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Abstract: This paper contributes to the body of literature on knowledge sharing through insight into the 
relationship between the format of questions asked of individuals who are sources of knowledge and the 
attitudes of those that have been given the opportunity to cognitively integrate this knowledge into their 
own knowledge base. Aspects of the theoretical model proposed by Bircham (2003) are empirically 
evaluated, with results supporting the model. 
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1. Introduction 
In today’s knowledge driven economy, the 
acquisition, use, and leveraging of 
knowledge are important for success. 
They also are important merely for 
survival, as organisations everywhere 
have generally begun to understand the 
knowledge management process. Grant 
(1996), regards knowledge as the “most 
strategically important resource” that an 
organisation possesses (p.376). A number 
of authors suggest that organisational 
knowledge resides in the interactions 
between individuals and therefore, forms 
the basis of competitive advantage (Argote 
& Ingram, 2000; Nonaka, 1991; Spender & 
Grant, 1996). However, implicit in these 
transactions is the assumption that 
individuals will share with and transfer 
their knowledge to others, which may or 
may not occur in circumstances where 
knowledge sharing is regarded as a 
voluntary action (Dougherty, 1999). 
 
What is known about knowledge sharing 
stems mainly from studies focussed on the 
individual who is the source of the 
knowledge. Such studies take the 
perspective of factors that impede its 
sharing, including, Kalling’s (2003) study 
of motivation to share, various studies on 
attitude (Bock & Kim, 2002; Ryu, Hee Ho, 
& Han, 2003), and Foss and Pedersen’s 
(2002) study of the source’s innate ability 
to share. Although a number of studies 
have concentrated on exploring factors 
that may influence the recipients of the 
shared knowledge (Simonin, 1999; 
Szulanski, 1996), some still consider that 

this research area has been neglected 
(Dixon, 2002). 
 
Calls are currently being made in the 
literature for more research on knowledge 
sharing in organisations, particularly in the 
area of questioning (Cooper, 2003). This 
paper addresses both this call and the lack 
of research on recipients by examining 
how the form of questions posed to a 
person holding the desired knowledge (i.e. 
the source) might impact the recipient’s 
attitude toward any knowledge received 
from the source. Specifically, the form of 
the question was manipulated in a 
laboratory experiment to observe its 
impact on recipient attitude toward 
knowledge received. 
 
The paper is organised as follows. We 
start with a review of the literature on 
knowledge sharing, focusing on source 
and recipient individuals and the potential 
effect of question structure when sharing 
knowledge. This is followed by a 
discussion of the experimental 
methodology, design and the measures 
employed, and the results obtained and 
closes with a short discussion and 
conclusion. 

2. Background literature 
Knowledge sharing can be defined as the 
process of capturing knowledge, or 
moving knowledge from a source unit to a 
recipient unit. Knowledge transfer is 
regard as more than this, as it also 
involves knowledge re-use, or the actual 
use of the shared knowledge by the 
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recipient (Alvai & Leidner, 2001). 
Successful knowledge transfer implicitly 
requires successful knowledge sharing, as 
“without sharing, it is almost impossible for 
knowledge to be transferred to other 
person(s)” (Syed-Ikhasa & Rowland, 2004, 
p.96). This could imply that there is a 
requirement to first understand the factors 
that influence successful sharing before 
probing into knowledge transfer. However, 
much of the empirical research undertaken 
to date relates to knowledge transfer, 
which possibly is a result of organisations 
and researchers placing greater 
significance on the actual use of 
knowledge, such as new innovation, best 
practice etc., rather than how knowledge is 
shared. 
 
Notwithstanding this, empirical research 
into knowledge sharing has been 
undertaken from a number of perspectives 
including organisations sharing knowledge 
with each other (Hansen, 2002; Lane & 
Lubatkin, 1998) and inter-business unit 
sharing (Tsai, 2002). In addition, factors 
that may influence the source individual to 
share their knowledge have also been 
studied (see Bock & Kim, 2002; Ryu et al., 
2003; Szulanski, 1996). Some consider 
however, that the recipient and factors that 
may impact on them have been, for the 
most part neglected (Dixon, 2002). This is 
an interesting point, since one of the 
consequences of sharing knowledge is the 
new insight and generation of knowledge 
gained by the recipient. Further, if a 
recipient senses value in the shared 
knowledge (Gupta & Govindarajan, 2000), 
or relevance of the knowledge to their 
decision-making requirements (Schulz, 
2003), it is more likely that they will use 
the knowledge; and once it has been 
used, which may occur at a future date, 
the knowledge can be said to have been 
successfully transferred. 
 
Factors that have been suggested to 
influence the recipient in the sharing 
process are absorptive capacity of the 
recipient (Szulanski, 1996) and their 
willingness to accept the shared 
knowledge (Gupta & Govindarajan, 2000). 
Some also consider that a recipient may 
not be willing to accept shared knowledge 
from others owing to a lack of trust of the 
source individual (Huemer, von Krogh, & 
Roos, 1998), or the ‘not-invented-here’ 
syndrome (Katz & Allen, 1982). Another 
aspect that may influence recipients 

attitude is how effectively the knowledge 
has been articulated by the source 
(Cummings & Teng, 2003). Bircham 
(2003) suggests that the structure of the 
questions asked of source individuals and 
therefore the corresponding response 
structure may affect knowledge 
articulation. 
 
Research into the effect of question 
wording generally resides in the polling 
and survey research field, however many 
of the findings are applicable to knowledge 
sharing. For instance, when a person is 
asked to share their knowledge will an 
open-ended question produce more depth 
of knowledge than a closed question? 
According to findings by Dohrenwend 
(1965) no, open-ended questions do not 
produce more depth in response. This 
may not seem rationale to many; surely 
their can be more depth provided in a 
response if the respondent is not 
constrained to categories and rather given 
the ability to respond in an open manner? 
However, the objective of the questions, 
for example are they part of a survey, 
together with the type of responses sought 
after by the individual asking may 
influence what structure of question 
produces more depth. According to 
Sudman and Bradburn (1982), the way a 
question is asked does influence the 
response. In addition, the tone of a 
question - whether it is worded in a 
negative, positive or neutral manner - has 
also been found to influence response 
depth and the generation of ideas 
(Brennan, 1997). Brennan (1996) also 
found that a greater number of ideas were 
shared by participants when more space 
was provided in mail surveys for 
responses to questions of an open-ended 
structure. Perhaps acknowledging the 
implicit assumptions that underlie 
questions of both an open-ended and 
closed structure will assist in the 
comprehension of why there is variation of 
findings between studies. 
 
Open-ended questions assume that the 
respondent has sufficient knowledge on 
the question subject matter to be able to 
respond effectively. Closed or binary 
questions on the other hand assume that 
the recipient of the answered responses 
possesses sufficient background 
information about the responding 
individual’s knowledge to cognitively 
process the response (Vinten, 1995). The 
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last assumption may not be accurate when 
the objective of using closed questions in 
a survey is only to gather total numbers 
that answered in a particular category. For 
instance, 28 managers consider there are 
no risks and 36 consider there are risks. 
However, in an organisation when a 
recipient has to cognitively process the 
implications of a ‘no’ response to a 
question in terms of their decision-making, 
understanding the situation surrounding 
the question is of importance. 
 
The importance of questioning to gain 
knowledge has been highlighted in a 
recent experiment on intervention methods 
and group knowledge generation. The 
results showed that when members of a 
group were requested to question others 
on their knowledge domain of the task 
required, group knowledge generation was 
superior than if the members were just 
asked to share their task knowledge 
(Okhuysen & Eisenhardt, 2002). The 
potential influence of the structure of 
questions posed to a source individual and 
consequently recipient’s attitude towards 
the corresponding response are presented 
in a theoretical model posed by Bircham 
(2003). The model purports that as 
question structure and subsequently the 
response structure changes, so to does 
the attitude of the recipient to the 
knowledge received in the response. 

3. Research question and 
hypotheses 

The purpose of this study was to examine 
the question posed by Bircham (2003): 
“does the structure of a question to which 
the source of the knowledge responds 
influence the recipient’s attitude towards 
the knowledge they receive?” This study 
was limited to formal documented 
questions and responses, where the 
recipient could not inquire of the source for 
knowledge clarification. This type of 
questioning is often found in organisations 
where formal documented legal and 
regulatory compliance self-assessment 
and audit surveys are completed by 
employees and returned to the recipient’s 
(originator) for review and or action. 
 
The different structures of questions 
employed for this study were binary, open-
ended, and directed and the subsequent 
hypotheses are: 

H1a: The responses elicited from 
open-ended structured questions 
will result in the recipient having a 
more favourable attitude towards 
the knowledge received than for 
binary questions. 

H1b: The responses elicited from 
directed structured questions will 
result in the recipient having a more 
favourable attitude towards the 
knowledge received than for open-
ended questions. 

H1c: The responses elicited from 
directed structured questions will 
result in the recipient having a more 
favourable attitude towards the 
knowledge received than for binary 
questions. 

4. Research method 
A laboratory experiment, administered in 
two phases, was used to test the proposed 
hypotheses. The objective of the first 
phase was to collect shared knowledge 
from source individuals and collate this 
knowledge for use in phase two. This was 
achieved by means of asking the source 
individuals to respond to questions of 
either a binary, open-ended or directed 
structure. The questions asked were 
pertinent to a scenario business case that 
was provided to the source individuals. In 
the second phase, the knowledge codified 
in the responses from the source 
individuals was provided to recipient 
individuals for evaluation. 
 
Fundamental to the study was the 
requirement to assess the measure 
attitude of the recipient. While prior studies 
have examined the attitude of the source 
towards sharing their knowledge (see 
Bock & Kim, 2002; Connelly, 2000; 
Kolekofski & Heminger, 2003; Ryu et al., 
2003), the attitude of the recipient towards 
receiving the knowledge has received 
limited attention. To assess the recipient’s 
attitude towards the knowledge the 
attitude measure that comprise the Theory 
of Reasoned Action (TRA) was used 
(Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). The theory 
purports that attitude towards a behaviour 
is a precursor to an individual’s intention 
towards performing the behaviour. For 
instance, if an individual has a favourable 
attitude towards sharing their knowledge 
within an organisation, they are highly 
likely to share with others. A less 
favourable attitude may result in little, or 
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no, knowledge being shared. Since the 
TRA has been successfully used in earlier 
studies on knowledge sharing (Bock & 
Kim, 2002; Ryu et al., 2003), use of this 
measure was considered justified in this 
study. 

4.1 Phase one 

In the first phase the authors developed a 
scenario case which involved a business 
investment opportunity. Next, three 
questions that related to the case were 
generated. The questions were intended 
to elicit from respondents knowledge on 
issues that were implicit in the case; for 
example, ‘are there any risks associated 
with the investment?’ Each question was 
worded in a manner that would allow for 
the three different response structures to 
be created – binary, open-ended and 
directed. For instance, to restrict the 
question ‘are there any risk associated 
with the investment?’ to a binary response, 
the categories ‘yes/no’ were provided. The 
same question with no predefined 
categories, but space for a respondent to 
write, enabled an open-ended response 
structure. A directed response structure 
was similar to open-ended but elaborated 
the question to also require the 
respondent to provide supporting rationale 
for their response. 
 
Next, the case and questions were 
collated into three questionnaires. The first 
questionnaire contained the case and the 
corresponding binary response questions. 
The second questionnaire comprised the 
case and the questions allowing for an 
open-ended response. Finally, the third 
questionnaire was composed of the case 
and the directed response questions. All 
three questionnaires informed participants 
that their responses to the questions 
would assist senior management in their 
investment opportunity decisions. Both the 
scenario case and corresponding 
questions were generic and simplistic 
enough that there was no requirement to 
have specialised individuals as 
participants in the study. The three 
questionnaires were pre-tested using both 
academics and members of the business 
community. 
 
Subsequent to the questionnaire pre-test 
the first author approached participants 
and asked if they would like to partake in 
the study. Both lecturers and postgraduate 
students from the Waikato Management 

School comprise the sample of 
participants. Since the objective of this 
phase was to collect knowledge pertaining 
to the case, no distinction was made 
between the responses from lecturers or 
postgraduate students – all responses 
were considered bona fide. Of the 
participants approached, those who 
verbally agreed were presented with the 
questionnaire package and for ease of 
return, an internal mail envelope. Fifteen 
questionnaires were distributed, 5 binary, 
5 open-ended and 5 directed. Within one 
week of distribution, 13 were returned 
(86% response rate), of which 4 were 
binary, 5 open-ended and 4 directed. The 
last returned open-ended questionnaire 
was not used in analysis, therefore 
allocating an equal number of responses 
for each question response structure. 

4.2 Phase two 

The second part of the study used the 
response data collected in phase one. 
That is, participants from the first phase 
were considered to have shared their 
knowledge about the investment 
opportunity by means of responding to the 
posed questions. The objective of this 
phase was to test the three hypotheses 
and establish whether or not, a recipient’s 
attitude towards received knowledge 
differed with the structure of the response. 
 
To achieve this, three new questionnaires 
were developed. Each questionnaire 
contained the same instructions and 
measurement instrument, but differed in 
the question structure (binary, open-
ended, directed) and corresponding 
responses. For instance, the first 
questionnaire contained the questions in 
the binary structure and their 
corresponding responses; the second 
questionnaire the open-ended questions 
and responses; and the third questionnaire 
the directed questions and responses. The 
measurement instrument consisted of the 
5-item attitude measure (Fishbein & Ajzen, 
1975), assessed using a seven-point 
Likert scale, with 1 = strongly disagree, 
through 4 = neutral, to 7 = strongly agree. 
In addition, the instrument also included a 
number of items in attempt to explore 
other aspects, including satisfaction and 
importance of received knowledge. The 
instructions informed participants that they 
were an employee of the scenario 
organisation and as part of their job they 
were required to report to senior 
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management on whether or not the 
company should make the new 
investment. The instructions also advised 
participants that the questions and 
corresponding responses were those 
provided by their staff and should be used 
to guide them with their investment 
decision. Unlike the first phase, the 
scenario case was not included in the 
questionnaires, thereby limiting 
participant’s (the recipients) knowledge on 
the investment opportunity, to that 
obtainable from the responses. The new 
questionnaires were again pre-tested 
using academics and members of the 
business community. 
 
The three groups of questionnaires were 
then distributed to students of a third year 
business management class during a 
normal scheduled lecture hour. Prior to 
distribution the questionnaires had been 
randomly sorted to ensure that the 
likelihood of a participant receiving a 
binary, open-ended or directed 
questionnaire was comparable. The total 
number of students enrolled in the course 
was 168. Exactly one hundred students 
were present on the day of data collection 
and 97 participants responded, with 90 
usable questionnaires, of which 30 were 
binary, 31 open-ended and 29 directed. 

5. Results 
A correlation matrix with descriptive 
statistics for all variables is provided in 
Table 1 at the end of this paper, with items 
Q17 and Q18 negatively worded and 
transformed for analysis. This matrix 
reveals high correlation between items 
Q14-Q18, corresponding to the attitude 
measure (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) and 
there was also noteworthy correlation 
between items Q8-Q10, those that used 
the word satisfaction within the item 
phrase. Interestingly, little or almost no 
correlation was found for items Q5-Q7, 

which were used to investigate the 
importance of knowledge. 
 
Bartlett’s test of Sphericity was significant 
at 870.619 (p<0.05) which together with a 
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling 
adequacy (KMO= 0.801) suggested that 
the data may be factorable. Exploratory 
factor analysis using principal component 
extraction, with Varimax rotation and 
Kaiser normalisation was undertaken over 
three iterations in an attempt to derive a 
stable factor structure (Churchill, 1979; 
Taylor & Wright, 2004). After the first 
iteration 3 items were dropped from the 
analysis because they did not meet the 
general guidelines of individual loadings 
greater than 0.35 or cross-loading of less 
than 0.35 (Kim & Mueller, 1978). A further 
3 items were dropped after the second 
iteration due to complex cross-loadings. 
After the third and final iteration 12 items 
loaded onto three underlying factors and 
explained 68.3% of the variance.  
 
After Varimax rotation the strongest factor 
(explaining 31.0% of the variance) was 
loaded by items Q14-Q18, the variables 
that comprise the construct attitude. 
Internal consistency reliability was high for 
this factor with a Cronbach’s alpha of 
0.9032. Factor 2, labelled satisfaction, 
explained 24.7% of the variance with a 
reliability of 0.8161. The final factor 
labelled importance of knowledge, was 
dropped from further analysis due to its 
reliability (0.6385) being below the 
acceptable threshold (0.70) suggested by 
Nunnally and Bernstein (1994). 
 
To test the hypotheses H1a, H1b and H1c, 
the means for the items that comprise the 
factors were calculated and analysis of 
variance (ANOVA) performed (Table 2). 
Using an alpha of 0.01 the results indicate 
a difference between the three groups of 
question structure for the factor attitude 
and satisfaction. 

Table 2: ANOVA 
   Sum of Squaresdf Mean SquareF Sig. 
Attitude Between Groups32.399 2 16.199 12.300 .000 
  Within Groups 114.577 871.317   
  Total 146.976 89   
Satisfaction Between Groups8.727 2 4.364 4.288 .017 
  Within Groups 22.544 871.018   
  Total 97.272 89   

 
The posthoc test of Tukey HSD 
(alpha=0.01) was conducted for pairwise 
comparison. Only the results for the factor 

attitude are reported (Table 3) because 
there was no significant difference 
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between the three question structure groups for the factor satisfaction. 
Table 3: Tukey HSD Multiple Comparisons and Homogenous Subsets – Attitude 

Multiple Comparisons Question (I) Question (J) Mean Difference (I-J) Std. Error Sig. 
Tukey HSD Binary Open -1.1596* .29391 .000 

  Directed -1.3674* .29885 .000 
 Open Binary 1.1596* .29391 .000 
  Directed -.2078 .29647 .764 
 Directed Binary 1.3674* .29885 .000 
  Open .2078 .29647 .764 

Homogenous    Subset for alpha = 0.01
Subsets  Question Structure N 1 2 

Tukey HSDa,b  Binary  30 3.0533  
  Open-ended   31  4.2129 
  Directed  29  4.4207 
   Sig.  1.00  .764 

 

Means for groups in homogeneous subsets are displayed 
a. Uses Harmonic Mean Sample Size = 29.978 
b. The group sizes are unequal. The harmonic mean of the group sizes is used. Type I error levels are not 

guaranteed. 
• Mean difference significant at the 0.01 level  

 
The test revealed two homogenous 
subsets, which suggested that attitude to 
responses with the influence of a binary 
question structure (Subset 1, Table 3) 
differed to those with the influence of an 
open-ended or directed question structure 
(Subset 2, Table 3). The difference 
between open-ended and directed 
questions structures for the factor attitude 
was small and not significant (p<0.01). 
 
The Likert scale instrument labels ranged 
from strongly disagree = 1 through neutral 
= 4 to strongly agree = 7 and the 
calculated means for the attitude measure 
increased when question structure 
complexity increased (binary to open-
ended and directed). This suggests that 
the recipients were more favourably 
disposed towards the knowledge they 
received when questions of a complex 
structure were used (Figure 1). This 
finding supports hypotheses H1a and H1c. 
However, there was no significant 
difference in attitude between questions of 
an open-ended or directed structure, even 
though directed questions had a slightly 
higher attitude measure. Therefore, 
hypothesis H1b is not supported. 
 

 

Figure 1: Mean Plots from Tukey HSD for 
Attitude 

6. Discussion 
The purpose of the study was to test 
components of the theoretical model 
proposed by Bircham (2003) and to 
address the question of whether or not 
question structure is of importance in the 
knowledge sharing process. The results of 
the study support the notion that question 
structure does matter; questions of a 
binary structure had a lower attitude 
measure than those questions for either 
an open-ended or directed structure. 
These findings complement the literature 
on knowledge sharing by answering the 
call for further investigation into 
questioning (Cooper, 2003) as well as 
focusing on factors that may influence the 
recipient. 
 
There are some potential limitations to the 
study. First, the question designer was not 
the same individual as the recipient of the 
responses. If the two were the same 
individual then potentially the findings of 
this study may not hold. For instance, if 
the person who designs and asks the 
question is also the recipient of the 
responses, then in many circumstances it 
would not be unreasonable to assume that 
they already possess substantial 
knowledge associated with the domain of 
the question. The question response 
structure preferred in this circumstance 
could be of the closed type, rather than 
open-ended or directed. However, in many 
organisations, if not the majority, the 
person required to make the decision, 
based on the knowledge received, is not 
the same individual as the question 
designer (e.g. a finance director may make 
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the decision and an auditor may design 
the questions). 
 
Second, while this research has 
established that question structure does 
influence attitude, there is a potential 
limitation in the attitude measure. The 
purpose of Fishbein and Ajzen’s (1975) 
model was to predict behaviour given 
attitude and intentions. While the 5-item 
attitude measure has been successfully 
used in various studies (many external to 
the field of knowledge management) future 
investigation into a recipient’s satisfaction 
with the knowledge may result in the 
development of a more vigorous measure. 
For example, a recent development and 
validation of a measure for website user 
satisfaction (Muylle, Moenaert, & 
Despontin, 2004) expanded the definition 
of satisfaction to include identifying 
underlying dimensions of the construct, 
inclusive of comprehensibility, 
comprehensiveness, accuracy, relevance 
and format. Future research could expand 
the definition of satisfaction with 
knowledge received to include such 
underlying aspects. 
 
Finally, the constructs attitude and 
satisfaction were examined from the 
perspective that the knowledge received 
could be used for future decision-making. 
From a speculative perspective the 
attitude and satisfaction of the recipient 
towards the knowledge received could be 
a proxy for a recipient’s perceived value of 
knowledge received. A low attitude and 
low satisfaction towards received 
knowledge could indicate that the recipient 
does not perceive it to be valuable for 
future decision-making. On the other hand, 
high measures for both could indicate that 
the recipient of knowledge perceives it to 
be valuable for future decision-making. 
This supports the comments of Gupta et 
al. (2000) who suggest that the more 
valuable the shared knowledge the more 
likely it will be utilised. 

