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Shaping the firm’s learning environment: Moving from transferring knowledge objects to creating knowledge generation contexts 
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This paper discusses the knowledge management issues an I.T. firm faces and presents the theories of knowledge as data, knowledge as meaning and knowledge as practice.

Knowledge Management, knowledge as data, knowledge as meaning, knowledge as practice 

I. Introduction

The most important factor for the success of an organisation is the ability of the people it employs.  In today’s world where vast technological, political, social, and economical changes take place, organisations have to be able to cope with these changes effectively.  The changing force of competition, both domestic and global, compels organisations to innovate and use their resources in the most efficient way possible in order to remain competitive.

This new situation does not only force organisations but also their people to change. Existing and potential employees have to be aware of the new technological and socio-economical status in order to be capable to perform well. The best way that organisations can ensure this knowledge is by using training and development.  “Training and development are critical to organisations because they provide the skills both now and in the future.  Together, training and retraining ensure the skills and employee commitment needed for high quality goods and services and thus, competitiveness and survival” (Schuler & Huber, 1993). The manager’s task is to create the right learning environment and knowledge framework.

As the Managing Director of an Information Technology firm, one of the key problems I have to face is to understand my employees’ activities in order to be able to design an appropriate learning context for them.  This means, I have to move away from the traditional IT approach, which regards knowledge as an object, to a knowledge generation approach, where meanings and practices are of more importance.

II. Basic Ideas in the Field of Knowledge Management 

In order to be able to design a learning context, the manager must first understand the key approaches in the field of knowledge management.  There are three main ways that theorists and practitioners have viewed knowledge so far: as object, meaning and practice. 

1) Knowledge as object:  In the “objectivist” point of view, knowledge is characterised as another economic asset and is defined as “intellectual capital” (Bontis, 2002). As an asset, knowledge can be acquired, traded, communicated or transferred. It has been argued that knowledge assets increase competitive advantage and they are a source of sustainable profits. (Itami & Roehl, 1987; Castanias & Helfat, 2001). This makes the transfer of knowledge objects an important mission to the firm’s management. Since knowledge is an intangible asset, many questions arise with regards to its transfer.  Objectivists treat knowledge as mere data and propose the use of extensive IT in order to disseminate it within an organisation. “Knowledge repositories” are expected to enable organisational viability and adaptive functioning, long after the initial providers of information have departed (Applegate et. al, 1988):

 “Information Systems will maintain the corporate history, experience and expertise that long term employees now hold.  The information systems themselves -- not the people -- can become the stable structure of the organization. People will be free to come and go, but the value of their experience will be incorporated in the systems that help them and their successors run the business.”

Although this approach is prevalent in terms of the amount of work done and the amount of literature existing, it fails to take into consideration key knowledge questions such as the transfer of tacit knowledge.  According to Polanyi (1962), knowledge has both explicit and tacit components.  The explicit dimension corresponds to the data and can be transferred with the use of IT.  The tacit dimension is the source of its meaning and cannot be easily transferred.  Managers need to design the right learning context that allows both explicit and tacit knowledge to be transferred. In order to be able to answer this question, we must move from the concept of object to the object of meaning.

2) Knowledge as meaning: In 1971, Churchman had explicated that knowledge does not reside in the collection of information, and had underscored the importance of humans in the process of knowledge creation.  Every person comes from a different background and has different experiences that shape his/her perceptions.  Emotions and feelings also affect the way people perceive things.  Beliefs, attitudes and cultural aspects can become the lenses through which people view the world. Meanings can be shaped by ones values, field of expertise or conceptual context. The “inpretivist” point of view moves away from the narrow-minded characterising of knowledge as object and brings the knower’s attributes to its creation.  Knowledge is indissolubly connected to its conveyor and “what people know is simply an aspect of what and who they are” (Spender, 2003).  This can lead to the conclusion that since each and every one of us perceives things in a different way and may interpret and filter the same subject  differently according to his/her own viewpoint, it is very difficult for a manager to understand each employee’s perception and to create an appropriate learning context for him/her.  What makes the task of managers even more difficult with regards to knowledge as meaning is that meaning is something that cannot be observed unless it is communicated.  Meaning is something that lies within us, something subjective, so how can a manager ever be sure that the way that he/she perceives a subject coincides with the way his/her team does?  Therefore we need to introduce the concept of knowledge as practice.  Practices can be observed and thus understood.

