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The Paradox of “Knowledge Management”

Jacky Swan and Harry Scarbough

Knowledge Management has emerged as a critical new approach to problems associated with new forms of
organizing and the distribution of knowledge. This contribution summarizes an analysis of what is written
in the name of on Knowledge Management. The paradox this reveals is that Knowledge Management itself
suffers from the problems it is trying to address – i.e. problems to do with the distribution and lack of inte-
gration of knowledge across, in this case, disciplinary boundaries.

Keywords: Knowledge Management, Professions, Net-
works, IT, Diffusion

Introduction
Knowledge Management (KM) is being heralded as an

important new approach to problems of competitiveness and
innovation currently confronting organizations. This paper
summarizes a review of the now burgeoning literature on KM.
The review focuses on, firstly, what the literature has to tell us
about the communication and content of KM, and, secondly on
current views of the role and deployment of knowledge in
organizations. This enables us to identify; a) the conditions for
the successful diffusion of KM as a set of ideas or a managerial
discourse, and b) the conditions for the successful implementa-
tion of KM as an organizational practice. A central finding here
is that the factors that promote the successful diffusion of KM
as a concept may preclude its implementation as a practice. In
particular, we argue that KM has been fashioned in different
ways by different professional communities and, whilst this has
ensured its popular appeal, it also poses problems for its overall
coherence as an organizational practice.

The Impetus and Rationale for KM
The first points to note about KM are that interest has soared

and definitions abound. Here, reflecting our view that knowl-
edge (and therefore KM) is multifaceted, the term is scoped out
broadly as: any process or practice of creating, acquiring, cap-
turing, sharing and using knowledge, wherever it resides, to en-
hance learning and performance in organizations [Prusak 97].
The impetus for the widespread appeal of KM comes from both
ideology and practice. In ideological terms, the idea of manag-
ing knowledge maps well onto a background where knowledge
(together with knowledge work and knowledge workers) is be-
ing viewed as increasingly critical to organizations and society
as a, if not the, key resource. [Gibbons et al. 94] note, further,
that dominant “modes of knowledge production” are shifting
from a conventional (Mode 1) model, where knowledge is pro-
duced in ivory-tower, single-discipline-based institutions, to a
new, (Mode 2) model where knowledge is transdisciplinary and
produced at the point of application. These shifts are assumed
to have important implications for KM. 

This new “era” is also characterized as requiring new, more
flexible and less bureaucratized, forms of organization (flatter
structures, decentralized, networked, global, even virtual
forms) and co-ordination through increasing use of information
technology (IT). However, in practical terms, as businesses are
re-organized and stretched across time and space, they also lose
opportunities for casual sharing of knowledge and learning
induced by physical proximity. As Prusak puts it: “If the water
cooler was a font of useful knowledge in the traditional firm,
what constitutes a virtual one.” Thus, although the term KM
may ultimately become another management fad, the impetus
for it is the profound organizational problems posed by these
new organizational forms. These debates have raised a number
of questions about the ways in which organizations, technolo-
gies and people are managed in the “new” knowledge society.
However, a review of the KM literature, presented next,
suggests that these central questions are not, as yet, being
addressed coherently.

Data Sources
Our research included a macro-quantitative analysis that

tracked the numbers of articles on KM published over an
eleven-year (1990–2000) period in the popular and academic
journals across different professional domains (IT/IS, Organi-
zation Theory / HRM; Strategy, Artificial Intelligence,
Accounting, and “other general management”). This search
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revealed a total of 1,122 articles on KM. Added to this was a
qualitative analyses of the content of the discourse of KM as
represented in the texts of these journals and other literature
(e.g. professional association reports and educational materi-
als). This identified the key themes and discourses of KM as
depicted in the current literature. 

