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Learning and knowing in organisations
— a phenomenological view

Marco Zimmer

The discussion about organisational knowledge agdrosational capabilities in organisation
theory and strategic management rests largely @tanomic background. Teece and Pisano
(1994) trace its theoretical foundations back t® writings of Schumpeter (1934), Penrose
(1959) and Williamson (1975). Maybe it is becaus¢hese roots that especially the knowl-
edge management approach sometimes seems to naggeot its central claims — not to in-
vent the wheel twice. The huge bodies of thougliualknowledge developed, for example,
in philosophy and sociology seem to be ignored. IBiog ago a German organisation theorist
gave his opinion on this discussion: “It seems #llaguestions concerning knowledge have to
be basically answered again with respect to orgéinizal knowledge” (Schreydgg 2001, 4).
One of the questions to be tackled is the proceksaming and developing knowledge in or-

ganisations.

The following paper does not claim to take intocod all bodies of thought mentioned
above, but it will demonstrate that a certain pdrthese bodies, the phenomenological soci-
ology of Alfred Schiitz and his successors, esdgciReter Berger and Thomas Luckmann

(1966), can fertilise the discussion about lear@nd knowing in organisations.

The structure of the paper is as follows. In thetsection a brief sketch is given of the phe-
nomenological understanding of knowledge and |legraind its interdependence in everyday
life. After that these theoretical tools are applie the analysis of organisational knowledge

and organisational learning.

1 Knowing and learning — a phenomenological view

In his phenomenological approach Schiitz distingesadbetween the daily conduct of actors
and their wilful planned, rational actions (19724). In the former the actor is guided by
“operating instructions” (“GebrauchsanweisungenScliitz/Luckmann 1979, 37), recipes
and rules of thumb. Also all kinds of so-calledaamétic activities — habitual, traditional, af-

fectual ones — fall under this class as long ag #ine subjectively meaningful and not simply
caused by biological reasons such as reflexes {8d®73b, 211). If the conduct is based on
a preconceived project Schutz designates it acBoth, conduct and action can be covert or

overt. They may happen covertly within the heathefactor or overtly gearing into the outer
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world. Although conduct happens often without comss reflecting on the possible and de-
sired outcomes it is based on the knowledge oather. Both, conduct and action are knowl-
edgeable, to borrow a term from Giddens’ structanatheory (1984, 21) who in turn has
used many concepts developed by Schitz withinhdery. In the following it is examined
how actors use their knowledge in conduct and astend some conclusions are drawn re-
garding the nature of knowledge. It will turn ouiat the phenomenological account of
knowledge has much in common not only with struation theory but also with the concept
of knowledge developed by Polanyi (1966; 1975) @se: Tsoukas/Vladimirou 2001).

1.1 Whatis knowledge?

1.1.1 Everyday knowledge and conduct

Following Schitz (1973b) actors experience manfedsht realities. The way they use their
knowledge depends heavily on the kind of realigytlare interacting with and their attitude
towards this reality. To the “world of daily lifgibid. 208) the actor has a largely pragmatic
attitude. His interest in the world is primarily pfactical nature and he uses his knowledge at
hand which is based on his own experiences ane thasded down to him by parents, teach-
ers and fellow-men. Because he is familiar witls thorld he knows what has to be done in
most social situations. His familiarity and his kiedge about the world rest on the convic-
tion that the world is given and that its relevaspects will not change — an idea for which
Husserl coined the catchphrases “I-can-do-it-agéilch kann immer wieder”) and “and so
on and so on ” (*und so weiter”). This view allotte development of schemata and ‘typifi-

cations’.

