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1.  Introduction 

The journey of this thesis had started  very  early  in  my  life.  It  may  sound  strange,  but  I’d  rather  have 

seen it started when I was a child: when my thirst for knowing and uncovering the hidden emerged 

more and more. There was always something in me which told me that there must be more than 

what I can see and what I can express in words. What I see or what I can say seems only a layer of 

the whole - a fraction of the absolute which is already there and which may come to the surface in 

glimpses   of   insight;;   in  moments   of   connection  with   the  whole.  Eckart   Tolle’s  words   reflect   best  

what I mean:  

 

‘Words, no matter whether they are vocalized and made into sounds or remain unspoken as 

thoughts, can cast an almost hypnotic spell upon you. You easily lose yourself in them, become 

hypnotized into implicitly believing that when you have attached a word to something, you know 

what   it   is.  The   fact   is:  You  don’t  know  what   it   is.  You  have  only  covered  up   the  mystery  with  a  

label. Everything, a bird, a tree, even a simple stone, and certainly a human being, is ultimately 

unknowable. This is because it has unfathomable depth. All we can perceive, experience, think 

about,  is  the  surface  layer  of  reality,  less  than  the  tip  of  an  iceberg.’  (Tolle  2005:25)   

 

However, the unfathomable depth is already there - it is implicit in reality, in each mineral, 

vegetable, animal and human - and it may come to the surface, as it will be mentioned in this thesis,  

in moments of insight, in moments of creative imagination, in moments of dreaming. It seems to be 

there at a subconscious level which belongs to every human being. It is part of the person’s   tacit  

dimension as Polanyi (1958; 1976; 2009) calls it. Albert Einstein - probably for this reason - stated 

that imagination is more important than knowledge as, according to him, through imagination one 

may be able to dig deeper, to find out more about the world we live in, to go beyond the surface by 

trying out, by taking risks and by keeping an open mind for the hidden to be unravelled. 

 

1.1 Why   is   this   reflection  on  knowledge   relevant   for   this   study  on   ‘Tacit  knowledge  sharing  at  

Higher Education Institutions and its impact on the creation of competitive niches? 

 

It is relevant as the knowledge concept above seems to be a different knowledge concept from what 

I personally experienced as a university lecturer since, especially after the European movement 

towards the implementation of standardized academic offerings initiated by, what is called the 

Bologna process, those offerings received a touch of standardized structure mainly based on the use 

of explicit knowledge in textbooks, articles and essays. Hence, teaching, learning and research seem 
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to be seen through the lens of a notion-oriented approach rather than through an inquiry-oriented 

approach (Schwanitz 2002, Barber et al 2013). Therefore, I was driven by the idea to explore 

whether there are other models at higher education (HE) level; which might be similar models to the 

International Baccalaureate (IB) - from primary school up to secondary school - which embed their 

mission   in   their   teaching   and   learning:   ‘to   develop   inquiring,   knowledgeable   and   caring young 

people who help create a better and more peaceful world through intercultural understanding and 

respect’…. These programmes (for Primary School – PYP , for Middle School – MYP,  and for 

upper Secondary School – DP)   ‘encourage   students   across   the world to become active, 

compassionate and lifelong learners who understand that other people, with their differences, can 

also   be   right’   (http://www.ibo.org/en/about-the-ib/mission). This indicates that the IB model 

pursues another knowledge and learning concept: an inquiry-based knowledge concept which gives 

space to a holistic knowledge concept. Through having  worked myself in an IB-setting in the 

capacity of the Principal of an International School and through having come across HE initiatives 

which put their focus on tacit knowledge sharing practices, such as the start-up projects offered by 

Stanford University – to mention one example – where students learn alongside lecturers and 

business  people   through   ‘learning  by  doing’  or   ‘designing  and  building’  approaches  based  on   the  

use  of  the  respective  individuals’  embedded,  tacit  knowledge  within the team, it appeared to me that 

it made sense for HEIs to reflect on how they view knowledge: whether from a positivistic or from 

a more holistic perspective and this will be analyzed in this study. 

 

1.2 What did I want to study? 

 

In addition to what impact the view on knowledge may have on HEIs I wanted to find out whether 

such   institutions   understand   the   position   they   find   themselves   in   today’s   learning   society  

considering that the expectations towards learning have shifted towards lifelong learning offerings 

which   would   prepare   its   citizens   for   an   ever   changing   reality   by   making   them   ready   to   ‘take  

personal responsibility both for themselves and the world around them’….  As  such,  ‘every  citizen  is  

a  potential  student  and  a  potential  creator  of  employment’  (Barber  et  al  2013:5)  and  of  new  ideas  

which may lead to the creation of new competitive products and/or services. Questions such as: 

Does a focus on tacit knowledge sharing at HE level help the institution gain competitive advantage 

over other players? Does the notion of lifelong learning induce HEIs to design more revolutionary, 

cross-disciplinary, cutting-edge programmes where the tacit, embedded knowledge of both 

academic and professional managers would be used in making this happen? Do HEIs see the huge 

opportunity they have by seeing themselves as attractive knowledge providers and knowledge tanks 

for the entire community? Do universities therefore need to be clear which niches or market 
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segments they want to serve and how by looking at what potential may lie in the value of tacit 

knowledge and its use? 

 

Questions like these were meant to help me find out how HEIs may be able to respond to the 

demands and pressure  they  are  facing  in  today’s  reality  such  as  the  massification  of  student  intake,  

internationalisation, globalization, cuts in financial resources, the increased competitive market 

between and beyond university level, the emergence of digital learning opportunities as well as 

changes in how universities have to be managed (Naidoo & Jamieson 2007): all these have put 

additional demands and further pressure on the university as an institution and, as such, also on all 

professionals working at this level (Bacon, 2009; Baldwin, 2009; Barber et al 2013; Gioia 1996; 

Henkel 2005; Longsworth 2010, McInnis 1998; Shattock 2003; Whitchurch 2008). Hence, I wanted 

to explore whether HEIs may want to consider being ready for a transformational shift towards 

more holistic, trans-disciplinary, cross-departmental, cross-organizational and more creative models 

of academic offerings so that they might evolve into successful knowledge-producing and 

knowledge-transferring enterprises that can respond to their competitive globalized world by 

focusing intelligently on their unique selling proposition, their distinctive nature among others 

(Barber et al 2013; Shattock 2003). 

 

Would it, therefore, make sense to put a special emphasis on the power of tacit knowledge transfer 

across all ontological levels in order for competitive niches to emerge? What does tacit knowledge 

sharing at HEIs look like with regards to the creation of new competitive niches? What does a 

knowledge-enabling environment look like where both the individual and the collective elements 

for knowledge transfer and its creation are nurtured and what impact would a sound collaboration 

between both academic and professional managers at senior management level have on the creation 

of new knowledge? (Bacon 2009; Whitchurch 2004, 2008). To find some answers to such questions 

would mean that they could be applied and used by other HEIs for strategic planning and decision-

making purposes. This would help create a position of competitive advantage over other players in 

the field.  

 

 

1.3  What theoretical framework is the study based upon?  

 

I  based  my  study  on  the  theoretical  framework  of  Nonaka  &  Takeuchi’s  SECI  model  of  knowledge  

creation (1995) where, according to the authors, the knowledge-sharing takes place in four modes: 

socialization, externalization, combination and internalization. I decided the main focus of my 
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thesis to be the socialization dimension; hence, the face-to-face communication between co-workers 

and their shared experiences and skills - the   ‘tacit   to   tacit’   knowledge-sharing; the interaction 

between the different co-workers in the socialization process. I wanted to learn what the real power 

for competitiveness would be considering that, only by dwelling in a subject, situation and/or 

reality, hence, by experiencing reflectively the given context first hand, one can make sense of the 

formal/explicit knowledge. As such I was intrigued to find out how tacit knowledge of the 

respective co-workers may be facilitated to flow in order to be successful among many others. 

Therefore, it appeared that a special emphasis had to be given to the importance of the properties of 

the socialization space. Although each quadrant seems to be important I wanted to find out where 

the basis for tacit knowledge sharing may be seen. By studying the literature I found that there was 

not enough empirical work to gain sufficient insight from, and that is why I felt intrigued to start to 

fill this gap (Ambrosini & Bowman 2001; Swart 2006, 2011). This notion induced me to start from 

scratch in order to get some answers about the potential value of tacit knowledge sharing for the 

individual, the institution and the society as a whole. Would the value of human capital, eventually, 

have an impact on the transformational shift HEIs may want to consider: a bold and courageous 

shift by aiming for long-term outputs (Ambrosini & Bowman 2001/2008; Barber et al 2013; Parker 

2014)? 

 

It was, therefore, the aim of this study to find out whether HEIs should view the tacitness of their 

co-workers accordingly as, perhaps, it is right there where competitiveness of learning 

organizations, such as HEIs, may come from. Since, especially, in many Western countries HEIs 

base their curricular on the use of explicit knowledge such as textbooks, articles, academic writings 

(Schwanitz 2002), I aimed to find out what role the tacit knowledge transfer may play in the 

creation of new knowledge. That is why this research may be of important relevance as it tries to 

highlight that right there, in the hidden, embedded, personal knowledge of each co-worker and its 

reflective sharing with others the unique essence of an institution may come to the surface by 

leading to a knowledge creation based on both an individual and a social construction (Oztok 2012; 

Lave/Wenger 1991; Stone 2013; Leistner 2010) as well as on a holistic knowledge view. Does it, 

therefore, make sense for an HEI to invest in the creation of a knowledge-enabling environment and 

in human capital for competitive niches to emerge (Ambrosini 2009; Ambrosini & Bowman 

2001/2008/2009; Bowman & Ambrosini 2003/2007; Bowman & Swart 2007; Bowman & Toms 

2010; Kinnie & Swart 2012; Swart 2008/2011)? 

Driven by the insight that tacit knowledge may have a distinctive power among others and as such it 

may be the core element for an HEI to be successful I was motivated by the question: How tacit 
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knowledge sharing creates new competitive niches and what needs to be done in order for such 

knowledge to flow? 

1.4  The structure of the thesis 

In order to lead the reader gradually through the journey of discovery I structured the thesis as 

follows:  

Chapter  one  sets   the   introductory  grounding  of   the   thesis   topic   ‘Tacit  knowledge  sharing  at  HEIs  

and  its  impact  on  the  creation  of  competitive  niches’  by  outlining  clearly  what  the  study  is  all about 

and how relevant this may be for strategic decision-taking at institutional level. 

In chapter two I analyze the concept of knowledge and the components through which both the 

individual and the collective knowledge construction are determined. A closer   look   at   Polanyi’s  

concept of tacit knowledge aims to confirm the hypothesis that by nurturing the flow of the 

respective   individual   tacit   knowledge   an   institution’s   intellectual   capital  may   result   in   a   stronger  

competitiveness among others. 

In chapter three I present the leading research question and the respective sub-research questions 

which helped give the empirical study its clear focus: an analysis on how 'Know- How' may come 

'in'-to 'Action' (Swart 2011), how such 'Know-How flow' may create competitive niches at HEIs and 

by investigating on which elements a knowledge-enabling environment may be grounded in (Stone 

2013; Polanyi & Prosch 1976; Reichert 2006; Leistner 2010). 

 

In chapter four I first address the larger HE context by exploring in which market situation HEIs 

find  themselves  in  in  today’s  continuously changing environment based on increasing demands and 

expectations by the respective stakeholders, and by reflecting on the purpose of HEIs. I further 

discuss what competitive niches are and how they may be created by giving a special emphasis on 

the flow of tacit knowledge and the importance of the socialization mode in order to create an 

institutional knowledge-enabling culture which seems to be the basis for new competitive niches to 

emerge. Furthermore, I give an in-depth overview about the context-specific field study: the Free 

University of Bozen-Bolzano by focusing on historical, legal and economic, institutional, 

organizational and departmental aspects of the specific reality.  

 

In chapter five I outline the research design and the methodology used and explain why I have 

decided to use qualitative data gathering only, why I chose the Free University of Bozen-Bolzano to 
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be the exploratory case study and what the limitations of the study from a philosophical, legal and 

ethical point of view may be. 

 

In chapter six I reflect on the findings by discussing them in detail. The chapter has been divided 

into three sub-research  questions:  ‘What  does  tacit  knowledge  mean  in  the  organizational  context?’,  

‘What   are   the   barriers   and   the   enablers   for   tacit   knowledge-sharing?’,   and   ‘What   are   the  

characteristics of the environment through which  competitive  niches   are   created?’.  This   structure  

helped extract data in such a way that satisfactory answers to the research question could be 

identified: Competitive niches can be created at HEIs if there is a clear understanding among all co-

workers that tacit knowledge is probably the most important treasure an institution owns, and by 

facilitating the establishment   of   a   ‘ba’,   a   knowledge-enabling culture, where knowledge-workers 

are encouraged to share their own hidden knowledge in order for new knowledge to be built upon. 

Such a culture is based on the notion of constructivism where new ideas may result in new products 

through the use of purposeful knowledge-enabling routines, practices and processes such as mental 

models, focus group discussions, shadowing, formal and informal meetings and so forth. The 

determining  characteristics  for  such  a  ‘ba’  have  been  outlined and they may also be applied to other 

settings. Socialization may be embedded in the tacit dimension which - in moments of creative 

insight and/or imagination - seems to be the doorway to the absolute knowledge where things do 

not appear to be disconnected anymore, where glimpses of clarity arise and the sense of becoming 

motivates co-workers to pursue an idea until the objective will be reached: a new competitive niche 

which may result in an impact on themselves, on the institution and on society as a whole (Archor 

2010; Palmer et al 2010). 

 

In chapter seven I outline what needs to be done in order to establish a knowledge-enabling 

environment   by   presenting   the   study’s   theoretical   contribution   as   well   as   by   listing   practical  

recommendations, as well as by mentioning possible practical implementation challenges. Finally, I 

bring the research to an end by highlighting that, since tacit knowledge in itself is not easily 

measurable, researchers and scholars may want to study this field through soft methods in order to 

find similarities and differences between different institutions. However, due to the uniqueness of 

each  individual’s  tacit  knowledge  and  the  collective  construction,  a  view  of  seeing  the  efforts  of  all  

co-workers who are embedded in the whole where each person and each group may have their place 

may be the final outcome of my study. Such a view may invite HEIs to make a quantum leap – 

away from traditional and standardized models towards more creative and inquiry-based approaches 

to learning where the tacit dimension gets its deserved attention (Barber et al 2013). HEIs may 

integrate the stark value of the individual tacit knowledge into the co-workers’   being   and   their  
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appreciation of tacit knowledge sharing practices as this may lead to an enlightened attitude which 

could   be   called   the   new   consciousness:   ‘...the   recognition   of   the   unawakened   you,   the   ego   as   it  

thinks, speaks, and acts, as well as the recognition of the collectively conditioned mental processes 

that perpetuate the unawakened state’   (Tolle   2005:7).      By   doing   so,   unfathomable   things   may  

emerge: competitive niches which take the institution beyond mediocre existence. 

 

In chapter eight I reflect on the undertaken journey of study by looking back on the core topics: 

knowledge concept, the purpose of HEIs, the importance of tacit knowledge sharing, the importance 

of human capital, the creation of competitive niches as well as by giving some suggestions for the 

need and the potential modalities for further research.   

 

This journey of discovery has changed me as a person and as a professional. Furthermore, I realized 

more than before that knowledge is a never-ending process; that, after each new discovery, new 

questions arise and, only by doing both - working on our own individual knowledge as well as on 

the collective knowledge - the hidden dimension may appear and result in something new.  



 16 

2.  Literature Review: Knowledge - The Core Element of 

Higher Education Institutions 

 

Teaching, learning and research are the key driving forces of higher education institutions and, as 

such, they are embedded in their mission statements (Gioia 1996; Palmer et al 2010; Brewer & 

Brewer 2010; Whitchurch 2008; Henkel 2005). Their core essence is the creation, the 

communication and the transfer of knowledge at various levels as HEIs can be seen as learning 

organizations  or,  as  Brewer  &  Brewer  (2010)  argue,  as  ‘knowledge-based  organizations’  which  are  

involved in the process of developing knowledge workers in different fields. In a continuous 

changing world and in an increasingly competitive market it seems that companies or institutions 

are  mainly   dependent   on   the   quality   of   their   knowledge   possession,   transfer   and   creation.  That’s  

why it seems that a special emphasis must be given to the creation of an environment which 

nourishes the flow of knowledge, and, as I shall analyze in my study, in the flow of tacit knowledge 

in particular (Stone 2013; Oztok 2012; Davenport & Prusak 2000; Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995; 

Glibsy & Holden 2011; Leistner 2010; Pasher & Ronen 2011; von Krogh et al 2000). Indeed, the 

creation of a tacit knowledge-enabling environment might be seen as the main and most 

indispensable element of having a competitive advantage (Davenport & Prusak 2000; Nonaka & 

Takeuchi 1995; Swart 2008).  

In the literature review I will start with an in-depth reflection on knowledge and individual and 

collective components shaping knowledge in general, and then move to a closer study of the tacit 

dimension   of   knowledge.      I   will   further   investigate   Nonaka   and   Takeuchi’s (1995) work on 

knowledge sharing in Japanese knowledge creating companies and their analysis of its positive 

impact on the creation, the transfer and the successful application of new knowledge. Their concept 

of qualitative knowledge-sharing shall function as a theoretical framework for this thesis – 

especially  the  aspect  of  socialization  through  the  creation  of  ‘ba’  (a  tacit  knowledge-enabling space 

which may be seen as a necessity for higher education institutions) – as I try to find out whether 

their suggestions can be transferred to an HEI setting, by focusing on the collaboration of academic 

and professional managers and on other factors which enhance tacit knowledge-sharing in general 

(Whitchurch 2004, 2006, 2008; Henkel 2000, 2005; Bacon 2009; Swart 2006, 2008, 2011). 

Furthermore  I  will  try  to  reflect  on  whether,  and  how,  the  emphasis  on  ‘ba’  may  lead  to  the  creation  

of new competitive niches at higher education level (Stone 2013; Glisby & Holden 2011; Reichert 

2006; Oztok 2012). 
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2.1.  Knowledge - What is it? 

‘He who knows nothing, loves nothing. He who can do nothing understands nothing. He who 

understands   nothing   is  worthless.   But   he  who   understands   also   loves,   notices,   sees  …  The  more  

knowledge  is  inherent  in  a  thing,  the  greater  the  love.…  Anyone  who imagines that all fruits ripen 

at the same time as the strawberries knows nothing about grapes.’    (Paracelsus) 

‘I was born not knowing and have only had a little time to change that here and there.’  (Richard  

Feynman) 

 

‘The greatest obstacle to progress is not the absence of knowledge but the illusion of knowledge.’  

(Daniel Boorstin) 

 

‘To know that you do not know is the best. To pretend to know when you do not know is a disease.’    

(Lao-Tzu) 

 

A reflection on the afore-mentioned quotes may lead the reader to the understanding that knowledge 

is  something  outside  of  a  human  being’s  reach.  Knowledge  seems  to  be  dependent  on  a  variety  of  

factors. Researchers, philosophers and a variety of authors (Capra 1984; Schwanitz 2002; van de 

Lagemaat 2008; von Krogh et al 2000; Reichert 2006; Wenger, 2008; Swart, 2002; Davenport & 

Prusak 2000; Dalai Lama 2005; Lipton 2008) seem to see it as an open-ended entity which invites 

the seeker to always look for more, and then the more s/he will know. Knowledge seems to be 

connected with the past, the present and the future; with the here and the there; with people, with 

social interactions and with the way the individual her/himself interprets the reality s/he encounters 

(Leistner 2010). 

Before moving into the area of tacit knowledge transfer it seems, therefore, to be of vital importance 

to understand the concept of knowledge. This is particularly true given that, in the past six or seven 

decades, the focus has shifted from a product-oriented society to a knowledge-oriented one and a 

knowledge-based economy as well (Bertels & Savage 1998; Davenport & Prusak 2000; Palmer et al 

2010).  Questions  such  as:  ‘What  is  knowledge  all  about?’,  ‘Is  there  a  clear  concept  of  knowledge?’,  

‘Do   different   people   agree   on   a   common   definition   or   is   the way knowledge is interpreted 

dependent   on   a   variety   of   diverse   factors   as   mentioned   above?’,   may   lead   us   towards   a   better  

understanding of knowledge.  
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By reading literature in the knowledge field it seems that there is no common, clear-cut definition of 

knowledge.  However,  all  authors  and  academics  seem  to  agree  that  ‘knowledge’  is  developing  over  

time (van de Lagemaat 2008; von Krogh et al 2000; Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995; Davenport & Prusak 

2000; Akehurst & al 2011; Denning 2013; Kofman & Senge 1994; Leistner 2010; Rynes et al 2001; 

Lave & Wenger 1991; Reichert 2006; Capra 1984; Lipton 2008), and that knowledge is not a static 

concept. We may want to distinguish between two major views of knowledge theory: the 

positivistic/cognitive view of knowledge and the constructivist theory of knowledge-building 

(Schwanitz 2002). 

 

 

2.1.a)  A positivistic/cognitive definition of knowledge 

The   pure   ‘cognitive’   idea   of   knowledge   lies   in   the   accumulation   of   notions:   accordingly,  

educational systems applying this approach (such as the Italian and German educational system) 

have based their school and university curricula on a notion-based concept of teaching and learning 

(Schwanitz 2002; Leistner 2010; van del Lagemaat 2008). This seems to emphasize the importance 

of data-gathering in order to be able to replicate and apply the learned information in a given 

situation. Such understanding of knowledge may lead to a perception of fragmentation as, from 

early  childhood  onwards,  human  beings   learn   that   ‘knowledge   is  accumulated  bits of information 

and that learning has little to do with our capacity for effective action, our sense of self, and how we 

exist  in  our  world’  (Kofman  &  Senge  1994:  6).  According  to  Wenger,  ‘information  for  its  own  sake  

is  meaningless’  (1998:  273).   

This discussion leads us to the distinction between data, information and knowledge. 

Davenport/Prusak  (2000)  argue  that  data  ‘is  a  set  of  discrete,  objective  facts  about  events’...‘the  data  

tells  nothing  about  the  why’  (2000:2),    while  information  itself  is  seen to be a message dependent 

on whether the sender or the receiver add meaning. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, 

data  are  ‘facts  and  statistics  collected  together  for  reference  or  analysis’,  while  information  may  be  

defined as an organized data collection; organized by someone (a person) or by a computer (through 

software programme). Knowing many facts might be useful for a person to be successful in a test 

situation which is based on notion-based data or in a quiz situation where the person needs to recall 

detailed data in order to win the competition. However, knowing many facts does not mean that a 

person has integrated their learning into a bigger picture; it does not mean that the learner/knower 

understands how the various parts are linked and how they form a meaningful whole (van de 

Lagemaat  2008).  To  use  an  analogy,  ‘information  is  to  knowledge  as  bricks  are  to  a  building’  (van  

de Lagemaat 2008: 30), and facts may be seen as the atoms of those bricks. 
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I find myself agreeing with Leistner (2010) who argues that, when information gets interpreted and 

a receiver adds meaning to information, it translates automatically into knowledge because 

‘knowledge   is   actually   connected   to   people,   it   cannot   be   managed   outside   of   people’s   heads.   It  

exists only in the context of prior human experience.... knowledge is actually tacit by nature... but 

still,  once  it  is  outside  of  people’s  heads,  it  is  mere  information,  not  knowledge  anymore’  (2000:  7-

8). Information undergoes a change when it becomes knowledge, because each individual interprets 

the   information   according   to   his/her   unique   ‘framework   and   ...   context   of   prior   knowledge   and  

experience’   (Leistner   2000:9)   that   s/he   brings   to   the   situation.   The   positivistic/cognitive   view   of  

knowledge seems to be based on the idea of seeing the detail rather than the interconnected whole 

(Lipton   2002).   Friedrich   Nietzsche   phrased   it   in   the   following   way:   ‘What   is   the   mark   of  

every...decadence? That life no longer resides in the whole. The word becomes sovereign and leaps 

out of the sentence, the sentence reaches out and obscures the meaning of the page, and the page 

comes to life at the expense of the whole – the  whole  is  no  longer  a  whole.’  (in  Kofman  &  Senge  

1994: 1). The positivistic view of knowledge seems to emphasize the intellectual quantification of 

knowledge; it seems to be based on a rationalistic view of knowledge which compares the 

information  we  gather  with  the  person’s  own  past  experiences  and  future  expectations;;  however,  it  

is more oriented, as Nietzsche phrased it, towards a focus on the different parts instead of seeing the 

different parts being connected with the whole. According to the physicist Fritjof Capra (1984), 

rationalistic knowledge belongs to the reign of the intellect which functions in terms of dividing, 

comparing, categorizing and measuring. It allows a person to build mental maps of what has been, 

of  what  is  and  what  might  be  in  the  future.  The  positivistic  view  of  knowledge  sees  ‘the  world  as  an  

independent   reality’  which   seems   to   categorise   it   as   a   ‘colourless,   soundless,   odourless   realm   of  

atoms  whizzing  around  in  empty  space’  (van  de  Lagemaat  2008:  100).   

 

2.1.b)  A constructivist view of knowledge 

The cognitive/positivistic definition of knowledge seems to be based on the understanding that 

knowledge is conceptualized and interpreted through comparison, categorization and measurement. 

However, the idea of quantifying knowledge in such a way seems to underestimate both the social 

and the individual component in the process of knowledge construction. This leads us to the 

constructivist view of knowledge, which is dependent on how an individual and/or a group uses the 

acquired information and builds upon existing knowledge. From a constructivist point of view, 

knowledge is tied to the person; knowledge is unique, flexible, and a process in itself; it is about 

giving  value   to  one’s  own  experience  and  attributing  meaning   to   it   (Kinnie  &  Swart  2010;;  Swart  

2006).  Nonaka  &  Takeuchi  define  knowledge  ‘as  a  dynamic  human  process  of  justifying  personal  
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belief   toward   the   truth’   (1995:58).   Since   knowledge   is   something   which   is   in   continuous  

development, it is never static; it is constantly evolving. It is like gardening: the more a person 

reflects upon her/his own experiences and/or her/his previous learning the more it will turn into 

something  new.   ‘Knowledge   is   a   construction  of   reality   rather   than   something   that   is   true   in   any  

abstract or universal way. The creation of knowledge is not simply a compilation of facts but a 

uniquely human process that cannot be   reduced   or   easily   replicated’   (von  Krogh   et   al   2000:   6).  

‘Knowing’  is  a  product  of  reflected  learning;;  the  way  we  construct  our  knowledge  has  an  impact  on  

how a person perceives herself/himself as a human being and as part of a social group (Wenger 

1998; Giddens 1991). A key element of this constructivist view of knowledge lies in the direction of 

the focus of reflection. In order to analyze this further it is important to have a closer look at a 

variety of factors which determine the way a person learns and creates knowledge. Such factors are 

certainly   to   be   found   in   a   person’s   own   historical,   cultural   and   environmental   context   (Wenger  

1998; van de Lagemaat 2008; Akehurst et al, 2011); the way a person speaks; the way a person 

interprets her/his own experience;;   a   person’s   reasoning;;   a   person’s   perception   of   the   world,   a  

person’s  intuition;;  a  person’s  uniqueness  and  the  way  s/he  decides  to  construct  new  knowledge:  all  

these determine the outcome of the knowledge creation process. Viewing the construction of 

knowledge in such terms means that it is dependent on the unique way a person reads existing, 

‘reificated’   information.   Reification   seems   to   be   an   individual   process   tied   to   a   person’s   self-

awareness and identity-construction (Wenger 1998). Indeed, reification shapes our experience as, 

from  an  etymological  point  of  view,  it  means  ‘making  into  things...  We  project  our  meanings  into  

the  world   and   then  we   perceive   them   as   existing   in   the  world,   as   having   a   reality   of   their   own’  

(Wenger 1998: 58). Such a reality is an individually perceived reality and, accordingly, knowledge 

is shaped by the way a specific individual gives meaning to the situation s/he is reflecting on or 

living in.  

In  the  German  language  there  is  a  clear  distinction  between  ‘Wissen’  (knowledge  what),  ‘Koennen’  

(knowing   how),   and   the   concept   of   ‘Weisheit’   (knowing   why).   If,   as   stated   above,   a   person  

understands   knowledge   either   as   ‘knowing  what’   (notion-based),   ‘knowing   how’   (skill-based) or 

‘knowing  why’  (meaning-based) rather than as an intersection and interplay of all three aspects, the 

construction of new knowledge will be different. For example, for the physicist Richard Feynman, 

‘knowledge  did  not  describe;;   it  acted  and  accomplished....  Feynman  did  not   look  at  paintings,  did  

not listen to music, did not read books, even scientific books. He refused to let other scientists 

explain  anything  to  him  in  detail…  He  pursued  knowledge  without  prejudice.’  (Gleick  1992:  14).  

Such an approach towards knowledge creation seems to be based on a person’s  intuitive  indwelling  
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with the world (Polanyi 1966) rather than on her/his previous accumulation of notion-based 

information gathering.  

 

This  knowledge  creation   is  dependent  on   the  person’s  choice  of  where   to  put  her/his   focus  when  

dealing with a given situation. The way the person feels; the way the person chooses to proceed; the 

way the person judges the situation filtered through her/his own belief system, her/his own personal 

values, her/his own personality traits, her/his own intuition: all these shape the perception of the 

given  reality  s/he  is  dwelling  in  (Polanyi  1966).  As  such,  knowledge  creation  is  an  ‘action-oriented’  

enterprise. It depends on how a person decides to participate in the world; it is about action and 

engagement; about participation and taking a stand in the world one is living in (Lave/Wenger 

1991; Wenger 1998; Dalai Lama 2005; van de Laagemaat 2008; von Krogh & al, 2000).  It is 

dependent on whether a person sees things as a mental map of distinguished parts, as in the 

positivistic/cognitive view of knowledge, or as an interdisciplinary, connected, all-embracing 

whole.  The  latter  may  go  beyond  a  ‘case  of  simple  mirroring  in  the  mind  of  what  is  outside’  (Dalai  

Lama  2005:  233)  and  may  be  described  as  ‘a  complex  process  of  organization that takes place to 

make  sense  of  what  are  technically  infinite  amounts  of  information’  (Dalai  Lama  2005:  233).  Such  

a   creative   knowledge   construction   is   based   on   the   ‘negotiation   of   meaning,   it   seems   to   be   an  

interplay of participation and reification that  makes  people  and  things  what  they  are’  (Wenger  1998:  

70). I tend to agree with what Capra (1984) and the Dalai Lama (2005) mention in their respective 

books,   ‘The Tao of Physics’   and   ‘The Universe in a Single Atom’:   It   is   necessary   to  work   on   a  

dialogue between the cognitive knowledge approach which is still embedded in a variety of Western 

countries and the investigation of the world/existence as a whole. Knowledge construction may be 

seen from a perspective of seeing everything connected. The understanding that there is the 

possibility of having an impact on reality according to how an individual or/and a group are dealing 

with a given situation may lead to an understanding of knowledge which seems to be in line with 

the Zen philosophy: knowledge is a never-ending process; knowledge does not fit into words, 

explanations,   teachings,   since,   ‘at   the  moment  you  are   talking  about  a   thing,  you  miss   the   target‘  

(Capra  1984:  31).    On  another  occasion  Capra  states  it  as  follows:  ‘The  natural  world,  however,  is 

of indefinite diversity and complexity; a multi-dimensional world in which there are no straight 

lines or completely regular moderate forms in which things are not done chronologically, but rather 

simultaneously’  (1984:  25).  This  seems  to  underline  the  notion that knowledge cannot be managed, 

since knowledge is tied to the individual and to the social network it is constructed in; it is an open-

ended endeavor; a journey which will lead to new destinations depending on the direction of focus. 

Knowledge creation and knowledge-sharing, however, can be enabled (von Krogh et al 2000), and 

knowledge – if seen as both an individual and a collaboratively constructed concept – can be seen 
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as the core element which will propel an individual, a group or an organization to excellence, status 

quo   or   failure.   In   Bruce   Lipton’s   words,   ‘We   need   to   move   beyond   Darwinian   Theory,   which  

stresses the importance of individuals, to one that stresses the importance of community....evolution 

is more dependent on the interaction among species than it is on the interaction of individuals 

within a species. Evolution becomes a matter of the survival of the fittest groups rather than the 

survival  of  the  fittest  individuals’  (2008:  15).  In  his  research  on  cell  recreation,  Lipton  came  to  the 

conclusion   that   ‘our  beliefs  control  our  bodies,  our  minds,  and   thus  our   lives’   (2008:  xxvi),  as  he  

found  out  that  ‘almost  all  of  the  cells  that  make  up  your  body  are  amoeba-like individual organisms 

that have evolved a cooperative strategy for their mutual  survival’  (2008:  xxv).  Lipton  investigated  

the recreation of cells after having become professor in a medical school in the Caribbean, finding 

himself – halfway through the academic year – in a situation of extremely low academic standards 

among the enrolled medical students. He decided to work very closely with the students by telling 

them at the start that their lack of views and their lack of knowledge could be recuperated and 

developed if they were ready to work hard and to take advantage of his continuous support. He 

started to set high expectations, to praise them for their progress and to focus on positive 

psychology   strategies.   At   the   same   time   he   conducted   scientific   research   on   the   students’   cell  

reproduction.   In   short   ‘he   provided   a   healthy   environment for my cells, they thrived; when the 

environment was less than optimal, the cells faltered. When I adjusted the environment, these 

‘‘sick’’   cells   revitalized’   (2008:19).   With   regards   to   his   students’   knowledge   acquisition   and  

construction, the afore-mentioned environment had such an impact on them that, in their final 

exams, they performed at a level comparable to their counterparts studying at Ivy League 

universities (Lipton 2008).  

Contrary to the notion-oriented positivistic educational system, Lipton’s  approach  was  based  on  a  

constructivist approach of knowledge; similar to the IB (International Baccalaureate) curriculum. 

This curriculum strives towards developing an international person who incorporates the attributes 

of the IB learner profile, which aims to help the learner see knowledge from a trans-disciplinary 

perspective by developing a deep understanding of important concepts. The IB learner profile 

focuses on conducting research into knowledge which has local and global significance, on 

acquiring and practicing a variety of skills, on encouraging the student to develop positive attitudes 

towards learning, the environment, other people and knowledge acquisition as a whole, and on 

giving the student the opportunity to participate in appropriate and responsible action. The 

keywords of the IB learner profile are (The International Primary Year Programme (PYP) 2012) as 

follows:  
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- Inquirers: The student develops her/his natural curiosity by acquiring the skills necessary to 

conduct inquiry and research and to show independence in learning. The aim is to help them 

enjoy their learning by sustaining a love for learning throughout their lives. 

- Knowledgeable: Students explore concepts, ideas and issues that have local and global 

significance. That allows them to acquire in-depth knowledge and to understand their 

knowledge across disciplines. 

- Thinkers: Students learn to apply their thinking skills critically and creatively in order to 

recognize and face complex problems by making reasoned and ethical decisions. 

- Communicators: Students learn to communicate their knowledge, ideas and thoughts 

confidently and creatively by acknowledging that one of the key concepts for knowledge 

creation lies in collaboration. 

- Principled: Students learn to become multicultural citizens by acting with integrity, honesty 

and a strong sense of fairness, justice and respect for other individuals, groups and 

communities. They learn to take responsibility for their own actions and the consequences 

that accompany them. 

- Open-minded: Students understand their own culture with its histories, values and traditions 

as one out of many, by being open to grow beyond their cultural boundaries. 

- Caring:  Students   learn  social  and  emotional   intelligence  by  respecting  others’   feelings and 

needs. They also develop a personal commitment to service and to contributing to the 

community at a local and/or global level. 

- Risk-taker: Students develop new perspectives by accepting new challenges and facing 

unfamiliar situations and moments of uncertainty with courage. 

- Balanced: Students understand the importance of giving their intellectual, physical, 

emotional and spiritual needs the same attention in order to develop into a well-rounded 

person. 

- Reflective: Students learn to reflect on their own experience, acquired knowledge and 

skills in order to become aware of their own strengths and limitations. 

(Primary Year Programme, Guide For Parents, 2012) 

 

Such a constructivist view of knowledge emphasizes the uniqueness and the completeness of the 

knowledge concept. Such knowledge is not easily measurable since it is unique, flexible, tied to the 

person, tied to the group, and in continuous development. It seems to be a concept of knowledge 

which  aims  to  integrate  ‘knowing  what’,  ‘knowing  how’  and  ‘knowing  why’  into  a  single  concept  

(Palmer  2010).  Such  a  view  of  knowledge  acknowledges   ‘the   esoteric  and   intangible’,   ergo   tacit,  

‘nature   of   knowledge   to   create   market   niches’   (Yeuk-Mui et al 2002: 777). It seems to view 
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knowledge as a journey without any predefined destination; it views knowledge creation as a 

process  which  will  lead  one  to  something  new.  Such  a  view  of  knowledge  is  in  line  with  Socrates’  

observation  ‘that  all  he  knew  was  that  he  knew  nothing’  (van  de  Lagemaat  2008:  459).  This  means  

that the knowledge creation process is far from being complete, and knowledge seekers should seek 

to maintain a sense of wonder; the joy of knowing more about hidden aspects of the world. In this 

endeavor, both personal knowledge ('knowing of, knowing how, knowing why), and shared 

knowledge,  one’s  own  ingenuity,  one’s  own  and  shared  assertiveness,   the  love  for  an  intellectual,  

emotional, social and spiritual adventure, and the capability of working with people of different 

cultures and traditions, all prove to be essential ingredients for knowledge creation. (van de 

Lagemaat 2008; Palmer 2012; von Krogh et al 2000).  

I will now describe in more detail the determining variables which shape knowledge. 

 

2.2.  Determining variables shaping knowledge 

‘I was born not knowing and have only had a little time to change that here and there.’  (Richard  

Feynman) 

2.2.a)  The essence of all knowledge: absolute knowledge 

Richard   Feyman’s   quote   seems   to   support   the   notion   that   the   concept   of   absolute   knowledge   is  

outside a person’s   reach;;   if   knowledge   is   tied   to   a  person  or   to   a  group  of  people   it  may  be   that  

knowledge is limited in space and time. Hence, knowledge depends on the way the person and/or 

the group of people see, perceive and interpret the world/ universe they live in.  

However, the universe as it unfolds may be seen as the absolute knowledge; it lies in front of the 

individual   and   the   group.   Absolute   knowledge   may   be   described   as   ‘a   priori   knowledge’  

(Erkenntnis a priori) (Kant 1966) which does not require any prior experience. Heidegger calls it the 

‘forestructure  of  understanding’  (in  Stone  2013:  294).  Glimpses  of  absolute  knowledge  seem  to  be  

perceived in moments of intuition; in moments of stillness when something new wants to be born 

(Tolle 2005) or, as Steup defines it, in moments of introspection (Steup 2013). Such moments of 

knowledge creation happen when a person meditates and keeps away from the incessant mental 

noise around them (Tolle 2005). It seems to be experienced in the Now (Tolle 2005; Watzlawick 

2002) when a person allows the new to be conceived in the stillness of being. Such knowledge 

appears to lie beyond mental labeling and mental abstraction; it is a craft of bringing something new 
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to life by connecting with deeper levels of existence; by making connections with a sense of the 

whole;;  by  going  beyond  the  surface.  Albert  Einstein  often  referred  to  ‘the  importance  of  exploring  

ideas   intuitively’   (Wenger   1998:   67).   Kant   referred   to   the  world/universe   as   ‘the   thing   as   such’  

which  can’t  be  known  as  it  is; it can be constructed through the abilities of the human mind, which 

goes beyond empirical experience. The human mind is the originator of the world the person is 

living in (Schwanitz 2008). Absolute knowledge is neither good nor bad; it is not quantifiable: a 

human being or a group of people may, however, just get a glimpse of the whole as every answer is 

followed by new questions (van de Lagemaat 2008). Absolute knowledge is based on absolute truth, 

which appears to be the foundation of knowledge. Absolute knowledge cannot be learned in books. 

It cannot be found as long as we search for it, as Paul Watzlawick (2002) argues, because the search 

is the only reason for not finding it; out there, in the world, there is no place for finding or having 

because everything  is  (‘dass  die  Suche  der  einzige  Grund  des  bisherigen  Nichtfindens  gewesen  war;;  

dass man da draussen in der Welt nicht finden und daher nie haben kann, was man immer schon 

ist’,  Watzlawick  2002:  122).  According   to   the  psychologist  Ernst  von  Glasersfeld (in Watzlawick 

2002),   absolute   knowledge   can   be   revealed  where   the   individual’s   and   the   group’s   constructions  

fail;;  when  the  channel  to  the  ‘timeless  abundance  of  the  present  moment’  (Watzlawick  2002:  122)  

is  fluid.  In  such  moments  knowledge  can  ‘act  and  accomplish’  (Gleick  1992:  14).   

 

Such  moments  of  absolute  knowing  do  not  seem  to  be  experienced  often,  as  it  appears  to  be  a  ‘non-

intellectual experience of the reality; an experience which happens during an unusual moment of 

consciousness in mystic moments  of  meditation’   (‘Absolutes  Wissen   ist   somit   eine  voellig  nicht-

intellektuelle Erfahrung der Wirklichkeit, eine Erfahrung, die in einem gewoehnlichen 

Bewusstseinszustand   auftritt,   die  man   einen  meditativen   oder  mystischen   Zustand   nennen   kann’,  

Capra 1984: 27). However, the human being is an enquirer, a seeker who constantly tries to make 

sense of her/his knowledge by building upon existing knowledge and by comparing it with his/her 

prior experiences. Thus, each construction seems to be dependent on the prior steps which have 

been undertaken, and these lead to a specific, unique construction (Watzlawick 2002). It appears, 

therefore, to be the responsibility of each individual and each group to decide on how to use the 

acquired knowledge. The ability to use knowledge in a responsible way may be called wisdom. 

Wisdom is known to be dependent on the good judgment, the breadth of vision, the degree of self-

knowledge, the degree of responsibility and a sense of intellectual humility (van de Lagemaat 

2008), or,  as  Viktor  Frankl  phrased  it:  it  is  about  ‘taking  responsibility  for  the  search  of    the  right  

answers  to  the  questions  of  life’  (1982:  125).     
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Absolute knowledge may be positioned, therefore, in the centre of the graphic as shown below. It 

may be seen as the ultimate essence of all knowledge and the potential goal for humankind to 

discover.  It  seems  that  Michael  Polanyi’s  statement  ‘we  know  more  than  we  can  tell’  (1966:  4)  is  of  

great  relevance  as  it  is  the  human  being’s  aim  to  achieve  ‘an  understanding of the world – physical 

as well as mental – through  the  perspective  of  knowledge’  (Polanyi  1966:  x).  Polanyi  calls  this  the  

tacit   dimension   of   knowledge   ‘which   points   to   the   fact   that   we   can   integrate   the   particulars   of  

physiognomy without being able to identify,  in  any  precise  way,  those  particulars’  (Polanyi  1966:  

x).  This  ‘tacit  knowledge’  dimension  will  be  further  analyzed  in  the  next  section.   

This reflection on absolute knowledge leads me to suggest that science and research may be 

sensitive to the integration of absolute knowledge in their intellectual endeavours. An openness 

towards   such   an   approach  may   lead   scientists   and   researchers   towards   an   experience   of   ‘being’,  

rather  than  an  experience  of  ‘seeking’;;  it  may  give  rise  to  a  view  of  knowledge  based  on  ‘the  world  

as  a  woven  texture  of  world  lines  in  space  and  time,  with  everything  moving  freely’,  connected  by  

‘a  unifying  principle  that  would  either  explain  everything  or  explain  nothing’  (Feynman,  in  Gleick  

1992: 7). It may lead them to see the limitations of explaining, teaching, labeling, measuring, 

evaluating and interpreting, since, at the very moment one talks about something, the goal cannot be 

reached (Capra 1984). Such an understanding may help one recognise that knowledge, as 

constructed and used by human beings, is dependent on various components: both individual 

components  which  shape  the  knowledge  creation  process,  such  as  a  person’s  personal  talents,  self-

perception, motivation, assertiveness, creativity and experience, as well as collective components 

such  as  a  person’s  cultural  (historical,  linguistic,  social  and  gender-specific) background (see graph 

below). As such, knowledge will always be limited. 
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     All integrating knowledge-concept (Figure 1) 

 

2.2.b)  The individual components shaping knowledge 

Given that knowledge is based on the unique action-oriented and reflective interpretation of each 

individual,  I  agree  with  Takeuchi  &  Nonaka’s  (1995)  and  von  Krogh’s  (2000)  view  of  knowledge:  

knowledge is embedded in a person. Knowledge  creation  is  based  on  the  individual’s  self-reflection 

on   her/his   own   experience   by   making   ‘associations,   finding   connections   with   what   is   already  

known,   so   it   is   linked   to   our   own   unique   life   experience’   (Rafferty   2013:31)   Through   such  

reflective practices, an individual becomes more aware of her/his self, individual skills, personality 

traits  and  her/his  embedded  personal  knowledge.  ‘To  hold  knowledge  is  an  act  deeply  committed  to  

the conviction that there is something there to be discovered. It is personal, in the sense of involving 

the  personality  of  him  who  holds  it,  and  also  in  the  sense  of  being’  in  the  world  (Polanyi  1966:  25).  

As  Polanyi  states  in  ‘The  study  of  man’,  we  ‘must  learn  to  accept  as  our  ideal  a  knowledge  that  is  

manifestly personal (1959:  27);;  and  ‘life  exits  predominantly   in   the  form  of   individuals’   (Polanyi  

1966: 52). I would argue that knowledge is based on our own unique way of giving meaning to 

what we are engaging in, since even past experiences which we are not able to recall anymore 

‘affect  the  way  we  see  things’  (Polanyi  &  Posch  1976:  34).   
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Among  the  individual  components  which  shape  knowledge,  I  would  prioritize  the  person’s  self  as  

the   main   factor   which   determines   how   knowledge   is   viewed.   An   individual’s   personality,   self-

awareness and self-identity   are   based   on   ‘a   reflexively   organized  Endeavour’   (Giddens   1991:   5).  

Dependent   on   a   person’s   own   definition   of   knowledge   – whether it be from the perspective of 

connecting with absolute knowledge (Watzlawick 2002; Capra 1984), from a cognitive/positivistic 

standpoint (see above) or from a constructivist point of view (where the knowledge-holder is a 

seeker who aims to find answers to questions that arise and which lead to further questions tied to 

the individual) – the acquisition and creation of knowledge will differ accordingly. Indeed, as 

Giddens  argues,  ‘the  reflexivity  of  modernity  actually  undermines  the  certainty  of  knowledge,  even  

in  the  core  domains  of  natural  sciences’  (1991:  21).    Giddens  calls  this  ‘intrinsic  reflexivity’  (1991: 

19) which is based on a person deciding consciously to trust the process. Such trust helps an 

individual  to  acquire  ‘an  ontological  understanding  of  external  reality  and  personal  identity’  (1991:  

47) which leads her/him to develop into an autonomous and self-confident person, leveraged by an 

attitude   of   ‘basic   trust’  which,   according   to  Giddens,   ‘is   the   condition   of   the   elaboration   of   self-

identity’   (1991:   41-42). On the contrary, a person who is worried about the future – who is 

entrenched in anxiety and self-defeating patterns – will see her/his reality differently. As such the 

individual   creates   her/his   reality   by   ‘organising   reflexively   in   the   present’   (Giddens   1991:   30)  

her/his   future.   Indeed,   the   individual  has   the  power   to   ‘alter   the  material  world and transform the 

conditions   of   their   own   actions’   (1991:   138)   by   actively   taking   part   in   the   knowledge-creation 

process. 

 

Knowledge-creation is also skill-related (Giddens 1991). Within this viewpoint it is important to 

acknowledge the concept of the multiple intelligences of Robert Sternberg (1997) and those of 

Howard Gardner (in Betts & Kercher 1999), which no longer categorise human beings according to 

their general IQ, but rather based on their personal skills. Since personal knowledge (tacit 

knowledge)   varies   according   to   a   person’s   individual   skills   (linguistic;;   musical;;   logical-

mathematical; spacious; physical-kinesthetic; interpersonal; intrapersonal; naturalistic; existential 

intelligences),   I  would   argue   that   such  knowledge   is   ‘closely   related   to   the   concept  of   the   skills’  

(Leonard & Insch 2005: 496) and varies accordingly. Such knowledge creation allows individuals 

to create knowledge that they personally value, that they personally want to pursue and that they 

personally want to deepen further.  

The   individual’s   personality   and   her/his   skills   have   an   impact   on   how   s/he   perceives   the  

environment s/he is living in. Knowledge acquisition and creation is therefore dependent on the 

person’s   individual   perception   through   the   five   senses   (van   de   Lagemaat   2002).   The   person’s  
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empirical  experiences  and  intellectual  studies  will  be  seen  through  the  lens  of  the  person’s  feelings,  

emotions  and  moods,  as  ‘anything  can  exist  independent  of  our  experience’  (van  de  Lagemaat  2002:  

98). Our perception, however, is fallible  and  cannot  be  objective.  In  addition,  a  person’s  reasoning  – 

whether it is based on deduction (from general to the particular) or on induction (from the particular 

to the general) – will never be objective, since it is dependent on the individual’s  own  fixed  habits  

of thinking and his/her own personality traits and skills (Giddens 1991; Huser 2001; Sternberg 

1997). Knowledge acquisition and creation is an ever-changing process and, as Heraclitus argues, 

one  ‘can  never  step  in   the  same  river  twice’ (in van de Lagemaat 2002: 133). A special emphasis 

may   be   given   to   a   person’s   motivation   to   acquire   and   create   knowledge.   An   ‘intrinsically’  

motivated person may reflect on and act upon their reality differently from a person who is 

‘extrinsically’  motivated. Intrinsically motivated individuals seem to experience the condition of 

flow  because  in  such  moments  ‘we  learn  to  become  who  we  are  because  we  act  freely,  for  the  sake  

of the action itself rather than for ulterior motives. When we choose a goal and invest ourselves in it 

to the limits of concentration, whatever we do will be enjoyable. And once we have tasted this joy, 

we  will   redouble   our   efforts   to   taste   it   again’   (Csikzentmihalyi   2004:   65).   Indeed,   such   intrinsic  

motivation is driven by the individual’s   emotions.   The   etymological  meaning   of   emotion   comes  

from   the  Latin   term  ‘movere’   - to  move.  Emotions  are   the  driving   force  behind  a  human  being’s  

mind and body. Emotions provide a human being with the energy to engage in something (van de 

Lagemaat 2002).  Emotions  have  an  impact  on  a  person’s  reasoning.  Indeed,  depending  on  where  a  

person situates her/himself (whether more towards the school of romanticism or towards the school 

of rationalism), the knowledge creation process will develop accordingly. As such, I agree with 

Akehurst  et  al’s  teaching:  ‘It  is  not  change  that  forces  us  to  modify  our  behaviour,  it  is  our  actions  

that  modify   the   physical,   technical   and   social   support  which   lead   to   change’   (2011:   59).   Thus   it  

would   appear   that   ‘knowledge   is’,   eventually,   ‘only   created  by   individuals’   (Nonaka  &  Takeuchi  

1995: 59). 