7. Conclusion 
The relationship between question 
structure and the attitude of the receiver of 
shared knowledge proposed by Bircham 
(2003) is supported by the results of this 
experiment; as question structure 
increases in complexity, so too does the 
measure of attitude of the recipient 
towards the knowledge they have 

received. While it is not possible to 
definitively conclude from the results of 
this study that this increase reflects more 
favourable attitude in the recipient towards 
the knowledge received, neither can such 
a conclusion be confidently dismissed. 
The findings of this study strongly indicate 
that a recipient’s attitude towards 
knowledge received varies with the 
structure of the questions used to elicit 
knowledge from a source. Therefore, 
understanding the influence of question 
structure in knowledge sharing is 
potentially of major significance to 
business and government. 
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Table 1: Correlation Matrix and Descriptive Statistics 
 Mean                   Std Dev Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10 Q11 Q12 Q13 Q14 Q15 Q16 Q17 Q18

Q1 4.59                    1.483 1

Q2 3.36                   1.417 .439** 1

Q3 4.66                   1.350 .383** .194 1

Q4 4.26                 1.387 .560** .336* .354** 1

Q5 6.44                   .672 .039 -.003 .010 .154 1

Q6 6.20                   .864 .100 .006 .050 .088 .484** 1

Q7 6.12                 .910 .004 -.165 .007 .278** .314 .455** 1

Q8 3.58                    1.390 .454** .448** .203 .401** .143 .034 -.181 1

Q9 2.96            1.365 .446** .456** .309** .386** -.015 -.002 -.104 .641** 1

Q10 3.40                    1.305 .376** .518** .296** .247* -.038 .008 -.193 .559** .553** 1

Q11 3.82           1.303 .340** .345** .290** .212* .027 .112. -.095 .504* .356** .703** 1

Q12 2.90                    1.407 .206 .323** .301** .209* -.083 .072 -.148 .311** .431** .493** .493** 1

Q13 4.07                    1.444 .286** .208* .427** .300** .073 .124 .165 .288** .383** .409** .442** .413** 1

Q14 3.56                    1.462 .329** .213* .172 .356** -.037 -.027 -.060 .393** .474** .359** .288** .268* .397** 1

Q15 3.53                    1.432 .380** .188 .201 .327** .054 -.033 -.128 .448** .432** .167 .202 .211* .314** .753** 1

Q16 3.57                    1.492 .411** .281** .321** .391** .071 -.071 -.110 .463** .476* .263* .237* .252* .394* .761** .877** 1

Q17 4.21                    1.590 .318** .231* .113 .429** -.026 -.080 .029 .270* .279* .121 .073 -.016 .199 .606** .587** .655** 1

Q18 4.60                    1.585 .359** .129 .234* .512** .021 .010 .143 .310** .298** .100 .134 .057 .321** .499** .491** .520** .796** 1

 

Q1-Q4, Q8-Q13 Variables used to examine satisfaction 

Q5-Q7  Variables used to examine importance 

Q14-Q18  Variables used to examine attitude (Q17 and Q18 negatively worded and recoded for analysis) 

n=90 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) / ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 
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Abstract: Practice based studies have provided rich descriptions of knowledge dynamics. On the other 
hand, they led to conceptualizations that question the possibility to view knowledge as a resource that 
can be oriented and shaped by managers. From this perspective, questions such as why an existing 
community has developed, or how to enable the emergence of a new community, are still unanswered. 
Such weaknesses are rooted in a tendency to ignore the cognitive motivations (theories) that lead actors 
to behave in a particular way. As a consequence, we propose that social practice can be explained as 
the outcome of interlocking cognitive theories and, moreover, that to shape practice, we need to act on 
theories. 
 
Keywords: communities of practice, situated learning, cognition, knowledge management, 
organizational learning, theory of action. 
 
1. Introduction 
A major concern of Knowledge 
Management (KM) theories and 
frameworks is to provide managers with 
models and tools to “act” on organizational 
knowledge. That is, managers need not 
only to understand how knowledge 
evolves within their span of control; rather 
they need to orient such knowledge 
dynamics towards the realization of some 
value. As cleverly pointed by Chandler 
(1977), the managerial function is a 
“visible hand” whose role is to transform, 
by means of control, orientation, and 
direction, an unorganized and valueless 
set of “matters” into an organized and 
valuable set of resources.  
 
This perspective raises the question 
whether knowledge is a matter that, 
among the others, falls into the managerial 
domain of action. Is knowledge something 
that we can orient towards some 
direction? Or is it just something that 
happens and that we should limit 
ourselves to contemplate?  
If we look at the evolution of the KM 
debate and experiences, the answer 
seems to be not obvious (Wison 2002). 
Historically, KM has started assuming 
metaphors, such as the one of an internal 
market (Davenport 2000) or a capital 
(Stewart 2002), that are able to drive easy 
conclusions on how the managerial action 
should look like. From the first perspective, 
the market metaphor invites us to build 
infrastructures to connect people so that 
knowledge can be exchanged as a good, 
and to promote such exchanges by means 
of incentives and other enabling factors 
such as culture or absorptive capacity 

(Mowery, Oxley, and Silverman 1996). 
The latter suggests us that knowledge 
should be stored and reused as much as 
possible in order to maximize the fixed 
costs that where sustained to generate it. 
Both perspectives assume, more or less 
implicitly, that knowledge is made of 
knowledge objects; these are artefacts 
that encode some content whose 
semantics is embedded in the artefact 
itself. A major example, originally 
promoted by the Xerox approach to KM, is 
the document. Through the exchange and 
storing of documents, organizations direct 
and orient knowledge assets (Al-Sayed 
and Ahmad, 2003). As a consequence 
technology, intended as a “medium” or 
vehicle to store and transmit knowledge, 
becomes a strong and primary enabler. 
However, it has been underlined that 
many KM implementations based on these 
principles have failed to achieve 
knowledge sharing because what comes 
out to be shared are, rather than contents, 
meaningless collections of documents. In 
fact, such approaches, relying on a poor 
description of the matter they want to 
manage, underestimate some social and 
contextual dimensions involved in the 
knowledge creation process (De Souza 
2003) (Currie and Kerrin 2004). Somehow 
they had to give up descriptive capacity in 
favor of normative power (Bonifacio et al 
2003).  
 
On the other hand, important descriptive 
approaches arose in order to provide a 
richer understanding of those 
organizational dynamics related to 
knowledge and learning processes. 
Interestingly, the richer are these 
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descriptions, the more they have led to 
conceptualizations that question the 
possibility to view knowledge as a 
resource that can be oriented and shaped 
by managers. That is, they somehow gave 
up normative power in favour of 
descriptive capacity (Bechky 2003).  
In this paper, our purpose is to provide a 
contribution in order to address the trade-
off between normative power vs. 
descriptive capacity that characterizes KM 
theories and initiatives. In particular, 
starting from those rich descriptions of 
knowledge and learning that emerge from 
the Situated Learning (SL) perspective 
(Lave and Wenger 1991) and the related 
Communities of Practice (CoP) theory 
(Brown and Duguid 1991) (Wenger 1998), 
we argue that some important normative 
weaknesses make them not acceptable to 
managers as far as questions such as why 
an existing community has developed, 
how to deviate its evolution, or how to 
enable the emergence of a new 
community, are still unanswered. Such 
weaknesses are attributed to a tendency 
to ignore the cognitive motivations that led 
actors to behave in a particular way and, 
thus, can be addressed reinserting the 
actor and his cognitively represented 
motivations into practice. Adopting the 
Theory of Action (TA) perspective (Argyris 
and Shön 1996), we claim that prescriptive 
warnings can be included respecting the 
original ideas of SL theory. We will discuss 
these hypotheses presenting the case 
study of the research centre of a famous 
automotive company.  

2. The situated learning 
perspective 

With the aim of balancing the descriptive 
limitations of traditional normative models, 
important approaches arose and provided 
a richer understanding of those 
organizational dynamics related to 
knowledge and learning processes. 
Among the others, the Situated Learning 
(Lave and Wenger 1991) approach has 
proposed a set of metaphors that attracted 
the interest of both researchers and 
practitioners. In short, knowledge is 
viewed as an intrinsically practical matter 
that develops when people, by means of 
social interaction, stabilize their reciprocal 
behaviours. Knowledge is embedded in 
social behaviour that works. That is, since 
we evaluate the goodness of knowledge in 
terms of its capacity to generate expected 

consequences, and consequences are 
behaviours performed by other people in 
response to ours, knowledge appears as a 
system of interlocking behavioural 
patterns. The SL approach proposes that 
the meaning of a fact is always rooted into 
a practice, knowing is a process through 
which people are socialized into a 
practice, and practice defines the roles of 
people and their relationships (Gherardi, 
Nicolini 1999). Moreover, practice defines 
a social space in which people learn and 
belong, developing knowledge, which is in 
turn a social identity. In this sense, the 
notion of practice incorporates and 
strongly extends the one of routine (Knorr 
Cetina 1999). In fact, practice is not just 
that part of repetitive and procedural 
knowledge by which people know “how to 
do”, while not knowing why they do it. 
Intriguingly, also the more declarative and 
conceptual aspects of knowledge are seen 
as intrinsically practical in nature: scientific 
theories, budgets, corporate strategies, 
chemical formulas are all seen as 
expression of the practice owned by a 
particular community (scientists, 
controllers, managers, chemical 
engineers). Intuitively, we all experienced 
the impression that a dialogue between 
two scientists is hardly distinguishable 
from the dialogue that occurs between two 
magicians that belong to some esoteric 
culture. What seems to be obvious 
science from within seems always obscure 
and opaque practice from without. From 
this perspective, through ethnographic 
observations, the SL approach has 
produced illuminating and rich descriptions 
of an incredibly wide and heterogeneous 
set of communities, ranging from the 
police academy (Van Maanen 1973) to 
scientific laboratories (Suchman et al 
1999). In all these cases, practice 
changes; what remains unchanged is the 
impression that behind each unexplainable 
and apparently meaningless ritual or 
jargon there’s a practice in which such 
mysteries gain sense.  
 
An interesting corollary of the SL 
perspective is that since knowing is acting 
in a social space, confirmation (truth) is 
partially determined by the knower’s 
actions. As an example, consider an 
important stock exchange broker that asks 
information in his community about a 
particular firm (knowing through action). 
As a response, others may ask information 
to colleagues, or formulate some 
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expectation about the firm’s stock price 
future trend. Thus the knower will probably 
influence the quotation of that firm.  Thus 
the correctness of knowledge becomes a 
dependant variable displaying self-
confirming dynamics.  
 
SL attracted the interest of researchers 
and practitioners since it throws a different 
light onto organizational learning 
processes. First of all, arguing that 
knowledge is a social and contextual 
construct, SL advises that there are many 
“knowledges” and that such organizational 
redundancy should be accepted and 
exploited as an opportunity to generate 
value. As a consequence, a pluralistic 
perspective emerges, given that a 
knowledge cannot be said to be better 
than another as far as meaning depends 
on contextual conditions. This suggests 
that centralization and standardization are 
not correct solutions in order to express 
the wealth of meanings and perspectives 
that populates an organization when red 
as a knowledge system (Fiol 1994) 
(Gherardi, Nicolini 2002).  
 
Moreover, the link proposed by SL 
between learning and identity formation 
suggests the opportunity to emphasize 
how every intervention about knowledge -
far from being neutral- influences, impacts, 
and is driven by the interests of different 
communities (Star 1999) (Contu 2003). In 
this sense, technology acquires new 
importance in order to comprehend how 
tools interfere with practice formation. 
Infrastructures are seen as malleable 
boundary objects that are negotiated by 
organizational communities (such as 
designers, managers and users) that aim 
at shaping technology according to their 
practice (Orlikowski 1992) (Scheepers and 
Damsgaard 1997).   

3. SL normative limitations 
Interestingly, the richer are these 
descriptions of knowledge as practice, the 
more they have led to conceptualizations 
that question both the possibility to view 
learning and knowledge as, respectively, a 
controllable process and matter. In 
managerial terms, these approaches, 
although appealing thanks to their 
descriptive capacity, provide few handles 
in order to guide learning processes in a 
way that could be consistent to 
organizational objectives. Namely, if 

knowledge is practice, and practice can be 
understood only from within, then what 
can the manager do if not just 
contemplating, as an ethnographer of the 
XIX century, corporate communities as 
tribes?  
 
In this context, there are two alternative 
readings of the SL approach regarding 
managerial action. Both reach the 
conclusion that, when dealing with 
knowledge, there’s no room for direct 
managerial action. 

3.1 Managerial action as intrusion 

An ideological and post modernist 
approach to practice states that the very 
concept of managerial intervention is 
conceptually wrong. Management is 
viewed as a community itself that attempts 
to impose its perspective on other 
organizational groups. In particular, 
claiming that managers observe 
organizational communities from an 
external position, such theory assumes 
that they neither can understand the 
different “knowledges” that belong to 
existing communities, nor can judge their 
practices (Styhre 2003). Such relativistic 
conclusion, that assimilates the notion of 
practice to the one of traditions proposed 
by the philosopher Feyerabend, while 
interesting in speculative terms, seems 
quite unacceptable in practical ones. The 
manager is left with no conceptual 
elements to give reason of practice 
existence, and to understand those 
conditions that enable the formation of a 
new organizational practice. Moreover, the 
manager is just an observer that can 
neither judge a practice, nor facilitate its 
evolution form both an intra-community, 
and an inter-community perspective. All 
these interventions are to be seen as 
“intrusions”.  
 
In this contribution we view such 
conclusion as driven by ideological rather 
than substantial concerns. Of course 
managers are part of a community that 
owns a knowledge and an identity among 
the others. But we believe that such 
knowledge is a particular one. Even under 
a SL light, as far as organizational actors 
believe that there is an organization, it is 
reasonable to think that they delegated a 
community to represent such unifying 
concept. Said differently, if a community 
cannot be judged in theoretical terms, it 
seems pragmatically reasonable that a 
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community delegates to another the 
capacity to do so. As a way to continue 
our discussion without incurring in some 
realist approach to knowledge, we 
propose to view an organization as a 
constellation of communities that, in order 
to be so (that is, an organization), 
delegates to another the right to evaluate, 
judge, and orient the evolution of 
practices. In these terms, management 
appears as a meta-practice whose role is 
to guide and orient other practices. No 
matter how negotiated, weak, or stable 
such delegation is, it seems to us enough 
to say that “there is” a managerial 
perspective that needs normative 
conceptual tools in order to fulfill such 
organizational expectation.  

3.2 Managerial action as 
enablement 

On the other hand, a naive interpretation 
of the SL theory proposes that 
communities are always “good” places 
where “good” learning happens. Such 
statement is somehow correlated to the 
presumed contraposition between the 
formal organization (represented by 
functions and hierarchical roles) and the 
informal one (represented by CoPs), 
whereby the latter is supposed to cross 
the boundaries of the former. As a 
consequence, communities are assumed 
as elective means to promote the 
circulation of knowledge across 
traditionally closed, bureaucratized, and 
not permeable organizational units 
(Stewart 2002). In this sense, communities 
are seen as uncontrolled good places, and 
managers are asked to enable the 
spontaneous emergence of these 
communities, creating infrastructures and 
spaces in which social interaction can 
freely take place. 
However, the evidence that even a 
bureaucratized unit could be a community 
implies that there are not “good and 
informal” communities by definition as 
opposed to “bad and formal” units (Bechky 
2003). Rather, we have to distinguish 
among “good” and “bad” communities 
(Swan et al 2002). In fact, there are 
evidences that CoPs, since they are auto-
normative by definition, have a propensity 
to close their boundaries, making 
increasingly difficult to communicate with 
those that belong to other communities 
(Szulanski 1996). From this perspective, 
communities can be an obstacle, rather 

than a means to facilitate knowledge 
flows, since self referential dynamics are 
likely a source of path dependant errors 
(Cyert and March 1963); in this sense, 
rather than loci of competence, they can 
be better seen as “competency traps” 
(March 1991). Moreover, once a 
community can be judged as bad, 
questions raise about “why” such 
community has developed, how we can 
intervene in order to influence its 
evolution, and how we can promote the 
development of communities that are able 
to cross the boundaries of existing ones, 
enabling coordination and innovation 
(Brown and Duguid 2001) (Dougherty 
1992). But still these major questions are 
unanswered.  
 
In this contribution we propose that not 
each practice is good by definition. From 
an SL stand point, competency traps, 
organizational boundaries, inertia, 
resistance to change and innovation, are 
all synonymous of a same problem: 
communities tend to become close and 
become self referential leading to two 
major problems. First, knowledge as 
practice can become sub optimal, in the 
sense that working solutions appropriated 
to particular conditions can become 
unable to cope with a changed context. 
Second, knowledge as practice can 
become an obstacle to innovation in the 
sense people tend not to cross the 
boundary of their communities as far as 
this process puts under discussion current 
beliefs, assumptions and identities. As a 
consequence, we believe that knowledge, 
as practice, is not incompatible with 
managerial action. In particular, one of the 
main challenges for managers, viewed as 
owners of a meta-practice, is the capacity 
to act in order to reshape suboptimal 
practices and open up community 
boundaries as a means to foster 
innovation.  

4. Shaping practices: the role of 
theories 

Interestingly, the SL approach is rooted in 
a constructivist theoretical movement and, 
in particular, direct references are made to 
Giddens’ Structuration Theory (1984). In 
general, it is proposed that society is a 
mutual construction of agents that, through 
interaction, build routines that, once 
reified, are able to shape agents 
interpretations and behaviors. This 

www.ejkm.com       ©Academic Conferences Ltd 14



Matteo Bonifacio and Chiara Zini 

practical knowledge (the routine) is 
intrinsically social and self reinforcing; that 
is, its correctness depends upon the fact 
that, for each action performed by an 
agent, the reactions of the others confirms 
the beliefs of the former. As a 
consequence, knowledge resembles a 
social prophecy: an interlocking pattern of 
self-reinforcing actions and beliefs. 
Moreover, the reification of routines gives 
them structural properties so that they are 
perceived by actors as given, although 
they where once constructed and 
stabilized on the base of some cognitive 
motivation.  
 
For our purposes, what is to be underlined 
is that both agents (beliefs and 
motivations) and structures (routines in the 
sense of interlocking confirmative actions) 
play an equal role in the construction of 
knowledge. While it is true that social 
structures (practices) shape the way in 
which people interpret facts, it is also true, 
on the other hand, that agents are able, to 
manipulate, deconstruct and reshape the 
practices according to their beliefs. As 
clearly stated by Giddens, actors are 
reflexive; if they do an action they have 
motivations and values and, moreover, 
they are able to reflexively think about 
what they do. In this sense knowledge is 
practical, but sustained by a net of 
interlocking set of beliefs. 
 
Although such aspect is theoretically 
presumed by SL theory, the explanation of 
how this happens is generally ignored if 
not underestimated (Bredo 1994). Starting 
from an observational methodology aimed 
at emphasizing concrete social aspects, 
environments and behaviors, SL theory 
did not pay enough attention to the role of 
agents’ beliefs, values, and motivations in 
knowledge creation (Wilson and Madsen 
Mayer 1999). In this sense, the normative 
limitations of SL are rooted in the 
underestimation of the agent’s cognition in 
both the constitution, and the 
deconstruction of practice. As a matter of 
fact, SL descriptions tend not to answer 
questions such as: Why these agents 
acted in this way? What motivations, 
values and beliefs they had? What was 
once a belief in their mind that, after 
stabilization and routinization, now is taken 
for granted? 
 
These questions are fundamental exactly 
from a normative perspective. In fact, if we 

know on the base of which beliefs people 
do some action, in order to change that 
action we can intervene on those beliefs. 
On the contrary, if we assume practice as 
separated by subjective motivations, than, 
as SL tends to propose, practice 
resembles a given action structure that 
cannot in any case be judged. Ironically, 
the practice view, which has been 
proposed in opposition to objectivistic 
approaches, leads to a world in which 
every knowledge is objective for their 
holders…. No body can externally judge it 
but, at the same time, people are internally 
locked into their practice. 
 
Consistently to the view proposed by 
Giddens, theoretically accepted by SL in 
“theory” but forgotten in “practice”, we 
propose that a cognitive reading of action 
is a prerequisite to give reason of how 
practice emerges as a joint and mutual 
structuration of actions and thoughts, and, 
moreover, how such structuration can 
change by means of intentional 
intervention. This intervention should 
happen, thus, at the cognitive level, where 
motivations and beliefs drive the formation 
of practice. For this reason, we believe 
that cognitive approaches in organizational 
behavior are to be correlated to practice 
analysis.  
 
A major approach to the cognitive analysis 
of organizational behavior is the one 
proposed by March and Simon (1958). In 
their seminal work, they propose to view 
cognition as a process that selects a 
course of action among a set of 
alternatives, whereby consequences are 
estimated on the base of a knowledge and 
ranked according to some judgment 
standard. March and Simon then focused 
more on how this process occurs in 
situations characterized by a lack of 
information and limited computational 
capacity, proposing the model of Bounded 
Rationality. In this sense, routines are 
defined as predefined behavioral 
programs that are able to provide 
satisfying rather than optimal solutions. 
Although programs are activated by 
decision makers when a particular 
stimulus occur, March and Simon did not 
focus on the implications that derive when 
considering such stimulus as another 
program performed by another actor. That 
is, those that are programs from the 
perspective of one actor are stimuli from 
the perspective of another who may 
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activate, in response, a program that in 
turns represent a stimulus for the previous 
actor. In this sense, the goodness of a 
routine may be seen as a self-confirming 
property generated by the interrelated 
nature of behavioral programs.  
 
