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I wrote these reflections in response to a request from the Board of Learning Lab Denmark in the spring of 2003. The Board wanted a clearer picture of where we were going in the consortium (research group) “Tools for the Knowledge-Based Organisation”. 
I put down my thoughts on knowledge management (KM) and its excessive concern with computers. Instead, we want to focus on face-to-face knowledge processes. This led me to clarify what I think knowledge is: not static, stored representations of external reality, but dynamic patterns in individual and collective consciousness that guide human activity appropriately. If knowledge is thus action-oriented, our mode of research must be, too, as I discuss in the last third of the paper. 
Only after this paper was written did we identify our current strategic focus on three areas: F2F knowledge processes as they unfold A) at conferences, B) during meetings in organizations and C) in the interplay of academia and private/public companies Also, since then, we have stopped even referring to knowledge management; KM has proved largely irrelevant to us. You may skip the two introductory sections on KM and go straight to my views on knowledge.
The problem: Organizations find it difficult to “manage” knowledge
Advocates of knowledge management (KM) wish to provide tools that will help organizations develop and prosper by making better use of the talents and knowledge held by their employees. In the late 1990’s, many writers and professionals thought that IT-based knowledge-management systems would deliver these tools. Today, still more managers express doubts about them. Such systems handle large amounts of simple information quite well, but deep and expert knowledge remains elusive. 

Proponents of knowledge management (KM) face several other problems: 

· Many highly paid professionals see little reason to share knowledge, their most competitive asset. Trust is essential, but hard to come by—especially in large, competitive organizations. 

· Despite professing to be knowledge-intensive, organizations generally do not run projects, nurture innovation, work in teams, moderate meetings, use in-house experts, mentor junior professionals or retrain workers any differently than they did ten years ago. 

· One much hoped-for outcome of the knowledge society is more innovation and entrepreneurship. At least in Denmark, this doesn’t seem to happen.

· Has the knowledge economy given us more understanding and deep insight? Hard to say. What has exploded beyond all bounds, though, is the information available. There’s a billion web pages to distract us. 

· When three guys in some other department know stuff that the two of us over here could use to refine a product, acquire a new customer or save the company a bundle—and especially if we don’t know that they have this knowledge—we’re not much better off than a company twenty or forty years ago. 

These unresolved problems call for a different and more humanistically sensitive approach to knowledge in organizations. Face-to-face processes needs to be guided or facilitated in novel and exciting ways such that people cannot help but contribute their best skills, talents and ideas to the service that the organization provides to its customers and clients.
Danish and international research on the knowledge-based organization

In Denmark, several groups of researchers study knowledge processes in organizations. 

· The intellectual capital statements group, growing out of work sponsored by the Danish Agency of Trade and Industry and headed by Jan Mouritsen of CBS and Per Nikolaj Bukh of the Århus Business School. The group maintains a strong interest the knowledge management initiatives that the intellectual capital statement reports on (Mouritsen, Larsen and Bukh 2001, Mouritsen et al. 2003).

· A group clustered around the Masters in Knowledge Management at CBS study knowledge management. Mønsted (1991) sees KM in the context of entrepreneurship and innovation, and Poulfeldt (Poulfeldt and Petersen, 2002) in the context of management consulting and corporate strategy, while Christensen (2002) offers critical reflections on the field generally. 

· The project ReMap, also based at the CBS, studies research management and has a KM flavor (Erno-Kjølhede et al, 2001)

· At Syddansk Universitet, the Knowledge Lab is a group of academics whose practical concerns include helping regional businesses refine their KM practices. Director Lars Qvortrup (2003) has written widely on the knowledge society.

· The MERITUM project (1998-2001, www.kunne.no/meritum) on measuring intangibles and their contribution to innovation management had a strong Danish contribution, represented by Jan Mouritsen and Per Nikolaj Bukh and their group.

Internationally notable research includes these strands:

· To many people, KM is a computer-mediated thing, period. KM is an IT discipline (e.g., Tiwana 1999, Liebowitz 1999). Strong commercial interests are driving this conviction, which is nevertheless fading.

