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ABSTRACT

The study describes action research undertaken within the Knowledge Management
programme of the British Council, a not-for-profit multinational organisation. An
interpretive methodology 1s adopted because of its appropriateness to the study of

real-life complex situations. There 1s a contested literature on Knowledge

Management which this study explores and contributes too.

The action research draws on a social constructivist stance to develop and introduce
Knowledge Management systems for significant groups within the organisation. A
rich set of issues emerge from the literature, and the action research, which
contribute to the discourse on Knowledge Management systems and their use in
practice. The study suggests that a methodological framework is beneficial in
supporting the development and introduction of such systems. However the research
identified that Knowledge Management problems cannot be identified and so re-
conceptualises Knowledge Management 1n terms of improvement. A framework is
developed (AFFEKT: Appreciative Framework for Evolving Knowledge
Technologies) to such improvement. This framework is used in the final action
research cycle. The conclusions are drawn from a reflection on the application of this

framework and reflection on broader issues raised by the action research.

The study concludes that knowledge management systems should introduced through
an ongoing iterative process of reflection and action. Knowledge Management
systems should encourage new work practices, however this requires a realisation
that the development of a Knowledge Management systems is a reflective process by

which the system is integrated into existing practice and enables users to critique this

practice.
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The study contributes to the discourse conceming the application of technology
within Knowledge Management (Galliers 1999; Alavi and Leidner 2001; Butler
2002; Wickramasinghe 2002). It contributes to the field of Information Systems by
describing a coherent narrative on the introduction of knowledge management

systems within a unique organisational context, and by developing a framework to

aid intervention.
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CHAPTER 1T INTRODUCTION

“For this, indeed, is the true source of our ignorance — the fact that our knowledge can only be finite,

while our ignorance must necessarily be infinite” (Karl Popper, Lecture in 1960).

1.1 Outline

This thesis 1s a report of an action research study within the British Council, the UK
government’s overseas cultural relations organisation. The study explores how this
organisation undertook an organisational improvement programme based on
Knowledge Management. The research adopts a social constructivist stance towards
Knowledge Management and towards the role of information communication
technologies (ICTs) within Knowledge Management. Through three cycles of action
research the study develops a set of practical recommendations on how to apply ICT
as part of an organisational improvement programme of Knowledge Management.
From these practical recommendations the researcher develops a methodological
framework (AFFEKT: Appreciative Framework for Evolving Knowledge
Technologies) for developing and introducing technology within Knowledge

Management programmes.

The study focuses on the British Council’s desire to improve its practice through the
application of principles from Knowledge Management. Within this thesis the term

“improvement” 1s used to describe the aspiration, from a particular viewpoint, that
led the British Council to implement Knowledge Management. It is used to

overcome the contested nature of Knowledge Management in order to take seriously

the concept and then intervene within the organisation.

15



The study concludes by exploring the role of the AFFEKT framework that emerges
from this study in relation to broader issues within both the British Council and

Information Systems.

This chapter describes the motivation for such a study, describes 1ts importance
within the field of information systems and introduces the research theme. The

assumptions underpinning the research are described. The structure of the thesis is

outlined with a brief summary of each chapter.

1.2 Theoretical Motivation

This study is motivated by a call within the literature for further research into how

Knowledge Management 1s undertaken within organisations and how technology 1s

used as part of this. “We are particularly interested in manuscripts that focus on the

roles of information technology in how people and organisations use and manage
not just data and information but rather, all forms of knowledge, such as intellectual

capital, organisational memory and learning, group knowledge and documentbases”

(Foreword to special 1ssue of MIS Quarterly (Markus and Lee 1999)).

Knowledge Management is a broad and expanding topic (Scarbrough 1999) with
little consensus regarding its definition (Neef 1999; Bhatt 2001). Neither popular
literature, nor academic discourse has reached a workable consensus (Raub and
Ruling 2001). Knowledge Management is grounded in the now well established
concept from management studies that knowledge is a key source of competitive
advantage for organisations (Nonaka and Nishiguchi 2001). Yet the topic remains
fragmented between disciplines; in a study of 434 Knowledge Management articles
(Raub and Ruling 2001), two general areas of interest may be identified, those
concerned with information systems and technological issues of Knowledge
Management, and those concemed with general management issues. This
fragmentation suggests a need for further research which attempts to marry
management theory with the practical aspects suggested by information systems

discourse (Liao 2003). This study attempts such marriage by adopting an action

research approach (Wood-Harper 1989; Checkland and Scholes 1990; Vidgen 1996;
Olesen and Myers 1999).
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Further fragmentation may be seen between academic discourse which takes
seriously the epistemic foundations of the use of knowledge, and the information
technology (IT) industry’s software solutions which often 1gnore such discussion and

present technology as an effective method of “managing valuable knowledge

assets' . Even within practice, fragmentation is highly evident; at the 2002 “UK
Knowledge Management event” (a highly practitioner focused conference) a marked

contrast was evident, mentioned by speakers, between the theories presented in the

conference hall and the software solutions presented by IT companies in the
demonstration hall. While speakers discussed the social aspects of Knowledge
Management, emphasising the need to change cultures and practice, software

§

companies were demonstrating technologies which “automate [the] discovery,

organisation and networking of knowledge across the enterprise’”.

Motivated by this marked contrast between the use of technology for Knowledge
Management in practice, and the dialogue of Knowledge Management as an
academic and management issue this study’s adopted action research approach
explores theory through practice. The study takes seriously the academic literature in
an attempt to act practically within an organisation as part of a wider Knowledge
Management programme. Literature suggests that while Knowledge Management
programmes should address more than technology, technology remains an important
component of the topic (Davenport and Prusak 1998; Milton, Shadbolt et al. 1999)
and remains central to the research agenda (Alavi and Leidner 2001; Venters,

Cushman et al. 2002). For example, the majority of articles associated with
Knowledge Management are published within information systems/information
communications technology literétme (Scarbrough, Swan et al. 1999). Some of this
literature suggests that the growth of interest in Knowledge Management within
organisations is closely aligned with the development of intranet/web technologies

(Cohen 1998; Doyle and du Toit 1998; Chait 1999; Gillmor 1999; Microsoft 1999).
While ICT may not deliver Knowledge Management, 1t forms a catalyst for the

development of theory in this area (Davenport and Prusak 1998; McDermott 1999).

' Marketing slogan of Convera, a software company and corporate sponsor of the fifth UK Knowledge

Management conference.

? Taken from marketing material for Verity Business Portals.
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However, it has been argued that the topic is becoming an extension of the marketing
effort of the information systems/information technology industry (Swan,
Scarbrough et al. 1999), and that these Knowledge Management systems are little

more than information systems (Galliers and Newell 2001).

The criticism that Knowledge Management systems are little more than information
systems lead to criticism that Knowledge Management is re-branded information
management: “many Knowledge Management projects are, in reality, information
projects. When these projects yield some consolidation of data, but little innovative
products and services, the concept of Knowledge Management is cast in doubt”

(Gold, Malhotra et al. 2001). In practice, many Knowledge Management approaches
do seem to equate information and knowledge (Von-Krogh, Ichijo et al. 2000).

Research into Knowledge Management systems suggests that they tend to be
employed as information or corporate memory systems, rather than supporting the
knowledge activity of staff (Wickramasinghe 2002). This tendency may explain why
industry’s large focus on technology within Knowledge Management has received
much criticism for its degradation of the importance of people (Swan, Scarbrough et
al. 1999; Galliers and Newell 2001) because focus on people 1s generally removed
from such technological discourse. This has led many to suggest that technology 1s
only a small part of a Knowledge Management programme; that improvement in the
way knowledge is created and applied cannot be sought through technology alone
(Davenport and Prusak 1998; McDermott 1999; Bhatt 2001) and in particular that

explicit knowledge i1s the focus of IT technologies, which usually ignores tacit
knowledge (Alvesson and Kérreman 2001). It 1s further argued that ICT can only

process information (or even simply data), and that the social aspects of knowledge

must be left to human social interaction (Galliers and Newell 2001).

Whether such technologies process information, data or knowledge, it remains that
these technologies are being deployed as part of Knowledge Management
programmes (Pan and Leidner 2003). Rather than taking a fundamentally critical

view of Knowledge Management and the use of ICT in Knowledge Management

activity, this study takes them seriously and explores them through practice.

18



The need for research in this area has been expressed in many places: “There is a
need to better understand the ways in which information is used in knowledge work,
from the clerical to senior executive levels and consequently, the ways in which IS/IT

might support such knowledge work. This is an area that would seem to be ripe for

investigation in masters and doctorial dissertations within the field” (Bacon and

Fitzgerald 1999) similarly in (Alavi and Leidner 2001) (Galliers 1999; Milton,
Shadbolt et al. 1999). While a great deal of commercial effort has been expended

developing complex Knowledge Management systems, little emphasis has been
placed on how to analyse the organisational need for, and use of, such systems, or the

issues faced when such systems are introduced into organisations (Scarbrough, Swan
et al. 1999; Wickramasinghe 2002).

Knowledge Management systems are often unsuccessful (Schultze and Boland
2000), with some research outlining failure rates of up to 80% (Storey and Barnett
2000). This highlights a need for research into how such systems are introduced,
promoted and used within organisations to explore the factors which may lead to
such failures. “While there has been much debate, theorising, and writing of a
normative nature on the topic, there is a paucity of research of an empirical nature
on Knowledge Management systems” (Butler 2002). This specific need to research
technological tools which increase the ability of an organisation through Knowledge
Management principles 1s included within the Economic and Social Research

Council’s £3.5m evolution of business knowledge programme (ESRC 2002).

The British Council 1s a not-for-profit organisation and almost everything it does
concerns information, knowledge or social relationships (Capozzi, Lowell et al.
2003). During this study 1t faced a significant pressure to change its practices and,
based on this pressure, considered Knowledge Management as a desirable approach
for improvement. This study is thus central within the developing literature on
Knowledge Management for it provides a unique study of an organisation’s attempt
to apply Knowledge Management in the face of pressure to improve. As an action

research study i1t is also able to provide a unique perspective on both the
improvement programmes execution and the introduction of technology within such

a programme.
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1.3 Background to the study

The study outlined within this thesis was undertaken within the British Council as
part of its corporate Knowledge Management programme. The following section
provides a brief introduction to this context. A detailed description of the British

Council and its Knowledge Management programme is presented in Chapter 5 .

The British Council is the United Kingdom’s international organisation for
educational and cultural relations. Funded by the Foreign and Commonwealth office

(FCO) it aims to “enhance the reputation of the United Kingdom in the world as a
valued partner” (British-Council 1998). Through a network of 7000 staff, working
within 110 countries the organisation provides a variety of services to achieve its

purpose by “creating opportunity for people worldwide” (British-Council 1998).

Faced with such a diverse and geographically distributed operation, the British
Council perceives the sharing and development of knowledge to be of paramount
importance to its future success (Khalid and Marsden 1999). In the year prior to this
research an internal consultation exercise was undertaken to develop a “Knowledge
Sharing Strategy” (Khalid and Marsden 1999). This strategy was developed in
response to significant external pressure to change current practice and to innovate

new practice, and through a perceived need to develop better approaches to the use of

knowledge within the organisation in response to such pressure.

This study concerns the use of technology within the “Knowledge Sharing

Programme™ set up to implement this strategy. It presents the involvement of the
researcher undertaking a series of action research studies within the knowledge
sharing strategy and was undertaken by the researcher working alongside the British
Council’s Knowledge Management team and supported by the British Council’s
Knowledge Manager.

1.4 Area of Concern

This study considers a Knowledge Management system (KMS) to be a set of
technologies tailored and introduced for the purpose of improving practice. In

undertaking this study a social constructivist approach is adopted, considering

20



knowledge to be an emergent property of purposeful human activity (Checkland and
Scholes 1990). By adopting such an approach a technology must be designed to, in
some way, enhance such purposeful human activity. This study argues that the
technologies used in devising such systems cannot be considered as intrinsically
“Knowledge Management tools” based on their own characteristics, but rather on the

method and situation in which they are employed (as suggested by (Hendriks 2001)).

Concepts of Knowledge Management have led to companies marketing products as
Knowledge Management systems capable of solving various Knowledge

Management issues (e.g. “fo give our clients the power to more effectively capture,
shape, share and use knowledge to compete and win! "3}, Yet this thesis shows that,

for the British Council, problems of knowledge do not exist within the organisation;
rather there are problematic situations that are conceptualised by the organisation as
capable of improvement through the application of principles from Knowledge

Management.

Organisations are not faced with problems such as “poorly managed knowledge™ to
which an obvious solution exists; rather they are faced with a variety of complex
situations, which Russell Ackoff defines as “a system of external conditions that
produce dissatisfaction”, which he neatly terms a “mess” (Ackoff 1974). The
problems associated with such messes have been called “wicked. problems” (Rittel

1971) in that no obvious solution to them may ever exist; only improvement may be

sought.

This study introduces the French term “problematique™ in defining such mess rather
than “problem context” or “domain” as such terms imply a structure and hence that a
potential understanding of the problem may become existent within the world. A

problématique 1s a socially created description employed 1n order to make sense of,
and categorise such mess; it cannot be identified explicitly in the world. The

boundary of the problématique is constantly changing in response to external and

internal influence.

* Mission statement of Sopheon, a Knowledge Management software company (www.sopheon.com).
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In analysing such a problématique it is not possible to isolate a single problem to
which a solution may be sought by Knowledge Management or otherwise as each is
interlinked. There 1s thus no sense of “solution” through Knowledge Management,
only incremental improvement. Within an organisation improvement may be sought
through many initiatives (including Knowledge Management). The perception of
success or failure of such 1nitiatives 1s socially constructed — it is not necessarily

possible to 1solate the cause of improvement from the context of general change.

A socially constructed theoretical stance towards Knowledge Management is
adopted, and suggests that such improvement is intrinsically linked within purposeful
human activity. Knowledge is suggested to be an emergent property of purposeful

action; 1t 1s disseminated (or rather co-created) through conversational acts; and it is
applied 1n purposeful human activity. This study employs the concept of
“communities of practice” (Brown and Duguid 1991; Lave and Wenger 1991;

Wenger 1998) in researching Knowledge Management within such a problématique.

Within this problématique this research considers the focus of improvement through
Knowledge Management technology to be human purposeful activity. The area of
concern of this study is thus how the introduction of Knowledge Management

technologies within an organisational context may lead to improvement in human

purposeful activity within a particular problématique.

Figure 1 highlights this area of concern, located between understanding of
technology (a) which 1s conceptualised within the problématique of the research as a
Knowledge Management technology (a subset of all technology available to
individuals 1n their knowledge work), and an understanding of human purposeful
activity (b) as conceptualised within the problématique of the research through
Knowledge Management theory (a subset of individuals totality of purposeful
action). This notion of subset highlights that the study cannot identify all
technologies and activities which may be employed in the “knowledge activity” of a

given individual.
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Figure 1: Area of Concern

1.5 Research Issue

In exploring the area of concern outlined above, the study sets out to explore the

following broad 1ssue:

» How are concepts of Knowledge Management applied through the
introduction of technology within organisational contexts with the aim of
organisational improvement?

This 1ssue contributes to the debate on the use of technology within Knowledge
Management (Costello 1996; Serensen 2002; Liao 2003). These questions were
arrived at through the mitial review of literature within Information Systems and
Knowledge Management and through dialogue with individuals involved in
Knowledge Management within the British Council. The further development and

evolution of the question 1s described within the action research cycles.

The audiences for this research are:
» organisations embarking on, or currently implementing, improvement
programmes assoclated with Knowledge Management,
» systems developers involved in the design and development of Knowledge
Management systems,

» researchers of Knowledge Management,
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> action researchers within large complex multinational organisations.

This study reflects upon the action of implementing Knowledge Management
systems within a global organisational context, providing an honest and frank

account of the issues involved, and reflecting upon these through the lens of existent

theory.

1.6 Theorelical Framework

There is a necessity to describe the body of theory upon which the research study 1s

founded. This short section introduces the theoretical framework which forms the
philosophical basis for the study. The complete theoretical framework 1s developed

through the literature reviews (in which theories from Knowledge Management and

technology are explored) and through the methodology chapter (in which theories of
methodology and approach are explored). The theoretical framework 1s relevant to
the problématique under investigation, and acts as a guide to learning within the area

of concern and an aid to reflexivity (Avison and Wood-Harper 1995).

The framework was developed through a complex dialogue with the literature, with
initial interaction within the research context and with colleagues. Figure 2, taken
from Checkland (Checkland and Holwell 1998), describes the process of research as
the application of a framework of ideas in a methodologically relevant way within a

problématique (Checkland 1991). Leaming is achieved through reflection upon all
elements of research. The theoretical framework acts as the “scaffolding” (Walsham

1995) for the exploration of the problématique through the methodology which leads
to 1nsights.
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Figure 3 outlines the basis for this theoretical framework, demonstrating the areas of
interest and relevant literature. This framework 1s divided into three streams that are
developed in (1) the literature review on Knowledge Management (chapter 2), (11) the
literature review of technology within Knowledge Management (chapter 3) and (111)

in the methodology chapter (chapter 4).

25



Interpretive KM KM Stream

Approaches \ .
Interest in !(EQ\MEdQE _ Social constructivist
as asset within Functionalist |_—"| stance towards KM
organisation.

