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Communication and Management:
Researching Corporate Communication and Knowledge Communication in

Organizational Settings

Francesco Lurati, Martin J. Eppler

Management is Communication.
Peter F. Drucker

INTRODUCTION

Communication in the context of organizations frequently faces the challenge of playing a
catalyst role in dealing with significant asymmetries among various stakeholder groups.
Communication ideally bridges differences in perspectives, priorities and professional
practices. This, however, requires a deep understanding of crucial mechanisms that often
intervene in such asymmetric interactions. The research regarding communication in the
realm of organizations conducted at the University of Lugano (USI) examines such
mechanisms. It can be broadly divided into two major areas of inquiry: the field of corporate
communication and the area of knowledge communication. These two research areas are
described in this article by reviewing seminal contributions and key concepts compiled from
various fields of the social sciences. The conclusion highlights some of the complementarities
between the two fields."

THE FIELD OF CORPORATE COMMUNICATION

In this article we will argue that corporate communication focuses on three main parameters—
stakeholders’ expectations and cognitions and organizational identity —, and operates within
the strategic and the tactical domain. When it operates at the strategic level, corporate
communication deals with the sustainability of corporate decisions in terms of communication
— i.e. are strategic decisions in line with stakeholders’ expectations and cognitions and with
organizational identity? When it operates at the tactical level, corporate communication is in
charge of designing communication plans. These two domains have two distinct aims. The
first is to contribute to the definition of corporate objectives, the second, to support the
achievement of corporate objectives.

The strategic domain of corporate communication is the least known and practiced. It implies
that corporate communication participates in the strategic conversations of the organization.

! The first part of the article dedicated to corporate communication is written by Francesco Lurati and the second
to knowledge communication by Martin Eppler.


https://core.ac.uk/display/20656796?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1

Traditionally, organizations decide what to do and where to go based on availability of
resources such as human resources, financial resources, technological resources and market
conditions. If a new strategy can rely on these resources, then it is considered sustainable.
Today, organizations are increasingly required to make decisions which also consider public
expectations and cognitions and the identity mix supporting the organization’s activities. In
other words, the particular characteristics of these factors are considered additional corporate
resources. If the objectives of a strategy do not meet stakeholders’ expectations, are not
supported by the public’s image of the organization or are not in line with the organizational
identity, they may not be achievable, in the same way strategy objectives can not be
achievable if technological competencies are not available to the company.

In 1995 several publics decided to act against Shell’s decision to sink Brent Spar. This action
had a devastating effect on the company. As a result of this experience the company’s CEO
declared that a company’s true “license to operate” is inevitably granted or not granted by the
public. In fact, Shell almost lost its own license; its action was not aligned with public
expectations. Swissair, on the other hand, had a very solid license to operate in 2001 when it
went bankrupt. The reputation of Swissair was excellent; the Swiss federal government,
cantonal governments and its local communities together with broad support throughout the
Swiss population decided to support its ‘bailout’ financially by founding the new company,
Swiss Airlines. This capital today no longer exists. If Swiss were to run into trouble, it would
find no such support today. Finally, Bertelsmann’s mishap in the digital economy is a good
example of a misalignment between the aspirations of its executive board (in particular, its
former CEQ) and its actual organizational identity. These three examples illustrate the impact
communication parameters have on corporate strategy, an impact which can determine what a
company is or is not able to do.

It is worth pointing out that both scholars and practitioners often misuse the term ‘strategy’,
when they refer to strategic communication. They apply it to the activity of transposing
corporate objectives into communication objectives. From this perspective corporate
communication is considered strategic when it pursues objectives which are merely aligned
with the corporate ones. The term ‘strategy’ becomes simply a label that, although attractive,
does not change the tactical nature of the task communication fulfills. In other words, the
communication function here makes no contribution to the defining of corporate strategy.
Instead it has limited itself to the activity of communication planning. Its contribution is
therefore purely tactical and not strategic (Lurati, 2005). It is possible that, at Shell and
Swissair communication planning was performed professionally, but probably corporate
communication was not asked to play a strategic role.

