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| CTsand Changing Processes of Knowing

in a Global Development Agency

Geoff Walsham and Michael Barrett

Abstract

This paper is concerned with changing processes of knowing in contemporary organizations,
supported in part by information and communication technologies (ICTs). A new conceptud
framework is developed, drawing and synthesising from previous work in the knowing-in-
practice literature. This conceptud gpproach isillugtrated through alongitudind, interpretive
case sSudy of aglobally-dispersed organization. Particular emphasisin this paper is placed on
the context of power relaions within which knowledge- based initiatives and actions take
place. Indghts from the conceptua gpproach are generated on changing individuas,
organizational structures and culture. 1t is argued that the conceptua framework has vaue

for research on ICTs and processes of knowing in any globa organization.

Keywords: knowledge, processes of knowing, knowledge management, ICTSs, interpretive
case study, globa organizations, power reations



INTRODUCTION

Knowledge and knowledge management have been fashionable topicsin contemporary
organizations for over a decade now, and this has been reflected in the large academic
literature focused on knowledge, including specia issues of journds (Gherardi 2000;

Grandori and Kogut 2002; Argote et d. 2003). Despite this massve interest, there isno
agreed way of how to conceptualise knowledge, nor how to ‘manage’ it, with many different
schools of thought and approaches. Writers such as Nonaka (1994) have been influentid in
the management literature with concepts such as the knowledge spira, but others have argued
that such work overamplifies the nature of knowledge and misrepresents the philosophica
ideas from which it is derived (Tsoukas 2003).

Despite the diversity of views, everyone agrees that knowledge is important to the
organizations and societies of the early 21 Century. In addition, most people agree that
information and communication technologies (ICTs) have arole to play in supporting efforts
to generate and share knowledge; but we know that technology is not sufficient in itsalf
(McDermott 1999), and that some combination of behavioura and technologica approaches
isneeded (Barrett et d 2004). Here again, however, the literature offers a very wide range of
gpproachesto the design and devel opment of gppropriate ‘ knowledge management systems,
based on different pergpectives on the nature of knowledge (Alavi and Leidner 2001).

In this paper, our primary intention is not to immerse oursavesin the debates concerning
conflicting views of knowledge, important though they may be. Rather, we will articulate

our own view of knowledge, and its support through ICTs, falling broadly within the
knowing-in-practice school (Gherardi 2000, Orlikowski 2002). We will illustrate and
develop our conceptua framework through a case study of agloba development agency
working in the hedlth sector. Desouza and Evaristo (2003) argued thet the literature
addressing the management of knowledge in agloba context is ‘best described as sparse’. A
related point is made by Orlikowski (2002) who noted that ‘little is known about the process
of knowing in complex organizations that are dso geographicdly distributed’. Our case
study will offer empirica evidence addressed to both of these shortfadlsin the literature,

being concerned with the management of knowledge in acomplex, globaly-distributed
organizetion.



Therest of the paper is organized asfollows. In the next section, we draw on relevant
literature to put forward some fundamenta positions on knowledge and practice. We then
use these ideas as a basis to develop a conceptud framework for the analysis of changing
processes of knowing. Next, we describe the methodology for our empirica case sudy. The
main case sudy sections follow this, providing firgly abroad overview of the shifting gods
and nature of the globa development agency, and then a detailed andlysis of changing
processes of knowing in the agency. Findly, in the discusson and conclusions sections, we
consider the contribution of our paper, and its broader implications for the study of ICTsand
knowledge in complex globa organizations.

KNOWING-IN-PRACTICE

In this section, we put forward some building blocks or fundamenta positions on knowledge
and practice. Firdly, we start from the view that knowledgeability isindividual and based on
tacit knowledge, which cannot be converted to explicit knowledge. The philosopher Polanyi
(1966, 1969) iswiddly cited in the literature for his development of the concept of *tacit
knowledge' . However, as noted by careful readers of Polanyi’s work (Tsoukas and
Vladimirou 2001, Walsham 2001, Tsoukas 2003), tacit knowing on the part of an individua
cannot be ‘converted’ into explicit knowledge, contradicting the approach of Nonaka, and
followers in the management literature who claim to draw on Polanyi’sidess. Let uslook a
what Polanyi himsdf had to say on knowing through ‘tacit power’, or how human beings
perceive the world through an active shaping of experience:

‘| shdl reconsder human knowledge by starting from the fact that we can know more
than we can tell. (p4) ... the outcome of an (individud’s) active shaping of
experience performed in the pursuit of knowledge. This shaping or integrating | hold
to be the great and indisputable tacit power by which al knowledge is discovered and,
once discovered, isheld to be true.” (p6)

Thistacit power produces the deep tacit knowledge that we have about the world in which we
live, and this power is different for each individua due to our different initid dispogtions and



experiences. Polanyi commented in alater work on the nature of ‘explicit knowledge', such
as the contents of books for example. Heis clear that there is no objective explicit
knowledge independent of the individud’ s tacit knowing:

‘Theided of adrictly explicit knowledge is indeed sdlf-contradictory; deprived of
their tacit coefficients, dl spoken words, dl formulae, dl maps and graphs, are dtrictly
meaningless. An exact mathematica theory means nothing unless we recognise an
inexact non-mathematica knowledge on which it bears and a person whose
judgement upholds this bearing.” (1969, p195).

What have these philosophica reflections to offer on the practical subject of the use of ICTs
for knowledge management? They are highly relevant. All databases, ontline data sources,
or the contents of e-malls, are ‘explicit knowledge', which should not be confused with the
much deeper tacit knowing of individuals which created them in the firgt place. And will

they be meaningful and hdpful to others ng them? Thiswill depend on whether they

connect wdll to the tacit knowing of the user, and offer something new or interesting to this

person.

