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Abstract

With the rise in importance of technology to organizational life, a lot of attention has
been given to the management of knowledge through technological applications
(Chou and Lin, 2002). At the same time, a wide spectrum of social interactionist
literature has argued for the importance of human agency in the creation, conversion
and sharing of knowledge (cf Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; Brown and Duguid, 2001;
Dixon, 2002 and Chiva and Alegre, 2005). Given the amount of research on the
importance of social interaction to the management of individual and organizational
knowledge, it becomes imperative to develop a clear understanding of the role of the
individual in these social interaction processes. This research begins with first
principles by exploring the dynamics of knowledge sharing in organizations from
the perspective of individual agents, in order to gain insight into the reasoning
behind the action of individuals 1n sharing their knowledge and expertise. In so
doing, the research assumes that the knowledge transfer process is essentially a
social process and entails an active involvement of individual actors in making
decisions about the sharing process. The empirical setting for this research is a
single case study of Construct Co., an organization in the construction industry.
Primary data was collected by in-depth interviews of a sample population of 27
respondents with additional secondary data drawn from company annual reports and
in-house survey. By taking a qualitative interpretive approach (Morgan, 1979;
Morgan & Smircich, 1980) and drawing on a theoretical framework that centres on

Bourdieu’s concepts of capital and habitus (Bourdieu, 1977, 1985, 1986), and the

concept of communities of practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Brown and Duguid,
1991, 2001), this thesis not only provides an exploratory insight into the
determinants which govern individual knowledge sharing decision processes but
also contributes to research on the practical utility of the habitus as both a

conceptual and analytical tool in understanding the dynamics governing individual

knowledge sharing decisions.



Chapter One

1. Introduction

This chapter is divided into five main sections. In the first section I present an
outline of what the research is about by identifying the general trend in the field of
knowledge management and how this is shaping research in the field. This 1s
followed by a more definite discussion of the research aims and the basis for
embarking on this particular research. In so doing, the ontological and
epistemological inclinations of the researcher that guide this research are introduced.
In the third section, I set out the research parameters by considering the questions to
be addressed in this study and the underlying basic assumptions which guide the
research. This is followed by a brief section on the theoretical framework employed

in executing the research, and finally a chapter by chapter outline of the work that 1s

contained in this thesis.
1.1 About this Research

In the last two to three decades there has been an increased awareness among

researchers and practitioners alike, of a paradigmatic shift in the central resource
focus in organizations, from socio-economic and matental labour resources to

knowledge as a vital resource in the knowledge economy. This elevated importance

of knowledge cuts across state institutions and private sector as well as pervading all

industry sectors.

Along with the concurrent rise in the importance of technology to organizational
life, a lot of attention has been given to the management of knowledge through
technological applications such as data mining and groupware applications, as well
as knowledge work systems and customer relationship management packages (Chou
and Lin, 2002). At the same time, a wide spectrum of social interactionist literature
has argued for the importance of human agency in the creation, conversion and
sharing of knowledge (see Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; Brown and Duguid, 2001;
Dixon, 2002 and Chiva and Alegre, 2005 for example). So on the one hand,

advances 1n technology are providing more efficient tools with which organizations



can effectively manage their knowledge resources and on the other hand extensive

research are being carried out to demonstrate the importance of social practice to

knowledge management.

On a general note, this research follows after the tradition of the social interactionist
perspective as it agrees with the established view that social practice is important to

knowledge management processes. On a more specific note however, as a
researcher, I hold the view that the role of the individual in these social processes 1s
one that is of critical importance but that has received less attention than collective
considerations. As will be discussed in the literature review chapters, this particular
view is underscored by the amount of social interaction literature which focuses

almost entirely on macro and meso level considerations. Hence the orientation taken
In this research is towards understanding the role of the individual actor (1.e. the

micro level) in these social processes and contributing to the existing body of

literature.

1.2 Basis for Research Interest and Research Aim

My interest in the role of individual action in knowledge sharing stems from a more
macro Interest in employee relations in organizations. Based on personal
observations from time spent in industry, I support the belief that effective
knowledge sharing within specific social contexts is contingent upon human
practices (see Crotty, 1998). As will be seen in subsequent chapters, much research
has also been carried out which are indicative of this view (cf. Brown and Duguid,
1991, 2001; Davenport, 2002; Dixon, 2002) and whilst many of them contribute to
this research, one has particularly played a more important role than the others, as an
early indicator of the path this thesis was to take. This is the research by Hansen
(2002) which centred on providing an explanation for effective knowledge sharing

in multiunit companies through the consideration of knowledge networks.

