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1. Introduction 

 

Knowledge Management is a relatively new and young discipline, which has grown exponentially in 

the past few years. There is a plethora of literature with various accounts tracing the history, origins 

and development of the field, as well as a multiple number of definitions, and a preliminary overview 

of the literature shows that a concise definition of what knowledge management is has yet to be 

agreed upon. This essay will attempt to tease out the main the strands of thought, and provide a 

descriptive synthesis of the main developments and ideas with regard to the essay topic. The history 

and development of knowledge management will be explored before identifying a few of the many 

definitions, as the historical context itself demonstrates why definition is so problematic in this field. 

Following the identification of some of the definitions, a deeper exploration of the concepts, contexts 

and their relationships within the field of knowledge management will occur, as well as a brief 

examination of the relationship of knowledge management to information and innovation 

management. Finally, a critical perspective on the concept of knowledge management as a discipline 

will be outlined before concluding. 

2. The history and development of Knowledge Management 

 

Many accounts of the history and development of knowledge management were found in the 

literature, and a few of the accounts are summarised here. 

Beckman gave a useful tabulated chronology of events delineating the history of the development of 

knowledge management. He identified 1980, where the XCON system (which configured computer 

components) developed by the Digital Equipment Corporation at Carnegie Mellon University to be 

one of the first knowledge management systems. He then identified 1986, where Dr Karl Wiig used 

the term “knowledge management” in his keynote address for the United Nations International Labor 

Organization to be another key historical landmark. Following that, he identified 1989 as the year 

when large management consulting firms began internal efforts to manage knowledge, and traced 

Price Waterhouse as one of the first major companies to integrate knowledge management into its 

business strategy. He then identified 1991, which saw the first significant  and seminal journal article 

on knowledge management published in the Harvard Business review by Nonaka and Takeuchi, 

following which, in 1993, Dr Karl Wiig published one of the first books dedicated to the discipline, 

entitled “Knowledge Management Foundations.” In 1994, the first Knowledge Management 

conference was held, organized by the Knowledge Management Network. By 1996, large 

management consulting firms began to offer knowledge management services to their clients, and 

from 1996 onwards, there was an “explosion” of interest in knowledge management, and activities 

related to it, according to Beckman. (1999: 1-2). 

In tracing the birth of knowledge management as a discipline, Ponzi analysed the literature and 

concluded that knowledge management is a multidiscipline management theory that arose from the 

discipline of organizational science.  However, he identified 1995 as the birth year of knowledge 

management, which coincided with Nonako and Takechi’s seminal work “The knowledge creating 

company.”(2004: 21). 

Koenig and Srikantaiah posited three stages of knowledge management development. In their model 

the first stage comprised information technology, intellectual capital and the Internet (which included 
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intranets and extranets). The second stage included the human and cultural aspects and encompassed 

communities of practice, organizational culture, the learning organization and the recognition of the 

value of tacit knowledge.  The third and most recent stage in the evolution of knowledge management 

they described as the content and retrievability stage in which structuring content and assigning 

descriptors have placed a new emphasis on content management and taxonomies. (2004: 3-5). 

Villegas traced the history of knowledge management in a White Paper and outlined the main 

business eras. Initially, employees in companies had rigidly defined job descriptions which confined 

them to those job descriptions, and performance was assessed on the basis of delivering on those 

tasks. Then, an era of business reengineering occurred, whereby cost constraints lead to the 

elimination and downsizing strategy, shedding of jobs (and employees) and driving out many of the 

organizations’ intellectual assets. He traced the realisation that intellectual assets were the key 

determinant for success of organizations to the 1990s, and also the realisation that 80% of an 

organizations’ intellectual assets were not owned by the companies, but by the employees who 

acquired knowledge as they worked.  The strategies that were subsequently developed to create the 

information, organizational intelligence, communication and learning tools, systems and business 

models became the foundations of the knowledge management era (2000: 3). 

Prusak traced the development of knowledge management in the context of social and economic 

trends, and he identified three contextual developments, namely, globalisation, ubiquitous computing, 

and the knowledge-centric view of the organization. He also outlined the intellectual antecedents 

creating the context for the emergence of knowledge management, and he explored developments in 

economics, sociology, philosophy and psychology as well as practices. He acknowledges that 

organizational learning preceded knowledge management, and that in terms of practice, the 

information management, quality, and human capital movements brought the most content to the 

development of knowledge management. (Prusak, 2001: 1002 – 1005). He noted that one of the early 

achievements of knowledge management was to reintroduce Aristotle’s critical differentiation 

between “know how” and “know what”, which was the antecedent of the distinction of the differences 

between tacit and explicit knowledge. (2001:1005). 