On this direction Argyris and Shön (1996) 
elaborated their organizational learning 
framework, which clearly attempts to 
correlate cognitive motivations to the 
formation of behavioral routines. In their 
Organizational Learning theory the 
Authors define individual and collective 
“theories of action” (TA) as composed by 
values, assumptions, and behavioral 
strategies. Similarly to March and Simon, 
while strategies are actions planned in 
order to obtain certain goals, values guide 
the selection among alternative goals, 
while assumptions determine which 
strategies are to be used in a given state 
of affairs. Differently, what they clearly 
underline is that these cognitive theories 
may activate self reinforcing loops that 
confirm the agents’ beliefs and lock them 
into a behavioral routine. Moreover, 
Argyris and Shön focus their attention 
primarily on the perversities of this 
process. Living apart the consideration 
that these routines may be seen as “good” 
social practices, they underline that people 
tend to remain locked into “bad” practices. 
That is, even when the behavioral pattern 
configures a suboptimal or even negative 
routine, people are unable to correct their 
errors through the reflexive analysis of 
their theories. This difficulty is attributed by 
the Authors to the need expressed by 
agents to protect themselves from 
embarrassing situations; to do so they 
generate declared defensive theories that 
are able to justify the current state of 
affairs. Moreover, since failures are 
attributed to wrong causes, there can be 
cases in which failing courses of action 
reinforce themselves generating 
something similar to a competency trap; a 
persistent vicious circle of self-reinforcing 
errors. As a consequence, the only way to 
change a social behavioral pattern is to 
intervene on those theories that sustain its 
formation.  
 
We suggest that Argyris and Shön’s 
contribution can be adopted as a useful 
model in order to explain how people think 
about their actions as interconnected 
systems of expectations about goals, 
strategies, assumptions, and values. As 

such, it can complete the SL explication of 
the learning process providing, besides a 
social lens of practice as a behavioral fact, 
a cognitive one of practice as the outcome 
of agents expectations about actions. In 
particular, the TA perspective is interesting 
for our purposes since it intentionally 
addresses the need of detecting agents 
mental structures (here named theories) 
as a means to understand the emergence 
of organizational routines intended as 
interlocking and self reinforcing systems of 
action. In this sense, social practices are 
seen as produced by cognitive theories. 
Moreover, the TA perspective underlines 
that in order to change self-reinforcing 
behavioral patterns, an intervention is 
needed at the cognitive level. That is, to 
shape practice, we need to act on 
theories. 
 
In the next section, we present as a case 
study the research center of an automotive 
company; in this setting, we tried to verify 
whether we could give an account of 
practice as the emerging outcome of a 
cognitive structuration process (Figure 2). 
That is, we tried to explain a social 
practice as emerging from cognitive 
theories. Moreover, we wanted to test as 
hypothesis, the idea that practice 
formation depends upon a consistency 
between the expectations of different 
theories held by different organizational 
actors. This means that a group of 
individuals constructs a practice if their 
theories enact a set of interlocking and 
self-reinforcing actions. On the contrary, 
when TAs generate unexpected 
outcomes, the presence of declared 
theories that prevents from analyzing the 
causes of failure, leads to the formation of 
barriers among different practices; that is, 
when TAs are not compatible, sharing 
practices across different groups do not 
emerge. As a consequence, we formulate 
some hypotheses on how an intervention 
could be defined in order to influence and 
orient the formulation of organizational 
practices.  

5. The research context 
In 1999, the need to support investment in 
regional research programs led the Trento 
Local Government to sponsor the opening 
of a delocalized branch of the Centro 
Ricerche Fiat (CRF), the research division 
of the biggest automotive company in Italy 
whose head quarter is in Torino. This 
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research center counts thirty researchers 
working in different projects, which are 
organized into four main units of 
investigation: BIT (Business Information 
Technologies), PIT (Info-Telematic 
Processes), PMV (Virtual Manufacturing 
Processes), PMS (Micro-Systems 
Processes).  
 
In 2003, an important financial crisis in Fiat 
led the corporation to adopt a new strategy 
in respect to the research division. In fact, 
CRF was invited to direct more efforts to 
match external market needs and to save 
costs in order not to be so heavily 
dependent on its traditional captive 
market. CRF management was aware that 
new services and competences where 
needed in order to be competitive in an 
increasingly complex and differentiated 
market. Nonetheless, given a lack of 
financial resources, the only way to 
generate new services and competences 
could be accomplished only through a 
better use and mix of present human 
resources. Along this direction, the 
management felt that, on the one hand, 
people within existing units (especially 
young new comers) had difficulties in 
learning what they where expected to 
learn; in particular, they where expected to 
become autonomous on research projects 
thus being able to provide a concrete 
contribution to CRF results. On the other 
hand, they felt that collaboration across 
different units was fundamental in order to 
promote knowledge dissemination and, 
moreover, the generation of innovations 
able to provide CRF with new solutions 
and services. From this perspective, there 
was a general agreement around the 
perception that collaboration efforts where 
not successful at all, since they did not 
generate expected results and, moreover, 
they where felt by company peers as 
frustrating experiences. In this context, we 
where asked to understand how to 
improve intra- and inter- community 
learning processes within and across 
research units.  
 
As a starting point, we looked for 
communities of practice with the aim to 
verify both learning practices within 
communities (Lave and Wenger 1991), 
and coordinating practices across the 
boundaries of different communities 
(Wenger 1998). Qualitative, open, and 
informal interviews where conduced with a 
story telling method along a twelve months 

elapsed; in particular, there was a first 
round in summer 2003, and a second 
round in spring 2004. Interviews where 
distanced in order to verify the initial 
theoretical categories, comparing and 
contrasting additional cases.  
 
In order to avoid defensive behaviors, we 
adopted a double faced interview strategy 
based on an “on-line” – “off-line” 
metaphor: the first part of the interview 
was shown as a traditional and formal 
analysis of organizational roles and 
processes; at a certain point, when we 
perceived a distance between the 
“declared” and the “real”, we switched into 
an off-line mode that resembled a 
personal conversation. While in the first 
part we have shown ourselves as 
researchers interested in organizational 
“facts”, in the second part we showed our 
personal interest in the life, perceptions, 
interests and expectations of the 
interviewed. We applied this strategy with 
fifteen researchers involved in the four 
units. In addiction, we have chosen a 
novice worker to take a diary about his 
daily job-life in the organization. Every 
morning this researcher was requested to 
tell us the events of the previous day and 
provide us his considerations. In all those 
circumstances (diary and interview), the 
interviewer solicited documents and 
collected direct observations about 
organizational life.  

6. Results from practice 
observations 

Comparing data of different meetings, we 
found the existence of six communities of 
practice. Four of these communities match 
with formal research units (RU), the others 
correspond respectively to the chief board 
(here named top management-TM), and to 
the bottom line (BL) group of researchers 
(see Figure 1). We noted that executives 
of four units (middle managers-MM) did 
not form a community of practice and that 
there where overlapping communities: 
members of the BL group where also unit 
members; and one person of those that 
composed the TM was also an executive 
in the PMS RU. As a means to identify 
each group identity, we inquired through 
language analysis members’ perception of 
what they considered to be “us” and what 
they considered to be “them”.  
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After a general understanding of the CRF 
Trento context, our attention was directed 
to each RU in order to understand internal 
learning processes. We could identify a 
formal way to introduce new researchers. 
It comes out to be ambiguously attended 
in real behaviors so that it fails to be 
effective as expected. In particular, the 
learning practice is viewed as a silently 
agreed upon process that, given the 
difficult situation of the Fiat, requires to 
become productive in order to contribute 
to the CRF Trento survival. As a 
consequence, despite the claims of 
trainings and tutorships, new researchers 
struggle in order to become productive as 
soon as they can, avoiding waste of time 
and resources. On the other hand, 

managers appreciate those that are able 
to become productive recognizing them 
with tasks that are characterized by an 
increasing level of autonomy and 
responsibility. To some extent, the practice 
is a system of coordinated actions oriented 
towards the joint goal of productivity, being 
this intended as a competence 
characterized along the dimensions of 
autonomy and proactivity in acquiring and 
executing research projects. Nonetheless, 
although both the manager and the 
researcher agree and engage in the 
practice, they both feel the learning 
process as sub-optimal since they 
complain that it’s hard to become (the 
researcher) or to have (the manager) an 
“autonomous” researcher. 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CEO, BDM, GD 

Supervisor Supervisor Supervisor Supervisor 

 researchers researchers researchers researchers 

 

CoP BIT CoP PIT CoP PMS CoP PMV 

CoP BOTTOM Line 

Top Management 

Figure 1: Communities of practice in CRF 
 
From an inter-community perspective, 
collected data was applied to all the 
communities in order to understand some 
well-known difficulties in communication 
and cooperation across different RUs. The 
communication practice (or non practice 
since communication didn’t work at all) 
was a continuous attempt to “put different 
competences together” either through 
projects that involved more than a RU, or 
through social moments in which all CRF 
employees would create some “emphatic” 
understanding of the others. MM, when 
requested by TM to promote a joint project 
with another unit, started a discussion 
table around which those that where 
involved could coordinate their actions and 
exchange the needed information and 
competence. As said, although everybody 
ideally recognized the importance of 
collaborating, they found it practically not 
viable since unable to produce valuable 
outcomes. As such, it was seen as a 
waste of time and, as consequence, in 
direct contradiction to the generally agreed 
upon need of productivity. To some extent, 
the practice (or non practice) of 
collaboration could be described as a 
continuous attempt to “do things together” 

characterized by a deceasing belief that 
such collaboration could be successful. 

7. Results from theories 
representation  

Informal practices are a good starting point 
to understand how an organization 
actually functions. Nonetheless we 
underline how practice descriptions alone 
cannot explain why, on the one hand, 
some practices emerge even when felt as 
sub-optimal by the same participants 
while, on the other, some other do not, 
even if all agree that such emergence 
would be desirable. To validate our 
hypothesis, we tried to examine both the 
sub optimal working practice (learning in 
the RU) and the non practice 
(collaboration across different RUs) using, 
as a lens, the different TAs expressed by 
different organizational members. In this 
way, we provided an explanation of 
practice/non practice emergence based on 
the comparison of different strategies, 
assumptions and values. 
 
By means of TA we could understand that 
pervasive inadequacy of learning 
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processes is due to some doubtful 
assumptions on learning among RU 
members. From the middle manager 
perspective, learning is conceived as an 
individual responsibility and not as 
collective concern. In his opinion, learning 
should be an efficient process, that is, it 
should be encouraged to the extent that 
new knowledge can be directly applied to 
operative and value added work tasks. It is 
therefore considered as a marginal 
process in the sense that it should not take 
time to the “normal production” process. 
Form the researchers’ perspective, 
learning is a personal development and 
serves to become a competent, 
autonomous, and estimated worker. They 
need experts’ help and consider middle 
managers as hierarchical superiors that, 
differently from them, have learned to be 
competent in the sense that they are 
“autonomous”. In order not to delude the 
middle manager expectations on their 
autonomy, researchers prefer not to ask 
for tutorship since it would be exactly a 
prove that they are still not autonomous. 
Despite these doubtful assumptions, we 
noted that researchers’ and managers’ 
values are compatible since they both 
agree that productivity and autonomy are 
measures of personal value and 
competence. Such compatibility 
constitutes the basis of a pattern of 
interconnected actions that generate a 
stable, even if perceived as ineffective, 
practice. In fact, the MM attributes 
importance to the saving of resources and 
use them as a means to increase projects 
performance, while researchers attribute 
importance to be recognized as productive 
workers. Given that, managers do not offer 
their support in order not to waste time 
and to select more productive researchers, 
while researchers tend to elude coaching 
demand with the intention of appearing 
productive as they are expected. In doing 
so, managers keep trainees “far from their 
doors”, while researchers act preventing 
experts to understand the real need of 
mastery transfer. In these terms, while 
they all agree that learning is not effective, 
they all contribute to the persistency of 
such practice (see Figure 2). 
 

 
Figure 2: Practice emerges from theories 
Analyzing TAs with regard to inter-
community sharing of knowledge, we 
found that the scarce, if not existent, 
collaboration previously described, is due 
to divergent values among TMs on one 
side, and MMs on the other. Synthesizing, 
while TM considers collaboration as a 
means to innovate, MM main concern is 
still the consolidation of the RU specialized 
competence as a means to increase its 
results. More precisely, although both 
agree in principle that collaboration is 
important, while the former is evaluated on 
his capacity to generate new services and 
solutions, the latter is evaluated on his 
capacity to “bring money home” acquiring 
new projects. Since vertical competence 
still seems a viable means to acquire new 
projects while collaboration generates 
“wastes of time”, the latter is done in “free 
time”; that is, when it doesn’t affect 
traditional productive work. But since the 
situation of Fiat pushes CRF towards the 
need to systematically acquire projects in 
order to be independent, no free time is 
available and, thus, collaboration is 
avoided. This means that, while the TM 
would like to produce a social context to 
favor knowledge sharing, MM wants to 
maximize the use of resources to realize 
the unit’s assignments. In addiction, both 
share a general assumption about 
collaboration: it’s considered as a sort of 
“sum” of competences and tasks carried 
out by different units. As a consequence, 
knowledge sharing is not considered as an 
occasion to produce new knowledge 
through negotiation and combination of 
meaning, but rather is considered as a 
means to exchange advises in a way that 
resembles a unit-to unit “consulting 
service”.  
 
We found that explicit contrast never 
emerges between the two values, since 
potential conflicts are covered by some 
common opinions, which are able to justify 
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failures without questioning the intentions 
of each stake holder. Briefly, most part of 
both TM and MM think that different 
research fields are difficult to integrate 
and, moreover, that researchers are not 
interested in sharing. As a consequence, 
top managers cannot understand why their 
efforts do not work, while middle 
managers reinforce their belief that makes 
them focused on increasing the unit’s 
competence.  

8. Discussion 
What we have seen in CRF is that theories 
of action, if its realistic presumptions are 
abandoned, can be used as an interesting 
analytical method to explain practice. 
Adopting such lens, we propose that a 
community of practice is possible if 
different stakeholders have the opportunity 
to reciprocally “match” their TAs in a stable 
manner. In other words, they can 
accomplish their goals and values by 
means of coordinated actions that 
reinforce their beliefs and assumptions. To 
some extent, we could say that practice 
emerges when a system of social actions 
is able to become both the outcome and 
the premise of a system of cognitive 
beliefs. In this sense, cognitive theories 
orient social actions and, social actions 
confirm cognitive beliefs. An interesting 
corollary of this line of thought is that a 
community of practice is not, as some 
commonly think, a group of people that 
share a perspective; rather it should be 
intended as a system of different TAs from 
which behavioral structures and aligned 
understandings materialize as 
convergence of subjective predispositions 
and tendencies. In this sense, a practice 
appears when actors’ values and 
assumptions can be combined and re-
shaped in group enactments. 
 
On the contrary, practice does not 
emergence when TAs are not compatible 
in the sense that such consistency among 
social behaviors and cognitive premises 
cannot be established. Moreover, since 
stakeholders adopt declared defensive 
theories, such inconsistency is hardly 
resolved by means of reflection. In this 
sense, the presence of defensive 
strategies that prevents stakeholders from 
analyzing the causes of failing courses of 
social actions (a non practice) explains 
why, even when acknowledging such 
failure, boundary practices are so hard to 

establish. Simply, people find it difficult to 
understand that such gap is exactly the 
outcome of their interpretations. 
 
From a managerial perspective, an 
understanding of which theories determine 
a practice or a non practice, can orient 
interventions aimed both at correcting 
competency traps (intra community focus), 
and at promoting innovative behaviors and 
understandings through boundary crossing 
(inter community focus).  
 
As regards concrete types of interventions, 
here we propose some examples that, of 
course, require further research as 
proposed in conclusions of this paper. As 
an example, at the assumption level, 
managers can intervene promoting 
training programs aimed at showing how 
taken for granted cause-effect relationship 
can be criticized and explained through 
alternative perspectives. Moreover, 
sensemaking sessions can be promoted in 
order to question existing orthodoxies and 
jointly inquire new ways to explain “what 
leads to what”. From the perspective of 
values, interventions are more difficult in 
the sense that they could interfere with 
some very core dimensions of 
organizational life. As an example, in the 
case of CRF, the values of the middle 
managers are clearly related to their 
evaluation and rewarding system; of 
course, it seems quite contradictory to 
require them a change in values while 
maintaining an inconsistent type of 
performance measurement. In this sense, 
values are often the manifestation of how 
the organization concretely “evaluates” 
people; as a consequence, interventions 
at the value level should not be considered 
as a sort of ideal debate around corporate 
ethics but rather as a very concrete one 
around they way in which “value” is 
measured and resources are assigned. 
 
Starting from these examples, we can 
suggests that intra and inter community 
interventions can be designed and 
promoted through a mix of actions 
oriented towards a re-discussion of 
existing assumptions and values. As seen 
in the case of CRF, better intra community 
learning processes can be promoted 
making explicit that there “are” 
assumptions about how new comers 
should relate to old timers, and that such 
assumptions lead to a vicious circle. 
Moreover, alternative perspectives on 
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learning can be proposed and discussed, 
while new procedures can be co-designed 
and established according to alternative 
learning approaches (such as SL).  
 
Regarding the collaboration gap among 
units, interventions should be designed 
both at the assumption and at the value 
level. In particular, at the value level, top 
management should inquire their current 
evaluation and rewarding method while 
acknowledging that scarce collaborative 
attitudes are not due to wrong 
dispositions, but to an inconsistency 
between organizational requests and 
rewards. From this perspective, top 
managers should decide whether 
collaboration is or is not an important 
aspect of the future CRF, considering how 
such choice could impact on consolidated 
organizational evaluation practices and 
interests. 

9. Conclusion  
In this work we propose a way to address 
the trade-off between KM initiatives 
focused on the managerial need to orient 
knowledge processes and KM initiatives 
characterize by descriptive interests . 
Assuming the SL approach as a rich 
explanation of knowledge as an 
organizational matter, we reinterpreted the 
Theory of Action perspective as a means 
to transform such matter into an 
organizational resource; that is, provide 
managers with a model able to explain 
how practice emerges and how to 
intervene in order to correct suboptimal 
practices, or to enable the formation of 
boundary practices among existing 
communities. From this perspective, we 
believe that our reading can provide 
insights on how knowledge can be 
oriented as a means to sustain 
performance improvement (intra 
community focus) and innovation (inter 
community focus). Such reorientation 
should happen at the cognitive level, 
where people represent those motivations 
that drive their actions. In this sense, we 
propose that in order to shape 
organizational practices, actions should be 
taken on theories. 
 
Our proposal needs of course further 
investigation. First of all, work needs to be 
done in order to test managerial 
interventions on values and assumptions 
and their capacity to re orient the 

development of organizational practices in 
a way that is consistent to organizational 
goals. Second, especially at the value 
level, it is required more theoretical inquiry 
and contamination with other disciplines in 
order to better understand which dynamics 
constitute the basis of value formation and 
reformulation. On this regards, we are 
currently investigating how more 
cognitively oriented approaches such as 
the sensemaking theory can offer (Weick 
1979), through the concepts of 
retrospective reasoning, commitment, and 
enactment, hypotheses on how human 
agents are able to actively shape their 
values and preferences.  
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Abstract: Contrary to the “one-fits-all” approach used in the literature on how to sustain virtual 
communities of practice (VCoPs), this paper advocates that successful management practices should 
be contingent upon their basic characteristics. More specifically, this study of eight virtual communities 
of practice investigates how the actions taken by the communities’ leadership teams may influence their 
success. The results show that decisions regarding the operational leadership of a VCoP are crucial 
elements to counteract the challenges arising from its structuring characteristics. Among those 
decisions, the choice and availability of a leader and the support of a coach are shown to be crucial. 
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1. Introduction 
Transformative changes due to 
globalization and the current knowledge 
revolution are forcing organizations to 
constantly innovate and create new 
capabilities in order to face the growing 
pressure for improved performance. 
Knowledge management through 
collaborative work is one of the most 
powerful ways to innovate and develop 
these new capabilities (Wenger & Snyder 
2000). A community of practice (CoP) 
which binds together a group of people 
who share a concern, a set of problems, 
an expertise or a passion about a topic 
(Wenger et al. 2002; Wenger & Snyder 
2000) is seen as an innovative way to 
create and share organizational 
knowledge. Using information and 
communication technology (ICT) such as 
Internet to support their ongoing 
interactions, CoPs become increasingly 
virtual (VCoPs), which frees their 
members from constraints of time and 
space. 
 
Although CoPs were once defined as 
spontaneously emerging groups (Wenger 
& Snyder 2000), it is now widely believed 
that organizations have an important role 
to play in facilitating their emergence, 
supporting their development and 
sustaining their activities, to reap their full 
benefits (APQC 2001; Deloitte Research 
2001). The literature is full of “one-fits-all” 
advice on how to launch and sustain 
communities of practice (CoPs). With few 
exceptions (APQC 2001; Wenger et al. 

2002), the literature treats all CoPs as 
similar, with undistinguishing features and 
undifferentiated identities. Our research, 
however, shows that VCoPs vary in terms 
of their basic characteristics (Dubé et al. 
2003). For example, some VCoPs are 
unrecognized by the host organization, 
while others are officially sanctioned and 
legitimized, or even supported and granted 
official status. Other VCoPs may include a 
large group of people from many 
disciplines scattered around the world or a 
few experts located in the same city. 
Different combinations of characteristics 
give VCoPs an infinite variety of faces, 
highlighting the need for a contingency 
approach in their management. 

2. Investigating a VCoP’s 
structuring characteristics 

The term “structuring characteristics” 
refers to the rather stable elements that 
could be used to describe a VCoP if one 
wanted to take its picture at one point in 
time (Dubé et al. in press). Although some 
of these characteristics, such as level of 
maturity, may evolve in time, most are 
settled at the launching stage and remain 
stable throughout the community’s life. 
Based on an extensive literature review, a 
previous study (Dubé et al. 2003) 
identified a typology of 21 structuring 
characteristics on which VCoPs may differ 
and be compared. This typology is 
presented in Table 1. In addition to 
providing a useful framework to better 
understand VCoPs, the typology was used 
to study in detail three communities. It 
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became clear that VCoPs vary greatly in 
terms of structuring characteristics and 
that, while some of these characteristics 
may positively influence the VCoP’s life, 
others may create challenges that need to 
be attended to. Research focusing on the 
dynamics taking place during the 
launching phase of a VCoP reveals that 
some structuring characteristics are more 
conducive to success at this stage than 
others (Dubé et al. in press). 
 