Approaches to KM

’1
/ f/

= O L L = =R ERSE =T AT =

-_g‘ EP_, x / §

S 3 Personalisation / Technological Stream

® o approaches to «’f_,___ X -

technology __ | j;” Capabilities of
/ technology \_ Use of KMS with the
aim of organisational
improvement
| Technology and

\ Codification
approaches to
technology

\

\

affordances
O
®
%3
®
o Action Research
@ Approach The application of SSM
g — as pr0b|em A mEthOdCllogical
?3. — contextualisation tool, frame_work to ?"F"O"e
) falAstass |nterpr9tl\ﬂ5t and research enquiry SUCh intervention _
Methodology " method
i Methodological Steam
N A
" _ NS
el Broad Theoretical framework of study

Literature Reviewed

Figure 3: Theoretical Framework

The Knowledge Management stream sets out the study’s adopted stance towards
Knowledge Management. This does not directly align with the British Council’s
stance towards Knowledge Management, which is presented in section 5.6 , rather it
forms the philosophical basis for design and presentation issues throughout the
intervention. The technological stream explores the role of technology within
Knowledge Management and develops a foundation by which technology 1s
employed within the study. The methodology stream 1s included within the
theoretical framework because the study 1s an action research study and hence the

methodology informs the act of intervening by applying knowledge management

technology within the British Council.
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Within each of these streams various areas of literature are reviewed such that a

coherent stance might be adopted for the intervention.

1.7 Research of practice

Grover suggests that for Knowledge Management related research “...the research
agenda should be closely tied to practical issues in Knowledge Management. A

healthy tension between knowledge and action is the key to organisational success”™

(Grover and Davenport 2001). The problématique of this research consists of the
Knowledge Management programme of a multinational cultural relations

organisation. In order to answer the research question outlined in section 1.5 within
this context it was felt that an action research approach was appropriate, and thus,

that the researcher would be conceptually located within this problématique (Blum
1955; Baskerville and Wood-Harper 1998; Avison, Lau et al. 1999; Lau 1999).
Action research was felt to be appropriate 1n addressing the need for research into the
practice issues of Knowledge Management through its appropriateness in addressing
the complexity of technological intervention (Lau 1999; Grover and Davenport
2001). The research aims to address the deficient area of systematic research into
how the rich theoretical perspectives on Knowledge Management may contribute to
the “how” questions of practice (Grover and Davenport 2001). In adopting an action

research perspective the research has drawn upon a clinical perspective on fieldwork
(Schein 1987).

Cnticism has been made that ICT dnven Knowledge Management approaches
generally employ the objectivist approach to knowledge while ignoring the
subjectivist dimension (Blackler 1995; Tsoukas 1996; Hendriks 2001). In contrast to
such approaches, this study argues that the development of effective Knowledge
Management systems requires an understanding of the knowledge environment and
context: “Knowledge is analysed as an active process that is mediated, situated,
provisional, pragmatic and contested. The approach suggests that attention should
be focused on the systems through which people achieve their knowledge and on the
process through which new knowledge may be generated” (Blackler 1995). This
suggests a research methodology highly appropriate to the study of the introduction

and use of technology within the context of practice; action research is a candidate

for such research (Baskerville and Wood-Harper 1996). Action research, and hence
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this study, presents a significant opportunity for the research of Knowledge
Management as 1t allows the observation of social processes embracing, and

reflecting upon the effect such observation has upon the study (Venzin, von Krogh et

al. 1998).

This approach extends previous ethnographic research undertaken into how
knowledge workers interact with, and employ, knowledge and technology (Brown
and Duguid 1991; Schultze 2000). However rather than an explicit focus on
knowledge workers, this research 1s directed at the complexity of improvement and
change through the concepts of Knowledge Management and the introduction of

technology.

1.8 Research Resolution

The area of concern and methodological approach adopted imply an extremely wide
resecarch agenda. In practice such an agenda would be too large to effectively explore
and hence i1t 1s necessary to define the resolution for the research. It is this research
resolution which ensures the participant researcher is approaching a relevant topic
with rigour (Beer 1984; Benbasat and Zmud 1999). The study hence selects not to
address the issues of why the organisation should adopt Knowledge Management, or
a specific Knowledge Management technology in general, rather the research focuses
upon a particular organisational context, adopting a particular technology for use

within this organisations Knowledge Management programme.

Technology 1s discussed only in relation to the Knowledge Management programme
of the particular research problematique. Description and analysis of such technology
1s only provided where these aspects are perceived to impact upon the chosen area of
concern. To this end the study does not provide a rigorous analysis of particular

Knowledge Management systems.

The research does not discuss Knowledge Management programmes undertaken by
organisations 1n general; rather activity concerning Knowledge Management is taken
from the perspective of the Knowledge Management programme of the particular
researched probleématique. This programme is outlined in detail as it provides the

framework 1into which the action research was undertaken.
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A socio-technical approach was chosen as appropriate to the problematique of study:.
This chosen focus on the socio-technical aspects of intervention within an
organisational Knowledge Management programme leads to conclusions concerning
the socio-technical domain. Adopting an alternative approach, for example Marxism,
would have led to different conclusions, based on power. It is thus necessary to

reflect upon, and remain critical of the stances and methods adopted within the study,

as these are simply interpretivist lenses (Schultze and Leidner 2002).

The study aims to provide a plausible coherent picture of a complex organisational
change initiative, provided through the interpretive lens of a single full time Ph.D.

researcher undertaking action research as part of a Knowledge Management team of

a large multinational cultural relations organisation.

1.9 Organisation of the remainder of the study

Chapter 2 Literature Review of Knowledge Management
Relevant literature on Knowledge Management is reviewed in line with the research
theme. This literature is then used in order to develop a coherent stance for the

research.

Chapter 3 Knowledge Management and information and communication
technologies

Developing the literature review from chapter 2 further this chapter explores
literature that associates technology with knowledge management. It develops an

approach to technology which is used within the action research.

Chapter 4 Research methods

Different traditions in research are described in order to situate the study within the
field of Information Systems research. The chosen action research approach is

outlined.

Chapter 5 Introduction and Overview of the Field Site: The British Council
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The wider organisational context of the British Council 1s described in order to
situate the cycles of action research within the broader context of the organisation

and 1ts knowledge sharing programme.

(/""
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Country _ \ oy
ol < ( CD:net / Findings / Outcomes
o Operationalise
" | learning
Cycle2: )
Actions
Laboratory ) | AFFEKT Framework
type
setting
=
i Y
Cycle3:
Testing AFFEKT SCI:net » Findings / Outcomes
among science
representatives
\_  J

Results & Recommendations
For future action and research

Figure 4: Structure of the three cycles of action research and the learning outcomes

The remainder of the thesis focuses on the outcomes of this action research, and is

divided into chapters outlining the three action research cycles. Figure 4 describes
the relationship between these cycles showing how the findings from the first cycle
are operationalised as actions undertaken 1n the second and third cycle. Within the
second cycle these lessons and the lessons from a laboratory type study are
developed into the AFFEKT framework. Finally this framework i1s employed to
structure the third cycle of action research. The findings and outcomes from this final
cycle (which operationalised the learning from the previous cycles) form the results

and recommendations for research and practice.

Chapter 6 The First Cycle: CD:net

This chapter presents the first cycle of action research to introduce a Knowledge
Management system called CD:net for a high-level group of employees within the
British Council’s overseas offices. The theoretical framework developed within

chapters 2 and 3 and 4 are used to structure this intervention. A set of findings and
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outcomes emerge from this cycle and these are operationalised as actions to be

undertaken 1n the second cycle.

Chapter 7 The Second Cycle: AKM
This chapter describes the second cycle in which the AFFEKT framework emerged.
This cycle occurred outside the context of the British Council 1n a laboratory type

setting. The actions from the first cycle were further explored and from this a

framework was developed which encapsulated the learning from the first two cycles.
The framework was then used in the third cycle of action research. In this way the
learning from the first and second cycles provide a set of recommendations and

directed the final cycle.

Chapter 8 The Third Cycle: SCI:net

This final cycle of action research used the AFFEKT framework within the British
Council to develop and introduce a knowledge management system. This system,
called SCl:net, supports the work of Science Representatives across the Brtish

Council. The findings from this cycle reflect upon AFFEKT and thus draw together

the recommendations from all the cycles. These lessons represent the key leaming

from the thesis.

Chapter 9 Conclusions

Finally the conclusions from the previous three cycles are reflected upon in order to
locate them within broader changes within the British Council. From this broader
reflection the AFFEKT framework 1s argued as a contribution to discourse on

knowledge management and on information systems.
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CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW OF KNOWLEDGE
MANAGEMENT

“We must first decide what we can know about what is real and we must remain sceptical about what is

real until we have discovered what we can know"” (René Descartes).

2.1 Introduction

As described in the introduction (chapter 1) Knowledge Management i1s a highly
contested concept with a large number of approaches and definitions. This chapter is
a literature review which aims to explore the key themes within the academic debate
in order to arrive at a coherent stance which may be used within the action research
study. The aim of this literature review is also to explore literature in Knowledge
Management in order that it may be applied for improvement of the British Council.
While the study employs the term “Knowledge Management” when referring to the
body of literature concerned with the role of knowledge within organisations, it does

not ascribe to the belief that knowledge may be managed.

This literature review is concerned with the topic of Knowledge Management rather
than the broader topic of the place of knowledge within society. Knowledge
Management 1s viewed as a banner around which discussion may be undertaken
regarding certain 1ssues concerning practical knowledge related activity within
organisational contexts. While a large number of definitions exist for what
constitutes knowledge, this review steers a route through these epistemological
concerns, accepting that various definitions of merit exist. Criticism of Knowledge

Management for its failure to address this epistemological concern is discussed.
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The structure of this chapter is presented in figure 5 within the top rectangle.
Initially the review focuses upon the nature of knowledge within organisations and
provides a short introduction to its place within modemn society. Next, a stance
towards Knowledge Management is explored through a framework that describes
knowledge as interpretivist and functionalist. A constructivist perspective on
knowledge is then presented for use within the action research. This perspective is

used to outline the approach to technology presented in the following chapter. The

perspectives employed in the literature review to assess Knowledge Management
also inform the perspectives used to assess the use of technology for Knowledge

Management.

The chapter concludes by presenting the stance towards Knowledge Management
employed within the action research study. This stance provides a reconciliation of a
variety of epistemologies, ensuring a rich foundation upon which the methodological
approach of the study may be founded. The specific approaches to intervention are
discussed within the action research cycles and technology’s use in Knowledge

Management is explored in detail within Chapter 3 .
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Figure 5: Theoretical Framework Highlighting Knowledge Management literature's
contribution

2.2 Knowledge and the changing world: Background

The origins of the field of Knowledge Management are routed within the broader
context of the enormous changes taking place in the global economic framework
itself (Neef 1999). The emergence of knowledge as a distinct area of social enquiry
occurred at the start of the twentieth century and, in particular, is linked to the
emergence of neo-liberal theories through the 1930s. In Budapest, 1908-1919, the
sociology of knowledge emerged as a pivotal issue in debates within the field of
politics and social theory and the role of the proletariat in social change (Hull 2002).
Interest in the topic of knowledge within the economic debate began to be seen

during the early 1960s and was shown by economists such as Fritz Machlup (Nonaka
and Takeuchi 1995). Machlup noted an increase in the proportion of workers

associlated with tasks which he defined to concern knowledge, coining the phrase

“knowledge industries” (Checkland and Holwell 1998). Around this time Alfred
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Marshell, a forefather of neo-classical economics, stated the importance of
knowledge within economic affairs; “Capital consists in a great part of knowledge
and organisation... knowledge is our most powerful engine of production.”
(Marshell 1972). However such neo-classical economists were particularly

concerned with the utilisation of existing knowledge, not with the creation of new

knowledge (Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995).

During the early 1990s interest in knowledge within management and organisational
studies increased. Peter Drucker, commenting on the manufacturing, service and
information sectors noted that: “We are entering (or have entered) the knowledge

society in which the basic economic resource... is knowledge...and where the

knowledge worker will play a central role” (Drucker 1993). It has been suggested
that this perceived increase in the role of knowledge was caused by the exponential
growth in computing potential during the mid 1980s which allowed organisations to
quickly capture, codify and disseminate huge amounts of information across the
globe (Tapscott 1996; Prusak 2001), coupled with an aftershock from the effects of
Business Process Re-engineering (BPR) (Hammer and Champy 1994). Business
process re-engineering can provide a valuable return on investment, but gained bad
press in Europe and the USA because the changes were often too much for the
culture of the organisations to handle (Neef 1999). This “last breath of Tailorism”
(Snowden 2000) led to Knowledge Management as a reaction against the
dehumanising and perceived de-skilling effects of BPR. However, early discourses
on practical approaches focused on “Knowledge process engineering” where
principles of BPR were applied to the knowledge of individuals (e.g. Knowledge-
mapping, knowledge-stores, accounting for intellectual capital, (Davenport,
Jarvenpaa et al. 1996; Stewart 1996; Stewart 1997)). Furthermore the development of
Knowledge Management through developments in networked computing and
computer based applications (discussed in detail in Chapter 3 ) indicates a regression
to the technology focused principles of many business process re-engineering
vendors (Davenport, DeLong et al. 1998; Sicloff 1999). While the aims of such
technology may have been helping employees to respond to change, to encourage

creativity, innovation and learning and to improve productivity (Neef 1999), this

was achieved through conventional approaches.
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As companies expand there is a limit to the effectiveness of the informal ways that
knowledge has always been shared within organisations. It was suggested that
companies above two to three hundred employees were too large for people to have a

erasp of collective organisational knowledge (Davenport and Prusak 1998) and that
they needed to identify a method to “know-what-they-know” (Sieloff 1999). It
knowledge was to become a valuable corporate asset it must be accessible, developed
and used (Davenport and Prusak 1998). The body of literature associated with
Knowledge Management was born out of this desire. This literature is broad and
often incoherent hence the following section presents a framework upon which this

study’s literature review of the topic is structured.

2.3 A route through Knowledge Management towards a

stance for this study

The use of the term “Knowledge Management” is often problematic as there is little
consensus regarding its definition (Neef 1999; Bhatt 2001). A recent study by Raub
& Ruling outlined that there is not an accepted single area of discourse within either
the academic or popular management literature associated within Knowledge
Management (Raub and Ruling 2001). Many authors simply avoid the term
completely, preferring to focus on specific aspects of the topic such as knowledge,
innovation or learning (Costello 1996). This avoidance creates a number of
problems when reviewing the literature on the field. In particular Knowledge
Management’s “faddish’ status ensures many papers within the field do not employ
the term (Swan, Scarbrough et al. 1999; Davenport and Grover 2001). Knowledge
Management’s close relationship to concepts such as organisational learning,
organisational memory, information sharing, and collaborative work (Schultze 1998)

also leads to a blurring of the boundary of theory.

As has been mentioned 1n section 1.5 it is possible to 1identify two areas of interest
within Knowledge Management: IS/IT issues and issues concerned with general
management (Raub and Ruling 2001). Those concemed with IS/IT issues have a
greater representation in literature (70% of articles in 1999 appeared in the IT/IS
literature (Scarbrough, Swan et al. 1999)). It may be the case that these statistics
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suggest that the term “Knowledge Management” 1s considered more acceptable

within the sphere of IS/IT than within management disciplines.

When exploring the issues of Knowledge Management there is a need to identify an
epistemological perspective upon which to base one’s approach. Many authors have
avoided epistemological debate on the definition of knowledge by comparing
knowledge with information and data (Alavi and Leidner 2001). A commonly held
view is that data i1s raw numbers and facts, information i1s processed data and
knowledge is authenticated information ((Dretske 1981), (Machlup 1980) from
(Alavi and Leidner 2001)). However such a discussion is counter-productive for it

highlights an objectivist notion of knowledge through the implication of hierarchy.
Alavi and Leidner highlight that the assumption of a hierarchy from data to

information to knowledge with each varying along some dimension such as context,
usefulness or interpretability is inaccurate. However rather than adopting the
argument that the effective distinguishing feature between information and
knowledge is that “knowledge is information possessed in the minds of individuals: it
is personalized information (which may or may not be new, unique, useful or
accurate) related to facts, procedures, concepts, interpretations, ideas, observations,
and judgements’(Alavi and Leidner 2001) it 1s suggested that such definitions fail to
include the social dimension in which knowledge exists (Brown and Duguid. 1998).
A significant implication of this view of knowledge for this study is that for

individuals to arrive at a similar understanding of data or information, they must

share a history or context (Alavi and Leidner 2001).

Within the literature of information systems there is a generally accepted assumption
of a hierarchy between data, information and knowledge (Dahlbom and Mathiassen
1995). Information is considered to be formalised representations of data, and is
essentially a charting of knowledge within a shared practice (Dahlbom and
Mathiassen 1995). An altemative view suggests that the often assumed hierarchy
from data to knowledge is actually inverse (Tuomi 1999); “knowledge must exist

before information can be formulated and data can be measured to form
information” (Alavi and Leidner 2001). “Raw Data’ does not exist a priori; thought
and knowledge processes are always employed in identifying and collecting even the

most elementary data. Tuomi argues that knowledge exists which, when articulated,
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verbalized and structured, becomes data. “Critical to this argument is the fact that
knowledge does not exist outside of an agent (a knower); it is indelibly shaped by
one's needs as well as one’s stock of knowledge” (Fahey and Prusak. 1998) also seen
in (Tuomi 1999; Alavi and Leidner 2001). In response to contradictions such as this,
this study explores the 1ssues of Knowledge Management through consideration of

social practices rather than focusing on distinctions with information or data.

In general, definitions of Knowledge Management are linked to those "processes”
attributable to knowledge. For example “any process or practice of creating,
acquiring, capturing, sharing and using knowledge, wherever it resides, to enhance
learning and performance in organisations.” (Scarbrough, Swan et al. 1999). Terms

such as storage, transfer, transformation, application, embedding and protecting
(Hedlund 1994) are often employed in such definitions. These definitions, while
encompassing many aspects of “process” around Knowledge Management, imply an

essentially objectivist view of the subject, unquestioning of whether knowledge is

capable of these processes.