By typification Schitz designates the fact, tha éxperience based knowledge of the actor
never refers to the concrete situation he facedasita typical character “carrying open hori-
zons of anticipated similar experiences” (SchitZ3E9 7). Schutz illustrates the way typifi-
cations work by our ability to recognise a dog adog even if we do not know its breed.
Seeing it, we will know that it is an animal andparticular a dog because it has the familiar
features and the behaviour of a dog. More genesalaking typifications form a set of an-
ticipations which can be confirmed or challengedtiy actual experiences. If the anticipa-
tions are confirmed the content of the anticipaigze will be enlarged and maybe split up
into sub-types. If, for example, the dog | am fgais an Irish setter, | will know on one hand
that dogs may look like an Irish setter and ondtier hand | will know how Irish setters as a

breed look like.
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But, depending on the circumstances, the actomgeano know the thing or the person he is
confronted with not only as an exemplar of the gelngype but also as something particular,
which has individual characteristics. If he facedog during a walk in the park in most cases
he will only be concerned with it as an exampledageneral type. But if it is the actor’s dog
he will probably more concerned with its individudlaracteristics than with the fact that it is
a mammal and an animal, although he knows thats,Ttwe specific object or a person can
be typified in different ways. These typificatiocesn also be very different in stressing certain
aspects of the object and ignoring other ones. isqrewho is afraid of big animals may
identify the Irish setter as a dangerous animalred® he would regard a small terrier as a
not-dangerous animal. How something in the outetdnis typified depends on the interest of
the actor and the relevance structures he usesitiSt73a, 9). The biographical situation of
the actor and the experiences he has made forrhas$is not only for the actor's stock of
knowledge at hand but also for his way seeing thimghich Schitz (ibid.) calls “purpose at
hand”. This purpose at hand defines which elemehts specific situation are relevant. Be-
side the typifications which are general in natareactor may also be concerned with the
particular characteristics of a specific thing goeason, which make the thing or the person
unique! Thus, in a phenomenological account an actomiays concerned with only some of
the aspects of any particular typified object. Wihaspects of an object or a situation are con-
sidered to be relevant depends on the actor’s itlefinof the situation which in turn is de-
pendent on the prior knowledge of the actor resgltrom his own experiences and principles
“taken over uncritically from parents and teach€&chtitz 1971a, 73).

Typifications are not only used with respect toealtg but also in social encounters. The real-
ity of the actor is populated with individuals teeinteracting with. Some of these people he
knows very well, others hardly. But in most caseskhows to which type a person belongs
(at least in the given situation) and can act atiogrto this typification. The social evaluation
of actors often depends on their ability to use'tight’ typifications in social encounters, that
is their ability to act knowledgeable (Giddens 198426).

This difference between the general propertiearobbject and its peculiarities reminds of theedtiff
ence between subsidiary and focal awareness maBelbyyi (1974, 55-65): focal awareness focuses a
specific object whereas subsidiary awareness ctrates on the embeddedness of the object in a
broader context. For Polanyi (1974, 56) both typkawareness are mutually exclusive: “If a pianist
shifts his attention from the piece he is playioghe observation of what he is doing with his érg
while playing it, he gets confused and may havetap.”
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Schitz stresses that in daily life actors are migrested in aspects like the certainty, the logi-
cal coherence of means-end relations or the origfinlseir knowledge. Instead they refer to a

stock of knowledge which is often in a very incardrand confused state (1971a, 72-73):

“Clear and distinct experiences are intermingledttwivague conjectures; suppositions and prejudices
cross well-proven evidences; motives, means ang, @sdwell as causes and effects, are strung tegeth
without clear understanding of their real connenso There are everywhere gaps, intermissions, disco
tinuities.”
The only important fact is, that this knowledge ldea the actor to master his life and to have
a good grip on the social situations he gets ihiigc(1971a, 73) calls this kind of knowledge
“cook-book knowledge” because as a cook-book pewithe reader with all the knowledge
he needs to make an apple pie, it provides the adtb all he needs to deal with the routine
matters of daily life. The application of this knledge often also happens routinely on a level

of practical consciousness (Giddens 1984, 6-8, 26).