In the next pages we will discuss the strategic and tactical domains of corporate
communication in terms of their theoretical backgrounds. These backgrounds are
multidisciplinary and draw from communication, sociology, organizational sciences and
cognitive and behavioral psychology.



The theoretical background of the strategic domain of corporate communication

The first task of corporate communication is to understand who are the stakeholders of the
organization. Freeman defined stakeholders as “any group or individual who can affect or is
affected by the achievement of the organization’s objectives” (Freeman, 1984). Since then
several approaches to stakeholder analysis have been developed. Three categories can be
distinguished: the broad approach, the narrow a priori and the narrow situational approach
(IMia and Lurati, 2005). The first two categories emerge from different interpretations of
Freeman’s original definition (Windson, 1992; Mitchell et al., 1997). The broad approach to
stakeholder analysis considers all individuals and groups who have a stake in the company,
the narrow a priori approach selects stakeholders based on given criteria and, the third
approach, narrow situational, links the identification of relevant stakeholders to a situation.
Grunig’s Situational Theory of Communication Behaviors (Hunt and Grunig, 1984) best
represents this view. Here stakeholders become publics when they recognize one or more of
the consequences of an organization’s actions or behavior as a problem (Grunig et al., 1992).
They become active publics when they create “issues” out of the problems they have
identified and decide to do something about them. Therefore, stakeholders become active
publics when they have a high level of problem recognition, a low level of constraint
recognition and a high level of involvement, whereas non publics do not recognize the
existence of a problem. Grunig also distinguishes between aware and latent publics based on
different levels of constraint recognition and level of involvement.

In his theory Grunig makes it clear that communication management deals with relationships.
Stakeholders and publics are, in fact, characterized specifically by the nature of the
relationship they entertain with an organization. The concept that publics ‘choose’ a company
and not vice-versa is another of Grunig’s central contributions to communication
management. Stakeholders are publics because they are able to recognize that the source of a
problem that affects them is the consequence of an organization’s behavior. This very fact
makes corporate communication intrinsically different from marketing communication.
Corporate communication cannot ignore its publics, while marketing communication can
decide to ignore targets that are not relevant. Boundary-spanning, therefore, becomes a central
function of corporate communication (White and Dozier, 1992). This has been extensively
acknowledged by public relations scholars who underscore that public relations, by reporting
and processing information concerning the environment in which a company operates,
contributes to the corporate adaptive and interpretative strategy-making process (Moss and
Warnaby, 2000).

According to Grunig (1992), therefore, unfulfilled stakeholders’ expectations are the source of
issues. Central to this view is the concept of consequences (Grunig, 2002) produced by an
organization which affect stakeholders, and, thus, the importance of relationships.
Expectations fulfillment, on the other hand, has an impact on stakeholders’ cognitions of an
organization (Parasuraman, 1985).



Stakeholders® cognitions are the second fundamental strategic element in the field of
corporate communication. Academic research in the field of corporate image and reputation
follows three main streams (Berens and van Riel, 2004). According to the first perspective,
people develop associations regarding organizations based on the social expectations they
have of the organization (Fombrun et al., 2000). The concept of reputation belongs to this
view. In the second perspective people view organizations in terms of personalities (Davies et
al.,, 2001 and 2003). This perspective draws from psychological theories and is also
extensively used in marketing to analyze product positioning. In the third perspective,
cognitions of organizations are defined in terms of credibility, i.e., the trust people have in a
company (Newell and Goldsmith, 2001). It should be pointed out that this last perspective is
partially shared by the first two perspectives which, in differing ways, also include credibility
in their conceptual framework.

How cognitions take shape is central to the topic of corporate associations. They may result
from direct experience, sharing of third party experience or through communication provided
by the organization. The mechanisms through which images are formed in the minds of
people probably affect the degree of stability of an image (Berg and Gagliardi, 1985; Grunig,
1993; Fombrun and Shanley, 1990). The role of relationships is therefore crucial to fully
comprehending stakeholders’ cognitions, the stability of those cognitions and, subsequently,
the implications for managing them.

