
Question: If a knowledge manager's role is to help join up the organisation, what does it require? 
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For me, there are two starting points in exploring this question 
– they are small but crucial words.  One is ‚if‛ and the others are 
‚join up‛.   These are why I’m interested in this field – and why I 
think it matters so fundamentally to all organisations.  The 
ideas behind these words were explored in two important 
papers that consolidated thinking to date and established the 
foundations for knowledge management as a strategic concern 
for organisations.  In 1996, Robert Grant and JC Spender each 
contributed to a special issue of the Strategic Management 
Journal iand between them explained how the only sustainable 
basis for an organisation’s success is what it knows and how it 
continues to develop knowledge.  Going even further, they 
argued that the very purpose of organisations is to coordinate 
and integrate knowledge because market mechanisms can’t do 
this well enough and individuals alone each only know part of 
what is needed to deliver what customers need. Fundamental 
indeed!   
 
So, if success depends on knowledge and the organisation is a 
vehicle for coordinating and integrating this knowledge, then 
anyone with the title of ‚knowledge manager‛ has an essential 
strategic role is helping the organisation fulfil its purpose 
(whatever that is) through coordinating and integrating the 
relevant knowledge – in other words, ‚joining up‛ knowledge 
to deliver what needs to be delivered now and in the future. 
   
Over the past fifteen to twenty years, we as a knowledge 

As a youngster joined up writing was all I wanted to achieve! Half a 
century later, when I hardly write my own name, exploring how 
knowledge managers can join up something as complex as ‚the 
organisation‛ seems daunting.  For a start what is ‚the organisation‛ in 
relation to managing knowledge?  Historically, we might imagine a 
single institution. But, in our intricately connected world, the vital 
knowledge to deliver results can sit outside the boundaries of one 
firm. And knowledge requirements keep evolving as experts learn and 
invent.  The knowledge based view of the firmii suggests organisations 
are better than markets for translating evolving knowledge into value. 
They integrate more effectively.  So management’s role is setting up 
the necessary co-ordination mechanisms to make that happen.  That 
leads me to understand the organisation as a set of flexible 
relationships between knowledgeable individuals, groups, and other 
relevant business collectives, where people can contribute to some 
common focus.  If knowledge managers want to join things up, 
probably one start point is being in tune with the purpose for 
organising.  Why? Because it shapes how knowledgeable people (often 
scarce resources) can contribute and learn in relationship to one 
another. Yet one disarmingly simple sentence hides a universe of 
tensions that can strain the ties that bind.  
 
For example, collective intelligence is the product of diverse 
knowledge, specialist, generalist, cognitive and emotional, often tacit; 
multiple voices increase uncertainty, have competing priorities, 
different languages, both national and technical.   They need to 
understand and value each other’s contribution and care about the 



management community have developed a wealth of ‚tools‛ to 
do just this.  Technology has a place – it ebbs and flows in our 
focus.  Enterprise Records and Document Management 
Systems (EDRMS) allowed shared structures to be put around 
information and (possibly) explicit knowledge.  Collaborative 
working technologies, such as Sharepoint and tele / video 
conferencing facilities, made physical boundaries seem less 
substantial and now social media are making power and 
hierarchical boundaries seem less substantial in turn.   
Knowledge managers need to be open to the possibilities that 
these solutions offer to help join up knowledge and be skilled 
at finding opportunities to try them out and help people 
explore the benefits productively.  
 
Knowledge management keeps coming back to two facts 
though: the most valuable knowledge is the tacit knowledge 
that is hard to put into words, and knowledge is created in 
people’s heads.  We can embed existing knowledge into 
systems, processes and products so that we can all benefit from 
it.  However, both making the effort to try to share tacit 
knowledge and tying to make connections between things that 
haven’t previously been connected to create something new 
needs mental engagement – people need to care enough.  
Here we reach the heart of what a knowledge manager’s role 
requires.  It needs an interest in people – how they learn, how 
they work together, what motivates them, how to create the 
conditions for them to do their jobs to the best of their ability, 
and for them to want to do this.  It needs someone who 
understands how to achieve change in the complex 
environment that is the organisation.  
 

outcomes. 
 
Then there’s the challenge of creating conditions to encourage 
everyone to be mindful of exploiting the known now whilst 
simultaneously exploring new knowledge for the future.  It’s easy to 
conceptualise such ambidexterityiii, but hard for individuals to feel 
comfortable with the pressures to behave in apparently contradictory 
ways depending on the context.  
People cleverer than I have defined four interdependent categories of 
contradiction that I think pertain to knowledge managers’ role of 
joining things upiv.      
 
Organising – providing structures and processes that simultaneously 
foster collaboration and competition, direct and empower people, and 
flexibly order activities. 
Learning- helping the organisation build on past learning and 
encouraging unlearning when knowledge becomes redundant, to 
enable future innovation and change whilst retaining the best of the 
past.   
Belonging- helping individuals resolve tensions between personal 
passions and their membership of collectives with values and role 
requirements. 
Performing – Reconciling contradictory stakeholder demands and 
resource conflicts   
   
How to transcend the contradictions so that people connect 
productively? 
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I’ve long supported the view that knowledge managers need to 
come from within the organisation so they understand the 
people and culture, the tensions and the practical realities.  

