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Abstract 

In this paper we describe the findings of an investigation of emerging knowledge distributing 

phenomena of today within organizations as well as society that are using computers as a medium for 

electronically distributing knowledge. The investigation has identified some of these phenomena and 

described them in term of their characteristics, thus generalizing the findings in trying to uncover why 

these phenomena exists, i.e. why people use these means for distributing knowledge. 
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1 Introduction 
 

1.1 The research problem 
This investigation has been motivated by the fact that that during the recent years attention has been 

directed to the growth of knowledge instead of just focusing on information. This shows us that 

organizations of today has come to realize and recognize the strategic necessity of treating knowledge, 

not as a commodity but as a resource needed to be managed and given support.  

 

It is not that knowledge, as a phenomenon, hasn't been import before. Knowledge and skills of the 

worker and of the organization as a whole has always been important before. It is just that they have 

not been given much attention as a resource, the same as information.  

 

Hansen, Nohria, and Tierney (1999) states that it wasn't until the 1990s that chief executives started 

talking about knowledge management. As the foundation of industrialized economies has shifted from 

natural resources to intellectual assets managers were compelled to examine the knowledge 

underlying their businesses and how that knowledge is used. At the same time, their rise of networked 

computers has made it possible to codify, store, and share certain kind of knowledge more easily and 

cheaply than before. 

 

This growing focus upon knowledge has become apparent within literature of organizational learning 

and organizational memory, e.g. Walsh and Ungson (1991), calling for methods for managing it. 

 

Since the rise of widespread usage of internet as a mean for communication, computers have come to 

be seen more as a tool for distributing or sharing information and knowledge than just as a computing 

machine. Knowledge distribution with the help of electronic means such as computers and Internet 

has seen a growth the last decade that is unparalleled, and thus has given rise to and enabled new 

knowledge distribution phenomena. 

 

The research aims to investigate some of the emerging knowledge distribution phenomena within 

organizations and society, and to describe their characteristics in a generalized model. The Internet 

has here been used as the medium for electronically distributing knowledge and as an instrument for 

the investigation. 

 

By investigating the emerging ways of distributing knowledge, we hope to clarify not only what they 

are and what characteristics they have but also why they are used, as opposed to traditional ways of 

distributing knowledge. In answering the above question one may further elaborate about what social 

aspects and motivational factors are underlying and required of them to be used successfully. One 

may further elaborate about what type of knowledge is distributed, under what conditions is the 

knowledge distribution enabled, and what are the potentials for developing support systems for their 

management? 

 

Examples of the emerging knowledge distribution phenomena, as mentioned above are:  

- The FAQ (frequently asked question), consisting of a question paired with an answer describing a 

solution; 

- Success or failure stories, knowledge expressed in some form of a case description, telling us in 

more or less narrative form of what someone did in achieving a goal or why he failed to achieve it; 

- Discussion groups, where a theme/issue is paired with several responses, some which may raise new 

themes or issues; 



- Subscriptions where you, either through registration as a customer receives specific information or 

knowledge concerning e.g. the product you have bought or subscribe for information emanating from 

a specific knowledge community; 

- Step by step guides, telling you in a straightforward way of how to go about and do something, thus 

gaining knowledge by following a good example; 

- Reviews or comments from others on specific issues, such as a specific type of product, an 

information resource, and so forth; 

- Bulletin boards where a specific audience can go and retrieve information concerning the issues the 

bulletin board is intended for, as opposed to subscriptions. 

 

One might even include hypertext as a mean of not only distributing knowledge but of organizing it. 

These ways of distributing knowledge are of course in contrast with the more traditional manuals, 

either schoolbooks, technical handbooks, or lectures and we will return to them later in the article. 

  

The benefits of the study are two: first, within an industrial perspective the investigation will reveal 

potentials for support of effective knowledge distribution, and managing; and second, within an 

academic perspective the results will give rise to development of methods and raise further issues in 

need of exploration. 

 

Motivation for the investigation can be found in the work of, going back as far as, Drucker (1988) and 

Huber (1984, 1990), relating to the growth and development of the post-industrial society and its 

informational demands, as described in the next section. Also further motivation may also be found 

within the literature concerning organizational memory (c.f. Walsh & Ungson 1991), that will be 

discussed in a later section. 

 

1.2 Growth of knowledge 
In the post-industrial society organizations are believed to face a different world compared to that of 

today. Huber (1984) characterize the post-industrial society as experiencing greater levels of 

knowledge, complexity, and turbulence, and that each of these will be increasing at a considerable 

rate. The amount of available information will grow and its absolute growth will increase. The 

increase of knowledge will lead to large increases in technological, economical, and social 

specialization and diversity. The high diversity and specialization will lead to large increase in 

societal interdependencies and thus escalate the level of complexity and its absolute growth. The 

increase of turbulence follows from the rapidity of events and increasing knowledge, causing many 

technologies to be more effective and shorten the duration of the events, thus permitting more events 

per time unit. 