This lack of ngorous definition of the topic and aggressive promotion from
technologists has led many to argue that Knowledge Management is a fad. While the
topic clearly has aspects of “faddishness” (Davenport and Grover 2001) and may
even be analysed from a fashion perspective (e.g. (Swan, Scarbrough et al. 1999;
Davenport and Grover 2001; Raub and Ruling 2001)), it is believed likely that the
values and concepts of Knowledge Management practice will become embedded

within organisations’ core business processes (TFPL 1999).

In taking seriously calls to explore Knowledge Management principles (Alavi and
Leidner 2001), there 1s a need to categorise the wide ranging literature on Knowledge
Management such that the underlying epistemic and ontological principles may be
identified and explored, and furthermore, that technological artefacts may be
discussed 1n relation these approaches. Through a critical reflection upon literature

within such categonsation a theoretical stance emerges which is employed as the

foundation for intervention within this study.
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A number of authors have provided approaches to categorising the extreme
approaches to Knowledge Management existent within the field. One example
proposes seven schools of Knowledge Management strategy: systems, cartographic,
engineering, commercial, organisational, spatial and strategic (see Figure 6) (Earl
2001). These schools i1dentify the types of Knowledge Management strategy
undertaken by organisations. The approach categorises these seven schools into three
broad types: technocratic, economic and behavioural. Technocratic schools approach
Knowledge Management through information or management technologies that
support and condition employees in their everyday tasks. Economic schools aim to

explicitly create revenue through the exploitation of knowledge as an asset. The
behavioural schools approach Knowledge Management from a behavioural

perspective, stimulating and orchestrating managers and managements to proactively
create, share and use knowledge resources (Earl 2001). While these schools provide
a useful categorisation of specific approaches, particularly in regard to how
technology is used within a Knowledge Management initiative, it is felt that they fail
to emphasis the epistemological basis of Knowledge Management strategies,
particularly failing to effectively categorise the social aspects. Within this model
social interaction is only fully considered within the spatial school. This school
focuses on the use of space within knowledge sharing, such as colleagues chatting
around the water-cooler (Brown and Gray 1995) or buildings designed for

knowledge sharing (Sclater 1999; Schultze and Boland 2000; Ward and Holtham

2000). However 1t 1s felt that social interaction for knowledge is more complex than

this.
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Figure 6: Schools of Knowledge Management from Earl (2001)

An alternative structure for understanding Knowledge Management (McAdam and
McCreedy 1999; McAdam and McCreedy 1999) proposes three categories of model
for Knowledge Management: intellectual capital models, knowledge category models
and social constructionist models. This categorisation 1s simpler that Earl’s, however

it focuses on the definition of knowledge within approaches thus exploring in greater

detail the philosophical foundations of the activity.
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Another alternative categorisation employs Burrell and Morgan’s sociological
paradigmatic analysis of organisation’s behaviour (Burrell and Morgan 1979) 1n
approaching a paradigmatic analysis of Knowledge Management (Schultze 1998). In
applying this framework to the theory of knowledge Schultze identifies the following
two perspectives which are binary opposites:
1) A functionalist perspective: Knowledge exists as an objective
representative of the world and is waiting to be discovered by the human

agent. Schultz argues that such approaches may be seen in (Hedlund
1994) and (Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995). This represents an objectivist

perspective on knowledge, contending that knowledge exists in a number

of forms and locations.

2) An interpretive perspective: Knowledge cannot be located in any one
place because it has no existence independent of human expenence and
social practices of knowing. (Schultze 1998) Schultz argues that such
approaches may be seen in authors such as (Tenkast and Boland 1996;
Brown and Duguid. 1998). This represents a more subjective or
intersubjective perspective, contending that knowledge is continuously

shaping and being shaped by the social practices of communities.

A critical perspective on knowledge is also posited (Schultze 1998), in which
concern is focused upon identifying the forces within society that are antagonistic.
The approach focuses upon the deconstruction and cnticism of the status quo.
Knowledge Management is perceived as an attempt to control and constrict the
knowledge work of the proletariat. So, the challenge for the proletariat is to thwart
the efforts to manage their knowledge. This critical perspective on Knowledge
Management suggests a research focus on the emancipation of these power relations.
This critical perspective is inconsistent with the overall aims of this study as the
support and improvement of knowledge sharing within the British Council 1s
undertaking in line with their ongoing Knowledge Sharing programme rather than in
conflict with it. The British Council’s Knowledge Sharing programme 1s concerned
with improving the use of knowledge, and this study is concerned with aiding and

supporting this process without questioning its political basis and the impact of

power. This critical perspective is thus not considered in detail.
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In a more recent paper to the 1998 IFIP paper the categorisation has been developed
to use a framework which aims to rethink Burrell and Morgan’s original two
dimensions (Schultze and Leidner 2002). This paper argues that Burrell and
Morgan’s framework of subjective-objective dualism results in an oversimplified
classification that reifies and enhances a false dichotomy, thus denying an
intersubjective “socially shared, historically produced’’ nature of phenomena (Deetz
1996). The more recent paper argues that an alternative framework should be

employed with dimensions of emergent/local and elite/ a priori knowledge (Deetz

1996).

The simpler classification of the original paper is used in this review, however
aspects of the later work are referred to where appropriate. In order that this study
may approach organisational improvement through the introduction of technology, it
1s necessary to strongly 1dentify the form of such intervention. Any categorisation of
Knowledge Management theory 1s a necessary simplification; however the original
classification presents a rational and usable framework for the purpose of identifying
theory and technology for this study. The categorisation of functionalist and
interpretivist approaches also proved useful within the action research studies,
enabling the research to categorise and appreciate the differing perceptions of
Knowledge Management within the British Council. The following two sections
explore the literature on Knowledge Management though these perspectives on

knowledge as either functionalist or interpretivist (Schultze 1998).

2.4 Functionalist perspectives of Knowledge Management

A functionalist perspective is founded in a realist ontology, assuming that knowledge
about the world exists a priori and is waiting to be discovered. Knowledge is
considered objective, neutral and reflective of a realist reality, thus suggesting that
skill, performance, learning and action are assumed real and pre-existing facilities
(Schultze 1998). Knowledge 1s viewed as “a separate entity, static property, or stable
disposition embedded 1n practice” (Orlikowski 2002). Within Knowledge
Management, such approaches manifest themselves in views of knowledge as an
object which 1s existent either within individuals or organisations. Knowledge

Management practices for such objectified knowledge are manifest in the capture,
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manipulation, transfer and protection of such knowledge. In order to describe the
impact of functionalist perspectives upon this study, two of the most influential

concepts of Knowledge Management are described alongside the influence they have

had upon practice.

The specific objectification of knowledge is evident in approaches to “intellectual
capital”. Initially conceived by Leif Edvinsson (Edvinsson and Malone 1997), the
term highlights the value of knowledge as an organisational asset (Roos and Roos
1997), Intellectual capital models take a highly scientific functionalist approach to
knowledge and its management. Such approaches view knowledge as an objectified
“medium of exchange” which 1s assumed to have intrinsic value. By viewing

knowledge as an object these approaches fail to ascertain the richness of human
activity in creating and sharing knowledge (McAdam and McCreedy 1999). They
are however useful in identifying the part organisationai structures play in knowledge
sharing within organisations. An example of this approach may be found in
Davenport & Prusak’s book “Working Knowledge” (Davenport and Prusak 1998) in
which knowledge is seen as a commodity, marketed and traded by the
knowledgeable (Davenport and Prusak 1998). Knowledge Management is thus seen
as a method of exploiting the “knowledge” or “intellectual capital” of employees, or
of capturing their knowledge in order to safeguard it as an asset for the organisations
use (Stewart 1997; Miles, Miles et al. 1998). This “hidden gold” (Stewart 1998), is
considered to be identifiable as the intangible assets of the firm— the talents of its

people, the efficacy of its management systems, the character of its relationships with

its customers.

Intelligence becomes an asset when some useful order is created out of free-floating
brainpower — that is, when it is given coherent form (a mailing list, a database, an
agenda for a meeting, a description of a process); when it is captured in a way that
allows it to be described, shared, and exploited; and when it can be deployed to do

something that could not be done if it remained scattered around like so many coins

in the gutter. Intellectual capital is ;:;ackaged useful knowledge.” (Stewart 1998)

In the task of exploiting intellectual capital Stewart sub-divides intellectual capital

into human capital, structural capital, and customer capital. Human capital is defined
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as the capital value of the innovation of employees (Stewart 1998). Structural capital
is defined as “the knowledge that doesn’t go home at night” (Stewart 1998 page
108). Stewart based this 1dea on the work of Leif Edvinsson of Skandia AFS in

which structural capital 1s seen as more important than human capital, as far as

management 1s concerned, because 1t 1s the capital over which management has most
options for change (Edvinsson and Malone 1997). As Peter Drucker says “Only the
organisation can provide the basic continuity that knowledge workers need in order
to be effective. Only the organisation can convert the specialised knowledge of the
knowledge worker into performance” (Drucker 1994). Examples of structural capital
include legal rights of ownership, technologies, inventions, data, publications,

standards, machine settings, strategy, culture, structures and systems, organisational

routines and procedures. The third form of intellectual capital identified in these
works, customer capital, i1s defined as the capital value of an organisation’s
customers. Thomas Stewart suggests that increasing the return on this customer
capital “requires more than acknowledging that customer relationships are assets,
not just events. It demands understanding the dynamics of managing this asset: what
makes it grow or depreciate, what makes it more valuable or less?” Interest in
customer relationship management systems and their consideration as part of

Knowledge Management programmes may be an indication of the perceived value of

such capital. (Davenport 1996; Davenport and Prusak 1998; Leask, Seaward et al.
1999).

Functionalist approaches to Knowledge Management highlight a need to give strong
emphasis to measurement associated with decomposed elements of knowledge. This
implies an attempt to fit objective measurement to subjective elements (McAdam and
McCreedy 1999), and to a focus on easily detectable, quantifiable information rather
than complex 1deas such as knowledge (Von-Krogh, Ichijo et al. 2000). The
consideration of a human innovation as of capital value appears to simplify the
differences in ownership and power of such innovation from other forms of capital. It
is not possible to manage the level or quality of “innovation”, nor to effectively
consider innovation as an output of a formal process of innovating. The notion of
knowledge as intellectual capital assets appears to suggest a static capability of a
firm. It fails to reference the constantly evolving, changing and developing nature of

knowledge. Intellectual capital is argued to be created through revolutionary forms of
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innovation, however it could be argued that innovation 1s a constant process of

continual change in which certain developments are perceived to be revolutionary
(Feldman 2000).

Intellectual capital approaches remain appealing; in particular it 1s easier to justify
budgets and investment with an analysis of intellectual capital (Edvinsson and

Malone 1997). Many IT departments presently face budgetary and resource
constraints and are under pressure to provide metrics such as returns on investment
(Lesser and Prusak 2001; Williams 2002). While other philosophies about
Knowledge Management challenge the possibility of such metrics, functionalist
approaches to knowledge allow accounting measures to be employed to calculate an

organisation’s intellectual capital (Stewart 1996; Stewart 1998). It is then possible to

register this value as a corporate asset in a balance sheet (Edvinsson and Malone

1997; Edvinsson 2000).

This notion of intellectual capital has been influential to this study as it was
particularly influential on many of the early implementations of technological
solutions for Knowledge Management. In this way it influenced the early approaches
to Knowledge Management within the British Council (this influence will described

in Chapter 5 ) and thus influences the action research of this study.

In addition to these intellectual capital views of knowledge, alternative functionalist
perspectives may be identified which also categorise and classify knowledge as

object. For example Max Boisot considers knowledge as either codified or

uncodified, and as diffused or undiffused within organisations (Boisot 1998).

One of the most influential works on Knowledge Management is based on categories

of knowledge. This is the 1995 book “The knowledge creating company” by Ikujiro
Nonaka and Hirotaka Takeuchi (Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995). This book is based on

an article by these authors in the Harvard Business Review, 1991 (Nonaka 1991) and

outlines the role of knowledge and innovation within Japanese manufacturing

companies.
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These articles introduced a particularly popular model of knowledge derived from
the work of Michael Polanyi. The model is based on two categories of knowledge;
tacit and explicit knowledge (Polany1 1962; Polanyi 1967; Routledge 2000). Polanyi
believed that the “scientific” account of knowledge as a fully explicit formalised
body of statements did not allow for an adequate account of discovery and growth. In
his account of tacit knowledge, knowledge has an ineliminable subjective dimension:
we know much more than we can tell. This knowledge is termed “tacit”, while
knowledge which we may tell i1s termed “explicit” knowledge (Routledge 2000).
Polanyi introduced the idea of a “tacit dimension” (Polany1 1967) to all knowledge
as a strong response against the positivistic approaches evident in his time (Hull

2002) (see also (Hull 2003)) and thus did not intend the concept to be dichotomised

as is evident in much of the functionalist applications of this concept. When
knowledge is made explicit through language it can be focused for reflection. Polanyi
also emphasised the functional aspect of knowledge, 1.e. he regards knowledge as a

tool by which we either act or gather new knowledge (Sveiby 1996; Sveiby 1997).

Sveiby outlines three main theses in Polanyi1’s concept of knowledge: (quoted as in
(Sveiby 1997)); “True discovery, cannot be accounted for by a set of articulated
rules or algorithms. Knowledge is public and also to a very great extent personal
(i.e. it is constructed by humans and therefore contains emotions, “passion’’). The
knowledge that underlies the explicit knowledge is more fundamental; all knowledge
is either tacit or rooted in tacit knowledge. In Polanyi’s world there is thus no such

thing as “objective knowledge".

Tacit knowledge is personal, context-specific and therefore hard to formalise and
communicate. Explicit or “codified” knowledge, on the other hand, refers to
knowledge that is transmittable in a formal, systematic language (Nonaka and
Takeuchi 1995). Nonaka & Takeuchi extend these epistemological dimensions
introducing “knowledge conversion” as the key to knowledge sharing. Tacit and
explicit knowledge are not viewed as separate entities, but rather as mutually
complementary entities. Knowledge is created through the social interaction between

tacit and explicit knowledge, an interaction Nonaka & Takeuchi term “knowledge
conversion” (Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995).
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Nonaka and Takeuchi used a number of case studies to outline how they believed
knowledge to be routed in innovation and 1n the essentially social processes
employees engage in. This notion was highlighted within a theory of knowledge
creation, which 1s based on a knowledge creation spiral shown in Figure 7 (known as
the SECI model and expounded in (Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995)). This model
considers knowledge to be created through an interaction of tacit and explicit

knowledge at various levels of the organisation.

T acit Explicit
Socialisati;n 4 Externalisation
Tacit
Internali:a-tio-n Combination
Explicit

Figure 7: The SECI process from Nonaka (1995) cycling between tacit and explicit dimensions
in order to broadly create knowledge.

Knowledge 1s converted through four processes which create new knowledge within
an organisation. Socialisation is the process by which tacit knowledge 1s shared with
others (e.g. apprenticeships). Externalisation 1s the process by which tacit knowledge

is converted into explicit concepts, achieved through metaphors, analogies,

hypotheses etc. Once made explicit such knowledge may be combined with other
explicit knowledge through a process of systemizing, (through meetings, documents
and communication). This explicit knowledge may then become integrated into the
tacit knowledge of individuals through a process of internalisation — closely related

to “learning by doing”. These four elements form a spiral of knowledge creation;

cach iteration of this spiral creates further knowledge, and expands the ontological
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dimension at which the knowledge creation is occurring, from individual through

group to organisational wide knowledge creation.

Within the original texts this SECI model was not discussed as a process, but rather a

reflection upon the process of knowledge creation. It is also worth noting that within
the SECI process only the combination aspect specifically refers to computer
technologies. The main “tools” discussed in the 1995 book are essentially social acts

with externalisation undertaken through social dialogue and organisational level
knowledge creation achieved through support for social interaction as well as
information. However the knowledge creation cycle above has been widely (and

wrongly) interpreted as a simplistic process for the “codification” of knowledge from

the minds of individuals into corporate databases and repositories, with information
technology (McAdam and McCreedy 1999). The model’s intrinsic social dimension
was often ignored and supplanted with a process driven and objective model of

knowledge creation, based on the categories of tacit and explicit knowledge.

Criticism of the use of Nonaka’s approach 1s also levelled at the misunderstanding of
the case studies used; the examples from this model refer to engineering within a
Japanese context, yet others have tried to apply these ideas in highly different
domains to which they may not be appropriate (Snowden 2002). The knowledge
conversion process In Nonaka’s theory has also been criticised for ignoring the
essential ineffability of tacit knowledge, which was presented in the original work by
Polany1 (Tsoukas 2002). It is argued that the SECI cycle is simplistic as it does not
consider the complexity of the interaction of individuals with the others around them
(Tsoukas 2002). “To split tacit knowledge from explicit knowledge it to miss the
point — the two are inseparably related” (Tsoukas 1996). “Tacit knowledge cannot
be “captured”, “translated” or converted” but only displayed and manifest in what
we do. New knowledge comes about not when the tacit becomes explicit, but when

skilled performance is punctuated in new ways through social interaction” (Tsoukas

2002).