Findings from the Review of KM
The diffusion of KM, in as much as it is reflected in the num-

bers of articles using the idea, is shown in Figure 1. This con-
firms its rapid and widespread diffusion – suggesting that the
diffusion of KM appears to follow the classic “bell-shaped”
pattern typical of other management fashions [Abrahamson
96]. However, it is also clear that KM has not diffused evenly.
When articles are grouped according to the professional jour-
nals in which they appear (Figure 2), the IT/IS community
appears as very dominant in the diffusion of KM. For example,
of all the articles listed in the 11-year period, just over 41%
were written by and for computer or IT/IS professionals. It can
be seen, then, that the IT community (broadly defined as
encompassing IT managers, IT suppliers, consultants and
academics) has become an important professional patron of
KM. This supports earlier work [Scarbrough/Swan 01]. 

In terms of the content of KM, the dominance of the IT/IS
community has, not surprisingly, generated an emphasis on
knowledge capture and codification. The broad idea of KM (as
to do with organization, technology and people) has thus been
colonized by this community and reinterpreted as the develop-
ment and promotion of “knowledge technologies” (e.g. data
warehouses, Intranets, data mining). This emphasis in “KM
systems” was also evident in the content of many of the articles
discussing KM that appeared in the “general management”
journals. Given the obvious strategic appeal of “knowledge”
over “information”, this repackaging of KM as systems imple-
mentation appeared to offer distinct possibilities for improving
the status of IT managers. As [Maglitta 95] notes: “IS plays a
key leadership or support role. IS’s systematic thinking, tech-

nology know-how, and experience of working with many
departments can be the perfect background for KM”. Although
many articles agree that technology is “only” one (of many)
enablers for KM, many still shift rapidly to a narrow focus on
“KM systems”. However, our analysis also suggested a “sec-
ond wave” in the discourse in the late 1990s, and a backlash of
criticism against KM’s emphasis on technology. Social and
behavioural concerns (e.g. the development of “communities
of practice”) became much more central to the KM agenda.
However, where these concerns were discussed, there was
relatively little reference to IT, except to note its limits. Our
analysis suggests, then, a polarization in the literature between
“KM as systems” and “KM as people”. This reinforces separa-
tion between technology and people that, in our view, is
unhelpful for the actual practice of KM.

The review suggests, further, that KM is not exclusively the
domain of IT professionals. Rather, heterogeneous profession-
al groups tend to discuss and interpret KM in different terms.
For example (and of course with exceptions) according to
many IT professionals the aim of KM is to capture and codify
tacit knowledge (seen as in the heads of people) so that this can
be more widely shared and reused. Metaphors of digging,
mining, extracting and exploiting underpin many discussions
here. Knowledge is seen as something objectifiable and IT is
therefore central. In contrast, those in the domains of HRM and
organization theory are much more likely to espouse the virtues
of developing and building people, organizational processes
and social communities rather than to advocate the use of IT
[Alvesson/Karreman 01]. Here the dominant metaphors are
more reminiscent of those associated with the learning organi-
zation and organizational culture – i.e. of building, creating and
developing cultures and communities. 

In contrast (again) the discourse of KM among AI profes-
sionals is tightly tied to knowledge representation and elicita-
tion. Thus KM is seen as a natural extension and possibility of
knowledge representation techniques. AI experts see their work
as being about developing expert systems that actually repre-
sent the knowledge of experts. In this way computer systems
can actually be the experts – an advantage because experts (by
definition) are in short supply. Possibilities of expert surgery by
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machines comes to mind. The metaphor here, then is the cyborg
– the machine-come-brain with qualities of human judgement.
Indeed, AI professionals can be dismissive of the kinds of
generic software packages (one interviewee referred to these as
“mickey-mouse” systems) developed by those working in
IT/IS. This, they would argue is merely about generating infor-
mation and has little to do with knowledge.

Among those working in accountancy KM tended to be dis-
cussed differently again, acting as a backdrop to the problems
of measuring human and intellectual capital. Thus here there
was a concern that the central and strategic importance of the
accountancy profession had been threatened in recent years by
the large market prices commanded by many firms (e.g. “dot
com” companies) on the basis of apparently intangible assets to
do with human capital. Traditional accountancy practices sim-
ply could not measure these intangibles. Thus “cultivating and
measuring the “great intangible” of human capital is the next
major challenge for both company boards and their account-
ants… Measuring intangibles like human capital may seem like
a break with the accounting profession’s traditions but it is
essential to building Britain’s sustainable economic success”
(quote from the President of the ICAEW). Here, then, KM is
associated with measurement – the metaphor becomes the
“yardstick”. 