 

Huber (1984) points out that the effects of advanced communication technologies, such as e-mail 

system, voice mail systems, radio-phones, etc., and computing technologies, mainly used for storing, 

retrieving, and processing information to derive new information, will be that they increase in 

availability to the individuals and increase the efficiency of communication, making the 

communication timeliness. They will open up new sources of information, which originally were 

external to the organization and keep the information more up-to-date. Decision making in post-

industrial organization will be more frequent, faster, and complex thereby increasing the decision-task 

loads greater than before. This will put high demands on the acquisition and distribution of the 

available information. 

 

According to Huber (1984) organizations will need to, more than before, scan the environment of 

information about existence of problems and opportunities or for information to be used in the future, 

and probe the environment for information not routinely gathered. Organizations must also guard 



them self against information overload, as the amount of available information will increase to the 

individual decision-maker. The increasingly keen global competition within the postindustrial society 

between organization calls for rapid product and process innovation. 

 

Huber (1984) states further that decision-making, innovation, and information acquisition and 

distribution, processes that are essential to knowledge work and knowledge management, will gain 

increased importance within the postindustrial organization when meeting the demands of post-

industrial society and environment. The focus must be placed on design features that organizations 

can employ in order make them more effective. Such design features may be technological support, 

and procedures within the work practice, as defined by Alter (1992). 

 

Drucker (1988) points out that the organizational structure is changing, becoming more flatter and 

decentralized, leading to an increase on the information load and the decision-task load of the 

management and demanding better managing of knowledge work processes. Further theoretical 

background concerning the above-mentioned impacts of information technology on knowledge and 

information work can be found with Huber (1990). 

 

2 The notion of knowledge 
Before we can start to discuss the emerging knowledge distributing phenomena it is not only 

appropriate but wise to first reflect a bit about different aspects of knowledge that are related to it's 

distribution. These aspects deal with the knowledge creation and acquisition, how knowledge is 

managed, and where the knowledge is located and retained. The following presentation is based upon 

the above aspects of knowledge distribution. 

  

2.1 Knowledge 
What knowledge is and is not has been debated since the time of the old Greeks. When we think on 

what knowledge is we somehow intuitively think of it as that which is known; the sum or range of 

what has been discovered, perceived and inferred; or that it has some thing to do with learning the 

facts about objects in the world about us. 

 

"That part of a person's information which is in accord with established fact" (Dictionary of 

Psychological Terms, English-English, 1958, p.385) 

 

Knowledge can also be regarded as a process, namely, the act of knowing: "The state of Knowing" 

(American Heritage Dictionary of English Language, 1975, p.725). 

 

There exists many more definitions of knowledge and some of them seems to be interchangeable with 

the notion of information. 

 

Wiig (1996) defines knowledge as the insights, understanding, and practical know-how that we all 

possess. Knowledge is the fundamental resource that allows us to function intelligently. Over time, 

considerable knowledge is also transformed to other manifestations such as books, technology, 

practices and traditions, within organizations of all kind and in society in general. These 

transformations result in cumulated expertise and, when used appropriately, increased effectiveness. 

Knowledge is one, if not the, principal factor that makes personal, organizational, and societal 

intelligent behavior possible. 

 

According to Baskerville (1998) knowledge is a characteristic of the living mind. A person must 

interpret and internalize it. It becomes embedded in human routines and norms. Two key aspects of 

knowledge management are of relevance to IS-researcher and developers: The transfer of tacit 



knowledge involves a social setting. The more ideal the social setting, the better the transfer. This 

means balancing the relaxed, face-to-face kind of communications with the more structured, 

electronic kind. The creation of knowledge involves both innovation and creativity. 

 

Alter (1996) states further that knowledge is a combination of instincts, ideas, rules, and procedures 

that guide actions and decisions. People need knowledge to use information effectively. 

 

Wijnhoven (1996) sees knowledge as a collection of concrete experiences, or a set of abstract 

conceptualizations. Concrete experiences consist of stories, feelings, data, and opinions about what 

has been observed. Abstract models may be science; containing laws, theorems, and procedures 

accepted as valid knowledge; or judgement, containing workable knowledge in the form of policy-

rules, probabilities, and heuristics. Science is public and accepted knowledge, whereas judgment is 

uncertain, often private and untested knowledge. This definition of knowledge is divided into two 

basic categories: know-how and know-why knowledge. 

 

Knowledge can be viewed in respect to two dimensions: the epistemological dimension, i.e. 

knowledge is either tacit or explicit; and the ontological dimension, the social interactive dimension 

(ideas/knowledge is created with the individual and interaction holds grave importance). 