The model of knowledge creation has been further developed to include the SECI
process within a “unified model of dynamic knowledge creation” (Nonaka, Toyama

et al. 2000). This model includes the notion of a shared context for knowledge
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creation (termed “ba” (which roughly means “place”)) in which individuals
influence and are influenced by the environment with which they interact, and the
notion of knowledge assets: the inputs, outputs and moderators of the knowledge
creating process. The knowledge creation process is thus defined as a spiral which
grows out of these elements requiring dialectical thinking to lead it. “Using its
existing knowledge assets, an organisation creates new knowledge through the SECI

process that takes place in ba. The knowledge created then becomes part of the
knowledge assets of the organisation, which becomes the basis for a new spiral of
knowledge creation” (Nonaka, Toyama et al. 2000). This final description appears to

move towards the intellectual capital concepts defined previously, with knowledge
assets being defined as firm specific valuable capital, indispensable for value

creation within an organisation (Nonaka, Toyama et al. 2000). The notion of
community and ba is similar to the concept of social capital (Prusak and Cohen

2001) defined as the “relationships that make the organisation work” (Prusak and
Cohen 2001).

These three articles (Nonaka 1991; Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995; Nonaka, Toyama et
al. 2000), written by the same primary author over a period of ten years have been
highly influential in leading thinking in Knowledge Management. It 1s clear that each
is based on categorising knowledge as either “tacit” or “explicit” and that, while the
authors’ emphasise the social action associated with knowledge creation, the aim has

still been to define knowledge in terms of a process of knowledge creation.

The functionalist approach to Knowledge Management is rejected because it is
considered to be too simplistic a model upon which to base a Knowledge
Management intervention. In particular the notion that knowledge may be stored in
repositories and “transferred” to others through information 1is challenged within the
study’s adopted approach to technology. The model remained influential within
mainstream management literature on Knowledge Management and as a result was
influential on the British Council’s knowledge sharing programme (and referred to in
a number of strategy documents). The functionalist approach, by favouring the
storage and transfer of knowledge-as-object provides an easier to comprehend route

to technology (with technology as a storage mechanism for such knowledge objects).

The functionalist perspective appears easier to convey, discuss and conceptualise
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than the interpretivist perspective described below and perhaps closer to the scientific
influences of western education. This study’s action research describes situations in
which the Knowledge Management intervention within the British Council is
interpreted by members of the organisation in functionalist terms. Furthermore, the

adopted approach (described below) incorporates aspects of such functionalism, yet

with the aim of continuing to consider knowledge through an interpretivist lens.

Functionalistic approaches to Knowledge Management suggest that knowledge is
only useful in a formal and systematic form. These approaches frequently present
knowledge as ahistorical (Schultze 1998), with knowledge considered as facts which

are unaltered in use. Initiatives that capture and store knowledge fail to consider the

effect of such intervention upon the knowledge itself. Functionalist approaches are
generally based upon a rationalistic assumption, and so the concept of “wilful
coercive behaviours” (Schultze 1998) 1s not considered. Concepts, such as that
individuals may horde their knowledge or that more knowledge may complicate a
situation and so reduce the ability to act, are left out of functionalist approaches
(Schultze 1998). The following section introduces a set of alternative perspectives
towards Knowledge Management which address a number of these issues by

focusing on the part of individuals within knowledge creation.

2.5 Interpretive perspectives on Knowledge Management

From an interpretive perspective, functionalism, based on rationalist and empiricist
approaches, may be relevant to knowledge about the rational world but fails to
consider the role of individuals in knowledge’s part in the social world. This builds

upon Immanuel] Kant’s study that the mind is not a passive tabula rasa or blank sheet
- void of all characters, but rather is actively engaged in the ordering of sensory
experiences; direct knowledge of things in themselves (which Kant termed
“noumena’) 1s argued to be impossible. Noumena are not knowledge in themselves,
but rather our understanding of them 1s achieved through the application of our a
priori knowledge to create phenomena which are knowable-to-us (Johnson and
Duberley 2000). The perspective views human knowledge to be achieved through

experience and “inherently indeterminate” (Tsoukas 1996; Davenport and Prusak
1998).
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Interpretive views of knowledge also appreciate the works of Karl Marx (accepting
that Marx’s focus was upon action rather than knowledge), in which perception is
viewed as an interaction between the knower (subject) and the known (object). In

particular that truth is demonstrated in practice, this provides a link between the
creation of knowledge and action (Russell 1961). Knowledge 1s not considered to

exist a priori waiting to be acquired, either through experimentation or thought.

Rather these approaches assert that an interaction is required between self and the

outside world. This 1s evident in the works of Edmund Husserl on phenomenology,

and in particular the work of Martin Heidegger, a student of Hursserl (Inwood 1997).

Heidegger’s work applied a phenomenological method to analyse the mode of human

“being in the world” (described as Dasein) (Heidegger 1962; Inwood 1997). In
particular the notion that we are a “being in the world” by “having to do something”
(for example “producing something” or “making something”) resonates with this
study’s focus on action as core to Knowledge Management. For example, that our
actions “must employ theoretical cognition” ((Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995) from
(Heidegger 1962)). Our dasein 1s characterised by an active relationship with other
things in the world; it 1s not a detached spectator (as argued in Cartesian dualism),
but has a close relationship between knowledge and action. It is argued in this study
that knowledge 1s not absolute, static and non-human, but, closer to the definition of
Frank Blackler in which “knowledge is multi-faceted and complex, being both
situated and abstract, implicit and explicit, distributed and individual, physical and
mental, developing and static, verbal and encoded” (Blackler 1995). A major
premise of this stance i1s that people act on the basis of their interpretation of the
world, and thus enact particular social realities, endowing them with meaning
(Orlikowski and Gash 1994). In essence knowledge and knowing exist within a
generative dance in which knowledge 1s both practice (action) and object (Cook and
Brown 1999). In particular such accounts view learning not simply as the acquisition
of facts, but rather as acquiring the ability to act in the world in a socially recognised
way (Brown and Duguid 2001). This emphasis on the social acceptance of one’s
knowledge is of crucial importance, and highlights the socially constructed nature of
knowledge (Berger and Luckman 1966). These perspectives argue that all but the
most simplistic learning involves a complex social process. Such social interaction

shapes how individuals interpret the world and learn from it (Daft and Weick 1984).
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Interpretivist approaches to Knowledge Management emphasise action within
practice. “Work practice... seems critical to understanding the acquisition of identify
and knowledge at work” (Brown and Duguid 2001); meaning is created through
action within a specific social context (Cook and Brown). One particular
interpretivist model of Knowledge Management emphasises the construction of
knowledge within the organisation through a process of social interchange by which
knowledge is embodied within the organisation’s structures (Demarest 1997). Once
embodied within the organisation, knowledge 1s disseminated through social
processes (Demarest 1997; McAdam and McCreedy 1999). This emergent, practice

led account of knowledge is similar to the interpretivist work on Knowledge

Management by Orlikowski (Orlikowski 2002) in which knowledge is presented as
“emerging from the ongoing and situated actions of organisational members as they
engage in the world.”, Orlikowski suggests that knowledge 1s enacted, every day and
over time in people’s practices, suggesting that discussion of knowledge must be
intrinsically linked to practice. In her work the emphasis on practice indicates that
knowledge is seen as “at any given time, what the practice has made it” with

knowledge and practice seen as mutually constitutive.

The above works suggests that an interpretivist approach to Knowledge Management
considers knowledge not as a static object, but rather as embedded in recurrent
human practices (Venters, Cushman et al. 2002). The transfer of knowledge from one
locale to another is not concerned with knowledge as an object to be made mobile
when expressed, codified or commoditised. Rather knowledge is rendered mobile as

an ongoing product of all human purposeful activity within a social context (Venters,
Cushman et al. 2002).

Employing an interpretivist approach to knowledge emphasises the social nature of
knowledge creation leading to approaches to Knowledge Management that focus on
human interaction rather than on information. Knowledge is considered as a
continuous accomplishment (Kogut and Zander 1996), a process rather than an
object (Spender 1996). This study thus considers within interpretivist approaches to
Knowledge Management the concepts of sensemaking and “community of practice”

as they focus on the social practices of knowledge creation and application. The
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concept of reflection-in-action is also introduced in order to conceptualise the
creation of knowledge by reflection on practice. Finally this section considers the
role of communication in Knowledge Management through the concept of an

organisational conversation.

2.5.1 Sensemaking

Sensemaking 1s essentially the structuring of the unknown, it is the questioning of
how individuals construct what they construct, why, and with what affect (Weick
1995; Weick 1996). In contrast to Herbert Simon’s (Simon 1945) model of
organisations as “information-processing machines” characterised in other

Knowledge Management approaches, proponents of sensemaking emphasise the

irrational and ambiguous nature of human problem solving and decision-making. For
example a similar perspective adopted by Walsham suggests a “human-centred view
of knowledge, emphasising the deep tacit knowledge which underpins human thought
and action, and the complex sense-reading and sense-giving processes which human
beings carry out in communicating with each other and 'sharing'
knowledge”’(Walsham 2001). The organisation is perceived as a system of
perception, making sense of what has happened retrospectively. “Reality is an
ongoing accomplishment that emerges from efforts to create order and make
retrospective sense of what occurs... Sensemaking emphasises that people try to

make things rationally accountable to themselves and others” (Weick 1993).

The concept’s origins in structuration theory (Giddens 1984), leads its proponents
such as Weick to see “cognitive maps and schemas as dynamically interacting and
inseparable from the organisational environment in that they both determine, and
are determined by, the decision maker's interaction with their environment” (Swan
1995). This dynamic nature appeals to the socially constructed approach towards
Knowledge Management (Thomas, Sussma et al. 2001), implying that sensemaking,
and thus knowledge creation, are linked to ongoing interaction by individuals within

the organisation (Cecez-Kecmanovic and Jerram 2002). It is suggested that such

structurational approaches suggest the need for process-oriented research that may
describe the emergence of cognitive processes over time (Swan 1995). Sensemaking

has been outlined as a process consisting of a number of attributes (Weick 1995).
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Each of these attributes 1s now considered and its influence on practical approaches

to Knowledge Management discussed:

Grounded in identity construction: The establishment and construction of
identity on the part of the sensemaker is key to the sensemaking process. In
making sense of a situation the sensemaker’s notion of self is constructed.
Approaching Knowledge Management with assumptions about the identity
of the organisation 1s challenged; 1t proves problematic to assume that
individuals assume the same 1dentity over time.

Retrospective: By definition we can only make sense of that which has

already occurred; our view of reality is interpreted and historic. Our
approach to understanding is not simply based on the information presented
in a repository, but also upon our previous experience. Furthermore,

repositories are interpreted differently based on time and context.

Enactive of sensible environments: Within organisations individuals often
produce part of the environment they face, once created these environments
constrain the actions of these individuals. The environment is not a separate
external body but something the individual i1s part of. Any approach to
supporting Knowledge Management will form part of such an environment,
and constrain the actions of its users.

Social: “Conduct is contingent upon the conduct of others, whether those
others are imagined or physically present” (Weick 1995). Decisions are
made in the knowledge that others will see the outcome and be involved in its
execution. Knowledge creation and sharing is thus dependent upon the
perception of how others will learn or apply such knowledge.

Ongoing: Sensemaking neither starts nor ends. People are always in the
middle of things. People may retrospectively identify punctuation in this
flow, and rationalise their actions around such punctuations. They seldom
face a situation where observations are made, hypothesis formed and finally a
rational course of action is consciously chosen (Winograd and Flores 1986).
Knowledge Management approaches should form part of this ongoing

sensemaking process, rather than support rationalistic, punctuated decision

making actions.
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e Focused on and by extracted cues: In order to make sense of a situation,
individuals search for a cue onto which they may build sense. Such a cue is
not necessarily a complete or correct piece of information, but the cue may be

used to search for further cues to update the “sense” made.

e Driven by plausibility rather than accuracy: In order to make sense of a
situation an individual needs plausible information in a sufficient quantity to
undertake their work.

These seven qualities of sensemaking highlight the construction of an environment
for knowledge creation and exchange; the knowledgeable will create their identity,
express their knowledge based on the expressions they have previously made, and
alter the environment they are part of by any decision to share their knowledge
(Further consideration of the ideas on identity may be found in (Winograd and Flores
1986; Flores 1998)). Knowledge sharing is part of a social interaction; in particular
the people involved will make sense of how the audience of the knowledge react.
Many Knowledge Management approaches fail to appreciate such complexity.
Functionalist strategies emphasise the storage of accurate complete information,
while sense-making points to sufficiency and plausibility (Weick 1995). Hence, this
study approaches the meaning and basis of information as routed in the individual,
rather than existent a priori within the information. Drawing on the themes of

hermeneutics, information is considered to require interpretation, and to be affected

by the individual’s actions.

While sensemaking emphasises the process by which individuals arrive at an
understanding of an unfamiliar situation, it is also necessary to understand how such
individuals may reflect upon ongoing breakdowns within their practices, to innovate
new approaches. The following section described the concept of reflection, which is
used within this study to complement the notion of sensemaking. These theories are
not necessarily theoretically complementary; sensemaking is based on structuration,
while reflection-in-action 1s based upon more rationalistic and systemic approaches.

Within the intervention however they are employed together to frame and explore

planned approaches.
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2.5.2 Reflection in action

The notion of reflection-in-action is revisited throughout this study, as it resonated
with the researcher’s experiences of trying to improve the way professionals within
the British Council could consider and improve their work. In this way it is both a
methodological concern, describing the method by which the action research
constructs meaning through reflection, and a practical concern as to how members of
the Bnitish Council might innovate. This connection between the process of research
and Knowledge Management is evident throughout this study, for both aim to create
and disseminate knowledge through various means (e.g. (Bergquist, Ljungberg et al.

2001) describes the application of peer-review from academia for Knowledge

Management).

The researcher used the concepts of reflection-in-action during discussion with

individuals in the British Council and considered the concepts as core to the kinds of
practice the study was attempting to improve. This underpins the idea that
Knowledge Management is to be seen as “the dynamic process of turning
unreflective practices into a reflective one by elucidating the rules guiding the
activities of the practice, by helping give a particular shape to collective

understanding, and by facilitating the emergence of heuristic knowledge” (Tsoukas
and Vladimirou 2001).

Donald Schén (Schén 1982) studied professional practice and devised the concept of
reflection-in-action to describe how professionals constantly re-evaluate their
actions. In his study he asserts that professional practice is dominated by an
epistemology of technical rationality; a view that knowledge exists objectively and
that the role of the professional is to solve problems by the rigorous applications of
scientific techniques (analogous to the approaches suggested within functionalist
approaches to Knowledge Management). This rationalistic approach leads to a split
between research (the creation of knowledge) and practice (the application of
knowledge). Schén, in line with this researcher, believes that such positivistic
approaches are valuable when a precise “problem” is defined, however in practice

well formed problems are seldom given but must be constructed from messy

problematic situations (Ackoff 1974; Schén 1982).
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This study employs this concept of reflection-in-action to challenge the functionalist
approaches to Knowledge Management employing the concept of knowledge-in-
action. Knowledge-in-action is the “kind of knowing which does not stem from a
prior intellectual operation” (Schén 1982) and refers to the knowledge employed
during activity. Schén suggests that “knowing” has the following properties (Schén
1982):

o There are actions, recognitions, and judgements which we know how to carry

out spontaneously; we do not have to think about them prior to or during

their performance.

o We are often unaware of having learned to do these things, we simply find

ourselves doing them.

o In some cases we are once aware of the understandings which were

subsequently internalised in our feelings for the stuff of action. In other cases,
we may never have been aware of them. In both cases, however, we are
usually unable to describe the knowing which our action reveals. This notion
challenges the “codification” of tacit knowing into repositories, highlighting

(as actually Nonaka does (Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995)) that certain

experience cannot be described and codified.

This knowledge-in-action is applied when the situation faced is familiar, however in
a new situation, “breakdown” (Winograd and Flores 1986) occurs; individuals are
forced to think about what they are doing. They must consider the new situation and
the appropriateness of their knowing to it, they make sense of the situation and how
they may act upon it, This 1s termed reflection-on-action: the consideration of what
people do. In performing an action people may reflect upon it. This reflection-in-
action 1s the process a jazz musician may undertake during improvisation — “thinking
about what they are doing and in the process evolving the way of doing it”. Through
reflection the individual 1s able to “surface and criticise the tacit understandings that
have grown up around the repetitive experiences of a specialised practice, and can
make new sense of the situations of uncertainty or uniqueness which he may allow

himself to experience” (Schén 1982). These concepts lead to issues of improvisation
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(Ciborra 2000), 1n particular the use and reflection upon existent tools which prove
ready to hand (Winograd and Flores 1986)

In the face of a changing unique or unstable situation in which the problem eludes
the individual’s ordinary categories of knowledge-in-practice, the individual is
required to respond. Schén terms this response a “theory response” (Schén 1982)
which may lead to an abandonment of their earlier theories-in-action (the theories
learnt and applied to action). Such a “theory response’” requires reflection-in-action,
that is, reflection upon the action undertaken and reflection upon the knowledge-in-

practice and its suitability for the changed situation. Employees may feel uneasy in a
changed situation because they cannot say what they know how to do, and cannot

justify the quality or rigour of their actions (Schén 1982). Such a response will
require the individual to appreciate the situation and consider different ways to frame
the problem. This suggests that Knowledge Management initiatives should not
simply provide “best practice” databases, but rather provide a variety of information

by which individuals may frame problems.

2.5.3 Communities of practice

A “community of practice” is a group of individuals that collectively create and share
knowledge through shared practice (Wenger 1998). The term practice emphasises the
relationship between action and knowledge creation within these groups, as
described previously. The notion of practice and identity within concepts of
community are of particular relevance for this study, however as has been argued
“often too much attention is paid to the idea of community, too little to the
implications of practice” (Brown and Duguid 2001) as such this study focuses upon
communities as structures of shared practice. Human activity is discussed in terms of
negotiation of meaning, participation and reification with such communities, yet
appreciating that “Living is a constant process of negotiation of meaning” (Wenger
1998) and that communities are socially constructed labels for emergent

configurations of individuals (in many ways similar to notions of culture).