Beijerse traced the roots of the development in knowledge management to be from when the 

traditional economy, which was based on land, capital and labour, developed and changed to become 

a knowledge-based economy. (Beijerse, 1999: 94). He noted that in traditional economies, knowledge 

was seen as external to the process, whereas in the resource based theoretical construct, knowledge 

was seen as a critical production factor that was reproducible. (1999: 95). In this context, he noted that 

new types of immaterial or “soft” knowledge became important. (1999: 96). 

From these various accounts, it can be seen how many different developments resulted in the birth of 

knowledge management. 

3. Definitions of Knowledge Management 

 

There were so many definitions of knowledge management, that to include them all would comprise 

the totality of this essay.  An attempt has been made to extract the key definitions here. 

Polanyi first articulated the concept of tacit knowledge as early as 1966, in his book “The Tacit 

Dimension.” In seeking to understand human behaviour, and how people can know things which 
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cannot necessarily be explained, he examined what occurred in instances when in experiments, 

humans were behaviourally conditioned to associate an image or trigger with an electric shock. (1966: 

7-10).  He posited that tacit knowledge consisted of dimensions, including functional, phenomenal, 

semantic and ontological. (1966:13). While the introduction of the concept of tacit knowledge did not 

become associated with the field of knowledge management until four decades later, it nethertheless is 

a defining moment in tracing the roots of one of the key concepts used in defining knowledge 

management, and is worthy of mention here. 

Beckman synthesised the core definitions, and a few definitions from his synthesis will be given here: 

“Wigg: “Knowledge management is the systematic, explicit, and deliberate building, renewal, 

and application of knowledge to maximise an enterprise’s knowledge-related effectiveness 

and returns from its knowledge assets” 

Hibbard: “Knowledge management is the process of capturing a company’s collective 

expertise wherever it resides – in databases, on paper, or in people’s heads – and distributing 

it to wherever it can help produce the biggest payoff.” 

Petrash: “Knowledge management is getting the right knowledge to the right people at the 

right time so they can make the best decision.” 

Beckman: “Knowledge management is the formalization of and access to experience, 

knowledge, and expertise that create new capabilities, enable superior performance, 

encourage innovation, and enhance customer value.”  (Beckman, 1999: 1-6). 

Other definitions of note include that of Villegas, who gave his definition of knowledge management 

to be a system of technologies which are directed towards the delivery of valuable and useful 

knowledge. He defined the availability of current, pertinent knowledge delivered at the right time to 

be essential to business success in the form of satisfied customers and corporate value. He pointed out 

that in the past, knowledge management used to be the simple transferral of knowledge from one 

person to another, citing examples such as a head of family training their offspring to take over the 

family business, students learning from professors at university, and the apprenticeship system in the 

trade professions. He noted that the concept of knowledge should not be confused with the concept of 

information. In his view, information is tangible - facts and numbers, and independent of context, 

while knowledge is intangible, representing mental processes and habits acquired, with context 

influencing the value and meaning of knowledge. He described knowledge in organizations to be the 

ability to know why, what, where, how and when. (2000: 2). 

Beijerse examined the many definitions of both knowledge and management, as well as existing 

definitions of knowledge management, before formulating his own. He defined knowledge 

management to be the process and practice required in order to achieve organizational goals through 

strategy driven motivation of knowledge workers which ensured their capability to interpret data and 

information effectively.  (1999: 102). 

Sveiby, in seeking to define knowledge management, took the approach of describing what was being 

done in the field to identify a suitable definition. He identified two tracks of activities, and two levels 

of perspective. The first track he described as the IT (Information Technology) track, or management 

of information, and the second was the people track, and the management of people. The two levels 

were the individual perspective, and the organizational perspective. Using this model, he articulated 
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his definition of knowledge management to be “The art of creating value from intangible assets.” 

(2000:1). 

It can be seen from the above, by no means complete sample of definitions that there are both 

similarities and differences in understanding what knowledge management is among the main 

scholars of the subject. 