Management practices can be put into 
place to counter the challenges due to a 
VCoP’s specific combination of structuring 
characteristics. A practice is here defined 
as any actions or decisions made by 
management and influencing the VCoP’s 
life. Our previous research clearly 
suggests that “one-fits-all” advice on how 

to manage and sustain communities of 
practice is not appropriate. Instead, this 
paper posits that the success of a VCoP is 
the result of a series of management 
practices that respond specifically to the 
challenges and opportunities faced by the 
community because of its structuring 
characteristics. Among those practices, 
how the VCoP’s leadership team is 
managed by the organization is of utmost 
importance. While the role of a community 
leader has been frequently studied 
(Fontaine 2001; Lesser & Everest 2001; 
McDermott 2001; Wenger & Snyder 2000), 
little is known about how the leadership 
team can be used to counteract the 
challenges arising from the VCoP’s 
structuring characteristics. This is the 
focus of this paper. 

Table 1: Typology of VCoPs’ structuring characteristics 
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Structuring Characteristics Brief Definition 
Orientation Refers to the overall objective: strategic 

implications or operational efficiency. 
Life span Refers to the time period for which the VCoP 

is created: temporary basis (specific 
purpose) or permanent (not defined). 

Age Defines the period of time the VCoP has 
been through. 

Demographics 

Level of maturity Refers to the phase reached by the VCoP. 
Creation process Can be orchestrated by management (top-

down) or be spontaneously created by 
interested members (bottom-up). 

Boundary crossing Refers to the number of boundaries across 
work groups, organizational units and even 
organizations. 

Environment Forces from the larger context include the 
characteristics of the environment, the 
culture and subcultures of the 
organization(s) involved, the management 
style(s), and the political context. 

Organizational slack Refers to the resources available to the 
organization to allocate to the community in 
order to absorb the costs associated with the 
non-productive phases inherent to the 
learning curve. 

Degree of 
institutionalized 
formalism 

Refers to the degree to which a VCoP has 
been integrated to the formal structure of an 
organization. 

Organizational 
Context 

Leadership Refers to the governance structure; 
individuals can be appointed to specific roles 
or roles can be left to emerge through 
interaction. 

Size Refers to the number of members in the 
VCoP. 

Geographic dispersion Refers to the physical location of the 
participants. 

Members’ selection 
process 

Refers to the type of membership: an open 
membership (anyone can become a 
member) or a closed one (selected 
members only). 

Membership 

Members’ enrollment Refers to the way people enroll: on a 
voluntary or compulsory basis 



Anne Bourhis, Line Dubé and Réal Jacob 

Structuring Characteristics Brief Definition 
Members’ prior 
community experience 

May be created from an existing network of 
individuals or a new group of people can be 
assembled for the first time. 

Membership stability Membership may be relatively permanent, 
but can also have more fluidity. 

Members’ ICT literacy Refers to the general level of comfort and 
experience of members with technology. 

Cultural diversity Refers to the mix of national, professional, 
and organizational cultures assembled into a 
VCoP. 

Topic’s relevance  
to members 

While day-to-day topics may vary, VCoPs 
are usually assigned a broad theme or 
objective that may be more or less relevant 
to its members’ daily work. 

Degree of reliance on 
ICT 

While a CoP needs to be predominantly 
using ICT to be called “virtual,” VCoPs may 
use technology to varying degrees. 

Technological environment 

ICT availability Refers to the means that are available for 
interaction (in addition to phone, fax, 
teleconference and e-mail). 

 

(Adapted from Dubé et al. 2003) 
 
3. Role of the community’s 

leadership team 
When it comes to community leadership, 
most authors (e.g., McDermott 2001; 
Wenger & Snyder 2000) have focused on 
the assignment of a facilitator or a sponsor 
to the community. By doing so, the 
organization defines the leadership 
structure of the VCoP. As shown in Table 
1, we believe that decisions regarding the 
identification of specific roles to be played 
are among the initial decisions that help 
define what a community is. There are 
what we call a structuring characteristic.  
 
However, beyond these initial 
identifications of roles, the way this 
leadership structure is managed 
throughout the VCoP’s life is the result of 
the decisions and actions of actors in the 
organization. For instance, top 
management may choose, for political 
reasons, to keep a leader in his/her 
position even though this person has no 
abilities for the task at hand. Such a 
decision may seriously impede the 
success of the VCoP. Therefore, we must 
look beyond a community’s leadership 
official structure to understand how this 

structure is operationalized and managed 
throughout the VCoP’s life in response to 
the challenges and opportunities faced by 
the community. 
 
While studying how organizations may 
support their CoPs, Fontaine (2001) 
identified 11 formal and informal roles 
needed to keep communities afloat (Table 
2). Among those roles, two are considered 
leadership roles: leaders and sponsors. 
Fontaine’s definition of the various roles 
taken by community members is a first 
step in understanding how leadership’s 
actions may influence a community’s 
success. Moreover, his typology provides 
an insight as to which responsibilities are 
associated with each role. However, it falls 
short of investigating how decisions 
regarding those roles should be carried 
out to maximise the benefits of a VCoP. In 
order to fully comprehend how the VCOPs’ 
leadership team may counteract, by its 
actions, the challenges arising from their 
structuring characteristics, we need to go 
beyond the identification of roles, and 
focus more closely on how these roles are 
being managed during the VCoPs’ life. 

Table 2: Typology of community roles 
 Role Description 

Subject Matter 
Experts 

Keepers of the community’s knowledge domain or practice 
who serve as centers of specialized tacit knowledge for the 
community and its members. 

Knowledge 
Domain Roles 

Core Team 
Members 

Looked upon for guidance and leadership before or after a 
leader emerges or is selected; guidance includes developing 
the community’s mission and purpose. 
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 Role Description 
Community 
Members 

Take active ownership in the community by participating in its 
events and activities and driving the level of commitment and 
growth of the community. 

Community 
Leaders 

Provide the overall guidance and management needed to 
build and maintain the community, its relevance and strategic 
importance un the organization and level of visibility. 

Leadership Roles 

Sponsors Nurture and provide top-level recognition for the community 
while ensuring its exposure, support, and strategic importance 
in the organization. 

Facilitators Network and connect community members by encouraging 
participation, facilitating and seeding discussions and keeping 
events and community activities engaging and vibrant. 

Content 
Coordinators 

Serve as the ultimate source of explicit knowledge by 
searching, retrieving, transferring and responding to direct 
requests for the community’s knowledge and content. 

Knowledge 
Intermediary 
Roles 

Journalists Responsible for identifying, capturing, and editing relevant 
knowledge, best practices, new approaches and lessons 
learned into documents, presentations and reports. 

Mentors Act as community elders, who take a personal stake in helping 
new members navigate the community, its norms and policies 
and their place in the organization. 

Admin/Events 
Coordinators 

Coordinate, organize and plan community events or activities. 

Community 
Support Roles 

Technologists Oversee and maintain the community’s collaborative 
technology and help members navigate its terrain. 

 

(Adapted from Fontaine 2001) 
 
When considering the actions of the 
VCOPs’ leadership team, three entities are 
included: (1) the management team of the 
organization, (2) the officially designated 
sponsor, and (3) the VCoP’s leader. In this 
paper, however, we focus on how the 
organization manages its VCoP. 
Therefore, we will scrutinize the actions 
and decisions of people managing the 
VCoP (i.e., management team and 
sponsor) and not include in our 
investigation the individual actions of the 
leader in his/her VCoP.   

4. Research method 
To investigate the actions of their 
leadership team, the experiences of eight 
VCoPs implemented in eight different 
organizations (six in public organizations, 
one in a private one, and one in a 
professional or union organization) were 
scrutinized over a six- to nine-month 
period. The study reported here is part of a 
larger longitudinal action research project 
that is described in detail in earlier papers 
(Dubé et al. 2003; in press). In addition to 
the management team of the sponsoring 
organization, all VCoPs had a prescribed 
leadership structure: a senior manager, 
called sponsor, was the project’s 
representative at the executive level. The 
leader was the person responsible for the 
overall guidance and management of the 

VCoP; s/he helped build and maintain the 
VCoP, encouraged participation, helped 
direct attention on important issues and 
brought new ideas to energize the VCoP if 
required. Finally, the research team 
assigned each VCoP a coach who had the 
mandate to help the leaders in their daily 
tasks. Interacting on a regular basis, the 
coaches played the role of both a 
consultant and a confidant. Although the 
role of a coach was not identified in 
Fontaine’s typology (2001), we created it 
to provide our inexperienced leaders with 
additional guidance. Because the coaches 
worked closely with both the organizations’ 
management and the VCoPs’ leaders, we 
found it appropriate to include them in our 
scrutiny of the actions of the VCoPs’ 
management teams. 
 
Two data collection sources have been 
mainly used for the analyses reported here 
(see Dubé et al. in press for a detailed 
description of the data collection process). 
First, a research assistant was responsible 
for regularly communicating with each 
coach in order to gather and record any 
developments in each community’s life. 
The information collected relates the dates 
and contents of meetings, the decisions 
taken by the community’s leader and their 
consequences, critical and anecdotal 
events, the coach’s perceptions of the 
members’ participation, and so on. This 
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rigorous logging resulted in a detailed 
diary, up to 35 pages-long per community, 
documenting every event that occurred in 
each community during the time of the 
research project. 
 
Second, on two occasions during the 
research project, community members 
were asked to complete a total of eight on-
line questionnaires that were designed to 
gather information about their experience. 
The first four questionnaires were used to 
characterize various aspects of the 
communities and their members at the 
onset of the research project; the second 
round of questionnaires were responded 
to at the end of the data collection period, 
and granted quantitative data regarding, 
among other things, the VCoPs’ success 
and the members’ evaluation of their 
leaders’ actions. The quantitative data 
reported in this paper come from the latter 
round of questionnaires. The response 
rate for these questionnaires was 46.7 % 

(106 respondents out of 227 community 
members). 

5. Analysis and coding 

5.1 Structuring characteristics 

Before assessing the joint impact of 
structuring characteristics and the 
leadership team’s actions on VCoPs’ 
success, it was first necessary to classify 
each of them on the basis of their 
structuring characteristics. For the purpose 
of the analysis described here, we used 
the classification performed for an earlier 
study (Dubé et al. in press), selecting only 
those VCoPs that were successfully 
launched, and whose members had filled 
out the questionnaires. Only the 
characteristics on which the remaining 
VCoPs varied were kept for further 
analyses. Table 3 shows the resulting 
classification. 

Table 3: Structuring characteristics 
VCoP A B C E G H I J 

Boundary 
crossing 

High Low Low Medium Medium Medium High High 

Environment Facilitating Facilitating Obstructive Facilitating Neutral Facilitating Obstructive Neutral 

Organizational 
slack 

Low High High High Low High High High 

Institutional 
formalism 

Supported Supported Supported Institutionalized Supported Supported Supported Supported 

Geographic 
dispersion 

Medium Medium Medium Medium Medium Medium-Low Medium Medium 

Enrollment Voluntary Voluntary Compulsory Mixed Mixed Compulsory Voluntary Voluntary 

Prior 
experience 

None None None Extensive Low Medium None Low 

Membership 
stability 

Stable Moderately 
stable 

Fluid Stable Moderately 
stable 

Fluid Moderately 
stable 

Stable 

ICT literacy Low High Low High Low Medium Medium-High Medium 

Cultural 
diversity 

Medium Homo-
geneous 

Homo-
geneous 

Medium Medium Homogeneous Heterogeneous Heterogeneous

Topic’s 
relevance 

High Low High Medium Low High High High 

Reliance on 
ICT 

High High Medium Medium High High High High 

ICT 
availability 

Low High Low Low Low Low High Low 

(Adapted from Dubé et al. in press) 
 
 

5.2 Actions of the leadership teams 

Based on Miles & Huberman’s (1994) 
recommendation, we created a set of 

matrices that allowed us to extract the 
relevant data and to perform intra- and 
inter-case analyses (Yin 1994). The 
matrices displayed all leadership teams’ 
actions (and obvious lack thereof) by 
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VCoPs (see Table 4). We then organized 
the extracted practices by structuring 

characteristics and by leadership actions.  
 

Table 4: VCoPs’ challenges and leadership actions  
CoP Challenging Structuring Characteristics Leadership Actions Overall

Success
A 
 

- No organizational slack 
- No prior community experience 
- Very low ICT skills  
- Difficult access to technology in some 

cases 

- Hired a full-time leader; very involved leader 
- Leader selected based on her skills 
 

High 

B 
 

- No prior community experience 
- Low topic’s relevance 

- Full-time leader 
- Good leader’s selection and involvement 
- Good sponsor’s involvement 

High 

C 
 

- Obstructive environment 
- Drafted members 
- No prior community experience 
- Low ICT skills 

- Choice of a leader that did not have the time, 
nor the health to assume such a demanding 
work.  

- Little support from top management; sponsor 
left organization and nobody took up his role 

- Leader finally replaced by a very 
inexperienced one 

- High level of involvement from the coach 

Medium

E 
 

- Extensive community experience  
- Software problems 

- Good leaders’ selection and involvement 
- Leaders were given 30 min./week to do their 

job  

High 

G 
 

- No organizational slack 
- Low community experience 
- Very low ICT skills 
- Top-down approach: Starting a VCoP 

without involving local management  
- Mix of voluntary and drafted members 

- No time given to the two leaders to do their job
(one was clearly less involved) 

 Low 

H 
 

- Drafted members 
 

- Very involved sponsor 
- Good involvement of top management 
- Problem with leaders’ selection 

Medium

I 
 

- Obstructive environment  
- No prior community experience 
- Heterogeneous group of people 

- Full-time leader 
- Good leader’s selection and involvement 
- Good support from sponsor and top 

management 

High 

J 
 

- Low community experience 
- Heterogeneous group 

- Full-time leader 
- Very motivated leader 

Medium

 
5.3 Success 

Although there is no real consensus on the 
definition of success, the literature usually 
identifies two forms of success (APQC 
2001; Wenger et al. 2002). Effectiveness 
refers to the VCoP’s actual impact and 
encompasses: 1) the meeting of the 
community’s initial objectives (Cothrel & 
Williams 1999); 2) the value provided to 
the organization (Lesser & Everest 2001); 
and 3) the benefits to its members (Cothrel 
& Williams 1999; McDermott 1999; 2001). 
The second dimension of success, health, 
corresponds to the process by which the 
results were obtained, and includes: 1) 
member satisfaction (Adams & Freeman 
2000); and 2) level of activity, i.e. level of 
interactions among members (APQC 
2001). 
 
Of these five dimensions, one (i.e., level of 
activity) was evaluated by the research 

team based on the communities’ logs, and 
four were assessed by members, using 
the on-line questionnaires. For example, in 
order to evaluate their satisfaction, 
members were asked to indicate their level 
of agreement with the five statements, 
including: “I am satisfied with my 
participation in the VCoP” and “I would be 
interested in continuing to participate in a 
VCoP” (1 = totally disagree; 7 = totally 
agree). Based on this data, we built a 
combined measure of success and 
conducted an analysis of variance 
[F (7, 87) = 3.75; p ≤ 0.001], followed by a 
Scheffe post-hoc test, to classify the level 
of success obtained by the eight 
communities (see Table 4, column 4 for 
the results). 

6. Results 
The analysis process leads to a better 
understanding of each VCoP. We will first 
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discuss the highlights of the life of each 
VCoP, emphasizing the major challenges 
that it experienced and the most important 
leadership team actions or lack thereof 
that were taken. We will then discuss what 
actions seem to be leading to success 
under differing configurations of structuring 
characteristics. 

6.1 VCoPs’ short life stories 

Despite the high priority given to VCoP A, 
its host organization could not initially 
allocate it any financial resources due to a 
lack of slack. However, management 
worked hard to convince a government 
agency to subsidize the project. This 
money was put to good use; a full-time 
leader was hired based on specific 
selection criteria. Since the VCoP 
members did not know each other and had 
very little technological skills - and, in 
some cases, no technological support 
from their employer - the leader devoted a 
lot of effort to winning them over and to 
communicating with each of them 
individually. Working closely with this 
inexperienced leader, the coach also 
played an immense role in the high level of 
success of this VCoP. 
 
VCoP B faced two specific challenges. 
Voluntary participants had never worked 
together and the community’s topic was 
not highly relevant to their daily work. 
However, since the project was important 
for top management, it received ample 
exposure and was granted an appropriate 
budget, which made it possible to appoint 
a full-time leader. Thanks to his 
communicative enthusiasm, the leader 
succeeded in convincing the VCoP 
members of its long-term benefits on their 
job, therefore managing to recruit 
enthusiastic participants. Helped by the 
sponsor’s high level of involvement and by 
the coach, the leader secured political and 
financial support from the organization. 
These resources, combined with 
members’ commitment, allowed him to 
implement highly creative ideas, and to 
use a vast array of communication media, 
including monthly audio-conferences and 
individual phone calls. This contributed to 
the VCoP’s high level of success. 
 
Many of VCoP C’s structuring 
characteristics represented challenges. Its 
members, who were not used to sharing 
and working together, were drafted and 
their level of ICT literacy was very low 

while the CoP’s reliance on ICT was 
significant. In addition, the VCoP was 
launched in an obstructive environment 
that got even worse when the role of its 
host organization, a government agency, 
was questioned and redefined. Despite its 
“official” high priority status, the VCoP was 
often overlooked by top management due 
to more pressing issues. In addition, the 
VCoP successively lost several important 
players: the top manager and the sponsor 
left the organization, and the leader, who 
was initially too busy to fully play his role, 
became very ill and had to take an 
extended sick leave. Nonetheless, this 
VCoP reached a moderate level of 
success, mainly because its coach, in 
many occasions, completely took over the 
role of leader. However, because of this 
lack of ownership, this VCoP will doubtfully 
survive for a long period of time. 
 
VCoP E, on the other hand, started with 
an advantageous situation. The only 
challenge it faced at the onset was that of 
transitioning from a face-to-face to a virtual 
CoP, in order to reach more continuous 
levels of information sharing. However, the 
decision by management not to fund the 
purchase of appropriate software highly 
influenced the life of this VCoP. Members 
found the chosen software inadequate and 
openly complained about it, making the 
transition from a CoP to a VCoP hard to 
accept. If the VCoP managed to reach a 
high level of success, it is thanks to the 
work of the leaders. Two persons shared 
this role, one was responsible for the 
content and the other for the process. 
Although each was allocated 30 
minutes/week to work on the VCoP, the 
content leader, fully supported by the 
coach, made a high priority of this project 
and committed much more time to her 
role. She showed how using virtual tools to 
support the community was an added 
benefit and individually coached the 
members on the use of the tools they had 
to make do with. She also maintained 
regular face-to-face meetings in order not 
to break from their previous habit, but 
members requested that more time be 
freed so that they could fully participate in 
daily interactions through a virtual 
communication space. Overall, this VCoP 
reached a high level of success. 
 
VCoP G’s initial situation was very 
challenging. This community was set in a 
government agency with scarce financial 
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resources. Initiated by the agency’s top 
management, the project aimed at 
bringing together several regional offices 
that had little experience working together. 
Some offices were therefore a bit reluctant 
to participate. Each designated one 
member to join the VCoP, not necessarily 
selecting the most enthusiastic 
participants. In addition, the overall level of 
ICT literacy in this agency, and therefore 
in the community, was very low. Free to 
choose the community’s specific object, 
the members dismissed many potentially 
relevant topics because they were 
supposedly too sensitive or controversial. 
They finally agreed on a “lukewarm” theme 
that had little relevance to most members. 
Time spent working on the community also 
became an issue. Few members 
understood the relevance of spending time 
participating in the VCoP and the two 
leaders, who were not exempted from their 
other responsibilities, did not have time to 
give each participant individual attention. 
Despite their attempts at refocusing the 
VCoP and the enthusiasm of a few 
participants, central management was 
never able to rally the troops to its 
objective and was not able to sell its 
project to the regional office managers. 
Overall, the VCoP survived but reached a 
low level of success.  
 
Contrary to G, VCoP H started out with 
promising conditions, among which was a 
facilitating environment. Implemented in a 
public service agency, this VCoP was the 
occasion to get experts to work together 
on a specific issue that the media were 
pressuring the government to act upon. 
Although they were drafted, the 
participants were enthusiastic since the 
issue was highly relevant to them. 
However, with time, the pressure faded 
and the issue no longer remained a 
priority. In addition, leadership difficulties 
made it hard to sustain interest among 
community members. The two initially 
designated leaders lacked availability, and 
never succeeded in clearly establishing 
their respective roles and coordinating 
their efforts. During their vacations, they 
were temporarily replaced by two people 
who were reluctant and too busy to fulfill 
this job well. Moreover, one of the leaders 
had to be replaced because he could not 
adjust to the new software used by the 
VCoP. A new leader, chosen for political 
reasons, was then named, but had to go 
on a sick leave. Therefore, despite a high 

involvement of the sponsor, the 
management, and the coach, leadership 
remained an issue and the VCoP could 
only reach a moderate level of success. 
 
Initiated by a government agency, VCoP I 
started with very challenging 
environmental conditions. Its objective was 
to gather into a single VCoP people from 
different organizations that had never 
collaborated and were even seen as 
competitors. The project received 
resources and was assigned a full-time 
leader who put much effort into defining 
the needs of all organizations involved and 
establishing a working process that would 
be acceptable to all. The high level of 
success reached by this VCoP can be 
attributed to the leader. Thanks to his skills 
and knowledge of this sector, he was able 
to sweep away any objections and to 
reach a common definition of focused 
objectives. Using individual and group 
interactions, formal and informal meetings, 
face-to-face and virtual communication, he 
united this heterogeneous group of people 
around a common cause. 
 
