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INTRODUCTION

In 1994, the Sloan School of Management at MI T inaugu-
rated amulti-year research and educationinitiative called
“Inventing the Organizationsof the21% Century”, headed
by Thomas Malone, Director, Center for Coordination
Science. One of the key activities of this initiative has
been developing a series of coherent scenarios of pos-
sible future organizations. The Scenario Working Group
considered a wide variety of possible driving forces,
major uncertainties, and logics that might shape 21%
century organizations. Two scenarios were then created
addressing the size and the modus-operandi of thefuture
organizations. “Small Companies, Large Networks’, as
theonefoundinNorthernltaly (Textile Productioninthe
Prato region of Italy), and “Virtual Countries’, as more
mergers and acquisitionsare turning up worldwide (e.g.,
Exxonand Mobil) (Laubacher & Malone, 1997).

One of the greatest challenges of the new knowledge
economy istodeal with new organizational forms, that is,
the ones that challenge traditional notions of structure,
coordination and control, such as the companies derived
from the “ Small Companies, Large Networks” scenario.
When all of the tasks and processes of an enterprise are
centralized in just one company, itisfar fromdifficult to
organizeand managetheknowledgeaccruedfromaproject.
However, alot of different players can now beinvolved
inmajor projects. Hence, how isit possibleto manageand
storethe knowledge generated during an enterprise, so as
to useit during the current project and not to loseit at all
for future projects?

Some very important researchers addressed some
featuresonthisissue, such asBadaracco (1991), Bahrami
(1992) and Baker (1994), just to nameafew.

Notwithstanding being very importantintheir realm,
thisresearch just taps on how to create, deploy, transfer,
storeandretrievetheintelligence of an enterprise encom-
passing alot of different companies, in different places,
with different “ although important “ duties. Therefore,
the next logical step includes expanding the research to
ongoing and ad-hoc intraorganizational groups. In order
to accomplish this, it is paramount to understand how
information technology can leverage and strengthen the
knowledge links among the players of a major project
involving a lot of subcontractors, suppliers, and other
firms, namely a metabusiness.

BACKGROUND

Metabusiness

A metabusiness or arelational company is a quasi-firm
createdthrough digital linksamong several companies, in
suchaway that itisalmostimpossibleto know exactly its
boundaries(Keen, 1991). A metabusinessisal soindepen-
dent of its organizational structure, as each node hasits
own structure that can be changed without interfering in
other nodes' structures.

“TheOrganizationisitsFormal Structure” and“ Struc-
ture follows Strategy” are two paradigms challenged by
metabusinesses that wisely use information technolo-
gies.

Thisoverview presentstheroleandimpact of informa-
tiontechnologiesin three branches of ametabusiness: its
degree of connectivity, its degree of sharing and its
degreeof structuring (Haeckel & Nolan, 1993). According
to the latter authors, these three parameters are consid-
ered vital to establish theintelligence of a metabusiness
and its expertise to manage the involved knowledge.

The connectivity issue addresses the “degree of
reach” of the metabusiness, that is, if and how the in-
volved companies are linked within the metabusinessin
order totransmit dataand information among themselves.

The sharing issue addresses the “degree of range” of
the metabusiness, that is, the type of transactions devel-
oped within themetabusiness, and theway the companies
are working together, in order to set up a workgroup
environment.

Finally, thestructuringissue dealswiththeability that
the companies have to extract knowledge from the data
and information retrieved and shared by them. As is
known, knowledge* either tacit or explicit“ ismuch more
than data and information, and according to the
AutopoiesisTheory (Maturana& Varela, 1980) iscreated
whena“ structural coupling” occurswiththeworkers(see
also, Kim, 1998). Thisoverview showsthat thisissueisa
key point for the success of an enterprise, and the one
where the major flaws and drawbacks occurred. People
have great difficulty to transform raw data and informa-
tionintoknowledge, aswell astacit to explicit knowledge,
notwithstanding several frameworksexplaining how this
can be processed, as the Knowledge Spiral from Nonaka
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and Takeuchi (1995). The current educational system
hindersworkersto learn how to learn, making it difficult
for them not to create standardized mental model sto deal
with new knowledge.