4. Concepts, contexts, and their relationships within Knowledge 

Management 
 

If the seeking of convergence in definition was problematic, tracing the main concepts, contexts and 

their relationships within knowledge management is even more complex. An attempt will be made to 

highlight some of the most significant concepts, contexts, and their relationships. 

4.1 The Data-Information-Knowledge/Data-Information-Knowledge-

Wisdom model 

 

We cannot embark upon an exploration of the key concepts within knowledge management without 

mentioning the Data-Information-Knowledge/ Data-Information-Knowledge-Wisdom model. As 

Ahsan and Shah noted, the conceptual delineation of the data-information-knowledge hierarchy 

originated from the field of information technology, where this model was particularly suited for 

computers that are able to make decisions without the need for human intervention, in certain 

instances. ([2007]: no pagination). 

Davenport and Prusak stated that data, information and knowledge are not conceptually the same 

thing and that in order to be able convert data into information, and then information into knowledge, 

each of the terms needed to be defined first. They began with a caveat that they would not attempt to 

define further related concepts, such as wisdom, but would rather include wisdom and other related 

terms within the concept of knowledge. (2000:1). They defined data as being objective, simple facts, 

which are quantitative in nature, and can be stored in computers, measured as raw material, without 

judgement, and which are needed in order to become information. (2000: 2-3). They defined 

information as being the factor which provides meaning, and is data that is transformed by the creator 

into information intended to change perspective for the receiver of the information. They contended 

that meaning is added to data by contextualising, categorising, calculating, correcting and/or 

condensing it. They elaborated that the medium of transmission (be it telephone, television, or 

electronic means) is not the message, it is the interpretation that is the message. (2000: 3-4).  

Turning to the concept of knowledge, Davenport and Prusak stated that it is found in the minds of 

people, and consists of contextually shaped values, experience and expertise of those people who are 

able to use their expertise to assimilate continued experiences and information to become more 

knowledge. Information is thus turned into knowledge by people comparing, assessing consequences, 

making connections and having conversations about information. They summarised that data can be 

found in records, information in messages, and knowledge in humans. (2000: 4-5). They outlined how 

knowledge can be applied, resulting in action, that knowledge derived from experience develops over 

time, it converts into knowing what does happen, results in an ability to deal with complexity, 
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involves the use of judgement and intuition, reflects values and beliefs, and is an essential corporate 

asset. (2000: 5-10). 

Ahsan and Shah expanded the model further, in a data-information-knowledge-wisdom hierarchy. 

They defined wisdom as another dimension which transcends knowledge in that it is the deliberate 

responsible application of knowledge (comprised of intelligence, expertise and experience) for the 

common good.  ([2007]: no pagination). 

Braganza argued, following a case study, that the generally accepted flow of process from data into 

information, and information into knowledge with knowledge at the top of the hierarchical pyramid 

should in fact be inverted. He concluded that knowledge produces information which in turn converts 

into data, thus reversing the conventionally accepted pyramid. (2004: 348-351). 

Frické challenged the Data-Information-Knowledge-Wisdom hierarchy model, arguing that using the 

notion of weak knowledge (thus challenging the assumption that all knowledge is good or useful), 

information and knowledge collapse into each other and that data too, is subject to contexts and 

conventions. He concluded that wisdom as defined in the model is correct, but that it does not belong 

within the model. (2007: 8-11). 

4.2 The SECI model 

 

Perhaps the most seminal node of conceptual development in the field of knowledge management is 

the SECI model (SECI is an acronym for Socialization-Externalization-Combination-Internalization). 

In his article on the knowledge creating company, Nonaka articulated and synthesised this model, also 

known as the “Spiral of Knowledge”. He noted that it is difficult to implement a method to obtain 

tacit knowledge from employees in organizations, but asserted that the SECI model assists in doing 

so. In the diagram of the model presented in his article, it is shown how beginning tacit knowledge 

flows to tacit knowledge obtained through socialization, which then flows to explicit knowledge 

which is externalized, after which this explicit knowledge is combined, flowing back the learning of 

the explicit knowledge which becomes again internalized, leading to more tacit knowledge which then 

continues the spiral through more socialization.  (2007:  no pagination).  This can be synthesised 

down to:  tacit to tacit knowledge sharing; tacit to explicit knowledge conversion, new knowledge 

creation, and explicit to tacit knowledge internalisation. The essence of this model is that it reflects 

knowledge management as a continual repetitive spiral for obtaining, managing and communicating 

tacit knowledge throughout an organization.  