Another  notion  which,   in  my  view,  underpins  this  statement  is   that  of  ‘intuition’,  which,  again,   is  

tied   to   the   individual.   Intuition   can   be   understood   as   those   ‘aha’  moments:   solutions   which just 

appear to the person as a whole; moments of insight when things become clear and evident. Such 

experience is based on unconscious processes, where the human mind appears to be free of any kind 

of critical judgment and evaluation (Swart 2002). It is experienced as a revelation of something 

which  has  not  yet  been  discovered  (Polanyi  1966),  which  connects   the  knower  to   the  ‘unrevealed  

reality’  (Polanyi  1966:  70)  through  a  force  called  intuition,  which  can  probably  only  be  understood  

on  ‘metaphysical grounds’  (Polanyi  1966:  81;;  Capra  1984;;  Watzlawick  2002).  Intuition,  according  

to the afore-mentioned   authors,   ‘leads   to   an   understanding   of   a   complex   underlying   structure’  
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(Swart   2002:   23)   as   ‘one   can   discover   only   something   that   was   already   there,   ready to be 

discovered’  (Polanyi  1959:  35).  Christophe  Barraud,  a  chief  economist,  calls  himself  the  seer  who  

uses his intuition to predict the next phases in banking. This skill has helped him reach the most 

effective results worldwide in banking during moments of crisis 

(http://www.zeit.de/2014/10/christophe-barraud-konjunktur-usa/seite-1) 

 

These individual variables discussed above have a powerful impact on the knowledge acquisition 

and creation process. This leads me to the understanding that, although there is an underlying 

universal structure which we may call absolute knowledge, knowledge is always personal (von 

Krogh  et  al  2000)  and,  as  such,  ‘the  ideal  of  pure  objectivity in knowing and in science has been 

shown  to  be  a  myth’  (Polanyi  &  Prosch  1976:  63)  since  ‘they  are  rooted  throughout...   in  personal  

acts  of  tacit  integration’  (Polanyi  &  Prosch  1976:  63).   

Although   'knowing’   is   dependent   on   the   individual   variables   mentioned above, knowledge also 

depends  on  the  individual’s  participation,  engagement  and  involvement  in  the  collective.  The  next  

section will further analyse the collective components which shape knowledge. 

 

2.2.c)  The collective components shaping knowledge 

Individual knowledge becomes collective knowledge by sharing it with other people. Knowledge 

undergoes change through social interaction (von Krogh et al 2000); through this interaction with 

others, individuals share their respective individual expertise, opinions and ideas through dialogue 

and conversation (Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995). Although, eventually, all knowledge is personal, 

through  the  act  of  participation  it  ‘integrates  groups  of  particulars  into  their  joint  meaning’  (Polanyi  

& Prosch 1976: 52). According to Lave and Wenger (1991), meaning is negotiated through the 

collective construction of knowledge. The exchange of personal knowledge is crucial as it helps 

members  of  a  group  (a  ‘community  of  practice’)  acknowledge  the  value  each  member  brings  to  the 

group   and   the   importance   of   ‘see[ing]   the   world   as   a   complex   system,   in   which   everything   is  

connected  to  everything  else’  (Senge  et  al  1999:  191).  Knowledge  lies,  therefore,  not  only  within,  

but  also  between  individuals  (Swart  2002).  As  such,  ‘knowledge can be held collectively, in shared 

experiences   and   interpretations   of   events’   (Swart   2002:   18).  According   to  Bowman  &  Swart   the  

collective knowledge of an organization is a synergy between individual knowledge and the 

knowledge of the group (2007). Such knowledge   is  passed  on   through   ‘learning  by  doing’   and   it  

puts a special emphasis on the interrelation between group members (Bowman & Swart 2007).  

http://www.zeit.de/2014/10/christophe-barraud-konjunktur-usa/seite-1
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According  to  von  Krogh  et  al  (2000),  ‘the  human  skills   that  drive  knowledge  creation  have  much  

more to do with relationships and community-building than databases, and companies need to 

invest  in  training  that  emphasizes  emotional  knowledge  and  social  interaction‘  (2000:  27).  By  doing  

this,  personal  knowledge  leads  to  collective  shared  knowledge  in  order  ‘to  shift from a commitment 

to   one’s   own   interest   to   that   of   the   group’   (von   Krogh   2000:   58).   As   such,   I   would   argue,  

knowledge is not only embedded in one person, but also in the interaction with other people and the 

relative environment. A culture of open-mindedness where people habitually meet and share their 

respective knowledge towards a collective vision or a collective goal may facilitate the collective 

knowledge-creation   process.   It   is   a   ‘complex   process   that   combines   doing,   talking,   thinking,  

feeling, and becoming. It involves our whole person, including our bodies, minds, emotions, and 

social   relations’   (Wenger   1998:   56).   Knowledge   gets   constructed   through   the   interplay   of  

participation   and   reification.   Reification   takes   place   through   language.   Indeed,   ‘words as 

projections of human meaning are certainly a form of reification... words affect the negotiation of 

meaning  through  a  process  that  seems  like  pure  participation’  (Wenger  1998:  62).  Language  helps  

create clarity of meaning. Although we may know what a specific word or sentence means from an 

etymological or grammatical point of view, the interpretation of each word is subjective (van de 

Lagemaat  2002).  Such  awareness,  however,  leads  the  respective  members  of  a  group  to  ‘distinguish  

between language per se and what language denotes and describes; communication leads to inter-

subjectivity  and  the  ability  to  create  shared  collective  meanings’  (Turner  1988:  98-99).  

 

Shared participation, shared practice, shared understanding, shared processes and shared 

assumptions may be reached through collective reflection, collective interpretation and collective 

action which may, in its highest level, as Nonaka et al (in Glisby & Holden 2011) denote it, be 

expressed through collective improvisation. Such shared practice may lead to a collective identity 

where  ‘an  employee  identifies  with  the  organization,  s/he  will  want  to  impact  the  organization’  ...  

and   ‘influence   on   their   enacted   environment’   (Brohm  2006:   254).   If   this   happens,   human   capital  

evolves through social capital   into   organisational   capital   where   the   person’s   embedded   capital  

transmutes   into   ‘embodied   capital’   of   the   group   (Bowman   &   Swart   2007).   This   may   lead   to   a  

culture of care for the organisation where emotional knowledge finds its place through active 

empathy  (von  Krogh  et  al  2000),  a  sense  of  belonging  to  a  community  and  a  ‘sense  of  trust’  which  

are  critical  components  ‘for  individuals  to  become  a  member  of  a  community’  (Oztok  2012:  31)  of  

practice, and to work collectively on knowledge creation processes. 

 

Although, as mentioned above, there are collective components in shaping knowledge, I would 

argue that the very essence of knowledge acquisition and creation remains personal. Milton 
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Bennet’s  Development  Model   of   Intercultural   Sensitivity   (DMIS)  may   help illustrate this notion 

(Bennett 2004). Bennett distinguishes six distinct modes of experiences across what he calls the 

continuum  between  ‘ethnorelativism’  and  ‘ethnocentrism’,  as  below. 

 
Milton Bennett Intercultural Sensitivity Model (Figure 2)  

It is up to the individual to relate her/himself to their environment according to the six modes: 

denial, defense; minimization (=ethnocentric); acceptance; adaptation; integration (=ethnorelative). 

Such categorisation will be shaped by the individual’s  personal,  tacit  interpretation  of  the  situation  

s/he is dwelling in. This outlook will now lead us to a closer study of the tacit dimension of 

knowledge. 

2.2.d)  The tacit dimension of knowledge 

As stated in the explanations on knowledge (above), I would argue that all knowledge is ultimately 

personal, unique and not easily replicable as it is tied to the person. The literature calls such 

knowledge  ‘tacit’  knowledge.  Tacit  knowledge  may  therefore  be  seen  as  the  ‘clay  that  participants  

work  with’   (von Krogh   2000:   135);;   tacit   knowledge   is   about   a   person’s   own   thinking   based   on  

her/his own previous experience by reflecting on it – even on past experiences which can no longer 

be recalled – and by connecting the particulars to the whole through reflective practices which will 

lead to knowledge acquisition or/and knowledge creation. (Oztok 2012; Polanyi 1966; 1959; 

Polanyi   &   Prosch   1976).   Tacit   knowledge   may   be   seen   as   ‘the   necessary   component   of   all  

https://www.google.it/search?q=milton+bennett+intercultural+sensitivity+model&client=safari&rls=en&tbm=isch&imgil=pjZPdIIr45WJ_M%253A%253Bhttps%253A%252F%252Fencrypted-tbn3.gstatic.com%252Fimages%253Fq%253Dtbn%253AANd9GcRffa4k3h7NAezHF5HnCzyVd16tDk6rLLsrLy7URtZSV4prx9SO%253B1025%253B712%253Bd1lgmzjvV9Z5-M%253Bhttp%25253A%25252F%25252Fwww.gpccolorado.com%25252Fdevelopmental-model-of-intercultural-sensitivity%25252F&source=iu&usg=__pGe3frw5n6RwsX_GrepNW5rhHS8=&sa=X&ei=GoFWU-68ENHn4QTn5oGYAg&ved=0CD8Q9QEwAg#acrc=_&imgrc=pjZPdIIr45WJ_M%253A;d1lgmzjvV9Z5-M;http%253A%252F%252Fwww.gpccolorado.com%252Fwp-content%252Fuploads%252F2011%252F10%252FDMIS.jpg;http%253A%252F%252Fwww.gpccolorado.com%252Fdevelopmental-model-of-intercultural-sensitivity%252F;1025;712
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knowledge’   (Akehurst   et   al   2011:   88),   the   pre-requisite of all knowledge (Stone 2013) or, as 

Polanyi   argues,   ‘tacit   knowing   is   the   dominant   principle   of   all   knowledge’   (1959:   13)   because,  

eventually, knowledge is only meaningful when a person takes it to heart and integrates it into 

meaningful action (Wenger 1998). Tacit power, as Polanyi describes it, consists of comprehending 

what lies in front of us by making sense of it and by reaching an understanding about it. Indeed, 

codified/explicit knowledge does not mean anything as long as a person interprets it; the same 

applies to the understanding of words and language (Polanyi 1959). Pasher & Ronen argue that 

‘tacit   knowledge   is   expressed   in   responding   to   new   situations   and   problems   thus   creating   new  

knowledge’   (2011:  91),   and   this  goes  beyond   ‘knowing  what’,   since   it   integrates   ‘knowing  how’  

and  ‘knowing  why’.  Recalling  specific  data  is  different  from  explaining  how  the  detail  is  connected  

to the whole – vertically and horizontally (Duguid 2005; Reichert 2006). 

An important aspect of tacit knowledge is that it is impossible   to   formalise   since   it   is   ‘rooted   in  

action,   procedures,   commitment,   values   and   emotions’   (Subashini   2010:   36).   This   also   has  

something to do with the idea that people know more than they can tell (Polanyi 1966), and that 

they often do not realize what they actually know (Rafferty 2012). As such, the nature of tacit 

knowing is unpredictable because it is learned without the intention of learning (Leonard & Insch 

2005); it is acquired implicitly and, often, by not being aware of the knowledge acquisition that has 

taken   place.   Tacit   knowledge   is,   therefore,   ‘embedded   in   the   minds   of   specific   individuals’  

(Shamsie & Mannor 2013: 513). I would argue, in alignment with Polanyi (1959; 1966; Polanyi & 

Prosch 1976; Stone 2013), that knowledge is not only embedded in the minds of an individual, but 

also implicitly and subconsciously in their body, which integrates the three aspects of knowledge 

mentioned above: knowing what; knowing how and – in the process of making sense of both 

knowledge acquisition and knowledge creation – knowing why. These three kinds of knowledge 

cannot be seen separately since they integrate details into a whole in order to make sense of what 

lies in front of an individual. Polanyi develops a theory of knowledge which is based on the 

findings of Gestalt-psychology  when  he  argues  that  ‘we  cannot  comprehend  a  whole  without  seeing  

its   parts,   but   we   can   see   the   parts   without   comprehending   the   whole’   (1959:   29).   However,   in  

alignment with the findings of Stone (2013) I would go further by saying that a person might be 

able to understand the parts by comprehending also the whole. This happens when a person believes 

in  a  hidden  reality,  which  I  have  called  the  pursuit  of  ‘absolute  knowledge’;;  the  decision  of  a  person  

to believe in a hidden reality which is already there and which may be discovered through intuition, 

in  moments   of  meditation   and   stillness   (Tolle   2006).  As   such  we  may   interpret   the   tacit   ‘as   the  

unacknowledged  ground  of  what  we  are  saying.  It  is  there  as  ‘the  forestructure  of  the  understanding 

from   which   we   hold   forth’   (Stone   2013:   300).   This   means   that   the   tacit   is   grounded   on   a  
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metaphysical awareness where the individual shifts from a mere rational and cognitive 

understanding   towards  a  being   in   the  world   through  an  ‘existential  participation of the knower in 

the  subsidiary  particulars  known  by  him  as  their  joint  meaning  or  purpose’  (Polanyi  1959:  32). 

 

Therefore, tacit knowledge may be seen as a way of expressing who we are and of positioning 

ourselves in the world we are living in (Oztok 2012). Tolle (2006) argues that such knowledge 

should be considered as sacred knowledge, as it appears to be the essence of who we are. Through 

the tacit knowledge exchange, a person is ready to open up and to justify her/his own thinking to 

others. Such exchange may be affected by a stark emotional component as a person is willing to 

reveal very hidden aspects of her/himself towards others, which may result either in stronger 

participation processes in the collective (small groups, CoPs, departments...), or in potential power 

struggles   (Oztok   2012;;   von   Krogh   et   al   2000).   The   ‘commitment   shifts   from   the   person’s   own  

interest  to  the  collective  interest’  (von  Krogh  et  al  2000:  58)  which  may  lead  to  reflective  individual  

and collective action in a process of indwelling, participation and engagement with the world 

around  us  (Stone  2013).  Stone  calls  this  the  ‘tacit  integration  of  experience’  (2013:  62). 

Considering that the tacit is the dominant part of all knowledge, it would seem, therefore, that the 

core task of a higher education institution lies in finding strategies which make best use of each 

worker’s  tacit  knowledge  in  order  to  create  competitive  niches  in  an  ever-changing society (Palmer 

et   al   2012).   This  would   help   develop   the   ‘human   capital’   (HC)   into   ‘intellectual   capital’   (IC)   or  

‘organizational  knowledge’  (Nahapiet  &  Ghoshal  1998;;  Pei-Lee & Chen-Chen 2011; Swart 2006). 

This   can   be   achieved   through   ‘social   capital’,   the   interaction   between   individuals,   sub-units or 

departments in the organisation (Wenger 1998; Lave & Wenger 1991). Such social capital has been 

called   the   ‘fibre   of   the   process   of   conversion   of   HC   into   IC’   (Swart   2006:   145).   HEIs   should,  

therefore, engage in activities and strategies which facilitate the creation of an environment which 

encourages knowledge-sharing between different individuals, sub-groups and departments on a 

daily  basis,  so  that  it  may  become  imprinted  in  people’s  minds  (Sanchez  2005).  Such  strategies  do  

not lie in managing knowledge by storing it in databases or piling it in archives, but rather by 

facilitating the flow of tacit knowledge in such a way that the knowledge flow becomes part of 

every  individual’s  job  (Davenport  &  Prusak 2000; von Krogh et al 2000; Leistner 2010), in which 

its value towards oneself and the institution may be realised by all parties involved, as it eventually 

leads to a perception of making a difference and giving meaning (Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995; Palmer 

et al 2010). Such strategies may be seen as one of the main sources of sustainable competitive 

advantage, since organisations which have invested in an ongoing engagement of tacit knowledge-

flow activities have proved themselves successful on an ongoing process of change by having been 
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ready  to  embrace  the  challenges  of  today’s  world  by  celebrating knowledge-sharing strategies on an 

ongoing basis (Brewer & Brewer 2010). Indeed, these organizations have understood that 

‘knowledge  sharing  is  crucial  in  order  for  firms  to  develop  skills  and  competences,  increase  value,  

and sustain competitive advantage’   (Matzler   et   al   2011:   296).   This   leads   to   knowledge-sharing 

practices being sustained at an organizational and individual level by social routines and practices, 

called  ‘organizational  citizenship  behavior'  (OCB)’  (Pei-Lee & Chen-Chen 2011: 11).  

Transposed to a higher education level, it would appear that the phenomenon of interactional 

expertise (Collins, in Stone 2013) would be a promising tool for HEIs to benefit from the tacit 

knowledge of both the academic and professional manager who would – through respective tacit 

knowledge sharing practices such as dialogues and conversations – develop into experts in the 

other’s   professional   field   ‘without   ever   receiving   formal   training’   (Stone   2013:   290).   Such   inter- 

and multi-disciplinary collaboration may result in social capital (social participation and 

engagement) where the respective individuals of a group may draw from their respective experience 

(the  ‘bonding’  type  of  social  capital)  and  by  opening  up  the  conversations  beyond  their  own  group  

towards  ‘people  from  other  communities,  cultures  or  socioeconomic  backgrounds’  (the  ‘bridging’  

type of social capital) (Oztok 2012: 30). Glisby & Holden call such cross-cultural interactions 

‘coupling’,   which   ‘is   the   process   of   reflexivity-based action for facilitating knowledge flows 

connecting  individuals,  organizations,  and  networks’  (2011:  64).  Indeed,  it  appears  that  competitive  

advantage arises from such coupling; from the collective sharing and co-creation of tacit knowledge 

across the individual, network (CoP) and organisational levels (Glisby & Holden 2011). 

 

Before describing the space (ba) in which tacit knowledge sharing may lead to the creation of new 

competitive   niches   within   higher   education,   I   will   draw   upon   Nonaka   and   Takeuchi’s   (1995)  

theoretical framework of SECI model (Socialisation; Externalisation; Combination; Internalisation) 

to reflect on how it may be transposed to higher education institutions. 

2.3.  Nonaka  and  Takeuchi’s  theoretical  framework  on  knowledge-creating companies 

According to Nonaka & Takeuchi (1995), knowledge must be viewed as the most important and 

single greatest asset a company owns. Knowledge is power; knowledge is, according to Drucker, 

‘the  only  meaningful  resource  today’  (in  Nonaka  &  Takeuchi,  1995:7);;  knowledge  is,  in  their  view,  

the  core  element  for  a  company  to  be  competitive  and  to  make  a  difference  in  its  own  employees’  

and  clients’  lives.   For this to happen, it is important to understand that knowledge is not sufficient 

if it is withheld, hidden  in  one  person’s  head;;   it  has  to  flow,  to  be  transferred,   to  be  shared.  Only  

then can it be enriched and applied on a larger scale. As Bruce Lee, the American actor, martial 
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artist   and   philosopher   said,   ‘Knowing   is   not   enough,   we   must   apply'  

(http://quoteworld.org/quotes/8155 ). ‘Applying’  means,  according  to  Nonaka  and  Takeuchi  (1995),  

the creation and building of new knowledge by sharing it with others, as well as the enriching of 

one’s   own   knowledge   through interaction with the knowledge of co-workers, and through 

communicating with all parties interested in the process (organization, co-workers, clients and 

competitors).   In   order   to   be   competitive   and   successful   in   today’s   ever-changing world, a 

company/institution must get engaged in such ongoing knowledge-sharing practices. 

After studying Nonaka & Takeuchi's theoretical framework in depth, it seems that one of the 

reasons for the success of many of the Japanese knowledge-creating companies is to do with their 

cultural and philosophical background. Japanese people view the organization as a living organism, 

built upon individuals who feel part of the organization. In Japanese culture, people see themselves 

as  being  part  of  a  ‘oneness’  of  body  and  mind;;  each person in the company feels responsible for the 

creation of new knowledge alongside their co-workers in  order   to   ‘re-create the company and 

everyone in it on an ongoing process of personal and organizational self-renewal’   (1995:10).  

According to the authors,   knowledge   renewal   takes   place   through   an   ongoing   ‘inside-outside’  

interaction, with the willingness of all parties to share their experiences, skills, knowledge and ideas 

with others. This allows these qualities to be internalized universally, giving the company an 

increased competitive advantage. 

In parallel with this view, there is also an understanding that each discipline is important and, as 

such, has its own value. Knowledge-sharing, therefore, takes place on an inter-disciplinary level, 

where every  kind  of   ‘tacit  knowledge’  has   its  place.  As  Nonaka  &  Takeuchi   (1995)  suggest,   this  

seems   to   be   the   opposite   of   the   Western   approach   where   the   ‘object’   gets   separated   from   the  

‘subject’   (positivistic   view).   Instead,   the   Japanese   view   is   based   on   this sense   of   ‘oneness’;;   the  

understanding that every discipline gives a new viewpoint about the topic of interest. Knowledge, as 

such, is seen from an interconnected perspective (metaphysical view). In this way disciplines work 

together in order to create knowledge that puts the client first. Indeed, according to Steve Jobs, 

knowledge  has  to  encourage  the  idea  of  ‘belief  in  the  customers’  dreams’  as  well  as  the  ability  of  

employees  ‘to  change  the  world’  (Gallo   2010:109).  

 

The second element for success, in Nonaka   &   Takeuchi’s   view,   seems   therefore   to   lie   in   the  

interconnectedness of various disciplines. As stated above, instead of separating and specializing 

further in distinctive fields, Nonaka and Takeuchi underline the importance of sharing knowledge 

between   the   different   fields,   as   creativity   lies   in   connections.   ‘Connections’      here   may   refer   to  

seeking out new and diverse experiences, questioning the status quo, experimenting with new 

http://quoteworld.org/quotes/8155
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surroundings,   expanding   the   ‘domain   knowledge’   by   surrounding   oneself   with people from a 

variety of fields, and observing new contexts (Gallo 2010). Successful knowledge-creating 

companies encourage their workers to develop these attitudes and skills; they want them to take 

risks, to talk to and observe one another, to keep an attitude of curiosity, wonder, amazement 

(Palmer et al 2010), and they give them the opportunity to make mistakes. Indeed, Nonaka & 

Takeuchi  observed  that  each  ‘excellent  company  has  created  its  own  unique  corporate  culture  which  

determines how a company thinks   and   behaves’   (1995:45);;   a   trans-disciplinary corporate culture 

based on ongoing conversations and exchange (ba). 

 

The  success  of  excellent  companies  lies  also  in  how  they  organize  the  flow  of  ‘tacit’  and  ‘explicit’  

knowledge. Nonaka & Takeuchi (1995)   draw   on  Michael   Polanyi’s   distinction   between   the   two:  

‘tacit’   knowledge   is   a   person’s   own   personal   knowledge,   his/her   experience   and   skills,   and   is  

therefore   not   easy   to   communicate;;   ‘explicit’   knowledge,   on   the   other   hand,   is   the   formal   and  

codified knowledge  open  to  all  via  documents  in  a  systematic  language.  While  ‘tacit’  knowledge  is  

tied  to  the  ‘here  and  now’  as  it  is  continuously  changing,  ‘explicit’  knowledge  refers  to  the  past  and  

can be put in a codified common language (Davenport & Prusak 2000). According to Nonaka & 

Takeuchi, however, all knowledge  derives  from  ‘tacit’  knowledge  originally,  and,  as  it  is  used,  even  

‘explicit’  knowledge  must  become  ‘tacit’  eventually,  as   it  will  be  interpreted  by  the  next  person’s  

beliefs, experiences and values. The authors argue that successful companies see the value of their 

workers’   tacit   knowledge,   and   they   understand   that   all   knowledge   is   rooted   in   each   individual.  

Therefore they make their co-workers experience their self-worth and value by giving them the 

opportunity to be creative, to think differently and to make mistakes if needed. The word 

‘redundancy’   (Nonaka  &  Takeuchi  1995:80)   is   an   asset   for   successful   companies.   It   allows   their  

employees to 'chat about their current work with whomever they find and these random 

conversations will create value for the firm' (Davenport & Prusak 2000:121). According to Nonaka 

& Takeuchi (1995), the knowledge-sharing takes place in four modes: socialization, externalization, 

combination and internalization. The socialization takes place through face-to-face communication 

and   shared   experience.   It   is   a   ‘tacit   to   tacit’   knowledge-sharing. In the externalization mode, 

concepts are developed in order to put the combined shared experience into a common language. 

The use of analogies, story-telling or metaphors help to find this common ground. Analogies, for 

example,   help   to   ‘see   something   novel   in   a   familiar   light’   (Gallo   2010:89),   so   that   new   creative  

connections  can  be  made.  This  is  a  type  of  ‘tacit  to  explicit’  knowledge-sharing. In the combination 

mode, the newly created explicit knowledge will lead to the creation of prototypes of new 

knowledge; for example, training courses or formal education programmes can be seen as a 

combined knowledge-sharing  process.  Here  ‘explicit’  knowledge  leads  to  ‘explicit’  knowledge.  The  
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internalization  is  the  process  which  could  be  called  ‘learning  by  doing’,  where  explicit  knowledge  

becomes tacit again and becomes part of the mental model; the mindset of the individual. As such, 

so argue Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995), it will eventually be shared by more and more members of 

the  organization:  an  important  aspect  of  reinforcing  the  company’s  organizational  culture.    

Another factor for successful knowledge-creating companies is the authors' view on how a situation 

of crisis should be perceived. They see it as an asset, as an opportunity for growth and for stepping 

out of the status quo. In fact, the authors found evidence that successful companies want their 

employees to experience moments of crisis because they want to take advantage of how the human 

brain is working. According to Gregory Berns' (2008) theory, the brain needs to be bombarded with 

as many new experiences, new ideas, and as much new knowledge as possible, if a creative output 

is expected to happen (Gallo, 2010). Diverse authors agree by saying that, in successful companies, 

crisis is seen as an important requirement for renewal (Davenport & Prusak 2000; Nonaka & 

Takeuchi 1996; Palmer et al 2010; Shattock 2003). 

In short, according to Nonaka & Takeuchi (1995), tacit knowledge needs to be viewed as the main 

asset of a company. In order to make tacit knowledge flow accordingly, the following elements 

seem to be involved: organizational identity and culture, an organization's understanding of its own 

place in space and time, and of the importance of tacit knowledge-sharing and knowledge creation, 

its interconnectedness between the different disciplines (Swart 2011) and a focus on a trans-

disciplinary dialogue for creativity to take place, as well as a new positive and neurological 

understanding of where challenges can lead us to. All these elements seem to play a crucial role for 

a company/institution to be successful in a reality which is characterized by uncertainty. 

 

2.4.  Can Nonaka & Takeuchi’s  model  be  transferred  to  HEIs? 

Considering that HEIs fall into knowledge-oriented organizations and that their essence lies in 

communicating,   transferring   and   creating   new   knowledge   by   ‘destroying   the   existing   knowledge  

system and then innovating new  ways     of   thinking  and  doing   things’   (Nonaka  &  Takeuchi  1995:  

50),   Nonaka      Takeuchi’s   model   should   be   transferrable   to   such   institutions.   From   a   humanistic  

point of view, the main emphasis might have to be given to the value of each human being 

embedded   in   a   bigger   organization.   The   person’s   attitude   and   personality   traits   (Kezar   &   Eckel  

 2002;  Dhanaraj et al. 2004; Matzler et al  2011; Sternberg 1997; Goleman 2007; Huser 2001) and 

the focus on the person as an all- embracing entity who is continuously looking to grow for the 

benefit   of   both   her/himself   and   the   organization,  Nonaka  &  Takeuchi’s  model   could   provide   an  

interesting approach for higher education institutions. In such a context, each individual seems to 
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recognize her/his value (Alvesson, 2000) and the difference s/he can make for her/himself and the 

institution (Palmer et al 2010). 

Baumard (2001), Kezar & Eckel (2002) and Leana & Van Buren (1999) argue that the co-worker 

perceives her/himself as being part of a shared identity which is driven by an explorative and 

inquiry-based mindset aiming to construct and transfer meaning by applying it accordingly (PYP, 

2007). Such an individual perceives him/herself as part of the solution and not as part of the 

problem, and this will eventually lead to the construction of a strong self-image (Giddens 1991; 

Alvesson 2000; Pei-Lee & Chen-Chen 2011). 

 

The key, however, does not only seem to lie in the creation of an organizational identity shared by 

all members (Leana & Van Buren 1999) who are embracing an inter-disciplinary approach, but also 

in an organizational structure which facilitates the flow, the mobilization and the use of tacit 

knowledge for competitive advantage purposes (Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995; Davenport & Prusak 

2000) from lower to higher ontological levels by creating more autonomy (Meguc et al 2011), more 

space for individual and group responsibility (Yeuk-Mui et al 2002), more ways of interaction 

(social capital) between and across various levels and by adhering to a common vision enacting as 

the engine of the organizational and social capital (Kezar & Eckel 2002). 

 

It   seems,   therefore,   that   Nonaka   &   Takeuchi’s   model   can   be   transferred   to   HEIs   if   the  

organizational structure is based on a combination of collegium and enterprise (McNay 1995), with 

standardized elements of a bureaucracy approach where necessary and inspired by a strong shared 

organizational and collective identity. 

 

Its success, however, seems to be closely tied to the size of the institution, to its institutional culture 

and the way that both academic and professional managers perceive themselves be part of the 

institution (Alvesson 2000; Clarke et al 2012; Henkel 2000; Vaelimaa 1998; Whitchurch 2004/6/8). 

In the next section I will try to answer the question of what HEIs can learn from Nonaka & 

Takeuchi’s  work  (1995)  on  KM. 

 

2.5.  What  can  HEIs  learn  from  Nonaka  &  Takeuchi’s  theoretical  framework  in  order  to  

enhance tacit knowledge sharing practices? 

One  of  the  most  important  teachings  of  Nonaka  &  Takeuchi’s  work  might  seem  to  be the fact that, 

for knowledge-based institutions to be successful, knowledge has to be seen as the main asset of the 

organization and therefore it has to flow across all ontological levels, from low to high and vice 
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versa, and in lateral terms as well (Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995; Davenport & Prusak 2000). 

Unfortunately, this does not always happen at higher education level, as academic and 

administrative co-workers have a different view of their identity. After studying the literature 

regarding the respective identities of professional managers and their academic colleagues, it would 

seem that the identities of academics are seen to be tied primarily to their academic discipline 

(Henkel 2005, Bacon 2009) while the identity of professional managers is more tied to the 

institution as a whole (Shattock 2003, Bacon 2009). According to Whitchurch (2008) and Henkel 

(2005), in HEIs the identity of both academics and their professional colleagues is continuously 

changing. The requirements of professionals managing HEIs lie in leading the institution into a 

successful future by responding to the challenges HEIs are facing. In fact, the literature recognizes 

that the complexity of HEIs has put significant pressure on all professionals working at that level. It 

seems that, due to the major changes mentioned above, identity at HEI level cannot be seen as a 

steady  element  (Henkel  2000),  rather  as  a  ‘multiple  and  contextual’  one  (Alvesson,  2000:1105)  with  

a strong perception of self-image; staff, working at this level, are usually   people  who   ‘like  what  

they  do’  (Alvesson    2000:1104).    According  to  Valimaa,  identity  can  only  be  established  through  a  

continuous  dialogue  with  ‘significant  others’  (1998:  131).  In  times  of  change,  the  priority  seems  to  

be keeping identity as flexible and open as possible, breaking through boundaries and understanding 

that   the   identity   of   all   requires   continuous   overlapping   and   reciprocal   understanding   (‘collective  

understanding’  in  tacit  terms).  Whitchurch  (2004)  argues  that  the  interface  between  academics and 

professionals creates potential for collaboration, since, in postmodern times, individuals tend to 

move   ‘across   functional   and   organizational   boundaries’   (Whitchurch   2008:   5)   and   continuously  

have   to   reinterpret   their   roles   in   order   ‘to   create   new professional spaces, knowledges and 

relationships’  (Whitchurch  2008:  5). 

 

What  we   learn   from  Nonaka  &  Takeuchi’s  work   is   that   the   future  might   be   seen   in  what   Cèlia  

Whitchurch   calls   the   ‘third   space’   (Whitchurch   2008:28),   where   professional   and   academic  

activities co-exist and diverse professionals share their knowledge and expertise in order to enhance 

a trans-disciplinary approach, a collective and shared institutional identity (Henkel 2005; Baumard 

2001; Van Buren 1999; Swart 2008; Glisby & Holden 2011; Stone 2013). This allows the creation 

of new knowledge which allows the institution to look into a future where competition can be seen 

as   enrichment   instead   of   a   threat.   Staff   with   a   ‘third   space’   view   are   perceived   to   be   rounded  

professionals as, by having a 'three hundred and sixty degree insight of the institutional challenges 

through the lenses of interactional expertise, as Collins calls it (in Stone 2013), they tend to identify 

themselves with the shared values of the institution, where knowledge-sharing between different 

departments, an understanding of the needs of the territory and the nation, and an identification with 
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the symbolic and spoken language used in the institution all lead to a collective identity that 

enhances the knowledge-sharing attitudes between all faculty members (Henkel 2005). If this 

collective identity is strong (Gioia & Thomas 1996), meaningful and has something to do with the 

staff’s  life  purpose  (Palmer  et  al  2010),  then,  according  to  Kezal  &  Eckel,  all  knowledge  workers  of 

the   institution   seem   to   be   in   the   position   of   identifying   themselves  with   the   institution’s   identity  

'because people feel part of the process'   (2002:307). Although ultimately all tacit knowledge is tied 

to the individual, a strong corporate identity seems to influence the willingness to communicate 

between all professionals, their behavior and their corporate culture (Valimaa 1998). A corporate 

identity   with   a   clear   emphasis   on   the   ‘sense-making’   direction   (Gioia   &   Thomas   1996)   of   the  

institution is recognized   to   have   a   positive   impact   on   all   staff.   Swart’s  model   of   four   identities,  

organizational, field, professional and client – students for learning, teaching, industry and the 

territory for research (Swart, 2012) – can start to form a collective organizational identity which can 

be shared by all. This will lead to an enhanced knowledge-sharing capability at all levels. 

A  second  key  teaching  of  Nonaka  &  Takeuchi’s  work  is  for  HEIs  to  maintain  what  is  at  the  core  of  

these  institutions:  to  be  driven  by  ‘shoshin’,  a  word  from  Zen  Buddhism,  which  means  ‘to  keep  a  

beginner’s  mind’;;   a  mind   like   a   child,   driven  by   curiosity,   amazement   and  wonder   (Palmer   et   al  

2010). For HEIs this represents a strong desire to become an expert willing to view her/his field 

from a trans-disciplinary   point   of   view   by   developing   ‘something   like   Interactional   Expertise   in  

collaborative  situations’  (Stone  2013:  294);;  by  dwelling  in  the  world  as  a  whole  and  by  recognizing  

that there is more to it than what we see, observe and perceive; that there lies more behind the 

appearance  of  our  own  field  and  our  own  understanding,  by  acknowledging  that  ‘things  refer  to  one  

another and derive their meaning from those references and the contexts of use and relation in 

which  we  find  them’  (Stone  2013: 295-296). Such professionals seem to be interested in other fields 

in   order   to   generate   ‘break-through   knowledge’   by   listening   to   others,   and   by   integrating   these  

perspectives into his/her own understanding (Davenport & Prusak 2000; Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995; 

Palmer  et  al  2010;;  Swart  2011).   Instead  of   ‘separation’,  knowledge-sharing seems to be based on 

‘bringing  together’,  on  connecting  elements  in  order  to  disseminate  new  knowledge  (Swart  2011). 

 

A third teaching is that a concise, clear and consistent vision (Kezar & Eckel 2002) helps to 

establish a distinct organizational culture of cross-boundary and trans-disciplinary knowledge-

sharing   and   behaviors,   which   have   a   positive   impact   on   the   employees’   commitment   (Kinnie  &  

Swart 2012; Leistner 2011; von Krogh et al 2000; Pasher & Ronen 2011) to work hard (Alvesson 

2000) and to love what they do, being driven by a combination of Clarke et al's (2012) romantic, 

agape and pragmatic love for the activities of knowledge-workers at a higher education level. 
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Through the opportunity to work in a knowledge-driven environment with a strong focus on 

creating new, exciting approaches, co-workers seem to extract meaning from what they do; this 

means  that  they  feel  intrinsically  motivated  by  experiencing  ‘moments  of  flow’  (Csikszentimihalyi 

2004:19), autonomy (Alvesson 2000; Reinholt & Pederson 2011; Yeuk-Mui et al 2002) and self-

fulfillment (Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995; Leistner 2011; Pasher & Ronen 2011). 

A fourth message is that transformational leadership leads to institutional change, which in turn 

helps academics to embrace change (Shattock 2003) in order to find new ways of communicating 

with one another. Indeed, leadership is a key area for successful knowledge-creating organizations 

(Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995). In order to be transformational, the leader as a distinct figure seems to 

be particularly important in moments of crisis, as such leaders are seen as 'people who can mobilize 

followers in some magical way' (Grint 2010:93). Successful leaders seem to inspire others through 

their   vision.   According   to   the   Italian  management   professor   Roberto   Verganti,   ‘the   next   decade  

belongs not to those who generate ideas but to visionaries who will build arenas to unleash the 

power  of  ideas  and  transform  those  ideas  into  action’  (Gallo  2010:76).  Nonaka  &  Takeuchi’s  (1995)  

conclusion on this might be that institutional leader makes a difference in the knowledge-creating 

organization. If he/she is a charismatic and transformational leader (Grint 2010), a shared 

organizational identity may be communicated through their person. 

 

A fifth and final message is that such organizations seem to work best if their size is limited. 

Organizations of up to three hundred employees seem to work the most successfully because 

‘people   know   one   another   well   enough to have a reliable grasp of collective organizational 

knowledge’  (Davenport  &  Prusak  2000:17). 

In   summary,  HEIs   could   learn   from  Nonaka  &  Takeuchi’s  work   by   viewing   knowledge   as   their  

most important asset, and by valuing their knowledge-workers for their   individual   ‘tacit’  

knowledge, since its value increases when shared across boundaries and across all ontological 

levels. This attitude would give rise to a knowledge-sharing approach of inclusion, of trans-

disciplinary thinking and of transformational leadership, where the focus is less on managerial 

issues  and  more  on  a  renewal  of  the  ancient  Greeks’  agora approach, of listening and talking to one 

another in order to work towards a common, shared vision (Kezar & Eckel 2002). Knowledge-

sharing aims could  become  the  collective  objective,  and  dialogue  the  basis  for  the  institution’s  – and 

its   workers’   –higher purpose (Palmer et al 2010). Like other industries, therefore, HEIs should 

invest in strategies which enable their knowledge-workers to share, create, and disseminate 

knowledge. By reading the literature critically, however, it seems evident that the success of 

knowledge-creating institutions seems to depend on their size (Davenport & Prusak 2000; Swart 
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2008) which should not exceed three hundred workers. This is a reality for very few HEIs as most 

would be larger in size and this, therefore, makes them less conducive for such knowledge-sharing 

processes. 

On another note, HEIs seem to be tied to institutional traditions (Valimaa 1998) where academics 

seem to identify more with their discipline rather than with their faculty, hence their institution 

(Henkel 2000). Professional managers, however, identify more with their profession than with 

academia (Bacon 2009). On the other hand, the additional pressure for academics to respond to 

increasing 'demands of accountability and performance, rather than professional pride' (Clarke et al 

2012:13) has a changing impact on their individual academic and institutional identity. Their lack of 

autonomy (Menguc et al 2011)  seems  to  result  in  frustration  and  loss  of  their  ‘unconditional'  love  

for their academic work (Clarke et al 2012). 

According to the literature I have discussed above, it seems that HEIs should see it as their major 

task to engage in strategies which foster tacit knowledge activities across all ontological levels. 

Although, as it appears, such activities are more easily applicable in smaller environments, it may 

help all higher education institutions to invest further thinking into how best to create a knowledge-

sharing  environment  which  puts   its  emphasis  on   the  creation  of  what   is  called  ‘ba’   in   the  eastern  

philosophy (Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995).  

 

I  will  now  discuss  how  such  ‘ba’  could  be  realized. 

 

2.6.  The  concept  of  ‘ba’  which  facilitates  tacit  knowledge sharing strategies with the aim of 

creating new competitive niches at higher education institutions 

There is agreement among many scholars that the creation of an institutional culture - a knowledge-

enabling environment (ba) - ‘is  the  prime  driver  of  organizational  performance’  (O’Toole  2014:78).  

In such an environment coworkers learn to open up by engaging enthusiastically as they feel valued 

and connected with others (Newport 2012) and, therefore, committed to add value to the institution 

by having an   impact   on   the   institution’s   culture   ‘at   its   root   level:   the   behavior   of   its   employees’  

(O’Toole   2014:79).   They   understand   that   the   unique   perspective   of   each   co-worker’s   tacit  

knowledge may, through routines and practices such as formal and informal conversations, 

individual and collective active reflection, the use of mental mapping, brainstorming sessions, 

debates, story-telling and the use of metaphors (Ambrosini & Bowman 2008) may alter the outcome 

of a collective construction (Naidoo & Jamieson 2007). A knowledge-enabling culture puts an 

emphasis on facilitating employees working together as there is a clear understanding that 
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individuals  ‘and  what  they  do  matters’  (Helfat  et  al  2007:1  in  Ambrosini  et  al  2009:3).  This  seems  

to happen by understanding cultural, disciplinary and personality-based differences in order to 

engage both academic and professional managers to see themselves as artists who are able to 

construct   something   through   a   collaborative   enterprise.   Such   a   ‘ba’   helps   co-workers   ‘adapt   to  

different   team  members’  cultural  norms  and  when   to  set  a  strong   team  culture   to  supersede   those  

norms   and   bring   everyone   on   the   same   page’   (Rizk   2014:11).   Such   a   culture   is   based   on  

organizational  routines  and  practices  as  mentioned  above  ‘which  may  become embedded in the firm 

over  time’  (Ambrosini  et  al  2009:6). 

Based on the literature study and the exploratory investigation within a small newly created 

university, I intended to underline the importance for such an institution to nurture the tacit 

knowledge flow between all institutional members across all hierarchical levels; most importantly, 

however, between academic and professional managers and across all disciplines (Wenger 1998; 

Lave & Wenger 1991; Glisby & Holden 2011; Stone 2013), because knowledge is mainly created in 

the minds, hearts, and bodies of all individuals in the first place (Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995). In 

addition,   through  engagement,  participation  and   involvement   in   the  world  around  us;;   ‘knowledge  

creation  is’  also  ‘social  construction’  (Oztok 2012; Lave & Wenger 1991).  

I agree with Leistner (2010) who argues that knowledge cannot be managed as tacit knowledge 

exchange can only be facilitated by creating a knowledge-sharing enabling environment which puts 

a special emphasis on the social dimension of the organization (von Krogh et al 2000). Nonaka and 

Konno  (1998)  define  such  a  place  as   ‘ba’   - ‘a  place  where  knowledge  can  be  created,  shared  and  

utilized’  (in  Otzok  2012:  2011).  Von  Krogh  et  al  base  their  definition  of  ‘ba’  on  the  concept  of  the 

French   sociologist   Pierre   Bourdieu   who   defines   such   a   space   as   ‘the   habitus’   (2000:   152).   Ba  

seems, therefore, to be a place where people are encouraged to share their respective tacit 

knowledge.  This  may  also  happen  at  random,  as  in  a  ‘garbage  can  model’  where  there  is  space  for  

chaos and creativity; people are encouraged to meet informally in order to create something new out 

of the old or/and to put order into the chaos (von Krogh et al 2000; Wenger 1998; Lave & Wenger 

1991). It is about creating the right  context   for   tacit  knowledge   to   flow  across   the   levels  as   ‘tacit  

knowledge  is  the  most  important  source  of  innovation’  (von  Krogh  et  al  2000:  176).   

 

2.6.1.  Where  does  the  concept  of  ‘ba’  come  from? 

The  concept  of  ‘ba’  comes  from  the  ancient  Egyptian philosophy which used two terms: one was 

related   to   the   soul,   afterlife   and   the   immortal   state   of   existence   (the   ‘ba’)  while   the   second  was  

related   to   the   here   and   now,   the   physical   world,   body   and   spirit   (the   ‘ka’).   The   Egyptians  
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understood the two dimensions as connected elements; one could not live without the other. They 

did not see life as a fragmented entity, but as a connected whole. As such they lived each day with a 

complete   devotion   to   both   the   ‘ba’   (the   soul)   and   the   ‘ka’   (the   spirit);;   the   unrevealed and the 

revealed; the unknown and the known (http://www.alchemylab.com/ka.htm ).  They perceived 

everything as interconnected and based on metaphysical grounds (Polanyi 1966). There was an 

understanding of the world which was based on grounds one believed in; it was based on faith and 

trust. By trusting the given forestructure – the absolute knowledge – or   the   ‘Erkenntnis   a   priori’  

(Kant  1966),  one  could  believe  that  also  her/his  ‘ba’  (soul)  would  continue to live in the afterlife as, 

according to this Egyptian philosophy (a concept also known in the Eastern philosophy of 

Buddhism, Zen Buddhism, and Hinduism), there is no beginning and no end. 

If  we  wanted  to  transpose  the  concept  of  ‘ba’  to  the  current study,  we  may  say  that  ‘ba’  is  a  place  

where there is an understanding for both the known and the unknown; where the unknown may be 

seen as something which can be discovered by giving  a special emphasis to the tacit dimension of 

knowledge at an individual and at a collective level; by understanding that the hidden can be 

revealed if there is a culture of openness, curiosity, discovery, trust, engagement, participation, 

commitment and willingness and the inclination to see beyond potential boundaries (Stone 2013; 

Polanyi & Prosch 1976; Reichert 2006; Leistner 2010).  

I  will  now  investigate  the  elements  within  which  ‘ba’  may  be  grounded. 

 
2.6.2.  In  which  elements  is  ‘ba’  grounded? 

The first element seems to lie in a caring environment: an environment in which both the individual 

and the collective may realize that their participation in the knowledge-sharing and creation process 

are highly valued, where there is care for the respective expertise of both academics and 

administrators. If there is care, both groups  could  see  one  another  as  ‘excellent  sources  of  important  

and  stimulating  problems,  and  can  see  that  their  unique  insights  ...  can  stimulate  new  ...  discoveries’  

(Rynes   et   al   2001:   342).   At   Caltech,   for   example,   all   staff   are   given   ‘enough   gold’  

(http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/features/caltech-secrets-of-the-worlds-number-one-

university/5/2011008.articleCaltech:  secrets  of  the  world’s  number  one  university) because the 

institution cares about their knowledge worker in such a way that they are able to pursue new 

knowledge with the aim of developing new competitive niches at the institution. 

The second element lies   in   the  celebration  ‘of   the  social  nature  of   the  organization’  (Swart  2002:  

11). The social dimension involves an understanding of how to interact with one another; how both 

professional and academic managers take interest in and relate to one another. Through such 

http://www.alchemylab.com/ka.htm
http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/features/caltech-secrets-of-the-worlds-number-one-university/5/2011008.articleCaltech
http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/features/caltech-secrets-of-the-worlds-number-one-university/5/2011008.articleCaltech
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interaction  with  one  another  ‘we  learn  more  about  ourselves,  our  job,  our  company,  and  the  people  

we   work   with’   (Leonard   &   Insch   2005:   502).   The   more   we   are   connected   ‘with   somebody  

emotionally,  the  greater  the  mutual  force’  (Goleman  2006:  5). If there is openness to listen to one 

another across ontological and multifunctional levels, the individual may be able to read what is 

said between the lines or to attune herself/himself with one another; this might lead into a process 

which Stone calls ‘turning   the  soul   around’   (Stone  2013:  507)  as   they   learn   to  view   the  problem  

from   the   other   person’s   point   of   view.   By   such   indwelling   in   a   cross-boundary   ‘third   space’  

(Whitchurch 2008), collaboration may result in what Stone (2013) calls interactional expertise 

where  ‘sharing  tacit  knowledge  could  increase  the  quality  of  communication  among  members  of  a  

community   through   accumulation   of   similar   personal   values,   perspectives,   and   artefacts’   (Oztok  

2012: 25). This leads to the creation of collective organizational knowledge that may result in 

collective action (Oztok 2012). At Caltech, for example, the interaction takes place across 

traditional  disciplinary  boundaries  and   is  kept  easy  and  natural.  They  call   it   a   ‘cross-fertilization’  

which   has   become   ‘the   fabric   of   the   place’  

(http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/features/caltech-secrets-of-the-worlds-number-one-

university/5/2011008.articleCaltech:  secrets  of  the  world’s  number  one  university). The culture 

is perceived to be unique, and tacit knowledge sharing takes place over a cup of coffee. The 

interaction between academics and professional managers is short, fast and based on reciprocal 

respect and trust.  

 

The third element might lie in a culture of trust and openness where both academics and 

professional managers are willing to celebrate the unknown; where all participants in the 

knowledge-sharing process are willing   to   trust   one   another   and   where   they   are   encouraged   ‘to  

stretch  their  talents  from  the  known  to  an  exploration  of  the  unknown’  (von  Krogh  et  al  2000:  95)  in  

order to create something new. Such a culture does not hide away from a risk-taking attitude – 

failure may be seen as something positive; as something which may help the unexpected to happen 

(Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995). Such a knowledge culture is not tied to deadlines; but rather allows 

their employees to experiment, discover and trust the process; to take time for reciprocal 

conversations and dialogue which may result in a common understanding of collective goals 

(Pasher & Ronen 2011).  

 

This  leads  to  the  forth  element  of  knowledge  enabling  ‘ba’:  a  ‘culture  that  nurtures  innovation  and  

entrepreneurship’  (Slater & Narver 1995: 1). Through this, a special emphasis must be given to the 

use of language; language shapes the way we understand and the way we interpret a situation 

individually and collectively; language has an impact on our behavior. On the basis of a shared 

http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/features/caltech-secrets-of-the-worlds-number-one-university/5/2011008.articleCaltech
http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/features/caltech-secrets-of-the-worlds-number-one-university/5/2011008.articleCaltech
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language between academics and professional managers regarding their use of words, symbols and 

sentences, they may be able to collaborate accordingly.  In the process of interactional expertise 

(Stone 2013) or in the process of coupling, as Glisby  &  Holden  (2011)  call  it,  ‘effective  interfacing  

might   be   reached’   since   through   multiple   interpretations   from   different   perspectives   ‘alternative  

action plans for constructive discussion, new insights leading to generative learning may be 

developed’  (Slater & Narver 1995). As  an  example,  a  private  HEI  called  ‘learn  by  doing’  can  be  

mentioned which pairs its fellows with mentors for a two-year apprenticeship where they have time 

and space to meet on a regular basis in order to learn from one another and to create something new 

reflectively (Barber et al 2013). The component of giving co-workers time to reflect (von Krogh et 

al 2000) and an environment where there is space for the wonder and joy of learning (Kofman & 

Senge 1994) may result in the creation of new competitive niches at HEIs.   

