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Abstract: In our previous study, we fosed on two spaces: a community of
knowledge management (KM) practitioners and their respective work
organizations. We found that the “community” largely existededgitimize KM
practices, rather than dearn KM practices. Our current study builds upon this
work by uncovering how in fact power relationships in work organizations are
transferred and mirrored into the community. Consequently, these relationships
shape and define the community’s processes: they set up boundaries of the
community, reinforce the knowledge sharing practices among the members, and
institutionalize community members’ beliefs of KM. We have adopted Strauss’'s
social world perspective to better understand how the actions and interactions
outside of the community impact and mold the community.
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1. Introduction

For the past three years, we have been conducting an ethnographic investigation
into a forum for knowledge management practitioners (KMPs) from the aerospace
industry. According to their official website, this forum is a locale whigaérs

in knowledge management in industry (with a focus on aerospace industry) and
academia come together to share, collaborate, and discuss.” Coming from five
different aerospace organizations, theseR&\participate ira quarterly face-to-
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We also observed KMPs *“talking sHop the KM Exchange. Despite the KM
Exchange’s own label as a communitypoéctice, we found the community to be
less about learning KM skills from peers and elders via legitimate peripheral
participation, and more about learnihgw to “spread” the gospel of KM. In
particular, we found the majority of discussions on and off-line to be about KM’s
legitimacy: people sharing their pains in getting the proper constituents to
understand KM'’s value, how to embed KM throughout work processes at the
organization, and how to establish KM as a reputable discipline. While
disciplinary legitimacy was the usual topic at hand, we found that névibliethe
community was stagnating—they were not learning enough about KM itself. The
focal members, the oldies, wanted tomppote, while newbies wanted to learn.

This disparity of motivations between the oldies and newbies leads us to the
main focus of this paper. CoP are by far the most popular approach for fostering
cross organizational sharing in the KM field. Books on cultivating or
implementing CoP abound (Denning, 2005; Hasanali et al., 2002; Rumizen, 2002;
Saint-Onge & Wallace, 2003; Wenger, 2D0At its heart, KM views CoP as a
way to bring disparate groups together to foster sharing, thus, efficiently using
knowledge and leading to increased company productivity. While the literature
acknowledges that CoP require time and effort to implement, we feel that it often
ignores the social structure inherent in the groups that CoP seek to bring together.
Our previous study revealed that attributes from these groups can make so-called
CoP very much different from Wengerideal. We now draw upon Strauss’s
social world model to allow us to exgdite the community thdhe KM Exchange
represents.

3.2. The Social World Perspective

According to Strauss (1978ocial worlds have a primary activity and sites where
these activities occur. Notably, Strauss describes a social world as a fluid and
dynamic entity, often intersecting with other social worlds. Actions and
interactions in one social world may significantly impact other social worlds. For
example, Mark & Poltrock (2003) note that technology adoption can transfer from
one social world to another: they describe how a virtual meeting system was
adopted across different social worlds, changing in its usage (e.g., from being a
teaching tool to a document sharing aqgtiion) and its acceptea (e.g., rejection

or acceptance by gatekeepers in sociatldgd. In discussing the analytical
practicality of this theory, Strauss describes several focal points of interests that
arise when using a social world’s perspextidowever, in this paper, we focus on
authenticity. Authenticity pertains to the quality of action, as well as to
judgments of which acts are more essential.” Intertwined with authenticity is the

2 Newcomers and focal members are used interchangeably with newbies and oldies,
respectively.
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issue of power. Those who wield powerthe social world can decide which
members are authentic. Moreover, thasepower decide how newcomers are
initiated into the social world. Strauss also stresses the importance of a social
world’s history. He admonishes those thé&ictis on contemporary life while

either avoiding history or using it as a backdrop for the analysis of ongoing
organizations and processes.” Indeed, as we will discuss, a social world’s history
can have dramatic effects on future abevorlds. Analogously, a social world’s
history of power can elucidate current power structures.

We argue that, sometimes, what one ends up doing by combining or bringing
together multiple social groups is a sort of mirroring or replication of power
structures. In other words, power structures inherent in the social worlds end up
being transferred over and reestablished/reinforced in new social worlds.

