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ABSTRACT

Purpose: Knowledge Management (KM) is a global organizational practice that focuses on core
guestions around knowledge sharing and creation, and which is characterized by definitional
issues and a schism over the nature of knowledge. Against this definitionally problematic
background, this study investigates how KM practitioners construct identities as expert in an
online discussion forum.

Design/ methodology / approach: The study adopts a discourse analytic approach, grounded in
the Discourse Psychology paradigm, and its underlying theory that all language, including both
talk and text, is situated action in social interaction, marked by variation, function and
consequences.

Findings: Analysis demonstrates how forum contributors deploy discursive devices
constructively, actively and relationally to formulate membership of an expert elite group, and
that group membership is marked by inter-group competitive rivalry. This has synergies with
the Theory of Creative Abrasion.

Practical implications: The study has implications for KM theories and practice in demonstrating
how a focus on discourse can reveal actions and consequences inaccessible to traditional
research methods. It also reveals how variance in talk — consensus vs. rivalry — indexes to the
definitional issues ascribed to KM.

Originality / value: We believe this to be the first discursive approach to the study of language
in the KM domain, and that it demonstrates the rich potential for future studies.

KEYWORDS: knowledge management, discourse analysis, identity construction, rivalry, stance-
taking, discussion forum, practitioners.

Article categorization: Research paper
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1. INTRODUCTION

More than two decades ago, Peter Drucker (1998) argued that “new knowledge” is the superstar of
innovation and entrepreneurship in organizations. It would be difficult to challenge this.
Undoubtedly, there has been a revitalization in recognition of the importance of knowledge (Grant,
2002). Consequently, the discipline of Knowledge Management (KM) has become a global business,
with a burgeoning literature (Hislop, 2010). To say that KM is essential to competitive edge and
innovation could be stating the obvious. Yet, the definition of KM remains problematic (Bouthillier
and Shearer, 2002), as does the nature of knowledge itself (Boisot, 2002), and the elements which
constitute innovation (Quintane, 2011). Not unsurprisingly, there is criticism of KM for failing to
deliver on its promises (e.g., Garcia-Perez and Ayres, 2010: Weber, 2007).

KM is concerned with the core questions of how to share knowledge and generate new knowledge.
These practices are widely accepted as being essential to innovation (Donate, 2011) and competitive
edge (Koch, 2011). Central to these questions is the nature of knowledge. The literature broadly falls
into two opposing schools: those who reify knowledge as object (e.g., Nonaka and Toyama, 2007)
and those who consider knowledge to be something that we do in social interaction (e.g., Thompson
and Walsham, 2004; Boisot, 2002). This schism has implications for KM practice, and in particular for
the methods adopted in KM research. These and other factors, formulate the domain of KM as a
fascinating one for the Social Psychologist, and in particular, for the discourse psychologist, although
to date it has largely been ignored by workers in these disciplines despite the fact that knowledge is
a fundamentally a psychological phenomenon.

Research is essential to developing practice and improving outcomes. The research methods
adopted in the KM domain are generally dominated by conventional quantitative (e.g., Nonaka et
al., 1994) and qualitative surveys (e.g., Tong and Mitra, 2009), semi-structured interviews (e.g.,
Thompson and Walsham, 2004; Mariotti, 2011), and case studies (e.g., Bouthillier and Shearer, 2002;
Weber, 2007; Tong et al., 2009). Whilst one can argue that all research methods have their
limitations, and are subject to criticism, such conventional methods have become the particular
subject of criticism over the last 20 years, predominantly emanating from the post-modernist, social
constructionist, critical social psychology and ethnomethodology schools (e.g., Silverman, 2007;
Ainsworth and Hardy, 2004; Willig, 2003). What this study aims to do is to introduce a new research
method to the domain of KM: the Discourse Analysis (DA) paradigm.