 

From the epistemological perspective, knowledge is linked to beliefs: "In knowledge, a belief is 

linked to the fact believed; without this linkage there may be true belief but there will not be 

knowledge" (R. Nozick. Philosophical Explanations, 1981, p.81). Nonaka (1994) endorse the same 

epistemological view of knowledge but adds to it that it is "justified true beliefs" and thereby 

recognizing not only the absolute, static and non-human nature of knowledge but also recognize it as a 

dynamic processes in which the individuals strive to justify personal believes. 

 

Information can be viewed in a syntactic or a semantic aspect, where the syntactic aspect deals with 

the amount of information, see Shannon and Weaver (1949). The semantic deals with the meaning or 

content of information, here one may well refer to the work of Langefors (1973), that of the 

infological equation, defining information as a function of the data observed, background knowledge 

of the observer and amount of time for observation. 

 

Brookes (1980) regards knowledge as a structure of concepts linked in their relations and information 

as a small part of such a structure. The knowledge structure can be subjective or objective. Brookes 

(1980) express this relationship by what he call the fundamental equation: K(S) + dI = (S + dS), 

where K(S) = the knowledge structure, I = the increment of information, and S= the effect of the 

modification. 

 

Knowledge distributed is somehow communicated between individuals. There need to be a sender and 

a receiver or at least an intended audience. Knowledge, no matter how tacit and valuable, recorded 

through mentally painstaking process, if it does not reach an audience at some point it is not 

knowledge. Knowledge needs be communicated, shared, and interpreted to become knowledge. 

 

Nonaka (1994) further states that the informal way of thinking of knowledge is that it is processed 

information that enables us to act; to know how something works; and etc. Within the perspective of 

Information Systems field the interest lies in how to express or represent knowledge; distribute the 

knowledge or information; and how to create knowledge (through innovation i.e. defining and 

creating a problem; and developing knowledge in order to solve the problem). 

 



We adhere to the same definition of knowledge as Nonaka (1994), namely that knowledge is justified 

true beliefs that can either be tacit or explicit, divided into either know-how or know-why. 

  

2.2 Knowledge creation and acquisition 
How then is knowledge created? Where does it come from and how is it acquired? 

 

How knowledge is acquired has something to do with the process of gathering and learning. Levitt 

and March (1993) define the process of acquisition of knowledge within organizations as the 

gathering and placing of knowledge into memory stores. Wijnhoven (1996) defines the following 

adoption mechanism: learning from direct experience, where trial and error experiences are stored and 

so that knowledge is generated; learning from experiences of others, demanding that a search process 

exists in order to locate the desired knowledge, however taking over knowledge derived from the 

experience of others may pose a problem since the acquired knowledge has no universal validity; and 

learning through transactions of knowledge, memory content is acquired through a purchasing 

process, the desired knowledge's value must be measured somehow in order to buy it, payment may 

be other memory content, service, etc. 

 

Nonaka (1994) states that there are three dimensions with the individual with respect to the 

knowledge creation process: the intention, the values; degree of autonomy, self-motivation, degree of 

liberty; and degree of fluctuation, interaction, change, contradictions, or degree of anomalies (c.f. 

Kuhn's work concerning the paradigm and revolution, 1970). There exist also an ontological 

dimension pointing to that it is only individuals or group of individuals that can create knowledge. 

 

Knowledge is created through the act of transmission or conversion. Knowledge made explicit is 

knowledge that has been brought forth and represented in one form or another as opposed to tacit 

knowledge. Knowledge is thus created through the act of transmitting/converting it to/from 

tacit/explicit form. Here Nonaka (1994) contributes with a model of knowledge 

transmission/conversion consisting of two dimensions: to-from, i.e. sender-receiver, and knowledge 

type i.e. tacit or explicit. This creates four possible knowledge creation situations: from tacit to tacit, 

i.e. socialization, without language as in an apprenticeship relation, "on the job training" as Nonaka 

(1996) states; from tacit to explicit, i.e. externalization of knowledge, representing the knowledge in 

an external formal form; from explicit to explicit, i.e. combinations such as formal meetings, 

telephone calls, or computer processing systems; and last from to explicit to tacit, i.e. internalization, 

the process of learning. 

 

2.3 Managing knowledge 
Knowledge management is concerned with the representation and processing of knowledge by 

humans, machines, organization, and societies. 

 

Knowledge management is not only about managing the processes that includes knowledge work but 

also the managing of methods for these processes as well as on a higher/academic level concerned 

with the methods for managing the knowledge management methods themselves. 

 

Zwass (1998) states that knowledge management is the employment of organizational methods, 

procedures, and information systems, used to collect the knowledge and experience of the members of 

the organization and to bring them to bear on present problems and opportunities. 

 

Whereas Laudon & Laudon (1996) Knowledge management is the process of systematically and 

actively managing and leveraging the stores of knowledge in an organization. 

