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1. Introduction  

1.1. Background  
During the last few years researchers and media have taken a greater 
interest in the value of competence. (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; Argyris, 
1999; Rastogi, 2000; McEvily and Chakravarthy, 2002) This has been seen 
in the high valuation of pure competence companies on the stock market, 
such as consultant and research firms. It could also be seen in the 
discussions of introducing competence, as well as other immaterial assets, 
in the financial reports.  

In any time of employee layoffs, companies stands the risk of losing 
competence. Maybe layoffs pose the greatest risk of loosing competence. 
Two-thirds of information and knowledge exchanges comes from face-to-
face interaction, if one part of that interaction disappears that knowledge 
can not be exchanged and will be lost. Knowledge that could form a 
competence that could be the core asset of a company. (Davenport and 
Prusak, 1998) How could, for example a technical company, survive 
without researchers who develop new products? Competence could be in 
the form of theoretical knowledge in the area of business, e.g. research. It 
could also be in the form of social competence of the established networks 
that people have within and outside the company. (Senge, 1990)  

When a company down-sizes they will not only be affected by severance 
pays but also stands the risk of losing competence and the possible chaos in 
the relationships, both internally and externally. All parts of the company 
will be affected in some way or another. (Brockner et al, 1992; Lewin and 
Johnston, 2000)  
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Down-sizing is a process that seldom is reversible to the previous state, 
because any re-hirings tend to occur among unexperienced people. Mostly 
it is not possible to get the layed off employees back when the business 
turns up again. This is especially true in industries with high competence 
content, i.e. technically advanced, and where qualified people are in short 
supply. (Pfeffer, 1998; Lewin and Johnston, 2000) Furthermore the 
advantages created with customers through close cooperation and personal 
relationships can be reduced or even destroyed. That gives the competitors 
an opportunity to woe the customer over. (Pfeffer, 1998)  

Therefore, moving competence from the individuals into the collective, i.e. 
the firm, might be a way to keep the competence, even though employees 
are layed off. As described, having competence and knowledge tied to the 
individual employees, there is always a risk of loosing it as the company 
loose the employee (Bukowiz and Williams, 2000). But by taking measures 
to eschew this, companies could potentially avoid these types of brain-drain 
situations and minimise that risk (Bukowiz and Williams, 2000).  

1.2. Problem  
The problem of competence loss is a reality every time the economy turns 
down. Each time this happens, the company has to decide if and whom to 
layoff. The decision will affect the company for a long time in the future 
and might affect the company differently depending on how the situation is 
handled. A company that has never had to lay off employees, could be 
unprepared and unaware of the importance to move competence to the 
organisation and other employees instead of letting it exist only in the alone 
employee.  

But for many, layoffs are the only way to go. If the company has severe 
financial problems layoffs is one of few solutions to the short term survival 
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of the company. That companies sometimes see this as the only way is 
obvious, almost every week the news papers report about employee layoffs 
in tough times.  

Although the company is laying off its employees it does not have to lose 
its competences. In some industries it is build all competences into the 
organisation through written routines (Argote and Darr, 2000), while in 
others it can be in the technology and routines in organisations (Epple, 
Argote and Devadas, 1994). There are evidence that it is possible to retain 
competence without retaining the employees.  

By doing an inventory of the methods the companies use to retain 
competence, we can see the effort they put into this issue and also see 
which methods are more often implemented.  

• What do companies do to retain the internal competence before they 
are forced to dismiss employees?  

And additionally,  

• What do companies do after they have been forced to layoff 
employees, have they learnt or changed anything?  

1.3. Purpose  
The purpose of this thesis is to investigate what measures companies take 
to minimise the risk of loosing competence from the company, by moving 
competence from the individual to other individuals or the organisation.  



Staying Competent 

______________________________________________________________________ 
 4 

1.4. Scope  
• The value of knowledge and competence is assumed to be 

significant. Several sources agree with this assumption, among them 
Stewart (2001) and Davenport and Prusak (1998). ``If knowing how 
to do things defines what a firm is, then knowledge actually is the 
company in an important sense.'' (Davenport and Prusak, 1998), xiii  

• The focus of the thesis will be on technical personnel such as 
researchers and developers (i.e. the operative core). That is, we 
consider actions that might affect the abilities of the company in the 
future.  

• Concerning competence we will focus on technical competences. 
Technical competences are defined as the ability to perform the work 
(e.g. designing power plants or taking photographs).  
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2. Methodology  
In the methodology chapter we describe our theoretical point of view and 
the way we have worked. We will not describe all possible ways, instead 
focusing on the ones we have used.  

2.1. Theoretical point of view  
There exist two basic views of research, positivism and hermeneutics. 
Positivism could be explained as scientific with an objective reality and it 
is the base for quantitative research. For us the hermeneutics point of view 
is more suited. The main goal of hermeneutics is to understand. The name 
comes from Hermes, son of Zeus, because of his ability to interpret the 
intentions of Gods to humans (Kleining and Witt, 2001). One of the basics 
of hermeneutics research is the idea that it can only result in knowledge 
that is bound in time and place. That is, it is limited in the way the results 
can be generalised. It is also impossible to be completely objective when 
doing the research, partly because of the fine line between facts and values, 
as everything is thereby considered to be interpreted by the researcher and 
his or hers values. (Lundahl and Skärvad, 1999)  

Understanding comes from viewing not only the studied phenomenon, but 
also viewing it in the context it arises. This influences the results by adding 
the perspective and views of the researcher. (Lundahl and Skärvad, 1999)  

Our understanding of the concepts of knowledge and competences has 
come from studying them in books and articles. That has created our basic 
understanding and we would rate it as normal compared to other student-
researchers in the area. We became informed about the companies as we 
worked with the thesis, prior we were aware of what the companies worked 
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with and how they were doing in their respective markets. We also had an 
idea of the companies' history.  

This thesis will be a descriptive type of study as we wish to describe what 
companies do to retain competence within the organisation. For a 
descriptive study, a qualitative research method is often used (Lundahl and 
Skärvad, 1999). A qualitative research method is a method that uses a 
qualitative analysis and mainly, but not necessarily, qualitative data. 
Qualitative data, in this case, is thought to be opinions and reflections 
compared to quantitative data that could be raw data (e.g. indisputable 
numbers). The idea is to study a few cases and try to understand something, 
by only studying the entities. If the environment is studied, it is studied 
from the point of view of the entity. (Lundahl and Skärvad, 1999; Jacobsen, 
2002; Alvesson and Deetz, 2000)  

2.2. Information gathering  

2.2.1. Primary data  

For a qualitative study, interviews are suited for primary data collection. 
(Alvesson and Deetz, 2000) Another alternative would be an observational 
method, but it is not very compatible with our research problem and it 
requires more time than we have available. Also, as it is change we are 
trying to study it would require us to begin observing the companies before 
the layoffs and then some time after. This causes some practical problems, 
since the information about layoffs are confidential before the 
announcements.  

An interview is a method for data collection where information is gathered 
through a dialog with the interviewee, or where the interviewer asks 
questions to the interviewee. (Alvesson and Deetz, 2000; Lundahl and 
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Skärvad, 1999) There are several types of interviews, standardised and 
non-standardised, structured and free. A standardised interview form is 
recognised by the fact that the interview follows a certain, pre-decided, 
route. The questions are decided upon prior to the interview, and no other 
questions are dealt with during the session. A non-standardised interview, 
on the other hand, lets the interview take other, not foreseen, routes into 
related subjects. A structured interview is, in its extreme form, an interview 
where the answers are pre-defined, for example yes/no questions. This 
approach works well if the interviewer is well acquainted in the subject and 
wishes to test theories. A free interview form is when the interviewee can 
answer in any way he or she likes. The free approach is preferable when the 
subject is more complex and difficult to cover in a standardised way 
through pre-defined questions. (Lundahl and Skärvad, 1999)  

For this thesis we have chosen to go with a semi-standardised and free 
interview form. This is because we do not exactly know what kind of 
information the interviewees will provide, but we will still make sure we 
stay on track by having a few general questions to follow. The general 
questions are intended to give the interviewees a hint about the type of 
information we are interested in and thereby produce answers that we can 
organise more easily.  

Selection of sources for empirical information  

Our selection of companies to study is based on a number of factors. The 
purpose of our study introduce a number of limitations to the possible 
companies.  

Firstly, they have to had layed off a significant number of employees. 
Significant in this case is not one or two, but an amount we believe could 
affect the company. These layed off employees had to be primarily from 
functions central to the operation of the company. In the case of removing 
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functions from the company, the loss of competences is intentional, while 
in the case of down-sizing any loss of competence is unintentional. We 
therefore focus on down-sizing, i.e. when a company cuts back on 
employees, but still keep the functionality.  

Secondly, the down-sizing should have been announced between 1999 and 
2001. By limiting ourselves to a short time period we reduce the 
differences in the environment that occur between the companies' 
announcements, e.g. changes in employment regulations and market 
conditions. We intentionally left out announcements during 2002, since 
their emotions about the event could cloud their views on it . We chose not 
to look at companies that had layed off prior to 1999 because we wanted 
the down-sizings to be fairly recent in their memory and should not be 
considered history.  

Thirdly, the company has to be competence intensive in order to increase 
the impact of competence loss. Apart from the possibility of showing 
greater variations in the result because of the issue being central to their 
operations, it also facilitates comparison between the companies since they 
will be more similar. We define competence intensity as the level of 
manual customisation the company performs to their product for each 
customer. That is, it should not be a mass-producing company that do not 
change their products, but a company that need to customise their products 
and therefore has a need to update their knowledge and competence 
regularly. We chose to study industrial companies since they fulfil our 
requirements. As for their customisation level we studied their products and 
judged them on a case by case basis.  

Fourthly, the units that were down-sized had to be in operation today. This 
can be seen as a practical limitation since any evaluation is difficult if 
nothing remains to be evaluated. There are implications of this limitation if 
we consider which units that are most likely to be closed down. It is 
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reasonable to assume that in this group, we would find a disproportional 
number of units with a high degree of competence loss.  

Finally, we made another practical limitation, the down-sizing had to have 
occurred in the region of Östergötland in Sweden. By remaining in our 
vicinity we were able to interview employees in the companies in person, 
which is our preferred method.  

Within these limitations our selection of companies represents the entire 
population of three, apart from one company that did not have the practical 
means (in this case, they did not have time available for interviews before 
Christmas) to participate.  

Possible interviewee categories  

There are several possible alternatives of employee categories that we 
could interview. The focus of the thesis is on technical personnel, such as 
researchers and developers (i.e. the operative core). Therefore the 
categories only consider such competences. Concerning competence we 
also only focus on technical competences.  

One category would be human resource personnel since they should be 
aware of the general competence situation in the company. In addition they 
should have detailed knowledge about the measures taken to ensure the 
supply and retention of competences in the company. On top of this they 
should have a good understanding of the changes that occurred during the 
layoffs. The drawback of this category is the risk that they are not fully 
knowledgeable about the competences and the relationships between them. 
Mainly because of the complexities in these, and also because human 
resources are not part of the organisation per se, but more of an observer. It 
is also possible that they do not fully understand the impact the changes 
have had in the organisation, maybe because of lack of information 
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conveyed to them, since they mostly rely on second hand information from 
the organisation itself (Soo et al, 2002).  

Because of the problem of second hand information from the human 
resource personnel a reasonable alternative would be to gain information 
from the retained employees in the areas that were effected by layoffs. 
Since they are directly affected by the changes, they should have a very 
detailed view on the effects. They are also the targets of measures taken to 
ensure the retention of competences, and have also experienced how these 
measures affect their work. Therefore they should be able to evaluate the 
results.(Soo et al, 2002) The weakness of their knowledge is that they are 
mainly aware of the situation in their own group, and not fully informed 
about the situation of the rest of the company.  

A third alternative would be to get our information from managers in close 
proximity to the groups effected by the changes. They should still have a 
good amount of knowledge about the competences that exist in the groups, 
both before and after the changes and what has been done to keep it. Yet 
they should also be aware of the situation in other groups surrounding 
them. Managers are often involved in the layoff process itself, having some 
influence of the selection of those who will be layed off.  

We made the decision on how many interviews we thought necessary on 
the basis of whether we felt that the picture we got, was a picture that 
seemed complete. Of course this is a very subjective decision and could 
affect the result. But for this matter, we do argue that retaining competence 
is something that must exist everywhere in the organisation and the 
company, and therefore everyone is aware of it. However, we were not able 
to select interviewees ourselves but were most often handed employees that 
was thought to know these things. Therefore we had some difficulties 
getting access to some employee categories. This should not have affected 
the result very much, since we in general only needed two of the three 



2. Methodology 

______________________________________________________________________ 
 11 

categories to fulfil our need of information, and the people we did talk to 
had the knowledge we sought.  

We were not able to make the decision on how many interviews we were to 
conduct in all cases. Since the thesis was written the months before 
Christmas, the companies were very busy and it was difficult to get time 
for interviews. In the end, we do believe we got enough number of 
interviews to do the analysis properly.  

2.2.2. Secondary data  

The theoretical framework was built by collecting information from books 
and articles. Our work process was to first search and read articles on the 
subject from well known journals. From those articles we compared and 
collected their references to use in our theoretical framework. Thereby we 
relied partly on the knowledge of the article authors and their selection of 
sources. We do not consider this to be a problem, as all articles in those 
journals are reviewed before publication. By this we also used their 
knowledge to our advantages. Apart from this we also used our previous 
course litterature and a few other, well known, books in the subject. Even 
though some articles were from journals where they are reviewed before 
publication, it did not in those cases mean we did not used the normal 
amount of caution in deciding on the reliability of those sources.  

A large part of the theoretical framework concerns knowledge 
management. Knowledge management could seem to be peripheral to our 
subject, but it is, as far as we have know, a collection of most methods for 
moving competence to the organisation and other employees available 
today. The reasons for it being called knowledge management and not 
competence management are mainly historical and we see no reason to 
change a widely accepted term even though it would bring some additional 
clarity. The same applies to other theories that we use in the thesis, we keep 
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the original name so it can be traced back to its origins. In the case of 
knowledge management one could also argue that competence can not be 
moved, but rather it is the knowledge that makes up parts of the 
competence that can be moved. Using that perspective it is perfectly logical 
to study how knowledge and even information is moved, when we are 
interested in how competence is moved.  

We have also chosen to include a large section on different types of 
competence, many that we will see that are applicable for our studied 
companies and some that are not. It is our intent that it should have a 
expositional purpose that shows the wide range different types that reflect 
their existence in reality rather than the limited scope we cover in this 
thesis.  

Other secondary data was collected prior to each interview. We searched 
the companies' web sites for information about their policy. Many of the 
larger companies on the market have published information of this kind, 
but far from all. In the cases we found information, we had this in mind 
during the interviews and made simple comparisons to note if the 
interviews resulted in the same as the official policy.  

