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Abstract

The paper presents a study of knowledge sharing in a large and complex organisation. The objective
of the study was to gain an in-depth understanding of the implementation and use of a web-based knowl-
edge sharing system designed to facilitate the circulating of best practices among middle managers. We
followed the system from its introduction in early 1997 until it was abandoned in the beginning of 2000.
We focused on the way the system was introduced in the organization, how it changed, and how the in-
tended group of users received (and eventually rejected) the system.

1. Introduction

Beta Corporation (a pseudonym) is a large company in the European pharmaceutical
industry employing more than 14.000 people. Like all other companies in this industry
it is completely dependant on having new drug applications accepted by drug admini-
strations around the world, and especially by FDA in the US. In 1992 FDA enforced a
more stringent application of the standards, but Beta headquarter did not understand the
implications of this change in practice, though quite a few people within the organiza-
tion must have realized that this was far more than just a routine check of procedures. A
new product was not accepted because of insufficient documentation, and a lot of
money was lost, enough money to create a crisis in the organization.

Since the problem was lack of communication between departments and people, and
especially between affiliates and headquarters, the company could not react by enforc-
ing more control. No rules were broken and more control would not have solved the
problem. A knowledge map with a “yellow page” service like the one Hoffmann-
Laroche implemented in a similar situation (Seemann 1998) would not have solved the
problem either, because no one in headquarter asked for this information. The observa-
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tions and viewpoints that reached headquarter too late was of the kind that is pushed
through an organization from many sources and through many channels, and completely
dependant on peoples initiatives.

The senior management realized that the only long term solution was to give em-
ployees further down in the organization more power to make decisions, requiring in
return a high level of accountability and willingness to share information, viewpoints
and best practice.

The result was the implementation of new managerial principles, called “The New
Way of Management” based on 10 Fundamentals, the first of which read, “each unit
must share and use better practices”. The keywords were “top-down delegation”, “cross
functional integration” and “shared learning” and the implementation was supported by
two major principles. The first was “use of experienced people”. Fourteen experienced
managers from around the globe, representing all business functions were appointed to
facilitate sharing of best practices throughout the organization and to ensure compliance
with the Fundamentals. The second principle was “use of peers”. The New Way of
Management should encourage unit managers to call their peers instead of headquarter
to solve problems and improve their operations. It should “support the company to be-
come a well run decentralized organization, bounded together by strong informal net-
work on the level of the units/subsidiaries” as it was phrased in an internal newspaper.

A management strategy building on informal networks is not easily implemented in a
global company. The fourteen facilitators were traveling more than 100 days per year to
help the units implement the new management principles. They encouraged the sharing
of best practice by bringing people with similar problems in contact with each other and
by encouraging all managers to input their best practice solutions into a custom build
“SHARE” database (a pseudonym), which was accessible and searchable by all em-
ployees.

The “SHARE” database, which was installed in 1996, played an important role for
the implementation of the second principle, “use of peers”, or more accurate for the use
of documents in the dissemination and re-use of practice within a group of peers. This is
the focus of this paper.

Two recent studies (Dixon 2000; Markus 2001) discuss distinct types of knowledge
dissemination and re-use situations according to the relations between the knowledge
producers and the knowledge re-users and the purpose of the knowledge re-use. Markus
identify four different knowledge re-use situations, which she calls the re-use among
shared work producers, shared work practitioners, expertise-seeking novices, and sec-
ondary knowledge miners. (Markus 2001)

Markus defines a group of shared works practitioners, as a group of people who
share a community of practice by occupying the same roles in different locations, work
units or organizations, a group who produce knowledge for each other to use. The inter-
est in this group of people is based on the assumption that they will find it easy and in-
spiring to use documents for knowledge dissemination and re-use. They have on one
hand sufficiently different experience to stimulate learning while they on the other hand
have the general knowledge and the specific knowledge about important dimensions of
a context that they need to interpret shared documents. Brown and Duguid describe this
assumption bluntly under the label “Network of Practice”. People in such networks
“have practice and knowledge in common”, though they may be unknown to each other,



and “their common practice allows them to assimilate communications in more-or-less
similar ways” (Brown and Duguid 2000b).

