
Volume 8
Numbers 2 & 3
2008

Studies 
in Communication
Sciences

Journal of 
the Swiss Association 
of Communication 
and Media Research

Università della Svizzera italiana (USI)
Faculty of  Communication Sciences

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by Research Papers in Economics

https://core.ac.uk/display/6752037?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1


BOOK REVIEWS 405

oisot, Max; MacMillan, Ian & 
Keyong Seok Han (2007). Explo-

rations in Information Space: Knowl-
edge, Actors, and Firms. Oxford: 
University Press.

Much has been written about knowl-
edge management and value creation. 
But a real theoretical framework for 
the creation and the sharing of knowl-
edge is lacking in much of the work 
done so far.

In fact, with the rise of the knowl-
edge economy, economic value is in-
creasingly seen as relying on intangible 
assets rather than physical assets. Strat-
egies for managing knowledge thus be-
come of central concern. This is one of 
the reasons why “knowledge” has been 
so crucial for economic and manage-
ment fi elds over the last two decades. 
But since “knowledge” is not only bare 
data, or information, but rather the 
result of a process involving space and 
time, the nature of knowledge takes 
on a strategic dimension. Across dis-
ciplines and functional boundaries, 
philosophers, economists, sociolo-
gists, organisation theorists as well as 
managers have debated the nature of 
knowledge without a real theoretical 
consensus.

This book is precisely concerned 
with this issue. It aims at providing 
a theoretical framework to explore 
the nature of relevant organisational 
knowledge within and between fi rms, 
and in any other social system. The 
authors stress the fact that current 
knowledge management approaches 
are mainly Information and Commu-
nication Technology driven, focusing 
on the application of tools, and con-

sidering knowledge as a stand-alone 
resource: something that can be com-
mercialised, stocked, manipulated and 
defi ned with clear perimeters. In this 
book, the authors conceive knowledge 
as a value creating process, demonstrat-
ing that the knowledge management 
fi eld lacks a founding theory focused 
on the nature of knowledge and knowl-
edge fl ows. It is, consequently, not pos-
sible to have a credible theory about 
how to manage knowledge in a fi rm 
without fi rst developing a knowledge-
based-theory of the fi rm.

The two main goals of the book 
can be summarized as follows: Firstly, 
to build up the foundations of a theory 
for a conceptual framework centred on 
knowledge fl ows, which the authors 
call the Information Space or I-Space. 
Secondly, to connect the I-Space 
framework to the actual world by ex-
posing the managerial implications 
deriving from the heterogeneous insti-
tutional structures that emerge from 
data processing strategies.

The book is an anthology of arti-
cles that have been published in various 
journals and that are sorted in a coher-
ent order. There are, of course, advan-
tages and disadvantages of publishing 
an anthology, a fact that the authors 
acknowledge themselves: on the one 
hand, each chapter can stand alone, 
but, on the other hand, the reader will 
notice redundancies between the differ-
ent chapters, as well as the fact that the 
chapters are very different in nature: 
the perspective and the level of analysis 
change from one chapter to another.

The structure of the book is quite 
clear: the fi ve fi rst chapters are dedicated 
to building the theory for a conceptual 
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framework (the I-Space) and to fo-
cusing on knowledge fl ows. The sixth 
chapter demonstrates how and for what 
type of research studies the I-Space can 
be applied. A seventh chapter concludes 
proposing a research agenda.

In what can be called an introduc-
tory theoretical chapter, Max Boisot 
sets up the scene for his theory by high-
lighting the main issues linked to the 
knowledge society and the evolution of 
the different approaches to knowledge 
according to various disciplines and to 
historical and economical contexts. It is 
well written and offers accurate defi ni-
tions. In fact, knowledge management 
is a fi eld in which most defi nitions are 
abstract and to some extent unclear. 
Thus, the fi rst chapter is dedicated to 
the conceptualisation of knowledge 
and clarifi es how it is related to data 
and information. The authors claim 
that the distinction between data, in-
formation and knowledge has to be 
revisited, and that light should be shed 
on how these three concepts relate 
to each other. In fact, they conclude, 
these concepts are weakly grounded 
in theory, although understanding 
knowledge requires understanding 
their conceptual foundations. Without 
this elucidation it would be diffi cult to 
understand the data-processing strate-
gies that emerge.

Information can be used, it is ar-
gued, to mediate the relationship be-
tween the stimuli of the world that 
reach an actor and the actor’s prior 
knowledge. Knowledge is viewed as a 
set of expectations that fi lters incom-
ing stimuli and makes the actor behave 
in a particular way. One may fear that 
this approach reduces knowledge to a 

subjective experience, as argued by the 
radical constructivists. But it actually 
adopts an evolutionary perspective, 
affi rming that even if knowledge dif-
fers across individuals, some objec-
tive knowledge will gradually emerge 
thanks to the overlaps in the respective 
situations and data-processing strate-
gies of the different actors.

In the two following chapters 
(chapter 2 and 3), the different strate-
gies when using knowledge are exam-
ined. This analysis takes place fi rst at 
the individual level and second at the 
organisational level. At the individual 
level, two distinct and yet complemen-
tary paths (or mindsets) to the devel-
opment of knowledge are identifi ed: 
the entrepreneurial mindset and the 
managerial mindset. They operate with 
different epistemologies and there-
fore have profound implications for 
knowledge management. An epistemic 
strategy of an entrepreneurial mindset 
is more appropriate under conditions 
of uncertainty and novelty, while the 
managerial mindset is more appropri-
ate where accumulated and objectively 
verifi able experience is available. The 
entrepreneur or manager will not act 
the same way according to his or her 
level of justifi cation rigour and beliefs. 
Two patterns derive: the plausible pat-
tern (entrepreneurs) and the probable 
pattern (managers).

