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RECOGNISING THE IMPO RTANCE OF “TACIT”
SKILLS OF THE CONSTRUCTION WORKER IN A

KNOWLEDGE ENVIRONMENT
Chaminda Pathirage, Dilanthi Amaratunga and Richard Haigh

! Research Institute for the Built and Human Environment, University of Salford, Salford M5 4WT,
United Kingdom

Construction knowledge workers and their tacit knowledge skills in particular are still
considered to be relatively unexplored. Hence, proper understanding and management
of this resource is of immense importafcebetter performance of the industry as a
whole. The paper stresses the valuthefknowledge worker and their tacit

knowledge skills in construction and highlights the importance of skills, training and
development of construction workers. Selecting right human resource policies and
ensuring knowledge supportive culture aighlighted as two dimensions in

construction knowledge worker developmeélttis paper argues that this provides a

valid basis to embrace thercept of knowledge workend the importance of tacit
knowledge skills at all levels within construction organisations.

Keywords: construction industry, knowledge worker, tacit knowledge skills

INTRODUCTION

As highlighted through a number of goverent and academic reports (Latham, 1994;
Egan, 1998; Fairclough, 2002), the construcimmustry is a sector of the economy
which faces many challenges, especially imgeof performance. Yet, with the shift
of businesses from an asset-centria taowledge-centric environment, it is
increasingly being acknowledged that Kedlge Management (KM) can bring about
the much needed innovation and impropedformance the construction industry
requires (Webb, 1998; Egletial., 1999, Carrilloet al., 2000; Kamarat al., 2003).
Against this background of the knowledgegonomy, what people do with their
knowledge, termed as tacit knowledge, is aber®d to be the real driver for the
performance of the industry. Therefoas, a labour-intensive industry, the
construction worker and theamcit knowledge has become ragelevant to sustaining
business performance than traditional ptgiscapital (Drucker, 1992; Scarbrough &
Swan, 1999), and is considered as a @lifiactor in determining a construction
organisation’s ability to remain competitive.

The importance of the construction worked their tacit knowledge is highlighted
through the industry’s relianam skills and the capacitg bring different skills
together effectively (Druker & Whitd,996). Accordingly, the concept of the
knowledge worker has long been importemtonstruction orgasations (Greest al.,
2004). Further, due to the intrinsic chaeaistics of the industry, construction
employs an extremely diverse range abpe from a wide range of occupational
cultures and backgrounds, inding unskilled people, managerial and professional
positions, and carries the challenge in managing people effectively to ensure
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organisational success. In this context emadrder for the Cortauction Industry (CI)
to achieve best value, there is areegng importance placed on effectively
developing the knowledge worker and thtercit knowledge skill base. Accordingly,
this paper aims to explore the imfarce of managing and developing the
construction knowledge worker and theiildiase in view of enhancing the
performance of construction organisations.

KNOWLEDGE WORKER IN CONSTRUCTION

It is argued (Robinsod al., 2001; Egbu & Robinson, 2008)at the ClI, although
known for its highly tangible products suab buildings and ber structures, is
increasingly now recognised as a provideservices, placing more emphasis on
knowledge. Hence, Cl has already endeieea knowledge enomy where it is
perceived as one of the knowledge bassde creating sectors of the economy.
Moreover, people are known to be the keguccess in a kndadge economy, whom
termed as knowledge workers. There aredewange of professnals involved in Cl,
working as an inter-disciplinary teamdelivering the construction products. People
are recognised as possessing knowledgds skild know-how, harg the ability to
create knowledge and valiand collectively retaining ganisational memory. What
people do with their knowledds the real driver for competitive advantage in the
knowledge economy (Quintas, 2005). Aghilighted by the UK Government’s
Competitiveness White Paper (DTI, 1998), on¢heftwo distinct tasks envisaged for
organisations within the knowledge driveconomy is to encourage and support
employees in developing their skills agaalifications on a continuous basis. The UK
Cl employed 19,130 workers per £1 billiontput (total of 1,599,000 workers) in
2003 (Greeret al., 2004), hence considered to be ofhéhe labour intensive sectors
of the economy. People are an organisation’stmaluable asset and this is especially
true in relatively low-tech, labour intensivndustries such a®nstruction (Greegt

al., 2004).