The   fifth   element   of   an   attractive   ‘ba’   might   lie   in   the   intellectual   environment.   Qualified  

professionals (in the first place, academics) are attracted by intellectual colleagues in the institution 

and beyond as well as by the communication culture of their institution. The intellectual exchange 

with others stimulates their knowledge acquisition and creation process. Such intellectual exposure 

may go beyond the collaboration between academics across disciplines, as well as academics and 

professional managers. Reichert calls it the knowledge region which fosters the collaboration of the 

‘mènage  a  trois’  (2006:  17)  which  is  based  on  the  collaboration  between  universities,  politicians  and  

the entrepreneurial reality in the area. It seems that, in order to be competitive, the importance of 

‘tacit   knowledge   flows   pushes   all   three   into   one   common   cause’   (Reichert   2006:   17).   Indeed, 

human capital and social capital may be seen as the core elements for competition at HEIs, as Ed 

Glaeser   from   Harvard   University   points   out,   a   university   should   be   seen   as   ‘a   mass   of  

interconnected  humanity’  (Glaeser  2011  in  Barber  et  al  2013:26). 

 

A  sixth   element   of   ‘ba’   lies   in   the   infrastructure,   its   size   and   its   resources   (Davenport  &  Prusak  

2000; Ronen & Pasher 2011; Leistner 2010). The physical environment can have a strong impact on 

connectivity and the interaction of people in collaboration (Ronen & Pasher 2011). For example, an 

‘open  space’  scenario  where  both  academics  and  professional  managers are able to meet on a daily 

basis may facilitate the tacit knowledge sharing process more than an infrastructure which separates 

the former from the latter. According to Davenport & Prusak (2000), companies/institutions which 

exceed three hundred people find knowledge-sharing strategies more difficult to put in place. 

Caltech   believes   that   its   ‘single   most   important   aspect   of   its   extraordinary   success’  

(http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/features/caltech-secrets-of-the-worlds-number-one-

university/5/2011008.articleCaltech:   secrets   of   the   world’s   number   one   university) in being 

http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/features/caltech-secrets-of-the-worlds-number-one-university/5/2011008.articleCaltech
http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/features/caltech-secrets-of-the-worlds-number-one-university/5/2011008.articleCaltech
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competitive at research and teaching level lies in its small size, which obliges the institution to 

operate in interdisciplinary and cross-disciplinary terms. The success of Oxbridge, I would argue, 

lies certainly in its organisation around colleges of a manageable size which function as micro-

realities where people get to know one another and engage in different academic and social 

activities which bring both faculty and students in conversation and which leads to promising 

outputs. The focus goes beyond the standardized programme as it facilitates knowledge sharing at 

all  levels.  As  such,  the  university  may  be  seen  as  ‘the  speech  of  people’  as John Dos Passos defined 

it (Dos Passos 1966 in Barber et al 2013:26). Such setups allow people to connect easily with one 

another and to form communities of practice according to their common field of interest by 

enabling  and  promoting  ‘breakthrough  thinking  and  creativity’  (Ronen  &  Pasher  2011:  92)  which,  

eventually,  results  in  the  creation  of  new  competitive  niches  by  also  using  ‘cyber  ba’  (von  Krogh  et 

al 2000: 258) in order to enhance the knowledge flow. 

The  seventh  element  of  an  attractive  ‘ba’  can  be  seen  in  a  strong  corporate  or  institutional  identity  

with a clear collective vision that is known and shared by all parties. The tacit knowledge-sharing 

activities between both academic and professional managers may lead to a more recognized and 

established institutional identity with an institutional culture that determines its values, attitudes, 

aspirations and vision, with which all managers are able to identify. It is a process of interactional 

expertise   between   the   different   reference   groups   that   ‘avoid   fixation   and   keep   options   open’  

(Valimaa 1998: 134). Together they create a culture of collective social and professional interaction 

that results in mutual  engagement  and  culminates  in  a  ‘negotiated  joint  purpose’  (Handal  2008,  in  

Bacon  2009:  14)  by  using  ‘a  shared  repertoire  of   resources  and  practice‘  (Handal  2008,   in  Bacon  

2009:   14)   and   by   ‘dwelling   in   the   experiences,   perspectives,   and   concepts   of   other   participants’  

(von Krogh et al 2000: 58). By doing this, they may develop shared tacit knowledge which, 

eventually, moves them from their own interest to the interest of the group (Goleman 2006). 

Although both academics and professional managers might still identify more with their own 

professional discipline, the institutional identity might become the driving force for all staff 

working at higher education level. A strong institutional identity with which both academic and 

professional managers can identify has been proven to lead to them to be more proactive, more 

committed, more inclined to share their individual knowledge in order to move towards innovation 

(Gioia 1996). As an example for a clear vision, Stanford University with its focus on innovation 

may be mentioned: it has course offerings such as those on start-ups   ‘where   students   are   in   fact  

starting   up   companies’   (Barber   et   al   2013:30).   This   has   led   to   a   stronger   identification  with   the  

institution.  



 49 

The   eighth   element   of   an   attractive   ‘ba’   consists   in   the   appointment   of   ‘knowledge   brokers’  

(Reichert  2006)  or  ‘knowledge  activists’  as  von  Krogh  et  al  (2000)  calls   them.  Such  professionals  

are individuals who are able to connect people with one another to identify a common vision; to 

establish who works best with whom; who breaks down boundaries; who functions as bridge-

builders between participants; who encourages the conversation among others; who understands 

that knowledge creation is a social construction and can mobilize their energies accordingly 

(Reichert 2006; von Krogh et al 2000; Oztok 2012) in order to facilitate shared participation 

(Lave/Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998). Such professionals may also be called ‘synthesisers’  (Barber  et  

al 2013:17) as they are able to see the world as an interwoven   enterprise   by   ‘translat(ing)   the  

synthesis   into   action’   (Barber   et   al   2013:17).   This  means   that knowledge goes beyond scholarly 

written articles, it is about reading reality through different lenses, such as face-to-face tacit 

knowledge sharing practices as well as through blogs, tweets, videos, messaging; in short, it is 

about connecting with people. 

  

It  seems,  then,  that  a  knowledge  enabling  space,  called  ‘ba’,  focuses  on  both  the  individual  and  the  

social dimension of tacit knowledge-sharing and creating by building a culture based on care, trust, 

innovation, a shared and collective identity and vision, a knowledge-sharing attitude which is 

embedded in each individual and in people working together in what Etienne Wenger (1998) calls 

communities of practice. It may manifest itself in open dialogue and conversations across 

boundaries   at   formal   and   informal   levels,   in   the   use   of   resources   such   as   ‘cyber   ba’   and   in   the  

establishment of an intellectual environment which may develop in time.  It may also be based on 

an understanding of knowledge from a holistic point of view, hence, from a perspective which 

reflects on knowledge from different angles and which is open to intuitive insights as these may 

lead to the discovery of new niches simultaneously (Polanyi & Prosch 1976).  Therefore, each of 

the components mentioned above may be seen as stepping stones towards the establishment of an 

attractive   ‘tacit  knowledge-sharing’  environment   (‘ba’)   and  as   such   it  may  be  seen  as   a   long  and  

ongoing process. 

 

I will now present the leading research question as well as the sub-research questions which helped 

give the thesis a clear focus: on the definition of tacit knowledge, its value and the elements which 

may function as enablers for such knowledge to flow. This is outlined in the next chapter. 

3.  Research Questions 

The   research   question   ‘How   does   tacit   knowledge   create   competitive   niches   at   HEIs?’ aimed to 

narrow down the field of research in order for me as a researcher not to get lost in too many details 
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(Bignold 2012), and to allow me to read the details in such a way that new insights could be 

extracted (Vince/Warren 2012). It helped me keep track of what I was interested in most by 

pursuing my research in such a way that an initial structural framework and a clear focus could 

guide me through the research process by facilitating the literature search accordingly (Bryman 

2012).  Indeed,  usually  the  general  ‘research  question’  is  tied  to,  prompted  by  and/or  stimulated  by  

existing literature (Bryman 2012). Since the question is kept more on a general level, sometimes it 

may shift during the research process (Eisenhardt 1989). However, that has not happened in this 

case. It rather prompted the sub-research questions at a later stage as is outlined below. The research 

question was designed to test and/or to develop the SECI model in an HE setting as mentioned in 

chapter 2.  

The concrete research question of my thesis, 'How does tacit knowledge transfer create new 

competitive niches in HEIs?' has helped narrow the topic into the following main theoretical 

components: 

 

a) A reflection on the notion of knowledge by comparing both the positivistic knowledge and 

the constructivist concept of knowledge. The focus on the latter led to the study of the value 

of tacit knowledge and a knowledge concept based on a holistic knowledge integrating 

collective as well as individual components, and an understanding of an absolute dimension 

which lies within reality (Capra 1984, Dalai Lama 2005; Feynman 1988; Lipton 2008; Tolle 

2005).  

 

 

b) The tacit-to-tacit knowledge transfer at an HEI, by focusing mainly on what Nonaka & 

Takeuchi (1995) call the interaction between the different co-workers in the socialization 

process.  As  stated  above,  it  seems  evident  that  knowledge  is  ‘owned’  by  each  person and, by 

facilitating  the  willingness  to  share  such  knowledge,  ‘Know-How' may come 'in'-to  'Action’  

(Swart 2011). The research question intended to  analyze  how   this   ‘Know-How  flow’  may  

create competitive niches at HEIs, which is especially important in times of ongoing change 

and ongoing competition at an international level.  

 

c) A  knowledge  enabling  space,  called  ‘ba’,  by  investigating  on  which  elements  an  attractive  

‘tacit  knowledge-sharing environment may be grounded (Stone 2013; Polanyi/Prosch 1976; 

Reichert 2006; Leistner 2010).  
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d) The study of the market situation HEIs find themselves in and its impact on the creation of 

competitive niches which will be outlined in chapter 4. 

 

3.1  The  study’s  sub-research questions 

The study of the literature and the reflection upon the main research question then led to a further 

narrowing down through the use of the following sub-research questions (SRQs): 

a)  SRQ1: What does tacit knowledge sharing mean in this organizational context? 

The literature study gave me clear indications that, in order to gain clear answers to the above 

outlined aspects, it was important to understand whether the research participants had a common 

shared understanding about the notion of tacit knowledge. As we will see in the chapter on research 

design and methods (chapter 5) such an understanding was the starting point for the rest to unfold: 

as to whether the identification of enablers and barriers would help design a knowledge-enabling 

culture which would enhance the tacit knowledge transfer. Indeed, the second research question 

was: 

b)  SRQ2: What are the enablers and barriers of tacit knowledge sharing? 

By dwelling in this sub-research question I aimed to find out whether the knowledge of enablers 

and barriers for tacit knowledge to flow would indicate a strategic direction to both professional and 

academic managers at top management level in order for them to be able to design an organizational 

culture strategically where they could then function as amplifiers for such a culture to be developed. 

Therefore,   the   SRQ   3  was   of   key   relevance   in   order   to   identify   the   characteristics   of   a   ‘ba’   (as  

outlined in chapter 2) which would help create competitive niches. 

c)  SRQ3: What are the characteristics of the environment within which competitive niches are 

created? 

These characteristics were deemed to be important to identify in order to come to  clear answers for 

FUB, but also for other HEIs to draw upon.  

Both, the main RQ as well as the three SRQs led to clear findings (chapter 6) and to theoretical 

contributions as well as practical recommendations (chapter 7). 

In chapter four I aim to give an overview of the current situation HEIs find themselves in as well as 

a detailed description of the specific case study setting: the Free University of Bozen/Bolzano. 
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4.  The Research Context 

The   research   question   ‘How   does   tacit   knowledge   transfer   create   competitive   niches   in   Higher  

Education  Institutions?’  draws  clearly  the  attention  to  the  HE  context.  In  this  section  I  attempt  first  

an outline  of  the  particularities  in  which  HEIs  find  themselves  in  today’s  learning  society  and then 

describe the concrete empirical study of research: the Free University of Bozen/Bolzano. 

 

4.1  The Higher Education Context 
 

It is a reality that, especially in the past 30 years, Higher Education Institutions have undergone a 

huge change (Bacon, 2009; Baldwin, 2009; Gioia 1996; Henkel 2005; Longsworth 2010, McInnis 

1998; Shattock 2003; Whitchurch 2008). The massification of student intake, the marketization, 

internationalisation, globalization,  the impact of the rise of technology, cuts in financial resources, 

the increased competitive market and changes in  how universities have to be managed have all put 

additional demands and further pressure on the university as an institution, and as such also on all 

professionals working at this level (Barber et al 2013). HEIs, on top of that, find themselves also 

competing with other private players in the field which are not universities, but which are seen by 

society and students as a better option to give them the adequate competencies and mindset for 

today’s   complex   societal   demands   (Barber   et   al   2013). HEIs see themselves faced with shifting 

expectations which lead towards offerings that put the aspect of lifelong learning at the centre of 

their attention   as   all   stakeholders   ‘need   to   seize   the   opportunity   to   learn   and   re-learn throughout 

their lives. They need to be ready to take personal responsibility both for themselves and the world 

around them. Every citizen is a potential  student  and  a  potential  creator  of  employment’  (Barber  et  

al 2013:5). HEIs are also challenged to reflect upon the consumerist mechanisms (Naidoo & 

Jamieson  2007)  and  ‘the  managerialization  of  the  university’  as  they ‘represent  the  most  important  

threat to the distinctiveness of the university as an institution. If it is entirely constituted and 

legitimated on the basis of narrow key performance indicators, of predictably obedient economic 

actors’  (Parker  2014:289)  and  by  the  threat  that,  acting  fast  to the demands by students and parents 

for   an   immediate   response   to   a   ‘better   and   cheaper   education’   (Naim 2014:65), HEIs may risk 

losing their competitive advantaged position if they do not act accordingly upon the call for 

‘pathway(s)  which  would  have  a  close nexus with the economy and produce students equipped with 

a strong theoretical foundation and a keen understanding of its real-life  applications’  (Wong  2012  in  

Barber et al 2013:16). It seems, therefore, that universities need to have an understanding about 

their   own   positioning   by   being   clear   ‘which  market   segments   they  may  want   to   serve   and   how’  

(Barber et al 2013:5).  
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By looking at the unique situation of business schools, for example, the market ambiguity lies 

therein that the business world does not   care   how   the   schools   ‘are   organized   internally,  whether  

sufficient articles are published in reputable magazines, what liaisons they have and what research 

is  being  done.  That’s  their  problem.  The  outside  world  is  only  interested  in  the  variety  and  quality of 

products   they   offer,   the   quality   of   their   graduates   and   their   contribution   to   society’   (van   Schaik  

2010:28).   It   seems   that   the   business   world   is   interested   in   ‘Maven’   individuals   who   are   ‘active  

gatherers of new trends, ideas and data and have the key skill of identifying which of them may 

transform   the   world’   (De   Onzonol   2010:21).   As   such   we   may   say   that   the   market   situation   is  

context-specific. While the consumerism mechanisms put a lot of pressure on more vulnerable 

institutions in the UK and in other countries, such as in the context-specific  situation  of  the  thesis’  

field study, this may apply only partially considering that the institution is hugely financed by the 

public sector and tuition fees are low (see section 4.2). At FUB as we will see in section 4.2, it is 

more about making the link between practice and theory and making sure that, through the 

integration of both theory and practice, local and eventually more global societal matters may be 

addressed (Kozminski 2010).   

 

However, generally speaking, for HEIs to be competitive and to face proactively the huge pressure 

and demands coming from different sides as outlined above, they may increasingly need to evolve 

into successful knowledge-producing enterprises that can respond accordingly to their competitive 

globalized world (Shattock 2003). The pressure is not only coming from students and their families, 

the labour market, external stakeholders, the national state, the regional situation of the territory, 

and/or from external competitors, it also has to do with a shift of mindset which sees more value in 

the learned experience than in the attendance of a course at HE level. Examples of these include  the 

successful school and university drop-outs, such as Steve Jobs, Richard Branson and Bill Gates, and 

this has an impact on the choice of how to view learning: not only tied to standardized academic 

programmes, but rather seen as a life-long learning journey where the focus goes on the acquisition 

of an integration of knowing what, knowing how and knowing why in order to become ready to 

respond pro-actively to the complexity of reality (Barber et al 2013). Therefore, HEIs increasingly 

need to evolve into successful knowledge-producing enterprises, also called thinktanks, that can 

respond accordingly to their competitive globalized world (Shattock 2003) by designing offerings 

‘which  are  seeking  to  exploit  the  radically  changed  circumstances  that  are  the  result  of  globalization  

and  the  digital  revolution’  (Barber  et  al  2013:18). That is why HEIs may want to reflect on what the 

purpose of their own institution may be in order to specialize accordingly by moving away from the 

traditional lecture to a multi-faced teaching and learning approach and by reflecting on which 
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segment they may want to build upon: the elite university, the mass university, the niche university, 

the   local   university,   the   lifelong   learning  mechanisms’ (Barber et al 2013:5) as this will have an 

impact on which purpose the institution is more likely to pursue. This is outlined in more detail in 

the next section. 

 

4.1.a)  The purpose of Higher Education Institutions 

 

There is agreement among philosophers and educationalists that the experience of education has a 

life-changing impact on an individual (Naidoo & Jamieson 2007; Naim 2014; Tolle 2008). 

Therefore the main mission of an HEI lies in learning, teaching   and   high   quality   research   ‘by  

producing,   transferring   and   disseminating’   (Naidoo  &   Jamieson   2007:268)   knowledge   in   such   a  

way that the new generation is ready to embrace the challenges of a continuously changing societal 

environment and that research outcomes may result in a positive impact on local and/or global 

societal matters (Palmer et al 2010, Achor 2010; Dillon 2014). For this to happen it appears that 

students need to acquire tacit skills which allow them to develop into inquiring and knowledgeable 

young people with a thorough intercultural understanding. HEIs may therefore need to focus on 

both in-depth and trans-disciplinary teaching, which,  Naidoo & Jamieson call Mode   1,   ‘is  

disciplinary   bound,   theoretical   and   evaluated   by   peer   review’   (2007:276), and Mode II which ‘is  

trans-disciplinary, applied and evaluated by both internal and external   stakeholders’   (2007:276)   is 

integrated into the teaching progammes. This may result  in  a  transformation  of  a  person’s mindset 

which is geared to develop both the in-depth study as well as the connection of such content with 

other disciplines. For this to happen the segmentation of disciplines of the Western academic reality 

which has  been  further  emphasized  through  Weber’s  ‘professionalized,  hierarchical,  and  centralized  

structures’   (Naim   2014:41)   may   have   to   be   shaken   in   order   to   transform   a   Higher   Education  

Institution,  as  Thompson  (1970)  postulated,    ‘into  a  centre  of  free  discussion and action, tolerating 

and   even   encouraging   “subversive”   thought   and   activity,   for   a   dynamic   renewal   of   the   whole  

society  within  which   it   operates’   (Thompson   1970:166   in   Parker   2014:289).  Such an institution 

may want to see its purpose in the emphasis of the tacit dimension to emerge - where co-workers 

and students feel intrinsically motivated for their work as they experience that their individual 

contributions are seen to be important, that their tacit competencies are valued and, finally, that 

what they   do   is   connected   to   other   people’s   tacit   dimension   (Newport   2012).   They   then   see  

themselves to be an important resource for the institution as their tacit knowledge is encouraged to 

come to the surface by asking the right questions and by giving space to approaches such as mental 

mapping, story-telling and the use of metaphors (Ambrosini & Bowman 2008). This eventually 

gives rise to a tacit-enabling culture which lies in a process that, in alignment with a variety of 
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scholars (Palmer et al 2010, Achor 2010, Ambrosini & Bowman 2001/2008/2009/2010, Dillon 

2014) may be called a process of sense-making  where  the  ‘academic  capital’  (Naidoo  &  Jamieson  

2007:270) lies in intellectual, cultural and societal assets by integrating economic and political 

assets in the long term. 

 

Therefore, it appeared to me that a knowledge organization such as an HEI might want to look into 

this  tacit  knowledge  aspect  if  it  aims  to  be  successful  in  today’s  competitive  market.  The  personal  

tacit knowledge may open up new horizons for an institution to connect with the creative source of 

each co-worker and, by sharing their ideas and by creating a knowledge-enabling environment new 

niches may open up and may help the institution be competitive in the market place.  

 

This emphasizes the   value   of   creating   competitive   niches   in   order   to   distinguish   the   institution’s  

products and services from others and/or to find creative ways of collaboration (Reichert 2006). 

 

4.1.b)  The creation of competitive niches 

 

Before talking about the value of competitive niches I seek to define what a competitive niche is: it 

is a service, a segment, a product which is unique and attractive to promote or sell by gaining an 

active selling proposition (Naim 2012) and which distinguishes one institution from others by 

raising  the  question  of  ‘which  market  niche  or  niches  to  pursue’  (Barber  et  al  2013:29). Such niches 

may take place at the boundaries of disciplines, by stepping away of the traditional thinking in 

‘departmental  silos’  (Barber  et  al  2013:34).  New  approaches  such  as  ‘competency-based  education’  

or flipped classrooms,   ‘with   professors   acting   as   facilitators   and   activators   rather   than   lecturers’  

(Barber et al 2013:44) lead to the emergence of new unique break-though ideas which may then 

result in the creation of new competitive niches. Due to their uniqueness it is hard for anybody to 

imitate or replicate such products/services as they emerge from resources which, according to the 

resource-based   theory,   are   ‘resources   that   are   simultaneously   valuable,   rare, imperfectly imitable 

and   imperfectly   substitutable’   (VRIN)   (Bowman   &   Ambrosini   1998,   Ambrosini   &   Bowman  

2009/2010). A competitive niche is based on the uniqueness of its offering which in itself is based 

on the co-workers’  individual  creative  work  and  the use of their tacit knowledge (Pressfield 2002) 

as  well  as  on  the  collective  engagement  of  teams,  working  groups  and/or  ‘communities  of  practice’  

(Lave & Wenger 1991, Wenger 1998). For a niche to be created the creative thinking and reflection 

skills  ‘will  dominate’  (van  Schaik  2010:30).  The  fact  that  critical  insights  come  to  the  surface  seems  

to be an art and a craft rather than a theory, which we may call the sense-making framework (Dillon 

2014) where the value of sense-making  ‘is  not  (only)  in  the  process itself, but in what a company 
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makes of its insights, how it translates them into new ideas and opportunities, and how it shapes a 

shared  perspective  on  the  business’  (Dillon  2014:76).  The  competitive  advantage  of,  in  this  case  an 

HEI, will therefore lie   ‘in   the  ability  of   its  employees   to  sense  and   integrate’   (Hurst  2014:83)   the  

respective insights of their co-workers by strategically balancing out the known, the unknown and 

the unknowable (Favaro 2014).  

 

In addition, a competitive niche may not only be seen in the creation of a specific segment, a new 

product and/or service, but also in the employment strategy where highly qualified co-workers may 

want to work in a specific arena where they see their competencies and their skills valued because 

there is space for them to create something new by giving leverage to their own professional 

uniqueness. A satisfied coworker does not only love what s/he is doing, but also would go the extra 

mile in order to leave a legacy (Clarke et al 2012). 

 

After this generic analysis on the market situation in which HEIs find themselves in and a reflection 

on their purpose in a society which is shifting towards a learning society and, hence, its impact for 

HEIs on how to position themselves with regards to their unique competitive selling point over 

other players inside and outside university level, in the next section I describe the specific field 

study context in detail: The Free University of Bozen/Bolzano. 

 

4.2  The concrete study of research: The Free University of Bozen/Bolzano 
 

The main reason for me to choose the Free University of Bozen-Bolzano as my study for research 

had to do with the fact that, in my view, the university may fall into what Barber et al (2013) call a 

niche university as well as a local university.  As a niche university FUB offers academic courses 

based on aspect of trilingualism, an offering one cannot find elsewhere. On top of that, in the 

Faculty of Art and Design, for example, the learning is based on a multi-disciplinary and on an 

application-oriented learning approach where all students, professors, outside specialists learn 

together by basing the learning experience on tacit knowledge-sharing grounds. In addition, due to 

the geographical beauty as well as its small size, it falls into the niche university. Furthermore it has 

elements  of  a  local  university  as  it  plays  a  ‘key  role  in  the  constant  renewal  of  the  local  or  regional  

economy through the opportunities they provide for the development of skills in the workforce and 

for applied research’  (Barber  et  al  2013:58) such as the academic offerings in agricultural and agro-

environmental science, especially important for the local and global needs with similar 

characteristics as outlined in more detail in section 4.2.f. Furthermore, due to my personal contacts 

at senior management and University Council level, it allowed me to obtain easy access to the 



 58 

institution and, therefore, it seemed the ideal place for me to conduct the empirical data gathering 

for my study. 

 

This chapter will be divided into the following sections: the historical background, legal and 

economic considerations which have shaped the institution as it presents itself today, followed by 

institutional considerations with a special focus on knowledge-sharing aspects which, according to 

the outcome of this analysis, ultimately have an impact on the organizational structure and the way 

Faculties and Administration communicate with one another. The following is a visual 

representation of the above: 

 

  
     Visual representation of FUB (Figure 2) 

 

 

  

4.2.a)  Historical background 

 

I have conducted my empirical investigation at the Free University of Bozen-Bolzano which has its 

specific and unique characteristics because of its peculiar linguistic, historical and political 

background in the region. The Province of Bozen/Bolzano became part of Italy after the First World 
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War in 1918 and, during Fascism, a strong wave of Italianization took place. The result is that three 

languages are spoken on a daily basis in the region: German, Italian and Ladin.  

 

In the late 1960s a student campaign challenged the local Government to establish a higher 

education institution in the region as, at that period, students had to study either in an Italian-only or 

a German-only speaking environment. The majority of German-speaking higher education students 

went to complete their studies in Austria, while the majority of their Italian and Ladin-speaking 

counterparts pursued their studies at Italian higher education institutions such as the universities of 

Trento, Verona, Padova, Bologna and Milano. The political leaders at that time did not sustain the 

students’   campaign   as   they   regarded   the   ‘Leopold-Franzens-Universität’   in   Innsbruck   to   be   the  

‘Landesuniversität’   (the  university   for   the   territory).  This  was  due to political reasons which will 

not be analyzed in this thesis.  

 

It is only recently - in 1992 - that the research centre EURAC was founded through an initiative of 

the Provincial Government. One of its first tasks was to develop a feasibility study for the creation 

of a university in Bozen/Bolzano. The reason to change direction following the initial reluctance to 

establish  a  university  in  the  territory  was  due  to  the  decision  taken  by  ‘Italy’s  legislator  to  entrust  

universities with the training of secondary school teachers, creating for this purpose Schools of 

Specialization’   (law   no.   341/19.11.1990),   but   was   implemented   seven   years   later   (law   no.  

127/15.05.1997). Due to the fact that Austrian universities did not offer a specific teaching 

qualification training at university level, and Italian universities would not offer a programme which 

would take the linguistic distinctiveness of the region into account, and also due to the increasing 

demand by the local business community for qualified, multilingual and international thinking local 

professionals, the Free University of Bozen-Bolzano was finally founded on the 31st October 1997.  

 

The institution has evidently been founded for local needs with a clear orientation toward the 

training, teaching and cultural development of the region and toward a practice-oriented research 

programme which aims to pull local interests to the centre of its attention (Davies 1991). According 

to the strategy studies of John Davies, the small newly created University of Bozen-Bolzano, at its 

beginning, seemed to fall into category 'strategy 3:  Regional Focus of University Development' 

(1991: 219) as its main role lay in catering to the needs of the local community, those of teacher 

training and local demand for qualified professionals. In addition, the research focus was on issues 

of regional importance (EURAC – feasibility study for setting up the FUB) and on research findings 

leading into projects (such as the establishment of the Technopark which was open to both 

researchers and the public). Finally, its graduate and postgraduate courses were intended in the first 
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instance for the regional student market and a strong university/community interaction. In the past 

few years it seems that the University, under the leadership of its current President (in his first 

mandate), its current Rector (in his second mandate) and its current Governing Body (which is at 

the same time the Governing Body of the research institute EURAC, with one personnel exception), 

is constantly working towards finding opportunities that establish a strong interaction between the 

University and the community. Some examples of this are, firstly, the programme introduced for 

mature learners, the Studium Generale, which started at the beginning of the academic year 2011-

2012;;   secondly,   the   “Infant   Uni”   (Kinder-Universität;;   università   per   l’infanzia),   which   offers  

academic courses to children from age 7 to 12 with the possibility to gain a symbolic (doctoral) 

degree; finally, the creation of inter- and trans-disciplinary academic courses with a special focus on 

the needs of the local labour market based on the principle of lifelong learning (piano triennale 

2014-2016). All these initiatives aim to increase the collaboration between the university and 

leading local  companies.  It  appears  that  it  is  the  institution’s  intention  to  make  a  positive  difference  

in   societal  matters   (Palmer,   Zajonc,   Scribner   2010).   It   also   seems   to   be   the  University’s   aim   to  

reach the awareness of all stakeholders by establishing a culture of appreciation in order to gain 

high respect and good relationships (Bélanger 2007). 

 

This led to the creation of a new statute, initiated by the current President and pursued by the 

Governing   Body,   which  was   published   in   the   ‘Official   Gazette’   no.   276   on the 25th November 

2013. Some of the main differences compared to the previous statute included changes regarding 

the   University’s   organization   plan   and   its   collaboration   with   the   two   neighboring   universities,  

Università  di  Trento  and  ‘Leopold-Franzens-Universitaet’  in  Innsbruck  (Austria).  Both  elements  of  

this will be further discussed below. However, the stronger emphasis on the development of 

regional  clusters  of  knowledge  transfer  and  knowledge  creation  aims  to  ‘turn  knowledge,  skills  and  

competencies into   sustainable   advantage’   (Reichert   2006:9).   Indeed,   it   is   the   three   Universities’  

objective to develop regions of knowledge through cooperation on academic course programme as 

well as common research projects (Reichert 2006). This focus on inter-institutional and 

interdisciplinary interfaces should further establish a fruitful knowledge environment (Reichert 

2006) where new competitive niches may be created (Statute 2013, art. 29).   

 

4.2.b)  Legal and economic considerations 

 

The Free University of Bozen-Bolzano is an autonomous, non-state funded institution (Statute 

2013, art. 3) situated in three locations (Bozen-Bolzano; Brixen-Bressanone; Bruneck-Brunico). 

This physical separation and the tendency of not having any further interaction among stakeholders 
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after and/or before lectures, especially at the Bressanone-Brixen campus where students commute 

to University, does not facilitate the knowledge transfer between the parties nor the creation of a 

common institutional identity that the University may aim for. This is further discussed in the next 

section. 

 

The   key   elements   of   the   University’s   mission   statement   are   its   multilingualism   (in   teaching,  

learning, research and its practical application), internationalization, an interdisciplinary approach 

(in teaching, learning and research beyond departmental borders), lifelong learning, student-

centeredness, its vocational approach and its practical impact on the social, cultural and 

environmental development of the region. 

  

It seems, therefore, that the two main elements, multilingualism and internationalization (both used 

four times in the mission statement), are the primary branding words of the FUB. However, the 

word  ‘multilingualism’  is  replaced  by  the  word  ‘trilingualism’  with  regards  to  the  three  languages 

used in the institution, which are German and Italian as the main spoken languages of the region 

and  English  as  the  Lingua  Franca  used  in  the  scientific  world.  The  word  ‘intercultural’,  the  second  

word next to the logo (see below), takes the place of internationalization for internationalism. The 

name of the FUB stated on the logo is also written in Latin, accompanied by its name in German, 

Italian and English, in order to reflect the European humanities tradition at higher education level. 

 

Universitas Studiorum Bauzanensis 

Freie Universitaet Bozen 

Libera Università di Bolzano  

 

Free University of Bozen – Bolzano (Statute 2013, art. 1:6) 

TRILINGUAL AND INTERCULTURAL 
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4.2.b)i  The trilingualism 

 

The FUB has instituted a well-established language centre in order to sustain its students and its 

staff in their language competencies. One of the requirements in order to be admitted to study for 

undergraduate degrees at the FUB is that students must certify a B2 level (from the Common 

European Framework of Reference*) in two languages. In the third language the Language Centre 

offers 140-hour intensive courses in the summer prior to the start of the academic year in order to 

facilitate the learning of the third language. All courses except for the courses at the Faculty of 

Education are held in all three languages, so that students must bring their language competencies at 

B2 vs C1 level in year three. Accordingly, students need to certify a C1 level in their first two 

languages and a B2 in their third language in   order   to   finish   a   master’s   degree   course.   ‘The  

trilingual model adopted by the FUB is what makes it international as well as giving it its defining 

characteristic’,  as  my  interviewees  seemed  to  agree. 

 

This approach differentiates the FUB from other universities which also offer courses in more than 

two languages, such as the University of Fribourg, the University of Luxembourg and the 

University of Helsinki. Whereas students at the FUB have to acquire all three languages, at these 

three universities courses are conducted in two main languages with the possibility of some later 

courses in English (Luxembourg = French/English, French/German, or English/German; Helsinki = 

bilingual teaching in Finnish and Swedish and English introduced as extensive language at Master, 

Licentiate, and Doctoral levels; Fribourg = bilingual teaching in French and German, offering some 

programmemes in English). 

 

While the strong focus on trilingualism is a key aspect for students, the faculty as a whole does not 

meet this requirement. In particular, faculty members who have been appointed via the national 

hiring system (about 60%) do not speak all three languages. Although they sign an agreement in 

which they commit themselves to learn the third language that they do not already speak, there are 

still faculty members who do not see the need to learn the third language as their position is secured 

and, in a few cases, political agendas also seem to be a hindrance. However, all documents are 

expected to be written in both German and Italian and this is an issue particularly for the 

University’s  academics,  who  are  expected   to  deliver   their  writings,  proposals   for  new  projects  or  

courses in both languages. According to both academics and administrators, a geared translation 

service and/or a blended coordination manager would help them focus better on their core 

competencies. As such, the knowledge and competencies of the language centre could penetrate 

better into the entire university fabric by enhancing better collaboration among the respective 
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parties. In reality the trilingualism has not yet penetrated entirely. In addition, many documents are 

also not yet translated into English. Indeed, the core strategic documents (as for the Statute) and the 

three year strategic plan (piano triennale 2014-16) are only available in German and Italian. 

 

4.2.b)ii  Interculturalism 

 

Interculturalism is another key characteristic of the FUB. Forty-one per cent of its faculty are 

international and 58 different nationalities form the student body (excluding students of the Faculty 

of  Education  as  they  are  all  from  the  local  region).  The  university’s  curricula  also  put  emphasis  on  

international content and on offering international reading lists and references. The research 

programmes are based on collaboration with other international higher education institutions, 

research centers and/or companies. Various study courses and exchange programme have also been 

created in collaboration with other national and international universities. The newly established 

collaboration  of  the  ‘Euregio  Bolzano-Innsbruck-Trento’  (piano  triennale  2014-2016; Statute 2013, 

art. 2:3) puts an emphasis, in particular, on knowledge sharing and knowledge creation. 

 

However, although 41% of the faculty are international and, due to a hiring stop via the national 

hiring system, more international appointments have started to take place, the majority of the 70% 

of  the  international  faculty  members,  however,  do  not  relocate  with  their  families  to  the  region,  ‘so  

that there certainly is a lack  of  connection  to  the  territory’,  observed  one  Governor.   

 

Intercultural competencies go beyond learning another language; it is also around being open to the 

culture which comes along with the language. Milton Bennett (2004) describes individuals who 

practice this approach as inter-culturally competent human beings who are able to shift from a 

perspective   of   ‘ethnocentrism’   towards   an   approach  of   ‘ethnorelativism’   (2004:62).  According   to  

the Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity, a person accepts, adapts to and, in the most 

evolved state, integrates differences. In the integration mode, an individual is able to shift smoothly 

from one worldview to another (Bennett 2004). This seems to be particularly important in an 

environment where three different languages and cultures are supposed to play an equal role at an 

institutional level. Such interculturalism and internationalization at its best is supposed to be 

intrinsic to the whole institution (Elkin et al 2005) and can be further enhanced through the 

recruitment of international staff members. This is one of the main objectives of the three-year plan 

of the institution (see below). Indeed, it puts a special emphasis on the recruitment of international 

academics:   ‘il   profilo   internationazionale   dell’Ateneo   è   di   significativa   importanza’   (the  

international profile of the university is of significant importance; piano triennale 2014-2016:9). In 
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addition, the new statute puts a special emphasis on the creation and development of study 

programme which focus on knowledge-sharing components with other institutions (statute 2013. 

art. 2:3), in particular with the Euregio institutions in the first place. However, according to the 

outcome of my empirical study, a further emphasis should be given to the knowledge-sharing 

routines at an institutional level. This will be further discussed in the next section. 

 

As mentioned above, the institution defines itself as a non-state funded entity. In 2014, however, 

nearly 81% of its funding was financed by the autonomous regional government, while in 2015 and 

2016 nearly 90% will come from the regional government. About 11% of the income (entrate 

proprie) is from tuition fees (for the academic year 2014-15, this amounted to 1,343 Euros from the 

first year, 1,643 Euros from the second year) as well as income and contributions from other 

sources, largely the EU and state funding (piano triennale 2014-16:69). This huge percentage of 

public regional funding seems to have an impact on the organizational structure, as I discuss in 

further detail below. Indeed, according to the outcome of my empirical study, a more rigid 

standardized work approach has been assimilated, mainly by professional managers. 

In addition, academics, especially those coming from an international setting, experience a strong 

‘culture   shock’   due   to   the   political   interference   by   the   local   government;;   this   is   in   spite   of   the  

academic freedom that they acknowledge they have. The majority of both academic and 

professional managers perceive the institution as strongly bureaucratic, since it was originally 

structured around a hierarchical model based on a very strong administrative body, and is still laid 

out as such. In fact, the institution is built around 240 administrative staff and 104 academics with 

full-time permanent contracts and 59 researchers on temporary employment contracts (piano 

triennale 2014-16:9).  This  ‘percentile  mismatch’  of  administrative  and  academic  staff,  as  well  as  the  

strong hierarchical context, has led to a perceived separation and power-concentration by both 

administrative and academic staff. This can also be observed in a clear physical separation of the 

two: the central administration building, although not far away from where research, teaching and 

learning are taking place, is not easily accessible as its doors are locked to external people while 

internal staff and students may access it by using their badges. This physical separation has led 

academics to feel that technical and administrative staff have little interest in academia and, 

therefore, little understanding of academic issues. Their interest seems to be driven by their 

intention to adhere to legislation which tends to give little space for flexibility. The empirical 

evidence confirms that academic staff feel that the power lies more with administrative staff while 

administrative   staff,   on   the   other   hand,   question   their   academic   counterparts’   value   and   feel   that  

academics have little understanding for administrative and legal issues. In their view, some 
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academics live in their own  ‘academic  bubble’.  Both  academics  and  administrators  have,  however,  

highlighted the importance of an open and ongoing communication flow among all parties in order 

to be competitive and efficient and in order to establish the trilingual and intercultural environment 

which the mission statement is aiming for. Both parties agree that the focus should now be on 

quality assurance rather than on quantity aspects; this is in contrast with the three-year plan which 

indicates a desirable increase of student intakes of 20% in the coming five years according to the 

growth trend of the past five years (piano triennale 2014-2016:8). Instead, both parties see the 

importance of giving space and time for the creation of a tacit knowledge-sharing environment. In 

the next section I will describe the institutional culture of the FUB with regards to knowledge-

sharing practices between professional and academic managers. 

 

4.2.c)  Institutional considerations with a special focus on knowledge-sharing aspects 

The FUB (Free University of Bozen-Bolzano) can be defined as a small HEI. During the academic 

year 2013-14 the student population was 3,375 students. A breakdown of the student population at 

FUB in 2013-14 (piano triennale 2014-16: 7) is as below: 

 

Student-population FUB (Figure 3) 

       
Total students:     3,375 
Faculty of Science and Technology:   225 (7%)  

Faculty of Computer Sciences:  264 (8%) 

Faculty of Business and Management:  902 (27%) 

Faculty of Education    1,535 (46%) 

Faculty of Design and Art:   235 (7%) 

Studium Generale:    180 (5%) 

Senior Students:    34 (1%) 
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The majority of the student population is enrolled at the Faculty of Education which is situated in 

the city of Brixen-Bressanone. Considering that 120 of the students of the Faculty of Business and 

Management   are   reading   the   bachelor   course   ‘Tourism,   Sport   and   Event   management’   at   the  

location of Bruneck-Brunico, only 1,506 students are studying at the main campus in the heart of 

Bozen-Bolzano. As mentioned above, however, the majority of the students in the Faculty of 

Education comprise mainly local students, with nearly no international intake, and they only 

commute to the University for lectures and then return home for their remaining free time. 

 

The student body is guided through their studying by 104 full-time academics and 59 researchers, 

and this will increase in 2016 to 142 full-time academics and 105 researchers (see table below); the 

latter are employed on temporary employment contracts (piano triennale 2014-2016:11). On 

average the student-teacher ratio is 1:6 and, as such, the University ranks among the best non-state 

funded  universities  in  Italy  (in  5th  position  in  2014,  according  to  the  ‘Il  Sole  24  Ore’  rankings).  The  

University takes pride in many other additional elements: its high-standard infrastructure (the 

university library has been ranked in 2nd position amongst German-speaking states, according to 

the library ranking system issued by German library networks, BIX project, in 2009); its trilingual 

offerings; its geographical beauty, its improving standard in Italian and international rankings 

concerning its international orientation; its language-orientation; its success in the high ratio of  

students entering the labour market; its teaching; its focus on research achievements and their 

implementations; its low fee structure, as mentioned above; and, in recent times, its regional 

collaboration with the other two  neighboring universities:  Università di Trento and Leopold-

Franzens-Universitaet Innsbruck, and the three universities are seen together as 'prime producers of 

knowledge' (Reichert 2006:16). This led to an increased interest and intake by international students 

and staff alike, with the exception of the Faculty of Education, for the reasons mentioned above.  

 

Current academic staff on permanent contracts at FUB (situation 2013-14; piano triennale 2014-

2016:9): 
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Current academic staff  (Figure 4) 

 

Total academic staff (on permanent contract); 104 
Faculty of Science and Technology:    19 (18%) 

Faculty of Computer Sciences:   14 (13%) 

Faculty of Business and Management:   23 (22%) 

Faculty of Education:     39 (38%) 

Faculty of Design and Art:    9 (9%) 

 

 

Academic staff on permanent contract in 2016 (objective 2016; piano triennale 2014-2’16:11):   

 

 

     Academic staff in 2016 (Figure 5) 

 

Total academic staff (on permanent contract): 142 
Faculty of Science and Technology:    35 (24%) 

Faculty of Computer Sciences:             17 (11%) 

Faculty of Business and Management:   33 (22%) 

Faculty of Education:                              51 (34%) 

Faculty of Design and Art:                       12 (8%) 
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It would seem, considering the small size and relatively small number of staff members at an 

institutional and/or faculty level, that, in relation to our core research question, knowledge-sharing 

would result in short lines of communication (Davenport & Prusak 2000) which would create an 

institutional culture based on dialogue, trust and common identity (Clarke et al 2012; Kotler 2010; 

Leistner 2010; Mintzberg 1998). According to Shattock (2003), reciprocal conversation is important 

to create competitive niches.  

My empirical study has revealed that both academics and professional managers have a strong 

understanding about the value of knowledge, its transfer throughout the institution and beyond. 

They also see it as one of the key driving forces to establish an institutional culture which will 

facilitate the collaboration between both parties. However, it has not yet become part of the 

institutional fabric (Swart 2008). In fact, during the observation days, as well as during the 

conversations with different members of both the administrative and the academic side, and during 

the focus group discussions, it was evident that the different parties talk about one another in terms 

of  ‘we  and  they’.  This  seems  to  imply  separation,  of  not  being  completely  understood,  of  holding  

different identities and of perceiving themselves as distinct entities who, instead of sharing 

knowledge, would rather withhold it at times (Alvesson 2000; Henkel 2000; Swart 2008). This may 

be not because they do not want to share it, but rather because there are not enough opportunities to 

do so. While the professional managers seemed focused on interpreting regulations and laws, 

academic managers and staff seemed to feel limited by such regulations in their academic 

enterprise. The latter do not seem to feel sustained by the rigid, bureaucracy-driven administrative 

body (Bacon 2009, Whitchurch 2008) although they acknowledge that some improvements have 

taken place in recent  months  and  this  seems  to  be  in  connection  with  the  President’s  leadership,  the  

new statute and its impact on the organizational structure (see section on the organizational 

considerations), as well as and the newly appointed General Director). 

However, there is a strong desire by both parties to enhance the respective dialogue in the interest of 

the institution and its competitive advantage. It seems that there is an understanding on both sides to 

invest in the development of so-called  ‘third  space  identities’  (Whitchurch  2008):  identities  which  

go beyond their boundaries of expertise; which are interested in growing into new, blended 

characteristics. 

 

At the moment, the current separation between the two sides, academics and professional managers, 

does not seem to facilitate the creation of a strong institutional culture (Valimaa 1998; Menguc et al 
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2011) that would eventually lead to a commonly perceived institutional identity. It appears that, at 

times, there is still a culture of distrust which is not helpful for tacit knowledge-sharing processes. 

The  administrative  apparatus’  more  control-driven approach, as it is perceived by some academics 

and professional managers as well, has an impact on their attitude to work in the long run. This 

seems to result in a perceived loss of academic freedom and creativity. 

 

However, due to the new statute and the enhanced collaboration with neighbouring institutions, as 

mentioned above, these rigid structures, routines and practices seem to be being addressed. It is 

possible   to   discern   early   signs   of   success   towards   a   favorable   future.   The   President’s   vision   of  

disseminating a culture based on inter-disciplinary knowledge transfer (Swart 2011) in order to 

position the University in unique, creative, application-oriented and trans-disciplinary niches in a 

multilingual and international context seems to be filtering through gradually (see below). Although 

the institutional identity to both, think and act in trilingual and intercultural terms has already 

reached   people’s  minds, it has not yet reached their hearts. Gradually, though, it seems that this 

distinctive institutional identity may become a common driving force; especially for new academic 

staff and students coming from outside.  

It does not seem that there is a bold shared institutional vision (Kezar & Eckel 2002). The physical 

separation between academia and central administration, as well as the lack of disseminated 

conversation processes and practices at a whole institutional level, do not help to strengthen the 

institution’s   culture.      In   addition,   there   is   not   sufficient   clarity   among   both   academic   and  

professional  managers  with  regard  to  the  institution’s  status’  of  what  a  free  university  is  supposed  to  

be, or of possibilities of setting itself free from possible political interferences, owing to its 

dependency on public funding (Clarke et al 2012; Henkel 2000; Menguc et al 2011). 

Although there is an institutional culture of reciprocal respect, there are not yet routines, processes 

and practices in place which make each person feel valued for her/his own unique contributions 

(Swart 2011; Valimaa 1998). As discussed in this thesis, knowledge is within each person, is 

mainly tacit and can only become an institutional asset if it is shared and disseminated throughout 

the institution (Davenport & Prusak 2000; Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995); and tacit knowledge sharing 

happens   if   staff   identify  with   the   institutional   values,   the   institutional   vision   and   the   institution’s  

objectives, which have to be communicated accordingly.  

 

Dissemination takes place through social capital which; according to Swart and Kinnie, can be 

defined  as  the  ‘interactions  between  individuals  and  groups  within  an  organization  (2010:66)  and  as  

such  it  may  touch  upon  a  ‘theory  of  interactional  processes’  because  such  ‘interactional  processes  
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involve  what  people  actually  do’  (Turner  1988:74)  and  how  they  interpret  one  another’s  knowledge.  

Hence dissemination happens through an engaged and committed network of co-workers who, 

together, are the creators of organizational/intellectual (Nahapiet & Ghoshal 1998, van Buren 1999, 

Swart 2008). This is the main resource for competitive advantage of an institution. In order for this 

to  happen,   the  recruitment  process  has  to  shift  from  what   I  define  as  ‘What  do  we  recruit      for’:  a  

position-driven  approach,    to  what    I    define    as    ‘Who    do    we    want    to    recruit’:    a    person-driven 

approach where the know-how, the competencies, the attitudes and the best suitability of the 

candidate will be at the centre of the recruitment process (Clarke et al 2012; Kezar & Eckel 2002).  

It seems that the objective of the institution in the coming three years is to attract internationally 

recognized experts who will furthermore attract highly qualified knowledge workers (see table 

above) and quality-seeking students alike. This may result in a stronger identification with the 

institution (Baumard 2001), a stronger commitment of knowledge workers across the various 

ontological levels and also the development of trust (van Buren 1999) which, according to Huemer 

et al (1998), seems to be the basis for self-motivated commitment. As such, tacit knowledge sharing 

and collaboration would not depend anymore solely on the goodwill and motivation of a few 

individuals, as a few key participants pointed out, but it would become part of the institutional 

fabric as a whole (Swart 2008): a collective culture (Brewer & Brewer 2010) where each person 

feels valued, and understands that new knowledge can be created collectively.  

 

At the present moment, tacit knowledge-sharing processes and practices seem mainly to happen 

instinctively among those people who are interested in it. One factor which inhibits a smooth 

knowledge flow seems to lie in a lack of clarity and a lack of time. Competencies and core 

objectives are not clearly communicated, and this seems to create confusion. Many knowledge-

workers perceive themselves as co-workers who have to follow standardized guidelines with little 

opportunity to take on individual responsibility (Clarke et al 2012; Henkel 2000; Yeuk-Mui et al 

2002).  According to the outcome of my empirical study, a number of highly qualified co-workers 

feel frustrated about these limitations and feel that their expertise is not valued enough. They would 

prefer more freedom, more time to meet with one another, more risk-taking opportunities and more 

autonomy and trust (Dhanaraj et al 2004).   

 

It seems that there is a strong call for and desire by all top managers, academics and professional 

managers alike, to institutionalize knowledge-sharing processes and routines. Due to the new 

statute, and the organizational change which has been introduced accordingly, there is evidence of 

increased knowledge-sharing moments at an institutional level. However, it may become part of the 

institution’s  strategy  as  ‘strategy  sets  direction’  (Mintzberg  et  al  1998:  15),  ‘provides  meaning’  and  
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‘consistency’  (Mintzberg  et  al  1998:17),  and  strategy  eventually  has  an  impact  on  the  consistency  of  

behaviour over time. The importance of institutionalizing knowledge-sharing routines has been 

mentioned by all interviewees and, in addition, during the focus group discussions, all parties 

agreed on the importance of such practices. One of the deans illustrated the knowledge sharing 

strategy as follows: 

 

 
       Figure 5 

Ak: academics 

VW: administrators 

S: students 

 

According to this specific academic manager, all parties (academics, administrators, and students) 

need to interact with regards to tacit knowledge sharing practices and routines and, as such, it will 

eventually become part of each knowledge-worker’s  mind    and    heart    (Davenport  &  Prusak  2000).  

There is shared understanding by both parties that tacit knowledge-sharing as a behavioural pattern 

eventually inspires knowledge-workers since it gives them meaning and motivation (Gioia & 

Thomas 1996; Swart 2008). With the new statute, all parties see small tentative signs by the 

institution to go in this direction. In the next section I will describe in more detail the organizational 

set-up of the institution with a special  emphasis  on  the  President’s  leadership. 
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4.2.d)  Organizational considerations 

 

Although the university is, as stated above, a non-state funded institution, its financial resources 

come mainly from the local Government and from national financial aid programme. As such, the 

regional government embodies the role of a regional supervising system (Jongbloed 2004), and its 

main task lies in designing frameworks with sufficient autonomy at an institutional level. Decision-

making is delegated in the first   place   to   the  University  Council   as   ‘the  highest   central   governing  

body  of  the  University’,  formed  by  seven  effective  representatives  of  all  territorial  stakeholders  and  

their respective linguistic and cultural backgrounds (academics, students, entrepreneurs, politicians, 

professionals). There is also the intention to aim for gender equality (currently only one member of 

the University Council is female). Four out of the seven effective representatives are nominated by 

the local Government. Two representatives are members with rights for a consultative vote only: 

one is the General Director of the institution and, as such, responsible for its entire administrative 

apparatus, and the other is an Honorary Member who, currently, is the former long-standing 

President of the Province (Statute 2013, art. 5:8).  