3) Knowledge as practice:  Churchman (1971) has emphasized that: "To conceive of knowledge as a collection of information seems to rob the concept of all of its life... Knowledge resides in the user and not in the collection." The pragmatic approach takes the knowledge debate one step further.  In addition to the object and meaning concepts, it takes into account the concept of activity based on experience.  Activity can be viewed as the way that we communicate what we know.  For example, when Polanyi spoke about the explicit and tacit distinction, he mentioned that a key problem is expressing what one knows.  What is more, he defined tacit knowledge as difficult to communicate. Tacit knowledge can be transferred only with observation, repetition and experience.  Still, there is no guarantee that there is no gap between the knower’s and the learner’s perception of the same activity.  Each person filters the same knowledge material in a different way, according to his/her previous experiences, background and sociological framework.  Based on these factors, each person may resolve to different kinds of reasoned activity when presented with the same data.  This can resolve to innovation but it can also be the source of knowledge gaps and communication problems between an organisational team.  Balance is achieved through experience and use of best practices. As I mentioned earlier, it is the manager’s role to create the right environment in order for these practices to be introduced to new members but also to be reinforced by existing ones.  In order for managers to shape a learning framework and to design a training strategy, they need to understand the employee’s key knowledge needs.  This would be an easy task if knowledge was constrained to data or information, but since it entails meanings and activities, employee training cannot be easily labelled. 

III. Implementing the Knowledge Management Theory in Employee Education

Each organisation has different training needs and training objectives.  The managers of a manufacturing firm face different education strategy challenges than the managers of a consulting firm.  But even different departments within the same company may have different training requirements.  A key knowledge problem that the manager encounters is to understand what type of training his/her employees need.  

My company is an information technology firm that operates in Greece. I face the problem of designing an appropriate learning context for my subordinates on a daily basis.  The company has six different departments that offer different kinds of products and services; technical support, software development, sales, consultancy, security, finance and administration.  The training needs of the software development department are much different than the needs of the sales department.  In Greece, training and certifications are extremely important for the future of an organisation.  My developers need to attend several training courses each year and keep themselves up to date with the latest programming languages and tools.  But this is just one part of their training, the easy one.  This is training that has to do with data and can be readily planned.  What is more time consuming and takes a lot of effort is training them on how to speak to customers, how to coordinate their efforts with those of the other departments or how to communicate with management.  This kind of knowledge is tacit and cannot be conveyed with the use of a manual.  It bears aspects of our company’s culture, rules, informal and formal procedures, interpersonal relationships, etc.  In other words, it is our own micro-society that differs from any other IT firm’s and differs even between our own departments.  

It would make no sense for me to train my salespeople on how to develop software or how to fix broken computers, it does make sense though, to train them on how to handle an initial request from a customer.  If the customer has an immediate response by the salesperson with regards to his/her problem or enquiry, the level of satisfaction rises even if the problem or enquiry is not immediately solved.  Nowadays, where firms offer more or less the same products, the only way to differentiate against competition is by offering excellent services and customer value for money.  Personnel training and development is the only way to achieve high quality of services.  So, my salespeople need to be up to date with the latest technologies but also be experts in customer relationships.  They need to be product trained so that they can answer their customer’s questions in the minimum time possible and they need to receive sales training so that they can handle their customers in the best possible way. 