We will return to thisissue of ‘knowledge sharing' alittle later in this section. Let us move
now to our second building block on knowledge, namely that knowledge and practice are
inseparable. Polanyi’s work would support this argument, but we can aso point to a
ggnificant body of literature in the organizationa field which supportsthisview. For
example, whilst the main focus of Wenger (1998) is on groups through the notion of
communities of practice, hisideas are based on atheory of individua practice-based
knowing, learning, and identity-formation. Similarly, Orlikowski (2002) sees knowledge as
enacted in peopl€ s practice on an ongoing bass:

‘It leads us to understand knowledge and practice as reciprocdly condtitutive, so that
it does not make sense to talk about either knowledge or practice without the other ...
a perspective that focuses on the knowledgesahility of action, that ison knowing (a
verb connoting action, doing, practice) rather than knowledge (a noun connoting
elements, facts, processes, dispositions). (pp250-1)



Our third fundamentd pogtion is that participation in knowledge communitiesis a key way in
which to learn. Thisargument has been well-articulated by Lave and Wenger (1991) and
Wenger (1998) in their work on communities of practice, an gpproach which hasrecelved a
wide following in the organizationa and management literatures. We use the broader term
‘knowledge communities here for two reasons. Firdtly, there is some ambiguity in theterm
communities of practice, even as articulated by one of the origina authors. Wenger (1998)
sees them asincluding salaried work groups such as the medical claims processors who form
the empirica bassfor hisbook. In contrast, Wenger and Snyder (2000) see them as sdlf-
sdected or voluntary groups. Apart from this definitiona issue, the term community of
practice often has a connotation of unity of purpose and consensus. In this paper, we prefer
the broader term knowledge communities, in order to offer the possbility for dissensus and
conflict.

Despite the above qudlification, we support Wenger’ s view that the exercise of individua
knowledgeshility, and related individud learning, often takes place within groups with whom
individuas interact on an ongoing basis. This can be linked back to the earlier discussion of
tacit knowing through the following quote from Tsoukas (2003):

‘Tacit knowing cannot be “ captured”, “trandated”, or “converted”, but only displayed
and manifested in what we do. New knowledge comes about not when the tacit
becomes explicit, but when our skilled performance is punctuated in new ways
through socid interaction’ (p410).

S0, people exercise their own, unique tacit power in interaction, but they learn from others
through thisinteraction. Thisis not the same as‘ sharing knowledge' if thisisseenina
ampligtic way as two people having identica views. Polanyi (1969) developed hisidessin
this area of ‘sharing knowledge' through the notions of sense-giving and sense-reading.
Sense-giving atempts on the part of person A, through an e-malil or a contribution to an o
line discussion database for example, are not the same as the sense-reading by Person B who
receives the message or reads the contribution. However, athough two people aways differ
in the precise way in which they percelve an event or Stuation, both can neverthelesslearn

from interaction.



Thefind building block in this section is that knowing-in-practice needs to be contextually
situated, including contexts of power relations. Lave and Wenger (1991) made this point
clearly, dthough they did not develop the implications of their emphasis on the importance of
power relations as a context for knowing-in-practice and learning. Contu and Willmott
(2003) argued that the radical view put forward by Lave and Wenger has, however, been hi-
jacked to alarge extent by manageridist interpreters such as Brown and Duguid, who see

only consensus within communities and implicitly support manageria- control agendas:

‘Brown and Duguid (1991) ... adopt and disseminate the more conservative aspects
of Stuated learning theory. In particular, they embrace the idea of ‘ communities of
practice’ .... (but) Challenging and innovative dements of Stuated learning theory,
such astheideathat learning practices are shaped, enabled and constrained within
relations of power, are dimly recognised or discarded.” (p284)

Wenger (1998) displays some ambivaence on thisissue himsdf. He dates clearly that

dissensus can be present in communities.

‘Peace, happiness, and harmony are therefore not necessary properties of a
community of practice (p77).

However, he does not develop this line of analysisin the book, nor in his later contributions
(e.9. Wenger and Snyder 2000). Y et, the empirical example of the medical claims processors
in the 1998 book makes clear that they were severely disenchanted with management’s
control agendas, so much so that this opposition to management was akey focal point in their
identity as a community. Wenger (1998) therefore provides an excellent example of Contu
and Willmott's (2003) argument of the importance of the context of power relations for
learning in knowledge communities but, ironicaly, neither piece of work makes any explicit
theoretical use of this.



A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

A summary of the positions of the last section isto say that we view knowing-in-practice as
an individua process, inseparable from practica action, with knowledge communities as key
learning arenas, and taking place in contexts where power relations matter. We described the
positions as building blocks and, to pursue the building andogy, a house is more than some
building blocks. In this section, we remain consistent with our basic postions, but we
develop amore detailed conceptua framework which will be used to analyse the case study
later in the paper. A summary of the key dements of the framework is given in Table 1.

Table1 Changing Processes of Knowing in Context

Contextual Elements Level of Planned Broad Conditioning I nfluences

Drawn on in Knowing- I ntervention

in-Practice

Embrained — menta Individud Changesinindividud’s knowing-in-

potential/conceptud practice will be influenced by encoded

thinking elements of context — written, symbolic

Embodied — ways of Individud forms

acting

Embedded — Group or organization ICTs have amgor roleto play in the

organizationa sructures cregtion, storage, transmission and use

and processes of encoded materids, and in facilitating

Encultured — Group or organization faster, more extensve communications

expectations about the between people

culture of the group or

organization Organizationd politics and power
relaionsinfluence individud’ s
knowing-in-practice

We gart with Blackler’ s (1995) classfication of knowledge types as embrained, embodied,
embedded, encultured, and encoded. Thefirst two of these relate directly to the individud,
being concerned with latent mental potentiad, and ways of acting based on higtoricaly




developed filters and routines. Embedded refers to organizationd aignments such as
organizationa structures and processes. Encultured knowledge was defined by Blackler as
expectations about the likely intentions of otherswithin a*culture or group. Findly,

encoded concerns explicit, symbolic forms.

