Inkpen & Ramaswamy – Chapter 5
Global Knowledge Management

Introductory Concept:  Institutional Theory

Institutional theory is not covered in the book, but can serve as a frame of reference to understand the issues MNE’s face when attempting to change.  There are three major concepts that are relevant here:

1) Momentum – Within organizations, history, precedent, and tradition impede organizational change.  When an organization experiences success, it tends to freeze parts of the culture, processes, and procedures to ensure that the paths to success are maintained over time.

2) Embeddedness – The degree to which an organization is enmeshed in a social network, based on trust and cohesion.  Tacit (implicit) knowledge and culture tend to obscure the importance of what goes on in an organization that may have positive benefits elsewhere in the organization.  It is difficult to recognize the value of knowledge that can be profitably employed elsewhere.

3) Isomorphism – Imitation of others who are successful.  However, one might only copy what is observable and can be understood.  Actual causal variables or knowledge may go unrecognized.

Continuing on with Inkpen and Ramaswamy:
1) The MNE is a repository of valuable knowledge that often goes unexploited.  The more you use knowledge, the better you get, and the bigger the impact.

2) Replicating knowledge throughout the MNE enables the entire entity to become networked.

3) Knowledge is embedded and is hard to separate from the contextual structures, processes, procedures, and routine where it was created.  Much if it is also tacit and difficult to transfer.  Tacit knowledge is embedded and is often intuitive and difficult to recognize or isolate.  It is important to convert tacit knowledge to explicit knowledge.

4) Successful knowledge transfer systems may enable firms to outperform competitors who relay on one-way knowledge transfers from HQ to subsidiaries.

5) Important factors related to organizational knowledge:

a) Can’t be depleted or worn out.

b) Can have multiple “owners.”

c) Is embedded and cumulative.

d) Cannot easily be governed by contracts.

e) It is hard to inventory of measure knowledge.

6) Subunits must be willing to share and accept knowledge.  

7) Subunits may not want to abandon old knowledge for new knowledge.

8) Techniques for spreading knowledge:
a) Personnel movement.

b) Training.

c) Communications and personal relationships.

d) Observation.

e) Transfers of goods and services.

f) Presentations.

g) Interactions with suppliers and customers.

9) Transfers of knowledge to new situations and contexts can have positive or negative consequences that are unpredictable.

10) Key issues:

a) The creation of collaborative mechanisms support knowledge transfer.

b) People can play key roles to ensure that knowledge is transferred.  Once the community is accustomed to sharing knowledge, it will improve in the quality and speed of transfer.

c) Effective transfer techniques:

1) Transferring people.

2) Training programs.

3) Interpersonal relationships.

d) Complexity impedes knowledge transfer.

e) Social interaction accelerates knowledge transfer.

f) Once knowledge is transferred, its value expands, and so does the network of individuals involved in sharing knowledge.