Expectations and cognitions do not form only outside, but also inside the organization.
Scholars refer here to organizational and corporate identity. The subject has been debated now
for over fifty years and has given birth to different schools each relying on different traditions
coming from fields such as psychology, organizational sciences, marketing and
communication. Each field has developed its own concepts and terminology, borrowed from
the tradition they represent. There have been several attempts to map this field of research.
Balmer and Soenen (1997) provided a historical overview of how the discipline developed.
Broadly speaking they differentiate three phases. The first phase, stretching from the Fifties to
the Seventies, focused on graphic design and corporate image, i.e. how organizations
impressed their customers. During the Seventies and then in the Eighties the concept of
corporate identity developed. Authors were interested in understanding the underlying values
supporting an organization. Corporate personality (Olins, 1978) became a central concept in
constructing communication plans which targeted all stakeholders and not just customers.
This development was driven by increasing competition, internationalization, deregulation
and the rise of mergers and acquisitions, a phenomenon that has since strongly affected the
corporate world. It is in this period that Albert and Whetten (1985) produced their seminal
work that has shaped the debate up to now, giving birth to the concept of organizational
identity. The debate in this third phase has been driven mostly by organizational behaviorists
who place at the center of their attention the cognitions organizational members have of their
organizations and, in particular, those characteristics which are considered central, enduring
and distinctive applying the concepts of Albert and Whetten. Change and multiple



organizational identities have been central concerns among many authors (see for instance
Elsbach and Kramer, 1996; Pratt and Foreman, 2000; Gioia et al., 2000; Hatch and Schultz,
2002; Carroll and van Riel, 2001). In their efforts to understand the nature of organizational
identity and its influence on change processes (lllia, 2006), organizational behaviorists have
brought to the forefront of the debate concepts such as identification (Mael and Ashforth,
1992; Chreim, 2000; Fiol, 2002; Foreman and Whetten, 2002; van Dick, 2004) self-esteem
(Brockner, 1988; Ashforth and Mael, 1996, 1989; Dutton et al., 1994; Albert et al., 2000) and
construed external image (Dutton and Dukerich, 1991; Reger et al., 1994; Gioia et al., 2000).

The above developments in the field of corporate and organizational identity have lead
scholars to develop conceptual identity frameworks which bring together the different
perspectives on identity in an attempt to provide a model for managing identity. Balmer's
AC?ID Test (2001) distinguishes five identity types: actual, communicated, conceived, ideal
and desired identities. Soenen and Moingeon (2002) distinguish five facets of organizational
identity: professed, projected, experienced, manifested and attributed identities. Their model
differs slightly from Balmer’s, both in the definition of identity types and the dynamics
among them. This conceptualization work is important. Identity is seen here as a vital element
of communication management. The understating of its different facets provides managers
with the elements to align both corporate strategy and communication to organizational
culture, values and cognitions, thus supporting organizational expressiveness (Schultz et al.,
2000). Organizational behaviorists have provided corporate communication with the concepts
needed to build image from the inside, overcoming the limitations of impression management.

As pointed out by Illia and Lurati (2006), today organizational identity research adopts a non-
situational and non-relational approach. This literature acknowledges the importance of the
process of external mirroring in identity formation (Hatch and Schultz, 2002) but limits itself
to considering only broad interpretations by organizational members of the image external
stakeholders hold of their organization. Future research should overcome this limitation (i.e.,
which specific images generate consequences for the organization?) if it intends to provide a
better understanding of the relationship between external cognitions and identity, thereby
linking the three parameters of corporate communication — stakeholders’ expectations,
stakeholders’ cognitions and organizational identity. Taking this step would be instrumental
in providing a better conceptual framework for developing more effective communication
plans.

The theoretical background of the tactical domain of corporate communication

Tactical corporate communication is an ex-post managerial function. Communication here
plays the role of message engineering. Corporate objectives are a given and need to be
projected inside and outside the organization.



