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Assignment Questions; Question 4

Q4の問題文です
In what ways do nationally constituted organisational forms and labour markets influence patterns of learning and knowledge management within firms? What human resource policies might be effective for capturing the tacit skills and knowledge of employees for organisational learning?

1. Introduction

Organisational learning has become considerably significant with the advance of our technology. It is no exaggeration to say that whether a firm can achieve competitive advantages with a new creation depends very much on the firm’s capability in controlling over its organisational learning. Having said that, knowledge itself is intangible in nature even though it can be tangible by some means. Therefore, it is fair to say that it is not so easy to establish effective knowledge management without considering the nature of knowledge.

This essay will discuss the issues as to what factors influence the patterns of learning and knowledge management, and how these factors work In addition, this will analyse what kind of human resource policies are effective for capturing the tacit knowledge.

In addressing those questions, the reason why many firms would establish organisational learning will be looked firstly. Secondly, the nature of knowledge as well as the process in forming and coordinating knowledge will be analysed. Then, the question as to how to form the strategy for knowledge management will be considered. At the end, the most effective policies for capturing tacit knowledge will be discussed. 

2. Why ‘Organisational Learning’?

The learning organisation can be defined as “an organisation skilled at creating, acquiring and transferring knowledge, and at modifying its behaviour to reflect knowledge and insights”
.

There are three reasons why organisational learning has more significant meaning for an organisation than a mass of individual skills.

Firstly, from a resource-based view, the knowledge and skills accumulated in the organisation are one of the significant resources thereby it can achieve competitive advantages
. Especially, tacit knowledge as will be discussed in the next session is very important since it stems from organisation itself and it is difficult to be copied by rivals
. 

Another reason is that organisational learning is usually one of the triggers for innovation. It is well known that R&D is crucial for firms to survive competition as technology rapidly changes. In other words, organisational knowledge has more influence on firms than other assets
. 

Thirdly, the recent development of technology might enable a firm to codify even tacit knowledge and spread it over its workers. As a result, individuals in the organisation can utilise the materialised knowledge and skills, which give another opportunity for further development. 

Thus, it is fair to say that a firm must acknowledge organisational learning as a core strategy in order to survive competitions.

3. The steps in organisational learning

Having said that, there is no easy and simple way because the nature of organisational knowledge depends much on the types of labour markets, the formation of individual’s skills and the way in which the knowledge functions
. 

In this respect, in considering how to achieve ‘organisational learning’, it is helpful to appreciate that organisational learning can be categorised into three stages.

Firstly, at individual level, workers within an organisation learn and gain experience through job training and practice; or they may already have specific knowledge as an expert at the employment. The knowledge amassed in each individual is the first step for achieving organisational learning. In other words, these skills and knowledge are the foundation of organisational learning.

The next step is to collect these skills and knowledge as ‘organisational property’. In this respect, it should be noted that the nature of organisations and knowledge has considerable influences on this step.

 The third step for organisational learning is to constitute systems for continuous organisational learning, which will bring the organisation with the ability to achieve competitive advantages. In this process, an organisation will be required to make a decision as to whether they codify the knowledge or personalise it
. 

4. Two types of knowledge; Tacit or Explicit 

Before addressing the issue of knowledge management, it is necessary to analyse the nature of knowledge itself since they are so deeply embedded in the nature of labour markets and formation of knowledge that the organisation cannot easily recognise the nature of knowledge in pursuing organisational learning
. 

It should be noted that there are two types of knowledge, namely explicit one and tacit one. The question as to what factors influence on the ‘tacitness’ of knowledge is strongly dependent on the nature of organisational system and social relationships between workers and an organisation such as labour markets and career systems
.

Firstly, where individual skills are achieved by specific practice and experience through actual jobs, knowledge tends to be highly tacit. Since individuals learn from ‘doing’ rather than theoretical education, they have difficulties in translate their knowledge though they are good at dealing with specific tasks. This process of formulating knowledge is called ‘knowledge of experience’
. 