Hence, different technol ogiessuch asElectronic Data
Interchange (EDI), Electronic Document Management
Systems (EDMS), Workflow Systems, Internet/intranet/
extranet and mainly Web-Based I nstruction (WBI), just to
name afew, areintegrated to | everage the metabusiness’
intelligence.

Intelligent Metabusiness

Aswasalready said, metabusinessisaquasi-firm created
through digital linksamong several companies, in such a
way that it is almost impossible to know exactly its
boundaries (Keen, 1991). This definition matches the
“Small Companies, Large Networks” scenario of MIT
Scenario Working Group (Laubacher & Malone, 1997). In
ametabusiness, theintegrator keepsthe core competency
of the business, outsourcing most of the other productive
processes. Theintegrator isin charge of managing depen-
dencies and restrains among the players and their due
processes, coordinating the transactions among the in-
volved partners.

According to Prusak (1997), sometrends are forcing
companies to be engaged in a metabusiness:

a) the globalization of the economy and the terrific
pressure on firms for increased adaptability, inno-
vation and process speed;

b) the awareness of the value of specialized knowl-
edge, asembedded in organizational processesand
routines of the nodes of a metabusiness;

c) theawareness of knowledge as a distinct factor of
production; and

Figure 1. Corporate |.Q.
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d) cheapnetworked computing, whichisat last giving
us atool to work and learn with each other.

During the development of an enterprise, data and
information are exchanged among the playerscompound-
ing themetabusiness. Dataand information are not knowl-
edge, although often considered as such. There is great
misunderstanding and confusion about the differences
between data, information and knowledge.

Data means a set of discrete and objective facts con-
cerning events. Therefore, it can be understood as a
structured record of transactions within an organization
(Davenport & Prusak, 1998).

Information is data that makes difference and is rel-
evant, or as Peter Drucker says: “informationisdatawith
attributes of relevance and purpose” (cited in Davenport
& Prusak, 1998, p.4). Normally, informationisunderstood
asamessage, usually having the format of adocument or
visual and/or audiblemessages. Informationis, aboveall,
context-based.

Knowledgeislinkedtothecapacity of action (Sveiby,
1997). It isintuitive, therefore hard to be defined. It is
linkedtotheuser’ svaluesand experience, being strongly
connected to pattern recognition, analogies and implicit
rules. Most of thetime, knowledgewithin an organization
islocated bothinsideemployees’ heads(tacit knowledge)
and in documents (explicit knowledge). Thiscan explain
why too much confusion has arisen between document
management and knowledge management.

Althoughitisagenerally accepted distinction, doubts
have been cast recently over thetacit-explicit dichotomy
(Polanyi, 1958). According to the autopoi etic epistemol -
ogy school (Varela, Thompson, & Rosch, 1992), knowl-
edgeisaprivate, personal thing, and so an organization
cannot possessit. Hence, knowledge cannot be explicit,
only tacit: Explicit knowledge is actually data and/or
information which help other peopleto create their own
knowledge through what is known as “structural cou-
pling”. However, this overview will accept the tacit-
explicit distinction, which will enable us to reach more
interesting conclusions.

Then, assuming the tacit-explicit dichotomy, the fol-
lowing mathematical formulas depict what wassaid (Joia,
1999):

INFORMATION = DATA + X(Attributes, Relevance,
Context)

KNOWLEDGE=INFORMATION + ¥ (Experience, Val-
ues, Patterns, Implicit Rules)

The main question isto know how knowledge can be
transformed into metabusiness intelligence. Using the
I.Q. metaphor (notwithstanding its flaws), it can be said
that themetabusiness|.Q. (Haeckel & Nolan, 1993) canbe
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