A communication planner needs to understand the intra-personal and inter-personal
psychological mechanisms that explain the impact and effect of communication on people. He
or she also needs to be aware of the mechanisms that could impair the communication action.

In the intra-personal domain, there are particularly useful theories such as the Social Learning
Theory (Bondura, 1977), the Diffusion of Innovation Theory (Rogers, 1962) and the Attitude
Change and Behavioral Change Theory (Rokeach, 1966, 1968). The Co-orientation Theory
(McLeod, 1973) provides the framework for understanding inter-personal communication
mechanisms. Possible communication blockages are described in theories such as the Spiral
of Silence (Noelle-Neumann, 1984) and the Cognitive Dissonance Theory (Festinger, 1957).

In the programming phase communication planners may benefit from Framing Theories for
their message development, from Conflict Management Theories (Fischer and Ury, 1981) for
their face-to-face tactics, from the Uses and Gratifications Theory (Katz and Blumler, 1974)
and the Elaborated Likelihood Model (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986) for selecting the appropriate
channels or, more generally, from Influence Theories (Cialdini, 1996).

The relationship between some of these theories and communication management practice has
been extensively addressed in public relations research and reported in public relations
manuals (for instance Cutlip et al., 2000 and Fischer, 1997).

Understanding the mechanisms depicted by these theories helps communication managers
translate business objectives into communication objectives. Social Learning Theory provides
an explanation of how people learn from observing other people. Referring to different social
learning patterns, communication managers are able to make decisions concerning which
mechanisms to stimulate with their arguments and actions: attention, memorization or
motivation. The Diffusion of Innovation Theory is a framework used largely in marketing
communication as well as in corporate communication. It allows one to define objectives and,
in particular, to clearly differentiate impact and effect objectives. It also provides the
framework for defining the type of channels best suited to reach different cognitive and
behavioral objectives. The Attitude Change and Behavioral Theory provides a conceptual
framework which explains opinion and behavioral changes by looking at the role played by
values and attitudes. By differentiating attitudes toward objects and attitudes toward a
situation and by linking these attitudes to a hierarchy of values, Rokeach’s Theory constitutes
an additional conceptual reference for defining and substantiating communication objectives.
However, the definition of communication objectives should not be based only on an intra-
personal, psychological base: this is the main lesson communication planners should gain
from the Coorientation Theory, a central conceptual framework borrowed from sociology by
public relations scholars. This theory lays the foundations for defining communication
objectives in intra-personal, relational terms. From this perspective, traditional cognitive and
attitudinal objectives such as retention, cognition and attitude become respectively, accuracy,
understanding and agreement (Grunig and Grunig, 2001). The coorientational approach
emphasizes the boundary-spanning function of communication management and its ability to
generate reflective communication measures (van Ruler et al., 2004) instead of generating
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traditional one-way measures, and therefore makes two-way symmetrical communication
possible(Grunig and Hunt, 1984).

Communication programs may be ineffective if they encounter blockages in the cognitive
processes of the audiences and publics they address. Public opinion, for instance, can be
influenced by the fears of isolation experienced by members of a public. This is the main
message of the Spiral of Silence Theory. When this mechanism is present, communication
objectives have to be revised and focused on breaking the blockage. It is interesting to note
that in this case a coorientation approach is particularly useful. The Cognitive Dissonance
Theory provides an even broader understanding of these potential blockages by offering an
explanation of how attitudes influence people’s behavior providing communication managers
with an additional argument favoring relationships maintenance as the cornerstone of
communication planning.

Although some of the above mentioned theories also offer a framework for the programming
phase, there are more relevant theories for translating a plan into tactics. Message strategy is
the first step in this phase. Here objectives become messages through a rhetorical and
negotiating process. Using framing theories, it can be argued that interpersonal and written
communication are used to manage meaning, to make sense of the environment, to translate
meaning and to share it with other people, with the final goal of leading them to action
(Fairhurst and Sarr, 1996). Message development becomes a process of identity elicitation, in
that it results from a negotiation between the identity of the organization (in Fischer and Ury
terms, its “interests”) and its environment. From this perspective message strategy is a
leadership tool. Media strategy is the second step of the programming phase. It requires an
understanding of which media the audiences and publics use and why. Uses and Gratifications
Theory, for instance, states that people use media based on what kind of gratification they
receive from them. Communication planners, therefore, have to take into consideration these
criteria to match message typologies with the right media. Petty and Cacioppo posit that
people may consume messages by actively elaborating them (the central route) or by
processing them passively (the peripheral route). Understanding the cognitive processes of
audiences and publics enables communication planners to better choose channels.