4. A Social World Perspective ito Power in the KM Exchange

Building upon our previous work, we now focus our analysis on hower
features of social worlds have shaped the KM Exchange. In particular, we see
how power relations in social worlds have played a role in 1) the founders, 2) the
newcomers, 3) disparity of motivations between “oldies” and “newbies,” and 4)
delineating KM for members, resulting in the institutionalization of beliefs on KM
within the community. The KM Exchangegmwer is largely oncentrated in the
core members who authenticate (via social mechanisms) the activities in the KM
Exchange.

Social worlds can be in countless disgkle forms: temporary or long-lived,;
small or large; local or international; emergent or established; virtual or physical;
and with tight boundaries or permeable boundaries. Through the analysis of our
field data, we identified these key social worlds surrounding the KM Exchange:
the established aerospace aogiions, the local universities, the master's degree
KM program which one of the core members helped found, various KM
conferences, KM project collaborations @mgy some focal and senior members,
and the tight-knit circle of the core members.

4.1. Founders across the Work Organization & the KM Exchange

The core members cemented their powe the KM Exchange by being the
progenitors of the community. This establishment of power and leadership in KM
in fact is a reflection of their own initiatives in the social worlds of their
workplaces. All the core members weresponsible for starting the KM
team/department or were appointed as the head of KM efforts in their respective
work organizations. Two core members brought up their pet knowledge-based
projects to their upper management and these projects eventually morphed into a
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larger KM initiative, whereas others were hired by the corporation specifically to
spearhead a new KM effort. One caorember explained about his company’s
search for someone who could lead KNrhé committee had certain level of
effectiveness and tried to move initiative forward, but there was no single
individual who was accountable...um...that could really lead the group and lead

the broad group, not so much built an empire of knowledge management, but
really coordinate across the company, great diversity of different organizations of

the company to get everybody to kind of get move into the same direction
effectively.” Thus, these core members represetitedeadership for establishing
and encouraging KM in their organizations.

A number of small, short-led social worlds existegrior to the formation of
the KM Exchange, and these temporary sosm@llds eventually led to a tight-knit
social world of the core members. Témre members founded the KM Exchange
after several small encounters at KM-styled conferences and subsequent lunch
gatherings. Through these informal gegethers, the core members formed a
tight-knit, if not exclusive, group of KMeaders. Throughout our interviews, the
core members described a special bond that existed between ttigthe four of
us <laugh> who constantly bug each other...I think there’s a closer connection.

Like, I mean, Sam asked [me a KM question] at ten o’clock at night, and | didn’t
even hesitate to respond.”

Despite the short existence of the KM Exchange, when we interviewed our
informants, many of them could not accurately recall how the KM Exchange had
initially started. Indeed, our informants provided us a humber of curious variations
on how the KM Exchange came into dgisce. The interpretations ranged from
the simple, assertive answers ofcteated it” and “l founded the community” by
two core members, to the answer thiatvas a spin off from a preexisting KM
forum in a particular aerospace compamywhich another core member was in
charge of the KM team. These couliciory stories are indicative of the
importance the creators of the KM Excharplace on holding power not only in
their own organizations, but also in their discipline’s cross-organizational
community. As forerunners of KM in thredwn social worlds, the core members
seek to reestablish their priority and repute in the KM Exchange as well.

4.2. Newbie Initiation into the Community

As we mentioned, the core members seek to establish a new community that
nevertheless mirrors their place in thewer hierarchy in their respective home
organizations. They can continue to assert their power by creating a population of
newcomers in the KM Exchange panly from their own subordinates.
Newcomers join the KM Exchange by being invited by the focal members or
senior members. The majority of the newcomers usually work for the focal
members, with the rest being students who are attending a KM master’'s degree
program at a local university (which ooé the core members helped establish;
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this core member is also a newly appointed adjunct faculty in this university). A
newcomer explained to us that becomadM Exchange member is really an
informal job requirement:Um...when | joined the group, they said, ‘Hey, there is

a meeting and you are going.” <laughs>." Other newcomers told us that they
were invited to attend the KM Exchange by the focal membéraa$ pretty

much asked to go and do it back in 2000”; “The KM staff are invited, but it is
optional.” Because the focal members are authoritative figures in their work
organizations, recruiting the new KM Exchange members was relatively easy for
them Moreover, because these newcomers were subordinates, they often felt
obligated to go.