 

By having a closer look at both organizational charts (the previous one and the new organizational 

structure which has been effective since the 15th January 2014; see below) it seems evident that the 

direction the institution has taken is towards more clarity by focusing on the  two main pillars: the 

administration, led by the General Director, and the academic affairs, led by the Rector (see below). 

However,  ‘the  University  Council  is  the  highest  central  governing  body  of  the  University’  since  ‘its  

members   decide   about   the   general   development   and   the   finances   of   the   University’  

(https://www.unibz.it/en/organisation/organisation/bodies/council/default.html), while the President 

is the legal representative of the University and as such chairs the University Council and 

collaborates closely with the Rector and her/his academic co-workers, the General Director who is 

responsible for her/his professional staff, the regional government, and the outside world (Statute, 

art. 7:12-14). However, the main control function regarding financial aspects stays with the Council 

of   Auditors   which  monitors   the  University’s   spending.   Indeed, both academics and professional 

managers view this as a threat, since it is perceived to be operated in a very rigid and restrictive 

way. On the academic side there is an agency called ANVUR (Agenzia di Valutazione del Sistema 

Universitario e delle Ricerche: National Agency for the Evaluation of the University and Research 

Institutes)   the   main   purpose   of   which   is   to   ‘evaluate   the   efficiency   and   efficacy   of   the   public  

programmes for financing of, and providing incentives for, activities of research and innovation‘  

(Presidential Decree No 76 of 1 February 2010, art. 5:2). This is the ultimate body which approves 

new academic research projects and courses. 

https://www.unibz.it/en/organisation/organisation/bodies/council/default.html
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Old organizational chart (before the new statute approved on the 31st October 2013) 

 

 
 

      Old organizational chart (Figure 6) 
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New organizational structure - effective since the 15th January 2014 

 

 
 

       New organizational chart (Figure 7) 

 

By  reviewing  the  organizational  structure  of  the  ‘Free  University  of  Bozen-Bolzano’,  there  seems to 

be   no   evidence   of  what   Shattock   calls   a   ‘consistent   organizational   pattern’   (Shattock   2003:   67),  

according   to   McNay’s   internal   cultural   models   of   collegium,   bureaucracy,   enterprise   and  

corporation (1995).  It would also seem that the institution falls into   Olsen’s   (2005)   alternative  

model,   which   he   refers   to   as   ‘the   university   as   an   instrument   for   national   political   agendas’   (in  

Pilbeam 2009: 6), since the main reason to establish the university was basically in response to the 

specific demands of the unique linguistic and political circumstances of the territory, as mentioned 

above. 

 

In relation to the tacit knowledge-sharing aspect of this thesis, the FUB represents an interesting 

case study because its smaller university setting would appear to result in short lines of 

communication, which Shattock (2003) has indicated as a key aspect for competitive advantage.  

This would also result in the opportunity to work on a clear institutional identity, as mentioned 

above. Looking at the four quadrants, however, it seems to be evident that there is a slight bias 

towards the quadrant of corporation, since the dominant unit seems to be the University Council 

with its President, who works closely with her/his Management Team (the Rector who is 
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responsible for all academic affairs, as well as the General Director who is in charge of all 

administrative issues), and as such, as previously discussed, they are the main decision-driving 

forces of the institution. The recent changes regarding the organizational structure of the institution 

seem to arise from a proactive transformation initiated by the University Council and its President, 

and, in some cases, by the other departments (this will be further described in the next section). The 

rationale for the evaluation is through performance indicators led by an evaluation committee of 

three external, independent researchers and evaluation experts, as well as one internal expert 

nominated for a period of four years by the University Council. All these elements would appear to 

suggest  ‘that  external  policy  makers  have  considerable  influence  over  the  organization  and  activities  

within the University. External political agendas affect funding sources, which in turn influence 

behaviours within the University, with activity being monitored within a range of performance 

indicators. Scholarly purposes are considered secondary to purposes dictated by political support 

and funding opportunity (Olsen 2005, in Pilbeam 2009: 8). 

 

However,   there   are   also   elements  of   the   ‘collegium’  quadrant that puts its main emphasis on the 

self-governing community of scholars who should be free to pursue their own studies and research 

objectives, and who should themselves be able to standardize their content and skills alongside their 

discipline and/or faculty (Pilbeam 2009). In the concrete context of FUB this has been the case 

since its establishment although the implementation of the Bologna process clearly required 

standardized processes. In one faculty of the institution the very structured and school model-

oriented teaching approach of the Bologna model could be avoided in favor of an interdisciplinary, 

student-focused and practice-oriented teaching and learning model (see section on departmental 

considerations). In addition, the recently initiated collaboration of the three neighboring 

universities, Bozen-Bolzano, Trento and Innsbruck, as well as the focus on the creation of inter- and 

transdisciplinary academic projects and courses (such as the bachelor course in Business 

Informatics, planned for the academic year 2015-2016, in collaboration with the Faculty of 

Computer  Sciences  and  the  Faculty  of  Business  and  Management)  the  environmental  ‘fit‘  (McNay  

1995: 109) can be seen as evolutionary as scholars can be flexible to the course requirements, 

course delivery and the demand of the local market.  

According to the majority of both the professional and academic managers, the institution is 

perceived as a bureaucracy since it was originally structured as a hierarchical model based on a very 

strong administrative body and it is still laid out as such. In fact, as already mentioned above, the 

institution is built around 240 administrative staff and 104 full time academics on a permanent 

contract. This uneven ratio between administrative and academic staff and the historically rooted 
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strong hierarchical context make academics perceive themselves as being under continuous scrutiny 

by the bureaucratic presence around them. Academics seem to feel, therefore, that technical and 

administrative staff have been given too much power. On the other hand, the professional managers 

acknowledge   their   academic   counterparts’   frustration   and   argue   that   employees,   especially  

professional managers, should see all stakeholders, academics included, as their customers. As 

such, professional managers are meant to facilitate the core service of the institution by seeking 

dialogue with their academic colleagues. Such an attitude seems to be in line with what Olsen 

(2005)  calls  ‘the  creation  of  such  technostructures’,  which  expects  technical and administrative staff 

to  contribute  ‘to  the  performance  of  the  university’  (in  Pilbeam  2009:  8). 

 

In conclusion, with regards to the organizational structure of the institution, it makes sense to have a 

closer  look  at  the  President’s  leadership  style, which has been referred to by some interviewees as 

‘enlightened   leadership’.   Under   his   leadership   the   institution   has   started   to   undergo   a   period   of  

change. At top management level, his leadership style seems to be perceived as transformational, 

collaborative and team-oriented.  As  soon  as  he  was  elected  to  the  University  Council’s  Presidency  

on the 13th April 2010, he began to work on the reorganization of the institution and the new 

structure came into effect on the 15th January 2014 (as described in the outline above). The 

reorganization   process   seems   to   have   been   driven   by   the   President’s   view   of   an   organizational  

structure that should embody, alongside collegium and bureaucracy elements, enterprise elements 

which place knowledge-sharing processes at the foundation of teaching programmes and research 

approaches and outcomes. As such, it had been his aim to put the institution at a competitive 

advantage  at  the  international  level.  ‘Knowledge  is  the  capital  of  the  future  and,  in  order  to  create  

and disseminate knowledge, each person will have to start from her-/himself’  

(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-L7y1M5Dg1o). This   was   the   President’s   motto   for   the  

University and it seems to have become the dominant value of the institution. However, due to the 

physical separation of the central administrative buildings where the President, the Rector and the 

central administration reside, it seems that there is little space for closer and more regular formal 

and informal interaction with the faculty. This will be further discussed in the exploratory study.  

 

Nevertheless,  the  President’s  influence  on  the  recent  change  management,  as  well  as  his  vision  for  

the future development and organizational structure of the institution, also embodies enterprise 

elements. The dominant value of the institution lies in its core competencies in the different 

faculties/schools with a transdisciplinary and interdisciplinary outlook and in a more focused 

collaboration across the   ‘Euregio’   universities,   as  well   as   in   the   attitude   to   increasingly   see   both  

students  and   local  companies  as   the   institution’s  customers  who  should,  eventually,  evolve   into  a  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-L7y1M5Dg1o
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unit of resource (corporation). As mentioned above, however, there is the tendency of the local 

Government and/or the ANVUR to sustain or dismiss new initiatives and, as such, the structure 

might be interpreted more as a bureaucracy or as a corporation. 

 

According  to  Shattock  (2003),  the  key  role  for  a  HEI’s  success  lies  in  the  role of the department, its 

relationship with the centre, the short lines of communication between deans and their 

administrative colleagues, and a dispersed leadership among professional and academic managers. 

Elements of all organizational structures might be  the  best  fit  for  today’s  HEIs.  At  FUB,  its  seems,  

however, that there is a tendency towards the quadrants of bureaucracy and corporation:  e.g. the 

strong hierarchical matrix model, the uneven balance between administrative and academic staff, 

the  power of the local Government and the University Council that consists of seven effective 

members and two members with a consultative vote.  

In the next section I will further analyze departmental aspects. 

4.2.e)  Departmental aspects 

The Free University of Bozen-Bolzano (FUB) is organized around four Faculties and one School 

(Faculty of Education, School of Economics and Management, the Faculty of Computer Science, 

the Faculty of Design and Art and the Faculty of Science and Technology). Below I will describe 

each   department   in   more   detail   by   highlighting   which   strategy   as   outlined   in  Mintzberg   et   al’s  

(1998)   book   ‘Strategy   Safari.   A   guided   Tour   through   the   wilds   of   strategic   management’ the 

respective departments might be associated with. Finally I will take a closer look at the 

organization’s  administrative  pillar  and  try  to  gain  an  understanding  of  how  the  knowledge  flow  at  

the University could be approached in order to create effectiveness and competitive niches. 

 

4.2.e)i  The Faculty of Education 

 

The Faculty of Education was founded in 1997 and its main aim was to provide teacher training for 

teachers to teach in German, Italian and/or Ladin nursery and primary schools in the local territory 

(http://www.unibz.it/en/education/welcome/profile/default.html ). Over the years, the Faculty has 

developed into one of the top departments in its field because, according to how the Faculty is 

presenting itself to the outside world, it undertakes excellent research which is continuously applied 

in small teaching-groups, the collaboration between German, Italian and Ladin traditions has led to 

a more integrated and intercultural understanding of education, its staff includes the presence of 

internationally renowned academics in the field, it takes a practical approach to teaching and it has 

http://www.unibz.it/en/education/welcome/profile/default.html
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exposure in the unique linguistic offerings in the different fields 

(http://www.unibz.it/en/education/welcome/default.html ). The campus is located in Brixen-

Bressanone and the 1,535 students who were enrolled in the academic year 2013-14 were mostly 

commuting to the University.  This means that there is limited opportunity to bring faculty, 

administrators and students together, beyond their lectures and workshops. The faculty offers 

bachelor,   master   and   PhD   courses   with   a   specific   emphasis   on   ‘educational   and   developmental  

processes at various life stages and in different contexts; languages and other forms of expression in 

a  multicultural   and  multilingual   society’   and   ‘social   dynamics,   active   citizenship   and   systems   of  

solidarity’   (http://www.unibz.it/en/education/welcome/profile/default.html ). The future plans for 

the Faculty lie in the creation of two new courses in each of the forthcoming  academic years, which 

will be decided, according to the territorial needs,  in collaboration with the education authorities of 

all three languages of the province; in the recruitment of more international academics with a 

stronger focus on trilingualism; and in the further development of international-oriented research 

topics - mostly in collaboration with the Euregio universities (piano triennale 2014-2016). The 39 

current full-time academics with a permanent contract will increase to 51 in 2016.   

The infrastructure is a modern and mainly purpose-built, spacious campus. However, the 

architecture, the physical separation between administration and faculty, and the fact that a large 

majority of students commute back home, is not conducive to facilitating informal gatherings, and 

meetings, therefore, have to be planned in advance. In fact, it seems that the school has been created 

around  a  ‘Planning  School’  concept  since  ‘strategies  result  from  a  controlled,  conscious  process  of  

formal  planning’  (Mintzberg  et  al,  1998:58).  In  addition,  the  education  authorities  of  the  region  and  

the political government take the main decisions in what the academic offerings are. Furthermore,  

according to the Dean, the rigid standards of the agency ANVUR means that the faculty has  limited 

flexibility and freedom. The Dean mentioned the importance of finding time and methods for all 

stakeholders and all parties to meet in order to spend so-called  ‘meaningless’   (sinnlose Zeit) time 

with  one  another  in  order  to  bring  together  people’s  hearts  and  minds.  At  the  moment,  in  his  view,  

the  focus  is  more  on  developing  people’s  mental  capacities  in  the  first  place. As such, there is the 

desire to bring the faculties, administrative and academic staff, and students together more often by, 

ideally, the idea of moving the campus to the main campus in Bozen-Bolzano. 

 

4.2.e)ii  The Faculty of Economics and Management 

 

The Faculty of Economics and Management was founded in 1998 at the main campus in Bozen-

Bolzano in order to respond to local needs of the labour market. Since its foundation, the faculty has 

developed into a strong national and international university setting:  ‘its multidisciplinary and 

http://www.unibz.it/en/education/welcome/default.html
http://www.unibz.it/en/education/welcome/profile/default.html
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multilingual study programmes are recognised both in Italy (3rd in the 2013 ranking of La 

Repubblica) and in Germany (top mark in the ‘Die Zeit’  rating for internationalisation)’. ‘The 

School has also been recognized as one of the best in Italy for its research (4th in Economics, 2nd in 

Law and Political Science according to ANVUR)’ 

(http://www.unibz.it/en/economics/welcome/default.html). In the academic year 2013-14, the 

faculty catered for 902 national and international students with a complement of 23 full-time 

academics on a permanent contract, which will increase to 33 academics in 2016 (piano triennale 

2014-2016). The faculty offers its all its courses at the main campus in Bozen-Bolzano except for 

one course (tourism, sport and event management) which is offered in Bruneck-Brunico which is 

located roughly 80 kilometers from the main campus. This physical distance is not ideal, since only 

formal meetings can be organized and knowledge flow is dependent on planned scheduling. The 

faculty, on top of enhancing in-house collaboration between the different fields and academics and 

faculty administration, is geared towards the creation of more trans-disciplinary programmes. It is 

intended that in 2015-2016 a new bachelor course in Business Informatics will available. The 

faculty’s   core   objectives   lie   in   the   former   and   in   the   further   establishment   of   informal   groups   of 

research, such as Communities of Practice (Wenger 1998), with a multi-disciplinary outlook and an 

ambition to be constantly present in the international research arena (piano triennale 2014-2016). It 

seems  that  the  school  has  been  created  around  the  ‘Positioning  School’  concept,  since  it  was  meant  

to   ‘serve   the   narrow   market   segment‘   (Mintzberg   et al,1998:103) of territorial needs and has 

gradually  developed  into  a  ‘cognitive  school  model‘  where  the  specific  scenario  ‘can  be  modeled,  

[…]  can  be  framed,  and  […]  can  be  constructed‘  (1998:170)  and  the  faculty  is  continuously  asking  

themselves how best they can develop their current and future research and teaching programmes. 

According to the Dean, knowledge-sharing in the faculty and between faculty and faculty 

administration is working well; however, the faculty administration does not deal directly with the 

General Director and, according to her, it is there where information gets lost and confusion is 

created. The physical separation from the central administrative pillar has caused some frustration 

and  ‘none  of  the  faculty  suggestions’   (see  findings)  have  been  included  in  the  new  organizational  

structure. 

http://www.unibz.it/it/public/press/Documents/rankings/ranking%20repubblica%202012-2013.pdf
http://www.unibz.it/it/public/press/Documents/rankings/ranking%20repubblica%202012-2013.pdf
http://www.anvur.org/rapporto/files/Universita/08_Bolzano.pdf
http://www.unibz.it/en/economics/welcome/default.html
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4.2.e)iii   The Faculty of Design and Art 

 

The Faculty of Design and Art has offered a bachelor in Art and Design since the academic year 

2002-2003 and, under the guidance of its current Vice-Dean, who has been in the position since the 

faculty was set up, has given the school its own departmental autonomy. In fact, the Faculty had the 

opportunity to avoid the very structured and school-model-oriented teaching approach of the 

Bologna Model in favour of an interdisciplinary, student and practice-oriented teaching and 

learning approach where students, alongside their lecturers and in collaboration with companies and 

art-galleries, develop their unique voices by putting their creativity to work and by leading their 

findings towards theory.  As such the department has established strong connections with other 

institutions, companies and galleries where knowledge-sharing practices have led to the creation of 

competitive niches. This also puts the school at a competitive advantage internally with regards to 

its flexibility on academic offerings and research, its space allocation (the infrastructure is regarded 

to be excellent) and its financial support. In fact, the Vice Dean defines its work situation as 

excellent  as  ‘in  our  case  there  is  always  money  available’  (bei  uns  gibt  es  immer  Geld).  ‘We  only  

need  to  spend  it  intelligently’  (Wir  muessen  es  nur  intelligent  ausgeben).  

 

The 235 bachelor students are taught by nine full-time academics on a permanent contract, which 

will increase to 12 academics in 2016. For the next two years, two new courses are planned to begin 

in collaboration with the local Chamber of Commerce, and the research programme is mainly 

planned to continue as applied research conducted in strong collaboration with local and 

international   companies   and   cultural   institutions.  With   regards   to   the   former  Dean’s   approach   to  

interpret regulations in a flexible and solution-oriented way, the Faculty has been created around a 

‘Design  School’  concept  (Mintzberg  et  al  1998),  as  the  Dean’s  motto  was  driven  by  the  attitude  of  

establishing  a  ‘fit’.  Its  focus  is  on  the  process  rather  than  the  product,  and  the  ‘strategy is a grand 

design  that  requires  a  grand  designer’  (Mintzberg  et  al  1998:42).   In  fact,  such  a  grand  designer  is  

able   to   create   new   things   by   ‘truly   being   in   the   organization’   and   by   having   developed   a   ‘rich,  

intimate  knowledge  base’  (Mintzberg  et  al 1998:43)  around  the  institution’s  needs  and  the  broader  

picture. It seems that, by doing this, the Faculty is heading in a clear direction which is based on a 

‘mix  of  scientific  analysis,  a  trans-disciplinary approach of study, a solid preparation in art history 

and  a  large  slice  of  creative  practice’  (http://www.unibz.it/en/design-art/welcome/about/default.html  

 

 

 

 

http://www.unibz.it/en/design-art/welcome/about/default.html
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4.2.e)iv   The Faculty of Computer Science 

 

The Faculty of Computer Science was created at the same time as the Faculty of Design and Art. Its 

‘interdisciplinary,   integrated   approach   forms   the   core   framework   of   the   teaching,   research   and  

practical   applications   of   the   Faculty’   at   bachelor,   master   and   PhD   levels  

(http://www.unibz.it/en/inf/progs/default.html). One of the main objectives of the Faculty is to 

create trans-disciplinary academic programmemes in conjunction with other faculties, such as the 

bachelor course in Business Informatics in collaboration with the Faculty of Economics and 

Management (piano triennale 2014-2016), and to reach a more internationally recognized profile 

through   three   core   factors:   ‘Creativity,   Teamwork,   and   Internationality’  

(http://www.unibz.it/en/inf/progs/default.html ). The 264 students who were enrolled during the 

academic year 2013-14 were guided by 14 full-time academic staff members on permanent 

employment contracts, and in 2016 an increase of three additional academics with permanent 

contracts is expected. The Faculty is led by a Dean who believes in the intrinsic self-motivation of 

people and who advocates that only by passion and self-motivation can high goals be achieved. His 

approach to research and teaching seems to have elements of both the cultural and the 

entrepreneurial school (Mintzberg et al, 1998) in strategic thinking and acting. With regards to the 

entrepreneurial school, the Dean seems to be convinced that a bold vision is key for success: a 

vision  which  is  clearly  established  in  the  Dean’s  mind  when  he  advocates  that  each  single  person  on  

both  the  academic  and  administrative  sides  should  be  sharing  the  institution’s  vision  and  should  be  

integrated in  future development planning. All members, according to him, should gain meaning 

from what they are doing and should be in an environment where risk-taking is part of the 

institutional culture. As such his approach could be seen in line with Mintzberg et al’s   ‘Cultural  

School’  as  people  create  together  a  ‘shared  meaning  over  time’  (1998:274).  ‘This  is  done  by  purely  

social activities, such as talking, celebrating, grieving, but also when people work together on 

common tasks, including the interaction that takes place between them and the resources they 

employ’  (1998:274).  In  fact,  the  Dean  does  not  reside  in  a  separate  office;;  he  receives  and  works  in  

the middle of the corridor of his faculty where he conducts meetings, interacts with students, co-

workers, and is open and flexible to reacting to what is going on around him. His example has a 

strong impact on people who encounter him, me included. In fact, according to the Dean, the senior 

management  should  not  be  hiding  in  the  ‘big  building’:  ‘I  am  a  believer  in  an  informal  atmosphere’  

(interview  extract).  The  Faculty  seems  to  be  driven  by  the  willingness  to  win  ‘hearts  and  minds’  of  

all  stakeholders  and  ‘to  nurture  the  passion  of  the  individual’  by  talking  to  one  another. 

 

 

http://www.unibz.it/en/inf/progs/default.html
http://www.unibz.it/en/inf/progs/default.html
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4.2.e)v  The Faculty of Sciences and Technology 

 

The Faculty of Sciences and Technology was the last to be established in  FUB. Its foundation was 

in 2007 and its key areas were in agricultural and agro-environmental science and industrial, 

mechanical and energy engineering: areas with a strong emphasis on specific local conditions and 

needs,   such   as   ‘the   management   of   mountainous   areas,   energy   efficiency,   food   production   and  

quality,   and   process   and   product   innovation   for   industry’  

(http://www.unibz.it/en/sciencetechnology/welcome/default.html ). The Faculty is increasingly 

aiming to gain a more international profile of both its staff and student recruitment, and its research 

programmes (piano triennale 2014-2016). Its 225 students who attended the six academic offerings 

at bachelor, master and PhD levels have been guided by 19 full-time professionals with permanent 

contracts. In 2016, the Faculty will increase to 35 full-time academic staff members on permanent 

contracts. This will be the biggest increase in staffing at an institutional level since new academic 

courses will be implemented each year for the next three years. The main issues for the Faculty for 

the time being seem to be its space limitations. In fact, a further investment of 880 square metres of 

labs are planned to go into the creation of additional space and a further investment (of 724,000 

Euros) needs to be allocated for the implementation of the new programmes (piano triennale 2014-

2016). The Dean’s  approach  to  management,  teaching  and  research  seems  to  reflect  the  ‘Learning  

School’   approach,   where   ‘strategies   emerge   as   people,   sometimes   acting   individually   but   more  

often   collectively[,]   come   to   learn’   (Mintzberg   et   al,   1998:176).   This,   eventually, leads to small 

changes  which  result  in  ‘major  shifts  in  direction’  (1998:178).  In  fact,  the  Dean  sees  Faculty  and  the  

administrators as a knowledge creating company (Nonaka-Takeuchi 1995) where research and 

teaching should be seen in flexible terms. According to him, 20-30 % of research should go beyond 

one’s  own  field  in  order  to  facilitate  inter-disciplinary and trans-disciplinary knowledge intake and 

sharing. In addition, he advocates the importance of creating more time for shared dialogue without 

any deadlines, and a shared leadership which is enacted in everybody with a special emphasis on a 

‘bottom-up’  strategy.  In  the  Dean’s  view,  the  leader  must  also  learn,  but  ‘more  commonly  it  is  the  

collective   system   that   learns’   (Mintzberg   et   al   1998:208);;   this may result in a tacit knowledge-

sharing attitude which, eventually, will lead – through collective collaboration – to the creation of 

competitive niches. 

 

Finally, it makes sense to have a closer look at the administrative pillar which is currently formed of 

240 full-time employees on permanent contracts. The top management is located in a separate 

building where both the President and the Rector reside, while the operational administrative staff 

are integrated into their respective faculties. Both the library and the office of student affairs have 

http://www.unibz.it/en/sciencetechnology/welcome/default.html
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been   moved   into   the   main   campus   in   order   to   be   close   to   the   institution’s   core   customers:   the  

students. It is predicted in future to employ two new per year. While the collaboration between the 

operational administrative co-workers and academia seems to work well (see above), there does not 

seem to be an institutional culture based on an open-door policy with regards to tacit knowledge-

sharing purposes between top professional managers and academics. In fact, many professional 

managers feel under pressure as they need to adhere to deadlines and new regulations and do not 

seem to understand what their academic counterparts might need most. The desire to spend more 

time collectively, and for an environment which focuses on the awareness of the respective roles 

and positions, where each co-worker operates from a team-oriented position, is shared by all 

professional managers who were interviewed. 

 

4.2.f)  Conclusive considerations 

 

My choice to do the empirical study at the FUB – a journey which took more than three years – has 

been driven by the following aspects: Firstly, because I personally come from the geographical area 

and, as a student, I was forced to study outside of the region as there were no suitable academic 

offerings   at   that   time.   I  was  particularly   interested   to   find  out  more   about   the   ‘young’  university  

setting and its recently developed academic offerings. Secondly, I was able to obtain access to the 

setting easily since, due to personal contacts, I could arrange meetings with all members of the top 

management (with the only exception being the General Director): the President, one Governor, the 

Rector, the former Head Librarian (she left the university in 2013), all five Deans, two Vice-Deans 

and seven professional managers. In addition, the tacit knowledge-sharing aspect was one of my 

key interest areas and the small setting, according to the literature and to my own experience as 

Principal of a school with the same dimensions as the majority of the faculties, would facilitate 

short lines of communication (Shattock, 2003) and as such the university could represent a fertile 

terrain for the creation of competitive niches. 

 

In the next chapter I discuss the research design and the methods I used and also address the 

philosophical, ethical and methodological aspects involved.  
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5.  Research Design and Methods 
 
Since there was not a lot of literature in the specific field of socialization, at least in the literature on 

higher education, I felt intrigued to dig deeper by investigating where it all starts from. The research 

question  ‘How  does  tacit  knowledge  sharing  create  competitive  niches?’  induced  me  to  think  that,  

although all four SECI quadrants (socialization, externalization, combination, internalization) are of 

vital importance it seemed that there must be a starting point which would facilitate the rest to 

unfold.  The theory did not give me straight forward answers and it appeared to me that the 

socialization quadrant was somehow neglected. This is particularly so as the way many HEIs are 

managed   is   still   based   on   Weber’s   hierarchical   and   bureaucratic   structures   with   specific   job  

descriptions and where both academic and professional managers see themselves as separate from 

one another (Naim 2014). 

It was my aim to fill this gap in the literature and to give some valid strategic answers to managers 

in order to help establish a conducive space for their co-workers to create competitive niches 

(products and services as well as retaining or attracting the right people) in order to gain a 

competitive advantage situation for their institution. The research design and the research methods 

aimed to support me in this attempt. 

In this section it is my intention to focus firstly on the philosophical and ethical considerations a 

researcher needs to have when doing academic work, and then on the methodological aspects of 

empirical data gathering, in  order  to  find  constructive  answers  to  the  research  question  ‘How  does  

tacit knowledge sharing create competitive niches   at   higher   education   institutions?’.   A   special  

emphasis has been placed on reflecting on my own role as a social researcher by explaining the 

‘why’  of  my  chosen  research  format,  the  case  study.  I  will  then  further  analyze  the  pros  and  cons  of  

a case study by representing the research question and its sub-research questions and which leading 

interview questions helped to extract data accordingly. Finally, I will reflect on the utility of the 

study regarding possible theory building and its impact on the different stakeholders (participant, 

organization, reader, broader audience, researcher). 
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5.1.  Philosophical considerations  

 

In   alignment   with   Weber,   I   see   human   action   as   follows:   ‘human   conduct   is   intrinsically  

meaningful,  and  has  to  be  ‘interpreted’  or  ‘understood’  in  a  way  which  has  no  counterpart  in  nature’  

(Weber 1992:ix). As such, I tried to interpret the data that I collected with an epistemological 

approach  of  ‘interpretivism’  based  on  Weber’s  ‘Verstehen’,  where  understanding  goes  beyond  the  

mere naturalistic   gathering   of   data,   moving   ‘away   from   positivist   models   of   research’   (Warren  

2009:567);;   it   implies   a   ‘form   of   empathy   (in   German   Einfuehlung)’   (Wright   1978:14).   This  

emphasizes  the  existence  of  a  'double  interpretation’:  the  researcher  will  provide an interpretation of 

the  participants’  interpretation,  since  ‘the  researcher’s  interpretations  have  to  be  further  interpreted  

in   terms   of   the   concepts   [and]   theories   of   a   discipline’   (Bryman   2012:31).   In   addition,   it   can   be  

stated that the use of images (in the specific case, the use of drawings) offered me further rich 

qualitative  data  with  an  ‘emphasis  on  subjective  meaning  creation’  (Warren  2009:567). 

 

However, in order to be as objective as possible – ‘the  researcher  is  human,  not  an  automaton,  the 

researcher  inevitably  affects  what  is  learned’  (Rubin  2005:21)  – I have tried to keep a critical stance 

throughout   the   process   by   continuously   asking   the   question   ‘How   did   you   test   your   theory?’  

(Popper 1978:19). In my specific study, the theory has been based on Nonaka & Takeuchi's (1995) 

concept of socialization with regards to tacit knowledge transfer practices and procedures at higher 

educational level and beyond (Bacon 2009; Giddens 1991; Henkel 2000/2005; Swart 

2006/2008/2011; Whitchurch 2004/2006/2008). The research design which will be outlined below 

was akin to test of and then further develop the SECI model in an HE setting. In doing so, I aimed 

to   be   open   to   new   observations,  which   led   to   a   ‘give-and-take’   between   theory   and   observation.  

This reflexive research approach resulted in an interplay between inductive and deductive theory 

building (Popper 1978; Christensen 2006). Such data analysis may be defined as interative analysis: 

there has been a continuous interplay between data collection and data analysis (Bryman 2012). 

Indeed, I have developed my familiarity with the important literature around the main topics 

relating   to  my   research   question:   ‘knowledge’,   ‘tacit   knowledge’,   ‘tacit   knowledge   transfer’   and  

‘knowledge  management’  at  higher  education institutions and beyond. This knowledge functioned 

as a foundation for the data collection and analysis, which was then supported by further in-depth 

reading of additional literature. It is the data, however, which ultimately generated my new 

hypothesis: 

 

‘The   socialization   aspect   (ba) is of key relevance to knowledge-sharing processes, since all 

knowledge ultimately is tacit and, as such, depends on personal dwelling in the field if new 
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competitive niches are to be created. An institutional culture which emphasizes the importance of 

tacit knowledge sharing practices may break down boundaries by putting the collective objectives 

before  the  individual.’ 

 

In  particular,  the  exercise  during  the  focus  group  discussion  with  an  emphasis  on  ‘looking  beyond  

one’s  own  personal   role’   (see  below)  helped  participants   acknowledge   the   respective  participants  

more by seeing the high value such conversations can have for the benefit of oneself and the entire 

institution. Indeed, in the final interviews, empirical saturation in respect of the above hypothesis 

was achieved (Christensen 2006). 

 

From an ontological point of view, I have read the data from the position of constructionism, which 

sees both the participants and the researcher as social actors who go through changes in space and 

time. I start from the standpoint that human beings have the power of modeling their personal and 

professional   lives   and   that   ‘categories   such   as   organization   and   culture   are...   [not]   pre-given and 

therefore [do not] confront social actors  as  external   realities   that   they  have  no  role   in   fashioning’  

(Bryman 2012:33). 

 

Although, from the very beginning of my research work, I have been driven by a fixed idea of what 

the outcome may be, I became more and more conscious of the risk of approaching the research 

process with such a predisposition. Therefore, I have continuously tried to keep an open mind for 

the unknown, through observing, reflecting, open questioning and active listening (Berg 2007), both 

to myself, as it is important to be self-reflective at all stages (Popper 1978), and to the participants 

(Weir 2012). Keeping an open and curious mind helped me to read the empirical data in terms of 

either theory extension or theory contradiction (Geer 1978).  

 

The findings of the study have helped me as a researcher to extend my knowledge of the specialized 

topics which will be analyzed in depth below. I acquired a more sound and objective understanding 

of the importance of a tacit knowledge sharing environment and potential elements which facilitate 

the  creation  of  an  enabling  ‘ba’  where  the  focus  is  on  a  larger  and  more  inter-connected picture of 

collaboration (Palmer et al. 2010; Gallo 2010; Weber 1992; Weir 2012; Nixon 2012) where 

knowledge-sharing practices and procedures become an innate attitude of all stakeholders of the 

organization (Davenport & Prusak 2000; Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995). As a researcher I have 

certainly benefitted from the process in both an emotional and social dimension, improving my 

interpersonal and emotional intelligence as I position my findings in relation to my own opinions 

and attitudes as a researcher, and to those of the participants who were involved in my research 
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(Byrne 2011). This has also increased my understanding of people in general, their attitudes, their 

motivations   and   their   social   ‘embeddedness’   in   a   wider   whole   (Palmer   et   al   2010;;  Weir   2012;;  

Nixon 2012; Stone 2010). 

 

There is evidence that the study has also been of relevance to the participants themselves, as they 

have been encouraged to reflect on their own position; their way of seeing themselves as individuals 

and as team-members; their willingness to share knowledge with others and on the change of 

perspective they experienced during the focus group discussion when they were invited to put 

themselves in  their  counterparts’  shoes.  This  self-reflection and the opportunity to further reflect on 

the outcome and possible change of perspective in the focus group context (see section below) 

helped break through some existing boundaries by openly expressing the desire – from both 

academics and professional managers alike – to seek a more structured and regular collaboration at 

an institutional level. 

 

To summarize the way that I have analyzed the collected data, I should say that the use of visual 

methods allowed me to look more thoroughly into the participants' reflection on their understanding 

of a knowledge-sharing organization by providing me with rich narrative data. My analysis has 

been led by the driving forces of interpretivism, constructionism, iterative theory by testing and/or 

developing the SECI model in an HE setting accordingly. 

 

Before going into the specifics I will first reflect on the important ethical considerations in relation 

to empirical data gathering and theory-building, both in general and in relation to the specific 

research question of my thesis. 

 

5.2.  Ethical considerations 

The  act  of  social  research  raises  critical  ethical  considerations,  as  the  social  scientist  ‘delve[s]  into  

social   lives  of  other  human  beings’   (Berg  2007:  53).  The  ethical obligations apply to all possible 

stakeholders of the study: the researcher him-/herself, possible colleagues, the participants of the 

study, the organization, the reader and the broader audience. Although the ethical considerations are 

dependent on the  personal  values  which  ‘reflect  either  the  personal  beliefs  or  the  feelings’  (Bryman  

2012:39)  of   the   researcher,   it   is   important   that   the   researcher   is   led  by  what  Berg  calls   the   ‘risk-

benefit  scale’  (Berg  2007:59):  potential  harm  for  the  participants  has to be excluded from the outset; 

potential risks should not have any negative impact on the participants or on a broader audience 

(Berg 2007). However, the personal risk of the researcher has to be evaluated by the researcher her-
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/himself; the study should, in my view, be guided by the ethic of an appreciation of the other (Weir 

2012). 

That  is  why  I  aimed  to  conduct  my  research  with  an  ethical  stance  where  ‘the  core  and  sole  purpose  

is   to   put   the   interests   of   others   ahead’   (Su  &  McGettrick   2012:1)   of   possible personal interests, 

whether  this  might  be  a  data  analysis  led  by  ‘jumping  to  conclusions’  because  I  wanted  to  complete  

the process faster, or whether it might have been a data collection influenced by my personal ideas 

instead of listening carefully and reflecting accordingly on different view-points (Bryman 2012; 

Bignold 2012). I aimed to be driven by my personal and professional commitments as a researcher 

to  put  the  respect  for  the  respective  ‘Other’  in  the  first  place  and  to  collect,  interpret  and  analyze the 

data   accordingly  by  keeping  a   ‘beginner’s  mind’   (Gallo  2012),  without  neglecting   the   theoretical  

framework of the studied literature. 

 

I am aware of the fact that I myself, as a researcher, was part of the tools of discovery (Rubin 2005), 

because, as mentioned above, the researcher will never be completely neutral. I see the researcher – 

in this case myself – as a fluid construct of personal experiences, values and belief systems in space 

and time (Bryman 2012; Gladwell 2008). As such, the researcher makes specific decisions 

regarding the research area, the formulation of the research question, the choice of the research 

design, the choice of the research field, the chosen data collection and data analysis strategies, the 

interpretation of data, the findings and the conclusions (Bryman 2120). In addition, even the 

methods  themselves  ‘are  not  simply  neutral:  they  are  linked  with  the  ways  in  which  social  scientists  

envision the connection between different viewpoints about the nature of social reality and how it 

should  be  examined’  (Bryman  2012:19). 

 

In my specific case, my responsibility as a researcher lay in making myself, the participants and the 

reader aware of all of the above considerations. Although I always tried to keep a neutral and non-

judgmental position throughout the process, the selection of the topic, the research question, the sub 

research questions (SRQ), the methodology, the sampling, the methods of data collection and the 

data analysis itself had an impact on the process and on the outcome as well. I began my research 

with the eyes of a qualitative social researcher focused on a interpretivist/constructivist model of 

research, by gaining data through soft approaches such as visual methods in combination with 

initial and final interviews and a focus group discussion designed as a workshop with all the 

participants involved in the respective interview sessions (see below). All methods were based on 

narratives.  This  means  that  I  had  to  be  aware  of  the  fact  that  soft  ‘data  are  subject  to bias, researcher 

effects, and socio-cultural  constructions’  (Warren  2009:  572)  and,  as  such,  I  was  to  ‘recognize,  and  
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perhaps embrace, the influence which these factors have on the construction and reporting of 

research  findings’  (Warren  2009:572-573). Along these same lines, it seems evident that, even if I 

chose the same topic with the same research question, the outcome would probably be different if I 

had applied a positivist/objective approach or if I had used quantitative tools instead of qualitative 

tools, such as a survey. In that case, elements of personal relationship, rapport, direct and 

continuous reflexive interaction between researcher and participants would differ and, certainly, this 

could put a different emphasis on the data analysis and its outcome. 

 

This means that everything the researcher does has to be seen in this light. Even her/his own 

research diary/case study report will be influenced by the choices s/he has made and will be making 

throughout the process (Yin 1981). 

 

A huge responsibility lies also in the interpretation of the data. Through open questioning and active 

listening  I  seem  to  have  gained  the  ability  to  theorize  and  ‘to  see  patterns,  and  to  maintain  distance  

from   the   data   generated’   (Guillemin   &  Drew   2010:184).   In   order   to approach this process in a 

professional manner, I aimed to gain knowledge and to learn new things with an element of 

compassion.  ‘Compassion  is  sharp’  (Su  &  McGettrick  2012:ix)  and  it  was  my  intention  to  care  as  

much as possible for the participants and the broader audience because I feel professionally 

responsible  for  them  (Su  &  McGettrick  2012).  I  wanted  to  be  driven  by  a  ‘foundation  of  skills  that  

induce   respect   as   a  basis   for   trust  of   the  other’   (Weir  2012:103).  At   the   same   time,   I   tried   to  be  

ready for the unknown as I saw my research evolve in a type of interplay between certainty and 

uncertainty, known and unknown, by applying tacit-to-tacit knowledge-transfer between researcher 

and participants on an ongoing basis (Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995; Davenport & Prusak 2000; Weir 

2012). The ethical consideration was, therefore, to maintain as far as possible an astute awareness of 

the existence of personal bias from both sites. 

 

This leads to another ethical element which needs to be mentioned: the research must be carried out 

based  on  reciprocal  honesty.  Honesty  is  ‘a  commitment  to  seek  out  truth  and  to  act  appropriately’  

(Bignold   2012:108)   by   taking   ‘account   of   the   individual’s   or   group’s   well-being’   (Bignold  

2012:108). This element of honesty refers to the researcher, the participant, the audience, the 

organization; in short, to all possible stakeholders of the research. It was always my aim, therefore, 

to act accordingly in order to extract research findings which were meant to primarily safeguard the 

individual’s  and  the  group’s  well-being. 
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This meant that I was to ensure that I dealt with the data sensitively by safeguarding the privacy of 

the participants. This is especially true given that I have used visual methods alongside other 

qualitative instruments   (see   below).   This   ‘raises   issues   of   confidentiality   and   commercial  

sensitivity’   (Warren   2009:579)   even   further.   In   Italy,   the   article   675   of   the   31st  December   1996  

regulates  this  aspect  very  clearly  when  it  says:  ‘Il  trattamento  di  dati  personali  da  parte di privati o 

di   enti   pubblici   economici   è   ammesso   solo   con   il   consenso   espresso   dell’interessato’   (Art.   11,  

comma 1). This means that both data and pictures can only be used with the specific (signed) 

consent of the participant. Naturally, I applied the common  practice  of  informing  participants  ‘fully  

about  the  purpose,  methods,  and  intended  possible  uses  of  the  research’  (Bryman  2012:146). 

Another aspect to reflect upon is that of validity. Although my chosen research design - the case 

study - is very specific (see below), its outcome may be applied to similar populations, albeit with 

the necesary awareness and caution. The case study can also be used for a potential extension or 

falsification of theory. In order to obtain as much validity as possible, the data needed to be checked 

through triangulation. Triangulation is a strategy of gathering data through the use of different 

groups and different methods (Bignold 2012). In this specific case, I conducted individual 

interviews at the beginning, one focus group discussion and, finally, I finished with conclusive 

semi-structured interviews (see below). Throughout the process, I had always been guided by the 

questions   ‘Have   I   gathered   sufficient   viewpoints?,’   and   ‘Have   I   read   enough  with   regards   to  my  

research question and the main areas of interest (knowledge; tacit knowledge transfer; knowledge 

management;;  knowledge  enabling  environment  at  HEIs  and  beyond)?’. 

 

It  would  seem  sensible  to  conclude  this  section  with  Popper’s  view  of  how  a  researcher  should  be.  

He claims that a researcher should be reflexive at all times (Popper 1978). This might embrace all 

the ethical aspects that I have mentioned in detail above: responsibility, validity, honesty, 

confidentiality and an astute awareness of the fact that, as a human being, a researcher may never be 

completely neutral. It is with these ethical principles in mind that I conducted this research. 

 

In the next section I will describe in more detail the strategy I have chosen for the empirical data 

gathering of my research. 

 

5.3.  Reflections on my role as a qualitative researcher 

 

The strategy I have chosen for this research is based on social science inquiry because social 

science   deals  with   problems   that   arise   in   a   ‘real  world’   scenario;;   as   such,   it   is   ‘problem-driven’  
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rather   than   ‘methodology-driven’   (Flyvbjerg 2006). That is why it was important to identify the 

problem first and to then ask myself which methodology, quantitative or qualitative, will be best 

suited to analyzing the problem. The idea is to describe a problem in order to seek solutions (Geer 

1978). Indeed, the purpose of social research lies in describing what is and what will be by aiming 

for normative theory-building  which  can  impact  on  future  outcomes,  as  ‘the  value  of  the  theory  will  

be assessed by its  predictive  power’  (Christensen  2006:  42).  As  such,  social  study  might  be  seen  as  

having a transformative power over the real world (Byrne 2011). Social inquiry aims to extend the 

existing theoretical structure by understanding the meaning of empirical data in order to generate 

new  theory  (Geer  1978).  The  social   researcher  will  be   led  by  questions  such  as:   ‘Where  does   the  

problem  come  from?’,  ‘What  is the  problem?’,  ‘Why  did  I  select  this  specific  problem?’,  ‘Why  is  it  

important  for  a  broader  audience?’  and  ‘Is   it   important  at  all?’  The  answer  to  such  questions  will  

indicate which kind of problem the researcher is dealing with. Geer distinguishes between the 

following   three   problem   types:   a)   ‘policy   problems’,   b)   ‘problems   of   social   philosophy‘,   and   c)  

‘problems  intrinsic  to  developing  scientific  discipline’  (Geer  1978:49). 

In my specific study the researched problem seems  to  be  a  ‘problem  of  social  philosophy’, as I have 

aimed to analyze the willingness, the quality and the attitude of tacit knowledge transfer among 

academics and professional managers, which may function as a pre-requisite for the creation of new 

competitive niches at HEIs. This is why it has been my aim to find out how such knowledge flow 

may be facilitated, by making a closer examination of the current situation with regards to tacit 

knowledge transfer procedures and practices. I also tried to analyze whether there are conflicts 

between the values and driving forces for knowledge transfer of both the academic and the 

professional managers (Henkel 2000/2005; Whitchurch 2004/06/08). Furthermore, I tried to 

investigate  whether  the  resolution  of  ‘the  tension  between  Self  and  the  Other’  (Weir  2012:98)  may  

help  to  establish  a  new  approach  which  will  ‘transcend  positivism  by  providing  meaning  rooted in a 

warm,  human  understanding’  (Fromm  1941  in  Weir  2012:  99).   

 

Since my study has been conducted in a single unique higher education setting, I have decided to 

use  the  qualitative  research  design  of  the  case  study  with  an  ‘open-ended’  approach  to  begin with. I 

wanted  the  data  to  ‘talk’  to  me  by  starting  with  a  clear  research  question.  At  the  same  time,  I  aimed  

to be open for possible surprises, changes of direction and the acquisition of new insights which 

provided feedback to my theoretical pre-understanding (Bryman 2006/2012). As such, I approached 

my analysis with some theoretical concepts in mind (see below), and the collected empirical data 

then led me to further reading and further analysis. It was based on testing and further developing 
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the SECI model (Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995) at FUB by having a closer look at the socialization 

quadrant and the interaction between professional and academic managers at top management level. 

 

Indeed, it is necessary to view tacit knowledge-transfer as a social and interactive process which 

may change accordingly. As such, I have interpreted the data with an approach of constructionism, 

which sees both participants and researcher as social actors who go through changes in space and 

time (Bryman 2012), as opposed to the view of objectivism, which sees the social actors as 

dependent on social phenomena 'that are beyond our reach of influence' (Bryman 2012:32).  

 

In my view, my research topic is of relevant importance as its aim was to find out whether there is a 

way to bring both academic and administrative managers together in order to enhance knowledge-

sharing practices in such a way that a knowledge-enabling   ‘ba’   (chapter   2)   can   be   designed  

strategically. I aimed to look for patterns, beyond boundaries (Whitchurch 2008), which put its 

main emphasis on the sense-making aspect of doing, thinking and acting for all participants' and the 

wellbeing of their organization as a whole (Palmer 2012). As such, I have found evidence for work-

related individual and institutional identity-building patterns which, ultimately, are tied to a general 

and commonly shared knowledge-sharing   attitude,   based   on   an   ethical   foundation   where   ‘the  

highest   form  of  moral  obligation  of   the   individual   is   to   fulfill  his  duty   in  worldly  affairs’   (Weber  

1992:xii). I am aware of the strong ethical position I am taking here. However, as I myself work in 

an environment based on the IB learner profile (see chapter 2) where knowledge-sharing processes 

and collaboration are based on dialogue, it appears to me that  at  HEIs   too  a   ‘mindset’   shift   from  

more individualistic goals towards a commonly shared goal seems to be possible if it becomes an 

institutionalized strategic approach. 

 

In the next section I will provide an overview of the research design and the research methodology 

by focusing on the leading interview questions which fed the research questions. I will then describe 

where I implemented the empirical study by analyzing the pros and cons of the case study research 

design and by explaining why I think that the case study design, in my view, is the best 

methodological choice for this specific study. Furthermore, I will provide more details about the 

empirical process in the surroundings and timeframes by describing the methodological tools I have 

been using and reflecting on my data analysis. 
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5.4.  The empirical study  

 

This section is divided into the following sub-sections: 

 

a) Research question, sub-research questions and the respective leading interview questions 

c) The case study organization 

d) Research participants 

e) Research methods 

f) Data analysis 

 

5.4.a)  Research Question, sub-research questions and the respective leading interview 
questions 

 

As mentioned in chapter 3 the research and sub-research questions helped narrow down the field of 

research (Bignold 2012). In order to extract as much data as possible, the leading interview 

questions for each sub-research question I have used during the semi-structured interviews and the 

focus group workshop helped give a structured framework on which to draw upon. Throughout the 

process I kept an open mind and adapted the questions (Table 1 below) according to the reaction of 

the respective interviewees. 
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Leading interview questions (Table 1) 

SRQs Interview - focus group questions 

What does tacit knowledge 
sharing mean in this 
organizational context? 

 The  prospective  and  approved  title  of  my  thesis  is  ‘How  does  tacit  
knowledge transfer create new competitive niches at HEIs? A case study. 
What comes to mind if you hear that? 

 What counts, in your view, as knowledge and how does knowledge 
grow? 

 How would you rate the importance of tacit knowledge sharing at HE 
level? 

 How would you describe the current tacit knowledge sharing practices of 
the institution? 

 What is tacit knowledge, in your personal view, and what are the main 
challenges regarding knowledge transfer? 

 

What are the enablers and 
barriers of tacit knowledge 
sharing? 

 What are in your view the internal enablers for tacit knowledge sharing? 
 What are the external enablers? 
 What can you do as an individual co-worker in order to facilitate the tacit 

knowledge sharing processes? 
 How would you facilitate tacit knowledge sharing at an organizational 

level? 
 How can faculties and administration get into discussion? 
 How can the entire institution get into discussion with regards to the 

creation of new competitive niches? 
 Is there scope for improvement at the FUB regarding interaction, 

conversation and the tacit knowledge sharing practices?  
 What  do  you  think  of  a  possible  ‘open  door  policy’  at  top  management  

level and between academics and administrators? 
 At the focus group discussion we tried to reflect on the challenges of the 

respective co-workers in administration and academia from different 
angles. Is the time dedicated to such exercises useful to facilitate 
knowledge-sharing practices? 

 How shall tacit knowledge be best moved around the organization? 
 If you were the ultimate decision-maker what would you do in order to 

attract people in different capacities to the institution? 

What are the characteristics 
of the environment within 
which competitive niches are 
created? 

 How do you use knowledge and how do you innovate knowledge? 
 If you were the ultimate decision-maker what strategies would you 

implement to facilitate the tacit knowledge flow between professional 
and academic managers in such a way that new competitive niches can 
be created? 

 Can tacit knowledge transfer in your view create new competitive niches 
at the FUB? 

 What needs to be done in order to do that? 
 Which knowledge sharing practices, in your view, would accelerate and 

enhance the creation of new courses, new research areas in order to 
attract students and funds to university? 

 How can faculties and administration get into discussion in order to 
create something new or to improve what is already there? 