One of Hansen’s findings was that the extent and benefits of interunit knowledge
sharing could be better explained through a joint consideration of related knowledge

and lateral network relations. The implication of this is that in order to really



understand the extent to which individuals share knowledge, there is a need to put
the knowledge being shared in context and also to consider the prevailing

relationships among the individuals involved in the sharing process.

In addition, Hansen also recommended the incorporation of network relations 1n
future research to provide insights into why knowledge sharing in multiunit firms
leads to performance improvement. Whilst it may be argued that sharing of
knowledge may not necessarily culminate in performance improvement as other
political factors come into play in this regard, the recommendation by Hansen to
incorporate network relations in this manner is one that had long been proposed by
other researchers and which is indicative of the importance attached to network
relationships in its contnbution to knowledge sharing. Since individuals are the
essential building blocks for such network relationships, insight into the individual

knowledge sharing activities would significantly contribute to a better understanding

of the dynamics that govern these activities.

If the amount of research detailing the importance of social interaction to the
management of individual as well as organizational knowledge hold true (cf. Lave
and Wenger, 1991; Brown and Duguid, 1998; Hansen, 1999; Lahti and Beyerlein,
2000; Davenport and Prusak, 2000; Davenport, 2002), it is imperative to develop a
clear understanding of the role of the individual as the building block of these social
Interaction processes. Having said this, it is also important to emphasise that whilst
the individual actors constitute the basic building blocks for social interaction
processes, the fact that such actors operate and interact within the context of specific
networks, 1s a testament to the significance of the context within which the
individual actor is embedded. Indeed, and as is underscored throughout this thesis,
both the actor and the network within which the actor is embedded are equally
important to social interaction. However, the principal aim of this research is to
begin with first principles by exploring the dynamics of knowledge sharing in
organizations from the perspective of individual agents. This is done in order to gain

Insight to the reasoning behind the action of individuals on sharing their knowledge
and expertise.



1.3 Theoretical Framework

Given that knowledge is classified as both an individual resource and a collective

resource (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Drucker, 1993: Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995;
Skyrme, 1999), there was a need to establish a framework that would take into

account any impact that the collective might have on the individual. As such, the
theoretical framework for this research is based on Bourdieu’s concepts of Capital
and habitus, and the concept of communities of practice'. Each of these concepts
plays a contributory role in understanding the factors that influence the knowledge
sharing process for individuals within the organization. However, 1n developing this
framework, the qualities of the habitus are particularly seen as allowing elements
which constitute the other two groups of concepts, (i.c. capital and communities of
practice), to be brought together and considered under one overarching concept (the

individual roles of these concepts as well as the inter-relation between them 1s

explored in greater detail in Chapter Three).

Bourdieu’s notion of capital extends beyond the Marxist view of economic capital to

symbolic forms of capital such as social capital and cultural capital, both of which
inherently relate to the social interaction of individuals and are embodied by the
individual (Bourdieu, 1986). The concept of symbolic capital thus confers on
individuals the capability to exist as embodiments of valued resources. Wenger's
conception of communities of practice on the other hand, draws from his theory of
social participation as a learning process to establish the important role of active

communities in enabling the generation of new knowledge and distribution of

existing knowledge (Wenger, 2000).

The third concept employed in developing this framework is the habitus (Bourdieu,
1977; 1985; 1993a). Given Bourdieu’s studies of social actions, their effects at the
level of the individual agent and the expression of the habitus as dispositions
developed over time, the concept offers particular benefits as an investigative tool

for establishing a theoretical framework. The habitus is actually a term employed by

' The concept of communities of practice is one which was coined by Lave and Wenger (1991) but

which has since gained prominence and application in social learning through the continued work of
Wenger and other researchers such as Brown and Duguid (1991, 2001).