At the organizational level, chap-
ter 3 focuses on how knowledge is used 
by organisations in order to give rise to 
an identifi able competitive advantage. 
Following the knowledge-based-view 
perspective, it is argued that organi-
sational differences come from the 
way resources are accumulated as time 
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passes, and that, by exploiting and 
maintaining such resource differences, 
fi rms are able to build up a sustainable 
competitive advantage. This heteroge-
neity of resources can result from the 
way organisations’ cognitive activities 
of codifi cation and abstraction. These 
two processes on which Boisot’s I-Space 
framework is built, are defi ned as fol-
lows: codifi cation is the process of giv-
ing form to phenomena or experiences 
by extracting relevant information 
from them, and by exploiting them is 
order to retain regularities, moving 
from intangible knowledge into man-
ageable processes. Codification in-
volves categorisation. Abstraction is the 
process of reducing the number of cate-
gories needed by identifying categories 
that are redundant or irrelevant for the 
purpose for which codifi cation is un-
dertaken. Abstraction can thus be seen 
as the compact representation of phe-
nomena (as an effi cient coding). Thus, 
codifi cation facilitates abstraction by 
giving an edge to categories, which 
make them more discernible. Abstrac-
tion, in turn, stimulates codifi cation 
by reducing the number of categories 
whose boundaries need to be refi ned. 
Both, working together, they have the 
effect of producing more articulated 
knowledge and therefore more share-
able knowledge. The epistemic dif-
ferences that can arise between fi rms 
from the way their respective codifi ca-
tion and abstraction strategies operate 
can be a powerful source of competi-
tive advantage.

Chapter 4 explores the strategic 
assumptions underlying the current 
knowledge-based theory of the fi rm. 
The I-Space is used as the conceptual 

framework that relates the articula-
tion of knowledge (through codifi ca-
tion and abstraction) to the sharing 
of knowledge (diffusion). The I-Space 
framework enables the identifi cation 
of distinct information environments 
whose codifi cation, abstraction and 
diffusion dynamics give rise to differ-
ent social behaviours (cultures). Thus, 
according to these information and 
characteristics, four types of cultures 
emerge: markets, bureaucracies, clans 
and fi efs.

Chapter 6 finally demonstrates 
the I-Space’s benefi t by presenting an 
agent-based simulation model. This 
last chapter shows this model applied 
to concrete empirical problems found 
in intellectual property rights.

By the end of chapter 6, several 
issues and questions still remain to 
be addressed. How is it possible to 
empirically identify an organisation’s 
critical knowledge assets by measur-
ing its level of codifi cation, abstraction 
and diffusion? How are they linked 
to each other? What are the implica-
tions of these interaction structures on 
knowledge creation? The last chapter 
proposes a rather exhaustive agenda 
that should attempt to answer these 
and other questions. 

In conclusion, this book takes on 
the great challenge of articulating a 
theoretical approach to creation and 
dissemination of knowledge. Thanks 
to the relevance of examples (historical 
examples, biological and physical met-
aphors as well as specifi c examples such 
as the launch of the Walkman by Sony 
or the problem of intellectual property) 
and because of the accuracy of defi ni-
tions, the book remains accessible 
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to the reader. Furthermore, the repo-
sitioning of state-of-the-art knowledge 
management approaches, according to 
various disciplines and historical con-
texts, helps to understand the gap that 
the authors want to fi ll. This quality 
makes the book unexpectedly read-
able, considering the complexity of the 
goals. However, the reader is left with 
a range of thoughts about the applica-
tions of the framework. As the authors 
also confess, the framework is built 
upon multiple interconnected theories 
rather than one single theory, making 
it rather diffi cult to devise how to apply 
it to empirical testing. For some readers 
the content may seem overly dense and 
diffi cult to understand in its entirety. 

Overall however, the book is 
worthwhile and recommendable. It 
succeeds in clarifying most of the un-
clear defi nitions linked to knowledge 
management, as well as explaining 
their dynamics and interrelationships. 
It also sheds light on how the devel-
opment, codifi cation and diffusion of 
knowledge work at different phases. 
Knowledge is deeply rooted in history, 
context, and action, and this book gives 
a robust framework to analyse it with 
the underlying idea of building com-
petitive advantage from the robustness 
of a theorisation.

Rani J. Dang
dang@gredeg.cnrs.fr

 University of Nice Sophia-Antipolis

orman, Donald A. (2002 edi-
tion, fi rst published 1988). The 

Design of Everyday Things. New York, 
Basic Books. 

Everyone’s everyday life comprises the 
use of everyday things. Day by day we 
open doors, fl ip switches, use water 
faucets, operate alarm clocks, coffee 
machines, and radio tuners, use tel-
ephones, and also operate vehicles or 
other machinery. Normally, we don’t 
ponder over whether all the things we 
interact with were designed in an intel-
ligent way, in the sense that it is obvious 
how to use them. Donald A. Norman, 
however, began contemplating on 
these everyday things, and – funnily 
enough – after some months of getting 
frustrated by the workings of buildings 
and transportation systems during his 
sabbatical stay in England, took action 
and wrote this book. 

Norman worked as a cognitive 
scientist, interested in how the mind 
works in general and human error in 
particular, when he was called in to 
determine why the operators of the 
Three Mile Island nuclear power plant 
made such terrible mistakes that lead 
to the big accident in 1979. After it was 
concluded that not the operators were 
to blame, but the faulty design of the 
control room and its controls, Norman 
realized the huge infl uence of the de-
sign of everyday things on human er-
rors. After writing this very successful 
book, he co-founded the Nielsen Nor-
man Group, an executive consulting 
group that helps companies produce 
human-centered products and services. 
He is Professor of Computer Science at 
Northwestern University and Professor 
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