· There is a strong macro-level, strategic approach that sports phrases like “leveraging corporate knowledge” and the “competitive advantage of knowledge resources” (Choo and Bontis, 2002)

· Seminal work by the Japanese school offers analyses (but little practical advice) of flows of implicit and explicit knowledge in the organization (Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995, Nonaka 1998). 

· The case-based literature on knowledge initiatives that actually work is promising (Davenport and Prusak 1998, Stewart 2001). How to translate the anecdotes from other people’s practice into one’s own organization is left for the reader to find out, however. 

· The study of organizational learning has remained somewhat distinct from the field of KM, maybe because one derives from the “feminine” world of psychology and the other from the “masculine” world of management and IT. The two traditions, however, are slowly merging (Dierkes et al. 2002).  

· The interest in communities of practice (Wenger 1998) derives from the obvious insight that working people learn on the job, in a community of peers, and not by being taught in classrooms.  


Our group at LLD distinguishes itself from some of these Danish and international research strands by not being concerned with intellectual capital reports or taking the strategic, macro-level approach. As to IT-based KM, we’re interested in it only to the extent that computers manage to improve the live interactions of knowledgeable people rather than extract knowledge from them and store it as passive information (which is what the vast majority of IT-based KM systems do)

Instead, we lean on the case-based, interpersonally oriented and humanistic traditions in KM and organizational learning. We seek out a meso-level approach that combines the psychological validity of person-centered research on learning (micro) with a concern to understand the organizational context. We do not wish to contribute to the dubious, but widespread belief that knowledge can be managed top-down (macro-wise) by top executives intent on “leveraging corporate knowledge resources”. 
Making knowledge flow and grow in organizations is often a matter of facilitating the interactions of five or fifty people, in the individual department or across departments. Much research has focused on individual or small-group learning (micro), and most KM take the viewpoint of the executive responsible for thousands of employees (macro). But in between is a domain of two-digit numbers of people, the 10 to 99 workers or specialists. They are far better educated than their grandparents fifty years ago, but are they equally better at sharing their knowledge, experimenting and innovating across professional and bureaucratic divides or collaborating to create new knowledge, improve products and refine services? Yes, somewhat. But there is still a huge potential for identifying and researching ways in which two-digit numbers of people in organizations may pool their individual talents, experience and creativity so as to better serve the organization’s customers and clients.

Philosophical underpinnings: 
Why knowledge is so different from information

There is an unhappy tendency in some KM literature to depersonalize knowledge and make it a corporate object to be managed, exploited, leveraged, harvested, stored and distributed. Framing knowledge as intellectual capital is one of many ways knowledge is being reified in the organization, the most conspicuous of which is, of course, the quantification or verbalization required for knowledge to be input into computers. 

Let us look into why knowledge so easily degenerates into information or is otherwise objectified. We may start by distinguishing knowledge from information. 

In an airport, the four monitors displaying departures and gates is information. Only the one line about my flight is knowledge: “The gate just closed, I gotta run!” Information is cool facts about the world. Knowledge is the hot stuff I can use to act. Information may or may not be relevant to anyone. Knowledge is only that which is relevant to someone, that is, useful, meaningful, valuable and personally important. Information is parceled into bits, facts and statistics, but knowledge is always contextual. 

Many systems and routines in the modern organization peddle information: KM systems, data bases, intranet portals, web sites, newsletters, survey statistics, reports, PowerPoint presentations, briefings and orientation meetings. When they fail it is often because the information communicated falls on deaf ears. It is important to no one and becomes knowledge nowhere. 

What is knowledge, then? The common-sense view is naïve realism, refined by philosophers into the theory of correspondence: We possess knowledge when an idea in our minds corresponds to what is out there in the world. In other words, knowledge is structures in the mind that mirror structures in external, objective reality. A “structure in the mind,” such as the sentence “Mailboxes are red”, constitutes knowledge because it mirrors or represents a structural feature of the world, red mailboxes.  

This view of knowledge as representational is dying now, amongst philosophers (Rorty 1979) as well as the educated public. Freed of the mid-20th century obsession with rationality, current thinking has begun to include social context, history, subjectivity, embodiment, actions, intentions, emotions and values.

