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Argumentation and 
Knowledge-Sharing

Mike Metcalfe and Samantha Grant
University of South Australia, Adelaide, Australia

This paper discusses the conceptual basis for a social-technical system aimed
at assisting geographically separate companies to use the Internet to achieve
the economic benefits of clustering.  The knowledge sharing literature, and
the evolutionary economics literature, is used to focus on tacit knowledge
sharing and learning through verbal interaction.  The first section looks at
the evidence for “structured talk,” which includes the role of argumentation
systems on research, problem solving, communication and decision-making.
The chapter goes on to argue that rural regions have the core competencies
needed to cluster but not the interaction.  Ensuring appropriate arguments
between appropriate people may provide a policy around which to design
Internet conferencing infrastructure aimed at enabling the benefits of
clustering.

INTRODUCTION
This paper discusses the conceptual basis for a social-technical system aimed

at assisting geographically separate companies to use the Internet to achieve the
economic benefits of clustering. In Komito’s (1998) terms, it is about managing a
disperse community’s knowledge by building knowledge sharing systems for “wicked
unstructured, ill-defined” problems.  The knowledge sharing literature, and the evo-
lutionary economics literature, is giving more attention to tacit knowledge sharing
and learning through the verbal interaction of group members.  This includes Argyris
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and Schon’s [1996] concept of learning or inquiry systems and Lawson’s  (1999)
comments that initiatives follow from dynamic verbal interaction between persons
with core competencies.

A lack of verbal interaction between knowledgeable people suffering the
tyranny of distance offers new communications technology a chance to overcome
the market failure.  However, as is now well documented, merely dumping com-
munications technology on people in geographically-disperse areas is not suffi-
cient.  Having access to appropriate infrastructure is essential but it may not be
sufficient.  If an effective system is to be built, then some understanding of how to
structure conversations needs to be thought through.  Why would talk bring eco-
nomic benefits?  What types of groupings might benefit from more talk?  How is
the talking to be structured?  The example that will be used for illustration pur-
poses is farm and mining companies working in remote regions seeking to cluster
to achieve further vertical integration up or down their supply chain.  The paper
provides a conceptual roadmap of why and how such industries might learn how
to develop economically.  More specifically this paper argues that:

A well-structured interactive community based discourse (argument/
debate) provides a mechanism for an appropriate virtual community to
achieve economic development.
The evidence to support this claim will be presented in 5 sections.  As the

claim is that “structured talk” will bring outcomes, the first section looks at the
evidence for this, which includes the role of argumentation systems on research,
problem solving, communication and decision making.  This is followed by discus-
sion on how clustering works in the context of the paradox of some management
writers calling for geographically-independent organisational structures, while others
are calling for physical clustering by core competencies.  Next the application of
these systems will be considered by first identifying essential attributes for a group
likely to be in a position to turn this talking into commercial outcomes.  An ex-
ample using remote rural communities is then given.

Talk for Knowledge Sharing
Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) have suggested that knowledge can be cre-

ated through four different modes:
1) Socialisation, which involves conversation from tacit knowledge to tacit knowl-

edge,
2) Externalisation, which involves conversation from tacit knowledge to explicit

knowledge,
3) Combination, which involves conversation from explicit knowledge to explicit

knowledge, and
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