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Abstract 
 

Knowledge sharing is of critical importance to the success of multi-disciplinary project teams 

operating in government organisations as they seek to address community demands for more 

sustainable work practices and outcomes. Traditional approaches in the Information Studies discipline 

have often viewed knowledge sharing as an individual behaviour involving the exchange of material 

items, while Organisation Studies and Knowledge Management research often focuses on capturing 

people’s cognitive knowledge in systems to enhance organisational success. 

 

This study applied a practice theoretical approach to the investigation of two Australian local 

government project teams engaged in multi-disciplinary knowledge sharing to promote sustainability. 

The research investigated what constitutes knowledge sharing, what phenomena are shared as sharing 

takes place, and the wider organisational factors that enable or constrain knowledge sharing in these 

two sites of practice. The approach to the study is significant in that, in contrast to many practice-

based studies, it applied a methodology adapted from phenomenology, placing emphasis on the lived 

experience of team members. This opened the investigation to the multi-dimensional experiential 

nature of knowledge sharing practice. The researcher engaged with team members through meeting 

observations and semi-structured interviews and analysed organisational project documentation, all 

focusing on the sayings, doings and relatings of project team members. 

 

Knowledge sharing practice, incorporating engaging, presenting, supporting and problem-solving 

activities, proved to be the norm across both teams. However, as norms were challenged by restrictive 

protocols and power-plays imposed by other organisational units, team members engaged in resisting 

and influencing to protect and promote their project objectives. Affect emerged as a prominent 

dimension of knowledge sharing, expressed through positive and negative emotion, the use of 

conversational humour and the dynamics of power and trust. The identification of this affective 

dimension of knowledge sharing signals an important departure from previous research and led to this 

researcher’s strong advocacy for integrating the concept of sensings alongside the sayings, doings and 

relatings of a practice. Sensings mediate, and are mediated by, the broader sensory and affective 

arrangements of organisations and are defined here as the collective, socio-material mood, feelings or 

atmosphere of a practice. The study provides significant insight for researchers and practitioners by 

moving beyond the cognitive and material aspects of information and knowledge sharing to consider 

the normative, emergent and multi-dimensional nature of the practice, project team dynamics and 

team members’ engagement with site. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

Over several decades, Australian governments have sought to address increasing community demands 

for greater environmental sustainability. Government responses have involved initiating a range of 

sustainability-related projects aimed at environmental improvement, biodiversity and urban greening. 

The sharing of knowledge within and between these project teams, as well as with their wider 

organisations, is critical to the success of these efforts. Many of these initiatives have challenged 

traditional organisational structures and introduced new structures, processes and practices (Gillen 

2004; Tomaney 2010; Untaru 2002). In parallel with these developments, the international 

environmental management literature highlights the crucial role of building organisational capacity 

and sustainability through sharing disciplinary and professional knowledge (Reed et al. 2014; Healey, 

1998). Manring and Moore (2006) investigated inter-organisational knowledge sharing and found that 

stakeholder dialogues and knowledge networks successfully facilitate an understanding of the role of 

sustainable practices (Manring & Moore 2006). Van Der Meer et al. (2013) report that participation in 

knowledge sharing forums with external organisations facilitates opportunities to examine sustainable 

development beyond the organisation.  It also facilitates the negotiation of pragmatic solutions and 

reduces boundary-dependent and isolated decision-making (Van Der Meer et al. 2013). These 

collaborative ways of working also operate inside single organisations to facilitate moves from 

traditional professional silos to integrated and outcome-focused teams (Mant 2008). Establishment of 

a common team identity has been found to be important in these collaborative working processes 

(Cheng & Daniels 2003) whether between experts, laypeople or amongst those working in 

professional silos in organisations. 

 

In the Australian local government context, a range of strategies to achieve more sustainable 

outcomes to environmental resource issues have been trialled. These include integrated planning 

initiatives in cities (Henderson & Lowe, 2015), national approaches to urban policy and place-based 

planning and management (Gillen 2004; Tomaney 2010; Untaru 2002). Such research suggests that 

the role of knowledge sharing is central to an organisation’s ability to grapple with sustainability 

issues as well as to move from old ways of working to more innovative and sustainable practices. The 

interactions between knowledge sharing and organisational change are especially critical in the 

Australian local government sector in which the traditional council structures are often constituted by 

‘siloed’ arrangements of staff organised by areas of expertise. For example, these areas may include 

environmental management, engineering, water management, urban design and community services. 

Co-ordination, co-operation and collaboration within and between these disciplinary teams is critical 

as these organisations transform themselves to face future sustainability and biodiversity challenges. 
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Information and knowledge sharing has also been a key focus of library, information and knowledge 

practitioners managing organisational projects as well as for researchers undertaking investigations. 

Debate about the definitions of knowledge and information have been a feature of such research 

(Pilerot 2012), however there is general agreement around the importance of sharing information and 

knowledge within and across project teams as a means of achieving essential cooperation and 

collaboration. Information sharing has also been identified as a key component of information literacy 

(Lloyd 2010) for team members in the context of their workplaces and, more generally, for people 

engaging in everyday life activities. In the Information Studies field the nature of the concepts of 

information and knowledge has been regularly debated (Buckland 1991, Bates 2005, Hjørland 2007, 

Boell 2017). These debates identify various stances including that information exists independently of 

humans; that it exists in observer-independent signs; that it exists only in relation to a subject; and that 

information only exists within socio cultural settings (Boell 2017). However, a dominant approach in 

Information Studies has focused on how information, in the form of material objects, is exchanged in 

order to meet the needs of library and information users. Dominant approaches in Organisation 

Studies research have viewed information and knowledge sharing as the capture of employee 

knowledge as a means of advantaging the organisation and resulting in organisational success. Such 

research has often taken a cognitive approach to information and knowledge sharing involving 

individual cognition and behaviour. More recent approaches view knowledge sharing as an essentially 

social process whereby people engage with others in the sharing of a range of dimensions of 

information and knowledge. Such approaches foreground the social nature of information and accept 

knowledge sharing as both a material and a social activity. 

 

This study seeks to explore the nature of information and knowledge through the investigation of the 

practice of knowledge sharing in two organisational contexts. The dominant approaches in 

Information Studies and Organisational Studies have often focussed on aspects of information and 

knowledge as either material entities or as knowledge needing to be captured for the benefit of the 

organisation. In this study however, the researcher seeks to explore how the members of two multi-

disciplinary project teams actually experience knowledge sharing in the context of their organisations 

as well as what is actually shared when knowledge sharing unfolds and the impact their organisations 

may have on this practice. The study seeks to advance previous research into knowledge sharing by 

applying a combination of a practice theoretical approach with a phenomenological research 

methodology in order to explore the dimensions of knowledge sharing practice. Such a combination 

of theoretical and methodological approaches has been rarely applied in the Information Studies 

discipline. Through combining these approaches the researcher seeks to gain new insight into the 

nature of knowledge sharing, to identify the various dimensions through which knowledge sharing 
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unfolds in practice, and to explore the impact of various aspects of the organisational context, or site, 

on the practice of knowledge sharing. 

 

The researcher has developed a keen interest in a range of information-related areas following a career 

spanning some twenty years in information management roles in a range of Australian government 

organisations. These roles involved both strategic and operational responsibilities as well as 

undertaking research projects in academic and professional environments.    

 

The first of these areas of interest is the manner in which local, state and federal governments manage 

multi-disciplinary collaboration within and between organisations. That is, how a diverse range of 

professional viewpoints represented in multi-disciplinary project teams are harnessed to facilitate 

project success. Members of these project teams are often drawn from a range of different specialist 

areas across a single organisation necessitating intra-agency knowledge sharing.  In some cases, teams 

are selected from a range of different organisations requiring inter-agency knowledge sharing. Taking 

account of diverse viewpoints is essential as, often, the complexity of projects is such that no single 

disciplinary area is able to address all possible contingencies. For example, in Australian local 

government, environmental sustainability relies on expertise from engineering, water management, 

horticulture, landscape architecture as well as expertise from community services, maintenance, waste 

management and financial services. In order to ensure project success, representatives from all these 

diverse areas need to readily share their knowledge to plan, develop and implement sustainable 

solutions. 

 

A second area of interest for the researcher arises from involvement in a range of information and 

knowledge management-related research projects both in academic and professional environments. 

This project management experience has inspired a keen interest in the theoretical and methodological 

approaches to knowledge and information research; as well as how knowledge sharing forms an 

integral component of the information literacy of participants in organisations. Knowledge sharing has 

also been a key concern of researchers in Information Studies over several decades both as the subject 

of early cognitive approaches to information processing and behaviour through to more contemporary 

socio-material practice approaches. During this period, research into knowledge sharing has 

developed from the study of the exchange of material items that address information needs to 

knowledge sharing as a complex practice requiring investigation of a range of socio-material 

phenomena.  

 

The third area of interest to the researcher concerns how knowledge sharing may be enabled in 

workplace contexts and conversely, how knowledge sharing is sometimes constrained by management 

practices. The researcher was keen to identify practical solutions for facilitating the sharing of 
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disciplinary knowledge in broader organisational contexts. A range of contemporary knowledge 

management strategies involving technology solutions have often guided managers in identifying, 

documenting and sharing organisational knowledge. However, the researcher’s particular interest 

concerns how knowledge is actually shared by project team members and what practical solutions 

may be employed to facilitate knowledge sharing for the benefit of project teams and their 

organisations. 

 

With these key interests in mind, the researcher investigated two projects in the local government 

sector concerned with sharing environmental sustainability and biodiversity knowledge. This subject 

area aligned with personal interests of the researcher but did not form part of his educational 

qualifications or employment experience and this was important so as not to approach the field with 

multiple preconceptions or assumptions based on previous experience. This also assisted in ensuring a 

sustained interest in the project over several years duration as is demanded of doctoral researchers. 

The local government sector was chosen as the researcher had no prior experience in this sector of 

government. With experience in a range of other government sectors however a basic understanding 

of key terms used as well as general policy and procedural protocols was assured. Following a range 

of enquiries through local government contacts, several potential research sites were identified. After 

engaging with a range or project conveners, one project concerned with intra-agency knowledge 

sharing in a single council context was selected. In addition, a second project was identified 

concerned with inter-agency knowledge sharing encompassing several councils in a broad multiple-

agency context. Both project case studies involved introducing new and more environmentally 

sustainable ways of working. The first project concerned the planning and implementation of 

sustainable streetscapes, called here, the Single Council Sustainability Project, while the second 

involved seeking to improve biodiversity in natural bushland areas around a local river across several 

local government areas, called here the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project. The two projects were 

convened by project managers with strong knowledge and experience of environmental sustainability 

as well as a strong passion for the area. They were also experienced in project management techniques 

and the management of teams. Project team members were selected by conveners and their 

organisations both for their subject knowledge in their various disciplines as well as for their 

enthusiasm in advocating and practicing more environmentally sustainable ways of working. 

 

As knowledge sharing is undertaken by people engaged in their everyday workplace activities in 

organisations, the researcher was keen to explore a practice theoretical approach to the study based on 

the work of Schatzki and Kemmis (Schatzki et al. 2001; Kemmis and Grootenboer 2008). These 

approaches focus on the sayings, doings and relatings of participants as they engage in a practice; in 

this case, the practice of knowledge sharing. Practice theoretical approaches emphasise the context, or 

site, of practice as well as the social, material and bodily aspects of participant practices. Further, as 
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team members’ experience of knowledge sharing lay at the heart of the study, a methodology adapted 

from the phenomenological approach of van Manen also emerged as most appropriate for the 

investigation (Van Manen 2014). This approach seeks to uncover the lived experience of participants 

in regard to a specific phenomenon, such as the phenomenon of knowledge sharing. The researcher 

also considered a range of potential fieldwork methods for investigating project team members’ 

experiences of knowledge sharing including researcher observation, interviewing techniques and the 

review of organisational documentation in order to assist in revealing multiple aspects of participant 

experience. Practice theoretical approaches have been applied in Information Studies and 

Organisation Studies research relatively recently and then only by a small number of researchers. 