Some of the most acclaimed web-based knowledge sharing systems are based this
assumption. Xerox developed “Eureka” to support knowledge sharing among the field
service technicians whom Julian Orr studied (Brown and Duguid 2000a; Orr 1996) ,and
Hewlett-Packard developed the “Trainer’s Trading Post” as knowledge sharing medium
for the 2000 teachers and trainers distributed around the company (Davenport 1998).
These systems were developed in much the same way as the Beta Corporation devel-
oped the SHARE document base for the middle managers.

This assumption, however, is based on a rather vague account of what it means to
“occupy the same roles” or to “work on similar practices”. The words “same” and
“similar” may add too much stress on similarities rather than differences. Recent studies
indicate that the picture may be more complex. Orr observes in his study on Eureka that
Xerox’ technicians found it difficult to decide how much context they should define in
the writing and how much they could leave implicit (Orr 2000). Orr and Markus notes
that even competent members of the same community of practice may lack the contex-
tual knowledge needed to interpret the documents.

This study is a contribution to the research in web-based knowledge sharing within a
network of practice or a group of shared work practitioners. We study the use of shared
document repository for sharing better practice among a group of people who were de-
fined as “peers” by the senior management in Beta.

2. Research site and methods

We studied the introduction and use of a best practice database in Beta. It is a knowl-
edge-intensive company with strong ties to universities and research hospitals, and pro-
duction facilities, and research centers, and sales offices in more than 60 countries.
More than 3,000 of its employees work in R&D. Beta describe its own organization as a
“global network of autonomous power centers.” Divisions, business areas and subsidiar-
ies are loosely coupled and individual business units and departments have much auton-
omy.

The SHARE database was implemented in 1996 with the objective to create an elec-
tronic repository that would enable Beta’s managers to exchange “best practices” over
the company’s newly established intranet. The idea was that managers, who had identi-
fied an effective way to perform a process, would submit a description of the practice to
the common on-line repository so that other managers could quickly learn about it. The
goal was not to specify everything about a best practice but rather to provide enough
information to allow other interested managers to evaluate the practice and contact the
author for more details. The company’s staff designed and implemented the database in
collaboration with external technology consultants.

2.1 Data Collection and Analysis

The research described here focused on the implementation and use of the SHARE
database over a three-year period, from its introduction in 1997 until the end of 1999.
The objective was to gain an in-depth understanding of the implementation and use of
the SHARE system, from its introduction in early 1997 until it was abandoned in the
beginning of 2000. We have focused on the way the system was introduced in the or-



ganization, and how the intended group of users received (and eventually rejected) the
system.

We followed an interpretive case study approach (Myers 1997, Walsham
1993). Detailed data collection was primarily conducted through interviews and exami-
nation of documentary materials, including the SHARE database. Most of the interview
data came from a series of in-depth and unstructured discussions with two deep infor-
mants - the designer of the first version of the system and the project manager who was
responsible for the design and implementation of the SHARE system during the period
we focused on.

The conversations with the key informants were supplemented by 15 more structured
interviews with system designers, "moderators" (reviewers, see below), and managers
(as users of the system). Each interview lasted between one and two hours and all inter-
views were tape recorded and transcribed. The interviews were undertaken over a 17-
month period (August 1998 December 1999), during and immediately after the imple-
mentation of the system. The materials reviewed included firm documents such as an-
nual reports and promotional material, internal newsletters, as well as materials specifi-
cally about the SHARE database such as user manuals, statistics about use, internal
evaluations and strategy documents. In addition we had access to the SHARE system
itself through the company's intranet as well as a snapshot of the database as of spring
1999 on CD-ROM. Finally, at the end of the project, we participated in an official meet-
ing with system designers, senior consultants and "moderators" at Beta in June 1999.
The purpose of the meeting was to evaluate the use and impact of the SHARE system as
well as discuss alterative strategies.