The above mentioned theories provide the conceptual framework for defining specific
communication objectives and for developing effective messages which by definition also
contain the potential parameters for evaluative research, an area of communication
management still often given little attention in practice. To fill this gap, academic applied
research could contribute by developing measurement tools for program evaluation built upon
the relevant theories in psychology and sociology.

THE FIELD OF KNOWLEDGE COMMUNICATION

The importance of knowledge communication in management



Communicating professional knowledge is a key activity for today’s specialized workforce.
The efficient and effective transfer of experiences, insights, and know-how among different
experts and decision makers is a prerequisite for high-quality decision making and co-
ordinated, organizational action (Straub & Karahanna, 1998). Situations of such deliberate
(interfunctional) knowledge transfer through interpersonal communication or group
conversations (Gratton & Goshal, 2002) can be found in many business constellations, as the
following typical examples illustrate: Technology experts present their evaluation of a new
technology to management in order to jointly devise a new production strategy (McDermott,
1999). Engineers who have discovered how to master a difficult manufacturing process need
to convey their methods to engineers in other business units (Szulanski, 1996, 1999). Legal
experts brief a management team on the implications of new regulations on their business
model (Wilmotte & Morgan, 1984). Experts from various domains need to share their views
and insights regarding a common goal in order to agree on a common rating of risks,
requirements (Browne & Ramesh, 2002), industries or clients. Project leaders need to present
their results to the upper management and share their experiences of past projects in order to
assess the potential of new project candidates (Schindler & Eppler, 2003). Scientists who
work as drug developers present new avenues for future products that business unit managers
must assess. Market researchers present their statistical analyses of recent consumer surveys
to the head of marketing (Boland et al., 2001). Strategy consultants present the findings of
their strategic company assessment to the board of directors in order to devise adequate
measures (Creplet et al., 2001). What these diverse situations all have in common is the
problem of knowledge asymmetry (Sharma, 1997) that has to be resolved through
interpersonal communication. While the manager typically has the authority to make strategic
or tactical decisions, he or she often lacks the specialized expertise required to make an
informed decision on a complex issue (Watson, 2004). Because of the wide scope of decisions
that need to be made, a manager frequently has to delegate the decision preparation to experts
who — based on their professional training and previous experience — can analyze complex
situations or technological options in a more reliable manner. The results of such analyses
then need to be communicated back to the manager, often under considerable time constraints.
The knowledge communication challenge, however, begins long before that, at the time when
the manager has to convey his or her knowledge needs and decision constraints to the experts
in order to delegate the analysis task effectively.