 



Angus and Patel (1998) brings us a four process view of what knowledge management is about, 

stating that it consists of four major processes: gathering (including activities as data entry, OCR and 

scanning, voice input, pulling information from various sources and searching for information to 

include); organizing (including activities as cataloging, indexing, filtering, and linking); refining 

(including activities as contextualizing, collaborating, compacting, projecting and mining); and 

disseminating (including activities as flow, sharing, alert, and). One might suspect that they use the 

concept of information and knowledge interchangeable since none of the above mentioned activities 

are specific for knowledge work but applicable to information work in general. 

 

2.4 Organizational memory 
To conclude, this rather brief discussion of knowledge and related concepts, a discussion on the 

location of knowledge and its retention within organization is appropriate. 

 

Organizational memories come into existence more from evolution than from design, because 

organizations need a variety of information, skills, and knowledge (Weick 1979). 

 

Organizational memory does not just contain information but knowledge as well as. Stein and Zwass 

(1995) define organizational memory as the means by which knowledge from the past exerts 

influence on present organizational activities. This memory preserves the experience the firm has 

accumulated in delivering its products and services to the marketplace. Thanks to this memory, the 

firm can continue its operations in he face of employee turnover. This is due to the fact that memory 

is retained not only in the minds of the firm's employees but also in the firm's structure that casts these 

employees into appropriate roles, in the business processes of the firm (for example, order 

processing), and in the corporate culture ("this is the way we treat the customers around here"). 

Increasingly, elements of the organizational memory reside in the software, the data and knowledge 

bases of company's systems. 

 

Walsh and Ungson (1996) define organizational memory as stored information from an organization's 

history that can be brought to bear on present decisions. This information is stored as a consequence 

of implementing decisions to which they refer, by individual recollections, and through shared 

interpretations. Information can be considered as decisional stimuli and responses that are preserved 

in particular storage bins and that have behavioral consequences retrieved. 

 

Wijnhoven (1998) defines the content of organizational memory as knowledge and information that 

can be applied in operational activities, the know-how; and knowledge and information that gives the 

theoretical, conceptual, and background understanding of know-how called know-why. Both know-

how and know-why are familiar from the earlier definitions of knowledge and constitutes the 

operational memory. Wijnhoven (1998) further defines the content of organizational memory to 

include knowledge and information about value and quality of existing skill, asset capabilities, and 

information, affecting the need for improving and changing existing know-how and know-why, the 

meta-memory, and knowledge and information that are important for retrieving and using operational 

memory and meta-memory, the so called memory information. 

 

When considering the means for organizational memory, Winjhoven (1998) defines them as both the 

processes and media for processing. The processes for managing organizational memory are 

(according to Stein and Zwass (1995): acquisition (the input), retention (the storage), search or 

retrieval, and maintenance or update. Wijnhoven (1998) adds yet another process and that is the 

dissemination when considering modern network environments. 

 



Walsh and Ungson (1996) define the media/bins for retention of organizational memory as: 

individuals, as professional skills, evaluation criteria and results, explanation of procedures, decision 

rules, personal ethics and beliefs, performance criteria, and individual routines; culture, schemes, 

stories, external communications, cultural routines, and norms base; transformation, tasks, 

experiences, rules procedures, technology, and patens; structures, task divisions, hierarchy, social 

structure, formal structure, communication structure; ecology, layout of shop floor and building 

architecture; and external, client and market characteristics, competition profiles, list of 

knowledgeable people and organizations, and technology of competitors. 

 

According to Walsh and Ungson (1996) knowledge about the decision stimuli can be retrieved 

however from only two of the bins, individuals and culture. 

 

Wijnhoven (1998) also include systems, such as planning and decision systems, process control 

systems, GroupWare, computer aided design systems, knowledge-based systems, and administrative 

systems, as one media where organizational memory is embedded. 

 

Senge (1990) points out that as an organization acquires knowledge and modifies its behavior to 

reflect this, the organization is said to be learning. Organizational memory, increasingly embedded in 

information systems, perpetuates what has been learned and is a point of departure for further 

learning. Organizational learning is necessary for the survival of the firm. 

 

3 Knowledge distributing phenomena 
The below-presented collection of different knowledge distribution phenomena is gathered through an 

investigation of the Internet. Some of these may seem to be new or specific to the Internet as media 

and others may not. 

 

3.1 FAQ 
FAQs (frequently asked questions) is a way of distributing knowledge to a community of knowledge 

worker within a specific area/field. FAQs consists of a typical standardized question that a knowledge 

worker may raise, coupled then with a following passage of text describing the solution/answer to the 

raised question. Both the question and the given solution are given in free text, in a narrative form, 

although using those technical terms that the knowledge community uses, thereby demanding more 

than a brief acquaintance with the knowledge domain. 