In those cases where we were able to, we also read internal documents 
regarding their competence policies.  

2.3. Verification  

2.3.1. Generalizability  

Generalizability, in the case of an qualitative study, refers to analytical 
generalizability. Compared to generalizability in a quantitative study, the 
result can not be generalized to be valid for a population, but it can be used 
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to see similarities or connections. (Lundahl and Skärvad, 1999) Since we 
are using a hermeneutics research method, the generalizability is limited.  

2.3.2. Validity and reliability  

Validity is defined as the absence of systematic error and reliability as the 
absence of random error. (Lundahl and Skärvad, 1999) The most important 
part of a response is validity. (Richardson et al, 1965)  

Two of the interviews were recorded on a tape recorder and also written 
down in note-pads by both of us, the others were only written down. After 
each interview, one of us summarised his notes from the note-pad and sent 
the summary to the other. Then that person added whatever extra 
information he had written in his note-pad. When that was done, we 
listened to the tape and completed the summary. In the cases when we did 
not use a tape recorder, we took more extensive notes. The decision to not 
use a tape recorder was made on the basis that the recordings had not 
provided any additional information that we had not captured through our 
notes. The notes were extended for the sake of quotes. In retrospect, it 
would have been helpful to have continued using recordings, in order to 
have more quotes to describe their thoughts. Apart from that we do not 
believe we have lost much information by not using a tape recorder.  

In the case of any information gathering one always wonder if one asked 
the right questions. We used a semi-standardised interview form to let the 
interviewees steer us in a direction that they had information about. But we 
also had some basic questions in order to be sure that we covered the 
important issues. As we did more interviews, we learned where we had to 
focus because of the interviewees' answers. In general, we chose to keeping 
our questions general and let them describe the realisation of concepts. In 
some cases we felt that the interviewee did not understand the 
generalisation and was in need of assistance. We then used concrete 
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examples that by choice were bad, in order for them to not just agree, but 
describe their solutions. This worked out well as it often got them to 
understand what we were after.  

Another question that arises is about the answers. Did we only get the 
answers that they wanted us to hear, or did the answers actually describe 
what they did, in other words: how was the reliability of the interviews? 
Another aspect is if the views and thoughts we got were those of the 
individual or of the group. Having overlapping interviews (i.e. several 
interviews with overlapping information-content) did help to reduce this 
problem. We believe that the answers described what they actually did, and 
not what they thought we wanted to hear. One of the things that confirmed 
this was that they in general were consistent in their answers, both within 
an interview and between interviews, and in the cases were there were 
inconsistencies, it was concerning practical details or about their 
perceptions of other's feelings.  

We do not believe we experienced any problems with trust during the 
interviews. All interviewees were very friendly and answered all our 
questions. They also tried to clarify in those cases when we asked follow-
up questions. In most interviews we felt that we had made a personal 
connection with the interviewees, where the atmosphere had more in 
common with a relaxed coffee break rather than a meeting between 
strangers.  

After a while we had discovered that the area we covered was quite large. 
The interviews lasted between one and two hours, but in that time we 
sometimes felt that we were not able to cover all issues. However, in those 
companies where we could have several interviews, that was not a large 
problem. But that still means that we did not get all of the interviewees' 
views. So after all interviews we had to make a puzzle of the information to 
get the whole picture. In the optimal case we would have been able to get 
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the whole picture from all interviewees. But again, this is not very severe 
problem in those cases that we had several interviews. In the company 
where we could only make one interview, we believe we did get a fairly 
good view of their methods and thoughts. That interview was also our last 
interview, so by that we were more efficient and also knew better how to 
do the interview.  

As we were guided through the companies on our way to the interviews, 
we also observed the offices and tried to get a feel of the mood in the 
workplace.  

Even though we wished we had had the time, as well as the companies, for 
more interviews, we do believe that we have received enough information 
to finish this thesis. At the first company we had four interviews, at the 
second two interviews and at the last company, one interview.  

2.3.3. Objectivity  

Objectivity can be defined as the ability to separate facts and values and to 
be unbiased. (Lundahl and Skärvad, 1999)  

Researches doing qualitative research have to accept that they can not deal 
with a subject objectively. Everything is filtered, unknowingly, by the 
researcher, e.g. by the researchers feelings. Thereby the researcher always 
become a part of the research, and that should be remembered in the 
analysis. (Gilbert, 2001)  

The analysis was made by comparisons between the different companies. 
We observed the companies from different angles covering the main parts 
from the theory. Throughout the work we have tried to view it objectively. 
From the bulk of information that we gathered we categorised them into 
groups and issues so that we could handle them systematically. The 
analysis was then created by looking at one issue at a time, comparing it to 
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all companies. Thereby we tried to minimise the risk that we would 
consider the companies differently.  

It is after comparing the companies in search for their characteristics that 
we included the theoretical framework that we have compiled. At this stage 
we also tried to understand relationships between the various issues in an 
attempt to discover patterns in their actions.  
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3. Theoretical Framework  
The first part covers differences between knowledge and competence and 
how they interconnect. It also discusses different types of competence. The 
second part focus on knowledge management and how it can be used to 
manage competence. The theoretical framework ends with a summary of 
how knowledge management can be used to diffuse competence.  

3.1. Knowledge and competence  
The two words knowledge and competence are often used as synonyms in 
everyday language, but as we will be discussing it in detail we need to 
differentiate between them. As a first step we turn to a common dictionary 
(Brown et al, 1997) to read their definitions of the two words:  

knowledge 1 familiarity or understanding gained by experience or 
study or from instruction; an instance of this. 2 a person's range or 
scope of information.  

competence 1 the state of being competent. 2 ability, skill.  

In short, knowledge is concerned with theory while competence is 
practical, i.e. skills and ability. While knowledge says nothing about what 
you can do or can not do, competence only concern itself with what you 
can do. But what is important for a company, to know or to do?  

To give an example, the Swedish computer consultant firm framfab knew 
how the future would look, that everyone would be connected to the 
Internet and that many things would be created around it. But they did not 
do anything significant, they only made web sites. A high profile and high 
status company can seldom survive on a simple product such as web sites, 
and they did not. As we are writing this, the last remains of the company 
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are fighting for their existence. They had the knowledge, but not the 
competence. While having an idea of how the result would be, they did not 
know how to get there. Maybe they were ahead of their time, and their 
other ideas were not possible to execute. But at least at the time, they were 
unable to act.  

With this example we want to argue why we focus on competence and not 
knowledge. We believe competence is actually more important than 
knowledge. It is another level, by being competent you implicitly know, 
but by knowing you are not necessary competent.  

3.2. The knowledge pyramid  
The knowledge pyramid is important for understanding knowledge and it is 
also an integral part of knowledge management. It explains, in a clear way, 
how dead data can be transformed into useful information and knowledge. 
For a company, it is also necessary to know what type of information that is 
needed within the organisation. Without a clear idea, it is impossible to 
know what to do and where to find it. (Davenport and Prusak, 1998; 
Marco, 2001) We describe the pyramid in order to give a simple image of 
the connection between knowledge and competence.  
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data

information

knowledge

competence

 

Figure 1 The knowledge pyramid 

3.2.1. Data  

Data is objective facts from an event, e.g. company activities. It is the 
physical records of an organisation's activity and most organisations spend 
a lot of time collecting and storing it. Some data comes from customers 
who buy the company's products, other from the internal activities. The 
problem with data is that it has limited value, for example, a customer's 
order does not tell the company why the customer bought the product, how 
much the customer would be willing to pay or if he or she will become a 
returning customer. There is no judgement included in the data. (Davenport 
and Prusak, 1998; Marco, 2001)  

3.2.2. Information  

Information is data with purpose and meaning attached to it. For example a 
memo inform someone about something, in contrast to a post-it with just a 
number on it, in which case the meaning is detached from the data. All 
types of information has both a sender and a receiver, but the focus is on 
the receiver. If he or she finds it valuable, the information is good. If not, it 
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does not fulfil the purpose of informing the receiver of the intended 
content. Value can be added to data in the following ways: (Davenport and 
Prusak, 1998; Marco, 2001)  

• Contextualised  

• Categorised  

• Calculated  

• Corrected  

• Condensed  

Contextualised refers to in which way and for what purpose the data was 
collected. Categorised tells what was analysed and which key components 
that can be found in the data. Calculated describes how the data was 
analysed, for example mathematically or statistically. Corrected explains 
how, and if, the data has been changed in regard of errors. Condensed 
shows how, and if, the data has been summarised. A transformation of data 
into information is, for example, to find the profitability of something, i.e. 
you calculate the difference between sales and costs. (Davenport and 
Prusak, 1998; Marco, 2001)  

3.2.3. Knowledge  

Knowledge is difficult to define, but to make a simple comparison, 
knowledge is to information what information is to data. It is much richer 
than both data and information (Davenport and Prusak, 1998). In business 
terms knowledge tells you about how your company is doing. One way to 
see knowledge in business is the understanding of impact, interaction and 
influence of the company. It is understanding, understanding how the 
company interacts with the rest of the world. (Marco, 2001)  
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A knowledgeable person could be defined as someone who has got a 
reliable and informed grasp of something. (Davenport and Prusak, 1998)  

``Knowledge is a fluid mix of framed experiences, values, contextual 
information, and expert insight that provides a framework for 
evaluating and incorporating new experiences and information.'' 

Davenport in (Davenport and Prusak, 1998:5)  

To create knowledge from information, it must be transformed in the 
following ways: (Davenport and Prusak, 1998)  

• Comparison  

• Consequences  

• Connections  

• Conversation  

Comparison adds value in the form of evaluating the information in regard 
to information found elsewhere. Consequences sees what implications the 
information has when used in decisions and actions. Connection is related 
to comparison since something is looked upon in regard to something else, 
but this time the resulting knowledge is compared to other knowledge. 
Conversation refers to how other people reactto the information. 
(Davenport and Prusak, 1998)  

3.2.4. Competence  

Competence is at the top of the pyramid. From knowledge a decision is 
taken that eventually forms the action (or, competence) (Decker, 2002). 
The action can in this case be seen as competence. The competence is a 
higher form of knowledge that is created from your actions based on 
knowledge. Simply it could be described as knowledge at work.  
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3.3. The different forms of competence  
Contrary to common belief, competence is not just the knowledge and 
skills one person carries within. Our standpoint is that competence is made 
up of a large number of different things that not only can be found within 
an individual, but also in an organisation and a network where an 
individual and an organisation resides.  

``organisational (competence) resides in: individuals, (...), the 
organisation's technology (...) and in the organisation's structure, 
routines, and methods coordination.''  

L. Argote and E. Darr in (Argote and Darr, 2000:54)  

In the large picture, competence is what makes up the black box 
economists refer to as a company. Inputs are received and with the 
competence they are changed to an output that is more valuable. In the 
workplace competence can be defined as the required body of skills and 
knowledge, sufficient to be competitive. Any company that does not reach 
that level of competence would not survive. (Schiller, 1999)  

As previously mentioned there are different types of competence, of which 
we will cover a handful.  

3.3.1. Individual competence  

The individual competence can very intuitively be divided into explicit and 
tacit competence. To differentiate them one can understand explicit 
competence as competence that is one is aware of, whilst tacit competence 
is unaware and based on experience and intuition. (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 
1995) For a newcomer to a company this can be very apparent when given 
instructions to perform a task constantly run into obstacles since a large 
part of the task is implied and unaware. (Gruenfeld and Fan, 1999)  
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Explicit competences are best described the ones that are used intentionally 
and deliberately. They are also easy transfer to others since the holder of 
the competence is aware of them and their role in the company's process. 
This mean that the knowledge surrounding the competence can be written 
down and spread with relatively little effort. (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995) 
Examples of this can be things as different as mounting sheets from IKEA, 
and course literature in advanced chaos theory.  

Tacit competences on the other hand are automatic and subconscious in the 
sense that when the situation arises, these competences are activated 
without any thought. Embedded in these competences are not only the 
experience and insights of the current but also of previous members of the 
company, that are passed on to the current, through working together. 
(Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; Gruenfeld and Fan, 1999)  

''...lack of awareness also presents a problem for organisations. 
Because the unique (competence) embedded in distinct work groups 
is generally invisible to participants, the most critical lessons and 
insights are often tacit within their group of origin.''  

Nonaka and Takeuchi in (Gruenfeld and Fan, 1999:245)  

Because they are subconscious they are difficult to detect internally and it 
often takes an external person to see them. This creates a big problem for 
companies since the greatest value in their employees are beyond their 
reach to document. (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; Gruenfeld and Fan, 1999; 
Szulanski, 2002; McEvily and Chakravarthy, 2002)  

Experiments have shown that tacit competences can become explicit if an 
obstacle is encountered that cannot be solved by the tacit competence. In 
that situation people begin to reflect over the content of the tacit 
competence and thus making it explicit. (Langer, 1989)  
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``Sometimes, observers can articulate such (competence) through 
their observations, even though those who have tacit (competence) 
are not able to express it.''  

Nonaka in (Nonaka et al, 2000:92)  

One way to formalise encounters with unknown tacit competence has been 
to increase the contact between different parts of the company. Then they 
would see the tacit competence when the actual actions differ from the 
expected actions, as described by the explicit competence. (Gailbraith, 
1990)  

Tacit competence is closely related to the limited information processing 
capacity in humans. In order to be able to perform the multitude of 
complex tasks that is expected of them, they make most of them routine 
and only actively think about the new details in each situation. This 
behaviour makes humans able to perform beyond the limitations of the 
processing capacity, and faster, since thinking and solving problems takes 
time. As mentioned above, humans only see the tacit competences when 
the situation does not fit the ones possible to solve with the tacit 
competences. (Argyris, 1999; McEvily and Chakravarthy, 2002) This 
makes is reasonable to think that tacit competences should not be 
continuously investigated, but only occasionally in order to limit the short 
term performance degradation caused by investigations.  

Tasks can utilise combinations of explicit and tacit competences. One such 
example is repairing advanced equipment, such as computers or cars. It 
contains a large number of subtasks that are purely explicit, it is easy to 
mount a unit and plug in the cables, but the subtasks are combined in a tacit 
manner, because it is not always apparent which unit you should be 
working on. (Narduzzo, Rocco and Warglien, 2000)  
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3.3.2. Organisational competence  

The organisation is not merely a collection of individuals that carries 
competence. It also has competences in itself, organisational competences. 
These competences mainly take on two forms, structural and technological. 
Both forms can fulfil the purpose of truly being competent, or just being 
enablers of the individual competence.  

Purpose

TechnologicalStructural

Competence

Enabler

Form  

Figure 2 The forms and purposes of competence 

When a parcel arrives by truck at the post office one employee receives it 
at the loading platform. Following that, he enters the bar-code into the 
computer to inform others that it has arrived, and that he assumes 
responsibility for it.  