The concept of knowledge communication

Based on the reasoning described in the previous section, we define knowledge
communication as the (deliberate) activity of interactively conveying and co-constructing
insights, assessments, experiences, or skills through verbal and non-verbal means. Knowledge
communication has taken place when an insight, experience or skill has been successfully
reconstructed by an individual because of the communicative actions of another. Knowledge
communication thus designates the successful transfer of know-how (e.g., how to accomplish
a task), know-why (e.g., the cause-effect relationships of a complex phenomenon), know-
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what (e.g., the results of a test), and know-who (e.g., the experiences with others) through
face-to-face (co-located) or media-based (virtual) interactions. This type of knowledge
communication can take place synchronously or asynchronously’. The first mode of
communication refers to (often face to face) real-time interactions, while the latter designates
delayed (usually media-based) interactions. We use the term knowledge dialogues for the
first type of (synchronous) knowledge communication, stressing the interactive and
collaborative style of knowledge exchange in this communication mode (see lIsaacs, 1997,
Nonaka et al., 2000). Depending on the knowledge-focused goal of such dialogues, we
distinguish among Crealogues (that focus on the creation of new insights), Sharealogues
(facilitating knowledge transfer), Assessalogues (focusing on the evaluation of new insights)
and Doalogues (e.g., turning understanding into committed action, i.e., ‘talking the walk’).
Each type of knowledge dialogue requires different behavior and interaction patterns and
support measures (e.g., whereas Assessalogues require critical, convergent evaluation tools,
Crealogues require an open atmosphere for divergent thinking and rapid idea generation
without judgment). In this understanding, knowledge communication is more than
communicating information (e.g., facts, figures, events, situations, developments, etc.) or
emotions (e.g., fears, hopes, reservations, commitment) because it requires conveying context,
background, and basic assumptions. It requires the communication of personal insights and
experiences. Communicating insights requires the elicitation of one’s rationale and reasoning
(i.e., one’s argumentation structure), of one’s perspective, ratings and priorities, and of one’s
hunches and intuition. At times it may even be necessary to present an overview of the
expert’s relevant skills along with his/her previous professional experiences and credentials
(Lunce et al., 1993) in order to build trust and enable an adequate atmosphere for effective
knowledge transfer. Thus, in addition to pure information (and at times emotion), a myriad of
other indicators need to be provided in order to transfer knowledge. These indicators help the
person who requires insights from another to understand the other’s perspective, to re-
construct the other’s insights correctly, and to connect them to one’s own prior knowledge.
Still, knowledge communication does not only differ in terms of what is communicated
(knowledge in context rather than isolated data or information®), but also how one
communicates. The transfer of information can often be successful without additional effort
beyond an ordinary, every day communication style. Communicating expertise-based,
complex insights, by contrast, calls for didactic techniques and at times sophisticated indirect
speech acts and visualization means that help the other side to become actively involved in the
communication and engage in a collaborative, goal-directed sense making process — a

2 Both modes can be used in one-to-one or one-to-many contexts. Both modes can rely on speech, text,

graphics, and other means of communication (i.e., verbal and non-verbal).

Our distinction between data, information, and knowledge follows the main stream conception found in
current literature (see for example Davenport & Prusak, 1998). We view data as isolated recordings that are
often generated automatically and cannot be directly used to answer questions. Information is connected,
condensed or generally processed data that allows an individual to answer questions. Knowledge is what
enables an individual to ask relevant questions (Newman and Newman, 1985, p. 499). It refers to the
capability of an individual to solve problems (Probst et al., 1999). Information only becomes knowledge, if a
person interprets that information correctly, connects that piece of information with his or her prior
knowledge, and can apply it to problems or decisions (see also Alavi & Leidner, 2001)



prerequisite for the construction of new knowledge (see Weick, 1995). The process of
knowledge communication hence requires more reciprocal interaction between decision
makers and experts because both sides only have a fragmented understanding of an issue and
consequently can only gain a complete comprehension by iteratively aligning their mental
models. All of this means that when we communicate knowledge, we are still communicating
information and emotions, but we also create a specific type of context so that this
information can be used to re-construct insights, create new perspectives, or acquire new
skills. This (interpersonal) communication perspective on knowledge transfer has already
been emphasized by other researchers — who explicitly label this view as ‘knowledge
communication’ — (Scarbrough, 1995, p. 997; Antonelli, 2000; Harada, 2003; Reiserer et al.,
2002) and by several practitioners (e.g., Watson, 2004). Nevertheless, these authors have
often treated knowledge communication as a kind of black box that is described only in broad
terms and general traits, such as the major communication goals or steps. By examining the
communication problems which often impede knowledge transfer in detail, we can look into
this black box and propose pragmatic ways of improving knowledge communication,
especially among experts and managers where the chasm between in-depth knowledge and
decision authority is particularly apparent.