 

The type of knowledge is practical know-how knowledge in explicit form and is meant to give 

pragmatic solutions to real problems. Often there may be given several different FAQs within a 

specific area in order to cover as many different aspects as possible of the area/field. The FAQs given 

are not meant to give answer to every possible problem or question that might arise but to give 

general guidelines that will give enough knowledge for the reader to further draw his/her own 

conclusions and provoke a learning process. 

 

Although the knowledge of the FAQ or of the collection of FAQs may be expressed in different forms 

when comparing different ones, they share one a couple of features that makes them distinct: 

- The are always expressed as a general and common question coupled with an answer. 

- They are created by the experts within the field/area and are directed towards the knowledge worker 

within the field/area. 

 - They are meant to be browsed and questions matching the ones of the knowledge worker are 

looked-up/matched with the general and common questions of the FAQs. 

- They are always explicit know-how knowledge and the receiver is meant to internalize the 

knowledge, convert it to tacit form through comprehending it. 



 

The FAQs are very common in accompanying products that require knowledge to use, such as 

programming and system development environments. Below follows an example of a FAQ, fig. 1, 

from Microsoft. 

 

Visual Studio 6.0 Service Pack 2 

Frequently Asked Questions 

 

Q: If I did not install Service Pack 1, do I need to install it prior to installing Service Pack 2?  

A: No. The service packs are cumulative, so SP2 contains SP1. You will get all of the SP1 fixes in 

SP2.  

 

Q: What products are covered by the Service Pack? 

A: The Service Pack contains fixes for the following products:  

 Microsoft J++® 6.0 (Professional, and Learning Editions)  

 Microsoft Visual C++® 6.0 (Enterprise, Professional, and Standard Editions)  

 Microsoft Visual Basic® 6.0 (Enterprise, Professional, and Learning Editions)  

The Service Pack includes all of the fixes in Service Pack 1 and specifically resolves an issue that can 

cause some third party software to behave unexpectedly or crash after the installation of Visual 

Studio 6. This service pack also contains the required Visual J++ files needed to comply with the 

preliminary ruling issued by Federal District Court Judge Ronald H. Whyte. We recommend that all 

Visual Studio 6.0 developers install the Service Pack prior to releasing their applications, so that they 

redistribute the latest runtime files. 
 

Fig 1. Example of a FAQ at Microsoft. 

 

3.2 Success/failure stories 
A success or failure story is another way to disseminate know-how or experience-based knowledge in 

an explicit way, although in narrative form. A success story is a narration describing how someone 

went about in achieving a specific goal. The success story may therefore serve us as a good example 

to us when we try to achieve similar goals. This is learning from the experience of others, the practical 

know-how knowledge. The language of the case descriptions is the individuals' own and does not 

belong to the terminology of the elite expert group within the knowledge domain. There exist no 

obvious structure of the expressed knowledge, such as the one of FAQs. The stories are structured in 

order to allow browsing through them but can be indexed and categorized in order to allow for a more 

effective search and retrieval. 

 

The opposite of a success story is a failure story. At first one may argue against the usage of these 

because who is interested in failures. However, the are of equal importance when conveying practical 

know-how. They contain the wisdom of what not to do or describing the circumstances when an, 

otherwise successful, action might fail. The failure stories share exactly the same characteristics as the 

successful ones. 

 

The following examples, fig. 2 and fig. 3, of failure and success stories are collected from the 

infamous web-site called "Tom's hardware guide", a virtual paradise for all hardware freaks seeking 

advice and wisdom concerning different aspect of PC-hardware. A Tom's there are many examples of 

both how-to-do stories and success or failure stories.  

 

These stories are gathered from the vast collection of successful and unsuccessful experiences people 

have made when trying to overclock their computers (speed them up buy altering the clock-frequency 



of the CPU and/or the bus-frequency). At Tom's they have gone to great pains in organizing this huge 

collection of wisdom of their readers, allowing each and everyone to fill in a form describing first 

some common features with a restricted language, thus making it possible to classify and index the 

stories according some keywords, and then allowing the usage of the natural language in a 

commentary to describe the scenario/problem in a narrative form. This makes the collection easy to 

browse and search.  

 

CPU Pentium MMX 166 MHz, SL27n/a 2.8 V Stepping: O Ceramic Pin Grid Array 

Motherboard Asus TX97, Award, ver. Not important, Intel Triton TX 430TX Chipset, SDRAM 

Brand: Toshiba 

Cooling Big Heat Sink and Fan, 

Clock Speed 166 MHz to 290.5 MHz 

Multiplier 2.5 x to 4 x 

Bus Speed 66 to 83 MHz 

Comments Voltage: 3.0 V, System crashes after a short while. First of let me say that my CPU is 

SL27K, Stepping 3, I think I need to use thermal compound, multiplyer of 5.5 to reach 

456.6Mhz....FOR ANYONE THAT DOESN'T KNOW ABOUT THIS...The new TX97 

have a jumper named BF2 on them...beside Socket 7...IF you have this jumper you 

have a multiplyer of 5.5...please try it ...thanx 
Fig 2. Example of a failure story. 