With the exception of the work of Küpers (2005a, 2005b, 2010, 2007, 2013, 2017) in Management 

Studies and van Manen (2002, 2014, 2017a, 2017b) in Education Studies and associated researchers, 

the practice theoretical approach does not appear to have been combined with phenomenology as a 

methodological approach. This combination of theoretical and methodological approaches offers a 

significant departure from previous Information Studies and Organisation Studies research. 

 

The following chapters offer a detailed account of the research project. Chapter 2 provides a review 

of the relevant Information Studies and Organisation Studies literature. This review provides an 

account of previous approaches and investigations of knowledge sharing in these disciplines. These 

include cognitive approaches, social constructivist approaches, such as those applying Communities 

of Practice (CoP) models, and more recent practice theoretical approaches to knowledge sharing. This 

review informed the planning and development of the study and addresses the process through which 

a theoretical approach was selected. The chapter concludes with the key research questions of the 

study. Chapter 3 presents a detailed account of the methodology used to undertake the research. It 

includes an outline of three potential methodological approaches; ethnography, discourse analysis and 

phenomenology, and the reasons for selecting the phenomenological approach. It also identifies data 

sources, data collection and analysis techniques and how the mitigation of risk was anticipated and 

addressed in the study. Chapters 4, 5 and 6 present the findings of the study with respect to the key 

research questions. Chapter 7 presents a detailed discussion of these findings within the context of 

previous and relevant research in the Information Studies and Organisation Studies disciplines. It also 

considers the theoretical and methodological implications of these findings for the approaches 

selected, and for the combination of these approaches in knowledge sharing research. Chapter 8 

presents the conclusions emerging from the study and offers suggestions for future research 

directions. 
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Chapter 2: Review of the literature 
 

This chapter explores various theoretical approaches to the investigation of knowledge sharing found 

across the disciplines of Information Studies and Organisation Studies. It provides a brief background 

to the terminology adopted by these disciplines as well as that adopted for the study and outlines and 

explores three different conceptions of knowledge sharing including cognitive, social constructivist 

and practice theoretical approaches. It then considers the sorts of phenomena each of these three 

theoretical approaches consider is shared as knowledge sharing takes place, the organisational context 

of knowledge sharing and what organisational factors impact on knowledge sharing. The chapter then 

outlines and explores the theoretical approach selected for this investigation; that of contemporary 

practice theory, as well as the three research questions at the centre of the study. 

 

Context and terminology 
 

There are several disciplines that undertake research of potential relevance to the study of knowledge 

sharing in organisational contexts. These disciplines include Library and Information Studies (LIS), 

Knowledge Management (KM), Organisation Studies (OS) and Management Studies (MS). In order 

to simplify the reporting of research in this study, literature arising from the LIS discipline will be 

labelled Information Studies research, while those emerging from the KM, OS and MS literature will 

be labelled Organisation Studies research. While much KM research is conducted by researchers from 

the LIS discipline, most studies generally focus on knowledge and information in the context of an 

organisation and therefore, in general, may be described as Organisation Studies research. Where 

ambiguity exists with respect to the discipline of a research study, the researcher will specify the 

specific field from which the study arises. 

 

There is debate in the Information Studies literature concerning the terminology used to describe 

information or knowledge sharing activities as documented by Wilson (2010), Budd (2011) and 

Pilerot (2012). Some researchers employ the term information sharing while others use knowledge 

sharing depending on the phenomena they consider is shared. Wilson (2010) for example, questions 

whether knowledge can be shared at all and suggests that only information about that which one 

knows may be shared. Pilerot (2012) in a comprehensive review of the Information Studies literature, 

found the term information to be used to include that ‘which makes sense’ as used by Veinot (2009, p. 

2314), the intangibles of data, information and knowledge’ as used by Haythornthwaite (2010, p. 

4837), or the materiality of information such as that described as ‘information as thing’ by Buckland 

(1991, p. 314). More recent Information Studies research investigating sharing tends to emphasise the 

materiality of information (Hertzum 2008; Pilerot & Limberg 2011) and suggests that information 

sharing is about sharing ‘data and documents that can be regarded as informative’ (Pilerot and 
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Limberg, 2011, p. 314).  

 

In a recent review of Information Studies sharing research, Savolainen (2017) adopts Sonnenwald’s 

contention that information sharing is, 

 

‘a set of activities by which information is provided to others, either proactively or upon 

request, such that the information has an impact on other person’s image of the world … and 

creates a shared, or mutually compatible working understanding of the world’ (Sonnenwald 

2006).  

 

Here, knowledge sharing, as an activity, encompasses the act of externalisation by knowledge 

owners and an act of internalisation on the part of those acquiring the knowledge, such as 

learning by doing or reading books (Hendriks 1999). Savolainen adopts a communications 

approach as advocated by Carey (1989) to his analysis of sharing activities that includes a 

transmission view involving the transfer of messages, ideas, facts, opinions and documents and 

a ritual view involving the maintenance of communities by mutually exchanging objects such 

as ideas, opinions and information in everyday contexts (Savolainen, 2017). He concludes that, 

despite the terms information sharing and knowledge sharing arising from two different 

research streams, they are, in fact, closely related constructs and may be used interchangeably. 

He advocates that researchers pursue a ritual approach to the investigation of sharing activity 

as it has the potential to offer closer scrutiny of the dialogue of mutual exchange and 

interaction as components of sharing activities (Savolainen, 2017).  

  

In contrast to these approaches in the Information Studies field, Organisation Studies researchers such 

as Nicolini (2003), Patel et al. (2010) and Park & Kim (2015), use the term knowledge sharing to 

describe sharing activities. Organisation Studies researchers also use a variety of definitions of 

knowledge, ranging from the recent practice theoretical conceptions of knowing as a practical 

collective activity (Gherardi 2015), to earlier approaches that define knowledge as a dynamic mix of 

framed experience, values, contextual information and expert insight contributing to superior 

organisational performance and creativity, operational effectiveness and quality products and services 

(Baskerville & Dulipovici 2006; Davenport & Prusak 1998; Ganguly et al. 2009; Wiig 1993). Some 

Organisation Studies researchers apply the terms knowledge sharing and information sharing 

interchangeably (Tötterman & Widén-Wulff 2007) while others prefer the term knowledge sharing 

(Park and Kim, 2015). 

 

The term knowledge sharing has been adopted for this study as it was considered to encompass a 

potentially wider range of sharing activities, activities beyond just the sharing of materials such as 
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project documents, plans or reports or documenting individual knowledge in systems. These activities 

include person-to-person verbal exchanges at meetings, question and answer sessions while delivering 

project status reports, as well as sharing the phenomena many Information Studies researchers 

consider to be information. In addition, the term information is generally inconsistent with more 

recent practice theoretical approaches as it may suggest the notion of knowledge as being static and 

objective (Cox 2012). The researcher sought to open the investigation to a range of different 

knowledges so as the full experience of participants may be explored. 

 

The following sections survey research arising from the Information Studies and the Organisation 

Studies fields, as defined above, and, in some cases, other related social sciences disciplines. The 

research studies may employ either the term knowledge sharing or information sharing. Where it is 

made clear by the various researchers, definitions of sharing activities are provided. 

 

Conceptions of knowledge sharing 
 

This section explores various conceptions of knowledge sharing emerging from the Information 

Studies and Organisation Studies disciplines. Three contrasting theoretical perspectives are presented; 

cognitive conceptions, the social constructivist perspective and more recent applications of the 

practice theoretical approach to knowledge sharing. Cognitive approaches emphasize knowledge as 

created and existing in the minds of individuals and shared through the behaviour of participants, 

often in the context of an organisation. Social constructivist conceptions of knowledge sharing, 

including Communities of Practice approaches, emphasise the social context, or communities, in 

which sharing takes place. Approaches taken by advocates of contemporary practice theory emphasize 

the socio-material context in which knowledge sharing unfolds.  

 

Cognitive approaches to knowledge sharing 

 

Information Studies research of information sharing, emerges as a component of information seeking 

research that views ‘information man’ (or the individual) as the seeker and user of information (Talja 

1997). This research considers information to be objective, static and trans-situational and library 

users as passive information-processors using systems to locate information (Dervin & Nilan 1986). It 

also focused on observing and recording quantitative data on the observable behaviour of library users 

as they interact with libraries and related systems and services. In this context, information sharing 

emerges as an activity that occurs between single individuals, with any collective aspects of human 

information behaviour being restricted to consulting, information seeking, the use of personal sources 

and peer influence (Talja 2002). 
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Cognitive approaches in Information Studies research emerged in the 1970s and 1980s (Dervin & 

Nilan 1986) when a number of researchers identified themselves with a cognitive viewpoint which 

considered the ‘states of knowledge and beliefs of human beings (or information processing devices) 

mediate (or interact with) that which they receive/perceive or produce’ (Belkin 1990, p. 11). These 

approaches were strongly influenced by research in the fields of psychology, anthropology and, in 

linguistics, by Chomsky’s (1959) critiques of behaviourism in which it is argued that the principles 

underlying the structure of language are biologically determined in the human mind and genetically 

transmitted. Developments in cognitive science at this time also impacted on the field through the 

areas of artificial intelligence, computer science and neuroscience that focused on mental processes 

including attention, memory, perception, problem-solving, creativity, and thinking. The essence of 

this cognitive approach to knowledge is that the way people think impacts on their behaviour and 

therefore this cognitive process cannot be a behaviour itself. This approach refocused attention in 

Information Studies, or Information Science as it was referred to at the time, from behaviour to 

knowledge and the growth of mental structures. Cognitive researchers studied the cognitive and 

emotional motivations for human behaviour that they considered were carried across contexts or are 

independent of contexts (Pettigrew et al. 2001).  

 

An early proponent of the cognitive approach in Information Science was Brookes (1980) who 

focused on interactions between the individual and information. Brookes claimed that an individual’s 

knowledge structure, that is, a structure of concepts linked by their relations, is changed to a modified 

structure as a result of information (Brookes 1980).  He also saw the absorption of information into an 

individual’s knowledge structure as not accretive but rather may lead to a structural adjustment of two 

or more concepts in the structure (Brookes 1980, p. 131). A doctoral student of Brookes, Nicholas 

Belkin, claimed that the cognitive viewpoint was capable of unifying and integrating a range of areas 

of Information Science (Belkin 1980). Belkin proposed that people experience Anomalous States of 

Knowledge (ASK) in which users identify an anomaly in their state of knowledge with respect to a 

problem they face (Belkin et al. 1982). Information searching therefore begins with a need to solve a 

problem and leads to information seeking. Other key researchers taking a cognitive approach through 

the late 1980s and early 1990s include Ellis who identified characteristics he claimed form a basis for 

system design and evaluation (Ellis 1989) and Kuhlthau (1991) who focussed on the stages of the 

information search process which included initiation, selection, exploration, formulation, collection 

and presentation (Kuhlthau 1991). For all of these researchers, the cognitive viewpoint is focused on 

the individual and on seeking to understand the way people think or behave in response to their 

information needs (Pettigrew et al. 2001). Such an approach emphasizes the relationship between 

cognitive approaches to information and the psychological disciplines that contribute to the 

understanding of knowledge generation, acquisition and use. This approach sees information as 

meaningful only if it satisfies an information need for the user however, with the exception of 
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Wilson’s work (1997), Information Studies researchers have rarely considered how information 

behaviour engages with the broader discipline of behavioural research in psychology or other related 

disciplines. While information behaviour research remains a popular area of Information Studies 

research today, there is sometimes little reflection on the use of the behaviourist approach to 

information use in the context of other closely related disciplinary areas such as psychology 

(Savolainen 2017). 