Fairclough (2001) argues that: “The emergence of a “knowledge-based” economy means an
economy is also “discourse-based” in the sense that new knowledges are produced, circulated and
applied in production as new discourses, for instance, the discourse of “teamwork”, (p 231). It
follows, then, that a DA approach to KM would be an appropriate paradigm for research. In their
discussion of the use of DA in organizational studies, Phillips and Di Domenico (2009) argue that DA
is increasingly being used to investigate social construction of organizational and interorganizational
phenomena, although they acknowledge that the definition of “discourse” is very much open to
debate . None-the-less, as Hardy (2001) attests: “Such discursive studies are playing a major role in
the study of organizations and in shaping some of the key debates that frame organization and
management theory,” (p 25). In the post-modernist model, people generate, share and “manage”
knowledge in discursive social interaction. People use discourse to construct versions of the world
which are variant, functional and consequential (Potter and Wetherell, 1987). Assuch DA is not just
a research method, it is also a theoretical framework.

The principle argument made here is that knowledge is constructed in social interaction — talk and
text. That being the case, the focus of study should be on questions around how people “do”
knowledge in social interaction, and with what consequences. This concept and approach stems
from a reaction to what are seen as the limitations and deficiencies in conventional theories and
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research methods: the so-called “crisis” in Social Psychology. This crisis centres on the criticism of
traditional Social Psychology’s slavish adherence to the positivist experimental method, and
politicization of research (Gergen, 1973; Stainton-Rogers, 2003). Quite simply, the new Critical
Social Psychology eschews the whole idea that any psychological research can be without researcher
bias (Van Dijk, 2001), or that human psychological states and behaviours can be objectively and
explicitly observed and measured for consistent, generalisable patterns (Potter and Wetherell,
1987). As Gergen argues, “..the monument to objectivity is hollow,” (1991: p 85). Potter et al. are
credited with being the first to introduce DA to Social Psychology, which work marks a radical
departure from conventional theories and methodologies, arguing that these theories simply cannot
explain the variability inherent in talk as action.

A fundamental assumption of DA is that language is inseparable from the processes of thinking and
reasoning; it is constructive, functional, variable and consequential (Potter and Wetherell, 1987). It
is constructive in that people use language to construct versions of the world using words that are
culturally, ideologically and historically available to them, and consequently this relies on socially
shared meanings (Billig, 2001). This implies that language is functional — utterances are constructed
for a reason. It is variable in the sense that one person could account for the same thing in
completely different ways. It is consequential because all of these attributes result in an action with
consequences: e.g., argument, persuasion, agreement. Language is, consequently, the site of social
interaction, and all human linguistic interaction is social, whether written or spoken. DA’s focus is on
what people do with their talk/text, how they accomplish actions, and what their consequences are.

In recent years, there has been an explosion of theory and research in this paradigm: as Guba and
Lincoln (2005) attest, “There can be no question that the legitimacy of postmodern paradigms is well
established and at least equal to the legitimacy of received and conventional paradigms” (p 191).

Some KM theories and approaches emphasise the importance of social interaction between people
in working environments. For example, Nonaka’s (1994) theory of the knowledge creating firm
underlines the notion of “ba”, an environment in which people are free to interact and share
knowledge, arguing that knowledge can only be created through dialogue between people.
Similarly, Leonard and Senisper (2002) promote the “creative abrasion” environment in which
people with differing skills and experiences come together to create new knowledge by interacting
“abrasively”. Frank Blackler, with his Activity Theory of knowing, goes further in stressing the
importance of language (1995). Mariotti’s (2011) study emphasizes the role of social communication
to facilitate knowledge sharing and innovation in motorsport companies. There is clearly space for a
systematic analysis of discourse in action as a method of understanding how knowledge is shared
and created.

As an example, this study introduces the use of DA as a paradigm for investigating how knowledge
practitioners go about their business of constructing themselves as experts in KM in the context of a
public, online professional discussion forum. This is of interest for two reasons: first, the study of
identity has a lengthy history in the domain of DA and is, according to Cote (2005), one of the
fastest-growing areas in social sciences. Secondly, the idea of “selling one’s credentials” as an expert
in what | have already characterized as a definitionally difficult domain is an intriguing one, and
eminently suitable for a discursive approach. | begin with a brief review of the relevant identity
literature, followed by a discussion of method and the empirical data used. | then offer an analysis
and discussion of the data, focusing on identity construction. | conclude by outlining the
implications of this work for KM in general, and for its core questions particular. What | aim to
achieve is to demonstrate how the DA paradigm and method can shine new light and insight into the
study of KM. This work is part of a wider study which takes a DA approach to the creation and
sharing of knowledge in organizations.
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2. DISCOURSE AND IDENTITY