This very simple example shows the different aspects of organisational 
competences that made it possible. The the truck (technological enabler) 
made it possible for the driver to deliver the parcel to the loading platform, 
where another employee was ready to receive it (structural competence). 
By entering the bar-code (technological competence), he both informs the 
next link in the chain of its flow, and signs for it (structural competence). 
This example seem to ignore the last type of competence, the structural 
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enabler. But the entire example is an example of a structural enabler, 
through the division of work the driver is left to perform the task he does 
best, driving and planning his driving, and the receiver can organise and 
run the office.  

The structural competence consists of various different parts that include 
the work flow and coordination of work through routines and formal 
interpersonal relationships. These are competences that have been 
identified by the organisation and spread across the organisation. It is the 
accumulated competence of the organisation and it is the base on which the 
organisation works. (Nelson and Winter, 1982) This competence is based 
on the thoughts and actions through which a good routine has been 
evolved. In many aspects these routines are in place to coordinate the 
individual competences and thereby make better use of them. (Burns and 
Stalker, 1994; O'Dell and Jackson-Grayson, 1998) If we go back to the 
previous example is it the timing between the individuals, it makes sure 
that less time is wasted waiting for each other and also has a supporting 
function for those that have yet to learn the process, by seeing the recipient 
he knows he has performed his work correctly.  

If a structural competence is something that makes the organisation work 
better, a structural enabler is something that makes it work, period. One 
aspect of this is providing the correctly skilled individuals available, e.g. a 
certified welder for the workshop or a French speaking sales representative 
in France. Another is making sure that the technological competence and 
enablers are available when it is needed. The structural enabler is to make 
sure that all the components are available for the work to be performed.  

The technological competence in an organisation can exist in a number of 
different varieties, it can be as simple as the office and manufacturing 
equipment or more advanced such as a software solution supporting and 
managing the work in a project. Basically all technology in an organisation 
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is present to help the company make the most use of the individual 
competence in the company. Through computers and phones, distance 
communication is made possible and reduces the time used for exchange of 
information between individuals. Through the production line in the 
factory, the product designer's vision can be realised. Through a document 
template, the writing of reports and memos is aided. All these examples 
make it easier to perform a task. In some cases the technology is so 
important that it is a competence in itself. Such technologies could be 
networks of information. (O'Dell and Jackson-Grayson, 1998; Dosi, Nelson 
and Winter, 2000) Just consider the value of the ISBN numbers for 
publications.  

Just as the structural enabler makes it possible work, the technological 
enabler is those technological aspects that makes it possible to work rather 
than work better. If the competence is to have good trucks, the enabler is to 
have trucks at all. In some sense it is the basic level of competence, it 
stresses availability which is a prerequisite for being good.  

The four competence types mentioned above are all consciously created to 
make the organisation better. Apart from these, there are also 
organisational competences that appear spontaneously in groups.  
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Transactive knowledge
Personal knowledge

 

Figure 3 Transactive memory or knowledge 

Transactive memory is such a spontaneously appearing competence. The 
saying ''the next best thing to knowing something, is knowing where to find 
it'' applies to organisations, too. The large collection of competence in an 
organisation is of little use if the individuals are not able find it. 
Transactive memory is a technique that humans instinctively use to make 
more use of a group. Instead of actually learning the competences of all the 
other members, the individuals memorise who has the competence. That 
way they know where to turn when the need arises, and the total 
competence of the organisation is greater. As is illustrated in Figure 3 
where the total knowledge remains the same although each individual does 
not need to have the same amount of personal knowledge when transactive 
knowledge is utilised, to the right. (Moreland, 1999; Stasser, 1999)  

A related discussion is that of information sharing. The level of sharing can 
be divided into three levels, shared, partially shared and unshared. 
Information is shared when both parties has the information and can 
independently use it. The information is partially shared when one member 
is aware that the other party has the information, in other words it is in the 
transactive memory. In this case, the first member is dependent on the 
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second member to utilise the information, but knows how to get it. The last 
level is the unshared information, in this case one member is not aware of 
the information the other member has. The common knowledge hypothesis 
propose that the influence of a piece of information is directly related to the 
number of members that has it. This hypothesis is also supported by 
laboratory experiments. (Gigone and Hastie, 1993; Gigone and Hastie, 
1996; Gruenfeld and Fan, 1999)  

``The assumption that majorities converge around the truth implies 
that deviant proposals are more likely to be wrong, hence less likely 
to be useful, than those presented by majority members. (...) the 
knowledge possessed by (minority members) was actually more 
useful.''  

Gruenfeld and Fan in (Gruenfeld and Fan, 1999:261)  

The information will be given more weight as several members are aware 
of it, in contrast to information that is held by a few members, when it can 
be seen as a mere fluke or at least less reliable. (Gigone and Hastie, 1993; 
Gigone and Hastie, 1996; Gruenfeld and Fan, 1999) The shared 
information and knowledge is the basis of a shared language that facilitates 
continued sharing and communication in general among the members. 
(Rastogi, 2000; Soo et al, 2002) This realisation strengthens the common 
knowledge hypothesis. As more members are aware of a specific 
information, knowledge or competence it becomes an accepted fact, and in 
extension a part of the shared reality among the members.  

Apart from having actual competences, an organisation can also facilitate 
the generation and analysis of competences. Through the mutual trust that 
can exist in a group each member has the possibility of testing new ideas 
with their peers. These ideas then go through social validation by the 
group, where it can be encouraged or discouraged by the members. This 
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mechanism gives access to the larger competence base of the group when 
evaluating ideas or seen from the opposite perspective as providing more 
creativity for each members competence. Experiments suggest that this 
mechanism is most important for members that are not considered experts 
in the field. In a environment of trust they are more willing to share their 
thoughts and ideas. The experts are less dependent of such mechanisms 
since they command the authority through their expertise and do not need 
additional support from others. (Stasser, Taylor and Hanna, 1989; Hinsz, 
1990)  

These latter forms of organisational competence is reasonable to think of as 
a network of individuals that are able to make use of each others 
competences and thereby achieving more than they could on their own. 
This concept can be used on a inter-firm basis, where companies form 
networks and make use of each others competences.  

3.3.3. Network competence  

Classically there has existed two options of providing supplies (which 
could be anything from raw materials to services) for the company, 
internally through own units or externally from the market. Neither option 
is clearly better than the other, thus both options exist side by side because 
they both have their specific advantages and disadvantages.  

When the work is done internally a higher level of control can be achieved. 
The exact form and quality standard can be selected to fit the intended end 
product. It also provides a standardised environment to operate from in the 
form of a common language, norms and means of communication. 
Additionally, these things make it easier to integrate different parts of the 
process, both for the information and product flow, lowering costs and 
increasing quality. (Jarillo, 1998;  Grant and Baden-Fuller, 2000)  
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Contrasting this, it is possible to get the supplies externally, which has its 
advantages. In most areas some other company can make the supplies more 
efficiently, thus providing the supplies cheaper and/or at a higher quality. 
The drawbacks of using this means of acquiring supplies are the 
transactions costs in the form of finding and negotiating with the supplier, 
the uncertainties because it is outside the company's control and the 
availability of the same products for the competition. (deWit and Meyer, 
1998; Grant and Baden-Fuller, 2000)  

A high level of competence is facilitated by an authoritarian control and 
organisation, in contrast to the uncontrolled and unorganised way 
knowledge flows in the market. (Nooteboom, 1996; Grant and Baden-
Fuller, 2000) It is not the opportunism in the markets that limit the level of 
competence but the organisation's superior ability to cooperate. (Grant and 
Baden-Fuller, 2000) It can be argued that competences constitute the only 
sustainable advantage since products have very short life spans. (Prahalad 
and Hamel, 1990; Pavitt, 1990; Hamel and Prahalad, 1994b) Based on that 
one can assume that the only sustainable advantage that differentiate a 
company from its competitors is to have the competences within the 
company. (Prahalad and Hamel, 1990)  

For decades companies have vertically integrated in an attempt to achieve 
advantages in coordination as well as in other areas. In time the realisation 
arose that it was not possible to achieve a high level of competence in 
every area. Companies could only achieve that in a limited number of areas 
if they were to be sustained, because it was costly to uphold, both 
financially and talent wise. The idea of core competences appeared, that 
only competences in key areas should be upheld. (Prahalad and Hamel, 
1990)  

The idea of core competences was further evolved with the introduction of 
product and knowledge domains. (Grant and Baden-Fuller, 2000) Each 
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company has a set of products and competence. These two should be 
combined to give a competitive product. The problem is that each product 
has a large number of different competence requirements. For example 
manufacturing a car requires competence in as varied areas as mechanical 
engineering, design, metal work, electronics, lighting and marketing. This 
very broad spectrum of competence is very difficult to keep up to date. At 
the same time the extent of the use of some areas are limited. One such area 
is the electronics, where it only makes up a fraction of the value of the car 
while a big global electronics industry exists. It stands to reason, that a 
company cannot invest billions of dollars in research in an area where it 
doesn't even have a possibility to recoup that investment. To enable such an 
investment the company would have to move into new products to make 
more use of the investment. Such a move would most probably introduce 
even more competence domains that has to exist in the company. Instead of 
expanding the company beyond control, an alternative exists in acquiring 
the supplies from external sources. This introduces the problem of 
coordination.  

In this context a third options is suggested, a close cooperation with another 
company. This solves the problem of getting access to competence while at 
the same time reducing the coordination problems that inherently exists in a 
market. (Hamel and Prahalad, 1994a; Jarillo, 1998; Grant and Baden-
Fuller, 2000) Initially these alliances tend to be cautious and cooperation 
problems will arise at various levels of the organisation. Over time these 
issues will be resolved. Mutual trust will grow as they work together and 
more cynically, they will hold hostages in the form of access to the 
opposing company's competence. The cooperation problems will also 
diminish as the parties adapt to each other. This can be in the form of a 
common language, routines and technology. If this development doesn't 
occur the alliance will fail since it wouldn't give any advantages over the 
market solution. (Grant and Baden-Fuller, 2000)  
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A natural extension of this cooperation concept is that the company would 
provide access to its competence to other companies. This would let the 
company make better use of the competence that exists in the company. 
(Grant and Baden-Fuller, 2000)  

Product

Competence
imports

Competence
exports

Internalization

Empty zone

Competence level

strength

 

Figure 4 Knowledge and product domains and how they should be used. 
Adapted from Grant and Baden-Fuller (2000:134) 

In areas where the company has a strong product while the competence 
level is low, it would be advisable to import the competence in order to 
have access to more competence. In the case where the company has a high 
level competence as well as a strong product it should internalise the 
competence, since this is the organisational form that is most beneficial for 
a continued high level of competence. In the extreme case where the 
company neither has a strong product nor any significant competence, the 
company should not be present. If the company does have a high level of 
competence but others have the product that can make use of it, the 
competence should be exported, in order to make use of it. (Grant and 
Baden-Fuller, 2000)  

It can further be argued that cooperation can reduce the level of 
uncertainty. This is especially true for products that a company is moving 
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into. Instead of having to build up competence in the additional areas that 
comes with the product, those competences can be imported. This will 
allow the company to keep their resources where they are most useful, 
while at the same time quickly getting access to advanced competence in 
the necessary areas. An additional advantage is the lower cost of moving 
out of the new product if unsuccessful, since it in itself doesn't entail loss of 
competences and layoff of employees. (Grant and Baden-Fuller, 2000)  

3.4. Knowledge management  
Knowledge management can be described by the obvious, a process of 
managing knowledge. But that does not explain what knowledge 
management really is. A descriptive definition is  

``knowledge management is the process by which the organisation 
generates wealth from its knowledge or intellectual capital''  

Bukowiz in (Bukowiz and Williams, 2000:2) 

There are many different definitions available, and among those are these 
five processes that define an effective knowledge management system. 
(Mullins, 1999)  

• generate new knowledge through learning  

• capture knowledge and experience  

• share, collaborate and communicate  

• easy access information  

• use what is known  
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These processes may seems familiar since many of the ideas of knowledge 
management have their roots in theories about the learning organisation. 
(Mullins, 1999)  

``(the) learning organization, organizations where people 
continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly 
desire, where new and expensive patterns are nurtured, where 
collective aspiration is set free, and where people are continually 
learning how to learn together.''  

Peter Senge in (Senge, 1990:1)  

``(the learning organisation is) an organisation which facilitates the 
learning of all its members and continuously transforms itself''  

Pelder, Boydell and Burgoyne in (Mullins, 1999:351) 

The outcome of the learning organisation is generally described as positive. 
Some authors even describe the learning organisation as necessary and 
crucial for survival. (Mullins, 1999)  

One major aspect of knowledge management is to reuse knowledge that the 
organisation already has acquired in order to be more efficient. This 
implies that more tasks become routinized and limiting creativity. While 
improving efficiency it can be argued that the flaws of the routines will be 
ignored and reducing the openness for new possibilities that new 
technology or people bring with them. But one has to remember that a large 
part of the work during a day is highly repetitious and gives little room for 
creativity. It is in these tasks that knowledge management can make an 
organisation more efficient. The time for creativity is more clearly defined 
and focused to areas where it can make a greater impact. (O'Dell and 
Jackson-Grayson, 1998) Knowledge management proposes an equivalent 
to the division of labour introduced by the industrial revolution, a division 
of creativity. This does not necessarily imply that some people are allowed 
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to be creative while the bulk of people are not, rather it suggests that time 
should be divided between efficient and creative time.  