4



Bourdieu to explain the cognitive capacity of actors and how their dispositions
impact the field of practice in relation to the capital resources they possess (see
Bourdieu, 1977). In this sense, and as shall be established in Chapter Three, the
habitus exists both in the individual actor as well as among the collective.
Furthermore, not only does the concept of the habitus allow for a chronological
assessment of the impact of the sets of dispositions of individuals, 1t 1s able to
engage the other concepts in the framework (i.e. social capital, cultural capital, and
communities of practice), through their identifiable common constitutive elements.
These concepts are thus believed to offer a concise theoretical approach for the
study as they cover different theoretical parameters which can be investigated
through the habitus as a result of their commonalities. It is noteworthy that 1n
Chapter Three, the habitus 1s also considered in relation to other social theories (i.e.
Structuration Theory, Actor-Network Theory and Activity Theory), which attempt
to reconcile structure and agency, so as to establish a basis for the theoretical
preference for the habitus. As a result, in relation to symbolic capitals and
communities of practice, as well as other social theories, as a conceptual tool, the

habitus was deemed to provide the most viable alternative to understanding the

complexities of sharing knowledge among individuals.

1.4 Research Parameters

In order to address the research aim specified in section 1.2 above, this section
outlines the guiding parameters for this research by addressing the basic

assumptions, as well as the central research question, that inform the empirical
work.

1.4.1 Research Assumptions

There are many perspectives which exist about knowledge, and the management and
transfer of knowledge. Amongst others, these include sociological, technological
and philosophical perspectives. The perspective taken in this research is of the
soclological inclination and this invariably determined the underlying assumptions

that guided the research. Firstly therefore, from this perspective and as we shall see



in the following chapter, because not all knowledge can be codified or made explicit
due to the inherently tacit nature of knowledge, the process of knowledge transfer 1s

considered to be a fundamentally social process. Secondly, amongst different
mechanisms which exist for knowledge transfer, social interaction is assumed to

constitute the primary mechanism for the transference of knowledge. Finally, a third

assumption made in this research is that individual actors are actively involved 1n

making definite decisions about the social processes that govern knowledge transfer,
and as such the process of knowledge transfer both draws from the behavioural

inclinations of individual actors as well as constitutes a decision-making/political

process.

1.4.2 Research Question

The central question that 1s addressed in this research may be framed as follows:

How do individual employees arrive at decisions whether to share or not to share

their knowledge and expertise with other individuals within the organization?

Since the central research question is posed at the micro individual level and relates
to a large extent to the personal experiences of individual actors, there was a need
for a number of qualifying questions which would enable the central question to be

effectively answered. These supporting questions cover both individual and

collective experiences and include:

1) What extrancous factors influence individual knowledge sharing
predispositions?
11) Are there personal circumstances that come into effect in individuals’

inclinations to share their knowledge and expertise?

1)  Does direct and indirect involvement of the collective environment play

any significant role in facilitating knowledge sharing?

In order to investigate these questions further, additional theory-driven questions

were generated and these served as the basis for the schedule of questions generated

to guide the empirical work (see appendix III).



1.5  Outline of Thesis Chapters

This thesis is structured as ten chapters inclusive of the introductory chapter. The
other nine chapters are; two literature review chapters, a chapter on methodology,
another chapter on the industry and organizational efforts at promoting KM

initiatives, three chapters on findings and analysis, a discussion chapter, and a final

chapter on reflections and conclusion.

In the first of the two literature review chapters (Chapter Two), I review the body of
literature that relates to knowledge and knowing in practice. Firstly, the chapter
examines the nature of knowledge and the fundamental distinctions between
knowledge and knowing. By examining the SECI framework for knowledge
creation and conversion, the introduction of ba to the framework, and the relative
importance of practice to the process, the chapter establishes the relationship
between knowledge and practice, and as such provides a basis for interpreting
knowledge related activities through practice. In so doing, the chapter examines the

distinction between ba and communities of practice, and identifies a basis for

making use of communities of practice in the research.

The second literature review chapter (Chapter Three) develops the theoretical
framework as it provides an extensive discussion of various social interaction
concepts, 1dentifying their constitutive elements and how these feature in the
habitus. In opting for the habitus as an overarching concept, the chapter also makes a

distinction between the habitus and other social theories that attempt to reconcile

structure and agency. Because of the centrality of the habitus as a conceptual and an
analytical tool to this research, the chapter also engages in a discussion of different
cntical perspectives on the habitus and efforts are made to put the various critiques
Into proper context in light of Bourdieu’s original interpretation of the habitus.
Furthermore, the chapter identifies instances of application of the habitus in research

thereby not only establishing precedence for this particular research but also

emphasising the novelty and uniqueness of the research.