There has been a noticeable movement away from the notion of identity as a static, enduring entity
towards identity seen as dynamic, fluid and malleable depending on context (Phillips and Di
Domenico, 2009). Gergen (1991), in his theory of the saturated self, draws a compelling argument
for the multiplicity of selves which arise in response to environmental and social stimulus, and in
particular to the rise of social technologies. This has interesting parallels with the development of
KM, where technology is also seen as push factor (Grant, 2002). From these perspectives, identity
can be seen as a socially constructed phenomenon although, | would argue, not entirely at the whim
of context at any given time. There is a tendency for the DA purists to take the notion of identity to
the extreme with the implication that it simply does not exist outside of social interaction with
others. There is, as Cote (2006) points out, a state of confusion over the precise nature of identity,
as indeed arguably exists over all psychological phenomena.

Setting aside debates over identity’s nature, a brief review of some of the DA work in this field
reveals some of its contributions to the body of knowledge, beginning with two classic studies. Abell
and Stokoe (2001) used DA to investigate how Princess Diana accomplished the business of
constructing and contrasting her “true self” and her royal role as two distinctive identities ina TV
documentary interview. They show how culturally situated identities are located in conversation,
arguing that social identity does not exist as some private cognitive process, but rather, “identity is
rooted in a discursive theory of language” (p 417). In other words, their study shows how identities
are manufactured in social interaction between people, rather than being a single, individualistic,
enduring and static inner “self.

Locke and Edwards (2001), studied former US President Bill Clinton’s testimony before the Grand
Jury, demonstrating how he uses crafted rhetorical practices to both manage and mitigate the
relationship between himself and Monica Lewinsky. They particularly note, for instance, how
Clinton uses memory limitations, combined with an explicit desire for accuracy of recall, as a
rhetorical resource to mitigate accountability for “forgotten actions”. In their analysis, Locke et al
demonstrate how claims to memory failure can serve as a device for mitigating — or avoiding —
responsibility, which is powerful, persuasive and consequentially effective. The use of this and other
devices works to construct Clinton as only interested in the evidential facts, and consequently as
someone to be trusted and believed.

Another study uses the example of older workers to demonstrate how DA can be used to unpick
very real social issues, and how meanings associated with “labels” influence behavior and action
(Ainsworth and Hardy, 2004). Ainsworth et al.’s interest lies in how the identity of “older worker”,
and its associated meanings, are evoked in discourse arguing that conventional research methods
are unable to unlock these subtleties, which have real consequences for people categorized in this
way. Hobbs (2003) uses a study of courtroom proceedings to demonstrate how a lawyer uses her
rhetorical practices and resources to construct an “in group” which includes herself and the jurors,
but not the opposing attorney, to great effect in constructing mutual empathy.

With particular reference to identity in the context of discussion forums, Myers (2010) investigates
how online bloggers use language to take stances, arguing that, in doing this, the priority of the
blogger is to mark their position relative to others rather than collective discussion. Stance-taking,
Myers argues, is not just about having an opinion on any given topic, but rather it uses that opinion
to align or misalign with someone else interactionally. Arguably, the business of stance-taking is
fundamentally concerned with identity construction, and that both are bound to context and social
interaction.
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This brief review of DA studies illustrate how talk and text can be approached from a different
perspective as a means of investigating human phenomenon. Next, | show how this framework is
applied to the domain of knowledge management and practitioner identity.

