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Facilitating Sensemaking in
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Thispaper looks at knowl edge management within geographically dispersed,
cross-functional teams. In particular, it describes an electronic knowledge
management system, LiveNet, that combines support for rational innovation
processeswith collabor ative support mechanisms. These collabor ative support
mechanisms extend previously available group support systems by
incor por ating sensemaking tools.

INTRODUCTION

Thecreetion andintegration of knowledgewithin organizationshave been recog-
nized asan essentid competitiveadvantagesindynamicindustries' Grant (1996: 377)
suggeststhat knowledge* accountsfor thegreater part of valueadded” and that “the
barrierstothetransfer and replication of knowledge endow it with strategicimpor-
tance..” Thisis especidly. true for knowledge-intensive organizations, such as
consultanciesand, investment Services. Such organizationsrecognizetheimportance
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of improving their waysof managing existing knowledgeand cresting new knowledge
to gain competitive advantageinvolatileenvironments. Knowledgecregtioninthis
context includesthe creation of new products, services, and idess. It requiresthe
captureand combination of both tacit and explicit knowledgefrom anumber of spe-
cidized areasand experts. For example, Xerox devel oped aWeb Stefor.itstechnicd
representativesto dlow themtopost their tipsand insights, or recaivefeedback. The
Web steactsasaway totest idess, collect evidence, and dlow dectronic discussons
about ideas. Thisprocessalso allowsapeer-review teamto validateor refineidess,
and if aconsensusisnot reached quickly an expert may becdledinasreferee. Tips
that arevaidated will subsequently beposted for worl dwidedigtribution (Brown, 1999).

Oneissuethat hasscarcely recel ved research attention within organizationa knowl-
edgeintegration concernsthe processof sensemaking (Weick, 1995). Whenmaking
sense, individua srationdize phenomenathat do not gopear to beinherently sengbleat
first Sght, using thecategoriesavailabletotheminther everyday organizationd lan-
guagesand modesof rationdity. Sensemakingisacrucid organizationd capacity. As
Brown (1999) hasobserved, managersincreasingly engagein making senserather
than productsfor their sakeholders: They interpret themearket, theforcesshaping the
competitivelandscape, andtherisksand opportunitiespresented to their company.

AsGrant (1996) observed, most research on knowledgeintegration issueshas
focusedoncross-functiond teamsinnew product devel opment. Inmany cases, cross-
functiond project teamsinvolvegeographicaly disoersed members For example, film
productionincreasngly involvesdectronicdly facilitated, remotecollaboration, with
teammembersdispersed al aroundtheworld (Mizer, 1994). Knowledgeintegration
ingenerd, and sensemaking in particular, can be problematicin such geographically
dispersed, cross-functiond teams. Firdly, sensemaking must trandaeindividud,, de-
partmentd, and functiona knowledgeinto team-based knowledge. Thiscan bediffi-
cultincross-functiond teamswherelanguageand meaning differ greatly acrossfunc-
tions thelanguageof accounting differsmarkedly from that of manufacturingenginear-
ing. Communication, letd onesensamaking, within cross-functiond teamsisoftencom-
plicated, Snceeffectivecommunication relieson common languageand shared mean+
ings. Secondly, sensemaking in cross-functiond, face-to-faceteamsisgenerdly sup-
ported by non-verba and contextua cues. In geographicaly dispersed teams, such
fadilitatorsof sensemaking areoften missing, egpecidly wheredigpersed teamsrely on
eectronic meansof communication. AccordingtoWeick (1985:'51), dectronicrepre-
sentationsare oftenflawed, becausethedata” containonly what can be collected and
processed through machines. That excludessensory information, fedings, intuitions,
and context” —d| of which areimportant for sensemaking.

A variety of group-supporttool sexiststofacilitate cross-functiond collaboration
dectronicdly, atherwithinonelocdity or acrossseverd locdities(Husemanand Miles,
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