology
in virtual collaborative environments
Internalisation Individual and virtual interaction
Embodying new knowledge from virtual media, manuals or
simulation programmes
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Knowledge Assets: The Input and Output of Knowledge Creation

Knowledge assets are the input and output of the knowledge-creating process
through dialogues and practices under the different types of Ba conditions in
the organisation such as physical and virtual space and common practices.
Knowledge assets are intangible, specific to the company and can change
dynamically. The value of knowledge assets can be realised when they are not
only built but used within the organisation. Typical knowledge assets are the
organisational know-how, patents, technologies or brands. Moreover, the def-
inition of organisational knowledge also includes the know-how to create
knowledge and the organisational capability to innovate. Organisational
knowledge is a source of the future value of the firm. Knowledge assets also
include the social capital that is shared in the organisation. One of the most
important knowledge assets is the creative routines of the company’s evolu-
tionary process, which contain continuous self-renewals (Nonaka and Toyama
2005).

The development and accumulation of knowledge is a critical factor for the
strategic management of the internationalisation process, because knowledge
is considered a critical resource for the international performance not just of
large multinational companies but also for small and medium-sized enter-
prises. The knowledge stock of a firm and the associated knowledge creation
and learning processes influence the international performance of the firm in
many ways (Denicolai et al. 2014).

Having the four modes of knowledge conversion in mind (tacit to tacit,
tacit to explicit, explicit to explicit and explicit to tacit), it becomes clear that
several types of firm-specific knowledge will be created through the different
phases of the SECI model. Nonaka et al. (2000b) propose a categorisation of
knowledge assets to achieve a systematic basis for the recognition, handling or
management as well as the storage of the specific knowledge in the company
(Fig. 3.2).

Experiential knowledge assets are the group tacit knowledge that is built
through shared, hands-on experiences among organisational members, and/
or between organisational members and customers, suppliers or affiliated
firms. Conceptual knowledge assets are explicit knowledge based on the con-
cepts held by customers and organisational members. They have tangible
forms such as brand identities, product concepts/designs or explicit state-
ments. Systemic knowledge assets, such as explicitly stated technologies or
product specifications and documented information, can be legally protected.
Routine knowledge assets are the tacit knowledge that is embedded in the
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Experiential
knowledge assets

Tacit knowledge shared

Skills and knowledge
Trust and security
Tension and passion

Routine
knowledge assets

Tacit knowledge embedded in

Day-to-day activities
Routines and guidelines
Company’s values and culture

Conceptual
knowledge assets

Explicit knowledge articulated

Product design
Corporate design
Trademarks and brands

Systemic
knowledge assets

Explicit knowledge systemised

Handbooks and specifications
Company’s databases
Documents and patents

Fig. 3.2 Categories of knowledge assets

actions and practices of the organisation (Nonaka and Toyama 2005; Nonaka
et al. 2000b).

Nowadays, research on knowledge assets categorises them into two camps:
hard and soft assets. Hard knowledge assets include information technology
and other knowledge management tools that enable the storage of and access
to explicit knowledge. Soft knowledge assets cover organisational values, trust
and routines (von Krogh et al. 2012).

To summarise, the major components of the knowledge creation process
described are illustrated in Fig. 3.3. The framework of the knowledge creation
process includes the contextualised place of knowledge creation, the Ba, the
SECI model as the knowledge creation process itself and the knowledge assets
as the input and output of the process.

Extensions of the SECI Model
Organisational Culture

Despite its popularity, the SECI model is challenged, especially concerning
cultural aspects (as in the country-specific culture which determines the
organisational culture). In the past, the SECI model has been criticised
because its authors promote the model as universal, without questioning the
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Transform
Ba SECI
Mobilise Capture
Build and Lead and
energise KIlOWlCdge Assets engage
Define and
provide

Knowledge Vision / Leadership

Fig. 3.3 Leading the knowledge creation process

cultural limits of its applicability. Organisational culture is described as a sys-
tem of shared meanings held by organisation members. It determines the
willingness to share knowledge and is enabled by strong personal afhliation
with and commitment to the organisation (internal sharing of knowledge).
Additionally, external sharing of knowledge is facilitated by network of part-
ners and close interrelation between companies. Both internal and external
sharing of knowledge characterise the Japanese culture and are claimed to be
distinctively Japanese (Andreeva and Ikhilchik 2011). Since 1991, when
Nonaka published on the concept of the knowledge creation company for the
first time, a huge amount of research has been published which examines the
applicability of the SECI model in several firms, in many countries and across
all continents. These studies reveal that the SECI model can be applied in
several industries, in different types and sizes of organisations as well as (to a
broad extent) in different cultural settings (Andreeva and Ikhilchik 2011; von
Krogh et al. 2012).

The company-specific organisational culture allows its members not only
to understand the context and meanings of the knowledge being shared but
serves as a sense-making and control mechanism that guides the attitudes and
behaviours of employees. Thus, it determines, to a large extent, how members
interact with one another. An open culture encourages discussion, communi-
cation and knowledge-sharing, while an organisational culture that fuels sus-
picion and power struggle will be limited in the free sharing and exchange of
knowledge (Ho 2009; Magnier-Watanabe et al. 2011). Hong (2012) sum-
marises that the core behavioural assumptions of the knowledge creation
model of SECI—such as collectivistic orientation, active engagement in
reflective learning and a strong desire for continuous improvement—are cul-
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turally embedded in Japanese companies. Any attempt to adopt the SECI
model needs to recognise and overcome cultural discrepancies (see table 3.3).
Since the knowledge creation theory is investigated in practice, it is empha-
sised that the actors involved in the knowledge creation process take up the
active agency of spreading, adapting, localising and legitimising the knowledge
processes in their organisations. Based on this view, the SECI model serves the
objective of actors involved, who are endowed with liberty and power to
develop shared interpretations in the local context and materialise them into
actions (Hong 2012).

Taking cultural discrepancies into account, it becomes clear that an effec-
tive and successful application and implementation of the knowledge creation
process, with its components, the SECI model (knowledge conversion), Ba
and knowledge assets, is impacted by strong leadership and the supportive
function of the management.

Knowledge Leadership

Leadership, is defined as the process of influencing others to understand and
agree about what needs to be done and how to do it, as well the process of
facilitating collective efforts to accomplish shared objectives. Leadership is an
organisational driver, which defines first the vision and values of the organisa-
tions and second how organisational members realise them. Concerning the
knowledge creation process, leadership affects the two variables: motivation,
which directs individuals towards goals; and opportunity, the extent to which
a situation is conducive to achieving a desired outcome. Leadership deter-
mines this by defining the knowledge vision regarding what kind of knowl-
edge is sought and created (Al Saifi et al. 2016; Magnier-Watanabe et al.
2011).

While knowledge is created through interaction, leadership requires active
commitment from all the members of the organisation, not just from a few
elites. For such leadership to be effective, the discipline has to be shared by the
broader membership. This offers the required dynamic between strategy
development and its application. For knowledge leadership to work, the
mechanism of middle-up-down is the key. In such a process, middle managers
break down the vision or objective into concrete concepts or plans, they build
Ba, and lead dialogues and practices (Nonaka and Toyama 2005; Nonaka
et al. 2000).

According to Nonaka et al. (2006), leadership plays various roles in the
knowledge creation process, such as
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Table 3.3 Cultural assumptions of Nonaka'’s knowledge creation model

Examples of cultural

Underlying Japanese similarities and
Behavioural patterns assumptions values differences
Socialisation
Engage in day-to-day Strong desire to  High Applicability in China
social interactions identify and collectivism and Arab world,
Observations, interact with Large power because networking is
intuition and direct others distance a traditional and
experience Mobilising people widespread practice
to actions External sharing of tacit
knowledge is limited in
Chinese cultural
context, because
networks are
concentrated inside
departments, rather
than between
departments or
organisations
Russian organisations
tend to be inherently
hostile to
knowledge-sharing
Western companies with
knowledge accessible
and friendly culture
tend to apply
socialisation effectively
Externalisation
Convert abstract ideas Strong High Externalisation in
into concrete forms motivation for uncertainty Chinese organisations
of information reducing avoidance evolves the same way
Demonstration, ambiguities Masculinity as in Japanese firms
comparison and through Limitations in the
experimentation feedback applicability in the
seeking Arab world

Being assertive
and determined
in coping with
uncertainties

Combination

Less efficient in western
companies due to
pressure from
shareholders

Moderately low external
control in Russian
organisations supports
externalisation

(continued)
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Table 3.3 (continued)

Examples of cultural

Underlying Japanese similarities and
Behavioural patterns assumptions values differences
Exchange ideas and  Value the High Family spirit in Arab
thoughts with creation and collectivism businesses supports
co-workers sharing of joint Large power combination
Accumulation, resources distance Less efficient in Chinese
reorganisation and  Energising people companies because of
evaluation and connecting concentrated
them to authorities and
dialogues decision-making

Applicability is limited in
Russia, because
employees show low
commitment to their
organisations and the
intensity of networking
with external partners
is low

Western incentive
systems motivate
employees to
cooperate in order to
get rewards from
knowledge creation,
knowledge-sharing and
cross-department
cooperation

Internalisation

Receive and digest Willing to open  High Application in western
others’ ideas for up for uncertainty and Arab firms is given
one’s own use perspectives avoidance considering job-

Embodiment, and thinking by ~ Masculinity rotation and learning-
reflection in action reflection by-doing as a tool

Striving for Significant aversion to
continuous taking actions that
improvement have a significant risk
and in the cultural context
advancement of China hinders

internalisation

Attitude of wanting to
avoid mistakes hinders
the delegation of
responsibilities in the
internalisation mode of
Russian firms
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¢ providing knowledge vision (managerial mindset);

¢ developing and promoting the sharing of knowledge assets;

* creating and connecting Ba;

¢ role-modelling and empowerment; and

* enabling and promoting the continuous spiral of knowledge creation.

The knowledge vision is a set of shared beliefs about how to interact to
attain a future state, focusing on the knowledge to be created that goes beyond
the existing boundaries of the products, the organisational structure and the
markets. Through personal aspirations and collective sense-making, leaders
develop an image of a possible and desirable future state of the organisation.
These knowledge visions and objectives have to be accepted and shared by
organisation members. Leaders then have to build, maintain and connect Ba
by providing physical space such as meeting rooms, cyberspace such as a com-
puter network, or mental space such as common goals, and they must pro-
mote interactions. Forming a task force is a typical example of the building of
Ba, and includes the selection of the right mix of people to participate. Leaders
have to know the situation in terms of how members of the organisation are
interacting with each other and with external environments. Additionally,
leaders have to supply necessary conditions such as autonomy, creative chaos,
redundancy and commitment to facilitate the interactions among various par-
ticipants (von Krogh et al. 2012; Nonaka and Toyama 2005).

To examine how leadership determines the knowledge creation process in
organisations, it is not sufficient just to define the management level of
responsibility and the attributes of knowledge leadership. The present research
examines with a broader view whether different leadership styles adapt the
SECI model and the types of knowledge differently. In particular, the two
extreme poles of distributed and central leadership, and their impacts on suc-
cessful application of the SECI model, are analysed (Table 3.4).

Table 3.4 Dimensions of leadership in knowledge creation (adapted from von Krogh
2012)

Centralised leadership Distributed leadership
Leadership Autocratic rules Participative management
Collaboration Planned Spontaneous
Guidance Directed Intuitive
Process Regulating practice Formalising practice
Authority Stable Fluid
Skill set Lead or follow Lead and follow

Development Selection of skills Diffusion of skills
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Organisational Learning

The SECI model can provide guidance for designing learning environments
and activities for the knowledge creation process. It has been criticised because
it does not address whether the understanding of team members involved is
deepened in the process of socialisation, externalisation, combination and
internalisation in regard to organisational learning (Tee and Lee 2013).

Tee and Lee (2013) combine the SECI model with a conducive Ba and a
problem-based learning approach to stimulate knowledge conversion and to
deepen the understanding of students in the educational sector. Three major
implications can be revealed from their research. Nonaka’s knowledge cre-
ation theory provides a guide to design the necessary conditions (Ba) to stim-
ulate knowledge creation processes that are grounded on developing real
understanding. The purposeful use of a problem-based learning approach
seems to provide the necessary heuristics to drive participants towards under-
standing, rather than just relying on coincidental trial and error. This at least
presents the SECI model as a promising basis for the design of learning activi-
ties and learning environments (Tee and Lee 2013).

Nevertheless, the examination of a relation between the SECI model and
organisational learning is currently under research. While some researchers
examine the applicability of the SECI model in experiential learning environ-
ments, the application of the SECI model in the online and virtual learning
environments is being investigated to gauge the relationship between learning
management systems and the SECI model. It indicates that knowledge cre-
ation occurs and the knowledge creation process also takes place in e-learning
and in web-based environments (Samoila et al. 2014; Syed Mustapha et al.
2017).

Organisational Application of the SECI Model
at a German Airport

Contextual Background of the Airport Industry

The airport industry is strongly linked to three groups of stakeholders: first,
the airlines and their alliances and, second, the general public such as govern-
ments, authorities and the community. The third group is represented by the
passengers as customers of the airlines and airports, and especially their per-
ceptions and expectations as to how the services at airports are delivered based
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on technical features (e.g., wireless accessibility and network opportunities of
the internet). Additionally, there is a strong shift observable regarding cus-
tomers’ expectations due to the emergence of low-cost carriers. These low-cost
players have modified customer behaviour permanently by getting people to
accept fewer benefits and levels of service at lower prices. This explains the
cross-sectoral impact on airport groups from the private, public and economic
sectors. From a business perspective, the market challenges and the strategic
focus in the airport industry can be clustered into four main areas:

e structural changes such as privatisation and airport alliances and mergers;
* the rise of low cost carriers;

¢ development of airport cities and construction themes; and

* the digitalisation of airport services.

In the years from 2000 to the 2010, the economic deregulation of airlines
has produced important challenges for the air transport industry. With
increasing competition, air fares have dropped and demand has increased
considerably, putting significant pressure on existing airport infrastructure.
The authorities in charge of the sector have considered not only regulatory
reform of airports but also a change in ownership as possible solutions to the
problem of airport congestion and expansion of airport capacity. Airport pri-
vatisation has become a worldwide phenomenon, while many emerging
countries have entered into short- and long-term airport privatisation transac-
tions (e.g., airports in India and China). Nowadays, airports are generally run
as modern businesses, rather than public utilities. This trend in the global
airport industry means that airports have to attract new services and maintain
high service levels at low operating costs to enable them to face down compe-
tition, as well as to maximise the generation of non-aeronautical revenues
from terminal retail services, increase accountability and transparency to
investors and develop vertical relations with the increasing number of global
airline alliances or consolidated airline groups.

The complex network of an airport requires new developments in technol-
ogy which are driven by labour, capital and material for business and leisure
passengers and the different air transport options. The contents of both—the
regulatory regime and the technological and business requirements—are the
main challenging factors and a continuous pressure for cost-effective struc-
tures in the airport industry.

Historically, the infrastructure of transport has had profound impacts on
regional and business development. The development of airport cities in
Europe (e.g., Amsterdam Schiphol, Frankfurt Airport, London Heathrow), in
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Asia (e.g., Incheon International, Hong Kong International, Singapore
Changi, Tokyo International) and, in particular, in the Middle East (Abu
Dhabi, Dubai, Kuwait) shows the third driver for the change in airports’ busi-
ness environments. The concept of airport cities focuses on business develop-
ment and special adventure experiences for passengers, rather than on the
traditional functionality of terminals. This is caused by the current evolution
ofairports as tourism and business hubs, such as those in Dubai and Singapore.
In addition, the focus on having unique retail features, and on being a dining
and entertainment destination combined with having green areas should dif-
ferentiate airports from competitors. Airports try to increase their business
mainly from two sides. The typical improvement options for airports consist
first of the non-aeronautical revenue (such as retail in airport cities) followed
by the regulatory management (improved operations on land and airside

pricing).

Knowledge Vision and Objectives

The top manager in our case emerged from the financial department of a
German airport. Most of the departments under his responsibility could be
characterised by complex administrative processes with a high degree of con-
nectivity to the operational handling of airport services. In all processes, mass
data management was required to fulfil regulatory requirements and customer
expectations. Besides these business needs, the main challenges originated
from the organisational structures within the financial departments:

* an ageing workforce presents a risk of knowledge loss when experienced
employees retire;

* process-specific knowledge existed as tacit knowledge and was locked in the
minds of the long-term employed experts;

* new team members represented the new generation of employees and
required sufficient training-on-the-job;

¢ explicit knowledge in terms of documentation, manuals and guidelines was
outdated.

The threat of knowledge loss in this case determined the knowledge vision
and the objective to preserve existing and create new tacit and explicit knowl-
edge for the organisation by applying a structured process. The short-term
target of the application of the SECI model was to convert the tacit knowl-
edge of senior employees about the handling of administrative processes into
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explicit knowledge documented in a process inventory. The long-term goal
was to implement a continuous process of knowledge creation (and improve-
ment) within the financial department to ensure that the new generation of
employees was motivated to evolve the administrative processes in their
departments.

Implementation of the SECI Model: Processes
of Knowledge Conversion

To accomplish the different short- and long-term goals for the inter-
organisational process of knowledge creation, the SECI model was imple-
mented. A process inventory was developed during the various stages of the
SECI model and in different administrative departments of the airport. The
structure and frequency of the modes of conversion of the SECI model are
shown in the Table 3.5.

Meetings concerning the process definitions for several financial depart-
ments were conducted in parallel. The meeting enrolment for the roughly 60
meetings showed a spread over the conversion modes of socialisation (20%),
externalisation (15%), combination (40%) and internalisation (20%), which
was determined by the specific types of administrative processes. In contrast,
in the innovation processes of research and development of products or pro-
duction design, the most important parts of the SECI model might be sociali-
sation and externalisation.

The inter-organisational roleplay was categorised as follows:

* Financial experts (process knowledge owner)

— responsible for specific process content
— responsible for knowledge input
— process approval in detail

* Process supervisors

— responsible for structuring and moderating the process meetings
— responsible for knowledge dissemination across the meetings
— process approval on main process level

* Middle managers (superior role)

— responsible for business process
— approval on department level
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The relevant documents for the meetings were prepared by supporting
staff. The SECI model, with the final output of the process inventory, was
conducted multiple times: The initial implementation lasted over a period of
7-9 months; and, afterwards, the repetition cycles have been implemented on
a yearly basis. The experience of the application of the SECI model in the
financial department of an airport was summarised as follows:

* a focus on socialisation and externalisation emphasised tacit to tacit and
tacit to explicit in the kick-off meeting for the department as a whole and
in subsequent meetings concerning the different departments;

¢ the kick-off meeting and the subsequent department meetings created an
appropriate and business process-oriented individual and group space (Ba);

¢ the focus on combination and internalisation connected explicit to explicit
and explicit to tacit in the review of codification and approved the process
documentation forms and the process inventory as a whole;

¢ the process inventory demonstrated the externalised results of the group
content.

Nevertheless, the application of the SECI model created more complexity
due to the integration of the conversion modes in practice. The practical
application of the SECI model in specific business settings could be facilitated
by simplification of these conversion modes. The challenge was to handle and
control the dynamic of the processes and the created knowledge. This would
be the prerequisite for testing the different specific extensions between the
steps (Wu et al. 2010). The iteration in the exchange among the team mem-
bers in the process meetings was, to some extent, time consuming but neces-
sary to achieve quality approval.

Emphasising Ba for Organisational Implementation

The purpose of the organisational implementation of Ba was to create an effi-
cient space and environment within which to share and exchange different
opinions and knowledge about the specific administrative processes at an air-
port. Therefore, the structure of the SECI model and the definition of com-
mon practices for the self-organising teams supported the creation of the Ba,
which was simplified as the place where knowledge is shared in context and
where new knowledge is created. It supported, in the inter-organisational
environment, a structure to follow and to achieve the different stages of pro-
cess knowledge. The application of the SECI model in the organisational
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setting at an airport revealed that this place, room, space or Ba was necessary
to facilitate the exchange, sharing and therefore transfer of the specific knowl-
edge. The Ba could be built intentionally. Furthermore, the repetition of the
meetings in accordance with the SECI model was a core element of knowl-
edge dissemination. The building of the Ba by the right mix of people with
different organisational key roles and their interaction in self-organised
meetings enabled knowledge conversion among individuals and groups. This
will be explained in more detail in the next chapter.

General Impact of the Knowledge Creation Meetings

All participants were interviewed after the initial implementation of the
knowledge creation process and they had to evaluate the outcomes of the
process meetings that had been conducted. A general interview question
included predetermined responses concerning the extent of knowledge
increase and improvements (Fig. 3.4):

¢ the ‘come-together’ during the process meetings supported a new shared
experience among the participants;

* the process meetings covered the relevant processes sufficiently and in a
participatory manner;

* the formalisation of processes and steps into process descriptions was done
in an effective way;

* the exchange during the process meetings created a broader and deeper
understanding of the administrative processes among participants.

mstrongly agree
magree
I

Shared experiences

Covered processes sufficiently

Process formulation effectively

Broaderdeeperunderstanding

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Fig. 3.4 Knowledge improvement by process meetings
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An overall agreement from all participants was visible. While knowledge
improvements could be achieved by sharing experiences (agreement about 80
%), the team members evaluated the process formulation in the meetings as
effective (agreement about 70 %). Strong agreement was seen regarding the
knowledge improvement of broader and deeper understanding of the
administrative processes. Although there was a common view of all partici-
pants, the agreements have been analysed by the response groups’ organisa-
tional key roles. Figure 3.5 illustrates the differences in responses regarding
the three organisational key roles.

All key roles considered the broadening and deepening of understanding as
the greatest possible impact of the process meetings. Shared experiences and
effective process formulation were evaluated as high impact by the process
supervisors and the management, but the process-owners” evaluations were
likely to remain below.

Open questions in the interviews tended to uncover experiences and percep-
tions in regard to the process meetings. Besides the different perceptions of the
participants depending on the key roles, a joint result of the process meetings
was that the personal relationships between the participants changed. This can
be interpreted as creation of Ba and especially as the mental space to enable
knowledge creation. Therefore, some of the responses of participating groups
should be explained (please refer to the direct quotations). The financial experts
were focused on their desire to explain their experiences and perceptions:

Broaderdeeper
understanding

5 Process formulation
P 4 effectively

Shared experiences
== == \lanagement

e Process
Supervisors

e Financial

Covered processes
experts

sufficiently

Fig. 3.5 Agreement related to organisational key roles
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In general, it was a new experience, we havent done this before in our department
[...]. Generally, it was pretty complicated sometimes due to different use of wording
[...] o get the correct information for the person who was doing the interview for the
process description.

This quote reveals novelty of the experience and the complexity of the pro-
cess itself. This was evident in the explanation of different understandings.
The way that the interviewee explained the challenges refers to different indi-
vidual and cultural behaviours, which were identified as one of the challenges
for the globalisation of knowledge management practices. In addition, this
was interpreted as one of the recurrent challenges to adoption of the SECI
model, when different cultures and understandings exist within one organisa-
tion. Due to the existing cultural differences between Japan and Germany, a
full and comprehensive application in the archetype mode was limited.
Despite these differences, the meetings were seen in predominately positive
terms:

My experience from these meetings was that they helped a lot, because you do not
work alone, you do it with other people. You have three other ‘heads, which are
thinking [...] and perbaps you find a better way in some process steps.

Within this statement, the importance of the improvement in processes is
clear. In general, from the financial experts’ view the process meetings were
useful as a core element of the SECI model. From a perspective in practice,
this demonstrated the importance of the relationships between different kinds
of process knowledge. The major outcome was that a space or tool or meeting
room created discussion and therefore knowledge. The statements that
emerged show that the expected space, in terms of a Ba, was created and suc-
cessfully used within the work environment.

The process supervisors were focused on the process descriptions. This
showed their interest in explaining their experience and perception across the
process and the business:

In general I could observe that the content was really person-related. Also it depends
on the preparation. Some people have been prepared quite well, others were not good
[sic] prepared. It was important to clarify the goals of the meetings in advance to
ensure that the meetings will be conducted efficiently and target-oriented.

The team role process supervisor was characterised as having an observer
view. Their task in the process meetings was to observe adherence to the
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process description and the other participants. This revealed the focus on the
process meeting and on ‘how to manage’ the meeting in efficient ways. Second,
it illustrated the hurdles and challenges from this view, which comprised indi-
vidual preparation and the effects on process management. Third, it referred
to the discussion and difficulties of the managerial aspect of knowledge man-
agement as a process of organisational learning, where outcomes were man-
aged. The fact that this observing role existed demonstrated the positive effects
of the meetings, where the process supervisors took over responsibility, and
the shift in awareness of their own roles. The focus on the process was a chal-
lenge to manage and was expressed by the following words from a process
supervisor:

A summary: the processes are not complex at the surface but they are very complex at
the bottom underneath the surface. I had also the impression, that many people don’t
realise how much knowledge they have. They know it to some extent, but they do nor
realise what they have in their heads and how important their knowledge is to the
process.

Results from Practice: Process Inventory

Besides the definition and documentation of the administrative processes, the
structure of the process inventory was inter-organisationally implemented
and the tasks were transferred into job descriptions. Some examples of typical
financial processes are illustrated in Table 3.6.

The SECI model and the modes of knowledge conversion had different
impacts on the process inventory. First, the quantity of the meetings within
the financial departments was influenced by the length of service of the
employees and the structure of the existing business processes (the meeting

Table 3.6 Examples of process content

Main process Content

Master data Includes the activities of master data maintenance, such as aircraft
specific master data, data from the airline fleets directory
Billing Incorporates the core elements of the process: adjoining and data

check, the billing implementation, the data transfer and the
billing order within the system

Customer Includes the processing of customer complaints, identified
complaints regarding the subprocesses, CIT systems, passenger-related data
sheets and ground handling-related data of an airport
Billing Includes the cancellation, credit voucher and/or additional charges

cancellation referring to the different subprocesses and CIT systems
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quantity of one unit was nearly doubled compared to other units). This
revealed the influence of process quantity. Considering the number of subpro-
cesses in all financial departments, a total of 110 processes were established,
collected, reviewed and approved during 25 process meetings. The main chal-
lenge for the SECI model adoption and the participating employees in differ-
ent key roles was: on average, 4.4 processes had to be analysed and documented
in one meeting. Second, the different structures of the various financial
departments created different outcomes regarding the degree of their com-
plexity in automation and standardisation. A diverse and complex process
structure had been developed (in particular in Communication-Information-
Technology systems (CIT systems)-dominant processes and steps). In con-
trast, some departments revealed a heterogeneous process inventory and the
processes were influenced by process-specific conditions:

* departments with connectivity to the customer base focused on descrip-
tions of CIT systems, such as ‘control of completeness supported by check
screens’, which led to knowledge about facts and figures in CIT systems;

* departments with a heterogeneous mix of services described better how to
act, when and why, which led to greater knowledge about regulations and
other people/departments.

These two examples illustrate the highly diverse structure of different
knowledge elements. First, the process flows developed within the process
meetings were important for the ranking of a process and the knowledge over-
view in general. Second, the process description was very important because
of its extended map with reference to tacit knowledge codification. Third, the
two parts of the codified explicit knowledge from the tacit (as an outcome
from the process meetings) differed across the departments. This showed the
ambiguous character of process descriptions: On the one hand, it was an
excellent entry to know what the process purpose and process content was; on
the other, limitation and risk of incompleteness existed if a process descrip-
tion was not detailed enough to explain how to do it.

Critical Evaluation and Conclusion

The SECI model is a popular and well-known model for researchers and practi-
tioners in various disciplines, mainly for those looking to implement knowledge
creation processes in their organisations. From the 1990s to the 2010s, research
reveals that the SECI model can be applied in several fields of management and
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various industries such as manufacturing, education and service businesses.
Nowadays, researchers consider it as an innovation tool in learning environ-
ments as well. Besides the cultural aspects, adaptions of the traditional model
include mainly the consideration of technological changes regarding communi-
cation and interaction (digitalisation and web networking). These adaptions
underline that the SECI model is still current and valid, although it has now
been in existence for a long time. In particular, the importance of the Ba as the
enabling surroundings of the knowledge creation process needs further amend-
ment in light of emerging technological change such as:

* automation and artificial intelligence in business processes;
¢ self-learning programming and software development;

¢ digitalisation of communication and interaction;

* big data management.

The development of the SECI model can be summarised in three stages:
invention, current applications and future requirements (Fig. 3.6).

Taking into account that actual challenges such as the increase in complex-
ity and innovation speed require an adaption of the SECI model, the follow-
ing aspects have to be considered in future applications:

* it is not just individuals, groups and organisations that are involved in
knowledge creation. Artificial intelligence as hard knowledge assets will be

Invention Application in Future
organisations adaption
Analysing
leadership and
learning
Examination of
Ba and
knowledge assets Lean and
digital
Creation of Application of SECI model
SECI model SECI
1994 2010 2020

Fig. 3.6 Stages of the application of the SECI model
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those that influence the modes of knowledge conversion from explicit to
explicit;

* interaction among individuals, groups and organisations has to be extended
through interaction among individuals and self-learning programming
(knowledge assets as outputs);

¢ digitalisation and big data management lead to new communication styles,
devices and applications;

* innovation and process development speed accelerate the spiral of the
knowledge creation process.
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Organisational Learning and Knowledge
Management: A Prospective Analysis
Based on the Levels of Consciousness

Ricardo Chiva, Rafael Lapiedra, Joaquin Alegre,
and Sandra Miralles

Introduction

In 2005 we published in the journal Management Learning a paper on the
relationships between organizational learning and organizational knowledge
(Chiva and Alegre 2005). In the paper, we stated that these ontologies were
strongly related where we proposed an integrative approach. In fact, in some
ways we considered that the conceptions of organizational learning and
knowledge management were strongly connected and in some approaches
and applications almost synonymous. Twelve years have since passed and we
wonder about the future of these concepts, how they might evolve, where they
overlap, how they can be applied in real-world settings and how they might
address future challenges

In order to address some of these challenges, this chapter proposes to take
into account the levels of consciousness (Beck and Cowan 1996; Gebser
1949; Graves 1970; Wilber 2000) that describe the different stages of human
or social evolution. According to these authors and their approach, human
beings and their social systems, like organizations, advance in stages, evolving
by sudden transformations, in the way that a caterpillar becomes a butterfly
(Laloux 2014). Every stage represents a particular stadium with an increased
maturity, complexity and consciousness level. A level of consciousness repre-
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sents a stadium in human and social evolution and implies a framework
through which we interpret the world (Chiva 2017).

In the last few years, some works have related each level of consciousness or
stage of human evolution and social systems with a particular type of organi-
zation (e.g., Cacioppe and Edwards 2005; Cowan and Todorovic 2000;
Laloux 2014) or even with a particular human resource management system
(Chiva 2014). Specifically, Chiva (2017) claims that the learning organization
will be linked to the highest level of consciousness.