4.3 Tacit and explicit knowledge 

 

It would be prudent at this stage to briefly further explore the concept of tacit knowledge. Sveiby 

unpacked the essential thrust of Polanyi’s earlier work, who, as has already been noted, was the first 

to articulate the concept of tacit knowledge. Sveiby noted that individuals filter experiences through 

already inherited concepts, which are tacit, and he concluded from that, that all knowledge is tacit. He 

further drew his own distinction between tacit, and what he termed “focal” knowledge, which he 

suggested are both mutually exclusive and complementary to each other. In other words, in a task 

which is in focus, knowledge specifically related to that focus is used, while tacit knowledge is used 

to improve on the way the task is done. (1997: 1-2). 
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Takeuchi further elaborated on the two aspects of knowledge, namely explicit, and tacit knowledge. 

He noted that explicit knowledge, which can be formalised and transmitted, is the predominating form 

of knowledge in the West, while the Japanese recognised this as only one dimension of knowledge, 

with tacit knowledge being less easy to see and capture. He described the difficulty in formalising 

tacit knowledge since it is located within an individual and shaped by their own intuitions, 

experiences and values. He further identified two aspects within tacit knowledge, namely the aspect 

relating to the skill and craft of an individual gained from perfecting a function over years, and the 

cognitive aspect which enters into the territory of perceptions, values, cognitive frameworks and 

feelings. He outlined the cultural differences between the West, which values rationalist and analytical 

thinking, in contrast to the Japanese view of the whole person, including body and mind. (1998: 5-6). 

4.4 Philosophical problems with the concepts of Knowledge 

Management 

 

In their introduction to the philosophical foundations of knowledge management, Spender and Scherer 

outlined the many philosophical, logical and epistemological problems with the concept of knowledge 

management. A full analysis of their article is beyond the scope of this essay, but there are some key 

concepts and problems that are worthy of noting. They noted that knowledge management has many 

paradoxes, but a key one in their argument is that knowledge management only distinguishes itself 

from other disciplines such as economics and organization theory when it treats the concept of 

knowledge itself as a problem as it is difficult to define. (2007:11).  

Spender and Scherer also attributed Polanyi’s identification of tacit knowledge as being a key 

development that shaped the difference between the understanding of data and meaning. (2007:14). 

Their exploration of epistemologies of the mind revealed that rationality and the senses are considered 

to be essential characteristics of the human mind, however, this is complicated when they explored 

further back to the thinking during the Enlightenment where another characteristic, namely 

judgement, is first referred to by John Locke as early as 1928. (2007:16). They referred to Nonaka and 

Takeuchi’s SECI model, among others, where there is a distinction between explicit and tacit 

knowledge and noted that reasoning alone cannot solve a knowledge absence. From this, they 

suggested that knowledge management may be more about managing knowledge absences, than 

knowledge assets. (2007: 16-18). 

They identified what they termed the “agenic” component where individual creativity and imagination 

is a key factor in any organization. (2007:17). Thus the individual human component is essential to 

knowledge management. They argued further that the philosophical foundations of knowledge 

management need to be defined by a radical and innovative approach to managing the agenic practice 

in a context of uncertainty. (2007:19). They concluded that knowledge management is about an 

organization intentionally directing and channelling the agenic activity of individuals to the 

organizational goals, implying that individuals give up their individual agency to the organization 

when they become employees. (2007:22). 

4.5 Cultural contexts 

 

Bagshaw noted that knowledge workers are engaged in capability, capture of tacit knowledge, 

codification of knowledge, connection to communities of practice, co-creation of new knowledge and 

conversion of knowledge into action. (2000: 179). Within this context, he noted that something occurs 
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to information when it is processed through people, rather than machines. He suggested more 

appropriate mental models to explore that “something”, including systems thinking, which is holistic; 

collective brainpower, and scenario planning as an effective organization learning tool. (2000: 181-

182). 