Set up in a government agency, VCoP J 
received some support from its 
organization, including a motivated leader 
and a good commitment from top 
management. However, membership was 
this community’s biggest challenge. 
Members formed a heterogeneous group 
of people who had little experience 
working together and little available time to 
invest in the VCoP. Some members were 
used to a hierarchical approach and were 
reluctant to share their expertise with 
colleagues. The community reached a 
moderate level of success, mainly 
because the leader managed to convince 
some experts to join in, and devoted much 
effort to encouraging members to post 
messages on the virtual discussion 
forums. Despite his efforts, and sufficient 
IT training, to make sure that everyone 
could use the technological tools, active 
participation remained limited to a few 
members. Because of this lack of 
ownership, it is unclear that this VCoP will 
survive in the long term.  

6.2 Investigating the actions of the 
leadership teams 

Comparing the life of the VCoPs allows us 
to identify the challenges they experienced 
due to their structuring characteristics, as 
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well as the actions taken by their 
leadership team to overcome these 
difficulties. 
 
Before investigating the actions that were 
taken by the leadership team, let’s look at 
the importance of the leaders’ role in the 
VCoPs. In the questionnaires, we asked 
the VCoPs’ members to evaluate how 

satisfied they were with the way their 
VCoP was led (scale from 1 to 5 where 1 
= not at all satisfied and 5 = very satisfied). 
An analysis revealed that satisfaction was 
significantly correlated with both the 
overall measure of success, and the four 
dimensions of success evaluated by 
members (Table 5).  

Table 5: Correlation between satisfaction with the way the VCoP was led and success 
  Success 

(combined 
measure) 

Meeting  
objectives 

Value to 
organization 

Benefits to 
members 

Member 
satisfaction 

 
r 

.71*** .74*** .58*** .33** .63*** Satisfaction with the 
way the VCoP was 
led n 87 77 86 77 87 
*** p ≤ 0.001; ** p ≤ 0.01; * p ≤ 0.05 
 
Second, we asked the VCoPs’ members 
to what extent their leader took specific 
actions (scale from 1 to 7 where 1 = 
strongly disagree and 7 = strongly agree). 
Again, correlation analyses revealed that 
some specific actions taken by the 

community’s leader were significantly 
related to either the combined measure of 
success, or to some dimensions of 
success. Table 6 shows the most 
interesting results of the correlation 
analyses. 

Table 6: Correlation between leaders’ actions and success 
  Success 

(combined 
measure) 

Benefits to 
members 

Member 
satisfaction 

r 0.29 0.27 0.48* Elicited members’ interest for the task at 
hand n 24 24 24 

r 0.32 0.45* 0.48* Individually helped members when they 
encountered problems n 24 24 24 

r 0.59** 0.55** 0.75*** Provided members with expertise 
regarding IT collaborative tools n 24 24 24 

r 0.26 0.25 0.44* Monitored the CoP’s progress and kept 
members informed n 24 24 24 
 *** p ≤ 0.001; ** p ≤ 0.01; * p ≤ 0.05 
 
Congruent with previous works (e.g., 
APQC 2001), our results indicate that the 
way the leaders exert their role is crucial to 
the success of VCoPs. In our sample, all 
communities had a similar leadership 
structure. Yet, at the end of the study, the 
VCoPs had reached various levels of 
success and the members’ satisfaction 
toward how their VCoP was led varied. 
This result, in and of itself, indicates that 
defining a clear leadership structure is not 
a panacea and will not automatically 
conduce to success. The way the 
leadership team fulfills its obligations 
seems to be more important than the mere 
fact of assigning roles, especially for 
communities facing obstructive conditions 
due to some negative structuring 
characteristics. In our study, three 
communities (A, B and I) were able to 
overcome challenging initial conditions 

thanks to the actions taken by their 
leadership team. On the other hand, lack 
of enthusiasm and poor actions from the 
leader did not allow VCoP H to obtain 
more than a medium level of success, 
despite very promising initial conditions. 
These results show that the leadership 
team, especially the organization 
management team and the sponsor, 
needs to take actions so as to ensure that 
the leader, supported by his/her coach, 
can effectively play its role in the 
community. 
 
Therefore, we believe that, in order to 
allow a community to reap its full benefits, 
the first thing the organization 
management team and sponsor should act 
upon is its operational leadership. Three 
elements seem crucial here: 1) the amount 
of time the leader can devote to the 
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community; 2) the leader’s selection based 
on his/her personality, enthusiasm, and 
skills; and 3) the presence and selection of 
a coach. 
 
Three out of the four highly successful 
VCoPs had a full-time leader. Having a 
leader that has the time to fruitfully play 
his/her role seems a key factor of success. 
As shown by the experiences of VCoPs A 
and B, it takes time to sell the VCoP’s 
objectives to the participants, to closely 
follow the community, to make timely 
interventions, to develop innovative ideas 
to stimulate and encourage participation. 
The leader may also need time to 
individually coach and support 
participants, as did VCoP A’s leader when 
some members experienced technological 
problems. As Table 5 demonstrates, 
finding time to help members on an 
individual basis, especially when it comes 
to the technological aspect of their 
participation, is significantly related to a 
higher level of participants’ satisfaction 
and, overall, to the VCoPs’ success. Time 
may also be required to thwart an 
obstructive environment with political 
actions, as did VCoP I’s leader. 
 
The fourth community that reached high 
success, E, did not have a full-time leader 
but it experienced fewer challenges at the 
onset since the community had already 
existed for a while. Splitting the leader’s 
role between two persons to ensure that 
the load is shared does not seem to be the 
ultimate solution. Three VCoPs in our 
sample chose this approach, but in two 
cases, E and G, the workload was poorly 
distributed, which led to frustrations. In the 
third VCoP, H, having two leaders caused 
additional coordination problems. While 
specific tasks may be delegated, having a 
clearly and well-identified leader seems to 
represent a better option. 
 
Selecting the leader is also an important 
decision management has to make. In 
congruence with McDermott (1999; 2001), 
we found that the success of many of our 
VCoPs (i.e., A, B, E, and I) can be traced 
back to their leader’s personality, 
enthusiasm, and skills. When the group 
has no prior community experience, as 
was the case of VCoPs A, B, I and J, a 
dynamic leader can help people find a 
common ground. Among the skills that a 
leader should possess are the mastering 
of technology and the ability to teach 

members how to use it in an effective 
manner. VCoPs A and E are examples of 
successful communities in which the 
leader deployed a great deal of effort to 
train members and to convince them to 
use the IT tools. In both cases, the 
involvement of the leader helped the 
community overcome a less-then-perfect 
initial condition, be it a low level of ICT 
literacy (VCoP A) or an inadequate 
software (VCoP E). Technological support 
was less important in the case of the two 
other highly successful VCoPs (B and I) 
since these VCoPs’ members already had 
in general a medium to high level of ICT 
literacy. On the other hand, a leader 
chosen for the wrong reasons and who 
lacks either interest in the community or 
affinity with technology will constitute a 
hindrance rather than a help on the road to 
success, as seen with VCoPs C and H.  
 
One final consideration for management is 
the decision to assign a coach to the 
VCoP. In our study, VCoPs A, B, C, and E 
greatly benefited from the presence and 
the availability of a coach, especially since 
the leaders were inexperienced in their 
role and needed advice from a neutral 
third party. Organizations in our sample 
had no say in the choice of the coaches. 
However, management could choose to 
assign a coach to the newly formed 
VCoPs, or to the VCoPs whose leaders 
are inexperienced. Alternatively, they 
could ask the VCoP’s sponsor to fulfill the 
guidance role played here by the coach. 
However, this role has to be clearly 
circumscribed so as to not encroach upon 
the leader’s task. In VCoP C, the coach’s 
involvement went too far as he fulfilled the 
leader’s job while he was absent. While 
this may have brought the VCoP to a 
moderate level of success, this lack of 
ownership is not sustainable in the long 
run. 
 
These results show the importance the 
organization or the sponsor has in helping 
an intentionally-formed VCoP succeed. 
The mere selection or identity of the 
sponsor is an important factor. One 
questionnaire asked respondents to rate 
the perceived impact of the sponsor’s 
identity on a 7-point scale (1 = very 
negative impact; 7 = very positive impact). 
Results indicate that participants believed 
that the sponsor’s identity had an impact 
on their perceptions that the community 
would be a flourishing and successful 
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project (Mean = 5.05, S.D. = 1.23), and 
that it would reach it objectives (Mean 
= 4.93, S.D. = 1.15). They also believed 
that the sponsor’s identity had an impact 
on their initial involvement in the 
community (Mean = 4.68, S.D. = 1.22) and 
on their willingness to participate 
(Mean = 4.77, S.D. = 1.25).  
 
In addition, fostering a VCoP’s 
development or being a sponsor requires 
more than symbolic work (Dubé et al. 
2004). In our four successful VCoPs (A, B, 
E and I), involved sponsors and top 
management took an active role in 
selecting the right people, getting 
resources, and helping solve major issues 
as they occur. One other VCoP (H) had a 
very involved sponsor. However, this 
community only reached a medium level of 
success due to a change of organizational 
focus. The objectives of this VCoP lost 
their priority as other more important 
organizational issues emerged.  

7. Concluding remarks 
Our study suggests that decisions 
regarding operational leadership are 
important decisions management and 
sponsors can make to positively influence 
the negative impacts of structuring 
characteristics (especially an obstructive 
environment, no prior community 
experience and a low level of ICT skills) on 
an intentionally-formed VCoP’s overall 
success. Among the communities in our 
sample, those whose success exceeded 
initial expectations had very involved 
leaders who possessed the ability to build 
political alliances, to foster trust, and to 
find innovative ways to encourage 
participation. These people ended up in 
this important position because a member 
of the organization’s management team or 
the sponsor had decided that they had the 
right set of abilities and should be selected 
and given the resources (often time) that 
were needed to do their work well. 
 
However, to help organizations choose the 
best people, more research needs to be 
done to investigate the profile of 
successful leaders. While the literature 
broadly defines the role of leaders in CoPs 
(Fontaine 2001), little is known about 
facilitating in a virtual environment (notable 
exceptions are Pauleen & Yoong 2001). 
Much has been done in a Group Support 
System environment (e.g., Kelly & 

Bostrom 1998), but investigating if the 
knowledge acquired in these environments 
may literally apply to VCoPs remains to be 
done.  
 
Furthermore, relying on the leader alone to 
ensure a VCoP’s success may be risky. 
Leaders are sometimes inexperienced in 
their role, and even the most enthusiastic 
ones may need advice. Although the role 
of coach was not identified by Fontaine 
(2001), we found that having a neutral 
third party working closely with the leaders 
to advise them played a crucial role in the 
success of VCoPs A, B, E and I. More 
research is needed to study this coach-
leader team that seems to contribute very 
highly to the success of some VCoPs. 
 
However, although crucial for the VCoP’s 
success, the leader and the coach should 
not take the place of the members who 
have to take ownership of the community. 
Three VCoPs in our sample, C, G and J, 
reached unexpected success due to the 
job of an exceedingly involved leader-
coach team, but it is doubtful that these 
communities will survive if the members 
cannot assume ownership. This question 
remains to be investigated in a longitudinal 
study of VCoPs. 
 
Finally, the results clearly show that the 
leader has an important influence on a 
VCoP’s success and that the decisions 
regarding the leadership of a VCoP are 
not only in the hands of its leader, but also 
among the responsibilities of the 
organization’s management team and the 
sponsor. While a VCoP needs room to 
grow, initial decisions regarding the 
operational leadership need to be regularly 
monitored, evaluated and actions taken if 
the situation is not satisfactory (Dubé et al. 
2004). This is the only way full benefits 
can be reaped out of intentionally created 
virtual communities of practice. 
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Abstract: Intellectual Management deals with these interactions between all resources, tangible and 
intangible to create maximum value. Leadership plays an important role when turning knowledge within 
an organization into Intellectual Capital. Therefore it is of major interest to consider and evaluate the 
relationship as well as possible synergies between Intellectual Capital and Leadership to improve 
organizational processes and performance.  
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1. Introduction 
Within the last decade two major key 
words have influenced the scientific and 
practical discussion in management – 
Leadership and Knowledge Management. 
Reflecting upon these two topics 
considering aspects of their relationship, 
synergy and interference it is definitely not 
possible to start a holistic discussion but 
one will have to concentrate on specific 
aspects of interest. 
 
This article therefore aims at showing the 
relevance of Leadership for the creation 
and retaining of Intellectual Capital. It will 
put a spotlight both on Leadership and 
Knowledge Management, especially 
Intellectual Capital. The last decade saw 
the introduction of these major keywords - 
Leadership and Knowledge Management - 
and consequently was dominated by a 
more or less thoroughly carried out 
discussion and evaluation. Both 
management areas have gained broad 
acknowledgement caused by the fact that 
enterprises permanently face changing 
business conditions. 
 
Conducting a survey within appropriate 
literature and magazines only a vanishing 
small number of articles which have 
Leadership and Knowledge Management 
or Intellectual Capital explicitly as a topic 
can be found. One of the reasons for this 
development might be that even “a priori” 
one is convinced that everybody is aware 
of the relation and the synergies. 
Furthermore the concentration on one of 
these “new” topics may cause a lack of 

time of getting familiar with both 
management approaches on an equal 
level. Therefore this important synthesis of 
new areas in management is hardly 
carried out.  
 
The paper starts with a short definition of 
Knowledge Management, Intellectual 
Capital and Leadership to be able to start 
a meaningful discussion on these topics. 
In a second step one case study deals 
with the importance of Leadership as well 
as its effects to the organization (e.g. 
processes, structures, cultures). The 
description of Leadership based on 
interviews of leaders and followers in each 
organization. It allows gaining an insight 
into their running processes and helps to 
identify activities that create or destruct 
value. However to show this influence can 
not be the end of the story. The second 
part of the paper tries to give a short 
insight on current approaches of 
Intellectual Capital measurement and 
evaluates their suitability to connect 
Intellectual Capital and its measurement to 
Leadership. It has to be of major interests 
for every leader to know how he can 
contribute with his capability of Leadership 
to retain and even create Intellectual 
Capital within the enterprise. 

2. Background 

2.1 Knowledge and Intellectual 
Capital 

Knowledge and its management have 
become major issues of discussion in 
management as well as in research in the 
course of the late eighties and nineties. As 
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a consequence also Intellectual Capital 
and Intellectual Capital Management 
attracted managers’ and researchers’ 
attention. However one may not get these 
terms mixed up, they are obviously 
different - but yet similar in meaning - and 
therefore often used in synonymous ways.  
Knowledge (KN) can be characterized as 
information in context, together with an 
understanding of how to use it. Examples 
would include knowledge about drainage 
in a street, derived from looking at a 
schematic and understanding how the 
placement of houses may or may not 
affect drainage (Mayo 2001, Stewart 
1997). 
 
Intellectual Capital (IC) which represents 
the main output of all efforts and steps 
taken within KN as a central figure can be 
defined as intellectual material – 
knowledge, information, intellectual 
property and experience – merely 
everything that can be used to create 
wealth and value. It can be called the 
collective brainpower you find in our 
enterprises. It is hard to identify and 
harder still to deploy effectively. But once 
you have found and exploited it, you win 
(Stewart 1997). IC is to be defined as the 
non-financial and non physical resources 
used by and within an enterprise, it is 
knowledge which can be converted into 
profits (Sullivan 1999). 
 
It has become obvious that the real value 
of knowledge-oriented companies cannot 
be determined by only traditional 
accounting methods. The worth of an Intel 
or Microsoft lies not in bricks or mortar or 
even in inventories, but in another, 
intangible kind of assets namely 
Intellectual Capital (Edvinsson/Malone 
1997). 
 
According to research conducted by the 
Swedish insurance and financial services 
enterprise Skandia Intellectual Capital can 
be divided into two major components - 
Human Capital and Structural Capital 
(Edvinsson/Malone 1997). A more detailed 
classification is shown in Figure 1.  
 
Human Capital can be defined as the 
combined knowledge, skill innovativeness 
and ability of the enterprise’s individual 
employees to meet the task at hand. It 
also includes the enterprise’s values, 
culture and philosophy. Due to this tight 

connection to the individual human capital 
cannot be owned by the enterprise.  
 

 

Figure 1: Skandia market value  
Contrary to this Structural Capital can be 
owned and even traded by the enterprise. 
The hardware, software, organizational 
structures, patents, trademark – in one 
word everything which is left at the office 
when the employees go home is 
accounted for structural capital. It 
furthermore includes customer capital – 
the relationship developed with key 
customers (Stewart 1997). 
 
The development of Intellectual Capital 
has to be seen as one of the main 
consequences of successful knowledge 
management. For companies which 
decide to use the tool KM the question of 
Intellectual Capital and its management 
must arise. Looking at companies 
nowadays one will recognize that 
knowledge management itself is widely 
spread - however it is often reduced to 
providing them with new information 
technologies. But each and every 
employee’s access to the enterprise’s 
knowledge does not guarantee that he or 
she applies it in a suitable and successful 
manner to finally turn it into Intellectual 
Capital. 

2.2 Leadership 

People bring in their input and services to 
create value. In this context Leadership 
becomes important because it should 
nurture and develop this personal human 
capital (Mayo 2001).Leadership is seen as 
an element influencing all process levels, 
in fact the way of carrying out processes in 
an organization. It is the cornerstone for 
the achievement of objectives and affects 
the working atmosphere, the way of 
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cooperation, the exchange of knowledge 
and the delegation of responsibility and 
competences. According to Newman and 
Chaharbaghi (2000) Leadership has to 
fulfill a matter of fact which lies in a certain 
logic: Leadership presupposes inferiors. 
Leadership applies to the participants in 
the context of leader-follower 
relationships. In this case Leadership 
should be based on a two-way mutual 
interaction. These relations between the 
subjects are fostered both historically and 
culturally. “The focus of leadership is not 
the individual, but in the patterned 
sequential behaviour of leaders and 
constituents who form an interactional 
system” (Fairhurst 2001:383). 
 
Apart from the great number of studies 
and definitions of Leadership "several 
elements can be identified as central to 
the phenomena of Leadership" (Northouse 
1997: 3-4): 
� Leadership is a process and involves 

influence 
Leadership is a social influence 
process in things getting done with 
people. 

� Leadership occurs within a group  
Leaders are able to realize their vision 
with the help of their teams. Leaders 
have to motivate and inspire them in 
producing first-rate performance. 

� Leadership involves goal attainment 
Teams try to achieve the desired 
results. Leadership is required 
because someone has to set the 
direction and point the way. 

Most definitions of Leadership refer to the 
process whereby people influence other 
people in order to reach certain 
organizational and/or individual goals. In 
this context it is not only required to 
develop visions, to create values and to 
observe a direction as a leader but it is 
also important that the leader keeps a role 
model for their followers.  
 
In this connection a particular role is also 
attributed to the senior managers, 
because their decisions and actions form 
the organization as whole. The senior 
managers are e.g. responsible for the 
implementation of management systems 
regarding the definition and establishment 
of visions, strategies, business policies, 
organizational structures, teams, 
measurement and communication 
systems etc. to guarantee the long-term 

success of the enterprise. Especially the 
senior managers are a key component for 
the employee satisfaction and their 
commitments. Finally good Leadership 
creates a higher rate of trust and integrity 
which will end in a better financial 
performance (Pfau/Kay 2002).  

3. Leadership and Intellectual 
Capital 

So far the basics of both Leadership and 
Knowledge Management and in addition to 
this Intellectual Capital have been 
described. Even at first sight one will 
recognize one evident similarity. Each 
concept is targeted at the value of the 
business. Knowledge Management aims 
at establishing and distributing knowledge 
within the enterprise and how it can 
attribute to the business’s value. 
Leadership attributes to creating value by 
focusing on the customer, by introducing 
innovation and taking risks and finally by 
delivering results for the customers and 
shareholders (Kaplan/Norton 2004). 
 
Based on this similarity one is interested in 
the question in how far these two concepts 
interfere, how they can profit from each 
other and which questions are still due to a 
satisfying answer. 
 
One should have recognized by now that 
there is a good potential in this relationship 
as far a synergies are concerned. Those 
who are interested in the rise and fall of 
firms will have no doubt that high quality 
Leadership is an organization’s major 
asset. Poor Leadership not only affects 
things like low morale, absenteeism, and 
attrition, but might also give rise to 
complacency, failure to respond to 
markets and customers, poor strategic 
choices and major other undesired effects. 
Share values usually respond noticeably 
when key leaders leave or join 
organizations, so this is measurable in real 
shareholder value (Mayo 2001).  
 
Leadership itself represents a powerful 
intangible asset; however what is 
especially important about it, is the fact 
that it has also a strong influence and 
impact on other intangible assets. 
Leadership at first sight is part of the 
human capital an enterprise holds, but 
when Leadership is understood as a 
process to develop Leadership it becomes 
also part of other Intellectual Capital (e.g.  
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structural or process capital). Therefore it 
is useful to analyze Leadership in the 
context of a firm, because it turns one's 
attention to the interaction of human being, 
interactions of people and the organization 
itself. It is this aspect and the interest in it 
which definitely led to the following case 
study which is now going to be described.  

3.1 Case study 

The main emphasis of the study is to point 
out the Leadership reality in one enterprise 
based on the answers of the involved 
persons. The objective is to gain new 
insights and a better understanding of the 
examined situations and processes. 16 
people with and without Leadership 
responsibility were interviewed about the 
Leadership behavior in the organization in 
summer 2003. The interviewees from 
different structural levels were asked open 
questions about the tasks of their 
departments, their individual activities, the 
ways of collaboration and Leadership. In 
this context people talked about their 
experiences, meanings as well as their 
opinions. The average interviewing time 
covered about 30 to 50 minutes. The 
interviews were recorded. In the next step 
the texts were analyzed with the 
qualitative method GABEK® (© Josef 
Zelger).  