“Communities of practice” have many of the inherent properties of Nonaka’s ba
(Nonaka, Toyama et al. 2000). While a “community of practice” is a living place

where the members learn knowledge that is embedded in the community, the
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boundary of a “community of practice” is firmly set by its task, culture, history and
identity. In contrast, ba 1s fluid and can be changed quickly as it is set by the

participants. Instead of being constrained by history, ba has a “here and now” quality
to it (Nonaka, Toyama et al. 2000).

2.5.4 Organisational Conversation

Both the functionalist and interpretivist perspectives emphasise communication in its
various forms as key to knowledge creation and sharing. In addition the concepts of
sensemaking and “community of practice” rely upor; (and assume) communication
between individuals within an organisation. Within organisations, language and
conversation (both 1n voice and through documents or e-mail) are the main methods
of exchanging meaning. “Conversations are the way that knowledge workers

discover what they know, share it with their colleagues, and in the process create
new knowledge” (Webber 1984). Within an organisation such conversations are
maintained through history by their recording as information, for example in memos,

papers and e-mails.

Conversation also forms part of the ongoing sensemaking process, it enables “a
calibration of our own mental models against those of others around us” (Goleman
1985). Furthermore, given this study’s focus on a socially constructed notion of
knowledge, knowledge must be, in part, a “social product accomplished in
communication” (Deetz 1992). This has led to suggestions that Knowledge

Management focus in greater detail on communication (More 1998; Varey, Wood-
Harper et al. 2002).

Within the final intervention associated with this study the focus is put upon one
particular form of organisational conversation: the telling of stories. “Stories infuse
events with meaning ... through the magic of plot” (Gabriel 2000). Stories are seen
as a method by which individuals present events and experience as the storyteller

wishes to believe they happened rather than as they actually happened. Their

narrative and plot allow them to be remembered by others, altered and shared to
allow meaning to defuse (Gabriel 2000). Stories can be used as knowledge sharing
devices, to be created and shared to pass on experience and knowledge (Snowden

2000). It should however be noted that once a story is told control of the story is lost.
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Its message may be altered and even reversed through subsequent telling (Gabriel
2000). This study explores the use of stories, presented through technology as a
method of knowledge creation within the organisation, particularly in relation to the
sensemaking process since stories do not imply an objective reality but rather

challenge individuals to question and make sense of their meaning.

2.6 The stance towards Knowledge Management adopted

within this study.

The ostensibly objectivist and subjectivist accounts of Knowledge Management
outlined in sections 2.4 and 2.5 , should not be considered as binary opposites, but

rather as part of a continuum of thought. This study recognises this continuum to be a

crucial element of a coherent Knowledge Management approach (Hansen, Nohria et
al. 1999) and hence employs a constructivist approach to Knowledge Management,
suggesting that a position of either absolute subjectivity or absolute objectivity is
untenable; rather these are relative positions in the intersubjective social
consciousness (Berger and Luckman 1966; Schultze 2000). Subjectivity and
objectivity are interlocked in a reciprocal relationship so that both are always
necessary (Schultze 2000). In adopting such a positton towards Knowledge
Management it 1s accepted that society (encompassing Knowledge Management
practice) is both a subjective and objective reality. Drawing on the philosophy of
Hume, social reality is to be understood in terms of an ongoing dialectical process

composed of an individual simultaneously externalising their being into the social
world, and internalising the social world as objective reality; “to be in society is to

participate in this dialectic’(Berger and Luckman 1966).

In contrast to the highly functionalist Knowledge Management approaches such as
mapping knowledge (Seemann 1996; Vail 1999), or the highly subjectivist
approaches, the adopted social constructivist approach suggests that through social
activity individuals in the social setting constantly re-create knowledge in new forms
(Berger 'and Luckman 1966). Such a perspective shifts interest from supporting,
mapping, storing and disseminating knowledge as an object, to supporting (and

creating or shaping) many possible activities undertaken by individuals engaged in

social action.
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This study still however argues that human knowledge is capable of some degree of
objectification; that is, manifested as products of human activity, avatilable to the

producer and others as elements of their intersubjective world (Berger and Luckman

1966; Venters, Cushman et al. 2002). Within this stance objects are not argued to
“possess” knowledge, as would be argued by the codification of tacit knowledge into
explicit knowledge, nor does ICT simply act as a conduit by which knowledge may
be shared. Instead, these elements are considered to contain, express and inscribe
accumulations of meaning and experience (Berger and Luckman 1966). An act of
objectivation, for example an answer to a request for information through a
companies e-mail system, may make the requested individual’s subjectivity appear to
have greater reality, not only for the receiver, but also the producer (Berger and
Luckman 1966). In writing information for location within a technological system
aimed at supporting Knowledge Management, its author is not simply codifying a
pre-conceived “picture”, but making real a subjective thought (Schén 1982). It 1s
argued that once located within such a system, information may contain a potential to
knowledge, that 1s, a reader may learn from such information acquiring new
knowledge, yet this knowledge 1s not “contained” within the informational artefact.
Hence, the technological systems associated with functionalist approaches to
Knowledge Management are considered as potentially supporting the aims of an

interpretivist approach to knowledge.

This study considers knowledge to be a social creation, described through theories of
the sociology of knowledge, in which knowledge is ordered by society. “Sociology
of knowledge, then, is the procedure by which the socio-historical selection of
ideational contents is to be studied, it being understood that the contents themselves
are independent of socio-historical causation and thus inaccessible to sociological
analysis.... It is to throw a sizable sop to the dragon of relativity, but only so as to
enter the castle of ontological certitude better” (Berger and Luckman 1966).
Sociologists of knowledge consider knowledge to be a creation of social action:
Facts become facts when accepted by society, and are reinforced by that acceptance

(for a lively account of this process within science see (Latour 1987)).
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For this study and as the basis for exploring the intervention within the British
Council, knowledge 1s considered as a “socially constructed and emergent
property of purposeful human activity”. This definition stresses the interpretivist
foundation of the approach, and in particular the necessity of purposeful action and
emergence within the knowledge creation process. The definition is grounded in a
notton of purpose and causality, suggesting that (while possibly unobservable)
knowledge remains linked to human intent. Within this study, “unpurposeful” action
1s not considered 1n relation to Knowledge Management. However unpurposeful
action which serendipitously leads to purposeful social activity and knowledge
creation 1s considered. Unplanned and unbounded social interaction may lead to

innovation and knowledge (through unplanned discussion or breakdown) and this in

turn may lead to new forms of purposeful action. The study argues that serendipitous
meetings should be fostered and structures put in place to “increase the probability of
serendipity’” (examples of fostering serendipity may be found in (Nonaka 1991) and
(Ward and Holtham 2000)).

2.7 A focus on practice

This chapter has presented a description of Knowledge Management from within the
existing literature. Through this analysis a social constructivist approach to
Knowledge Management has been defined for use within this study. However, this
study 1s concerned with intervention within the British Council and so requires a

practical approach building upon such a theoretical stance.

This study 1dentifies a need to appreciate the way individuals construct meaning (and

thus knowledge) from experience. While functionalist approaches present an
approach to the construction of knowledge, this study seeks an interpretivist notion
of knowledge creation through sense-making and reflection-in-action. The notion of
community 1s used as a mechanism to highlight the social nature of knowledge
creation and the need to focus on groups and structures within the organisation,
rather then homogenous knowledge sharing programmes for all. The theory of
“communtty of practice” was introduced to the organisation early in the research

cycle, and its influence i1s apparent with the British Council’s “knowledge-sharing
strategy”’ (Khalid and Marsden 1999) (See Chapter 5 ).
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Within this study the term community (rather than “community of practice”) is
employed to isolate groups of individuals who share common elements of practice.
Ideas and concepts from literature on “community of practice” are explored. Within
the literature on “community of practice” too heavy emphasis has been made on
supporting community rather than supporting practice (Brown and Duguid 1991).
This study seeks to avoid this through its definition of knowledge as an emergent
property of purposeful action. Furthermore, this study focuses on knowledge as
inherently linked to social practice, suggesting that social structure remains crucial to
the appreciation of Knowledge Management. While individuals may work alone,
they rely upon the collective knowledge of groups of which they are a member.

Within such groups knowledge is unevenly distributed between members; yet they

can share such knowledge because of a common base of tacit knowledge (Orr 1996)
which is in turn associated with practice. The notion of “community of practice™ is
thus used within this study to refer to social configurations of individuals in which

shared practice and the knowledge of undertaking shared practice occurs.

During the length of the study, the researcher’s approach to Knowledge Management
evolved and developed. During the first year of research the researcher reviewed the
key literature of Knowledge Management available at that time. This influenced the
Knowledge Management strategy being written for the British Council, in particular
increasing the focus from information repositories towards the encouraging the
emergence of “community of practice”. Once the cycles of action research began,
however, the research was reasonably settled on the stance described within the
conclusions to this chapter. However, the first of the three cycles focuses more on
the engendering® of a sense of community (and hence literature on “community of
practice”). Reflecting on the experience of this cycle, the researcher was led to

consider sensemaking and organisational conversation in much greater detail within

the second and third cycles of action research.

* The word “engender” is used in this thesis to describe the process of supporting and encouraging an
emergent process. In this way “engender” is used as a verb with the definition broadly: “To produce
by natural processes, develop, generate (plants, minerals, material substances) (obs.). b. To give
rise to, produce (a state of things, a disease, force, quality, feeling, etc.).” {Oxford English
Dictionary}
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2.8 Summary

This chapter has outlined the stance adopted by the study towards Knowledge
Management. Within the fieldwork this stance is employed to inform the planning
and introduction of technology within the British Council’s knowledge sharing

programme.

The next chapter of this study attempts to reconcile the described stance towards
Knowledge Management with approaches to the use of technology within
organisational Knowledge Management programmes. In particular, the capabilities
of information and communication technologies are identified and explored relative

to this study’s stance towards Knowledge Management. It is through this comparison

between the informational capabilities of ICT and the social constructivist approach
adopted for this study that the research issues are explored. This comparison 1s a

study of the interface between technological capability and human purposeful

activity— the specific area of concern of this research.
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CHAPTER 3 KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT AND
INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION

TECHNOLOGIES

“Knowledge is of two kinds. We know a subject ourselves, or we know where we can find information
onit.” (Samuel Johnson 1709 - 1784)

3.1 Introduction

This chapter builds upon the Knowledge Management stance presented in the
previous chapter to introduce the potential use of technology as part of the British
Council’s knowledge sharing programme. Given the truly global nature of the
organisation and its reliance on internet technology as its central communications
infrastructure it i1s necessary to consider in detail the role of technology within
Knowledge Management. The chapter explores various conceptions of technology,
focusing upon the interaction between the individual and the technology within a

social context. The concepts described in this chapter are then employed within the

fieldwork in approaching the introduction of two technologies within the British
Council’s knowledge sharing initiative in the first and third action research cycles
(chapters 6 and 3).

The relationship between the concepts from Knowledge Management in general and

the concepts from technology are shown in the highlighted central section of Figure
8. The study begins from the British Council’s desire to improve (on the left hand
side of the diagram). The previous chapter has described literature in Knowledge

Management 1n order to develop a social constructivist stance towards Knowledge

Management (shown as the top line of the diagram). This chapter draws upon that

literature 1n order to present two broad approaches to technology (personalisation and
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codification) (the diagram includes arrows from the interpretive and functionalist
approaches to demonstrate their relationships). Technology is then considered in
terms of the underlying capabilities, and how such capabilities afford benefit to
users. This stance towards technology is then drawn together with the social
constructivist stance towards Knowledge Management in order to introduce a

Knowledge Management system with the aim of organisational improvement (the

final box on the right of the diagram).

This chapter explores how technological artefacts are employed within Knowledge

Management 1interventions and discusses those aspects of the technology that are
relevant to .their use within these interventions. The discussion explores the

conception of such technology in general, rather than upon any specific technology

marketed as a Knowledge Management system (Alavi and Leidner 2001).
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Figure 8: Vision of technology demonstrating the chapter’s exploration of technology through
personalisation and codification approaches. These approaches have a correspondence with the

perspectives adopted in the literature review on Knowledge Management.

3.2 The role of technology in Knowledge Management

The central role of technology within Knowledge Management has received
significant criticism: “Writing embedded in this perspective is typically saturated in
an optimism about how either an organisation’s knowledge assets can be shared
directly via information technology systems or that such processes can be supported
and facilitated by information technology.” (Hislop 2002). This has led to another

body of hiterature which criticises the attempt to use technology within Knowledge

Management, often arguing that the intrinsic character of knowledge precludes the
use of technology for Knowledge Management (Cook and Brown 1999; Galliers and

Newell 2001). This thesis explores such criticism within the action research. As

technology remains central to the practice of knowledge management (Ruggles
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1998), and this study concerns the practical application of knowledge management
principles within the British Council explicitly through technology it is insufficient to

avoid its role.

Technology forms an important component of Knowledge Management
interventions within organisations (Davenport and Prusak 1998; Milton, Shadbolt et
al. 1999) and remains central to the research agenda of the topic (Alavi and Leidner
2001; Venters, Cushman et al. 2002). Knowledge Management’s growth as a topic of
interest within organisations is closely aligned with the development of intranet /

web technologies to which many Knowledge Management programmes are closely
linked (Cohen 1998; Doyle and du Toit 1998; Chait 1999; Gillmor 1999). Within the

general discourse on the practice of Knowledge Management, technology 1s usually
central to discussions® (Stojanovic, Stojanovic et al. 2002). In order to support such
technology led practice, specialist software houses have developed so-called
complete Knowledge Management solutions (Autonomy 1999; Orbital 1999) and
large software companies such as Microsoft and Lotus have marketed their
groupware and Intranet products as supporting Knowledge Management activity
(Lotus 1998; Microsoft 1999). Knowledge Management is being increasingly viewed
as a product of these industries (Scarbrough, Swan et al. 1999). Furthermore, in
many organisations, IS departments take responsibility for Knowledge Management
activity in budgetary terms (KPMG 2000) (within the British Council the Intranet
department took responsibility for Knowledge Management). It is thus unsurprising
that technology remains central to the practice of Knowledge Management
(Davenport and Prusak 1998). Yet, while such effort is expended developing and
deploying technologies, little conception appears to exist as to the specific form such
technology takes (McDermott 1999).

3.2.1 The nature of technology within Knowledge Management

Given the wide variety of definitions of Knowledge Management it 1s perhaps
unsurprising that little consensus exists regarding the use of technology within

Knowledge Management strategies (Hendriks 2001). There is a great diversity of

* E.g. Etienne Wenger’s Keynote speech at the 2002 BizMedia Knowledge Management conference

concentrated on the application of technology to engendering “communities of practice”.
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enabling technologies applied within the Knowledge Management activity of
organisations (Butler 2002) and so there is a need to identify a coherent picture of the
role of technology within Knowledge Management and isolate the various forms

such technologies take. This sub-section aims to do this.

Examples of technologies which have been considered to support knowledge aspects
of work include decision support, groupware, expert systems, computer-mediated
collaboration applications, data warehouses, video conferencing, and other
communication technologies, intranets, the internet, intelligent agents, portals and
artificial intelligence based applications (Davenport and Prusak 1998; Wilson and
Snyder 1999; Alavi and Leidner 2001; Butler 2002). This list encompasses such a

wide variety of technologies that it becomes clear that a coherent form of technology
that may be described as a “Knowledge Management technology” does not exist.
There are no intrinsic characteristics which define an ICT application as a
Knowledge Management technology (Hendriks 2001). Yet technology’s application
within Knowledge Management activity suggests that organisations perceive the
functionality provided by such varied technologies as complementary to their chosen
approach to Knowledge Management. This suggests that in identifying forms of
technology for Knowledge Management it is more relevant to identify a connection
between the features (capabilities) of a particular technology and their application to
the various perspectives on Knowledge Management theory. Subsequently the
problem is not of identifying a particular form of “Knowledge Management

technology” in general, but rather of identifying the features of technology which

may support the Knowledge Management activity of an organisation.

In addition to the wide variety of generic technologies which may be employed for
Knowledge Management there exists a number of packaged solutions marketed as
specific Knowledge Management solutions. Such software is often based around
internet portals and aims to provide a single point of access to easy and timely
information to support knowledge activity (Mack, Ravin et al. 2001). An example of
such a packaged solution 1s Autonomy’s “Portal-in-a-box” system (Butler-Group
1999); a system which 1s claimed to provide “an out-of-the-box solution that enable

companies to easily create and automatically maintain an Enterprise Information

Portal” (Autonomy 1998). Microsoft also market such a Knowledge Management
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portal product (Microsoft 1999; Microsoft 2000). These systems are indicative of the
software industries general conception of Knowledge Management, and 1its
technological requirements. However such systems appear embedded within the
particular software company’s conception of Knowledge Management, and the
company’s particular expertise (e.g. Microsoft’s portal specifically focuses upon
integration with their Office suite, Autonomy’s “portal-in-a-box” product focuses
upon their specialty in search engine technology, and KMS plc’s product highlights
customer relationship management, grounded in their background of call-centre
software). As such identifying the requisite features of a Knowledge Management
system from the features offered by such generic products may lead to an incorrect

conception as these technologies are grounded in the software companies’

conceptions of Knowledge Management, and their speciality in software

development.