We analyzed all of these data sources together and iteratively to get as complete a
picture as possible of the design, introduction and use of the SHARE system. We shared
our preliminary findings with the two key informants in the company, and they pro-
vided helpful comments, which confirmed and elaborated the identified issues and con-
clusions drawn (Klein and Myers 1999), (Fontana and Frey 2000).

3. Case Study

3.1 Organizational Background

The “New Way of Management” is a comprehensive description of visions, policies,
quality guidelines and management principles. It was developed and decided by corpo-
rate management, and was considered not as a revolution, but rather as a codification
and a further development of some essential feature of the existing practice, yet as
something that definitely would have a major impact on communication and manage-
ment within the organization.

Corporate management took three initiatives to support a fast and efficient imple-
mentation of the “New Way of Management” in Beta:

The Fundamentals. A set of management rules were written, called the 10 Funda-
mentals. The purpose of these Fundamentals was to elucidate the norm of good man-
agement within Beta. These norms are described as general and fundamental in the
sense that they are the same for everybody and relevant to all units in the organization
despite differences in geography, culture, type of business, size etc.



The Facilitators. Corporate management appointed 14 internal consultants, called
“facilitators” to help the managers to cope with the changes and the new responsibili-
ties. The facilitators were also to monitor how each manager and business unit complied
with the 10 Fundamentals. The facilitation concept was adopted from ISO 9000. Corpo-
rate Management emphasized that the facilitation process should be considered as a way
to help realize the intentions in the “New Way of Management”. However, the
implementation of the 10 Fundamentals was a requirement and any failure to comply
with them would have severe consequences for a manager. In order to evaluate the
implementation of the “New Way of Management” and the 10 Fundamentals,
facilitators visited each organizational unit periodically.

The SHARE system. The very first rule of the Fundamentals states that each unit must
share and use Best Practices, within not only a unit but also cross-unit, cross-functional
or cross-organizational. In order to ensure continuous improvement of the content and
quality of the company’s processes, managers and employees must describe and ex-
change better practices with colleagues, formally as well as informally. A better practice
is defined as “a practice or process, which will improve your unit’s performance, e.g.
improving efficiency, productivity, job satisfaction or in other ways add value. The
SHARE document base was established to support the exchange among the managers
regardless of geographical location, their experience and knowledge in the form of best
practices.

The corporate management attached great importance to the SHARE-base as help to
maintain, disseminate and share the knowledge and the experiences that the managers
acquire in their work. SHARE was developed to support the corporation-wide exchange
of managerial experiences and knowledge, and to facilitate sharing of better practices
across geographical distances and organizational boundaries.

The use of SHARE was guided by the following rules. A Better Practice submitted to
the document base had to conform with certain minimal criteria: (1) It had to be in ac-
tual use in one or more units, (2) it had to be transferable to at least one other unit, (3)
the proposer had to indicate why she found it to be better than other common practices
and business routines, and finally (4) it had to comply with the content of the 10 Fun-
damentals. A submitted Better Practice should include the name of a contact person
who would be able to supply additional information and help implement the practice.
Better Practices can be found by a directory structure or by using a free text search facil-
ity.

Although SHARE was intended for managers, it was easy for everyone to access on
the corporate intranet. Not only do all employees have access to the base, they may also
read and comment on what they find, and even submit, a Better Practice. The SHARE
system and the document base is frequently copied on CD-ROM and sent to offices and
subsidiaries with no intranet access.

3.2 Implementation and Use of the System

The implementation and use of the SHARE database can be divided into two distinct
phases. In phase I, corporate headquarters concentrated on marketing the database
within the organization and promoting system usage, while in phase II they focused on
redesigning the software — in particular the user interface — and introducing a review
process in an effort to improve the quality of the database and satisfy some of the users’
criticisms of the system.



Phase I: Introduction of the SHARE database

SHARE was introduced in January 1997. Beta took great effort to inform people
about the new facility at meetings, in newsletters and on the intranet. SHARE got a di-
rect link to the Intranet portal and when visiting the different units the Facilitators en-
couraged people to use the system. A Facilitator said that they considered themselves as
the SHARE ambassadors.