Problems in communicating knowledge among experts and decision makers

In order to better understand the problems that can impede the effective transfer of decision-
relevant knowledge from experts to managers and from managers to experts, we will review
relevant constructs and prior findings from social and engineering sciences, as there are in fact
numerous concepts that describe issues related to sub-optimal knowledge transfer. These
concepts regard topics such as interdepartmental knowledge transfer, professional
communication, decision making, communication technology, or the nature of expert
knowledge. By screening these disciplines and topic areas, we can establish a first overview
of possible knowledge communication problems and we can create a systematic terminology
to speak more explicitly (and consistently) about knowledge communication barriers. Some of
the previously identified barriers of knowledge communication are summarized in Table 1.
The ‘Impact on’ column designates whether the particular concept is mostly a challenge of
decision makers or of experts, or for both professional groups

Table 1: Key research concepts that illustrate knowledge communication barriers

Key Concept / Knowledge | Description Impact on References
Communication Barrier
Decision problems such as | The decision maker may for example believe that he/she | Decision makers Russo &
plunging in, shooting from the hip, | can make a complex decision right away without Shoemaker,
poor feedback, taking shortcuts, | looking further at the provided analysis. 1989
frame blindness etc.
Communication biases The knowledge is inadvertently manipulated through | Experts and decision | Higgins, 1999
(audience tuning, misattribution | communication itself: makers
bias, saying-is-believing, shared | - Audience Tuning: Communicators spontaneously tune
reality) their messages to:

—the personal characteristics of the audience

—the situational factors

—Misattribution Bias: Communicators tend to consider
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their audience-tuned messages to be about the topic of
the message rather than about the audience

- Saying-Is-Believing Effect: Auto-persuasion has
stronger effects because one does not activate regular
mechanisms of critical reflection.

- Shared Reality: You consider your audience-tuned
message to provide objective, accurate information on
the message topic because it was shared with others.

Defensive routines
incompetence,

helplessness, easing-in, etc.)

(skilled
learned

New knowledge is sometimes not accepted (or
provided) due to mechanisms or habits that prevent the
identification and acceptance of one’s own ignorance.
This may lead to a reduced effort to understand complex
issues (learned helplessness).

Decision makers

Argyris, 1986,
1990

Knowledge disavowal A number of factors have been found which limit | Decision makers Zaltman,
information use in organizations, such as not spending 1983;
enough time collecting advice, refusal to share, fear of Deshpande &
exposure, etc. Knowledge disavowal occurs when Kohli, 1989
reliable and relevant information is not shared among
decision makers.

Knowledge sharing hostility Knowledge = communication  fails because the | Experts Husted &
‘knowledge giver’s are reluctant to share their insights Michailova,
due to micropolitics, strenuous relationships, or due to 2002

fear.

Micropolitics of knowledge

The ‘knowledge claims’ of an expert are discredited by
the decision makers due to their differing (hidden)
agenda, because of a coalition of people with an
alternative view, or due to the expert’s lack of formal
authority.

Decision makers

Lazega, 1992

Internal knowledge stickiness

Knowledge can sometimes not be transferred because of
arduous relationships or casual ambiguities regarding
the knowledge or because of the lack of absorptive
capacity of the knowledge receivers.

Decision makers

Szulanski,
1996, 1999

Groupthink

A (management) team may not truly listen to the input
of an expert because of the team’s group coherence and
group dynamics sometimes block outside advice and
feel omniscient.

Decision makers

Janis, 1982

Information overload

An individual is sometimes not able to integrate new
information into the decision making process because
too much complex information has to be interpreted too
quickly.

Decision makers

O’Reilly,
1980, Eppler
&  Mengis,
2004

Self/Other effect

Individuals tend to discount advice and favor their own
opinion.

Decision makers

Yaniv &
Kleinberger,
2000

Knowing-Doing gap / Smart talk
trap

Sometimes organizations know where a problem resides
and how to tackle it, but do not move from knowledge
to action (due to unhealthy internal competition or
lacking follow-up).

Decision makers

Pfeffer &
Sutton, 2000

Paradox of expertise / Curse of | Experts sometimes find it difficult to articulate their | Experts Hinds 1999;

Knowledge knowledge or rephrase their insights in a way that non- Johnson, 1983
experts can relate to. An insight seems to them self-
evident whereas for others it is in fact difficult to grasp.