Knowledge management can be realised in many different ways. These 
ways can be generalised to four main directions; prescribed, compliance, 
adaptive and self-determination. The prescribed direction is based on 
formal routines to realise knowledge management, e.g. databases of 
operational data, methodologically mapping tasks and so forth. The 
compliance direction can be seen as a contract between the organisation 
and the individual, the individual is expected to share knowledge when the 
opportunity arises. This can be interpreted as databases of successful cases, 
fairs where ideas are shared and individual rewards are based on 
knowledge. A different direction is the adaptive direction. It is based on 
social dynamics and atmosphere of knowledge sharing. Key elements in 
this direction are networks collaborating to solve problems, storing highly 
generalised solutions to problems and rewards based on peer recognition. 
The last main direction is the self-determination direction which 
emphasises trust in the individuals and a very high level in the competence. 
In many ways it can be seen as a non-managed direction because of the 
competence being too advanced for any outside person to understand. All 
four directions have been identified in organisations. (Armistead and 
Meakins, 2002)  

3.4.1. Capturing knowledge  

In order to manage knowledge, an organisation must first find the 
knowledge. Parts of this knowledge is readily available since it is just a 
question of asking the members of the organisation. Other parts of the 
knowledge may be less accessible because the organisation is unaware of 
it. Regardless of if the knowledge is known or unknown, knowledge 
management must consider it. Unknown knowledge is the type of 
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competence the individual is not aware of, e.g. it has been embedded into 
the work process, or the individual is not aware of its value. Discovering 
the unknown knowledge is a significant part of knowledge management. 
(O'Dell and Jackson-Grayson, 1998; Bukowiz and Williams, 2000)  

The two main reasons for knowledge remaining unknown, are that the 
holder of the knowledge is ignorant of the value it has in other parts of the 
company, and that the knowledge is tacit and the holder therefore not aware 
of its existence. At the same time, the same people overestimate the value 
of their explicit knowledge, and thus aggravate the situation. (Szulanski, 
2002) Ignorance is difficult to overcome since the holder must come to the 
realisation that their own knowledge is valuable. One way is through an 
increased contact with others without that knowledge, in order to see 
applications for it. Another is by encouraging very extensive sharing of 
knowledge, which even if they are willing, creates a new problem in the 
form of huge amounts of uninteresting knowledge being collected. (O'Dell 
and Jackson-Grayson, 1998) Furthermore, some parts may be unknown, 
even to so called experts, because small but important functions are being 
performed by others that do not get noticed, e.g. the assistant that keeps 
everyones documents organised. (Szulanski, 2002)  

A reason for a good idea not being implemented can be the gap of 
implementation, i.e. the difference between what a person is aware of and 
what that person thinks the organisation is willing to accept. By presenting 
the new idea they think that they are disparaging the old ways in the eyes of 
their superiors, and therefor they withhold their new ideas. In other cases 
when they feel that the organisation has not invested as much emotions into 
the current process, they would be more willing to share the ideas. Also, if 
the organisation showed a true interest in change, they would share the new 
ideas. To a large extent, this is about what is considered a right kind of 
behaviour. If breaking the old habits is considered acceptable and 
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rewarded, then people would be less hesitant in sharing new ideas and thus 
closing the gap of implementation. (Argyris, 1999)  

Inquiry is an activity designed to understand a process, in other words 
capture the competence. The organisation needs to commit experts in 
various details of the process that can understand individual parts in detail. 
These experts together with the people that have the tacit competences go 
through the process attempting to improve the quality and efficiency of it. 
The idea is that processes are too difficult for any one person to understand 
and even more so to solve the problems. Within the group, even minor 
competences about the process can be found which in some cases connect 
the subprocesses together. By using a group it is possible get to the root 
cause of a problem. It is at this stage the experts are useful since they are 
able to fully understand the details of the problems while having access to 
the daily competences the others have. In parallel with these activities the 
knowledge that make up the competences can be documented. The activity 
is costly since it requires the most skilled people to be productive and it 
also requires their commitment and creativity. As such it is a trade off 
between the short term and the potential long term efficiency of the 
process. (Flaherty, 1999)  

3.4.2. Sharing knowledge  

A prerequisite for finding the knowledge in the company is the trust of the 
employees for the company. No methods of discovery and no advanced 
technology of today will be of any use if the employees are not willing to 
share their knowledge with others. Trust is by its nature a mutual feeling 
between two or more entities and subsequently the company has to show 
trust in the employees. (O'Dell and Jackson-Grayson, 1998; Szulanski, 
2002)  
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``Conversations are the most important form of work.''  
Webber in (Davenport and Prusak, 1998:90) 

The company has to trust that employees fundamentally want to learn and 
improve their work. One example is that this has been shown in reality time 
and time again by the Japanese, with e.g. automotive factories in the US. 
(Imai, 1980; Pfeffer, 1998; deWit and Meyer, 1998) The management 
should also actively encourage this by setting an example, they could share 
knowledge that can be of value for others in understanding their behaviour. 
Additionally they should give incentives for sharing knowledge. Examples 
of this can be the classical monetary bonus but another common incentive 
is recognition. This can be in the form of publicly keeping track of the 
number of things a person submits and holding annual fairs where the best 
contributions are presented and rewarded. The recognition can also be 
informally spread among the employees by word of mouth, although this 
way can be difficult to control in most implementations. (O'Dell and 
Jackson-Grayson, 1998)  

All these things are intended to overcome the high hurdle of trust that the 
employees face. Their knowledge is the only thing that makes them more 
valuable than the next man on the street. And by giving this away by 
sharing it, they loose the only true long term leverage they have towards 
the company. In their minds the company could change the entire work 
force if it had all the knowledge. A suspicion that can be considered 
founded in the face of factories moving abroad. (O'Dell and Jackson-
Grayson, 1998) Even if the employees are not mistrustful of the company 
the issue of internal competition remains. When giving away their 
knowledge, they cripple themselves in the competition for promotions and 
pay raises. (O'Dell and Jackson-Grayson, 1998; Argyris, 1999) Different 
types of collective incentives are one way to thwart distrust between 
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employees. This is also supported by empirical data. (O'Dell and Jackson-
Grayson, 1998; Pfeffer, 1998)  

Situated knowledge can be described as taken-for-granted practices, at a 
given site, that transcend functional boundaries. That is, the competence is 
geographically but not functionally tied in the organisation. This sometimes 
creates problems when it comes to sharing. In the general case, when a 
problem arise, employees seek to find the solution at the same site the 
problem arose. This means the employee seeks out different specialists at 
the site until a solution is found. Here is an advantage of dispersed teams, 
the access to multiple sources of competence. On the other hand, there is a 
problem with the fact that employees are dispersed, even if they are on the 
same team, have difficulties communicating the situated knowledge. Since 
they are geographically far from the problem, they do not always realize 
what the problem is, and how their competence can help solve it. (Sole and 
Edmondson, 2002)  

It is possible to heighten the awareness by technological solutions such as 
electronic directories of expertise. A less technical solution is to tell stories 
of historical solutions, and be sure to distribute them in the organisation. 
This removes the difficulties of codifying the competence. A social 
approach to the problem is periodic visits to build bridges and increase 
understanding. Another solution is moving key people physically for a 
limited time within the project. (Sole and Edmondson, 2002)  

3.4.3. Transfer knowledge  

According to economic theories the best options will instantly spread to all 
actors of applicable markets. This assumption is based on complete 
objectivity, absolute rationality and omni-awareness. Humans in general do 
not have those attributes and are significantly limited in their analytical 
capabilities. A study at Vanderbilt University showed that the time between 
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the early adoptions of an idea and the wide spread of the same idea took an 
average 26 years. Even within an organisation it took an average 2 years 
for an idea to reach other parts of the organisation. (Szulanski, 1996) 
Considering that some products have lifespans well below a year, this can 
have considerable impact on a company's performance. With this in mind, 
it stands to reason that organisations should actively work to support the 
transfer of knowledge. (O'Dell and Jackson-Grayson, 1998)  

One way of transferring knowledge is with the help of computers. Since 
computers became widely interconnected, they have become the alternative 
selected by many companies for their implementations of knowledge 
management. So much that knowledge management for many is 
synonymous with the computer software that supports it. But there was a 
time when it was commonly believed that computers would cause 
centralisation. Today the tide has changed and the opposite is considered 
true, computers enhance communication and decentralisation rather than 
cause centralisation. (Halal, 1998)  

When dealing with computers in companies, you are dealing with the IT 
infrastructure. Usually the structure has not been a planned development, 
but an emergent. Over time the IT infrastructures in companies have moved 
from automation (operational systems automation, payroll systems etc), 
information and embedding (CAD/CAM, embedded microprocessors etc) 
to networking (email, databases, file transfers etc). The networking era we 
are in today is recognised by the infrastructure move toward client-server 
layouts where everyone is served from the same source. And thereby, in 
some way, use the same information (shared/transfered information). 
(Nolan and Croson, 1995)  

The more valuable the knowledge is, the less sophisticated software is 
necessary to transfer it. The most important knowledge transfers are 
actually those taking place at the water-coolers (or other, not quite work-
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related spots, e.g. cafeteria). This transfer is spontaneous and unstructured 
and knowledge management should have strategies to encourage this type 
of transfer. (Davenport and Prusak, 1998; O'Dell and Jackson-Grayson, 
1998)  

``Opportunities for knowledge sharing are critical to developing a 
transfer subsystem and come in many forms e.g., weekly 
presentations, breakfast meetings, project de-briefs, or mentoring 
schemes. Merely having these forums on the books is not enough; 
what is more important is an explicit intention to build in the time for 
employees to learn from each other.''  

Soo in (Soo et al, 2002:141)  

This can be as simple as introducing slack time to enable the informal 
communication. Additionally encouraging contacts beyond the immediate 
surroundings by arranging or participating in events increases the 
possibilities of gaining these unstructured transfers in a structured manor. 
(Soo et al, 2002)  

Tacit competence is the type of knowledge that is most difficult to handle 
since it is more or less unknown. To allow transfer of this type of 
knowledge in the competence, you need to move towards creating help-
desks and personal contacts. The transfer works especially well when a 
problem arises. Since it is tacit, the knowledge is difficult to extract just 
through normal conversation. Instead you need to find a problem and 
present it to the person with the competence, and he or she will solve the 
problem, using the hidden competence. (O'Dell and Jackson-Grayson, 
1998)  

Long term technological solutions to knowledge transfer includes best 
practice cases, the creation of help-desks, contact persons employees can 
turn to in the case of problems, FAQ, archived e-mail conversations. They 
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can all be seen as knowledge pools where a lot of knowledge is stored in 
one place, easy to find by the employees. (O'Dell and Jackson-Grayson, 
1998)  

There are different structural levels when it comes to finding, and 
transferring knowledge. Self-directed is when the employees can find the 
information/knowledge themselves. For instance the case of intranets 
where the employees can search for documents and other information. 
Services and networks is when you need to know what you want to know, 
but can not find it yourself. In this case calling a help-desk, or an expert 
who will solve the problem for you, or direct you to a third source. 
Facilitated transfer are when the employee is told what to do, for example 
by an appointed person that actively searches for places to implement 
ideas. (O'Dell and Jackson-Grayson, 1998)  

3.4.4. Receiving knowledge  

When a process does not work, the first reaction is often to devise a work-
around in order to make the established solutions work. It is difficult for the 
individual to conceive that the process is flawed and that oneself is capable 
of fixing it, it is far easier to ignore the problem. If these problems arise 
often, the work-around become a part of the tacit competence. This 
development is plausible since the cause of the problems will not be 
identified and continue to generate the problem. (Senge, 1990)  

To receive new knowledge is seldom easy. First of all, employees have to 
find the knowledge they need which can be a hindrance even if it has been 
entered into databases. There is an inherent blindness for other's ideas when 
it comes to how it can be applied to their own processes. The initial 
situation may differ or the problems are not as apparent, making it difficult 
to see the applicability of the knowledge. This difficulty is escalated by the 
fact that there are enormous amounts of new knowledge to consider. In 
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most organisations time is a very limited resource and the absorption of 
new knowledge is not a prioritised issue. Additionally some new 
knowledge can be very difficult to implement with fundamental changes in 
the processes and even completely new requirements on the people, 
sometimes making them obsolete. The work involved and survival instinct 
together makes people push back changes as long as possible. (O'Dell and 
Jackson-Grayson, 1998)  

In some cases the problems of receiving new knowledge lie in the personal 
inability to absorb knowledge. In other cases it can be an issue of trust. If 
there are no any preexisting relationship between the sender and receiver of 
knowledge, there are problems that need to be solved. The relationship can 
be that of friends, colleagues or an authority and an average person. Trust 
in the ability of the sender has to be established in order to make the 
knowledge valuable in the eyes of the receiver. Without that trust the 
receiver will not make a real effort to implement the knowledge since they 
believe it will not improve their processes. Trust in the intent of the sender 
also has to be established. The receiver has to know that the sender is 
sharing the knowledge for the benefit of receiver and have no concealed 
motives. This can be reducing their ability if their bonuses are linked or if 
the sender is interesting in taking over the management of the receiving 
unit. (O'Dell and Jackson-Grayson, 1998; Grant and Baden-Fuller, 2000)  

Another obstacle against receiving knowledge from others is the 
phenomena called organisational defensive routines. Much of an 
organisation are the routines and structures that has been created over the 
years. Some are there to support the process, such as predetermined process 
flows and databases, i.e. organisational competences. Others are for 
measurement purposes, most processes are simplified into a few numbers 
that are used evaluate the performance. By changing the way to do things 
they stand the risk of losing the competence that can be found in the 
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organisational competences and also negative evaluation from superiors if 
the measurements become irrelevant to the process. Instead of risking 
alienating the superiors by fighting for the new ways, they tend to ignore 
the new ways. The status-quo is the comfortable way to do things, with less 
conflicts. These conflicts tend to grow when discussing the present way to 
do things, since the receiver feels threatened by the suggestions. (Senge, 
1990,Argyris, 1999)  

``...exposing our reasoning is threatening because we are afraid that 
people will find errors in it.''  

Senge in (Senge, 1990:250)  

After the receiver has accepted the value of the knowledge, it has be to 
received correctly. Firstly, all parts of the knowledge has to be received or 
vital parts could be overlooked, resulting in an inevitable failure. Secondly, 
it should be implemented as closely to the original as possible. Premature 
alterations and improvements of the knowledge introduces an unnecessary 
difficulty to an activity that already has a low success rate. (Szulanski, 
2002)  

If a piece of knowledge has been received before, the experience of those 
recipients is also valuable since they have knowledge about how to 
translate the given knowledge to a real implementation. (O'Dell and 
Jackson-Grayson, 1998; Szulanski, 2002) In some sense the knowledge 
becomes more explicit for every time it is transfered with additional 
recipients reflecting over the gaps in transfered knowledge.  
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3.5. Competence diffusion  

Receiver

Capture and share

Knowledge managementSender

Transfer
Receive

 

Figure 5 Competence diffusion illustrated 

It can be argued that every individual carries with them a unique set of 
knowledge and competence, whichever role they play in the organisation. 
Most of these can be found in several other individuals while other only 
exist in a few individuals. When an organisation layoff employees, these 
competences are at the peril of disappearing from the organisation. The 
goal of the theoretical framework has been to find ways to move 
competence from single sources to multiple sources, in other words diffuse 
it. The assumption is that a diffused competence is easier to keep than 
competence that is not. In the theoretical framework different types of 
competence were described in great detail, while part of the purpose of that 
was to locate the competence, it was also intended to describe to where it is 
possible to diffuse the competence.  
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We have divided our work into the different knowledge management parts 
that reflect the different aspects of the diffusion process.  

• Capture  

• Share  

• Transfer  

• Receive  

The process of diffusion begins with finding the competence to diffuse, 
capturing it. For the many competences that are explicit, i.e. open and 
aware competences, the easiest way is to make a list of the available 
competences. For other competences that are tacit, i.e. hidden and 
subconscious, which requires an active search in order to finding them. 
Often this difference between explicit and tacit competence coincides with 
the difference between knowledge and competence. More abstract things, 
such as competence, tend to be tacit while information often is explicit. 
Within this part we have also chosen to include external sources of 
competence, e.g. courses or customer input.  