3. DATA

In November 2010, a member of an online Linked In “Knowledge Managers” discussion forum posed
some basic questions around KM. Linked In is an online social networking service for professionals,
fostering virtual networks of contacts (“connections”) and special interest discussion forums. Over a
seven-day period, 14 individuals (all male) made contributions to the forum, although one
contributor was subsequently excluded from this study because of deficiencies in written English.
This empirical data forms the core of the present study, and was downloaded in its entirety from the
discussion forum. No changes of any nature were made to the contents of the forum and the
researcher also made no contribution to the forum herself. Therefore, the data can be said to be
naturally occurring: “...naturally occurring data can serve as a wonderful basis for theorizing about
things we could never imagine,” (Silverman, 2007: p 59).

4. METHOD OF ANALYSIS

The method of research is DA, loosely based on the framework developed by Potter and Wetherell
(1987). The text is studied for performance and achievement, for construction and consequence.

A major challenge for researchers working with online discussion forum text is managing the
subjective nature of the analysis. Even though the researcher took no part in the forum itself, it was
still selected as one from many for the purposes of this study. There is also no control over who
contributes to the forum. In both cases, there is the potential for bias. If one agrees with Markham’s
argument that, “Frankly, whether or not the researcher participates or simply observes, the
construction of the research report will present a particular reality of the object of analysis that is
influenced by the identity and participation of the researcher,” (2005: p 802), it rather suggests that
the pursuit of an objective, unbiased account based on empirical data is a lost cause before one
starts. Gergen (1973) argues that it is virtually impossible for the Social Psychologist to avoid
bringing her own values to her practice.

To address these potential issues, | have used naturally occurring data, and have included data
extracts such that the reader may formulate their own analysis. Wherever possible, | have
attempted to ground the analysis in the literature. As this is written text, no notation protocols have
been used, and text is shown as is.

5. ETHICS

The contents of the discussion forum are publicly displayed, and contributors are aware that any
person may read what they have written at any time, and that the text may be taken out of the
forum context and re-used elsewhere. To protect individual identities, all names have been changed
to letters of the alphabet, assigned to participants reflecting the order in which they appear in the
discussion.

6. ANALYSIS and DISCUSSION

6.1 The Trigger: more than a request for advice
The trigger for the discussion is a set of questions posted by A to start a new discussion.
Extract 1-Aand B
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A: | have some basic question in knowledge management. What

are the objectives of knowledge management? What is the main

role of knowledge manager? How can encourage technician and users to use it?
B: Great question, I'm interested in the answer of this also.

PwnNE

Superficially, A scripts himself as doing nothing more than seeking advice, where the framing of
guestions as “basic” (line 1) works to mitigate any criticism (Abell and Stokoe, 2001). However,
according to Gricean maxims, the first sentence is superfluous to the business of asking questions
(Wood and Kroger, 2000): so what is it doing there? Wetherell argues that “(T)to speak at all is to
speak from a position,” (2001: p 23). Further analysis hears a tone of frustration in line 1, suggesting
that a return to basics is needed in the face of difficulties or complexities and insufficiencies
elsewhere: it is not just doing a request for advice. B’s response orients to this framework of
insufficiency, scripting a warrant (Willig, 2003) for the questions (line 4). This effects a form of
collaborative recognition in which, according to Perakyla (2005), two people work together to create
a status for each other: thus, A is not the only one who needs a return to basics.

A’s questions create a gift of an opportunity: they serve as an open invitation to KM practitioners /
managers to “shop-window” their knowledge and expertise. One would expect each participant to
engage in the business of displaying their wares — in this case, expertise — with little discussion
interaction between them. At top level, this is indeed what the forum looks like, with only one overt
instance of direct between-participant engagement over several turns. However, the analysis shows
that the actions and business being performed in the forum are — for the most part - complex and
highly relational: displays of expertise and knowledge by one contributor are dependent on
orientating to others. Further, it can be shown how expertise is linked to competitive rivalry.

The analysis demonstrates two primary actions: group work, performed in social interaction
between contributors, and claims to privileged knowledge, which do not necessarily rely on
discursive interaction between contributors. Beginning with group work, this is shown to be a multi-
layered rhetorical practice which can be grouped into 4 sub-themes: construction, positioning,
rivalry and consensus patterns.