Chapter Four is a discussion of the methodology and research methods employed In
implementing the study. Because of the empirical orientation of the thesis, the
chapter starts out by outlining how ontological and epistemological assumptions
guide the choice of methods most suitable for specific research. To this end, the
thesis draws on the works of a number of researchers including Morgan and
Smircich (see Morgan, 1979; Morgan and Smircich, 1980) to present a case for the
use of qualitative interpretive approach. The chapter also discusses the basis for
choosing the construction industry and provides the context for the organization in
which the research was carried out. Furthermore, the chapter provides justification
for the use of a single case study approach and for the choice of in-depth interview
as the data collection method over other viable concepts such as ethnography and
observation techniques. In addition, the chapter provides a detailed account of field
experiences from the process of seeking research access to the actual collection and
reduction of research data. In elaborating the reduction process, the chapter
explicitly addresses, how data codes were derived, and refined in order to generate
the data upon which the findings of the thesis is written. Furthermore, the chapter
demonstrates an internalization of the research methods literature by relating how

documented accounts of research practices were taken into account in actual field

experiences and adapted in the course of the research.

The fifth chapter employs the use of documentary evidence; to elaborate industry
Initiatives in facilitating knowledge sharing and best practices, as well as to
demonstrate the case organization’s efforts at developing knowledge management
initiatives. Firstly, the chapter outlines how an economic downturn in the industry
and subsequent government involvement, through the department of trade and
industry (dti) gave rise to a reorientation towards the need for the industry to engage
In sharing knowledge and best practice in order to progress. The catalysts noted for
this reorientation were government-sponsored reports which further fuelled sector-
led initiatives on knowledge management. The second aspect of the chapter focuses
more on the case organization and the organizational activities in facilitating
knowledge sharing. Evidence in support of these activities are drawn from
secondary data but are corroborated by primary data from the research. However,

through a comparative analysis of the primary data and secondary evidence, the



chapter concludes by buttressing the importance of human agency to the knowledge

sharing process and thereby providing support for the research direction.

In the three chapters that follow (Chapters Six, Seven and Eight), the collated data
are presented as chronological snapshots which reflect on the individual past,
present and future. The choice of data presentation in this format was in order to
establish a consistent structure with the habitus as the unit for data analysis. In each
chapter, the empirical findings are presented to demonstrate the number of
respondents and the frequency of data items coded, with representative quotes to
illustrate various themes and sub-themes. Each set of findings is followed by a
thematic analysis section which engages the habitus as the lens for interpreting the
data presented in the findings. This dual segmentation not only allows for a more
objective assessment and interpretation of the data but also provides an indication of

how data can be the subject of multiple interpretations dependent on the framework
employed (McGillivary, 2003).

The ninth chapter is a discussion chapter which integrates the salient points from the
three preceding chapters and relates these to the existing literature. The chapter also
readdresses the critiques of the habitus in the context of the empirical research
conducted in order to demonstrate that the critiques did not have any specific
bearings on the research. This allowed for an emphasis of the applicability of the
habitus both as a conceptual and an analytic tool, thereby providing a clear
exposition of the precise contributions made by this research to knowledge. In
addition, the chapter also addresses the empirical and theoretical limitations in the

research. In so doing, the chapter positions the habitus in relation to other social

theories in identifying the value of the concept.

The final chapter of the thesis is the reflections and conclusion chapter. This chapter
begins with a reflection on the thematic discussions drawing out the salient learning
points to demonstrate the relationship between theory and praxis of the habitus. This
Is followed by an explicit identification of the areas of theoretical and empirical

contributions as well as the scope for future research as identified from the current
study.



Chapter Two

2.  Understanding Knowledge through Practice

Literary works that relate to the philosophy of knowledge date back to the time of
early philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle, and the subject of knowledge 1S one
that continues to be at the centre of many debates amongst philosophers, social
theorists, and others. In choosing to write about knowledge therefore, one is
immediately faced with the complex problem of ascribing an acceptable meaning to
knowledge, a feat which has been tackled by many philosophers and researchers
with little consensus on what is meant by knowledge (Calhoun and Starbuck, 2003).
In addition there is a need to adequately establish the context in which a specific
knowledge-related research is focused. Knowledge as a field of study has been
extensively explored in the works of organization theorists. Amongst others, Ikujiro
Nonaka and Hirotaka Takeuchi, who in The Knowledge-Creating Company provide

an overview of philosophical debates from Plato to Anstotle, from Descartes to

Locke, and also contributions from Kant, Hegel and Marx.

