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Chapter 8.9
Multidisciplinary Project Teams

Patrick S. W. Fong
Hong Kong Polytechnic University, Hong Kong

INTRODUCTION

Knowledge in designing a product or rendering
a service does not form a complete and coherent
body of knowledge that can be precisely docu-
mented or even articulated by a single individual.
Rather, it is a form of knowing that exists only
through the interaction among various collec-
tive actors (Gherardi & Nicolini, 2000). Existing
literature (Kanter, 1988; Nonaka, 1994; Spender,
1998; Starbuck, 1992) has highlighted a need for
the development of a diverse workforce if knowl-
edge creation is to be promoted and sustained
within organisations. This literature suggests
that a diverse set of resources (experts with dif-
ferentbackgrounds and abilities) provides a broad
knowledge base at the individual level, offering
greater potential for knowledge creation.
Conceptually, a team can be viewed as a so-
cially constructed phenomenon or linking mecha-
nismthatintegrates individuals and organisations
(Horvath, Callahan, Croswell, & Mukri, 1996). A
multidisciplinary team is defined by Nonaka and
Takeuchi (1995, p. 85) as “a self-managed, self-

organised team in which members from various
functional departments, and/or areas of expertise
work together to accomplish a common goal.”
The primary goal of the multidisciplinary com-
position is to marry diverse bodies of knowledge
in a way that produces a synergistic knowledge
outcome that is innovative, contextualised, and,
as such, has strategic value. For the most part,
project team tasks are nonrepetitive in nature and
involve considerable application of knowledge,
judgement, and expertise.

The advantage of adopting multidisciplinary
project teams is that they are quicker in integrat-
ing the expert knowledge of different functions,
for example, design, construction, marketing,
maintenance, and accounting. Cross-functional
project teams with mutual accountability and
collective work products have been found to
decrease development time and increase product
quality (Ancona & Caldwell, 1992; Dougherty,
1992; Van de Ven, 1986; Wheelwright & Clark,
1992). Multidisciplinary project teams create a
“task culture,” facilitating the necessary close
linkages and direct personal contacts between dif-
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ferent functions (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). These
close connections are necessary, as new product
development by its very nature includes uncer-
tainty about potential market response and about
new technology (Henke, Krachenberg, & Lyons,
1993). This transformation process is a team-
level phenomenon. It emerges through “heedful
interrelationships™ (Weick & Roberts, 1993) and
interdependencies between team members, their
actions and interactions, and the enmeshment of
theirindividual knowledge paradigms. If creating
new collective knowledge is indeed a team-level
phenomenon, then the multidisciplinary team is
considered the greenhouse where such aphenom-
enon can be best cultivated.

This article views the multidisciplinary project
team as an unusual team arrangement, primar-
ily because it is composed of professionals from
various disciplines who take pride in their fields
of expertise. They are committed to the basic as-
sumptions of their paradigms and they perceive
theirroles in the team as representing their knowl-
edge bases in the best possible way. In addition, a
project on which a multidisciplinary team works
can metaphorically be seen as an experiment, a
vehicle for knowledge creation, with knowledge
being created through the process of executing
the project.

Examining knowledge creation from a mi-
croscopic view, it can be further subdivided into
knowledge development and knowledge acquisi-
tion. The former develops knowledge thatis made
available through internal resources, whereas the
latter acquires required knowledge by external
means. Knowledge development involves the
development of knowledge through internal effort
after identifying the difference between required
and available knowledge. Developing knowledge
internally can be achieved via personnel in-house,
or through research and development efforts,
education and training, creativity techniques like
brainstorming, or customer satisfaction surveys.
Knowledge acquisition entails the acquisition of
knowledge from external sources if developing

knowledge internally is not possible. This is done
through employing specifically qualified person-
nel, by merging or acquiring firms, by purchasing
e-learning training, by forming joint-venture
companies, or by employing an external company
to conduct market research.

The relationship between knowledge creation
and knowledge management is like the metaphor
of the chicken and the egg, that is, it is hard to say
which one should come first. If we imagine just
managing existing knowledge without creating
new knowledge, we can foresee what kind of world
we would be living in—probably just a highly
effective society without much technological
advancement or improvementin living standards.
Alternatively, if we kept on creating new knowl-
edge or innovating without properly managing
our existing knowledge, we would end up going
round and round in circles and repeating the same
mistakes time after time. In order for a society to
flourish or a new product to be successful when
it is launched, knowledge should not simply be
managed: The creation of new knowledge also
should be possible. Inessence, knowledge creation
should go hand in hand with knowledge manage-
ment, as without one or the other, our knowledge
journey will be futile.

BACKGROUND

The issue of knowledge has been debated for
several centuries. Knowledge has only recently
been viewed as a collective phenomenon in or-
ganisational contexts. Two conflicting theoretical
perspectives about knowledge emerge. The first,
as highlighted by Prahalad and Hamel (1990) and
Wernerfelt (1984), focuses on the resource-based
view where knowledge is considered to be a set
of strategically important commodities that exist
independent of their creators and are context-
independent (i.e., the firm’s primary role is as
knowledge applicator). The second perspective,
from Berger and Luckmann (1966) and Nonaka
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