This kind of knowledge applied in the daily lifepsimarily concerned with action, enabling
the actor to interact with the outer world, regasdl whether it is social or not. That implies
that it is dependent on the context and the wayather defines it. Furthermore it is dynamic
because it provides not only a framework which é&mthe actor to make sense of the situa-
tion he faces, the information he gets and the rapees he makes, but it influences if and
how these impressions are incorporated in theiagistock of knowledge. Thus, it is both, an
outcome and a process which is able to changd. iBklckler (1995, 1039) argues that
knowledge should be seen as an activity (knowimgl) @& enactment and Orlikowski (2002,
253) describes it as an “active and recurrent apieshment”. The prominent feature of daily
conduct is that the knowledgeable activities talkegin a routinely way: the actor assessing
the situation and deciding what to do does so witihaving to think much about it. The daily
life is a durée of activity, a continuous flow afrcduct which is based on the conviction of
reversible time (Giddens 1984, 35). It can be segettby a reflexive moment of attention
on part of the actor. This happens when the astasked to supply a reason for his conduct
or to explicate certain features for his activityid., 73). But also an interruption or an unex-
pected incident may lead to a breakdown of theydailtine and force the actor to reflect and

plan his activities.

1.1.2 Knowledge and planned action

Schitz (1973c, 67) uses the term “action” to destigghuman conduct which is devised by the
actor in advance. Actions do only happen if themasteps out of the daily flow of conduct



Learning and knowing in organisations 5

and starts to think about the future, his plans @nts and the possibilities to reach them. As

conduct action “may be covert — for example therfit to solve a scientific problem men-

tally — or overt, gearing into the outer world” ifit).? At least overt action always aims at a

certain state of affairs to reached at the entd@fiction.

This state affairs to be reached has to fantasigetie actor before he can start to think over

the phases of action necessary to reach it. Sqhitkz, 68) uses the metaphor: “I have to

have some idea of the structure to be erected défoan draft the blueprints”. Starting from

this outcome he reconstructs the steps which vaMehresulted in this state of affairs. The

consequences of this kind of planning are (Sch@i3a, 20-23):

1. All drafts of future acts are based on the knowetlge actor has at the time of projecting.

This knowledge belongs to prior experiences ofatter and/or is passed to him by its so-
cial environment (ibid., 13-15). The knowledge ahd at the time of projecting must be
different from that which the actor will have whre now merely fantasised state of af-

fairs will have been materialised (Schiitz 19739, 69

Planning rests on the conviction of repeatabiligmtioned above. Recipes and causal tex-
tures (Weick 1979, 53) (a term not used by Schitzich were successful before will
work again. Thus, planning requires the use ofiftygtions’. After all every act is
unique. Generally the circumstances are differewt @ the very least the actor has be-
come older and has acquired more experience. Toofith or, perhaps better, to construct
a similarity between the actual act and acts whvele successfully carried out in the
past, it is necessary to suppress the irrelevan@css of the situation as it is proposed and
to concentrate on the typical ones. This knowlealgeut relevant aspects of the desired
state of affairs and the way to reach it can alsmessarily only be the present knowledge

of the actor.

Schitz (1973a, 21-22) argues that the particutae perspective of planning shows that it
Is important to distinguish two kinds of motivation action: On the one hand action is
motivated by the state of affairs which is to beught about by it. This kind of motive,

which from the point of view of the actor referstte future, Schiitz designates the “in-
order-to-motive”. On the other hand there is tresslof motives for choosing the project
of action itself. The roots for this motives cantteced back in the past, to the life history

2

Schitz (1973c, 67) stresses that covert actidradth projected needs not to be purposeful. Without
the intention to carry out the project it stays enfamcying.
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of the actor and the experiences he made. This kindnotive is called “because-

motives”. “Because-motives” are not only the causeghe selection of a project. They
determine on the one hand the range of alternatale into consideration by the actor
and influence on the other hand which steps orgshakaction the planning actor regards
to be necessary in order to reach the desired chaiftairs. Because the actor can only re-
fer to his present knowledge when he has to desldeh alternatives he has and which
ways of acting seem to be feasiblat least as to their typ&gSchiitz 1973c, 73, Empha-

sis in the original).

4. If other persons are involved in the projects faisied by the actor they are always in-
volved not as individuals but as typifications. Buethe actor knows the respective per-
son well, he cannot know what the person will déhie future. He has to anticipate his or
her actions and reactions. He might be able toodmare exactly because of his familiar-
ity with the person, but nevertheless he has tr teftypical actions and reactions.