Jennex noted that both context and culture affect how decisions are made on what to store, how to 

represent what is stored and how to apply knowledge. He also noted that developers of knowledge 

management will not always be from the same culture as each other or their customers. (2008: 10). He 

described and developed a guiding framework to ensure that knowledge management becomes more 

context-aware, and increases the sensitivity to global diversity, which in itself is an essential business 

strategy to remain competitive in a globalised knowledge economy. (2008: 26-27). 

Alavi and Leidner conducted a study to explore the conceptions and perceptions of participants 

regarding knowledge management systems, as well as explore their expectations and concerns. (1999: 

8). A key finding, among others, was the multifaceted nature of knowledge management which 

required major cultural shifts within organizations to change the knowledge sharing behaviour of their 

employees. Since individual performance is usually rewarded, new ways to motivate employees to 

share their knowledge willingly need to be found. (1999: 21). 

From the perspectives offered by the above writers, it can be seen that the concepts, contexts and 

relationships within knowledge management are complex, and are still being researched. 

5. Relationship of Knowledge Management with Information 

Management and Innovation management 

 

Turning to the relationship that knowledge management has with the similar, but different disciplines 

of information and innovation management, we can identify further problems, but also some synergy. 

5.1 The distinction between information and knowledge 

 

Lang noted a very critical distinction between information and knowledge, stating that they are not the 

same, that information management cannot become knowledge management, and vice versa. Lang 

emphasised that the most important aspect of knowledge management is the management of the 

human dimension. (2001: 50). Following an examination of the hindrances to effective knowledge 

management within companies, and considering how to solve the problems of enabling 

communication within networks of people, promoting the sharing of knowledge as well as learning on 

the job, Lang concluded that two architectures are required. The first is an information technology 

architecture that enables the capture of competencies and skills existing that enhance decision making 

and the solving of problems, as well as the capture of different languages and categories that describe 

these competencies. This is information management designed to enable effective knowledge 

management within organizations. The second architecture required is an organizational design that 

allows for more open, transparent, social and adaptable communication flows that enable knowledge 

management to be successfully implemented. (2001:56). 
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5.2 Information Management or Knowledge Management? 

 

It is interesting to note that in her article exploring directions for information management, Kirk 

sought definitions for information management, and referred to Nonaka’s SECI model as a definition 

for information management. She linked individual and organizational knowledge in her definition of 

information management, thus blurring the boundaries between knowledge and information 

management. (1999:7-8). She therefore referred to the two perspectives of information, namely 

information as object, (using Bramans’ definition) and information as construct  (using Nonaka’s 

SECI model) and included them both in considering the term “information management.”. (1999: 9).  

Nonaka’s SECI model has already been outlined in this essay. Bramans’ definitions of information 

delineate that information can be considered as a resource (1989: 235), a commodity (1989: 236), a 

perception of pattern (1989: 238) and a constitutive force in society (1989:239). 

Kirk used Braman’s core delineations of information, and linked them to her own suggested 

definitions of information management. Thus information as resource is linked to information 

management as information technology systems; information as commodity is linked to information 

resource management, information as perception of pattern is linked to information management 

being an alignment of both information and business strategy, and information as a constitutive force 

in society is linked to information management/knowledge management where strategy and 

information formation are integrated. (1999: 16). Many of her findings, such as her synthesis of the 

role and purpose of information management (information management contributes to the goals of the 

organization, and must be integrated with business strategy), (1999:12) and the scope of information 

management (noting that information management is laden with values and the organization 

determines the context), (1999:14) in effect could be referring to knowledge management.  

Gillman described how data is managed in most organizations, and that descriptions of data are meta-

data, thus ontologies are essential tools for describing the content of data so that it is retrievable. This 

aspect includes both knowledge and information management. (2008: 902-903). 

Jennex, in exploring issues in knowledge management, asked why knowledge management is needed, 

when so much information capturing technology is available, and noted that the capture of so much 

information makes the retrieval of relevant and pertinent information more difficult.  He also noted 

that knowledge management is needed as storage formats change rapidly, and a strategy is required to 

deal with this, as well as the transient nature of human resources. (2008: 4). 

5.3 Information Management and Innovation Management as 

complementary enhancements to Knowledge Management 

 

Nemati et al. provided an excellent example of the integration and inter-relation of the fields of 

knowledge management, decision support systems, artificial intelligence, and data warehousing, all 

deigned to improve the management of innovation within organizations and companies. (2002:143).  