 How can the entire institution get into discussion with regards to the 
creation of new competitive niche 
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5.4.b)  A case study organization 

My  research  question  is  a  ‘how’  question.  Indeed,  according  to  Yin,  ‘case  studies  are  the  preferred  

method when how  or  why  questions  are  being  posed’  (2009:2).  A  case  study  is  a  research  design  

which aims to analyze a real-life setting in depth (Bryman 2012). Indeed, I tried to gather as much 

data as possible by observing, interviewing, listening, reflecting, categorizing, associating and 

analyzing the empirical data extracted from qualitative strategies. This brings along an intrinsic 

interest in the researched field (Bryman 2012) as outlined in chapter 4. Yin defines the case study as 

‘an  empirical  inquiry  that  investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life 

context,  especially  when  the  boundaries  between  phenomenon  and  context  are  not  clearly  evident’  

(2009:18). The case study allowed me to understand the dynamics of FUB as I was interested in and  

willing to look at the setting from different angles by listening to the narrative of the different 

participants with an open-minded approach. By doing this, the complexity of tacit knowledge 

transfer between academic and professional managers could be revealed (Byrne & Ragin 2009) as 

outlined in chapter 6. The analysis of the empirical data helped to find specific patterns in the data 

which led to both theoretical contributions as well as practical recommendations for FUB, as 

outlined in chapter 7. As such, case study research is based on an inductive approach. I read the 

outcome in such a way that it contributes to theory-development explained in chapter 7 (Flyvbjerg 

2009).  Flyvbjerg  calls  the  case  study  ‘the  force  of  example’  or  ‘the  power  of  sample’  (2009:228).  

The advantages of the case study design lie, according to Flyvbjerg (2006), in a more nuanced view 

of reality; in the opportunity for the researcher to acquire skills to do good people-oriented research; 

in being able to identify the little things which make the difference by listening carefully to the 

narratives of people. This more open-ended approach is less driven by being rooted in a specific 

theoretical   framework   and   more   by   a   ‘broader   philosophical   position   that   cuts   across  

specializations’  (Flyvbjerg  2006:238). 

Therefore, I aimed to set out with an attitude of curiosity, open to surprises (PYP 2009) by putting 

the   focus   on   a   beginner’s   mind   (Gallo   2010).   In   describing   this   attitude,   Flyvbjerg   cites  

Wittgenstein  by   saying,   ‘In   teaching you philosophy I am like a guide showing you how to find 

your way around London. I have to take you through the city from north to south, from east to west, 

from Euston to the embankment and from Piccadilly to the Marble Arch. After I have taken you 

many journeys through the city, in all sorts of directions, we shall have passed through any given 

street a number of times - each time traversing the street as part of a different journey. At the end of 

this you will know London; you will be able to find your way about like a born Londoner. Of 

course, a good guide will take you through the more important streets more often than he takes you 

down  side  streets;;  a  bad  guide  will  do  the  opposite.  In  philosophy  I  am  rather  a  bad  guide’  (1941  in:  
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Flyvbjerg 2006:239). There is a strong emphasis, therefore, on the explanatory power of narratives 

and on little details (Byrne & Ragin 2009). In this sense, there is a lot of potential in the use of case 

study research. However, there was at times also the risk that I lost clarity, as sometimes I got too 

involved  in  the  process  by  becoming  ‘bonded’  to  the  participants  or  by  developing bias about what I 

aimed to find out (Bryman 2012). That is why it is important to understand that the outcome of this 

study will not necessarily be easily applicable to other populations, as each setting is unique and has 

to be viewed as such; however, there are a number of transferrable patterns laid out in chapters 6 

and 9 which may   eventually   be   ‘generalizable’   to   theory   (Bryman   2012/Byrne   2011). I cited 

particular pieces of evidence explicitly by using extracts of both the interviews as well as the focus 

group discussion. On top of that, I continuously used memos and a case study diary which I have 

written on an ongoing basis (Yin 2009). For the case study to be the foundation for rich and 

meaningful  data  outcomes,  it  is  important  to  develop  ‘sharp  and  insightful  questions’  (Yin  2009:15)  

that helped me to be best prepared for the study, giving direction while at the same time maintaining 

the open-minded approach needed in order to complete the research. 

 

It is for these reasons that I have chosen the case study research design for my thesis. The setting of 

my own research is unique and not easily comparable with other institutions worldwide. Indeed, the 

institution is a newly created setting (Davies 1991) which was founded in 1997, as mentioned in 

chapter 4 and initially set up with the purpose of training teachers for the specific region in which 

the university operated. Now it has increased in breadth, consisting of five faculties which are each 

working to establish themselves at a wider international level. The context is based on a trilingual 

and intercultural teaching and research approach and, partly as a result of this, the academic staff 

members come from a variety of backgrounds whereas the administrative staff come mainly from 

the region itself. In addition, the institution is small, employing 240 administrative staff and 104 

full-time academics. Due to its small size it has proved easier for me to gain access to the setting as 

a whole, not least because of my own personal links with the President, a Board Member, and the 

Rector, who then helped me to meet with and introduce myself to the members of the top 

management in the institution.  

 

I have also been driven to investigate this new setting because of my own curiosity, as I myself 

come from the region originally. On top of that, the topic itself – tacit knowledge sharing and its 

impact on the creation of competitive niches – is of interest to me as a professional, in my own role 

as Principal of an International School which is constantly seeking competitive niches in order to be 

prepared for a continuously growing competitive market place.  
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Since   the   ‘Free   University   of   Bozen/Bolzano’ (FUB) is now in the process of finding new 

competitive niches in order to attract more international students and staff, it seems to be the right 

moment to focus on this particular context and on the research question 'How does tacit knowledge 

transfer create new competitive niches in HEIs?'. For me personally, over the past three years of my 

empirical studies at FUB on a variety of research assignments on topics such as branding, 

leadership, collaboration between academics and administrators, and knowledge management, it 

seemed evident that, with regards to tacit knowledge transfer aspects, there was scope for further 

development, as the institution did not seem to be adopting clear practices to facilitate knowledge 

sharing as a strategically implemented strategy. This led me to dig more deeply into the specific 

research question at the level of the thesis for the DBA, and this is the reason that I have chosen the 

case study as the research design for my studies. 

 

5.4.c)  Research Participants 

 

I chose the sample of participants carefully as my choice was driven by the idea that by reaching out 

to both academic and professional managers at senior management level I would find the grounding 

for   ‘ba’   to   be   amplified   strategically   where   both   would   then   function as amplifiers for a tacit 

knowledge culture to penetrate into the entire organization (Swart 2010). That is why I have 

decided to involve all five Deans and the same number of professional managers in the process.  

 

The table below shows when and with whom I conducted the empirical data gathering and which 

tools were used to do so.  
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Details of data gathering  (Table 2) 

Date Participants Methodological tools Comments 

28th-31st 
October 2013 

Vice-Dean of the Faculty of 
Art and Design 
Dean of Faculty of 
Economics and Management 
Dean of Science and 
Technology 
Dean of Education 
Dean of Computer Sciences 
Head of student affairs 
Vice-head of public relations 
Head of personnel 
Head of Controlling 
Head of ICT 

Semi-structured interviews 
 
Visuals 

Interviews were kept open – 
visuals used 

27th February 
2014 

Vice-Dean of Science and 
Technology 
Vice-Dean of Education 
Head of student affairs 
Vice-Head of controlling 
Vice-Head of Public 
Relations  

Focus group discussion – 
reflective workshop 
 
Visuals 

Only one person was the same as 
the initial interviewees – one 
Dean did not come to the meeting 
although it was confirmed 

30th June - 2nd 
July 2014 

Vice-Dean of  Science and 
Technology 
Head of Student Affairs 
Vice-Dean of Education 

Semi-structured interviews 
 
 

Although there were only three 
interviewees left, empirical 
saturation could be achieved 

 

The empirical data gathering started with individual semi-structured interviews. The individual 

interview process helped me, to first of all establish rapport with the subjects (Berg 2007), and, by 

building   up   empathy,   to   understand   the   interviewees’   standpoint   (Rubin   2005)   and   their   cultural  

background (Berg 2007). This is why open questioning and active listening (Weir 2012) are vital, 

because there is always more to extract from the   interview   than   the   subject’s   mere   words.   The  

‘way’,   ‘how’   and   ‘what’   they   say   gives   richness   to   the   data   (Bryman  2012).   It   is   also   an   ethical  

obligation of the researcher to listen carefully to what the subject has to say. This also aligned me 

emotionally with the participants, allowing them to feel understood without being judged. As such, 
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interviewing is an active exchange between both parties (Rubin 2005) which, if done in a skillful 

way, helps the participant to open up towards the researcher. 

 
It was my intention to create such an atmosphere and it seems that it has been achieved. All 

participants seemed to feel at ease and ready to talk; perhaps, also about their real motivations.  

 

In the first round of interviews which were conducted in October 2013, I expected to meet all five 

Deans of the faculties and their five administrative counterparts. Eventually, I met four Deans, the 

Vice Dean of the Faculty of Art and Design (who was the former Dean) and the Heads of Student 

Affairs, Personnel, Controlling, ICT and the Vice-Head of Public Relations.  

 

In the individual semi-structured interviews, although I followed a prepared scheme of topics 

related to my research question and the related sub-research questions (see table above) and 

although I acquired a pre-understanding of existing theory, I kept my questions open according to 

the response coming from the interviewees. Indeed, the interview questions were used more as a 

guiding framework during the interviews. According to the flow of the respective interviews, the 

interview questions were slightly adjusted, changed or shortened.  In fact, I always tried to go with 

the  ‘flow’  of   the  specific  situation  by  approaching  the  research  from  a  ‘grounded  theory’  point  of  

view. Furthermore, I also asked the respective interviewees to draw their current and ideal 

organization chart. The visual material was meant to facilitate more in-depth reflection and rapport-

building. 

 

After the first round of individual interviews with the four Deans, one Vice-Dean (former Dean) 

and five professional managers, one focus group discussion was held on the 27th February 2014. 

Since one of the Deans was not available to participate further in the research programmeme, I 

aimed to hold a focus group discussion with the four remaining Deans and four professional 

managers in order to keep the numeric balance. In the end, however, the group was made up of only 

three academics (two out of three were represented by their Vice-Deans and one Dean did not 

attend although I had the written confirmation) and three professionals managers (two out of three 

were   represented  by   the  head’s   co-workers, and only one professional manager who was present 

during the semi-structured interviews attended). In the end, the focus group reality was – with one 

exception – a completely new formation. Interestingly, the focus group discussion was perceived by 

the participants as a very productive moment of reflection and knowledge-sharing between both 

parties. I started the discussion by giving the participants some feedback about the outcome of the 

interviews and by introducing the outline of the discussion. I wanted them to come into discussion 
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by first reflecting individually on what tacit knowledge is and what, in their personal view, the main 

challenges regarding knowledge transfer are. I always gave them two minutes to write their ideas 

down before sharing them with everybody. Afterwards I invited them to put themselves in a 

counterpart’s  position  (the  academic  into  the  professional  manager’s  and  vice-versus) and to reflect 

on   the   following   question:   ‘Now   position   yourself   in   the   shoes   of   an   academic   or   professional  

manager.  What,  do  you  think,  are  their  main  challenges?’  (related  to  SRQ  1) 

 

There followed a short discussion about the validity of the creation of Communities of Practice, 

interactional expertise, social engagement, learning organizations, collaborative action and a vision 

based on a shared culture where tacit knowledge-sharing is seen as a process followed in relation to 

Milton  Bennett’s  DMIS   (Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity) (Bennett 2004).  The 

focus group discussion (workshop) finished with some work in pairs, one academic and one 

professional  manager  together,  on  the  following  question:  ‘If  you  were  the  ultimate  decision-maker, 

what strategies would you implement in order to facilitate the tacit knowledge flow between 

professional  and  academic  managers   in   such  a  way   that  new  competitive  niches  can  be   created?’  

(related to SRQ 2).  Although the outcome of all data will be analyzed in greater detail in the 

findings chapter, it was interesting to discover, at this stage, that both academics and administrators 

gave  positive  feedback  about   their  experience  and  their  expectations:  ‘This  was  a  very  useful  and  

constructive   meeting’   (è   stato un incontro molto utile e costruttivo). They further expected an 

improvement   regarding   the   interaction   between   both   academics   and   administrators   (‘migliorare  

interazione  tra  amministrativi  ed  accademici’).  The  aim  of  the  focus  group  discussion  was  to  share 

with one another their personal perception as themselves and as a member of the organization, to 

talk about possible solutions to instigate knowledge-sharing processes with the aim of creating new 

competitive niches for the institution. During the focus group discussion I functioned as a 

‘facilitator’   (Bryman  2012:501).  The   focus   group  was   a   valuable   tool   to   give   the   ‘researcher   the  

opportunity  to  study  the  ways  in  which  individuals  collectively  make  sense  of  a  phenomenon  and’  

how  they  ‘construct  meanings around it' (Bryman 2012:504). In my research, the emphasis lay in 

looking for a common ground regarding knowledge-sharing processes as an individual and in a 

group and what would be needed to facilitate processes by which competitive niches may be 

created. As such, the focus group approach had offered a valuable strategy to encourage further 

thinking and action.  

 

To conclude the empirical data collection, at the end of June/beginning of July 2014, I conducted 

final individual semi-structured interviews with the participants of the focus group discussion. The 

aim was to find out whether the research process had left any lasting impact on the participants and 
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whether the outcome may function as a resource for the implementation of a cross-role and cross-

position   ‘ba’   (see   next   chapter),   where   tacit   knowledge   flow   leads   to   the   creation   of   new  

competitive niches at FUB.  

 

Due to the illness of one professional manager and becauseanother professional manager had left 

his job, my final interviews were conducted with only  two of the academics and one of the 

professional managers who had also participated in the focus group discussion/workshop. As 

mentioned above, there was only one participant who was present throughout the entire data 

gathering cycle. Nevertheless, the outcome of the data gathering showed me that empirical 

saturation was reached and that it was not necessary to conduct further interviews.  

 

However, the findings were intended to function as a building block for further individual and 

organizational development. To this end, I intend to organize a meeting with both the President and 

the Rector with the intention of presenting to them the outcome of the study. I will furthermore ask 

permission for a formal presentation of the results to all participants who engaged in the process. 

Last but not least, it is important to mention that it was not always easy as I thought it might be to 

gain access to the research setting. While it was easy to come to an agreement with the Rector, it 

took more than three months to get final permission to conduct the empirical study. This was due to 

the busy schedule of the President who, in addition to being President of the FUB, is also chief of 

many different projects. Eventually, due to the strong support given by the Rector’s   personal  

assistant I was able to bring the empirical data gathering to an end. 

 

In the next section I will explain which methodological tools I have been using in order to be able to 

add to theory accordingly by having reached saturation. Saturation is reached when new data will 

no longer give further insight or additional dimensions to the researched theory (Bryman 2012).  

 

 

 

5.4.d)  Research Methods 

 

The tools I have used to answer both the RQ and SRQs have been based on qualitative instruments 

only, as I agree with Eisenhardt's view (1989) that narratives give the researcher rich a description 

for theory building and/or theory development. Having in mind Nonaka & Takeuchi's (1995) 

theoretical framework on tacit knowledge transfer both at an individual (Henkel 2000/2005; 
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Whitchurch 2004/2006/2008) and at an organizational level (Swart 2006/2008/2011), I opted for the 

use of qualitative methods such as semi-structured interviews, visual methods and a focus group 

discussion. I am fully aware of the risk in using visual methods; however, I felt ready to embrace 

those risks because I expected such methods to help me extract more in-depth data than with only 

the use of interviews and focus groups alone. Of course, such in-depth data has not been easy to 

obtain,  since  it  mainly  depended  on  the  participants'  willingness   to  ‘open  up’,  which,   in   this  case,  

seems to have happened.  

 

I have decided therefore to use qualitative instruments only: visual methods, interviews, the focus 

group approach, written documents and my own research diary to extract data; I agree with Byrne 

& Ragin (2009) and Flyvbjerg (2006) that little details are extremely powerful as they may lead to a 

broader understanding of common patterns. 

 

All these qualitative instruments mentioned above are tied together through language and narrative. 

Narratives  give  rich  description  for   theory  building,  as  ‘it  is  only  through  the  use  of  this  soft  data  

that  we  are  able  to  explain  theories’  (Mintzberg  1979  in:  Eisenhardt  1989:  587).  Language  is  a  way 

to express oneself, and through narrative analysis the skilled researcher might be able to understand 

how  people  make   sense  of   their   experiences,   as   ‘stories   are   always   told  with   a  purpose   in  mind’  

(Bryman 2012:582). As a researcher I needed to understand that the narrative of research subjects is 

a  snapshot  of  what  Byrne  (2011)  calls  ‘interwoven  stories’  which  are  the  person’s  reflection  on  past,  

present and future alongside their perception in space and time. Thus I saw it as my duty to pay 

close attention to what stories people tried to tell me, and how they were told, by trying to keep an 

open and neutral mind (Rubin 2005) throughout the process. However, this has not always been 

easy as I realized that sometimes I have seen and interpreted the data from my own standpoint and 

from the experience I have gained while working as a Principal in, what I would call, a strong tacit 

knowledge-sharing institutional culture (Rubin 2005). This is why I continuously kept asking 

myself   questions   such   as:   ‘What   am   I   learning here? What does the data tell me? Am I critical 

enough?’   (Eisenhardt  1989;;  Bryman  2012).  The  use  of  a   research  diary,   to  keep   ‘bouncing  back’  

my own questions, reflections and possible identification of categories on a regular basis, also 

helped me to keep an objective distance from the data. Indeed, the research diary continuously 

functioned as a piece of evidence and as a reflection opportunity in the analyzing process. 

 

I have also decided to make use of visual methods, since, in my view, narrative based on visuals 

gives rich insight into the field and into the way the respective participants see themselves and their 

institution from an organizational point of view. In agreement with the President I decided to 
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conduct the empirical research at top management level focusing on all five Deans of the University 

and their five professional counterparts (although there are actually seven professional managers). 

However, for my thesis I also used my previous interviews with the President, the Rector and the 

Head Librarian as a starting point. This gave me the opportunity to gain a broader understanding by 

building on their feedback with the reflections of the Deans and the professional managers. I asked 

all participants to reflect on themselves both as individuals and as team members embedded in their 

organization, by using drawings with regards to their understanding of how an organization should 

be   in   order   to   facilitate   tacit   knowledge   sharing.   ‘Visual   methods   are   research   practices   that  

explicitly use images in various ways including drawing, photography, video, film, and Internet 

pages. The images are either regarded as a source of data in themselves, or as a way of producing 

data  through  their  use,  or  a  combination  of  the  two’  (Warren  2009:566).   

 

According to Gauntlett & Holzwarth (2006); Guillemin & Drew (2010), Pauwels (2008) and Vince 

& Warren (2012), visual methods are an empowering approach as they prompt discussions and 

initiate narratives. They are a powerful form of self-expression because they  help  to  ‘free’  emotions  

and they help people communicate both their intellectual and emotional understanding of where 

they   see   themselves   in   space   and   time.   They   help   people   express   the   ‘unsayable’   and   what   is  

meaningful to them (Guillemin & Drew 2010) as well. From my experience, I may say, that, while 

some of the interviewees were facilitated in such terms by the use of their drawings, others felt 

reluctant to use them. In that case I did not insist and acknowledged their personal preference of 

expression. Indeed, all participants opened up freely and it was easy to make them talk. It seemed 

that they trusted me and that they enjoyed the content of the interview as well. Only one participant 

– although having been very open during the interview – refused to participate in the focus group 

discussion and to continue the empirical data-gathering process. However, this specific person was 

willing to send a co-worker to the follow-up sessions.  

 

The   drawings   helped   draw   my   attention   ‘to   things   that   may   have   been missed or considered 

unimportant on first sight, revealing details that may be overlooked without the close observation 

that   photography   enables’   (Warren   2009:571).   This   self-reflection has helped participants to see 

themselves   rather   as   ‘reflexive   participants   in   life’,   as   Anthony   Giddens   sees   it   (in   Gauntlett   &  

Holzwarth 2006:88). In particular, after the focus group discussion the participants seemed to 

realize that they, alongside others, might have the power to construct their world (Gladwell 2008). 

As  such,  visual   research  might  be  defined  as   ‘enabling  methodology:   it  assumes   that  people  have  

something  interesting  to  communicate,  and  that  they  can  do  so  creatively’  (Gauntlett  &  Holzwarth  

2006:84);;  at  the  same  time,  it  is  also  a  ‘participatory’  methodology as it instigates participation with 
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a   ‘strong   communicative   function’   (Pauwels   2008:160).   Although,   as   mentioned   above,   a   few  

participants were reluctant to use their time for drawing (Warren 2009), the big advantages of visual 

methods lie in the fact  that  the  image  also  functions  as  a  ‘third  party’  data  gathering  tool  (Warren  

2009:578), which helped generate talk, speeding up rapport-building between participant and 

myself as a researcher and thus leading to greater engagement (Vince & Warren 2012). I have come 

to   agree  with   other   researchers  who   regard   visual  methodology   as   a   faster   ‘path   to   participants’  

emotional   experiences’   (Warren   2009:575),   as   it   allows   the   researcher   to   see   beyond   the  

participants’   facade;;   it   is   a   doorway   – through allegory and metaphors – to their personal, 

unconscious thoughts, and, as such, its communicative power seems to lie beyond the use of 

interviews alone. 

 

Finally,   the  chosen  sample  can  be  seen  as  a   ‘purposive  sampling’  (Bryman  2012:418)  because  of  

their relevance to the Research Question. Indeed, it has been the aim of the research to find out how 

the interaction and knowledge transfer between academic and professional managers might enhance 

tacit knowledge transfer across the institution at senior management level and how such interaction 

may function as an amplifier strategically throughout the university by creating a knowledge-

enabling culture which would eventually induce new competitive niches to emerge. That is why I 

have decided to conduct the study with both professional and academic managers.  

 

In the next section, I will describe my approach to analysis of the data, which will emerge from a 

continuous interaction of empirical data gathering and literature reading. 

 

5.4.e)  Data analysis  

 

The previous sections might have already given an indication of the philosophical grounding I have 

used   to   analyze   the   collected   empirical   data.   Since   it   has   been   a   ‘people-oriented’   case   study,   it  

seems to me that all data depends on how both participant and researcher interpret social action. 

The purpose of data analysis lies in making sense of the empirical data (Weir 2012). Indeed, to 

summarize the way I have analyzed the empirical data I may say that my analysis has been led by 

interpretivism (epistemology), constructionism (ontology), iterative theory with a continuous 

interplay between an inductive and a deductive approach to reading data by testing and trying to 

develop   the   Nonaka  &   Takeuchi’s   model   on   knowledge   creation   accordingly   (see philosophical 

considerations above). 
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As stated above, qualitative data analysis is not straightforward since no 'clear-cut rules [as to] how 

qualitative data should be carried out have been developed' (Bryman 2012:565). However, 

qualitative data seems a very attractive resource as it is based on narratives which need to be 

interpreted by the researcher. In this sense, as mentioned above, the researcher is part of the 

research process as well as the participant her/himself: it depends on her/his own tacit knowledge 

and the researcher's objectives as to which patterns s/he sees when reading data (Bryman 2012). 

 

With such points in mind I have coded the collected data by reading it 'as potential indicators of 

concepts' (Bryman 2012:568) and by comparing them to see which theoretical framework they best 

fit in: testing the SECI model and looking for a possible development. In my interviews I mainly 

used the technique of open coding which allowed me to extract concepts which, throughout the 

process, led to the revelation of categories; in the focus group discussion, on the other hand, I used a 

'selective coding' approach as I based it on the outcome of the coding from previous interviews 

(Bryman 2012). For example, after the coding of the previous interviews it seemed to be evident 

that there were not many opportunities of tacit knowledge sharing moments between academic and 

administrative managers. This notion led me to base the focus group discussion on a workshop 

approach by reflecting first on what tacit knowledge meant to every single participant and then by 

asking the respective participants to put themselves in the counterpart's shoes, in order to think of 

the possible challenges that both professional and academic managers might encounter at 

institutional level with regards to tacit knowledge sharing processes. The focus group discussion 

ended with an activity in pairs (one professional and one academic manager) by reflecting on the 

following question: 'If you were the ultimate decision-maker, what strategies would you implement 

in order to facilitate the tacit knowledge flow between professional and academic managers in order 

to create competitive niches?'  

 

The final interviews were then designed on the basis of further reading of literature, rereading of the 

initial interviews, coding of the focus group discussion, and rereading of my personal case study 

diary where I continuously recorded memos which, ultimately, led to a refinement of previously 

extracted categories.  

 

As stated above, my analysis was based on a constructivist approach as I agree with Charmaz 

(2000) that 'the categories, concepts, and theoretical level of an analysis emerge from the 

researcher's interaction within the field and questions about the data' (in Bryman 2012:575). As 

such my data analysis is akin to a test of and/or a development of the SECI model in an HE setting 
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as mentioned above. This also seems to be in line with my constructivist view of knowledge as 

outlined in chapter two. 

5.5.  Conclusion 

In this chapter I have tried to give a more in-depth view of the methodological approach of my 

thesis by reflecting on the philosophical model of theory-building and on my role as a social 

scientist. Next, I considered which research design might be the best option for my specific research 

question: 'How does tacit knowledge transfer create new competitive niches in HEIs?' Then I 

described the study process and my choice of methodological instruments by giving my reasons for 

it. Being aware of the possible risk of bias inherent in my chosen process, I also reflected on 

possible ethical considerations. The awareness of certain limitations, such as the difficulty of ever 

being completely neutral, forms the basis of possible theory-building attempts. 

On the other hand, and as a final point, my research has been driven by a strong desire to care about 

the well-being of the Other, including ethical considerations regarding responsibility, honesty, 

validity and personal standpoint, as well as the willingness to add some valuable theoretical and 

practical input regarding tacit-to-tacit knowledge transfer at an individual and a collective level.  

 

In the next chapter I describe and discuss the findings of the exploratory study. It has, indeed, been 

a journey of discovery; a journey which gave some valuable answers to the research question, and 

which also helped to extend theory accordingly (chapter 8). 
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6.  Findings and Discussion 

 

My journey of discovery has been driven by an interest to find out what the properties of a 

knowledge-enabling socialization space may be and to explore what barriers hinder such knowledge 

flow as well as what characteristics make the Know How of the different co-workers circulate in 

order  to  bring  ‘Know  How’  into  ‘Action’  (Swart  2006).   

Motivated by the notion that knowledge is power and - in alignment with Drucker - ‘the   only  

meaningful  resource  today’  (in  Nonaka  &  Takeuchi,  1995:7),  as  a  consequence,  it  appears  to  be  the  

core element for a company to be successful. Therefore, I have based my research on the following 

main   research   question:   ‘How   does   tacit knowledge transfer create new competitive niches in 

HEIs?’.  The  aim  of  the  research  question  was  to  find  out  whether  the  creation  of  a  tacit  knowledge-

enabling environment (ba) may be seen as the main and most indispensable element of competitive 

advantage (Davenport & Prusak 2000; Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995; Swart 2008; Whitchurch 2008). 

The research question, together with the sub-research questions, were geared to analyze how such 

knowledge flow may create competitive niches at HEIs, which is especially important in times of 

ongoing change and ongoing competition at an international level (Shattock 2003). 

Indeed, higher education institutions are increasingly in competition with one another for funds, 

students and societal recognition. This is now the reality for educational knowledge players such as 

HEIs (Davies 1991; Gioia et al 1996; Shattock 2003). 

At the Free University of Bozen/Bolzano the top management has started to give more importance 

to the respective co-workers’  tacit  knowledge  dimension.  That is why there was an immediate open 

door for me as a researcher – even though I was not a member of staff at the institution - to conduct 

my study with all the Deans and the respective number of heads from the administrative side. Both 

the President and the Rector were interested in gaining a more insightful understanding of the 

current situation in order to use the outcome of the study to further develop the institution with the 

aim of increasing its competitive advantage at the regional, national and international levels.  

Indeed, the outcome of the study will - as mentioned in the methodology chapter - be presented to 

both the President and the Rector first, followed by a presentation to all participants in order to use 

the findings as a stepping stone for further developments. Hence, the institutional approach seems to 

be  driven  by  what  Mintzberg  et  al  (1998)  call  a  ‘learning  school’  as  everybody  may  be  seen  as  both  

knower  and  learner  at  the  same  time  and  as  such  ‘it  is  the  collective  system  that  learns’  (Mintzberg 

et al 1998: 208). It may then result in a tacit knowledge-sharing attitude which may lead - through 

collective collaboration - to the creation of new competitive niches.  
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In order to give the main research question a structure the following sub-research questions have 

helped to code the content of the qualitative data gathering into the respective sections and themes 

outlined below in Table 3.  

 

Sub-research questions –sections and themes (Table 3) 

Sub Research  
Questions 

Sections Themes 

1. What does tacit knowledge 
sharing mean in this 
organizational context? 

1.1 Definition of tacit knowledge 
of co-workers 
 
 
 
 
 
1.2 The perceived value of tacit 
knowledge sharing at the 
institution 
 
 
 
 
1.3 The institutional culture with 
regards to tacit knowledge 
sharing practices - (ba) 

 

1.1.a) Tacit knowledge is constructed 
1.1.b) Tacit knowledge is not limited 
1.1.c) Tacit knowledge is personal 
1.1.d) Tacit knowledge is culturally embedded 
1.1.e) Tacit knowledge is fluid 
 
1.2.a) Knowledge sharing is precious 
1.2.b) Knowledge sharing is empowering 
1.2.c) Knowledge sharing raises awareness 
1.2.d) Knowledge sharing encourages consensus-
building 
 
1.3.a) Lack of shared institutional culture 
1.3.b) Communication constraints 
1.3.c) The institutional vision requires more clarity 
1.4.d)  Unclarity  about  the  institution’s  status 

2. What are the enablers and 
barriers of tacit knowledge 
sharing? 

 Barriers: 
a)  the  ‘they-we  perception’   
b) unclear commonly shared vision and 
objectives 
c ) no commonly shared institutional culture 
(ba) 
d) physical separation between central 
administration and academia 
e) rigid bureaucratic pillar 
f) time constraints 
g) internal competition 
h) communication constraints 
 
Enablers: 
a) acknowledgement of the value of tacit 
dimension 
b) clear vision with commonly shared 
objectives 
c) shared institutional culture 
d) organizational structure based on 
cross-role, cross-departmental and trans-
disciplinary collaboration and creation 
of interdisciplinary Communities of 
Practice 
e) creation of time – ‘slow  uni’  approach 
f) decentralization and decrease of 
bureaucracy 
g) size 
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3. What are the characteristics 
of the environment through 
which competitive niches are 
created? 

 a) a culture of care 
b)  a clear institutional vision 
c)  the celebration of the social nature of the 

organization 
d)  a culture of trust 
e)  a innovation and entrepreneurship nurturing 

culture 
f) a culture based on intellectual excellence 
g)  the emphasis on infrastructure, size and 

resources 
h)  a culture which gives space to knowledge-

activists 
 

 

I will start the analysis with the first sub-research question: What does tacit knowledge sharing 

mean in this organization? 

 

6.1.  What does tacit knowledge sharing mean in this organizational context? 

The following sections and themes have been identified with regards to the first sub-research 

question. 

Sections and Themes for SRQ 1 (Table 4) 

Sections Themes 
1.1 Definition of tacit knowledge of co-workers 
 
 
 
 
 
1.2 The perceived value of tacit knowledge sharing 
at the institution 
 
 
1.3 The institutional culture with regards to tacit 
knowledge sharing practices - (ba) 

 

1.1.a) Tacit knowledge is constructed 
1.1.b) Tacit knowledge is unlimited 
1.1.c) Tacit knowledge is personal 
1.1.d) Tacit knowledge  is culturally embedded 
1.1.e) Tacit knowledge is fluid 
 
1.2.a) Knowledge sharing is empowering 
1.2.b) Knowledge sharing raises awareness 
1.2.c) Knowledge sharing encourages consensus-building 
 
1.3.a) Lack of shared institutional culture 
1.3.b) Communication constraints 
1.3.c) The institutional vision requires more clarity 
1.4.d) Unclarity  about  the  institution’s  status 

 

6.1.1.  Definition of tacit knowledge sharing of co-workers 

It appeared to be the first important step to find out whether the concept of tacit knowledge is based 

on a shared understanding across all ontological levels. Questions  such  as  ‘What is knowledge all 

about?’,   ‘Is   there   a   clear   concept   of   knowledge?’,   ‘Do   different   people   agree   on   a   common  

definition or is the way knowledge is interpreted dependant on a variety of diverse factors as 
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mentioned in the literature  review?’,  helped  to  identify  whether  there  was  a  shared  understanding  of  

tacit  knowledge.   Indeed,   the   interviewees  seemed   to  hold  a  diversity  of  ‘tacit  knowledge  sharing’  

definitions which will be outlined below. 

6.1.1.a) Tacit knowledge is constructed 

The notion that knowledge is continuously constructed was shared by the majority of the 

interviewees. In order to construct new knowledge people may want to view themselves as 

continuous learners who are willing to look beyond their own discipline. The following quotes 

underpin this concept: 

‘At  university  we are very narrow-minded within our knowledge in some way - at least in Italy - at 

the inside  - very often - a frame has been created, also a little bit, to separate the different skills 

and, I must also say, that very often the one who would like to go beyond such boundaries, is 

looked upon with suspicion. Only when a person reaches a certain level of independence and the 

highest level of her/his career, that it is more likely that her/his background would go beyond the 

field’s  boundaries.  There   is   the  need   to  be   less   jealous  of  one’s  own  knowledge  which   - in some 

way is encoded - and we have to be much more open towards others who may know more than we 

do  because  they  have  the  background.’  (Dean)1 

‘This knowledge cannot be codified, because everyone lives in her/his own context. I am an 

ambassador of the fact that anyone can learn anything if I have the right motivation. In my opinion 

the concept of constructivism works so well because the teacher is a learner her-/himself; this 

means s/he does not only frontal teaching.  S/he offers the basis, then there comes the creative 

process; all grows, then the communication is in the network and the teacher is part of the learning 

group, where s/he covers the role of a coach in that moment. It's about communication and about 

acknowledgement  and  attention.’  (Professional  manager)  (See  Figure  9  below)2 

 

                                                           
1  See appendix I 
2  See appendix I 



 111 

 
    Definition of knowledge (Figure 9) 

 

‘Knowledge transfer is a phenomenon where we are educating the students that they should have 

the capacity to learn; that they do not necessarily do the content, but that we offer to continue 

learning after and during university in order to develop something new. You have to internalize the 

problem and that is part of the knowledge transfer thing: the designers can not make other people 

internalize their ideas; so we give them the power to do it themselves. It starts with experience and 

it cannot be shared. Not everybody can ride the bike, but I can provide all the means to do it. I think 

it is about creating the environment and make sure people use this and you should be allowed to do 

this.’  (Dean) 

 

This leads to the second theme: Tacit knowledge sharing is unlimited. 

 

6.1.1.b) Tacit knowledge is unlimited 

 

Since there is no limit with regards to constructing new knowledge it requires the person to see 

beyond her/his own discipline; beyond the given reality; beyond the cognitive aspect of knowledge 

by leaving space for the surprising insight to happen. It requires the knowledge worker to look at 

the whole elephant from different angles. The following quote underpins the above: 

 

‘One  needs  to  think beyond this sheet; beyond today; one ought to try to guess how the future is; do 

not stop on what you see written here; to make a small additional step; do not think about your 

small little world only. Sometimes I clash with other offices because they are locked up in their 
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microcosmos.  Planning   and  designing  means   to   not   forget   about   any  component  of  our   activity.’    

(Professional manager)3 

 

Going beyond boundaries and looking at something from different perspectives requires a very 

personal engagement with the topic one is dwelling in. This leads to the third theme of what tacit 

knowledge is: Tacit knowledge is personal. 

 

6.1.1.c) Tacit knowledge  is personal 

 

The  person’s  personal  skills,  history  and  culture  shape  her/his  knowledge  construction.  Indeed,  this  

very personal aspect of knowledge - if shared - can move an organization forward. The following 

statement underlines this aspect: 

 
‘Everything that everyone carries around in that role obviously enriches the institution or the work 

that is going to be done. I think that every person has a part that is your role, a part that is you in the 

world and there is also a personal part. And it is precisely this area of intersection that must be 

explored. And I think for the organization it is useful to explore this area and for people it is very 

useful to be aware of this distinction. Let's say the balance of the people. Tacit knowledge 

acquisition is a very personal aspect with an impact on the organization. It does not stop at the 

personal level; I think it has global effects within the organization. I would not say that the 

organization needs to change: it is the person who needs to change in a certain way; if I do not start 

somewhere  nothing  would  ever  happen.’  (Professional  manager)4 

 

One interviewee phrased the importance of the personal aspect in the tacit knowledge construction 

as follows: 

   
‘The person may not be replaced. Creatives have their own handwriting in the topic of design and 

therefore we are very much shaped by this. As designers it is very important to give something your 

personal  touch.  As  a  designer,  I  am  sure,  one  needs  to  engage  a  lot  by  conveying  one’s  knowledge,  

because you are like a seismograph who walks through the world and who perceives the 

congruences and the discrepancies. Our own view is introduced. Knowledge is always based on 

experience, on tests, on experiments and on results and it will be further enriched through the 

exchange of experiences among peers or like-minded and not like-minded people. Because my 

                                                           
3  See appendix I 
4  See appendix I 
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knowledge is certainly a sum of many notions, of many experiences; but it is based on an attitude 

on how I deal with it. You need to be at eye level with others.’  (See  Figure  10  below)  (Vice-Dean)5 

 

 
    Definition of knowledge (Figure 10) 

 

The two quotes above highlight the fact that the tacit is the very personal aspect of knowledge. It is 

the so called hidden, implicit, subconscious knowledge which, if cultivated and nourished, can have 

an impact on the organization. This will be discussed further below. 

 

In order for personal, tacit knowledge to flow, the fourth identified theme is that tacit knowledge 

sharing is culture. 

 

6.1.1.d) Tacit knowledge  is culturally embedded 

 

The interviewees seemed to agree that tacit knowledge sharing needs to be part of the institutional 

culture if the institution aims to be competitive. One interviewee expressed it in the following way: 

 

‘Tacit  knowledge  transfer  is  culture. It must come from the top by defining what the objectives are 

and how will they be communicated; there is the need for con-sense building and for further 

awareness.’  (Professional  manager) 

 

                                                           
5  See appendix I 
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Open communication channels between all ontological levels seem, according to the interviewee, to 

help increase the awareness of the importance of the individual co-worker’s   tacit   knowledge  

potential as well as to be the foundation for agreed projects to be created. This will be discussed 

below. 

 

This leads to the last theme of how tacit knowledge was defined: tacit knowledge is fluid. 

 

6.1.1.e) Tacit knowledge is fluid 

 

The tacit lies in the knowing what, in the knowing how, as well as in the knowing why. Through 

reflection, space for creativity to emerge, open dialogue and the freedom of expression, personal 

knowledge   can   flow   in   the   individual’s  mind   as  well   as   from   one   person   to   the   other.   Both   the  

individual and the collaborative indwelling may then create something new.  

 

One Dean expressed it as follows: 

 

‘I  think that knowledge is different from discipline to discipline. In the German-speaking countries, 

a distinction is made between knowing what (Wissen) and knowing how (Koennen).  The 

boundaries are also fluid. I think there are social skills and personality competencies. But, first and 

foremost, there must be freedom and an open, transparent dialogue, where everything will be 

disclosed - the disclosure of products, what I am and what I do - I cannot disclose myself from what 

I am and what I do. The open dialogue gets reinforced through freedom of expression of what I can 

and what I am. Mine is a knowledge with a strong emphasis on skills. Through my skills 

enthusiasm will be built up. It is about the transfer of passion and meaning. It is necessary that you 

train yourself to understand how you can continue to transfer the knowledge to somebody else. 

There  is  a  strong  interpersonal/social  component.’  (Dean)6 

  

By reading the different definitions and interpretations about tacit knowledge and tacit knowledge 

sharing   it   seems   that   there   is   evidence   that  each  person  projects  her/his  meanings   ‘into   the  world  

and  then  we  perceive  them  as  existing  in  the  world,  as  having  a  reality  of  their  own’  (Wenger  1998:  

58). Such a reality is an individually perceived reality and, accordingly, knowledge is shaped by the 

way a specific individual gives meaning to the situation s/he is reflecting on or living in.  

                                                           
6  See appendix I 
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One interviewee, however, was of the opinion that knowledge is never tacit as it always derives 

from official, coded, documented   knowledge.   Indeed,   she   said   that   ‘Knowledge   transfer   is   never  

tacit, it is always official; it comes from the top; we know and you do. There are two types of 

knowledge: administrative and here the relationship with the political world is very important and 

the faculty have no knowledge about that because we come from everywhere in the world. We have 

specific knowledge about what students want and what types of courses we are teaching and how 

the  faculty  is  working.’  (Dean) 

According to this interviewee, knowledge comes from the top down and co-workers need to apply 

what the top management expects their co-workers to do. The distinctiveness between 

administrative and academic knowledge should be appreciated and all co-workers should, therefore, 

acknowledge the respective knowledge.  

While there is - in the above unique case - the understanding that knowledge is always explicit 

(knowledge is never tacit) and it is shaped by the instructions which come from top down, the 

majority see tacit knowledge from both the perspectives of the the individual and the collective 

dimension. However, it was evident that there was not a commonly shared agreed language of what 

tacit knowledge is all about and without such an understanding it would not be easy to find an 

answer   to   the   research  question:   ‘How  does   tacit  knowledge   transfer  create  competitive  niches  at  

higher  education?’.   

Since language shapes the meaning (Lagemaat 2002), collective reflection, collective interpretation 

and collective action (Glisby/Holden 2011) have an impact on the creation of meaning. I designed a 

focus group discussion with a special emphasis on con-sense building of what tacit knowledge may 

be and how the respective co-workers see their own tacit knowledge being transferred in order to 

create new niches at higher education level. This reflection has helped participants find agreement 

on what they commonly viewed tacit knowledge to be (Bryman 2012). It revealed the respective 

opinions, interpretations, beliefs and values which - through reflective interaction - led to the 

following common understanding: 

‘It  is  obvious  that  it  is  primarily  about  the  level  of  understanding:  those  who  are  on  one  side  must  

understand the roles and responsibilities of those who are on the other side and vice versa. In fact, 

we are a company that produces knowledge, that produces intellectual capital; institutional 

knowledge and as such each co-worker should bring along a third-space mentality with the 
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understanding of the tacit/individual/implicit/intuitive/personal  knowledge  of  each  player.’   (Focus  

group extract)7 

 

All agreed on the fact that people do know more than they can tell (Polanyi 2009) and that 

knowledge creation is a never-ending  process,  since,  ‘at  the  moment  you  are  talking  about  a  thing,  

you miss the  target’  (Capra  1984:31).   

 

Both the individual (Polanyi & Prosch 1976) and the social component (Lave & Wenger 1991; 

Wenger 1998) of tacit knowledge appeared to be seen as the fundamental basics from all 

interviewees - and even more through the reflective engagement between both academic and 

professional managers during the focus group discussion. All participants were in agreement on the 

enormous value of tacit knowledge sharing at institutional level. This will be further discussed in 

the next section. 

 

6.1.2.   The perceived value of tacit knowledge sharing at the institution 
 

All interviewees - except for one - already had developed a clear understanding about the value 

(Ambrosini & Bowman 2003/2009/2010, Bowman & Toms 2010) of tacit knowledge sharing at the 

institutional level - across disciplines and between academia and administration. They identified the 

creation of a tacit knowledge-sharing enabling environment to be a key element for an institution as 

- according to them - this would help HEIs remain and/or become competitive knowledge creating 

players. Indeed, tacit knowledge sharing has been seen to be empowering. 

 

6.1.2.a) Knowledge sharing is empowering 

 

If knowledge is shared it does not only empower each single co-worker, but also the entire 

institution as - in a collaborative engagement - something new can be created. One participant 

expressed it in the following way: 

 

‘Each   individual   adds   value.   Individual knowledge should have a value. So many things can be 

learned. In short, knowledge is power: if I transfer all my knowledge to others I also give power to 

others.  This  is  strongly  felt  at  the  university.’8 

 

                                                           
7  See appendix I 
8  See appendix I 
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Although there seems to be the fear of losing power by sharing it with others, all participants 

acknowledged that tacit knowledge exchange makes a person start to be ready to open up by 

revealing very hidden aspects of her/himself to others and that this would eventually result in a 

stronger   engagement   and   participation   in   the   world   around   them.   Stone   calls   this   the   ‘tacit  

integration of experience’  (2013:62).   

While during the individual interviews the value of tacit knowledge sharing was limited to the 

theme of empowerment, the focus group discussion helped reveal a few further themes (outlined 

below) which helped the respective co-workers recognize the importance of the tacit dimension for 

an institution to grow accordingly: knowledge sharing raises awareness. 

6.1.2.b) Knowledge sharing raises awareness 

The awareness that different people bring different knowledge to the organization and that, in a 

moment of construction of new niches, all counterparts may be able to contribute for the benefit of 

the individual as well as of the institution allows co-workers to treat one another with the needed 

respect and with the outlook that - by being open to one another - this may have a positive impact  

on the organization as knowledge-sharing is perceived to be a tool for extending one's personal 

knowledge as well as the institutional capital. The following comments underline this aspect: 

‘It  has  been a positive experience and I hope that there is a relapse; otherwise the meeting would not 

have been in this office and promoted by the Rector. There is certainly an interest to know the 

results  of  this  research.’9  

‘I   find   this   a   very   useful   exchange.   Raising awareness is always positive. I think that raising 

awareness  is  useful  to  make  some  suggestions  for  development.’10 

Another value of tacit knowledge-sharing was seen in the opportunity of consensus-building. 

6.1.2.c) Knowledge sharing encourages consensus-building 

Through collective participation and engagement (Wenger 1998) and interactional expertise (Stone 

2013) co-workers see the opportunity to reach consensus and this will, eventually lead to an 

improvement at all ontological levels which will, in turn, have a relapse on the institutional culture. 

The following comments underpin both the power of consensus-building with regards to an 

organizational and/or cultural change: 
                                                           
9  See appendix I 
10  See appendix I 
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‘The  best  interaction  between  academics  and  professional  managers  is  an  excellence experience. I 

strongly believe in consensus-building.’11 

‘I  expect  an  improvement  at  management  level.  The  meeting  was  very  useful  and  constructive.’12 

‘Working   on   organizational   culture   is   beautiful   and   important   - it is a condition for 

competitiveness.’13 

During the focus group discussion in particular a strong understanding regarding the value and use 

of  each   individual’s   tacit  knowledge  emerged.  There  was  agreement   that   tacit  knowledge  sharing  

would help the organization take considerable steps forward as this would enhance the development 

of a shared institutional culture. According to the interviewees this would then lead to the creation 

of   competitive   niches   through,   as   I   would   call   it,   a   ‘learning-by-doing’   participation   and  

engagement process (Wenger 1998; Stone 2013; Leistner 2010). There also seems to be agreement 

that  the  main  condition  to  create  such  a  culture  starts  from  each  person’s  personal  attitude  which  - 

through cross-ontological dialogue and conversation - would raise the awareness that  each  player’s  

tacit knowledge is the key for the creation of new competitive niches. Tacit knowledge transfer 

helps  see  beyond  one’s  own  field  of  expertise  by  dwelling  one’s  own  knowledge  in  the  other  field’s  

knowledge. Instead of remaining ethnocentric, one moves into the integration mode of ethno-

relativism (Bennett 2004) where - without   losing   one’s   own   perspective   - one’s   own   knowledge  

gets   enriched   by   the   knowledge   coming   from   different   angles.   It   seems   that   ‘the   only   way   to  

prevent your products from being commoditised or your markets from being disrupted is to think 

further   ahead   than   your   competitors’   (http://www.economist.com/news/business/21621778-

business-leaders-would-benefit-studying-great-writers-philosopher-

kings?fsrc=scn/tw/te/pe/ed/philosopherkings).  

There is evidence that, due to the collective data gathering process, all participants seemed to value 

the respective tacit knowledge increasingly and to advocate that measures should be introduced in 

order to give tacit knowledge transfer more space at an institutional level. This will be further 

analyzed in the second and third sub-research question. However, before doing that I will - in the 

next section - outline the institutional culture with regards to tacit knowledge transfer as it has been 

perceived by the participants during the period of data gathering. 

 

                                                           
11  See appendix I 
12  See appendix I 
13  See appendix I 
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6.1.3. The institutional culture with regards to tacit knowledge-sharing practices (ba) 

6.1.3.a) Lack of shared institutional culture 

By studying the institutional culture in more detail it seems that there is no commonly shared 

institutional culture throughout the institution. The first established faculty was based on a Planning 

School concept but there is evidence for other different schools such as the Positioning School, the 

Design School, The Cultural and Entrepreneurial School as well as the Learning School (see 

context). The administrative pillar, on the other hand, seems to be organized more around the 

Planning  School  as   the  ‘strategies  result   from  a  controlled,  conscious  process  of   formal  planning,  

decomposed  into  distinct  steps’  (Mintzberg  et  al  2005:58).  This is designed around the Three-Year-

Plan 2014-1614 approved by the University Council. The final responsibility for the achievement of 

the objectives lies with the General Director from an administrative point of view and with the 

Rector from an educational/research point of view, while the ultimate responsibility lies with the 

President (see statute15)  and  as  such  the  ‘responsibility  for  that  overall  process  rests  with  the  chief  

executive in principle; responsibility for its execution rests with staff planners   in   practice’  

(Mintzberg et al 2005:58). 

It seems, therefore, that the different approaches undermine the creation of one shared culture which 

- according   to   the   observation   and  my   interpretation   of   the   participants’   desire   - should be more 

based on both   a   learning   school   concept   where   people,   ‘acting   individually   but   more   often  

collectively,  come  to  learn  about  a  situation  as  well  as  their  organization’s  capability  of  dealing  with  

it’  (Mintzberg  et  al  2005:176).  For  example,  a  professional  manager  states: 

‘Indeed,  when  people  from  different  areas  come  together  to  solve  a  problem  it  works  quite  well.’16 
 
And, on the other hand, on a cultural school concept where people understand the importance of 

shared interaction and there is a sense of belonging which invites co-workers of all ontological 

levels to share their tacit/hidden/personal knowledge in order to initiate processes for knowledge 

creation.  For example, one academic manager says: 

 

‘Currently  there  is  no  sense  of  participation.  What  I  often  criticize, is the missing sense of belonging 

of  many  colleagues.  But  you  have  to  learn  from  others'  experiences.’17; 

 

                                                           
14  See appendix III 
15  See appendix II 
16  See appendix I 
17  See appendix I 



 120 

While a professional manager expressed it as follows: 

 

‘What  is  missing  now  is  definitely  the  spirit  of  sacrifice;;  to  be  a  team  in  moments  of  difficulty. We 

become perhaps too selfish. Towards academia the administration should not be given the task of 

putting  an  obstacle  in  the  way;;  the  role  of  the  administration  is  to  shape  the  chaos.’18 

 
As stated above, the empirical study has revealed that both academics and professional managers 

have a strong understanding about the value of knowledge, its transfer throughout the institution 

and beyond. They also see it as one of the key driving forces to establish an institutional culture 

which, in their view, would facilitate the collaboration between all co-workers. However, it has not 

become part of the institutional fabric yet (Swart 2008). In fact, during the conversation with the 

different participants from both the administrative and the academic side and during the focus group 

discussion  it  was  evident  that  the  different  parties  talk  about  one  another  in  terms  of  ‘we  and  they’,  

where, instead of sharing knowledge, they rather withhold it at times (Alvesson 2000; Henkel 2000; 

Swart 2008) - not because they do not want to share it, but rather because there are not enough 

opportunities to do so or because there are still some stereotypes (see comments below) which 

prevent them from doing so. While the professional managers seem to be focused on interpreting 

regulations and laws, academic managers and staff seem to feel limited by such regulations in their 

academic enterprise.  