Apart from having methods to capture competence it is necessary to 
motivate the individuals to share competence. Unless they are willing, very 
little valuable competence can be captured and eventually diffused. Issues 
can include politics, caused by incentives and culture, and the time allowed 
to share competence. The share part deals with these personal and 
organisational obstacles surrounding the actual diffusion.  

Another integral part of diffusion is to have the forum or medium through 
which the competence can be diffused, the means of transfer. The classical 
way of is with databases where knowledge is entered and others can 
instantly get hold of it. While this is effective in diffusing knowledge to a 
large number of individuals it is not suitable for more complex forms of 
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competence that has to adapt more to each situation. For these competences 
it is more suitable to supply a forum where competences can be transfered 
from one individual to another directly. This could be working together or 
having the sender support the work.  

The last part of diffusion is again about personal and organisational 
obstacles, but this time for the receiver of competence. It raises questions 
surrounding the ability among individuals to realize the need for new 
solutions in their work and also their willingness to accept new solutions, 
partly this could be a result the rules the organisation sets. Furthermore the 
trust issue between sender and receiver is discussed, implementing new 
solutions takes effort and time, and it is necessary to have trust in order for 
the receiver to be willing to invest those.  

As knowledge management has grown to encompass many areas related to 
knowledge and competence, most of the things the companies use are 
covered within these theories. A natural consequence of this is that the rest 
of our work has been structured this way. Obviously reality will seldom be 
divided into neat part but rather they tend to be intertwined. Some of their 
work may cover several of our parts, at which point we have placed the 
work together instead of dividing it across the parts. It has then been placed 
at our discretion with the intention of facilitating the understanding of the 
entire picture of that particular effort.  
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4. Empirical data  
We have chosen to present the results of our interviews by company, so that 
you will be able to get a better understanding of each company. Within 
each company the information is presented in the order how competence is 
diffused from the individual to the collective.  

4.1. Company presentations  

4.1.1. Accalon AB  

Accalon AB has been owned by BT Industries and Swisslog Holding, but is 
after a management buy-out in December 2000 owned by the senior 
management. The company works with automated materials handling, 
focusing on automation in logistics. It constructs and manufactures 
automatic warehouse systems, like cranes and conveyor belts. Today 
approximately 150 people work at Accalon AB. The company announced 
layoffs on January 23rd, 2001, which affected 17 employees. Units at 
Accalon AB are around 6-10 people.  

4.1.2. Ericsson AB  

Ericsson AB (formerly Ericsson Radio Systems AB) in Linköping, is a part 
of Ericsson. The company develops software for mobile base stations. The 
company announced employee layoffs on June 1st, 2001. In Linköping, 
Ericsson AB has approximately 1000 employees, of those 85 were affected 
by the dismissals. Units at Ericsson AB are around 25 people.  
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4.1.3. Kreatel Communications AB  

Kreatel Communications AB in Linköping is a company developing 
broadband TV system solutions. Their business idea is to ``develop and 
market flexible service terminal systems that enable operators and service 
providers to offer their subscribers attractive broadband and telecom 
services''. The company announced employee layoffs on May 18th, 2001. 
The company has 57 employees today, and the dismissals affected 21. 
Units at Kreatel Communications AB are around 5-10 people.  

4.2. Company Alpha  
At Alpha we interviewed one person in the personnel department, one in 
charge of competence development, one quality assurance manager and 
one competence manager from a department.  

4.2.1. Capture competence  

``They are the ones that knows best what they have and need.''  
On why the departments should be responsible for competence  

In regards to keeping track of competences, every unit is responsible to 
keep track of the competences that exist within the unit and compare that 
with the work it has to perform. There is a widespread opinion that it is 
unreasonable that the personnel department or any other external 
department should determine the need and availability of competences in 
each unit. Instead the personnel department assists the units when 
requested, which normally is when they need courses or other types of 
training for their employees.  

Every department has appointed competence managers that have frequent 
contacts with the personnel department and informs them of the 
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competence situation. They are responsible for taking an inventory of the 
respective departments' competences and analysing it to find additional 
needs. Since there are only a few competence managers, and they are 
knowledgeable about the competences, it is easy for them to coordinate any 
sharing of competences between departments. They feel that sharing is 
especially important in times such as these when cost savings are in focus.  

Occasionally inventoring of competences are made on a company-wide 
basis, e.g. when units are closing down. The competence inventoring is a 
process in two steps. Firstly all employees write an individual CV with the 
competences they have. This allows the competence managers to get an 
idea of what type of competences that exist in the workplace. Parallel to 
this, lists of the needed competences at the departments are compiled. 
These two lists are then matched and evaluated. Where they find redundant 
competences or gaps, actions are taken to reduce the deficiencies in 
utilising the competence. In general, internal inventories tend to be more 
detailed and list competences in specific software and subprocesses, in 
contrast to the company-wide inventories, which tend to be more focused 
on formalised competences, e.g. university degrees, work experience and 
attended courses.  

''The quality of our process is decisive for the quality of our product''  
On the value of documented process routines  

Most of the work routines are captured in documents. These are important 
since they form a solid base for their work. Despite the work they put into 
designing their routines and the value they ascribe them, they still stress 
that competence is indispensable and irreplaceable.  
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''The routines can take you to the task and guide you, but when it 
comes down to it, it is only your competence that can determine if it 
should a one or zero there (in the software code).''  

On the relationship between routines and competence  

Competence is tied to the organisation through predefined routines that are 
followed in projects. These are developed as they are used. These routines 
cover most reoccuring aspects of processes but lack in the many 
adaptations that exist in every project. Projects are carried out in a carefully 
specified fashion. There are guidelines that each project should begin with 
a kick-off and end with a kick-out, i.e. evaluation. Many of the guidelines 
exist to improve the possibility of finding new ways to do things and also 
to keep them for future use.  

``The evaluations can vary greatly, some have meetings and others 
full day seminars, for which they prepare thoroughly and write long 
papers afterwards. (...) I have to admit that we haven't always been 
very proper in the way we done this.'' 

On the project evaluations  

Evaluations and summarisations from projects are implemented in each 
unit, although they do get influences from other units as well. In general, 
they feel that it is good to reflect on their work in order to recognise new, 
good solutions by analysing the problems. These reflections are then 
documented in reports about the projects. However they confess that these 
things are mainly done for their own benefit, as they seldom spread the 
results to other parts of the company.  

They do think that new employees that arrive to departments often see the 
idiosyncrasies of that unit. These realizations can sometimes be captured 
and used to improve the processes, but in general the newcomers find 
themselves accepting the current situation. The company is well aware of 
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the waste of such a development. In at least one case when a greater 
number of new members had been added to a department they did arranged 
workshops where the newcomers could share their thoughts on how to 
improve the processes. But currently there is little time for these activities, 
since they feel that they are under a great pressure to be productive in the 
short term.  

``There is the right way (to work).''  
On why some people find it difficult to accept new ideas  

The more dominant members of the units are normally very controlling of 
the ways things work. Ideas from other members are ignored unless they 
put significant weight behind them. Because of this they are reluctant to 
share conflicting ideas since it puts their social position in jeopardy. In 
some cases the ideas had gone through the managers in order to be 
recognised.  

``One positive side effect of this is that we finally are aware of the 
state of our competences.''  

On what has happened after the layoffs  

The personnel department have discovered the value of identifying the 
competences, while being forced to do so during the layoffs they have been 
forced to make. In the process they have discovered that while many areas 
are over-staffed, some areas are actually greatly under-staffed. They also 
saw that some people actually would be more valuable in other parts of the 
company. These discrepancies had not been noticed before and even now 
when they are in a difficult financial situation, they have decided to move 
the people to other units in order to get more out of their competences.  

Competence development in the workplace is carried out through courses, 
seminars, processes and internal education. But there are also other means 
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to develop the employee competences used in the departments, e.g. getting 
time for reading books.  

4.2.2. Sharing of competence  

The employee appraisal system primarily evaluates two things, competence 
and performance. The performance part evaluates how well the tasks have 
been done and the ability to cooperate, take initiatives and take 
responsibility. They think this should encourage the sharing of 
competences since cooperation implies it. In addition, taking responsibility 
includes making sure that the coworkers has the necessary competence. 
The competence part only evaluates the value of competence that the 
person has. In connection with this the disparities between the person's 
competences and wishes and the needs of the company are analysed to 
create a plan for improving the competences.  

``They have a job to do.''  
On why it is a problem when an employee becomes ``a help-desk''  

They have a number of employees that are gurus in their fields, and as such 
use much of their time helping others. This could easily make it impossible 
for the employee to perform his or hers regular duties. Normally this 
regulates itself when the employee limits the helping, in order to perform 
his or her own duties. Depending on the employee's personality, others may 
have to set the limit. One special case when this was apparent was when a 
subsidiary lost most of its experienced employees, leaving only a few of the 
best together with a large number of unexperienced employees. In this 
situation they forced some of the experienced employees to focus on 
getting the work done while others kept on diffusing competence.  
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``It's a part of their job, it's expected of them.''  
On sharing ideas among the teams  

There is an expectation that everyone should contribute with new ideas and 
improvements to the work processes. As part of their work responsibility 
they should come up with new solutions to problems and share them with 
their coworkers. Neglecting to do this would be to neglect their duties, 
consequently they generally do not reward it. Most ideas are dealt with 
internally at the department since they can be implemented at that level. If 
an important idea for a new product, or anything that is patentable, arises, 
the employee can contact a special department for evaluation. If the idea is 
realized the employee usually gets a reward and recognition.  

They have also tried using suggestion boxes but with little success, the 
ideas that they received were usually peripheral to the work and were 
mostly connected to comfort issues, such as bicycle stands. They seldom 
got ideas that affected the work itself. Because of this, they were 
discontinued.  

4.2.3. Transfer of competence  

Within the intranet they have a system that stores all documents generated 
in the company. It is a paper-less archive and fulfils their archiving needs. 
All employees can access and use this system to find documents they need. 
The document numbers are also predefined, so the number for a specific 
type of document in a project is the same in all projects. This makes it 
easier to move between projects and products since it gives them a familiar 
surrounding in the form of the documents. Additionally the work flow is to 
a large extent controlled by the documents that needs to be generated and 
therefore supports them in their work.  
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Earlier there were forums for every project where the participants could 
share information and evaluate it. To a large extent the contacts were in 
person and required extensive travelling. These were found to be very 
productive and generated many useful ideas. In addition to this they used 
something they called peer reviews. Within this they could implement ideas 
from others and together evaluate the results.  

``The forums were very useful, but they had served their purpose and 
disappeared.''  

On why some sharing functions have disappeared  

Their purpose was to exchange the existing ideas and generate the personal 
networks in order to facilitate future cooperation. They believe that the 
forums will reappear in some form when they feel a need for it.  

Most information is spread through breakfast meetings that are held 
regularly. These are mainly intended to spread information about 
administrative issues and the status of each project, but at times they are 
used to inform about new ideas and solutions.  

``Some (participants) get time to present improvements that are 
considered interesting for the group.''  

On meetings as a forum for competence transfer  

Each project team occasionally gather for internal education where 
members, primarily the team leader, shares their competences with the 
other members in order to gain a greater capacity in those tasks. An 
obvious positive side effect is that the competence becomes more 
widespread.  

At times they organise seminars to gain new competences. Mostly these 
cover things that are company specific such as how the economic reporting 
should be performed or how the cooperation with suppliers and customers 
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should be conducted. In these cases internal seminars is the only option, 
while in other cases seminars are more valuable than external courses 
because they take local aspects into account, such as personal experiences, 
the purpose of the course and the environment. This could be country or 
technology specific issues for which the company has expertise and 
experience in-house for similar products.  

``The same people that design the process develop a course (to teach 
others how it works).''  

On process-information sharing  

Often it is essential that they teach related units how their processes are 
intended to work, in order for them to be used. Therefore a course or 
seminar is created to transfer this knowledge. The knowledge is mostly 
transfered vertically in their own process flow. What they admittedly lack 
is horizontal transfers with other similar process flows.  

``Unfortunately we do not work that way today. It's mostly with those 
we have an interface towards.''  

On information channels  

There are no working practices that transfer knowledge and competence 
horizontally. In that direction they only have unstructured transfers, e.g. 
through personal contact. In theory it would be possible to read the papers 
that describe the processes, but that isn't done because of the time it would 
take and because only small portions of them contain any interesting 
competences.  

Informal contacts would be beneficial for competence transfer but even that 
type of transfer is not actively encouraged. The random contacts people 
have with each other are normally only with the ones in their immediate 
proximity, this includes coffee breaks and water cooler meetings. Lately 



Staying Competent 

______________________________________________________________________ 
 58  

even coffee breaks are not held together but rather everyone has coffee by 
themselves, something they connect with the high work load.  

To share information between employees the company sometimes use job-
rotation. However, this is not a common practice. Far more common is 
permanent transfers to new roles and departments. It could be described as 
a slow form of what is usually meant by job-rotation, when the employee 
moves around at different positions within months. The main reason given 
was that the tasks are complex and that they would not be efficient for long 
periods of time if they rotated.  

4.2.4. Receiving competence  

``It's something you have to learn through the oral traditions.''  
On how newcomers learn  

Before becoming an useful member of a unit, people go through numerous 
courses in order to have all the theoretical knowledge to be able to work. 
After this, they move into the departments and learn how to work from 
their coworkers. With the help of others can they start to navigate the 
document structures in the document systems. One thing that applies to all 
tasks connected to work is that for an outsider, it is difficult to see the 
structure and therefore requires some time before the new employee is fully 
familiar with the work. It is a competence that has to be learnt through 
experience rather than studying.  

For managers the company has a mentorship program where new managers 
get a mentor from a non-affiliated company to help with the issues of 
leading other people. The participants have shown great satisfaction with 
the program and usually kept regular contact even after the programme 
ended. Similar programs for technical employees are unusual, and in those 
cases it is handled internally within the departments. In a few cases when a 
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larger number of employees have started working they have been assigned 
``faddrar'' who guides them through the first period in the company.  

As competence is primarily transfered from within units between 
employees that regularly work together, no issues with the willingness to 
receive competence were expressed.  

4.2.5. Employee dismissals  

Before the dismissals they did not focus as much on inventoring of 
competences at the workplace. That kind of work did exist before, but in a 
smaller scale. At the time of the announcement the work intensified in 
order to decide who would be, and what competences would be, necessary 
in the future organisation. The work is not finished at this point. The people 
we talked to thought that the organisation had control of this process, and 
that they will be able to retain the important competences within the 
organisation.  

``In these times the personal development plans have been reduced 
because of lack of funds, although I feel that there are things that 
can be done internally.''  

On what can be done in tough times  

The pressure that they are under has made the plans smaller and more 
focused at the immediate needs rather than the long term needs. Some have 
even been removed because they are unnecessary activities, meanwhile 
some employees have kept on performing them. Examples of the other 
things that still could be done were giving opportunities to gain experiences 
in new tasks and responsibilities, e.g. project managing.  