Although we had initially expected the KM Exchange to foster dynamic and
frequent interactions as well as help the members establish a vibrant social
network, we were surprised to learn that the majority of hewcomers and some
senior members had little or no interactions with other members once a meeting
concluded. One newcomer noted that off-line communication (i.e., not during
meetings) among peers was done dhipugh core members:Because | talked
to several people at the meeting and | would like to be able to contact them
again...and | normally have to go through someone like Thomas or Ken [core
members] to get information.” One senior member noted that networking is the
focal member’s job: F'don’t have the time to be out there building relationships.

Ken who is the higher level, that’s his responsibility. That’s his task to be building

the relationships, making the connections, providing that for us. The rest of us—I
personally don’t do that because | don’t have the time I just have too much on my

mind.”” In contrast to the oldies, newbies had little connection with each other.
While we observed a very tight-knit social world of the core members, we did not
similarly observe a social world of newbies emerging from the KM Exchange:
certainly, we observed interactions of newbies at meetings occurring between
members of the same work organization, but little between newbies of different
organizations. One might conjecture thatbnobbing with the boss carries the
same subtle power dynamics as hobnobbing with the boss’s own cohorts/peer. The
social worlds and their érarchical structure from vigh the newbies and oldies
come from thus in some sense get replicated into the KM Exchange, possibly
hindering legitimate peripheral participation among newbies.

4.3. Disparity Between the Newbies and Oldies: Stagnation

While in its nascent stages, membership boundaries of the KM Exchange were a
concern: who could become members? During the meetings, boundary issues were
often debated upon. Members asked about inviting the local KM master's degree
program students which included some international students and KM
practitioners from non-aerospace indestri-this raised security issues. The
debates would always end when some senior members voiced their opinion that
the community should remain only within the aerospace industry. One senior
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member said, Our identity is ‘aerospace’ KM. Better to focus on ‘aerospace.”
All the core members seemed conteithwhe boundaries of the community’d
like to keep it an aerospace focus.”

On the other hand, our interviews revealed that newcomers and some senior
members had different ideas about the boundaries. Newbies sometimes remarked
on the domineering personalities of the core memb&osnétimes, the meetings
are dominated by strong characters,” or ““I worry that we’re going to hear from
the same people over and over again.” These power relations played out in
disappointing meeting content for many newbies. One junior KM staff member
explained why she didn’t attend recent meetingscéduse a lot of them are really
repetitive. That was good for the first maybe three or four [meetings] and after a
while people just started talking about the same things over and over again. And
then...so | was kind of losing interest <laughs> because I’m not learning
anything new at these things.” Another newbie gave a lukewarm answer about the
meeting’s usefulnessi ‘mean, | don’t find any meeting extremely helpful. They
are all somewhat useful. | haven’t found any of them to...if | hadn’t attended, you
know, my outlook on knowledge management and what | do would be not much
different.” One senior member informed udy opinion is [the KM Exchange is]

a little stagnated. You know, we can share so much for so long. | think we need to

do...we might venture out and include more people.” This sense of stagnation in

the community reveals a desfity between those whose desire is to learn KM and
those who need to legitimize KM practidesstay alive. In dter words, the focal
members have dictated the KM Exchange’s content, which seems to serve a
purpose contradictory to the CoP’s supposed benefits.

At the second quarterly meeting in 2007, the focal members announced that
they would make one of the quartemyeetings a conference open to other
industries. This idea was already rtiened by one of the core members in
September 2006 at our interview; therefoit is not evident whether this core
member reshaped the boundaries of the KM Exchange on his own cognizance or
stagnation led to this decision. Nevertheless, the expansion of the KM Exchange
serves to strength the core members’ place in a reciprocal manner. One focal
member commented on the expansidriey want to grow the group. There are a
couple pressures that make them want to grow the group...the general theme for
growing the group is that they want knowledge management to be the idea to
spread. And at least for the term to be recognized [in their work organizations]
more, what | would call legitimizing it.” In other words, expansion of the group’s
boundaries allows the KM Exchange become more reputable and therefore
further legitimize KM in their own organizations.

One core member invited a professor from a local university whom he met at a
conference. Because of thpsofessor’s enthusiasticd assertive nature and the
prestigious nature of his social worldcademia), he quickly moved to the center
of the KM Exchange. He hosted a quarterly meeting and a conference sponsored
by the KM Exchange that featured presenters and participants from other
industries (e.g., construction enginiegrand high-tech) at his university.
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