In this chapter however, the review of the knowledge literature focuses on
knowledge and its management from a more sociological viewpoint. In
distinguishing between the terms knowledge and knowing, I identify different takes
on the knowledge management discourse and also introduce ‘practice’ as a relevant
perspective to the discourse (see Gherardi, 2000). In so doing, the review outlines
the specific relationship between the term knowledge® and practice, through a
consideration of the practice-based approach to knowing and learning. The chapter
also looks at a framework that has been developed to explain the processes of
creation and conversion of knowledge, and theories postulated to explain how
individuals learn. In this regard, the SECI model for knowledge conversion 1s
critically appraised, from which one identifies that its perceived shortcomings led to

the introduction of the concept of ‘ba’, also discussed in this chapter. The sharing of

knowledge 1s then reviewed from a community perspective with a focus on

knowledge 1n communities of practice. This is done in order to better understand the

* Knowledge is employed in this instance in its broad sense to encompass both knowledge and
knowing.
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dynamics of knowledge processes both at the organizational and the group levels
and with a view to understanding the intricacies of knowledge sharing at the
individual level. Finally, this chapter closes with a comparison of ba and

communities of practice.

From both economics and organization management perspectives, the ongoing shift
in the constituents of basic economic resources in the knowledge economy is such
that more emphasis is being placed on knowledge than on traditionally established
resources such as financial capital, natural resources, and labour (Drucker, 1993).
This is believed to represent a paradigm shift which began around 1960 and 1s
expected to continue for a couple of more decades (Skyrme, 1999). There are
indications that knowledge has ceased to be viewed as just another resource but 1s
rather now regarded as one of the most important and vital resource any firm may
possess, which being represented in the form of intangible capital, embodies the
economic and producing power of modem corporations (Drucker, 1993). From a
sociological perspective therefore, the resultant implication of this is that the role of
individuals and groups becomes increasingly central to the competitiveness and to
competence development of organizations, with a great deal of attention being given
to the transfer and sharing of knowledge both within organizations and across

specified boundaries. Owing to the increased prominence of the role played by

employees in the organization, and in relation to the development of organizational

knowledge and capabilities, there i1s thus a need to understand what constitutes

knowledge 1tself and more importantly what facilitates its exchange.

The emergence of knowledge management as a viable management concept and not
Just a management fad has been the subject of much debate. Notably, Scarbrough
and Swan (2001) demonstrated that while aspects of knowledge management
conform to the fashion model, this model only provides partial explanation for the
diffusion of knowledge management in general. In spite of its possible failings as a
management discourse, which include views that there is a lack of rigorous critiques
of the literature (Jashapara, 2005), knowledge management is still believed to

“provide an excellent vehicle for deconstructing its own diffusion” (Scarbrough and
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Swan, 2001: 11)°. Furthermore, many researchers have proffered varying definitions
for knowledge management in an attempt to articulate the concept but as with many

other management techniques, a universally acceptable definition has proven to be
elusive. However many of such definitions for knowledge management tend to be

process and/or action oriented with a focus on the creation and active usage of
knowledge (see Cross, 1998; Sarvray, 1999).

Lahtt and Beyerlein (2000) described knowledge management as a multi-
dimensional construct that comprises of four key interrelated components, which
are; knowledge generation, knowledge representation, knowledge accessibility and
knowledge transfer. Of these four components, Lahti and Beyerlein argue that
knowledge transfer® is the most important as it enhances collective performance.

The explanation for this is that knowledge should have the capacity “to be shared,
disseminated, and used on a company wide basis so that it becomes a potential
asset” (Lahti and Beyerlein, 2000: 68) and as such offer performance enhancement
potential. It is further argued that the importance of sharing knowledge for value
creation 1s made more explicit as organizations should not only be able to identify
what they know but also derive means of hamessing the knowledge that is existent
in the organization (Tidd et al. 2001). This view on knowledge has however been
1dentified as a critical issue in the execution of the knowledge management process.
According to Scarbrough and Carter (2000), where knowledge is viewed as a readily
transferable ‘object’ or ‘commodity’ which may be stored and exploited without
human intervention, there is a resultant loss of the essential ingredients that help
create and sustain its value. As will be discussed in the subsequent sections,
knowledge exists in various forms which do not operate in isolation but offer the

possibility for conversion from one form to the other thereby enhancing its value.