At the time of the dismissals, the company did a reorganisation that 
allowed them to select the competences necessary and make an inventory 
of the necessary ones and select employees with those competences.  
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4.3. Company Beta  
At Beta we interviewed one person in the management and one unit 
manager from a design department.  

4.3.1. Capture competence  

Recently the company has done an inventory the competences in the 
workshop. To do that, the employees wrote individual CVs where they 
listed their competences, and also personal interests. The inventory did 
therefore not only identify formal competences, such as education and 
work experience, but also competences as language skills and hobbies that 
could be useful in the company. The project was carried out in order to be 
able to have an idea of the prevailing situation and to be able to plan future 
training of the employees. Due to a high workload, these results have since 
been left in a desk and have not been used. One exception that was 
mentioned was one employee who had moved to a design unit from a 
production unit due to his competences. That person had such competences 
that tasks in a design unit were more suitable and fitted the company better, 
since there were more employee shortages in that area.  

``After a long time in production he can now put his experience in to 
the design of the projects.''  

On the transfered employee  

They also expressed a great hope in gaining from the production 
experiences he carried with him. No matter how much the units 
communicated in-between, they felt that this would result in significant 
possibilities for improvement in the design units. Despite realising the 
possibilities they did not take any action to try to capture these possibilities.  
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All projects follow predefined routines which include kick-offs and kick-
outs. Every major process is described by a number of handbooks covering 
the routines associated to the processes. For example the process of 
designing the mechanical aspects of a project is covered by one handbook.  

``Some routines are very accurate and followed in the daily work, 
while other routines are too lengthy to be practical to use and 
therefor not followed in reality.''  

On handbook detail levels  

They believe that the routines can become too detailed and cover so many 
possibilities that they are of no real use, since it would be inefficient to 
follow every step in the routines. Their goal is that the documented routines 
should reflect the real routines, or at least a good routine that they are 
striving for, not some unrealistic routine that looks good on paper. At the 
same time too little detail make them useless. After all, it is the new 
employees that have most use of the routines, the others already know 
them, and for the new employees every detail should be layed out.  

The routines include activities used to find and store solved problems from 
projects. For example, in the event of a component or design flaw, the 
documents describing the routine are updated so they reflect the solutions.  

``When something doesn't work we get a call and after fixing it, we 
write a report that we file with the rest of the (project) 
documentation.''  

On learning from your mistakes  

Additionally, detailed reports are written about specific problems and then 
stored online so everyone can access them. The problems are solved by the 
project members from the unit in charge of that specific part. This means 
that the problem and solution hopefully reach all members in that unit so 
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they will not make the same mistake. For more common problems, like 
occasional component failure, a simple form is filled in and the component 
is replaced. The more thorough routines are in these cases unnecessary.  

Knowledge and competences are also sought outside the company walls. 
From time to time, employees of various categories go and meet the 
suppliers face-to-face to discuss products that will be available and how to 
use them. There is also a special sales-person in the company that is 
responsible for browsing the market to see what competitors are doing. 
Often this is done in cooperation with customers, since they have a greater 
access to different manufacturers' equipment. This person is also the one 
responsible for taking care of new ideas. These new ideas are collected and 
discussed with the appropriate people in order to prioritise implementation.  

4.3.2. Sharing of competence  

They describe the atmosphere at the workplace as personal and family like, 
where everyone speaks to everyone. This was also the impression we got 
during our visit. Every day senior management walks through the 
workshop to see what is going on, and if someone has any problems or 
comments.  

``No one is afraid to go to the managing director if they can't find 
anyone else to turn to.''  

On barriers between managers and employees  

Mostly the contact is about the progress but at times it can be about issues 
central to the process, e.g. improving the work flow.  

Among other things the company evaluates employees' ability to cooperate, 
which includes sharing competence. In general, this is one aspect that they 
think works well in the company, when asked people normally take time to 
help and guide each other. There are a few especially competent and 
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sociable employees at the company that ``everyone'' asks when a question 
arises.  

``People tend to chose the most comfortable solution, it's in our 
nature''  

On why people turn to the same people all the time  

In some cases they could be overly helpful, which makes others turn to 
them even when other sources are available. This is thought to be a 
problem, especially when the employees in question have a lot of other 
things to do, it makes it impossible for them to perform their regular duties. 
There are even worries that some of these individual will burn themselves 
out, resulting in personal problems as well as loss of valuable competence 
for the company. No particular solution has been found to be acceptable, 
e.g. allowing time for employees to work only with answering questions. 
Instead they try to discover when employees work too much and interfere 
before it becomes a problem, i.e. make sure they do not work as much 
anymore.  

4.3.3. Transfer of competence  

The individual units are fairly small which emphasise the family feeling, 
something they feel surges through everything they do. They are physically 
ordered by function, but the employees work in projects spanning over 
functions. This creates a natural network of connections where information 
should be transfered freely. Coffee-breaks are shared between a few units 
that meet at coffee-time. At those coffee-breaks the usual discussions are 
work related, and new problems and solutions are often discussed across 
the unit borders.  
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``Information and ideas get around.''  
On information transfer  

Information is also shared in information-meetings held at regular intervals. 
The information includes everything from external orders and how the 
company is doing to new components and technologies. The meetings are 
normally focused on information since competence is transfered through 
other informal channels. It is not transfered actively, but rather through 
personal contact, such as coffee-breaks.  

Work is normally done in very small project groups consisting of a single 
member from each unit. This is intended to make it easy to discuss 
problems that arise and to learn from each other. Currently this is not fully 
realized.  

``It's like a wall between the departments, you do your part and then 
hand over the relay baton.''  

On barriers between different steps in the work process  

The pacing of work makes it difficult to have any more communication 
than absolutely necessary. Most things are done purely on routine and then 
handed over to the next person. There are no real discussions apart from 
when things go amiss, and even then the communication is conducted 
through formalised channels.  

Generally, everyone knows where to find information, whether it is on the 
intranet or if they need to ask someone. So in those instances they have to 
depend on the employee to actively find the information he or she is 
looking for.  
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``You know who did it in the first place and turn to him.''  
On how information is found  

A person's ability is greatly dependent on the personal network of 
connections inside and outside the company. These things are all based on 
experience within the company, in fact very little can be accomplished only 
with the project specific information and general skills.  

Much of the knowledge in the workplace is distributed through the intranet. 
There is a system online for storing documents, process descriptions, 
pictures and more. Almost everything is available online, however, there is 
no search function for the storage system, so the employees must know in 
advance where to find the knowledge before they start looking for it. We 
were assured that this is not a problem. New employees are taught how to 
use the system when they first arrive, and as they work they learn where to 
find the documents. Even if something is placed in an illogical folder, there 
is always some other employee to ask.  

``Finding documents could be a problem, but you quickly learn 
where to look for them''  

Also on how information is found  

When a new project starts the employees first look for a similar project. If 
they find one, it will be used as a base for the new project. The blue-prints 
and specifications are used if possible with a few minor details changed. 
Since these documents are updated when errors are found in the original 
project, these plans are up to date with the latest fixes. This allows transfer 
of experience from the earlier project to the more recent ones.  

Some complications do arise from the lack of structure. For example when 
they base a project on a similar previous project, all the improvements that 
have made in other projects since then might not be included in the project 
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documentation they start of from. In these situations they have to rely on 
their memory and abilities to solve the problems again or hope that the 
problem does not appear.  

``No there are no ways of (automatically) searching among of 
problems and solutions or any complications of them, but usually we 
have no problems finding them again.''  

Once again on how information is found  

The problems are fully documented and available, but can be very difficult 
to find, unless you know which project it occurred in. Within each project 
documentation there are lists that specify problems, their solutions and 
special adaptations for that specific project.  

The most common way to transfer competences between employees is 
through mentorships, both short and long term programmes. The general 
long term mentorships are used to introduce new employees to tasks and to 
help them find their way among computers and people. It is through these 
that they learn how to do their daily work. Short term mentorships are used 
for more complex tasks, i.e. those performed by the senior and experienced 
employees. It can be the task of translating the requests of customers to 
technical solutions and localising the potential problems. These tasks rely 
on intuition and are often based on a long experience, as such the mentor is 
usually also an experienced employee.  

``It is costly, but there isn't really any choice to it.''  
On education and mentoring  

This means that an extended mentorship period is costly in terms of time of 
experienced employees. Therefore, the mentorship is held short and instead 
relies on the mentoree's general experience to aid them in the new task.  
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4.3.4. Receiving competence  

New employees are given a binder with documentation about the job and a 
schedule for job-rotation and mentor-meetings. Almost all new employees 
participate in a job-rotation program where they, among other things, work 
in production to gain some experience of the products and how-things-are-
done-here. The mentors are other managers or employees. When the 
employee starts working he or she will be relying on help from coworkers.  

There are few problems with making sure employees receive new 
competence. Mostly it is through necessity when they encounter problems 
in their personal work, which is a strong incentive to learn. Further the 
competence is transfered between equals that often are acquainted 
personally, because of the small circle of people that are involved, reducing 
the problems of trust.  

The main problem as they see it is to get time to learn the necessary things, 
rather than having the will to learn.  

4.3.5. Employee dismissals  

Before and after the employee dismissals, the company did not do anything 
special to try to retain competences in the company.  

``There isn't much that can be done. (Competence) is highly 
valuable, but what can we do?''  

On possibilities to retain competence when laying-off employees  

The processes are described in handbooks but the truly valuable 
competence lies in the experience of each employee. Even an average 
employee carries experience that would take a year to learn, even with the 
help of coworkers. When it comes to the senior employees, a loss would 
cause irreparable damage to the company' ability to function. Capacity wise 



Staying Competent 

______________________________________________________________________ 
 68  

it would take three or four years for someone else to achieve the same level 
of proficiency, although some special competences would be lost. To the 
extent possible, they try to double up on each competence, try to get 
another person to learn from the first. In some cases this is not possible 
because of the complexity of the competence, e.g. legal or lingual skills. It 
is difficult to teach someone how to interpret laws within the scope of the 
learning processes within a company.  

In connection to the dismissals the company also did a reorganisation, 
where they analysed what type of competences they needed. This helped 
them to retain the competences even after the dismissals, since they were 
allowed to hand-pick the employees.  

4.4. Company Gamma  
We conducted one interview with the personnel manager at Gamma.  

4.4.1. Capture competence  

At one time the organisation had made an inventory of what competences 
they needed, and which were available in the company. That study was 
made from a company wide perspective and did not focus on the individual 
units. Before and after the study, the individual units have been in charge 
for managing their own competences. They are thought to be the ones 
having the best view of what competences are needed for their tasks, so 
that work is left to them. There are no formal methods for managing the 
competences, rather they rely on each department to work with it in the 
ways that suit them best. Because of the type of tasks they perform as well 
as the size of the units, they think that there are no real options apart from 
being up to date with the competences. As for doing detailed company 
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wide inventories again or continuously, they do not think that the effort is 
worth the benefits.  

Another method of capturing knowledge at Gamma has been their, 
somewhat unusual recruitment policy. Almost all employees are highly 
educated (MSc's in computer science or applied physics) who graduated at 
the top of their class. We were told that several employees had actually 
graduated top of their class from their respective university. This is a policy 
to be sure to get the best, most motivated employees with the best 
knowledge and competences.  

``We mainly hire highly educated people, with MSc's, not because 
they are highly skilled but for their ability to adapt and learn new 
things. In this business, paradigm shifts are a part of the daily life 
and that forces us to be able to move quickly from one area to 
another. ''  

On the reason behind the recruitment policy  

They also have a few employees with a very deep, but not broad, 
competence. While they are indispensable at this time, they are less flexible 
and could have difficulties keeping up if the company changes direction. 
Their lack of a broad education could make it difficult for them to learn 
new things.  

``Their work is their hobby. In most cases they would be (doing these 
things) even if no one paid them to do it. Because of this they are 
always interested in searching out new knowledge and discussing it 
with their colleagues. They live in a 'laboratory environment'.''  

On how they encourage new ideas  

The employees learning abilities are, indirectly, used by the company to 
attract new competence to the company. There is no real need for them to 
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encourage anyone to go beyond the current level of competence and 
improve. That is an inevitable development for them since many naturally 
seek out things to learn and the others follow their example as it is expected 
of them by their colleagues. Much of these expectations arise from the fact 
that their socialisation to a large extent is connected to it.  

``One learns by looking over the shoulder of someone competent in 
the area. This is very time consuming but necessary to do, which we 
noticed last time we cut back. Looking back at what we should have 
done differently, it is this. (And yet) we aren't good at taking the time 
to do this today.''  

On how competence is kept within the company  

In order for someone to understand and learn a competence of another, they 
have to follow them around and study the actual work being performed. As 
the work in most cases is complex and differs greatly, there is little use of 
documenting the actual work. Rather communicating the reasoning behind 
the action is the main function of the learning process.  

The processes are defined in a way that allows, and expects, a lot of 
cooperation between the company and other parties. Before a project is 
started, there is often an initial communication between the company and 
the soon to be customer. This is moved from being an initial contact, into a 
production and development cooperation where the products are developed 
or customised. Then the customer tests the products and returns with more 
feedback. Therefore the customer works as a source for ideas and a testing 
facility. Suppliers are also used in the same way to some extent.  
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4.4.2. Sharing of competence  

The employee appraisal system is based on competence, cooperation, 
contacts and a number of other aspects. How well the employees share 
information and develop their own does therefore affect their salaries.  

When we asked about the appraisal system and if it included such things as 
competence and knowledge sharing, the answer was a very clear yes. Even 
though we did not get a long discussion on how it was used, it was clear 
that they had thought about it and used that kind of evaluation. This is 
closely related to the fact that their work is mainly to develop new products 
and because of that have to share competence.  

Employees are educated through courses, on-the-job training and watching 
consultants. For a while, the company was dependent on consultants. In an 
effort to reduce that dependence, they tried to transfer competence from the 
consultants to the employees. One method used was to let the consultant 
work side-by-side with an employee that could learn from the consultant. 
At the moment, not many employees are educated through courses because 
of economic reasons.  

``The means of sharing knowledge here are very simple. By placing 
everyone closely they can overhear the conversations of others and 
find new things to learn. We also mix competences in projects which 
makes them learn from each other.''  

On how they share knowledge  

They feel that the attitude at Gamma resembles the learning organisation 
where there is space for new ideas. For each project there is always some 
form of forum where information is shared. Usually this information is of 
the kind of ``technical competence'' interesting to people inside the group. 
But these forums also work as a way to spread information to the rest of the 
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company. Mostly just to keep those employees up-to-date with what is 
happening in the company.  

The problem of gurus does not seem to exist. Of course it must exist in 
some way, that some employees know more than others, but it does not 
seem to be a problem. The high level of education among employees has 
taught them to find the information they need themselves. And they use 
delegation as an approach to make sure no one is forced to work too much, 
or is under too much pressure from both work and helping others.  