The literature has identified seven stages of human evolution and social
systems or levels of consciousness (Beck and Cowan 1996; Laloux 2014;

Wilber 2000), namely:

1. Reactive, survival, foraging, instinctive, ego not fully formed, small bands
of family kinships, no chiefs.

2. Magic (not aware of cause and effect), search for security, tribes, no death
consciousness. Elderly people are the authority.

3. Power, domination, impulsiveness; the world is a tough place where only
the powerful, or those that the latter protect, satisfy their needs. The boss
(or alpha male) has to provoke fear.

4. Order, rules, conformism, morality, bureaucracy, effectiveness. Do the
right thing and you will be rewarded.

5. Achievement, autonomy, competency, empirical and scientific research.
Effectiveness substitutes morality and efficiency. Attain one’s goals.

6. Cooperation, tolerance, pluralism, solidarity, social responsibility, culture,
values, teamwork, empowerment.

7. Evolutionary, common welfare, compassion, harmony, holism, systemic
thinking, self-management, wholeness.

However, only the latter five levels are related to types of organizations, or,
in other words, only those last five levels allow the existence of organizations
(Laloux 2014). Chiva (2017) analyses and relates those levels of consciousness
to a certain organizational climate, structure or conﬁguration (Mintzberg
1989) and to a specific level of organizational learning (Argyris and Schon
1974, 1978, 1996; Bateson 1972; Swieringa and Wierdsma 1992; Tosey et al.
2012; Visser 2007). Table 4.1 summarizes the ideas behind each of these levels
of consciousness.

Based on this typology, we understand that the last level, common welfare
and holism, represents the apex of organizational and human evolution.

Although Chiva (2017) proposes triple-loop learning as the suitable level of
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Table 4.1 Organizations, levels of consciousness, organizational learning levels and
organizational structure (Based on Chiva (2017))

Level of organizational

Organization Level of consciousness learning

The control-autocratic Power and domination Zero learning
organization

The control-bureaucratic Order and rules Single-loop learning
organization

The control-meritocratic Achievement and Double-loop learning
organization autonomy

The commitment Cooperation and Deutero-learning or
organization tolerance meta-learning

The learning organization Common welfare and  Triple-loop learning

holism

learning for this level of consciousness, we wonder about the implications of
this type of learning and how it connects with knowledge management.

So, in the following paragraphs we analyse organizational learning and
knowledge management as concepts related to every consciousness level
within the organization. First, we link the two perspectives presented by Chiva
and Alegre (2005) to the four first levels of Table 4.1: that is, we link the indi-
vidual learning-knowledge possession to the control organizations, and the
social learning-knowledge process to the commitment organization. Second,
we connect the last level of consciousness or learning organization, as defined

by Chiva (2017), with a new view of learning and knowledge (Table 4.2).

Organizational Learning and Knowledge
Management: Traditional Approaches

Organizational learning and knowledge literature (Chiva and Alegre 2005)
have traditionally considered two approaches: the individual learning-
cognitive possession knowledge and the social learning-social process
knowledge.

The cognitive perspective of organizational learning connects with the ideas
of organizational knowledge as individual knowledge shared among all the
members of the organization (Grant 1996), as knowledge embedded in rules
and routines (Nelson and Winter 1982), and as individual knowledge brought
into a social context (Nonaka 1994). All of them take an idea of knowledge as
perceptive and as a commodity. Based on this view, organizational learning is
the efficient procedure for the processing, interpretation and improvement of
representations of reality, which is knowledge. This process takes place through
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Table 4.2 Organizations, levels of consciousness, organizational learning levels, per-
spectives and knowledge management perspectives (Based on Chiva (2017) and Chiva

and Alegre (2005))

Level of Organizational Knowledge
Level of organizational learning (management)

Organization consciousness learning perspective perspective
The control- Power and Zero learning Individual Cognitive

autocratic domination learning possession

organization
The control- Order and Single-loop

bureaucratic rules learning

organization
The control-

Achievement

Double-loop

meritocratic and learning
organization autonomy

The Cooperation  Deutero- Social learning  Social process
commitment and learning or
organization tolerance meta-learning

The learning Common Triple-loop ‘Mindful Cognitive and
organization welfare and learning learning’ social

holism hindrance

the members of the organization, or by supposing that the organization has
the same cognitive processes as its members. Knowledge is codified, stored
and easily transmitted. When this transmission of knowledge occurs, it is
embedded in rules or routines, or brought into a social context; then organi-
zational knowledge is created. Therefore, learning and knowledge are separate,
which allows them to be dealt with independently.

Individualism is essential in the first three organizations shown in Table 4.1,
the three control organizations. Individuals, mainly top managers, are the
ones who decide what to change, make all decisions or learn. When they
learn, they spread their knowledge with the rest of the members of the
organization.

The control-autocratic organization stresses the importance of the continu-
ous exercise of power in interpersonal relationships (Cacioppe and Edwards
2005; Cowan and Todorovic 2000; Laloux 2014). The chief has to demon-
strate power and to bend others to his will to stay in position: fear is the glue
of the organization. Thus, predatory and autocratic leaders manage these
organizations. There is normally not much evidence of hierarchy or job titles
but there is a certain division of labour among the members of the organiza-
tion. Direct supervision is the main coordinating mechanism, and the strate-
gic apex is the most important part of the organization. So, it might be related
to Mintzberg’s simple configuration (1989).
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These organizations tend to perceive their environments as hostile and cha-
otic, reacting to the various stimuli they face. Therefore, these highly reactive
and impulsive organizations might be associated with Bateson’s (1972) zero
learning. Zero learning entails responding to stimuli but making no changes
based on experience or information. This happens because of habituation,
completed learning or a genetically fixed response (Visser 2003). Zero learn-
ing simply involves the receipt of a signal, not subject to correction by trial
and error (Bateson 1972).

The control-bureaucratic organization is based on a static worldview of
simple morals: There is only one right way of doing things. Its aim is efficiency
or a better use of resources (less cost, more production), thereby reaching
higher levels of productivity (Cacioppe and Edwards 2005; Cowan and
Todorovic 2000; Laloux 2014).

According to Laloux (2014), these organizations brought about two main
breakthroughs: Such organizations can plan for the medium and long term
and they can create organizational structures that are stable. Therefore, formal
hierarchies and job titles now become essential. Moreover, planning (think-
ing) and execution (doing) are separated within the organization.

These organizations are very stable and, in them, changes are viewed with
suspicion. Only improvements are largely accepted. Everything seems to be
predictable, safe and relatively static. Leaders are paternalistic and aim to con-
trol everything, as employees are perceived as lazy and dishonest. In such a
scenario, if one does the right thing, one is rewarded.

There is a high degree of standardization or process here: norms and rules
determine everything one should do in the control-bureaucratic organiza-
tions. Processes are very important in order to replicate what has worked. This
is why they live in the past—seen thus, the future is repetition of the past.
With it, critical knowledge does not depend upon one person. Minzbergs
machine configurations (1989) are strongly related to this approach.

In terms of learning, due to the importance it places on efficiency or aiming
to do things right, and to avoid questioning the rules, single-loop learning
might be the most important organizational learning type (Argyris and Schén
1974, 1978, 1996). In single-loop learning, people, organizations or groups
modify their actions according to the difference between expected and reached
outcomes. This occurs when errors are detected and corrected without modi-
fying a firm’s existing policies, goals or assumptions. In other words, such
learning tries to improve any rule, process or action, when errors occur or
mistakes happen, without questioning its underlying assumptions.

Laloux (2014) considers that in the control-meritocratic organization, or
achievement and autonomy level of consciousness, there is no absolute right
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and wrong—though, plainly, there are some things that work better than oth-
ers. Authority does not always have the right answer, so there is an increasing
dose of scepticism. On the other hand, it is not only about if one is doing
things right but also if one is doing the right things. Here, effectiveness
replaces efficiency. Therefore, achieving the right goals becomes an key aim
(Cacioppe and Edwards 2005; Cowan and Todorovic 2000).

Consequently, double-loop learning (Argyris and Schon 1974, 1978, 1996)
becomes essential in control-meritocratic organizations. In double-loop learn-
ing, individuals, groups or organizations also correct or change the underlying
causes behind any procedure or task. So, norms, policies, ways of working,
rules and assumptions are questioned. It is about changing the rules. Double-
loop learning forces us to think on our goals, policies or operating assump-
tions. It arises when errors are detected and corrected such that existing
policies, goals and assumptions are called into question and challenged.

Control-meritocratic organizations focus on the future, on the things that
they want or need to do. So, achievement is an important concept here.
Change and innovation present opportunities, and are also seen as vital.

Standardization of outputs (Mintzberg 1989), which achieves coordination
by specifying the results of different work, would be the most important coor-
dinating mechanism, which relates this sort of organization to Minztberg’s
diversified configuration. Management by objectives or by results (Drucker
1954), or the process of defining specific objectives within an organization
that management can convey to organization members, is spread over these
organizations. So, indicators, goals, strategies and strategic planning are
crucial.

Power is vested in individuals that achieve certain goals or have particular
merits. Meritocracy and incentive systems turn out to be essential. Thus, more
is always better according to this level of consciousness, which brings about
overconsumption, corporate greed and materialism. On the other hand, man-
agement must solve only tangible problems, putting tasks before relation-
ships. It is represented by transactional leaders that value dispassionate
rationality and are wary of emotions.

In sum, in the control organizations knowledge is something that individu-
als and organizations possess and that should be controlled or managed.
Learning happens mainly individually in such organizations.

However, in the commitment organization, social aspects become central.
The social perspective of organizational learning is linked to the ideas of
knowledge as a basis for a dynamic theory in the company (Spender 1996).
According to the ideas put forward by Spender (1996) or Blackler (1995),
organizational knowledge is socially constructed, and thus particular empha-
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sis is placed on the process, moving closer to the concept of organizational
learning. The social-process perspective is based on social activity and discur-
sive behaviour, both of which give rise to social constructions: reality is socially
constructed (Berger and Luckmann 1966). According to Laloux (2014),
Southwest Airlines and Ben & Jerry’s are conspicuous examples of these sorts
of organizations.

From the social-process perspective, organizational learning and organiza-
tional knowledge were considered as quite similar (given that the latter is a
process, and not a resource), and signify the social construction of beliefs and
shared meanings, where social context, cultural artefacts, collective group
actions and participation play a vital role. Learning is not understood as a way
of knowing the world but as a way of being in the world (Gherardi 1999).
This unified social-process perspective of organizational learning and organi-
zational knowledge has similar sources and, consequently, languages, which
seems to improve the chances of integration of both literatures.

We relate this perception of learning and knowledge to a cooperation and
tolerance level of consciousness, which considers that there is more to life
than success or failure, taking into account the dark side of the previous level:
materialistic obsession, social inequality and the loss of community (Cacioppe
and Edwards 2005; Cowan and Todorovic 2000; Laloux 2014). The pluralis-
tic level of consciousness is highly sensitive to people’s feelings, fairness, equal-
ity, cooperation, learning and consensus. According to Laloux (2014), one of
the main characteristics of such as organization is the concept of belonging.
Charismatic or transformational leaders play a major role.

Furthermore, the commitment organization stresses the importance of
bottom-up processes, gathering input from all and trying to bring opposing
points of view to eventual consensus. Empowerment and decentralization are
spread over the organization. The commitment organization aims at getting
more from workers by giving more to them (Baron and Kreps 1999: 189).

Rules in this sort of organization tend to be social, based on the social con-
trol or culture. Culture is paramount here, where values, and cultural aspects
are taken into account. Consequently, standardization of skills and (cultural)
norms are the most important coordinating mechanism, which might imply
that this is related to Mintzberg’s (1989) professional and missionary
configuration.

Therefore, the aim of this organization is to develop a context and a culture
where cooperation, equality, consensus or learning takes place. This is why
deutero-learning (Argyris and Schon 1974, 1978, 1996) or meta-learning
(Visser 2007), in terms of carrying out single- and double-loop learning,
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becomes important. Learning to learn, to cooperate, to empower, or to act
with fairness might be some of the examples of such an approach.

Deutero-learning (Argyris and Schén 1974, 1978, 1996) or meta-learning
(Visser 2007) invokes a need to reflect on and inquire into the process in
which single- and double-loop learning are taking place. Reflecting on the
process of single-loop learning implies thinking about ways to improve error
detection and correction, and thus to improve the effectiveness of action strat-
egies (Visser 2007). Reflecting on the process of double-loop learning involves
thinking about ways to improve discussion about norms and values underly-
ing action strategies (Visser 2007).

Organizational Learning and Knowledge
Management: Towards the Last Stage

In our 2005 paper, we state that two main explanations seem to be put for-
ward for how organizations learn (Chiva 2004; Chiva and Alegre 2005; Cook
and Yanow 1996; Easterby-Smith et al. 1998): the individual view and the
social view. The individual view considers learning as an individual phenom-
enon and consequently understands that organizations learn through indi-
viduals (e.g., Huber 1991). The social view considers learning as a social
phenomenon and consequently understands that organizations learnt through
communities and groups (e.g., Brown and Duguid 1991). In the previous
section, we connected the first view to the control organizations and the sec-
ond view to the commitment organizations. Nowadays researchers consider
there to be a third approach or perspective that attempts to encompass the
two (e.g., Clegg et al. 2005; Elkjaer 2004; Ortenblad 2002). So, organiza-
tional learning happens through individuals and through groups.

However, in order to go more deeply into the third view, we consider that
the question is one of when a certain type or level of learning happens: single-,
double-, triple-loop or deutero-learning. In our opinion, and based on the
concept of consciousness level already mentioned, the essence of organiza-
tional learning is the consciousness level of those individuals and groups of
individuals. So, depending on the level of consciousness, a certain type of
learning might happen, as is revealed in Tables 4.1 and 4.2.

Consciousness can be defined as the degree of awareness of one’s inner and
outer worlds, being mentally perceptive and feeling the undivided wholeness
of existence (Wilber 2000). There are several levels and states of conscious-
ness. They entail movement towards more complexity, greater awareness and
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less egocentrism (Boucouvalas 1993). So, consciousness levels imply certain
states of consciousness. A consciousness state might be defined by the degree
of attention and awareness of the present moment and by the use of our
mind/thinking (judging, evaluating, interpreting, comparing etc.) (Glomb
etal. 2011). We consider three states of consciousness: mindlessness, flow and
mindfulness (Dane 2011). Mindfulness could be related to the top level of
consciousness (evolutionary, common welfare).

Mindfulness is an ancient concept, although has recently entered the scien-
tific arena as a construct of significant interest. Mindfulness has been analysed
and developed by several scientific disciplines, such as philosophy, medicine,
medical psychology and social psychology (Girtner 2011). Nevertheless, for
centuries, thinkers from a number of societies, mainly from eastern tradition,
have argued its importance (Dane 2011; Hanh 1976). Most of the literature
understands that there are two main approaches to the concept: eastern and
western (Weick and Putnam 2006; Weick and Sutcliffe 2006).

The eastern approach of mindfulness focuses on internal processes of atten-
tion (Weick and Sutcliffe 2006), describing mindfulness as nonsuperficial and
nonjudgemental awareness, trying to see things deeply, beyond the level of
concepts and opinions. Similarly, Weick and Putnam (2006) consider that
eastern thought pays more attention to internal processes of mind rather than
to the contents of mind. It means to hang on to current objects, to remember
them, and not lose sight of them through distraction, wandering attention,
associative thinking, explaining away or rejection. Mindfulness works directly
on attentional processes, such as a focus on the present and the letting go of
concepts.

According to some literature (Brown and Ryan 2003; Dane 2011; Weick
and Putnam 2006), these ideas are grounded in Buddhism and the practice of
meditation, or in other contemplative traditions where conscious attention
and awareness are actively cultivated. Eastern versions of mindfulness equate
it with nonjudgemental observation, impartial watchfulness, nonconceptual
awareness, present-time awareness, nonegoistic alertness, goalless awareness
and awareness of change (Gunaratana 2002; Weick and Sutcliffe 2006). So,
Weick and Sutcliffe (2006) consider that the eastern approach emphasizes
nonconceptual awareness and reduced distraction. In similar terms, Baer et al.
(2006) consider mindfulness to include bringing one’s complete attention to
the experiences occurring in the present moment, in a nonjudgmental or
accepting way (Brown and Ryan 2003; Marlatt and Kristeller 1999).

Although in the eastern approach of mindfulness is cultivated through
meditative practice, according to Brown and Ryan (2003), mindfulness does
not always require meditation. Indeed, mindfulness is within reach of many
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individuals, either by meditating (Giluk 2009; Weick and Sutcliffe 2006), or
by reconceptualizing the elements within their environment in a novel, gen-
erative way (Langer 1989a, b; Langer and Piper 1987). This is the western
approach. Dane (2011) considers that eastern and western approaches both
involve directing attention to present-moment phenomena and maintaining
a wide attentional breadth. However, the western approach of mindfulness
involves cognitive differentiation—the process of drawing novel distinctions,
reconceptualizing elements within the environment in a new way (Langer
2009; Langer and Moldoveanu 2000), whereas the eastern approach requires
the practice of meditation (Brown and Ryan 2003; Dane 2011; Weick and
Putnam 20006).

Brown and Ryan (2003) affirm that the western approach (Langer 2005)
emphasizes active cognitive operations on perceptual inputs from the external
environment, such as the creation of new categories and the seeking of mul-
tiple perspectives. Weick and Sutcliffe (2006) suggest that western approaches
to mindfulness concentrate on concepts and making distinctions, and focus
on learning to switch modes of thinking. Fiol and O’Connor (2003) consider
that Langer (1989a, b) introduced the concept of mindfulness in the western
world, and define it as a state of alertness and lively awareness that is mani-
fested in active information processing, characterized by the creation and
refinement of categories and distinctions and the awareness of multiple per-
spectives. Langer (1989a) specifies the concept of mindfulness as a state of
active awareness characterized by the continual creation and refinement of
categories, an openness to new information, and a willingness to view con-
texts from multiple perspectives (Levinthal and Rerup 20006).

Fiol and O’Connor (2003) affirm that those who manifest mindfulness
engage in thought patterns that allow them to make a larger number of rele-
vant and more precise distinctions. Mindful scanning entails an expanded
data search that extends beyond data relevant to past events and past behav-
iours, or what others are doing, and that leads to new, pertinent distinctions
and categories. Mindful, self-questioning interpretations lead to regular efforts
to update and expand awareness of multiple perspectives most relevant to the
organization. The western approach connects mindfulness to the idea of
triple-loop learning, and understands that by questioning and by being open
to new information and new approaches we will become fully attentive and
might also place any cognitive filters aside. Based on this belief, we consider
the third approach as mindful learning, a learning process where mindfulness
has a key role.

Glomb et al. (2011) define mindfulness as a state of consciousness charac-
terized by receptive attention to and awareness of present events and experi-
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ences, without evaluation, judgement and cognitive filters. So, attention is
focused on present-moment phenomena occurring both externally and inter-
nally and maintaining a wide attentional breadth (Dane 2011) and there is no
ego; so, our mind and thinking are put aside. Consequently, individuals feel
the undivided wholeness of existence (Wilber 2000), by being fully conscious
and being truly themselves. Mindfulness thus implies transcending the ego or
the mind. According to Tolle (2005), the ego is the identification with our
thinking and the emotions related to this. We identify ourselves with a group,
an ideology, a culture, possessions, nationality, profession, with the past and
so on. This then becomes our identity. Ego is related to separation and iden-
tification, so fear takes hold of us: Identification brings the fear of losing
things. Tolle (2005) stresses that we are not the voice in our heads; we are not
those thoughts.

The last level of consciousness happens when one learns to disidentify from
one’s own ego (Laloux 2014). By looking at it from a distance, one can see
how its fears, ambitions and desires run one’s life (Cacioppe and Edwards
2005; Cowan and Todorovic 2000; Laloux 2014). Laloux (2014) considers
that when we are fused with our ego, we are driven to make decisions informed
by external factors, such as goals, social norms, authority and so forth. In the
highest level of consciousness, we shift from external to internal yardsticks in
our decision-making. So, now we are concerned with inner rightness.

Laloux (2014) considers that on this level the ultimate goal in life is to
become the truest expression of ourselves, to live in authentic selthood. This
can be strongly related to Senge’s (1990) discipline of personal mastery, which
is one of his requirements to create a learning organization.

Mutual adjustment, which achieves coordination by the simple process of
informal communication, could be considered the most important coordinat-
ing mechanism of the learning organization. It could then be related to
Mintzberg’s (1989) adhocracy, which is a flexible, adaptable and informal
style of organization that is defined by a lack of formal structure; or to
Robertson’s (2015) holacracy, which is a flat organization based on self-
management teams. So, peer relationships are essential, beyond hierarchy or
consensus. These organizations are characterized by the existence of no status
symbols, which implies no bosses or subordinates. Everyone is simply a mem-
ber of the organization. Due to trust in people, employees do not need to sign
in or out. There are not any functional departments, especially for innovation
and human resource management. All members assume those functions.
There tend to be long-lasting relationships with customers and suppliers.
People work on whatever they want and with whom they wish. They can
experiment and try out new things easily, as they are not afraid of making
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mistakes. Transparency is a must in such organizations; all information is
available. People assume roles instead of jobs or job titles, and this fosters flex-
ibility. Coordination and meetings happen when needs arise and coordination
usually arises informally. But teams and teamwork are essential. In fact, these
organizations tend to focus on team performance. Anyone can make decisions
on any matter, but it is highly recommended to ask for advice.

There are usually rotation programmes to immerse new members in the
organization. However, as conflicts do occur in these organizations, multi-
step conflict resolution procedures are often proposed. These organizations
tend to be self-decorated, warm spaces, open to children and pets, and medi-
tation and quiet spaces are found in most such learning organizations.
Emotions become paramount in these organizations: Intuition—and not
rationality—is king. Intuition honours the complex, ambiguous, paradoxical,
nonlinear nature of reality: We unconsciously connect patterns in a way that
our rational mind cannot. Thus, these organizations foster going beyond the
‘professional’ self by stressing the importance of emotions, personal life, spiri-
tuality, intuition, doubts and so on. Change is no longer a relevant topic,
because learning organizations adapt and learn constantly. Members are
invited to participate in inquiring about the organization’s evolution, pur-
pose, values and fundamental values, and approach that is strongly related to
triple-loop learning (Swieringa and Wierdsma 1992; Tosey et al. 2012).

As Chiva (2017) proposes, the learning organization fosters triple-loop
learning. Triple-loop learning (Nielsen 1993; Swieringa and Wierdsma 1992;
Tosey et al. 2012) happens when the essential principles on which the organi-
zation is founded come under discussion, involving the development of new
principles, with which the organization can proceed to a subsequent phase.
This level of learning is considered superior to single- and double-loop learn-
ing, and implies questioning the underlying paradigms, purposes, essential
principles, whatever governs those governing variables, and the role or the
mission of the organization. Clear examples of such organizations are Valve,
Semco or Morning Star.

In one of our previous works (Chiva et al. 2010), we claim that generative
learning (a sort of triple-loop learning) involves avoiding previous knowledge.
According to Bohm (1980) and Krishnamurti (1994), real learning ceases
when there is just accumulation of knowledge; generative learning only occurs
when there is no accumulation at all. We believe that this is an important
statement that stresses the limited importance, and the implicit danger, of
knowledge in facing generative or triple-loop learning and, hence, radical
innovations. Most literature has theoretically and empirically underlined the
importance of knowledge to develop innovations (e.g., Leonard-Barton 1992;
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Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995). However, perhaps these innovations are funda-
mentally incremental. Based on our theoretical model, we propose that a
focus on knowledge could represent an obstacle to increasing radical
innovations. On the other hand, knowledge represents the ego, separation
and identification.

Similarly, the limited importance of knowledge for generative or triple-
loop learning might also imply that activities such as thinking or reasoning are
not so essential for—and may even be a hindrance to—generative learning.
Krishnamurti (1994) maintains that thinking is the reaction to what one
knows: Knowledge reacts, and that is what we call thinking. However, genera-
tive learning underlines the importance of intuition, inquiry or attention,
which relates to concepts such as creativity or imagination. Perhaps creative-
ness or intuition has always been essential for human beings, even more so
than rationality and thinking. Therefore, mindfulness becomes a crucial issue
for this type of learning. This is why we refer to this sort of learning as mindful
learning (Table 4.2). Mindfulness is a state that fosters creativity and allows
individuals to be fully present and attentive, without thinking. And this is the
reason why mindfulness and learning, from this perspective, are strongly
linked. If individuals are thinking and using knowledge when listening,
observing or experimenting, they will always interpret or adapt anything in
relation to their past views.

Conclusion

In this chapter, once the two known approaches to learning are analysed
(individual and social learning), we propose a third approach: a mindful
learning perspective, based on the highest level of consciousness and related to
triple-loop learning and the learning organization. This approach to learning,
strongly associated with mindfulness, considers knowledge as a hindrance to
learning.

According to Krishnamurti (1994), knowledge is past. And accumulated
knowledge tends to enslave you to accepted norms and ways of thinking.
Learning is always in the future, it is a continually moving process, where the
moment that you learn something it becomes knowledge. Further, knowl-
edge, though necessary to live in this world, belongs to the past and is a bur-
den. Learning is not listening with one’s knowledge; real learning has to do
with being fully conscious, mindful, humble (having no knowledge)—other-
wise, we only increase our knowledge. To learn is not to collect knowledge. It
is important to learn to observe without applying previous knowledge
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(see Chap. 5, in this volume). If you listen or observe with knowledge, you are
not listening or observing, but you are interpreting, judging, comparing, eval-
uating, so ego is present and at work. Therefore, from this perspective knowl-
edge will be a hindrance to organizational learning. Although knowledge is
very important, since it resides in systems, processes and policies, merely col-
lecting knowledge that feeds back from the organization to new individuals as
they join may not be enough to achieve generative or triple-loop learning.
Stepping back from this, through learned mindfulness, will be needed to chal-
lenge the feed-forward and feedback process of organizational learning
(Crossan et al. 1999; Murray and Donegan 2003). So, if knowledge is not the
central element in the learning process, what role can knowledge manage-
ment play in contemporary organizations?

Cohen and Levinthal (1990) state that knowledge is a central element in
the learning process, which consists of the acquisition, integration and exploi-
tation of knowledge. According to our approach, we not only question its
importance but suggest that knowledge might be harmful. Girard and Girard
(2015) define knowledge management as the process of creating, sharing,
using and managing the knowledge and information of an organization. So,
based on our view, knowledge should be managed to keep it aside or to ques-
tion, which does not mean forgetting or discarding knowledge-unlearning
(Tsang 1997) but not using it for learning.

We describe this type of learning as mindful learning because mindfulness
plays a central role in it. Individuals should be mindful or fully attentive in
order to avoid thinking or using their mind and knowledge. Mindfulness is
considered as a state of high consciousness (Glomb et al. 2011). Attaining a
mindful state is an inherent human capacity, an assertion implying that most
people have been or at least can be mindful at one point or another.
Nevertheless, research shows that, due to dispositional tendencies, some peo-
ple may be in a mindful state of consciousness more often than others (Dane
2011). Hiilsheger et al. (2013) consider mindfulness as an inherent human
capacity that varies in strength, across both situations and persons.

The state of consciousness characterizing mindfulness is one in which
attention focuses on the ‘here and now’, the present moment (Dane 2011;
Weick and Putnam 2006), as opposed to preoccupation with thoughts about
the past or the future (Brown and Ryan 2003). Mindfulness involves attend-
ing to external and internal phenomena, because they are both in the present
moment (Brown and Ryan 2003). Therefore, the more conscious we are, the
more connections we perceive around us, and the more connected we feel
with everything and everyone. In this line, Brown et al. (2007) consider that
the study of mindfulness presents challenges to popular western cultural atti-
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tudes, and to some established paradigms that emphasize the primacy of the
ego.

When individuals are or become more conscious, they are more aware of
their internal and external worlds, which makes them less egocentric and
more altruistic (Boucouvalas 1993; Wilber 2000). Boucouvalas (1993) con-
siders that when conscious individuals perceive their commonality with all
living creatures and thus protect the environment and the system, they are
motivated from within, not just from a feeling of moral obligation emanating
from externally given ‘shoulds’ and ‘oughts’. In fact, she relates high con-
sciousness to Bohm’s (1980) implicate order of the universe, which is a world
of interconnectedness, where new explicate orders arise and triple-loop learn-
ing is developed.

In sum, future research should empirically validate the relationships pro-
posed in this chapter: mindfulness, triple-loop learning, the learning organi-
zation, the hindrance of knowledge, or the existence of characteristics within
the organization such as common welfare, holism, compassion or altruism.
We understand that all of them are connected and imply a new vision or para-
digm for organizations that has important implications for individuals, who
should aim to be mindful and to approach triple-loop learning, and for orga-
nizations that should create a context for learning where mindfulness, com-
passion, altruism and triple-loop learning are essential elements. Finally, there
is also the recognition of a context where knowledge is important but might
present a problem for real or mindful learning.
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Knowledge Management and Unlearning/
Forgetting

Karen L. Becker

Introduction and Outline

Knowledge management relies heavily on the acquisition and sharing of
knowledge by both individuals and organisations, and learning is often con-
sidered to be a critical element in the effective development and management
of knowledge. However, there has been less consideration given to the con-
cept of unlearning and its implications for knowledge management.
Unlearning first emerged in the organisational literature in the 1980s, and the
chapter by Hedberg (1981) is generally acknowledged as one of the seminal
works in this area. Since that time, individual and organisational unlearning
has received significant attention; yet, certainly not as much as the related
areas of individual and organisational learning.

When unlearning emerged in organisational literature, it was in response to
the growing acknowledgement that individuals and organisations are not
‘blank slates” and that the existence of prior knowledge may hinder future
efforts to learn or acquire knowledge. The focus of this chapter is on unlearn-
ing and it argues that releasing prior knowledge, or at least acknowledging its
presence and shortcomings, may hold the key to successtul learning and
knowledge management, both at the individual and collective levels.

The aims of this chapter are to:
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* clarify and define the concept of unlearning and how it applies to individu-
als and organisations;

* detail the key theories and models that have been used to understand
unlearning;

¢ analyse individual unlearning and collective unlearning and their implica-
tions for knowledge management;

* provide examples of unlearning in practice—both the challenges and
successes;

* identify the implications of unlearning for knowledge management
practice.

Unlearning: The Background to a Concept

Knowledge plays a critical role in all organisations and those taking a
knowledge-based view of the firm (Grant 1996; Nickerson and Zenger
2004) argue that organisations can create competitive advantage from their
knowledge assets. Such perspectives suggest that if organisations can effec-
tively develop, acquire and share knowledge across the organisation, they
will be able to compete in a rapidly changing environment. In a similar
vein, those individuals who have deep knowledge and expertise, and can
continue to enhance their expertise, are of great value to an organisation.
Therefore, for both individuals and organisations, being able to continue to
develop knowledge is a critical issue. However, when pre-existing knowl-
edge threatens the ability to learn and embrace new knowledge or ways of
thinking and behaving, the ability of individuals and organisations to
respond to a changing environment may be threatened. It has been argued
for some time that along with the need to facilitate learning, there is equally
a need to focus on relinquishing pre-existing knowledge, both on a collec-
tive and individual level, referred to by many as unlearning (Akgun et al.
2007; Hedberg 1981; Lei et al. 1999; Newstrom 1983; Starbuck 1996;
Tsang and Zahra 2008).