3.1.1 The GABEK method 

GABEK (Ganzheitliche Bewältigung von 
Komplexität) is a tool to analyze textual 
qualitative data. It is based on the theory 
of “Wahrnehmungs“gestalten“” (perceptive 
appearances) by Stumpf (1939), which 
has been transferred to a theory of 
linguistic „gestalten“, designed by Zelger 
(1999). According to Zelger it is necessary 
to structure the experiences, knowledge 
and expressed perceptions of participants 
which allow a comprehensive view of 
individual aspects of the particular 
situation investigated. The process of 
analyzing data is carried out by developing 
of a rule-based network of data which 
takes both syntax and semantics into 
account (Zelger 1999). The analysis of the 
unstructured qualitative data is supported 
by the computer implementation WinRelan 
(Windows Relations Analysis). GABEK 
allows a transparent organization of 
knowledge based on the natural language 
processing of individual statements. The 
knowledge of the members of the 
organization is collected and systematized 

by different procedures. The following 
remarks refer to the explanation of one 
central analysis step, the design building 
process of „gestalten“ that allows a 
hierarchical order to be built up, which 
represents the relevant themes in an 
organization (e.g. Leadership).  
 
A linguistic “gestalt” is a relationship 
between statements. A linguistic “gestalt” 
is a text group of 3 up to 9 sentences, 
which are closely linked by key words. It is 
a complex linguistic entity built by a certain 
number of sentences which clearly differ 
from other sentences building another 
entity. At the same time those are tightly 
connected. Each text group can be felt as 
a meaningful unit. 
 

 

Figure 2: Example for connections of two 
sentences to a formal structure 

In a formal structure sentences are 
presented as quantity of lexical 
expressions. The connections between the 
sentences derive at least from one 
expression which they all have in 
common. By the support of the Software 
WinRelan most closely related statements 
could be emphasized. Figure 2 shows two 
sentences that are connected by the key 
concept “Patient”, “Information” and 
“Cooperation”. In the group each sentence 
has to contain at least three concepts, 
which also occur in other sentences of the 
same group. The process is carried out as 
long as the syntactic, semantic and 
pragmatic rules are complied with. As a 
result of the gestalt-building process, the 
„gestalten“ tree is developed, which is 
presented in Figure 4. The gestalt-building 
process is done again on the next levels. 
As a result we get summaries of 
summaries, first hyper-“gestalten“and in 
the next step hyper-hyper-“gestalten“.  
 
In a next step cause/effect relations are 
presented to identify the connections of 
Leadership and Intellectual Capital. 
Cause/effect relations are the results of 
experiences over time or of discussions of 
people. On the basis of the coding of 
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causal relations causal network graphics 
are generated.  

 
Figure 3: Captures 
The causal coding is made on the basis of 
a square matrix, in which the key terms 
contained in a record sheet serve as line 
and column designations. If in the text a 
causal opinion is assumed, then the 
assumed influence is entered in the line of 
the influence variable and the column of 
the influenced variables as “+” or as “–“, 
according to whether the influence of the 
variable in the line leads to an increase or 
decreased of the influenced variable in the 
column.” (Zelger and Oberpranacher, 
2002:48:49) The captions in Figure 3 
should help to elucidate the causal net 
graphics. The variables influenced are 
represented as arrows: favourable 
influences are represented as arrows with 
broken lines; unfavourable influences as 
arrows with continuous lines. 

3.1.2 The case: A medium-sized 
enterprise 

The enterprise is an internationally-acting, 
medium-sized enterprise in Austria. For 
more than 30 years the organization has 
noted a continuous growth in the 
enterprise size as well as in the sales and 
market shares. The founder of the 
enterprise still plays a decisive role; he is 
CEO of the whole organization, the 
holding. The enterprise produces its own 
products and distributes other goods of the 
same industry. It was situated and still 
rests in a dynamic market which is 
characterized by changes and 
competition. The increasing stress of 
competition and the changing consumer 
behaviour was the reason for the sale of 
one business unit and involved the lay-off 
of a quarter of the crew. At the same time 
a new international holding structure was 
built up. Because of new competences 
and technologies new business units were 
created. Since 2002 the enterprise has 
experienced rapid growth in the market 
share because of these new business 
units. 
 
Figure 4 shows the „gestalten“ tree based 
on the interviews of the 16 people. Based 
on the „gestalten“ 12 hyper-“gestalten“ 

were formed: “Familiar Enterprise”, 
“Motivation”, “Coherence”, “Career”, “Spin-
Off Business Unit”, “Employee 
Satisfaction”, “Market Attractiveness”, 
“Leadership Barriers”, “Transparency”, 
“Entrepreneurship”, “Give Direction” and 
“Changes”. From these hyper-“gestalten“ 5 
hyper-hyper-“gestalten“, the “Corporate 
Culture”, “Issues”, “Corporate 
Attractiveness”, “Leadership” and “Future 
Oriented Management” were constructed. 
Also in this case the hyper-“gestalten“ are 
collected into higher order to hyper-hyper-
“gestalten“ applying the same rules again.  
As an example for the description of this 
case the hyper-hyper-gestalt “Corporate 
Culture” is used. The summary reads as 
follows:  

The corporate philosophy is 
that only satisfied 
organization members of staff 
are able to perform services 
and to contribute to the 
success of the enterprise. 
This philosophy is stamped 
by the founder and is seen in 
the existing culture. 

In the next step, the hyper-gestalt 
“Familiar Enterprise” is summarized as 
follows: 

Because of the familiar 
situation the staff gets the 
feeling of not standing alone. 
At any time support is 
provided, which is not always 
the case in larger enterprises. 
The people feel comfortable 
with that situation. 

The hyper-gestalt “Familiar Enterprise” is 
the result of different „gestalten“ (one 
example is presented): 

“Non-Hierarchic-Thinking”: 
There is no classical 
hierarchical thinking in the 
meaning of traditional 
organizational structures. 
There is a flat hierarchy. This 
fact is seen as a positive 
factor for the communication 
and motivation of the 
employees. Thus a climate of 
straightforwardness is 
created.  

In the case of the hyper-hypergestalt 
“Corporate Culture” we still find other 
topics that are relevant from the acting 
participants’ point of view. This can be 
presented by the hypergestalt “Motivation. 
Since the employees strongly identify 
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themselves with the products, products 
themselves represent a substantial 
motivation factor. The innovative and new 
“Products” meet the spirit of young people. 
Another topic is “Training”. Every member 
has the possibility to enhance personally 
in the enterprise. They are able to attend 
courses and get access to other 
incentives. But the initiative must derive 
from the employees. If someone decides 
for training he will get the necessary 
support in the organization. Finally the 
“Freedom” plays an important role in the 
enterprise. The “Freedom” of leaders and 
employees carrying out their activities is 
appreciated because they have the 
chance to form the organization.  
 
In this enterprise also “Leadership 
Barriers” could be identified. The “Stress” 
of the leaders derives from the huge 
workload they face, that means that 
leaders have less time for their followers. 
Furthermore the “gestalt” “Strained 
Situation” - characterized by the spin-off of 
the business unit- makes leadership more 
complicated. Large changes or new 
situations stress the relations between 
leaders and followers. Another leadership 
problem is the “Lack of Time” since it 
causes necessary delegation of work to 
followers, which as a consequence might 
complicate the relationship “leader – 
follower”.  
 
In Figure 4 we also find „gestalten“ that 
are listed below without any link to other 
levels in the „gestalten“ tree (e.g. 
Bellwether, Activitites etc.). In these cases 
the rules couldn’t be fulfilled on the higher 
level. Those „gestalten“ are seen as gentle 
signals; they are not that important from 
the interviewees’ point of view but 
shouldn’t be ignored in the analysis of 
processes because they can eventually 
provide an informative basis for a certain 
business process. 
 
At the beginning it was mentioned that 
human capital refers to the combined 
knowledge, skill innovativeness and ability 
of the enterprise’s individual employees to 
meet the task at hand. It also includes the 
values, culture and philosophy of an 
organization. In the “gestalten” tree the 
influence of Leadership on different 
intellectual capital variables is identified. 
The chosen causal net graphics try to give 
an overview about the causes and the 
effects between different variables. The 

topics of the graphics were used from the 
“gestalten” tree to clarify the 
interconnections. The graphics identify the 
impact Leadership has on other factors of 
Intellectual Capital in the sense of positive 
and negative impacts. In this case the 
starting point of the analysis is the senior 
manager, because of its mentioned 
relevance for the enterprise in general.  
 

 

Figure 4: The „gestalten“ Tree – The 
Medium-Sized Enterprise 

The attractiveness of the enterprise as 
well as the positive attitude concerning the 
work in the organization is affected 
substantially by the senior manager. He is 
that person who gives orientation and 
motivates the staff in the case of problems 
and frustration. If he leaves the door open 
it will be always possible for the people to 
contact the senior manager any time. The 
more employees the less the senior 
manager is able to be all ears for 
everyone. Finally an open door works as a 
symbol and points out the culture of open 
communication in the organization. The 
presence of the senior manager allows 
supporting this communication process 
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and the way how other leaders should 
behave. The more the leaders exemplify, 
support and respect others, try to live in 
harmony, the more successful they will be 
in this enterprise. The way how leadership 
is practiced (in the sense of interaction) 
influences how the people appreciate its 
activity, how they engage, how they are 
motivated etc. and in general influences 
the existing leadership culture as a whole. 
 

 

Figure 5: Senior manager  
Figure 6 presents the positive influence of 
the team work in the execution of workings 
like the observance of delivery dates, but 
also the positive effects on the working 
atmosphere. The familiarity supports the 
collaboration and the culture to support 
each other if necessary. The so-called 
feeling of “we” nurtures the advancement 
of team affiliation. The security leads to an 
increasing collaboration, communication 
barriers effect negatively the collaboration. 
Egoistic behavior will be reduced by using 
the same language as well as by having 
personal relationships, which help to get 
along with each other. 
 

 
Figure 6: Collaboration 
If someone completes his/her work, works 
overtime and is hard-working, all members 
of the organization have the opportunity 
for career developments in the enterprise. 
Employees will be supported by the senior 
manager and other leaders if they want to 
visit courses. In this case they have the 
chance to improve their  
positions.  

 
In Figure 7 a successful leader takes great 
care of the well being of the employees 
and tries to solve problem in the team. In 
this connection the communication in form 
of talking and asking plays an important 
role. The leader tries to exemplify the own 
ideals, but at the same time a successful 
leader should be able to take rigorous 
steps in the organization if required. There 
will be situations when the leader has to 
be diplomatic, at the same time leaders 
shouldn't inhibit new ideas and actions by 
the employees. Finally approaching 
employees as well as encouraging 
collaboration are variables attributed to 
successful leadership. 
 

 

Figure 7: Successful Leader 
What can we learn from the „gestalten“ 
trees and the causal net graphics 
regarding to the relationship of Leadership 
and Intellectual Capital? For the 
organization – out of the interviews done 
with leaders and followers – the 
Leadership map represents the specific 
situation concerning Leadership. Out of 
the specific context of the case study a 
certain reality construction of the 
Leadership world emerges. The results 
serve as the base for the identification of 
strengths and weaknesses of Leadership 
processes in an organization. They also 
show how Leadership influences different 
kinds of organizational variables and 
running processes and how it is connected 
with other variables in the organization. 

3.2 Intellectual capital 
measurement 

The following discussion on the current 
state-of-the-art and on present problems 
of reporting on Intellectual Assets 
(Intellectual Capital) will address 
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researchers as well as practitioners. Most 
of these approaches concentrate on 
measuring IC - the information gained 
however mainly addresses only one or a 
restricted number of stakeholders. The 
measurement of IC should rather aim at 
satisfying all stakeholders’ information 
needs - therefore it should integrate 
external as well as internal issues.  
 
First of all this effort demands a distinctive 
knowledge about possible interest groups 
and their needs for information. The 
discussion about IC was started due to the 
fact that traditional financial reports could 
not cope with presenting intangible assets 
and as a consequence book value and 
market value diverge. For handling this 
discrepancy all efforts concentrated on 
trying to present a statement of intangible 
assets for present and future 
shareholders. However knowledge about 
intangible assets is especially crucial for 
an enterprise’s development – the internal 
purpose of reporting about IC has to be 
put in the centre of interest since current 
internal accounting systems cannot 
provide this information. When speaking 
about an enterprise’s development one 
should furthermore acknowledge the 
dynamics of intangible assets and 
therefore take them into account when 
establishing an integrative management 
information system for intangibles.  
 
Basically four different categories of 
Intellectual Capital measurement 
methodologies can hereby be 
distinguished which all have their pros and 
cons (Roos 2002): 
� Direct Intellectual Capital Methods 

Focusing on measuring Intellectual 
Capital directly. 

� Market Capitalization Methods 
Deriving the value of Intellectual 
Capital from market capitalization. 

� Return on Assets Methods 
Using the ratio of the ROA to define 
the value of Intellectual Capital. 

� Scoreboard Methods 
Trying to determine the value of 
Intellectual Capital by considering the 
different aspects of an enterprise’s 
strategy. 

3.3 Measuring leadership 

When taking a narrower look at the 
mentioned methodologies one 
unfortunately will find that some proposed 

metrics do not meet the requirements of 
good metrics. Many of them lack creativity 
in terms of determining the size and the 
growth of the organization and do not 
necessarily address the types of 
knowledge that produce the most value-
added benefits for the organization. 
Various assumptions (some perhaps 
erroneous) may be made in terms of 
current used metrics. For instance, 
assuming the average age of an employee 
to be young (let us say 30) may not 
necessarily mean that the organization is a 
vitally strong, innovative enterprise 
(Liebowitz/Suen 2000). 
 
Nevertheless all the efforts which were 
taken to solve the issue of measuring 
Intellectual Capital did attribute a lot to the 
discipline’s development. Those 
approaches represent the result of the first 
phase of the “intangibles movement”. But 
there is still a steep way ahead. The 
inertness and commoditization of most 
intangibles have important implications for 
the future development. They do imply that 
corporate value creation depends critically 
on the organizational infrastructure of the 
enterprise, on the business processes and 
the systems that transform lifeless things – 
tangible and intangible – to the bundles of 
assets which are generating cash-flows 
and conferring competitive positions. Such 
organizational infrastructure, when 
operating effectively, is the major 
intangible of the firm. Therefore it seems 
to be clear what has to follow at this point. 
 
After a phase of intangibles work, which 
was primarily directed at the 
documentation and awareness-creation 
within companies, now the focus has to be 
laid on organizational infrastructure, the 
intangible that counts most and about 
which little is known. Organizational 
infrastructure (that is managerial 
processes, organizational blueprints, 
incentive and control (corporate 
governance) systems) when operating 
successfully enables management to 
generate excess product out of invested 
resources (Lev 2003). 
 
In this context the measurement of 
Leadership becomes important. 
Leadership, being one intangible asset 
itself, takes hereby an ambiguous position. 
The importance of the intense influence of 
Leadership in the development of other 
components of the Intellectual Capital is 
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beyond dispute as the case study has 
shown us. In this context it is important to 
turn one’s attention to the analysis in the 
interplay of Leadership and other 
variables. The Human Capital includes 
beside individual competences also the 
enterprise's values, culture and 
philosophy. In the medium-sized 
enterprise the corporate culture is 
influenced by the value system of the 
senior manager (e.g. open 
communication, loose contact between the 
leaders and followers, no formalism, to be 
active, equal career opportunities for all 
employees etc.).  For this reason a strong 
culture in the sense of uniform patterns of 
orientation has been identified. The whole 
company is owned by the family of the 
senior manager. Here also the personal 
beliefs and values are reflected in the 
behaviours of the actors. For example all 
leaders and followers have to sort things 
out in the storehouses in the case of 
problems concerning delivery dates.  
 
The “gestalten” tree in Figure 4 presents a 
good overview of the variety of the so-
called ambiguous dependances of 
Leadership and other variables of the 
Intangible Capital. At the same time we 
see in Figure 7 the definition of a 
successful leader in the medium-sized 
company. In this connection the question 
arises concerning possible measurement 
methods of Intangible Capital, in this case 
especially of Leadership. How we can 
measure Leadership?  
 
Leadership differ from other routine 
activities, because of its complexity. There 
exist different kind of competence models, 
which try to examine the required 
competences and skills of leaders for a 
successful leadership (Conger and 
Benjamin 1999). Boyatzis (1998) takes in 
his model the external conditions, the 
demand on the function of the leader and 
finally the individual competences into 
consideration. A leader will be ineffective if 
one or two of the components don't 
accord. Fact is that leadership is the result 
of a number of behaviours. There will be 
the danger – especially in the model 
building process – to miss important 
variables. If there is the assumption that 
leadership success is connected with the 
company success there will be the 
question of the relation of those two 
variables. The definition of leadership 
success differs from enterprise to 

enterprise because of their individual focus 
(e.g. on profit, growth, ROI, liquidity, 
stability, environment protection, 
motivation, self-actualization of the 
employees, safeguarding of jobs etc.). The 
item of successful leadership can be filled 
with different contents. Different contents 
also means to compose a different main 
focus concerning the ideal measurement 
methods of Intangible Capital. 

4. Implications for further 
research 

Current approaches of Intellectual Capital 
measurement recognize Leadership more 
or less to certain extent but mostly 
implicitly. Methods which belong to the 
market capitalization category or the return 
on assets category do not really succeed 
whereas direct Intellectual Capital 
methods or the scorecard methods 
definitely acknowledge the importance of 
Leadership. However those approaches 
mostly put the focus on Leadership as a 
competency model and not as a concept 
of the Leadership process model. The 
logical implication must be, that the 
development within the Intellectual Capital 
measurement should also try to 
emphasize more specifically on the 
relationship between the different 
components of IC. The fact that this 
relationship represents a crucial success 
factor for any organizational structure 
meets the challenge which IC 
measurement is facing. Leadership as a 
strategic input is reflected and measured 
by its operational outputs (e.g. processes, 
products). Consequently what should be 
tried is to link the different measures’ 
relationship to give a realistic and holistic 
picture of the Intellectual Capital involved. 
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Abstract: Knowledge management practices are based primarily in conceptual frameworks that are 
responsible for the design and development of methodologies and technologies that can provide some 
common ground in the way people use and manage knowledge in an organization. These conceptual 
frameworks are often derived from integrated perspectives that are influences not by one but multiple 
disciplines and practices. Can a knowledge management framework be useful and practical when is 
based on the universal constructs for knowledge, awareness and meaning? Operational definitions for 
these constructs were designed within a recent research study that was conducted by reviewing and 
analyzing 180 relevant sources from a variety of disciplines and practices including psychology, 
cognition and the cognitive sciences, human and organizational development, complexity theory and 
physics, computer science and artificial intelligence, philosophy, neuroscience and biology, mathematics 
and statistics. The operational definitions obtained from the research process were combined with 
general principles that were formulated in order to explore a potential model that may integrate and 
apply the three constructs of knowledge, awareness and meaning with the view of facilitating the 
conceptualization of knowledge management practices. The research presents the multiple perspectives 
from various disciplines on knowledge, awareness, meaning, thinking methods and organic models and 
at the same time provides a conceptual framework to determine the effectiveness of knowledge 
management practices with the purpose of integrating the know what, the know how and the know why 
of managing knowledge. 
 
Keywords: Knowledge, Awareness, Meaning, Thinking methods, Organic models, Knowledge 
Management 
 

1. Introduction 
In recent years, an increasing number of 
research projects, studies, case practices, 
perspectives and publications have shown 
a variety of approaches and 
methodologies to what people and 
organizations refer as the “practice of 
knowledge management”. The review of 
the multiple schools of thought, disciplines 
and epistemologies that contribute to the 
practice of knowledge management, 
suggest each perspective is valid in its 
own right and shapes our view of what 
knowledge management is. To ask the 
question ‘Is knowledge management is an 
art, a science, a practice or the integration 
of all three?’ Is to acknowledge that many 
different and yet common perspectives 
provide an insight in how we generate, 
manage and share knowledge. 
Nevertheless, the answer to this question 
can not be found within the realm of a 
single perspective.  
By exploring the interrelationship of the 
various perspectives, three fundamental 
questions provide the basis for the 
analysis under the research project 

conducted as part of a thesis (Nifco, 
2004): 
� Asserting the past: What do we know 

when we know?  
� Asserting the present: How do we 

know when we know? 
� Asserting the future: Why do we know 

when we know?  

2. The constructs of knowledge, 
awareness and meaning 

The first question, “What do we know 
when we know?” seeks to explore an 
operational definition for the construct of 
knowledge. The second question, “How do 
we know when we know?” seeks to 
explore an operational definition for 
construct of awareness. The third question 
“Why do we know when we know”, seeks 
to explore an operational definition for the 
construct of meaning. 
 
Throughout this research project, various 
disciplines and areas of knowledge were 
explored to classify the data. The data is 
comprised of extracts and pieces of 
relevant text from the original sources that 
have been carefully analyzed. Each of 
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them provide a form and style of inquiry 
and offer a unique contribution and 
perspective to build an integrated 
operational definition for these constructs. 
Seven groups were used to organize the 
areas of knowledge and disciplines:  
� Psychology, cognition and the 

cognitive sciences 
� Human and organizational 

development  
� Complexity theory and physics 
� Computer science and artificial 

intelligence 
� Philosophy 
� Neuroscience and biology 
� Mathematics and statistics 
The task to develop operational definitions 
for the constructs of knowledge, 
awareness and meaning by integrating the 
multiple perspectives derived from the 
research study, involves the use of self as 
part of the context of analysis. From the 
readings, it became apparent there are 
gaps that are being caused by the 
reductionist approach employed by each 
discipline. These gaps impede the 
understanding of integrating the art, the 
practice and the science of knowledge 
management. Although the findings from 
each of the disciplines are quite 
appropriate to their specific area and focus 
of knowledge, they often are limiting to 
explain Knowledge Management by 
themselves or on their own merit of their 
area and focus. Furthermore, each of 
these disciplines employed their own 
models to provide their perspectives on 
knowledge, awareness and meaning. The 
need to bridge the gap between each 
reductionist approach and a more holistic 
approach could provide a new insight in 
the practice of knowledge management. 
 
An organic metaphor, as Merali pointed 
out, is useful in bridging the gap between 
reductionist and holistic views in 
knowledge management (Merali, 2000). 
An organic metaphor played a 
fundamental role in reviewing the literature 
from the various disciplines in order to 
make sense of the interconnectedness 
and interdependencies that form a web of 
realities that evolve and expand the 
operational definitions for knowledge, 
awareness and meaning. 
 