 

 

CPU Pentium MMX 166 MHz, SL000 2.8 V Stepping: C Ceramic Pin Grid Array 

Motherboard Shuttle Hot-565 v1.51, Award, ver. wiq0e, Intel Triton TX 430TX Chipset, SDRAM 

Brand: Hyundai 8ns 

Cooling Standard Heat Sink and Fan, 

Clock Speed 166 MHz to 290.5 MHz 

Multiplier 2.5 x to 3.5 x 

Bus speed 66 to 83 MHz 

Comments Voltage: 2.9 V, This is SL23X !!! What a great CPU is this! At 2.9v, it's not even warm 

with the on-chip heatsink and fan. Nothing could be better, I guess. Completely stable 

in every contidition on Win95 and NT4. This CPU should be better than most 

233mmxs. There are clock-crippled versions out there, though. I'm waiting for a 

reliable 100mhz mo'bo soon.  
Fig 3. Example of a success story. 

  

3.3 Step by step 
Step by step or how-to stories tries to give good examples of hot to go about in accomplishing 

something. The are often written with the intention of begin pedagogical and represent typical know-

how knowledge represented in a language without lengthy technical explanations and burdening 

technical terms that require thorough definitions. 

 

Knowledge distributed is typical know-how and presented in a language structured often from a 

pedagogical angle. The structure of the knowledge is made into steps. For every step taken the 

knowledge base of the individual is augmented and the previously learned is often exemplified and 

thus becoming more embedded with the individual. 

 

Typically these kinds of knowledge repositories accompanies development products, this in order to 

get the individual on the correct track as fast as possible. There is an underlying intention behind this 

way distributing knowledge. Since it is presented to some pedagogical degree, the purpose is also to 



foster the reader, foster him/her in a good tradition. This ensures that all readers taking part of this 

knowledge learns a common way to express them and how to think about similar problems, thus 

having formed a knowledge community of some sort. 

 

For examples of step-by-step or how-to stories the reader is invited to visit CNET on the Internet 

(URL is supplied in the reference section). These tend to be a bit lengthy would take too much room 

to be presented here. 

 

3.4 Reviews 
Another way to seek/distribute knowledge is through review or evaluations. These are statements by 

some alleged expert or authority on a subject within a specific knowledge field and are typically 

concerned with some product, book, or service. Individuals seek out these reviews/evaluations 

because it is just to time-consuming or bone tiring to earn the wisdom through brute-experience. One 

seeks an overview of something presented in a compact format, presented by an expert, an individual 

or an organization, or what we hope is an authority of some sort. If the seekers are e.g. looking for 

reviews concerned with a group of products, they want to find some few criteria on which these 

products have been evaluated or compared so that they can form their own opinion. The knowledge 

given is know-why type of knowledge since most reviews base their argumentation on understanding 

the underlying facts. 

 

The review/evaluations are often located with the "expert in the field". Knowledge seekers locate 

these stores and browse through them. This demands that the individual wanting to take part of a 

review/evaluation must at least be able to locate these stores and that the content of them are 

somewhat known. 

 

Knowledge presented has no specific structure except for the topic-centered structure. The language 

used is not formal but, the technical level of terminology, which belongs to the "authority", and tries 

to match that of the broad audience. 

 

At CNET can be found many reviews or evaluations as well. CNET has become a popular place 

where to look for these. Since they tend to be rather lengthy sometimes, at least to long to be shown 

here in their entirety, we ask the reader to visit CNET and see for him-/herself if the need for an 

example arises (the URL to CNET is given in the reference chapter). 

 

3.5 Bulletin boards 
These are nothing more than a public location where an individual may go and post something that 

he/she thinks others should take part of. On the other hand the individual can visit the location and 

browse through what others have posted there to see if something interesting shows up. The search for 

knowledge can either be a search for something specific according one's needs or just an idle 

browsing. Bulletin boards are not totally unstructured but may be divided into different categories, 

thus making browsing more feasible. 

  

A public bulletin board would be too unrestricted to be really useful if one searches for something 

specific. There would be just too much non-relevant stuff. However, the restricted use of one within a 

specific knowledge community ensure that the members visiting the board knows roughly what it's 

content will be.  

 

Weather to consider this a means to distribute knowledge or a distribution phenomenon might be bit 

difficult to discern. On one hand a bulletin board offers a public "meeting" place, thus enabling people 

to exchange knowledge or information of any kind and acting as means for distribution. On the other 



hand bulletin boards may be regarded as distributing phenomena on its own since members of a 

specific knowledge community utilizing the board both for disseminating and retrieving knowledge 

comes to create a common knowledge store, albeit a bit unstructured. 