However it 1s useful to appreciate the general features which appear to be consistent
amongst such products as they represent the capabilities such companies perceive
their customers want. This provides a picture of the types of integrated solution
considered relevant. Such packaged solutions generally include features of:
» Collaboration — including shared calendars and tasks, threaded discussions
and conferencing /chat technology.
» Content management search and delivery — including personalised

information on shared portal pages and the ability to search across databases,

websites efcetera.
> Analysis — allowing the searching and analysis of external databases.
» Tracking and workflow — allowing the creation of process-based applications
and workflow applications.
> Integrative applications (to link the solution to other systems) — allowing the
systems to be linked with other software systems such as customer relations
management, enterprise resource planning and on-line learning applications.
Such generic Knowledge Management solutions also highlight the necessity for an
integrated coherent and easily usable interface for accessing the information content.
This is perhaps one of the most valuable features of these integrated solutions, as

Knowledge Management technology aims to support the individuals in their
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knowledge related activity and so they should be inclusive and usable by all

employees of the organisation (Milton, Shadbolt et al. 1999).

Within this literature review technology is explored through its relationship with the

social and technical activities promoted by particular conceptions of Knowledge
Management. Within this study’s literature review of Knowledge Management two

broad perspectives on Knowledge Management theory have been identified, and

described as functionalist and interpretivist (see section 2.3 ). These perspectives
towards Knowledge Management suggest differing forms of technological features;
“each [conception of knowledge]...suggests a different strategy for managing the

knowledge and a different perspective of the role of systems in support of Knowledge
Management.” (Alavi and Leidner 2001). The following sub-sections explore the

application of various technologies’ capabilities in support of these perspectives on
Knowledge Management. These perspectives are not used to categorise particular
technology or functionality, but rather to identify how such technology in general
may be appropriate within each of the perspectives. A codification approach to
technology, broadly within a functionalist perspective on Knowledge Management
suggests approaches to technology which employ technology in the storage and
retrieval of information as a priori facts. An interpretivist perspective, in contrast,
suggests a broadly “personalisation” based approach (Hansen, Nohria et al. 1999) to
technology in which the technology acts as supporter of social practices.

The features of technology are explored in the following sections in support of a
codification approach (within a broadly functionalist perspective on Knowledge
Management) and in support of a personalisation approach (within a broadly
interpretivist perspective on Knowledge Management). Through this analysis a
picture emerges of how technology might be employed within the social
constructivist approach to Knowledge Management adopted in the study. It is noted
that such approaches are not mutually exclusive and that Knowledge Management
programmes within organisations may employ a variety of technologies from either
approach (Hansen, Nohria et al. 1999). Supporting social practice is likely to require
forms of information storage and retrieval and likewise support of “codification” will

require certain social interactions to be supported (Hansen, Nohria et al. 1999).

While it may be possible to identify indicative technology for functionalist or
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interpretivist perspectives it is also how such technology is employed within an
organisation that 1s important. Many of the technologies described demonstrate a
range of capabilities which may be described as codification based, personalisation
based or both. These categorisations are then used within the action research cycles

in order to describe the Knowledge Management systems implemented.

3.2.2 Codification approaches

A codification approach is founded upon the concept of knowledge as being
intrinsically capable of objectification, and thus of storage within an information
system. The information systems may thus provide knowledgeable objects of capital

value within an organisational context. Such approaches appear to the author of this

study to be dominant within Knowledge Management activity, this i1s perhaps
unsurprising given the chiefly functionalist orientation of IS practitioners towards
systems development (Hirschheim and Klein 1989) and towards Knowledge
Management systems (Butler 2002). “The emphasis on codification in the KM
literature probably reflects the dominance of the information systems view: many of
the articles have focused on developing and implementing KM databases, tools (e.g.

decision support tools) and techniques.” (Davenport, Jarvenpaa et al. 1996).

A codification approach suggests the use of technology in the storage and retrieval
of information. Such a solution would be used “for managing the gathering,
organising, refining, analysing and disseminating of knowledge in all of its forms
with an organisation.” (Jackson 1999). Many organisations have approached their
Knowledge Management activity with such a perspective ((Davenport 1996;
Seemann 1996; Cohen 1998)) and thus considered knowledge as a resource to be
managed through technology (Edvinsson and Malone 1997; Stewart 1998).

The defining characteristic of technological approaches to functionalist Knowledge
Management 1s the desire to capture and store information in order to develop
repositories of knowledge. The technology is thus generally centred around a
repository of information. The aim of such systems is to present answers
(knowledge) to questions supplied by users. Technologies often employed in such
approaches include decision support systems, which support individual decision

making through the provision of information; data-warehouse applications to trawl
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through data in order to identify knowledge; various forms of search and retrieval
technologies with the aim of presenting users with coherent information in support
of problems they identify and thesaurus applications employing taxonomies to
locate particular knowledge objects among the corpus. In addition to these, many
technologies are employed with the attempt of capturing the knowledge of
employees and categorising it for its inclusion within these databases. Furthermore

many online learning applications have been employed as repositories of “best

practice” which individuals may learn from, and are thus congruent with a

codification approach to Knowledge Management.

Such codification approaches are often founded upon Nonaka and Takeuchi’s model

of knowledge creation described previously (Nonaka and Nishiguchi 2001), and thus
founded in a cycle of codifying tacit knowledge into an explicit form capable of
storage and dissemination using such IT based solutions. Such approaches are
considered by many to be flawed as, “technology is limited to the transfer of explicit
knowledge, this may relegate tacit knowledge to the background, in spite of the
strategic importance of tacit knowledge hence leading to the mismanagement of
knowledge” (Johannessen 2001) see also (Von-Krogh, Ichijo et al. 2000; Hendriks
2001; Prusak 2001; Butler 2002). Examples of such technologies include
cataloguing concepts such as taxonomy and ontology® in which an ontology serves
as the backbone for searching and providing knowledge sources (Stojanovic,
Stojanovic et al. 2002) and database applications, such as data-mining’, document

management systems® and Intranet applications which aim to codify and store static

knowledge.

It is perhaps unsurprising that such approaches are adopted within organisations and

promoted by members of the information systems community. Such approaches

® Technology associated with the term ontology attempts to provide a vocabulary of basic terms
complete with a specific description of their meaning such that codified knowledge may be sought and
found. http://www.ontology.org/main/papers/faq.html

" Data mining is the use of large repositories of data to search for hidden patterns. Example
technologies include http://www.spss.com/spssbi/applications/datamining/

® Document Management Systems aim to provide a searchable corpus of all documents in use within

an organisation such that individuals can gain access to the knowledge of others.
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simplify the problems of Knowledge Management into the automation and storage of
information, in order to informate (Zuboff 1988) the organisation’s employees; a
task for which information systems is highly suited (Checkland and Holwell 1998;
Butler 2002).

3.2.3 Personalisation approach

A personalisation approach to the application of technology within Knowledge
Management is founded on the concept of knowledge as intrinsically linked to social
action. This suggests a need to develop technological solutions which attempt to
integrate with social activity rather than attempting to objectify knowledge. The
limitations of codification approaches “can be attributed, in part, to a lack of
attention to the fundamentals of the phenomenon in question: the socially

constructed, distributed and embedded nature of knowledge, and the process by
which it changes” (Pentland 1995). It is thus perceived necessary to explore the
application of technology within an alternative interpretivist conception of

Knowledge Management.

An interpretivist perspective highlights the itmportance of the social and cultural
dimensions of knowledge and cautions against an over reliance on IT solutions as the
expense of such social interaction (Davenport and Prusak 1998; McDermott 1999;
Swan, Scarbrough et al. 1999). However ICTs play an important part in mediating

and supporting the social interaction within organisations. Indeed, there is an
increasing 1mportance of technology within such “social and cultural dimensions”
(Latour 1987). Personalisation approaches in support of an interpretivist perspective
on Knowledge Management thus attempt to provide an agora in which knowledge
may be collectively created and recreated and in which notions of community may be

engendered (Wenger, McDermott et al. 2002).

Functionalist accounts of Knowledge Management view knowledge as a “static
entity, static property, or stable disposition embedded in practice” (Orlikowski
2002), and technologies are considered necessary to provide a place of storage for
such static stable entities. Interpretivist accounts challenge such perspectives arguing
that knowledge 1s inherently indeterminate, and dispersed within the ongoing action

and activity of individuals (Tsoukas 1996; Davenport and Prusak 1998; Orlikowski
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2002); knowledge is enacted, every day and over time in people’s practices,
suggesting that approaches to Knowledge Management should also be intrinsically
linked to practice (Orlikowski 2002) and provide a rich social interaction among

users. This has led some authors to criticise the role of technology within Knowledge

Management as too greatly emphasised (Hildebrand 1999), the application of
technology to support such rich social interaction is less formalistic and procedural
than the codification approaches argued previously, however as a proponent of an
interpretive approach to Knowledge Management effectively argues “The solution,
however, is not to abandon the use of ICTs for Knowledge Management because the
processes of creating and using “Knowledge Management systems” are not simply a

matter of transferring objective explicit knowledge between different human beings.

Rather, the challenge is to design systems and approaches to their use which
recognise the tacit basis of all sense-reading and sense-giving activities, and try to
make these activities more meaningful and valuable to all parties” (Walsham 2001).
Personalisation perspectives on technology for Knowledge Management attempt to
reconcile the informational features of computer technology with the social needs of
individuals engaged in knowledge work The approaches taken thus concentrate on
the social actions through which this may be achieved, which Walsham identifies as
sense-reading and sense-giving, but which this study explores as sense-making and

reflection.

Knowledge Management technology will be shaped by and in tum shape the
organisational context (Hendriks 2001). The action research considers that
technology enables the co-creation or argumentation of meaning between those
interacting with the technology and through such interaction shapes the nature of the
technology within purposeful activity. The technology provides a “space” and history
within which individuals may undertake such social activity. It is not argued that
technology can store knowledge, but rather it can store only information (or even
data). It 1s this processing of data or information and mediation of communication
which provides the potential benefits of Knowledge Management. The fact that the
technology within a Knowledge Management programme can only processes data

(Galliers and Newell 2001) is irrelevant to this process; it is how the technology is

employed within social context which leads to improvement through Knowledge

Management principles.
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Various forms of technologies have been employed within such personalisation
based approaches. Technologies which enable mediation between individuals and
support dialogue are clearly relevant. Applications which provide groupware
functionality, and in particular applications which support the social mediation of
groups and communities are characteristic of a personalisation based perspective on
Knowledge Management (Wenger 2001). Technologies which provide the capability
of threaded discussions over time, either through e-mail technology (e.g. mailbase
mailing list applications), through alternative technologies (such as news-groups’) or
via a web-site (using technologies such as WebCrossingm) are often employed.

These technologies often form the central pillar of a collaborative approach to

Knowledge Management. Many characteristic technologies provide capabilities for

concurrent on-line discussions, allowing individuals to converse and thus collectively
learn. Examples of such features may be seen in Microsoft’s Netmeeting product'’,

or Chat-room applications'?. Extending such functionality has led to the application

of video-conferencing applications within Knowledge Management activity (Cohen
and Prusak 1996).

In addition technologies which attempt to capture fragments of information and
support individuals exploration of problems without providing solutions are relevant
to interpretivistic approaches to Knowledge Management (e.g. Banxia’s Decision

Explorer software'’). In order to locate individuals within an organisation there is a

general need to provide forms of directory services (for example LDAP

technologies”). Such services often include taxonomies of domain expertise and are

? A mailing-list application based on shared lists of members e-mail addresses.

' A configurable application to create websites which allow threaded discussion and posting of

messages. See www.webcrossing.com

'' A synchronous system which allows concurrent speech or video between individuals. See
www.microsoft.com/netmeeting/

'2' A synchronous system which allows concurrent text based discussion, similar to the discussion
technologies of multi-user dungeon (MUD) applications. See http://chat.msn.com/ as an example.

' This tool aids the building of qualitative models of concepts and ideas. See http://www.banxia.com/

'* Lightweight Directory Access Protocol, used to access X.500 directories through internet based

technologies e.g. www.openldap.org
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thus partially functionalist in attempting to codify the plethora of expertise of
individuals into specific keyword-searches. However their purpose may be used to

engender social interaction.

The focus of Knowledge Management should thus be on enabling social interaction.
This suggests technologies which provide personalisation and dialogue, rather than
acting as repositories of answers or facts (so-called best-practice). The technologies
focus on support for human processes, rather than organisational process (Walsham

2001) and thus aim to informate rather than automate (Zuboff 1988).

3.2.4 The relationship between codification and personalisation

approaches.

By focusing upon the features of information technology and attempting to map
these to perceived knowledge creation activities of individuals 1t 1s likely that an
organisation will embody a misunderstanding of the nature of work within a
Knowledge Management system (Suchman 1987; Kuhn 1996). In particular data
within computer systems bears the weight of seeming objectivity and can be difficult
to refute (Kuhn 1996). While systems may be in place which allow users to debate
and discuss issues, the fact that such issues are presented through a technology which
is usually considered as a definitive source may lead to acceptance of the dialogue as
“fact”, and thus reduce the propensity of users to debate. It 1s argued that the
mechanistic and rigid nature of IT-based Knowledge Management 1s incapable of

keeping pace with the dynamic needs of knowledge creation (Malhotra 1999).

Knowledge Management activity, in practice, will embody a variety of techniques
which may support social interaction or objectify the notion of knowledge. This
makes it easy to shift from an interpretivist perspective towards Knowledge
Management to a more functionalist approach that appears to better reflect the nature
of technology. Such a shift may damage the social structures in which knowledge is

created and shared (Wenger, McDermott et al. 2002), yet is understandable given the

complexity of attempting to engender social interaction through technology.
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3.3 Exploring technology’s application within this study

Knowledge Management technologies are introduced into the social context
alongside other Knowledge Management related activity to form a Knowledge
Management system: a socio-technical system of improvement for social knowledge
related activity. Such social knowledge related activity is ongoing within an
organisation whether such a system is in place or not. People create and share
knowledge as part of their ongoing being (Swan 2001; Tsoukas and Vladimirou
2001). A Knowledge Management technology does not create a knowledge activity
but either supports or damages it. In contrast to systems which aim to automate
purposeful activity in order to ensure employees apply so called “best practice”, an
effective Knowledge Management system must support ongoing social action which

enables innovation and development of such practices alongside their dissemination.

Improvement in knowledgeable action may be sought through a very wide variety of
sources and technologies, and so the range of technologies which may be employed
for Knowledge Management is very broad. It could be argued that any technology
which engenders knowledge may form part of a Knowledge Management
technology, hence the large list of potential technologies outlined above.
Technological solutions provide an opportunity for individuals to improve

knowledgeable action, however it is not requisite that they use these tools.

In considering the use of technology in support of Knowledge Management, the
Bntish Council are not faced with defined problems of knowledge, rather they are

faced by a varniety of complex situations in which the organisation considers
improvement in its knowledge activity would lead to improvement. Such “wicked
problems” (Rittel 1971) present no obvious solution, only potential for improvement.

The problematique of such wicked problems is in constant change in response to

external and internal influence. The requirements of a Knowledge Management
technology hence constantly change. Knowledge 1s the product of purposeful human
activity, and 1s neither objective nor subjective; knowledge is the result of

interpretation which depends on the entire previous experience of the interpreter and
on its situatedness in a tradition (Winograd and Flores 1986). Thus it is suggested

that the aim of using technology within Knowledge Management cannot be the
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automation of this process, since interpretation (and reflection) is a constantly

evolving activity. Technology is a product of, and producer of, such situatedness.

The purpose of technology within Knowledge Management is thus to support and
develop the constantly evolving knowledge practices of individuals. The technology
provides capabilities which may be used by workers to improve their purposeful
activity; however these individuals remain active participants in this process, capable
of substituting alternative technologies or approaches (Ciborra 1996). Such
individuals do not act in 1solation, but are part of a social context; their application of

these technologies 1s related to how others use and apply them.

In order to provide a Knowledge Management related approach to integrating
technology within the human purposeful activity of individuals, this study explores
technology for Knowledge Management through the capabilities for improvement
afforded by a technological solution. This divorces the technologies features and
structure from its use, focusing only upon the way the technology improves an
individual’s purposeful activity (Winograd and Flores 1986). A Knowledge
Management technology is thus seen as an amalgamation of capabilities which have

the potential to afford individuals with improvement to particular problems, as the

individual appreciates them, at a particular time.

3.3.1 Capabilities and affordances.

In taking seriously the concepts of Knowledge Management, and in particular the
necessity to support the tacit knowing of individuals, it i1s suggested that technology
support both social interaction and such tacit behaviour. It is argued that it is not
possible to think about “Knowledge Management” as a separate activity from the
ongoing activities undertaken within the British Council. Individuals are engaged in
a constant process of creating, disseminating and employing their knowing as part of
their ongoing being. To think about a Knowledge Management system replacing or

creating knowledge 1s inconsistent with the assertion that knowledge is not an object.

Rather a Knowledge Management system should be designed to provide capabilities
which are relevant to the knowledge activities of an individual. The technology

should afford (Norman 1993) capabilities which may (or may not) be useful to

knowledgeable action.
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In order to explore the way in which such capabilities are employed by individuals
within their purposeful action we use the term “affordance”. Affordance 1s the
perception by individuals of what a capability of a technology can do for them — the
actionable properties between the world and an actor (Norman 1999). This notion of
affordances provides a link between the capabilities of technology, designed for a

purpose, and the actual purpose perceived by individuals in use. “The world is a
never-ending assemblage of affordances, rather than things or decontextualised

objects; it is the realm of the how-to” (Ciborra 2002).