 

Talja and Hansen (2006) trace the development of research into information sharing from this 

conception of information man, through human information behaviour (HIB) research. This was 

largely based on individual actors engaging in information activities, to the more recent development 

of collective information seeking and retrieval (CIS&R) studies that have largely evolved from work-

based and everyday life information seeking research (ELIS). Developments in information 

technology and knowledge management systems over the past three decades have integrated many of 

the findings of these approaches into the processes and procedures operating in the workplace settings 

of modern organisations.  

 

Cognitive approaches to knowledge sharing are also prevalent in the Organisational Studies field 

which incorporate a range of knowledge management research. A number of organisational 

researchers have undertaken case studies into large companies with the aim of enhancing corporate 

performance and success. Many of these studies reflect a cognitive conception of knowledge sharing. 

Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) investigated innovation in Japanese companies and draw on Polanyi’s 

(1966) distinction between tacit knowledge, which is personal and contextual, and explicit knowledge, 

which is codified and transmittable in formal systematic language. Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) 

contend that the key to organisational success rests on the interaction between these two types of 

knowledge. This interaction was thought to occur through the processes of socialisation, 

externalisation, combination and internalisation and that these processes are performed by individuals, 

not the organisations themselves (Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995). Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) 

acknowledge the role of groups and teamwork and that tacit knowledge sharing is a key component of 

organisational knowledge creation through an on-going, iterative process. However, their approach 

sees knowledge as firmly embedded in the individual mind and thus constitutes a cognitive approach. 

In contrast, Huysman and de Wit (2003) adopted a broader perspective on knowledge sharing, 

defining the activity as consisting of three components; externalising individual knowledge so that it 

is communicated; objectifying this knowledge into organisational knowledge so it is taken for granted; 

and internalising organisational knowledge by members of the organisation (Huysman & de Wit 

2003, pp. 30-1). They refer to knowledge internalisation as knowledge retrieval while knowledge 

externalisation is seen as knowledge exchange. Here, knowledge retrieval is understood as a behaviour 

through which the individual learns from the organisation (Huysman & de Wit 2003). This approach 
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takes a broader perspective on knowledge sharing however it still conceives of knowledge exchange 

or sharing as an individual behaviour and therefore aligns with cognitive conceptions of knowledge 

sharing. 

 

Dunphy and Bryant (1996) argue that, as self-management increases through empowering teams to 

plan their own work, make decisions and freely engage with others, skills such as planning, co-

ordinating and boundary management are transferred from the traditional supervisor or middle 

manager to team members themselves. They conclude that the autonomous, self-managing work 

teams that result promote innovation and, as they respond to internal and external challenges, they are 

able to more quickly to confront issues (Dunphy & Bryant 1996). This approach views such 

behaviour as potentially transforming a controlling paradigm to an involving paradigm in which the 

organisation achieves greater flexibility and is able to quickly address any threats to success. Dunphy 

& Bryant (1996) began with this approach to acknowledge and embrace the social aspects of 

knowledge sharing, however, like Nonaka & Takeuchi (1995), their view sees knowledge as residing 

in individual workers minds and thus represents the cognitive conception of knowledge sharing. 

Similarly, organisational studies researchers Davenport & Prusack (1998) see knowledge as a fluid 

mix of framed experience, values, contextual information and expert insight originating in the minds 

of knowers and applied through various behaviours in the context of the organisation. They consider 

knowledge-creating activities as taking place within and between humans and knowledge is shared 

through both person-to-person contact as well as material objects such as books and documents 

(Davenport & Prusak 1998). This approach, like those above, introduces a social dimension to 

sharing, however it still views knowledge as existing in individual minds and organisational success 

as resting on the capture of knowledge in documents and shared repositories of structured data and 

information. 

 

Many researchers working in the Knowledge Management field also apply a cognitive approach to 

their investigations of knowledge sharing. For example, knowledge sharing has been seen as simply 

the act of individuals making their knowledge available to others within the organisation (Ipe 2003). 

Peltokorpi (2006) sees knowledge sharing as facilitating the transfer of both explicit as well as tacit 

knowledge across the organisation while Ganguly et al. (2009) emphasise the close relationship 

between knowledge sharing and knowledge transfer and advocates having a set of well-defined 

metrics to evaluate knowledge sharing in enterprise networks (Ganguly et al. 2009). These approaches 

too, view knowledge sharing from the cognitive perspective in that knowledge is seen as held in the 

heads of individual workers. They consider the successful management of organisations to involve 

encouraging and rewarding individual behaviour that results in capturing this knowledge for 

organisational use in explicit form. This may involve capture in material documentation or in 

knowledge management systems and related technologies. 
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Social constructivist approaches to knowledge sharing 

 

Over the last few decades cognitive approaches to knowledge sharing have been questioned by 

researchers in a range of disciplines including philosophy and the social sciences. The philosophical 

work of Alfred Schutz (1972 [1951]) and its impact on the sociological and phenomenological 

traditions, as well as work by Berger and Luckmann (1966) began to challenge the assumption that 

cognitive and social contexts are separate. Rather, they suggest that, over time, people in social groups 

create concepts and mental representations of each other’s actions that, in turn, become habituated 

into reciprocal interactions embedded into society (Berger & Luckmann 1966). These approaches 

suggest a reality that is socially constructed and one in which knowledge sharing may constitute a 

social process whereby the provision of information and knowledge to others involves a shared 

reciprocal engagement between people, either proactively or by request. This suggests that knowledge 

sharing may assist in changing people’s view of the world, giving rise to a shared, or mutually 

compatible, working understanding (Berger & Luckmann 1966; Sonnenwald 2006). Such social 

constructivist approaches emerged from a range of disciplines including sociology with the work of 

Bourdieu (1977, 1990) and Knorr-Cetina (1997) as well of the work of French philosopher and 

academic Michel Foucault (1970 [1966], 1972, 1980). Applied to knowledge sharing in an 

organisational setting, such social constructivist perspectives suggest that knowledge is created in, and 

emerges from, the social and contextual nature of the workplace and the communities built within and 

between organisations. This social view of information and knowledge stands in direct contrast to the 

cognitivist idea of knowledge residing in people’s minds and knowledge sharing as just seeking to 

access, record and manage this knowledge through behaviours such as knowledge management. 

 

In the Information Studies discipline Dervin and Nilan (1986), called for a paradigm shift away from 

traditional information systems-based cognitive approaches to a focus on information users.  For these 

researchers, information users were considered purposive, self-controlling and sense-making beings 

with their own information needs that may potentially be investigated in a range of situations using 

qualitative research methods. Chatman (Burnett et al. 2001; 1996, 1999) was at the forefront of this 

shift from the earlier cognitive perspectives to more social approaches. Her focus on addressing 

aspects of information behaviour that lay outside the cognitive realm led to the development of her 

theories of ‘information poverty’, ‘life in the round’ and of ‘normative behaviour’. These theories 

inspired Information Studies researchers to focus on the more social aspects of everyday life 

situations. Brenda Dervin (1983a, 1983b, 1998, 1999, 2001) also led a significant change away from a 

focus on the cognitive dimensions of knowledge, with its emphasis on objectivity, toward a deeper 

appreciation of context in information seeking; one that foregrounds the concepts of time, space, 

movement and gap in information seeking. A range of Information Studies researchers were inspired 

by these more social approaches to information. As Olsson (2016) states, these more socially oriented, 
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user-centred paradigms moved well into the mainstream of both Information Studies research and 

professional practice. A range of researchers, including Savolainen (1995), Tuominen and Savolainen 

(1997), and Talja (1997, 2001, 2010) have applied these approaches in their research. They assert that, 

when information seeking occurs in the workplace, those who search for, share and interpret 

information, either as individuals or as part of a team, are participants in a practice that has evolved 

historically and is shared and developed through a ‘community of practitioners’ (Talja & Hansen 

2006). Talja also highlights the contribution from the learning studies field of Jean Lave (1988) and 

Lave and Wenger (1991) to these developments (Talja 2010). Lave argued that being knowledgeable 

is possible only in an activity setting and the knowledge that arises from this setting is impacted by 

value, desire, feeling and judgment none of which can be provided from outside the practice itself. 

Lave considers the nature of problem-solving and knowledge creation as arising from activity in 

context since knowing how to solve problems, and knowing what to do, are only possible within a 

particular field of action (Lave 1988). 

 

Lave and Wenger’s development of the concept of Communities of Practice argues that earlier 

cognitive perspectives on individual problem solving and decision-making fail to acknowledge that 

they form a key component of an ongoing situated activity (Lave & Wenger 1991). At the centre of 

this development is the concept of legitimate peripheral participation that acknowledges how people 

inevitably participate in communities and how knowledge creation, learning and sharing are 

embedded within their working life and the day to day social exchanges between people (Lave & 

Wenger 1991). This development, which arose as a result of their studies of apprenticeships in 

western and non-western societies in Liberia, Mexico and the United States focus on the forces or 

tensions between being an outsider, as opposed to an insider, while engaged in a set of shared 

practices in a community. They found that apprentices work their way from the position of outsider to 

insider by building dependencies on established members and making themselves indispensable to the 

community through learning more practices and engaging in more activities. This process leads to 

gaining a position of legitimacy that Lave and Wenger termed legitimate peripheral participation 

(Lave & Wenger 1991). 

 

In the Organisational Studies field, other researchers have applied the concept of Communities of 

Practice in their research. Brown and Duguid (1991; 1998) argue that, in these communities, 

participants’ common backgrounds and experiences develop a network of complementary differences 

and dependencies and, through the process of improvisation, the distributed knowledge base is 

expanded and continuously moulded into a shared practice.  Using a range of empirical data from 

Orr’s (1996) ethnographic studies of Xerox service technicians, Brown and Duguid expanded on Lave 

and Wenger’s work by identifying a distinction between ‘sticky’ and ‘leaky’ knowledge. They claim 

that when people share practices, such as within a community of practice, knowledge is ‘leaky’ in that 
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it flows quickly and easily. They found that Orr’s (1996) technicians shared their narratives, 

diagnosed problems and sought solutions to problems around shared practices and concluded that a 

shared meaning for interpreting complex activities was formed, transformed, transmitted and re-

transmitted within the community. In contrast to leaky knowledge, knowledge is also ‘sticky’ at the 

edges of these communities and often fails to jump the boundaries between different communities. 

Brown and Duguid (1991) later extended their investigation to broader, and more loosely shared 

practices of professions, occupational networks and epistemic cultures which they term networks of 

practice.  They claim that these networks link people to others that they may never know but who 

work on similar practices in other organisations and, through email, newsletters, blogs and online 

communities, they remain connected. They claim that, through both formal and informal 

relationships, ‘knowledge that sticks within firms quickly finds ways to flow between them as if 

seeking the form with the most complementarity’ and ‘as firms keep a constant benchmarking eye on 

each other, (an) ecology develops as a whole’ (Brown & Duguid 2000, p. 165) . 