The use and application of an organic 
metaphor opens up unexpected 

possibilities and explores multiple ways 
(Ortony, 1993) to apply the constructs of 
knowledge, awareness and meaning and 
their dynamics in human and 
organizational development. 

3. Conduct of the research 
process 

During this research, multiple sources 
were reviewed an organized in five key 
topics: Knowledge, Awareness, Meaning, 
Thinking methods and Organic models. 
The total number of sources reviewed and 
logged during this research based on each 
of the key topic categories are represented 
in the following table: 
Table 1: Results from the quantitative 

analysis 
Key topic 

category 
Number of sources 

reviewed and logged 

Knowledge 19 
Awareness 16 

Meaning 14 
Thinking 

methods 
35 

Organic model 37 
Totals 121 

 

By conducting a detailed and systematic 
examination of the text logged in the 
research log and mapping the entries to 
each of the respective key topic 
categories, the research methodology 
includes an analysis of the frequency, 
relevancy, and interconnectedness of the 
material and text logged in the research 
log. The research process consisted in the 
collection, generation and analysis of data 
from sources from the literature and my 
own reflections within the areas of inquiry 
from each of the seven groups of 
disciplines identified in this study. This 
process was followed by a thorough and 
comprehensive evaluation of the relevancy 
and applicability of this data in the context 
of the research question and based in an 
original holistic model which supported the 
concept formation and concept 
development for the model. 
 
The following table provides an overview 
of the organization of entries in the 
research log analyzed by key topic 
category based on the contributions 
logged from each of the discipline to each 
key topic category: 
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Table 2: Key topic categories by discipline 

 K
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e 

A
w
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Philosophy � � 

Knowledge Management � � 

Human and Organizational development � � 

Biology and Neuroscience   �   � 
Complexity theory and Physics   
Psychology, Cognition and Cognitive Sciences  � 
Computer Science and Artificial Intelligence   
Mathematics and statistics   

M
ea

ni
ng

 

Th
in

ki
ng

 m
et

h
pa

ra
di

gm
s 

O
rg

an
ic

 m
o

� � � 

� � � 

� � � 

The construct of knowledge looks at 
knowledge both as an object and as a 
process where both interpenetrate to 
generate the other and that knowledge is 
manifested in the past experience at a 
particular moment in time. Knowledge and 
knowing never constrain each other but 
rather give birth to new (knowledge) and 
processes (knowing) through time.  

od
s 

an
d 

 

In order to ask “what do we know”, we can 
claim that in order to know what we do 
know, we need to be referring to the past. 
As Damasio pointed out, “we rely on our 
core consciousness as the rite of passage 
for knowing” (Damasio, 1999).  

 � � 
� �  
  � 
 � � 

Knowledge of the present only exists in 
the future: we can know what has passed 
and we can make judgments about what 
may come, but we have knowledge of the 
present only when we have lived through it 
and so it becomes known as knowledge of 
the past (Merali, 2000). 

 

The analysis contained in the previous 
table provides not only a map of what 
disciplines contributed to each of the key 
topic categories identified for this 
research, it also suggests further 
exploration and future research that may 
potentially contribute to each of these key 
topic categories. 

4. Preliminary results 
The operational definitions, produced from 
the literature reviewed and the content 
analysis research methodology for the 
constructs of knowledge, awareness and 
meaning, were intended to provide a 
framework that integrates and derives an 
abstracted model based on the 
contributions from the multiple 
perspectives on knowledge, awareness 
and meaning. 

4.1 The construct of knowledge.  

The process of knowing and its end 
product we call knowledge, is based on, 
and subject to a time and space dimension 
that affects the way we know and they way 
we produce knowledge. Time and space 
influence the nature of our thinking 
methods and the nature of the knowledge 
produced by them. 
 
When we know about something we are 
asserting the past. Asserting our 
knowledge is asserting that the process of 

knowing is a process that manifests 
knowledge obtained in the past. 
 

 

 

4.1.1 Operational definition for the 
construct of knowledge 

To know is to assert the past through the 
process of knowing. To know is to 
acknowledge that somehow the 
generation of such knowledge has 
occurred in the past and is being 
presented before us. 
 
Knowing organically is to be aware of 
different methods of knowing when 
awareness and meaning function as 
fundamental catalysts in the knowing 
process. 

4.2 The construct of awareness 

We are biological beings that rely on the 
ability to process information from our 
environment in order to survive. We 
become aware of our environment by 
processing a variety of input. We don’t 
need to know in order to become aware. 
Awareness does not require knowing just 
as knowing does not require awareness 
(Taylor, 2001). 
 
To be aware is to assert the present, to 
sense the present, to be conscious of all 
the sensory input we are exposed at the 
present or given moment. 
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In order to talk about awareness we need 
to talk about the emergence of 
consciousness. An experiment conducted 
by Libet demonstrated that consciousness 
must have a long enough duration of 
neural activity to emerge from awareness. 
“Provided just enough electrical power 
achieves the turn-on of awareness, 
continuing to supply the same amount of 
power enables that conscious sensation to 
continue almost indefinitely” (Taylor, 
2001). This means awareness is a pre-
requisite to consciousness. 
Consciousness requires a length of time in 
order to emerge from awareness. 
 
Consciousness and depth are 
synonymous (Wilber, 2000). 
Consciousness, according to Damasio, 
from its basic levels to its most complex, is 
the unified mental pattern that brings 
together the object and the self (Damasio, 
1999) and it is entirely a private 
phenomenon. 
 
To be aware of the present moment is to 
sense, is also to feel. Damasio in his work 
“Looking for Spinoza” maintains that 
neural maps that are critical for the 
governance of life turn out to be a 
necessary basis for the mental states we 
call feelings and had there been no neural 
maps of body states there might never 
have been such a thing as feelings 
(Damasio, 2003). 

4.2.1 Operational definition for the 
construct of awareness 

We adopt the notion that to be aware is to 
be conscious of sensing the present 
moment. To know how the world presents 
itself before us is to assert the present. 
 
Being aware organically is to be conscious 
on how knowledge and meaning function 
as fundamental catalysis in awareness 
process. 

4.3 The construct of meaning.  

To see a reality unfold before our eyes is 
to be driven by meaning. Meaning requires 
freedom that can be achieved with or 
without knowing. In order to pursue and 
search for meaning we need to realize 
freedom. 
 
Victor Frankl, the main proponent of the 
notion theory that man is characterized by 
his search for meaning, maintains that it is 

in the transcendental quality of man where 
consciousness originates (V. E. Frankl, 
2000). 
 
Meaning is conferred not only by a one-to-
one correspondence of a symbol with 
some external concept or object, but by 
the relationships between the structural 
components of the system itself. This does 
not deny a causal relationship between the 
outside and inside of the system. It does 
however; deny that the structure of the 
system is determined by the outside. 
Meaning is the result of a process, and 
this process is dialectical – involving 
elements from inside and outside (Cilliers, 
1998). 
 
Wenger in his work with communities of 
practice, refers to the human engagement 
in the world as first and foremost a 
process of negotiating meaning and states 
that meaning exists neither in us, nor in 
the world, but in the dynamic relation of 
living in the world (Wenger, 1998). 
 
Another perspective states that meaning is 
about valence and values. 
Schwanenberg’s perspective on meaning 
states (Schwanenberg, 1990): 

Robots do not need a world 
of meaning, they get their set 
of values from their designer; 
humans as self-governing 
and self-sustaining organisms 
need a world of meaning as it 
relates to the set of values 
which they bring with 
themselves into the scene. 

Meaning can be found and communicated 
when we reach a level of awareness, but 
meaning cannot be found unless we 
consider new levels of awareness.  
 
Each person is responsible to fulfill a 
purpose in their lives – to attain meaning. 
As Frankel stated, being human means 
responding to life situations, replying to the 
questions they ask. For the meaning of life 
is unconditionally ultimately with respect to 
outer as well as inner conditions (V. E. 
Frankl, 2000). Finding meaning in life does 
not depend on who we were in the past or 
who we are today. 
The cognition of meaning has been 
described by Frankel as the question 
which we have to answer by doing 
something about a given situation. His 
basic premise is founded in the fact that 
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the world is more than the mere 
expression of self (V. Frankl, 2000a).  
 
Finding meaning, according to Frankl’s 
theory, involved “perceiving a possibility 
embedded in reality” and searching for 
challenging tasks “whose completion 
might add meaning to one’s existence”. A 
reality integrates the past and the present, 
the knowledge and the awareness, with 
the outlook of the future, the meaning. 
 
Meaning flows from a complex process of 
interaction between information from the 
world, on the one hand, and a web of 
already existing relationships, built up 
through previous interactions, on the other 
hand (Cilliers, 1998). Awareness is the 
process of interaction between information 
from the world and knowledge that can 
form a web of already existing 
relationships built up through previous 
interaction. 

4.3.1 Operational definition for the 
construct of meaning. 

To find meaning is to assert the future. To 
derive meaning organically is to assert the 
future by using knowledge and awareness 
as fundamental catalysts.  

5. Conclusions 
The process of knowing is relative to the 
underlying thinking process we adopt. This 
same underlying thinking process is also 
relative to our awareness and meaning.. 
This relativity not only exists in relation 
between different individuals, it is also 
relative to the continuing states evolving 
and changing through time. 
 
Reality does not exist for us in a ready-
made form; we construct it (Steier, 1991). 
The essence of human nature lies in the 
acknowledgement that people enjoy 
different states of knowledge, awareness 
and meaning through life in relation to 
particular subjects or situation. To be 
human is acknowledge that to know, to be 
aware and to derive meaning is always a 
fluid, ever-changing and dynamic co-
creative process that enables us to 
develop ourselves and others through the 
constructs of knowledge, awareness and 
meaning.  
 
Knowledge, awareness and meaning 
ultimately originate in an individual. When 
they are shared among a group of people, 

they produced a new emerging experience 
leading to new shared knowledge, shared 
awareness and shared meaning; new 
ways of knowing what, knowing how and 
knowing why: The ultimate goal of any 
organization of people. 
 
An organic model is concerned with the 
ability to process and integrate knowledge, 
awareness and meaning in order to seek 
for new levels of knowledge, awareness 
and meaning in both individuals and 
groups. To achieve alignment in an 
organization through these three 
constructs. A new insight may be found 
within the gap that exist between a 
person’s individual knowledge, awareness 
and meaning and the organization’s 
collective or shared knowledge, 
awareness and meaning. 
 
Man’s existence is not the product of what 
he knows; it is the product of what, how 
and why he knows and the 
interdependency that is required for the 
evolution and progress of new emerging 
what, how, and whys of knowing and 
perhaps being. 
 
Our experience is an emergence from the 
total system and one that we experience 
from the inside. We make meaning of it 
and interpret it in terms of the model we 
have of the world (O'Connor & McDermott, 
1997).  
 
To know is not to possess ‘true 
representations’ of reality but rather to 
possess ways and means of acting and 
thinking that allow one to attain the goals 
one happens to have chosen (Steier, 
1991). One of these ‘truths’ is that the 
‘scientific method’ places the products of 
science (scientific knowledge) in some 
way beyond its knower by virtue of its 
objectivity (Steier, 1991). 
 
To effectively share and manage 
knowledge requires not only addressing 
the construct of knowledge, but the need 
to integrate the construct of awareness 
and the construct of meaning within the 
same generative and sharing process.  
 
Furthermore, to effectively share and 
manage knowledge is to acknowledge that 
the process eventually and inevitably will 
lead to both generation and depletion of 
knowledge, awareness and meaning in 
both the individual and its organization.  
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Most of what we know, most of the 
knowing we do, is concerned with trying to 
make sense of what it is to be human and 
to be situated as we are (Steier, 1991). 
 
Where knowledge is favourable, aligned 
and shared among a group of people, 
awareness emerges. When awareness is 
favourable meaning emerges. This is also 
true when awareness or meaning is 
favourable in order for knowledge to 
emerge.  
 
They say that a good life, or a good job, 
institution, society or generally a good 
construct, is one that affords people both 
the unity experience (to connect with a 
larger whole through whatever part one 
plays) and the diversity experience (to 
appreciate that this wholeness may be 
equally fully experienced through other 
parts of life that the one currently engaged 
in) (Steier, 1991). 
 
In life, there are phases where we lead by 
one predominant construct. A phase 
primarily driven by what we know, through 
the construct of knowledge, driven by 
asserting the past, the knowledge we have 
gathered. A phase primarily driven by how 
we know, the construct of awareness; 
driven by asserting the present, the 
awareness of the current and present 
moment. And a phase primarily driven by 
why we know, the construct of meaning, 
by asserting the future, by constructing 
and deriving meaning from the things we 
know and of which we become aware. 
 
A business is structured through the 
mental models of people who operate it. 
First we have the ideas and then we 
operate those ideas (O'Connor & 
McDermott, 1997). The role of knowledge, 
awareness and meaning in constructing 
and operating these ideas can provide 
new insight to the human and 
organizational potential. 
 
In an organic model, the whole is 
conveyed and unfolded in the parts. In a 
healthy and sound organization, the 
shared knowledge, shared awareness and 
shared meaning is conveyed and unfolded 
in the members and participants of an 
organization by maintaining both diversity 
and unity.  
 

Leibnitz metaphysics is based on a pair of 
properties of the world with simultaneous 
character of unity and diversity (Steier, 
1991). We addressed in previous sections 
that in individuals no two brains are the 
same, that no two people have the same 
state of knowledge, awareness and 
meaning about a subject or a situation.  
 
An organic model should permit both the 
unity and diversity of the experiencing the 
subject or the situation in an organization. 

6. Research implications 
This research project provided a new 
insight to formulate a model founded by 
the operational definitions developed for 
the constructs of knowledge, awareness 
and meaning. 
 
Our experience is an emergent from the 
total system and one that we can 
experience from the inside. We make 
meaning of it; we interpret it in terms of our 
model of the world (O'Connor & 
McDermott, 1997). 
 
Every individual working in an organization 
has a wonderful brain. Even though it may 
not be used effectively, the potential is 
there. The potential for new forms of 
intelligence to emerge from this vast 
network of connections is enormous 
(Morgan, 1997) . 
 
The use of self through our perception and 
interpretation of knowledge, awareness 
and meaning, may provide some insight to 
a new way for appreciating human and 
organizational capacity. 
 
The observed, the known, is as important 
as the observer, the knower, and by 
integrating them both and exploring an 
initial attempt to develop the model in 
order to better understand what, how and 
why the knower knows about a particular 
subject or situation. 
 
The human being is always changing, has 
no clear boundaries, and cannot be 
described fully (Anderson, 1997). An 
organic model is always growing, 
sustaining and depleting without any clear 
boundaries, it cannot be described fully. 
Our knowledge, awareness and meaning 
is always growing, sustaining and 
depleting without any clear boundaries, it 
cannot be described fully. 
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The research study summarized in this 
paper produced as part of a thesis is not 
by any means completed. It represents the 
very initial steps toward a way to explore 
and represent knowledge management 
practices using an integrated theory 
constructed from multiple perspectives in 
order to pursue a better understanding of 
human and organizational experiences. 
 
There are new questions emerging from 
this research and its future and potential 
applications, in particular, the area of 
human and organizational development, 
the area of game theory and simulation, 
the area of complex adaptive systems and 
artificial intelligence, the area of 
phenomenology and in the area of mental 
health. 
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Abstract: Stories intrigue the field of Knowledge Management. Employing stories in both personnel and 
stakeholders communication is currently being recommended in several best practice guides on 
effective knowledge transfer and leadership communication. The aims of this article are to present 
further understanding of the impact of stories, and assess which kind of communication tasks stories are 
most apt for by considering stories as a medium. This allows for the examination of stories through two 
interlinked theories: Social Presence Theory and Media Richness Theory. These are found to be limited 
indicators of media effectiveness and it is suggested that elements of the theories should be broadened 
to make both theories useful for assessing core media effectiveness, although it is recommended that 
they be combined with other modes of evaluation to achieve thorough assessment of media impact.   
 

Keywords: Stories, Storytelling, Communication, Social Presence Theory, Media Richness Theory, 
Knowledge Management. 
 

1. Introduction: Why stories 
interest in an era of 
information overload    

“We dream in narrative, day-
dream in narrative, 
remember, anticipate, hope, 
despair, believe, doubt, plan, 
revise, criticise, construct, 
gossip, learn, hate and love 
by narrative”. (Hardy 1968) 

In our era of information overload, the 
members and stakeholders of 
organisations are faced with constant 
attempts to catch their attention. E-mails, 
meetings, phone calls, text messages 
(SMS), hallway discussions, training 
sessions, press releases, company 
newsletters and memos overwhelm with 
their abundance (eg. McCune1998, Van 
Zandt 2004). 
 
One of the major challenges organisations 
are facing is how to make communication 
captivating, setting it apart from the 
overflow of mundane messages. As a 
result, utilising stories in organisational 
communication is becoming increasingly 
popular (eg. Snowden 1999, Cohen & 
Prusak 2001, Linde 2001, Thomas, 
Kellogg & Erickson 2001, Seely Brown 
et.al. 2004). 
 
Knowledge Management literature has 
played a significant role in evoking a new 
interest in stories. Denning (2000) explains 
the interest arising from the fact that 
knowledge sharing is increasingly seen as 
the sine qua non to survival in the new 
knowledge economy. Traditional 
hierarchical organisations cannot cope 

with fast-changing client demands unless 
they are able to agilely share knowledge 
among employees, partners, and clients. 
And, according to Denning, storytelling is 
an effective method of achieving this. 
 
Currently, scholars and practitioners are 
debating over the bona fide impact of 
stories. Many advocators amongst 
knowledge management corroborate the 
value of stories with best practise findings 
showing that stories are useful for 
commencing organisational change and 
sharing knowledge, especially in situations 
where most communication fails, such as 
attempts to convey strategy, 
organisational culture or social practices 
(e.g. Morgan & Dennehy 1997, Simmons 
2000, Swap et.al. 2001, Ready 2002, 
Seely Brown et.al. 2004). Opposers, 
however, merely accredit storytelling as a 
momentary management fad.  
 
Organisational stories have certain 
defining characteristics (Brown 1990), 
such as a sense of temporality; i.e. the 
past is brought into the present. Also, 
stories have a definite story grammar 
including a preface, the story lead-in, the 
recounting of the events, and a closing 
sequence, which may include the point or 
moral of the story. Although it is possible 
to identify stories with these 
characteristics, the close terms of story, 
storytelling and narrative have numerous 
connotations, depending on which field of 
research the reader comes from. Swap et. 
al (2001) define an organisational story as: 
“a detailed narrative of past management 
actions, employee interactions, or other 
intra- or extra-organisational events. 
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These stories are usually communicated 
informally within the organisation. 
Normally, such stories consist of a plot, 
major characters, and an outcome.” This 
definition is excellent for assessing stories 
told within organisations. In this work, a 
slightly broader view is required, as stories 
are seen as a medium for sharing 
knowledge in both internal and external, 
and verbal and written communication. 
Here a story is understood broadly, as a 
verbal or written description of true or 
fictional events, structured by a plot. A plot 
is understood as defined in Aristotle’s 
Poetica as: the arrangement of incidents 
that (ideally) each follow plausibly from the 
other. The terms storytelling or stories are 
used to refer to both verbal and written 
stories, unless a specific distinction is 
made to indicate that they are being 
discussed separately. The term narrative 
is considered synonymous with story and 
the terms are used interchangeably. 
 
In Storytelling in Organisation (2000) 
Gabriel argues that although storytelling 
can be seen as a principal sensemaking 
device in organisations, a more cautious 
view may be more accurate:  

“Unlike the pub, village 
square or family table, 
organisations do not appear 
to be natural habitat of 
storytelling, as most people in 
organisations are far too busy 
appearing to be too busy to 
be able to engage in 
storytelling…In such an 
environment amidst the noisy 
din of facts, numbers and 
images, the delicate time 
consuming discourse of 
storytelling is easily ignored 
or silenced.”  

In this quote, Gabriel identifies one of the 
principal challenges of storytelling 
research in the field of knowledge 
management: the lack of recognition that 
stories have as a possible medium for 
communicating. The need for further 
research of the impacts of stories is 
evident.  
 
The main aspiration of this article is to 
examine the impacts of stories in 
organisational communication and assess 
which situations they are most suited for. 
To achieve this, stories are examined 
through two interlinked theories of media 
choice: Social Presence Theory and 

Media Richness Theory. Both theories are 
frequently utilized for assessing and 
explaining attributes of effective 
organisational communication. A 
secondary aim of this paper is to consider 
the advantages and limitations of Media 
Richness Theory and Social Presence 
Theory in assessing media effectiveness 
and impact.  

2. How theories on social 
presence and media richness 
appraise media effectiveness 

Social Presence Theory and Media 
Richness Theory are comparatively 
narrow theories on media selection, 
attempting to objectively categorise media 
fit for different communication tasks. They 
are typically applied to research on media 
choice, most notably in computer-
mediated communication (CMC). In CMC 
studies both theories have received 
contradictory findings, mostly dealing with 
the theories’ appropriateness to predict the 
effect and use of e-mail. (Dennis & Kinney 
1998, Trevino, Webster & Stein 2000). 
They suggest that effective communication 
requires both proficient exchange of 
information as well as matching the task at 
hand with a suitable medium based on the 
need to negotiate meaning or to feel that 
someone is physically present during the 
communication (Carlson & Davies 1998). 
Social Presence Theory and Media 
Richness Theory originally resulted from 
two independent efforts, but are interlinked 
in many aspects and thus commonly used 
together (Carlson & Davis 1998).  

2.1 Social presence theory 

Social Presence Theory was originated by 
Short, Williams, and Christie in the UK in 
1976. The theory has many current 
adoptions, but its main underlying 
assumption is that social presence is a 
subjective quality of the communication 
medium, which is in connection to two 
concepts of social psychology: intimacy 
and immediacy.  
 