6.2 Construd A y =D N®LdgfJa ¢ | & xpe¥rtstdlisSNB 2 F S

According to Rasmussen (2010), members of social groups assume that other members have the
same view of the world as they do. The implication of this is the group members have group
empathy, a socially shared perspective (Gergen, 1991). Various studies have explored how people
use their discourse to construct “in-groups” and “out-groups” as an essential strategy for managing
identity and accomplishing some desired outcome. Hobbs (2003), for instance, illustrates how one
American courtroom lawyer uses African American Vernacular English to script herself and jurors as
members of the same group with a common, shared empathy, consequentially constructing the
opposing lawyer as a non-member. In their study of the category of “older workers”, Ainsworth and
Hardy (2004) suggest that “discourse constructs identities by defining groups, their interests, their
position within society and their relationship to other groups,” (p 240). Thus, the casting of groups
and group membership is a performative resource strategically and relationally used to manage
identity. Extract 2 is the first ‘group construction’ action in the forum, and has important
consequences for what follows.

Extract2-C
82. Remember a strategy without tactics is like a head without legs.
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83. It is the what without the how. The strategy and tactics will be
84. different for each organisation, as each organisation is unique.
85. While we cannot describe the exact route we can advise on the
86. road rules to guide you there.

This is the second contribution from C, in response to A’s reformulation of his questions implying
that C and D, the first responders to the original questions, had not understood them. Inline 82, C
uses an imperative with a call to action, to “remember”, scripting the importance of tactics to
strategy through the use of a metaphor, thus accounting (Silverman, 2007) for his previous
‘tactically-loaded’ turn. This can be heard as a powerful admonishment to A, which scripts A’s
reformulated questions, and their emphasis on strategic over tactical, as being ridiculous. The
admonishment starts the business of constructing an expert elite group (lines 85 and 86), to which C
belongs.

The reference to advising and road rules, combined with the use of the pronoun “we”, establishes
this group as expert, and by default scripts A as being in the out-group, as the one needing to be
guided. C accounts for the scope and boundaries of the group (lines 83 — 85), reflexively
accomplishing the second function of positioning himself as a leading in-group member, whilst at the
same time working to manage the expectations of the “out-group”. What this utterance does is
fascinating in that, on the one hand, C makes excuses for the group’s inability to offer concrete
direction (“..each organization is unique.”, line 84), but he none-the-less scripts the potential advice
of the group as worth having. There is also a suggestion of this being a closed-elite group which will
only go so far in giving advice

6.3 Positioning and group membership

Extract 2 shows how C constructs a group then takes a position or stance within it. Almost all
subsequent forum contributions — while not making explicit reference to group membership —
formulate relational positions to it, which they do using one of two actions. The first of these is a
warrant for membership through displays of credentials.

Extract3-G
87. I am working in knowledge intensive sectors for more than
88. 15 year now and | switched on purpose between areas with a

In extract 3, which comes immediately after extract 2, G indexes his membership to the expert group
with a display of credentials as a warrant (Silverman, 2007) for membership. The claimed
experiential longevity allied with a claim to purposefulness are used explicitly as a passport for group
admission. The second method is more subtle, and involves relational stance-taking or positioning.

According to Davies and Harre’s (1990) Positioning Theory, people position themselves through their
language practices, and this is accomplished in a “sea” of relational interactions with others. Myers
(2010), in his study of stance-taking in public discussion blogs, argues that stance-taking is not
limited to expressing opinion: opinion is used as a tool to align or disalign with some other. In this
sense, stance-taking is relational and reflexive. There are similarities between Myers’ bloggers and
the participants in the present forum: both have a need to present themselves as entitled to an
opinion (Myers), which is both functional and consequential.

In extract 4, E uses a verb of cognition, “I think” (line 46), to position himself in relation to C and the
elite group. Here, opinion has the function of warranting group membership.

Extract4—-E
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46. | think C accurately "touched on" the second

47. part of your concerns, "...encouraging technicians/users" - this

438. requires incentives that satisfy the "what's in it for me" requirement
49. people have, in order to gain their investment of time/energy/support.