At the outset, Corporate Management attached great importance to the quality of the
contributions to the document base. The Facilitators reviewed all Best Practice-
suggestions before they were uploaded into the base. They rejected more than half of
the contributions, and people soon gave up submitting new suggestions. The SHARE
system ‘owner’ (manager in charge of the system) at the time of our study said that:

The first time this committee of Facilitators reviewed the suggestions submitted for SHARE, 8 out of 10
were rejected — and that was unquestionably killing any commitment.

After only three months senior management decided to abandon the review system
so that people were allowed to upload documents without prior endorsement and with-
out any kind of limitations. At the same time the expression ‘Best Practice’ was re-
placed by the less ambitious term ‘Better Practice.” It nevertheless took a long time be-
fore new contributions were submitted, and it was a very difficult process. The system
owner remembered:

...on our knees we had to beseech people to contribute..

Contributions came slowly, but eventually they came. From April 1997 to December
1998, 368 new Better Practices was registered in the document base.

This number of contributions may not be impressive, but it does indicate some
awareness and interest on the part of the contributors. It was, however, far more difficult
to make people use the system to search for Better Practices. During 1997 and first half
of 1998 hardly anyone used SHARE, and during the second half of 1998 the number of
new contributions declined again.

When the developers of SHARE asked, the managers justified their lack of interest in
the system with poor quality and irrelevance of the documents in the base. Moreover,
they complained about the design of the user interface, which they found difficult to un-
derstand and cumbersome to use. It was obvious that something had to be done to save
the system.

Phase II: Redesign and reintroduction of a review process

Corporate Management agreed to fund the development of a new version of the sys-
tem with an improved user interface, and decided also to reintroduce a decentralized
review process. The rationale behind this being that a satisfactory quality and relevance
of the Better Practices in the document base could only be assured by having a review
process. The previous mistake of a centralized reviewing process should be avoided as
well. Instead of selecting a central review-committee, 30 moderators were appointed to
review the suggestions. These moderators were specialists in different business do-
mains, and, more important perhaps, “out there” in the organization, near to the users of
the system. A moderator had to have good specialist knowledge to evaluate the quality
and relevance of each contribution and a well-established social network. In addition,
they also had to enjoy general esteem in the business unit. A moderator was expected to



review Better Practices coming from her own business unit, or from within her field of
expertise. Each moderator had the authority to define the criteria he or she wanted to use
in the evaluation of the contributions, and to establish the quality level she wanted to
target. Corporate management hoped that this procedure would simultaneously ensure
sufficient local anchoring to encourage people to contribute, and sufficient trustworthi-
ness to make people interested in reading the Better Practices in the base.

The SHARE system owner said that:

We decided to delegate the ownership of the system, and I believe that people will appreciate that those
who now take on the responsibility to clean up and reorganize the document base are not member of an
exalted committee with black caps and tassels on the brow, but someone they know, their own colleagues.
If people accept the procedure they’ll very likely use the system.

The IT department in Beta and a consultancy, software company developed the new
version of SHARE. The interface was carefully overhauled and given a neat graphical
design making it much easer to use. Users carefully tested the system, and it proved to
work very well.

The new version of SHARE and the new review-process were introduced in Novem-
ber 1998, accompanied by a new campaign to promote using the system. The result was,
despite all good intentions, extremely disappointing. It was generally agreed that
SHARE had improved markedly, and that the new interface was very satisfactory. The
moderators were well received, and the review-procedure was broadly accepted. It had
been difficult to find the moderators, though, because many of the possible candidates
were fully booked already. The real problem, however, was that too few people used the
system, and that the flow of contributions steadily dried up during the spring 1999.
Within the first 5 months of 1999, only 21 new Better Practices were submitted, as
compared with 368 contributions from April 1997 to December 1998. A moderator
meeting was held in June 1999 to evaluate SHARE, and the conclusion from the meet-
ing was that “the SHARE document base does not contribute significantly to sharing of
Knowledge in Beta”. There was a discernible irresolution on how to improve the situa-
tion. Corporate management decided a few months later — in connection with a major
reorganization of the company — to give up SHARE.