 

3.6 Discussion groups 
As a knowledge distribution phenomenon this one distinguishes itself from the previous ones by 

introducing the dialog as a communication model for the knowledge exchange. Discussion groups are 

typically structured to be concerned with a specific problem area. The individuals taking part in the 

discussion group usually raise different issues concerning the problem and reply to each other (they 

may even make replies upon the replies and in some sense form sub-issues). Different aspects of an 

issues together with the replies forms a web that constitutes the collective knowledge, of the 

participants, around a specific issue. Usually the discussion group is intended for reaching a common 

understanding, equalizing the individuals anxiety and expectations, of a specific problem. 

 

The discussion groups are not public in the sense that bulletin boards are. The individuals have to be 

invited to the discussion group in order to take part of it. Due to the inherent structure of issue and 

reply, following an on going discussion is rather easy even if a participant is invited in the middle of 

the discussion. 

 

Example of discussion groups are news, conference systems, and similar. 

 

3.7 Subscriptions 
This way of distributing knowledge sets itself apart from the other ones. To subscribe to something 

means that you have registered your needs at the source of the information or knowledge distribution. 

Typically we think of e-mail subscription in form of mailing lists that we subscribe to. However 

equally common is it to register yourself with a vendor whenever you bought something and receive 

upgrade information or other product information. 

 

Here you have to let others take part of your needs and let them play the active part of supplying 

knowledge to you whenever something that matches your needs can be found. The mode of 

knowledge acquisition is here a typical pushing. Knowledge is pushed upon someone by another one 

who knows the first one's needs. The process here is a directed distribution process towards selected 

receivers, based upon their explicit made and shared needs. This is opposed to the other distributing 

phenomena where the individual must take an active part, i.e. the individuals must of course know 

his/her own needs and make the effort of looking up the knowledge or pulling it from the source. 

 

Example of this distribution phenomenon is the e-mail mailing list. 

 

3.8 Hypertext documents and traditional manuals 
In contrast to the above-presented means of distributing knowledge there stands the hypertext 

documents and traditional manuals. Hypertext in its basic form is actually not a means to distribute 

knowledge but rather a means to organize knowledge as opposed to traditional linear representations 

such as manuals. Manuals are in this context all forms of linear books, such as technical manuals, 

class books, encyclopedias, and etc, whatever media they may presented on. 

 

Hypertext is an approach to information management in which information/knowledge is stored in a 

network of nodes connected by links, The combination of nodes, links, and supporting indexes for any 

particular topic is often called a hypertext document. The difference between a hypertext document 

and a conventional paper lies in the relationship between the documents logical and physical structure. 

In most paper document the physical and logical structures are very closely related and the reader 



proceeds through it in the order prescribed by the author. However, some paper documents such as 

encyclopedias and other references works operate differently. They assume that the user will identify 

a topic of interest, read about it, and then use cross-reference to find other information of interest 

related to it. Hypertext documents were designed to function in this in this way (Alter 1996). The 

point of the hypertext document is that they where meant to be represented electronically thereby 

borrowing the power of the machine when it comes to browsing through the document, thereby 

providing greater flexibility than the traditional paper encyclopedias. 

 

One may well argue that hypertext documents should be regarded as one emerging knowledge 

distribution phenomena when considering the explosion of usage of internet browser today. However 

one can just as easily argue that hypertext as a phenomena, even though sharing many characteristic 

with the other above mentioned, is nothing else but a "cross-referencing encyclopedia" with electronic 

support for browsing, but then a similar argumentation could be used about the other above described 

phenomena. 

 

4 Characterization of phenomena 
Here we try to summarize some of the findings from the investigation and try to present them in a 

generalized model of their characteristics. When looking upon the different distribution phenomena 

we have come to notice some common characteristics. The criteria for selecting these and grouping 

them together have been that they must be related to the question of why people use these within in 

the knowledge acquisition process. The following has been identified: 

- Type of knowledge, whether it is know-how or know-why knowledge, 

- Sender, whether he/she is an expert within the field or not, 

- Receiver, whether he/she is an expert within the field or not, 

- Knowledge acquisition mode, learning from experience of others or by myself, 

- Knowledge creation process; type of knowledge process according to Nonaka (1994), 

- Inherent structure of knowledge; such as with the FAQ, 

- Media for distribution, and 

- Level of language representing the knowledge, going from technical and domain specific to more 

common and general. 

 

Below we have formed a model, fig. 4, of the different knowledge distribution phenomena and their 

characteristics.  
 

Knowledge 

distribution 

phenomena 

Type of 

knowl. 