The reason why skills are accumulated by ‘knowledge of experience’ comes out from the nature of labour market. Where labour markets have little mobility, workers tend to stick their firms for a long term; as a result, they learn a lot from their specific jobs and experience. For example, most Japanese firms, which are usually given as a typical example of ‘tacit’ knowledge’, employ young workers who have just graduated from schools and usually with no professional skills or knowledge in practical sense, even though they can not be expected to contribute to firms in the first few years.  However, due to its less mobility in their labour markets, young labours, on one hand, can learn a lot from their specific jobs; on the other hand, firms usually are lavish in educating them since they want to recover loss of wages in the first few years. In addition, firms usually do not face the risk of the turnover of those educated labours. In such labour markets, there are little needs to convey or apply their skills to other firms. As a result, skills, on one hand, tend to be specific and practical to their belonging firms; on the other hand, they are illogical and tacit. In fact, according to the research by A. Lam, Japanese engineers were not appreciated much by British engineers because of the lack of theoretical knowledge
. 

On the other hand, where labour markets are mobile, it is important to be able to transfer and apply individuals’ skills not only to his firms but also to other ones. As a result, skills tend to be general and standardised. In addition, there is less incentive for firms to train and educate the employees through specific jobs by wasting long time and money since their labours may be drained by others. Consequently, individual’s skills and knowledge are usually acquired through formal job training and education at learning institutions such as universities, not through specific jobs. Therefore, these skills, on one hand, are theoretically rational; on the other, they may be abstract. 

5. How is knowledge transfer?

The question as to how knowledge is transferred to individuals within an organisation should be also discussed before looking at the knowledge management since the structure of organisational knowledge differs in the way in which skills and knowledge are transferred and utilised
. It should be noted that these differences also strongly relate to the nature of labour markets again.

With regard to this, where there is little mobility in labour markets, an organisation can collect individual’s skills and knowledge, and spread them in order to share with individuals since workers tend to stay for a long term. Moreover, individual workers tend to deal with a wide range of job across the specific department. In other words, job mobility emerges within the organisation, and job boundaries become ambiguous. However, as stated above, in less mobile labour market, workers tend to learn specific arts through assigned job. In order to enable the workers to move to other jobs within the organisation, firms seek to educate the workers to obtain contextual understanding of their jobs. Thus, the structure of organisational knowledge becomes collective and diffuse at the organisational basis.

On the other hand, where labour markets are mobile, an organisation seeks to employ specialists in order to use them in a particular function. In such situation, job boundaries are very clear and workers, who have professional knowledge applicable to functional occupations, tend to be responsible for just their functional task. As a result, the distribution of knowledge is usually ‘unilateral and hierarchical’
. In addition, the arts and knowledge tend to be developed at individual level. In this respect, British firms, where labour markets are mobile and workers have theoretical as well as professional skills and knowledge, usually have a typical form of this type of knowledge distribution.

With regard to this, it can be summarised that organisational knowledge can be divided into four types as seen in the table below, classified by the differences in the nature of knowledge (tacit or explicit) and the way of being transferred (collective or individual).
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A. Lam, ‘Tacit knowledge, organisational learning and societal institutions; An integrated Framework’
. 

6. How is knowledge coordinated?

The structure of organisational knowledge differs in the ways in which the knowledge is coordinated. Therefore, it is also important for establishing knowledge management to identify how skills and knowledge are controlled. In this respect, the structure of coordinating and controlling knowledge relates to the way in which skills and knowledge are transferred which was discussed above. 

Where skills and knowledge tend to be diffused, such as in Japanese firms, skills and knowledge are passed by person-to-person across different divisions since job boundaries are ambiguous
. In such situation, knowledge are usually controlled and coordinated by the intensive human network, not by specific individuals. As a result, individuals can usually understand the skills in different background and share them as ‘common knowledge’. The coordination of organisational knowledge usually does not rely on documentation, but on organisation itself. This tendency is also facilitated by long-term employment system based on the less mobile labour markets. 

On the other hand, where skills and knowledge are based on individuals, such as British firms, skills and knowledge tend to pass from one division to others through detailed documents since job boundaries are clear
. In other words, knowledge is stored in individuals who work in the different functional jobs. Under such a situation, if the skills and knowledge are required to be transferred, they must be codified in order to make them understood by those who do not share common experience or backgrounds. As a result, organisations usually encourage individual specialisation and control knowledge by codification. 
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7. The strategy for knowledge management

In organisational learning, it is fair to say that the issue as to how to utilise collected skills and knowledge directly relate to the capability to achieve competitive advantages. Therefore, it is crucial for an organisation to pursue the best strategy for knowledge management.  