 

Organisational Studies researchers in the knowledge management area have also focused on the social 

contextual flow of information in organisations and the role of sharing in this process. Choo (2000) 

distinguishes between tacit, explicit and cultural knowledge. Tacit knowledge is personal knowledge 

while explicit, or formal knowledge, is easily diffused throughout the organisation using symbols. 

These symbols may be object-based through artefacts and tools, or rule based, through written rules 

or routines. Cultural knowledge is the store of beliefs the organisation holds to be true based on 

experience, observation, reflection and the environment (Choo 2000). Choo argues that information 

professionals manage the organisation’s tacit knowledge through engagement with staff and 

information literacy programs. Explicit knowledge is managed through knowledge managers who 

identify, refine, organise, package and design knowledge through a knowledge processing cycle. 

Choo (2000) claims that working with cultural knowledge is an intrinsically social activity in which 

interpretation and construction of beliefs take place through shared conversations. Here processes take 

place in shared settings where participants can actively participate in the information they receive, 

drawing attention to it and engaging with sense-making interactions including informal talks, 

knowledge cafes and online forums (Choo 2000). In the tradition of the knowledge management 

(KM) literature with its close alignment with organisations and managing corporate knowledge, Choo 

(2000) cites practical real-world examples to support this work including HP Labs, Microsoft and the 

Ford Motor company libraries. 

 

The key advance heralded by the development of social constructivist approaches and the concept of 

Communities of Practice over previous cognitive conceptions was that of acknowledging the 

fundamental socialness of information seeking and searching activities (Talja 2010). Indeed, rather 

than workers in organisations simply absorbing an abstract piece of knowledge through socialisation, 
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externalisation, combination and internalisation as Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) suggest, Lave and 

Wenger’s (1991) work confirms knowledge sharing as involving a deep engagement in work activities 

and their social context. This engagement includes observing colleagues, undertaking tasks, and, 

importantly, interacting with objects such as tools, artefacts and technology in the context of the 

workplace. Indeed, Communities of Practice are places where ‘people share similar goals and 

interests; employ common practices, work with the same information objects, tools and technologies; 

and express themselves in a common language’ (Talja & Hansen 2006, p. 128). 

 

The development of the social constructivist and Communities of Practice approaches across the 

social sciences and in the Information Studies and Organisational Studies disciplines have contributed 

to a significant challenge to cognitive approaches to knowledge sharing. This challenge has involved a 

shift away from a focus on knowledge being held within the minds of individuals to a consideration of 

the impact of the social context in which knowledge sharing takes place. Indeed, from the social 

constructivist perspective, information practice is a term preferred over information behaviour as a 

practice assumes that information seeking, and use, have a social orientation rather than being based 

on the motives and behaviour of individual actors. This practice approach views human activity as 

social and as originating through interactions between the members of a community (Tuominen et al. 

2005). These developments in information practice conceive of knowledge sharing as constituting a 

social process involving engagement with co-workers. This entails observing experts doing and 

undertaking tasks, as well as interacting with a range of associated tools, technologies and other 

objects, in an activity that is deeply embedded in the fabric of an organisational context. This move 

toward the social and contextual nature of knowledge sharing was further enhanced at the turn of this 

century by what is now referred to as the practice turn in contemporary theory (Schatzki et al. 2001). 

 

Practice theoretical approaches in contemporary social theory 

 

In a book entitled, The practice turn in contemporary theory Schatzki (2001) observes that a central 

core of practice theorists conceive of practices as ‘… embodied, materially mediated arrays of human 

activity centrally organised around shared practical understanding’ (Schatzki 2001, p. 2). Further, he 

suggests that these practices incorporate human bodily skills, activities, experiences, presentations and 

physical structures as a component of a social matrix, as well as non-human entities which are 

interwoven together to form a practice (Schatzki 2001). 

 

This turn to practice falls under a broader practice theory umbrella which includes the philosophical 

works of Wittgenstein (1953) and Heidegger (1962 [1927], 1969 [1929], 1988 [1927]) and the 

sociological tradition of the nature of action outlined by Max Weber (1978 [1922]).  More recently, 
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this is also observed in the late twentieth century work of Garfinkel (1967), Bourdieu (1977, 1990), 

Giddens (1984, 1991), Foucault (1970 [1966], 1972, 1977, 1980, 1982) and from the 21st century 

Schatzki (2001, 2000, 2002, 2005, 2012), Gherardi (2009a, 2009b, 2012, 2015, 2017a, 2017b, 2018) 

and Nicolini (2003, 2009a, 2009b, 2012, 2017a, 2017b). Cox (2012) considers the appeal of the 

practice approach to be its grasp of the context within which social life unfolds as well as its account 

of individual action and change (Cox 2012). 

 

As one of the key theorists of this turn to practice, Schatzki (2001) asserts that most practice theorists 

are connected through seeing activity as embodied and practices as mediated by artefacts and natural 

objects. He contends that an action or activity belongs to a particular practice if it expresses one of the 

‘practical understandings (knowing how to carry out actions through doings and sayings), rules 

(explicitly formulated directives, instructions or edicts), teleo-affective structures (teleological 

hierarchies, emotions and/or moods) or general understandings (abstract senses of worth, value nature 

or place) of that practice’ (Schatzki 2012, pp. 15-6). While human action, intentionality and planning 

are at the centre of practices Schatzki (2002) suggests that practices are connected to, and interwoven 

with, objects. This bundling of practices with material objects suggests that, on the one hand, practices 

effect, use, give meaning to and are inseparable from arrangements, while, on the other, arrangements 

channel, prefigure, facilitate and are essential to practices (Schatzki 2002). Such relationships vary in 

strength in different contexts and with respect to different practices. For example, cooking practice in 

a restaurant context may be strongly bundled with food ingredients, chefs, ovens and refrigerators but 

may be less interwoven with seating, waste disposal collections or customer booking documentation. 

 

Practices are constituted by groupings of activities (doings and sayings), which in turn ‘form events 

that happen in time and space and are both intentional and voluntary’ (Schatzki 2012, p. 18). As 

activities happen in time and space, they are also indeterminate in the sense that what determines them 

is fixed or settled only when it happens. The interwovenness of these temporal and spatial dimensions 

is a ‘feature of the practice arrangements of which they are a part’ (Schatzki 2012, p. 21) and the way 

that human life transpires is the result of practice arrangements. Schatzki concludes, 

 

‘Through such relations, bundles form constellations and constellations, larger constellations’ and 

‘the total plenum formed by this labyrinth of linked practices and arrangements is the overall site 

where social life transpires’. (Schatzki 2012, p. 21). 

 

Recent developments in practice theoretical approaches emerging out of the Education discipline (See 

Mahon et al. 2017), build on Schatzki’s work and seek to provide insight into how practices shape and 

are shaped by the material arrangements existing in a given site. While Schatzki refers to practices as 

composed of sayings and doings that are prefigured by material arrangements (Schatzki 2012), 
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Kemmis and Grootenboer (2008) extend Schatzki’s work in several ways. They define practices as 

socially-established cooperative human activity involving utterances and forms of understanding 

(sayings), modes of action (doings), and ways in which people relate to one another and the world 

(relatings) (Mahon et al. 2017). They suggest that sayings, doings and relatings all ‘hang together’ in 

characteristic ways in a distinctive project that forms a practice (Kemmis et al. 2014, p.31). 

 

Though contemporary practice theory emerges from a broad spectrum of research across a range of 

disciplines, practice approaches share a number of common features (Cox 2012; Huizing & Cavanagh 

2011; Pilerot et al. 2017). Most researchers advocating a practice approach agree that contemporary 

practice theory emerged as a reaction against the cognitive view of knowledge and as a rejection of 

dualisms such as between mind and body, structure and agency and cognition and action (Gherardi 

2012; Reckwitz 2002). A focus on practice acknowledges not only the role of sets of mental activities, 

but also the body and bodily performances engaging with a social practice. Such social practices 

involve mental know-how as well as particular ways of interpretation, aims and emotions that people 

use and make routine as they engaged in the practice (Reckwitz 2002). Contemporary practice 

theorists also share an interest in the everyday, or the life-world in which people engage with the 

world and agree that ‘inherent in practices, are patterns of activity that are critical to and which shape 

their every-day life’ (Reckwitz 2002, p. 244). 

 

Most practice theorists agree that practices are composed of activities and that an activity forms part 

of a practice if it expresses one of its rules or understandings.  They also consider practices to be 

situated, social, contextual, collaborative and relational (Schatzki et al. 2001; Gherardi 2009a; Cox 

2012; Nicolini 2012; Mahon et al. 2017). Many suggest that practices may only be understood by 

considering and understanding their context such as that of an organisational team within a wider 

institutional, infrastructural or regulatory context. Similar practices may also have different meanings 

in different contexts due to political, social and technological impacts (Cox 2012). Indeed, Kemmis 

and Grootenboer, (2008) build on Schatzki’s work and stress the importance of investigating practices 

in the context of their broader practice architectures including the cultural-discursive, material-

economic and social-political arrangements which are bundled together in characteristic ways in 

practice landscapes and practice traditions (Mahon et al. 2017, p. 13). 

 

Of relevance to knowledge sharing in organisational contexts, is the importance that practice theorists 

place on material things and materiality as well as communication, text and symbols in the 

constitution of practices (Schatzki et al. 2001; Reckwitz 2002; Nicolini 2003; Huizing & Cavanagh 

2011; Mahon et al. 2017). Objects are equally as necessary to many practices as are human bodies and 

mental activities. Indeed, carrying out a practice almost always involves using particular things such 

as human-produced artefacts, other organisms and, sometimes, other humans in certain ways 
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(Reckwitz 2002). Practices foreground the critical role of the body and the contribution of material 

things to social interactions and practices (Carlile et al. 2013).  

 

Many practice theorists also stress the potential for creativity, dynamism and growth at the heart of 

practice approaches as they encompass the role of human agency in providing space for initiative, 

creativity and individual performance (Carlile et al. 2013; Huizing & Cavanagh 2011). Indeed, 

performing a practice requires adapting to ever-dynamic circumstances, though the focus is not on the 

individual but on the practice itself (Nicolini & Monteiro 2017, p. 5). This ever-changing nature of 

practices may sometimes transcend the boundaries of organisations and change their composition at 

other sites.  For example, Gherardi and Nicolini’s (2000) investigation of the Italian building industry 

revealed how numerous situated practices in building companies, sub-contractors and architect firms 

have evolved and been extended to directly participate in the construction of worker safety in a range 

of other contexts (Gherardi & Nicolini 2000). 

 

Practice theoretical approaches to knowledge sharing research are analysed by Østerlund & Carlile 

(2005) and by Pilerot (2012), in a broad review of information sharing activities across the 

Information Studies literature. Østerlund & Carlile (2005) consider ‘relational thinking’ to be at the 

core of the influence of this practice theoretical approach in which all components such as people, 

groups, networks and objects develop their properties only in relation to each other. They also 

acknowledge the work of Lave & Wenger (1991) as significant in the development of the practice 

approach because of its emphasis on knowledge as being developed and shared between people 

engaged in a situated activity.  

 

Practice theoretical approaches in Information Studies research 

 

Pilerot (2012) provides a comprehensive meta-analysis of Information Studies research on 

information sharing activities and suggests that practice theoretical approaches,  

 

‘strive to investigate information sharing activities by focusing on the nexus of people, their doings 

and sayings, and the material conditions in which activities take place’ (Pilerot 2012, p. 573).  