This rough and abbreviated sketch of the phenomegital concept of planned action shows
that the knowledge applied does not differ muclnfitbat used in the daily conduct. Indeed,
the actor reflects upon what is going to do. Henewry start to question and doubt parts of
his knowledge at hand which he has taken for gdastefar. But he can do so only on the
base of other parts of his knowledge which remaiguestioned and which may be seen on a
higher order (Schiitz 1973c, 93). If the actor goesd all his knowledge at hand he would
get into a situation where he would have no idewlwdit to do. The parts of knowledge the
actor uses to question other parts of his knowlegigethe blind spot of this observation
(Luhmann 1992, 85). The relation between theseparts of knowledge is similar to the re-
lation between “because-motives” and “in-order-totiwves”. The former can only be ob-
served and reflected by the actor, if he stopsn®cocting the steps necessary in order to

reach a certain aim (Schitz 1973c, 71).

The knowledge applied in (planned) action is mostynposed of typifications. These sedi-
ments of previous experiences can be more or fessfe depending on the actor’s familiar-

ity with the typified object or person. In the irdetion with a person which the actor hardly
knows, for example a policemen, the actor will retfe very general ideas how to treat a
stranger and especially a policeman. If the acgtquite familiar with the person, he might be
able to anticipate better how the person will réaatertain circumstances, but he still has to

rely on his anticipations if he involves the pergohis plans.
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The case of planned action sheds a light on areatutypifications which is very important
for relation between learning and knowing. Grougdihe projection of action on typifica-
tions means that the actor anticipates the prajeatéion as feasible. This anticipation rests
upon the experience-based conviction that the maioleast as to its typavould have feasi-
ble if it had occurred in the past. Schiitz (1973), stresses the importance of the restriction
“as least to its type”, because without this restth nothing novel could ever be projected.
Strictly speaking, nothing could ever be projecteel;ause any projection refers to the future
and the future will always be different from thegent. This implies that typifications have a
kind of emptiness which on the one hand makes tugpficable to a range of manifestations
of a type. On the other hand this emptiness leadket fact that no precise expectations and
plans are possible (Schitz 1971b, 296-291). Theamprences of this are discussed later on.
Before that the reason given by Schitz are disdusbg the experience-based knowledge of
the actor can form an suitable base for sociaftactens.

1.2 The social character of personal knowledge

The knowledge the actor uses in daily conduct anglanning actions is his personal knowl-
edge but it is not his private knowledge. As Scl{li®73a, 10) stresses the actor nor lives in a
private world neither applies only private knowleddnstead “it is from the outset an inter-
subjective world of culture” and the knowledge abthis world is also intersubjective and
socialised. Nearly nothing in the outer world haseaning by itself. The outer world — espe-
cially the cultural objects — are only understanddly referring to the human activities and

intentions of which they are sediments. An actarasable

“[to] understand a tools without knowing the purgofor which it was designed, a sign or symbol witho
knowing what is stands for in the mind of the persses it, an institution without understanding wisa

means for the individuals who orient their behawidth regard to its existence” (Schitz 1973, 10-11)

Schitz (ibid., 11-15) regards three aspects of kedge as important for the fact that it can

get its social character:
a) The reciprocity of the perspective
b) The social origin of knowledge

c) The social distribution of knowledge
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a) The reciprocity of the perspectives

Schitz argues, that in his natural attitude anraetces it for granted that intelligent fellow-
men exist and that the objects of the world knownth® actor are also accessible to their
knowledge. Finally, the actor knows that the feHowen have, as a matter of principle, the
same knowledge. But the actor is also aware offahethat the “same” object must mean
something different to him and to any of his fellaven. The causes for these differences can
be found in the fact that, independent of all timeilarities between the actor and his fellow-
men, there are differences in their biographicalgtermined situations resulting in differ-
ences in their respective systems of relevanceradifferences in the typifications of cultural
objects. Schitz argues that actors usually asshatehte differences originating in the unique
biographical situations are irrelevant for all gireal purposes and that the fellow-men would
use the same typifications as the actor doese¥f tere in his place and vice versa. This gen-
eral thesis of reciprocal perspectives constitateange of shared knowledge which is con-
ceived to be objective, at least for the actor hisdfellow-men. Because not only the actor
but all fellow-men use this general thesis, th@macan take his and his fellow-men’s private