At firgt Sght, thislist seems to move away from our view of knowing-in-practice asan
individual process, snceit contains embedded and encultured e ements which clearly affect
the whole organization. However, we follow Thompson and Walsham's (2004)
reinterpretation of Blackler’'s categories as contextua elements that are drawn on by an
individua in each ingant of practice. So, encultured and embedded knowledge are not
components which are ‘shared’ by everyonein the same way, but rather are common
contextua dimensions which are individudly interpreted by individuads. These
interpretations may have some smilarities, but are never exactly the same, since the tacit
power of interpretation of an individua remains unique to himsdf or hersdf. Thereisno such
thing as ‘ shared” meaning in any absolute sense (Boland 1996).

Similarly, encoded forms of ‘knowledge' can be shared, in the sense that the same materid
can be looked at by many people, but their individua interpretation of the meaning of the
symbolic materid will be unique. The encoded forms are ‘ explicit knowledge in Polanyi’s
terms and, as discussed in the previous section, are strictly meaningless until interpreted by
an individud through their tacit power. In our conceptua scheme, we consider encoded
elements of written, symbolic forms as being broad conditioning influences on al the other
contextua eements. For example, individuas may influence their conceptua thinking or
action through e-learning systems or reading best practice descriptions. New workflow
systems will affect embedded organizationa processes, and web Stes may affect cultura

expectations on the perceived nature of the organization.

Thisbrings usdirectly to the role of ICTsin changing process of knowing, as the above
examplesillusrate. We regard ICTs as broad conditioning influences also, but in away that
differs from many authorsin the literature. Alavi and Leidner (2001) draw extensively on the
IS literature to describe many specific ICT gpplications related to the crestion, storage,
tranamission and use of ‘knowledge . These include data mining, e-learning tools, eectronic

bulletin boards, ‘knowledge' repositories, databases, discusson forums, and expert systems.



(seetable 3, p125). However, in this paper, we view these as tools to deal with encoded
materids, not knowledge. How they affect knowledge, namely a person’s knowing-in-
practice, is related to that individua’s deep tacit knowledge.

So, ICTs have amgor rolein facilitating the more effective creation, storage, transmission,
and use of encoded materids. They are dso crucid in our contemporary world in facilitating
faster, more extensive communications between people. However, in both cases, this does not
necessarily imply better use of encoded materias or better communication. In order to
address these | atter issues, we need to consder organizationd goas and whether they are
achieved through the use of the |CT-based applications. We aso need to consider different
views of organizationa goas, Snce what is consdered a success by oneindividua or group
may be consdered afalure by others. This brings usto the last broad conditioning influence
of our conceptud framework, namely organizationd politics and power relations. Aswe
discussed in the previous section, consderation of theseisa crucid and relatively neglected
areain the literature on knowledge management. The political context influences dl
individuals knowing-in-practice, aswe will illustrate later through our case study.

Although akey focus of our framework is on individua knowing, organizations normaly
attempt to intervene in these processes through planned intervention, and these interventions
need to take place at different levels. Attempting to change the embrained or embodied
agpects of an individua impliesthe taking of action & the leve of that individud, for
example through a new training scheme. Attempting to change the embedded features of
context, such as organizationa structures and processes, however, implies interventions
Sructured & the group or organization level. Thiswill affect dl members of the group or
organization, but in different ways. Similarly, trying to achieve the subtle attitudina change
associated with culture isagroup or organization leve intervention, with variable affects,
good or bad, across al members at that level. Wewill ook a some planned interventionsin

our case study, and trace how they played out in practice.



METHODOLOGY

The work described in this paper formed part of alarger research project concerned with
‘ICTs and knowledge communitiesin globa organizations . The broad objectives of the
project were to study knowledge practices in organizations with a globa spread, to theorise
these empirical observations, and to draw conclusions for both academic and practitioner
communities. We carried out subgtantial empirica research in three organizations. In this
paper, we report on the results from one of these organizations, which we will cdl the Globa
Development Agency (GDA).

The GDA was structured with a headquarters in a European country, regiond officesin the
main regions of the world such as Africa, ASaand Latin America, and country officesin

most countries of theworld. Our research was particularly concerned with the work of the
country offices. However, dthough thislevel was the key focus, the role of the centra
headquarters and regiond offices were important to what was happening a country level. So,
in this paper, thefocal level of andyssisat nationd level, but other levels will be brought in
where they had asignificant bearing on thisfocd leve.

Our work was broadly interpretive in style (Walsham 1993), with much emphasis being given
to ng the interpretations of people in the fidld Situations through in-depth interviews.
The field research was longitudinal, and took place over atwo-year period from 2002 to
2004. During thistime, we visted the headquarters on three separate occasions, one regional
officein Ada, and three country offices located in Africa, ASaand the Caribbean. We
interviewed people a most levels of the hierarchy, including senior officids a the
headquarters, region and countries, down to lower level gaff officersin dl theselocations. In
total, we conducted 44 forma interviews as summarised in Table 2. Mogt of the interviews at
headquarters were tape-recorded and transcribed; but interviews at the country offices were
mostly recorded by taking extensive field notes, since it was felt that respondents would be
more likely to be open in their opinionsif the interview were not tape-recorded.