Expert inconsistency Sometimes experts indicate other rules than they | Experts Johnson, 1983
actually apply in their problem solving.

Terminology Illusion Experts tend to overestimate the notoriety of terms at the | Experts Rambow
limits of every day language and specialized language. 2000
In  consequence they overestimate the level of
understanding of non-experts of what they
communicate.

Ingroup outgroup behavior We tend to interact more with likewise groups than with | Decision makers Blau, 1977
others thus reducing our changes to acquire radically
new knowledge.

Task closure In our communication, we may choose to use a one way | Decision makers Straub &
communication medium because it permits us to close Karahanna,
an open task without having to have a conversation. 1998; Meyer,
Thus leaner communication channels are used than may 1962
be necessary. In other words: We tend to want to close a
communication process in order to complete an open
task.

Not-Invented here syndrome Knowledge from others is sometimes rejected because it | Decision makers Katz & Allen,
originated elsewhere. 1982

Preference for outsiders This is the opposite of the NIH syndrome and describes | Decision makers Menon &

the tendency of managers to value outside knowledge
higher than internal knowledge because it has a higher
status, it is scarcer (because of difficult access) and
because it is less scrutinized for errors than internal

Pfeffer, 2003
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knowledge.

False consensus effect We assume others see situations as we do, and fail to | Decision makers Manzoni &
revise our framing. Barsoux,
2002
Inert knowledge The knowledge that the decision maker has acquired | Decision makers Whitehead,
from the expert does not come to mind when it is needed 1929

or useful for decision making or actions. The transferred
knowledge is stuck in the situation where it has been

acquired.
Common knowledge effect The tendency of a group to focus merely on commonly | Experts and decision | Gigone &
shared (rather than unique) pieces of information. makers Hastie, 1993
Lack of common ground Common ground refers to the manager’s and expert’s | Experts and decision | Clark &
assumptions about their shared background beliefs about | makers Schaefer,
the world. If those assumptions are wrong or 1989, Olson
inconsistent communication becomes more difficult. & Olson,

2000

The problems listed in Table 1 are neither mutually exclusive nor collectively exhaustive.
Nevertheless, Table 1 summarizes many of the key pitfalls in communicating knowledge. It is
in the nature of the phenomenon that these problems are not isolated, but that they rather
interact in many, sometimes unpredictable ways. Finding solutions to these issues is
consequently not a simple task. It requires a mix of deepened understanding of the differences
among knowledge communicators (i.e., decision makes and experts), richer communication
means (such as real-time visual communication tools or conversation management
approaches), as well as paying greater attention to the contextual factors of knowledge
communication (such as the nature of the exchanged knowledge).

CONCLUSION

Organizations evolve as a result of the conversations inside and outside their boundaries.
Organization members conduct strategic dialogues which are influenced by the dialogues
taking place between organization members and external stakeholders, as well as by those
between external stakeholders. Out of these conversations strategic plots and industry
paradigms are formed (Rindova and Fombrun, 1999). As pointed out by Edward L. Bernays
in 1923 in reference to public relations, the communication manager contributes to these
processes by, “interpreting the public to his client and helping interpreting his client to the
public. He helps to mould the action of his client as well as to mould public opinion” (quoted
by Grunig and Hunt, 1984: 42). The field of knowledge communication offers a useful
conceptual framework for understanding the mechanisms underlying the transfer of complex
insights between the parties involved in the conversations between organizations and their
various internal and external stakeholders. Knowledge communication’s contribution is also
relevant in the strategic domain of corporate communication — in the area of relationship
cultivation in which knowledge asymmetries need to be overcome in order to build trust and
hence higher quality relationships (Grunig, 1999), and in the area of identity formation.
Insights from knowledge communication are also crucial to the tactical domain of corporate
communication. In particular, they expand the understanding of cognitive and social
mechanisms in the inter-personal realm, allowing a co-orientational understanding of
communication processes.
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