However, the representational view survives in computer science, artificial intelligence and knowledge management. Herbert Simon (Newell and Simon 1976) took the computer as the paradigm for thinking and knowledge and introduced the “physical symbol system hypothesis”: If we see the strings of 0’s and 1’s in a computer as symbols that stand for things in the world, computers can store and manipulate knowledge. On the heels of this inflated expectation, IT-based knowledge management was born. If the computer is our favorite model of the mind, then of course the management of knowledge must involve computers big time. 

Besides enjoying tremendous popularity in computer studies, the representational view of knowledge underlies both classroom teaching, where such knowledge is supposedly transferred from the teacher’s mind to the student’s mind (in Danish: tankpassermodellen), and communication theory, where information is being transmitted from a sender to a receiver through a channel (rørpostmodellen, the conduit model). Despite being philosophically passé, the representational view remains powerful in both education and communications. 

We need to rethink this approach. How?

Knowledge is structures that guide human activity appropriately

For an alternative view of knowledge suitable to the Tools consortium, let us modify the naïve position that knowledge is structures in the mind that mirror structures in external reality. We’ll expand the locus of knowledge, formerly the mind, into “consciousness”. Let us be liberal and include the subconscious in consciousness. We wish to emphasize that consciousness is not confined to the individual person, but is molded and constructed socially and culturally. So, knowledge is in our individual or shared consciousness. We say that knowledge consists in structures, forms, distinctions, categories, concepts, images, etc. – collectively, we may call them “structures”.

So far, so good. The major break we wish to make from the old definition is that the purpose of these structures in people’s consciousness is no longer to represent external reality, but to guide human activity in appropriate ways. This pragmatic turn (Dewey 1929, Argyris 1993) takes us away from passive representation and focuses on human action and the results it produces. Knowledge is structures in individual or collective consciousness that guide human activity appropriately (Ravn, 1998, in prep.). Let us call knowledge so conceived action knowledge.

Thus, when a Xerox machine repairman is able to repair the machine he has knowledge because his actions are appropriately guided by structures in his consciousness (such as distinctions, categories and images concerning ink cartridges, jammed paper and feeders and the proper ways to manipulate them). Knowledge is that which can be acted upon; it is actionable. Knowledge grows out of human processes, it is not a static thing (Ravn 1995, 1999).  

The specification that knowledge must channel human activity in appropriate ways is meant to indicate that any old notion will not count as knowledge; it has to produce appropriate and useful results. This, of course, raises the moral and political question: “Appropriate for what? Useful to whom?” (MacIntyre 1997). That is not an easy question to answer. However, the discourse on KM and the knowledge society has largely failed to address the questions of power, politics and morality, hiding behind the seeming objectivity and technical rationality of knowledge. 

What we can say is that on a personal level, for information to become knowledge for me, it must be relevant to what I am trying to accomplish at work, in the world, in life as a whole. The terms “relevant”, “meaningful”, “useful” all relate knowledge to a project, large or small, that I have, whether to board a plane on time, strike up a partnership, make my organization a success, enjoy an exciting career, live a fulfilling life, or help others improve the quality of their lives and create a more just society. Knowledge must in some degree be relevant to my mission; otherwise it is just useless information. 

Twenty years ago, executives discovered the importance of clarifying the mission that their organization pursues—its rationale, the contribution it will make to the lives of its customers and other stakeholders. Likewise, in today’s increasingly individualized workplace, says Drucker (1999), every knowledge worker (that is, everyone) must ask him- or herself: “What shall my contribution be?” The challenge is on for the field of knowledge management to discover and coordinate the work and life missions of employees as they struggle to find personal meaning in a globalized world. The organization that manages to identify and bring out the creative energies of people working for their personal missions in the service of the organization’s stakeholders is, by definition, the organization that “leverages its knowledge resources for corporate competitive advantage,” to use the jargon of the day. 