10



Table2 Summary of Formal Interviews Conducted

Level Number of | Number of I nterviewees
Interviews | Different People
I nterviewed

Headquarters | 18 16 Heads of departments, senior officids, staff
officers, IT gaff

Region 5 7 Senior IT and library staff, heads of section,
project managers

Countries (3) | 21 23 Heads of country officesin dl cases, heads
of section, staff officers, IT gaff, library
daff, staff of partner agencies

Tota 44 46 Steff a headquarters, regions, countries and

partner agencies

In addition to the forma interviews, we had awide range of additiond contacts with saff of

the GDA. We gtarted our contact with them through a one-week executive training course on

knowledge management for GDA daff carried out a our university. During our vigitsto the

headquarters, we had informal contact with a number of staff members, for example at

medtimes. We dso had five audioconferences with our primary contact and colleagues a

headquarters over the course of the research project, focused on discussing our research

findingsto date. For example, we had such a conference after two of our country visitsto

feed back our impressions from these vigits. Two five-week group projects were carried out
by MBA students for the GDA, supervised by one of the authors of this paper.

In terms of analydis, this took placein an iterative way throughout the research. We

generated sets of themes from each of the mgor field visits, and discussed these amongst

members of our research team and, as noted above, sometimes with GDA saff aswel. We

continued our reading of the literature on knowledge and knowledge management throughout
the research project, and we discussed the relationship between our field data and conceptual

ideas on an ongoing basis. We did not rely on fixed research questions, but rather evolved

these in afluid way to respond to what we found throughout the process. Outputs from our

1




project, including this article, are thus an end product of an iterative process between field
data and theoretical constructs.

Findly, we would like to note that our research stance embraced both interpretive and critical
elements. Schultze and Leidner (2002) classified ten years of papers on knowledge
management in the IS literature usng DeetZ' s (1996) classfication of normative, interpretive,
critical and didogic. They found that normative studies dominated the literature, and that
nearly dl of the research was based on a consensus view of socid organization and socid
order. They found only one example of acritica study. In our research project, we adopted
an interpretive approach, as described in some detail above, but we also looked explicitly at
power reations, dissensus and conflict. As such, our study can be classed as atypicd in its
treatment of knowledge and knowledge management, being both interpretive and criticd in

its pogtioning.

CHANGING GOALSAND NATURE OF THE GDA

The purpose of this section isto provide a brief overview of the GDA, and in particular to see
some of the changing gods and nature of the organization at the time of the field research. As
with most organizations in the contemporary world, the GDA wasin agate of flux, trying
hard to respond to changing circumstances and pressures. In particular, with respect to our
focus on the work of country offices in this paper, a widespread view was that more effort
needed to be directed to thislevel. Smilarly, it wasfelt that interventions were needed in the
aress of knowledge management, and the role of ICTswas aso under scrutiny. We will ook

now at some of these issuesin alittle more detall.

Broad Role

The GDA had dways been akey player in the hedth sector, but over time the number of
agencies with mgor interestsin the health areahad increased. Thus, partnerships with other
agencies became increasngly important for the GDA, particularly a country level. A senior
headquarters staff member with responghilities for country co-operation noted this as

follows



‘Today the GDA isin Sxty globd hedth partnerships following an explosion (of
partnerships) in 1998. The GDA works with the World Bank, NGOs (non-
governmental organizations) ... Country offices and regiond offices need guidance as
to whether they should work with specific partnerships’

Reated to the increase in partnerships, hedlth was no longer regarded as a stand-alone sector.
Instead, many agencies had cometo view hedth as one input into more generd goals of
development. A headquarters staff member illugtrated this with repect to linking hedlth to

€conomic costs:

* The World Bank added the whole question of cogt factors, financing hedth care, the
cost of hedlth issues ... the GDA never thinks of money. The money doesn't exist in
their world (laughs); it isjust agiven. God providesit when you need it (laughs)’

So, the GDA was forced by its changing environment to address broader issues of the linkage
of hedlth to economic gods, and to enter into partnerships with a much wider set of other
agencies. Funding came from an increasing number of different sources, and donors wanted

to see evidence of improvement ‘on the ground’, meaning at the country levd.

Organization: centre/region/country

o, the country level became increasingly important to donors and others, but the GDA was
traditionally a headquarters-centric organization with limited investment and resources a the
country level. It was clear to some GDA headquarters staff that this needed to change

“You 4ill have priorities being set here in headquarters, and there are afew new ones
with the new head of the GDA, but you have got increasing demand for prioritiesto
be set country by country. And there hasto be a hedthy mix of the two because the
GDA should be chdlenging countries ... aswell as agreeing some support and
developing capecities



The interviewee was not arguing for a complete change to a bottom-up approach, but rather

for amore balanced centre/country interaction.

Therole of the regions further complicated these organizational issues. The regions had
consderable autonomy, and in the case of one region dmost complete autonomy, in their
utilisation of resources supplied by the centre. Countries needed to bid to regionsto obtain
funds for programmes, giving congderable power to the regions, and further complicating
efforts a decentralisation.

Culture

The ‘culture’ of the GDA came up in many conversations with respondents, but we will pick
out just three sdlient points here. Firgtly, many of the saff of the GDA were hedth
professonds, often qudified doctors.  Thisisagood thing in many ways for an agency with
aprimary focus on hedth, but some other features resulting from it could be consdered less
desrable. Some gaff felt thet the GDA was a mae-dominated, rather ‘macho’ culture, with
little willingness to admit mistakes and learn from them. A femde headquarters Saff

member said the following:

‘Medica culture ... isaround being independent, being very self-contained, making a
lot of decisons and whatever. And then the other theme isthat it is very difficult to
identify that you have aweskness ... when | first came here, | was astounded how

few women there were in senior management.’

Two additiona points which were raised by anumber of interviewees were that the GDA was

not a culture where management was vaued, and it was ahierarchica culture and not
collaborative. Again, both of these points can be related to the medica world from which
many GDA gaff came.