4.4.3. Transfer of competence  

Every project at Gamma follows the same pattern. The marketing 
department starts by finding a customer together with the sales department. 
The product managers are then introduced to the customer and together 
they decide on the products specifications. Then a department in charge for 
implementation prepares test products that the customer can evaluate. 
Customer feedback from those tests then helps the development department 
to create a customised product. For each project a new team is assembled 
according to the needs and from this a form of network is created. This 
allows information transfers from the departments to the projects, and then 
back again. This also allows the employees to get to know each other 
better.  

Documents at Gamma are handled by a computer system that employees 
can use to find the information they need. They also have a intranet, used 
for information sharing.  

We did not focus very much on the technical capabilities of the system. As 
their organisation is mainly made up of MSc's, and many who have 
majored in computer science, there is little doubt that they are able and 
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willing to use it. As mentioned above, it was said in such a way that you do 
not doubt if it was used or not.  

The projects members are hand-picked for each individual project. This 
means that there will be, over time, an extensive network between 
individuals where competences can be moved from different parts of the 
organisation, to different employees. These competences can then be 
transfered within the individual departments, where there is a high degree 
of informal transfers.  

4.4.4. Receiving competence  

New employees are given an introduction programme with information 
about the company. The employee is also given a ``fadder'' that takes care 
of him or her. The ``fadder'' comes from the same department where the 
newly recruited will work and the ''fadder'' is therefore a future coworker. 
This allows them to work quite close to each other during a normal day, so 
the employee can ask if a problem arise. Except for this, new employees 
are not treated any different from the others. We were told it was not 
necessary to have any more guidance, since the employees are highly 
educated and adapts quickly. However this does not mean that ideas from 
the new employees are silenced, the ideas are brought up to the surface and 
evaluated by the appropriate people, e.g. product managers.  

``Competence and knowledge is everything we have, so to improve 
ourselves is our strategic advantage.''  

On if they consider new ideas  

Their view was that the main difficulty with getting people to learn things 
are not ignorance or inability, rather it is misplaced loyalty.  
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``For the sake of the company they ignore their personal 
development for the good of the company. While this is a strong 
display of commitment and loyalty towards the company, they are in 
fact hurting the development of the company.''  

On why employees don't receive new knowledge  

Due to the pressure that projects suffer from, there is little time to spare for 
learning new things. This has escalated after the cut backs. To set apart 
time to take courses or to follow someone around is often impossible unless 
it is carefully planned and something else is cut back. Otherwise that work 
load is just moved to the next person, and because of the close work 
environment it is not a satisfactory solution.  

4.4.5. Employee dismissals  

At the time of the dismissals, the company also initiated a reorganisation. 
As a result all employees were moved. This let the company consider what 
types of competences were necessary for the future and who they would 
they like to keep. Also, the company changed its focus so that they needed 
new competences. We were told that it worked quite well and the 
competences necessary did exist after the dismissals.  

The dismissals has resulted in a more slimmed organisation with less slack 
for other things. That could be working on a personal idea or learning new 
things. In general there is less room for experimentation and failures.  

In the short term the dismissals crippled the organisation through a lesser 
commitment to the firm. Where they before put in an extra effort to meet 
the wishes of the customers, they did not for a short period. This was seen 
as a natural reaction when the work force had worked so closely. After 
some time this seems to have reverted to the earlier state of high 
commitment.  
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4.5. Reflections  
None of the companies had done very much with the competences in 
connection to the dismissals. Since they all had carried out some kind of 
reorganisation they were able to decide which competences were necessary 
for the future, and keep them. Therefore the impact of loosing employees is 
limited, or at least is moved out of focus.  

This came as a surprise, at the same time as it was not. The surprise was 
that all companies had used the same technique, but if it is considered 
effective, it is also expected that they all use it. From the start, we had 
expected the companies to have been forced to deal with loosing 
competence here and there in the departments, and having to transfer it. But 
this effect had become limited because of the reorganisations (i.e. 
everything gets a fresh start (processes etc), and since everything is new, it 
is intact. We were looking for a case when the organisations were not 
intact, but that situation never arose because of this).  

We were also a bit surprised by the fact that competence was dealt with on 
a quite shallow level. They all used the common methods, but we did not 
get any deeper information on how they tried to move competence into the 
organisation and networks. The main focus was always on the individuals 
and not the networks or organisations.  

So, even though we did not end up with the information we expected, and 
hoped to get, we did however by this understand that the focus is on the 
individual competences and not networks etc. That is interesting, and it 
could be speculated on why that is the case.  
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5. Analysis  
In the analysis all parts of our thesis is joined; the theoretical framework, 
all interviews and our own thoughts. As they are joined, we feel that it is 
logical to approach one aspect at the time, from all perspectives. For some 
lesser issues, e.g. those only concerning a single company, we will finish 
the discussion and recommendations within the analysis, while larger 
issues will be carried over to the conclusions.  

5.1. Capturing competence  

5.1.1. Inventoring competence  

Making an inventory of the available competences is a wide spread practice 
among the companies we studied. Yet there are significant differences in 
the way they have implemented the practice. All companies had to some 
extent inventoried the formal competences, e.g. degrees and work 
experiences. At Alpha this was primarily done among employees that were 
affected by the layoffs, while at Beta this was done among the employees 
in the workshops and Gamma had only inventoried occasionally. More 
detailed inventories are less common among the companies, at least at 
company level. Alpha had an acknowledged policy to let each unit keep 
track of the details. Beta did not have any organised routines to do that, 
probably because of the limited size of each functional group, which in turn 
made it possible to make the inventory intuitively. At Gamma this work 
was performed continuously as a part of selecting project participants.  

In general, companies have realized that inventoring the competences in the 
company is important, and the value for further planned development of it. 
What they also have in common is that they have not yet fully grasped the 
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second possibility of the practice, namely to see where each employee 
would be of the most value for the company as a whole (Burns and Stalker, 
1994). At Beta they have realized that one person was not used to the full 
potential in the previous function and moved him to another, where he 
could generate more value for the company. At Alpha this has begun to 
happen, although it is still based on a basic inventory. Gamma had 
considered it but come to the conclusion that it was not worth the efforts 
involved in such a task. A detailed inventory company wide could detect 
such improvements, e.g. a convincing conversationalist could be of more 
use in the sales force or a person with good abstract thinking could be 
useful in a development or planning function.  

In the small scale inventoring that is continuously performed within each 
unit at all companies, most forms of competences are taken into regard, 
used and evaluated. This is also the companies' main method of utilising 
their competence as few company wide methods exist. It is reasonable that 
competences should be managed at a level where they are understood, 
which normally is close to the competence. Yet there should be means to 
identify the competences and perhaps exposing them to the other members 
of the unit, both for scrutiny that could result in improvements and for 
sharing. These things could require training before they are understood and 
possible to utilise. At Alpha they have competence managers which is one 
way of tackling the problem. They provide the external view as well as 
competence from outside the units (Nonaka et al, 2000).  

5.1.2. General routines  

One way of keeping knowledge and competence within the organisation 
independent of the individuals is through routines and guidelines (O'Dell 
and Jackson-Grayson, 1998). These measures are good as they can direct 
the general work flow and in detail describe the daily tasks. To different 
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degrees this was implemented at all our studied companies. At Alpha and 
Beta these descriptions could be very detailed and at times even be so 
comprehensive that even moderately complex tasks could be performed 
solely with the help of the routines. Some at Alpha did mention that they 
often were created as the work was done and therefore an image of reality. 
At Beta they did mention that the routines could be over ambitious and not 
realistic to perform, therefore some routines were abandoned. Specifically 
this was in regard to technical routines, in contrast to general project 
routines. Gamma on the other hand did not have extensive technical 
routines but rather relied on the individuals to solve the situations. Their 
routines were primarily about the organisation of projects and such issues. 
Alpha also came to a similar conclusion, that complex technical tasks were 
difficult to document into detailed routines, instead they had to rely on the 
competence of the individual when it came to making the decision. All this 
is in line with what we could expect, where simple, repetitious tasks can be 
described in detail and documented, while tasks that change between 
occasions are more reliant on the competence of the individual and that 
competence is mainly transfered through open forums (Davenport and 
Prusak, 1998).  

5.1.3. Project routines  

The units that were of interest to us all worked in project form. This implies 
temporary groupings of employees that work together, under some guide 
lines that includes introductory and summarising meetings as well as other 
means of exchanging knowledge. The companies we studied showed 
significant variation in how they worked with projects, both amongst each 
other and within. Alpha for example often kept the group intact between 
numerous projects and Beta did not always have summarising meetings. 
The summarising meetings at Alpha tended to be fairly extensive and 
sometimes take an entire day. In contrast, Beta sometimes did not take time 



5. Analysis 

______________________________________________________________________ 
 79 

to discuss issues both during and after the projects. Even during the 
continuous work they did not have any significant contact, but rather 
everyone did their part.  

The project form of work is at this date considered one of the better ways to 
work when creativity and different competences that change over time are 
needed. As a result it is not surprising that all companies used this form of 
organisation. The practice at Alpha to keep the same team over extended 
periods of time did seem to defeat the purpose of the project form. Instead 
the static project groups will not encourage new ideas and influences. And 
idiosyncrasies will not be noticed as easily as they risk becoming part of 
the routines. This stability is beneficial for the efficiency since they do not 
have to lose time getting to know each other and can make full use of each 
other's expertise. In the long term they will suffer from not gaining new 
ideas that other groups have come up with. Some larger ideas will get 
across but not all minor.  

The lack of communication in the case of Beta is of every greater impact. 
This can mean that new ideas and solutions will not be picked up by the 
others in the project and hamper the implementation of them. To a large 
extent this is remedied by the small functional units that can be used to 
evaluate the new ideas, but it will lack in the different perspectives that the 
project group could provide.  

5.1.4. New employees  

The arrival of a new employee to a unit can be useful for uncovering the 
tacit competences. As long as they have not settled in they are aware of the 
ways things work and can also provide their input based on a different set 
of experiences. (O'Dell and Jackson-Grayson, 1998) While being aware of 
this potential, Alpha is having problems getting it to work, partly because 
of the social culture that gives established individuals so much influence 
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that the newcomers are not willing to speak up. On the other hand Gamma 
does not actively do anything to facilitate the generation of inputs from 
newcomers, instead they encourage everyone to participate and hope that 
the newcomers also do that. It can be argued that the highly educated or 
equivalent individuals Gamma recruits are more likely to speak up. But the 
need for a close work relationship could be an obstacle for it initially, as it 
is important to be accepted in to the group for their continued work 
(Stasser, Taylor and Hanna, 1989). Beta does not have any specific practice 
of supporting observations from newcomers and they too rely on the small 
units to be able to handle it internally. Naturally this presents the same 
problem as Gamma faces where integration into the group could take 
precedence over changing the work.  

If this can be seen as an indication of how the companies handle 
possibilities of new influences, it is a bit discouraging to know that they do 
not take the opportunity to reflect on their work in an organised manor. 
Especially the atmosphere at Alpha can have an impact on their exchange 
with others, such as suppliers and customers.  

5.1.5. Search for knowledge  

In order to increase the competence within the organisation, the companies 
seek out new knowledge outside their organisations. All three companies 
use the traditional method of improving competences by sending 
individuals to courses. Learning from groups linked to them in the process 
was a method used by Alpha, mainly to improve the communication and 
efficiency between them. Beta and Gamma emphasised the work they did 
together with suppliers and customers to learn about new things. The 
learning done at Alpha is aimed at making the everyday work easier and 
make things routine rather than directly improve the competences in the 
unit. In contrast the work at Beta and Gamma are focused directly at 
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improving their competences. These two methods are in many ways 
complementary since the method used by Alpha should give more time to 
perform the methods used by Beta and Gamma. In addition they improve 
different parts of the work, one is the daily work while the other is the 
future work, both equally important for the organisation. It is necessary to 
stress that this is not the only way work is done in the companies, but rather 
as the way that is prioritised. This could be seen as Alpha considering its 
product as mature and in little need of further improvements while Beta's 
and Gamma's products are still under development. But this does not 
coincide with either our or their expressed view on their respective product, 
which is a continued need for improvement. Instead Alpha's approach to 
new employees is in fact in line with this, where new ideas are given less 
support and have to give way to effectiveness.  

5.2. Sharing competence  

5.2.1. Incentives for sharing  

At Alpha sharing is primarily enforced through work expectation. Sharing 
of ideas is central to their daily work and is expected by colleagues. The 
situation is slightly different at Beta where sharing takes place among 
individuals that are close, physically and functionally, mostly because of 
the expectations from colleagues, while others that are not that close will 
not participate in the sharing. Sharing at Gamma also takes place through 
the intimate contacts, although here they primarily work within those 
intimate groups and have little need for contact with others.  

All three companies formalise their views on sharing by having it as a 
significant part of their annual appraisals. It is here that they get rewarded 
for their sharing during the year. Apart from this none of the companies 
rewarded sharing, either in the form of bonuses or public recognition. 
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Alpha did have ways to reward realized ideas for products but not for 
smaller improvements.  

The companies have in common that they put much faith in peer pressure 
and personal drive to getting the individuals to share their competence. 
While this can be successful and probably is, in the long run, the primary 
way to uphold it, it presents a problem when the willingness among the 
individuals drop. At Beta we have seen problems when communication in 
some directions has failed, partly because there is no expectation on the 
groups that sharing should take place. Another issue is getting time to 
share. When the financial situation is bad, this is one of the things that first 
get cut back. For some individuals it is independent of the finances, as they 
are always pressed for time.  

5.2.2. Time for sharing  

To some degree we encountered the guru issue at all companies, i.e. a few 
individuals that are immensely competent and accordingly are frequently 
contacted to help others. While this is a sign that the organisation is aware 
of the competence that is available, it is disrupting for these individuals and 
hinders them from performing their daily duties. All three companies have 
taken the stance that it is the individual's responsibility to regulate the time 
used to help others and the time needed to do the work. Alpha has the 
policy to uphold the same expectations for them as for any other individual 
and only interfere when the personal performance drops. Beta's approach is 
to interfere before the individual starts to burn out. At Gamma delegating 
was the primary tool for reducing the pressure on key individuals. While 
described in different degrees of bluntness they all have a similar approach 
to the issue, to let every individual take personal responsibility for the work 
situation. This mandated them to refuse helping others at times in order to 
getting a balance in the work situation. In other words they put the 



5. Analysis 

______________________________________________________________________ 
 83 

performance before the improvement of the competence in others. It stands 
to reason that the organisation can not spare this resource entirely if they 
intend to perform, but at least a significant fraction of their time should be 
alloted to helping or even teaching others. As the situation stands, these 
individuals are indirectly punished because of their competence through the 
additional work that the people asking questions represent.  