The fragment “I think” has been shown to work as a doubt marker (Wooffitt and Allistone, 2008),
and as a condition on what follows (Abell and Stokoe, 2001). Here, it works to strengthen and claim
ownership of the subsequent opinion laid out as stance or position. The use of a container
(“touched on”, line 46) reflexively marking what follows as an elaboration on C’s earlier contribution,
and simultaneously serving to undermine C, constituting C with the category of credibility problem
(Silverman, 2007). The “touched on” nature of C’s earlier contribution can be heard as being
insufficient, too light, limited in its substance, with the use of parentheses serving to draw attention
to this deficiency. So, E’s initial complementary note about the accuracy of C's contribution is
effectively downgraded (Potter and Edwards, 2003). This is compounded by the elaboration work in
lines 48 — 49, again signaling the insufficiency of C’s earlier contribution. In short, this can be heard
as “I know more than he does!”, with an associated appeal to trustworthiness. What is interesting
about this formulation is the work that it achieves in terms of groups and membership. On the one
hand, it is shown that E effectively downgrades C’s contribution as insufficient, but on the other, he
actively works to warrant membership of the elite in-group of KM experts. Is he constructing a new,
rival group? | suggest that what E is doing here is establishing what will become an in-group pattern
in subsequent contributions: rivalry. In this instance, E conjures rivalry through ascribing a note of
insufficiency to a previous contribution. Another way to construct the category of rivalry is through
disagreement.

6.4 InGroup Rivalry
The next extract marks a display of some very complex actions with consequences, serving as an
example of the competitive rivalry that marks the in-group.

Extract 6 —Kand )

155.  (K): You can get people to use the system, by ensuring that they
156.  find knowledge that helps them

157. (andJ, | am going to disagree with you | am afraid. It

158.  should be more about knowledge seeking and re-use than about
159.  knowledge sharing. No point in sharing if nobody is seeking, no
160. pointin sharing if nobody re-uses)

161. (J): I'd agree about the seeking but I've always thought of re-use as
162.  part of sharing.

163. That said, the number of organisations that collect knowledge

164.  but make no effort to encourage is re-use is legion!!

This extract is one of the few occurances where participants directly address one another in a form
of debate. K formulates his disagreement with J in a container of brackets, invoking the form of an
aside (lines 157 — 160). K frames his disagreement as being something that he prefers not to do (line
157), scripting the category of politeness. Myers (1989) argues that such politeness devices are used
to mitigate against Face Threatening Acts, and that speakers generally attempt to avoid threats to
their own face and those of others. Here the politeness device works to construct K’s desire to
agree with J, but in the event, he cannot. He then formulates a warrant for his disagreement stance
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with an elaboration of a set of affairs (lines 158 — 160). In doing this, K constructs a version (Willig,
2003) of KM that is at variance to that constructed earlier by J. In this case, the elaboration turn
does not function as an insufficiency note, but rather as an alternative formulation presented as
practical, pragmatic and beyond doubt: “should be....No point....no point”. In particular, the
invocation of “no point” (lines 159 and 160) conjures J’'s contribution as having a potential credibility
problem (Silverman, 2007), reflexively casting K himself as having more experience and expertise,
with stronger entitlement to in-group membership.

Jinitially orients to agreement with K, but then conjures a disclaimer framed with an extreme case
formulation (Abell and Stockoe, 2001): “But I've always thought....” (line 161). This works powerfully
to re-position the stance claimed in the first part of the talk with a new stance as a contrast to the
first. Potter and Wetherell (1987) speculate that such contrast structures can make speech
messages more convincing. The invocation of credibility problems comes in lines 163 and 164 where
J makes a claim to privileged knowledge (Willig, 2003), which he frames with a disclaimer, “That
said...”, indexing to his first stance in line 161. J accounts for the practice of “seeking” and the
collection of knowledge as problematical and discredited, using another extreme case formulation,
“legion!!”, marked with two exclamations to increase the “volume” of his rhetoric.

6.5 Consensus Patterns

This is a commonplace pattern of accounting in the text (Charlebois, 2010): a participant indexes
consensus agreement to the previous turn, then performs an elaboration which serves both as an
account for warranting in-group membership and conjuring insufficiency of previous contributions.
In the understood sense of a “discussion” forum, this pattern is the nearest the participants get to in
terms of achieving a discussion. This consensus pattern is well displayed in extract 5.