knowledge of the world as taken for granted.
b) The social origin of knowledge

The second aspect which contributes to this cheradtthe private and personal knowledge
is its social origin. Most of what the actor knoargginates not from his personal experience
but is socially derived. The actor’s friends, catlees and teachers have taught him not only
the specific knowledge how to interact with par@iwobjects in the outer world but also they
have taught him how the environment is to be defiaed how typical constructs have to be
formed in accordance with the system of relevamceated from the point of view of the in-
group. Because all members of the in-group arehtatings in a similar way they are all pro-
vided with comparable ways of seeing and interpgethe world which in turn contributes to
forming the in-group. Schitz (1973a, 14) streseedbearing of the language for transmitting
this socially derived knowledge: “any name includetypification and generalization refer-
ring to the relevance system prevailing in thedisgc in-group which found the named thing

significant enough to provide a separate termtfor i
c) The social distribution of knowledge

As everybody knows nobody knows everything. Evethm in-group knowledge is socially
distributed and the actual knowledge of the actomerely the potential knowledge of his

fellow-men. The general thesis of reciprocal peripes takes into account that “not only
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what an individual knows differs from what his r@gr knows, but also how both know the
‘same’ facts” (ibid.). Schitz argues that everyiwidlial’s stock of knowledge at hand is at
any moment of his life structured as having zonegaoious degrees of clarity, distinctness
and precision. This structure is biographicallyedetined and the actor is aware of it. Thus,
what he knows is who knows. He constructs “typethefOther’s field of acquaintance and of

the scope and texture of his knowledge” (ibid.).

The way the typifications of the other are formeghehds on the social proximity of the par-
ticular other (Schitz 1973a, 15-19). The memberhefin-group are grasped as individuals
in a unique biographical situation (although ombgiments of their personality and their biog-
raphy are known by the actor). Other people cag balgrasped “by forming a construct of a
typical way of behavior, a typical pattern of urlgierg motives, of typical attitudes of a per-

sonality type, of which the Other and his conduatler scrutiny, both outside my observa-
tional reach, are just instances or exemplars” {&ch973a, 17). To be sure, also in his at-
tempts to understand people he knows personalladter has to use typifications, but these
are — at least partly — grounded on a more det&itedvledge of the other, his biographical

situation and therewith his motives of acting. Arease in the anonymity of the other in-
volves a decrease in the fullness of content oktimvledge about the other until in a state of

complete anonymisation the other individual arepgged to be interchangeable.

On behalf of the actor this constructing of theeothas a corollary in a process of self-
typification which takes place if the actor enter® interaction with the typified other. In
constructing his type the actor typifies himseld alevelops a role which he regards as appro-
priate to the type of the other. Schitz (1973a, SE®s this self-typification as the base for
Mead’ s (1934) distinction between the “I” and tihde” in the social self. Bearing in mind
that the typifications used in these interactioressicially derived and approved to a consid-
erable extent it becomes clear that they can begostiéutionalised because there are good
reasons for the actors to take them for granted.

2 Learning and understanding

For Schiitz the experiences of the actor, his bgigecal situation and his systems of rele-
vance are the key to understand his conduct andvéyehe plans action. The actor uses
schemes to typify object, situations and persomshenalso can only anticipate future events
and results of his own acts by referring to thedemes (Schitz 1971c, 233-238; 1974, 105-
111). These schemes are the core of his knowledgehvis like a collection of recipes. The
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touchstone of this knowledge is its pragmatic vahm its logical consistency or theoretical

clearness.

Regarding this theoretical background learning cacur in different ways. Some present
learning as a kind of by-product of knowledgealdaduct and action whereas others show
learning as a particular activity. But what is lesdt always depends on the typifications the

actor already has.