When it comes to training my technical staff, the use of k-objects can prove useful for the design of basic skills training courses and helps me to provide my engineers with essential training tools.  The extensive use of IT helps this department a lot.  But my engineers are also the company’s liaison with the customers.  They are the ones the customers trust and feel safe around.  My engineers need to understand the meaning of their position and the power that derives from it.  Sometimes it is much easier for an engineer to complete a sale than it is for an account executive.  This is where I have to introduce the concept of knowledge as meaning and practice to them.  And I need to understand how they view their position and their role as well as how they perceive what I am trying to teach them.   

When I design my employee education, I need to take into account several different aspects and to be able to move from the easy task of transferring k-objects to the elaborate task of creating the appropriate contexts for k-generation.  

IV. Moving from Object Training to Creating Meaning or Action Contexts

Knowledge is a dynamic construct in contrast to static representations of knowledge as object. Diverse individual and shared meanings are possible based upon diverse interpretations of the same information inputs across different contexts and at different times. Knowledge processing through the use of IT may still be represented by simplified, highly routine, and, structured forms that permit pre-definition, pre-programming, and, pre-determination of data inputs for achieving pre-specified performance outcomes. In contrast, human sense making processes represent a complete contrast, and, human decision-making is influenced by attention, motivation, commitment, creativity, and innovation of individuals and groups (Malhotra, 2002). 

Designing the appropriate learning context for each department and for the firm as a whole is a very challenging task and can create significant problems for the manager. Object training, even though it is very important as a stepping stone for the employees’ development is not sufficient.  What differentiates a firm from its competitors is the meaning its people give to what they learn and how they act upon it. Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) had proposed the conceptualization of knowledge as justified belief in their argument that, “knowledge, unlike information, is about beliefs and commitment.” Davenport and Prusak (1998) have defined knowledge as deriving from minds at work: "Knowledge is a fluid mix of framed experience, values, contextual information, and expert insight that provides a framework for evaluating and incorporating new experiences and information. It originates in the minds of knowers. In organizations, it often becomes embedded not only in documents or repositories but also in organizational routines, processes, practices, and norms."

 Shaping meanings is a difficult game of control and is not necessarily the right way of doing things.  In today’s organisations where managers depend on people’s expertise to gain competitive advantage for their organisations, it is difficult to exercise power upon their experts and to try and change the way they perceive things.  Senge (1990) argues that the leader's role in the Learning Organization is that of a designer, teacher, and steward who can build shared vision and challenge prevailing mental models. He/she is responsible for building organizations where people are continually expanding their capabilities to shape their future -- that is, leaders are responsible for learning. This is where the knowledge problem becomes even more complicated.  The leader who is responsible for learning needs to assess his/her subordinates’ ability to construct meaning or action.  At this point, questions arise about what managers need to know before communication can take place.

How do managers find out what their employees are capable of learning?  How do they know what is best for their people to learn and what is the effective way to convey this knowledge to them? Are there some best practices that can be used in order to achieve desirable results?  Is there a way to align the meanings and actions of employees with the company’s?   

V. Recommendations on how should Managers Design their Training Strategy 

Managers who want to design the right training strategy need to make the knowledge of their subordinates’ activities central to their thinking.  As I mentioned earlier, this would be an easy task if knowledge could be easily labelled, that is if it was object only.  But since knowledge is also meaning and practice, a manager cannot label it straight away.  What managers have to do in order to find out what knowledge their subordinates need and shape their training, is to assess their ability to construct meaning or action. There are several ways to do this.  For example, managers can confront the students with challenging situations and see how they will react.  A commonly used way is role simulation and scenario planning.  Managers introduce their employees to hypothetical situations and ask them how they believe they should handle them.  Employees can play different roles and become parts of various scenarios.  The way they anticipate each situation can help management to understand how they would react in real cases and to emphasise their training on areas they feel uncomfortable with.

Another recommendation is for managers to spend time with their employees while they are on the job.  For example managers should visit customers with their sales people in order to see how they deal with them.  The description of a meeting after a salesperson comes back to the office may be much different then what really happened at the customer site.  Some salespeople tend to be overoptimistic and this is where management should intervene and introduce sales training and situation evaluation techniques such as BANT (Budget, Authority, Need, Time).