Extract7—-M

192. lalso want to support K on the topic of incentives - people
193.  should "do" good KM things because it makes sense in the
194.  pursuit of a business objective, not because they are offered a
195.  carrot or beaten with a stick.

196.  As K said, that leads simply to gaming behavior.

197. The rewards should be mostly intrinsic, rather than extrinsic.

This is the last participant in the forum data. M scripts his support for K (line 192), then constructs
an elaboration which warrants this support (lines 193 — 195). Alternatively, one could argue that the
elaboration component can be heard as scripting K’s earlier contribution as being insufficient in that
it requires more elaborative detail from M. M frames further consensus agreement with K in line
196, accomplishing a confirmatory note. He then rhetorically and reflexively accomplishes two
actions again in line 197: he both scripts an elaboration of what “K said”, and performs a warrant for
his consensus agreement with K. But, again, one could interpret this as a note of insufficiency
inherent in K’s earlier contribution.

By scripting previous turns as less than adequate in the business of explicating KM, contributors
position themselves as competitive to others — as “knowing more”. In this way, participants are
shown to employ stance-taking (Myers, 2010) or subject positions (Charlebois, 2010) which are
wholly reliant on the invocation of others’ credibility problems (Silverman, 2007), in the endeavour
of casting self as trusted expert.

The importance of in-group construction, linked to competitive rivalry, has clear implications and
synergies with group creative abrasion theory proposed by Leonard and Sensiper (2002). Abrasion

theory proposes that innovation relies on groups comprising individuals with different skills,
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experiences and knowledge creating a melting pot in which innovation can ignite. Through their
group work, participants work collaboratively to provide a solution to A’s questions, whilst at the
same time working up identity credentials as expert with entitlement to be heard as such through
the deployment of competitive rivalry devices — creative abrasion in action. Forum participants may
not be in the business of generating innovation, but in the business of displaying expertise,
interactional abrasion is shown as essential.

6.6 Claims to privilegedknowledge

One of the most commonly displayed repertoires in the forum is the making of claims to privileged
knowledge. This is accomplished through various devices : listing, references to information “out
there”, use of metaphors, display of experience, use of parentheses, alignment with authority /
leadership and use of abbreviations for domain specific terminology. Arguably, these devices index
more directly to the call to basics in their explicit and presented as straightforward nature. Two of
these are explored here.

6.6.1 Listing
Several participants list items in text which evokes knowledgeableness: extract 8 serves as an

example. This is the third response to the questions posted by A, and its organization explicitly
indexes to the questions: Objectives, Role and Reach. The rhetorical pattern created by this
structure of response attempts to script D as knowledgeable expert who can offer answers to such
questions.

Extract8-D

11. Objectives: The main aim of KM is to simplify and improve the
12. process of creating, capturing, sharing, and distributing of knowledge
13. in a company. Implementing KM solutions helps making better

14. informed decisions, fewer errors, less reinventing of wheels,
15. increased innovation, and responsiveness, improved products,
16. services and profitability.

The listing evident in lines 12, 14, 15 and 16 refers to process as well as outcomes. Rasmussen
(2010) shows how listing, performed in this way, provides a warrant to be heard as more
knowledgeable than others. Here, listing functions as a display of practiced knowledge: it is
constructive and ordered, serving as a “calling card”. Additionally, the positive emphasis evoked by
D (“...simplify and improve...” and “better informed...fewer....less.....increased.....improved...”) scripts
KM as a beneficial practice, something worth doing, reflexively scripting D an expert worth knowing.
What is missing from this text is any suggestion of interaction with others. According to Davies and
Harre’s (1990) Positioning Theory, such non-interactional identity construction should not be
possible. The scripting intent, then, is clear, but is it as effective at constructing expert identity as
the insufficiency-elaboration strategy?