We obviously are in tune with one another! That makes distillation 
easier, but risks blindness to the unfamiliar. That’s also something 
knowledge managers wrestle with when they get deeply embedded in 



Consultants can usefully challenge and stimulate thinking and 
provide specific tools, but, in my view, the strategic value of 
knowledge management means that it needs to be led 
internally from the top.  
 
However, if knowledge managers need this deep 
understanding of context, then this raises new challenges when 
we look at organisations as having flexible boundaries.  How 
can knowledge managers help join up internal knowledge with 
knowledge flowing around the industry, and from partners, 
suppliers, competitors, collaborators?  I suspect that all too 
often we get pushed back towards information and possibly 
explicit knowledge – certainly that’s where technologies like 
competitor intelligence and customer relationship 
management systems take us.  I think the emerging use of data 
analytic technologies and social media is very interesting 
though – these offer the possibility of finding new patterns and 
making new connections with what is going on in the outside 
world.  
 
But the difficult (and valuable) part comes from trying to 
facilitate meaningful knowledge sharing conversations across 
these external boundaries.  Values may be very different.  What 
we mean by the same words can vary enormously.  We are only 
beginning to explore the challenges of attempting to exchange 
tacit knowledge in an international environment.v    Knowledge 
managers in multinational organisations, working with 
international partners and supply chains face tremendous 
challenges in ‚joining up‛ this knowledge to improve 
productivity and stimulate innovation.   
 

a familiar context.   
 
Highlighting the ‘if’ aspect of the question intrigued me.  It really 
brings out that knowledge managers can only work through others, so 
they must understand human dynamics to achieve change. 
Negotiation, facilitation, influencing are clearly in their skill set.  It’s less 
directive and more engaging to bring someone with you in a 
conversation. Finding points of meaningful intersection helps reach 
mutual acceptance of tensions and workable solutions too. But how to 
do it?  Storytelling, using resonant metaphorsvi, techniques like 
communities, after action reviews and peer assistsvii help surface and 
make explicit what is meaningful for those involved. But often 
knowledge managers are physically separated from people they want 
to engage, and in a minority compared to numbers in other disciplines. 
Collaborative technologies extend the reach of conversations, but are 
not ideal for tacit knowledge sharing; cross cultural interactions 
involve incompatible sense-making processes.  Clearly they have to 
choose their ground for intervention resourcefully and care-fully.  
What would catalyse most change? How can they ensure interventions 
gain positive momentum rather than languishing because of defensive 
routinesviii, organisational inertiaix or conflict? Knowledge managers 
need and in my experience many have, a profound capacity to think in 
complex ways, grasp detail whilst keeping the big picture in mind and 
reflect on their approaches to keep improving their capacity to 
intervene effectively. 
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So we seem to be saying that what is required by a knowledge 
manager to help join up the organisation are mainly the skills, 
expertise and thinking capacities of a manager of change – 

Fascinating how a common conversational starting point produces 
such counterpoints. Your view of the grand challenges of inter-
organisational relationships and mine of intervention skills highlights 



along with some specialist knowledge.  
 
However, I’d now like to pick up another key word from the 
question - ‚help‛.    This is a word that could allow 
responsibility and accountability to sit with others.  It could 
place knowledge management in a support function.  My own 
view is that this isn’t the right place for it.  As we’ve argued, 
knowledge is a strategic resource and knowledge management 
is a strategic capability.  The Chief Knowledge Officer belongs 
at the top table.  The role requires a leader of change, not 
simply a manager of change.   
 

the vast spread of requirements for knowledge managers.  
Conversations emerge as a common theme, understanding of context 
another. Bridging and bonding spring to mind; quite reminiscent of 
Dan’s exhortation to think metaphorically of knowledge as love not 
stuff to be managedx.  There is also a strong sense of technology both 
amplifying and inhibiting human knowledge and understanding. It 
amplifies content and opinion but challenges sense-makingxi. To 
handle the cognitive and emotional load from the overwhelming 
volume of explicit material, and discriminate well, needs reflection 
time. Perhaps knowledge mangers also have a role in creating the 
space between thought and action? 
 

63 words I’d even argue that creating the space between thought and 
action is what all managers and leaders need to do in 
organisations that recognise the value of knowledge and 
learning.  I see an increasing awareness of the need for 
individual and collective reflection emerging in a world of 
information overload.xii  As a leader of change, the CKO should 
certainly endorse and influence this.  
 

Yes, ‘help’ is a word I’ve used a lot too, so that’s a great challenge. My 
response is equivocal. The CKO belongs at the top table but 
accountability for purposeful activity sits with anyone applying 
knowledge to decision making and problem solving. Leadership is 
distributed. All managers are responsible for creating change. The 
knowledge manager simply brings knowledge and learning into 
sharper relief.    

31 words To be a board member, the CKO must be accountable for 
something that matters strategically. We’ve hit the next big 
question: demonstrating the link between organisational 
performance and intangibles like knowledge. 
 

It seems we’ve come back to knowledge AND learning in dynamic 
interaction. Change cycles get faster when top level endorsement 
complements organising conditions to encourage intense bottom-up 
activity in both domains.     
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Board level CKO, change leadership, embedded reflective 
practice, thinking skills to work with the contradictions 
inherent in organisations in a changing world.  
 

Knowledge managers lead change in partnership with others. They  
have personal influence and strategic conversations about using and 
growing collective knowledge. 
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