The rediscovery of the importance of @oyees’ knowledge coincided also with a
popularisation of the idea of the ‘knadge worker’. The importance of the
construction worker is highlighted by thect that industry redis on skill and on the
capacity to bring different skills togetheffectively (Druker & White, 1996), thereby
the concept of the knowledgeorker has long been important to construction
organisations (Greesgt al., 2004). In recent years, with the growth of the service
sector, this emphasis placed on the tmietion knowledge worker has gradually
increased. Further, construction employseaxely diverse range of people from a
wide range of occupationatltures and backgroundsgclading people in unskilled,
craft, managerial and professional positions, challenging to manage knowledge
worker effectively to ensure organisational success. Much of this individual
knowledge is unknown to others and unmapped and unrecorded. As Saesthan
(2005) asserts in construction,

“Some 80% of the useful knowledgetésit and cannot be written down”.

The Cl is characterised by a wealth gperiential knowledge, yet employees retire or
leave the organisation, potaily taking tacit knowledgand a potential source of
competitive advantage with them.

As Rezgui (2001) cited, theeze few key reasons that limit current approaches of KM
in the CI. Among the key factors for these limitations are:
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e Much construction knowledge, by necessitgjdes in the minds of the individual
working within the domain.

e The intent behind the decisionoifen not recorded or documented.

e The individuals who have knowledge abthé project are likdg to leave for
another project at the end of the constion stage; hence their input is not
captured.

All these three limitations indicate the directrrelation with the human factor in the
Cl and stress the importance of the conodéfxnowledge worker which has long been
central to Cl performance. Further, both Sheedt@h (2005) and Rezgui (2001)
stress the point that much knowledgesessed by knowledge workers being tacit in
nature particularly in Cl. Accordinglyhe following section outlines the nature and
the importance of the tadthowledge skills and its presence in construction as a
knowledge based industry.

TACIT KNOWLEDGE & ITS IMPORTANCE IN
CONSTRUCTION

Within the last few decades, there has been an increasing interest in the tacit
dimension of knowledge, which is perhaps lestdo manage, as it cannot be formally
communicated and is often embedded within human beings. As Herrgard (2000)
suggests, tacit knowledge is obtained byrmaéindividual processes like experience,
reflection, internalisation andividual talents. While higighting the importance of
tacit knowledge, Tiwana (200@gfines it as know-how th& stored in people’s
heads which is personal, acquired mathipugh education, traing and experience.
In a similar sense, Saint-Onge (19963aé&es tacit knowledge as an individual's
intuition, beliefs, assumptions and values, fednas a result of experience. It is from
these beliefs and assumptions, which makarumdividual mindsethat decisions are
made and patterns of behaviour develofdabreby, in working life one can easily
find many examples of tacit knowledge sashintuition, rule-of-thumb, gut feeling
and personal skills, all based on individual experiences.

Within construction, the typef knowledge varies considerably, yet gains increase
concern on tacit knowledge as a labmtiensive industry. In the context of
construction, examples of tacit knowledgells include estimating and tendering

skills acquired over time through hanais-experience of preparing bids,
understanding the construction process, icteya with clients/ customers and project
team members in the consttion supply chain, as Wes understanding tender
markets (Egbu & Robinson, 2005). Tacit knowledge of the workers has been clearly
highlighted in many research carried outhe CI. A research carried out within
structural design firms (Al-Ghassani, 20@Bjpwed that about 80% of knowledge
used during concept design stage is tacit compared to about 20% of explicit
knowledge. Specially, Engineers, Architeatsl @ther professionals within the CI are
not in a position to ‘cut anplaste’ best practice (Kamaghal., 2003) from the past

due to the unique and the complex naturthefconstruction projects. They have to
draw on the past to find solutions for the f@tuTacit skills evolvdrom these shared
practices and experience which need taléeeloped and managed for the project and
the organisational success. As such, timreg and managing tacit skills more
effectively offers construction organisatis a possible mechamidor improving their
performance in times of greater competition.
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As Grant (1996) asserts, the source of competitive advantage in dynamic
environments is not knowledge that igprietary to the organisation, because the
value of such knowledge erodes quickly doi@bsolescence and imitation. Rather,
sustained superior performance is determined by non-proprietary knowledge in the
form of tacit individual knowledgél acit knowledge can form the basis of
competitive advantage because it is both unanpcerelatively immobile. Yet, because
that knowledge is possessed by individuald aot the organisation, a critical element
of sustained competitive advantage is theitgldid integrate the specialised and tacit
skills of the individuals. As such, thieghlights the importace of tacit knowledge
towards organisational performance when developed and managed properly. Having
established the importance of the knowledgeker, tacit skills and it relationship to
the performance, succeedisgction discusses developrhand the management of
knowledge worker and their tacit knowledge.