When unlearning was first discussed, the extent to which the organisa-
tional environment would change could not have been anticipated. For exam-
ple, the increasing rate of advancements in technology means that new
generations have access to far more data and information that can be trans-
ferred faster, presenting not only opportunities but also challenges for today’s
organisations. With this ever-growing rate of knowledge transfer, unlearning
is, and will continue to be, a critical issue for organisations.
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Defining Unlearning

Unlearning has been discussed in many disciplines including psychology,
organisational studies, management and education. It has also been applied to
many different situations. Like learning, unlearning has been discussed at
both the individual and collective (team or organisational) levels. In some
cases, unlearning refers to individuals letting go of past practice or knowledge
and embracing new ways of behaving or utilising new knowledge (Baxter
2000; Bridges 1991; Duffy 2003). However, unlearning has also been dis-
cussed at the level of the organisation, suggesting that organisations, as enti-
ties in themselves, need to be prepared to relinquish previous processes,
systems or ways of working in order to adapt to changing circumstances,
requirements and expectations, both internal and external to the organisation
(Hamel and Prahalad 1994; Harvey and Buckley 2002; Hedberg 1981).

Table 5.1 provides a sample of unlearning definitions found in the literature,

Table 5.1 Definitions of unlearning

Author Year Definition

Hedberg 1981 ‘Knowledge grows, and simultaneously it becomes obsolete
as reality changes. Understanding involves both learning
new knowledge and discarding obsolete and misleading
knowledge.” (Hedberg 1981: 3)

Newstrom 1983 ‘[T]he process of reducing or eliminating preexisting
knowledge or habits that would otherwise represent
formidable barriers to new learning.” (Newstrom 1983: 36)

Nystrom and 1984 ‘Before organizations will try new ideas, they must unlearn

Starbuck old ones by discovering their inadequacies and then
discarding them.’ (Nystrom and Starbuck 1984: 53)
Prahalad and 1986 ‘Unlearning is simply the process by which firms eliminate old

Bettis logics and behaviours and make room for new ones.’
(Prahalad and Bettis 1986: 498)
Starbuck 1996 ‘Unlearning is a process that shows people they should no
longer rely on their current beliefs and methods.” (Starbuck
1996: 727)
Becker 2005 ‘Unlearning is the process by which individuals and

organisations acknowledge and release prior learning
(including assumptions and mental frameworks) in order to
accommodate new information and behaviours.’ (Becker

2005: 659)
Cegarra- 2006 ‘Organisational unlearning [...] is defined as the dynamic
Navarro and process that identifies and removes ineffective and obsolete
Dewhurst knowledge and routines, which block the collective

appropriation of new knowledge and opportunities.’
(Cegarra-Navarro and Dewhurst 2006: 51)
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some referring specifically to individual or organisational unlearning, while
others can be applied at either level.

These definitions display several commonalities: They suggest an elimina-
tion or at least reduction of knowledge; they also imply that a process is occur-
ring rather than a single event; and finally, most acknowledge the strong
connections between learning and unlearning. Some imply the need to
unlearn before attempting to adopt new ways, whereas others see these two
activities happening simultaneously.

Differentiating Unlearning

In defining unlearning, it is also relevant to acknowledge that questions have
been raised about unlearning as a standalone construct, and whether it is worth
pursuing as a concept in and of itself. For example, Huber (1991: 104) suggests
that ‘unlearning is conceptually subsumable under learning. Use of the word
“unlearning” serves primarily to emphasize a decrease in the range of potential
behaviours, rather than to indicate a qualitatively different process.’

Unlearning and learning have always been closely aligned; however, there
has also been discussion of constructs that might be considered close to (or
indeed equivalent to) unlearning—in particular, the concept of forgetting.
Forgetting is often used in conjunction with or instead of unlearning.
However, the term forgetting’ in common usage refers to ceasing to remem-
ber, usually unintentionally, whereas unlearning implies an intentional
action—either for the individual or the organisation. Martin de Holan and
Phillips (2004) have undertaken extensive work in organisational forgetting
and have identified that organisational forgetting can be intentional or acci-
dental, and can relate to long-held beliefs and knowledge or recently acquired
knowledge. They argue that organisational forgetting can be beneficial or det-
rimental depending on whether the knowledge was desirable (Martin de
Holan et al. 2004). Therefore, unlearning is equated with the purposeful or
intentional forgetting of knowledge that is seen as detrimental to the organ-
isation (Martin de Holan et al. 2004).

Researchers in psychology have also studied individual forgetting and dis-
cussed its relationship with the concept of unlearning. In a study of extinc-
tion, lapse and relapse, Bouton (2000) suggests that even though individuals
may forget, lapse and relapse can occur with manipulation of the environ-
ment in which an individual finds themselves. This implies that extinction
does not typically involve the total removal of knowledge, but it will reduce
the use of knowledge in certain contexts. Some models of unlearning consider
this same issue and will be discussed in the next section.
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Models and Theories of Unlearning

There is no single model of unlearning, however Hedberg (1981) and Nystrom
and Starbuck (1984) are recognised as early authors working in the field.
Hedberg (1981) suggests that learning and unlearning happen simultaneously
and that new knowledge typically replaces old knowledge; in a sense, ‘over-
writing’ previous knowledge. It is proposed that unlearning may be triggered
by the organisation either experiencing problems or identifying opportuni-
ties, leading it to question current ways of operating. Movement of key indi-
viduals within the organisation, or their exiting from the organisation, may
also act as a catalyst for unlearning. Being incapable of unlearning is argued
by Hedberg (1981) to be a critical weakness of organisations.

Nystrom and Starbuck (1984) were also instrumental in furthering the dis-
cussion on the importance of unlearning for organisations. They suggest that
organisations need to identify areas of ‘blindness and rigidity’ (Nystrom and
Starbuck 1984: 53) in order to continue to develop. Their suggestion is that
as organisations grow, they often become complacent and are not open to
signals that might indicate inadequacies in existing knowledge. Thus, it is
argued that such organisations may face crises that highlight the weaknesses
in existing knowledge, forcing organisations (and individuals) to consider
relinquishing past beliefs and values and be open to new ideas (Starbuck
2017).

In contrast to both Hedberg (1981) and Nystrom and Starbuck (1984),
Klein (1989) suggests that unlearning is not as easy as simply replacing old
knowledge with new knowledge. In what is referred to as ‘parenthetic learn-
ing’, Klein (1989) posits that old knowledge is not discarded but is retained,
and that unlearning involves realising when new responses are more appropri-
ate than previous ones (in effect suggesting that old responses are retained in
parentheses). This model proposes that a new response replacing an old one is
not necessarily, in and of itself, an improvement for the organisation. Klein
(1989) argues that the ability to identify contexts in which new responses are
more appropriate than past responses is the key to successful change.

Another model of unlearning is offered by Newstrom (1983: 37), arguing
that learners ‘do not have a clean slate, but a deeply entrenched behavioural
pattern that has been reinforced for years’. The amount of unlearning required
to change this behavioural pattern is presented as being affected by the nature
of the new knowledge or the learning that needs to occur. Newstrom suggests
that if the learner is learning something entirely new, adding a new behaviour
to an existing repertoire or sustaining a previous behaviour, then unlearning
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is not a significant issue. However, if trying to change the extent to which they
use a skill or behaviour (either increase or decrease), then unlearning will be
moderate; and at the highest level, when trying to replace one behaviour with
another, the need for unlearning will be significant.

Individual Knowledge, Learning and Unlearning

We are living in a knowledge era, and many employees are now considered to
be knowledge workers (Alvesson 2004), relying heavily on their expertise to
succeed in the workplace. However, all workers, blue collar and white collar
alike, build knowledge over time to enhance their capabilities. Thus, the
knowledge held by employees has been recognised as critical for organisations
and has therefore received significant focus, along with the need to continu-
ally refresh and renew this knowledge. In this context, unlearning becomes
critical. However, it has also been argued that those who are considered
‘experts’ in their field may be most resistant to unlearning due to their exten-
sive experience (Starbuck 1996).

All adults have experiences, knowledge and ways of seeing the world upon
which they draw, even when learning something new. Adult learning theory
(for example, the work of Knowles (1990) relating to andragogy) argues that
previous knowledge and experience should be valued and drawn upon to aid
the learning process for adults. However, it has also been argued that this
knowledge may be the very thing that holds a learner back (Newstrom 1983;
Nystrom and Starbuck 1984).

Sometimes what individuals believe that they know may be wrong (incor-
rect facts or procedures that cause repeated errors), but sometimes there is a
less obvious distinction than ‘right or wrong’ in terms of the knowledge hold-
ing individuals back. Individuals may not have all relevant information, or
may be interpreting the information available to them in ways that are unhelp-
ful. Learning and unlearning are inherently linked and, therefore, it is impor-
tant to consider some of the key learning theories and the implications that
they may have for unlearning.

Individual Learning Theories and Unlearning

Understanding some of the learning theories upon which contemporary
understandings of knowledge have been built can assist to further compre-
hend unlearning. Knowles (1970) argues that any approach to facilitation of
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learning for adults must recognise the existence of prior knowledge and utilise
this as an integral part of the learning process. However, when considering
unlearning, it is also important to identify the prior knowledge that may not
be helpful to draw upon when acquiring new knowledge or building new
skills. Facilitators of learning thus need to develop ways to ensure that unlearn-
ing becomes an integral part of the learning process.

Bateson (1972), an early theorist of learning, proposes the concept of
deutero-learning, that is, the importance of learning how to learn. In a similar
vein, Argyris and Schon (1978) propose that individuals (and indeed organ-
isations) can learn through failure and errors, and can engage in either single-
loop or double-loop learning. Single-loop learning typically involves simple
identification and correction of errors. Double-loop learning, however,
requires an analysis of underlying knowledge, processes or assumptions that
may contribute to an error or negative outcome. This type of learning requires
a deeper engagement with knowledge (and particularly assumptions) to allow
for double-loop learning. Sun and Scott (2003) argue that this type of learn-
ing requires learners to discard obsolete knowledge, and it has been argued
that unlearning is indeed an important part of double-loop learning (Visser
2017).

The concept of triple-loop learning has also been proposed as the step
beyond single-or double-loop learning (for example, see Foldy and Creed
1999; Romme and Witteloostuijn 1999; Snell and Chak 1998). Snell and
Chak (1998: 339) define triple-loop learning as developing ‘new processes for
generating mental maps’; not just questioning underlying knowledge or
assumptions but also interrogating how these were developed in the first place.
The distinctions between not learning, single-, double- and triple-loop learn-
ing are shown in Table 5.2, along with suggestions of the implications of each
type of learning for unlearning,.

Another widely recognised theory of learning relates to the role of experi-
ence. The experiential learning model developed by Kolb (1984), based on
Dewey’s model of learning, Lewin’s model of experiential learning and Piaget’s
model of learning and cognitive development, has been widely applied to learn-
ing situations. Experiential learning is defined as ‘a holistic integrative perspec-
tive on learning that combines experience, perception, cognition, and behaviour’
(Kolb 1984: 21). Typically, experiential learning is suggested as occurring in an
ongoing cycle of experience, observation, abstraction and testing of new knowl-
edge or approaches. Therefore, if unlearning is a requirement of learning, it
would be assumed that action learning must include experiences that require
individuals to reflect upon underlying assumptions and perceptions as
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Table 5.2 Levels of individual learning and implications for unlearning (based on Snell
and Chak 1998: 340)

Level of Implications for

learning Manifestation for individuals individual unlearning

Not Isolation—failure to receive feedback Unlearning will not occur.
learning  on actions, failure to take in any new
(zero) information.

Single Adapting—becoming more skilful; Unlearning not likely as
loop registering that one’s actions are not underlying knowledge is

achieving their goal, adjusting one’s not being questioned.

actions to increase the possibility of
achieving the goal.

Double Developing—choosing to learn different Unlearning likely when
loop kinds of skill: understanding why one’s  questioning why prior
prior meaning-making or goal-seeking  knowledge or approaches
systems were inadequate and led to are inadequate.

incongruities and omissions.
Reframing problems from a position
of deeper insight.

Triple loop Inventing—becoming aware of the Unlearning essential to
limitations of all grand frameworks; understanding how previous
creating ways of coming up with new knowledge and frames
structures of thought and action developed in order to
suitable for particular occasions and challenge previous
monitoring the effects of these knowledge or approaches.
frames.

a part of abstraction in order to begin to question existing ways of thinking and
behaving.

Mezirow (1990: 1) also emphasises the role of experience and defines learn-
ing as ‘the process of making a new or revised interpretation of the meaning
of an experience, which guides subsequent understanding, appreciation, and
action’. It is suggested that the highest level of learning—transformative learn-
ing—occurs when an individual faces a ‘disorientating dilemma’ and is forced
to examine previously held assumptions and beliefs, and often to change their
perspective. Therefore, individuals need ways to challenge these beliefs and
assumptions and to consider alternative perspectives in order to learn; and, as
a part of this process, unlearning will be essential to releasing these perspec-
tives and facilitating openness to learning.

Action learning has long been advanced as an experiential approach to
learning through practice and experience, and involves learning from actions
taken to address problems and then reflecting upon the outcomes (Revans
1980). Since the turn of the century, the link between action learning (and
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particularly ‘critical action learning’ that promotes critical reflection) and
unlearning has been made. Brook et al. (2016) argue, based on an empirical
study, that the experience of dealing with ‘wicked problems’ (defined as
involving ambiguity, complexity and new challenges without accepted solu-
tions), means unlearning is critical to challenging existing responses and act-
ing differently or, in some cases, refraining from action.

It has also been suggested that individual unlearning may occur at two dif-
ferent levels for individuals: behaviourally or cognitively (Hislop et al. 2014).
Behavioural unlearning typically refers to individuals letting go of past prac-
tices or behaviours in order to adopt new ways of working. This type of
unlearning may not have any significant impact on the underlying assump-
tions and beliefs of the individual and therefore not involve emotional ele-
ments of unlearning. In contrast, cognitive unlearning requires individuals to
question beliefs, values and assumptions and therefore involves far more pro-
found unlearning; it is thus a process referred to as deep unlearning (Hislop
et al. 2014; Rushmer and Davies 2004). Underlying cognitive unlearning, in
particular, is the recognition that individuals carry knowledge and ways of
knowing that influence how they think and learn about the world around
them, and subsequently their ability to adopt new ways of doing so, some-
times referred to as changing frames of reference.

Mezirow (2000) suggests that it is frames of reference that shape how
individuals perceive, feel and think about the world. Other terms can be
found, such as cognitive structures (Nystrom and Starbuck 1984), cognitive
maps (Huber 1991), mental models (Kim 1993), schemas (Barrett et al.
1995) and cognitive style (Sadler-Smith 1999). These structures are seen to
manifest themselves through ‘perceptual frameworks, expectations, world
views, plans, goals, sagas, stories, myths, rituals, symbols, jokes, and jargon’
(Nystrom and Starbuck 1984: 55), and these will change if individuals
engage in cognitive unlearning. However, it is widely acknowledged that
these frames of reference have been reinforced over time and therefore may
be an obstacle to unlearning. For unlearning to occur, there is a need to
change mental models and, for that, individuals must let go of things that
they believe to be true and be prepared to question their current frames of
reference. In order to facilitate such questioning, there needs to be mecha-
nisms to surface these mental models in order to challenge them. Therefore,
a key consideration in any learning or change process will be to address the
existence of previous knowledge and ways of working that are inhibiting the
acquisition of new knowledge.
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Psychological and Educational Perspectives on Unlearning

While unlearning has moved into the educational and organisational litera-
ture, it roots can be traced back to psychology, with reference to unlearning in
early memory and cognition literature (Postman and Underwood 1973).
Interference theory, in particular, has a long history in psychology (for an
early example, see Melton and Von Lackum 1941), focusing on the existence
of knowledge and the extent to which this may interfere with learning. In
particular, proactive inhibition is a type of interference whereby the existence
of previous knowledge inhibits the acquisition of new knowledge (Melton
and Von Lackum 1941), and reference to the link between proactive inhibi-
tion and unlearning can be found in this literature (for example, see Postman
and Underwood 1973).

Beyond psychology, an application of proactive inhibition emerged in the
field of education, championed by Lyndon (1989) and was applied specifi-
cally to remedial teaching of children. Lyndon claims that when addressing
errors or incorrect knowledge, ‘they are confronting a problem of knowledge,
not its absence’ (1989: 33). Lyndon argues that when errors occur, proactive
inhibition is preventing the transfer of knowledge, as it works to protect the
knowledge already acquired, and especially to avoid the association of con-
flicting ideas, and impedes the recall of new knowledge that conflicts with
pre-existing knowledge. Drawing on this phenomenon, Lyndon (1989) offers
an approach to teaching called ‘Old Way/New Way’, suggesting that previous
knowledge must be acknowledged as a part of the learning process to accom-
modate the acquisition of new knowledge.

Drawing upon the method of ‘Old Way/New Way’ and proactive inhibi-
tion, Baxter et al. (1997) conducted field trials of a teaching approach
called Conceptual Mediation, and applied it to vocational education and
training, where it has been used to correct either physical or cognitive skills
or behaviours. Field trials of Conceptual Mediation show that error rates
are reduced, and that speed and retention of learning are enhanced by using
this technique which overtly recognises ‘old knowledge’ as a part of the
learning process.

There is also the psychological phenomenon known as cognitive disso-
nance, which suggests that individuals may experience a level of discomfort
from holding two or more pieces of knowledge, attitudes or behaviours that
are in conflict (Festinger 1957). In such instances, this discomfort will typi-
cally be resolved by the individual either ignoring or discarding new knowl-
edge, or by the individual devaluing or releasing past knowledge (Perlovsky
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2013). This aligns with the idea of transformative learning (Mezirow 1990:
4), where it is also argued that ‘when experience is too strange or threatening
to the way we think or learn, we tend to block it out or resort to psychological
defense mechanisms to provide a more compatible interpretation’.

The field of social psychology continues to study cognitive dissonance, but
it has also had widespread recognition in the field of management, with cita-
tions of cognitive dissonance continuing to rise in top-tier management jour-
nals (Hinojosa et al. 2017) relating to topics such as resistance to organisational
change (Peccei et al. 2011), work and family role conflicts (Greenhaus and
Powell 2003), job satisfaction (Wang and Hsieh 2014), risk and decision-
making (Beasley 2016), and performance feedback discrepancies (Brett and
Atwater 2001). It is apparent that cognitive dissonance provides a useful lens
through which to consider unlearning. It draws attention to the potential
impact of previously held beliefs and assumptions, and the possibility that
individuals will act to either change their perspective, which would facilitate
unlearning, or to develop defence mechanisms to protect existing knowledge
and hence resist unlearning.

Organisational Knowledge, Learning
and Unlearning

Beyond individuals being able to learn, it is acknowledged that collectives can
also learn and possess knowledge. The discussion of organisational learning
and the more applied concept of the learning organisation were born out of
the acknowledgement that sometimes knowledge is held collectively and rep-
resents knowledge beyond that of a single individual. Much of the research
and discussion of such collective knowledge has been aimed at the firm or
organisational level but can equally be considered at the group or team level
(Zhao et al. 2013). This phenomenon recognises that groups can also possess
knowledge that may not necessarily represent the entire organisation but
nonetheless has significant impact on members of the group. Therefore, it is
important when considering unlearning to look not only at how individuals
unlearn but how organisations and other collectives unlearn.

Successtul businesses have business models and ways of operating that have
made them effective over time. However, sometimes it is the very things that
have made them successful that, in the longer term, may represent threats to
their ongoing sustainability. If they are unable to sense when assumptions,
collective beliefs and ways of operating need to change, they may face erosion
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of market share, and competitors (or worse still, disruptors) may enter the
marketplace and change the rules of the game. Organisational failures are
often a result of managers relying on past actions and behaviours that have
helped them succeed to date and as a result they will misinterpret events, or
worse deny that changes are occurring in their environment (Nystrom and
Starbuck 1984). Hamel and Prahalad (1994) urge managers and organisa-
tions to ‘unlearn the past’ and argue that ‘learning to forget’ is a critical issue
for organisational survival. Likewise, it has been argued that we should not
only strive to develop a learning organisation but to also develop the unlearn-
ing organisation (Sherwood 2000; Tsang 2017). This need has become even
more relevant in today’s rapidly changing business landscape. Organisational
learning is a common consideration, however, organisational unlearning is far
less widely acknowledged or discussed and will be covered in the next
section.

Nokia: A Case Study of the Need for Organisational Unlearning

History presents many examples of organisations that did not sense a change in
their environment and consequently moved rapidly from high performance to
struggling for survival. It is often suggested that the more adept an organisation
is at what they do, the less likely they are to question ways of working or doing
business. This could certainly be argued to be the case for Nokia. In 2007, Nokia
held 49.4% of the cell phone market share but plummeted to just 3% in 2013
when it was purchased by Microsoft (Lee 2013). Ironically, the history of Nokia
shows that it had certainly been successful in the past at reinventing itself, hav-
ing previously been a manufacturer of rubber boots and car tyres (Lee 2013).
However, it could be argued that because of such success, the organisation
became reliant on well-established ways of operating in an environment and
market sector that was rapidly changing. Indeed, during the press conference to
announce the Microsoft purchase, the CEO, Stephen Elop, is quoted as saying
‘we didn’t do anything wrong, but somehow, we lost’. This case provides a strik-
ing example of the need for organisations to continue to unlearn past ways of
operating and question what they do and how they do it, even when they are
successful market leaders.

Organisational Unlearning

Organisations are typically set up to link individuals together, with the aim
of ensuring that everyone is working towards a common vision and shared
goals. Over time, organisations amass knowledge and can ‘learn’ about
appropriate ways to deal with situations that arise, and thus organisational
learning has for some time been acknowledged as critical for all organisations
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(Argyris and Schon 1978; Fiol and Lyles 1985; Huber 1991; Levitt and March
1988). There is now recognition that as well as being able to learn new ways
of achieving outcomes, organisations need to be able to let go of past knowl-
edge and practices that may hinder attempts to change the way they do things.

In the same way that levels of learning apply to individuals unlearning, the
model presented by Snell and Chak (1998) can also be applied to unlearning
at the organisational level. Table 5.3 presents the levels of learning (from no
learning to triple-loop learning) and considers the implications for organisa-
tional unlearning.

As Table 5.3 indicates, organisational unlearning becomes particularly crit-
ical when double- or triple-loop learning is required, and indeed a recent
study has shown the importance of unlearning for double-loop learning for
organisational success (Wong et al. 2012). When organisations need to ques-
tion their underlying assumptions and norms to address challenges that arise,
they must unlearn previously accumulated knowledge and learning.

Table 5.3 Levels of organisational learning and implications for unlearning (based on
Snell and Chak 1998: 340)

Level of Implications for

learning Manifestation for organisations organisational unlearning

Not Fragmentation—no linkage between Organisational unlearning will
learning individuals’ mental models and not occur.
(zero) shared mental models. Loss of the

individual means loss of that
person’s expertise.

Single Consolidating—adding to the firm’s Organisational unlearning is
loop knowledge and competency base unlikely, as existing
without altering present policies, knowledge has not been
present objectives, present mental questioned nor physical
maps or basic activities. manifestations of this
knowledge been altered.

Double Transforming—changing the firm’s Organisational unlearning is

loop knowledge and competency base by  likely when questioning and
collectively reframing problems, reframing why prior
developing new shared paradigms knowledge or actions are not
or mental maps, modifying effective.
governing norms, policies and
objectives.

Triple loop Co-inventing—collective mindfulness. Organisational unlearning is
Members discover how they and critical to question how
their predecessors have facilitated existing frames have
or inhibited learning, and produce developed and provide
new structures and strategies for opportunities for discarding
learning. obsolete or ineffective

knowledge.
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The literature on organisational forgetting (for example, see Easterby-Smith
and Lyles 2011; Martin de Holan and Phillips 2004), particularly where con-
sidering forgetting that is purposeful and beneficial, is closely linked to the
concept of organisational unlearning. In a review of literature on these topics,
it has been suggested that three different perspectives have been taken on
considering organisational forgetting and unlearning (Easterby-Smith and
Lyles 2011; Tsang and Zahra 2008): cognitive, behavioural and social. The
cognitive perspective considers how organisations absorb and embed knowl-
edge within the organisation, often combining tacit and explicit knowledge,
and focuses on organisations attempting to capture such knowledge, fre-
quently through policies and procedures (Easterby-Smith and Lyles 2011).
The focus on unlearning from this perspective therefore considers how to
surface such knowledge and question how it may be interfering with the
organisation’s ability to adapt to changing circumstances or respond to chal-
lenges in its environment.

The behavioural perspective suggests that experience plays a key role in
organisational forgetting and unlearning and that while ongoing experience
can build capability in an organisation, it can also serve to embed routines
that, in the longer term, may be detrimental to attempts to change (Easterby-
Smith and Lyles 2011; Fiol and O’Connor 2017). This entails a focus on the
importance of identifying behaviour that serves to restrain organisational
responses, in an effort to change behaviour.

Finally, the social perspective focuses on the role that interaction between
individuals plays in the establishment of bonds and connections that create
and share knowledge, emphasising that unlearning requires the acknowledge-
ment of social networks that may assist or hinder such processes (Easterby-
Smith and Lyles 2011). The social perspective suggests that there are many
forces that shape organisation decisions and actions and these typically are a
result of the individuals within the organisations interacting and reaching
shared agreements on ways of working.

Organisational Memory and Unlearning

Just as individuals can recall facts and events, it has been acknowledged that
organisations also exhibit what has been referred to as an organisational mem-
ory. Stein (1995: 17) defines organisational memory as organisations having
‘the means to retain and transmit information from past to future members’,
and argues that organisational memory has significant implications for organ-
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isational learning and unlearning. Easterby-Smith and Lyles (2011) suggest
that the cognitive perspective on unlearning and forgetting links closely with
the concept of organisational memory, positing that organisations hold
knowledge and information that might inhibit future learning. It is argued
that ‘on one hand, memory development enables learning from experience,
while on the other hand, memory can constrain the search for and creation of
future possibilities [...]. Simply, memory has inertia that can constrain future
organizational change’ (Berthon et al. 2001: 138).

Organisational memory is considered to include both tangible elements
such as standard policies and procedures, and intangible elements such as
mental models (Paoli and Prencipe 2003); or as Tsang and Zahra (2008) dif-
ferentiate, human and nonhuman forms of memory storage. These distinc-
tions are similar to explicit and tacit knowledge at the individual level, and
each of these can have potential implications for organisational unlearning.

Explicit Organisational Knowledge and Unlearning

Organisational knowledge and learning is captured explicitly in many ways in
organisations; in policies and procedures, practice, structures and even organ-
isational assets. These elements are often referred to as artefacts (Schein 2010)
and are viewed as the carriers of past experience and learning as well as an
embodiment of the organisation’s culture. Martin de Holan (2011) believes
that assets (for example, physical assets such as buildings) are at the core of an
organisation and are often tangible representations of the resources upon
which the organisation draws to produce a return. These assets frequently
remain stable over time and reflect a key way that such organisations embed
knowledge.

Structure is also argued to be a physical manifestation of organisational
knowledge (Martin de Holan 2011) and divides the work of the organisation
into separate elements that have significant influence over how work is done
and the interactions that occur within the organisation. Therefore, if unlearn-
ing is to occur, organisations must consider how these structures perpetuate
past ways of doing things, and should provide opportunities for different
interactions. Often, organisational restructuring is seen as a way to break
down barriers to facilitate unlearning and open the organisation to new ways
of working.

Organisational knowledge is also captured in policies and procedures in an
organisation. Again, these represent explicit reflections of learning and adaption
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that has occurred over time in the organisation and are usually nonhuman ways
of representing organisational memory. These policies and procedures remain as
enduring evidence of prior learning and embed particular ways of working into
the everyday operations of the organisation.

Tacit Organisational Knowledge and Unlearning

Organisations not only hold explicit knowledge but also possess tacit knowl-
edge, typically held by the people and networks within the organisation.
Organisations are believed to be ‘characterised by knowledge structures,
frames of reference, givens, causal maps, shared mental models, and the like,
through which they perceive, categorise, and give meaning to events. These
mechanisms act as filters in the process of assimilation of new information.
Moreover, they have a bearing on and actually constrain decision-making pro-
cesses as well as the generation of actions” (Paoli and Prencipe 2003: 148). In
its broadest sense, organisational culture is seen to be the carrier of collective
tacit knowledge or organisational memory (Balogun and Jenkins 2003; Walsh
and Ungson 1991). Organisational culture is also an important consideration
when seeking to understand organisational unlearning. In effect, organisa-
tional culture can prohibit considering alternative ways of handling situations
and may limit an organisation’s effectiveness in dealing with new or different
situations, or indeed similar situations in a changing organisational context
and environment.

It is often acknowledged that organisational culture encompasses a wide
range of factors, including norms, behaviours, assumptions and other taken-
for-granted beliefs that guide organisational actions (Cameron and Freeman
1991; Goodman et al. 2001; Schein 1996). Culture is often believed to have
a positive role to play in organisations, representing the learning from past
experience that can assist organisations to handle similar circumstances in the
future (Walsh and Ungson 1991). However, it could also be suggested that
this knowledge may lock organisations into ways of acting that could poten-
tially impede them in the future, falling into what has been described as the
‘competency trap’ (Levittand March 1988) or ‘competency barriers’ (Markoczy
1994). Just as experts who have amassed a large amount of experience and
knowledge may find it difficult to unlearn, organisations that have been suc-
cessful in the past may find unlearning a challenge.

Organisational routines have also been seen to represent a repository for
organisational knowledge and memory. Many have suggested that these rou-
tines develop over time and are used by organisations to yield predictable
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results (Akgun et al. 2007; Martin de Holan 2011; Sinkula 2002). Bessant
et al. (2014) posit that to radically innovate in today’s volatile and uncertain
environment, there is a critical need for organisations to have the capability to
reframe and unlearn past routines.

At the deepest level, there is recognition that not only do organisations
have established routines, but these are often based on deeply embedded
assumptions, mental models and unspoken rules, of which many in the organ-
isation are not even aware. These have been referred to as understandings
(Martin de Holan 2011), dominant logic (Prahalad and Bettis 1986) or basic
underlying assumptions (Schein 2004). They are generally taken for granted
and their use is often unacknowledged, but they can have a profound effect on
how organisations make decisions and behave and therefore need to be chal-
lenged and unlearned if an organisation is to remain effective.

So, collectively, organisational culture and all its elements have the poten-
tial to significantly impact the ability of an organisation to unlearn. However,
it is important to note that culture in and of itself may not make an organisa-
tion more resistant to unlearning; indeed, if an organisation engenders a cul-
ture of adaption and agility, it may mean that the culture facilitates
organisational unlearning.

