286

Chapter 18

Complexity and Clarity:
The Knowledge Strategy Dilemma
- Some Help from MaKE

Peter Sharp
Regents Business School London, UK

Alan Eardley
Staffordshire University, UK

Hanifa Shah
Staffordshire University, UK

ABSTRACT

Organisations face a great problem. How can they create a knowledge management (KM) strategy that
takes account of the complexity of knowledge issues in their organisation and be able to clearly com-
municate it? This issue, called here the Knowledge Strategy Dilemma, is the main theme of this chapter
and is vital for KM success in practice. The authors argue that literature reveals that the Dilemma is
one that can be tackled. They also argue that whilst the literature reveals approaches that help address
different parts of the Dilemma, the best approach to address it in a coherent way is a KM method called
MaKE. MaKE is presented and two of its principles—Traceability and Transparency— are explained.
Also visual tools that help implement these principles in practice are critically discussed along with
feedback from industry. The principles, when applied, are helpful in tackling the Dilemma with some
success. Also, the authors argue that different forms of communication (including face-to-face meetings
with visual aids) should be used to address the Dilemma. The question that remains is: are organisations
willing to devote the time to do these things in practice?

INTRODUCTION

Organisations face a great problem. How can they
create a knowledge management (KM) strategy
that takes account of the complexity of knowledge
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issues in their organisation and also be able to
clearly communicate it? This issue, called here
the Knowledge Strategy Dilemma (the Dilemma),
is the main theme of this chapter. The problem
is discussed in the context of literature in the
field and research that relates to the KM method
called MaKE (Sharp, 2006a).The authors argue
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that while the Dilemma is an ongoing one and
may seem insurmountable on first appearance,
there are some principles that, when applied, help
address the Dilemma. This chapter presents and
critically discusses two KM concepts from MaKE
thathave implemented these principles in practice.
Feedback on these concepts is critically analysed
before a conclusion is presented.

KNOWLEDGE STRATEGY
DILEMMA: COMPLEXITY
AND COMMUNICATION

There is no doubt that the area of KM and its
application to organisations is littered with com-
plexity. The concept of ‘knowledge’ is enough to
generate a plethora of different definitions (Sharp,
2006b) and an enormous range of different con-
cepts and approaches (Sharp, 2003). There are a
wide range of different viewpoints on the subject
which has led some to argue that the field of KM
is abankrupt in the very disciplines (e.g. Informa-
tion Systems) in which it was originally applied
(Galliers & Newell, 2001). Others have argued
that the area of KM related to how people think
and learn, is so intangible that it is beyond defini-
tion. Polanyi (1967) wrote a lot about the subject
of personal knowledge at the human-oriented end
of the spectrum, but in doing so, provided no
definition of knowledge for his readers. This may
have been because he believed that by defining
it, he may oversimplify the concept and support
an unsophisticated approach. The issues relating
to tacit knowledge, its meaning, and the whole
notion of what can be made explicit, raises dilem-
mas in KM about implementation and there have
been calls for a reconsideration of KM methods
in organisations (Vasconcelos, 2008).

Although the issue of defining knowledge is
seen as a stumbling block by some, the majority of
people working in the field have moved on from
that issue by either not defining it or discussing it
in the context of different concepts and practices

they write about. In doing so, authors have used
many different approaches and have created a
wide variety of KM concepts (e.g. Wiig, 1993;
Machlup, 1980; Bontis, 2000; Malhotra, 2000;
Stewart, 2002; Tobin & Snyman, 2008). The KM
frameworks that exist range considerably. Some
focus on a particular aspect of organisations
while others take a more comprehensive view of
knowledge in organisations (Holsapple & Joshi,
1999). Some frameworks emphasise the process of
knowledge creation and innovation (e.g. Nonaka
& Takeuchi, 1999) whereas others focus on knowl-
edge as a resource to be evaluated (e.g. Sveiby,
1997; Edvinsson & Malone, 1997). Some authors
argue that complexity itself should be embodied
in KM frameworks and that management is best
done by creating organisational environments
in which these complex processes take place
(Snowden, 2002). Others adopt a very different
argument. They suggest that by creating unified
generic frameworks that synthesise the thinking in
the domain, organisations can categorise, process
and evaluate their knowledge and intangible as-
sets in a more structured way (e.g. Holsapple &
Joshi, 2001a and b).

One could argue that the range and diversity
of frameworks can cause confusion in the prac-
tical application of KM in organisations (Sharp,
2006b). If two or more different approaches are
used in a company then employees may question
what KM means. This may lead to a lack of trust
in KM projects especially if different approaches
areused overaperiod of time (Patrick ez al.,2000).
If this happens, the ability to implement a KM
initiative successfully is severely undermined as
employees may cease to engage init (Kelly, 2007).
Also, there is the challenge of sharing potentially
complex issuesrelating to knowledge and learning
with employees whose assumptions and levels
of understanding may vary enormously (Senge
et al., 1995; Checkland & Scholes, 2000). This
may mean that a considerable amount of advice
and help from a KM expert may be required to
guide, train and select suitable KM approaches
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