Although the above discussion implicitly presents a more managerialist view of

knowledge, i.e. its management and the notion of it as having a value-creating (or

3 t§ce Scarbrough and Swan (2001) for a detailed consideration of the role of fashion in the diffusion
of KM.

) Knowlcdgc transft_er Is described by Lahti and Beyerlein (2000: 69) as the diffusion and use of
processed information, or the sharing of expertise to increase individual or organizational

perfonpancc. In this review, the term knowledge transfer is exchanged for knowledge sharing, which
embodies the transference and reception of knowledge.
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value-adding) capability for the organization, this by no means represents the only
perspective on the management of knowledge. Other researchers have taken a more
critical and reflexive view of knowledge and its management, with a view to
diminishing the ‘hype’ that has surrounded knowledge management (see Prichard et
al, 2000). Some critical considerations of knowledge have been in terms of it’s
ownership with the attendant influence and power relations, which results in

politicking and raises the notion of knowledge as a commodity that can be traded
(see Carter, A. P. 1989; Carter, C. 2000). Indeed, knowledge management is deemed

to present an ethical dilemma as to the ownership of knowledge.

According to McInemey and LeFevre, “knowledge management is more than just
technology or software. It is a sophisticated way for an organization to share

intellectual assets” (2000: 14) and while explicit knowledge generated on the job
may be regarded as belonging to the organization, many professionals such as
physicians and professors with specialised knowledge face the dilemma of who
owns the more tacit knowledge. Other research has focused on the nature of

knowledge by critically considering its complexity (see Spender, 1996; Leonard and
Sensiper, 1998 and Zack, 1999). And yet still, others have engaged in debates,
presenting views and counterviews of knowledge based on their wide-ranging

perspectives (see McAdam and McCreedy, 2000; Prichard et al, 2000; and
Alvesson, 2001). However, implicit within these spectra of considerations of
knowledge is an underlying denominator; which is the part played by human agency

in knowledge management activities and hence the consideration in this thesis of the

role of the individual actor in the knowledge sharing processes.

2.1  The Nature of Knowledge

This section outlines how knowledge may be classified; from the simplistic
distinction between tacit knowledge and explicit knowledge to a more complex
classification of knowledge. In classifying knowledge in the case of the latter, the

section provides a review of varying definitions of knowledge based on its several
and varied attributions, and from this, one is presented with a critical appraisal of

knowledge. Furthermore, in elaborating on the nature of knowledge, a review of the
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distinction between knowledge and knowing is carried out thereby setting the

premise for consideration of the practice-based approach in a subsequent section of

the chapter.

2.1.1 Tacit and Explicit Knowledge

The tacit and explicit dimension of knowledge 1s perhaps the most common means
of classification, which was originally made popular by Polanyi in his early works,
and later received revived interest due to Nonaka and Takeuchi’s T/e Knowledge-
creating Company’. Johnson and Scholes (2002) refer to tacit knowledge as
personal, context-specific and therefore hard to formalise and communicate while
explicit knowledge is regarded as being codified; ‘objective’ knowledge that is
transmitted in formal systemic language. Codification, as a systemic means of
articulating knowledge has been used to a large extent to expand on the tacit and
explicit knowledge types. Hansen (1999:87) described codification as “the degree to
which knowledge is fully documented or expressed in writing at the time of transfer
between a subunit and the receiving project team in another subunit”. In this sense,
he identifies knowledge with a low level of codification as that which corresponds
with the concept of tacit knowledge — hard to articulate and can only be acquired
through experience — and conversely knowledge with a high level of codification
corresponds to explicit knowledge. Zander and Kogut (1995) also employed the
term ‘codifiability’ in order to express the degree to which knowledge can be
captured and encoded. Dependent on the extent to which knowledge may be

articulated therefore, such knowledge can exist in four different forms; codified or

non-codified, and codifiable or non-codifiable forms.