Key Individuals and Organisational Unlearning

Although there is a move to focusing on the importance of teams in organisa-
tions, there is still recognition that key individuals, particularly leaders, will
have a profound influence on the unlearning ability of the whole organisa-
tion. Leaders, either formal or informal, can play a critical role in organisa-
tional learning, unlearning and knowledge management because of their
influence on those around them. Many have argued that managers carry a
range of assumptions and biases, and that there is a need for managers and
leaders to be willing to unlearn these frames of reference to facilitate organisa-
tional change. Prahalad and Bettis (1986) suggest that managers represent a
‘dominant coalition’ that can sometimes hinder unlearning within the organ-
isation and Markoczy (1994) states that managers have amassed knowledge in
particular organisational routines and have gained legitimacy in the applica-
tion of particular belief systems and routines and so are resistant to organisa-
tional change. Therefore, any organisation needing to change and adapt will
have to consider carefully how to facilitate unlearning in its managers and
thought leaders to ensure that organisational unlearning can occur.
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Industries, Occupations and Unlearning

Beyond the boundaries of organisations, there are other collectives such as
industries and occupations that may possess their own knowledge and ways
of doing things that are entrenched and which govern how individuals
behave—a concept referred to by Schein (2010) as a macroculture. It is sug-
gested that occupations, particularly those professions that require extensive
training conducted over an extended period, and involving extensive social-
isation and identification as a profession, can possess their own ways of
doing things that endure, regardless of the organisation in which an indi-
vidual works. For example, in the field of prosthodontics (a specialised area
of dentistry focused on producing and installing artificial teeth and mouth
parts), Sadowsky (2016) challenges those in the profession to question why
the adoption of new techniques and the acceptance of a range of new bio-
materials has taken some time, despite research to support these innova-
tions. He suggests that unlearning within the profession will be critical for
the future in an age where innovation is accelerating. In a similar vein,
Rushmer and Davies (2004) suggest that health care has deeply entrenched
and accepted practices which have a long history. They believe that there
are some ‘deep rooted’, established and widely accepted clinical practices
that require unlearning if health care advancements are to be made, and
there is a significant and emotional attachment to some of these practices
previously considered to be ‘fact’.

Moreover, there are many industries that provide examples of the need to
unlearn prevailing models and methods of operating. In recent years, the
rapid rate of advancement in technology has changed the landscape of many
industry sectors, with media being a pertinent example. Although there may
be differences across countries, there is little doubt that the media business has
changed dramatically; traditional newspapers are in decline and audiences are
turning to a wide range of digital sources for news and current affairs (Nielsen
2015). While this is just one industry that has fundamentally changed due to
the emergence of new technology, it is also an example of how an industry
needed to unlearn in order to survive. However, in recognising a significant
shift in their environment, it is claimed that some of the responses, including
selling off rights to news content that was subsequently provided for free, did
not assist the industry to adapt and in fact may have hastened its decline
(Farhi 2009). This may be a case of an industry (or at least elements of it) fail-
ing to recognise that it needed to question underlying assumptions, routines
and ways of doing business in order to be able to adapt to a step change in the
environment.
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Implications for Practice

Many of the definitions of unlearning emphasise the need to ‘let go’ of some-
thing currently held—knowledge, assumptions, myths, ways of working—
but this is not necessarily easily achieved. Understanding the importance of
unlearning and the need for it—in individuals, organisations, occupations
and industries—only begins the conversation. The key challenge for organisa-
tions is to develop ways to facilitate unlearning both in individuals and across
the organisation. There are a range of approaches offered to facilitate and sup-
port unlearning in the workplace, and these have been summarised below.

Respect Past Practice It is important to acknowledge that something is being
‘lost’ and to be aware of how individuals may react in different ways to this
loss. Unlearning must not be assumed to simply be a cognitive or behavioural
process but one that potentially involves emotional elements. This emotional
element of unlearning must be taken into account in efforts to challenge and
change assumptions and ways of working. Although past ways of working
may now be considered inadequate to meet the needs of a changing world,
nonetheless it is critical to respect the value of past practice and the contribu-
tion that it has made to achieving current results. Therefore, in introducing
change, the knowledge being unlearnt must be acknowledged rather than dis-
missed (or worse still, ignored), and the emphasis can then turn to reinforcing
how the ‘new way’ is beneficial to conserving an overall direction or purpose
that the previous practice began.

Reward Those Challenging the Status Quo 1f unlearning requires questioning
past assumptions, and challenging ideas at every level, then it is important to
build a culture of unlearning and openness to experience, and to encourage
responsible risk-taking. This can be a difficult task if policies and practices,
and entrenched ways of working do not reward such behaviours. Policies and
procedures, and importantly human resource management practices, such as
performance management, that may work counter to challenging the status
quo need to be reviewed. If key goals and rewards for individuals or teams are
focused around outcomes such as efficiency and productivity with no encour-
agement to innovate (which in the short term may have a negative impact on
such outcomes), then there is a disincentive to try new ways of working. In
addition to reinforcing behaviour that questions existing assumptions and
processes on an ongoing basis, issuing the challenge of questioning current
practice and identifying potential innovations to a wide range of internal
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stakeholders through explicit activities such as innovation contests has also
been advocated as a way to encourage unlearning (Bessant et al. 2014).

Welcome Outside Perspectives Stable organisations are often those that become
most resistant to unlearning. They have established ways of operating and, as
these have made them successful, they see little need for change. Particularly
for these organisations, but for most others too, it has been suggested that
gaining external perspectives is critical (Bessant et al. 2014). Getting close to
the entire value chain—suppliers, customers, competitors and the commu-
nity alike—provides organisations with the opportunity to seek new perspec-
tives and additional input.

There is also a need to look at new employees in a different way. Perhaps
rather than considering their induction as a way of socialising them and show-
ing them existing ways of working, they should be viewed as presenting an
opportunity to challenge pre-existing models and frames of reference. There is
also the rapid growth in the use of freelancers and independent contractors in
organisations (Meager 2016). They represent new challenges to organisations
but may also provide a unique opportunity for outside perspectives, as they
work with multiple organisations and are exposed to diverse ways of working.

The diversity literature has long espoused the value of diversity in all its
forms as a way of bringing new and different perspectives to the workplace
(DeGrassi et al. 2012; Rink and Ellemers 2010). More recently, the use of
‘reverse mentoring has been advocated as a way for older workers to learn
from younger workers (Chaudhuri and Ghosh 2012; Marcinkus Murphy
2012), often due to different expertise with technology (engaging with the
discussion of digital natives versus digital immigrants (Prensky 2001)).
However, beyond digital literacy, diversity in all its forms is critical to facilitate
unlearning, as different perspectives bring the ability to view problems from
different standpoints and challenge underlying assumptions.

Seek Feedback Organisations have long been implored to seek feedback as a
way of challenging current practice (Starbuck 1996). Whether internally or
externally, asking for feedback enables organisations to reflect on their opera-
tions and underlying processes. Many organisations routinely seek feedback
from customers, suppliers and employees. However, the extent to which this
information is used to inform decision-making and question current processes
and assumptions may vary significantly. By seeking (and most importantly
using) feedback, organisations can open themselves up to unlearning current
ways of operating that may not be optimal for ongoing high performance.
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Find Learning and Unlearning Opportunities in All Situations It is also impor-
tant that unexpected events, disagreements and warnings are seen as flagging
potential opportunities to unlearn (Starbuck 1996). Dismissing such situa-
tions may be missing an important indication that unlearning is required.
When crises occur or mistakes are made, these often present a unique oppor-
tunity to analyse the underlying assumptions, mental modes, accepted ways
of operating and frames of reference that may have led to less than effective
outcomes, and identify more appropriate ways to respond in future.

View Situations as Experimental Finally, it is often suggested that when indi-
viduals are encouraged to see something as ‘experimental’ or as a trial, they are
more likely to be willing to let go of past practices and try something new
(Nystrom and Starbuck 1984). Organisations that show a willingness to test
new ideas and ways of working, and to seek feedback to refine these are likely to
find more willingness in individuals to commence the process of unlearning.

Conclusion

Unlearning is receiving growing recognition as a key part of knowledge man-
agement, organisational learning and change. Unlearning challenges organ-
isations to acknowledge how current policies, practices, assumptions and ways
of operating may limit the ability to adapt to their changing environment.
Likewise, individuals need to be able to identify when existing knowledge
may be inhibiting their effectiveness and identify ways to change not only
their behaviour but to question what they have previously accepted. In a
world that is rapidly changing with the impact of technology, globalisation
and social pressures, unlearning for both individuals and organisations will
only continue to grow in importance.
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Knowledge Management
and Organisational Culture

Oliver G Kayas and Gillian Wright

Knowledge management exists to make the most of knowledge in an organ-
isation. It is concerned with identifying and leveraging the collective knowl-
edge to provide an organisation with a competitive advantage (Alavi and
Leidn 2001). The use of knowledge is the point, not the knowledge or knowl-
edge management per se. This implies that knowledge can be used to improve
the performance of an organisation, and so when we talk about knowledge
management there is an implicit emphasis on organisational change in gen-
eral, and specifically on changing organisational culture (Massaro 2015). To
this end, knowledge management has evolved from an interest in information
management, through an emphasis on knowledge-sharing and more recently
to ways of understanding the impact of knowledge management on organisa-
tions and their culture (Holste and Fields 2010). Attempts to change organ-
isational culture are intended to lead to continuous improvement, with a view
to increasing competitive advantage (Chang and Lin 2015; Li et al. 2013). In
this content, knowledge management is a means to organisational learning
(Allameh et al. 2011).

The case for knowledge management is often made a strategic level. The
drivers, however, are in fact more prosaic, and result from two dramatically
opposite approaches to overall organisational approaches. Margins are central
to viability and profitability; they are maintained through the different strate-
gies of cost control and added value. Ironically, knowledge management is
seen to be a panacea for achieving both. If cost control and associated price
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leadership is the core organisational strategy, then knowledge management is
considered by management as the means by which production and cost con-
trol is achieved. In a value strategy, knowledge management provides infor-
mation that is concerned with the maintenance of quality of the offering.
Both have the same effect in practice—they provide management informa-
tion on operations that allows for the sanctions and rewards of staff based on
monitoring their performance. This techno-surveillance of the workforce
becomes an artefact; it impacts espoused value and affects assumptions, thus
influencing organisational culture. Knowledge management systems (KMS)
report on many aspects of performance relating to the efficiency of the work-
force, and the information that they generate can be used as the basis to
impose sanctions. Ultimately, this can also make those that are no longer
deemed necessary redundant or can change the way that they work, in order
to enhance their performance.

In this chapter, we draw on a combination of the extant literature and our
own organisational case study to discuss aspects of knowledge management
and organisational culture.

The case study is an exploration of the implementation of a KMS in a pub-
lic authority, referred to as Authority Alpha. We use it here as an example of
the nature and impact of the implementation of a KMS on the workforce and
management activity and attitudes. We draw on the implementation, the
changes and the impact on organisational culture that resulted from the intro-
duction of this radical new approach.

The organisation, which provides a wide range of public services, intro-
duced a KMS in the form of an enterprise system because it was deemed to be
under-performing. The services provided by the organisation include: welfare
advice; business services; community services; education; environment and
planning; health and social care; housing; jobs and careers; leisure and culture;
and transport and highways. The under-performance was attributed to the
workforce and this assumption underpinned the introduction of the KMS;
thus, it was implicit that that the surveillance was introduced to control work-
ers’ behaviour and maximise performance.

We establish first why organisational researchers are interested in the rela-
tionship between organisational culture and knowledge management. Next,
we address organisational culture, its key relationship with knowledge-sharing,
and the wider relationship between technology and culture. We then go on to
discuss the relationship between KMS and performance management, fol-
lowed by the impact of the KMS on the culture of an organisation.
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Knowledge Management Systems
and Organisations

The purpose of KMS is to support the creation, transfer and application of
knowledge in organisations (Alavi and Leidn 2001). They are I'T-based infor-
mation systems designed to integrate and codify knowledge throughout the
adopting organisation. Knowledge is typically shared through a centralised
database, which all areas of the organisation can access, manipulate and
update (Alavi and Leidn 2001; Davenport 2000), enabling real-time access to
organisational knowledge across diverse organisational functions, units and
geographic boundaries. In this chapter, KMS refers to the entire enterprise-
wide system and the technology underpinning it, as well as the adopting
organisation’s social context.

Organisations have used the adoption and implementation of KMS as an
occasion for change, renewal and restructuring that is often the source of
problems and tensions. Knowledge management systems have been shown to
facilitate change and underpin the enabling of organisational performance
(Bloomfield and Hayes 2009), and importantly they also inculcate—often
extreme—surveillance through enforced sociotechnical interactions. This sur-
veillance can take various forms: it can be rendered through the information
technology architecture; it can be exercised covertly or overtly; it can be
deployed through a vertical hierarchy in which managers observe workers; it
could be a self-surveillance system; or it could instil power in people to con-
trol or empower others. These various forms of surveillance can have major
impacts on organisational culture. From an organisational management point
of view, control in the workplace becomes increasingly important when peo-
ple are viewed as the main problem in productivity. Employers have sought to
regulate, direct, constrain, anchor and channel activity for the purposes of
sustained, often repetitive, productive activity (Zuboff 1988). To control
these factors, tools have been developed and utilised to control people and
influence organisational cultures.

In just-in-time manufacturing and total quality control production regimes,
the plant layout provides management with visibility onto workers’ activi-
ties, creating and necessitating cultures and systems of surveillance supported
by human resource management practices (Sewell and Wilkinson 1993). In
this view, a KMS facilitating surveillance can be used to improve workers’
performance, suggesting that surveillance is built into the adopting organisa-
tion’s human resource management policies to this end. These control tech-
niques render workers’ activities visible through the KMS, and enable the



134 0. G Kayas and G. Wright

enforcement of disciplinary actions should the prescribed norms not be
achieved. Knowledge management systems can therefore be used to improve
workers’ performance by altering their behaviour and thus challenging the
espoused values and assumptions impacting on organisational culture (Janz

and Prasarnphanich 2003).

Organisational Culture

Organisational culture is essentially about the values, beliefs and norms that
form the group culture in a community of work. It comprises artefacts,
espoused values and assumptions. Artefacts are the visible elements, processes,
structures, goals, climate, dress code and furniture; they are seen, but not
necessarily understood, by everyone. Espoused values are shared assumptions
of how the organisation should operate. Mismatches between leadership/
senior management and other groups lead to serious discomfort and dishar-
mony or even conflict. Assumptions, often tacit, are the views of human
nature and values.

The two major problems with organisational culture that make it difficult
to change concern reaffirmation and longevity. Culture is reaffirmed and con-
solidated by rewarding those who conform and, conversely, by rejecting those
who do not fit in. It gains longevity and endurance as it is founded on learned
responses, the historical bases of which have often been forgotten, and so
outdated and false assumptions maybe pervasive. Organisational culture has
been identified as both a major obstacle and an empowering factor in knowl-
edge management. Research has focused mainly on cultural barriers to knowl-
edge management and aspects of the cultural environment that nurture it
(Chang and Lin 2015; Holste and Fields 2010; Li et al. 2013). However, it is
also the case that knowledge management can have a great impact on, rather
being influenced by, organisational culture.

One of the biggest influences on both organisational culture and knowl-
edge management is the introduction of KMS, most notably in the form of
what have become known as enterprise systems (Hsu and Sabherwal 2012).
This chapter outlines how such knowledge management initiatives can be
used to capture, integrate, monitor, report and control organisational pro-
cesses and performance information (Mabert et al. 2003). Increasingly, enter-
prise systems are the pre-eminent mode for implementation of knowledge
management. We demonstrate how people respond to such systems and the
impact of knowledge management on organisational culture through the
interactions between people and technologies (Al-Mashari et al. 2003; Rai
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2011; Suppiah 2011). In exploring this relationship, we suggest that organisa-
tional culture is not the only determinant of the success of knowledge man-
agement but that knowledge management can affect organisational culture.

Organisational Culture and Knowledge-Sharing

Something that is quite often missing from formalised KMS is the ability to
deal with the important facet of knowledge that is tacit. A large part of the
group culture of an organisation is in its willingness to share knowledge
(Suppiah 2011; Titi Amayah 2013). Without a clear understanding of the
underpinning cultural preconditions of knowledge-sharing, organisations will
not be ready to accept, adopt and utilise the processes and practices embodied
in knowledge management (Fullwood et al. 2013; Gold et al. 2001; Walczak
and Zwart 2003). Organisations need to be able to identify, assess and nurture
the cultural prerequisites that are necessary for knowledge-sharing to flourish
(Davenport et al. 1998; Junnakar and Brown 1997) in order to implement
knowledge management effectively. While there has been extensive investiga-
tion of the determinants of successful knowledge management implementa-
tion, less work has been undertaken to understand the cultural antecedents
and implications of management use, and worker perceptions of knowledge
management for a positive organisational culture which nurtures knowledge-
sharing (Massey et al. 2002). In the same frame, to understand the relation-
ship between knowledge management and organisational culture, models and
instruments are needed to evaluate and implement an organisation’s capabil-
ity to operationalise practices that engender knowledge-sharing (Kim et al.
2003). Being able to create the organisational cultural conditions that facili-
tate the generation, sharing and application of knowledge is key to the success
of knowledge management (Collison and Parcell 2001; DeLong and Fahey
2000; Orlikowski 1993). However, defining this set of appropriate organisa-
tional conditions is complicated by the fact that implementation of knowl-
edge management is context dependent (Kim et al. 2012; Nordin et al. 2009)
and, indeed, it has been suggested that many attempts to develop a suitable
organisational culture for knowledge management are doomed before they
begin (Gold et al. 2001) because of a lack of understanding of the cultural
conditions that are necessary for effective knowledge-sharing. Early work
towards understanding the development of organisational culture for effective
knowledge management through knowledge-sharing (Holsapple and Joshi
2000; Holt et al. 2004; Massey et al. 2002; Singh et al. 2003), along with an
alternative approach based on the Theory of Reasoned Action (Fishbein and
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Fig. 6.1 Cultural preconditions for effective knowledge-sharing

Ajzen 1975), examines the determinants of individual knowledge-sharing
behaviour and consolidates it into a framework of organisational culture that
facilitates knowledge management. It acknowledges the incorporation of
organisational culture and social conditions that influence knowledge-sharing
attitudes and behaviours (Taylor 2003; Taylor and Wright 2004). This will-
ingness has been shown to depend on leadership climate, organisational learn-
ing, information quality, performance orientation, the acceptability of the
change process and change readiness (Taylor and Wright 2004; Wright and
Taylor 2003; Wright 2007). The elements of an organisation that lead to a
culture of knowledge-sharing are presented in Fig. 6.1 (Wright 2007).

Technology and Culture

The social shaping of technology provides a theoretical framework to under-
stand the interaction between the cultural and technological dimensions of
the KMS and the impact that they had on Authority Alpha. This emerged
from critique of technological determinism and opposes it by arguing that
technology does not develop because of an innate human technical logic;
rather, it does so because of conscious and unconscious choices made by a
person or people about technology that shape the direction of its conceptuali-
sation, invention, design, development, implementation and utilisation. It is
argued that technology does not determine human nature but that human
actions and interactions shape how technology is conceptualised, invented,
designed, developed, implemented and utilised (Bijker 1987; Pinch and
Bijker 1987; Williams and Edge 1996). There are numerous social elements
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(cultural, economic, organisational and political) that influence the content
of technology and its implications for society. When the choices that people
make are considered in the context of these different social factors, possible
routes emerge that lead to different potential outcomes. These different out-
comes could in turn have different implications for society, particular social
groups or an organisation’s cultural context. Mackay and Gillespie (1992)
claim that the appropriation of technology does not imply that people are
malleable beings that subject themselves to deterministic forces of technology;
rather, they are active, creative and expressive beings that can reject technolo-
gies, redefine their purpose and customise or attribute symbolic meanings to
them. In some instances, however, designers can develop closed technologies,
preventing them from being used in unintended ways.

The influence of the KMS is best understood through appreciation of the
adopting organisation’s cultural and technological context prior to and during
its implementation. This allows us to identify the changes resulting from the
KMS and whether it was the technology, the cultural context or a combination
of both that changed organisational behaviour. In our case study of Authority
Alpha, prior to the introduction of the KMS, the information systems allowed
for the processing of transactions but could not generate workforce intelli-
gence. Monitoring of the workforce depended largely on the management
styles in each department and did not utilise information technology. Managers
did not gather workforce intelligence because the organisation was not target
driven: Disciplinary measures were a last resort, the performance management
of targets and deadlines was not a priority, and surveillance of the workforce
was considered unnecessary. These artefacts espoused values and assumptions
that were the foundations of the organisational culture prior to the introduc-
tion of the KMS. When Authority Alpha’s strategy changed to focus on efhi-
ciency, the organisation responded by setting four objectives for an improved
information system: improved financial visibility and control; flexible, accu-
rate management reporting; support in delivery strategy; and integrated, trans-
parent process that better supports public needs.

Knowledge Management Systems
and Performance Management

Knowledge management has been highlighted as important in the provision
of reliable information for performance management (Massingham and

Massingham 2014; Taticchi et al. 2010; Taylor and Wright 2006; Titi Amayah
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2013). This has been noted as especially important when an organisation is
developing a culture that embraces international collaboration (Ringel-
Bickelmaier and Ringel 2010). Authority Alpha had been unable to generate
workforce intelligence, but this changed in 2004 with the introduction of the
KMS. The KMS utilised individual usernames and passwords to log all
account entries and thus facilitated direct and continuous visibility of each
worker’s performance, supporting managers in making workforce-related
decisions. The KMS not only improved Authority Alpha’s efliciencies but also
supported the introduction of targets and deadlines concerned with improv-
ing workers” performance. Whenever a front-office worker made an entry into
the system it recorded their identity, time of entry and any notes regarding
individual enquiries. This provided a record for managers to make real-time
observations of workers. With the introduction of the KMS, front-office
workers were given targets and deadlines pertaining to how many enquiries
they should deal with each day and how long it should take them to deal with
different types of enquiry. They were allowed nine minutes to deal with a local
taxation enquiry, four minutes for a pest control enquiry and ten minutes for
a tourism enquiry. Back-office workers were given targets and deadlines per-
taining to how many transactions they should deal with and whether these
transactions conformed to the expected standards. Managers observed data
about all workers’ activities, regardless of whether they were under suspicion
of failing to achieve their targets and deadlines; in doing so, they aimed to
improve performance by ensuring that all workers knew that they were sub-
jected to surveillance. This knowledge meant that workers assumed responsi-
bility for the constraints of power (Foucault 1977), thus allowing managers to
observe workers’ aptitudes and determine how long it took them to complete

specified tasks.

Workforce Intelligence

Several studies have found that information technologies that automatically
generate workforce intelligence can render scenarios of observation and con-
trol (Bain and Taylor 2000; Kayas et al. 2008; Ngai et al. 2008; Zuboft 1988).
The decision by management in Authority Alpha to introduce KMS therefore
changed the technological infrastructure, as its previous information tech-
nologies were unable to generate workforce intelligence. The system now had
a feature that automatically generated workforce intelligence. It was an arte-
fact socially constructed by those people that developed the technology. They
could have designed the system so that it would not automatically generate
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workforce intelligence or they could have specified it as an optional function.
This indicates that it was the designers’ conscious and unconscious choices
and actions that shaped the development of the technology underpinning the
KMS so that it would automatically act as a surveillance mechanism.

It could be argued that the technology determined that workforce intelli-
gence would be generated, as the authority did not have a choice to enact this
function. However, the KMS was introduced precisely because it automatically
generated workforce intelligence. This claim is supported by the authority’s
information objectives, which highlight management’s desire to improve perfor-
mance through the visibility of information-generating capabilities. This sug-
gests that it was the cultural context of Authority Alpha that influenced the
decision to implement a KMS because it was understood that it would be used
to render workforce surveillance. Moreover, the KMS was configured to specify
appropriate lengths of response to categories of enquiries. This configuration
was a management decision, as they had to consciously specify how long to
allocate for each type of enquiry. Thus, this was an optional function used to
generate workforce intelligence. The information system objectives indicate that
management decided, before the KMS was purchased, that it would be used as
a mechanism to generate workforce intelligence. Its utilisation was therefore
appropriated by Authority Alphas cultural context (Mackay and Gillespie
1992): it was management choices and actions that shaped the outcome of the
KMS so it would be used as a surveillance mechanism. If management decided
not to use it as a surveillance mechanism, it would have altered the trajectory of

the KMS to yield a different outcome (Williams and Edge 1996).

Observation, Targets and Deadlines

Managers in Authority Alpha used two methods to observe workforce intel-
ligence. First, they used a function built into the KMS, which produced a
management report detailing who made each entry, when it was made, if
there were errors, what type of enquiry it was, how long it took to complete
the entry and how many entries were completed within a specified period.
Second, management used a drill-down function built into the KMS, which
accessed the same information as the management report.

The management report and drill-down were both features integral to the
KMS. This means that it was the designers’ choice to provide any adopting
organisation with the ability to observe workforce intelligence. From a determin-
istic perspective, it could be argued that management’s use of these observational
functions was influenced by the KMS itself, as they was not a concern prior to its
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operationalisation. However, management indicated in the information system’s
objectives that they wanted to observe workers so as to improve performance.
Though, prior to the system, there had been no surveillance, it was clearly a stra-
tegic objective. Management’s plan to observe workers’ performance manifested
when the system’s technological infrastructure became operational. Therefore, it
was the decisions and actions taken by management that resulted in workplace
surveillance. Management did not have to observe the intelligence once it was
generated, but they decided that it would support them achieving their knowl-
edge management objectives. This reinforces the view of the social shaping of
technology concept, as it was management’s choice to observe the intelligence
and it was not driven by the technology itself (Williams and Edge 1996).

The analysis of the interaction between the KMS and cultural context of the
authority suggests that they were both needed to render workforce observa-
tions. Though the KMS automatically generated workforce intelligence, it was
management’s decision to use it. This indicates that it was the cultural context
that appropriated the KMS to facilitate observation. It could be that it was the
KMS that determined that workforce intelligence would be used to implement
targets and control. However, this was not the case in Authority Alpha, as man-
agement stated in their information system objectives that they wanted to uti-
lise a technological infrastructure-generated observable workforce intelligence.

The Cultural Impact of a Knowledge
Management System

Perhaps the biggest change in Authority Alpha that was made possible through
the technological infrastructure of the KMS was its ability continuously to
generate workforce intelligence and identify those not conforming to targets
and deadlines. Thus, the KMS transcended the physical arrangement of space
and time by generating and storing workforce intelligence about workers
located at any point within the authority. It recorded and displayed perfor-
mance information to yield universal transparency. This networked arrange-
ment created a spatial and temporal surveillance system that analysed
performance information in real time (Marx 1985).

When a worker received an enquiry, they often found themselves clock-
watching to make sure they did not exceed the deadline for call times. The
time spent on each call became the key parameter that influenced workers,
rather the effectiveness of providing information or solving problems.

If workers did not achieve their targets, management controlled their
behaviour through disciplinary punishments in an attempt to increase their
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output. The punishments came in three forms. First, an increase in the fre-
quency of performance reviews, so managers could stress the importance of
achieving the targets. Second, workers were sent on training courses to help
them improve. Third, workers were made redundant. The performance
reviews, training courses and the threat of redundancy were a means to apply
corrective punishments to control workers’ behaviour. Workers were aware
that if they did not achieve their targets, they would face these punishments.

Our case study investigated the use of a KMS as a surveillance mechanism
in a public authority and it has extended the debate in the organisational lit-
erature about how KMS support the rendering of surveillance.

By analysing the changes that occurred as a result of the implementation of
a KMS, the case study enabled an understanding of how surveillance was
rendered. It suggests that the information system objectives and the strategic
implementation of the KMS facilitated this surveillance to facilitate a trans-
parent control system. The control system used workforce intelligence gener-
ated by the KMS, which was then compared with performance targets to
determine whether they were achieved. The control system, therefore, pro-
vided managers with the ability to monitor workers’ performance and, fur-
thermore, hold them accountable should they fail to achieve their targets.
Though previous research has investigated the role of technology and surveil-
lance in control systems, our study went further in considering how targets
were used in conjunction with the KMS and performance targets.

Previous research indicates that there is an interaction that occurs between
the adoption of an organisation’s knowledge management strategy and the cul-
tural context in which the associated surveillance takes place. There is, however,
a lack of understanding about the interaction of the KMS and the adopting
organisation’s social context. Our analysis of the interaction between the
authority’s KMS and the cultural context implies that a combination and inter-
action of both was needed to influence the rendering of surveillance. Though
the KMS automatically generated workforce intelligence, it was management’s
decision to determine how it was used: the choices and actions taken by man-
agement during the purchasing, implementation and utilisation of the KMS
significantly influenced the outcome on performance management.

Knowledge Management and the Enactment of Power

There is an argument that power is most effective in changing behaviour to con-
form ifit is both visible and unverifiable (Foucault 1977). In the case of Authority

Alpha’s KMS, the power was visible as workers could see their performance



142 0. G Kayas and G. Wright

information on their computer or other device. The power was also unveri-
fiable because workers knew intelligence about their performance was con-
tinuously generated, but they did not know when it was inspected:
managers did not continuously observe intelligence even though it was
continuously generated. Because workers did not know when they were
observed, they assumed they were constantly watched. Therefore, this set-
up affected their behaviour as it heightened their awareness of their targets
and deadlines.

The KMS undoubtedly altered worker behaviour as this sort of self-
regulation did not occur prior to its operationalisation. It had created the
automatic functioning of power described by Foucault (1977) as workers had
inscribed in themselves a power relationship which saw them become the
principle of their own Subjection.

Knowledge Management Systems as Control

Using a Foucauldian lens of power, Sia et al. (2002) explore the use of an
enterprise resource planning system as an ambivalent technology of power,
to understand whether it can be used as a mechanism to empower or con-
trol people within an organisation. They found that control emerged
because of the information system, indicating that the technology had a
deterministic impact on their case organisation. Furthermore, despite addi-
tional organisational control being unnecessary prior to its implementa-
tion, the controlling features of the information system were leveraged,
while its empowering features were suppressed. By drawing on structura-
tion theory, the authors suggest that this was because the organisation
chose to appropriate aspects of the technology which suited its existing
arrangements. Their research concludes that the social context in which the
information system is embedded leads to self-regulation. Though Sia et al.
describe the nature of the organisation’s social context before and after
implementation as one of institutional conservatism, their research does
not elaborate the interaction between the information system and the
adopting organisation’s cultural context, or how it influenced the rendering
of self-regulation.