DISCUSSION

As Harman and Brelade (2000) contended, tONbe effective, must encapsulate the
idea that it is through the acquisitiohknowledge by individuals and their

willingness to apply their knowledge for the benefit of the organisation that
competitive advantage is achieved. Davenport (1998) further highlights this issue by
asserting “the most dramatic improvement&M capability in the next ten years will

be human and managerial”. Invarialtlye management of tacit knowledge is
intrinsically linked to thelevelopment of people (Egletial., 2001) and to the

processes that facilitate knowledge gatien, distribution and sharing between

related individuals and workgups. This stresses two aspects or dimensions in tacit
knowledge management:

e Developing people or the knowledge wer& with the right human resource
policies

e Ensuring knowledge supporéwand conducive environment or culture within the
organisation

An increasing number afdividuals do work whichs knowledge based and the
concept of knowledge worker needs tobeate these individuals who can be found at
the all levels within organisations. A magspect of managing tacit knowledge in a
knowledge-based economy is giving to kna¥ge worker the power that arises from
the ability to solve the crital contingencies facing the organisation. It means that
knowledge worker will increasingly be alitedetermine that they are developed and
managed in ways acceptable to them. This highlights the necessity of managing
knowledge worker with flexible, employee centred approaches based on consensual
models (Harman and Brelade, 2000). Y&wnstruction as an industry which has a
reputation for its dominant culture of corand and controls coissently emphasises

and correlates with the hard model oftan resource management. Also the culture

of subcontracting and self employmeméarginalises the importance of people
management and thereby reflects and reinforces the dominant industry receipt of hard
human resource management. As suchahisirgent matter for the Cl to move

towards the softer approach based tearkvirom hard model of human resource
management to enhance the collective effdfurther, the ignance of the knowledge
worker and their skills within the construmti context has contribuddéo a great extent

for the under performance of the indusdsy/lamented by many authors. As Egan
(1998) asserted,;
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“....much of construction does not yet recogrilsat its people arits greatest asset
and treat them as such. Too much talestngply wasted, particularly through failure
to recognise the significaoontribution ...... We understand the difficulties posed by
the fragmented structure of the industry, tomstruction cannot afford not to get the
best from the people ...... " (para 17: pl14).

As contended by Nesan & Holt (1999), the essfithe critical role that employees
play in fostering an effective congtition business has often been overlooked.
According to Cooke-Davies (2001: 185i}, i's people who deliver the projects and not
processes and systems’, which gains increased validity the context of construction,
as a labour intensive industry.

As the second dimension, the KM environment needs to reinforce the acquisition, use
and sharing of individual tacit knowledge.érbfore, significant effort should be
directed towards exploiting non-IT technigugich as communities of practice to
facilitate person-to-person and pergororganisation intections (Robinsost al.,

2001). Communities of practice within wh individuals share common work
experiences and problem agendas provisiecal context within which knowledge
may be created and effectively shared. &&h\authors (for Eg, Augier and Vendelo,
1999; Koskinen, 2003), have repeatedly higited the importance of interaction,
integration and involvement of knowledge workers through social networking within
an organisation. Social interactionesfiployees cultivates a knowledge sharing
culture based on shared irgst, thus encouragingstinuous knowledge generation
through the evolution of a community of ptige. This will involve an understanding

of individuals and teamsnd a willingness to be open to new ideas and personal
development. As such managing tacit knowledge in a knowledge environment,
corporately through human resource poli@ad procedures will be judged by its
ability to develop knowledge workers to eteathem to apply their knowledge for the
benefit of the organisation.

CONCLUSIONS

The construction is a knowledge based industry, where knowledge has become the
driving force to bring critical compeitvie advantage. For the CI to perform
successfully with the challengestbe knowledge economy it has to embrace the
concept of knowledge worker and a krieglge culture at all levels within
organisations. The paper stressed the itapoe of knowledge woek and their tacit
knowledge skills in construction, examingx® development and management of
knowledge worker. This provides a valid tsafsir more empirical studies centred on
knowledge worker and their tacit skills in the CI.
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