4. Discussion

4.1 The idea behind SHARE

The majority of middle managers were initially employed as highly skilled chemists,
biologists, physicians, etc., but often with only little managerial experience. When ap-
pointed as managers, they became responsible for planning, budgeting and staffing, and
they were educated in these activities. The empowerment of middle managers, however,
that was an essential part of The New Way of Management, assigned many new man-
agement tasks to these people. The documents of the management reform describe these
responsibilities as ‘“alignment”, “change management”, “knowledge management”,
“empowerment of employees”, “career management in a flat organization”, “support of
cross-unit working relationship”. This kind of activities are often called leadership, and
J. Kotter among others describe leadership and management as two distinctive and
complementary systems of action (Kotter 2002). The form of management that Beta

Corporation wanted to create was dependent on the existence of a large group of middle



managers, trained in science and proficient managers and leaders. The New Way of
Management focus of course a lot on this group, and the Facilitators and the SHARE
system were primarily initiatives to support the training of these people. The 10 Funda-
mentals were the guidelines for the training, and the Fundamentals described manage-
ment as well as leadership activities. The Facilitators should help managers implement-
ing the Fundamentals, and the SHARE system should facilitate the sharing of successful
implementation of the Fundamentals among the managers. The SHARE system was
therefore structured in the same way as the Fundamentals. Each submitted better prac-
tice should relate to one of the Fundamentals and help others within implementing this
Fundamental across distance, departments and functions.

The consequence of relying so much on the SHARE system is that the company must
develop the system on the assumption that this rather heterogeneous group of middle
managers has a common language and a common frame of reference to make it possible
and feasible for them to share knowledge. SHARE was hinged on the idea that middle
managers were or could become such a group if they were given the right facilities to
support communication and knowledge sharing. SHARE was built upon two basic as-
sumptions. First, that the company’s middle managers have a shared knowledge and es-
sentially perform the same kind of work, and therefore deal with the same kind of prob-
lems. Second, that this shared knowledge and experience will enable them to communi-
cate relatively directly without necessarily knowing each other personally.

4.2 Reasons for SHARE’s lack of success

In our study, we tried through meetings and interviews to find explanations for
SHARE’s lack of impact. After the shortcomings of the first version were overcome,
facilitators, moderators and managers generally believed that the real issue was the con-
tent in the document base — that people did not search the base for inspiration and
knowledge, because they found the contributions to be without relevance to their par-
ticular situation, or because the quality was simply too low. Without readers, the con-
tributors eventually gave up the system.

Almost all our respondents maintain that after having looked into the base a few
times without finding anything of interest, they dropped the system by simply ignoring
it as a source of information and knowledge. A research unit manager referred, for in-
stance, to the low quality as the main reason that neither he nor his nearest colleagues
would spend any time on SHARE:

...it [SHARE] has the gigantic weakness, that it is not any better than peoples’ contributions.

Our respondents gave a variety of different reasons for why people did not use the
system, and for the low quality and irrelevance of the Better Practices. There are, how-
ever, four recurring explanations in almost all of our interviews and conversations.

Pressure of time

The workload in Beta is high and it takes time to prepare a document for SHARE.
New procedures and ways of handling issues are constantly evolving, but are often not
put down in writing. It is most often an extensive piece of work to describe new proce-
dures or methods, and if contributing to SHARE is the only purpose, it is often not
done. A unit manager in basic research emphasized that:



...it is all something extra, something on top of the normal run of things. It takes a lot of effort to write
to be understood by others.

He added that his department already had a heavy “burden of communication”, be-
cause part of their job is to prepare large quantities of internal reports for different pur-
poses.

A moderator confirmed that lack of time is a major problem, for the moderators as
well. He stressed, however, that time pressure alone is not a sufficient explanation of the
lack of contribution to SHARE. Priorities are equally as important. A heavy workload
requires a rigorous order of priority, and if a job is considered to be less important, then
it will not be done:

People are usually working hard in this company. We have a normal agenda of about 150% of what is
possible to do in one day for most people. But tasks are done in this company if it is possible to create a
feeling that it is something of value, and important for other people — and people do not see SHARE as

important. SHARE is something you seldom find time for, because it is not perceived as a vital mode of
problem solving.