In looking at how the technologies of decision support systems (DSS), information technology and 

artificial intelligence (AI) can be used to make knowledge management more effective, they provided 

a clear distinction between the management of information, and knowledge management. To enable 

the sharing of tacit knowledge, they described how a real time demonstration can be recorded 

digitally, stored, and made available on the Internet, and that the recording can be enhanced with 
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slowing down certain parts, allowing for a verbal explanation of what is occurring. Further 

enhancement can occur using AI by attaching electrodes to parts of the speakers’ body used in the 

demonstration to show precise techniques being used, for example, by hands kneading dough to make 

bread. (2002: 146).  

In terms of converting tacit knowledge to explicit knowledge, they described how DSS can enhance 

model building to extricate more “what if” scenarios, so that historical knowledge of why decisions 

were made can be captured, and stored in relational databases, and retrieved later. (2002: 147).  

They also described how explicit knowledge can be converted to new knowledge by retrieving data 

streams from brainstorming sessions, and using AI to link these text streams to data mine for clusters 

of related concepts in the database. (2002: 147).  

They elaborated how DSS, information technology and AI can also assist with the process of 

converting explicit knowledge to implicit knowledge (i.e., learning), whereby a learner, once having 

integrated a concept or process, can modify it after accessing from the database  new relationships or 

combinations which suggest improvements on what has been learned. (2002: 148).  

Nemati et al. further explored how data warehousing, or in this case, they used the term “knowledge 

warehousing”, can provide decision makers with platforms to enhance intelligent analysis. They 

described how AI can extend the cognitive abilities of the decision maker who can arrive at a final 

decision either by following the verification driven method, or the discovery driven method. Data 

mining verification assumes a prior hypothesis that can be verified or nullified by retrieving relational 

data, and discovery driven data mining looks for relationships that can be formulated into a 

hypothesis. (2002: 149). 

Mitra and Gupta undertook a detailed and complex analysis of how knowledge and its reuse can lead 

to agile processes which can be catalysts for innovation. They introduced the concept that the atomic 

rule is a building block, and that knowledge needs to be “normalised” in order to enable the processes 

required for innovation. (2008:8-9). 

From this brief overview, it can be seen that information management can be used to enhance 

knowledge management, and knowledge management can also be used to enhance information 

management and innovation management, thus creating a synergistic interrelationship between the 

disciplines 

6. A critical perspective of Knowledge Management 

 

This final part of the essay will draw on only two sources, as the intention of the essay is not to 

provide a full critique of knowledge management. It is however, relevant to include an overview of an 

extremely credible critique by Wilson, as well as an overview of why knowledge management fails, 

by Guptara, in order to give a more complete description of the development of knowledge 

management. 

Guptara acknowledged that knowledge management is in danger of being considered to be simply 

another management fad that will fail and be forgotten. In order to find solutions, Guptara articulated 

a number of reasons as to why knowledge management fails. These include lack of time (when 

companies downsize, they have fewer employees with increased workloads), the culture that 
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knowledge is power so personal survival within a company often depends on not sharing knowledge 

in order to maintain a competitive edge over other employees, the nature of organizational structures 

which are often hierarchical and by their very nature prevent the free flow of information, 

performance measurement systems which do not reward the sharing of knowledge, and organizational 

cultures of  not sharing information, where top management only allows “need to know” information 

to filter down, and lower-end employees mistrust management and do not share information with 

them.(1999: 26-27). To overcome these obstacles, Guptara suggested some solutions. The first is an 

externally focused strategy to engage customers, and build relationships with them whereby they give 

feedback on their experiences of products – what works, what does not, and what they would like to 

see being provided. The internally focused solutions include building a collaborative culture within 

the organization for employees, initiated from when they begin at the company, using induction and 

other strategies to encourage the culture of collaboration. Another internally focused strategy is to 

encourage knowledge sharing by implementing systems to recognise and reward knowledge sharing. 

Guptara concluded by reaffirming a need for knowledge management in companies, and that the 

external and internal strategies suggested are essential to ensure the success of knowledge 

management.  (1999: 28-29). 

In a far less kind, but nethertheless very incisive analysis, Wilson debunked a number of writers in the 

field of knowledge management. He began by defining knowledge as being a set of mental processes 

of learning and understanding that occur in the mind of individuals, and information as being the 

translation of that knowledge into messages conveyed verbally, in text, visually, or by physical 

gesture. From this he concluded that data and information can be managed, but knowledge can not be 

managed. (2002: 3).  