Knowledge M anagement

It should be evident from the above as to why new gpproaches to knowledge management
were felt by some GDA gaff to offer opportunities for improvement. Better partnerships with

14



other agencies and improved communication between the centre, regions and countries
impliesimproved knowledge sharing and communication. Perhaps even the male-dominated,
hierarchica, non-collaborative culture of the GDA could be changed intime? A newly-
recruited headquarters staff member with respongbilities for knowledge management was
enthusiagtic that much could be achieved through starting a salf- replicating process:

“Y ou want the leveraging effect. Y ou want to train the trainers, that kind of thing,
where people will take that and start replicating it themselves geometricaly so thet it
is not the centre' s role to one by one repest this process ... by gathering the right
people, by having a clear agenda, by catalyzing the community’

It isinteresting to note that, at the time of the research, the GDA did not have aforma
knowledge management sirategy, as such, athough it was in the process of preparing one. In
contrast, the World Bank, another globa devel opment agency, had put emphasis on
knowledge management as a key strategic goal from 1998 onwards (LaPorte 2002).
However, not everyonein the GDA shared the enthusiasm of the person quoted above,
neither in terms of the importance of knowledge management to the organization, nor in

terms of the ease with which new approaches could be implemented.

ICTs

Those responsible for new knowledge management initiatives in headquarters, and others
supporting these, normally saw an increased role for ICTs as an integra part of effortsto
improve knowledge sharing, communication across levels within the GDA, and partnering
with other agencies. However, ICT resources a country level had traditionally been very
poor, and considerable new investment would have been needed to remedy this. Whilst it was
easy to date the need for new resources, funding for them competed with other urgent
priorities. The head of one of the country offices that we visted illustrated this with an

example

‘We wereto have an ICT team vidt us from the regiond headquartersto advise on
how to develop our country office web site but there were budgetary issues as to who

would pay’.

15



Headquarters had taken some specific ICT-basad initiatives amed a country level, but these
tended to be ad hoc, and it was not always evident that they were demand-driven. For
example, an intranet designed to enable heads of country offices to communicate with one
another dectronically was little used.

PROCESSES OF KNOWING

The above section provided materid on the changing nature of the GDA at the time of the
field research. The emphasis was mainly on headquarters views of desirable changesin areas
such as partnerships, organizationd structure and culture, with new knowledge management
initiatives and I CTs seen as ways to influence things in the right direction. This section will
examine perceptions from the country level concerning such changes, drawing mainly from
our fidd interviews in country and regiona offices. However, it isworth noting thet a
consderable number of staff membersin headquarters had experience of working &t the
country or regiona level, so that some of our data on countries came aso from that source.
We will draw on the formal conceptud framework developed earlier, and summarised in

Table 1, to present our andysis.

Supporting Knowledgeability at the Individual L evel

We dart a the individua leve of intervention concerned with changing conceptud thinking
and ways of acting & the country level, the embrained and embodied components of context
identified in Table 1. We will describe espoused organisationa goa's for improvements,
gpecific examples of planned interventions, and approaches which could be taken to achieve
these, including improved ICT support. We will aso, in line with our theoretical emphasis
on palitics and power relaions identify some tensons and dilemmas for each of the examples
resulting from organizationd redlities such as sdf-interest, entrenched positions or

differences of opinion, leading in some cases to dissensus rather than consensusin the

organization. A summary of the materid in this section isgivenin Table 3.



Table 3 Changing Individuals

Espoused Examples of Approaches Tensions, Dilemmasand
Organizational Planned Including ICT Dissensus
Goals Interventions Support
Developimproved | Make staff seethe | Recruitment and Recruitment was traditionaly
conceptual ‘wider picture on | traning hedlth people, not strategic
thinking of country | hedlth as part of thinkers, managers or
office saff about broader economic | Interactionwithin | communicators. Hard to change
ther roleinthe development and outsde the mindsets of older staff.
hedth arena country office,
using dectronic Country staff saw Ministries of
forums where Hedlth astheir clients— not used
appropriate to partnering with other agencies
Help country dtaff Better partnering In-depth
towardsimproved | with other engagement with ICT infrastructure and knowledge
ways of acting in agencies at other agencies, of ICTs often poor
hedlth contexts country level using ablend of

face-to-face and
dectronic modes

Doubts about headquarters
commitment to improved

communication and ICTs

One of the organizationd aims that was outlined in the previous section was for the Saff of

the GDA at country level to see the ‘wider picture on hedth as part of broader economic
development. A related point in terms of improved ways of acting was for saff to actively

partner with other agencies. The need for both these changes was perceived to some extent,
both indgde and outside the GDA. For example, two hedlth officidsin partner agencies,

interviewed together in the African country we visited said:

‘(Interviewee 1) The GDA could be a buffer zone between the donors and the

government, but they are not.

... Instead of concentrating on numerous vertica

projects, the GDA needs to focus on bigger issues such asthe link between poverty
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and hedlth ... (Interviewee 2) The GDA hasalot of technica expertise, but it isasif
that isitsonly role. There are bigger issues such as policy development. Itis staying
a headquartersleve.

It isinteresting to note that, in our interview with the head of the GDA in the same country, it

was clear that he was also aware of these issues, and indeed keen to see change:

‘One of the GDA'’s godsisto improve communication both internaly and externdly.
With respect to external communication, most know that the GDA deds with hedth
issues, but | believe that some of them ignore the GDA, and see it astoo closdly tied
to the Minidry of Hedlth ... Thereare ... problems with the bilaterds (government to

government agencies) and the NGOs' .

o, if these needs were recognised, why were things not changing more rgpidly? Many of the
gaff at the country office level were recruited as doctors, and had no training as Strategic
thinkers, managers or communicators. Some training was offered to exiging staff, but it is
difficult to change mindsets dramaticdly later in life— many of the senior staff a country

level werein their late 40s or 50s. In addition, there was some doubt a country level about
the seriousness of the commitment at headquarters to improved communication. Thiswas
expressed, rather trenchantly, by the head of the GDA in the Asan country office visited by

us

‘We at the country office have done nothing proactive on improved communications.
We are trying to co-ordinate with the regiond office. Thereisno emphasison
communication in the GDA. We have primadonnadoctors ... The World Bank
opened things up, changed structure, under Wolfensohn. Under the current head of
the GDA,, initiatives are medica (rather than communication focused).”