Elmes et al. (2005) also adopted a Foucauldian lens to investigate changes
in organisational control that emerged after the implementation of an infor-
mation system, identifying two contradictory theoretical concepts. First,
empowerment, which refers to the information visibility provided by the
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information system’s database. It empowers workers to be more efficient and
effective but also makes them more visible to those exercising control. Second,
reflective conformity, which describes the increased discipline achieved
because of the information system’s embedded rules and procedures for organ-
isational processes, while also requiring workers to be reflective in order to
achieve any benefits from the information system. Though Elmes et al.
acknowledge that the introduction of the new information system fostered a
disciplinary culture which encouraged workers to follow and value the tech-
nology’s processes, they do not elaborate on the interaction between the
organisation’s information system and the cultural context, or the influence
that they had on self-regulation.

Sia et al. (2002) and Elmes et al. (2005) suggest that information systems
can support the rendering of increased organisational control. Conversely,
Dechow and Mouritsen (2005) argue whether information systems can sup-
port the visibility of power. They suggest two reasons for this. First, integra-
tion supported by information systems may yield more accurate and available
information but does not necessarily render workforce visibility because it
does not have a place to store details about all management control problems.
Second, information systems may result in less integration and, subsequently,
less accurate and available information, which means that workforce visibility
and, invariably, the visibility of power is reduced.

The interaction between the KMS and Authority Alpha’s social context is
representative of a contemporary knowledge management debate. It is sug-
gested that KMS can facilitate surveillance and provide control systems, so
that the behaviour desired by management results from interaction with the
system itself, rather than from a collective desire and internalisation of the
performance criteria and targets. Kayas et al. (2008) explored the issue of how
KMS, in the form of an enterprise resource management system, can support
the application of power. They draw on technological determinism and the
social shaping of technology to understand how an organisation’s information
systems and cultural context interact. Their analysis of the empirical data
suggests that the information system provided the organisation with a techno-
logical infrastructure from which power could be deployed, thus impacting an
organisational culture, as it generates workforce intelligence. However, in this
instance, management used the information system to overtly access work-
force intelligence, which diminished its power. This occurred because the
organisation’s cultural context prior to the implementation of the information
system did not emphasise workforce surveillance. This cultural characteristic
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Fig. 6.2 Knowledge management and organisational culture: the creation of control

was embedded in the case organisation’s cultural context, which then influ-
enced management’s decision not to deploy covert surveillance. Kayas et al.
conclude that the information system was shaped and influenced by the
sociocultural context of the organisation, rather than the information system
determining its social context. Figure 6.2 illustrates how a knowledge man-
agement system that supported the generation of workforce intelligence was
needed, in addition to a cultural context that emphasised surveillance in order
to render control.

Knowledge Management and Organisational
Culture: Some Final Thoughts

Most research has investigated the aspects of organisational culture and cli-
mate that are necessary to implement a KMS (Janz and Prasarnphanich 2003).
There is, however, much evidence that the converse can be true—that KMS
can in fact have a significant impact on culture (Ismail and Alawi 2007; Park
2004).

Technology has impacted on workforce surveillance and it has been
argued that there is a dynamic relationship between surveillance technolo-
gies and social control (Kim 2004). The data storage capability of technol-
ogy has enabled increased volumes of information to be captured and so has
altered the nature of surveillance (Marx 1985). Technology has extended
organisational memories across time and space because their networked
functionality enables data to be stored to provide management with the abil-
ity to analyse transactions and events that have taken place, are taking place
or may take place. Zuboff (1988) investigates the surveillance power of
information technology in the workplace, finding that information systems
that record, translate and display human behaviour provide the computer-
ised version of universal transparency. These systems, which do not depend
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on the physical arrangement of buildings, record-keeping or the presence of
an observer, can become information panopticons: information systems
capable of automatically and continuously recording data required for
analysis.

Culture has many similarities to attitudes. Like attitudes, culture is endur-
ing: Once established it is difficult to change; it is easier to influence a new
culture of attitude than it is to change one that has become ingrained. There
is some debate concerning the relationship between attitudes/culture and
behaviour. It is tempting to think that changing attitudes will lead to behav-
ioural changes, that in turn will persuade people that the new way is more
attractive than enforcing change. Alternatively, it is quicker to enforce changed
behaviour and if this becomes embedded in routines (artefacts), it quickly
influences attitudes and cultures. Consider social interventions such as those
surrounding wearing protective headgear on motorbikes, using seat belts in
cars, drink-driving, smoking in public places and using mobile phones while
driving. These have all been the subject of ‘short sharp shock’ interventions in
the form of legislation which serves to enforce new behaviours and impose
sanctions on those who do not conform. Though few would now argue with
the public benefit of such behaviours, each of these situations was initially
resisted with arguments that went as far as claiming the infringement of
human rights. So, in these cases, attitudes quickly followed new, if enforced,
behaviours. This is true also of the cultural changes that arise from new rou-
tines and behaviours engendered by KMS. Indeed, there is evidence of posi-
tive levels of job satisfaction and organisational/job commitment of those
who work in (even the most restrictive) knowledge management surveillance
regimes (Rose and Wright 2005).

From our consideration of knowledge management and organisational cul-
ture, we propose ten key considerations for management teams seeking to
implement and leverage KMS (Fig. 6.3).

In conclusion, KMS are often, at their best, welcomed by management as
a way of leveraging information to improve performance through a better
understanding of the organisation’s efficiency. Such systems may highlight
that costly changes or investments in plant and physical infrastructure would
be beneficial, but this may lead to downtime and capital expenditure impacting
on the balance sheet. So, alternatively, and at worst, knowledge management
can be seen as a way to monitor and control the workforce through data-
driven sanctions and rewards that are more concerned with a one-straightjacket-
fits-all approach to efficiency rather that effectiveness.
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1. Knowledge management can have unanticipated consequences for
organisational culture

2. An organisation must include consideration of the important elements of
knowledge sharing within its knowledge management strategy

3. The antecedents to effective knowledge sharing should be carefully

planned in any knowledge management initiative

4. The cultural impact of the surveillance rendered as an outcome of

implementing a knowledge management system should not be
underestimated
5. The sociotechnical relationship should be considered when management

implant knowledge management systems

6. Managers need to understand and account for the impact on power
relationships of the implementation of a knowledge management system

7. The artefacts, espoused values, and assumptions should be integrated into
any cultural change associated with knowledge management

8. Rewards and sanctions aligned to knowledge management should be
considered to attain desired cultural change

9. Performance management outcomes need to be balanced with the impact
of knowledge management systems on organisational culture

10.  Behavioural and attitudinal responses to knowledge management systems
should be monitored throughout the implementation of a knowledge
management system

Fig. 6.3 Ten considerations for a knowledge management system
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Knowledge Management from a Social
Perspective: The Contribution of Practice-
Based Studies

Silvia Gherardi and Francesco Miele

Introduction

A social perspective on knowledge, knowing and the management of knowl-
edge has often been constructed in opposition to the concept of knowledge as
a resource, separate skill or commodity that characterizes the literature on
information society, the economics of knowledge and a resource-based view
of the firm. While we are not denying that the desire to express an alternative
view has been driven by open conflict with an epistemology of knowledge as
its object, or that the process of differentiation has sometimes assumed harsh
tones, dualistic thought nevertheless induces us to look for differences that
help neither to develop a more complex view nor to construct complemen-
tarities around differing representations of the phenomenon under study. In
an introduction to a special virtual issue of the journal Human Relations
devoted to ‘Knowledge and Knowing in the Study of Organization’, Tim
Kuhn (2017) reminds us that, at the outset, in the works by Brown and
Duguid (1991) and Cook and Brown (1999), there was no oppositional view
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of knowing versus knowledge. At the same time, Kuhn underlines that empir-
ical work that transcends opposition has been rare.

In fact, following Kuhn’s observations, we believe that the current challenge
in organization studies is how to formulate what is specific about knowledge
as a resource and how to approach knowing as a collective and organizational
activity. The various forms of practice theory tackle this challenge by develop-
ing a practice epistemology and methodology grounded on specific situated
practices and the texture or nexus of practices (Hui et al. 2016; Russo-Spena
et al. 2017) that surround them. In order to cope with this challenge more
effectively, it is helpful to have an detailed understanding of what is at stake
when scholars adhere to a social perspective on knowledge and knowing.

In this chapter, we illustrate a social perspective through its internal articula-
tions and differences. We argue that a ‘social perspective’ does not exist as a single
coherent model; rather, it is a becoming-perspective that continuously acquires
complexity as it is developed over time. We suggest that certain features of a social
perspective remain stable, such as the concept of knowledge formulated by
Blackler (1995)—as mediated, situated, provisional, pragmatic and contested—
and as a conception of knowing grounded in what Mol (2008: 152) calls a philo-
sophical shift ‘in which knowledge is no longer treated primarily as referential, as
a set of statements about reality, but as a practice that interferes with other prac-
tices’. Other features and nuances of these same features appear as the travel of
ideas is put into motion, starting from the formulation of the image of a com-
munity of practice, in which knowledge is embedded in social relations, to the
development of a practice epistemology in which knowledgeability is enacted by
sociomaterial relations. The chapter first provides a sketch of this travel of ideas
and then focuses on three organizational processes relating to managing knowl-
edge (sharing knowledge between experts and novices, embedding knowledge in
material practices, and innovating as an ongoing process). These three processes
enable us to discuss three relationships that have been established between know-
ing and practising (containment, mutual constitution and equivalence) that artic-
ulate different nuances within a social perspective of knowledge and knowing.

Communities of Practice and Knowledge
Management: A Brief History of the Travel
of Ideas

We now briefly outline the travel of the idea of knowledge as a situated activ-
ity in order to illustrate the origins of the concept of knowledge management
in the literature, starting from a social learning theory and ending with the
epistemology of practice.
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The stages of this travel can be summarized as follows. The original idea of
community of practice (CoP), which was born within a predominantly
anthropological literature, underlined the social and situated dimension of
learning. When it was translated into management studies, the emphasis
shifted to the problem of identifying and managing or cultivating the com-
munity dimension. Its subsequent adoption in the context of online commu-
nities stressed the social skills required to compensate for the interactive
dimension missing from technology. Finally, the move from a community of
practice to the practices of a community accounts for a stronger link with a
social perspective of knowledge management as a collective and widespread
process of knowing while working and innovating.

If we were to attempt to illustrate and provide examples of the trajectory of
the concept of community of practice in relation to the evolving idea of
knowledge management within it, we would need to devote this entire chap-
ter to the endeavour. We have, therefore, chosen merely to refer to previously
published works that well document the origins and development of the
debate (Contu and Willmott 2003; Fox 2000; Gherardi 2009; Swan et al.
2002), and to conduct a brief excursus that will enable us to introduce the
main contributions that we wish to develop in detail later.

It is customary to date the origin of the term CoP to Lave and Wenger’s
book Situated Learning, subtitled Legitimate Peripheral Participation (1991).
The idea is certainly contained in the book but it is not given the salience that
it subsequently acquired. The term initially served to furnish a concise version
of a complex theory that sought to shift the debate from cognitive theories of
learning to social theories. This social theory of learning draws attention to
the ways in which situated processes of learning contribute to knowledge
acquisition in social settings.

The great success enjoyed by the term CoP at the time of its appearance was
due to the metaphor on which it rested, which was that the community
should replace the individual as the learning subject and the repository of
knowledge as a collective heritage. The collective subject thus became the
source of agency, and knowledge was not necessarily confined to the mental
mechanisms of an individual. Instead, the term ‘knowledge’ as a noun shifted
to the verb ‘knowing’, a collective activity. Informal learning is more closely
associated with the anthropological and ethnographic literature on CoDPs,
since it is believed to offer a more effective approach to knowledge manage-
ment as a social and collective activity by emphasizing on-the-job learning as
a form of participation that occurs experientially, in culturally embedded
ways, situated in communities of practice within work-based organizations.

The authors were concerned with the process whereby novices become full
practitioners through participation—as a way of belonging—in a community
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of practices. Their social theory of learning sought to extend the notion of
learning outside schooling and traditional places. In fact, Brown and Duguid’s
(1991) understanding of CoP also stresses the ‘non-canonical’ nature of learn-
ing. As Fox (2006: 428) has noted, learning is a reciprocal relationship
between persons and practices, because as learners move towards full partici-
pation—the practice itself is in motion. This brief discussion of the origins of
CoP enables us to contextualize the concept within a vision of situated learn-
ing, and to anticipate how the concept of situatedness progressively acquires a
twofold meaning of situated-in-social-situations and situated-in-materiality—
that is, in the instruments, technologies and bodies that mediate with the
external world. We will illustrate how knowledge is embedded in social rela-
tions, and how it is embedded in materiality.

When the term CoP was transferred to management literature, a fierce
debate began around the issue of whether or not a certain set of workers could
be defined as a community of practice, assuming that the term CoP designates
an entity endowed with ‘real’” existence. Wenger (1998) wrote that a CoP is
not a stable or static entity, that it evolves over time, that its existence may not
be evident to its members, and that it should not be reified. He also main-
tained that management cannot establish a CoP but can only facilitate its
spontaneous emergence. Accordingly, organizations should sponsor the cre-
ation of certain loose organizational structures around which it is hoped that
communities of practice may then interact. Nevertheless, such communities
do not only have structural parameters; they also have epistemic parameters,
as Thompson (2005: 151) argues, ‘where participants’ willingness to express
their ideas as conceptual boundary objects around which others may engage
and develop ideas is a minimum requirement, but where too much inward
communicative focus is likely to result in gradual loss of meaning, with a
negative effect on the community’.

Nevertheless, the analytical framework that was later developed for mana-
gerial purposes was built on a conception of CoP as a mechanism through
which knowledge is held, transferred and created (Wenger and Snyder 2000;
Wenger et al. 2002), while at the same time, more attention is devoted to
architectures of knowledge. For example, Amin and Cohendet (2004) drew
an important distinction between knowledge that is ‘possessed’ by the firm—
in the form of established competencies of stored memory—and knowledge
that is generally ‘practised’ within CoPs. There is a tension between possessed
and practised knowledge and between the hierarchically defined architecture
of specialized units of possessed knowledge and the distributed, and always
unstable, architecture of knowledge that draws on a continuously changing
capacity for interpretation among actors. This tension is also pervasive in the
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sense that ‘knowledge management’ is understood as an activity at the organi-
zational/structural/managerial level or at the interactional/social/situated level
of ongoing everyday life.

The view of managing knowledge as an activity internal to a CoP has been
taken up by the literature on virtual or online communities, which has enthu-
siastically appropriated the concept in many of its areas of interest—such as
distance working, coordination through information and communications
technology (ICT), sense-making as social creation in virtual encounters, and
many of the other themes common in CoP literature. In fact, this distinction
between online and offline communities is less relevant today (Ardichvili et al.
2003; Huysman and Wulf 2005), since forms of participation are more cru-
cial (Dubé et al. 2005; Wasko and Faraj 2000). The comparison between
exclusively virtual and offline communities can be better understood if we
locate both of them on a continuum, and then do the same with the idea of
sociality. In this regard, the literature review carried out by Amin and Roberts
(2008) is careful to distinguish between communities whose purpose is the
development of learning and the exchange of knowledge, on the one hand,
and those in which learning simply ‘happens’, on the other. When knowledge
management becomes the purpose of the community, virtual CoPs are similar
to epistemic communities, and share leadership and management problems
with them. Classic examples of this are the communities that have formed
around open-source systems (Hakken 2003) or communities of software
developers (Faraj and Sproull 2000), or the self-help communities that use the
internet to communicate on a topic of common interest (Josefsson 2005).
Research in this area is at its most innovative when it discards the concept of
CoP as an entity in itself, and with it the problem of how to turn a group into
a community, and returns to the initial view of learning as a situated activity
(Newell et al. 2002). For example, a study of online communities (Faraj et al.
2011) has offered insights fruitful for theorizing on more general cases of
knowledge collaboration in organizations. In an online community, knowledge
collaboration involves individual acts of offering knowledge to others, as well
as adding to, recombining, modifying and integrating knowledge that others
have contributed. Here, knowledge collaboration is broadly defined as the
sharing, transfer, accumulation, transformation and co-creation of knowl-
edge; and this literature contributes to our understanding of how the multiple
contributions of various people unfold over time.

In this regard, the study of the spontaneous (and often self-managed) com-
munities that Preece (1999) calls ‘empathic communities—Ilike the medical
support group that she studied—focuses on the practices mediated by ICT tech-
nologies that perform empathy by providing emotional as well as informational
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support. So, this study contributes to the literature on CoP by showing that
instrumentality is not enough to hold a CoP together. This type of analysis also
furnishes better understanding of the many failures of technological systems for
knowledge management (McDermott 1999; Newell et al. 2006), which are
unable on their own to produce the sociotechnical environment that makes
them work.

A certain unease with the term CoP appeared together with critiques and
proposals to go beyond it. We just mention as alternative formulations the
‘community of knowing’ (Boland and Tenkasi 1995), a distinction between
‘knowledge communities and knowledge collectivities’ (Lindkvist 2005), ‘the
art of knowing’ as opposed to the science of knowing (Duguid 2005), and
‘knowledge-sharing communities’ (Swan et al. 2016) that operate alongside
project team and functional structures and are designed to improve organiza-
tional performance by enabling the sharing of knowledge across functional
and geographical boundaries. The concept of CoP has been much debated
and harshly criticized, and the main reason adduced for abandoning the con-
cept is that, while travelling, it has become the symbol of a ‘new type’ of gov-
ernance of corporate knowledge—management-by-communities (Amin and
Roberts 2008), and especially management-of-communities. These criticisms
have been well documented (Handley et al. 2006; Roberts 2006), and the
idea that the emphasis on the terms ‘community’ and ‘practice’ should be
reversed has been present in the literature for some time (Brown and Duguid
2001; Gherardi et al. 1998; Roberts 2006; Swan et al. 2002). It has recently
given rise to a broader debate that has rediscovered the heuristic value of prac-
tice within organizational studies and envisages a ‘practice turn’ in the social
sciences (Gherardi 2012; Nicolini 2012; Schatzki et al. 2001). The final trans-
lation of the concept of CoP has taken place in the literature under the label
‘practice-based studies’, in which different strands of analysis share a predomi-
nant interest in situated activity and the role of technologies and artefacts in
mediating the relationship with knowledge and the world. Once the reversal
of the concept of community of practice into practices of a community has
been accomplished, a number of changes in research interests come about.

This reversal is more than just a play on words, and shifts our attention to
how practical knowledge is enabled in situated contexts of action. The expres-
sion ‘epistemology of practice’ as opposed to an epistemology of knowledge
possession (Cook and Brown 1999; Tsoukas and Vladimirou 2001) summa-
rizes the first contribution that CoP makes to a social perspective on knowl-
edge management. As Hislop (2003: 165) writes: “The communities of practice
concept is based on two central premises: the activity based nature of knowl-
edge/knowing, and the group based character of organisational activity’.
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If we follow this line of argument, we take a practice epistemology and define
practice neither as a simple ‘doing’ nor as a bundle of ‘sayings’ and ‘doings’ but
rather as a collective knowledgeable doing, thus stressing ‘knowledgeability’ as
the central practice phenomenon.

A practice epistemology to knowledge management is therefore grounded
in a conception of knowledge as a situated activity (knowing-in-practice) and
in a conception of management as collective, diffuse and processual manag-
ing. From this epistemology, we explore the three main themes that we con-
sider to be the building blocks of a social perspective on managing knowledge
as an organizational process. We illustrate three processes that are inherent in
managing knowledge: (1) sharing knowledge between experts and novices; (2)
embedding knowledge in materiality; and (3) innovating as an ongoing
process.

Sharing Knowledge Between Experts and Novices

Following the situated learning paths that involve novices has been useful for
the purposes of addressing dynamics of knowledge-sharing within organiza-
tional contexts since the emergence of the concept of communities of
practice.

The study of this topic has often revolved around the concept of legitimate
peripheral participation, which encourages focus on the regime that allows
novices to participate actively and legitimately in the performance of tasks
while only contributing to certain limited aspects of the final product. The
result of this analytical construct is that the acquisition of notions and theo-
ries that takes place in formal contexts (for example, training courses for
apprentices or courses to update the skills of expert workers), which was cen-
tral to traditional cognitive theory, is moved into the background. Attention
then shifts to the processes of participation, belonging, commitment and
inclusion that arise in a certain community of practices. When seen from this
viewpoint, learning is the result of participatory processes in which novices
learn through interaction with others, and, in particular, through the repro-
duction of practices with more expert actors. The intermingling of learning
and participation dynamics has been the focus of a good number of studies
that since the 1990s have considered very different subjects and forms of
apprenticeship: tailors belonging to the Vai and Gola ethnic groups in Liberia
(Lave and Wenger 1991); building workers and the transmission of knowl-
edge on workplace safety (Gherardi and Nicolini 2002); university students in
faculty student councils (Eberle et al. 2014); doctoral students beginning
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their academic careers (Hasrati 2005; Teeuwsen et al. 2014); and participants
in online vocational training projects for adults (Gray 2004) and projects to
involve citizens in the formulation of certain scientific discoveries (Mugar
et al. 2014).

One particularly important example of the situated interpretation of pro-
cesses of sharing knowledge is provided by the study carried out by Karen
Handley and colleagues (Handley et al. 2006). Starting from an empirical
study of consultants to large companies, the authors describe in minute detail
the initially peripheral participation of junior management consultants in cer-
tain consultancy projects for large companies. The focus in this article is on
the multiple forms of participation of novices in consultancy practices—for
example, performing back-office activities in which the novices analyse and
interpret the data provided by the clients under the supervision of the senior
managers; attending meetings of minor importance without taking part in
them, thereby gaining the opportunity to observe the interactions between
expert consultants and clients from close up; and running small meetings and
taking responsibility for certain client deliverables, thereby beginning to con-
duct themselves as ‘good consultants’. The learning of consultancy practices
therefore occurs gradually, starting with passive assistance with the work car-
ried out by more expert colleagues, and ending with reproduction of what
they have previously observed after a period of doing minor tasks not visible
to the clients. It is only at the end of a long learning process that the novices
begin to feel that they are fully part of a professional community, and gradu-
ally move away from its periphery. Knowledge sharing between novices and
experts thus appears to take place mainly through continuous interaction
with the experts, where the so-called tacit knowledge referred to by Polanyi
(1958) plays a fundamental role. The terms ‘tacit knowledge’ and ‘sensible
knowledge” (Strati 2003, 2007) denote those types of knowledge that it is dif-
ficult to explain in words, and which are learned through the body, imitation
and, more generally, forms of knowledge-sharing that are not acquired
through cognition but only by means of interpersonal relationships and sen-
sible knowledge. The practices of a community, the culture of a practice and
the bodies of those who take part in the practice anchor and transmit a form
of know-how that is learned through participation.

The concept of legitimate peripheral participation led to a focus not only on
learning in productive work but also on the maintenance and reproduction of
everyday sociability. This learning, which is often tacit, is effectively illustrated
by the study by Bruni and Gherardi (2001), which focused on the apprentice-
ship of a young woman in an international consultancy firm. The protagonist
was in a work environment in which the consultants were predominantly
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male, and in which, therefore, the modalities of acting and forming relation-
ships had a dual connection with the reproduction of masculinity. The young
woman was on the periphery of certain community practices not only because
she was a neophyte but also because she was a woman, and so at risk of being
relegated to merely executive and secretarial tasks. Through the use of an eth-
nographic methodology, the authors showed how the protagonist became a
‘good consultant’ not only because she learnt to master a technical lexicon but
also because she began to reproduce gestures, clothing and a sense of humour
that could easily be classified as male. Although the young woman initially
found the artefacts—for example, the suitcase provided by the company—and
habits—for example, smoking and making sexually themed jokes—that were
widely shared by her colleagues troublesome and ill-suited to her, after a few
months she became perfectly able to implement discursive and corporate prac-
tices in a way that was judged by her more expert colleagues to be competent
because they reproduced the dominant maleness. In this study, therefore, it
was shown that while a novice was learning and performing a professional
identity, she was also learning what has been called ‘gender-switching’—that
is, implementing gender performances in which the borders between mascu-
linity and femininity are situationally disobeyed and affirmed. Learning gen-
der performances is only one example of the ways in which power relationships
traverse a community, and in which they constitute knowing-in-practice.
Knowledge-sharing between experts and novices also takes place indirectly
through the verbal sharing of past experiences. As the works of Orr (1990,
1996) have shown, exchanges of war stories—that is, stories about the most
problematic work experiences—within a community of practice have the
important role of sharing the manner in which the issues that characterize rou-
tine work are analysed and the tricks for resolving them rapidly. These narra-
tives also transmit the rules and codes of conduct underlying a certain practice,
and show novices what is legitimate and typical for an expert worker. Through
these moments, the listener has access to a vast repertoire of practical knowl-
edge and strengthens his or her identity as member of the community, while
the person relating the story gains authority and centrality within it. In other
cases, these narratives are instead effective means to circulate warnings and
teach novices about the types of conduct to be avoided in order to avoid run-
ning the risk of sanctions and/or real danger. For example, in an ethnographic
study on the transmission of knowledge of safety on a building site, Gherardi
and Nicolini (2002) showed how workers shared stories of their direct or indi-
rect experiences in order to teach novices how to identify and avoid firms that
had little interest in the safety of their workers. Telling and listening to stories,
therefore, is anything but a secondary activity in knowledge-sharing processes,
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and makes a decisive contribution to forming a collective memory that stores
and transmits what has been learned in the field, and constitutes a normative
infrastructure that supports the performance of working practices (Gherardi
2012).

The studies that have been presented thus far are characterized by a view of
working practices as containers of knowledge, places in which knowledge is
stored, developed, shared and transmitted. Even in cases where sensible
knowledge is anchored in the body—and therefore it is the body that knows
and learns (including gender performance)—the practices remain the con-
tainer of a tacit knowledge that has been embodied. This means that there is
a relationship of containment between knowledge and practice, and—to
paraphrase the metaphor employed by Szulanski (1996)—knowledge in the
cases described above is ‘sticky’ and can only be transmitted to novices through
their active involvement in the daily life of the community. Thus, knowledge
is anchored within social relations and shared through them. This is different
from the way in which we describe it in the following section, where knowl-
edge is also embedded in the materiality of the objects, instruments, technolo-
gies and physical environment of the workplace.

Embedding Knowledge in Material Practices

Since the end of the 1990s, a significant number of articles has focused on
how knowledge is first embodied and embedded in technological practices
and objects of everyday use, including the physical environment in which the
practices are performed, which enables individuals, groups and communities
located far away from one another to work together. This can be seen in the
study by Yakhlef and Essén (2013) on the provision of services for the elderly.
In this case, in the course of their care practices, operators use their perceptive
senses to give shape to the subject of the practice—the elderly person—by
defining his or her state of psychophysical health and the type of care required.
Through the use of perceptive senses—for example, by looking at the elderly
person’s facial expressions in order to understand his or her mood, or by using
smell to determine the state of upkeep of his or her home—needs are rede-
fined and the care practices to be undertaken are recalibrated.

Opver the years, especially in studies on information systems, various ways
to conceptualize the relationship between sociality and materiality have
emerged (Cecez-Kecmanovic et al. 2014) as a sociomaterial practice.

First, the study of knowledge management as an internal process within the
community has given way to analysis of how a number of different communities
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manage knowledge across borders, and the role of materiality in the manage-
ment of knowledge within various organizational contexts characterized by dif-
ferent professional groups separated by pre-existing boundaries that potentially
create more or less permeable barriers. This branch of the literature is distin-
guished by its focus on the use of ICT in working practices. This may, for
example, involve the development of new products in the automobile sector and
attempts to make connections among various organizational processes, from
design engineering to sales work (Carlile 2002, 2004); the use of digital plat-
forms to promote knowledge sharing among various design teams (Newell et al.
20006) or in outright inter-organizational networks (Ciborra and Andreu 2001);
cooperation dynamics between researchers and doctors in biomedical innova-
tion (Swan et al. 2007); collaboration between computer companies interested
in the development of new content management systems (Kimble et al. 2010);
and the role played by coordinators of knowledge-sharing communities in stim-
ulating change processes (Swan et al. 2016).

Carlile’s contribution (2002, 2004) has been especially important. He sug-
gests a classification of the types of boundaries that may arise in the course of
cooperation among different communities, distinguishing between syntactic,
semantic and pragmatic boundaries. Synzactic boundaries relate to the differ-
ence between social communities caused by the use of different grammar,
labels, languages and symbols. These borders may be crossed by using objects—
which are classified in the literature as ‘knowledge repositories’ (Carlile 2002:
453)—that permit the actors to develop a common syntax. For example, in
the area of research and development projects in the medical field, the cre-
ation of a shared database that is comprehensible to doctors and researchers
alike lends itself to incorporation of knowledge that is useful for both profes-
sional groups and which can be used for both scientific and clinical purposes
(Swan et al. 2007). Conversely, semantic boundaries refer to differences in
accepted interpretations and meanings among actors in the implementation
of a shared project. In this case, objects can reveal and accommodate differ-
ences in perspective, and therefore reconcile differences in meaning, so help-
ing create a ‘common’ understanding or objective and ‘a concrete means for
individuals to specify and learn about their differences and dependencies
across a given boundary’ (Carlile 2002: 451). This is the case, for example, of
questionnaires to collect clinical data that emerge from negotiations between
the expertise and interests of doctors and researchers and are adopted in pro-
fessional practices in both cases. This is because, on the one hand, they are
easily administrable to patients for the doctors, and on the other, allow
researchers to collect new data that cannot be found in the literature (Swan
et al. 2007). Finally, pragmatic boundaries emerge from the divergence of the
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interests that distinguish different professional groups and communities and
frequently lead to a failure to insert new practices and technologies deemed to
be dangerous for the balance of power and pre-existing hierarchical structures
(Mork et al. 2010). These boundaries can be more easily crossed by the cre-
ation of flowcharts, work plans and draft projects that evidence the interde-
pendence between the professional groups and the shared objectives that they
may attain.

Various empirical studies have focused on the practices emerging around
objects and technologies in the health care field, with special interest in the
ICTs created to monitor the clinical status of chronically ill patients from a
distance (Bruni et al. 2007; Nicolini 2007; Piras and Miele 2017). The health
care sector has been the site of numerous innovative knowledge management
practices, and Nicolini et al. (2008) have conducted a review of the literature
on knowledge management concepts, policies and practices within it, docu-
menting a growing interest in social versus ICT-based initiatives for support-
ing knowledge management processes.

The fragmented and widely dispersed nature of knowing in the health care
sector is what makes it distinctive, but the attention paid to the ‘nature of
knowledge” and its consequences for management may nevertheless be trans-
ferred to other similar ‘knowing contexts’ and enrich the current debate,
which tends to oversimplify the differences between knowledges.