Such affordances may not be apparent to the original designer, but only become

apparent at a point of breakdown (Winograd and Flores 1986), where an individual
may consider the capabilities of the variety of technology they have to hand, and
identify affordances relevant to the associated breakdown. A breakdown is the point
at which an individual, involved in a world of referential wholes, faces a situation in
which such a whole fragments and intentiality comes to play (Introna 1997). At this
point the equipment becomes highly apparent to the individual and they will reflect
upon it. The individual may then undertake practical deliberation and innovate a
solution to the breakdown (Heidegger also suggests they may simply carry on
without thought, or alternatively remained concerned but unable to act (Heidegger

1962; Introna 1997)).

For example, the original post-it-note was originally designed to atford use as a
bookmark. It was thus designed to be practical in this task (it does not fall out of the
pages of a book because of the sticky strip). Subsequently, its capabilities (as a piece
of yellow paper with a sticky strip) have afforded many other uses identified by users
(during a point of breakdown). Post-it notes are used as a brainstorming technique, as
simply signs, as memos placed on telephones etc. As users make use of technology

in this way, so the developers of technology re-configure and re-design it to be more

appropriate to these new uses. For example OvalMap" provide large oval post-it

notes specifically for their novel brainstorming technique. Crucially however, the

' A technique which uses post-it-note technology to explore issues through a brainstorming

technique. See www.ovalmap.com.
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problem of “not having a post-it note” is nonsensical. Were a relevant breakdown to
occur, individuals would improvise with the tools available (Ciborra 2002); if post-
its are unavailable alternative solutions may be used (e.g. to take a telephone
message an e-mail may be sent, another piece of paper used, voicemail recorded, et
cetera). The provision of a Knowledge Management system simply increases the
available vanety of capabilities afforded to an individual in their knowledge related

purposeful human activity.

In designing such technological solutions for Knowledge Management there is a
problem of effectively identifying the capabilities which should be provided such
that they may be perceived to afford improvement in an individual’s knowledge
work. Individuals are likely to be incapable of expressing their needs effectively as
they remain hidden. Prior to its invention people did not express a need for “yellow
paper with a sticky strip”, however now this capability is available, offices appear to
require them to operate. Individuals naturally bricolage solutions with the

capabilities afforded them (Levi-Strauss 1966; Ciborra 2002). This French term

means “fo use whatever resources and repertoire one has, to perform whatever task

one faces” (Weick 2001).

In 1dentifying the capabilities a Knowledge Management technology should provide,
it is thus problematic to hold focus-groups or user-groups to identify the “needs” of a
user community as these needs will remain hidden, since they are associated with

tacit behaviour. It 1s thus perhaps unsurprising that Knowledge Management

solutions are often similar to information technologies (Galliers and Newell 2001), as
the necessary capabilities for such technology are already appreciated by users and
thus easy to express. When asked what a Knowledge Management system should
look like, users are highly likely to identify issues which they may make explicit.
These are thus likely to focus upon the explicit issues of their work (e.g. lack of
information etc). Furthermore such technology proves easier to market and sell as
purchasers are capable of perceiving the afforded capability of such informational

technologies.

In a Knowledge Management system the functionality afforded is intrinsically linked

to the purposeful human activity of the user community and thus specific in form for

81



each separate user community. While certain explicit functionality may be obvious
(such as the use of a chair for sitting upon), hidden functionality only becomes
apparent at the point of breakdown (Winograd and Flores 1986) when individuals
improvise new applications of the technology (Ciborra 1996). A chair may never
have been used (or designed for use) as a weapon, yet upon a breakdown of needing

a weapon, this use may become apparent.

In appropnating technology for use within a Knowledge Management programme
we cannot assume that the individual knows the purpose of their task. The problems
faced by a knowledge worker are often messy, complex and potentially tacit,

requiring innovation and creativity (Newell, Robertson et al. 2002).

An individual may be unable to express the problem they face, or even perceive its
existence. In this case the individual may draw upon affordances with which they are
familiar rather than innovating new solutions. This leads to a reinforcement of
previous actions (similar to the process described previously in the discussion of
sensemaking (section 2.5.1 )). An affordance [X] will only become apparent at a
point of breakdown, e.g. in order to do [Y]. There is a need to both appreciate X and
Y in order to undertake a task. In the case of innovative technology, capabilities may
be available which afford new and potentially beneficial actions to specific messy
problems of knowledge workers. However without an appreciation of the existence

of such messy problems the knowledge worker may not explore the capabilities of
the tool. Additionally an individual may appreciate the existence of a messy problem,
yet be unaware that a capability of the technology affords improvement to such
problems. There 1s a dance between the technology and the problem, as the user
moves between their understanding of both. In the case of Knowledge Management
technology this dance is compounded by the aim of supporting tacit behaviours

which are intrinsically incapable of espousement.

3.3.2 Technology in support of sensemaking

In order to review the nature of such capabilities, this chapter employs the concepts,

introduced in the previous chapter, that are relevant to a social constructivist

perspective towards Knowledge Management.
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A need for Knowledge Management to support sensemaking was identified in
section 2.5.1 . Can technology support sensemaking actions? The use of information
technology for sensemaking requires a redefinition of the “codification” approaches
to knowledge “storage” and “presentation”. Such normative approaches attempt to
capture, codify and present large volumes of “best-practice” and “process” as a
priori facts. “Technology gives the illusion that face-to-face acquaintance and prior
history are not essential...Programs tend to focus on what is judged a prion to be
“controllable”, which means that information needed for improvisation, reframing
or repunctuation is not available” (Weick 1995). The human’s ability to
comprehend the outputs of information technology 1s limited, and does not operate at

the speed and complexity of the technology (Weick 1993). A search engine may be

capable of indexing many millions of articles on a subject but it is clearly impossible
for the individual to make sense of these. The individual sifts through these options
until an article which “appears” useful is found, then concentrates on the value of
such material, either employing its content or rejecting it and returning to the search
engine list again. The individual’s appreciation of such material is thus crucial; “/n
many cases expectations can have a powerful effect on the way individuals filter
information and interpretations, so much so that self-fulfilling prophecies become a
fundamental act of sense making” (Weick 1995; Choo 1998). “Initially, prophecies
provide the minimal structures around which new information can coalesce. People
then actively connect data with their prophecies based on the beliefs that they hold.
In doing so, people tend to seek our confirmatory evidence ignore or devalue
contradictory new, and cling as far as possible onto their initial hypotheses.”(Choo
1998). Thus the provision of large, searchable repositories of facts can provide
reinforcement of existing beliefs, rather than a challenge to them; this 1s particularly

true when problems are “messy” (Mitroff and Linstone 1993).

Employing the ideas of sensemaking to identify technological capabilities to support
Knowledge Management it is suggested that technology should contain a historic
account of previous activity, distilled for use in further communicative activity.
Capabilities are needed for groups to build new shared meanings and construct a
collective identity through rich social interaction (Cecez-Kecmanovic and Jerram
2002). This requires a technology which supports a range of possible discourse, and

feeds such discourse into further debate (Cecez-Kecmanovic and Jerram 2002).The
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design of technology for Knowledge Management should includes a role for
contradictory evidence, dialogue, discussion and argumentation, “Arguing provides
people with a socially acceptable procedure to debate the ambivalence and
contradiction that is inherent in most issues” (Choo 1998). Hence, users will benefit
from a technology which engenders them to consider in detail the problem they are
facing, by amalgamating pieces of information, stories and ideas to enable them to
explore th'e problem and 1ts potential solution. Through such exploration they will
also aid others by enriching the ongoing discussions. Furthermore by reflecting upon
a problem and seeking a route to improvement rather than a pre-digested answer,
individuals may be engendered to reflect upon the very nature of the problem, and

their approach to 1t. The following section discusses technological support for such

reflection.

3.3.3 Technology in suppott of reflection in action

There is a need to focus upon the action in which individuals are engaged, and to
challenge individuals to explore the way they think about problems, what
information they employ and how it is used. Literature suggests that individuals
should be provided with an opportunity to discuss their action with peers in order to
share and create knowledge (Wenger 2000). There 1s a need to explore independent,
qualitative judgement and narrative accounts of experience (Schén 1982). Rather
than viewing the informational capabilities of a technology as an opportunity to
centralise “knowledge”, it 1s suggested that it should provide a collective voice, in
which action may be shared and discussed while it is ongoing, both with peers, with
those of more experience (as for example mentors) and those with less experience (as

mentees).

There is thus a need to explore the capabilities of technology which may promote
such approaches to leaming and teaching. “Because many professionals are almost
always successful at what they do, they rarely experience failure, they have never
learnt how to learn from failure” (Argyris 1991). Thus when their pre-learnt problem
solving strategies (so called single-loop learning) fail, they are lost and may become
defensive and screen out criticism, closing their ability to learn at the precise moment
of need — during the problematic action. Such single loop learning is promoted by

codification based approaches which attempt to present knowledge for defined
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problems. In contrast individuals should be engendered to reason about their
behaviour 1n new and more effective ways (Argyris 1995). While such individuals
may espouse a “theory-in-use” (their individualistic beliefs about the action they are
undertaking), their “theory-in-action” (the actuality of their action) may be

contradictory (Argyris 1995).

A user may request and value normative informational resources if these reinforce
the user’s theory-in-use, as the resources correspond to their espoused value of
objectivity. However, if these resources do not actually correspond with the user’s
theory-in-action, the system is unlikely to become a success (Argyris 1995).
Individuals need to be engendered to undertake ‘“double-loop learning” which
challenges their theory-in-action by focusing personal reflection upon their approach
to action. “Reflection-in-action tends to surface not only the assumptions and
techniques but the values and purposes embedded in organisational knowledge’
(Schoén 1982). The provision of an expansive database of process, procedure and
knowledge 1s more likely to reduce such reflection-in-action. “In contrast to normal
bureaucratic emphasis on technical rationality, a reflective institution must make a
place for attention to conflicting values and purposes.” (Schén 1982). This suggests
the need for capabilities within technology that promote argumentation, as suggested
in the analysis of sensemaking (section 3.3.2 ). Capabilities could also be introduced
that provide a historical perspective on the action being undertaken, providing a
potential for exploring previous approaches to action with the aim of causing
reflection-upon-action to occur. These histories should attempt to capture the
rationale for an approach and, in particular, the meaning ascribed by the individuals

concerned. In order to present historical accounts infused with meaning the concept

of stories 1s now explored.

A story serves as “universes of meaning and values that integrate individuals into
their groups, helps them make sense of everyday experiences and allows them to
endure or make light of the hardships and injustices of life” (Gabriel 2000). Stories
are collective fantasy, with varying degrees of distortion, they are interpreted either
from the viewpoint of an observer or a participant and so appear to be dichotomous

with the “fact” storage of functionalist approaches to Knowledge Management.

“When much of the information traded in organisations is symbolically and
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emotionally impoverished, as impersonal paperwork and, increasingly data on
computer monitors, stories, jokes, and gossip reintroduce a symbolically charged
narrative to everyday life in organisations” (Weick 1995; Gabriel 2000). Stories are
sense-making devices, presenting events not as they happened, but as people wish to

believe they happened (Gabriel 2000; Gabriel 2001). While facts present

information, they are devoid of interpretation, whereas stories may infuse facts with
meaning, and with a notion of plot. IBM’s Institute of Business Knowledge is
exploring the use of narrative databases within Knowledge Management to capture
and catalogue stories (Snowden 2001; DiMarco 2002). Yet the capturing and

cataloguing of stories fails to appreciate the living and emergent nature apparent in
telling stories (Gabriel 2000).

IBM are undertaking research which explores whether technology may support
collective storytelling (McKenna 2000; Snowden 2001; DiMarco 2002). By
providing capabilities which engender the co-creation and sharing of stories
individual users will benefit in a number of ways. From their nature stories are
accounts of history, distorted to highlight the important elements and infused with
meaning and plot (Gabriel 2001), this lack of objectification means that individuals
cannot see stories as “plans of action” to be followed, but rather as metaphor and
simile to the problems they identify — they lead people to reflect on their purposeful
action. This may, through conversation with others, lead to an increased sense of
reflection-in-action. Additionally such stories will engender a sense of community

among the participants with the system. The inclusion of people, plot, and narrative

will heighten this sense of community.

3.3.4 Technology in support of community

In order to put the practices discussed in the previous sections into use as part of a
Knowledge Management intervention there is a need to focus upon particular groups
of individuals within the organisation. Storytelling, reflection, learning and action
occur within a socially mediated context. Identifying groups and focusing the
Knowledge Management initiative towards those individuals i1s a necessary
approach; however identification of such groups can prove problematic if the form of

the community 1s unrecognizable within the present structures (Wenger, McDermott

et al. 2002). An organisation’s hierarchy identifies structures, such as “middle
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managers and “the finance department”. Although these structures can categorise
people, they are problematic for Knowledge Management as they lead to
assumptions of shared practice. Titles, roles, departments and lines of command do
not necessarily represent the activity faced, or the learning and knowledge required.
There is a need to identify structures which bypass such imposed configurations
developing social structures which better represent the purposeful activity of groups,
and their potential for knowledge sharing. “Communities of practice” are regularly

considered as such structures (Brown and Duguid 1991; Orr 1996; Wenger 1998;
Wenger, McDermott et al. 2002).

While a large amount of literature has focused upon “communities of practice” as

effective knowledge sharing structures (Pan and Leidner 2003), engendering such
communities 1s problematic (Wenger and Snyder 2000; Hayes and Walsham 2001;
Wenger, McDermott et al. 2002), requiring evolution over time, and a nch
appreciation of the functioning of the community. “A good deal of new technology
attends primarily to individuals and the explicit information that passes between
them. To support the flow of knowledge, within or between communities and
organizations, this focus must expand to encompass communities and the full
richness of communication. Successful devices such as the telephone and the fax, like
the book and newspaper before them, spread rapidly not simply because they carried
information to individuals, but because they were easily embedded in communities”
(Brown and Duguid. 1998). This study focuses upon a global organisation in which

the capabilities of a Knowledge Management system may be the only effective
mechanism for engendering a sense of community for individuals who may not

physically meet.

The requirement for technology within this study is based on the organisation’s
desire to improve. The organisation has defined groups (which it terms communities)

of strategic importance which it believes would benefit from approaches based on
Knowledge Management. So, 1t 1s necessary to consider the capabilities of

technology that may either support an existent community, or engender the creation

of a community.
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In order for a community to exist there must be an effective social structure and
repertoire of communication possibilities. In such a situation a technology to support
the community would simply add to this repertoire of potential substitute
conversational options. The capabilities of this new technology must provide
improvement if they are to be used. Without technology for Knowledge Management
a pre-existent community will continue to exist. However in situations where the
repertoire of communication is deficient, and community tends to be organised
around friendship lines or within local geographical or organisational contexts
(Wenger, McDermott et al. 2002) the opportunity for improvement is greater.
Within widely distributed organisations with complex hierarchies this focus on

locality or friendship is likely to be evident. It may be possible that a technology for

Knowledge Management engenders a community which then relies on the system to
maintain 1its existence. In engendering such communities seven principles have been
suggested (Wenger, McDermott et al. 2002). Applying these principles to technology
suggests the following desirable capabilities:
» The technology should be able to evolve alongside the evolution of the
community, rather than creating a community from scratch and should
catalyse existent aspects of community built on personal networks. The

technology should not impose structure and should enable others to be

introduced to the community.
» The technology should enable the community to open a dialogue between

inside and outsider perspectives — outsiders to the community should not
dictate the issues of interest or topics to focus upon — these should be owned
by the members. Information and experience from outside the community
should be presented, yet insiders should take responsibility for the form of
such presentation.

» The technology should invite different levels of participation. An
individual’s participation in the activities of the community should not be
dictated; while some individuals may take coordination roles, active
participation with the community should not be a requirement. A large
number of members may be peripheral, taking only a limited part. This
suggests a technology which affords different levels of engagement and

allows those outside the community to participate in peripheral activity. A

capability to isolate areas of dialogue is suggested.

88



» The technology should develop both public and private community spaces.
The community should have a public space which invites membership or
displays outputs from the community, and a private dimension in which the
community may coordinate their activity and organise discussion in safety.

» The technology should combine familiarity and excitement. The structure of
the technology should remain relatively consistent, while the activity or
information is current, relevant and interesting

» The technology should create a rhythm for the community. The tempo of
interaction, and thus the use of the technology is dictated by the rhythm of the
community. Milestones, ongoing events and regular action dictate such
rhythm, and thus affect the community’s development. (Wenger, McDermott
et al. 2002). The technology should support such rhythm through regular

change in line with the development of the community. If the technology is
successfully integrated into the community, the community should dictate

and feel comfortable with the rate of development.

3.4 Conclusions: The application of technology within this

study

This chapter has introduced various approaches to the use of technology within a
Knowledge Management change initiative. In particular emphasis has been placed on
the potential of technology to support a constructivist notion of knowledge which
encompasses social dimensions, derived from sensemaking and “communities of
practice”. While it has been argued that IT solutions in Knowledge Management are

focused on the management of explicit knowledge (Alvesson and Kérreman 2001),
and that IT technology is incapable of capturing knowledge (Galliers and Newell
2001), technology remains an important artefact in our social world. This chapter has
presented a number of approaches to the design of technology for Knowledge
Management, and explored approaches to configuring and designing technology for
Knowledge Management. This discussion has highlighted a need to effectively
appreciate the human activity individuals undertake, and the context within which

this activity takes place.
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The next chapter outlines the research methodology employed within this study. As
this study employs action research, such methods are used as both research enquiry
methods, and problem contextualisation tool. Thus the research methods presented
are used to appreciate the problem context within which the technology is to be used,
and thus to configure and tailor the capabilities of the technology for the user
community. This process of configuration and tailoring form the basis of the

intervention exercise and are explored in detail.
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CHAPTER 4 RESEARCH METHODS

“Without changing our pattern of thought, we will not be able to solve the problems we created with our

current pattern of thought” (Albert Einstein)

4.1 Intfroduction

Within Chapter 1 the arca of concern for this study was introduced. The area of
concern 1s the interaction between technology conceived for use in Knowledge
Management programmes and human purposeful action. Within chapter 2 the
study’s adopted stance towards the issues of Knowledge Management has been
described, and the role of technology in supporting intervention through Knowledge

Management has been discussed in Chapter 3 .