6.1.3.b) Communication constraints 

One of the characteristics of such a culture is based on communication constraints. Indeed, it seems 

that the institution does not give enough space for sufficient formal and informal dialogue between 

all parties to take place. The following comments seem to underpin the above: 

‘Conversation   between   the   two   (central   administration   and   faculty)   is   deaf   people conversation; 

there is no congruent dialogue between top management and faculty. More conversation is needed; 

all  this  emailing  instead  of  going  to  talk  to  people  doesn’t  help.’   

 
‘At  administration  level,  there  are  sometimes  people  who  place  themselves in front of the academia 

with an attitude of inferiority; on the part of the academia; on the other hand, there are people who 

behave with an attitude of superiority with regards to the administration. It takes an approach of 

'cooperative learning': by giving space to a university that expresses a sense of belonging. And if 

there  is  this  sense  of  belonging  the  tacit  knowledge  exchange  will  also  be  promoted.‘19  

                                                           
18  See appendix I 
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‘I  think  we  are  still  in  a  period  of  transition  from  an  old  to  a  new  system.  Currently  we  are suffering 

from the hustle and bustle in which we find ourselves; precisely because much has to be 

implemented very quickly and because, being held very close by austerity measures, we even 

encounter staff constraints. We must invest more in communication. Surely, I could imagine a 

stronger  reference  to  the  President,  the  Rector  and  the  Director  General  (‘Praesidium’)  in  the  future  

in  order  to  debate,  meet  and  talk  about  certain  topics  every  now  and  then.’20 

 

‘Everyone  defends  his  territory.  I  think  administration and academia are at eye level. Autonomy is 

needed;;  so,  that  as  a  dean  one  does  not  have  the  feeling  of  being  exposed  to  constant  monitoring.’21  

 

‘The   colleagues   who   work   in   the   faculty   (administrative   staff)   transfer   the   information   to   the  

academia.  And  it  is  right  here  where  confusion  is  created.’22 

 

‘You  have   to   arrange  meetings  where   you  explain   everything.  There   is   a   flood  of   information,   a  

flood of internal regulations; indeed, we have very many - too many - hence, you have to filter the 

most important  things.’23 

 
‘So,  you  have  to  have  the  ability  to  recognize  your  own  limits  and  what  your  own  skills  are.’24 
 
When interpreting the above comments it seems evident that the institutional culture lacks 

congruent dialogue among disciplines and across academia and administration. Many co-workers 

still  work  in  their  own  fields  of  competencies,  instead  of  seeing  beyond  one’s  own  area  of  expertise.  

Also, although some improvements - with regards to bringing the administration closer to academia 

- have taken place, it seems that important information gets lost at interface level between central 

and faculty administration which - at times - creates some confusion. Hence, there is a strong desire 

from  both  sides   to   recognize  one  another’s  competencies  and  roles  by giving more emphasis to a 

cross-departmental and cross-institutional dialogue in the interest of the institution and its 

competitive advantage.  

To summarize the above it can be said that currently the separation between academics and 

professional managers does not seem to facilitate the creation of a strong institutional culture 

(Valimaa 1998; Menguc et al 2011). As mentioned above, at times there is still a culture of distrust 
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which is not helpful for tacit knowledge-sharing processes. The more control-driven approach of the 

administrative side, as it is perceived both by some academics and professional managers, has an 

impact on the work attitude in the long run. This seems to result in a perceived frustration about the 

loss of academic freedom and creativity. 

6.1.3.c) The institutional vision requires more clarity 

The   President’s   and   the   Rector’s   vision   to      disseminate   a   culture   based   on   inter-disciplinary 

knowledge transfer (Swart 2011) in order to position the University in unique, creative, application-

oriented and trans-disciplinary niches in a trilingual and international context seems to be filtering 

through gradually.  

 

However,  with   regards   to   the   institution’s  vision  of  being   in  a   trilingual   and   intercultural  context  

needs to be given more clarity.  The  interviewees’  expressed  their  reservations  about  the  institution’s  

branding statement as follows: 

 

‘As  long  as  we  as  a  university  so  greatly  benefit  from  the  tradition  of  foreign  students,  whether  from  

neighboring provinces, whether from more distant provinces, whether from abroad, we benefit 

(actually we should pay them to come here because they give us the international environment). 

They give students from the region - who do not go to the outside - the opportunity to exchange 

ideas with others. This  ‘capital  stock’,  which  we  attract  to  the  university,  is  very  important  for  us.’25 

 

‘'I  think  the  trilingualism  is  actually  a  bit  of  a  counterpoint  to  internationalism,  because,  by  targeting  

three languages, we discourage very many people who do not have the three languages to come to 

us.’26 

 

In contrast, for another interviewee the trilingualism is a strategic objective and as such it does not 

make sense to have a debate about the pros and cons as it has to be seen as a competitive niche on 

its own. The following comment underpins this opinion: 

 

 ‘'This   is   a   challenge   and   we   are   the   only   ones   to   have   it   and   it   should   not   be   questioned.   If  

anything,  I  have  to  discuss  what  the  means  are  to  overcome  these  things.’27  

 

                                                           
25  See appendix I 
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There is evidence that the institutional identity to be, think and act in trilingual and intercultural 

terms  has   reached  people’s  minds  by  being  ready   to  discuss   the   terminology;;  however,   they  have  

not reached their hearts yet.  

 

This results in the lack of a bold institutional vision (Kezar & Eckel 2002). Indeed, many 

interviewees mentioned that the institutional objectives have not been discussed at length and that 

there  is  not  yet  a  clear  understanding  about  how  to  bring  the  respective  departments’  and  offices’  

objectives in alignment with the core objectives outlined in the three years plan of the institution.28 

There is a strong desire by the interviewees to prioritize and clarify shared objectives in order to 

work on a tacit knowledge-sharing culture which will put the emphasis on the exchange of 

individual expertise in order to enhance the creation of competitive niches. One interviewee made 

the following comment: 

 

‘Sometimes  the  ‘know  how’  is  missing  because  we  do  not  talk  to  one  another.’29 (see 1.3.b) 

 

6.1.3.d) Unclarity about the institution’s  status 

 

Furthermore,   there   is   not   sufficient   clarity   among   all   managers   with   regard   to   the   institution’s  

position on what a free university is supposed to be and which possibilities could set the it free from 

possible political interferences due to its dependency on public funding (Clarke et al 2012; Henkel 

2000; Menguc et al 2011). This will be further analyzed in the next section. 

 

To summarize, we can say that at the present moment tacit knowledge-sharing processes and 

practices seem to happen, first and foremost, instinctively among those people who are interested in 

doing so. One factor which inhibits a smooth knowledge flow seems to lie in the lack of clarity and 

the lack of time. Competencies and core objectives are not clearly communicated and this seems to 

create confusion. Many knowledge-workers perceive themselves as co-workers who have to follow 

standardized guidelines with little opportunity to take on individual responsibility (Clarke et al 

2012; Henkel 2000; Yeuk-Mui et al 2002).  According to the outcome of the empirical study a 

number of highly qualified co-workers feel somewhat frustrated about these limitations and feel that 

their expertise is not as valued as they would hope. They long for more freedom, for more time to 

meet with one another, for more risk-taking opportunities and for more autonomy and trust 

(Dhanaraj et al 2004).   
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It seems that there is a strong desire by all top managers (academics and professional managers) to 

institutionalize knowledge-sharing processes and routines. Due to the new statute and the 

organizational change which has been introduced (see context) there are signs for increased 

knowledge-sharing opportunities at institutional level. The importance to institutionalize 

knowledge-sharing routines has been mentioned by all interviewees and this was also agreed to be 

of importance during the focus group discussion. There is shared understanding by all interviewees 

that tacit knowledge-sharing as a behavioural pattern will eventually inspire knowledge-workers 

since it gives them meaning and motivation (Gioia & Thomas 1996; Swart 2008). With the new 

statute all parties are seeing small tentative signs of the institution going in this direction.  

 

In the next section I will describe in more detail the barriers and enablers of tacit knowledge sharing 

outlined by the interviewees during the period of data gathering. 

 

6.2 What are the barriers and enablers of tacit knowledge sharing? 

 
The following themes have been identified with regards to the second sub-research question: 
 
Barriers and Enablers (Table 4) 
 

Themes 
Barriers a)  ‘they-we  perception’ 

b) unclear commonly shared vision and objectives 
c) A lack of commonly shared institutional culture (ba) 
d) physical separation between central administration and faculty administration/academia 
e) rigid bureaucratic pillar 
f) time constraints  
g) internal competition 
h) communication constraints 

Enablers a) acknowledgement of the value of tacit dimension 
b) clear vision with commonly shared objectives 
c) shared institutional culture 
d) organizational structure based on cross-role, cross-departmental and trans-disciplinary collaboration 
di) creation of interdisciplinary Communities of Practice 
e) creation of time - ‘slow  uni’  approach 
f) decentralization and decrease of bureaucracy 
g) size 

 

I will start the analysis with the perceived barriers by the interviewees in the institutional 

environment of the Free University of Bozen-Bolzano.  
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6.2.1.  Barriers 
 
6.2.1.a)  The  ‘they-we’  perception 
 
One of the main barriers for tacit knowledge-sharing seems to be the segmented perception of both 

the academic and professional managers. Indeed, all the interviewees mentioned a distinctive 

understanding of their identity and roles as a strong obstacle with regards to the creation of new 

competitive niches. It seems that the demanding situation HEIs find themselves in, and in order to 

act  constructively  in  a  continuously  changing  environment,  poses  ‘a  threat  to  self-image .,, In order 

to   accommodate,   people   must   make   changes   in   themselves’   (von Krogh et al 2000:20). 

Furthermore, according to the  literature reviewed on identity it seems that the identity of academics 

is seen to be primarily tied to their academic discipline (Henkel 2005, Bacon 2009) while the 

identity of professional managers is more tied to the institution as a whole (Shattock 2003, Bacon 

2009).   

 

The following comments underpin this view of separation (for confidentiality and privacy reasons I 

will not indicate the role of the respective interviewees): 

 

‘There  is  the  administrative and the academic side. The administration: they know regulations, they 

know the decisions we have made in the past, they know what exceptions have been made; they 

have   knowledge   about   the   history   of   the   faculty   that   faculty   don’t   have   or   that  we  don’t   care   to  

remember - we have so much to remember. We let them do this. They organize the place; they 

make the place work, they do all of these things. However, there is a strong lack of trust. In their 

view  the  Professors  are  the  ‘furbi’  (sly:  note  of  the author). We are seen by the administration as a 

whole - we see then as black box. We never know what will come out of this and it is usually not in 

our  favour.  I  think  the  biggest  barrier  between  these  is  the  lack  of  trust.’ 

 

‘For   an   academic,   it   is   difficult to understand the decisions of the administration. For us 

professional managers it is difficult to explain creative minds the need for certain decisions because 

we are seen as the so-called  idiot  savants.’30  

 

‘For  years  we  have  lived  in  two  different worlds. We have operated like this for years. Partially, this 

was consciously and unconsciously promoted by the former management. It was partially also 

sustained by a few in the academia. That is why such fronts have been formed. This is difficult to 
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overcome in time. We are partially at the level, where something - just because it comes from 

academia - a  priori  is  already  better  than  what  comes  from  the  administration.’31 

 

‘Certain  decisions  are   taken   in   the   three-member formed presidency and basically, their decisions 

have to satisfy those who fund the institution. Then we have a mid-range directive and then at the 

last level the operating level. Here, at the operational level the penetration seems to be very difficult 

because everyone is busy with their jobs. Thus, the administration - the process is their world, and 

when the academic goes into the classroom, lecturing and research is their world. I'm talking about 

operational level. It is right here - in this last level - where processes take place. It is here where 

frictions  arise.’32 

 

‘I  see  the  administrative  units  would  be  more  brought  to  the  same  boat  as  we  are  now;;  there  are  two  

boats and they are rowing in two diverse directions. We have two channels: the Rector and the 

Director General. At the end of the day whether something can be done will be decided by the 

Director General; the real power is the administrative side while the ultimate freedom is the content 

of  the  work.’ 

 

This interviewee put this distinction of the two sides as follows down on paper: 

   
   Separation between academia and administration (Figure 11) 

 

As one can see the two segmented channels do not meet at all and this increases the perception of 

holding two distinctive roles and identities in the institution. 
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However, according to Whitchurch (2008) and Henkel (2005), in HEIs the identity of both 

academics and their professional colleagues is continuously changing. The requirements of 

professionals lie in leading and managing the institution into a successful future by responding to 

the challenges HEIs are facing. In fact, the literature recognizes the fact that the complexity of HEIs 

has put a high pressure on all professionals working at that level. The continuous exposure to 

change and the need to live up to the expectations of all  stakeholders  are  the  reason  for  their  ‘crises  

of professional self-identity’   (Nixon   1996:   5)   and   that   is   the   reason   why   both   academics   and  

professional managers at HEIs have to view their identity as an ongoing process. It seems that, if all 

parties that are engaged in the success of the institution, envisaged change as an opportunity to 

grow and to learn with and from one another then both parties would embrace the notion that 

academics could not make the institution work without their administrative counterparts and vice 

versa   as   ‘academics   make   universities   great,   but   without   administrators   there   would   not   be   the  

infrastructure,  the  support,  to  make  it  happen’  (Baldwin  2009:  94).   

 

The following comments express the view that opening up and sharing tacit knowledge for one 

another’s  benefit  would  reduce  this  ‘they-we’  perception  and  help  the  institution  focus  on  cross-side 

collaboration: 

 

‘The  administration  has  a  language  and  academia  has  a  language.  The  language  of  academia  has  to  

be  understood.’33 

 

‘Sometimes, I do not say always, but often it happens that there is a closure on the other side: the 

academic side. So, there must be the willingness to understand when it says: these things are 

feasible to be done; also to accept this situation. So, there must be the open-mindedness: the 

willingness  to  listen  to  one  another.’34 

 

It seems that, due to these major changes, identity can not be seen as a steady figure (Henkel 2000). 

In such moments academics and administrators might better perceive their identity as something 

that is continuously challenging them to open up towards the requirements that are dictated by the 

new  demands  of   today’s  knowledge  society  and  where   those   institutions  and   individuals  who  are  

ready to respond accordingly tend to achieve the most (McInnis 1998). Academics are challenged to 

understand that the department and their discipline can not anymore be the only focus, but instead 
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they might need to work across the boundaries of the institution. A continuous interaction between 

the disciplines, the institution and the individuals is seen to be one of the key elements for success 

(Henkel 2005). The same applies to professional managers who are joining the university from 

outside (Bacon 2009). While, when joining an HEI, they might still identify themselves mainly with 

their specialism (Bacon 2009), the longer they work at university level they seem to identify 

themselves more with the institution, with the core values, the mission and the essence of the 

institution’s  corporate  identity.  Professional  managers  become  ‘part  of  the  conversation  between  the  

academic  community  and   the   institution’  (Bacon  2009:  14)  and  a  key  element  of   the  professional  

manager’s   identity   lies   in   ‘the   ability   to   empathize   with   the   intrinsic   academic   values’   (Archer 

2000, in Whitchurch 2004: 19). Academics at the other hand might need to acknowledge the 

importance of their professional counterparts for the successful functioning of the institution as, 

according to McInnis (1998), the main source of conflict between the two derives from the lack of 

acknowledgement administrators seem to receive from their academic colleagues. 

 

The above-mentioned  perception  of   separation  between   the   two  and   the   ‘power   concentration’   at  

the administrative side makes knowledge-workers perceive themselves as co-workers who have 

little  influence  on  the  institution’s  direction  and  who  are  not  clearly  aware  what  this  direction  seems  

to be. 

 

6.2.1.b) Unclear commonly shared vision and objectives 

 

Indeed, another factor which seems to inhibit a smooth knowledge flow across the institution is the 

lack   of   clarity   on   the   institution’s   vision,   its   objectives   and   the   respective   co-workers’   roles   and  

competencies.  This makes co-workers feel powerless, with little or no opportunity to take on 

individual responsibility (Clarke et al 2012; Henkel 2000; Yeuk-Mui et al 2002).  

 

The interviewees externalized their reservations as follows (please note that the roles of the 

respective interviewees have not been indicated due to confidentiality and privacy reasons): 

 

‘I  have  no  idea  where  the  decisions  are  coming  from.  They  are  just  top  to  bottom.’ 

 

‘When  we  plan  actions  for  next  year   the  university  management  never   tells  us  what   is  happening  

because they want to lower the budget. They try to give us as little information as possible. The 

information is not shared at all, it is always shared after the fact. We should see how the university 

plans its future and we should be part of this process. The involvement is very controlled. People 
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who are taking risks at university   are   put   aside.   I   don’t   know  what   the   goals   are.  We  never   talk  

about the goals of individuals. There are always the official goals of the university such and such. 

But  I  don’t  see  this  in  the  hearts  and  the  minds  of  the  people.’ 

 

‘Yesterday  the  statute was presented. There was criticism: Why were we professors not included in 

the process and then it was said that there were 37 meetings. Out of the 37 meetings I know of none 

to  which  I  was  invited.’35 

 

‘I  think  the  two-thirds who work here - I think that if the color of the manholes of Walther Square 

had changed, it would be the same - do not have the perception of this problem - at least in my 

experience.  Often  it  is  not  clear  where  the  guidelines  are  coming  from.  This  is  the  problem.’36 

 

‘It   is  not  exactly clear what the real goal is. We experience such things on and on that new study 

courses are set up; but one does not understand in what context because, for example, we might not 

be  equipped  with  the  right  faculty  for  it.’37 

 

It seems that this lack of clarity about competencies, vision and objectives creates a lot of confusion 

and additional stress as the pace for the implementation of new guidelines and new courses - in 

order to respond quickly to the societal demands - is very high (Shattock 2003; Swart 2011) - and, 

hence, tacit knowledge flow should be facilitated while the top-down implementation of vision and 

objectives with little opportunities for all co-workers to be involved in - reduces sight for 

meaningful action (Palmer et al 2010): something all knowledge-workers seem to long for. This has 

also given space to the establishment of different cultures and strategic approaches in the five  

departments as well as in their respective administration which will be the next inhibiting factor for 

tacit knowledge to flow across the institution. 
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6.2.1.c) A lack commonly shared institutional culture (ba) 

 

As mentioned above it seems that there is no commonly shared institutional culture throughout the 

institution. There is evidence for different schools in the respective faculties such as the Planning 

School, the Positioning School, the Design School, The Cultural and Entrepreneurial School as well 

as the Learning School (see context). The administration, on the other hand, seems to be organized 

more around the Planning School where the ultimate responsibility lies with the chief executive 

(Mintzberg et al 2005).  

The following distinctive observations have been made by two of the interviewees (for 

confidentiality and privacy reasons their role is not indicated) - evidence that their strategic 

approach is led by a very distinctive reasoning with regards to tacit knowledge flow: 

‘Administrators  should  see   the  world  with   less   rules;;   they  never  go  outside  and   it   is   those  people  

(administrators) which control about travel and they never travel and they define how business 

travel  should  be  done.  So,  you  have  people  who  don’t  have  any  tacit  knowledge  about  the  travel  and  

these are the people who make the rules about travelling; they punish you for saving money. You 

are immediately punished if you save money because you are not given the money the next year. 

So, we can burn money instead of using it strategically for something where we really need it. This 

creates more distrust in the environment because you see that you cannot trust people for making 

sensible  decisions.’ 

‘When  I  was  dean,  I  have  always  said  to  the  people,  people  spend  this  money.  Let's  show  them  that  

we need this money, then we will continue to get it. If we suddenly - two out of 10 - don’t  travel 

anymore,  then  the  administration  may  ask,  why  should  we  give  them  this  money?’38 

These two distinctive statements underpin the notion of the different strategic approaches in two 

distinctive faculties. While in the former comment there is the idea to think in entrepreneurial terms 

in order to use the money where it is most needed by using it the following year, in the latter 

example there is the understanding to take advantage of the assigned budget according to the 

strategic plan of the institution. Although both actions may have their valid space the institutional 

cultural experience is very different: the former perceives it as lack of flexibility and the latter as an 

opportunity to spend in order to gain more knowledge by traveling if allocated ahead of time.  
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The existence of such diverse strategic approaches seem to undermine the creation of one shared 

culture and this leads quite a few highly qualified co-workers to feel frustrated about their 

limitations and about their perception that their personal tacit knowledge is not valued enough. 

They long for more freedom, for more risk-taking opportunities and for more autonomy and trust 

(Dhanaraj et al 2004) when they say, for example: 

‘There  is  a  lack  of  trust.’ 

or 

‘There   is   zero   trust:   because   of   a   few  who have misused the system in the past. The university 

environment is the most difficult environment. That is why people should change every five years 

and   now  we   have   so  many   people  who   don’t   have   the   possibility   to   go   anywhere:   not   only   the  

administration, but also the academics. When I started here, I said I will make it the best place in 

Italy. And six months later I realized that it is outrageous that I should not be doing. For example I 

wanted to introduce a fridge to store water bottles. Then there was the fear that people would steal 

the  water.  So,  we  could  not  do  it.  This  leads  to  further  mistrust.’ 

Since trust is one of the key factors which play a role in the tacit knowledge flow arena it may be 

given a lot of emphasis to work on strategies on a personal and collective level in order to build 

trust across the institution (Leistner 2010). Trust leads to reciprocal respect and these seem to be the 

basics for the establishment of a strong institutional culture. 

Another factor which does not help create a shared strategic culture is the physical separation 

between central administration and faculty administration/academia. 

6.2.1.d) The physical separation between the central administration and the faculty 

administration/academia 

Many interviewees expressed their dissatisfaction about the physical separation of both the central 

administration and the faculties and their operational administration staff. As stated above this 

separation does not help tacit knowledge flow and there is more frustration about being bombarded 

with regulations via email without having sufficient interaction with the respective areas of 

expertise. The following comments seem to confirm a commonly perceived frustration (the roles of 

the respective interviewees have not been indicated for confidentiality and privacy reasons): 
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‘The  central  administration  is  in  the  central  building.  The  higher  management  is  hiding  in  their  big  

building. They have even their secret passage ways - they  don’t  have  to  go  out  in  the  corridors  to  

see each other. So, they have their own club; and it is not inviting. So, going in there means that you 

are in trouble or something else. This is the feeling one has and then you are made to wait outside 

and the possibility to finally meet. I am a big believer in an informal atmosphere and, I think, that 

lowering  the  barriers  would  help  us  and  trying  to  go  after  the  same  goal  is  better.’ 

‘I  avoid  having  anything  to  do  with  the  central  administration.’39 

‘The   atmosphere   in   the   other   building   is   different   from   the   one   in   the main building. There it is 

much more closed and I have the impression that one can not exactly see what's going on here, what 

dynamics arise here, what problems are here. They find themselves in a sealed context and this 

problem of space is certainly not so easy to overcome. There is a lack of reference to the practical 

aspect.’40 

‘Before  even  within   the  administration,   there  were  some  fronts,   internal  blocks:   the  colleagues  of  

the faculty felt somehow separate from us and vice versa. Slowly we realized that we have to work 

in  groups.’41 

There is the desire to break this physical separation down in order to understand the respective 

needs since such physical boundaries, instead of practicing dialogue, make the central 

administration isolated from their faculty counterparts. As mentioned above, right in this interface a 

lot  of  knowledge  gets  lost  and,  as  the  latter  interviewee  stated,  the  desire  to  step  out  from  one’s  own  

boundaries and to work in groups would help administrative and academic managers view one 

another as two entities that, by making their tacit knowledge flow, may be able to create new 

competitive niches. (Swart 2011; McInnis 1998). 

This leads to the next barrier in the tacit knowledge flow arena: the rigid bureaucratic pillar. 

6.2.1.e) The rigid bureaucratic pillar 

According to Vostal, one of the barriers with regards to competition-excellence is the increasing 

burdens   which   ‘result   in   the   commonly   reported   experience   of   distraction   and   temporal  

interruption’   (2014:12).   Indeed,   the   interviewees feel that they are constantly distracted, in their 
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view, by unsatisfactory tasks which inhibit them from using their time to their best. They phrased it 

as follows (the roles have not been indicated for confidentiality and privacy reasons): 

‘The   difficulty lies in the interpretation. It is a regulation-problem; what is normal to me is not 

necessarily  normal  here.  I  still  have  problems  with  people  who  can’t  think  by  themselves  other  than  

referring to regulations - what you are allowed to do and not to do. The big confusion is created 

about  the  content  as  there  are  different  interpretations.’ 

‘The  university  was  established  out  of  an  administrative  effort.  Everything   is  outsourced  and   this  

mentality still prevails. The mentality is still that there is not tacit knowledge to be transferred 

between the parties. It is a regulative environment and I feel that there are a lot of constraints that 

prohibit even thinking about tacit knowledge transfer of any sort. We receive lots of explicit 

knowledge about new rules; we receive very official details about what the new rules are. There is a 

focus on explicit knowledge. It is really about the regulations and the laws that we discuss and that 

is the only type of discussion that takes place. It is about whether you can do it or not; this is what 

the principal question is. The system is over-interpreted. So, when we want to improve something 

this   is   how   it   operates.We   don’t   take   a   holistic   approach;;   we   don’t   understand  where   the   value  

comes from and the value is the most important thing for the entire process. But there is nobody 

responsible for the entire process. There is always somebody saying no to individual steps. Saying 

no is the safest way. Even if there is no rule they would invent the rule, just to be on the safe side.’ 

‘Many  regulations  have  been  introduced  which  need  to  be  dismantled.’42  

‘I   did   an   analysis   of   my   last   five   months   and   I   put   the   following   on   the   plate:   80%   of   my  

commitments are of institutional nature; 20% of research and teaching. Then at the end I find 

myself at home in the evening and I see myself writing an article, presentations, because I can not 

find the time during the day. The administrative aspect is pervasive. The administration releases 

edicts which say that the academics are required to establish calls for new courses and must give the 

translation in three languages. If you do not know a language, please contact a fellow native 

speaker. The analysis that I do is that we need to get rid of the stiffness to go forward and that it 

takes a bit  of  flexibility  on  the  part  of  all.  So,  the  problem  is  that  of  flexibility.’43 
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‘The   legislation,   in   Italy,   is   always   very   vague   and   nebulous   and   it   is   important   to   have   this  

exchange  in  order  to  be  able  to  understand  how  things  need  to  be  seen.’44 

According to the above, there is a strong perception that the institution puts explicit knowledge 

before tacit knowledge and that the invasion of regulations puts knowledge-worker under a lot of 

pressure. The last interviewee puts the focus on the importance of tacit knowledge to flow in order 

to reach a commonly shared understanding about the regulations and also to focus on the co-

responsibility for their interpretation. In order to do so, dialogue is required and accordingly this 

takes time (Stone 2013; von Krogh et al 2000; Wenger 1998; Vostal 2014). Hence, time constraints 

are seen as another barrier in the tacit knowledge-sharing process. 

6.2.1.f) Time Constraints 

According   to  Leistner   ‘the   strongest   barrier   for   being   involved   in  knowledge-sharing activities is 

not  lack  of  funding  but  lack  of  time’  (2010:39).  Knowledge-workers  at  higher  education  level  ‘can  

experience time pressure, haste, hurry and rush - all of these essentially cultural-phenomenological 

rather than physical description - without even stirring from  our  office  desk’  (Tomlinson  2007,  in  

Vostal 2014:8). All interviewees mentioned time constraints as a burden and as one of the key 

factors of not being able to gather together for tacit knowledge-sharing purposes. One participant 

expressed it as follows: 

‘There  is  no  time  for  reflection.  There  are  not  any  reflection  moments   that  are  not  geared  to  have  

immediate results right away. Change management is needed, in my opinion, which should 

accompany from a factual situation to a new situation by knowing where to go. But that does not 

invest  only  in  the  daily  operational  aspects;;  but  rather  in  a  cultural  change.’45 

‘We   are   all   entrepreneurs   because  we   are  moving   in   our   own   scientific   fields   and  we   are   strong  

individuals. Thus, these individuals are constantly on the run and they have little time to meet with 

others. We all suffer from the fast pace. The problem is the time. Much is left up to the coincidence, 

because  there  are  no  institutional  moments.  The  time  factor  is  luxury  good.’46 

‘Sometimes  I  would  give more space to meetings where there is more space to express individual 

opinions. Now the meetings are structured in such a way that first the information is given and then 
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there is a brief discussion in order to reach a decision. Not always, in my opinion, there is time to 

explore  certain  things.’47 

‘I  feel  suffocated  by  work  and  frustrated  for  not  being  able  to  do  proper  research.’48 

‘There  is  no  time  for  reflection  and  therefore  one  can  not  make  strategic  decisions.  I  also  think  the  

setting of priorities does not work. There are many initiatives from different sides. Everyone thinks 

that they must do something, but then it is not clear what is the priority. And one often gets lost in 

these  many  activities  and  this  causes  a  lot  of  stress.’49 

The lack of time makes both professional and academic managers feel under pressure and they 

often also develop a sense of guilt as academics feel that they lack time to pursue their core 

academic tasks and professional managers realize that - by being under time constraints - they can 

not make themselves available to academia the way they would like to (Vostal 2014). This is were 

frustration grows and, instead of overcoming difficulties, the distance between the two seems to 

increase although there is the awareness that things may only change if time is given to collective 

reflection, interpretation, action and, last but not least, collective improvisation (Glisby et al 2011). 

This leads to the next barrier which inhibits the flow of tacit knowledge: internal competition 

6.2.1.g) Internal competition 

Since the institution has been born out of the Planning School based on a rigid hierarchical 

structure,   as   outlined   before,   the   perception   of   identifying  more  with   one’s   own   field   or   area   of  

expertise leads to a culture of taking  advantage  for  one’s  own  field’s  or  department’s  sake  instead  of  

seeing the institution as one whole picture where there may be the desire for inter-disciplinary 

collaboration. The following extracts confirm the above: 

‘What   is  missing   is   taking   advantage of a 'win-win-situation' of skills that are in other faculties. 

Jealousies  arise.’50 

‘We   are   already   segmented   and   everybody   sees   his   or   her   own   field,   her/his   own   segment.  

Everyone has their own vision; perhaps it is more challenging from a psychological point of view, 
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for me, for all to try to sit down at a table by integrating, coordinating and trying to achieve a more 

coordinated,  more  consistent  system  with  less  redundancy  and  less  criticality.’51 

‘There  are  subcultures:  If  a  group  is  expanding  then  it  is at the expense of others. Perhaps they look 

at the world from their narrow perspective instead of building upon teamwork as university and 

network with other disciplines. As long as this way of looking at things does not change nothing 

will  change.’52 

Being concentrated mainly on their own field of expertise the basis for dialogue seems to be 

missing and the majority of knowledge-workers are more interested to pursue their own interest. 

It seems that having little in common, there is little space to develop, as Whitchurch (2008) defines 

them, third space identities: identities which go beyond their boundaries of expertise. Identities 

which are interested in growing into a new, blended way of collaboration. Such a segmented way of 

approaching each knowledge-worker’s  work  reality  undermines  the  creation  of  a  strong  institutional  

culture (Valimaa 1998; Menguc et al 2011) that would eventually lead to the creation of 

competitive niches. Such a mentality also has an impact on the conversational aspect across the 

institution: the last identified barrier for tacit knowledge sharing at the Free University of Bozen-

Bolzano: communication constraints. 

6.2.1.h) Communication constraints 

In order to allow tacit knowledge to reach out to the respective co-workers the conversation needs 

to be open to all knowledge-workers if an HEI aims to be competitive. Indeed, in Nonaka & 

Takeuchi’s  (1995)  view,  the  success  seems  to  lie  in  the  interconnectedness  of  various  disciplines  by  

sharing knowledge between the different fields: creativity is born out of the tacit and/or through 

social interaction (Gallo 2010). The interviewees commented on this aspect as follows: 

‘Conversation   between   the   two   is   deaf   people   conversation;;   conversation   with   the   higher  

administration has not happened. I tried many of the tricks; there is no congruent dialogue between 

top management and faculty. More conversation is needed. I have the impression that when I 

communicate  some  of  my  tacit  knowledge  it  gets  used  for  somebody  else’s  purposes  and  there  is  no 

direct  individual  contact  from  academia  to  the  Director  General.’ 

‘We  do  not  create  room  for  exchange  for  administrators  and  academics.  We  do  not  talk  enough  with  

one another - talking  is  so  important.’ 
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‘Many  problems  that  we  have  internally  are  based  on  the lack of knowledge of procedures and roles 

due  to  the  lack  of  dialogue.’53 

The lack of cross-departmental, inter-disciplinary and cross-boundaries   dialogue,   the   ‘they-we’  

perception, an unclear shared vision and culture as well as the physical separation between central 

administration and academia, a rigid bureaucratic pillar, time constraints and a subtly perceived 

internal competition seem to prevent the institution from being competitive with regards to their 

knowledge creation. However, first attempts to develop in these terms have been noticed and a 

variety of tacit knowledge-sharing enablers could be identified. They will be outlined in the next 

section. 

 

6.2.2. Enablers 

The enablers outlined below are an integration of the first signs of development with regards to tacit 

knowledge-sharing practices at institutional level. However, first and foremost, I aim to discuss the 

interviewees’   views   on  what   the   Free  University   of   Bozen-Bolzano should be doing in order to 

create a tacit knowledge-enabling environment which, eventually, would help the institution create 

further competitive niches. The most important enabler seems to be the acknowledgement and 

appreciation of the value of tacit knowledge by all co-workers. 

6.2.2.a) Acknowledgement of the value of the tacit dimension  

There is a common understanding that knowledge gets constructed (Bennett 2004) by the person 

her-/himself   as   ‘in   each   new   experience,   another   dimension   of   the   soul   unfolds.   The   person   is  

always a nomad, journeying from threshold to threshold,   into   ever   different   experiences’  

(O’Donohue   1997:163).   On   the   other   hand,   in   order   for   the   tacit   dimension   to   grow,   the   social  

component  is  of  equal   importance  as  ‘the  synergy  between  their  own  knowledge  and  that  of   their  

peers’   (Bowman/Swart   2007:493)   may   be   viewed   as   ‘embedded   capital’   (Bowman/Swart  

2007:493):  the  core  element  for  an  institution’s  competitiveness.  The  awareness  of  the  value  of  each  

co-worker’s   tacit   dimension  deems   to  be   the  basis   for   the   creation  of   a   tacit   knowledge-enabling 

environment. The following comments may confirm this interpretation (for confidentiality and 

privacy  reasons  the  interviewees’  roles  have  not  been  indicated): 

‘There  needs   to  be   the  acknowledgement   that  both  groups  (academics  and  administrators:  note  of  

the author)  have  something  to  share;;  there  needs  to  be  the  recognition  that  there  is  something.’ 
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‘There  needs   to  be   the  awareness  about   the   importance   that  each   individual  has  more   to  say   than  

s/he can tell and therefore informal gatherings in cosy places should  be  at  hand.’ 

‘In  my  opinion,  to  be  very  open  and  to  be  willing  to  listen,  even  to  suggestions;;  I  don’t  know,  also  

to  the  inputs  that  come  from  colleagues.’54 

‘...   that   there   is   the   respect   for   the   various   roles.  And   respect  means   that   one   says   that   everyone 

works in her/his domain by respecting the knowledge, the know-how, the competences of this 

person  and,  of  course,  by  bringing  their  view  in  the  conversation.’55 

'We  must  recognize  the  tacit  knowledge  of  each  employee.’56 

By recognizing the tacit knowledge of each co-worker it seems that qualified professionals get 

attracted   ‘by   their   intellectual   environment,   as   characterized   by   colleagues   in   the   institution’  

(Reichert 2006:21) which may lead to a cultural attitude based on knowledge sharing which aims to 

be better than others (Reichert 2006). Such a cultural approach, however, requires another factor to 

be put in place first: a clear vision with commonly shared objectives. 

6.2.2.b) A clear vision with commonly shared objectives  

According to von Krogh et al,   instilling   a   knowledge   vision   is   seen   as   the   ‘organizational   glue’  

(2000:99) which gives the institutional co-workers a clear direction by mapping out the current 

situation, the vision with correlated objectives they aim to reach through a shared institutional 

enterprise. This will help them identify the larger picture by understanding which knowledge is 

needed in order to create something new. Hence, clarity about the common meaning may be based 

on a commonly shared language (van de Lagemaat 2008) which may then encourage knowledge-

workers  to  create  something  worthwhile  (Palmer  et  al  2010;;  Weir  2012).  This  ‘may  require  years  of  

labor’  (van  de  Lagemaat  2008:150).    The  following  comments  confirm  the  interviewees’  desire  for  

such clarity with regards to vision and objectives when they, for example, say: 

‘The   institution  must   have   a   common   denominator.     Measurable   and   qualitative   and   quantitative  

targets have to be set. This is then 'an agreement' for the employees themselves; then they know 

exactly where it is going for themselves. They do it themselves. The achievement of the target 
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results in a feeling of happiness. It's like Adrenaline. These objectives will be determined through 

dialogue.  The  goals  must  be  understandable  for  the  employees.’57 

‘Our  main  funders, the local government, wants the University to focus on particular topics. They 

expect the FUB to focus on the theme trilingualism and its improvement. And this must be the 

institution’s  goal.’58 

‘It  is  very  important  to  have  common  values  and  goals,  so that the organization moves in a specific 

direction.’59  

‘One  of  the  main  strategies  is  the  trilingualism  and  this  has  to  be  made  the  element  of  strength  and  

clarity  needs  to  be  made  on  all  strategic  objectives.’60 

Giving vision helps to instill a spirit of motivation; a clear sense of direction as well as a sense of 

institutional identity. This is why nearly all interviewees mentioned the trilingualism strategy to be 

a core competitive niche of the institution which should become part of the institutional culture. We 

may  call  this,  in  alignment  with  von  Krogh  et  al  a  ‘sense  of  emotional  knowledge  and  care  in  the  

organization’  (2000:4).  According  to  the  interviewees  and  to  the  studied  literature  clarity  on  vision  

and institutional direction helps co-workers identify with what the institution stands for and, hence, 

it is the main principle on which to establish a shared institutional culture. 

6.2.2.c)  A  shared institutional culture 

Since all interviewees agree on the high value of tacit knowledge and the concept of seeing the 

individual and the social dimension of knowledge building to be one of the key factors of 

competitiveness, it seems that the institutional culture, which strategically emphasizes the value of 

learning, is the basis for competitive advantage:   ‘A   culture   that   values   entrepreneurship   and  

innovation provides the environment in which learning from exploration and experimentation is 

most   likely   to   take   place.’   (Slater   &   Narver   1995:1).   Such   a   culture   recognizes   the   notion   that  

knowledge is always personal/tacit as it is embodied in people (Verna 2012) and, by the way people 

work and learn individually and collectively, new knowledge may grow. With regards to the 

institutional culture the following statements have been made: 

‘We  all  have  the  urge to learn. I talk to the Germans in German, to Italians in Italian and I run the 

department in English. However, it involves a transfer of knowledge; in this case, the language that 
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leads to the creation of new things. I would start from the bottom through the project learning at 

group level. They must be under a certain umbrella and the umbrella has to be large; there must 

enter new life from those who have different backgrounds - you have to define the issue - but an 

absolutely flexible umbrella of major interest to society. 61 (see Figure 12 below) 

 

 

    Drawing on institutional culture (Figure 12) 

‘We  just  have  to  find  opportunities  to  motivate  employees.  Employees  must  have  the  opportunity  to  

solve problems and to make mistakes. If he has the chance to master the challenges himself, then he 

has a maximum degree of motivation. Through motivation personal responsibility and joy is 

triggered.’62 

‘What  drives  people  is  what  they  are  passionate  about.  We  should  have  an  environment  where  there  

is room for passion. It is true that passionate people are sometimes difficult to deal with, but I feel 

that a natural and mature organization should tolerate such a passion. We should encourage an 

environment based on risk-taking and taking risks means failures. We should have many failures 

rather  than  the  big  one  to  come.  And  we  should  have  ways  of  acknowledging  people.’ 

The risk taking aspect is outlined in Figure 13 below. 
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    Drawing on institutional culture (Figure 13) 

‘I  would  see  a  culture  based  on  the  individual curiosity  as  a  big  enabler.’ 

‘I   believe   in   an   institutional   culture   there   should   be   space   for   professors   to   stop   spontaneously.  

There starts a casual contact. There must also be moments where controlled exchange takes 

place.’63  

‘A  driving  force  for  the  culture  is  certainly  the  identification  with  the  institution.’64 

‘The  first  thing  is  to  create  an  atmosphere  of  mutual  trust.’65 

It seems that a shared learning culture based on open-mindedness, reciprocal understanding and 

respect, risk-taking, individual curiosity, by giving space for intrinsic motivation, passion, and trust 

is seen to be a stark enabler for tacit knowledge to flow.  A culture where space is given to a 

‘complex   process   that   combines   doing,   talking,   thinking,   feeling,   and   becoming’   (Wenger   1998: 

56);;  where   there   is   space   for   learning   by   doing   and   for   the   individual’s   intuition   to   come   to   the  

surface (http://www.zeit.de/2014/10/christophe-barraud-konjunktur-usa/seite-1). This happens 

through reflection by facilitating an organizational structure based on cross-role and cross-

departmental dialogue. 
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6.2.2.d) An organizational structure based on cross-role, cross-departmental and trans-disciplinary 

collaboration  

Indeed, collaboration has something to do with bringing people together, enhancing the trust 

between the different parties, working for a common vision and specifying the desired results 

(Winer & Ray 1994). It is felt that, in order to be successful as an individual and as an institution, 

collaboration is the only powerful tool to achieve the common goals: to be competitive in the 

market place (Baldwin & Chang 2007). Collaboration enhances the opportunity to achieve bigger 

goals that can only be reached through the multiple effort of a team of scholars and professionals in 

order   to   create   ‘collaborative   models   that   move   beyond   the   solitary   tradition   in   academia’  

(Bohen/Styles 1998: 40). Knowledge creation can be achieved through social interaction (von 

Krogh et al 2000) which is based on a cross-role, cross-departmental and multidisciplinary 

collaboration  which  lies  in  ‘the  capacity  to  identify  the  latent  in  one’s  own  approach  to  matters,  as  

well as the capacity to be openly attuned to (able to listen to) the latent   in   one’s   collaborators  

removes a common obstacle to cross-disciplinary communication and could dramatically improve 

the  quality   and  effectiveness  of   such  collaborative   efforts’   (Stone  2013:306).  This  means   that  by  

talking about, listening to, debating and reflecting on the respective tacit knowledge of knowledge-

workers, collective improvisation and collective action can lead to the creation of something new 

(Glisby et al 2011). This would help both academic and professional managers develop a third 

space mentality where there is an understanding that looking beyond boundaries may open new 

horizons for the benefit of both the  individual as well as for the the institution.  

Some of the interviewees expressed it as follows: 

‘Listening  to  one  another  and discussions are taking place within the faculty. Within the faculty we 

have been able to do a lot of knowledge sharing by listening to one another; by opening up; 

internally  the  communication  is  open.’ 

‘One  has  to  have  the  humility  that  there  are  people  who may know more than oneself; they have a 

different point of view; the concept of inter-disciplinarity is there to exploit synergies. The concept 

of interdisciplinarity is to look at things from different points of view by not assigning clear roles. 

This year we have organized a 'research day' where every faculty of the University gave an 

overview of its faculty and its competencies. Getting to know one another is already a first step. 

Collaborations  were  born  that  were  not  possible  before.’66 

                                                           
66  See appendix I 
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‘What  the  university has done much better in recent years is that it has involved the academic world 

much more by making them more responsible. Communication must function in the network, which 

means it must run in all directions: from left to right, top to bottom; ideally it should be done in 

verbal form, in a face-to-face dialog.'67 

‘Only  through  dialogue  and  through  listening  one  can  achieve  understanding.  If  common  sense  and  

dialogue are within us then we will also understand one another better in our work environment. 

There is the need to talk to one another more; not only about work, but also about other topics in 

order  to  understand  each  other  better.’68  

‘There   must   be   time   for   team-building. Through the involvement of many persons things may 

emerge.’69 

Through dialogue, therefore, it seems that people acknowledge the value of each others respective 

tacit knowledge capacities more. Research has indicated that the more all knowledge-workers - 

academics and professionals - talk with one another the more they can create new and innovative 

projects. This is a climate of working together (Shattock 2003) and of nurturing the conversation 

among  faculty  in  order  to  ‘articulate  the  common  values  and  assumptions,  the  responsibilities  and  

aspirations, which drive all faculty work’  (Turner  &  Hamilton  2007:  16).  Baldwin  &  Chang  state  it  

in   these   terms:   ‘Collaboration   are   social   enterprises’,   ‘brilliant   ideas   emerge   over   food’,   they  

‘monitor   progress   and   assess   outcomes’   (2007:   30).  Whitchurch   (2004)   argues   that   the   interface  

between academics and professionals creates potential for collaboration as, in postmodern times, 

individuals   tend  to  move  ‘across  functional  and  organizational  boundaries’  and  continuously  have  

to   interpret   their   roles   in  order   ‘to   create  new  professional   spaces,   knowledges   and   relationships’  

(Whitchurch   2008:   5).   The   future,   therefore,   might   lie   in   Whitchurch’s   third   space   where  

professional and academic activities co-exist and diverse professionals put their knowledge and 

expertise together in order to enhance a trans-disciplinary approach in order to create new 

competitive projects (Henkel 2005). Hence, by giving space to the creation of interdisciplinary 

Communities of Practice (CoP) such collaboration can be sustained. 

6.2.2.di)The creation of interdisciplinary Communities of Practice 

A CoP is a group of people who engages in a social enterprise of learning by putting their tacit 

knowledge at the disposal of the group in order to create something new. Through this act of 

                                                           
67  See appendix I 
68  See appendix I 
69  See appendix I 



 144 

participation the co-workers learn from one  another  by  transforming  ‘who  we  are  and  what  we  can  

do, it is an experience of identity. It is not just an accumulation of skills and information, but a 

process   of   becoming’   (Wenger   1998:215).   Indeed,   in   addition   to   facilitating   the   empathy   and  

emotional  intelligence  ‘sharing  tacit  knowledge  could  increase  the  quality  of  communication  among  

members... This shared repertoire of personal knowledge and experiences, then, becomes common 

knowledge that helps members establish common values in order to take collective  action’  (Oztok  

2012:25).  By  exploring  one  another’s  tacit  dimension  and  talking  to  one  another  alignment  among  

group  members  can  be  achieved  which  will,  eventually,  produce  ‘tremendous  power  to  invent  new  

realities in conversation, and to bring about   these   new   realities   into   action’   (Kofman   &   Senge  

1994:21). 

The following observations have been expressed with regards to such group work: 

‘Experience  is  something  important.  Now  I  have  the  feeling,  now  we  have  experience  and  the  next  

stage could be to  generate  exchange  in  order  to  optimize.’70 

‘It   is  about   these  cross-group meetings where in the future also academic staff or, simply, people 

who  are  interested  in,  should  participate.  The  two  sides  need  to  talk  to  one  another.’71 

‘We   have   to   find   time   and space for formal and informal meetings with colleagues between 

academics  and  administrative  staff  in  order  to  then  deepen  the  knowledge  beyond  one’s  own  range  

of  action  and  in  order  to  understand  others.’72 

‘Any  time  we  do  something  in  this  sense:   that   the professional managers meet with the academic 

staff  to  talk  specifically  about  the  new  procedures,  things  work.’73 

There is a strong desire for the formal and informal establishment of CoPs as it seems that such 

groups help their members appreciate the interconnectedness between academia and administration 

as well as the various disciplines. As stated above, instead of separating and specializing further in 

distinctive fields, this would lead to the creation of new projects through synergies and connections. 

‘Connections’   here  may   refer   to   seeking   out   new  and  diverse   experiences,   questioning   the   status  

quo,   experimenting   with   new   surroundings,   expanding   the   ‘domain   knowledge’   by   surrounding  

oneself with people from a variety of fields, and observing new contexts (Gallo 2010). 

Communities of Practice encourage their workers to develop attitudes and skills such as risk-taking, 
                                                           
70  See appendix I 
71  See appendix I 
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and developing or/and keeping an attitude of curiosity, wonder, and amazement (Palmer et al 2010). 

In order to do so, another element is needed: time. 

6.2.2.e) The creation of time 

Knowledge creation is a craft which takes time (von Krogh et al 2000): time to reflect; time to go to 

a deeper level by giving space for thought-building and thought-indwelling at an individual and 

social level. The more time one can spend around such activities and, as mentioned above, in 

dialogue and trans-disciplinary and cross-departmental conversation, the more may be 

accomplished  (Kofman  &  Senge  1994).  Vostal  (2014)  refers  to  Ylijoki  and  Màntylà’s  (2003)  study 

which  distinguishes  four  different  time  modes:  ‘scheduled  time,  timeless  time,  contracted  time  and  

personal   time’   (Vostal   2014:4).  A   special   emphasis   seems   to   be   given   to   the   so   called   ‘timeless  

time’   which   is   the   time  where   people   seem   to   forget   about their perception of time as they get 

absorbed by what they are doing. Csikszentimihalyi (2004) calls such an experience the state of 

‘flow’.  In  such  ‘timeless  time’  knowledge-workers are allowed to structure their time around their 

own field of interest, their  own  fascination  to  dig  beyond  their  discipline’s  boundaries  and  around  

their creative calling. It seems that - among all the interviewees - this aspect has been of major 

interest: 

‘Moments   of   community   building   have   to   be   created.   Recover   some   common moments, certain 

dates, certain references to the University are an important thing. In such moments one should  

reflect on what has been done and also on what still will be done; it is about giving the time to get 

from  a  to  z.’74 

‘We  have  to  find  moments  where the university community sees itself as a community and where 

we are proud that we are something special. One must therefore find meeting moments in order for 

exchange  to  happen.  This  requires  time.’75 

‘We  need  more  time  than  we  have  now.  We  should  not  be  overburdened  with  work.’76 

The request for more time is tied to the notion that time is connected with the perception of 

academic and professional freedom to do what the knowledge-worker cares about most: knowledge 

construction. By doing so, the knowledge-worker feels appreciated as it gives him a sense of 

meaning. Informal gatherings, formal meetings, brainstorming sessions, coffee breaks, a shared 
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lunch  or  dinner,  the  possibility  to  spend  one’s  time  simply  with  reading  - also  outside  of  one  own’s  

field of expertise - and   to   follow   one’s   inner   intuition   may   lead   the   knowledge-worker to an 

intellectual discovery (Vostal 2014) which may result in the creation of competitive niches. 

Another important enabler for tacit knowledge to flow lies in the decentralization and the decrease 

of bureaucracy. 