Incentives

Several respondents referred to the heavy workload in arguing that some kind of
incentives was required if more people were to spend time contributing to the SHARE
base, or to revise their documents so as to improve the quality and relevance. A director
said:

1 believe it is necessary to let people have some token of appreciation for good offerings. A contribu-
tion to SHARE does not give any immediate benefit to those who prepare it, and it often takes several
hours to write a document that is good enough to be put in the system. A review statement and a small
acknowledgment (e.g. £100) will give those people who have a Better Practice accepted a feather in their

cap. Such an arrangement will lift the whole SHARE system to a far more conspicuous level, and I believe
it will improve the quality of the contributions.

In recent studies on Knowledge Management the idea of incentives is usually associ-
ated with “knowledge hoarding”, and is often considered to be a significant problem in
organizations (Davenport and Prusak 1998). There is, however, no indication in our
study that hoarding is a problem in Beta. On the contrary, all respondents emphasize
“there is a great willingness to help each other in Beta”, and that most people like the
idea of sharing better practices. The first Fundamental is widely accepted, and a de-
partment manager expressed this general attitude when saying:

...if you have a specific problem and ask: “you have worked on something similar, how would you
handle this situation?” then all in this company, with a few exceptions, are willing to do a lot to help

Corporate management rejected the idea of incentives from the very onset. They
maintained that SHARE should be a self-contained platform for sharing of knowledge
and experience, and that incentives should definitely not be used to keep the system
afloat. The argument being that incentives may help to keep the system alive, but they
do not necessarily contribute to knowledge sharing. (Scarbrough, Swan, and Preston
1999) summarize this viewpoint in emphasizing that the reward itself may lead to an
overemphasis on the rewarded behavior at the detriment of the task at hand. This is par-
ticularly important in rewarding knowledge, since what is rewarded almost invariably is
a proxy rather than the real thing.



“Bragging”

Many respondents stressed that “bragging” and letting other people know what a
gifted person you are, are not considered as good etiquette. This is one of the reasons
why managers refrained from contributing to SHARE. It appears that submitting some-
thing for SHARE was considered to be a form of boasting and an inappropriate self-
endorsement, first and foremost because SHARE was open to everybody in the com-
pany. As one department head explained:

There is a feeling that if you add a Better Practice to SHARE, you do so because you think you can do
something better that any other person. Very few people like to give that impression.

A moderator and unit manager thought that many managers actually used SHARE to
improve their own profile, and that the whole system therefore got the reputation of be-
ing a system for “eager beavers”. This status as being a platform for exposing oneself to
a larger audience has presumably caused many to have misgivings about adding any-
thing to the system. A manager from marketing stated:

1 did once consider preparing a new “agenda-form” for SHARE, but I didn’t put it in, because I was
doubtful of whether or not it was interesting and new enough to be published for the whole company. Ac-

tually I thought it was a pretty good agenda-form I had made — well, but I guess other people could have
done the same thing.

Personal networks

All respondents emphasized that better practice sharing happens in personal net-
works — documents and databases are of minor importance. As a moderator explained:
People like to talk about things they have done. But if they for some reason have to sit down to write

about what they have done, it all turns into something strained and confined, and very likely not useful for
others.

Personal networks are very prevalent in Beta, and of inestimable importance to the
organization. People use a lot of time to establish and maintain these networks, and it is
generally considered that corporate management should do as much as it possibly can to
encourage and support the development of personal network, in particular those net-
works that transcend business areas and departments. As one moderator strongly em-
phasized, knowledge sharing primarily happens in these networks:

The crucial issue is the personal contacts, and the better practice sharing and support, which emerge
from the contacts you make during meetings, conferences and over the telephone. If you want to help and
support someone, you need to know something about his position to be able to adapt some initiatives to

the local circumstances that exists in this specific situation. The Web is probably useful, but only to sup-
port what goes on in the personal contacts.