Intimacy refers to the sense of having a 
close connection in a communication 
situation. The level of intimacy is 
expressed by verbal and nonverbal cues 
such as physical distance, eye contact, 
touch, smiling and humour, and social 
context cues such as using inclusive and 
personal topics of conversations. 
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Immediacy has gained two commonly 
used definitions in Social Presence 
Theory. Some researchers define 
immediacy as a technological matter, and 
state that immediacy is affected by which 
medium is selected for communication 
(Heilbronn & Libby, 1973). Many 
researchers maintain to the original 
definition, in which immediacy is a 
measure of psychological distance, 
conveyed through speech and associated 
cues, which may be verbal, written or 
nonverbal. Behaviours that bring people 
physically or psychologically closer 
together are known as immediacy 
behaviours (Saenz 2002). The concepts of 
immediacy and intimacy are interrelated: 
immediacy behaviours are used to create 
and maintain intimacy.  
 
Social Presence Theory views 
communication along a one-dimensional 
continuum of social presence (Fang, 
1998). It presumes that communication 
media, which convey nonverbal and social 
context cues have higher social presence 
than media that do not offer nonverbal 
feedback cues, such as e-mails and phone 
calls (King & Xia 1999). The extent to 
which the medium can be utilised to create 
social presence is strongly linked to the 
amount of cues it provides.  When the 
receiver of a message feels that the 
sender, rather than the medium, is actually 
delivering the message, a medium has 
high social presence. The social presence 
provided by a medium influences 
individuals’ motivation to engage in 
communication (Williams and Rice, 1983). 

2.2 Media richness theory 

Media Richness Theory was developed in 
the U.S by Daft and Lengel (1984). Two 
main assumptions of this theory are that 
people want to overcome ambiguity and 
uncertainty in organisations and a variety 
of media commonly used in organisations 
work better for certain tasks than others. 
The theory argues that performance 
improves when team members use 
“richer” media for equivocal tasks. Hence, 
the richer the communication, the more 
uncertainty is reduced, and the more likely 
it is that effective communication will have 
taken place when communicating 
ambiguous tasks (Dennis & Kinney 1998).  
 
O'Hair, Friedrich, and Shaver (1998) state 
that media richness can be defined as the 
"ability of a communication channel to 

handle information or convey the meaning 
contained in a message". Sitkin, Sutcliffe, 
and Barrios-Choplin (1992) identify two 
components of a medium's ability to carry 
information and create meaning. These 
two components are the data carrying 
capacity and the symbol carrying capacity. 
Data carrying capacity refers to the 
medium's ability to share information or 
knowledge, while symbol carrying capacity 
refers to the medium's ability to carry 
information about the information or about 
the individuals who are communicating.  
 
Using four criteria, Trevino, Lengel and 
Daft (1987) present a media richness 
hierarchy, arranged from high to low 
degrees of richness, to illustrate the 
capacity of media types to process 
ambiguous communication in 
organisations. The criteria are (a) the 
availability of instant feedback; (b) the 
capacity of the medium to transmit multiple 
cues such as body language, voice tone, 
and inflection; (c) the use of natural 
language; and (d) the personal focus of 
the medium. In internal organisational 
communication, face-to-face 
communication is considered the richest 
communication medium in the hierarchy of 
media richness, followed by telephone, e-
mail, letter, note, memo, special report, 
and finally, flier and bulletin. 

3. Why stories can be 
considered a medium 

Social Presence Theory and Media 
Richness Theory are commonly used to 
assess the impact and use of different 
media such as television, telephone, e-
mails or reports. Stories are commonly 
considered a form of communicating, 
usually either face-to-face or textual and 
thus not a medium as such. Consequently, 
the social presence or media richness of 
stories has not been studied, although 
perceiving stories as a medium is slowly 
gaining recognition in the field of 
knowledge management. For instance 
Connell, Klein & Meyer (2004) study the 
use of “stories as a knowledge-bearing 
medium” and John Seely Brown discusses 
storytelling under the heading: “Narrative 
as a knowledge medium in organisations” 
(Seely Brown et.al. 2004).  
 
Defining what is meant by a medium is a 
longstanding debate, which has intrigued 
accomplished scholars such as Umberto 
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Eco and Marshall McLuhan. A rudimentary 
attempt is made to pinpoint the core of the 
debate concerning the definition of media: 
In essence, a medium has two common 
definitions. First, it is considered a means 
of mass communication, such as 
newspapers or radio. Or, in computer 
sciences: an object or device, such as a 
disk, on which data is stored (e.g. 
dictionary.com, yourdictionary.com). 
Second, a medium can be defined as any 
of the means through which people 
express themselves. It often refers to the 
technology used for expression, but can 
also include any mode of artistic 
expression or communication (Merriam-
Webster Online). Simply put: a medium is 
a method or way of expressing something 
(Cambridge Advanced Learners 
Dictionary). 
 
When taking the latter definition, it 
becomes evident that stories are a 
medium, as they are plainly 
distinguishable as a unique method of 
expression. As most storytelling 
researchers assert, the narrative capability 
of humans is a unique, fundamental 
cognitive process, which is crucial to the 
interpretation and reconstitution of cultural, 
social and personal reality (eg. Bruner 
1986, Fisher 1987).  

4. Principal research findings 
on storytelling  

Some of the most relevant research, which 
has affected the understanding of 
storytelling today, comes from studies 
conducted in sociology and social 
psychology, explaining the cognitive 
effects of storytelling. One of the best 
examples is a study conducted by Martin 
and Powers in 1979, (Martin 1982), where 
they compared reactions of MBA students 
who were provided with material on 
winemaking procedures of an American 
winery attempting to use traditional French 
methods to ensure high quality. Martin and 
Powers compared reactions of students 
who received only an abstract statement 
of the issue (an advertisement) to those 
who were presented with supplementary 
material in either the form of statistics, a 
story, or both. The results showed that 
students presented with the 
supplementary story were slightly more 
likely to predict that the winery would 
continue the use of winemaking 
procedures from France and significantly 

more likely to believe that the 
advertisement was truthful. In general, the 
story had a stronger impact than the 
combination of the story plus statistics and 
the combination had more impact than did 
the statistics by themselves. This study 
was one of the first to provide evidence 
that narratives have a powerful cognitive 
impact. 
 
In 1980 Martin and Powers set up a 
second study with MBA students, which 
provided more evidence on the cognitive 
effects of storytelling (Martin & Powers 
1983). In this study they handed out a 
policy statement that was read by all 
students. The policy statement claimed 
that a company would avoid mass layoffs 
in times of economic difficulty by asking 
employees to take a temporary 10 % cut in 
pay. Again, they distributed three forms of 
supplementary material: 1) a story, 2) a 
table of statistics or 3) the combination of 
story plus statistics. However, they used 
two versions of the story and statistics, 
which either supported or disconfirmed the 
policy statement. The supporting story’s 
protagonist feared he would lose his job, 
but the manager assured him that he 
would keep his job with a short-term pay 
cut. The disconfirming story’s protagonist 
faced the same situation and was promptly 
fired. The stories were otherwise identical, 
only the ending was changed. The 
students who received the combination of 
the story plus statistics read either 
supporting versions of both or 
disconfirming versions of both. 
 
Martin and Powers found that the students 
presented with only the supporting story 
alongside the policy statement believed 
the company’s claims more than any of 
the other groups and showed higher 
commitment to the company. However, 
the opposite pattern of effects was found 
when the information disconfirmed the 
policy statement. The disconfirming story 
was found to have an impact equal or less 
than the impact of the disconfirming 
statistics or the combination of 
disconfirming story plus disconfirming 
statistics. Apparently, the subjects 
dismissed the disconfirming story as the 
single exception to the general rule. Thus 
Martin and Powers concluded that if a 
story is to have a strong impact, it must be 
congruent with prior knowledge.  
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Researchers coming from a background 
such as sociology, anthropology or folklore 
have also contributed greatly to the study 
of storytelling. They generally perceive 
storytelling as a social and cultural 
phenomenon that people (unknowingly, in 
most cases) use to make sense of their 
life, the organisation they work in and the 
world they live in (e.g. Czarniawska 1998, 
Gabriel 1995 & 2000, Orr 1990).  
 
According to these research traditions, the 
implications stories have in organisational 
communication as well as organisational 
life in general are considerable. In a 
comprehensive review of storytelling 
research from these fields, Boyce (1996) 
concluded that past research has shown 
that storytelling has a number of 
applications that warrant consideration by 
organisational members, managers, and 
practitioners. These are: (a) expressing 
the organisational experience of members 
or clients; (b) confirming the shared 
experiences and shared meaning of 
organisational members and groups within 
the organisation; (c) orienting and 
socialising new organisational members; 
(d) amending and altering the 
organisational reality; (e) developing, 
sharpening, and renewing the sense of 
purpose held by organisational members; 
(f) preparing a group (or groups) for 
planning, implementing plans, and 
decision making in line with shared 
purposes; and (g) co-creating vision and 
strategy. 
 
Ever since the publication of Gareth 
Morgan’s Images of Organisation in 1986, 
it has been widely accepted in 
organisational studies that a form of story, 
the metaphor, is an expressive 
construction through which humans 
experience and conceptualise 
organisational life (Nymark 1999). Many 
researchers see storytelling as a 
paramount organisational sense-making 
device. Evidence supporting this claim can 
be found from research conducted on 
informal organisational storytelling, often 
referred to as gossip.  
 
According to Martin, Feldman, Hatch and 
Sitkin (1983) organisational stories told by 
employees tend to cluster within familiar 
archetypes. In their paper “The 
Uniqueness Paradox in Organisational 
Stories” they divided corporate stories into 
seven types that occur regularly across a 

variety of organisations. These seven 
common stories are: 1) The rule-breaking 
story; 2) Is the big boss human?; 3) Can 
the little person rise to the top?; 4) Will I 
get fired?; 5) Will the organisation help 
me?; 6) How will the boss react to 
mistakes?; and 7) How will the 
organisation deal with obstacles? 
 
Martin et. al. (1983) present three 
explanations why these seven types of 
organisational stories can be found in 
most organisations. These stories deal 
with issues of value conflicts, offer ways of 
taking credit for positive situations and 
laying blame for negative situations, as 
well as give an organisation the feeling of 
uniqueness with which its members can 
identify with. They are, thus, all chief 
sense making and communication devices 
of organisational culture, enabling 
employees to share and understand 
organisational values.  
 
The omnipresence of storytelling in any 
forum where people meet has led several 
researchers to argue that it is in the 
human nature to communicate with 
stories. The most known example of this 
trend is Fisher (1984), who posits that 
humans are by nature storytellers, homo 
narrans, and that stories are meant to give 
order to human experience.  
 
Likewise, Barthes (1977) perceives that a 
narrative is ‘international, transhistorical, 
transcultural; it is simply there, like life 
itself’. Or, as Polkinghorne (1988) 
explains, stories are “the primary scheme 
by means of which human existence is 
rendered meaningful.” Other similar 
examples include, for instance, Boje 
(1991), who argues that since 
organisations are populated by individuals, 
they are essentially storytelling systems. 
Through the telling and retelling of stories, 
organisational life is created. 

5. Assessing the media 
richness and social presence 
of stories 

Media Richness Theory and Social 
Presence Theory consider some of the 
same aspects when examining media, but 
they have important distinctions, which 
make it beneficial to use both for 
assessing media impacts. In the following 
assessment, the impacts of stories as a 
medium is examined using the central 
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criteria presented in Media Richness 
Theory: a) data carrying capacity; b) 
symbol carrying capacity; c) the availability 
of instant feedback; d) the capacity of the 
medium to transmit multiple cues such as 
body language, voice tone, and inflection; 
e) the use of natural language; and f) the 
personal focus of the medium. Each of 
these criteria will be considered separately 
with reflection on the concepts of intimacy 
and immediacy described in Social 
Presence Theory, when applicable.  

5.1 The data carrying capacity of 
stories 

When assessing the data carrying 
capacity of stories, especially verbal 
stories appear deficient. Verbally 
communicated stories are often short, told 
in a social situation and their content may 
vary from telling to telling. Thus, in this 
sense, stories cannot be considered high 
in media richness. The data carrying 
capacity of a written story has no fixed 
boundaries, but in organisational or 
stakeholder communication the length is 
often limited to what people will read in a 
reasonable time span. Additionally, it is not 
simple to glance through a longer written 
story to find relevant pieces of information, 
as it is when viewing a chart or memo. 
Meaning and content is often buried within 
the story. Thus initially, the data carrying 
capacity of stories should be deemed low.  
 
However, there are salient aspects of both 
verbal and written stories, which imply 
higher data carrying capacity, if a 
somewhat broader definition of data 
carrying is taken. This broader definition 
can be called meaning carrying capacity. It 
indicates the ability to carry any level of 
the knowledge hierarchy: i.e. data, 
information, knowledge or wisdom (eg. 
Knight & Howes 2003). A good example of 
how stories are media rich with meaning 
carrying capacity can be found from an 
extremely brief story taken from The Story 
Factor by Annette Simmons (2000):  

“The early bird gets the worm, 
but something that is just as 
true — and people don’t talk 
about as much — is that the 
second mouse gets the 
cheese!” 

In 28 words, this story carries substantial 
meaning. Thus it is arguable, that the 
meaning carrying capacity of stories is in 

fact high as even the briefest stories can 
concentrate and express vast meaning.  
 
Furthermore, Martin’s (1982) research 
shows that the meaning that is transferred 
is recalled far better when it is presented 
as a story. Recollection is an important 
aspect to consider when assessing media 
impacts, as cognitive science has shown 
that memorable information is more likely 
to be acted upon than information that 
remains unconscious and not retrieved 
from memory (Swap et. al. 2001). Even 
though the notion of recollection is 
overlooked in both Media Richness and 
Social Presence theories, recollection is 
evidently a fact that is linked to meaning 
carrying, taking it a step further and 
looking at the “meaning conveying 
capacity”, which takes into account the 
absorption of meaning in addition to the 
carrying of meaning.  

5.2 The symbol carrying capacity 
of stories 

The symbol carrying capacity of stories is 
considerable. The previous research 
findings presented in this paper clearly 
indicate that stories communicate more 
than the information given. Good 
examples of this can be found from the 
numerous different influences 
organisational storytelling has on the life of 
its members, such as new member 
socialisation, generating commitment, co-
creating vision and strategy and 
expressing organisational culture, as 
described by Boyce (1996).  
 
All of these aspects denote that the stories 
include information about the senders of 
the message and are used to create 
immediacy or intimacy between the 
senders and receivers. Additionally, 
written stories can convey a strong feeling 
of the sender, rather than the medium 
delivering the message, especially when 
written in first person. 
 
It is arguable that symbol carrying capacity 
is, however, too restricted a concept to 
rationalize the assessment of media 
effectiveness. It would be beneficial to 
broaden this definition as well and take the 
respondents’ interpretations into account 
by discussing symbol conveying capacity, 
which would assess how the 
communicated symbols are absorbed and 
interpreted by the receivers.  
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5.3 Instant feedback in stories 

Verbal stories allow instant feedback to 
the sender and mutual reflection on the 
communicated matters when presented in 
a social situation. In a social context, 
stories are often answered with a similar 
story from one’s own experience, thus 
creating immediacy and even intimacy 
between the communicating parties.  
 
When storytelling takes place in more 
formal situations, such as presentations, 
the capacity of instant feedback 
decreases, although still remains possible.  
 
Written stories are, however, negligible in 
this aspect, as they offer no direct method 
of feedback. Thus verbal stories can be 
considered high or relatively high in this 
aspect of both media richness and social 
presence, whereas written stories are 
considerably leaner.  

5.4 Transmitting multiple cues in 
stories 

Stories are capable of transferring a 
multitude of verbal and nonverbal cues. 
Verbal stories offer numerous possibilities 
of transmitting nonverbal cues such as 
tone of voice and body language, which 
written stories cannot convey.  
 
Both written and verbal stories do, 
however, provide multiple cues through 
the plot and content of the story, which 
often directly assess what emotions the 
protagonist was feeling or what her body 
language was like. The seven typically told 
stories in organisation found by Martin et. 
al. (1983) clearly indicate that stories hold 
more information than the mere facts (or 
fictions) presented. The stories offer cues 
of for instance, organisational culture (how 
will the boss react to mistakes?) as well as 
company values (will I get fired?), without 
directly dealing with the issues.  
 
Merely stating that a multitude of cues will 
add to media richness or social presence 
is however, yet again, too restricted to fully 
assess how cues impact the effectiveness 
of a medium. Receivers may interpret 
cues in various ways. Thus, transmitting 
multiple cues does not in itself indicate 
media effectiveness. An effective media 
will convey multiple cues, which are likely 
to be interpreted by the receivers in a 
similar fashion. Previous research has 
indicated that the interpretations of stories 

are likely to have underlying similarities, 
which construct shared meaning such as 
common culture and co-creating vision 
and strategy, but research has also 
indicated that stories may present 
occasions for multiple interpretations and 
plurivocality (Boje 1995). It is evident that 
both verbal and written stories are high in 
the narrow definition of transmitting 
multiple cues. The suggested broader 
definition would indicate somewhat lower 
media richness and social presence of 
stories, as the multiple interpretations of 
stories may broaden the perceived 
psychological distance and immediacy 
between the sender and receiver.   

5.5 Natural language of stories 

Media Richness Theory perceives natural 
language as speech or writing which is 
uncomplicated to relate to and 
understandable for the receiver of the 
message. When assessing the natural 
language used in stories, two issues 
should be considered. First, the types of 
words used in the stories, i.e. the evident 
issue this criteria is covering. Second, one 
should look at the form of the language 
used in a media to assess if it can be 
considered natural and easy to relate to.  
 
Stories commonly use natural language. 
Especially verbal stories, which are retold 
around an organisation use expressions, 
which the listeners can easily relate to, 
understand and remember. Written stories 
also often utilise natural language in the 
entire text or in sections of the text such as 
dialogue.  
 
When taking into account researchers 
such as Polkinghorne, Fisher or Boje 
discussed earlier, it becomes apparent 
that the form of the language in stories 
and written stories is inborn to humans in 
all cultures. People resort to storytelling 
naturally when communicating with others 
as well as when reflecting on their own 
past. As the use of natural language in 
stories is strong both with the words used 
and the form of the message, stories can 
be considered extremely high in this sense 
of media richness.  
 
Natural language can also be seen as a 
strong indicator of social presence. 
Communicating with stories that use 
natural language can be seen as 
immediacy behaviour from both the 
traditional viewpoint of bringing the sender 
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and receiver of the message 
psychologically closer together, as well as 
from a technical viewpoint, i.e. the choice 
of utilizing the natural language used in 
stories as a medium will create immediacy 
between the sender and receiver. 

5.6 Personal focus in stories 

The last criterion of Media Richness 
Theory, personal focus, is the focal point 
of Social Presence Theory, including 
aspects such as how personal the 
communicated topics are. Personal focus 
is plausibly the single detail where stories 
prevail most other forms of 
communicating.  
 
Connell, Klein and Meyer (2004) argue 
that one of the significant distinctive 
features of stories might be their (real or 
imagined) confidentiality, which creates a 
kind of ‘shared exclusiveness’ between the 
teller and listener(s). 
 
This notion pinpoints why all stories, both 
written and verbal, can be considered high 
in social presence. Stories provide a 
sense of intimacy with the protagonist of 
the story, even in situations where 
physical distance, facial expressions, eye 
contact and other cues affecting 
immediacy and intimacy are absent.  
 
For instance, the stories used in Martin’s 
(1982) and Martin & Powers’ (1983) 
studies were all in written form, and thus 
did not provide as strong personal focus 
as verbal stories. Yet they showed 
significant impact on the readers. This is 
probably due to stories often having one 
sole protagonist with whom the receivers 
of the communication can relate to when 
they interpret the sent message. The 
personal focus of the stories will naturally 
be higher in situations, where stories are 
told verbally and the protagonist is either 
telling the story or the storyteller is closely 
connected to the events that occurred.    

6. Conclusions: stories provide 
high social presence and 
media richness  

Media Richness Theory and Social 
Presence Theory are found to be 
incomplete indicators of media 
effectiveness. No form of data, 
information, knowledge or wisdom can be 
transferred directly from a medium to the 

receiver. The receivers of a message 
always interpret the meaning sent through 
a media. It is thus suggested that some of 
the basic criteria of these theories should 
be reassessed and broadened to take 
receiver interpretations into consideration. 
The suggested criteria would be 1) 
meaning conveying capacity (instead of 
data carrying capacity), 2) symbol 
conveying capacity (instead of symbol 
carrying capacity) and 3) multiple cues 
conveying capacity (instead of multiple 
cues transmitting capacity). In addition it is 
suggested that the criteria of use of natural 
language be broadened to assess the 
form of the language in addition to the 
words used. Albeit initially lacking, both 
theories are found useful for assessing 
core media effectiveness, provided that 
the suggested criteria modifications are 
used. Still, they should be combined with 
other modes of evaluation to achieve a 
meticulous evaluation of media impact.   
 
In conclusion of the assessment carried 
out in this paper, stories can be affirmed 
as having both high social presence and 
media richness, as research has proven 
that they carry symbolic information and 
convey meaning, as well as greatly 
enhance both commitment and 
recollection. Stories help readers or 
listeners feel a closer connection to the 
issues and people whom the stories are 
told about. Additionally, stories use natural 
language and a form that is undemanding 
to relate to. Both verbal and written stories 
are found high in media richness and 
social presence, but verbal stories can be 
considered a richer medium than written 
stories in various aspects, as written 
stories offer no form of feedback, often 
lack intimacy and do not provide various 
more subtle cues, such as body language. 
 
Mediums with high social presence and 
media richness are considered most 
suited for communicating ambiguous 
issues, whereas leaner media should be 
used to convey less complicated 
messages. Thus, if stories are to be 
utilised as a communication medium, 
verbal stories would be best suited for 
communicating complex or ambiguous 
matters such as organisational change 
efforts or strategy, whereas written stories 
would be more suited for communicating 
moderately complex issues, such as an 
organisation’s vision, values or brand 
promises.  
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