This can be seen as an indicator for how competence sharing is encouraged. 
Even these individuals that are acknowledged as especially competent and 
a valuable resource for the company are not given time to share. In light of 
this, the situation for the average employee is not good in respect to the 
possibility to share. The possibility is greatly connected to the time 
available for sharing (Soo et al, 2002).  

5.3. Transfer of competence  

5.3.1. Movement of employees  

Only Beta used job-rotation as a mean to introduce new employees to the 
workplace. They let the new employees work at the unit that they, when 
they start working, will send their results to. This can be seen as a way to 
make the employees see why some things are necessary, why they are, and 
what can be done better today. It also helps tearing down the walls between 
the different steps in the process, something that actually does exist in the 
company (even though they use job-rotation). Alpha and Gamma did not 
believe it would be possible, or would benefit them very much, to do this.  

All companies do work in projects where the employees work in different 
constellations, for different projects. This is one way to make sure 
knowledge and competences are moved around in the company between 
different employees. The processes are well defined in all cases where the 
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projects are initiated through the standard ice-breaker of a kick-off and 
ended in some sort of kick-out that evaluates the results.  

All of the measures to move employees around to meet new people creates 
connections and networks. Beta considers itself to be family like in the way 
they interact with each other. There are low barriers for communication in 
general, which could be due to the job-rotation projects. However, Beta is 
also the company where the employees talked about barriers between 
different parts of the processes. And the job-rotation is over these barriers. 
Therefore, the job-rotation might not help to break these barriers at all. 
They could instead only open the information channels, but not affect the 
barriers since they are built into the processes. It was hinted that it could be 
the reason, since at each barrier all knowledge is condensed and packaged 
before transfer. Therefore it could be that the focus is only on the package, 
and if something is wrong there, complaints arises immediately. To get 
around this they could possibly introduce an element of unstructured 
discussions surrounding the package to communicate any deficiencies. 
Another way is by making the problem discussions an integral part of the 
package that is handed over.  

Gamma is a company that they describe as very family oriented. 
Employees are situated, physically, in a way to help overhearing 
discussions that might be important for the employee. This also affects the 
way the employees communicate, resulting in a more open dialog. Alpha 
has the most controlled environment of the companies. This could be seen 
as both an advantage as a disadvantage. The communication is not as free 
and open, but on the other hand it does have a slimmer operation that 
therefore may be less questioned. Yet again Alpha is choosing to be 
efficient rather than having a diffused competence.  

As to create friction-less communication and operation, job-rotation does 
not seem to be the sole solution. Beta did have some barriers even where 
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job-rotation worked over the borders. The use of projects, on the other 
hand, does seem to be a better solution for friction-less operation. All 
companies used this, and it does appear to work since the different teams 
seem to be equally competent, so we could argue that the projects are 
contributors for competence spread. The use of projects give the possibility 
of working together for extended periods of time, which provide base to 
build trust on. This is in line with the theoretical framework (O'Dell and 
Jackson-Grayson, 1998).  

5.3.2. Intranets and document systems  

The companies studied all used some kind of document storage system and 
extensive intranets. However, a common problem is how employees find 
information. The systems were all difficult to use for someone not familiar 
with the document codes and where to search for the documents. It ranged 
from Alpha's system that allowed searching, to Beta's that was only a 
directory structure. The structure was therefore difficult to use for new 
employees until they knew where to look. Learning usually took place by 
asking someone else. This slows down the process and presents the 
company with a risk if employees leave the company. Then the knowledge 
of where to find information, necessary to complete the work, is lost. Even 
though Alpha's system could be difficult to use in the beginning, everything 
was standardised so with a little work employees are able to gain the 
necessary competence. This means that the company is, in this matter, not 
as dependent on the employees as Beta.  

The information systems are in all companies focused on explicit 
knowledge, not at all on the tacit competences and other types of less 
routine things. Probably this is due to the fact that it is difficult to handle or 
transfer. They do not have help-desks to spread tacit competences 
concerning the core competences. This could be a result of that the 
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companies are high-competence companies, who actually work with 
developing new technologies. That would mean that having a help-desk, 
the people developing would have to work there, and then they would be 
unable to do their work, sort of like a Catch-22. In this case they have to 
rely on the fact that employees search for the information themselves or 
that they share and discuss ideas and solutions as a part of their daily work. 
A help-desk does not have to be a full time job, but could in that case be 
compared with the guru situation where some problems do arise.  

5.3.3. Meetings  

All companies used formal meetings for spreading information within the 
company. Both Alpha and Beta had regular meetings where they collected 
a larger group of employees to distribute information. Gamma used forums 
for information sharing within and outside the projects. The meetings are 
effective information transfer pools, where the company can be sure that all 
employees present did get the same information. It is also an opportunity to 
allow unplanned communication between employees. The companies also 
had the employees sitting fairly close to each-other, with open-planned 
offices of some sort. As all companies had open-planned offices at some 
parts of the companies, Gamma seemed to be the company using it the 
most. As said before, the water-cooler meetings might be the most 
important meetings in a company (Davenport and Prusak, 1998).  

The companies can be seen avoiding the more organised tacit competence 
services, as help-desks, and in another way allowing the transfer by 
organising meetings where competence transfer can take place. If these 
meetings were organised to allow this transfer, or if it may arise just as a 
bi-product, is difficult to tell. In a company it would be difficult to organise 
a get-together with no goals, so even meetings for informal information 
transfers need to have some formal goal, other than just transfer of tacit 
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knowledge or competences. They can at this stage only provide the time 
and space for the informal parts to be properly executed.  

5.4. Receiving competence  

5.4.1. Creating trust among new employees  

All companies have some way to introduce new employees to the 
company. The methods used vary from courses (Alpha and Gamma), to 
being given the information necessary (Beta). A common goal in the 
companies is to mould the new employee into, what the company considers 
to be, the model employee. The usual method for this is some form of 
mentorship program. Not all companies have a mentorship program that is 
outspoken, but in the case it is not, it is clearly visible that interaction with 
other employees is thought to give the same result.  

Mentorship programs are used at both Alpha and Beta, and in some 
variation of it at Gamma. Alpha only use it for managers, and it is 
interesting to note that the mentors are from outside the company. The 
mentoring is therefore on the level of more soft values, in comparison to 
internal programs where some of the mentoring will cover ``how we do 
things here''. At Beta the mentors were more of someone to drain for 
information. Gamma only used the ``fadder'' way of having a contact 
person when a problem arise. Beta was the only company that used both.  

Beta provide job-rotation for new employees. This is also the company 
which considers itself to be the most family-like work place, where the 
barriers are low and employees can talk directly to the senior management. 
If it truly is family-like, the trust will benefit greatly from it. The effects of 
job-rotation for new employees (i.e. to get to know people) are better 
competence flows where knowledge and information is transfered with 
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lower friction. In order words it is a fast way to create personal contacts 
that otherwise could take a long time to build up.  

But mentor programs and job-rotation forces the employee to make 
connections in other parts of the company, and therefore also creates trust 
between people. Trust is perhaps the most important variable for a 
successful competence transfer (O'Dell and Jackson-Grayson, 1998). 
Alpha's way of using mentors outside the company also tries to overcome 
the problems with the organisational defensive routines. By not including 
``internal truths'' in the mentoring program, the manager can search for 
solutions through the mentor, and thereby also outside the company.  

5.4.2. Creating trust among other employees  

None of the companies had any special routines for creating trust among 
older employees, except, of course, indirect methods like meetings, open-
planned offices etc. Working in projects is a way to make different 
employees work together and thereby gain trust. All work employees do 
together, that succeeds, does improve the trust between the involved 
parties.  

But any direct methods are probably not necessary, because the trust 
created as the new employee start working, will still exist after years, as 
long as no actions occur that make the employee to question the trust. 
Speaking from our own experience, a simple ``hello'' when you meet the 
person you trust is sufficient to maintain it. Instead it is important not to 
reduce the trust that exists. Reductions of trust could come from decisions 
that are regarded as irrational or that is contrary to the wellbeing for 
themselves.  



5. Analysis 

______________________________________________________________________ 
 89 

5.5. Company comparison  
  Alpha Beta Gamma 

Competence 
inventoring 

Company wide 
with CVs 

Part of company 
with CVs 

Yes, once. 

Continous 
competence 
inventoring on 
company level 

No No No 

...on department 
level 

Yes, with 
competence 
managers 

Yes, indirectly Yes, indirectly 

...supported 
through 
procedures or 
training 

No No No 

Move employees 
for competence 
reasons 

Yes Yes No 

...for informal 
competence 
reasons 

No Yes No 
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Capture 
competences, 
knowledge 
actively outside 
the company 

No Yes Yes 

Acknowledging 
tacit competences 

Yes Yes Yes 

Systems for 
capture/transfer 
of tacit 
competences 

No No No 

Primary method 
of tacit 
competence 
transfer 

Informal Informal Informal 

Well defined 
processes for 
work 

Yes Yes Yes 

Actively work 
for creating trust 

Indirect Indirect Indirect 

Working to 
prevent situated 
knowledge 

No No No 
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Intranet as public 
communication 
system and 
emails 

Yes Yes Yes 

Computerized 
document system 

Yes Yes Yes 

Appraisal system 
for competences 

Yes Yes Yes 

Working forums 
for projects 

Yes No Yes 

Frequent 
meetings for 
information 
transfer 

Yes Yes Yes 

Mentoring Yes, only 
managers 

Yes No 

New employee 
development 

Yes Yes Yes 

Table 1: Summary of knowledge management activities at the companies 
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6. Conclusions  
Coming to the end of this thesis it is time to sum up the conclusions we 
have come to. In general we are surprised to find that the companies to a 
large extent are passive when it come to managing their competences. Very 
little of the managing was planned and they do not actively manage their 
competence. Especially tacit competences were overlooked.  

All three companies occasionally made an inventory of their formal 
competences, e.g. degrees and years of experience, company-wide, but the 
continuous work is done locally, at the discretion of the unit managers. To 
a large extent they refer to the difficulty for external people to fully 
understand and value the competence they have. The down side is that few 
of them are trained to manage and identify competence. Especially the 
hidden nature of tacit competences suggests a need for training for the unit 
managers.  

One way to reduce the reliance on individuals is by documenting the 
routines and making it possible to for more people to know the routines. 
This is done at all three companies we studied. They have also come to the 
conclusion that routines can not replace the kind of competence they have, 
instead the routines form a guideline to follow during work, but the 
individual decisions are still made on the basis on their individual 
competences.  

The companies do not encourage diffusion of competence directly. 
However they do evaluate the employees' sharing as a part of their general 
performance and consider it an integral part of their work. When it comes 
to the possibility to diffuse, time is a problem. We discussed employees 
that can be considered gurus and their situation. The conclusion is that they 
have no allowances for reducing their performance in order to diffuse their 
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competence. Even they, with their acknowledged high level of competence, 
do not get time to diffuse.  

The three companies rely greatly on informal means, both for encouraging 
and executing diffusion of competence. They think the work environment 
cultivates a willingness to share competence with each other. Through the 
personal relationships they will trust each other and by working close 
together they will diffuse competence as they work.  

Few measures are taken to actually ensure that the informal diffusion will 
take place. The most prominent of the measures taken is using projects as 
the primary form to work. This form provide them with the external inputs 
as well as a broader set of people to work closely with. They will then not 
only create trust among those closest to them, but be able to diffuse their 
competence to wider group. While being the primary mean of diffusion, it 
is not fully working in the studied companies. At Alpha, they do not change 
the project groups over time and at Beta the communication in the groups 
do not work smoothly.  

When the time came for them to layoff employees, they did not actively try 
to diffuse their competence further. They did try to select the employees 
that would stay in the company to the extent possible by reorganisations. 
Any special competences that the layed off employees had was lost. One of 
the companies expressed a loss because of of this, yet they have not taken 
any measures afterwards to prevent it from happening again.  

None of the companies have, as a result of the layoffs, changed their 
methods of diffusion. Hypothetically this could be due to that the 
companies believe they work well or that they have not found any 
alternatives.  
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7. Implications for future research  
As our study suggests that most diffusion of competence takes place 
informally during the course of daily work it is interesting to know if and 
how this takes place. Therefore we suggest that low level studies should be 
executed, using extensive interviews or observations of employees, to 
determine if tacit competence is diffused informally without active support 
as the companies appear to think. If they are not, applying measures could 
save companies from loosing competences when they dismiss, as well as 
spreading it more effectively in general.  
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Appendix A – Interview guide 
All interviews were started by us asking most of the following, specific, 
questions about the workplace. We then moved on with the more 
general areas listed below as Get, Use etc. We should point out that we 
did not follow the guide very closely, we only made it as a draft for the 
first interview. After that we usually brought it to the interviews, but 
did not follow the questions step-by-step. We learned the subject and 
could improvise.  

o Different types of competence at the workplace?  

o What type of actions are taken to preserve the competence?  

o Was something special done at the time of lay-offs?  

o How would you evalute the result? (good/bad)  

o Have any people been employed after the dismissals?  

o What type of education is offered to employees?  

o What type of information systems exist that help develop/retain 
competence/knowledge.  

o How are employees evaluated, what type of measures are used?  

o Is there any work, especially, with certain types of competences?  

o For example, when a product is developed: how are different 
regulations in different countries taken care of?  

Get  
o There are ways for people to document and share information.  



 

 

o There is a difference between centrally controlled information 
and information that anyone can read.  

o When people search for information, they find it.  

o Groups and individuals routinely document and share 
information.  

Use  
o Customers are involved in the development of new products.  

o Anyone with an idea knows who to turn to, to get it evaluated.  

o Everyone speaks up about optinions.  

o Collaboration with competitors is a good thing to do.  

Learn  
o When a project is finished, people meet up to discuss how it 

went.  

o When failure occurs, first respons is not to assign blame.  

o Reflecting on lessons learned from work experience is an 
established practice.  

o Planning includes looking at different scenareos.  

Contribute  
o There are dedicated roles, for example knowledge manager or 

knowledge coordinator.  



 

  

o People are members of multiple communities, making 
knowledge transfer easier.  

o People have a say what happens to their ideas.  

o Knowledge-sharing is built in the performance appraisal system.  

Assess  
o The knowledge management process is measured.  

o There is a framework describing how knowledge is linked to 
outcome.  

o Management talk about knowledge management when reporting 
the status.  

o The outcome of the knowledge management process is 
measured.  

Build/sustain  
o It doesn't matter who developed something within the company, 

everyone can use it.  

o The IT system connects people to the information they need.  

o Teaming up with other organizations in networks or partnerships 
to bring new products to the market.  

o Formal and informal values are the same.  



 

 

Divest  
o Outsource skills that do not support the core competence.  

o Before dismissing employees, they are matched with other 
positions internally to see if they can be moved.  

o The impact on loyalty, contribution and commitment are 
considered before letting people go.  

o The promotion practices are reviewed regularly to make sure 
people with important knowledge are not lost. 