In the daily conduct the actor mostly learns, sedgp, by the way, because every time he ap-
plies his typifications in a way that the anticgtresults are achieved not only the pragmatic
value of the typifications is proven but also s sicope or content enlarged and sometimes
split up into sub-types, as we have seen. The &ty experience something new but what
he experiences can easily be integrated withire¥iging typifications because of their “open
horizons” (Schitz 1973a, 7). This kind of learnimgs much in common with concepts used
by the gestalt psychology to which Schiitz (1973mhetimes refers. The relations between
knowledge, action, cognition and learning can b&cdkeed in a perceptual circle. In the per-
ceptual circle the schema of the present envirohmigacts movements and exploratory ac-
tivities. This makes more information available ghmodifying the schema further (Neisser
1976, 54). In this way of learning every experieaoe cognition are interpreted in the light
of the existing typifications. An object is not aé@s it is” but as it appears to the actor refer-
ring to his knowledge at hand (Schitz 1973d, 108us, learning which happens this way

will be in most cases affirmative.

The is true as well for the learning processes Wwhake place the projecting of an action and
the accomplishment of this action (Schitz 197118-281). As long as the actor succeed in
accomplishing his project as anticipated, he widlken only new experiences which can be
easily integrated within the pre-existing ones. Aaghin he will inevitably but not con-

sciously try to integrate his experiences withia themes which remain unquestioned dur-

ing the phases of projecting and accomplishment.

If the typifications of the actor are challengectdngse surprisingly something unexpected
happens the actor experiences a “shock” (Schut3d,®32; 1973e, 343), a radical modifica-
tion in the tension of his consciousness. He finmsself in the situation of a stranger who
cannot longer trust in his knowledge at hand bexalibas proven to be faulty at least in
parts. Such a crisis can arise because one or ofidhe following assumptions have turned
out to be misleading (Schitz 1971d, 96):

e (Social) life will continue to be the same as is lneen so far.
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» It is sufficient to rely on the socially derived dmledge, without the necessity to under-

stand its origin or its real meaning.

* In the ordinary course of affairs it is sufficieltknow something about the general type

and style of events, the actor may encounter,deralo manage and control them.

* Neither the schemes and typifications used by tteraor the underlying assumptions

are his private knowledge, but they are acceptddshared by his fellow-men.

The difference between an actor being confronteéd wisudden breakdown of this system of
assumptions and a stranger approaching a new reylfor example an employee joining a
company, is that the stranger is aware of the tfeait he may have to call into question eve-
rything that seems to be unquestionable to the reesndf this group.

The history of the group may be accessible to trenger and he may know that culture of
the group is a result of its history but the graupistory is not an integral part of his biogra-
phy as it is the history of his home group. Thasyitably the stranger will start to “interpret

his new social environment in terms of his thinkagyusual [...] — an idea which necessarily

will soon prove inadequate” (Schitz 1971d, 97).

The stranger faces two difficulties in becomingaat f the new group which has to over-
come (ibid., 99-100):

1. The schemes accepted and used by the group presufifad every user has an accepted
place within the group. In the beginning the steang placed at beyond the border of the
territory covered by the schemes. Therefore, themes and typifications generally ac-

cepted in the group are not applicable to him.

2. The schemes and typifications used by the groupesept a well matched unit only for
the members of the group. The outsider has tolatmevery scheme and typification into
the terms of his home group, provided that, ineadive equivalents exist at all. But he
cannot be sure that his interpretations meet thenings given by the members of the
new group. Thus, what seems united to the memliehe mew group may fall into pieces
for the stranger.

Schitz (1971d, 103) stresses that the strangeisreadlicit knowledge of the typifications

and schemes used within the group and has to miutio the reasons for using them as they
are used. This comes close to the stages of espeltiscribed by Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1988)
who argue that a beginner has to stick to explidés and knowledge whereas experts often

only use vague schemes. Where the explicit ruldkaowledge which underlies the schemes
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used are not explained to the stranger he haddotimem from his observations of the mem-
bers of the group. It is obvious that the schemmes tgpifications of the new group which
provide a shelter for the members of the groupadessting challenge for the stranger which is
hard to master. The only way to master it lies goatinuous process of inquiry into the cul-
tural patterns of the approached group. If thengea succeeds these patterns will become
also taken for granted to him, but there is no guitee that he will do so. It is always possible
that the stranger stays a marginal man, a cultwyiatid not able or willing to substitute the

new cultural patterns for that of his home group.