A key point hereistha, if there is ambiguity a the country level, and indeed throughout the
organization, about the seriousness of senior management’ s view of the need for improved
communication, this negatively affects the political context within which individud learning
takes place. Individud learners will take account of this, and may well direct their efforts
elsewhere.
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So, what of therole of ICTs for improved communication and partnering? It is obvious that
electronic forums could have, in principle, been used to support interaction both insgde and
outsde the GDA, and this occurred to some extent through the extensive use of e-mall.
However, other 1 T-enabled communication at the country leve, for example through
electronic discusson forums or web Stes, was underdeveloped. Knowledge of ICTs was
generdly low amongst staff and, again, there was some doubt of heedquarters commitment
tothisarea. Let usreturn to the head of the Asan country office:

‘Headquarters must be involved (in improved ICT provision) and interested in
funding it. They should dlocate money. Wetry to improve it by spending from our
own budget. We need seed money and a co-sharing approach. How comethe
country office hasto pay?

Re-Structuring the Organization

The spedific financdid issue of who paysfor ICTs leads us by example to the second level of
intervention, referring back to Table 1, namely changing organizationd structures and
processes, including the alocation of resources. We follow a similar format in this sub-
section to that above, namdy identifying specific examples of espousad organizationa goas
and planned interventions, gpproaches to tackle them including the use of ICTs, and

problematic tensons and dilemmas. These are summarised in Table 4.
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Table4 Changing Structuresand Processes

Espoused Examples of Approaches Tensions, Dilemmasand
Organizational Planned Including ICT Dissensus
Goals I nterventions Support
Re-organize More resourcesto be | Money, Staff, Political tensions between
structures and alocated to the infragtructure levels on resource
processes to country level dlocation
place more More focus on locd Integrated library
emphasison Soecificities of fedlities Treditional medica view
knowledge and countriesand loca of knowledge astop-
communicetiona | knowledgesbility Document sharing, down
the country leve Improved knowledge | web sites

exchange between No clear centrd policies

organizationd leves

on knowledge sharing
approaches or how to
customise them to

particular countries

The view thet more resources should be made available at the country level waswidey

supported as an espoused organizationa god but, as we have seen dready, there was agap
between the rhetoric and the redlity of resource alocation on the ground. A further
illugtration of thisisthat the Asan regiond office that we vidted had more than 20 taff

working on IT/IS, wheress the country office we visted in the same region had one person

only, and he had other non-1T responghilities. He said the following:

‘Technology has changed so much in the last decade. But we are not able to use these

services from here (the country office). | don't have the resources and | ook to the

regiond office. IT isnat even explicitly mentioned in my job description’.

Resources are, of course, of mgor importance, but a subtler issue at country level wasthe

need to focus more on loca specificities and loca knowledge. The GDA operated in most
countries of the world and it was sdf-evident that they needed to tailor their approaches to




different countries. Differencesin culture, language, religion and other aspects of socid
organization affect the way in which gpproaches to hedlth issues can and should be handled.
For example, HIV/AIDS as adisease is Smilar everywhere, but specific approaches to
educating the public and tresting patients effectively need to be country-specific.

Mogt gaff in the GDA would no doubt have agreed with the above statement, but
organizationd structures did not adequatdly reflect this. For example, library facilities
provide an obvious way in which to collect locadly-reevant documents and other forms of
local ‘codified knowledge . The African country office which we visted did have alibrary
but, to the surprise of the field researcher, had no reader- oriented catalogue, manua or
electronic. In addition, the local language of this country is not English, so that such a
catalogue would have needed to be bilingua at least. When asked how many people visited
the library to access the materids, the library staff member replied ‘very few'.

There was avery large library and document centre at headquarters, but it did not have access
to some of the materias at the country offices. So, what we saw in the GDA as awhole was
atop-down approach to documentation, reflecting the traditiond medicd culture of

knowledge being held centraly and passed down through the hierarchy. The Caribbean
country office that we vigted was further advanced in terms of its library facilities than the
officeswe visted in Africaand Asa However, even here, there were serious issues of time,

gaff and resource, as summarised by the librarian:

‘A new thrugt of the organization has been on knowledge management: getting people
to share information more, developing systemsto share intellectud capitd ...
however, akey problem isthat it isavery busy office and there is no time to write.
So, they want the librarian to write it (a summary of local work carried out).

However, thisis not feasble’

Thislibrarian was aso involved with aweb Ste, specific to the country office. Again, we
were surprised to find that no such web ste existed for the African or Asan country visited.
Such aweb ste could have, in principle, been used in awhole variety of waysto aid
knowledgeable interaction. It could have contained contact names, documents, details of
projects, and access to discussion forums, to name but afew. This could have been used to
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support interactions at country level with agency partners, medica practitioners and even
members of the genera public who had internet access. In addition, country web sites could
have, in principle, aded communication between different levels of the GDA hierarchy, with
some flow from country to region and headquarters, rather than the other way round. The
head of the African country office, when challenged by the field researcher on the issue of a

web Ste, said:

‘l would like to have aweb ste as | thought 11 months ago when | joined this country
office. Thereisawilling web developer in the regiond office but thisisafunding

issue. Thereisaneed dso for aweb co-ordinator.’