6.6.2 Metaphors

Metaphors are more complex devices which depend on social discursive interaction for meaning and
consequence: they are rooted in history and culture, playing a crucial role in discourse (Wee, 2005).
In extract 9, the use of metaphors arguably not only works to construct the category of expert
through displaying the ability to draw analogies between a KM practice and something completely
different, but they also work reflexively to script the speaker as sympathetic to A’s difficulties.
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Extract 3 is taken from the second response to A’s questions. It is quite short, and indicative of a
response made at speed, perhaps in a bid to be seen as the first to formulate an answer.

Extract9-C

KM objective is to utilse distributed implicict and explicit knowledge

of people. The main role of the K manager is to employ methods to use

this knowledge. User adoption builds when benefits are visible and tangible.
Yes it is like herding cats or starting a mobile phone network , you

start small & build participants who see the benefits of adoption.

o N U

The two metaphors (line 8) contain categories which are particularly inference rich (Abell and
Stokoe, 2001). The “yes” at the start of line 8 functions as a both a receipt and a disclaimer for the
difficulty of “doing” KM, with the advice given in line 9 conjuring the mitigating circumstances. It
indexes directly to A’s frustration tone in its receipt of the difficulties of doing KM. The first
metaphor (line 8) constructs KM as requiring extreme skill and experience, functioning as an
extreme case formulation (Abell et al., 2001). The indicated tone of orality (Montero et al., 2007)
also serves to evoke empathy with A’s difficulties. The second metaphor is interesting in its variance
from the first, and its potential to be seen as a constructed source (Wee, 2005). However, in the
absence of any further explication by C, the first metaphor works to shine meaning on the second,
implying that “starting a mobile phone network” is as hard as “herding cats”. The consequence of
this construction of KM scripts C as a KM expert, but one who is sympathetic to A’s issues, and who
has the expertise to provide guidance. Note how this claim to privileged knowledge device works
interactionally with others (in this case, A) through its orality, unlike the listing in extract 8. It also
acknowledges the difficulties of KM which is at variance to the issue-softening effect of discursive
devices such as listing.

7. CONCLUSIONS

This study is based on the theory of language as the location of action which is both functional and
consequential. Many of the leading KM theories and practices recognize the importance of social
interaction and communications in knowledge sharing and creation. The argument presented here
is that such theories and practices do not go far enough: investigations in the KM domain which
focus on discourse as the site of action and accomplishment have the ability to reveal far more
about how participants “do” knowledge in particular, and construct versions of the social world in
general than conventional research methods and theories. Fairclough (2001) argues that
knowledge-based economies are discourse-based by default. It follows that to understand the
practices of knowledge sharing and creation, one should look more in the direction of how such
accomplishments are achieved, not what is achieved.

Within the definitionally problematic domain of KM, the present study investigates how KM
practitioners construct and manage identity as expert in a public, online forum. Two principle
strategies are revealed, the simpler of which is that of making claims to privileged knowledge. This
strategy does not depend on interaction with others, it is not necessarily relational and consequently
is limited in its power to persuade. The more effective strategy involves group work around the four
themes of in-group construction, positioning and membership, in-group rivalry and consensus-
elaboration. What these strategic themes demonstrate is the fundamental variance in talk-
interaction. On the one hand, participants work collaboratively to evoke consensus agreement with
others (with only one instance of “polite” disagreement). By contrast, this is invariably followed by
an elaboration turn which effectively casts a question over the completeness and sufficiency of
previous turns, while reflexively bill-posting the turn-maker as more knowledgeable. Expertise is
shown to be consequential to rivalry, which is consistent with Leonard and Sensiper’s (2002) creative
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abrasion theory.

The spotlighting of this particular transactional strategy also has the effect of indexing to the
definitional issues which characterize KM. One can agree with another, but what the other offers is
not enough. Agreement can co-exist with disagreement, consensus can co-exist with rivalry.

In sum, | have sought to show how a discourse analysis paradigm and methodology can be applied to
the domain of KM, using identity construction as an example. The intention is to open up both the
horizon and the debate on a new perspective on KM and knowledge. The broader implications are
that a DA approach to the study of KM could well reveal greater understanding of the devices and
processes involved in knowledge sharing and creation. There is considerable scope within this
domain for more research into its fascinating, complex, variable and rich discourses.
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