In this respect, according to M. T. Hansen and et al., knowledge management can be divided into two kinds of strategy
. The first is ‘codification strategy’ by which a firm codifies skills or knowledge and stores them in order to make them accessible for anyone in the firm. The second is ‘personalisation strategy’ in which knowledge is closely tied to the individual who developed it and transferred through person-to-person contacts. 

In the former strategy, it can be said that database for stocking skills and knowledge is required. Especially, investment in IT tends to be one of the key factors
. For example, Ernst & Young, which developed the codification strategy, set out the Centre for Business Knowledge and allocated nearly 250 people to control the electronic repository
.  

On the other hand, in the latter strategy, namely personalisation strategy, an organisation should invest and establish networks of people, such as telephone, email, video-linked conference and so on
. For example, M. T. Hansen and et al. introduced an example of McKinsey
, which selected the personalisation strategy. McKinsey was successful in establishing networks for transferring the knowledge by transferring people between offices, supporting a culture which encourages individuals to respond promptly to colleagues’ phone calls.  

Importantly, according to M. T. Hansen and et al, a firm should pursue one strategy predominantly in order to establish effective knowledge management
since a firm pursuing the two strategies might experience disadvantages of both strategies. They pointed out two disadvantages of the codification strategy; one was the risk of loosing customer’s satisfaction because of high standardisation, and the other was the complexity of controlling piles of information. On the other hand, they indicated that the disadvantages of the personalisation strategy were the over-investment in person-to-person systems and clinging to this system even where the firm could solve the problem by standardised repository at lower cost. They, finally, recommended that a firm followed one strategy at 80% of knowledge sharing and the second one at 20%.

8. Can knowledge be collected?

Regardless of whether a firm pursue the codification strategy or personalisation strategy, a firm must address an issue as to whether it can identify and collect mass of individual skills and knowledge since some skills and knowledge might be difficult to coordinate.  

In general, tacit knowledge is difficult to recognise and codify since it is subjective and usually informal. A. Lam pointed out that “its mobilisation needs autonomy and commitment on the part of the knowing subject”
. To capture it, an organisation is required to establish common knowledge by human network since individual workers have to understand it with verbal explanation. In this respect, transferring workers across different divisions, which arises from less mobile labour markets, can be attributable to achieve it. In addition, view of individuals on the relationship with a firm may influence on capturing tacit knowledge. For example, in Japan, most workers tend to have the view that contributing to a firm is supremely admired. Their view is usually based organisation-priority. In fact, average working time in Japan is one of the highest in the perceived countries
, known as 42.3 hours per week. In such situation, bond between workers and relationship between an organisation and workers tend to become strong; as a result, it might become hotbed for creation of common knowledge.

Notably importantly, some organisations tend to diminish the role of tacit knowledge because of its complexity, notwithstanding its significant roles played in achieving competitive advantages. In this respect, an organisation can be divided into four types of knowledge agent, namely Professional bureaucracy, Machine bureaucracy, Operating adhocracy and J-form organisation
. The machine bureaucracy tend to seek to reduce tacit knowledge since their organisational priority is put on specialisation, standardisation and control
. In addition, professional bureaucracy usually does not evaluate the tacit knowledge much since they pursue standardisation of knowledge by individual’s formal education
. On the other hand, operating adhocracy usually makes much of tacit knowledge and pursues to create it, though it faces difficulties to accumulate it because of the mobility of labour markets. J-form organisation also emphasises on the importance of tacit knowledge; however, unlike operating adhocracy organisation, it can be said to be most suitable for accumulating tacit knowledge because of the immobility of labour markets.     

Thus, organisational policies have closely connected to the management of tacit knowledge and the role of it.

9. Conclusion

Organisational knowledge varies depending on the nature of knowledge and the organisational structure. However, more important implication is that these differences stem from the nature of labour markets and the form of organisation.

Therefore, in order to establish effective knowledge management, a firm must take these backgrounds into account. Moreover, a firm’s human resources policy has a significant influence on the effectiveness in controlling over tacit knowledge, which is difficult to codify.
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