In order to demonstrate his conclusion, he embarked on a bibliometric analysis of the Web of Science 

citation index, searching from 1981 – 2002. He noted from the results of his analysis that most of the 

papers on knowledge management are in special issue journals and that in some instances, no further 

articles on knowledge management were published in those journals subsequently. He also noted the 

lack of agreement on a comprehensive definition for knowledge management, and that many papers 

state that knowledge cannot be managed, and end up discussing and reverting to information and 

work practice management. (2002: 3-12). This confusion was illustrated earlier when referring to 

Kirk’s description of information management. 

He then explored the views of management consultant individuals and companies. He noted that 

Sveiby, one of the recognised founders of knowledge management was uncomfortable with the term, 

and that Drucker noted that when employees leave a company, their knowledge leaves with them.  

(2002: 12-13).  

He next explored the view of major management consultancy companies, including Cap Gemini Ernst 

and Young, Deloitte and Touche, Ernst and Young, KPMG Consulting and PriceWaterhouseCoopers.  

From this overview, he concluded that some of them have worked briefly with the idea of knowledge 

management, that most of them have moved on from it, and that it means different things to different 

companies. (2002: 13-17).  

Wilson then turned to the business schools, examining their websites and noted that the subject does 

not appear to be important in their teaching programmes. (2002: 18-21). He noted the emergence of 

“search and replace” marketing, especially employed by software companies, to replace existing 

concepts and rebrand them to suit the market while the product is still essentially the same, and 
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concluded that the concept of “information management” has simply been replaced with “knowledge 

management”. (2002: 21-23).  

He identified Polanyi as the originator of the term “tacit knowledge” and after analysing the term, 

again concluded that tacit knowledge cannot be captured.  Wilson then sought for the source of the 

idea that tacit knowledge could be captured, and settled upon Nonaka and Takeuchi as the offenders, 

deconstructing their SECI diagram to assert that it is flawed. He asserted that what they describe as 

tacit knowledge is actually implicit knowledge. His logic was that tacit knowledge cannot be 

expressed, but knowledge that is held in the mind and can be expressed, is actually implicit 

knowledge. Thus he posited that Nonaka and Takeuchi were actually referring to implicit knowledge, 

not tacit knowledge in their SECI model. (2002: 23-25). 

After further exploration of what he termed the “people” dimension, Wilson concluded that the idea 

of knowledge management is primarily a “fad”, and that it will lose traction like previous 

management “fads.”. He noted that the idealistic notion that companies will all move towards 

collaborative, caring environments where they will value the knowledge of their human resources 

quickly disappears when market conditions are unfavourable, and companies do not hesitate to 

retrench when the cost factor necessitates it.  He concluded that it is any finance departments’ ideal to 

capture the knowledge contained in the minds of employees so that they no longer have to continue 

employing people with all the costs that  are associated with that employment. As he noted, it is 

impossible to download the knowledge of employees into a database. From this, he concluded that the 

ideal is impossible to realise, and predicted the demise of knowledge management in due course. 

(2002: 28-30). 

It needs to be noted that Wilson’s study was conducted in 2002, and by 2011, the sheer amount of 

information and articles about knowledge management that continue to proliferate cast doubt on his 

prediction that knowledge management will disappear any time soon. It would thus be necessary for 

his study, using the same methodology, to be replicated in 2011 to determine whether the findings 

would still yield the same results. The critique is very valuable, however, in clarifying the confusions 

and conceptual errors in the field. 

7. Conclusion 
 

Despite the semantic and conceptual confusions, knowledge management as a very young discipline 

has shown an explosive growth and continues to attract the interest of many companies and 

organizations. This essay explored some of the interpretations of the history, development, 

definitions, concepts, context and relationships by the main contributors to the field. From this brief 

overview, it can be suggested that the underlying motive for the subject rests in a desire to find ways 

to capture the knowledge held by people within their minds. Until such time as the Transhumanist 

ideal is attained, whereby consciousness with all the memory, knowledge and experience it contains 

can be downloaded and merged into an electronic storable format, knowledge management as a field 

is likely to continue to develop and grow. 
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