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INTRODUCTION

There are probably as many variations of knowledge
management definitions as there are practitioners and
researchersinthediscipline. Complete consensusin such
agroupwould beasurprising finding. Thisisbecausethe
two words areloaded with pre-existing meaningsthat do
not always sit comfortably in juxtaposition, so what it
means to “manage knowledge” is difficult to ascertain,
and hence comes to mean different things to different
people.

We do know, however, that knowledge exists in the
mindsof individual sand isgenerated and shaped through
interactionwith others. Inan organizational setting, know!-
edge management must, at the very least, be about how
knowledgeisacquired, constructed, transferred, and oth-
erwise shared with other members of the organization, in
away that seeksto achievetheorganization’ sobjectives.
Put another way, knowledge management seeks to har-
ness the power of individuals by supporting them with
information technol ogies and other tools, with the broad
aim of enhancing the learning capability of individuals,
groups, and, in turn, organizations.

BACKGROUND

Inthisarticle, we examine both theoretical and practical
socio-cultural aspects of knowledge management based
onyears of research by the authorsin alarge and diverse
organization. The study involved numerous functional
settings of the organization and the researchers used
qualitative and quantitative methodol ogy to gather data.
Elementsrequired to build an organizational culturethat
supports knowledge management are discussed. Unless
otherwisespecified, wordsindoublequotesinthetext are
direct quotes from personnel in research settings.

MAIN THRUST OF THE ARTICLE

The research team identified seven basic categories that
constitute enabling processes and strategies to facilitate
social learning: commonidentity; problem solving; team
building; access to information; development of indi-
vidual expertise; communication; and induction and
enculturation (see Figure 1).

Common identity: acommon ground/understanding
towhich many people/groups can subscribe, and requires
ashift from seeing oneself as separate to seeing onesel f
asconnected to and part of an organizationunit. Based on
our research, motivators impacting on common identity
are: goal alignment, cultural identity, gendered identity,
language, moral e, and workplacedesign (spatial and physi-
cal design).

. Doney, Cannonet al. (1998) discusstherelationship
between goal alignment and group cohesiveness,
claiming that the extent of group cohesiveness
reliesontheextent towhichateam’ sgoalsareclear
and accepted and also on the degree to which all
members adopt team behaviors.

. Thetermcultural identity referstoamember’ ssense
of self inrelation to the specific “tribe” and “tradi-
tion” towhichthey belong and how thisdistinctive-
nessappliesintheir workplace. Cultural identity is
another important motivator for social learning be-
cause, likecommonidentity, itimpactsontheextent
to which staff feelsthat they are part of the system
or alienated fromit.

. Genderedidentity rel atesspecifically to one’ ssense
of self, whichisimbuedwiththesocial, cultural and
historical constructionssurrounding femininity and
masculinity. Gender identity, because of its rela-
tionship with common identity, was also seen to
impact on social learning.

. Language is another important factor fundamental
totheoverall social learning processes. By reflect-



Figure 1: Constructs enabling social learning
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ing the social and political relationship between
various members, |anguage canimpact on common
identity. Language is also important in terms of
creating a shared understanding among workers
and their relationship to the wider organization.
“Words are bullets. Never, never use imprecise
language.” Thuslearning the specific work-related
languageis of central importance to broader social
learning devel opment, andisanimportant outcome
of the enculturation process.

Morale has been a significant focus in the overall
study because the research team found evidence of
low morale being coupled with higher levels of
alienation towards senior management. Such alien-
ation has obvious implications for the broader un-
derstanding of a common identity and thus for
social learning.

Workplace design and proximity also threatens
common identity when staff are not working in the
same location. “[Building X] and us. We don’t see
them. Thereis not any spirit that we are belonging
to one branch. | have more to do with [a specific
area] than anything else and I’ ve made some good
contactsin there,... who | sit around with.”

Problem solving: a core activity. It fosters social

Anindividual’ spersonal and social networksarean
important means of acquiring, propagating, and
sharing knowledge. As Davenport and Prusack
(1998) claim, when those who are in a position of
“know-how” sharetheir expertisethey contributeto
problem solving. Personal networks were seen to
function as channel s supporting both “information
pull” and “information push”.

Individual and shared perceptions of the organiza-
tion, and how they operate, provide an essential
backdrop to problem solving within an organiza-
tional context. These perceptions may consist of
deeply ingrained assumptions, generalizations, or
even pictures or images that influence how people
understand their organi zational world and how they
should act withinit (Senge, 1992). The importance
of these perceptions cannot be stressed enough,
because they directly influence the construction of
individuals' knowledge and understandings that
they draw upon in their day-to-day-activities.
Effective problem solving often requiresasystemic
understanding of organizational and inter-organi-
zational issues. Systemic understanding requires a
holisticview of an organizationanditsinterrelation-
ships, an understanding of the fabric of relation-
ships and the likely effect of interrelated actions

learning, because each problem represents an opportu-

nity to generate knowledge. Motivators associated with ¢
thisenabler are: networking, perceptionsof the organiza- of enhancing social learning and knowledge cre-
tion, systemic understanding, and time for inquiry and ation. Inquiries, or questions, aretriggered by prob-
reflection. lems that require solutions or explanation. Reflec-

(Senge, 1992).
Inquiry and reflectiontogether areapowerful means
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