Because of their not completed adaptation thesesaate often able to discover small events
or the rising of a crisis which remain unnoticedtbg members of the group, who rely on the
continuance of the customary way of life (SchutZ1 104). The reasons for this ability can
be found in the stranger’'s need to acquire fullideolge of the schemes used in the group
and in his own experience “that the normal wayifef is far less guaranteed than it seems”
(ibid.).

3 Organisational learning and organisational knowle dge

3.1 Organisational knowledge

Using the phenomenological approach the questicat wiganisational knowledge is can be
answered in short by saying that itsisaredpersonal knowing. The emphasis lies on both
adjectives, shared and personal. On the one hasgdrsonal. This is in a line with Polanyi
(1975, 44) who stresses that all knowing is persknawing. There is no other entity which
can know. On the other hand the prominent featbi@ganisational knowledge is that it is
shared and accepted by the members of the organisdhe members represent a kind of in-
group which takes this knowledge for granted. Baefoke inquiring further into this question

the content of the knowledge should be explained.

As phenomenology argues the knowledge in generhleapecially the knowledge shared in
social groups consists of typifications, schemed @atipes. It is a knowing how to make
sense of situations and people and how to act eaxt.rlt is more an activity and an enact-
ment than a collection of facts. This is in linettwmany definitions made in the literature
(Blackler 1995; Tsoukas/Vladimirou 2001; Orlikows002; Boisot/Canals 2004) which also
see a close connection between knowledge and a&eafrrring to the phenomenological ap-
proach it can be said that knowledge other thaorimétion only exists in action (and con-

duct) and has to prove its value in it. (Actionused here in a broad sense which includes
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mental acts as well.) Being based on the sedinantslividual and socially derived experi-
ences knowledge enables the actor to draw distimet{Tsoukas/Vladimirou 2001, 979), to
decide which are the relevant and typical featofessituation or person and to behave or act
in an appropriate way. That is, in a way whichadsepted by his relevant social environment.
Phenomenology argues that for this social accept#me prerequisite lies in the intersubjec-
tive nature of the personal knowledge of the agtsrsocial origin and distribution. This in-
tersubjective character of knowledge is also thetkea phenomenological understanding of

organisational knowledge.

It is generally accepted in organisation theoryt firens and industries often have their own
culture: specific ways of seeing or defining thelmsg and their environment: Employees
joining a firm have to be socialised (Schein 19T™anagers entering a new industry have to
learn industry recipes (Spender 1989) and sucdessfporations often develop a dominant
logic (Prahalad/Bettis 1986; Bettis/Prahalad 198bich highlights the aspects of the corpo-
ration and its environment which are supposed targortant for the success and often ig-
nores the other ones. Studies have shown thatdlggdechnology is used is highly dependent

on the typifications generally used in an orgamsefBarley 1986; Orlikowski 1992).

From a phenomenological point of view these obdema can be explained by considering
an organisation as a group with its own relevartcectures, typifications and cognitive
schemes. The existence of these schemes is a piggte@f collective work which needs an
common understanding of the people working togethilee shared organisational knowledge
provides the members of the organisation with tivety they need in order to concentrate on
their respective tasks. It defines the appropaignitive categories and action options to be
used within the organisation (Weick 1979; Scott3,998-49). Although personal in its na-
ture, this knowledge can become part of the instibalised practices of the organisation by
its recurrent usage of its members. Thus, it besomstructural property of the organisation
which instantiated in the organisational practi{@&ldens 1984, 17) in“active and recurrent
accomplishment[s]” (Orlikowski 2002, 253).

Referring to Argyris and Schon (1996, 13-15) it tensaid that the theories-in-use represent
the type of organisational knowledge a phenomencdb@ccount is concerned with. If from
a phenomenological point of view espoused theavimsld be labelled organisational knowl-
edge at all is at least questionable. The theoreesl to be shared by a significant part of the

organisation to be labelled so. But, even if allhmbers of an organisation use this espoused
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theories they often lack the feature of being talkergranted, especially if they deviate much

from the theories-in-use.