 

These varied conceptions of knowledge sharing in the Information Studies literature moved from an 

early emphasis on information needs and use studies, through information behaviour approaches that 

focused on cognitive models, and then on to more social constructivist approaches. These changes 

saw some Information Studies researchers recognise and acknowledge the intrinsically social context 

of information behaviour that shifted into a consideration of a participant’s practice. This shift, in the 
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first decade of the 21st century was observed and documented by Savolainen (2007) by his 

identification of a new ‘umbrella concept’ in Information Studies termed ‘information practice’ 

(Savolainen 2007). While a large number of Information Studies researchers continue to focus on the 

knowledge sharing behaviour of individuals, this development saw the beginning of an exploration of 

the contextual nature of knowledge sharing and information practice in general (Talja et al. 1999). 

Savolainen (2007) charted the transition of practice theory into the Information Studies field but 

warned against a lack of reflexivity by researchers about this process. As the terms behaviour and 

practice have a range of meanings across philosophy, sociology and psychology and across 

information-seeking studies, he claimed that the main commonality between the two terms is that they 

explain how people ‘do things’. However, information behaviour research tends to focus on 

individual needs and motives, while information practice concerns the ‘continuity and habitualisation 

of activities affected and shaped by social and cultural factors’ (Savolainen 2007, p. 126). 

 

As conceptions of information practice began to be adopted in the Information Studies discipline, two 

streams of research emerged. On the one hand, a range of studies applied a more social constructionist 

perspective to information research that focused on ‘information practice’ as the ‘continuity and 

habitualisation of activities affected and shaped by social and cultural factors’ (Savolainen 2007, p. 

126). An example of this research approach is illustrated by Johannisson and Sundin (2007) who, in a 

study of the information sharing practices of nurses, contend that professions, such as nursing, are 

explicitly formed through making knowledge claims as to what should, or should not, be included as 

professional expertise. They concluded that the nurses in their study used discourses both to position 

themselves in relation to a workplace level as well as to an occupational level, in relation to other 

professions, such as doctors, with whom they interact in their organisations. Their study emphasised 

the key role of discourse, or ‘sayings’, as well as the importance of considering the social and 

contextual aspects of organisations when investigating nursing practice (Johannisson & Sundin 2007). 

Similarly, using an approach derived from a constructionist discourse analysis of accounts of 

everyday life information seeking, McKenzie (2003) claimed that ‘a focus on the social concept of 

information practices is more appropriate to everyday life information seeking than the psychological 

concept of information behaviour’ (McKenzie 2003, p. 19). In later research on the way people keep 

track of information in their everyday life, McKenzie & Davies (2012) found that documentary tools, 

or genres, were used which are socially and intertextually connected to institutions and organisations 

beyond the home (McKenzie & Davies 2012). This research highlighted the importance of the context 

in which people’s personal records are created and utilised as well as the inter-textual linkages 

between institutional and personal records and record-keeping practices. 

 

In contrast to the ‘information practice’ focus demonstrated by the above research, other Information 

Studies researchers have been active in applying practice theoretical approaches from other 



20

disciplines such as sociology, education, organisational studies and science and technology studies, to 

focus on the component activities of a practice. In a study of ambulance driver’s practices, Lloyd 

(2009) found that her participants engaged with textual, physical and social sites of information that 

differed according to level of expertise, the context shaping their experience and their level of 

participation in their work community. Lloyd (2009) refers to these three sites as epistemic, corporeal 

and social modalities. The epistemic modality has a stable and entrenched quality such as textual 

information found in protocols and procedures. The corporeal modality involves embodied 

information that was action oriented and drawn from interaction with sensory and sentient aspects of 

the information environment impacting on the ambulance driver’s bodies. The social modality refers 

to information that is tacit in nature and located, distributed and transferred amongst the community 

of practitioners and social networks (Lloyd 2009). Similarly, Bonner and Lloyd (2011) focused on the 

activities forming renal nurses’ practices and how their knowledge is created and shared. They found 

that renal nurses connect with a range of discourses and knowledges apart from their own to provide 

holistic patient care, continue their own learning and improve their practices. The study concluded 

that they, like the ambulance drivers in the study above, engaged with the epistemic, social and 

corporeal modalities in order to undertake their patient care. The corporeal modality in particular, 

encompassed the nurse’s senses of touch, hearing and smell and were critical in order to sense 

diagnostic information to determine their patients’ state of health. This modality was used as distinct 

to merely relying on machines and material instruments to develop diagnoses for their patients. 

Further, this corporeal modality encompassed a range of embodied information obtained through 

observing and listening to patients and, by extension, with respect to the technology connected to 

them, such as whether patients were happy or sad, thus interpreting their mood and demeanour 

(Bonner & Lloyd 2011).  

 

Veinot (2007), like Lloyd, applies the practice theoretical approach of Schatzki (2001) to an 

investigation of the workplace sharing practices of vault inspectors at a hydroelectric utility company. 

Veinot focuses on the contextual and corporeal aspects of a single participant’s workplace practice in 

her account of ‘a specific, sensual now in which practice occurs and a resource of embodied 

knowledge available to that practice’ (Veinot 2007, p. 160). Veinot concludes that her participant was 

engaged in an information practice that involves situated judgements, educated perceptions, 

navigation, finding classification and embodiment as well as document production. She found that 

these documents were used by the inspector as boundary objects to both satisfy organisational 

requirements as well as link various disparate sections of the company. Cox, in an exploration of the 

impact of the practice approach on information science, considers the work of Lloyd, Veinot and 

others and commends their research as recasting Information Science as ‘the study of information in 

social practice – in other words, as about exploring how information activities are woven through 

social practices’ (Cox 2012). 
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Practice theoretical approaches have also been applied by other Information Studies researchers to 

information literacy practice as well as to information sharing practice. Research into information 

literacy concludes that a practice perspective assists in taking full account of context, encouraging the 

researcher to explore the bundles of arrangements that impact on information literacy activities and to 

promote a broader exploration of the whole range of practice arrangements that enable or constrain 

information (Lloyd 2010). Similarly, Pilerot and Limberg (2011) applied a practice theoretical 

approach to the study of the information sharing practices of design scholars. They defined practice as 

‘an organised, open-ended, spatial-temporal manifold of actions’ (Schatzki 2005, p. 471) and 

concluded that information sharing activities are intertwined with a range of other information 

practices such as information seeking and use. In addition, they found that material arrangements of 

human and non-human entities, such as information and communications technologies (ICTs), along 

with the design scholars’ practices, constitute a social site by creating meaning and impact on 

activities of the practice (Pilerot & Limberg 2011, p. 312). 

 

Through exploring the dimensions of a range of practices by interrogating their component activities, 

these studies extended the boundaries of Information Studies research beyond a focus on information 

practices alone. Recent Information Studies research now incorporates a broad range of practice 

approaches drawn from a number of other disciplines such as philosophy, education and organisation 

studies (Irvine-Smith 2017; Leith & Yerbury 2015, 2017, 2018; Lloyd 2012; Lloyd et al. 2016; Lloyd 

et al. 2017; Olsson & Lloyd 2017). A useful description and analysis of the application of the practice 

approach in Information Studies concludes that it is now a multi-faceted strand exhibiting a range of 

characteristics including an emphasis on materiality; individual, collective and distributed agency; 

discursive and situated activity; and the contradictory notions of order and disruption (Pilerot et al. 

2017). 

 

Practice theoretical approaches in Organisation Studies research 

 

Practice theoretical approaches in the Organisation Studies discipline originated in the work of the 

social constructivist and Communities of Practice researchers described above, including Lave (1988), 

Lave & Wenger (1991) and Brown & Duguid (1991). Prominent practice-based researchers in the 

Organisation Studies discipline include Nicolini (Gherardi & Nicolini 2000; 2002, 2016; Nicolini & 

Monteiro 2017) and Gherardi (2009a, 2009b, 2012; Gherardi & Nicolini 2000, 2002). In a joint study 

investigating the circulation of safety knowledge in the building industry, these researchers stress that 

knowledge is situated in contexts of social interaction. Knowledge is acquired by means of social 

participation, is relational and mediated by technological artefacts and, importantly, is constantly 

constructed by participants and is therefore, dynamic and provisional. They conclude that, by 
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approaching the circulation and sharing of safety knowledge as a process of translation in the context 

of an organisation, there emerges a range of power relations, competing discourses and material 

impacts that result in knowledge being shaped, displaced, interpreted and transformed (Gherardi & 

Nicolini 2002). 

 

This view of knowledge sharing as a dynamic and transformational process has been further 

elaborated by Gherardi (2013) through her use of the term knowing-in-practice. She contends that, in 

order to work in an organisation, a worker does not only know a series of practices but rather, must 

understand how a job or a profession is done and how to work together through relations among 

people, their bodies, objects, languages, technologies, institutions and rules. These relations, Gherardi 

(2013) contends, result in knowing-in-practice. As this process is collective, knowledge and 

experiences are shared and, for Gherardi, this creates a ‘doing-in-situation which produces a collective 

identity and consolidates the practical knowledge transmitted to the novice’ (Gherardi 2013, p. 208). 

This epistemological approach to practices, in contrast to Schatzki’s (2005) ontological perspective, is 

of interest in Organisation Studies because of its capacity to provide a process-oriented view to the 

workings of organisations. This epistemological approach to knowledge focuses on the way people 

come to know in a practice, how knowledge is constructed with respect to practices in the context of 

organisations and,  

 

‘… makes it possible to articulate the dynamic that occurs between the becoming of a practice 

as a socially sustained mode of action in a given context and the given socio-material context 

in which it develops’ …  ‘practice is situated between the given and the emergent as an 

element in the socio-material ordering’ (Gherardi 2012, p. 79). 

 

Gherardi (2013) does share Schatzki’s view of the importance of objects and artefacts in practices and 

views them as embodying knowledge and anchoring practices in their materiality as well as operating 

as components of human memory (Gherardi 2013). Cox (2012) emphasises Gherardi’s view in 

asserting that the ‘skilled body knows’ and that knowledge is embedded in routines and objects and is 

relative to the specific context of a practice (Cox, 2012).  

 

Nicolini (2017b) supports Gherardi’s view of the importance of process in the investigation of 

practices. While acknowledging Schatzki’s et al. (2001) ontological approach to practices which 

focuses on the content of practices, Nicolini sees this as placing insufficient emphasis on the 

inherently performative nature of practices (Nicolini 2017b). He advocates a processual 

understanding of practices that foregrounds the importance of methodology over theory and one that 

is capable of analysing orderly action and uncovering how practices hang together. He also considers 

the context of individual practices as well as their effects whilst also considering the ‘co-evolution, 
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conflict and interference of two or more practices’ (Nicolini 2017b, p. 32). Nicolini’s interest in 

potential methodologies for the investigation of practices is reflected in his work with interview to the 

double (Nicolini 2009a) in which interviewees are asked to imagine they have a double who will need 

to take over their tasks and they are asked to provide the appropriate instructions so that this double 

will not be exposed. Niciolini advocates a toolkit approach to investigating practices that involves 

applying the various theoretical and methodological approaches to practices together in order to 

provide a more comprehensive and richer understanding of practices (Nicolini 2012). 

 

Küpers (2007) reflects Gherardi’s knowing-in-practice and her emphasis on context by proposing a 

pheno-practice approach to organisational analysis whereby the interior and exterior dimensions of 

individual and collective elements are studied along with the unfolding processes of an organisation. 

