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Introduction

Modeling is a key task in order to analyze, under-
stand, and improve business processes and orga-
nizational structures, and to support the design, 
implementation, and management of information 
and communication technologies in general and 
knowledge management systems (KMSs) in 
particular. Process-oriented knowledge manage-
ment (Maier, 2004; Maier & Remus, 2003) is a 
promising approach to provide the missing link 
between knowledge management (KM) and busi-
ness strategy, and to bridge the gap between the 
human-oriented and technology-oriented views 
(e.g., Hansen, Nohria, & Tierney, 1999; Zack, 
1999). However, existing modeling approaches 
for business processes, including their extensions 
for KM, still lack concepts to support knowledge 
work, which is often unstructured, creative, and 
learning and communication intensive. Recently, 
the activity theory has been proposed to provide 

concepts to analyze knowledge work (e.g., Black-
ler, 1995), but it has not yet been integrated with 
business process modeling for designing KM 
initiatives and KMSs. The following sections 
analyze the characteristics of knowledge work, 
distinguish important perspectives for modeling in 
KM, and discuss extensions of process modeling 
approaches including activity modeling. Then, 
the process-oriented and the activity-oriented 
perspectives on knowledge work are compared 
and connected by means of the concept of knowl-
edge stance.

Background

Knowledge work can be characterized by a high 
degree of variety and exceptions, strong com-
munication needs, weakly structured processes, 
an increasing importance on teamwork in the 
form of project teams, networks, and commu-
nities, and it requires a high level of skill and 
expertise. Inputs and outputs of knowledge work 
are primarily data, information, or knowledge. 
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Knowledge comprises observations that have 
been meaningfully organized and embedded in 
a context through experience, communication, 
or inference that an actor uses to interpret situ-
ations and to accomplish tasks (based on Maier, 
2004). Knowledge work consists of a number 
of specific practices, for example, expressing or 
extracting experiences, monitoring, translating, 
and networking (Schulze, 2003).

From an ICT perspective, the main changes 
in the requirements posed by knowledge work 
occur due to the considerably higher complexity 
of data and the focus on organization-wide and 
interorganizational communication, cooperation, 
and mobility of knowledge workers. The storage, 
handling, and sharing of semistructured data re-
quire additional ICT systems, such as document 
, content, and knowledge management systems. 
Modeling has focused largely on data (entity 
relationship modeling), objects and classes (ob-
ject-oriented modeling), and business processes 
(business process modeling). Knowledge work 
requires content-, user-, and communication-
oriented modeling techniques that show what 

persons, communities, topics, tools, rules, and 
other activities and processes are involved, and 
thus demands concepts and modeling techniques 
that extend business process modeling to cover 
these aspects.

Perspectives for Modeling 
in KM

Models are representations of a selected portion of 
the perceived reality of an individual or a group of 
observers. The design of KM initiatives requires 
modeling concepts for (a) processes that describe 
the organizational design, that is, knowledge 
tasks, flows, roles, and resources, (b) persons by 
capturing facts about people, that is, their skills, 
communication, and cooperation in networks 
and communities, (c) products, that is, the type 
of knowledge, structures, taxonomies, ontologies, 
and metadata, and (d) productivity tools, that is, 
the architecture, functions, and interaction of ICT 
tools in support of KM (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Perspectives for modeling in knowledge management (based on Maier, 2004)
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