Research strategy: Facilitating interpersonal knowledge processes

Now, if knowledge is seen in terms of human process, scholarly research obviously cannot be about mirroring reality. The kind of classical social science that uses surveys and interviews to merely describe issues or identify problems would merely produce representational knowledge to bu published in learned journals and put away.
In contrast, we wish employ research methods that emphasize action and organizational change and thus seek to create socially responsible knowledge, such as action research, participative research, mode-2 research, etc. This is where the leading edge of social and organizational research is today, on the interface between classical research and effecting change in the world. The challenge is to avoid both the Scylla of irrelevant, long-winded research and the Charybdis of mindless, one-shot consulting. 

Thus, as part of her research, a researcher may help the organization she studies set up an organizational experiment to test some hypothesis about how to better facilitate knowledge processes. Rather than stand aside in the classical manner of the detached scientist, she may become involved in the experiment and help it become a success. She may facilitate reflection and learning in the people involved, and she can be responsible for generalizing the learning so that is may benefit others. This includes writing up the results and otherwise communicating the experience gained, as well as involving other interested parties and helping them apply and refine the lessons learnt. 

Elsewhere I have shown how this process of organizational experimentation actually mirrors the classical scientific method of hypothesis generation, experimental design, data collection, generalization and theory refinement (Ravn 1986, 1991, Baburoglu and Ravn 1992, Ravn in prep., b). The only difference is that we are no longer concerned with merely describing the social world in its actuality, but also identifying – and experimenting with – ways in which it may change and improve. As Chris Argyris puts it: “A complete description of reality requires not only a description of the universe as it is but also of its potential for significantly reformulating itself” (1982, p. 469).
Another useful approach is research on exemplars and best practices. Here, we don’t study how X is done by organizations in their average mediocrity; we study X is done by those that do it best. This is methodologically less controversial, but may be tremendously inspirational for others (Ravn 1985). Once such best practices are described, the researcher may play the role of helping other organizations learn from the study and pick up better practices.

To initiate research of this kind, the organizations to be studied must be involved in partnerships with us. They cannot be mere objects of our research, but must be subjects and co-owners, deeply committed to producing useful results, actionable knowledge that helps the organization serve its stakeholders better. Hence, we have approached scores of key decision-makers (executives, knowledge managers, HR managers) in relevant companies and public institutions to identify and nurture their research interests. 

In all cases, partnerships are central to our strategy, both to ensure usefulness of the research results and as a funding strategy. Too much social and organizational research has been carried out for the sheer academic interest of it. We believe the tables are turning as universities and research councils are scrambling to find research projects that make a difference in the private and public sectors beyond academia. 

Research on organizational knowledge-in-action
A number of themes run through our research and development activities:
1. Knowledge is about people. The knowledge-based organization is about people sharing a space, talking to each other, using their bodies and senses to learn. We are not interested in evermore complex databases, intranets, portals, platforms, useful as they may be for information management. IT is interesting in so far as it can support the subtle (tacit, trust-based, emotive) knowledge processes occurring between people, rather than stand in their way. With or without IT, human action knowledge is our concern. 


2. The level of analysis is 10-100 people. A project team in the engineering form, a university department, a community of students taking an e-based education, a network of academics at a university department, groups of conference attendees, etc. Our focus is neither the micro-level of individual learning nor the executive-level knowledge management discourse, but the practical question of how to better orchestrate knowledge flows between fifteen or eighty people.

3. Actionable knowledge. In these projects, we are not much concerned with understanding things as they are, in their average mediocrity. Two things are interesting: identifying how people in organizations handle knowledge flows really well (the KM benchmarking in engineering firms, the best practices in university departments, the practices of outstanding managers) and experimen​ting with new practices (new ways of implementing the Wizdom KM system, new collaborative e-learning tools, new knowledge processes in university departments and sector research institutes, new ways of breaking up large conferences so people meet and share face to face, etc.). We don’t wish to produce mode-1 representational knowledge for library shelves, but mode-2 action knowledge for people and organizations with real problems.