Taking a phenomenological approach to the study of organisations, Küpers, emphasises the embodied 

and processual aspects of practices and also seeks to expand the conceptual base for modelling the 

complexity of modern work environments (Küpers 2005a, p. 229). Küper’s recent work explores the 

phenomenology of embodied practice and the implications for leadership in organisations (Küpers 

2013). He suggests that investigations of leadership practice require attention to the bodily processes 

and responses as well as to how ‘practices happen in and through the very in-between of leading and 

following’ (Küpers 2013, p. 348). Küpers advocates the application of a phenomenological 

methodology to the investigation of practices because of its emphasis on embodied performance as 

well as the affective and emotional aspects of bodies at work (Küpers 2017). He suggests that 

focusing on embodied, materio-socio-cultural practicing ensures that workplace events such as the 

performance of leadership, encompass the possible, creative, inventive and emergent aspects into 

unfolding practices (Küpers 2017, p. 101). 

 

Conceptions of what is shared 
 

This section considers a further aspect of knowledge sharing emerging from the review of the 

Information Studies and Organisation Studies literatures, that is, what is shared as knowledge sharing 

takes place in organisations.  

 

Cognitive approaches emerging from these two disciplines see knowledge as originating and 

contained within the minds of individuals such as the library user engaging in information activities or 

the employee in an organisation being required to share knowledge with colleagues and their 

organisations. Cognitive and information behaviour approaches in the Information Studies literature 

view knowledge sharing as an aspect of an individual’s behaviour and these studies focus on how 

individuals interact with information. Sharing in these studies is seen as one of a variety of individual 
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behaviours in which an individual may engage with other individuals in order to bridge the gap 

between their information need and obtaining help to address this need. These studies view the 

information object as the key to what is shared so many studies seek to identify the sorts of material 

objects needed to satisfy a user’s information need. As Pilerot (2012) confirms in his review of the 

knowledge and information sharing literature, this is an approach that is widespread in the empirical 

material that emphasises the materiality of information in line with Buckland’s (1991) notion of 

information as thing. In this research, that which is shared is encompassed by the material data and 

documents viewed as informative for their goal of addressing an information need (Wilson 2010). 

 

It is acknowledged in the Information Studies literature, especially in information behaviour and more 

recent practice-based research that sharing information and knowledge may also encompass 

components of affect and emotion. For example, Wilson (1981) identifies affective needs as key 

motivators in information-seeking behaviour and Dervin (1983a) stresses the emotional framings of 

knowing & the cognitive aspects of seeking in the development of her theories of sense-making. 

Kuhlthau (1991) acknowledges the role of feelings and mood in her development of the Information 

Search Process model (ISP), suggesting emotions as a dimension of information searching. More 

recent information practice approaches consider positive and negative emotions to be key aspects of 

information seeking (Savolainen 2014). Emotion forms a key component of Lloyd’s (2009) corporeal, 

or bodily, modality of information practice. In addition, Reckwitz (2017), focussing on the broader 

concept of affect rather than emotion per se, proposes that all practices are ‘affectively tuned’ with a 

built-in affective dimension. 

 

In the light of this research, it is necessary to draw a distinction between components of knowledge 

sharing that are related to affect, such as emotions, moods, feelings and humour and the broader 

concept of an ‘affective dimension’ (Reckwitz 2017) of knowledge sharing where affect is viewed as 

‘non-conscious and not-yet conscious bodily capacities to affect and to be affected’ (Gherardi 2017a). 

For this study, it is necessary to distinguish between this broader concept of affect in contrast to the 

range of components that may constitute affect such as the experience and expression of  emotions, 

such as happiness or anger, and conversational humour defined as ‘spontaneous or pre-constructed 

interactional humour’ (Dynel 2009). Affect is explored in more detail below in descriptions of 

practice theoretical approaches to what is shared. 

 

Cognitive approaches in the Organisation Studies literature, such as that of Davenport and Prusack 

(1998), consider knowledge as being shared. For them, knowledge constitutes ‘a fluid mix of framed 

experience, values, contextual information and expert insight that originates and is applied in the 

minds of the knowers’ (Davenport & Prusak 1998). They see knowledge sharing as exchanging 

individual and personal cognitive phenomena through person-to-person verbal contact as well as by 
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the creation and sharing of objects such as books, documents and data and information in systems. 

This approach considers that organisations, to be successful, must capture employees’ knowledge in 

documents or in shared repositories of structured explicit data so that it may be made accessible to the 

wider organisation (Davenport & Prusak 1998). Similarly, for Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995), what is 

shared during knowledge sharing is knowledge that is held by the individual. The organisation’s role 

is therefore to amplify this cognitive knowledge through a community of interaction where it is 

absorbed into the wider organisation. Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) suggest that the individual’s 

personal and contextual tacit knowledge is the key to what is shared when knowledge sharing takes 

place. Through a transformation process involving socialisation, externalisation, combination and 

internalisation this tacit knowledge is transformed into explicit knowledge, through codification and 

transmission via formal systematic language (Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995). While acknowledging the 

role of groups and teamwork, like Davenport and Prusack (1998), they see this knowledge as firmly 

embedded in individual minds and requiring a transformation process in order for it to be externalised 

and benefit the organisation (Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995). 

 

In contrast to these cognitive conceptions of knowledge sharing, social constructivist and 

Communities of Practice approaches take account of the fundamental socialness of knowledge sharing 

when considering what is shared. For these researchers, knowledge sharing involves a deep 

engagement in activities, including observing colleagues, undertaking tasks, and interacting with 

materials such as tools, artefacts and technology in a specific situated context. Therefore, as an actor 

in this context, people share similar goals, interests, employ common practices and work with 

information objects, tools and technologies in order to express themselves in a common language 

(Talja & Hansen 2006). All of these activities form the shared elements of knowledge sharing in the 

Community of Practice. In addition, in Communities of Practice, Brown and Duguid (1991, 1998) 

argue that work colleagues are involved in sharing common backgrounds, experiences and that they 

develop a network of complementary differences and dependencies. In this context, colleagues share 

meanings for interpreting complex activities and these are formed, transformed, transmitted and re-

transmitted within the community. In Networks of Practice, which involve broader and more loosely 

shared practices of professions, common meanings are shared through technology such as email, 

newsletters, blogs and online communities (Brown & Duguid 1991). 

 

Practice theoretical approaches, which emphasise the situated, social, embodied and relational nature 

of practices, encompass a broader approach to what is shared during knowledge sharing. This 

approach readily acknowledges that individual cognitive knowledge may be shared as a component of 

a practice, as do cognitive, social constructivist and Communities of Practice approaches. However, 

sharing, for practice-based researchers, extends to the bodily, material and emotional aspects of 

knowledge sharing practice that are accessed through the sayings, doings and relatings of participants 
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engaged in a practice. Such an approach extends the potential of knowledge sharing to encompass a 

broader range of dimensions. Practice based researchers consider that this range of shared 

phenomenon may encompass anything from material objects such as technology and associated 

objects such as projectors, display screens, on the one hand, to that of sharing embodied personal 

expressions of emotions, moods and dispositions on the other. 

 

Sharing phenomena such as emotions, moods and dispositions is addressed by Reckwitz (2017) who 

suggests that every social order constitutes an arrangement of practices and that each of these 

arrangements is affectively tuned in a particular manner. He considers affect as a social phenomenon, 

not subjective - as activities, not properties; and as states of physical arousal, directed at a person, 

object or idea (Reckwitz 2017, p. 118). Indeed, his view of practices involves sharing affect, first, as 

motivation for the practice, as well as for the focusing of attention on the practice as it is undertaken 

(Reckwitz 2017). With respect to this motivation, practices require an affective incentive for 

participants to engage in them that may be a positive desire, such as enjoyment, or a defensive 

mechanism to avoid displeasure, or a combination of both. With respect to focusing attention on a 

practice, participants, to engage in a practice, will be guided toward phenomena relevant to the 

practice, such as certain material artefacts, and deflected from irrelevant phenomena. Therefore, from 

a practice participant’s viewpoint, the affectivity of a practice encompasses strong engagements with, 

and reactions to, other people, things or ideas (Reckwitz 2017). For example, participants engaged in 

knowledge sharing in an organisation may experience affective incentive from their sharing such as 

the enjoyment of assisting their colleagues, as well as being affectively focussed on materials that are 

associated with practicing knowledge sharing and not others that are irrelevant to the practice. 

 

Gherardi (2017a) views affect as, ‘non-conscious and not-yet conscious bodily capacities to affect and 

to be affected’; as a ‘flow of entangled forces’, and as an ‘assemblage of potentialities that augment or 

diminish a participant’s capacity to act or engage with other human or non-human agents’ (Gherardi 

2017a, p. 348). Affect is therefore something that ‘lies beyond the threshold of awareness, subjective 

meaning and discourse, and is processual and relational’ (Gherardi 2017a, p. 348) and therefore forms 

an integral component of what is shared as knowledge sharing unfolds. Gherardi points to similarities 

between a theoretical turn to practice and a turn to affect in the management learning community 

(Gherardi 2009a; Kenny et al. 2011) from which she views both turns as having an epistemological 

sensitivity, as emphasising the body and embodied knowledge; and as both engaged in materiality and 

socio-materiality (Gherardi 2017a). Like Reckwitz (2017), Gherardi (2017a) also highlights the 

complementarity between an empirical study of practices and the study of affect. She suggests that 

both research areas may be enriched by investigating how affect is produced in mundane interactions 

such as practices. Such practice theoretical approaches suggest that knowledge sharing may involve 

sharing a broad spectrum of knowledges ranging from cognitive knowledge or physical objects, such 
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as documents, to more intangible phenomenon such as emotions and moods such as anger, excitement 

or humour. In the social space of an organisation, knowledge sharing practice may also be mediated 

by broader social and political arrangements of a given organisation and involve sharing a sense of 

solidarity on the one hand, to that of sharing power and control on the other. These practice 

approaches broaden the consideration and scope of what is potentially shared when knowledge 

sharing takes place by focusing on the richness and complexity of practices and their socio-material 

activities in context. This suggests that the range of knowledges that may be shared during knowledge 

sharing practice may encompass elements such as an individual’s cognitive knowledge, material 

objects, to more social or bodily dimensions, through to human affect, moods and emotions; all 

unfolding in the context of an organisational site. 

 

Other Organisation Studies research in the Knowledge Management area suggests that trust and 

power may form important components of what is shared as knowledge sharing happens. 

Organisations that encourage co-worker support and well-being, provide reward and incentive for 

sharing activities, encourage trust and address the destructive dynamics of power games may also best 

facilitate knowledge sharing (Akhavan & Hosseini 2015; Alattas & Kang 2015; Boh & Wong 2015). 

In addition, organisations facilitating social support for staff through shared goals and the provision of 

social networks such as intranets and sharing technology, can significantly increase knowledge 

sharing (Cabrera et al. 2006; Chow & Chan 2008). Such support has been found to be effective in 

knowledge sharing initiatives because of the strength of co-worker influence and encouragement that 

has been found to influence shared knowledge even when there is uncertainty or risk arising from 

other sources (Boh & Wong 2015). While rewards and incentives to share knowledge are thought to 

be effective motivators, financial rewards have been found to be less motivating (Vuori & Okkonen 

2012), though extrinsic motivation such as anticipated gains in reputation and reciprocal benefits have 

been shown to be useful (Rode 2016).  