Improved library facilities and web sites a the country offices we visited could have been
potentidly valuable in aiding local knowledgeability and improved communication within

and between levelsin the GDA and outsde. However, in addition to ad hoc improvements,
there was a clear need for centrd policies from headquarters on how the GDA at country
level should adopt knowledge sharing approaches, for example through documents, servers,
web gites, or libraries. We discussed this lack of centrd policy with heedquarters staff at one
of our audioconferences. There was no disagreement with the view that no clear policy

exiged, dthough it was noted that ‘we are working onit’.

Influencing Attitudes and Expectations

We noted in the brief overview section on the GDA that some staff viewed the culture of the
agency as being rather male-dominated with strong hierarchy and low on collaboration. In
thisfind andyticd sub-section, in line with our conceptua framework in Table 1, we look at
some of the GDA'’'s efforts to influence such attitudes and expectations. A summary of key
pointsisgivenin Table 5.



Table5 Changing Culture

Espoused Examples of Approaches Tensions, Dilemmasand
Organizational | Planned Including ICT Dissensus

Goals I nterventions Support

Influence the Belesshierarchica Messages from Top-management rhetoric

culture of the
GDA a country
level and above
— atitudes and
expectations

Be more open and
trangparent,
interndly and
externdly

Morelaterd
communications and

knowledge sharing

senior management

e-mails, loca
library fadilities,
shared databases,
local web Stes

not ways matched by shift

in resources

Many senior staff a country
levd comfortablewith
hierarchies

Established bureaucratic
ways of doing things— hard
to change

Senior management rhetoric was invariably in favour of acultural change towards more

openness, knowledge sharing and reductionsin hierarchy. However, this was not always

taken serioudy, since the rhetoric was not normaly matched with avisble shift in resource
dlocation. Thiswas succinctly summarised by the head of the country office visted by usin

Africa

‘(New) heads of country offices are given a briefing in heedquarters as part of their

training, with quite a bit on knowledge sharing. Resources for implementing those

ideas are rather less!’

Senior aff in the GDA as awhole had grown up with strong hierarchies, both in their
medica training and practice, and during their time a the GDA.. It can be argued that many
were comfortable with hierarchies. One of the gaff officers a the Adan regiond office,
when talking about reduced hierarchies and improved knowledge sharing, believed that the
heads of country offices were themsdves amgor hurdle:




‘We need to fadilitate change, not a the technica level (medicd officersin the
country office) but at the head of country leve’.

Aswith dl grongly hierarchical organizations, fixed bureaucratic ways of doing things were
common and hard to change. In particular, the GDA at country level had devoted its primary
collabordtive effort over the years to working with loca minigtries of hedth. Such contact
was invariably conducted in a cumbersome and rigid way, as described by one of the taff in
the Caribbean country office:

‘... there are too many requests and al of them come with deadlines and you have to
follow many procedures. Theforma procedure in which you have to prepare a cover
letter for whatever, and then go through the Minigtry of Hedth which normally, even
though you copy to the person you are interested in, sometimes they have to wait until
the higher level decides that they can answer’

This bureaucratic gpproach in the ministries was mirrored to some extent in the locad GDA
officesthemsdves. A young staff member in the Asan country office, who had moved to the
GDA from a private consultancy company made this comparison:

‘It was a cultural shock from the private sector company to the GDA. | thought that it
was an internationd organization, but most of the rules and regulations are from 50

years back.’

Newer communications technologies could have, in principle, changed some of this. E-mal
communication can bridge hierarchica leves, dectronic documentation centres can ad
laterad knowledge sharing, and web stes can be a vehicle for openness, both interndly and
externally to an organization. However, bureaucratic and hierarchical approaches often
perss through the minds and attitudes of people. This was nicdly summarised by ayoung
gaff member in the African country office:

‘There are issues of hierarchy — everything has to go through the country heed. Itis
an old-style culture based on memos and faxes. People respond to requests from the
country head rather than exercisng individual agency.’
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It would be inaccurate to suggest that dl young staff supported change, while older staff were
comfortable with established hierarchies and ways of doing things. Indeed, some senior staff
were quite keen to change in avariety of ways. For example, in terms of trying to move
towards more openness and transparency, not least with respect to partner agencies, a senior
gaff member in the African office said:

‘Wedo alot in the GDA but we don’t know how to ‘sdll’ what we are doing.
Sometimes, we are not included in reports, because people don’t know what we are
doing. We are not talking alot of ourselves. We don't have that culture. We don’t
think we should advertise. Thereisdso alack of time. We have lots of meetings’

The seeds of individual and organizationa change are there in this Satement, asin the views
of aggnificant number the people with whom we interacted during our research project. But
cultural change in along-established bureaucratic, hierarchical organization ishard to

achieve.

DISCUSSION

We bdlieve that important insghts can be derived from our theoretica approach backed by
detailed empirical data, and we have offered a number of these with respect to the GDA
throughout the andytica sections. However, we would like to go alittle further here to some
more general comments on changing processes of knowing. With respect to changing
individuds, we have shown that it is not only amatter of recruitment and training practices,
athough these are both very important. The political context isaso vitd, for examplein
sgndling whether the senior management of the organization are sufficiently serious about
espoused organizationa changes to alocate new resourcesto them. If thisis not the case, or
there isambiguity in the organizationa messages, then individuals may decideto largely

ignore the change rhetoric and reproduce their existing practices.

With respect to changing structures and processes, it isrelaively easy for organizationsto

espouse the need for locally-relevant approaches, asillustrated in the case of the GDA by the
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rhetoric of an increased country-level focus. Whet is much harder isto change exigting
power structures within the organization in order to make this rhetoric have some counterpart
inredity. For example, in the case of the GDA, were headquarters and regions willing to
give more autonomy to country level staff, with a concomitant increase in resources? This
does not imply an abdication of the centre srole, but rather ashift inits nature. Rather than
directing from the centre, such a shift could involve the centre in formulating generd policies
for knowledge sharing approaches at the local level, but leaving scope for considerable
customisation in their implementation. Web Stes are an obvious example from the GDA
case study.