One salient feature of the usage of this knowledgiat it is mostly applied on a level of
practical consciousness. The members of the org@mmsare not aware that they refer to it in
their daily activities. If they were aware of thiee knowledge would lose, at least in part, its
enabling character which rests in the fact thaaken for granted. A second important aspect
is that it is, again at least in part, inevitabBed even if the actor wants or is forced to ques-

tion it. This casts a light on the possibilitiesoafjanisational learning and unlearning.

3.2 Organisational learning and unlearning

From a phenomenological point of view learning arme separated from knowing and do-
ing. Every knowledgeable action contains an ackeafning because the actor experiences
something he cannot have anticipated preciselyrbefs we have seen two kinds of learning
can be distinguished: affirmative learning andnéag which is caused by a breakdown of the

usual schemes.

Again similarities can be found to established tlenabout organisational learning, espe-
cially the theory of Agyris and Schén (1996). Affiative learning has much in common with
single-loop learning and the learning processesezhlpy the breakdown of schemes may
lead to a kind of double-loop learning. There soahn obvious resemblance to the differen-
tiation between exploration and exploitation inamational learning (March 1991). But also

the specific contribution of a phenomenologicalcact becomes evident.

The first and most important insight is mentionédh& beginning of this section: Knowing,
doing and learning are indivisible. Regardlesshé typifications and schemes used by the
actor are confirmed or not, he learns from thepligation. That means that organisational
learning is an ongoing activity in its daily contland an organisation cannot avoid to learn.

The second aspect which is highlighted is that itat possible to ignore the formerly known
during a process of learning. Even in the atteropddvelop something total new the actors
have to refer to the knowledge they have at the timey are projecting the innovation. And if
they want to question their knowledge at hand tteydo so only by referring to higher order
principles which itself are sediments of personasacially derived experiences. As Schiitz
(1973c, 93) puts it: “any choice refers to pre-eigreced decisions of a higher order, upon
which the alternative at hand is founded — as aptrefers to a pre-experienced empirical
certainty which becomes questionable in the prooésmubting.” And he (ibid., 78) quotes
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John Dewey: “Choice is not the emergence of prafeeout of indifference. It is the emer-
gence of a unified preference out of competinggreafces.” Knowledge is always sticky — at

least in part.

This aspect is also important for the approachg@eapg to organisational forgetting (e.qg.

Nystrom/Starbuck 1984). Phenomenology simply answlgt unlearning is only possible, if

at all, if it refers to higher order knowledge whitells the actor or the organisation what
should be unlearned. But for reasons lying in tee/wnature of organisational knowledge —
being taken for granted and forming the schemeshwiguide conduct and action — it is

hardly imaginable how organisations should be &blenlearn deliberately. These doubts are
supported by empirical evidence which shows thatdevelopment of the inkjet at Hewlett

Packard was only possible after the developmemb t@as totally separated from the other
parts of the company which had been involved indiieelopment of the laser printers (Leon-
ard-Barton 1992, 122).

Last but no least the phenomenological approachhemto bridge the gap between personal
and organisational knowledge and therewith the lggtpreen individual learning and organ-
isational learning. The bridge is build by its ceptof the intersubjective character of knowl-
edge. The general thesis of reciprocal perspectitesh is a valid construct used by the ac-
tors because of the social origins of knowledge igdocial distribution shows that for the
most part the knowledge used by the actor in s@riabunters is not his private knowledge
but social valid knowledge. Applied to organisafidhis means the following: After the actor
has left the phase of the stranger, that is aehds learned the schemes and typifications
used in the organisation he will use them and thiginecontribute to their institutionalisation.
The concepts of the social origins and the sogstibdution of knowledge show how knowl-
edge is passed on within a social system and hew ‘knowledge is incorporated in the
body of organisational knowledge: Either by handirtg the colleagues or by referring to the
expertise of one or more colleagues. The stickioésise shared knowledge provides the sta-
bility needed to assure that the organisationaWkedge can stay what it is — a taken for

granted orientation guiding the conduct and aatibtihe organisation’s members.
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