 

A large number of studies have highlighted the significance of trust as a shared element of 

organisational knowledge sharing (Kier et al. 2013; Mariano 2013). In a comprehensive review of 

knowledge management literature, Shanshan (2014) identifies trust, both affect-based and cognitive-

based trust, as a strong component of knowledge sharing. While trust is rarely defined in detail in 

these studies, trust in management and with colleagues is described as ‘employee faith in an 

organisation’s goal attainment and organisational leaders and the belief that organisational action will 

be beneficial for employees’ (Jahanyan & Moshabbaki 2011, p. 219). Adopting a similar definition of 

trust, Alattas and Kang (2015), suggest that developing a ‘group culture’ increases trust and, as a 

result, employees are more likely to share knowledge with their co-workers and thereby, shared 

benefits result which encourage knowledge acquisition and application within an organisation (Bock 
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et al. 2005). Trust is also seen as a social capital factor, among several others like social interaction 

ties and shared goals that enhance knowledge sharing in organisations (Akhavan & Hosseini 2015).  

 

Trust and the dynamics of power are often investigated together in knowledge management research 

where high trust is seen as leading to increased knowledge sharing while power issues are considered 

to impact negatively on organisational knowledge sharing. Friesl et al. (2011) found that suspicion of 

new approaches being introduced to the German armed forces inhibited buy-in to knowledge sharing 

and acted as a major barrier to knowledge exchange between traditional line management and recently 

introduced knowledge sharing innovations. Such suspicion arose from lack of trust of the unknown 

new entities and approaches and line managers anticipated loss of power over their areas of 

responsibility. Similarly, motivational factors such as perceived loss of power impacts negatively on 

the willingness to share knowledge, while perceived reputation enhancement and perceived joy in 

helping others impacts positively on the willingness to share knowledge (Akhavan & Hosseini 2015). 

In a study of knowledge sharing hostility, as expressed in attitudes to knowledge sharing and actual 

individual knowledge-sharing behaviour, Husted et al. (2012) found that strong reasons for 

knowledge hoarding and rejection, along with negative attitudes towards mistakes, have a negative 

impact on knowledge sharing. They found that transaction-based knowledge governance, which 

focuses on staff rights and incentives, increases hostility to knowledge sharing while commitment-

based governance, based on employee commitment and loyalty to the organisation, decrease such 

hostility (Husted et al. 2012). These research studies imply that trust and power may be shared 

component as knowledge sharing unfolds in organisations. 

 

Organisational impacts on knowledge sharing  
 

In the Information Studies and Organisation Studies disciplines there is a range of research 

investigating the organisational factors that impact on both intra-organisational knowledge sharing 

and inter-organisational knowledge sharing. From the Information Studies perspective, Yang and 

Maxwell (2011) undertook a comprehensive literature review of information sharing research both 

within and between public sector organisations. They found that intra-organisational knowledge 

sharing was impacted by organisational structure such as bureaucracy, centralization and 

formalization; organisational culture such as ritual and norm; participant reward and incentive; trust 

and power games; and the information technology available in the organisation through which to 

share information. Inter-organisational knowledge sharing was impacted by organisational boundaries 

of bureaucracy, organisational cultures such as values and origins of the organisation; participant 

incentives, risk and reward; trust, the extent to which information is seen as exerting power and 

authority; and information technology capacity (Yang & Maxwell 2011). Their review suggests that 
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similar factors are at play with respect to organisational knowledge sharing both within and between 

organisations. 

 

Other studies that only focus on intra-organisational knowledge sharing highlight similar categories of 

factors identified by Yang and Maxwell (2011). Structural factors in organisations such as reporting 

lines, ease of knowledge flow between departments (Foss et al. 2010; Joia & Lemos 2010) as well as 

the development of an informal as opposed to formal structure (Nooshinfard & Nemati-Anarak 2012) 

are critical in encouraging knowledge sharing. In general, more flexible and informal structures 

facilitate internal communication, enhance staff ability to evaluate information and encourage 

individuals to share knowledge (Nooshinfard & Nemati-Anarak 2012). Formal organisational 

structures have been found to interactions between staff that are vital for effective knowledge sharing 

(Gold et al. 2001). Organisational culture also impacts on knowledge sharing. Mannie et al. (2013) 

found that the creation of a collaborative organisational culture that promotes a learning focus to 

create a more knowledgeable workforce facilitates intra-organisational knowledge sharing. The 

development of a group culture, in which staff share information and insights, obtain social advantage 

and obtain considerable influence over decision making in the organisation also leads to greater 

knowledge sharing (Alattas & Kang 2015; Kim et al. 2015). Studies of public sector organisations 

found that an encouraging and supportive culture may weaken barriers to knowledge sharing and 

suggest the formation of supportive networks, such as communities of practice (CoP), to encourage 

knowledge sharing across organisation’s (Ghosh et al. 2012; Sayogo & Pardo 2013; Snowden 2002). 

Establishing a robust internal communication framework to overcome barriers to internal 

communication also enhances an organisations ability to communicate complex knowledge to internal 

stakeholders and thus encourage cross-organisational knowledge sharing (Ndlela 2014). 

 

A range of research studies highlight the material arrangements within organisations that impact on 

knowledge sharing such as access to easy-to use, efficient and effective knowledge sharing 

technology (Dilmaghani et al. 2015). Yang and Wu found that a plethora of different data definitions 

and formats, concerns about information loss through inadequate security, inconsistency of 

technological capacity and an asymmetry of access within and between organisations, inhibited 

knowledge sharing activity (Yang & Wu 2014). Conversely, a robust data infrastructure, high quality 

usability tools and interfaces, and comprehensive data documentation and metadata standards 

encourage knowledge sharing (Fecher et al. 2015). Further, advances in knowledge sharing 

technology enable greater cross-boundary information sharing and geographical limitations no longer 

obstruct inter-organisational sharing, though when organisations are co-located, there are advantages 

to better and closer social and personal networks (Yang 2012). Vest and Issel (2014) document how 

technology-related barriers inhibit the sharing of health data and information across local and staff 

public health organisations in the United States and, in addition to administrative issues and policy 
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interventions, view the improvement to IT and IS capabilities as the key factor to share health 

information and knowledge. 

 

Studies that focussed on inter-organisational knowledge sharing highlight international, national and 

sector sharing activities between organisations. Prince et al. (2011) investigated the use of high 

involvement information sharing systems between commercial organisations in different countries. 

They found significant variance in information sharing practices of firms based in different countries 

but homogeneity of practices among geographic neighbours where organisations have relative 

similarity with respect to their culture, history and institutional environmental factors (Prince et al. 

2011). Similarly, in studies of trans-national public sector knowledge sharing networks, culture, 

politics, knowledge and technological resources, intentions and relationships influence an 

organisation’s ability to engage in the knowledge sharing processes and interactions essential for 

optimum knowledge sharing (Dawes et al. 2012; Javernick-Will 2011). 

 

Nation-wide knowledge sharing has also been found to be strongly impacted by similar factors to that 

of international knowledge sharing. In Chinese manufacturing enterprises for example, relationship 

factors such as trust, power and interdependence and organisational factors such as senior 

management support, technology, innovation and staff capability impacted strongly on information 

sharing and information quality (Su et al. 2010). Similar influences were found to impact on 

knowledge sharing in both Taiwanese (Yang, Zheng & Pardo 2012) and Malaysian (Harold & Horan 

2011) e-government knowledge initiatives with key relationship factors including stakeholders, co-

ordination and participant empowerment, while organisational factors included guidelines and policy, 

sharing champions and organisational leadership.  

 

Knowledge sharing within sectors, but spanning different states and regions, is often impacted by 

shortfalls in technological and disciplinary pressures. In a study of US public health data sharing, Vest 

and Issel (2014) found that, while hospitals had invested in information sharing technology to manage 

patient information, public health agencies possess insufficient capability to acquire and utilise their 

data and, further, that this was a state-based resourcing issue. Technological deficiencies were found 

to have very little impact on knowledge sharing across the US scientific community (Vest & Issel 

2014). Key impacts in this sector arose from regulative pressures by journal publishers, normative 

pressures at a disciplinary level and perceived career benefit and scholarly altruism at an individual 

level (Kim & Stanton 2016). 

 

The majority of the studies considered above arise from the Information Studies and Organisation 

Studies disciplines however recent practice theoretical research in the Education Studies discipline 

offer a useful lens through which to view the impact of wider organisation arrangements and the 
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understanding of practices in the workplace. Kemmis and Groootenboer (2008) suggest that the 

broader organisational context has a profound impact on practices, for example knowledge sharing, 

through what they term the theory of practice architectures. They expand on Schatzki’s et al. (2001) 

concept of material arrangements to identify three different kinds of arrangements that exist 

simultaneously in a site of practice and impact on, or mediate, the practice. These arrangements are 

cultural-discursive arrangements operating in semantic space; material-economic arrangements 

operating in physical space-time; and social political arrangements forming the social space (Mahon 

et al. 2017). According to the theory of practice architectures, the social world is composed of these 

three dimensions of inter-subjectivity bundled together in semantic space, in physical space-time and 

in social space. These spaces form the mediating conditions necessary for the enactment of a practice. 

In turn, such practice architectures are mediated by practices and, rather than remaining fixed and 

stable, they evolve over time with new architectures being introduced, old architectures being 

modified and reforming and others may be completely transformed into new architectures (Mahon et 

al. 2017). Schatzki (2002, 2012) uses the term bundling to describe the relationship between practices 

and arrangements however the theory of practice architectures employs the term enmeshment to 

describe the relationship between practices and arrangements and reserve the term bundling to 

describe how sayings, doings and relatings interact with each other and with the three forms of 

arrangements above (Mahon et al. 2017).  The theory of practice architectures provides a useful 

approach to investigating the broader organisation impacts on practices. In the context of this study, it 

offers a useful lens through which the impact of the wider organisational context of local government 

organisations may enable or constrain knowledge sharing in cross disciplinary project teams. 

 

Research questions and approach arising from the review of the literature 
 

The review of the literature has explored a range of theoretical approaches taken in the investigation 

of knowledge sharing across the disciplines of Information Studies and Organisation Studies.  

Different conceptions of knowledge sharing, including the cognitive, the social constructivist as well 

as practice theoretical approaches were provided. The phenomena each of these three theoretical 

approaches consider to be shared was also considered along with research into the organisational 

context of knowledge sharing. 

 

In the light of this review of the Information Studies and Organisation Studies literature, the 

researcher proceeded to formulate three key research questions with which to embark on the 

investigation. The first question - what is knowledge sharing? - sought to identify the constituent 

activities involved in the sharing of knowledge by participants in the study. The second question - 

what is shared when knowledge sharing takes place? - sought to identify the phenomenon that are 
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reported as being shared by participants when they engage in knowledge sharing. The third question – 

what organisational factors facilitate or inhibit knowledge sharing? – aimed to explore the wider, 

organisational context of knowledge sharing in order to uncover how organisations may impact on 

knowledge sharing and how Information Studies or Organisation Studies practitioners may better 

manage the sharing of knowledge. 

 

The review of the knowledge sharing literature also revealed the comprehensive and multi-

dimensional nature of the variety of practice theoretical approaches to knowledge sharing. In contrast 

to the cognitivist, social constructivist and Community of Practice approaches investigated and 

outlined above, practice theoretical conceptions were found to offer opportunities to explore the 

contextual, cognitive, material, social, bodily and affective aspects of knowledge sharing as well as 

the dynamics of trust, power and authority, as evidenced by previous practice-based research. Indeed, 

the practice theoretical research identified in the review appeared to encompass both the cognitive and 

social aspects of knowledge sharing but also offer a range of additional dimensions for investigation 

in the study. A practice theoretical approach was therefore selected for application in the study. 