6.2.2.f) The decentralization and decrease of bureaucracy  

Both academic and professional managers have argued that the first signs to decentralize and to 

lighten the bureaucracy have been undertaken. According to von Krogh et al (2000) one of the key 

enablers is the right context: a context which puts the emphasis on a shared space with regards to 

shared responsibilities as well as with regards to short lines of communication. In such an 

environment knowledge-workers  do  not  only  learn  knowledge  ‘that  is  embedded  there,  an  enabling  

context  helps  create  new  knowledge’  (2000:180). 

Indeed, knowledge-workers on both sides - academics and administrators - want to feel co-

responsible for the institutional achievements and claim that, if even more would be done in this 

field, much more challenging goals could be achieved. In addition, the small dimension of the 

University has been identified to be the last tacit knowledge-enabling factor. 

6.2.2.g) The size 

The Free University of Bozen-Bolzano can be seen as a small institution as it is formed of 104 

academics and 240 administrative staff (Davenport/Prusak 2000). There is evidence that a small 

size facilitates short lines of communication across all institutional levels and across faculties. Due 

to its size a small institution - in order to be competitive - is obliged to apply an interdisciplinary 

work approach in order for the different disciplines to survive. At Caltech, for example, the small 

size   is   seen   as   ‘the   single   most important   aspect   of   its   extraordinary   global   success’  

(http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/features/caltech-secrets-of-the-worlds-number-one-

university/5/2011008.articleCaltech:  secrets  of  the  world’s  number  one  university) where new 

ideas are generated over a cup of coffee: sharing tacit knowledge in order to create something new 

is   part  of   the   institution’s   fabric. This is very similar to how some of the interviewees expressed 

themselves: 

http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/features/caltech-secrets-of-the-worlds-number-one-university/5/2011008.articleCaltech
http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/features/caltech-secrets-of-the-worlds-number-one-university/5/2011008.articleCaltech
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‘We  have  an  advantage  because  we  are  small,  because  in  our  faculty  we  have  a  leadership  that  has  

always  had  a  clear  idea.’77 

‘We,  being  young,  small,  and,  perhaps,  we  may  have  also  a more dynamic element that would allow 

us to react more quickly to certain changes in society, certain changes with regards to study 

courses.’78 

The small size of the institution, the decentralization and decrease of bureaucracy, the creation of 

more   ‘timeless   time’,   the   focus   on   interdisciplinary   dialogue   and   collaboration,   a   shared  

institutional culture based on a clear vision with commonly shared objectives and, first and 

foremost, the appreciation of the value of each single co-worker’s   tacit   knowledge   have been 

identified to be the core enablers for a tacit knowledge-enabling ba. 

In the next section the third sub-research question: What are the elements by which competitive 

niches are created? will be analyzed. 

6.3.  What are the characteristics of the environment by which competitive niches are 

created? 

It  seems  that  the  RQ  ‘How  does  tacit  knowledge  sharing  create  new  competitive  niches?’  is  based  

on the notion that tacit knowledge sharing is the core element for innovation to take place and for 

competitive niches to be created. By reflecting on the outcome of the empirical data we may say 

that there is a consensus that, first and foremost, the institutional co-workers need to have a 

common understanding about what tacit knowledge is all about. Only when there is 

acknowledgement for the huge value of this concrete internal resource, which is unique in 

comparison to any other institution, decision-makers may understand how important it is to invest 

in the human and intellectual capital of the institution (Bowman & Ambrosini 1998, Swart 

2008/2010, Bowman & Toms 2010). Especially during the focus group discussion participants 

experienced eye-opening glimpses about the value of their respective tacit knowledge. Through the 

face-to-face gathering during the focus  group  ‘workshop’  both  academic  and  professional  managers  

worked in pairs and both were surprised about the power of such team work. While professional 

managers were amazed about the understanding for administrative matters of their academic 

colleagues, their academic counterparts were surprised by the strong interest in academic aspects of 

their professional co-workers. The use of post-it-notes helped unravel how they defined tacit 
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knowledge and how it may eventually be embedded in the construction of something new. Through 

techniques such as asking the right questions and mental mapping, strategies could be brought to the 

surface layer after layer which then led to agreement on the fact that each co-worker should 

appreciate and treasure the uniqueness that tacit offers to the group (Ambrosini & Bowman 

2001/2008/2010).  

Therefore, we may say that, such strategies should not only happen instinctively as it seems to be 

the case now, but they should be supported by the top management strategically by nurturing the 

human capital through tacit routines, practices and processes such as brainstorming sessions, 

informal and formal meetings, the creation of meeting rooms which enhance free discussion and 

action  where   there   is   space   for   ‘subversive’   thoughts   in   order to   encourage   ‘a   dynamic   renewal’  

(Parker 2014:289), mental mapping, group work, focus group discussions, debates, active 

reflection, shadowing schemes and so forth. We may say that such strategies are the basis for tacit 

knowledge to flow in order to create new competitive niches. Such practices may have to be 

embedded   in   the  management’s   strategic   decisions   because,   as  mentioned  by   all   participants,   for  

tacit   knowledge   to   flow   the  management  may  want   to  put   a   further   emphasis  on   the   institution’s  

cultural change and should therefore invest more time and space for it. Some efforts have been 

undertaken already, but more needs to be done.  

Since the literature and the interpretation of the findings above seem to underpin the notion that 

knowledge creation is both an individual and a social construction (Oztok 2012; Lave/Wenger 

1991; Stone 2013; Leistner 2010), I agree with Leistner (2010), as outlined in the literature review, 

‘that  knowledge  can  not  be  managed,  while  tacit  knowledge  exchange  can  be  facilitated by creating 

a knowledge-sharing enabling environment which puts a special emphasis  on the social dimension 

of  the  organization’  (see  literature  review)  as  well  as  on  the  individual  dimension.  I  would  call  such  

an environment, in alignment with Nonaka and   Konno   (1998),   ‘ba’:   a   place   where   people   are  

encouraged to share their tacit knowledge with one another which may happen in structured forms 

as   well   as   at   random:   giving   space   to   what   in   literature   is   called   ‘the   garbage   can  model’   (von  

Krogh et al 2000; Wenger 1998; Leister 2010) where people meet informally and, unexpectedly, 

something new may be created out of chaos. Such an environment is a place where there is an 

understanding for both the known and the unknown; where the unknown may be seen as something 

which   can   be   discovered   as   there   is   an   understanding   that   ‘absolute   knowledge’   exists   and,   by  

giving a special emphasis to the tacit dimension of knowledge at an individual and a collective 

level, the absolute truth may be discovered in moments of intuitive imagination. Such a knowledge 

view  is  open  for  the  hidden  which  may  ‘be  revealed’  (see  literature  review)  through  the  creation  of  
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a knowledge-enabling culture that gives space to the following characteristics by which - according 

to this study - new competitive niches may be created (Table 5):  

Characteristics  of  ‘ba’  (Table 5) 

Themes 
a) a culture of care 
b) a clear institutional vision 
c) the celebration of the social nature of the organization 
d) a culture of trust 
e) a innovation and entrepreneurship nurturing culture 
f) a culture based on intellectual excellence 
g) the emphasis on infrastructure, size and resources 
h) a culture which gives space to knowledge-activists 
 

 

These characteristics of the environment by which competitive niches are created may help the 

decision  makers  to  take  further  steps  in  advance  with  regards  to  the  FUB’s  competitiveness  in  the  

local, the regional, the national and the international market place. Indeed, competitiveness seems to 

be reached by giving the tacit dimension the appropriate attention as it is right there where new 

products and services can be created. Explicit knowledge is old knowledge, while tacit knowledge 

sharing  allows  the  individual’s  creative  power  to  emerge  and,  through  participation  and  engagement  

between various co-workers, new ideas may come alive. For this to happen a tacit knowledge-

enabling culture is needed where all mentioned characteristics have to be incorporated equally as 

outlined in Figure 14 below: 
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      The characteristics of 'ba' (Figure 14) 

The  first  characteristic  in  which  such  a  ‘ba’  is  grounded  is  a  culture  of  care. 
 
 
6.3.a) A culture of care 
 
An  institution  where  there  is  a  culture  of  care  may  be  defined  as  a  ‘knowledge-aware  organization’  

(Leistner 2010:64) which is based on a learning culture in which the value of each co-worker’s  tacit  

knowledge is valued by appreciating and caring about their respective expertise, personal and 

professional skills, their hidden knowledge which may be found between the lines as there is an 

understanding that each co-worker knows more than they can tell (Polanyi 1976; 1978;2009). This 

applies to both academics and administrators alike. By giving space for reciprocal exchange the 

understanding for the respective roles, behaviours, processes and competencies seem to be 

enhanced which will result in more fluent ways of knowledge flow (Leistner 2010). One of the 

interviewees expressed it in the following way: 

 

‘Niches  will  open  up  when  we  will  find  other  forms  of  knowledge  transfer  in  general   - when one 

recognizes the added value: I have to give respect and attention. Knowledge means understanding 

      Tacit knowledge-enabling  ‘ba’  
 
   a culture of care 
 

  a clear institutional vision 
 
the celebration of the social nature of the organization 
 
       a culture of trust 
 
an innovation and entrepreneurship nurturing culture 
 
 a culture based on intellectual excellence 
 
       an emphasis on infrastructure, size and resources 
 
   a culture which gives space to knowledge-activists 
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the other. I have to build upon the situation the other finds herself/himself in. The understanding, 

where there are constraints, is also knowledge transfer. Contextually I must be at the same level 

and, only then, I might have found the channel by which you can communicate. I must ask the right 

questions.’79 

 

This interviewee seems to highlight the importance of such reciprocal understanding which may 

also result in the rediscovery of the value of contradiction as a creative force for knowledge creation 

(O’Donohue  1997).   It   seems   that,   giving   space   to   a   holistic   dimension   of   knowledge   exchange   - 

professional as well as personal development initiatives such as moments of mindfulness (see 

below)-  may result in the creation of collective knowledge which, eventually, will get embodied in 

the organization (Stone 2013) because, by doing so, knowledge-workers will develop a stronger 

sense of belonging with the institution. And this may be seen as a strong asset for competitive 

advantage (Swart 2011; Shattock 2003). 

 

As a positive example with regards to the creation of a competitive niche the Faculty of Education 

organized an event called EXPO Games from the 14th to the 16th February 2014: an exhibition 

dedicated to families, students and teachers of all school levels with the emphasis on the word 

‘playing’   instead  of  on   the  word   ‘game’,  hence  on   the  aspect  of  constructing   together,   instead  of  

consuming only. Twenty-five play stations had been created where all participants were put in the 

condition of finding out, discovering, creating, using their tacit knowledge and exchanging it with 

others; 500 board games, a variety of conferences, workshops and debates engaged all participants 

and gave the FUB considerable space in the local, regional, national and international media. 

Indeed, according to both, professional and academic co-workers,   the   realization   of   this   ‘niche’  

could only be put in place because of the continuous and flexible tacit knowledge sharing approach 

among all co-workers. The attitude of care for the respective co-workers’  ideas,  their  flexibility  and  

the openness of all parties allowed the event to have a huge opportunity to become an 

institutionalized product which will also give the University further competitive advantage in the 

future. Indeed, further projects of this kind are under development.   
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This leads us to the second characteristic of a tacit-knowledge-enabling  ‘ba’: 

 

6.3.b) A clear institutional vision 

 

It is crucial to have a strong institutional vision because the effective and efficient delivery of it will 

shape all co-workers’   minds,   hearts   and   souls   (Black   2010;;   Kotler   2010;;   Steele   2010).   Their  

commitment, their wish to contribute to a higher purpose, their desire to create something new will 

influence their work attitude which will eventually lead to an increased participation, engagement 

and better performance (Lave & Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998). The shared institutional vision has 

proven to determine the institutional values, beliefs, aspirations and vision with which all 

knowledge  workers  are  able   to   identify.  Mutual  engagement  may  culminate   in  a   ‘negotiated   joint  

purpose’  (Handal  2008,  in  Bacon  2009:14)  since    clarity  about  the  institutional  vision may result in 

the creation of a positive and coherent image in the minds and hearts of staff (Shattock 2003). The 

identification with the institutional vision is seen to be one important driving force for knowledge-

workers to engage proactively in tacit knowledge-exchange practices (Gioia 1996; Stone 2013) 

where the shared individual tacit knowledge moves towards the construction of a new reality in the 

interest of the group (Goleman 2006). For this to happen, each individual co-worker’s  contribution  

is needed. One interviewee refers to it as follows: 

 

‘We  ought  to  be  fast  in  identifying  the  needs  of  the  region  by  winning  the  hearts  and  minds  of  the  

region.  You   don’t   put   yourself   as   being   the   big   chief.  We should stop building and rather share 

something we have  done.  And  I  don’t  think  that  buildings  make  any  sense  because  people  are  the  

driving  forces  for  the  University.’ 

 

There is a clear calling to direct the vision towards content instead of putting the emphasis on the 

hardware such as buildings. The institution may want to reflect on what its vision of being a 

trilingual and intercultural educational context is supposed to be. By communicating the vision 

clearly new products and services may arise if interactional conversation and participation gets the 

needed attention. 

 

An example of where a clear vision translated into competitive niches I should mention is the 

Vertical Maths Programme that the educational institution I am working with has established. 

Driven   by   the   institution’s   vision   of   ‘Setting   young   minds   free’,   among   other   services,   in   a  

collaborative endeavor between management and teaching staff the Vertical Maths Programme was 

meant to give Mathematics a special space at an institutional level. In order for all stakeholders, in 
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particular the students,   to   understand   that   ‘Mathematics   is   absolutely   everywhere’   (du   Sautoy  

2014:13) and that the understanding of the mathematical language opens new horizons as it may 

give  one  the  power  to  change  and  influence  the  world  around  us,  the  programme’s  aim  is to transfer 

the beauty and joy of Maths to all stakeholders. Indeed, during one period per week and during so 

called Maths Weeks the entire institution dedicates its time on commonly shared mathematical 

concepts and collaborative activities which go beyond the traditional teaching. This is geared to 

activate   the   participants’   learning   skills.   Cross-level and trans-disciplinary activities which allow 

the participants to see Mathematics beyond mere numbers - in nature, in music, in architecture, in 

technology, in philosophy - to the idea to prove new things have helped change the mindset of all 

students, parents and teachers alike. The Vertical Maths Programme has been institutionalized and 

as such it gives all stakeholders time for reflection and space for conversation in order to go beyond 

the preset planners by keeping an open mind for creativity to arise. The Programme has developed 

into one of the core niches of the institution as it is the only one which offers an education in 

Mathematics which engages the entire institution. For this to be successful the knowledge-enabling 

cultural environment has to be people-oriented which leads us to its third characteristic: 

 

6.3.c) The celebration of the social nature of the organization 

 

As well as the celebration   for   the   individual  dimension  outlined   in   the   first   element   ‘a  culture  of  

care’  the  third  characteristic  lies  in  the  celebration  ‘of  the  social  nature  of  the  organization’  (Swart  

2002:11; see literature review). The social dimension relates to the importance of making the group 

work together, by understanding and learning how to interact in order to gain a better insight about 

oneself,   the   group   and   the   organization   (Goleman   2006).   Stone   calls   this   the   ‘interactional  

expertise’  (2013);;  while  Oztok  (2012)  distinguishes the bonding and the bridging of social capital. 

The   bonding   ‘would   make   tacit   knowledge   available   to   and   useful   for   other   members’   (Oztok  

2012:30)  of  a  community  of  practice  while  bridging  refers  ‘to  relationships  with  people  from  other  

communities’  (Oztok  2012:30).  The  prerequisite  for  this  to  happen  is  that  all  co-workers recognize 

the   value   of   other  members’   tacit   knowledge   and   that   they   look   beyond   the   boundaries   of   their  

respective disciplines/fields in order to shift from the pure individual interest towards the collective 

interest through cross-institutional and trans-disciplinary conversation, participation and 

engagement (von Krogh et al 2000; Whitchurch 2008). This leads - as mentioned in the literature 

review - to the creation of a collective organizational knowledge (intellectual capital) that may 

result in collective action (Stone 2013).  

 

The following comments underpin the above: 
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‘In  the  ideal  world  the  University  administration  would  understand  how  the  University  works.’   

 

‘Much  mutual dialogue and exchange is necessary that you really get to know one another. And that 

could be solved by daring to share more and more: by sending once someone from the 

administration  into  academia  and  vice  versa.’80 

 

Such reciprocal understanding may take place over a cup of coffee because the social nature of tacit 

knowledge sharing is celebrated throughout the institution.  

 

Indeed, it seems that the Faculty of Computer Sciences has developed a niche over a cup of coffee. 

Its ICT programme for young female students, with the aim to help them to understand the language 

of technology and for them to function thereafter as ambassadors in their respective institutions 

where they are meant to share their knowledge with their counterparts as well as with their teachers, 

were designed over a cup of tea and by talking to one another. The Dean of the Faculty of Computer 

Sciences strongly wanted to create a network of knowledgeable ICT people in high schools. In 

order to break through the traditional conceptual thinking that ICT is only a male domain he - 

together with his co-workers and his students - developed a programme for female students. Their 

acquired knowledge was meant to be shared, but, first and foremost, it was meant to teach 

themselves and the local society about the potential of young female students if they are exposed to 

technology and if they are allowed to be intellectually nourished accordingly. The celebration of the 

social nature of the institution allowed this niche to emerge and to be incorporated  into  the  Faculty’s  

teaching offerings. As such it helped to build a competitive and favorable positioning for the 

faculty.  

 

6.3.d) A culture of trust and openness 

 

As mentioned in the literature review, another element of a tacit knowledge enabling  ‘ba’  lies  in  a  

culture of trust and openness where both academics and professional managers are willing to 

celebrate the unknown by being sensitive to the integration of both the scientific and the absolute 

knowledge in their intellectual endeavours. An openness towards such an approach may lead 

knowledge  workers  towards  an  experience  of  ‘being’,  rather  than  an  experience  of  ‘seeking’;;  it  may  

give  rise  to  a  view  of  knowledge  based  on  ‘the  world  as  a  woven  texture  of  world  lines  in  space  and  

time, with everything  moving  freely’,  connected  by  ‘a  unifying  principle  that  would  either  explain  

                                                           
80  See appendix I 
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everything  or  explain  nothing’  (Feynman,  in  Gleick  1992:  7).  For  this  to  happen,  time  is  needed  as  

there will be given space for co-workers   to   spend   on   ‘timeless   time’   (Vostal 2014) such as 

wandering around, being perceptive for the unknown to happen, for the creative intuitive 

imagination   to   appear,   for   dialogue   to   take   place   and   so   forth.   Indeed,   Albert   Einstein’s   quote:  

‘Imagination   is   more   important   than   knowledge’  may emphasize this aspect. I would, therefore, 

argue that our culture should not see speed to be a virtue (Schulte 2014), but rather give knowledge 

workers the opportunity to translate their approach to working life into quality time where there is 

space for the human being to develop as a whole: mind, body and spirit by keeping, as the German 

philosopher Martin Heidegger wrote, both life and death, the here and there, the known and the 

unknown  in  mind  (Schulte  2014).  Such  an  approach  may  be  defined  as  a  ‘ba’  based on mindfulness 

which is based on the acceptance of the present moment by not being distracted by the past nor the 

future. Such awareness keeps knowledge-workers focused on the now by being open for surprises - 

for the unexpected to happen (Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995). Such a knowledge culture is not tied to 

deadlines; it rather expects their co-workers to take risks, experiment, discover by trusting the 

process of the flow (Csikszentimihalyi 2004). This may then result in something new - a 

competitive niche - to be discovered. 

 

The following reflection confirms the above: 
 
 
‘One  simply  has  to  allow  people  to  transfer  their  individual  knowledge  more  freely  and  to  take  the  

risk by being open for the adventure in research and in teaching. It is important to create space for 

meaningless gatherings by cultivating the inter-disciplinarity.’81 

As an example for such an approach I would like to mention the establishment of staff rooms 

which, in the educational institution I am working in, are called creative collaboration centres. 

These rooms are characterized by their informal and cosy environment with sofas and armchairs, 

coffee machine, drinks and some finger food available for staff to feel at ease, as well as a formal 

space with hardware for staff to use so that emerging ideas can be put down in writing and then 

presented at formal staff meetings or in conversations with the management. Due to these spaces 

and due to the allocated time made available for staff to spend there, a variety of new ideas came to 

the surface and were then - in collaboration with the respective others - put into place. One niche 

which - through trust and openness - has been integrated is the emotional intelligence programme of 

the institution which integrates exercises of mindfulness in class as well as during staff meetings 

into   the   institution’s   daily   approach.   Indeed,   the   day   starts   by   giving   space   to   stillness   and   by  
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helping   students   and   staff   appreciate   the   ‘Now’   (Tolle   2006).  The   institution   is   recognized   as   an  

institution where the individual wellbeing is part of the educational approach and as such it has 

become a niche which distinguishes itself from potential competitors. 

6.3.e) A culture that nurtures innovation and entrepreneurship  

A culture of trust and openness where there is space for adventure, risk-taking and innovation leads, 

inevitably to the next tacit knowledge-enabling characteristic for a knowledge-enabling 

environment  in  which  new  niches  may  be  created.  In  such  a  ‘ba’  the  focus  goes  on  the  use  of  the  

language and its common understanding: language shapes the way we understand and interpret a 

given situation individually and collectively. Indeed, language has an impact on behaviour. That is 

why it is important for all co-workers to gain a common understanding of the language through the 

process of interaction. For this to happen, collective reflection takes place in order to reach - 

through multiple interpretations from different perspectives - a common ground which may result in 

the creation of something new (Slater & Naver 1995). Such an environment may lighten the 

bureaucracy wherever possible and may adopt a more decentralized approach in order to give all 

co-workers sufficient autonomy in their knowledge-creating process where there is space for 

innovation, co-responsibility and a sense of entrepreneurship. 

One of the knowledge-workers expressed it as follows: 

‘We  need   to   talk   to  one  another   about   these   topics.   It   takes  a  moment  of   reflection  and  analysis,  

where we respond to each other and everything will be discussed  with  all  stakeholders.’82 

In the following comment one knowledge-worker describes the results which could be achieved by 

applying an innovative spirit in a moment of constraint: 

‘Some   time   ago   I   went   to   Paris   to   prepare   - together with an administrative staff member - an 

exhibition. We went directly to the building where the exhibition took place. Since nothing had 

been prepared, I myself, alongside my administrative co-worker, displayed the exhibition. This 

collaboration led to mutual understanding. A lot of knowledge was transferred. They learned that I 

can  change  my  attitude  and  that  allows  other  things  to  happen.  By  being  a  role  model.’83 

In addition, the climate of risk-taking and innovation led one Dean to organize for the third time in 

January 23rd 2014 an Entrepreneurship Evening with the topic: Startups, Energy, Passion, 

                                                           
82  See appendix I 
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Networks with the aim of promoting entrepreneurship, innovation and startup economy in South 

Tyrol. This specific niche is/was meant to bring together Business and academia, young 

entrepreneurs  and  experts  in  order  to  ‘see,  celebrate  and  challenge  the  bright  minds  of  the  students  

who   present   their   tested   business   ideas   in   front   of   a   global   audience’  

(http://franzmagazine.com/2014/01/22/startups-energy-passion-networks-pekka-

abrahamsson-entrepreneurship-evening-2014/). These students worked in multi-disciplinary 

teams together with experienced mentors locally and internationally. This initiative has now 

developed into an institutionalized niche which is offered to the student-body on a yearly basis.  

6.3.f) A culture based on intellectual excellence 

Another  characteristic  of  a   ‘ba’  which  promotes   the  creation of competitive niches may lie in the 

given intellectual environment co-workers work in. There is evidence that academics in particular, 

but also professional managers, benefit from an intellectual environment that stimulates knowledge 

acquisition and knowledge creation. Such an environment may instill in co-workers a further love 

and   passion   for  what   they   are   doing   by   increasing   their   ‘desire   to  make   it  work   no  matter  what  

challenges  are  encountered  on  the  way’  (Leistner  2010:59)  as  they  feel  that  being surrounded by the 

right people helps them to grow as an individual as well as in a group. Such collaboration may go 

beyond  institutional  walls  by  establishing  a  ‘mènage  a  trois’  (Reichert  2006:17)  which  is  based  on  

the collaboration between universities, politicians and the entrepreneurial reality in the area. At 

FUB the first course, initiated by the two neighboring universities (Bozen-Bolzano and Innsbruck), 

has been offered in the academic year 2014-15.  

One interviewee mentioned this example with a perceived sense of pride: 

‘The  Euregio  which  is  going  to  cover  the  old  ‘Habsburg’  region  as  a  single  pool  of  interest:  in  order  

to create an axis of cooperation we have created a master course on the management of mountain 

environments which we do in cooperation with Innsbruck. There is one only council for the course. 

The governance of the course is cross-institutional.84 

In appears that, by dwelling in the tacit dimension within the two institutions mentioned above, the 

following new competitive niche has been created: Master in Environmental Management of 

Mountain  Areas.  The  institution  promotes  this  new  niche  by  stating  that  a  ‘common  understanding  

that environmental problems should be solved by an international and interdisciplinary 

cooperation’.  

                                                           
84  See appendix I 
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(https://www.unibz.it/en/sciencetechnology/progs/master/environmental_management/default.html) 

Since both institutions are located in the Alps this Master Programmeme focuses on both the 

ecological as well as the socio-economic aspects of ecology and mountain management. A strong 

collaboration between the two countries is meant to further emphasize the uniqueness of this market 

niche.  

6.3.g) An emphasis on infrastructure, size and resources 

Another competitive characteristic for a knowledge-enabling  ‘ba’  lies  in  the  infrastructure,  its  size  

and its resources (Davenport/Prusak 2000; Ronen/Pasher 2011; Leistner 2010). The physical 

environment has a very strong impact on how knowledge flows. As we have discovered in the 

findings, the physical separation between the central administration and academia, the physical 

distance between the three different campuses, the long corridors, the perceived sterile 

infrastructure, which does not seem to allow people to meet, have been seen as a very strong barrier 

for knowledge to flow. Indeed, although the interviewees acknowledged the fact that the University 

looks modern the majority of them made suggestions for the infrastructure to change. They would 

prefer  ‘open  spaces’,  informal  meeting  rooms,  cafeterias  in  the  middle  of  the  corridors,  auditoriums  

with  a  ‘stage-like’  arrangement  like  the  Greek  ‘agora’  in  order  for  conversation  to  take  place.  The  

institution’s   size   would   be ideal for knowledge to be shared since the small size arrangements 

(around 300 employees according to Davenport & Prusak 2000) seem to enhance short-line 

communication and interdisciplinary and cross-level collaboration. A small size also allows the 

individual co-worker to emerge as it is easier to get to know one another and the institution to take 

advantage of her/his personal tacit knowledge by enhancing face-to-face gatherings and formal 

meetings  as  well  as  the  use  of  ‘cyber  ba’  (von  Krogh  et  al  2000:258). 

In order to underpin this aspect the example of the creative collaboration centres can be mentioned 

again. The informal space and the time people are allowed to spend with one another have led to the 

creation of further niches such as the development of the Bring Your Own Device Programme 

(BYOD) through which each student is encouraged to use her/his own device in the educational 

institution. It is not meant to be a learning tool only, but rather a tool to redefine learning as well as 

a tool to design new ways of collaboration such as the use of google drive and google apps for 

education.  Here,  students  and  all  participants   realize   that   ‘cyber  ba’  allows   them  to  collaborate  at  

any time they want - even if they are geographically distant from one another. Due to the fast-paced 

learning curve of those students who undertook this programme, they developed such skills that 

they were asked to present their knowledge to University professors as well as to teaching staff 

from primary school up to secondary school. Indeed, the niche has been recognized by external 

https://www.unibz.it/en/sciencetechnology/progs/master/environmental_management/default.html
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stakeholders as a strong asset which led to a stronger collaboration between the educational 

institution and industry as well as a higher education institution in the region in order to take the 

niche to a research level. 

6.3.h) A culture which gives space to knowledge-activists 

The final, but not least, important element for competitiveness with regards to the creation of new 

niches   seems   to   lie   in   the   appointment   of   ‘knowledge   brokers’   (Reichert   2006) or   ‘knowledge  

activists’   as  von  Krogh   et   al   (2000)  call   them.  Such  professionals   seem   to  bring   a  blended  work  

mentality (Whitchurch 2008) with an understanding for the different perspectives; their strength lies 

in their networking abilities by bringing people together, by understanding who works best with 

whom, by identifying where and how knowledge and ideas can be cultivated and activated, by 

breaking down boundaries because they function as bridge-builders between co-workers, and by 

looking for areas of interaction which may then rise to the establishment of something new. They 

also see in the social construction a knowledge creation opportunity by mobilizing the co-workers’  

energies and by facilitating participation (Lave & Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998; Oztok 2012).  

The following comments confirm the above: 

‘An  academic  has  a  great  idea  and  we  (knowledge  brokers,  note  by  the  author)  say  what  tools  can  

be  used.’85 

‘We  require  in  faculty  such  intermediate  personalities.  We  need  to  create  a  ‘blended’  support.’86 

As an example of success for such a blended professional the actions of the Vice-Dean and former 

Dean of the Faculty of Design and Art should be mentioned. In his capacity as Dean he was an 

advocate for releasing the Faculty of Design and Art from the rigid boundaries of the Bologna 

regulations by offering multicultural, project-oriented and trans-disciplinary courses which have 

reached  recognition  beyond  the  local  frontiers.  Due  to  the  faculty’s  success  - in collaboration with 

the Faculty of Economics and Management, the Faculty of Science and Technology as well as with 

the Faculty of Computer Science - a   new  Master’s  Programme   in  Global  Design  will   be   offered  

starting in the academic year 2015-16.  FUB  promotes  this  new  course  as  follows:  ‘The forthcoming 

biennial Master of Arts in Global Design promotes the study of eco-social transformations, focusing 

on local developments and their interplay within global contexts. It enables young creative 

professionals to design for more sustainable practices of production, consumption and living, 
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approaching products, interactive applications and communications. Students learn to work on 

design projects equipped with a transdisciplinary set of instruments beyond design, gathered from 

social and environmental sciences, economics   and   business,   technology   and   crafts.’  

(https://www.unibz.it/en/design-art/progs/glocaldesign/default.html)  As  such,  the  ‘enlightened’  and  

blended work approach of the Dean has led to the development of strong competitive niches in this 

area and beyond and, perhaps, the FUB may use this as an example to invest even more in such 

personalities. 

The above mentioned eight characteristics seem to be responsible for the creation of a knowledge-

enabling environment which is paramount for the creation of competitive niches. Indeed, a focus on 

both the individual as well as the social dimension of tacit-knowledge sharing has to be given in 

order  to  give  rise  to  a  ‘ba’  based  on care, a strong shared institutional vision which may result in a 

strong institutional culture where both academics and professional managers work together based 

on trust, risk-taking, innovation, open-mindedness and intellectual excellence. Knowledge, 

therefore, has to be seen from a holistic point of view and - as outlined in the literature review - and 

from different angles, and open to intuitive insights as well. This may lead to the discovery of new 

niches simultaneously (Polany & Prosch 1976). Hence, each single characteristic mentioned above 

may  be  seen  as  possible  stepping  stones  towards  the  establishment  of  such  a  ‘ba’.  

The above is an idealistic outline of the cultural situation for tacit knowledge to flow. The reality is 

not yet there. In order to reach, however, such a culture it may make sense to design it strategically. 

In the next chapter I aim, therefore, to outline the theoretical contribution for tacit knowledge to 

flow in order for HEIs to become successful competitive market players among others (Barber et al 

2013). In addition, I outline some practical recommendations as well as possible implementation 

challenges which FUB (Free University of Bozen/Bolzano) may want to consider in order to view 

and treat the tacit dimension as one of the most valuable internal resources the institution possesses 

by using them accordingly. Finally, I also aim to analyze how the knowledge-enabling culture 

outlined in 6.3 may be achieved. 

 

https://www.unibz.it/en/design-art/progs/glocaldesign/default.html
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7.  Contributions and recommendations 

The ideal situation outlined in chapter 6.3 is not a straight-forward enterprise as reality is shaped by 

many different variables. After outlining the theoretical contributions, the practical 

recommendations and possible implementation challenges at FUB, I reflect on how a knowledge-

enabling  ‘ba‘  as  described  in  chapter  6.3 can be made possible (see 7.3). 

7.1  Theoretical contributions 

7.1.a)  A holistic knowledge concept  

The outlined knowledge concept is based on a holistic view of knowledge which integrates knowing 

what, knowing how as well as knowing why. Furthermore, such a knowledge concept is open for 

the appreciation of the absolute knowledge that may only come to the surface in moments of awe, 

meditation and stillness. Although it recognizes the explicit knowledge in written texts of any form, 

it also emphasizes the importance of tacit knowledge as, only by dwelling in a given subject, reality, 

study or situation, a person can make sense of the given information. Information as such is 

meaningless (Wenger 1998), although the flood of information has grown exponentially. Indeed, 

'Every two days we create as much information as we did from the dawn of civilisation up until 

2003' (Barber et al 2013:17) and information is basically immediately accessible and everywhere. 

Nevertheless, there is more than ever a cry for the concept of holistic knowledge - knowledge which 

incorporates it all - where the tacit dimension becomes the core element of making sense of the 

flood of information by being able to make connections between and beyond disciplines in order to 

allow break-through ideas to emerge from deeper layers within (Barber et al 2013). Such an 

understanding of knowledge may give the tacit dimension its deserved importance, as it is a unique 

fountain of inspiration where the individual's talent may come to the surface. Albert Einstein may 

be right when he said: 'I am enough of an artist to draw freely upon my imagination. Imagination is 

more important than knowledge. For knowledge is limited, whereas imagination embraces the entire 

world, stimulating progress, giving birth to evolution.' What Einstein calls imagination, I would call 

the absolute knowledge: a reality, which is at the person's reach in moments of stillness, meditation, 

and absolute faith for the surprising to happen. In the HE context, I would argue that a holistic view 

of knowledge would give rise to more holistic approaches of learning, teaching and research. 

Indeed, my findings indicate that the fragmentation of course offerings (Naim 2014) has led to an 

over-specialization where individuals are able to see the details but unable to understand the 

elephant as a whole. It is evident from both the literature review and the collected data that today's 

society, however, develops more and more into a learning society where there is a need for 'citizens 
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ready to take personal responsibility both for themselves and for the world around them: citizens 

who have, and seize, the opportunity to learn and relearn throughout their lives' (Barber et al 

2013:3) That is why HEIs may want to reflect on their responsibility to help society move in that 

direction by being ready to embrace a knowledge concept where the tacitness becomes one of its 

core resources for courageous learning, teaching and research approaches to take place, and where 

the individual is valued as a unique source of contribution and where, through collaborative 

projects, new break-through ideas will unfold in new services and products. This leads us to the 

second contribution of this study: the validity of the resource based view of Human Capital where 

each co-worker is seen as co-creator of knowledge. 

7.1.b)  The value of human capital as unique source of competitive advantage 

My findings indicate that the human factor is a key resource for competitive niches to emerge 

because a co-worker who feels valued is also willing to share her/his tacit knowledge with others. 

By doing so, a mindset-shift may take place as the focus does not lie in standardized textbooks, but 

rather  in  building  ‘achievement  on  discovering  the  individual  talents’  (Robinson  2009:238)  of each 

co-worker by designing a knowledge-enabling environment (ba) where they learn with and from 

one another in such a way that creative outputs will be reached. The findings indicate that such a 

‘ba’  can  be  made  possible if decision-makers invest in the RBT (resource-based theory) where each 

co-worker’s   tacit   knowledge   is   seen   to   be   the   most   powerful   ‘simultaneously   valuable,   rare,  

imperfectly  imitable  and  imperfectly  substitutable’...‘source  of  competitive  advantage’ (Ambrosini 

& Bowman 2010:439) as outlined below. The data have proven that through such a collaborative 

enterprise new cross-departmental programmes can be created which are relevant to move society 

forward (Barber et al 2013; Palmer 2010; Shattock 2003). Therefore, HR (Human Resources) 

practices should employ both professional and academic managers with a third space mentality 

(Whitchurch 2008) who can be called  ‘mavens’  (Naim  2014)  or  ‘synthesisers’  as Barber et al call 

them (2013). These are professionals who are capable of seeing beyond their own field of expertise 

as they see reality as an interconnected and interwoven entity and as such they are able to face the 

complex  challenges  of  today’s  society.  The  focus  lies  on  the  appointment  of  the  right  person, rather 

than an appointment to fill a position. Such HR strategies may require more time and patience, but 

will lead to lasting results as co-workers feel valued and, as the findings show, they engage even 

more in their respective roles in the long run. ‘By sharing their experiences organizational members 

can  achieve  an  improved  level  of  understanding’  (Ambrosini  &  Bowman  2010:947)  of  mechanisms  

which are involved in specific activities and this seems to have a positive impact on the outcome. It 

is evident from the data that through tacit knowledge-sharing practices the desire for collaborative 

projects increased significantly. Hence, managers should invest in conditions which facilitate cross-
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role, cross-departmental and trans-disciplinary conversation. Such practices should be embedded in 

the  management’s strategic decisions because, for tacit knowledge to flow, management must put a 

further   emphasis   on   the   institution’s   cultural   change   if   they  want   to   retain   their   staff   and   if   they  

want to enhance the institution’s  reputation  among  stakeholders.  There is evidence, I would argue, 

that the enhancement of a knowledge-enabling  ‘ba’,  hence,  that the socialization quadrant is the key 

quadrant for competitive niches to emerge. I contribute to theory by arguing that the socialization 

quadrant   may   be   seen   to   be   the   starting   point   for   managers   to   design   an   institutional   ‘ba’   by  

developing an understanding for its enablers and its barriers and by acting upon them accordingly.  

7.1.c)  The SECI model redesigned 

My findings resulted   in   satisfactory   answers   to   the   research  question   ‘How  does   tacit   knowledge  

transfer create competitive niches at HEIs?. The empirical study aimed to focus on what Nonaka & 

Takeuchi (1995) call the tacit knowledge transfer in the socialization process: and concentrated on 

the interaction between the different co-workers at senior management level within the   ‘Free  

University of Bozen/Bolzano (FUB). Although each quadrant of the SECI model is important, I 

aimed to find out where to start from if we were to reinvent the wheel. Thus I wanted to find out 

where the basis for tacit knowledge sharing may take place. The literature did not seem to give me 

enough empirical evidence to gain sufficient insight and, accordingly, I felt intrigued to fill this gap 

(Ambrosini & Bowman 2001; Swart 2006, 2011). I wanted to start with a blank mind - a  ‘tabula  

rasa’.   I   wanted   to   find   out   where   it   all   starts   from and it appeared that it would make sense to 

investigate the notion of what tacit knowledge is all about and how tacit knowledge sharing can lead 

an institution to be competitive. It appeared that, by celebrating the tacit knowledge of each co-

worker and by nurturing their environment in such a way that tacit to tacit knowledge sharing can 

take place on an ongoing basis, the individual co-worker would find her/himself valued and 

therefore ready to share their experience and their hidden knowledge with others.  

I based my study, as mentioned above, on  the  theoretical  framework  of  Nonaka  &  Takeuchi’s  SECI  

model of knowledge creation (1995) where, according to the authors, knowledge-sharing takes 

place in four modes: socialization, externalization, combination and internalization. The 

socialization takes place through face-to-face communication and shared experience.  It  is  a  ‘tacit  to  

tacit’  knowledge-sharing. In the externalization mode, concepts are developed in order to put the 

combined shared experience into a common language. The use of analogies, story-telling or 

metaphors help to find this common ground. Analogies,  for  example,  help  to  ‘see  something  novel  

in  a  familiar  light’  (Gallo  2010:89),  so  that  new  creative  connections  can  be  made.  This  is  a  ‘tacit  to  

explicit’  knowledge-sharing and it unfolds in the production of written material. In the combination 

mode, the newly created explicit knowledge will lead to the creation of prototypes of new 
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knowledge; for example, training courses or formal education programmes can be seen as a 

combined knowledge-sharing  process.  Here  ‘explicit’  knowledge  leads  to  ‘explicit’  knowledge.  The  

internalization  is  the  process  which  could  be  called  ‘learning  by  doing’,  where  explicit  knowledge  

becomes tacit again and becomes part of the mental model, the mindset of the individual. As such, 

so argue Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995), it will eventually be shared by more and more members of 

the organization and this is an important aspect to reinforce the company’s  organizational  culture  

(see Figure 15 below): 

 

     Spiral of Knowledge Creation (Figure 15) 

 

According to the critical investigation of the knowledge concept (Nonaka % Takeuchi 1995), it 

seems that all knowledge derives originally from tacit knowledge originally as it is a person's own 

personal knowledge and his/her experience and skills, whereas explicit knowledge, on the other 

hand, is the formal and codified knowledge open to everybody via documents in a systematic 

language. I would argue, that all explicit knowledge is tacit knowledge to start with and, in order to 

create competitive niches in HEIs, it is deemed to be essential to facilitate the knowledge flow 

between all co-workers in order to be successful among many others. That is why I gave the 

socialization quadrant my full attention as the face-to-face conversations seem to help unravel the 

hidden in order to bring something new to the surface. 
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For this to happen, it appeared important that a tacit knowledge-enabling   ‘ba’   (Nonaka  &  Konno  

1998) is, alongside the understanding of the huge value of tacitness and the appreciation for/of each 

single knowledge-worker’s   tacit dimension, the basis for new knowledge to be created. I would, 

therefore, suggest that the theoretical framework be adjusted as follows (Figure 16): 

   

      SECI-Model redesigned (Figure 16) 

I would see the socialization dimension to be embedded in the appreciation of the tacit dimension, 

which may be sensitive to the integration of absolute knowledge - knowledge (see chapter 2), which 

may be experienced in glimpses of intuitive insights as outlined above. On the other hand, there 

must be a clear understanding that human beings construct knowledge and hence, it is dependent on 

both   individual   components,   such   as   a   person’s   personal   talents,   self-perception, motivation, 

assertiveness, creativity and experience, as well as on collective components such as a person’s  

cultural and historical background. In comparison to the absolute knowledge, such knowledge will 

always be limited. However, by giving space to the celebration of the tacit dimension, such as 

mindfulness exercises, knowledge workers would be given time to relax by emptying their minds in 

order  to  be  receptive  for  the  ‘surprise’  - the creative idea - to emerge from something which is at a 

deeper - non apparent - still unknown level (Schumpeter 2014, Tolle 2005).  
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An environment which nourishes the appreciation of - what I would call - a  deeper  level,  is  a  ‘ba’  

where the attention goes to both the individual and the social dimension of tacit knowledge sharing. 

Hence, as mentioned above, knowledge is understood holistically: from a perspective, which 

integrates all aspects of tacit knowledge (knowing how, knowing what, knowing why) as well as the 

intuitive insights of the respective individuals. Therefore it would seem that at the heart of what 

Brewer   &   Brewer   (2010)   call   ‘knowledge-based organizations’,   there   is   given   space   for   a  

conversation across all ontological levels in order to give - through purposeful tacit knowledge 

exchange processes and practices - a special emphasis on the socialization aspect based on 

Bennett’s   developmental  model   of   intercultural sensitivity (2004) via which co-workers learn to 

move   from   an   ‘ethno-centric’   to   an   ‘ethno-relative’  mode   (see   literature   review).   The   latter   is   a  

mode where, at its best, a person may reach an integration state by being easily able to move in and 

out of different cultural world-views. This may help co-workers build a sense of empathy and 

reciprocal understanding which may then lead - via externalization, combination and internalization 

- to the discovery of new niches simultaneously (Polanyi & Prosch 1976). Indeed, I would see these 

three steps integrated in the socialization quadrant as all will, eventually, happen through shared 

experiences in the socialization quadrant.  

 

7.1.d)  The socialization quadrant in the HE context  

Accordingly, as mentioned in 7.1, if we were to start from scratch again, I would argue that an HEI 

may want its management to design an institutional culture which would strengthen the respective 

enablers and also identify possible barriers of a knowledge-enabling 'ba' by implementing 

purposeful tacit knowledge-sharing routines and practices on a regular basis. Academic and 

professional managers would function as ambassadors for such a culture to be spread and amplified 

throughout the institution. This would lead to a 'ba' which is based on the resource-based theory 

(RBT) which puts the human factor in first place as it is people who create success because their 

individual tacit knowledge is rare, not substitutable and hardly imitable (Bowman & Ambrosini 

1998; Ambrosini & Bowman 2008/2010).  Such a socialization quadrant is promoting the value of 

tacitness and the appreciation of the co-workers respective tacit dimension. This would result in HR 

practices which put their emphasis on the appreciation of the uniqueness of the individual by 

adopting a person and value-driven approach over a position-oriented recruitment approach where 

the talent of the individual co-workers, their personality traits, their tacit and transferrable skills 

count more than finding a fit for a standardized job description. It would be more about finding the 

right individual among many others by nurturing their individual talent and by enhancing the 

interaction among both professional and academic managers in such a way that through their 
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respective participation and engagement (Wenger 1998) break-through ideas may emerge.  By 

dwelling in the uniqueness of each single co-worker’s   tacitness   their   respective   knowledge  will,  

eventually, result in the creation of new competitive niches such as services, products, projects that 

move society forward (Newport 2012; Palmer et al 2010; Pressfield 2002). The creation of new 

competitive niches would then underpin the value of developing the respective enablers and the 

importance of identifying potential barriers of tacit knowledge to flow. By working on such a 

socialization quadrant at HE level the foundation for competitiveness may be laid as this would 

enhance the creation of think tanks and the development of breakthrough ideas where people can 

count on one another as their individual talent is appreciated and nourished accordingly (see Figure 

17). 

 

       HE Socialization Context (Figure 17) 

 

In the next section I aim to offer some practical recommendations as well as possible 

implementation challenges at FUB.  
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7.2  Recommendations 

Currently, the institution is seen by many of its co-workers as a place with a pretentious 

infrastructure and less as a place with a focus on human capital. Indeed, both the academics and 

professional managers mentioned how important it would be to give the human capital aspect the 

prominent focus it should have. This, therefore, leads to make the following practical suggestions: 

7.2.a)  Some practical suggestions for the Free University of Bozen-Bolzano 

In order to start the creation of such a knowledge-enabling  ‘ba’   it   is   strongly  suggested,  as  stated  

above, that the management reflects upon the outcome of the findings from this study by aiming to 

build upon the willingness of their knowledge workers to disseminate a learning culture which takes 

place through social capital, through an engaged and committed network of co-workers who, 

together, are the creators of an organizational/intellectual capital (Nahapiet/Ghoshal 1998, van 

Buren 1999, Swart 2008): the main resource for competitive advantage of an institution. 

For this to happen it is suggested that the top management of the institution aims to reach clarity on 

what the mission of being an intercultural and trilingual context shall be. During the empirical data 

gathering it was evident that the different participants had differing ideas of what it meant. I would, 

therefore, suggest that the institution should invest in tacit activities with the aim of coming to a 

common and shared agreement on what the two terms mean. This will then help to give all 

institutional staff members a clear compass on which direction to work towards (Charan at al 2014). 

It may want to see trilingualism as a given competitive niche to start with. The management may 

also build upon other cross-departmental courses which have developed into a niche such as the 

inter-disciplinary PhD Programme in Mountain Environment and Agriculture.  

The top management should invest more in collegial discussion as the current situation is still 

perceived as an environment where many decisions are taken at top level without involving key 

individuals in their discussions. Hence, tacit routines, practices and processes, as mentioned above, 

are perceived as empowering because, due to a higher level of awareness, it was deemed to be 

easier to build consensus and to extract meaning from collaborative projects (Dillon 2014). 

Furthermore, it is suggested that the institution removes the physical separation of the central 

administration and academia. This separation is perceived as a huge boundary between all parties 

and, when speaking with the different participants, everybody expressed that this separation is 

meaningless and therefore should be broken down.  
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The senior management within the institution should consider giving staff members the opportunity 

of job rotation (Davenport & Prusak 2000; Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995),  involving staff in trans-

disciplinary projects (Swart 2011), implementing systems for appraisal, promotion and, if needed, 

demotion for internal staff (Reinholt & Pedersen 2011), and recruiting staff members in relation to 

their competencies, their attitudes and their willingness to collaborate (Matzler 2011) instead of 

getting tied to bureaucratic routines and practices. Many of the co-workers argued that it would be 

beneficial to shadow their respective colleagues who execute different roles in order to acquire a 

360 degree understanding. They also mentioned the importance of working across departments as, 

in those cases where it already took place, the outcome was very promising; and from a 

motivational point of view they realized that, through the dwelling in other fields, their own 

perspective started to shift (Bennett 2004, Rizk 2014). 

The senior management should furthermore create routines and practices like common lunch 

breaks, coffee breaks, briefings and debriefing sessions, brainstorming sessions, moments for 

reflection which go beyond the mere professional aspect. This could include exercises such as  

mindfulness, personal development as well as spontaneous thought-idea productions, open debates, 

cross-level and interdisciplinary dialogue, workshops led by facilitators who apply mental map 

strategies by leading the team with the provocative questions which would help the hidden to unfold 

layer after layer, shadowing opportunities,   and,   finally,   identifying   ‘knowledge   activists’   who  

would function as facilitators for tacit knowledge to flow throughout the institution (Whitchurch 

2008, Leistner 2010, von Krogh et al 2000, Swart 2010).  

In short, the conditions should be based more on face-to-face communication whenever possible 

and also digitally through a commonly shared institutional software by simplifying the current use 

of a variety of platforms (Davenport & Prusak 2000), and by establishing meeting rooms for staff to 

talk, share and become creative - rooms which are open for different ontological levels in order for 

trans-disciplinary thinking and actions to take place (Davenport & Prusak 2000, Nonaka & 

Takeuchi 1995). 

In addition, top management should embrace failure as an integrating part of innovation by 

encouraging their staff - especially the key individuals in the different areas - to take risks and to 

execute   their   professional   as   well   as   their   academic   enterprise   from   a   perspective   of   ‘disruptive  

innovation’  as  Clayton  Christenson,  a  Harvard  Business  School  professor,  named  it  by  ‘creating  a  

new   market   by   relying   on   a   completely   new   approach’   (Naim   2014:71).   For   this   to   happen,  

however,  FUB  needs  to  perceive  itself  as  ‘a  centre  of  free  discussion  and  action, tolerating and even 
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encouraging   “subversive”   thought   and   activity’   (Thompson   1970:166   in   Parker   2014:289)   as  

desired by all co-workers. 

More investment should go on the professional and personal development of both academics and 

professional managers alike, by nurturing even more the development of professional managers 

who seem to have very rare opportunities to step out of their building for such reasons.   

The time factor should certainly be viewed differently. Currently, it seems that all co-workers find 

themselves constrained by time. Indeed, top management should view time from a qualitative angle 

instead of putting emphasis on speed and quantity (Vostal 2014). By investing in the process rather 

than in immediate outcomes the institution may find itself in a strategically advantaged situation in 

the long run.  

Finally, the senior management should look for ways to decrease bureaucracy wherever possible in 

order to give more space for the above mentioned routines from which both academic and 

professional co-workers seem to benefit as it eventually will have an impact on their perception of 

the meaning of their respective roles (Palmer et al 2010, Dillon 2014).  