One example of how materiality also includes discursive practices and how
health knowledge is embedded in language is Gherardi’s study (2010), in
which a cardiological teleconsultation system was designed to put the general
practitioners of cardiopathic patients in contact with a pool of expert cardi-
ologists. The system consists of a service centre to which the general practitio-
ners can send their patients’ electrocardiogrammes in case of need, and then
be put into contact with one of the cardiologists available at that moment. In
this case, we see how the representation of the patient’s clinical condition
gradually emerges from an intermeshing of the discursive and the material:
the telephone call to the call centre; the description of the patient’s physical
symptoms to the general practitioner; the information contained in the
patient’s electrocardiogramme; its re-elaboration in medical terms as supplied
to the specialist by the general practitioner, together with an explanation of
the overall clinical picture; recollection of the rules for accessing A&E, and
their potential usefulness for resolving the clinical case under review; negotia-
tion of a final decision on how to proceed; and immediate hospitalization or
reassurances from the specialist to the general practitioner, and thereafter to
the patient. The knowing of the patient’s clinical condition occurs during the
course of the reproduction of this texture of practices, which is profoundly
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entangled with the communications infrastructure, and leads to a definition
of the clinical situation under review and the decision to be taken.

As Piras and Miele have shown (2017), when everyday sociomaterial prac-
tices are reproduced, the boundaries, identities and relationships between the
social and the material are enacted within situated activities. Considering the
case of a digital platform for diabetic patients in a number of hospital depart-
ments, the authors reveal how different practices and identities are negotiated
when pre-existing cultural backgrounds, professional ethics and habits in the
field vary. On some occasions, a practice of control from a distance emerges,
in which the doctor assumes a paternalistic role towards the patient and the
platform becomes a means whereby the former can supervise the latter; on
other occasions an educational relation arises whereby the platform is a valid
support for improving the patient’s self-management abilities; while on yet
other occasions a dual relationship is formed between the platform and the
patient, in which the former provides automatic feedback and advice to the
patient, replacing the role of the doctor, at least in part.

Knowledge is therefore an activity that renews itself in the course of every-
day working practices: on the one hand, various professional groups create
and/or use artefacts and technologies, and incorporate different kinds of
knowledge and expertise within them; on the other, objects, in part thanks to
the knowledge embodied in them, enable various communities to collaborate
in an innovative manner. In fact, social practices are constrained and struc-
tured by organizational objects and artefacts; at the same time, they contrib-
ute towards modifying the material characteristics and using them in ways
very different from those imagined by the designers. A relationship of mutual
constitution is thus established between knowledge and practice, in which
objects and technologies are created while they are being used, and recipro-
cally, the ways in which they are used give shape to modes of practising. This
means that materiality lies outside practices, or, as Leonardi (2011) puts it,
practices are imbricated in materiality. This view, termed by Jones (2014)
weak sociomateriality, conceives the social and material worlds as separate
entities that are, however, mutually interlocked. Thus, in weak sociomaterial-
ity, entities exist independently of their enactment in practice, and it is
through relations between entities that agency is achieved. Conversely, strong
sociomateriality assumes a relational ontology in which entities only exist in
relation to other entities.

In recent years, one area of practice-based studies, drawing on science tech-
nologies studies and, in particular, actor—-network theory (Feldman and
Orlikowski 2011; Latour 2005) and the new feminist materialism (Barad
2007), has turned to a strong sociomateriality. This area of the literature has
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ceased to distinguish the human from the nonhuman, the social from the
material, and the cultural from the natural, and has defined everyday practices
as constitutively entangled with materiality (Orlikowski 2007; Orlikowski
and Scott 2008). From this perspective, the distinction between knowing-in-
practice and innovating while practising is blurred.

Innovating Knowledge as an Ongoing Processes

The aim of strong sociomateriality is to dissolve simultaneously the separation
between technology (and other materialities) and the social and episodic
treatment of time. A sociomaterial understanding of practice considers that
the boundaries and properties of all the practice elements become decisive
when they are enacted in material configurations of connections. Therefore,
practice becomes ‘a situated practice’ in its contingent ‘practising’: that is,
within a processual view in which practising constitutes a perpetual state of
becoming (Tsoukas and Chia 2002). Changes and innovations in practices
are inherent in their becoming, as they are sites where human, nonhuman
and more-than-human activities are constantly evolving. Attention shifts
from identification of what the elements that form a practice are, considering
that the differences within practice theories are not especially important
(Guzman 2009), to how all these elements acquire agency by being con-
nected, as expressed by the concept of agencement (Gherardi 2016). If we
want to think about the implications of such a shift for a social perspective on
knowledge and knowing, we might consider the praxiographies (that is, the
ethnographies of practice) proposed by Mol (2002), the enacted body (Mol
and Law 2004) and the work of Law and Lien (2013), in which the authors
elucidate how the object of knowledge (be it arteriosclerosis, hypoglycaemia
or salmon) comes to attain an empirical ontology if it is formed within spe-
cific practices of professional communities and their situated activities. For
example, the knowledge object ‘salmon’ is materially manufactured in situ-
ated scientific and fish-farming practices. A slippery empirical ontology of
various salmons is enacted within a choreography and a texture of practices
that not only generate particular realities but also work to generate otherness.
In fact, these practices also enact a penumbra of not quite perfectly realized
realities: animals that were almost—but not quite—created. We can therefore
understand how the travel of ideas has moved from seeing knowing-in-prac-
tice as an activity situated in working, organizing and innovating within a
community of practice, to see knowledge as embedded in social relations—to
conceptualize it as embedded in sociomaterial relations and to grasp how
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knowing is social, material and performative and cannot be separated from
practising.

Taking inspiration from a strong sociomaterial approach, equivalence has
been established in the relationship between practising and knowing: increas-
ing numbers of contributors have set themselves apart by conceiving innova-
tion as a continuing, incremental, distributed process that cannot be separated
from the reproduction of social practices. This effort to display the everyday
nature of innovation has concerned various fields of analysis, following tech-
nological (Mele and Russo-Spena 2017; Nicolini 2011) or institutional
(Gherardi and Perrotta 2011) changes. Innovation takes place in the course of
the everyday performance and adjustment of the practice, in a ‘répétition sans
répétition’ (Clot and Béguin 2004). In suggesting an interpretation of innova-
tion as a continuous process in a texture of practices, a number of authors
have looked for new analytical tools for adopting a post-human view of
agency. Among the most interesting concepts is undoubtedly agencement, a
word that is currently used in French as a synonym for ‘arrangement’ or ‘fix-
ing’ and has been used by Deleuze and Guattari (1980) as a philosophical
term to mean ‘in connection with’. In recent years, the concept of agencement
has been used in the social sciences to study financial markets (Hardie and
MacKenzie 2007), and then taken up by practice-based studies to examine
deliberate and emergent operations, processes and events that do not neces-
sarily align in terms of goals, functions, timing, identities, roles, processes and
power relations. As an example, one can cite the reflections of Fortané and
Keck (2015) on biosecurity as an illustration of how agencement can be help-
tul for working practices—and the connections that link them—from a post-
human perspective that decentralizes the subject as a single source of agency.
Biosecurity, understood as an area that includes policies and techniques for
the management of infectious diseases in the animal world, takes shape
through an agencement between a variety of practices (and elements) that
includes: animal surveillance, where animal behaviour is monitored by experts
in ethology and veterinary medicine with the dual aim of preventing health
crises and protecting species at risk of extinction; human surveillance, which,
through the construction of biosecurity norms, controls the organization of
society and territories; and industrial and business research practices aimed at
developing and testing new agroalimentary products and/or control devices
that prevent the propagation of viruses. Practices for managing agricultural
production, business practices, academic practices and practices for monitor-
ing human populations or maintaining biodiversity are redefined as biosecu-
rity practices that have the purpose of producing surveillance data. As Fortané
and Keck have highlighted, surveillance practices do not only lead to new
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forms of knowledge and understanding in relation to animal disease; they also
foster the production and/or maintenance of ignorance. In other words, sur-
veillance practices operate on the boundaries of visibility/invisibility. While
animal surveillance devices throw light on what are sometimes highly contro-
versial issues (such as the role of wild fauna in the emergence of new diseases),
they also fudge certain aspects that are more difficult to document (such as the
impact of the circulation of domestic populations within integrated sectors).

Through an agencement between new and old practices redefined as biose-
curity practices aimed at producing surveillance data, things acquire life and
become: that is, alarm signals regarding potential new diseases are noted and
defined, the technical tools for preventing them are created and tested, and
controls on humans and animals become the new epistemic practice. Through
agencement processes, a texture of practices emerges that traverses both indi-
vidual organizations and individual communities of practice, giving rise to
continuous innovation in the processes of knowing, in which biosecurity is
now globalizing what has already been observed in relation to traceability: the
signs that alert us to new diseases would have no meaning if they were not
embedded in pre-existing practices. So, biosecurity only exists within the fab-
ric formed by knowledge, techniques and activities that meet other objectives
that are often complementary but that can also be contradictory.

In the reconstructed travel of ideas, the influences deriving from other theoreti-
cal trends have led one area of practice-based studies to divert attention from com-
munities to processes of practising and knowing, in the sense of activities that
cannot be separated one from the other. The establishment of a relationship of
equivalence between practising and knowing has led to a focus on the ways in
which the elements of one practice are enacted within their relations and in practis-
ing, and how knowing is performative of sociomaterial relations. When interpreted
in this way, practices emerge from the agencement among processes, operations and
events, and become contingent—and never fully stabilized—results of the rela-
tions among objects, practitioners, infrastructures, institutions and territories. Far
from being an activity that is only performed within predefined organizational
spheres and time frames, innovation becomes a continuous process that is intrinsic
to practising and, in particular, to a continuing redefinition of the ties between
practices and the relations between the elements on which these practices rely.

Discussion

The three processes that we have chosen in order to illustrate knowledge man-
agement are based on the assumption that a social perspective on knowledge,
or what counts for knowledge, does not exist independently of social relations
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and social practices. Knowing is thus an activity that is embodied and embed-
ded in, and emerges from, situated practices; therefore, it is a collective
achievement.

We can tie these three processes into the trajectory of the travel of ideas that
we introduced in the first section of this chapter. The literature on communi-
ties of practice can, in fact, be viewed as the starting point for the develop-
ment of a social perspective on how knowledge is transmitted to novices and
how it is acquired in the process of becoming a practitioner and developing an
identity as a such. Sharing knowledge and keeping it alive within a commu-
nity’s practices may be considered to be this body of literature’s main contri-
bution to knowledge management. At the same time, we can also consider
how, from a social theory of learning, the trajectory that tends to an episte-
mology of practice has moved gradually towards the definition of practice as
the container of knowing, and especially of that form of knowledge that is
tacit, that has the form of sensible knowledge embodied in participants
senses, that is distributed and embedded in social relations within the com-
munity, and that is often beyond participants awareness. Therefore, practices
are initially conceptualized as the locus of learning and knowing, and the
reason behind the rediscovery of the concept of practice was to maintain a
distance from both a cognitive conception of learning and a concept of knowl-
edge as a commodity (Gherardi 2000).

The second process that we have illustrated relates to embedding knowl-
edge in material practices. Working practices take place in an equipped envi-
ronment and a situational territory (Suchman 1996). In other words, a
workplace ought to have been prepared so that it has the relevant objects,
tools, materials, texts, information and so on at hand and previously appro-
priated to be put to use within a practice. In the trajectory that moves
towards an epistemology of practice, the concept of technology as something
other than technological determinism and technological practice has been
significant. The literature on online communities, distance work and using
ICT has been central to the process of decentralizing the human subject as
the prime actor and carrier of knowing and acting, in favour of a symmetri-
cal relationship between humans and materiality. In this case, practices
embed materiality and discursivity, and, in the weak concept of sociomateri-
ality, practices are mutually constituted in the relationship between knowing
and practising.

In the third process—innovating as an ongoing process—we see the realiza-
tion of the strong programme aspect of the conceptualization of sociomateri-
ality. Not only has the distinction between learning and innovating collapsed,
but the separation between knowing and practising has also been abandoned
in favour of a relationship of equivalence. All the elements in a practice are
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enacted in the process of practising, and acquire agency by being connected
to one another. The performativity of working, organizing and innovating in
practice represents a move from understanding people, technologies and dis-
courses that are each characterized by essential properties and boundaries that
mutually interact, towards considering the ways in which all the elements are
enacted and re-enacted in practice.

A social perspective on knowing is based on three types of relation estab-
lished between practices and knowledge (Gherardi 2006: 64):

* arelation of containment, in the sense that knowledge is a process that takes
place within situated practices;

* a relation of mutual constitution, in the sense that the activities of knowing
and practising are not two distinct and separate phenomena but interact
and produce each other;

* arelation of equivalence, in the sense that practising is knowing in practice.
The equivalence between knowing and practising arises when priority is
denied to the knowledge that exists before the moment in which it is
applied, that when this takes place it is not something pre-existing that is
performed; rather, the action creates the knowledge formed in and through
the action itself.

This three-way distinction has been taken up by other authors (Marabelli
and Newell 2012; Nicolini 2011), who have proposed that the term ‘equiva-
lence’ be replaced by ‘radical’ in order to place more emphasis on the direction
that practice-based studies take when they leave behind the concept of knowl-
edge as a possession or commodity. We do not disagree with these authors,
but we prefer to keep ‘equivalence’, since it is less value laden. In Table 7.1,
therefore, we summarize the three directions taken by research on knowing
and practising since its initial formulation within CoP to the epistemology of
practice as developed in contemporary literature.

In reading Table 7.1, we can appreciate that a social perspective on
knowledge management is not a monolithic construction but one with dif-
ferent nuances that has taken several turns in the period between the
appearance of the concept of Col and the development of practice-based
studies. Therefore, instead of stressing differences, we prefer to underline
similarities, and reconstruct a line of thought that does not create an oppo-
sition between knowledge as a commodity and knowing as a situated
practice.
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Knowledge How knowing is

Management Where knowledge accomplished in Relations between

Processes is practice practice and knowledge

Sharing Embedded in Learning takes place Containment:
knowledge social relations through skilled communities of
between Embodied in participation in a practice and practices
experts and participants’ practice. are the locus where
novices bodily skills Through tacit knowledge is stored

knowing, cultural and transmitted.
heritage and

sensible knowledge

transmitted to

novices.

Embedding Embedded in By anchoring a Mutual constitution:
knowledge objects, practice and practicing and
in material technologies, objects, technology  knowing are mutually
practices and and infrastructures constituted. In the

infrastructures. that characterise weak approach to
Embedded in the action context. sociomateriality, the
material Weak approach to material world is
arrangements sociomateriality. imbricated in practices
but is external to
practicing.

Innovating Embedded in the By radically refining, Equivalence: knowing is
knowledge ongoing redeveloping or practicing, practicing is
as an agencement of innovating a knowing. In the strong
ongoing all practice practice approach to
processes elements Performing sociomateriality,

Embedded in sociomaterial practicing is a
temporality relations and sociomaterial
enacting practice agencement of
elements connecting elements,
Strong approach to thus acquiring agency.
sociomateriality. No distinction between
learning, knowing,
innovating, and
practicing.
Conclusions

A social perspective on knowledge management that originates first in the con-
cept of communities of practice and later in the knowing-in-practice approach
assumes and proposes a change in the conception of knowledge. Following the
move from nouns to verbs (Law 1994) that has proved so fruitful in shifting
scholars’ attention from ‘organization’ to ‘organizing’ (Clegg et al. 1996), once
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we shift from ‘knowledge’ to ‘knowing’ we can look at knowing as an activity
that is performed collectively while working, organizing and innovating.
Therefore, from a cognitive approach to knowledge as something taking place
within an individual, we can look at knowing as a collective activity situated in
working practices, and this view collapses the divide between knowing and
acting. From this standpoint, the meaning of management is also challenged,
since by considering ‘managing’ instead of ‘management’, we can look at a col-
lective activity that is distributed, fragmented and ongoing in everyday organi-
zational life. Both knowing and managing are conceived as processes that
emerge from and are embedded in situated practices.

While an epistemology of knowledge possession directs scholars’ attention
towards inquiring about knowledge as an object, a resource, a tangible asset, a
competence, a capacity or something that can be transferred, an epistemology
of practice tends to study how knowing is accomplished within sociomaterial
relations from an empirical perspective. Sociomateriality implies that the
social and the material (bodies, technologies, tools, artefacts and contexts) are
entangled, meaning that the material is social and the social is material. All the
elements of a working practice—humans and their bodies, the materiality of
the working environment, the knowledge mobilized, and the social structures
and emotional and affective relations circulating within it—are entangled and
enacted in practising. They do not pre-exist their enactment, even though we
may be able to identify knowledge resources and managerial structures that are
in place before practices are accomplished. Nevertheless, when we say that
practising is emergent and not fully controllable, we mean that the way in
which all practice elements become connected and acquire agency through
their connections cannot be completely anticipated. A situated practice can be
seen as the temporality and spatiality between plans and situated action
(Suchman 1987). In other words, plans may be identified in the infrastructure
for knowledge management that express an & priori rationality, while situated
practices of knowing and managing enact a rationality « posteriori.
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Knowledge Management, Power
and Conflict

Helena Heizmann

Introduction

There is a pervasive tendency in knowledge management (KM) research and
practice to downplay or ignore issues of power and conflict (Heizmann and
Olsson 2015; Kiirreman 2010). Yet such issues are central to KM research and
practice in more than one way. They shape the identities and struggles of those
involved in and/or affected by KM projects; they underpin how teams and
communities share and generate knowledge across professional, functional
and organisational boundaries; and can be traced in conflicts over knowledge
ownership between employers and employees. Perhaps more importantly
even, issues of power and conflict co-constitute the ‘conditions of knowing’
(Blackler 1995) that underpin and regulate organisational practice. As such,
they determine why some KM programmes and initiatives are considered as
‘best practice’ while others are spoken about as ‘failures’; and how specific
value statements about ‘appropriate’ KM practice are (re-)produced in some
(temporal, sociocultural and/or historical) contexts while lacking authority in
others.

More broadly stated, an examination of power and conflict brings to light
the plurality of interests within and across organisations and calls into ques-
tion consensus-based views that consider conflict as ‘a persistent problem
which needs to be overcome and nullified if learning is to take place’ (Easterby-
Smith and Araujo 1999: 5). An ‘overemphasis on integration’ and the
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‘suppression of conflict’ too easily sanctions particular forms of knowing and
learning as the only valid organisational practice, while preventing others
from coming to the fore (Karreman 2010: 1410). Yet it is clear that such uni-
tarist tendencies may not only mask underlying tensions but also preclude
questions into how power/knowledge relations shape the ethics, inclusiveness
and democracy of organisational knowledge cultures.

Issues of power and conflict have also been considered too often through a
single frame only: the view of power as the capacity to exercise control over
others (‘power over’) through a variety of political tactics and resources, and
its destructive implications for harmonious social relations. However, in the
broader social sciences, the discussion about power has long widened. What is
here promoted is a more complex understanding of power as a concept that
may be seen through a number of frames, each rendering visible clusters of
ideas that may conflict and overlap (Haugaard and Clegg 2009). Thus, ‘power
is not a single entity’ (2009: 3) and the conflicts that power engenders are best
examined with that complexity in mind.

Accordingly, this chapter seeks to draw out central perspectives on power in
the wider social sciences and discuss these in relation to contemporary debates
on power and conflict in KM. Drawing on the work of Hardy (1996; Hardy
and Leiba-O’Sullivan 1998) and others (Clegg 1989; Lukes 1974), the chap-
ter first outlines four different levels or ‘layers” at which power may be exam-
ined and sheds light on their relevance for KM. The argument put forward in
this chapter is that KM literature may benefit, in particular, from paying
greater attention to the deeper levels of power referred to here as ‘process
power’, ‘meaning power and ‘systemic power’. The chapter offers an empirical
illustration of the different layers of power, before concluding with a synthesis
and implications for theory and practice.

Different Layers of Power in Knowledge
Management

Power operates at a number of different levels (see Clegg 1989; Hardy and
Leiba-O’Sullivan 1998; Lukes 1974), which are grounded in different socio-
logical paradigms that have received varying attention in KM research and
practice (Schultze and Stabell 2004). Figure 8.1 provides an overview of these
layers, which include resource power, process power, the power of meaning
and systemic power (Hardy 1996; Hardy and Leiba-O’Sullivan 1998). In the
following sections, the nature of these layers will be discussed with reference
to existing KM literature.
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Fig. 8.1 Layers of power in KM
The Power of Resources

From a resource-based perspective, power is generally understood as a means
to exercise control over people or, as Hardy puts it, ‘the ability to get people
to do what you want them to do’ (Hardy 1996: S7). Possession of, or access
to, power resources is seen to give actors the ability to influence particular
target individuals and/or decision-making outcomes in a situation of conflict-
ing interests. While the list of possible power resources may well be seen as
‘infinite’, with their potency being contingent on the specific context of usage
(Hardy and Clegg 2006: 757), French and Raven’s (1959) typology of five
primary ‘bases’ of resource power has been particularly influential in KM
literature:

* reward power (power derived from the ability to administer rewards for a
desired behaviour);

* coercive power (power derived from the ability to punish noncompliance
with a desired behaviour);

* legitimate power (power derived from an organisational position);

¢ referent power (power derived from attracting high levels of identification,
respect and/or admiration);

* expert power (power derived from holding knowledge, expertise or skills
that are considered valuable in a particular context).
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Embedded in the discourse of the ‘knowledge economy’, and drawing from
a neo-functionalist paradigm (Schultze and Stabell 2004), KM literature has
placed particular emphasis on French and Raven’s (1959) fifth category—the
role of knowledge as a resource for expert power. Indeed, ‘knowledge is power’
has become a buzzword in the KM literature (Heizmann and Olsson 2015),
referring to the power of individual experts in holding scarce and often tacit
knowledge that is considered valuable from an organisational perspective.
Behind this lies a central KM dilemma: How can valued and scarce expert
knowledge be made available more widely to increase the organisation’s per-
formativity? Or, asked differently, how may wider organisational interests be
served by disseminating and/or rendering transparent the expertise and skills
of individual knowledge workers?

While mainstream neo-functionalist KM literature rarely attends to power
relations per se (Heizmann and Olsson 2015; Kirreman 2010), a substantial
body of literature has focused on issues of knowledge-hoarding and/or selec-
tive knowledge-sharing (cf. Rechberg and Syed 2013), thereby drawing
implicitly on a resource-based view of power. The goal of this strand of the
KM literature has generally been the development of a better understanding
of the ways in which employees may be incentivised to share their ‘intellectual
capital’ and increase their commitment to KM.

One suggestion to this effect has been a closer examination of the role of
individuals with legitimate/positional power, arguing that such leaders may
encourage knowledge workers to act in ways supportive of KM (Bunderson
and Reagans 2011; Jayasingam et al. 2010; Politis 2005). For instance,
Bunderson and Reagans (2011: 1182) contend that leaders who ‘use their
power and status in more “socialized” ways can play critical roles in stimulat-
ing collective learning behavior’. Differentiating further between the social
bases of power, Jayasingam et al.’s (2010) study of the links between top man-
agement and KM finds that top leaders who are ascribed with expert power
are particularly successful in encouraging knowledge acquisition and dissemi-
nation practices, while legitimate, reward, coercive and referent power were
found to have limited or even adverse effects on KM.

Alongside this focus on leadership, another strand of the literature has
emphasised the importance of technology-enabled approaches and human
resources management (HRM) practices to foster knowledge-oriented
behaviours among employees. Such solutions include Web 2.0 platforms and
virtual communities of practice (Ardichvili et al. 2003; Matschke et al. 2012;
Teo etal. 2011), as well as a range of often sophisticated HRM strategies (e.g.,
reward and appraisal programmes, training and mentoring, organisational
development initiatives) (Cabrera and Cabrera 2005; Carnelo-Ordaz et al.
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2011; Giauque et al. 2010; Swart and Kinnie 2003, 2010) that seck to ‘nor-
matively’ develop the organisation’s knowledge culture through the prescrip-
tion of specific values, beliefs and behaviours (Alvesson and Kirreman 2001).

Conflict is considered in much of this literature as an organisational dys-
function that may be ‘managed’ through the effective use of power resources
(Rawas et al. 1997). Underpinning this body of work are thus unitarist
assumptions that individual and organisational interests may be aligned if
appropriate leadership behaviours and well-designed KM programmes and
technologies are ‘implemented’. However, this perspective overlooks how
employees (just as employers) are subject to the power effects of the new
‘knowledge economy’ (Bergstrom et al. 2009) and thus likely to construct
personal knowledge as a resource that secures personal status and ‘market
value’ (Rechberg and Syed 2013; Wang et al. 2009). Therein lies a deeper
employment relations conflict, which is difficult to reconcile (Contu and
Willmot 2003; Coopey 1995). The discourse of the ‘knowledge economy’
breeds knowledge workers that, perhaps not surprisingly, understand the
value of their knowledge and prefer to hoard it (Michailova and Husted 2003;
Wang 2004) or share it selectively (Willem and Scarbrough 2006).

The Power of Processes

While the resource-based perspective sheds light on how power ‘functions’ in
influencing decision-making outcomes in a scenario where conflicting inter-
ests are transparent, the power involved in specific organisational decision-
making processes is less often attended to in KM literature. This form of power
is, at its core, about the ways in which access to decision-making may be
restricted and/or increased to further the interests of particular groups over
others. Organisational literature focusing on this dimension of power has
highlighted, in particular, how dominant groups have prevented open conflict
or confrontation through ‘a variety of procedures and political routines’
(Hardy 1996: S7), including influencing who has access to decision-making
forums and shaping the process and nature of agenda-setting. In this way,
‘some things may never make the political agenda; they are, either implicitly
or explicitly, ruled out of bounds, hence they are not raised’ (Clegg and Pitsis
2012: 68).

In the KM literature, studies on the politics of innovation have been par-
ticularly effective in exposing the process dimension of power (Filstadt 2014;
Hislop 2003; Mork et al. 2008, 2010; Swan et al. 2002, 2005). This is

because innovation processes tend to render visible how existing claims over
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professional authority are always tenuous, contestable and ‘at stake’ (Carlile
2002). For instance, Scarbrough and Swan (2005) examine the political
dynamics that shape innovation in KM networks within and between organ-
isations. Their study finds that political tactics such as the careful selection of
team members, the appointment of ‘opinion leaders” outside of firms, and the
manipulation of information flows play an important role in determining the
interests that prevail in networked forms of collaboration. Thus, the politics
of processes—in this case, the ways in which agents formed and coordinated
the networks—took on a higher importance than asymmetries in resource
power. In a similar vein, Swan et al. (2002) find that community-building
across diverging interest groups plays a central role in neutralising professional
conflict and minimising resistance to innovation. Building on this line of
thinking, Merk et al. (2010) examine changing power relations in the context
of two medical innovation projects, highlighting, in particular, how the emer-
gence of new practices may challenge established master—apprentice relation-
ships that exist within and across communities of practice (CoPs). The authors’
analysis illustrates incisively how boundaries of practice and authority are
redrawn in the unfolding of political processes and negotiations over chang-
ing practices. This brings to the foreground not only how conflict is an intrin-
sic part of changing professional practice but also ‘how practices’ themselves
‘perform power effects’ (Mork et al. 2010: 587), empowering some actors
while disempowering others. As in Filstadt (2014), this may lead to the exclu-
sion of others from decision-making processes and narrow sense-making and
sense-giving of new knowledge. Collectively, these studies suggest that com-
munities and networks of practice may not only act as ‘vehicles of innovation’
but also as barriers to change (Hislop 2003; Merk et al. 2008; Swan et al.
2002) and to tools to ‘mobilise’ and ‘legitimate’ interests and changes in work
practice (Mork et al. 2010; Swan et al. 2002, 2005).

While process power is less visible than the power of resources, it converges
with this first layer of power in that it is premised on the notion that power is
exercised in an arena of conflict and oppositional interests (Hardy and Leiba-
O’Sullivan 1998: 455), as well as in retaining a sovereign view of power that
ties power to agency and day-to-day interactions. While these two dimensions
of power may be seen as constituting the outer layers of how power operates
in organisations (see Fig. 8.1), organisational research, since the work of Lukes
(1974), has also considered a third ‘radical’ dimension of power: the power
embedded in meanings. This form of power operates at the interface of micro-
level agency and macro-level structures and has important implications for

the study of KM.
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The Power of Meaning

While the prevailing resource-based view on power considers power as a stable
resource that people possess and ‘wield over’ others, it does not explain why
specific resources hold authority in a given domain of practice and why prac-
titioners tend to act routinely in certain ways rather than others in such
domains. This perspective leads to an analysis of power at a deeper level, that
is, in particular, a better understanding of the ways in which certain interests
come to be legitimised or de-legitimised through discursive practices and
strategies that shape meaning (Hardy 1985; Pettigrew 1973; Vaara and Tienari
2008; Vaara et al. 20006).

The concept of the power of meaning was first introduced by Lukes (1974)
as a third ‘radical’ dimension of power that may be engaged to prevent con-
flict from emerging in the first place (Hardy and Leiba-O’Sullivan 1998: 455)
through shaping individuals” ‘perceptions, cognitions, and preferences’ (Hardy
1996: S8). In the KM literature, research on this third layer of power has been
influenced, in particular, by Foucault’s theory of power/knowledge (1977,
1978, 1980), which sheds light on the ways in which meanings are created,
contested and transformed to legitimate particular outcomes, decisions and
courses of action. Power and knowledge, in this view, are two sides of the same
coin (Heizmann and Olsson 2015): Power shapes what constitutes ‘valid’
knowledge in the form of discourses, while the existing ‘order” of discourses
holds particular power relations in place. Discursive practices are thus not
neutral but imbued with social meanings and rules of practice, the tacit ‘rules
of the game’, that inscribe what constitutes ‘good’ practice, membership and
authority (Clegg 1989). Importantly, such discursive practices are enacted not
only in talk and text but also—as a number of authors have pointed out
(Hardy and Thomas 2015; Heizmann and Fox 2017; Merk et al. 2012;
Oswick and Robertson 2009)—in forms of sociomateriality (e.g., office
design, boundary objects) that carry specific meanings with power effects.

Studies on the power of meaning in KM literature focused originally on the
team, community and network level (Ferguson and Taminiau 2014; Heizmann
2011; Marshall and Rollinson 2004; Oborn and Dawson 2010; Omrod et al.
2007; Swan et al. 2005), but they have recently also expanded to the study of
power/knowledge effects in boundary relations across teams, communities and
networks of practice (Heizmann and Fox 2017; Hong and Fiona 2009; Merk
et al. 2008, 2010, 2012).

Marshall and Rollinson’s (2004) study of a problem-solving encounter
offers an application of an episodic, group-level analysis of conflict. The
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authors show how power is ‘always in the making within specific episodes,
provisional, negotiated and emergent’ (Marshall and Rollinson 2004: S81),
rather than a stable resource that actors possess. Their findings thus suggest
that ‘expert power” should be reframed as ‘expertise-as-power’ that is enacted,
challenged and legitimated in day-to-day encounters, where different power/
knowledge claims interact and intersect. Through this form of analysis,
Marshall and Rollinson (2004) are able to shed light on the ways in which the
‘politics of interpretation’ (Weick 1995) give rise to conflict and shape actors’
daily communication practices.