Group innovation is also really important for the generation of knowledge in an organisation.  According to Leonard and Sensiper, there are three ways that tacit knowledge can be exercised in group innovation: “problem solving, problem finding and prediction and anticipation.  In problem solving, experts overlay a problem with patterns derived from experience to quickly find a solution.  In problem finding, tacit knowledge is used to frame a problem, often in a way that challenges assumptions or reveals hidden dimensions, so as to stimulate more radical innovation.  In prediction and anticipation, tacit knowledge enables the prepared mind to follow hunches, listen to intuition and take mental leaps to new ideas.” (Cited by Chew and Bontis, 2002).

The employees should be the key contributors with ideas about their training programmes.  They are the ones who have expertise in their jobs, they are informed about innovations in their field and they should keep management up to date us well. Management should request that employees submit ideas and recommendations on what they believe they should be trained on.  Many times this is an easy way of aligning management’s expectations with employee capabilities and of creating a knowledge generation environment.

Managers should also keep themselves up to date with the training practices and strategies of their field leaders.  Market leading companies strive for competitive advantage and usually try to stay ahead by introducing innovative ideas and styles.  In the field of IT companies such as Hewlett-Packard and Oracle have elaborate training strategies that focus on both explicit and tacit knowledge creation.  Small and medium size enterprise managers can gain from the experience of such companies and use parts of their strategy when implementing their own training programmes.

What is more, managers should always keep themselves up to date with the latest management ideas and theories.  There is a lot of literature available when it comes to knowledge management.  For example, the movement from knowledge as object to knowledge as meaning and practice can help managers understand what they may have done wrong in the past with regards to their training strategies.

Consultancy firms can also help with the design of a company’s training strategy.  There are firms that specialise in the field and can offer valuable advice.  Managers should be very careful when deciding to introduce an external factor in the firm since they could face resistance from within.  Employees tend to trust more internal resources like the HR department for the design of their training than an external consultant who is not part of the team.

Knowledge exploration (public knowledge) and exploitation (firm unique knowledge) are two concepts that management must also be aware of.  Management should rely in both in order to achieve best results.  Exploitation alone could lead to obsolete ideas and although it ensures short term viability and has immediate results, it cannot ensure future success.  On the other hand, exploration could lead a firm to constant changes and frequent failures.  According to Levinthal and March, an organisation can control the balance between exploration and exploitation by adjusting aspirations, beliefs, feedback, incentives, and socialization or selection processes (Chew and Bontis, 2002).

Finally, a knowledge generation environment can be achieved easier with a democratic management style.  It is difficult for subordinates to express their ideas and act freely in a non-democratic and suppressive environment.  Employees should be encouraged to act and to bring innovative ideas to their managers.  Also they should be able to make joint decisions with management when it comes to their training.  Authoritative management may be effective when transferring knowledge objects but it could lead to problematic reactions and resistance when it comes to creating a learning context.  Employees that participate in the design of the learning process are more eager to participate in its application as well.

VI. Conclusion 

It is the manager’s duty to create the right learning environment for his/her subordinates.  We have looked at the different theories regarding knowledge and we have concluded that today’s complex training requirements move management away from the traditional objectivist approach to an interpretivist and pragmatic one.  Since knowledge is both explicit and tacit, managers have to figure out ways of helping employees master both dimensions.  And although the explicit part is easy to teach, tacit knowledge cannot be described and therefore it cannot be transferred easily.  

Managers need to find out how their subordinates perceive things and understand the meanings given to different situations by their employees.  Since meanings are subjective and lie within the employee, it is very difficult for the manager to reveal them.  The only way this can be done, is by observing the employee’s practices and making sure there is a common communication ground.

In conclusion, managers should be responsible for the creation of the right training environment for their employees taking into consideration the importance of individual differences and learning abilities.  Training and development are very important for a firm’s survival and the knowledge problem should be amongst a manager’s top priorities for resolution.  The best practice to achieve that is by involving their people in the process and by making sure that they understand their perceptions and viewpoints.
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