Discussion and Conclusions
The impetus and rationale for KM suggests that personnel

professionals, organizational analysts, IT professionals and
accountants each have something to contribute to developing
coherent and workable KM practices. However, our findings
suggest that these communities discuss KM in different terms
and rarely intersect. KM is discussed in terms that appeal to the
strategic agendas and focal interests of distinctive professional
groups. Put crudely, for example, IT specialists wish to use KM
to push for the development and marketing of systems while
personnel/HR practitioners wish to use KM as an argument for
developing people management practices. Thus, distinctive
“speech communities” have emerged in the KM debate – com-
munities constructed mainly around IT/IS, HRM and strate-
gy/general management [Raub/Ruling 01]. Ironically, then,
despite KM’s attempt to remedy problems associated with the
distribution of knowledge, the subject of KM itself becomes
prone to the very same problems – knowledge pertaining to
KM becomes fragmented and distributed across professional
boundaries. This highlights the importance of understanding
the roles of social and professional networks in the diffusion
process – as KM diffuses via different networks, the idea itself
becomes transmuted and fragmented.

This fragmentation of KM needs to be understood in the con-
text of broader institutional arrangements such as those sur-
rounding professional career development and training. Thus,
despite hints that we may be shifting towards more transdisci-
plinary modes of knowledge production [Gibbons et al. 94],
institutional structures and arrangements continue to support
demarcation across professional boundaries (at least in Anglo-
American societies [Abbott 88]). Indeed, in some cases, there
seems to be conflict and competition across professions as they

battle for the KM turf. This is evidenced, for example, in dis-
cussions at a recent European Human Resources Conference
that noted that there was far too much emphasis on the notion
that KM had something to do with IT. Instead, it was argued, it
was up to HR professionals to become “the guardians” of
knowledge management noting that: “if HR doesn’t take up the
challenge, others will” [Johnson 88]. 

The patronage and “stylizing” of KM by professional com-
munities, especially the IT community, has paradoxical effects.
On the one hand, in terms of diffusion, it is highly likely that
part of KM’s success has been its affiliation to tangible aspects
of technology. This has perhaps been accelerated by a prolifer-
ation of new technologies during the period as well as by the
rapid cycle time and wide appeal of publications and maga-
zines focusing on technological development. It is also the case
that KM has been appropriated selectively by this community
to reflect, as would be reasonably expected, their primary inter-
ests – notably concerning investment in IT and IT develop-
ment. Yet, as noted earlier, the rationale for KM calls for a
variety of management practices, including the application of
IT but also the redesign of organizational routines and the
development of HR practices. In terms of KM practice, then,
and like earlier fads such as BPR (sometimes called the “Fad
that Forgot People” [Davenport 96]), it is likely that a narrow
emphasis on IT will ultimately disappoint. This may result in
KM’s demise thus reinforcing the fashion cycle. The current
popularity of “communities of practice”, for example, although
maybe not as “catchy”, may be occurring as a backlash to some
of the obvious weaknesses entailed by KM focus on IT.

The diffusion of KM can itself be seen, then, an interesting
example of the social construction of knowledge, with the
result here being that knowledge relevant to KM is both
dispersed and disintegrated. The paradox here is that whilst the
diffusion of KM is occurring within bounded professional
networks (i.e. is arguably mediated by a “Mode 1” logic in
Gibbons’ terms), the practice of KM suggests a need to dis-
solve functional and professional boundaries (i.e. to work
according to a “Mode 2” logic). Ironically, then, a consequence
of the stylizing of KM by different professional groups is that,
when applied in organizations, it could become an example of
the very problems that it seeks to address. These concern prob-
lems of developing, sharing, integrating and re-cycling knowl-
edge that is increasingly distributed across organizational,
occupational and professional boundaries [Prusak 97]. 
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