4. Tools are human process techniques. The results of our mode-2 research will include “tools” – techniques, knobs to tweak, guidelines, best practices, inspiring case stories about knowledge processes that work. Of course, the research will also produce the usual rich descriptions and attempts to explain the problems presented in the empirical material, to be published in the traditional academic fashion. But the emphasis is on delivering knowledge that can be used by practitioners to enable knowledge production and sharing in organizations.


5. Partnerships. All our research is carried out in partnerships, which helps ensure that wider interests than academic publishability are included in the research effort. Much social and organizational research is undertaken for the purpose of academic career advancement. This is possible only as long as the people and organizations studied accepts the role of passive empirical matter suitable for inclusion in the professor’s self-defined research program. In contrast, if included as partners they will want to learn and improve and develop their organizations as a integral part of the research process. 

6. Communicating the research process, as well as the research results. Most researchers want to reserve their best lessons learnt for academic publication. We want to include other interested parties and stakeholders along the way, so as to help everyone involved learn as much as possible from the research effort while it is underway. Stories in the press, lectures and seminars, site visits, networking, word of mouth, the knowledge salon already instituted at LLD – are means of involving other people and organizations in a lively exchange for the purpose of maximum learning and dissemination. The tools to be produced in the consortium will need to travel by many other vehicles than written texts; they need to be talked through and demonstrated and tried on in person and experimented with by those taking an interest in them and, as far as practically possible, LLD should play a role in this process of dissemination, application and further elaboration – so as to consummate the research promise to effect real organizational change in a intelligent and reflected way.  

Contributions expected 

We believe our current and projected research efforts can make a difference. We hope to deliver on certain interpersonal aspects of the promise of the knowledge society, aspects that are not much in evidence when we go to yet another PowerPoint-packed conference, sit through hours of tedious meetings, listen to instructors lecture skilled workers, attend network functions without meeting a single new person, eat and drink our way through week-long “efteruddannelseskurser”, impress our most cherished knowledge on students who stare at us with blank eyes, etc.
Sure, we have seen very real information revolutions: the corporate mainframe in the 1970’s, the personal computer in the 1980’s and the Internet in the 1990’s. In the learning domain, the notions of life-long learning and competence development have taken hold just in the past ten years. Team-based project work, RUC-style, is spreading like wildfire in universities and schools. Everyone has an annual tête-à-tête with the boss (medarbejderudviklingssamtaler) and team-building coaches send middle management paddling rafts like there’s no tomorrow. 

However, there is a domain of interpersonal knowledge facilitation that has remained largely untouched by these developments. Many everyday processes in organizational life have changed very little: the meeting, the network, erfagruppen, afdelingsmødet, the presentation (only every presentation is now 20 or 40 PowerPoint slides), the weekly team meeting, how we locate person-based resources (such as expertise, skills, experience, contacts, ideas) in the organization, how we approach people with such resources, how we excite them into brainstorming or collaborating with us, how we tickle them so that they’ll teach us or learn from us, how we use basic psychological insight, empathy and respect to mobilize and share people’s energies and passions in the organization, all preconditions and very important aspects of “leveraging corporate knowledge resources”. 

The Business Process Reengineering movement of the early 1990’s took an interest in these meso-level processes in the organization, but only its mechanical and bureaucratic aspects, with little regard for the very live people and personalities involved. This is what we propose to do in the present consortium. Given that the modern organization is now widely recognized as being know​ledge-driven, we will study the many important, yet easily overlooked organizational processes that are based on the fact that knowledge is intensely personal – unlike information, which can be abstracted and stoved away in computers. These processes may be mediated, modulated and moderated by subtle interpersonal techniques designed to bring out the talents, creative energies and knowledge potentials of people in organizations. 

Some such techniques are known and practiced by in-house training-and-development people, external consultants, professional moderators, project managers, negotiation trainers, conflict mediators, facilitators and organizational psychologists. Many, however, have to be specifically designed for or adapted to knowledge sharing and knowledge management. Few of these techniques have been subjected to research; consequently, they come and go as management fashions change. We wish to engage in an intellectually rigorous and communally validated research effort to identify, design, try out, adapt and refine such techniques, thus making available to managers and change agents a wide range of tools for the knowledge-based organization.   
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