
 

UWS Academic Portal

Knowing and knowledge revisited

Kwiatkowski, Wojciech Marek

Published: 20/06/2018

Document Version
Peer reviewed version

Link to publication on the UWS Academic Portal

Citation for published version (APA):
Kwiatkowski, W. M. (2018). Knowing and knowledge revisited: a diffractive analysis of service delivery in an IT
consultancy. Paper presented at Tenth International Symposium on Process Organization Studies, Chalikidiki,
Greece.

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the UWS Academic Portal are retained by the authors and/or other
copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with
these rights.

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact pure@uws.ac.uk providing details, and we will remove access to the
work immediately and investigate your claim.

Download date: 23 May 2023

https://uws.pure.elsevier.com/en/publications/50206676-f668-4119-a303-b7c6ec41cff8


1 

 

Knowing and knowledge revisited: a diffractive analysis of service 

delivery in an IT consultancy 

 

Wojciech Marek Kwiatkowski
1
 

Alliance Manchester Business School 

University of Manchester 

 

Key words – Knowing, Knowledge, Practice, Communities of practice 

Submission – General track 

 

Purpose 

In this paper, I bring together three modes of understanding of how organisational knowledge 

is constructed. Drawing on their core concepts I label them ‘nexus of practices’ (e.g. 

Gherardi, 2000; Nicoloni, 2011; Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2011), ‘communities of practice’ (e.g. 

Brown & Duguid, 1991; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) and ‘tacit-explicit continuum’ 

(e.g. Nonaka, 1994; Nonaka & von Krogh, 2009; Spender, 1996a, 1996b), respectively. After 

outlining differences in their underlying assumptions, I “plug” them and the same data “into 

one another” (Jackson & Mazzei, 2013, p. 261) to produce three theoretically-informed 

interpretations of how knowledge is constructed in course of service delivery in an IT 

consultancy. Each interpretation irrupts (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012, p. 14) and diffracts (Lenz 

Taguchi, 2012, p. 271) my understanding of the data and each of the theories, exposing their 

                                                 
Address: Alliance Manchester Business School 

University of Manchester 

Booth Street East 

Manchester M13 9SS 

United Kingdom 

E-mail:  wojciech.kwiatkowski@manchester.ac.uk 

Telephone: +44 7765130242 

mailto:wojciech.kwiatkowski@manchester.ac.uk


2 

individual and combined explanatory inadequacy. In discussing this finding, I provide an 

empirically grounded assessment of their respective contributions to the overall understanding 

of the construction of knowledge in the organisational context that complements extant 

publications’ highlighting of their philosophical and conceptual differences (e.g. Gherardi, 

2000; Nicolini, 2011; Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2011; Tsoukas, 1996). As part of this effort, I 

rethink the relationship between knowledge, practice and knowing through the introduction of 

the terms ‘capacity’ and ‘awareness’. 

Conceptual framing 

The conceptual framing of this paper is the literature associated with the previously 

introduced three perspectives - ‘nexus of practices’, ‘communities of practice’ and ‘tacit-

explicit continuum’. In summary, those affiliated with the first approach use the performative 

term ‘knowing’ to emphasise the emergent, situated, provisional and contested nature of 

knowledge and agency (e.g. Blackler, 1995; Gherardi, 2000, 2016; Nicolini, 2011, 

Orlikowski, 2002). Knowing is not reducible to individual practices but pertains to a broad 

nexus of interconnected practices comprising equally treated human and non-human entities 

(Gherardi, 2016; Nicolini, 2011). Advocates of the second perspective argue that knowledge 

resides in communities of practice (e.g. Brown & Duguid, 1991, 2001; Contu, 2014; Swan, 

Scarbrough & Robertson, 2002; Wenger, 1998). While non-humans are denied agency, they 

are instrumental to getting things done (Brown & Duguid, 1991, pp. 43-44; Wenger, 1998, p. 

56). Proponents of the final view (e.g. Nonaka, 1991; 1994; Nonaka & von Krogh, 2009; 

Spender, 1996a, 1996b) adopt a subjectivist conceptualisation of knowledge recognising 

human cognition as the source of meaning and agency. Conversely, non-humans are reduced 

to either representations resulting from the process of conversion of individual tacit 

knowledge into an explicit form or contextual features facilitating cognitive function. 

Although there have been exceptions (e.g. Cook & Brown, 1999; Tsoukas, 2009), discussion 

across these perspectives has generally taken on the form of a conceptual critique. Scholars 

associated with the two practice-based approaches have criticised those adopting a substantive 

conceptualisation of knowledge (Cook & Brown, 1999, p. 382) for advocating a dangerous 

mentalistic and commodified view (Gherardi, 2000, pp. 211-213) that failed to capture the 

logic of practice and as such offered an inadequate explanation of knowledge in the 

organisational context (Blackler, 1995; Gherardi, 2000; Nicolini, 2011; Sandberg & Tsoukas, 
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2011; Tsoukas, 1996). Communication in the other direction has been limited, with Nonaka 

and von Krogh’s (2009) defence of knowledge creation theory serving as a notable exception. 

Methodology and research setting 

The empirical component of this paper is based on an interpretative case study (e.g. 

Flyvbjerg, 2006; Stake, 1995; Thomas, 2010, 2011) of a specialist IT consultancy employing 

10 people split across three areas – Development, Support and Helpdesk. Consistently with 

the approach, the aim was to generate a theoretically-informed interpretation of the case 

(Thomas, 2010, pp. 576-577; Stake, 1995, p. 9) detailing practical reasoning (Thomas, 2010, 

p. 578, 2011, pp. 23-24, 30). The data I collected included 10 phenomenological interviews 

(King, 2004; King & Horrocks, 2010; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009) with 5 employees from 

across the organisation, copies of documents, print outs from software relevant to service 

delivery and 35 pages of detailed notes from observations made while on site. As 

aforementioned, my interpretation utilised a diffractive, ‘thinking with theory’ approach (e.g. 

Davies, 2014; Jackson & Mazzei, 2012, 2013; Mazzei, 2014). 

Findings 

By relating specific practices to the “meaningful relational totality” (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 

2011, p. 341) of the nexus of interconnected practices (Nicolini, 2011, pp. 603, 614) that 

extends beyond the confines of specific projects and includes entities external to them, ‘nexus 

of practices’ offers the most comprehensive knowledge-based interpretation of service 

delivery. However, in comparison with the other two theoretical interpretations, it conceals 

the interrelatedness of practices within individual projects. This is a significant omission since 

breakdowns in these relationships can not only put individual projects in jeopardy, but may 

alter the arrangement of the nexus of practices (Nicolini, 2011, pp. 615-616). I propose 

concepts of ‘capacity’ and ‘awareness’ as means of overcoming this limitation. 

‘Capacity’ reconceptualises the relationship between knowledge and knowing whereby the 

former expresses an entity’s capacity for knowing within the overall nexus of practices. Even 

though capacity is not concerned with particular practices – individual ‘sites’ of knowing 

(Nicolini, 2011, p. 614), they are relevant in two distinctive ways. Firstly, they may alter an 

entity’s capacity. For example, a project requirement document can only play an active part in 

project planning because of what it became through its earlier involvement in requirement 

gathering. Secondly, if their performance is hampered because requisite capacity is absent, the 
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nexus must respond and reorganise. The manner in which this occurs depends on the 

consequences of human actors’ reflexive scrutiny of the practice in its moment of breakdown 

(Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2011, pp. 345-349) through which, unlike non-humans incapable of 

such reflexivity, they gain at least partial awareness of the individual and relational qualities 

of entities comprising the wider nexus. 
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