Sender Receiver Knowl. 

acquisition 

Knowl. 

creation 

Structure Language 

FAQ Both Expert Non-expert Others Intern. Question-

answer 

Technical 

Success/failure 

stories 

Know-how Non-

expert 

Non-expert Others Intern.-

extern. 

Scenario 

centered 

Jargong 

Reviews Know-why Expert Non-expert Others Intern. Topic centered Pedagogical 

Step by step 

guides 

Know-how Expert Non-expert My own Intern Incremen. Pedagogical 

Subscriptions Both Expert Expert Others Intern Topic centered Technical 

Bullentin-boards Both Both Both Others Intern.-

extern 

Topic centered Any 

Discussion groups Both Both Both Others Intern-

extern.-

socializ. 

Web or 

hierarchical 

Jargong 

Fig 4. Knowledge distribution phenomena and their characteristics. 

 



Media as a characteristics has been left out from the model because not any of the above were 

restricted to any specific (or we might restrict all of them to be computer-based). Some of these 

characteristics may be redundant and other may be lacking but this is a preliminary investigation and 

therefore a starting point for further refinement. Some that might be lacking are perhaps the 

following: 

- Purpose of the distribution, if there is a commercial, service, or educational purpose behind it; 

- Communication model underlying the knowledge conversion between sender and receiver; 

- Distribution mode, passive - active, pulling - pushing, i.e. the role the individual distributing the 

knowledge plays and how he plays it. Active pulling of knowledge from a source means to know your 

need and locate and lookup the knowledge matching your needs. Passive pulling means to filter a 

stream/flow of information against your explicit needs. Active pushing means to define a receiver or 

group of receivers and based upon their explicit made needs and disseminate relevant information to 

them. 

 

5 Discussion 
There still remains to raise some other questions like why do individuals use these distribution 

phenomena, are there any social aspects, such as sub-cultures, underlying the usage of them? 

However, the results have given us a direction to move in. We now know more what we are looking 

for. To the question of why people use these types of knowledge different phenomena one must pay a 

bit more attention. This question is not irrelevant. It reveals underlying motivation for using them and 

thus how viable they are. It is obvious that people use them because its gives them an advantage to the 

traditional ways of acquiring or disseminating knowledge. Since many of the presented knowledge 

distribution phenomena deals with a knowledge acquisition process directed toward learning from the 

experience of others, i.e. vicarious learning (Chew, Leonard-Barton, and Bohn 1991), it seems safe to 

conclude that it is far easier to learn from the mistakes or experience of other's, than to reinvent the 

wheel. The danger if this type of knowledge acquisition is that knowledge may lack universal validity 

(Wijnhoven 1998). 

 

There are several administrative issues that need to be resolved as well if we are to effectively 

leverage knowledge through the organization. These issues are mostly concerned with the retention or 

storage of the knowledge. Here Wijnhoven (1996) identifies some. First, how to give access rights to 

different groups of individuals, thereby restricting knowledge or information that contains industrial 

intellectual properties of strategic importance. Second, how to guarantee that valuable knowledge and 

expertise can be used in the future. The index structure of the knowledge stores must be an 

unambiguous one, so that all the available and relevant knowledge can be retrieved from the correct 

locations, Third, how to allocate responsibilities for different knowledge retention stores, who place 

as the gatekeeper of particular locations. Not allocating these responsibilities seems to be the surest 

way of losing the value of the knowledge and information involved. One answer that Wijnhoven 

(1996) gives in order to solve these issues partly is to locate the knowledge within the organizational 

memory. 

 

Another problem related to knowledge retention is the knowledge maintenance, especially when the 

knowledge is updated at one site while at another site people are still using the old and valid. The 

solution proposed through database literature is to reduce redundancy in the organizational knowledge 

base. On the other hand one can argue in favor of redundancy since it leads to more people being 

actively involved in the improvement of the knowledge (Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995). The question 

here is how to avoid differences in knowledge that lead to organizational differentiation, which can 

become political in nature, and how members of the organization can improve their learning 

capacities by solving knowledge and information conflicts (Senge 1990). These are just some of 



possible several different administrative issues that must be given light and resolved. However, that is 

not the scope of this paper but remains to be explored in future research.  

 

Since this is a preliminary investigation the next step here is to refine the findings from the 

investigation and make clearer picture of the different characteristics and relate them to a theoretical 

model, e.g. the one given by Nonaka (1994) concerning the knowledge creation process. The criteria 

for selecting the different characteristics has been a rather loose one and mainly concerned why 

people use these knowledge distribution means within in the knowledge acquisition process. The 

rational for selecting criteria in use of identifying relevant characteristics must be made clearer as well 

as for finding patterns of particular characteristics groupings. The list of different knowledge 

distribution phenomena is produced after an initial investigation and it might need a revision and 

critical analysis in order to make it more complete. 
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