These previous chapters have described the contested nature of the Knowledge
Management debate. They describe the underlying misrepresentation of the concept
of knowledge and explore a framework based on the work of Burrell and Morgan in
order to locate the relevant literature within the broader debates within information

systems. Drawing on these previous chapters this chapter presents an ontological

basis for the study' which is coherent with the adopted stance towards Knowledge

Management and from this derives the epistemological approach for the study.
From this epistemological stance a methodological framework is developed which is

used within the action research intervention within the British Council to plan and

undertake action.
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Figure 9: Theoretical Framework

The methodological vision of the theoretical framework 1s described in a number of
stages (See figure 9). Firstly the philosophical background to the study 1s explored
(section 4.2 ), identifying the ontological basis of the research exercise (section 4.2 ).
An epistemological basis for the study is considered (section 4.3 ) which 1s consistent
with this ontology. A methodological approach, consistent with such ontology and
epistemology, 1s then discussed (section 4.4 ) in relation to the problem domain. The
area of concern of this study may be considered to reside within the field of
information systems, as such the described methodology is considered in terms of its
use in this field. Methods by which understanding may be reached are then discussed

(section 4.6 ) such that the nature of the research activity may be presented.

In contrast to non-participative research methodologies, the aim of this chapter 1s
both to 1dentify the basis for learning from the research and to plan a coherent

approach to action. The researcher thus required a methodological approach that was
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capable of supporting Knowledge Management interventions within the British

Council.

4.2 Philosophical basis for the study

This section outlines the philosophical underpinnings of the study and reflects the
“spint” of the research. For a particular body of research it is necessary for
researchers to take a coherent philosophical stance as to the nature of the research

upon which the research strategy will be based (Johnson and Duberley 2000). The

adoption of such a stance will affect the way the area of concern is revealed through
the research: “[A]ll social phenomena may have many potential ways of revealing
themselves and the way they are realised in practice depends on the mode of
engagement adopted by the researcher...[Iln choosing a research strategy the
scientist in large measure determines how the phenomenon being studied will be
revealed, and indirectly, the consequences of the knowledge thus generated” (Godel
1962) from (Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991). The philosophical stance of such a
strategy should be selected to be coherent with the personal style of the researcher,
the aims of the research and the potential for effective learning about the area of
concern. The stance should also build upon the cumulative traditions of the field of
study —information systems. The choice of this stance determines the approach to
rigour and the relevance of the study, a key issue within information systems
research (Applegate 1999). This choice will also affect the results of the research

and, subsequently, their credibility to the target audience (Trauth and O’Connor
1990).

The adoption of a philosophical stance is a response to the nature of a study. This
study considers the social reality of the British Council, including the domain of
human action, as socially constructed by human actors (Chapter 1 ). The researcher’s
early experience of serving in the British Council’s Knowledge Strategy Group (see
section 5.6 ) exhibited the messy complex situation faced. These discussions
highlighted the problematic nature of the organisations knowledge-sharing
programme. It is thus suggested that no objective reality of knowledge sharing exists
within the Brnitish Council. The area of concern assumes and acknowledges the
social construction of facts. As the essence of the phenomenon under study is the

product of individual consciousness the philosophical approach to ontology is
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nominalistic; that reality is a product of minds with no independent status, therefore
denying the Platonic and realist notions of the existence of abstract entities (Loux
2000); “There is nothing universal but names, and without words we could not
conceive any general ideas. Without language there would be no truth or falsehood,
for true and false are attributes of speech” ((Russell 1961) quoting Hobbe’s
Leviathan). The study rejects realist based perspectives because they seek to identify

a single given reality for the area of concern, rather than viewing such a reality as a
social construction in which people create and associate their own subjective and

intersubjective meaning as they interact with the world around them (Orlikowsk1 and
Baroudi 1991).

Such a nominalistic ontology is consistent with the sociological nature of the object
of study, the studies exploration of structure within social interaction, and the
researcher’s sociological perspective towards 1ssues of Knowledge Management. In
researching such a socially constructed reality, theories are simply ways of making

sense of the world and shared meanings are forms of intersubjectivity rather than
objectivity (Checkland and Holwell 1998) from (Walsham 1993).

Such an ontology ‘“recognises that knowledge about human means and ends is not
easily obtained because reality is exceedingly complex and elusive’ (Hirschheim and
Klein 1989) and considers that “there is no single reality, only different perceptions
about it. Business does not deal with an objective economic reality, but one that

evolves through changing traditions” (Hirschheim and Klein 1989).

4.3 Research Epistemology

Having identified the broad philosophical basis of this study as grounded in
nominalism, it is necessary to identify a basis upon which a claim to knowledge may
be argued. Such an epistemology should be both consistent with and relevant to the

identified ontology, and furthermore, consistent with and relevant to the purpose of

the study.

This study uses a framework that was developed by Burrell and Morgan (Burrell and
Morgan 1979) 1n order to provide a paradigmatic analysis of epistemology within the

social sciences. The concepts of this framework have been used in the field of
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Information systems to analyse information systems development (Hirschheim and

Klein 1989).

The framework of Burrell and Morgan uses two dimensions: “It has been suggested
that assumptions about the nature of science can be thought of in terms of what we
call the subjective-objective dimension, and assumptions about the nature of society
in terms of a regulation — radical change dimension” (Burrell and Morgan 1979).

Burrell and Morgan apply the notion of paradigm (drawing on (Kuhn 1996)) in a

very broad sense to refer to mutually exclusive social constructions. Their central
study 1s shown in Figure 10, a matrix of four paradigms that may be used to

understand social theory (and in particular their study of organisations). The axes of

this matrix are based on different meta-theoretical assumptions about the nature of

social science and the nature of society. They argue that all social science theory will
make explicit (or implicit) assumptions along these dimensions and they assert that

all social science research is represented within these paradigms (Johnson and

Duberley 2000).
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The Sociology of Radical Change

“Dadical Humanist” “Radical Structuralist”
Socially constructed Society/organisations are dominating
realities entrap people who are and exploitative. The aim is to analyse

complicit in their sustenance. The aim thes_e processes ‘and their
is to release people from these contradictions objectively so as to

ideological constraints through identify how they can lead to social

developing alternatives. change
Subjective Objective
“Interpretive” “Functionalist”
Since organisations have no prior Society and its institutions have a
independent existence they are to be concrete tangible existence which
understood from the participant’s point produces an ordered sfatus quo which
of view with the aim of understanding is analysable objectively through the
how shared versions of reality emerge rigour of what is taken to be the
and are maintained. scientific method

The Sociology of Regulation

Figure 10: Four Paradigms for the analysis of social theory, showing the two dimensions

identified in Burrell and Morgan’s theory (combination of (Johnson and Duberley 2000) and
(Burrell and Morgan 1979)).

The four paradigms (Figure 10) should be viewed as contiguous but separate. They
define the modus operandi, the epistemological commitment of a researcher. This is
not to imply a complete unity of thought, but rather a set of underlying, taken for
granted, assumptions which define groups of theorists at a fundamental level. To be
located within a particular paradigm is to view the world in a particular way for the
purpose of a study. This matrix provides “a convenient way of locating one’s own
personal frame of reference with regard to social theory, and thus a means of
understanding why certain theories and perspectives may have more personal appeal
than others...it provides a tool for establishing where you are, where you have been

and where it is possible to go in the future” (Burrell and Morgan 1979).

The horizontal axis constituted by social science meta-theory, expressed in the
assumption about the nature of the social world and how it may be studied. This axis
represents the choice between the incommensurable alternatives of subjective and

objective meta-theory concerning ontology, epistemology, human nature and
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methodology (see Figure 11) (Burrell and Morgan 1979; Johnson and Duberley

2000). Burrell and Morgan argue that acceptance of one denies the alternatives.

Ontology
S

Realism Nominalism

Reality exists independently of human Reality is a product of our minds with no
consciousness and cognitions. independent status

Epistemology
-—
Positivism Anti-positivism

Neutral observation of the world is Observation is value and theory laden
possible through objective sense-data

Human Nature

Determinism Voluntarism
Human behaviour is determined by the Human action arises out of the culturally
situation derived meanings

Methodology
e —————

Nomothetic Ideographic
Protocols and procedures of the natural Methods which access cultures are used
sciences are applied. to uncover logics of human action.

Figure 11: Burrell and Morgan's meta-theoretical assumptions about the nature of social

science (Burrell and Morgan 1979).

This study’s stance towards Knowledge Management (see section 2.6 ) ascribes to

the nominalist perception of organisational reality, arguing that knowledge is socially
constructed, and that the creation of knowledge lies through value and theory laden

approaches, derived within the culture and meaning of the organisational context. It
would thus be inconsistent to adopt an objectivist ontology for the study. Only

subjectivism provides the epistemology relevant to such an adopted stance.

Having 1dentified the study as within subjectivist meta-theory, it becomes apparent
through the framework of Burrell and Morgan (Figure 10) that for coherence the

underlying social theory of the research should be within either an interpretivist or

radical humanist paradigm.
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In 1dentifying between the interpretivist and radical humanist paradigms and thus the
approach adopted towards the nature of society, it is necessary to return to the
study’s theoretical framework. The theoretical framework focuses upon intervention
to improve the existing organisational processes of the British Council. The research
aims to support or improve the existing status quo of the British Council through
improvement in its Knowledge Management programme. The research is thus
inconsistent with the radical humanist paradigm designed to critique the status quo

through a focus upon the “ideological superstructures which ...drive a cognitive

wedge between [individuals] and true consciousness” (Burrell and Morgan 1979).

Within the field of information systems the emancipatory perspective of radical

humanism may be seen to be taken by those adopting a critical stance towards
subjectivist social research (for example (Ngwenyama and Lee 1998)). Such studies
involve social critique, allowing restrictive and alienating conditions of the status
quo to be brought to light (Klein and Myers 1999). Such a critical research
perspective (Habermas 1972) would imply criticism of the dominant mode,
suggesting an aim of emancipation through research. Emancipatory aims are not a
feature of this study as it aims to support and enhance an existent Knowledge

Management change programme within the Bnitish Council. This study is therefore

located within the interpretivist paradigm.

Interpretivist studies draw upon hermeneutic and phenomenological study, in which
events are understood through the meanings people place upon them (Boland 1985,
1991, Deetz 1996 from (Klein and Myers 1999) and (Orlikowski and Baroudi
1991)).  Interpretivist epistemological perspectives draw upon Kant’s notion that
one can only infer causality “though all our knowledge begins with experience, it
does not follow that it all arises out of experience” (Kant 1965). In adopting such an
interpretivist paradigm the study rejects the use of positivistic methods which “posits
beliefs (emerging from the search for regularity and causal relationships) and

scrutinises them through empirical testing” (Hirschheim 1992). “IS research can be

classified as interpretive if it is assumed that our knowledge of reality is gained only
through social constructions such as language, consciousness, shared meanings,
documents, tools and other artefacts. Interpretive research does not predefine

dependant and independent variables, but focuses on the complexity of human sense
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making as the situation emerges; it attempts to understand phenomena through the

meanings that people assign to them” (Klein and Myers 1999).

Positivism 1s the dominant epistemological foundation of western science and has
been argued to be so ingrained in western thought that it is virtually impossible to
distinguish from common sense (Johnson and Duberley 2000). Having rejected
positivism as the epistemic foundation of enquiry for this study, it is necessary to
present reasons for the rejection of the underlying demands of a positivistic rationale.
Peter Checkland identified these demands as repeatability, reductionism and
refutability (Checkland and Holwell 1998). Each of these issues is complex and an

analysts of the rejection of each could be very large. This study provides a short

consideration of each.

Within a positivistic methodology, reductionism 1s employed to isolate the specific
part of the area of concemn necessary for the experiment. Other factors are removed
from the research as they are considered independent or relatively insignificant.
Within this study’s interpretive approach the use of such reductionism is challenged.
The social reality of the British Council 1s considered to be messy and complex such
that 1solation of factors would change the environment and thus affect the study. The
study attempts to understand the externalities and context of the research and this

holistic approach provides the background to understanding.

Positivistic research requires that experiments be capable of repetition and that a
single challenging case disproves a theory. Such a notion is incoherent with study of
the British Council as it 1s relatively unique in nature and under significant change
during the period of this research. Furthermore the research’s associated intervention
aims to change the organisational context — to lead to improvement; repetition would

thus be impossible.

In order to approach refutability there is a requirement for a statement or theory
which may be disproved (Pearsall 1998). However this study does not aim for
generalisation, but rather to present a coherent plausible story of understanding. It is

thus appropriate to adopt an epistemology which challenges the nature of

reductionism, repetition and refutability (Galliers 1991). The study thus employs a

99



post-positivistic methodology which attempts to provide rigour through method
rather than imposing rigour upon the world. As Sir Geoffrey Vickers outlined, in
order to gain an understanding of human affairs within organisations, there is a need

to reject the goal seeking model of human behaviour as it is too poverty-stricken to

match the richness of life as we experience 1t (Checkland 1981).

4.4 Research methodology

When taking an interpretivist stance, the process of research and the scholarly
knowledge which forms the outcome of the research are both seen to be socially
constructed. “Research is not an entity that has an existence independent of knowing
subjects; research is a human creation and social activity” (Lee 1999). Hence, it is
necessary to adopt a research methodology'® that is capable of addressing the
socially constructed nature of the research problem and that can reflect upon the
socially constructed nature of the research exercise. In order to be coherent with an
interpretivist epistemology, the methodology adopted should be grounded in the
ideographic approach rather than the nomographic approach. That is to say, the

methods employed are aimed at uncovering the internal logic that underpins human

action through exploring culture.

The study accepts the assertion that there is no singular correct method of knowledge

discovery, but many appropriate methods (Hirschheim 1992). Kuhn argues that:

“The pull towards a single methodological perspective, with its clearly defined tools,
needs to be resisted because this single perspective designed for research in the
“normal science”, overlooks the anomalous quality of human experience. The
difficulty for human science arises not from the need to change from one paradigm to
another but the need to resist settling down to any single paradigm” (Kuhn 1996).
Subsequently this study does not argue that either the tools of positivism or

interpretivism are correct for research within organisations, but rather that in the

1® Within the field of information systems “the term ‘methodology’ is pragmatically
well established... to mean the same as ‘method’” (Jayaratna p.35 1996). However in
order to provide a description of this thesis’ relationship between methodology and

method, the term 1s used to describe the underlying theory of method, that 1s, the
approach to research method.
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particular case of this study, the approaches adopted are appropriate in form. The
assumption that quantitative methods should only be used for positivistic research,
and conversely, that interpretive research should only employ qualitative methods is
a fallacy (Nandhakumar and Jones 1997). This study abandons the mindset that a
single suitable methodology 1s all that 1s required, rather approaching the
problematique through a belief that elements of method and methodology are
employed and used as and when necessary (Introna and Whitley 1997). However
such employed methods must be consistent with the philosophical approach and the

theoretical framework of the study.

An 1nterpretivist viewpoint acknowledges that a researcher will have an effect upon

the research setting and analysis. As the researcher attempts to understand what is

observed their personal understanding will invade the recording of the observation
and the deductions that follow (Kant 1965; Baskerville 1999). In undertaking

interpretivist research within a social setting, the aim can be to either reduce (but not
remove) the intrusion of the researcher (for example ethnographic methods
(Hammersley and Atkinson 1995)) or to embrace this intrusion as a core part of the
research process. The research within this study takes a participatory approach as the
nature of the research process 1s an intervention. This approach embraces the
researcher’s place within the research process making it possible to incorporate “the

observer's values and a prion1 knowledge that invariably intrudes upon the
observation” (Baskerville 1999).

Bearing these ideas in mind, action research was chosen as an appropriate approach
for this research. This appropriateness may be demonstrated by reference to an
Information systems taxonomy of methods (Galliers 1992) adapted from (Galliers
1987) (see Figure 12). Galliers’ taxonomy is used only as a guide, outlining the
choices of adopted approach, rather than as a prescriptive method to suggest the
“right approach” (Galliers 1992). This taxonomy is not employed to identify or

discuss the epistemological basis of the study, but simply to describe the

appropnateness of the adopted approach to interpretivist research.
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Modes for newer post-positivist approaches (interpretations)

Forecasting Simulation and | Subjective/arg | Descriptive/Int | Action
| and Futures Game/role umentative erpretive (inc. | Research
Research playing Reviews)
- = ¥ ——— ..—+ —_—
Yes Possibly Yes | Yes Possibly
R 3 { — e — T | _l -
tional | Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
| Possibly Yes Yes Yes Possibly
| Yes Yes Possibly Possibly ] No
No Yes Yes Yes Yes

Figure 12: A taxonomy of information systems research approaches. Amended from Galliers

and Land 1987; Galliers 1991 to show only the post-positivist approaches.

In order to avoid incorrectly comparing Burrell and Morgan’s objectivist-subjectivist
dimension, with Galliers’ taxonomy’s scientific and interpretivist distinction, only
the post-positivist categorisations of Galliers framework are considered. This
taxonomy identifies approaches to research through a differentiation between the

object of 