However, knowledge sharing based on personal contacts does have its limits in a
large organization like Beta. Building and maintaining relationships is very time-
consuming, and increasingly difficult to establish as the organization become geo-
graphically dispersed. Some of the respondents pointed out that some kind of “yellow
page” service was needed to help finding people with a specific knowledge and experi-
ence.
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5. The difficulties of cross-border communication

The four explanations above are all distilled from our interviews and the meetings, in
which we participated. They represent the explanations we found in the organization of
the unsuccessful implementation of SHARE. They have one thing in common; they fo-
cus on the input side, or more accurate on people’s reluctance to contribute to the
document base, and the explanations are very similar to those found in the recent dis-
cussion on knowledge market (Davenport and Prusak 1998). Our study, however, indi-
cates that the non-reading and non-use are at least as important for the history of
SHARE as the non-input.

Readers and writers described the contributions very differently. Readers complained
about the “localness”, modest relevance and the low quality of the contributions, while
the contributors talked about how difficult it was to write intelligibly for a broad audi-
ence, and that they knew this was required. A moderator criticized the contributors very
distinctly for taking the local situation as given and for writing about their work with
sympathetic understanding. They should, he argued, reflect more consciously on their
target group and try to write in a way that other people would find it meaningful and
relevant. He tried once to encourage this new style

...and then we tried to get the work started by writing to people, in particular the people who had writ-
ten something we thought could be better. We encouraged them to think about what they had written in a
more general and process-oriented way, and to consider, if other people should use the stuff, what was

then the core message. We got zero response. People properly felt they had contributed enough al-
ready...by spending time preparing something at all, I mean.

People, however, who prepared something for SHARE, were well aware of the fact
that they were writing for the managers in the whole organization. They found this to be
very difficult, a “pedagogic task” as a unit manager said. Although the contributors pre-
sumably did their best, they were not successful in this regard, which appears to be very
important for the outcome of SHARE. The interesting question, however, is why do
these documents had to be so “general” and “pedagogic”? Why not just succinctly writ-
ten insider-remarks, well understood by other managers?

The idea for the Eureka system, by comparison, grew from the observation that
Xerox’ technicians make annotations on their documentation, and the goal was to per-
mit the technicians to share those annotations (Orr 2000). The technicians write the an-
notations to provide for future tasks, as a serial transfer of knowledge, in which the
source person and the receiving person is one and the same (Dixon 2000). Orr argues
that when designing the system, they underestimated the difference between writing an-
notations and writing for others, and that technicians consult with their teammates in
time of need before turning to Eureka. Nonetheless, by 2001 Eureka holds about 30.000
records (Brown and Duguid 2000a), and “almost every technician reports that Eureka
has been successful” and quite important when it is used (Orr 2000).

Why could SHARE not evolve into something similar? A system that requires effort
to maintain, that may not be used frequently, but a system where people sometimes find
something very useful.

Our study indicates that the reason is the multifaceted nature of management activi-
ties. The New Way of Management assign three very different responsibilities to mid-
dle managers, and it seems reasonable to discuss the use of SHARE in relation to each
of these management tasks.
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Administrative tasks. Living up to the communication requirements is a very time
consuming task. Measured by the number of working hours dedicated to the different
tasks, the most important management activities are probably the routine functions re-
lated to well-established procedures. Such activities are often time-consuming and de-
manding. A unit manager talked at length about

...a huge amount of communication with many internal reports and crisscrossing of news and informa-
tion

These routine activities require high productivity and accuracy and a few examples
of successful use of SHARE were people’s inadvertent discovery of spreadsheets and
document formats that proved to be useful. Productivity in routine functions was, how-
ever, not the main objective of The New Way of Management, which focused on
change management, and at least some of the respondents reported that did not submit a
contribution because they thought it was too simple and everyday routine to be interest-
ing.

Leadership. This aspect deals with the goal of a department or unit and with the per-
formance and fulfillment of this goal. This is the focal point of the New Way of Man-
agement, and The 10 Fundamentals underscore the need for an ongoing dialog between
management and employees, and make clear that the local management is responsible
for developing and maintaining an action plan to ensure improvement of the units’ busi-
ness performance and working climate. This is the activity, that is sometimes called
“leadership” in the literature (Kotter 2002; Van De Ven and Grazman 1997) defined as
“a manager of meaning” or as “giving a sharable linguistic formulation to already
shared feelings, arising out of shared circumstances” (Weick 1995). The term meaning
actually implies that a wider constituency of organizational members is implicated in
leadership, because meaning will be the product of how others have interpreted the mes-
sages intended by the leader.