I would argue, therefore, that tacit routines, practices and processes as outlined above should be 

strategically institutionalized as it would, in the long run, enhance a knowledge-enabling culture 

based  on  behavioural  patterns  which  would  sustain,  what  I  call,  ‘real’  dialogue  between  the  parties  

(Bertels & Savage 1998). Such dialogue is based on an approach of empathy by being able to 

imagine  oneself  to  be  in  the  other  person’s  role/shoes.  Such  an  institutional  culture  gives  academic  

freedom more space, it gives all knowledge-workers more autonomy and responsibility (Henkel 

2000, Newport 2014), and it facilitates cross-boundary conversations with a holistic and consumer-

oriented  approach  (Swart  2011).  Through  clarity  about  the  institution’s  direction  as  indicated  above,  

knowledge-workers, eventually, gain a sense of pride, of belonging and of commitment based on 

trust and on a love for what they do (Clarke et al 2012) in order to embrace the challenge of creating 

new competitive niches as something to look forward to. 

In the next section I will concentrate on possible implementation challenges at FUB. 

7.2 b)  Possible implementation challenges at FUB 

 

One of the main implementation challenges - in general - but also for FUB, is the fact that there is 

not a common understanding of what tacit knowledge is all about and, consequently, tacit 

knowledge is not yet seen as, I would argue, the key internal resource for competitive advantage 

(Ambrosini & Bowman 2010). By not understanding the high value of the VRIN (valuable, rare, 
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imperfectly imitable and imperfectly substitutable) resource (Ambrosini & Bowman 2009), the 

management may be distracted by short-sighted goals which are dictated by economic aspects 

(Naidoo & Jamieson 2007), the political agenda, as FUB is mainly financed by the public sector 

(see chapter 2), and by bureaucratic procedures which seem to   enhance   a   culture   of   ‘internal  

stickiness’   (Ambrosini  &  Bowman   2010:439)   rather   than   a   culture   for   innovation   as   outlined   in  

6.1.2 above. 

By not recognizing the tacit knowledge of their co-workers to be the real value of the institution, 

there is the risk for high quality staff members to get frustrated by the rigidness of the University. 

By not allowing knowledge to flow freely and by not encouraging transversal exchange with a risk-

taking attitude to take place, there is the risk that valuable staff members could be lost over time. 

Indeed, during the empirical data gathering three out of 10 key people left the setting (mainly in the 

professional   managers’   arena).   In   addition,   while   I   was   working   on   the   refinement   of   the   final  

chapter of this thesis I was notified about a key academic leaving the institution. The latter was one 

of the participants who, during the data gathering process, seemed to come from the RBV arena. 

S/he stated clearly how important it would be for the institution to invest in strategies which would 

enhance knowledge to flow freely in order that knowledge-workers would feel encouraged to look 

and operate outside their comfort-zone and their normal context. It appears that the top management 

does not invest enough in human capital and it seems that there is the perception that people may be 

easily  replaced  by  new  recruits  and  ‘the  departure  among  senior  administration  and  academic  staff’  

(Parker 2014:284) is a question of filling the gap with others. The academic manager who is 

currently in the position of leaving the context invited the institution publicly to show more courage 

in  pursuing,  in  his  words,  ‘uncommon  and  novel  pathways’  (through  radio  and  TV  announcements). 

If human capital is not seen as a rare, difficult to imitate and impossible to replicate source of 

competitive advantage (Bowman & Ambrosini 1998) there is also the risk that academics and 

professional  managers  are  seen  to  be  ‘tradable  commodities’  (Parker  2014:289)  and  that  may  lead  

the respective co-workers to execute their tasks in a selfish way by pursuing only short-term 

individual objectives and by seeing oneself disconnected from the institution and, hence, by not 

establishing a sense of belonging. This may result in an attitude which may be construed as vanity 

where each individual thinks s/he is  more important than others, and the sense of separation will 

not only be affected from the physical separation, but rather as a mental construct which may 

nurture the mindset of co-workers accordingly. That may lead to the  perception  that  education  ‘is  

likely   to  be   ...   a   commercial   transaction’   (Naidoo  &  Jamieson  2007:271)  which  may,   eventually,  

have an impact on the quality of teaching as good teachers may be replaced by mediocre teachers in 

the long run or good teachers may loose their enthusiasm over time. There is no doubt that such an 
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approach will filter through society in the long run and will further cultivate an individualistic 

society based on power struggles (Parker 2014). 

Another implementation challenge lies in the fact that, according to the view of many participants, 

many decisions are seen to be top-down decisions as mentioned above. Staff seem to feel 

disempowered and run by bureaucracy and the political agenda. The lack of conversation and the 

physical separation of the buildings and of certain faculties (which are around 50-90 kilometers 

distance away from the main campus) lead to frustration due to the lack of clarity, the lack of 

reciprocal understanding, and the lack of conversation.  

Furthermore, the time factor is still dictated by short-term objectives based on bureaucratic routines 

and the political agenda instead of seeing that the success of the institution lies in the pursuit of the 

institution’s   mission   through   providing   both   academic   and   professional managers with the 

opportunity  to  invest  in  common  projects  based  on  the  institution’s  core  mission  (Newport  2012).   

The practical recommendations and theoretical contributions above allow me finally to attempt an 

answer   to   the   question   ‘How   can   a   knowledge-enabling   ‘ba’   as   outlined   in   chapter   6.3 be made 

possible?’ 

7.3  How can a knowledge-enabling ‘ba‘  as  outlined  in  chapter  6.3 be made possible? 
 
It seems that it all starts from an understanding of what tacit knowledge means as an internal 

resource and, therefore, as such it is tied to the purpose of a HEI.  By using the tacit knowledge of 

both the academics as well as their professional managers, new knowledge may be created within 

HEIs and this will unfold in new products and services for students with valuable teaching offerings 

as well as for society with break-through research programmes in fields of territorial, regional and 

international interest.  As such tacit knowledge, I would argue, must be viewed by all stakeholders 

as the core element for innovation and for collaborative engagement.  

A knowledge-enabling  ‘ba’  can  be  made  possible  if  decision-makers invest in the RBT (resource-

based theory) where each co-worker’s   tacit   knowledge   is   seen   to   be   the   most   powerful  

‘simultaneously   valuable,   rare,   imperfectly   imitable   and   imperfectly   substitutable’...‘source   of  

competitive  advantage’  (Ambrosini  &  Bowman  2010:439).  If  managers  understand  the  value  of  this  

unique, not substitutable power then they should invest time and space for purposeful tacit routines, 

practices and processes such as brainstorming sessions, informal and formal meetings, the creation 

of  meeting  rooms  which  enhance  free  discussion  and  action  where   there   is  space  for   ‘subversive’  

thoughts   in   order   to   encourage   ‘a   dynamic   renewal’   (Parker 2014:289), mental mapping, group 
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work, focus group discussions, debates, active reflection, shadowing schemes in order to, 

ultimately,  have  an  impact  on  the  institution’s  performance  (Ambrosini  &  Bowman  2010).  Indeed,  

managers   ‘may   want   to   promote   knowledge transfer, such as collective discussions, debriefing 

sessions and performance evaluation processes. By sharing their experiences organizational 

members   can   achieve   an   improved   level   of   understanding’   (Ambrosini  &  Bowman  2010:947)   of  

mechanisms which are involved in specific activities and this seems to have a positive impact on the 

outcome.   As  mentioned   above,   during   the   focus   group   ‘workshop’   and   in   the   interviews   which  

followed the understanding of the respective roles, tasks and activities as well as the desire for 

collaborative projects increased significantly. Hence, managers should invest in conditions which 

facilitate cross-role, cross-departmental and trans-disciplinary conversation by identifying 

coordination individuals such as knowledge-activists who would keep the debate alive (von Krogh 

et   al   2000,   Leistner   2010).      Such   practices   should   be   embedded   in   the   management’s   strategic  

decisions because, as mentioned by all participants, for tacit knowledge to flow management must 

put a further emphasis  on   the   institution’s  cultural  change   if   they  want   to   retain   their   staff  and   if  

they  want  to  enhance  the  institution’s  reputation  among  stakeholders.   

It seems that this journey of discovery on tacit knowledge sharing and its impact on HEIs is about 

to come to an end by seeing the end unfold in a new beginning. Indeed, according to the findings in 

this study it is evident that an outlook on a holistic knowledge concept as well as the investment in 

the socialization quadrant by putting the human capital at the  centre  of  the  management’s  strategic  

thinking and acting the likeliness for an HEI to be competitive among many other players in the 

field is exponentially bigger. The next chapter concludes this journey of discovery by looking back 

at the key concepts of this study: the purpose of HEIs, the importance for tacit knowledge to flow, 

the value of the socialization quadrant and its impact on the creation of competitive niches, as well 

as by outlining where further research may be needed. 

 

 

 

 

 



 174 

8.  Conclusion 

In order to find a satisfactory answer to the RQ it was deemed to be important to unravel the notion 

of   tacit   knowledge.   According   to   my   thesis’   understanding   of   knowledge   I   would   say   that   the  

journey of discovery has not come to an end yet as knowledge is based on the notion of 

constructivism. This is in alignment with the idea that the journey of discovery is a never-ending 

process and will accompany a human being for her/his entire life time. In my concrete case, the 

process of the DBA study has been of vital importance to me as a professional; but more than that it 

has been crucial for me as a person. By studying, by talking to other professionals in the field and 

by acquiring a more astute and objective approach for reflection, I have certainly developed a more 

humble way of viewing personal and collective knowledge. It seems that I am now ready to 

integrate the notion that, although the absolute knowledge may be seen in moments of emptiness, 

stillness and moments of insight, human knowledge is obscured by our own human and cultural 

limitations. Indeed, there is always the tendency to interpret what lies ahead of us instead of just 

viewing it with a non-judgmental mind. Such an individual and/or collective interpretation of 

reality, of course, has to be seen, therefore, as a fraction of the knowing. 

Based on the theoretical SECI framework (Socialization, Externalization, Combination, Integration)  

of   Nonaka   &   Takeuchi’s   work   on   knowledge-sharing (1995), I came to the conclusion that, 

although the absolute  knowledge  may  be  at  a  person’s  reach  in  moments  of  intuition  and  glimpses  

of insight, and although a person knows more than s/he can tell (Polanyi 1958; Polanyi & 

Prosch1976; Polanyi 2009), the knowledge creation process will always remain a process of 

becoming because out of existing knowledge new knowledge will be created and the process will 

never come to an end. I seem to agree with both Confucius and Socrates who put it as follows: 

‘Real  knowledge  is  to  know  the  extent  of  one's  ignorance.’ (Confucius) 

‘To  know,  is  to  know  that  you  know  nothing.  That  is  the  meaning  of  true  knowledge.’ (Socrates) 

Consequently, I am tempted to say that the more one knows the more one realizes that we do not 

know. It seems that the goal is never the destination, but rather the process. And, perhaps, the 

process may be described as follows: If somebody dwells in the process of discovery by believing 

in the miracle of wisdom, absolute truth or, as I called it in my thesis, absolute knowledge, 

fascinating moments of discovery may be experienced which then lead to the desire to investigate 

further in new hidden aspects. Such an understanding puts the emphasis on the process rather than 

on the product itself and the knowledge-worker might feel inspired by her/his passion to dig deeper 

- individually and collectively as outlined in my thesis. The realization that there is always more to 

be discovered and that, in moments of awe, in moments of deep insight, glimpses of the whole may 
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become clearer, the basis seems to be laid for  each  person’s  perception  of  the  important  value  of  the  

tacit dimension of each single knowledge-worker (Polanyi & Prosch 1976; Tolle 2005). Perhaps, 

this shall be seen as the core purpose of an HEI, which will be outlined below. 

8.1  The purpose of HEIs 

We may say that the essence of a higher education institution is its knowledge and, as a 

consequence, the transfer of existing knowledge and the creation of new knowledge in order to help 

society move forward (Brewer & Brewer 2010; Palmer et al 2010; Gioia 1996). Therefore, HEIs 

may want to see themselves as knowledge-oriented institutions where the tacit knowledge of their 

knowledge-workers has to be valued. According to both the literature and the empirical study, 

knowledge has to be understood as the most important institutional asset and/or resource 

(Ambrosini & Bowman 2008/2010; Bowman & Toms 2010; Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995). The top 

management   of   HEIs   may   want   to   instill   this   awareness   into   people’s   hearts   and   minds   by  

establishing an environment of knowledge-sharing practices and routines which facilitate the 

knowledge-sharing process across all ontological levels (Davenport & Prusak 2000).  In order for 

this to happen, HEIs might want to learn from Japanese companies in terms of shoshin, the 

‘oneness’, by leaving the separating approach of Western thinking (Naim 2014) and by helping the 

institution   develop   ‘into   a   centre   of   free   discussion   and   action’...‘for   a   dynamic   renewal   for   the  

whole  society  within  which  it  operates’  (Thompson  1970:166  in  Parker  2014:289). Indeed, the main 

mission  of  an  HEI   lies   in  both   teaching  and  high  quality   research  ‘by  producing,   transferring  and  

disseminating’  (Naidoo  &  Jamieson  2007:268)  knowledge  in  such  a  way  that  the  new  generation  is  

ready to embrace the challenges of a continuously changing societal environment and that research 

outcomes may result in a positive impact on local and/or global societal matters (Palmer et al 2010, 

Achor 2010; Dillon 2014). As mentioned in chapter 4, such an institution may want to see its 

purpose to have an emphasis on the tacit dimension to emerge - where co-workers and students may 

feel intrinsically motivated for their work as they experience that their individual contributions are 

seen to be important, that their tacit competencies are valued and, finally, that what they do is 

connected   to   other   people’s   tacit   dimension   (Newport   2012).   In   order   to   facilitate   this,   the  

management of the institution may want to integrate the value creation of their respective co-

workers in their strategic decisions by acknowledging the importance of human capital which will 

be further outlined in the next section. 
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8.2  The importance of human capital 

If the main purpose of an HEI lies in good teaching and break-through research which shall move 

society forward as a whole (Palmer et al 2010), then this automatically implies that the emphasis of 

top management shall be the recognition of their co-workers’   potential   by   putting   human   capital  

first. This entails the establishment of a culture in which both academic and professional co-workers 

are seen as VRIN resources (Ambrosini & Bowman 2009) which are not easily replaceable. Top 

management  may,  therefore,  want  to  apply  a  theory  of  value  approach  by  ‘addressing  value  creation  

through   adaptive   learning’   (Bowman & Toms 2010:5) and thus encouraging co-workers to share 

their respective knowledge because such human activity may create a situation of competitive 

advantage (Bowman & Toms 2010). The key aspects of such a knowledge-enabling culture should 

be based on ‘the  dynamic  capability  perspective’  which  ‘extends  the  resource-based view argument 

by addressing how valuable, rare, difficult to imitate and imperfectly substitutable resources can be 

created and how the current stock of valuable resources can be refreshed  in  changing  environments’  

(Ambrosini & Bowman 2009:29). According to this study, all this starts in simple terms in the 

socialization quadrant where there is an understanding of the huge value of the tacit dimension of 

all co-workers and where, through exchanges among the respective co-workers, their respective 

career capital (Newport 2012) is used accordingly in order to create competitive niches. Indeed, 

tacit knowledge sharing may be the key asset for an institution to be competitive. This will be 

outlined below. 

8.3  The importance of tacit knowledge sharing 

It appears to me that a knowledge organization such as an HEI may therefore see the tacit 

knowledge sharing aspect as one of its core tasks and should be implemented in its daily routines 

and practices  if  it  is  to  be  successful  in  today’s  competitive  market.  The  personal  tacit  knowledge  of  

both their professional and academic co-workers may open up new horizons for an institution to 

connect with the creative source of each of them and, by sharing their ideas and by creating a 

knowledge-enabling environment, they may create a situation of competitive advantage. In such an 

environment both academic and professional co-workers may develop more holistic, application-

oriented, trans-disciplinary services,   programmes   and   projects   in   which   ‘worlds   get   connected’  

(Swart 2011:372). This may give rise to a tacit-enabling culture which lies in a process that, in 

alignment with a variety of scholars (Palmer et al 2010, Achor 2010, Ambrosini & Bowman 

2001/2008/2009/2010, Dillon 2014), may be called a process of sense-making  where  the  ‘academic  

capital’  (Naidoo  &  Jamieson  2007:270)  lies   in   intellectual,  cultural  and  societal  assets   in   the  long  

run by giving education its valuable place in society and by responding to societal matters 

accordingly.   Indeed,   if   tacit  knowledge   ‘walks’   around,  new   ideas  may  emerge.  The   ‘mixing  and  
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matching’   (Newport   2012:224)  of   tacit   knowledge  of   the   respective   co-workers is seen to be the 

‘catalyst  for  break-through  new  ideas’  (Newport 2012:224) which may then lead to the creation of 

new competitive niches as outlined in chapter 5.3. This will now take us to the answer to the RQ 

‘How  does  tacit  knowledge  sharing  create  new  competitive  niches  at  HEIs?’ 

 

8.4  The creation of competitive niches 
 

Tacit knowledge sharing can create competitive niches if purposeful routines, processes and 

practices are implemented on a daily basis in the strategic approaches of the institution. By 

understanding the unique and not substitutable value and power of the tacit dimension of their co-

workers, managers will invest in time and space for brainstorming sessions, informal and formal 

meetings, the creation of meeting rooms which enhance free discussion and action (Parker 

2014:289), mental mapping, group work, focus group discussions, debates, active reflection, 

shadowing schemes and continuous reflection as one of the main missions of the institution 

(Ambrosini & Bowman 2010). When managers promote such knowledge transfer there has been 

evidence of the emergence of competitive niches, which have been described in chapter 5.3: 

services or products which are unique and attractive to promote or sell. Due to their uniqueness it is 

difficult, as mentioned in the introduction, for such niches to be imitated or replicated as they 

emerge from VRIN resources outlined above (Bowmand & Ambrosini 1998, Ambrosini & 

Bowman 2009/2010). As such a competitive niche is based on the uniqueness of the product which 

in itself is based on the co-workers’  individual  creative  work  and the use of their tacit knowledge 

(Pressfield 2002) as well as on the collective engagement of teams, working groups and/or 

‘communities  of  practice’  (Lave  &  Wenger  1991,  Wenger  1998). 

It seems, therefore, that managers may want to invest in conditions which facilitate cross-role, 

cross-departmental and trans-disciplinary conversations by identifying key individuals such as 

knowledge-activists who will keep the debate alive (von Krogh et al 2000, Leistner 2010). In 

alignment with Cal Newport, in the ideal world management should create space and time for co-

workers for the following two main aspects in order for tacit knowledge flow to lead to the creation 

of   new   competitive   niches:   ‘First   you   need   career   capital,   which   requires   patience.   Second,   you  

need to be ceaselessly scanning your always-changing view of the adjacent possible in your field, 

looking for the next big idea. This requires a dedication to brainstorming and exposure to new ideas. 

Combined,  these  two  commitments  describe  a  lifestyle’  (2012:223). Indeed, tacit sharing practices 

have  to  be  integrated  in  the  institution’s  culture  in  order  for  them  to    eventually  become  embedded  

in the co-workers’  work  style  and  mindset  (Davenport  &  Prusak  2000).  That  is  why  the  creation  of  
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competitive niches will be possible in an institutional environment in which tacit knowledge sharing 

is  embedded  in  the  institution’s  culture.   

In  short,  the  research  question  ‘How  does  tacit  knowledge  sharing  create  new  competitive  niches?’  

may be answered in the following way: by establishing a tacit knowledge-enabling environment 

new competitive niches are implicit outcomes of it. Such an environment is not a given. It requires 

attention, dedication and, certainly, flexibility as all co-workers are invited to think outside their 

box and to take risks. This also means that space should be given  for contradiction because this is 

the stepping stone towards the creation of a commonly shared action (Stone 2013). Contradiction is, 

therefore,  a  must   for  an   institution’s  philosophical approach because it encourages and revitalizes 

the  debate:  the  concept  of  ‘agora’  where  the  chaos  of  the  tacit  of  all  may  result  in  the  construction  

of institutional objectives based on the core mission of the institution. 

In the next section I will outline some suggestions for further research. 

8.5 Suggestions for further research 

By acknowledging the fact that knowledge is a construction concept and dependent on individual as 

well as on collective components and that the tacit may be the doorway to the hidden which comes 

to the surface in moments of insight when certain conditions are given, further research should be 

dedicated to extensive case study analysis by looking for common patterns which may help an 

institution move forward. Such process-oriented topics can easily be shaken as we have seen from 

the example of the BSE at Warwick where the appointment of a new dean resulted in a drastic 

change of the departmental culture (Parker 2014). Therefore, I would advocate that scholars may 

want to do more case study research by examining unique realities and comparing the results with 

one another. Patterns may then be found. However, this shoud be based on the understanding that 

there are topics which are not operational. The focus should, therefore, be on the sense-making 

framework by putting more emphasis on the theme of the socialization quadrant in different 

institutions  in  order  to  see  ‘what  the  company  makes  of  its  insights,  how  it  translates  them  into  new  

ideas and opportunities, and how it shapes a shared  perspective  on’  (Dillon  2014:76)  its  institutional  

mission.  

It would be valuable to research, therefore, different realities by finding out what an institution does 

in order for their co-workers to master their own rare and valuable skills by making them available 

to the institution (Newport 2012) and to the society in general. 
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In my specific case study I aim to observe how FUB will use the outcomes of the study and 

whether, via the integration of the suggested practices, some valid progress in terms of the creation 

of a knowledge-enabling culture as well as of new competitive niches will be seen. 

This takes this thesis to a new beginning.  

8.6 Final remarks 

I would like to finish this journey with the following final remarks.  

 

The study of this research has further inspired me and further underlined the concept of seeing a 

human being as a unique remarkable asset, and as such it seems to be paramount to align ourselves 

with the way we are, with our speciality, with our element, with our uniqueness by appreciating the 

hidden in ourselves and by understanding the importance of sharing what we know with others. 

 

This acknowledgement of wonder will help us shift from a culture of comparison and judgement to 

a culture of appreciation of intercultural diversity where each person sees herself/himself be the one 

important additional piece out of a big art work. Such an awareness may make us be loyal towards 

ourselves and towards others. This eventually leads us to a perception of satisfaction, gratitude and 

joy. 

 

I would like to end with the following quote by Eckart Tolle:  

 

‘The joy of Being, which is the only true happiness, cannot come to you through any form, 

possession, achievement, person, or event - through anything that happens. That joy cannot come to 

you - ever. It emanates from the formless dimension within you, from consciousness itself and thus 

is one with who you are.’    (Tolle  2005) 
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Appendix I 
 
Interview quotes in original language 
 
 

1)  Siamo  molto  ingessati  in  uni  all’interno  del  nostro  sapere  che  in  qualche  maniera  - almeno 
in Italia - che sta dentro, molto spesso, con una cornice che è stata creata anche un pò per 
separare le diverse competenze e dvoe anche dire che molto spesso chi poi ama spazziare il 
concetto   dell’università   è   anche   spesso   guardato   con   diffidenza.   Solo   quando   una   persona 
raggiunge una certa indipendenza, anche il massimo della sua carriera, è più facile che il suo 
background possa spazziare. Bisogna essere  meno gelosi di quello che è il nostro ambito di 
conoscenza che in qualche modo è codificato e dobbiamo essere molto più aperti nei confronti 
di altri che possono sapere più di noi perchè ne hanno il background. 
 
2) Das Wissen kann nicht kodifiziert werden, weil jeder in seinem Kontext lebt. Ich bin ein 
Verfecther dessen, dass jeder alles lernen kann, wenn ich die richtige Motivation habe. 
Meiner Meinung nach funktioniert der Konstruktuvismus so gut, weil der Professor selbst 
zum Lernenden wird. D.h. er gibt nicht nur Frontalunterricht. Er gibt eine Basis vor, dann 
kommt der kreative Prozess; alle wachsen, dann ist die Kommunikation wieder im Netzwerk 
und dann ist der Professor ein Teil der Lerngruppe, wo er die partikulaere Funktion eines 
Coaches hat in diesem Moment. Es geht um Kommunikation and um Achtung und 
Beachtung. 

 
3) Bisogna ragionare oltre questo foglio; oltre   l’oggi;;   cercare  di   ipotizzare   il   futuro;;   di   non  
fermarsi  su  quello  che  c’è  scritto  qua;;  di  fare  un  passetto  in  più;;  non  pensare  al  tuo  piccolo.  
Certe volte mi scontro con gli uffici perchè sono rinchiusi nel loro microcosmo. Pianificare e 
progettare vuol dire di non dimenticarsi di nessuno nelle componenti della nostra attività. 

 
4) Tutto quello che ciascuno si porta dietro nel ruolo che poi ricopre ovviamente arricchisce 
l’istituzione  o  il  lavoro  che  andrà  a  fare...  ci  deve  essere  scambio  che  secondo  me vuol dire sia 
scambi organizzati e quindi riuioni o mementi di scambio istituzionalizzao, ma sopratttuto 
uno scambio più spontaneo. Io credo che ogni persona abbia una parte che è il suo ruole 
all’interno  del  mondo  del   alvoro  e  una  parte   che,   invece,   riguarda la persona. Ed è proprio 
quest’area   di   intersezione   che   va   esplorata.   E   credo   che   per   l’organizzazione   sia   utile  
esplorare  quest’area  e  per  le  persone  sia  molto  utile  essere  consapevoli  di  questa  distinzione.  
Diciamo  l’equilibrio  delle  persone.  Acquisizione del sapere tacito è un aspetto molto personal 
che   ha   un   impatto   sull’organizzazione.   Non   si   ferma   al   personale,   cioè,   credo   che   poi,  
abbiamo  degli  effetti  globali  all’interno  dell’organizzazione.  Non  mi  sentirei  di  dire  che  deve  
cambiare  l’organizzazione,  è   l’altra  persona  che  deve  cambiare  in  una  certa  maniera;;  se  non  
comincio io da qualche parte non succederà mai niente. 

 
5) Die Person kann nicht ersetzt werden. Wir Kreativen haben eine eigene Handschrift im 
Thema der Gestaltung und somit sind wir sehr stark gepraegt von dem. Als Gestalter ist die 
persoenliche Note extrem wichtig. Als Designer bin ich mir sicher, dass man sich viel 
einbringt und Wissen vermittelt, weil man wie ein Seismograph durch die Welt geht und die 
ganzen Stimmigkeiten und Unstimmigkeiten spuert und versucht. Die eigene Sichtweise wird 
eingebracht. Wissen basiert immer auf Erfahrung, auf Erprobungen, auf Experiementen und 
Ergebnissen davon und wird angereichert durch einen Austausch dieser Erfarhungen unter 
den Gleichgesinnten oder nicht Gleichgesinnten. Weil mein Wissen ist sicher eine Summe 
von vielen Notionen von vielen Erfahrungen, aber es basiert sich auf einer Haltung wie ich 
damit umgehe, auf gewissen Interessen. Man muss sich auf gleicher Augenhoehe einstellen. 
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6) Ich glaube, dass Wissen von Disziplin zu Disziplin verschieden ist. Im deutschen 
Sprachraum unterscheidet man das Wissen und das Koennen, und da sind die Grenzen auch 
fliessend, was ist Wissen und was ist Koennen. Ich glaube, es gibt soziale Kompetenzen und 
Persoenlichkeitskompetenzen. Erstens mal muss wirklich die richtig verstandene Freiheit da 
sein und dann in einem transparenten offen gelegten Dialog, wo alles offen gelegt wird - die 
Offenlegung von Produkten, was ich bin und was ich mache - ich kann es ja selber offen 
legen, was ich bin und was ich mache. Meines ist ein Wissen mit starker Betonung des 
Koennens. Ueber das Koennen will ich die Begeisterung wecken. Es geht um den Transfer 
von Leidenschaft und Sinnhaftigkeit. Es ist notwendig, dass man sich weiterbildet, um zu 
verstehen, wie man das Wissen an einen anderen weitervermitteln kann. Es hat etwas mit dem 
Zwischenmenschlichen zu tun. 

 
7) I chiaro che ci vuole principalmente un livello di comprensione: Quindi, la 
compenetrazione è ovvio che deve esaurirsi innanzitutto sul piano della comprensione, chi sta 
da  una  parte  deve  capire  competenze  e  ruoli  di  chi  sta  dall’altra  e  viceversa.  In  effetti,  siamo  
un’azienda   che   produce   conoscenza,   produce   capitale   intellettuale;;   sapere   instituzionale   e,  
quindi, ogni collaboratore   dovrebbe   essere   fornito   di   una   mentalità   ‘third   space’   con   la  
consapevolezza   dell’esistenza   del   sapere   tacito/individuale/intuitivo/implicito/personale   di  
ciascun collaboratore.   

 
8) Le conoscenze individuali dovrebbero avere un valore. Tante cose si possono apprendere. 
Insomma, sapere è potere: se faccio sapere tutto a tutti allora do anche potere agli altri. Questo 
è molto sentito in università 

 
9)  E’   stata  un’esperienza  positiva   e  mi   auguro   che   ci   sia  una   ricaduta;;   altrimenti   l’incontro  
non sarebbe   stato   in   questa   sede   e   promosso   dal   rettorato   e   certamente   c’è   un   interesse   di  
conoscere i risultati di questa ricerca. 

 
10) Trovo molto utile questo scambio. Sensibilizzare è sempre positivo. Penso che si possa 
sensibilizzare per fare qualche proposta. 

 
11)   La   migliore   interazione   tra   accademici   e   amminstrativi   è   un’esperienza   ottima.   Credo  
molto nel consensus-building. 

 
12)  Mi  aspetto  un  miglioramento  gestionale.  L’incontro  è  stato  molto  utile  e  costruttivo. 

 
13)   E’   bello   e   importante   lavorare   sulla cultura organizzativa - è una condizione per la 
competitività. 

 
14)   E’   bello   e   importante   lavorare   sulla   cultura   organizzativa   - è una condizione per la 
competitività. 

 
16) Appunto persone di diverse aree si ritrovano per risolvere un problema e stanno 
funzionando abbastanza bene. 

 
17) Es gibt zur Zeit kein Partizipationsgefuehl. Was ich oft bemaengele, ist das fehlende 
Zugehoerigkeitsgefuehl von vielen Kollegen. Man muss aber aus Erfahrungen der anderen 
lernen. 

 
18) Cosa manca adesso è sicuramente lo spirito di sacrificio; il fare team nelle difficoltà. 
Diventiamo  forse  più  egoisti.  Verso  l’accademia  l’amministrazione  non  deve  avere  il  compito  
di  mettere  i  bastoni  tra  le  ruote,  cioè  l’amministrazione  ha  un  ruolo  di  dare  forma  al  caos. 
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19) Da parte dell’amministrazione    ci  sono  a  volte  delle  persone  che  si  pongono  di  fronte  
dell’accademia   già   con   un   atteggiamento   di   inferiorità   e   da   parte   dell’accademia   ci   sono  
persone che comunque, si comportano con un atteggiamento di superiorità rispetto 
all’amministrazione.   Ci   vuole   un   approccio   di   ‘cooperative   learning’:   dare   luogo   a   un  
università   che   esprime   un   senso   di   appartenenza.   E   se   c’è   senso   di   appartenenza   anche  
questo scambio di competenza indivduali solitamente è favorito. 

 
20) Ich glaube, wir sind noch in einer Uebergangszeit von einem alten in ein neues System. 
Wo wir derzeit ein bisschen leiden, ist einfach die Hektik, in der wir uns befinden, weil 
eben vieles sehr schnell umgesetzt werden muss und weil, durch die Sparmassnahmen, auch 
das Personal sehr knapp gehalten wird. Wir muessen mehr in Kommunikation investieren. 
Sicherlich einen staerkeren Bezug zum Praesidium koennte ich mir vostellen. Dass man 
sich ab und zu abspricht und trifft und ueber bestimmte Punkte spricht. 

 
21) Jeder verteidigt sein Revier. Ich glaube, Verwaltung und Akademie sind auf gleicher 
Augenhoehe. Also es braucht Autonomie, dass man jetzt als Dekan speziell nicht das 
Gefuehl hat, einer staendigen Kontrolle ausgesetzt zu sein. 

 
22) I colleghi della facoltà  trasferiscono le informazioni  all’accademia.  E’  qui  che  si  crea  
confusione. 

 
23) Devi fissare degli incontri in cui spieghi tutto. Questa marea di informazioni, marea di 
regolamenti interne che ne abbiamo veramente tanti anche troppi e bisogna far filtrare le 
cose più importanti. 

 
24) Quindi, bisogna anche essere in grade di riconoscere i limiti e cosa sono le proprie 
competenze. 
  
25) Solange wir Uni so stark profitieren vom Herkommen fremder Studierender, sei es aus 
Nachbarprovinzen, sei aus weiter entfernter Provinzen, sei es aus dem Ausland, profitieren 
wir (eigentlich muessten wir sie bezaheln, weil sie uns das internationale Ambiente geben). 
Die geben den Studierenden von der Region, die nicht nach aussen gehen, die Moeglichkeit 
sich mit anderen auszutauschen. Das Fremdkapital, das wir herholen, ist fuer uns enorm 
wichtig. 

 
26) Ich finde, die Dreisprachigkeit ist eigentlich ein bisschen ein Gegenpol zur 
Internationalitaet, weil, indem wir auf Dreisprachigkeit abzielen, halten wir natuerlich sehr 
viele Leute ab, die die Dreisprachigkeit nicht haben. 

 
27) Questa è una sfida e siamo gli unici ad averla e non va messa in discussione. Semmai 
devo discutere quali sono i mezzi per superare queste cose. 

  
 29) A volte manca il know how perchè non ci si parla. 
 

30) Fuer einen Akademiker ist es schwer, die Entscheidungen der Verwaltung zu verstehen. 
Fuer uns Bereichsleiter ist es schwierig, kreativen Koepfen die Notwendigkeit gewisser 
Entscheidungen zu erklaeren, weil wir als die so genannten Fachidioten gesehen werden. 

 
31) Wir haben jahrelang in zwei verschiedenen Welten gelebt. Wir haben das jahrelang 
betrieben. Teilweise wurde das bewusst und unbewusst von der frueheren Fuehrungsspitze 
betrieben. Es wurde teilweise auch von einzelnen in der Akademie so gewollt, und es haben 
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sich solche Fronten gebildet, die man dann auch schwer ueber die Zeit abbaut. Wir sind auf 
diesem Niveau teilweise, wo etwas, nur weil es aus der Akademie kommt, a priori schon 
besser ist als das, was von der Verwaltung kommt. 

 
32) Nella triade presidenziale vengono prese determinate decisioni e fondamentalmente le 
decisioni di indirizzo strategico devono soddisfare chi finanzia. Poi abbiamo una fascia 
intermedia  direttiva  e  poi  all’ultimo  livello   la  fascia  operativa.  Ecco,  a   livello  operativo  la  
compenetrazione la vedo molto difficile perchè tutti sono presi dai loro processi. Quindi, 
l’amministrativo  - il processo è il suo mondo e il docente quando va in aula la lezione e la 
ricerca  è  il  suo  mondo.  Sto  parlando  dell’operativo.  Che  è  l’ultima  fascia  dove  avvengono  i  
processi.  E’  lì  che  vengono  fuori  le  frizioni. 

 
33) Die Verwaltung hat eine Sprache und die Akademie hat eine Sprache. Die Sprache der 
Akademie muss verstanden werden. 

 
34)  Qualche  volta,  non  dico  sempre,  spesso  accade  che  ci  sia  una  chiusura  dall’altra  parte: 
dalla parte accademica. Quindi, ci deve essere la disponibilità nel momento in cui si dice: 
queste sono le cose fattibili di muoversi; anche di accettare questa situazione. Quindi, ci 
deve  essere  l’apertura  mentale:  la  disponibilità  d’ascoltarsi  reciprocamente 

 
35) Gestern haben wir das Statut prasentiert bekommen. Es kam die Kritik, warum wurden 
wir Professoren nicht einbezogen und dann hat es geheissen, es gab 37 Treffen, von den 37 
Treffen kenne ich keines, auf das ich eingeladen wurde. 

 
36) Penso che i due terzi che lavorano qua - penso che, se sarebbe cambiato il colore dei 
tombini di Piazza Walther, sarebbe uguale - non hanno la percezione di questo problema - 
almeno  nella  mia  esperienza.  Spesso  non  è  chiaro  da  chi  vengono  le  direttive.  E’  questo  il 
problema. 

 
37) Es ist uns nicht genau klar, was das eigentliche Ziel ist. Wir erleben es immer wieder, 
dass neue Studienrichtungen eingerichtet werden, aber man versteht nicht in welchem 
Kontext, weil wir beispielsweise nicht ueber die richtige Fakultaet dafuer verfuegen. 

 
38) Als ich Dekan war, habe ich zu den Leuten immer gesagt, Leute gebt dieses Geld aus. 
Zeigen wir ihnen, dass wir dieses Geld brauchen, dann erhalten wir es weiter. Wenn 
ploetzlich von 10 zwei fahren und 8 nicht, dann fragt sich die Verwaltung, warum sollen 
wir ihnen dieses Geld zur Verfuegung stellen?  

 
39) Ich vermeide es auch, mit der Hauptverwaltung zu tun zu haben. 

 
40) Die Atmosphaere im anderen Gebaeude ist eine andere als im Hauptgebaeude. Da ist es 
viel geschlossener und ich habe auch den Eindruck, dass man nicht genau sieht, was hier 
ablaeuft, welche Dynamiken hier entstehen, welche Probleme hier sind. Es ist drueben ein 
bisschen abgeschottet und das Raumproblem ist sicherlich nicht so einfach zu ueberwinden. 
Es fehlt der Bezug zur Praxis. 

 
41)   Prima   anche   all’interno   dell’amministrazione   c’erano   dei   fronti,   dei   blocchi   interni:   i  
colleghi della facoltà si sentivano in qualche modo separati da noi e viceversa. Lentamente 
ci si rende conto che bisogna lavorare in gruppo. 

 
42) Es sind viele Reglementierung gekommen, die sich wieder abbauen muessen. 
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43) Io ho fatto un analisi dei miei ultimi 5 mesi di tempo e ho messo sul piatto: 80 % del 
mio impegno è di impegni istituzionali; 20 % di ricerca e didattica. Poi alla fine mi trovo 
alla sera a casa e mi vedo a scrivere un articolo, presentazioni perchè non trovo il tempo 
durante   il   giorno.   L’aspetto   amministrativo   è   pervasivo.   Saltano   fuori   editti   da   parte  
dell’amministrazione   che   dicono:   i   docenti   devono   istituire   i   bandi   e   devono   dare la 
traduzione del bando nelle tre lingue. Se non sapete una lingua contattate un collega di 
madrelingua.  L’analisi  che  faccio  io  è  che  per  andare  avanti  le  rigidità  non  vanno  bene  e  ci  
vuole un pò di flessibilità da parte di tutti. Quindi, il problema è quello della flessibilità. 

 
44) Il legislatore, in Italia, è sempre molto vago e nebuloso ed è importante avere questo 
scambio e riuscire a capire come si vedono le cose. 

 
45)  Non  c’è  tempo  per  la  riflessione.  Non  ci  sono  dei  momenti  di  riflessioni  che  non  sono 
votati ad avere immediatamente un risultato subito. Ci vorrebbe change management che, 
secondo me, è un accompagnamento da una situazione di fatto verso una situazione nuova 
sapendo su che cosa si vuole andare. Però che non investe solo in modalità operative del 
lavoro quotidiano, ma è un cambiamento culturale.  

 
46) Wir sind alle Unternehmer, weil wir uns in eigenen wissenschaftlichen Bereichen 
bewegen und starke Individuen sind. Somit sind diese Individuen dauernd am Herumrennen 
und haben wenig Ruhepausen, um sich mit anderen wiederzufinden. Wir leiden alle an der 
Schnelllebigkeit. Das Problem ist die Zeit. Es wird viel dem Zufall ueberlassen, weil es 
keine institutionellen Momente gibt. Der Faktor Zeit is Luxus. 

 
47) Ognitanto would give more space to the meetings that will be left even more space to 
express opinions. Now the meetings are structured in such a way that they are given the 
information and then there is a brief discussion and then arrive at a decision. Not always, in 
my opinion, there is time to explore certain things. 

 
48) Mi sento soffocato dal lavoro e frustrato per non poter fare adeguata ricerca. 

 
49) Es fehlt die Zeit der Reflexion und daher kann man keine strategischen Entscheidungen 
treffen. Ich glaube auch, die Prioritatensetzung funktioniert of nicht. Es gibt sehr viele 
Initiativen von verschiedenen Seiten. Jeder meint, er muesse etwas machen, aber es ist dann 
nicht klar, was die Prioritàt ist. Und man verliert sich oft in diesen vielen Tatigkeiten und 
das verursacht viel Stress. 

 
50)   Quello   che   in   parte   manca   è   il   trarre   vantaggio   di   una   ‘win-win-situation’   da  
competenze che ci sono in altre facoltà. Nascono le gelosie. 

 
51) Già noi siamo segmentati e ognuno vede il proprio ambito, il prorpio segmento. Ognuno 
ha la propria visione; forse è proprio più impegnativo dal punto di vista psicologico per me 
di cercare di sederci tutti a un tavolo e integrarci e coordinarci e cercare di uscire con un 
sistema più coordinato, più coerente, con meno ridondanze e con meno criticità. 

 
52) Ci sono delle subculture: se un gruppo si allarga allora va a discapito degli altri. Forse 
guarda il mondo nel proprio vicino invece di fare gruppo come università e fare rete con 
altre discipline. Finchè non cambia questo modo di vedere le cose niente cambia. 

 
53)  Tanti  problemi  che  noi  abbiamo  all’interno  è  la  non-conoscenza delle procedure e dei 
ruoli per la mancanza di dialogo. 
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54) Secondo me, aprirsi molto ed essere disponibili ad ascoltare, anche ai suggerimenti, non 
so anche gli inputs che vengono dai colleghi. 

 
55) ...dass auch der Respekt da ist fuer die verschiedenen Rollen. Und Respekt bedeutet, 
dass man sagt, dass jeder in seinem Bereich arbeitet und dann auch die Kenntnisse, das 
Know-How, die Kompetenz dieser Person respektiert und natuerlich im Gespraech seine 
Sichtweise ins Spiel bringt. 

 
56) Bisogna riconoscere le conoscenze tacite di ogni singolo collaboratore. 

 
57) Die Institution muss einen gemeinsamen Nenner haben. Es muessen messbare und 
qualitative und quantitative Ziele festgelegt werden. Das   wird   dann   ‘ein   agreement’   fuer  
den Mitarbeiter selber; dann weiss er genau, wohin es geht fuer sich selber. Das macht er 
selbst. Das Erreichen des Ziels ergibt Gluecksgefuehl. Es ist wie ein Andrenalin. Diese 
Ziele werden im Dialog bestimmt. Die Ziele muessen fuer den Mitarbeiter verstaendlich 
sein. 

 
58) Unser Hauptgeldgeber, die Landesregierung, moechte, dass sich die Universitàt auf 
bestimmte Themen konzentriert. Sie moechte, dass sich die Uni stark mit dem Thema 
Dreisprachigkeit auseinandersetzt und diese verbessert. Und das muss ihr Ziel sein. 

 
59) It is very important to have common values and goals, so that the organization moved 
towards a certain direction. 

 
60)  Tra  le  strategie  principali  c’è  il  trilinguismo  e  bisogna  renderlo  elemento  di  forza  e fare 
chiarezza subito su tutti gli obiettivi strategici. 

 
61) Tutti hanno lo stimolo di imparare. Parlo con i tedeschi in tedesco, con gli Italiani in 
Italiano e la facoltà la gestisco in Inglese. Comunque, comporta un trasfermimento di 
conoscenze; in questo caso linguistico che porta alla nascita di nuove cose. Io partirei 
attraverso della progettualità partendo dal basso a livello di gruppi. Devono essere sotto un 
certo   ombrello   e   l’ombrello   deve   essere   ampio;;   deve   entrare   nuova   linfa   da   chi   ha   dei  
background diversi - bisogna definire la tematica - ma un ombrello assolutamente flessibile 
e queste possono essere grandi tematiche di interesse per la società. 

 
62) Wir muessen einfach Moeglichkeiten finden, dass Mitarbeiter motivierbar bleiben. 
Mitarbeiter muessen die Chance haben, Probleme zu loesen und Fehler zu machen. Wenn er 
die Moeglichkeit hat, seine Herausforderungen selbst zu meistern, dann hat er ein 
Hoechstmass an Motivation. Durch Motivation wird Eigenverantwortung und Freude 
ausgeloest. 

 
63) Ich glaube an eine Universitàtskultur. Es muesste Raeume geben, wo sich Professoren 
spontan aufhalten. Dort entsteht ein ungezwungener Kontakt. Es muss auch Momente 
geben, wo gesteuert Austausch stattfindet. 

 
64) Eine Antriebsfeder ist sicherlich die Identifikation mit der Organisation. 

 
65) La prima cosa è di creare un clima di fiducia reciproca. 

 
66)  Bisogna  avere  l’umiltà  che  ci  sono  delle  persone  che  possono  sapere  più  di  me;;  hanno  
un  punto  di  vista  diverso;;  il  concetto  dell’interdisciplinarity  è  per  valorizzare le sinergie. Il 
concetto   dell’interdisciplinarità   è   quello   di   guardarlo   da   diversi   punti   di   vista   e   non  
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assegnare  dei  ruoli  chiari.    Abbiamo  fatto  quest’anno  un  ‘resarch  day’  dell’università  dove  
ogni facoltà ha dato una overview della propria facoltà e delle proprie competenze. 
Conoscerci è già un primo passo. Sono nate delle collaborazioni che prima non erano 
possibili. 

 
67) Was die Uni in den letzten Jahren sehr viel besser gemacht hat, ist, dass sie die 
akademische Welt viel starker eingebunden und auch viel verantwortlicher gemacht hat. 
Kommunikation muss im Netzwerk funktionieren, d. h. sie muss in alle Richtungen laufen: 
von links nach rechts, von oben nach unten, im Idealfall in verbaler Form erfolgen muesste, 
im  Dialog  ‘face-to-face’. 

 
68) Solo  con  il  dialogo  e  con  l’ascolto  si  può  ottenere  la  comprensione.  Se  il  buon  senso  e  il  
dialogo sono dentro di noi allora anche nel mondo del lavoro riusciamo a capirci. Bisogna 
parlarsi di più; non solo di lavoro, ma anche di altri argomenti per capirsi meglio. 

 
69) Ci deve essere il tempo per il team-building. Attraverso il coinvolgimento di tante 
persone o di più persone potrebbero emergere delle cose. 

 
70) Erfahrung ist etwas Wichtiges. Jetzt habe ich das Gefuehl, jetzt haben wir Erfahrung 
und die naechste Stufe keonnte sein, dass wieder Austausch generiert wird, um zu 
optimieren. 

 
71) Sono questi incontri dei gruppi trasversali dove forse fare entrare nel futuro anche 
persone del corpo accademico o chi è interessato. Le due parti devono colloquiare. 

 
72) Bisogna trovare spazi e tempi per incontri formali e informali tra colleghi e docenti e 
personale amministrativo per poi approfondire le conoscenze oltre al proprio raggio di 
azione  per  comprendere  l’altro. 

 
73) Quelle volte che qualcosa in quel senso si fa: responsabile amministrativo che viene dal 
corpo docente riunito appositamente a parlare delle nuove procedure le cose funzionano. 

 
74) Bisogna creare dei momenti di ritrovarsi come comunità. Recuperare certi momenti 
comuni, certe date, certi riferimenti  per  l’ateneo  è  una  cosa  importante.  E’  un  momento  nel  
quale si dovrebbe fare un pò una sintesi di quello che abbiamo fatto e anche di quello che 
faremo;;  dare  anche  il  tempo  per  arrivare  dall’a  alla  z. 

 
75) Man muss Momente finden, wo sich die Unigemeinschaft als Gemeinschaft sieht und 
wir sind stolz und wir sind was Besonderes. Man muss somit Begegnungsmomente finden, 
um Austausch zu ermoeglichen. Das erfordert Zeit. 

 
76) Ci vuole più tempo che abbiamo adesso. Non bisogna essere oberati dal lavoro. 

 
77) Abbiamo un vantaggio perchè siamo piccoli, perchè - nella nostra facoltà - abbiamo una 
direzione che ha sempre avuto le idee chiare. 

 
78) Noi essendo giovani, piccoli e forse abbiamo anche un elemento di dinamicità maggiore 
che ci permetterebbe di reagire più velocemente a certi mutamenti della società, a certi 
mutamenti del fabbisogno di formazione. 

 
79) Nischen wird man in dem Moment auftun, wenn man eine andere From der 
Wissensvermittlung im Generellen findet - wenn man den Mehrwert erkennt: Ich muss 
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Achtung und Beachtung schenken. Wissensvermittlung bedeutet, den anderen zu verstehen. 
Ich muss den anderen dort abholen, wo er ist. Verstehen, wo es drueckt ist auch 
Wissenstransfer. Ich muss kontextmaessig auf das gleiche Niveau kommen und dann habe 
ich erst einen Kanal gefunden, ueber den man kommunizieren kann. Ich muss die richtigen 
Fragen stellen. 

 
80) Viel gegenseitiger Dialog und Austausch ist notwendig, dass man sich wirklich 
kennenlernt. Und das koennte so geloest werden, dass man sich viel mehr getraut 
auszutauschen, einmal jemand von der Verwaltung in eine akademische Taetigkeit schicken 
und umgekehrt. 

 
81) Man muesste es einfach zulassen, dass die Menschen sich viel freier dieses individuelle 
Wissen austauschen koennen und riskieren, in der Forschung und in der Lehre ein 
Abenteuer einzugehen. Es gilt, Raeume zu schaffen fuer sinnloses Zusammensein, die 
Interdisziplinaritàt zu pflegen. 

 
82) Man muss sich zu diesen Themen gemeinsam unterhalten. Es braucht einen Moment der 
Reflexion und der Analyse, wo man auch aufeinander eingeht und mit allen Beteiligten alles 
bespricht. 

 
83) Vor kurzer Zeit bin ich nach Paris gefahren, um dort, zusammen mit einer 
Verwaltungsangestellten, eine Ausstellung vorzubereiten. Wir sind direkt zum 
Ausstellungsgebaeude gefahren. Da nichts vorbereitet war, habe ich zusammen mit meiner 
Mitarbeiterin die Ausstellung hergerichtet. Diese Zusammenarbeit fuehrte zu gegenseitigem 
Verstaendnis. Da ist viel Wissen geflossen. Von ihnen auch, dass sie erfuhren, dass ich 
meine Haltung aendern kann und andere Sachen zulassen kann. Durch die Vorbildfunktion. 

 
84)   L’Euregio   che   va   a   coprire   la   vecchia   regione   asburgica   come   un   unico   bacino   di  
interesse - per creare un asse di collaborazione - abbiamo creato un corso magistrale sulla 
gestione degli ambienti montani che facciamo in collaborazione con Innsbruck. Il consiglio 
di corso è unico. La governance del corso è trasversale. 

 
85) Ein Wissenschaftler hat eine super Idee und wir sagen, mit welchen Werkzeugen es der 
Wissenschaftler machen kann.  

 
86) Nella facoltà abbiamo bisogno delle figure intermedie. Dobbiamo creare un supporto 
‘blended’. 
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