The distinctions made between tacit and explicit knowledge often arise from thetr
sources and modes of transfer. Purvis et al. (2001) noted that explicit knowledge 1s
easy to communtcate and transfer because it can be codified, while tacit knowledge
1s more difficult to transfer and communicate because it is inextricably woven with
the expenences and situational contexts within which it is generated. With respect to

the medium of transfer, Lahti and Beyerlein (2000) further expressed the view that

This is considered in greater detail in the following section.
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explicit knowledge can be transferred through such media as books, archives,
databases and groupware technology while tacit knowledge 1s best transferred
through personnel movement and the collaboration of individuals. As tacit
knowledge is also regarded in terms of ‘know-how’, the extraction or elicitation
process requires direct interaction with the knowledge source, and by its very nature,

such know-how is an increasingly important differentiator and source of competitive
advantage for firms (Hansen, 2002; Teece, 2000).

The possibility for codification of explicit knowledge implies that there would be

less difficulty in communicating such knowledge as this may be done through
documentation. The sharing of tacit knowledge on the other hand is accompanied by
difficulties, which are not simply as a consequence of the tacit nature of the

knowledge but the degree of tacitness and the way in which it is formed, structured
and utilised (Lam, 1997). Although tacit knowledge poses difficulties with regards
to its transference, it is this very attribute that makes it a source of competitive

advantage. Such advantage may be viewed from two perspectives; on the one hand,
the tacit dimensions of individual knowledge are not publicly available except as
embodied in people to be hired, and on the other hand, the tacit dimensions of
collective knowledge are woven into the very fabric of an organization and are not
easily imitated (Leonard and Sensiper, 1998). For the individual actor, it would be
expected that where exchange of explicit knowledge is concemed, less personal
interaction may be involved due to the availability of manuals and other forms of
documentation detailing the knowledge in codified form. However with regards to

more tacit knowledge, for knowledge exchange to occur, there would be a need for a

high and conscious degree of involvement from the actor.

While the above discussion represents a simple classification of knowledge, by
elaborating on the dynamics between the tacit and explicit forms of knowledge, 1
establish the preliminary step required to understand individual action in relation to

the sharing of knowledge, and at the same time establish the basis by which Nonaka

and Takeuchi’s knowledge conversion model is interpreted.
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2.1.2 Defining Knowledge

Beyond the classification of knowledge into tacit and explicit forms, the complexity
presented in the study of knowledge arises from the several and varied definitions

ascribed to knowledge. Amongst others, knowledge has been defined as;

Information that is relevant, actionable and based at least partially on

experience. (Leonard and Sensiper, 1998: 113)

Information plus the causal links that help to make sense of this

information. (Sarvary, 1999: 96)

Knowledge has also been described as an awareness, consciousness or familianty
gained from experience or learning by Johnson and Scholes (2002). In considering

the role of human agency and taking into account collective understandings,

Tsoukas and Vladimirou (2001:979) define knowledge as *“the individual ability to
draw distinctions within a collective domain of action, based on an appreciation of

context or theory, or both”. By reviewing the meanings connoted by knowledge to

different researchers, Blackler (1993:865) was however able to present an array of
suggestions which are viewed as emphasizing the complexity of tacit skills, and
hence knowledge as being regarded as: “~ socially constructed (Berger and
Luckmann, 1996), - often tacit (Polanyi, 1967), — a function of the play of other
meanings (Derrida, 1978), — enacted (Weick, 1979), — distributed (Hutchins, 1983),
— situated (Suchman, 1987), — material, as well as mental and social (Latour, 1987),
— restlient, but provisional and developing (Unger, 1987), — public and rhetorical

(Vattimo, 1988), and - acquired through participation within communities of

practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991)”.

These attributes can be grouped according to three broad themes vis-a-vis (i) the
materiality of knowledge (ii) knowledge as a social phenomenon, and (iii) the
consideration of knowledge as an abstract concept. An indication of the material

nature of knowledge is obtained in the ascription of attributes such as knowledge

being ‘enacted’, ‘material’, and ‘situated’. While knowledge has generally been
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considered in abstract terms, as will be discussed subsequently, the increased
consideration of knowledge as both an intellectual and material resource has resulted

in its attempted commodification in many quarters. Indeed, knowledge is not just
seen as a productive force in organization, according to Cuff et al. (1998), 1t has
increasingly become a commodity in the sense that it may be generated for the
exclusive purpose of sale. A critical look at the notion of production and exchange

of knowledge for transaction purposes also shows that individuals are often willing
to share their knowledge to achieve personal objectives or enhance flows through

their networks by way of expected reciprocation (Von Krogh, 1998; Conway, 1994).