The essential point is that the manager becomes intimately involved with the unit and
the expertise this unit possesses. To be a manager of meaning requires a very active re-
lationship to “the thought world that evolves in a community of knowing” (Boland Jr.
and Tenkasi 1995). A unit manager stated it very precisely:

..you always end up realizing that there is a very gradual transition between management issues and
technical issues.

The implication of this observation is that managers share language and experience
with the people they manage rather than with other managers. They may of course share
some tools and methods, such as “methods for making working climate surveys” or
“guidelines for the formation of departmental improvement teams”, which were also
available at SHARE, but not used. They are like tools for administrative routine tasks in
being transferable, but they require more adaptation to be useful, and therefore more
investment in time and effort from the user.

Brokering. The third aspect has to do with the cross-unit communication. Managers
are responsible for not only their own unit, but also for the progress within a wide area
of activities. The New Way of Management requires that managers actively support
cross-unit working relationships and projects of relevance to the business. This requires
knowledge of the organization, personal networks as well as proficiency in communi-
cating insights to people who have different backgrounds, and who may not be familiar
with the expertise of the manager’s unit.

12



This dimension has a very formal part, the production of reports and updating, and it
has a personal part, the building of social networks. Both parts contribute to the com-
munication among the communities. Wenger calls this brokering across boundaries be-
tween practices (Wenger 1999) i.e. the transfer of some element of one practice into an-
other. As brokers, managers make new connections, enable coordination, and open new
possibilities of meaning.

Managers in Beta are well aware of this brokering role. A director put it this way:

...but if you want to do something in this company you use your network, and call people you know and
arrange a meeting, and find out who should participate...it may not be the right persons you find that
way, but only because you haven’t been able to explain what you wanted carefully enough.

Since communication across units and departments does have a formal part, the ma-
jority of the contributions in the base, as it looked shortly before it was finally aban-
doned, were related to that part. The other part, how to build social networks, were rep-
resented only in the form of general guidelines.

6. Conclusion

These three dimensions of management are closely-knit and combined define
management in Beta. They define managers as deeply involved with their departments,
but also as a group of people with shared responsibilities and practices. Our study
indicates, that corporate-wide communication among this large group of managers was
regarded by the managers as a cross-border communication, which require qualities that
a respondent described as “pedagogic”, and which Wenger terms “the creation of a dis-
course” — i.e. the creation of “meaningful statements about the world that can travel
across boundaries and combine to form broader discourses” (Wenger 1999). The man-
agers newer felt they owned SHARE, as a system to support their work. Those manag-
ers who used SHARE did so as writers rather than readers.

SHARE was based on at top-down approach in the sense that it premised on Beta’s
strongly shared identity and culture, and was assumed to be a viable vehicle for the in-
terchange of ideas and opinions among managers, regardless of their rank and special-
ties. As far as SHARE was used at all, it was not used for interchanges of ideas, but
rather for exchanges of tools and methods for relieving the burden of routine manage-
ment work. The senior management did not realize that, and did not allow SHARE to
develop in this direction. Our study indicates that as routine workers middle managers
did share interests and experience.

Despite the difficulties in implementing the system, senior management stuck to the
principle that SHARE was an open communication system, designed to facilitate
knowledge sharing among a// managers in Beta. As a result, alternative uses of the sys-
tem — for instance to support knowledge sharing within a well-defined subgroup of
managers with common background and interests — were never seriously considered.

Thus, it seems that senior management in Beta overestimated the degree to which
managers in Beta constitutes a single, uniform entity — a coherent “community” en-
gaged in a shared practice. As a result, they overlooked the significant variations and
divisions within the group of managers created by different local practices — disconti-
nuities that hamper meaningful communication and the flow of knowledge.
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