These insights into the nature of group conflict (and consensual relations
for that matter) as being emergent in the negotiation of meaning between dif-
ferent power/knowledge claims have since been supported by further studies
in online communities (Ferguson and Taminiau 2014), CoPs (Heizmann
2012; Mork et al. 2010), multidisciplinary teams (Oborn and Dawson 2010)
and networks of practice and/or innovation (Heizmann 2011; Omrod et al.
2007; Swan et al. 2005). Contrary to the idealist KM rhetoric surrounding
these types of groups, these studies highlight conflict and tensions as an inher-
ent feature of the dynamics of continuity and discontinuity in various domains
of practice. (Lave and Wenger 1991).

Meso-level studies of cross-boundary relations have added to this layer of
understanding, not only by examining conflict on a wider scale but also by
showing how groups may not be presupposed but are rather constituted,
maintained and/or transformed via the discursive practices of their members
(Contu 2013; Gherardi 2006; Gherardi and Nicolini 2002; Heizmann 2011).
Practice-based studies on knowledge and learning (see Feldman and Orlikowski
2011; Gherardi 2000, 2006; Nicolini 2013), in particular, promote a rela-
tional ontology that links power to the constitution of differences and depen-
dencies within and across practices (Contu 2013; Osterlund and Carlile 2005),
as well as to the constitution of practitioners” subjectivity (Contu 2013; Fox
2000; Handley et al. 2006; Heizmann 2011). As Contu (2013: 293) argues,

what becomes intelligible, such as social relations and the specific identities of
the subjects participating in it (e.g. expert/learner, technical/creative professional,
manager/worker), are the results of a sedimented yet continuous hegemonic
struggle. This is defined as the never-ending process of articulating and main-
taining distinctions (the specific differences between ‘this’ rather than ‘that).

Seen from this perspective, the mutual co-constitution of practices and mean-
ings (or discourses, rather) takes centre stage, thereby offering researchers a
route to gaining a more relational and emergent understanding of power
dynamics in cross-boundary relations.
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The Power of the System

The three layers of power discussed so far shed light on the ways in which KM
and knowledge practices contribute to particular knowledge cultures or
organisational ‘regimes of knowing’ (Carter and Scarbrough 2001), which
can be seen both through the lens of organisational change and organisational
continuity (see Fig. 8.1). However, these dimensions are insufficient in
explaining why particular KM practices and programmes may be constructed
as failures or successes and, more importantly, how such outcomes are tied to
disciplinary techniques at a deeper systemic level that constitute the conditions
for both agency and subjectivity.

We must not ignore the power embedded deep within the organizational syszem
that everyone takes for granted. This power is often beyond the reach of tamper-
ing by organizational members. It lies in the unconscious acceptance of the
values, traditions, cultures and structures of a given institution and it captures
all organizational members in its web. [...] This power is the backdrop against
which all organizational actions and decisions take place. (Hardy 1996: S8/9)

Post-structuralist perspectives (see also, ‘the dialogic discourse in KM’,
Schultze and Stabell 2004) have been particularly significant in shedding light
on the deeper systemic dimension of power, that is, the power in which ‘every-
one is caught’, the privileged as much as the marginalised (Foucault 1980:
156). This form of power is not tied to particular agencies or relations of
domination (e.g., the power of top management) but, rather, ought to be seen
as a series ‘network’ effects (Foucault 1977: 26) that empower or disempower
agency at the episodic level (Clegg 1989). These network effects are produced
through an assemblage of disciplinary techniques and technologies that seek
to stabilise and ‘fix’ particular power/knowledge relations (Clegg et al. 2006;
Fox 2000; Townley 1993). Seen from this perspective, power is not restrictive
and prohibitory but productive, that is, it generates and enables particular
agencies and forms of identification. Ultimately, it is through the individual’s
subjugation (Knights and Willmot 1989) to such forms of agency and iden-
tity that the ‘disciplinary’ effects of power arise.

Empirical analyses of system power—the deepest layer of power—remain
rare in KM literature, though a number of notable exceptions exist (Bergstrom
et al. 2009; Carter and Scarbrough 2001; Clegg and Ray 2003; Garrick and
Clegg 2001; Heizmann and Fox 2017; Mork et al. 2008). At the organisa-
tional level, studies have sought to expose the discursive regimes that charac-
terise specific institutions and the ways in which these are held in place by
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disciplinary techniques and technologies (Carter and Scarbrough 2001;
Heizmann and Fox 2017). For instance, Carter and Scarbrough’s (2001)
study of a regional electrical company illustrates how the firm shifted, within
the space of six years, from a ‘regime of knowing’ that prioritised engineering
concerns to a managerialist regime of knowing that constructed company suc-
cess through customer satisfaction. Importantly, the company’s KM pro-
gramme played a pivotal role in shifting the firm’s power relations by codifying
and thus ‘demystifying’ the work of professional engineers. This also high-
lights how systemic power is deeply interwoven with the power of meaning:
Along with a series of disciplinary techniques that accompanied the firm’s KM
implementation (e.g., a rule-based engineering initiative, greater visibility of
customer satisfaction ratings), the ‘truth claims’ around what constituted
company success shifted. This leads Carter and Scarbrough (2001: 218) to

conclude:

The very demonstration of the far reaching effects of the [KM] initiative high-
light the absurdity of treating Knowledge Management as an initiative that is in
some way neutral or apolitical. Instead, it demonstrates that power is at the heart
of KM [emphasis added], in this case enabling the destruction and replacement
of one entrenched regime of knowledge by another.

Building on an understanding of the systemic layer of power, another strand
of the literature has shed light on the disciplinary effects of KM at the agency
level (Bergstrom et al. 2009; Fischer et al. 2016; Garrick and Clegg 2000,
2001; Harman 2011; Heizmann and Fox 2017; Kirreman and Alvesson
2004). This body of literature has drawn attention to what may be considered
the ‘dark’ side of KM: in other words, the ways in which KM practices colo-
nise knowledge workers’ ‘imaginary realm’ by exercising a form of socio-
ideological control that regulates identities, beliefs, emotions and social
relations—thus being complicit in the construction of an ‘iron cage’ of sub-
jectivity (Kdrreman and Alvesson 2004). Garrick and Clegg (2000) go as far
as identifying a gothic narrative in KM: Organisations, akin to a count
Dracula, deploy a values-based rhetoric and disciplinary techniques to ‘seduce’
their members to become sharing and collaborative agents; only, in this sce-
nario, once the precious resource is offered, employees become subjected to
stricter performance regimes, or worse, face the threat of redundancy. From
such a critical standpoint, KM may in fact be seen to act as a vehicle of ‘soft
power’ (Courpasson 2000) that coopts employees’ participation in the KM
agenda to further managerial interests.
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Empirical lllustration

In the following, the mechanisms by which the four levels of power operate
are further illustrated by drawing on an empirical case. The data are drawn
from an in-depth year-long qualitative study at InsuCo Australia, an insur-
ance firm that forms part of a large multinational insurance corporation with
more than 10,000 staff worldwide. The study included observations, docu-
ment analysis and semi-structured interviews with 30 InsuCo staff (HR pro-
fessionals, line managers, senior managers) during the early stages of transition
to a shared services model. This transition was facilitated by a number of KM
initiatives, including mapping of domain knowledge, corporate promotion of
CoDPs, and a series of learning and development programmes. The detailed
methodology and findings of this study are documented elsewhere (Heizmann
2011, 2012; Heizmann and Fox 2017).

A central component of InsuCo Australia’s organisational change process
was a shift in the way the human resources (HR) function operated in relation
to line managers, that is, from a traditional (back-office) personnel function
to a centralised ‘Centre of Excellence’ which invited line managers to collabo-
rate more closely with their ‘HR partners’. This involved changes to the work
design of line managers, who were now expected to deal with HR ‘people
issues’ directly, in consultation with and supported by their HR business part-
ner. This repositioning of the HR function, framed as a shift to a HR Business
Partnership model (Ulrich 1997), constituted an effort to promote more
effective knowledge-sharing and generation (1) within the HR function (i.e.,
across the different specialist communities), and (2) between the HR and line
management communities of practice. Drawing on the previous theorisation
(see Fig. 8.1), the role of power in this KM change process could be examined
as follows.

A Resource-Based View

While HR professionals were seeking to change their collaboration with line
managers and the way line managers worked, they could be seen to hold lim-
ited resources to enable this change. As ‘business partners’, they did not ‘wield’
positional authority over line managers (legitimate power) and were thus vir-
tually powerless in their ability to reward and/or punish line managers for
failure to comply with the changes to their work roles (reward and coercive
power). HR managers thus described their position as a more ‘contemporary’
framing of their previous role that required increased ‘influencing skills’. In
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order to collaborate and share knowledge with line managers, HR managers
were effectively reliant on their ability to build trust and respect (referent
power) and have their knowledge accepted as a valuable resource by line man-
agers (expert power). However, while some HR practitioners were able to
build positive knowledge-sharing relationships with their clients, the majority
found that relationships were strained and characterised by significant power
imbalances. From a resource-based perspective, this could be understood in
the context of the HR function’s lack of power ‘over’ financial resources, a
challenge that is common to HR functions and other shared service func-
tions. As one of the participants of the study noted, we don’t have ... we don’t
bring in money and thats a big thing in this organisation. That’s across all organ-
isations ... we’re a cost. That always makes a big difference. (HR Business Partner)
An important implication of this power dynamic was a marked scepticism,
lack of prioritisation and/or resistance of line managers towards KM initia-

tives that were led by the HRM function (Sheehan et al. 2014).

A Process-Based View

KM played an integral part in InsuCo’s shift to a shared services model, with
KM initiatives ranging from I'T-based solutions designed to map and store
knowledge of the various service functions to people-centred solutions that
were designed to promote specific corporate values and community-based
learning. However, a closer examination showed that people-centred solutions
that attracted institutional funding were limited to staff that either held man-
agement positions at the time or had been pre-identified in talent manage-
ment processes as ‘emerging leaders’ and/or ‘high potentials’. This strategy was
based on implicit assumptions that changes to the organisation’s culture could
be achieved most efficiently by developing the values and beliefs of an ‘elite’
group of staff, whose behaviour would then create a ‘trickle down’ effect. The
development of leadership CoDPs, for instance, was seen as a means to promote
a particular set of ‘core behaviours’, consistent with Alvesson’s conceptualisa-
tion of KM as a form of normative control (Alvesson and Kirreman 2001).
However, from a process-based perspective, InsuCo’s leadership CoPs had
important power implications. Not only did they carry expectations for spe-
cific forms of performativity, they were also established as relatively ‘exclusive’
clubs in which important organisational decisions were pre-empted without
other groups of staff being able to partake in the discussions. In this way, CoPs
played a role in reinforcing managerial power and interests while excluding
other voices within the organisation and minimising open conflict and debate.
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A Discursive View

The ‘power of meaning played an important role in various conflicts that
surfaced as part of the organisation’s change efforts, including both intra-
functional (Heizmann 2011, 2012) and cross-functional conflicts (Heizmann
and Fox 2017; Heizmann and Olsson 2015). In particular, this lens adds
another layer of understanding to the previously described difficulties of HR
managers to change the nature of their collaboration with line managers and
establish themselves as ‘HR business partners’ (Ulrich 1997). Rather than
simply being an issue of unevenly balanced ‘resource power’ between HR and
line managers, this relationship was also characterised by struggles over ‘truth’,
where both parties sought to legitimise their own values and beliefs in order
to achieve specific outcomes. This ‘legitimation project’ (Heizmann and Fox
2017) did not only shape the talk of HR managers in their social interactions
with line managers (e.g., “You want to put it in their language if you can. So
if you're trying to sell an idea, you sell it through the business impact for
example’ (HR manager)); it also became manifest in the way textual and other
physical objects and arrangements (e.g., HR strategy documents, develop-
ment plans, workshop facilities) were designed to promote particular ‘power/
knowledge’ claims around ‘appropriate’ line management performance. A
particularly potent example was the HRM function’s implementation of an
organisational culture survey that measured how effective specific units were
in terms of their knowledge-sharing and communication behaviours. The sur-
vey was imbued with meanings about effective team leadership (in line with
the KM agenda), which were disseminated throughout the organisation as
part of the implementation. While contributing to gradual changes in line
managers’ behaviours, this also created a new set of power relations, since line
managers became increasingly dependent on the HRM function’s support in
their efforts to develop more effective communication and knowledge-sharing
practices in their teams (Heizmann and Fox 2017).

A Systemic View

While the previous sections highlighted how KM may mobilise organisational
change through the power of resources, processes and discourses, KM can also
be examined as a set of disciplinary techniques that help institutionalise and
hold in place particular power relations, thereby reinforcing the ‘power of the
system’. Indeed, InsuCo’s KM practices had inscribed taken-for-granted ‘val-
ues, traditions, cultures and structures’ (Hardy 1996: S8) that had long been
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part of the organisation’s ‘conditions of knowing’ (Blackler 1995), determin-
ing what ‘counted’ as knowledge and appropriate performance and under
what conditions. For instance, the previously discussed organisational culture
survey was not only a tool designed to change leadership behaviours in ways
that fostered specific forms of communication among staff, it was also a sur-
veillance device that rendered publicly visible line managers’ performance as
team leaders and their ‘deficits’ in building and retaining an engaged work-
force. This was more effective than previous attempts in changing leadership
discourse at InsuCo, as it was presented in ways that were consistent with
InsuCo’s prevailing ‘bottom-line first’ discourse. Thus, while KM practices at
InsuCo derived their apparent success from being aligned with a discourse
that prioritised financial results, they also reinforced InsuCo’s prevailing
power of the system. This rendered ‘powerless’ alternative ways of constituting
the organisation’s knowledge culture, including, for instance, an appreciation
for organically developing knowledge communities and informal knowledge-
sharing mechanisms. As summed up by one staff member: “They’re not inter-
ested in people’s stories as much as they are in numbers, bottom line.’

Conclusions and Implications
Synthesis

This chapter has, so far, highlighted that issues of power and conflict are
intrinsic to KM research and practice, even though they have only recently
begun to attract greater levels of attention. The four layers of power discussed
in this chapter allow for a richer and more nuanced understanding of the
topic by providing a set of different meta-theoretical lenses. Specifically, the
framework offers insight into how: (1) power resources (including knowledge
and expertise) are distributed unevenly in organisations and therefore afford
actors differing levels of influence over others; (2) KM processes play a role in
privileging, marginalising and/or excluding particular interests and forms of
knowledge, thereby shaping organisational outcomes and decisions; (3) day-
to-day power/knowledge claims as well as broader KM programmes enact
deeper discursive structures that (de-)legitimate meanings and shape the nature
of the organisation’s knowledge culture; and (4) institutional and sociocul-
tural systemns incorporate disciplinary techniques that seek to stabilise and fix
power relations, thereby creating particular conditions of knowing and being
in the world.
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Much as in wider organisational literature (see Hardy and Clegg 2000), the
first layer of power has received more attention than the deeper levels of power
in KM research. Conflict is here seen, essentially, as a dysfunction that ought
to be eradicated for organisational learning and KM to function effectively
(Easterby-Smith and Araujo 1999). Deep-rooted in the neo-functionalist
paradigm, this body of research is concerned primarily with questions of cor-
porate performativity (Schultze and Stabell 2004). The lens of process power
adds another dimension to this perspective by recognising that conflict may
be prevented from coming to the surface through specific processes that
restrict and extend access to decision-making. However, if similarly allied
with the neo-functionalist paradigm, this perspective upholds the assumption
that conflict detracts from the effective functioning of the organisation, and
so concludes that KM practices must play a role in preventing conflict before
it arises. It is only through bringing in the third layer of meaning power and
its recognition of dissensus as an immanent feature of organisational life, that
the notion of conflict as an organisational ‘problem’ begins to weaken. Conflict
between different interests, particularly if brought to the surface as ‘produc-
tive differences’, may now be seen as the co-producer of creativity, change and
integral to the co-creation of shared social worlds (Gergen et al. 2004).
Moreover, what constitutes ‘effective’ and ‘legitimate’ KM practice is then not
a question of essentialism but contingent on prevailing discourses that deter-
mine how power/knowledge is enacted and accepted in situ. The fourth layer
of power, finally, situates these questions within a broader institutional and
sociopolitical context, highlighting how conflict-laden relations are not only
embedded in ‘battles for truth’ (Foucault 1980) but also held in place and
stabilised through an interplay of ‘disciplinary techniques’ (Foucault 1977)
and ‘technologies of the self” (Foucault 1988). This systemic layer also invari-
ably raises questions of ethics in relation to KM. Indeed, a more ethically
reflexive and power-sensitive form of social science would suggest that the
suppression of conflict suppresses freedom and diversity (Flyvbjerg 2001),
and that such restriction hinders the development of greater levels of trust and
mutual understanding (Raelin 2012).

Implications for Research and Practice

While there is value in recognising and considering all four layers of power,
this may not always be possible, or indeed constructive, in a single research
endeavour (Schultze and Stabell 2004: 568). Theoretically, the four layers of

power have originated in the context of specific epistemological and ontological
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assumptions, many of which are not readily compatible. For instance, as
Contu (2013: 290) argues, practice-based theorising is ‘ill at ease’ with view-
ing power ‘as the ability to mobilise a resource’. Indeed, practice theory’s rela-
tional ontology is so distinct that efforts to align the two perspectives may
quickly run the risk of corrupting one or the other. Similarly, post-structuralist
discourse studies and critical realist studies have much to offer in the realm of
meaning power, but their underlying tenets are substantially different and,
consequently, they will yield different analyses and results. However, these
challenges do not and should not preclude dialogue across the research para-
digms. Researchers and practitioners may become aware of the limitations
and blind spots of one paradigm by engaging critically and (self-)reflexively
with the other. For instance, neo-functionalist KM research may benefit from
considering the ‘disciplinary’ effects of KM tools on knowledge workers
(Schultze and Stabell 2004: 568) and their long-term implications on issues
such as employee well-being, creativity and organisational cohesion. Similarly,
dialogic (post-structuralist) KM research can expand critiques of existing
frameworks and understandings of corporate performativity by exposing
counter-perspectives that have been overshadowed by dominant discourses
and that may generate new possibilities for practice.

The earlier discussion in this chapter has suggested that the deeper levels of
power require greater attention in KM research, arguably because critical and
dialogic perspectives continue to be underrepresented in KM (Schultze and
Stabell 2004). However, it has also highlighted areas where advances have
been made. Building on these insights, two more specific directions for future
research and practice emerge.

The first is to consider more explicitly and in a wider range of contexts the
mechanics of KM as a form of normative (technocratic and socio-ideological)
control (Alvesson and Kirreman 2001, 2004). KM incorporates a set of
techniques and tools that can be seen to have ‘disciplinary’ effects, though it
remains less clear how these techniques operate on the individual. More
recently, some authors have thus suggested attending not only to the ‘tech-
nologies of power [...] as the ways individuals turn into subjects’ but also to
the ‘technologies of self as the ways people turn themselves into subjects’
(Harman 2011: 277). This form of analysis must, crucially, consider individu-
als’ embodiment of specific discourses, that is, how subjects actively constitute
themselves in ways that are deeply invested in specific subject positions,
including a wide palette of emotional rewards and costs (Contu 2013). The
latter affective dimension, in particular, warrants future research, as emotions
are still too often considered solely as individual feelings, rather than as inter-
subjective and social phenomena that interact with power relations, and
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thereby shape organisational learning dynamics (Thompson and Willmot
2016; Vince 2001, 2004; Vince and Gabriel 2011). Such future research may
also include greater attention to more self-reflexive forms of agency that may
challenge and/or alter existing discursive regimes. As Fischer et al. (2016:
1565) note, ‘might [not] more agentic subject positions develop, potentially
shaping and mobilizing less dominant modes of knowledge?” The latter point
raises central questions for KM’s emancipatory potential: Might not the cul-
tivation of critical reflexivity (Cunliffe 2004, 2009) and collaborative, dialogic
agency (Raelin 2011, 2013, 2016) allow for more emancipatory forms of
understanding? And might not such shifts lead practitioners to question their
existing assumptions about ‘normal’ practice and act in ways that are more
responsive to the perspectives raised at power/knowledge boundaries, poten-
tially leading to new forms of knowledge and greater organisational
cohesion?

Second, and related to the above, we need to consider more carefully the
premises and rationalities under which KM operates in institutions and the
consequences that this entails for the flourishing of open, inclusive and demo-
cratic knowledge cultures (Coopey 1995; Coopey and Burgoyne 2000). Here,
questions of ethical and practical wisdom (phronesis), often downplayed or
sidelined in KM literature, come to the fore (Flyvbjerg 2001: 131):

(1) Where are we going?

(2) Who gains and who loses, and by which mechanisms of power?
(3) Is this development desirable?

(4) What, if anything, should we do about it?

The above questions are relevant for KM researchers and practitioners alike.
They call, essentially, for a consideration of ethics-in-practice (Clegg et al. 2007;
Gordon et al. 2009), that is, greater attention to the ways in which power rela-
tions, ethics and discursive practice are mutually co-constituted (Gordon et al.
2009: 94) within and through the practice of KM. Here, the interplay between
the third and fourth layer of power (meaning and system power), embedded
and enacted in practice, is at the heart of the analysis (Hardy and Phillips
2004). Researchers and practitioners must consider how ‘ethics are at stake in
day-to-day practices [...] in the learned and routine ways of doing things' (empha-
sis added), as well as in the ‘tensions that a new language of change introduces’
(Gordon et al. 2009: 94). Tying this form of analysis to the study of KM will
likely offer a deeper understanding of the ways in which KM change induces
conflict; yet, importantly, it will also illuminate the role that KM plays in
reproducing past patterns and rationalities, enacted through organisational
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members’ discursive practices, and show how these enactments may become
contested and transformed via alternative truth claims that challenge the exist-
ing apparatus of power.
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Knowledge Measurement:
From Intellectual Capital Valuation
to Individual Knowledge Assessment

Mohamed A. F. Ragab and Amr Arisha

Introduction

A key requisite for success in the current knowledge economy lies in the abil-
ity of organisations to recognise the economic value of intangibles, particu-
larly knowledge assets. Measuring what is organisationally valuable and
strategically powerful has always been a key business practice that is strongly
encouraged in management discourse (Stewart 1998). As popularised by the
adage ‘if you can’t measure it, you can’t manage it’, the ability to manage any
organisational dimension becomes increasingly challenging if not coupled
with the capacity to measure what is being managed. Knowledge measure-
ment supports effective knowledge management (KM) by helping managers
identify knowledge assets which maybe hidden, unutilised or underdevel-
oped, despite being the firm’s fundamental source of competitive advantage
(Edvinsson and Malone 1997). Measurement models also enable the evalua-
tion of the impact of KM initiatives and the justification of the massive expen-
diture associated with KM projects and systems (Khalifa et al. 2008). They
empower managers in the proper governance of the organisation’s value cre-
ation dynamics and alignment of strategic plans with available human capital
(Carlucci and Schiuma 2006; Spender 2006). Furthermore, the widening
gaps between companies’ market and book values—the former often multi-
ples of the latter—has led to the view that corporate valuation would only be
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truly reflective if knowledge assets are valuated along with tangible ones
(Skyrme 2003). To this end, a wide range of measurement models have been
proposed in the KM literature.

This chapter provides a comprehensive overview of frameworks developed
to overcome the measurement challenge in KM. Following the definition of
the related concept of intellectual capital, different types of organisational
measurement models are critically reviewed. The chapter then focuses on the
novel area of individual knowledge assessment, along with the managerial
drivers behind it, and argues that it should be regarded as a vital business pro-
cess to support KM strategy and mitigate the risk of knowledge loss. The final
section then presents a practitioners’ view of individual knowledge assessment
and its underlying elements through the findings of a recent study conducted
by the authors.

Knowledge Measurement Models

Knowledge measurement is one of—if not the—most difficult of KM activities,
due to the complex and intangible nature of knowledge. Organisational knowl-
edge measurement is often addressed through the related concept of intellectual
capital (IC), which is defined as the compilation of organisational knowledge
assets that drive organisational performance (Schiuma et al. 2008). It has also
been described as the ‘stocks’” of knowledge held by the organisation at any given
time and used for value creation (Bontis 1999). Three main approaches are
adopted to assess organisational knowledge, or IC, each focusing on different
facets of the firm: a financial approach, a scorecard approach and a performance-
based approach. They are discussed in the following sections.

The Financial Approach
Models adopting this approach rely on financial models to calculate a mone-

tary value for IC using data from corporate financial statements. The follow-
ing are the most prevalent methods.

Tobin’s Q

Tobins Quotient (Tobin 1969) is a tool to evaluate investment decisions pro-
p
posed by economist James Tobin. It measures the market-to-book ratio of a
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company through the valuation of physical assets using their replacement cost
rather than their book values. Tobin’s theory postulates that a Q higher than one
and higher than that of competitors indicates that the company owns higher IC,
with which it can outperform its rivals creating an ‘intangible advantage’. The
weakness of this method, however, is that it correlates IC to stock prices, which
rise and fall due to numerous other factors than the value of knowledge assets.

Economic Value Added (EVA)

EVA is a financial measure originally introduced as an indicator of share-
holder value, which involves applying more than 160 adjustments to the tra-
ditional balance sheet to account for intangible assets (Stern et al. 1995). The
EVA value is then calculated by deducting the cost of capital from operating
profit. It is, therefore, not considered as a direct measure of IC but rather an

indicator which suggests that a rise in EVA implies the efficient management
of IC.

Human Resource Accounting (HRA)

HRA is developed with the aim of using financial data to quantify the eco-
nomic value of people as ‘human assets’ through three types of models: cosz
models, market models and income models (Hermanson 1964). Cost models
value human assets as the cost of their acquisition (their recruitment and
training cost), or alternatively the discounted value of employee compensa-
tion. Market models, on the other hand, equate human value with the cost of
buying an individual’s services from the market, for example via consultancy.
In income models, human asset value is quantified as the present value of the
revenues an employee is projected to generate for the organisation during
their tenure. Although HRA provides useful indicators, it relies too heavily on
debatable assumptions.

Value Creation Intellectual Coefficient (VAIC)

VAIC is a value-added and IC evaluation method developed by Pulic (2000).
Its objective is to measure the efficiency of financial and intellectual capital
management in generating value for the firm. It is computed using the follow-
ing series of formulae:
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Value Added (VA) = QOutputs (revenues) — Inputs
Capital Employed Efficiency (CEE) =VA/CE,
where CE is financial capital.
Human Capital Efficiency (HCE) =HC/CE,where HC is
the total labour cost.
Structural Capital (SC)=SC=VA-HC
Structural Capital Efficiency (SCE)=SC/CE
Value Creation Intellectual Coefficient (VAIC) =CEE +HCE + SCE

It is noted, however, that VAIC is limited to providing an overview of IC
and broadly identifying areas where value creation is deficient. As Pulic recom-
mends, it should be used in conjunction with a more detailed assessment tool.

The Scorecard Approach

The second approach divides IC into different elements and uses a scorecard to
evaluate each of them individually. IC is typically broken down into human capi-
tal (HC), structural capital (SC) and relational capital (RC), a classification pro-
posed by Stewart (1998). HC includes the combined knowledge, skills and
experience of individuals and their motivation to share and use these attributes
with the firm to create value (Baron 2011; Carson et al. 2004). It is hence not
owned by the organisation. SC, on the other hand, is possessed by the firm and
includes its business infrastructure such as physical resources, information sys-
tems and organisational processes. RC (also referred to as customer capital) refers
to the company’s network of external relationships with stakeholders, such as
suppliers and customers, used to drive its business activity. Following classifica-
tion, scorecard models use quantitative indicators to measure each IC component
using both financial and non-financial metrics. Some models then aggregate all
measures into a single number using such methods as averages, weighted averages
or financial valuations. The following are the key models adopting this approach.

Skandia Navigator

The Skandia Navigator is one of the most prominent attempts to measure IC
developed by Skandia AFS, a Swedish insurance company (Edvinsson and
Malone 1997). Skandia developed 112 metrics that cover five foci, where each
focus relates to a component of IC in addition to a financial focus, and was the
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first company to publish an IC supplement to its annual report (see Appendix).
Following rigorous collection of metric data, consolidation is achieved in this
model by combining all financial indicators into a single monetary value C,
and converting all the remaining metrics into ratios then aggregating them
into an efficiency indicator /. The financial value of IC is computed as / mul-
tiplied by C. Since the Navigator was designed specifically for one company,
some authors find that it uses metrics that are tailored to fit the insurance
industry in particular and thus could not be generalised (Bontis 2001).

IC Index

The IC index aims to provide a complete assessment of IC in a single number
(Roos et al. 1998). The process starts with identification of organisational key
success factors (KSF) in light of the firm’s mission and vision. KSFs are then
used by management to develop company-specific IC indicators, where each
indicator must take the form of a dimensionless number to enable aggrega-
tion. Finally, indicators are assigned weights to reflect their relative importance
and their values are combined using the weighted average method into a single
figure, the /C index. According to the model’s creators, changes in the value of
the resultant index should follow the same pattern as that of the company’s
market value. Lack of correlation between market value and IC index would
be taken as a sign that indicators and weights have not been properly set. Roos
at al. emphasise that selection and weighing of indicators must be based on the
organisation’s strategy, characteristics and market conditions. Although the
flexibility of this method allows it to be implemented in a wide range of organ-
isations, the lack of standardised measures does not allow companies to bench-
mark their IC indices because each index is based on a unique set of criteria.

Technology Broker (IC Audit)

The Technology Broker provides a methodology for conducting an in-depth
audit of organisational IC (Brooking 1996). The audit begins with a survey to
assess four IC dimensions: market assets, human-centred assets, intellectual prop-
erty assets and infrastructure assets. A variety of data collection tools are
employed within the audit, including interviews, questionnaires and market
research, in addition to numerical and financial data analysis. Based on the
audit, each aspect is compared with the optimal state and is given an index
score from one to five, five being the optimum value. Results are then repre-
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sented visually on a concentric pie chart to depict the score, importance and
trend of each dimension. The final step is the financial valuation of IC for

which the audit relies on HRA models.

Intangible Asset Monitor (IAM)

The IAM is a framework that offers a tool for internal measurement intended
for providing management with information about IC for strategic decision-
making (Sveiby 1997). It is not aimed at the external presentation of the
company’s IC to its stakeholders. The model divides IC into three compo-
nents—internal structure, external structure and human competence—and pro-
poses indices to measure each component from three different perspectives:
growth/renewal, efficiency and stability. The output shows the organisation’s
strengths and weaknesses and is displayed in a tabular format. Although IAM
is an effective internal reporting tool, it does not provide any quantitative
figures, which can be considered as a drawback.

IC Rating

The IC Rating is based on the Skandia Navigator, but adds ‘Business Recipe’ to
the three classic components of IC to reflect the company’s strategy and sur-
rounding environment (Jacobsen et al. 2005). Similar to the IAM, IC is
assessed from the perspectives of Effectiveness, Risk and Renewal by evaluating
more than 200 parameters through in-depth interviews with the organisation’s
internal and external stakeholders. Results are documented using a letter grad-
ing system where ‘AAA’ is the best grade and ‘D’ is the worst. They are pre-
sented to executive and operational members in a format that encompasses the
information needed by each level. There are no further steps in this method;
parameter ratings are not consolidated and no dollar value for IC is computed.
Since the same questions are used in all organisations, the IC Rating is consid-
ered relatively generic. However, it makes it less adaptable to specific organisa-
tions’ conditions when alterations to the questions are required.

