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‘Khowledge M anagement’:
A Telling Oxymoron?

Dr.D. A.Whiteand Dr. Y. M. Sutton
Univergity of Lincolnshireand Humberside, United Kingdom

INFTRODUCTION

Asorganisations continueto seek optimal level sof competitive advantage
and innovation, the search continuesfor more powerful and successful ways of
achieving thesegods. Onesuchistheemerging disciplineof Knowledge Manage-
ment (KM). Thisisan approach, which isbecoming firmly embedded inthe
panoply of management methods, asnoted by Scarboroughet a. (1999), “Knowl-
edge Management (and the learning organi sation) represent important new ap-
proaches to the problems of competitiveness and innovation confronting
organisations.” Thesearenotinsignificant claimsand, typicaly, pursuing them
requiresorganisationa investment, which isal so substantial. Thispaper seeksto
develop acritique of KM, with aview to supporting moreinformed theory and
practiceinthisarea Thiscritiqueisbased upon recent empirica research (Sutton,
2000; Sutton and White, 2000; White and Sutton, 2000). The nature, methods,
and key findings of that research are, therefore, briefly described here.

NATURE OF THE RESEARCH PROJECT

Theresearch explored the natureof , and rel ationshi ps between, knowledge,
dataand information inthe context of clinical practicein the United Kingdom
Nationa Health Service (NHS). It focused on the nature of clinical knowledge
and thelarge-scalestatistical datasets, which are generated from healthcare ac-
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tivitiesand decisions. These datasetsare used for significant and far-reaching de-
cisonsabout NHSpalicy.

Thegenesisof thisresearch wasagrowing interest into what appeared to be
aparadox pertaining to clinical dataintheNHS. The paradox involved thefact
that, whileto thelay eye medicine appeared to beadisciplineimbued with al the
rigour and certainty of science, key elementsof clinical knowledge and dataseemed
oftento be characterised by uncertainty and vagueness;-and to'be opinion-laden.
In short, these elements seemed to be characterised by subjectivity at least as
often asthey wereby objectivity. Yet both.objective and subjectivetypesof data
werea |l somehow regularly transformed into ahomogeneous body of objective,
statistical “facts;™ used by Government and various healthcare managersasthe
basis of significant decisions about healthcareinthe NHS. Thus, this piece of
research was devel oped and undertaken, in order to gain abetter understanding of
thenature of knowledge and data, and theunderpinning socia processesinherentin
clinicd care. Thisstudy sought to achieveitsaim specificaly by developing abetter
understanding of knowledgeintheclinical context of theNHSandtoachievethisby
exploring theimpact of socid and organisationa context, and transformation pro-
cesses, on knowledgetransferred between individud sand groups.

THE RESEARCH APPROACH

Theresearch problem demanded an exploratory approach, whichled, there-
fore tothe use of inductive methods. Thekey objective of theresearch approach
was: “to describe, decode, trand ate or otherwise cometo termswith the mean-
ing, not thefrequency, of certainmoreor lessnaturally occurring phenomenainthe
socid world.” Datacollectionwas, therefore, undertaken partly by using ethno-
graphic methodswhichinvolved the practitioner  participating covertly or overtly
inpeople' sdaily livesfor aperiod of time, watching what happens, listeningto
what issaid, asking questions—in fact, collecting whatever dataareavailableto
throw light on theissuesthat arethefocus of theresearch” (Hammersley and
Atkinson, 1983). Thisextensivequalitative, field-based investigationincluded a
long period of participant observationin clinical and coding settings, and thirty
semi-gtructured interviewswith senior clinicians, healthcare datastatisticiansand
epidemiologists, administrative workers, healthcare managersand coders. This
overdl approach, of complex, discovery-based researchyieldingrich, qualitative
data, produced adeep understanding of the processesand contextsinvolvedin
thedomainof clinica decison-making. Datawasanaysed using Grounded Theory,
asdescribed by Glaser and Strauss(1973).
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