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Answers to the end of chapter review questions 
 
1. Why is it difficult to arrive at a universal definition of knowledge? 

 
Any definition of knowledge will be dependent on the context within which the term is 
used. For instance, in organisational contexts knowledge is often defined in terms of its 
relationship to data and information. Given the significance of information and 
communications technology (ICT) to organisations this is not surprising. However, 
knowledge is different to data and information. It is also argued that knowledge contains 
judgement (Davenport & Prusak, 2000), is about beliefs and commitment (Nonaka & 
Takeuchi, 1995), and has a far broader range of applicability than data and information 
(Delanty, 2001). Ultimately, knowledge is a complex, multi-faceted and ambiguous 
concept (Blackler et al, 1998; Davenport & Prusak, 2000; Ahmed et al, 2002). 

 
 
2. Explain the principal differences between the first wave objectivist and second wave 

practice-based perspectives. 
 

Knowledge has different characteristics and is underpinned by different theories in each 
of the waves. In first wave objectivist perspective knowledge is treated as an object, the 
explicit aspect is privileged over the tacit, and knowledge is derived from (individual) 
cognitive process. The first wave is underpinned by human capital theory. In terms of 
the second wave practice-based perspective knowledge is socially constructed, is 
embedded in practice, is subjective, and the explicit and tacit aspects are intertwined. 
The second wave is underpinned by social capital theory. 

 
 
3. Define and explain the concept of knowledge sharing. 
 

The definition of knowledge sharing varies according to the perspective being adopted 
and consequently there is no single definition of the concept. However, in each wave, 
knowledge sharing is critical for the creation of new knowledge. Knowledge sharing, and 
in particular face-to-face sharing, is a pivotal process underpinning the second wave: 
people need to be given opportunities to think, to learn, and to talk with one another 
(Davenport & Prusak, 2000: 17).  As Von Krogh et al (2000) observe: “in order to share 
personal knowledge, individuals must rely on others to listen and react to their ideas. 
Constructive and helpful relations enable people to share their insights and freely 
discuss their concerns”. There are variants of knowledge sharing: knowledge retrieval, 
knowledge exchange and knowledge creation (Huysman and de Wit, 2003). In the first 
wave perspective according to Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) knowledge creation is 
dependent on four modes of knowledge sharing: socialisation (i.e. sharing tacit 
knowledge through talking about personal experiences; often in the form of stories and 
anecdotes); externalisation (i.e. converting tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge; 
although the mechanics of this remain contentious); combination (i.e. using information 
and explicit knowledge in new ways); and, internalisation (i.e. the conversion of explicit 
knowledge into tacit knowledge). 
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4. How can HRD practitioners support the development of human capital? 
 

The traditional focus of HRD practitioners has been on the development of human 
capital (rather than social capital). Human capital is seen as something that can be 
developed through training and experience within the organisation (Scarborough & 
Elias, 2002). Knowledge is treated as an object; as explicit, abstract, capable of being 
encoded and stored, and easy to transmit to others (Von Krogh, 1998). This underpins 
traditional formal, structured classroom-based training interventions which are 
characteristic of the HRD strategic choices of ‘socialisation’ and ‘devolved informal 
learning’ referred to in chapter three. The focus of the first wave and these strategic 
HRD choices is on individual cognition.  

 
 
5. How can line managers support the development of social capital? 
 

The challenge facing managers is captured aptly by Beaumont and Hunter (2002), who 
warn that if the knowledge of employees is to be exploited effectively then managers 
need to develop a much better understanding of how employees socially interact with 
each other and how new knowledge is created. This requires a nurturing approach by 
management. Beaumont and Hunter (2002) go on to suggest that management can 
achieve this through three strategies: 

 
• Compliance: by establishing rules, procedures and routines that are written into 

employees’ contracts and enforced through managerial compliance. (This control-
oriented approach can result in increased social capital as employees find ways to 
work around constraints imposed by management. However, this social capital 
remains invisible to management and may not be compatible with organisational 
goals and objectives). 

• Entrepreneurship: management become more entrepreneurial (e.g. non-
bureaucratic decision-making; shallow hierarchies; the development of an 
innovative and entrepreneurial culture). (My own research has highlighted the 
extent to which innovation is associated with informal structures and processes. 
Consequently, this strategy is heavily reliant on the emergence of social capital that 
is visible to management). 

• Employee participation: management seek to increase employee commitment to 
the organisation through a range of employee participation strategies (e.g. high 
levels of flexibility and autonomy among the workforce; an emphasis on 
performance-related pay; a performance appraisal system that monitors and 
rewards knowledge creation and sharing; profit-sharing or similar types of reward 
strategy) (This is compatible with the entrepreneurship strategy). 

 
You should also refer back to the HRD strategic choice of ‘empowered informal 
learning’ introduced in chapter three and figure 10.5 in chapter ten..  
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