The Value Chain Scoreboard

The Value Chain Scoreboard (also known as Value Chain Blueprint) was devel-
oped to provide management and shareholders with relevant information
about the company’s value chain (i.e., business model) in order to make better
strategic decisions (Lev 2001). The chain is conceptualised as a three-phase
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Table 9.1 The value chain scoreboard

Discovery and Learning

Implementation

Commercialisation

1. Internal renewal

Research and Development

Workforce training and
development
Organisational capital,
processes

2. Acquired capabilities
Technology purchase
Spillover utilisation
Capital expenditures

3. Networking

Research and development
alliances and joint ventures

Supplier/customer
integration
Communities of practice

4. Intellectual property
Patents, trademarks
and copyright
Licensing agreements
Coded know-how

5. Technological
feasibility
Clinical tests, food and
drug administration
Beta tests, working
pilots
First mover

6. Internet
Threshold traffic
Online purchase
Major internet
alliances

7. Customers

Marketing alliances
Brand values
Customer churn and
value

Online sales

. Performance

Revenues, earnings and
market share
Innovation revenues
Patent and know-how
royalties
Intangible-based
earnings

. Growth prospect

Product pipeline dates
Expected efficiency
savings

Planned initiatives
Expected breakeven

and cash burn rate

process of innovation which begins with discovery and learning, followed by
implementation, and ending in commercialisation of new products and ser-
vices. The model suggests three categories of indicators for each of the three
phases of the innovation value chain, as shown in Table 9.1. According to Lev,
scoreboard indicators should be (1) quantitative, (2) standardised to allow
inter-firm comparison and (3) their validity should be confirmed by empirical
evidence, such as statistical correlation between the indicators and corporate
market value. Among the strengths of this framework are its clarity, focus on
innovation and effort to link intangible value to financial value. Its structure,
however, may not be applicable to all types of organisations.

Intellectual Capital Statements

The Intellectual Capital Statements framework is designed by Mouritsen et al.
(2001) and his team to support the Agency for Trade and Industry in IC mea-
surement of Danish firms. It does not divide IC into components but rather
adopts a holistic view of organisational knowledge. Furthermore, unlike other
efforts, it actempts to prescribe an agenda of corrective action to management.
They propose the use of knowledge narratives, which they define as ‘a plot
about a certain phenomenon that shows the sequence of a set of events,
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dramatises the linkage between them, and points out the good things and the
bad elements that have to be avoided to make the point of the narrative suc-
ceed’ (Mouritsen et al. 2002). Narratives are a textual description of the firm’s
KM strategy based on its objectives and available resources. They are used to
define a list of associated management challenges which the firm would have
to overcome to be able to achieve the purpose of the narrative. The progress of
putting knowledge narratives into action is monitored through a set of indica-
tors referred to as the Intellectual Capital Accounting System. The complete IC
statement takes the form of a combination of narratives, indicators and
sketches that visualise the relationship between them. By using descriptive
accounts, IC statements add an interesting qualitative and goal-orientated
aspect to IC measurement; however, narratives risk being biased toward the
view of those who write them.

Human Capital Hierarchy of Measures (HCHM)

The HCHM is based on an HC case study conducted by the Civil Aviation
Authority (CAA) in the UK (Dilys 2009). CAA adopted a definition of HC
measurement as ‘measuring the value created by our people, policies, and
practices’ and created an HC measurement framework to address these three
aspects. The resulting measures were arranged in hierarchal form based on
four perspectives of HC: workforce data (e.g., headcount), operational data
(e.g., cost per hire), outcome measures (e.g., Turnover rate) and performance

measures, which focus on the link between data and strategic performance
(Dilys 2009).

Human Capital Monitor (HCM)

The HCM model is introduced as a means of recognising the vital ‘contribu-
tion of people to value creation’ (Mayo 2001). It is based on the following
equations:

Human Asset Worth + People Motivation and Commitment
=People Contribution to Added Value
Human Asset Worth
= Employment Costs (EC)x Individual Asset Multiplier / 1000
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EC is the sum of base salary, value of benefits and employer taxes. The
individual asset multiplier is a weighted average assessment of an employee’s
capability, potential, contribution and values alignment. Five factors are
assessed through a mix of metrics and surveys to measure motivation and
commitment: leadership effectiveness, practical support, nature of the workgroup,
culture of learning and development and systems for rewards and recognition.
Contribution to added value is measured though a set of financial and non-
financial metrics.

The Performance Approach

Although numerous models attempt to measure organisational knowledge, a
number of authors believe that knowledge cannot be measured due to its
complex and intangible nature. Instead, they attempt to measure the effects of
knowledge which are, in most cases, more palpable than knowledge itself.
There is a widely discussed correlation linking knowledge and its management
to enhanced performance. However, such link is rarely quantified, which
makes it difficult for managers to acknowledge the real contribution of KM to
their companies (Wu and Chen 2014). Accordingly, the third measurement
approach focuses on evaluating the impact of knowledge and KM on organ-
isational performance.

Models of this type measure the performance of KM processes or that of
their outcomes (Goldoni and Oliveira 2010). Process performance measures
adopt leading indicators which monitor the performance of KM in real time
and allow management to make corrective interventions as KM projects are
being executed. Examples of process metrics include statistics on the usage of
electronic knowledge management systems. Although such measures are
useful in providing information about the engagement of employees with KM
initiatives, they are more oriented towards information technology and are
not sufficient in establishing a clear link between KM and corporate perfor-
mance (Khalifa et al. 2008). Output measures, on the other hand, rely mainly
on retrospective indicators to demonstrate the results of KM initiatives after
their completion. Their premise is the comparison of performance before and
after KM implementation in order to examine its impact on firm perfor-
mance. An array of performance management (PM) methods are used to
assess post-knowledge-management performance. These include:

e Financial Performance Measures—Quantitative financial indicators such as
stock price, profitability or return on investment from data taken from
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financial statements and annual reports. For example, Petra and Annelies
(2012) used the financial data of 705 Belgian firms to demonstrate that
KM has an ‘indirect positive impact’ on financial performance that exceeds
the costs associated with KM in the long term.

*  Operational Performance Measures—Non-financial measures, such as reduc-
tions in cycle time or drop in number of complaints.

* Survey-Based Methods—Relying on qualitative opinion-based surveys. KM
performance is evaluated based on respondents’ views and perceptions of
the improvements KM has made to their organisations.

Knowledge Measures Classification

In light of the previous review, knowledge measures can be summarised in five
dimensions referred to as the Knowledge Assessment Pentagon (KAP) shown in
Fig. 9.1 (Ragab and Arisha 2017).

The KAP framework classifies metrics and indicators used to measure
knowledge using a fivefold taxonomy composed of:

1. Scope—Refers to the level of assessment. Measures could be developed to
assess knowledge at the national, organisational, or individual level.

- Individual
- Organisational

Fig. 9.1 Knowledge assessment pentagon measures classification
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2. Data Source—Data collected for knowledge measurement may be based
on concrete verifiable and factual evidence or alternatively can rely on
assessor’s judgement (Mitchell and Boyle 2010).

3. Measurement Unit—Units used for measurement can be in the form of
counts (quantities), monetary values or ratios. When measuring qualitative
factors, rating scales are used and scores are assigned by an assessor.

4. Genre—This dimension distinguishes between measures that assess a##ri-
butes, such as years of experience, and those that measure attitudes towards
a certain action or towards the organisation. A common example of the
latter is ratings of employee motivation and engagement in
knowledge-sharing.

5. Perspective—Perspectives denotes the time orientation of metric. They can
be prospective, retrospective or concurrent and so include:

* Background measures—Assess inputs that which empower the creation
and exploitation of knowledge. Example measures include education
levels and infrastructural resources. Such measures are based on the
assumption that there is a link between these factors and the knowledge
stocks of an individual, company or country (Malhotra 2003).

*  Process measures—Indirect indicators of knowledge flows resulting from
engagement in knowledge processes. They tend to capture dynamic
rather than static attributes, such as contribution and usage frequency
of knowledge bases, or rates of social interaction (Mitchell and Boyle
2010).

*  Output measures—Evaluate the end results of knowledge processes. The
assumption is that knowledge manifests itself in individuals or in
‘organisational knowledge items’, such as best-practice manuals and reg-
istered patents (Bolisani and Oltramari 2012).

* QOutcome measures—While KM outputs are the product of knowledge
processes, KM outcomes are measures of the impact of such outputs on
organisational performance. Typical measures that fall into this class are
increases in revenue or achievement of targets (Malhotra 2003).

Individual Knowledge Assessment

Review of previous studies indicates that knowledge measurement models
mostly adopt a holistic view of the firm and attempt to measure knowledge on
the firm level using the notion of IC. There is a tendency in KM research to
embrace an organisational view of knowledge, often overlooking its individ-
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ual roots. This has prompted recent studies to advocate the need for the inte-
gration of an individual perspective in KM research (Rechberg and Syed
2014). Accordingly, no significant efforts are directed towards evaluating indi-
viduals from a knowledge-based perspective. Existing individual knowledge
measures are only designed as part of a wider framework aimed to establish an
overall evaluation of IC, and so the focus is more on the organisation than on
the individual. The need for individual knowledge assessment grows from the
pivotal role played by individuals within the organisational knowledge envi-
ronment, a role that remains unaddressed by previous measurement models.

Drivers for Individual Knowledge Assessment

The knowledge-based view envisages the firm as an ever-changing system of
organisational knowledge production and application (Spender 1996). The
nature of this system is multifaceted and comprises complex interactions
between individual knowledge held in people’s minds and organisational
knowledge embedded in systems, culture and practices (Jakubik 2007). Within
this evolving intra-firm dynamic, individuals play a momentous role. Initially,
knowledge is created solely by individuals based on their unique abilities to add
meaning to information, identify patterns and draw conclusions from experi-
ences within different contexts. This knowledge, however, is mostly tacit and
non-transferable unless individuals actively and willingly engage in knowledge
codification and sharing. Only through the contribution of individuals in
explicating and transferring knowledge does knowledge become institution-
alised within the firm. Among individuals, knowledge-sharing occurs during
social interaction between employees which leverages best practices to avoid
reinventing the wheel (Connelly et al. 2014). When seeking to utilise knowl-
edge, organisations rely on the exclusive human ability to act upon prior knowl-
edge and facilitate its integration into decision-making to drive organisational
performance (Grant 1996). It could, therefore, be concluded that individual
employees are the common denominator in most aspects of an organisation’s
knowledge ecosystem and the most significant component of knowledge work.
Individuals are key actors in the development of IC due to their ability to cre-
ate, acquire and codify knowledge. They are the primary knowers of a firm’s
knowledge and the sole executors of fundamental knowledge processes within
the firm, namely creation, codification, sharing and application.

Deeming that individuals are at the centre of the firm’s knowledge system
suggests that one of the pillars of an effective KM strategy lies in the efhicient
management of individuals as knowledge resources. Individual knowledge
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assessment is an integral part of such strategy that empowers the firm to locate
knowledge assets, thereby improving its ability to protect its human capital. If
not addressed, the loss of knowledge causes severe disruption to KM and
could results in significant decline in productivity and profitability (Daghfous
et al. 2013). Mitigating the risk of knowledge loss ultimately begins through
a systematic method, which enables the recognition of knowledge holders
within the organisation. This empowers managers to take precautionary mea-
sures through the formulation of well-defined retention strategies. Assessment
outcomes also support managers in making decisions regarding the optimal
allocation of their human capital, or in other words puzting the right person in
the right place. Other benefits of knowledge assessment include discerning
individuals’ contributions to value creation, evaluation of the impact of KM
initiatives, formulation of knowledge-based training and development pro-
grammes, integration of knowledge dimensions into a company’s compensa-
tion and reward systems, and providing knowledge-based insights to support
recruitment, outsourcing and downsizing decisions (Fig. 9.2).

Current Practices of Individual Assessment

While individual knowledge assessment is hardly present in today’s organisa-
tions, individual assessment, on the other hand, is a highly prevalent practice.
To support recruitment and reward processes, assessment commonly takes the

Understand
Employee
Support Contribution
Managerial
Decisions

Enahnce
Reward

Systems

Minimise Individual
Knowledge Knowledge
Loss Assessment

Evaluate KM
Projects

Fig. 9.2 Drivers of individual knowledge assessment



214 M. A. F. Ragab and A. Arisha

form of performance appraisals and/or personality tests. A performance appraisal
is a periodic evaluation of an individual’s job performance using certain
criteria (Fletcher 1997). It involves the completion of standard forms by the
line manager, sometimes followed by one-to-one feedback meetings. Appraisal
criteria are mostly firm specific and have to be designed in a tailored fashion
to fit the characteristics of the job and the company. Individuals are evaluated
based on their competences and what they have accomplished over a certain
period of time. Comparably, personality testing has its roots in psychology
and is also widely used in human resources management (Torrington et al.
2011). Such tests are employed to identify the psychological traits of an indi-
vidual, often through self-administered questionnaires in order to evaluate
their potential suitability for a job (Lussier and Hendon 2012). Examples of
popular models applied in psychometric testing include the Big Five Personality
Test and the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator. Individual knowledge assessment dif-
fers from the previous two approaches in that it places the knowledge held by
employees at the core of the evaluation process. In simpler terms, perfor-
mance appraisal measures what they do and personality tests identify what they
are, while knowledge assessment focuses on what they know. The characteris-
tics of the three perspectives are contrasted in Table 9.2.

Exploratory Study: Practitioners’ View
on Individual Knowledge Indicators

The first step towards the assessment of individual knowledge entails the iden-
tification of its underpinning factors, which constitute the foundation of an
assessment model. A recent study conducted by the authors to serve this pur-

Table 9.2 Characteristics of individual knowledge assessment

Performance appraisal  Personality tests Knowledge assessment

Purposes Performance Recruitment, Identification,
Improvement, Team building allocation and
reward systems development of
knowledge resources
Focus Results-based Personality-based Knowledge-based
‘What One Does’ ‘What One Is’ ‘What One Knows’
Assessment Company specific Mostly standard Generic
Parameters tests or firm specific
Methodology Direct manager Self-administered May include both
evaluates employee questionnaire

according to
predefined criteria
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pose sought to explore indicators of individual knowledge from a practitio-
ners perspective. The aim of this study is to investigate the factors managers
incorporate when they evaluate individual knowledge and the main character-
istics associated with individuals who are considered knowledge holders. To
achieve this aim, interviews were held with a number of senior managers from
different industrial sectors. Through the findings of the study, managers iden-
tified four dimensions of individual knowledge, each influenced by few
important factors, as follows.

Learning

The notion of learning is identified as an overarching theme in individual
knowledge. Managers describe learning as being either formal or experiential,
referring to the sources of learning as ‘qualifications and experience’ or ‘learning
[from previous success and failure. Knowledge and learning are two strongly
linked concepts and are often regarded as two sides of the same coin. Learning
is commonly described as a knowledge acquisition process, while knowledge
is sometimes defined as the outcome of a learning process through experience
or study (Kogut and Zander 1996). In his renowned book, Michael Polanyi
(1967) states that knowledge is developed by ‘indwelling , which he describes
as the assimilation of knowledge by living through an experience. Nonaka
(1991) refers to this process as ‘internalisation’, which he describes as learning-
by-doing. Learning also takes place in structured study environments, such as
academic institutions and personal development courses. Therefore, experi-
ence, education and training were cited as the principal factors that contribute
to learning and, ultimately, individual knowledge. This explains why they are
frequently used as the main criteria for candidate selection in HR recruitment
processes.

Social Interactions

Socialisation within the workplace is viewed as a key driver of knowledge cre-
ation and sharing. According to social learning theory, learning is a social activ-
ity that emerges from interactions between individuals to achieve a shared
understanding of an idea or a concept (Wenger 1999). Consequently, knowl-
edge is constructed by individuals who participate in social processes and
assimilate their outcomes (Spender 2000). Participants assume the interchange-
able roles of knowledge-providers and knowledge-seekers through a dynamic
process that occurs in both formal and informal settings (Jakubik 2011).
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Socialisation can also result in new knowledge being created when a person
obtains a new insight triggered by interacting with another. This is reflected by
the ability of employees to be more innovative when they are part of a team
than when they work individually. Managers point to three main factors that
they believe contribute to the effectiveness of social interaction in nurturing
knowledge creation and sharing;

Social Ties
Research on organisational social networks reveals that when seeking
knowledge, employees rely upon their chain of relationships and request
help from people they know in the same setting or in other companies
(Hansen 1999). In such cases, their ability to acquire the knowledge neces-
sary to overcome challenges becomes highly dependent upon the network
structure and tie strength—in other words, krowing whom to talk to when
looking for answers.
Communication
Research also acknowledges the significant role of face-to-face and
technology-mediated communication in enhancing knowledge-sharing
among organisational members and its ultimate impact on organisational
performance (Vorakulpipat and Rezgui 2008). As Davenport and Prusak
(1998) state: “In a knowledge-driven economy, talk is real work.”
Willingness to Share
Given that knowledge is power, and that sharing is a voluntary process,
individuals are not likely to share their knowledge unless they are person-
ally motivated to do so. For this reason, the vast majority of managers
believe that the value that a company derives from an individual’s knowl-
edge hinges upon their attitude towards sharing their expertise with oth-
ers. 'The contribution of knowledge workers to the firm’s knowledge
dynamic originates from a personal drive to engage in knowledge-sharing
and codification processes. Pertinent research exploring antecedents of
knowledge-sharing unveils a number of motivational factors that influence
knowledge-sharing behaviour among employees. The most prominent fac-
tors identified include:

(1) recognition and reward

(2) empowerment

(3) reputation building

(4) trust

(5) corporate culture

(6) leadership support

(7) IT infrastructure. (Evans 2012)
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Capability

Findings also indicate that performance appraisal is currently the most com-
monly used method to assess individual knowledge. In most companies, the
best performers are regarded as the most knowledgeable. The fact that perfor-
mance appraisal is taken as a proxy measure of knowledge suggests a perceived
correlation between individual knowledge and individual performance based
on notion of measuring knowledge through its effects. The relationship between
knowledge and capability is deeply rooted in KM theory and evolves from the
ability of knowledge to empower effective action (Senge et al. 1999; Zeleny
2002). Innovative capability is also highlighted as another key outcome of
holding knowledge. Innovation is the generation, development and imple-
mentation of new ideas to create value for business. It is traditionally concep-
tualised as a process of accumulation and recombination of knowledge
(Darroch 2005). Innovation emerges as one of the main outcomes of
individual knowledge in organisations, and knowledge is envisaged as a pre-
requisite for generating new ideas. Du Plessis (2007) describes innovation as
the use of existing knowledge to create new knowledge. Knowledge is thus an
antecedent of innovation and a core component of innovative capability (von

Krogh et al. 2000).

Procedure

Equally important is the process aspect of individual knowledge, which com-
prises the mode of operation—or know-how—of both formal and informal
work practices and procedures. Knowledge holders are believed to have deep
understanding of business activities and equally an ability to improve process
capabilities, a dimension referred to as procedural knowledge (Singley 1989).
Procedural knowledge is the knowledge of business processes and best prac-
tices adopted in a firm to do the required tasks (Guzman 2009). According to
Davenport and Prusak (1998), the interaction with business processes requires
knowledge of how and why they are used to execute business operations. Such
interaction increases employees’ understanding of the work’s dynamics and
enhances their knowledge of the business.

The aforementioned findings are summarised in the /K* Model (Fig. 9.3).
This model depicts the four dimensions of individual knowledge discerned
from the study and their underlying influencing factors.
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Fig. 9.3 IK*individual knowledge model

Conclusion

Global competition in the current knowledge economy has created an urgent
demand for thorough understanding of organisational knowledge dynamics in
order to maximise value creation and achieve competitive advantage. Knowledge
assessment empowers an organisation to locate knowledge stocks and visualise
knowledge flows, thus enhancing its knowledge management capabilities. To
this end, a wide variety of models have attempted to address intellectual capital
measurement, adopting different approaches in quantifying a seemingly unmea-
surable phenomenon. Individual knowledge assessment is an equally vital
endeavour to ensure knowledge retention and effective human capital planning;
yet, it remains relatively unexploited. The operationalisation of employee
knowledge assessment requires the identification of factors that contribute to
knowledge accumulation, in addition to the effects of knowledge on individual
aptitudes. This study in this chapter presented an analysis of the conceptualisa-
tion of individual knowledge from the perspective of managers who identify key
attributes of knowledge holders. The study’s findings can contribute to both
KM theory and practice. It proposes a framework that elucidates various aspects
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of individual knowledge based on a practitioners’ view and supported by extant
KM literature, thus setting a foundation for important research. On the practice
side, the study indicates a number of factors that can contribute to the acquisi-
tion of individual knowledge and hence support organisational initiatives to
enrich individuals’ knowledge. Examples include training programmes, net-
working events and so forth. Individual assessment metrics can also be used to
benchmark the knowledge of employees for appraisal purposes.

Acknowledgement The authors would like to thank Miss Jenni Floody for her con-
tribution to this chapter. Special thanks to Pharos University in Alexandria, Egypt,
for its support of this research.

Appendix
Skandia Navigator Intellectual Capital Metrics (Edvinsson and Malone 1997)

Customer Focus

* Annual sales/customer

* Average customer size

* Average duration of customer relationship

* Average time from customer contact to sales response

¢ Customer rating

* Customer visits to the company and the number of customer hits to the
company website

* Customers IT literacy

* Customers lost

* Customers/employees

* Days spent visiting customers

* IT investment per sales person (and perhaps dollars used in advertisement
and their effectiveness)

 IT investment/service and support employee

* IT literacy of customers

* Market share

¢ Number of contracts/IT employees

¢ Number of customers

* Number of external I'T customers

e Number of internal I'T customers

* DPoints of sale

* Rate of repeat customers
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* Ratio of sales contact to sales closed

* Revenue generating staff

¢ Satisfied customer index, e.g. customer contact/support/service through
electronic means, number of items of merchandise returned, number of
refunds made, etc.

e Service expense/customer/contact

¢ Service expense/customer/year

* Support expense/customer

¢ Telephone electronic accessibility

Process Focus

* Administrative expense/employee

* Administrative expense/gross premium

* Administrative expense/managed assets

* Administrative expense/total revenues

* Change in IT inventory

¢ Contracts filed without error

¢ Contracts/employee

¢ Contribution of I'T inventory less than two years old to quality goal

¢ Corporate performance/quality goal

* Corporate quality performance, e.g. ISO 9000

¢ Cost of administrative error/management revenues

* Cost of IT inventory less than two years old/increase in profits

* Cost of IT inventory less than two years old/increase in revenues

* Discontinued IT inventory/IT inventory

* Employees working at home/total employees

* Function points/employee month

 IT capacity (Central Processing Unit and Direct-Access Storage Device)

* IT capacity/employee

 IT expense/administrative expense

* IT expense/employee

 IT performance per employee

* Network capability/employee

* Orphan IT inventory/IT inventory

* PCs and laptops/employee

* Processing time, out payments

* Replacement cost of IT inventory (including incompatible software) dis-
continued by manufacturers
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* Total yield compared with index
* Value of I'T inventory discontinued by manufacturers

Renewal and Development Focus

* Average age of company patents

* Average contacts by customer/year

* Average customer age; education; income

* Average customer duration with company in months

* Average customer purchases/year

* Business development expense/administrative expense

* Capacity of EDI systems

* Capacity upgrades

* Common training programs of company and partners

* Company historic rate of new products reaching market
* Company products (or components) designed by partners
* Competence development expense/employee

221

¢ Contribution of corporate communications network to corporate revenues

¢ Contribution of engineering design system to corporate revenues

* Contribution of MIS to corporate revenues

¢ Contribution of process control system to corporate revenues
¢ Customer opportunity base captured

¢ Direct communications to customer/year

* Educational investment/customer

¢ Investment in competitive intelligence programs

¢ Investment in new customer service/support/training programs

* Investment in new product support and training
¢ Investment in strategic partner development

e IT development expense/IT expense

* IT expenses on training/I'T expense

* Marketing expense/product line

* New markets development investments

¢ New products currently in development

* Non-product-related expense/customer/year

¢ Number of company patents

* Opportunity share

¢ Patents pending/software/data/databases developed

* Percentage of customer training, service and support provided by partners

* R&D expense/administrative expense
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* R&D invested in applications

* R&D invested in basic research

* R&D invested in product design

* R&D resources/total resources

* Ratio of new products (less than two years) to full company product
family

* Relationship investment/customer

¢ Satisfied employee index

¢ Share of ‘method and technology’ hours (%)

¢ Share of development hours

¢ Share of employees under age 40

¢ Share of training hours

* Structural capital development investment

¢ Training expense/administrative expense

¢ Training expense/employee

 Upgrade of Electronic Data Interchange systems

* Value of company’s engineering design system

* Value of company’s management information system

* Value of corporate communications network

* Value of corporate sales engineering system

* Value of EDI systems

* Value of Process control system

Human Focus

* Annual turnover of full-time permanent employees

* Assigned to full-time employees who spend less than 50 percent of work
hours at a corporate facility

* Assigned to part-time employees and non-full-time contractors

* Average age of full-time permanent employees

* Average years of service with company

* Average years with company of full-time permanent employees

* Company managers with advanced degrees: Business, science, engineering,
liberal arts, etc.

* Employee turnover

* Empowerment index

¢ Full-time or permanent employees who spend 50 percent of work hours at
a corporate facility

 IT literacy of staff
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* Leadership index

* Managers assigned to full-time permanent employees

* Motivation index

* Number of employees/employee shares of the company (percent shares
owned by employees, program for employees to buy company shares, etc.)

* Number of female managers

¢ Number of full-time permanent employees

* Number of full-time temporary employees, average years with company of
full-time temporary employees

* Number of managers

* Number of part-time employees or non-full-time contractors, average
duration of contract

* Per capita annual cost of training, communication, and support programs
for full-time permanent employees

* Per capita annual cost of training, communication, and support programs
for full-time temporary employees

e Der capita annual cost of training, communication, and support programs
for part-time employees and non-full-time contractors

* Percentage of company managers of different nationality than the com-
pany registry

 Time in training (Days/Year)
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Knowledge Management
and Communities of Practice: Supporting
Successful Knowledge Transfer

Deborah Blackman

Introduction

Much has been written about communities of practice (see, for example,
Duguid 2005; Hughes et al. 2007; Lave and Wenger 1991, 2006; Wenger
1998, 2010; Wenger et al. 2002) and how they support the growth of learning
(Bailey 2013; Brown and Duguid 1991). However, it has also been estab-
lished that creating sustainable communities that are institutionalised within
organisations can be challenging (Kerno 2008; Roberts 2006; Storberg-Walker
2008) and many communities fail to deliver on their promise (Probst and
Borzillo 2008). In this chapter, I present the case of a particular community
of practice (CoP) that was initially emergent by itself and then organisation-
ally supported. What is of interest to knowledge management scholars is how
the community was supported in ways that enabled it to remain a true com-
munity of practice, while creating real value for both the organisation as a
whole as well as the members of the community. Initially, the reasons for
developing ways to manage knowledge transfer are outlined. Next, the possi-
bilities for supporting knowledge transfer through creating and supporting
CoPs are presented, highlighting their potential for both new knowledge cre-
ation as well as the movement of such knowledge. The case study is then
presented, and from this the lessons learnt are developed and implications are
drawn.
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Why Knowledge Transfer Systems Matter

The importance of knowledge in the long-term success of organisations has
been widely discussed for many years (see, for example, Goh 2002; Lyles
2014; Nonaka 1994; Tsoukas and Vladimirou 2001). It has been considered
to be not only a source of competitive advantage in terms of creating new
products, services and value (Argote and Ingram 2000; Venkitachalam and
Willmott 2015) but also as a way of supporting continuous improvement
(Barber et al. 2006; Yahya and Goh 2002). As a result of its perceived signifi-
cance, there has been considerable research into how knowledge is created
(Nonaka 1994; Nonaka et al. 2006; Probst et al. 2000; Snowden 2000;
Tzortzaki and Mihiotis 2014; Yang et al. 2010), stored (Ranjbarfard et al.
2014; Venkitachalam and Willmott 2015), used (Ranjbarfard et al. 2014) and
transferred (Argote and Ingram 2000; Venkitachalam and Willmott 2015).

The latter is significant in that for knowledge to have maximum impact it
will need to not only exist but then to be shared in ways that enable it be
applied to create added value (Argote and Ingram 2000; Dixon 2000; Goh
2002; Sheng et al. 2013). However, sharing knowledge is attended by chal-
lenges that have been well documented (Argote 1999; Argote and Ingram
2000; Goh 2002; Ranjbarfard et al. 2014; Szulanski 1996, 2000). One prop-
osition for overcoming some of the problems was the creation of knowledge
networks, where knowledge created via practice was shared through social
learning: this was the concept of a Col.

Communities of Practice, Knowledge Creation
and Knowledge Transfer

CoPs have been defined as a ‘groups of people who share a concern, a set of
problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and
expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis’ (Wenger et al. 2002:
4). While this definition has been recognised as being more of a commodifica-
tion of the concept (Cox 2005), it maintains a focus on the development of
ideas through collective learning. In this chapter, I adopt this definition in
part because of the analysis by Cox, who suggests that Wenger et al. (2002)
see the concept of community as a group ‘set up explicitly to allow collective
learning and cultivated by management’ (2005: 537). The other reason is that
in discussing the CoP with the case study group themselves, this was clearly
the definition that had the most resonance for them. They saw the CoP as
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having a clear purpose that provided benefit for both the members and the
organisation by specifically enabling learning and knowledge transfer.

When writing about CoPs, there are four core themes: the domain or area
of interest, and how it can add value in the specific context (Bailey 2013;
Snyder and Wenger 2010); the development of the community and the
impact of the emerging relationships (Bailey 2013; Snyder and Wenger 2010);
the way that learning and knowledge are created and transferred (Bailey 2013;
Brown and Duguid 1991; Morgan 2011); and how they can be developed or
supported through frameworks, implementation tools, case studies and lead-
ership (Bailey 2013; Snyder and Wenger 2010). In this chapter, I intend to
consider aspects of all four of these themes when discussing a specific CoP
exemplar which challenged perceived evidence that many organisationally
supported CoPs are as imposed and lose their usefulness or relevance over
time (Burford et al. 2011; Roberts 20006).

That CoPs can lead to knowledge creation and exchange is widely accepted
(Breu and Hemingway 2002; Wasko and Faraj 2000; Wenger et al. 2002).
The argument is made that if knowledge is created through dynamic interac-
tions between individuals (Cook and Brown 1999; Nonaka and Snowden
2000; Toyama 2015), then a group of individuals who are sharing their prac-
tice experiences should be able at l