Moving now to changing culture, amgor issue isthat hierarchies and established
bureaucratic ways of doing things are notorioudy difficult to change in any organization. In
the case of the GDA at country leve, this could be considered to be compounded by its
traditiond client being the local hedth ministry. Such ministries themsdlves are often a
bureaucratic nightmare of archaic procedures, rigid hierarchies and outdated information
technologies and systems. Nevertheess, change is possible, for example in ways of dedling
with partner agencies at country level, and the GDA was widely perceived as being dower
than some other development agencies in improving its partnering practices. Is changing
culture more complex than changing individuas and organizationd structures? We would
argue ingteed, following our analysis of the GDA, that the three ‘levels are inextricably
interlinked. Whilst it is useful to separate aspects of them for analytical purposes, change
processes need to happen at dl levels smultaneoudy. For example, it is not possible to
change hierarchies and partnering approaches without changing the attitude of individuas
and the dlocation of resources to enable them to act differently.

So what about ICTsin dl this? It isclear from the case study that technology, or lack of it,
was importart to al the processes of knowing, implicated in how individuas acted and
communicated, in forms of interaction between hierarchicd levds, and in cultural ways of
doing things. New technologies offer new opportunities, but whether they are taken up and
used to change processes of knowing depends on human agency. E-mail does not deliver
better lateral communication if the authority is not there to legitimise this form of interaction.
Web stes can be vauable ways of supporting externa interaction for example, but only if the
power structures and related resources of the organization enable appropriate content to be
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created and updated. |CTsare important for globally-dispersed organizations such asthe
GDA, but they are not solutions in themselves to inflexible bureaucracies, inappropriate
resource alocation, or poor attitudes to knowledge sharing. 1CTs can, however, be acrucia

part of abalanced gpproach to change in al of these areas.

The key thrust of our paper is conceptuad and theoretica, but we wish to make a brief
comment on practice in the GDA in particular. Our andysis of the GDA should not be taken
asasmple criticiam of attitudes, practices and structures within the agency. Much good
work had taken place over the years up to and including our research project. Many staff in
the agency, a dl levels, were trying hard to tackle contemporary issues and problems, for
example as evidenced by their willingness to engage with ourselves as researchers.

However, there islittle doubt that the agency needs to change further in the coming years, not
least in its approach to knowledge and itsuse of ICTs. In terms of the direct practical
contribution of our research project to this, we put considerable emphasis during the project
on feeding back and discussing our findings with GDA taff a various levels, and we dso
made specific suggestions for change where we felt these were appropriate. Our continued
full access to the agency over the two years of the project offers some evidence that our input
wasvaued. We are, however, aware of the limitations of any practica advice on changing a
large globd organization based on alimited set of fidd interviews carried out by a smdl team
of researchers.

CONCLUSIONS

Thetitle of this paper includes the phrase * changing processes of knowing” and the meaning
of ‘changing’ is ddiberately two-sided. Inthe GDA case study, we were interested, on the
one hand, in the ddliberate efforts being made, particularly by more senior GDA
management, to change the nature of the agency. Examples of these were the espoused
organizationa goas and planned interventions described in the andytical sections. On the
other hand, we were dso interested in describing how processes of knowing were actudly
changing in the GDA, and this did not ways match well with the espoused goasin our
view. Much of our andys's has been concerned with the reasons for such mismatches,
echoing along-standing theme in the literature distinguishing plans from Stuated actions
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(Suchman 1987), or anticipated changes from emergent or opportunistic changes (Orlikowski
1996).

Our particular gpproach, based on a detailed theoretica framework, had four distinctive
featurestoit. Firgly, we were concerned with knowledge management and we generated a
particular verson of the knowing-in-practice approach. Other authors have adopted such an
gpproach, dthough it remains a minority stream in the knowledge management literature, but
the particular synthetic framework in this paper is our own. Secondly, we have placed
consderable emphasis on the politica context within which knowledge management
initictives take place. Again, this has been cdled for in the literature, going right back to
Lave and Wenger's (1991) seminal work on learning in communities, but empirica sudies of

this aspect have remained very rare.

A third digtinctive feature of our approach istha we have explicitly consdered the role of
ICTsin our conceptua framework, in the andysis of the empirical case study, and in our

discusson of broad ingghtsin the previous section. Thereisasgnificant quantity of

literature on 1CTs and knowledge management but, as noted by Schultze and Leidner (2002),

the vast mgjority of it adopts a normative and consensual approach. Our approach has been
interpretive, but with strong critical dements related to our emphads on power relations. We
haveillugrated these latter ementsin the empirica case study through our discussion of the
tensons, dilemmas and dissensus which arose sometimes in the GDA due to conflicting

views, competing bids for resources and vested interedts.

Fourthly, our paper has used an empirica example of knowledge management in a
geographically-dispersed organization, which has been noted as an under-represented area of
study (Desouza and Evaristo 2003, Orlikowski 2002). We have aimed to show some of the
complexity of such organizationsin our short paper here, and thus the difficulty of changing
individuds, organizationd structures and cutures within them. We believe, from both a
research and practice standpoint, that globally- dispersed organizations are very important in
this era of increasing globalization (Beck 2000). They are hard to manage or research,
involving much time and resources in both cases, but of great relevance. We have amed to

make a contribution to the sparse literature in this area.

28



In this paper, we have adopted a knowing-in-practice gpproach, emphasizing in particular the
importance of the politica context of knowing. We have explicitly consdered the role of
ICTsasinextricably interlinked with planned interventions and actua results from

knowledge management initiatives. Although our case study dedt with a specific
organization, the GDA, we bedlieve that our conceptua framework is more generic, and could
therefore be gpplied with vaue to any globa organization. We would like to encourage other

researchersto draw from and extend the conceptua approach that we have developed here.
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