In considering knowledge as a social phenomenon, emphasis is laid on the
implications of its acquisition through social exchange and participation in enabling
communities. The notion of communities of practice is one which is credited to Lave
and Wenger (1991) who argue that the process of learning is essentially a social
process and not just an individual action. Knowledge in this sense 1s therefore
obtained through a synthesis process arising from interactions between individuals

or groups, to the extent that individuals may acquire new knowledge when they tap

into the knowledge base of other individuals and imbibe such new knowledge to
enrich their own knowledge base. Invariably what Lave and Wenger (1991) and
other researchers like Brown and Duguid (1991) achieve is to present the learning
(or the sharing) process as an act involving both individual action and collective

action for its enactment. Chiva and Alegre (2005) described this process of social

learning as an integral part of an integrative approach to organizational leaming and

organizational knowledge, in which individual knowledge contributes towards the
generation of collective knowledge. It is the individual action in the sharing process
that constitutes the exploratory subject of interest in this thesis. In this regard, by
studying the dynamics of individual action, this thesis constitutes a departure from

the much discussed collective social impact on knowledge sharing and provides new

insights to understanding the knowledge sharing process.

The third of the three themes under which the attributes of knowledge can be
classified is its ability to exist in abstraction. According to Michael Polanyi (1967),

the attribution of knowledge as an abstract concept fundamentally draws from its

17



tacit nature. Polanyi’s thesis extensively dealt with the tacitness of knowledge in the
sense of knowledge existing as know-how that is possessed by individuals or

groups, and which the possessors have varying capacities to articulate and express,
thus determining the degree to which such knowledge remains an abstraction or
tacit. As will be discussed in subsequent sections, further attempts have been made
to distinguish between tacit knowledge as non-codified knowledge and other forms

of codified or explicit knowledge, and also, to distinguish between knowing as a

process-based phenomenon and knowledge as an abstraction.

The seminal work by Polanyi on knowledge centred on the existence of knowledge
as know-how, which varies among individuals in the extent to which it is tacit, 1.e.
the ‘tacitness’ of knowledge. This work has since been the source of many debates

on the possible dimensions in which knowledge can exist. While some researchers
view knowledge as existing in a spectrum, at one end of which knowledge 1s almost
wholly tacit and at the other end knowledge is almost wholly explicit, others argue
that knowledge exists as a dichotomy or duality and not in a spectrum. The

proposition that knowledge exists in a spectrum is supported by the works of both
Leonard and Sensiper (1998) and Lahti and Beyerlein (2000). For example, Leonard
and Sensiper (1998: 113), argue that at the one end, knowledge 1s “almost

completely tacit, that is semiconscious and unconscious knowledge held in peoples’
heads and bodies” and at the other end of the spectrum, knowledge 1s almost
completely explicit or codified, structured and accessible to people other than the

individuals originating it” (1998:113). The argument for knowledge existing as a

spectrum thus advocates the possibility of possessing both tacit and explicit
knowledge in varying amounts and the possibility for inter-convertibility of these
two forms of knowledge. This proposition is also the underlying principle behind the
knowledge creation framework (Nonaka, 1994), which was further developed in The
Knowledge-creating Company. Spender (1996) also adduces to this inter-
convertibility in his exploration of the interaction between the tacit and explicit

knowledge on the one hand and the individual/collective dimension on the other.

Cook and Brown (1999) and Hildreth and Kimble (2002) are among the proponents
of knowledge as a dichotomy. Cook and Brown argue that explicit knowledge and
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tacit knowledge are two distinct forms of knowledge and not variants of one another,
as each does the work the other cannot. They also maintain that one form of
knowledge cannot be made out of or changed into the other but rather, “cach form of
knowledge can often be used as an aid in acquiring the other’(1999:385). Hildreth
and Kimble (2002) on the other hand view knowledge as being ‘hard’ or ‘soft’
knowledge, in which case the former is “codifiable while the latter refers to

knowledge that is less quantifiable, not easily captured and stored”. They however
share the same views with Cook and Brown as they regard both forms of knowledge
as existing in duality “with the implication that all knowledge is to some degree both
hard and soft: it is simply that the balance between the two varies” (Hildreth and
Kimble, 2002). Tsoukas (2003: 425) further lends voice to the duality debate in
stating that “tacit and explicit knowledge are not the two ends of a continuum but
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