 

The following chapter describes and explores the methodological approach taken to the three research 

questions of the study including the methodological requirements of the practice theoretical approach; 

potential methodological approaches for application to the study; the methodological approach 

eventually selected for the study; potential research risks and mitigation strategies; and a detailed 

description of the participants in each of the case studies, or sites of the study.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
 

This chapter describes and explores the methodological approach taken to the three research questions 

of the study. First, it outlines aspects of the practice theoretical approach needing methodological 

consideration. Secondly, it describes three potential methodological approaches for application to the 

study. Third, it describes the methodological approach selected and how it was applied to the study. 

Potential research risks and mitigation strategies are then presented, followed by a more detailed 

description of both projects investigated in the study as well as a full account of the data collected and 

analysed. 

 

Research questions and aspects of the practice theoretical approach 
 

Qualitative research is a situated activity involving a set of interpretative and material practices that 

seek to make the world visible. The qualitative researcher studies things in their natural settings, 

attempting to make sense of or interpret phenomenon in terms of the meanings people bring to them 

(Denzin & Lincoln 2017). Such an approach seemed appropriate for this study in the light of the 

researcher’s interest in how people in organisations share their knowledge as well as a curiosity as to 

what people experience as being shared when they undertake knowledge sharing. Having observed 

knowledge sharing in a range of different organisations, the researcher was also curious about the 

features of particular organisational settings and how they impact on the success or failure of 

engagement in knowledge sharing. 

 

Given these interests, the researcher considered and confirmed the three research questions of the 

study, that is: 

 

• What is knowledge sharing? 

• What is shared when knowledge sharing takes place?  

• What organisational factors facilitate or inhibit knowledge sharing? 

 

In the light of the description of the practice theoretical approach offered in Chapter 2 – Literature 

review, it was necessary to first identify the key features of the practice approach before selecting a 

methodological approach for the study. The various features of the practice theoretical approach 

described, especially perspectives provided by Schatzki (2001, 2002, 2012) and Kemmis and 

Grootenboer (2008) needed to inform the design of the study with respect to potential settings, 

research participants and methods to be explored and applied to the investigation. These features are 

summarised below as are the methodological implications of the three central research questions. 
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A distinctive feature of the practice theoretical approach is the view of practices as being constituted 

by groupings of human activities such as doings and sayings, which, in turn, form events that happen 

in time and space (Schatzki 2012, p. 18). This focus on what people say and do as a component of a 

practice and how such practices happen in time and space suggests that, in order to undertake an 

investigation of practices, a researcher must pay due regard to two key aspects when considering 

potential methodological approaches. First, they must have the capability to capture detailed 

utterances, or the sayings, of participants as they are engaged in a practice. Secondly, they must 

ensure a means of observing and recording what participants do, that is, their ‘doings’, as both sayings 

and doings are occurring. It follows that, as these groupings of human activities take place in time and 

space, the closer to the event that a researcher is able to capture participant doings and sayings, the 

closer they are to beginning to identify and interrogate a practice. The practice approach begins with 

participants’ doings and sayings as a point of departure in order to explore the nets of activities or 

groupings of the practice at hand (Nicolini & Monteiro 2017, p. 111). In addition to sayings and 

doings, any research method(s) employed to investigate practices also need to be capable of 

uncovering what Kemmis & Mutton (2012) identify as relatings. Relatings are the ways in which 

people relate to each other and the wider world (Mahon et al. 2017, p. 8). Research into practices 

needs to focus on uncovering these distinctive arrangements of people, roles and relationships. Along 

with doings and sayings, it must identify practical arrangements that are characteristic of different 

kinds of practices making them comprehensible and forming tasks and projects for participants 

involved (Schatzki 2002). This feature of the practice approach suggests that any methodology 

employed to investigate the phenomenon of knowledge sharing, including what is shared and what 

organisational characteristics mediate it, must provide a means of capturing sayings, doings and 

relatings in order to engage with this phenomenon.  

 

Practice approaches also stress the importance of context or site. The site of the social is ‘the site 

specific to human coexistence - the context, or wider expanse of phenomena, in and as part of which 

humans exist’ (Schatzki 2002, p. 147). When studying such organisational contexts, it is necessary to 

identify the actions that comprise it; the arrangements of which these actions are a part; and the other 

nets of practices to which these arrangements are tied (Nicolini 2012; Schatzki 2005). In addition, the 

site is not merely a context that surrounds a practice, rather it is also responsible for pre-figuring, 

enabling and/or constraining the practice and sets the conditions by which it is realised in time and 

space (Kemmis et al. 2014).  

 

An aspect of investigating the site of practices in the field is the need to translate Schatzki’s 

theoretical approach to the context of empirical social research. Schatzki (2005) warns against taking 

too fine-grained an approach and suggests that all that is needed to investigate practices is an 
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‘overview of social phenomenon and their workings’ (Schatzki 2005, p. 477). His theoretical work 

exhausts the permutations of practice, however he provides little detailed guidance on research 

methods such as how to connect distant practices or study social phenomena in our modern, highly 

interconnected and ‘globalised’ world (Nicolini 2012, p. 179).  In the context of this study, the sites of 

knowledge sharing are complex organisations under pressure to achieve greater environmental 

sustainability. The complexity that such an investigation presents, in addition to the imprecise nature 

of Schatzki’s theoretical approach, suggests that what is needed is quite a prescriptive and detailed 

account of fieldwork methods in order to deal with such complexity.  

 

A further aspect of practices requiring consideration when selecting a research methodology includes 

their social, embodied and material nature. The social nature of practices means they are always 

cultural practices and, as they are anchored in bodies, and in artefacts connected with bodies, they are 

also material practices (Reckwitz 2017, p. 114). Any investigation of practices requires the means of 

uncovering these social and embodied aspects as well as observing, recording and uncovering the 

material arrangements that form part of the practice. By material arrangements Schatzki et al. (2001) 

refer to arrangements of people and of the artefacts, organisms and the things through which they co-

exist and in which these entities relate and possess identity and meaning (Schatzki et al. 2001, p. 53). 

In the context of this study, any methodology applied requires the means of both identifying the social 

and material aspects of knowledge sharing as well as a means of observing, recording and extracting 

its identity through engagement with participants in the organisational context. 

 

Other aspects of the practice theoretical approach that have methodological implications for this study 

are the dynamic and unfolding nature of practices and their emotional or affective aspects. The 

practice-based approaches investigate a world that is always in the making; one in which doing, more 

than being, is at the centre of research and this requires a practice-based vocabulary of verbs such as 

learning, organising, belonging, understanding and knowing (Nicolini et al. 2003). Schatzki also 

refers to the importance of teleo-affective structures in linking the doings and sayings of a practice, 

which he defines as ‘normativised and hierarchically ordered ends, projects and tasks’ that are ‘allied 

to emotions and moods’ (Schatzki 2002, p. 80). This suggests that, rather than being interior 

properties of individuals, affects and emotions are properties of the specific affective ‘attunement’ or 

mood of a respective practice; one in which when a person is competent to perform a practice and is 

‘carried away’ by it, they incorporate or actualise its mood (Reckwitz 2017). Any methodological 

approach to studying a practice must incorporate a means of investigating both its unfolding nature, as 

well as its affective and emotional dimensions. 

 

Finally, the practice theoretical approach requires a methodological approach that encompasses both 

the phenomenon under study as well as allow for the researcher to reflexively examine their own 
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epistemic practices as part of the investigation. The researcher’s role is to interrogate, not only their 

object of enquiry, but also their tools, assumptions and positions in the field, paying due regard to 

how their practices and social conditions structure their understanding of the phenomenon at hand 

(Steier 1991; Bourdieu 2004; Nicolini 2009a, p. 197). Given the unfolding, dynamic, highly social 

and interactive nature of practices, any research approach employed needed to incorporate constant 

reflection and introspection on the part of the researcher to achieve a ‘coherent and vigilant reflexive 

stance’ (Nicolini 2009a, p. 197). Such a reflective approach needs to be an integral part of the 

researcher’s attitude to their investigation as well as constitute an actual practical aspect of the 

research design. Techniques such as the researcher taking time out to reflect on the research process 

and comprehensive recording of their own role in the research process to retain this reflexive position 

are important. The opportunity for reflective note taking and constant verification of researcher 

impressions of participants also need to be taken into account in the selection of a methodology for 

the study. 

 

Potential methodological approaches applicable to the study 
 

With these core characteristics of the practice theoretical approach in mind, the researcher 

investigated and considered three potential qualitative methodological approaches for the study; 

ethnography, discourse analysis and phenomenology. All three approaches are described below along 

with their comparative merits for investigating the research questions of the study, as well as for 

addressing the requirements of the practice theoretical approach outlined above.  

 

Ethnography 

 

As knowledge sharing takes place between human participants engaged in activities in their social or 

workplace context, ethnography was considered as a potential methodology for the study. 

Ethnography, developed at the end of the nineteenth and early twentieth century arose primarily in an 

era of western colonization and therefore has been described as ‘formal description of foreign people, 

their habits and customs’ (Almagor & Skinner 2013, p. 2). Ethnography is concerned with 

understanding and describing meaning in social life. It encompasses a range of qualitative methods 

focused on the observation and description of social activities to analyse social interactions between 

people in a setting. The ethnographer seeks to ‘understand what one has to know, acceptably as a 

member of a particular group, to behave acceptably as a member of that group’ (Van Maanen 2014, p. 

43). The primary methods used by ethnographers include interviews and participant observations that 

aim to gain an in-depth understanding of their participants’ everyday environment and the social 

meanings attached to being a participant in a particular culture (Brewer 2000). 
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Ethnographic methods often involve sustained involvement in a research site through fieldwork, 

referred to as thick participation (Sarangi 2007) as well as the recording of social activity in as much 

of its complexity and messiness as possible, termed thick description (Geertz 1973, p. 3). The 

materials gathered from these processes then undergo thick analysis aimed at capturing and applying 

multiple strategies of analysis (Evers & Staa 2010). These forms of thick description, thick 

participation and thick analysis allow the researcher to consider and analyse what they consider 

significant about the social relations under study, that is, the specific social acts at particular moments 

in time and space, and what these acts mean to the people being studied. The ethnographic researcher 

seeks to immerse themselves in the field in order to describe the social context and undertake an 

analysis of meanings and themes arising from participants’ behaviour and interactions. As such, 

ethnography may be considered both a research methodology incorporating a set of techniques to be 

applied in the field as well as a research artefact that documents research findings, often taking the 

form of a reflexive account of social life that prioritises the perspectives of participants (Macgilchrist 

& Van Hout 2011). Ethnographic methodology places importance on the data, or knowledge, arising 

from their research as well as the need for researcher reflexivity. Ethnography values the history of 

what is commonly seen as data as well as the process of gathering and molding knowledge 

(Blommaert 2006). As a result, ethnographic research is concerned with providing reflexive accounts 

about how data is collected and interpreted by the researcher and to make a pragmatic effort to 

foreground the encounter of different systems of knowledge and selfhood between researcher and 

hosts (Peterson, 2003). 

 

From the late twentieth century, doing ethnography has undergone extensive evolution and change 

and, as it has grown in popularity, has become a more diverse methodology (Boyle 1994). 

Ethnography is now undertaken by researchers in a wide range of disciplines including medicine, 

business, information science, public health and nursing and has produced critical knowledge for 

areas such as public health where it is considered a ‘disciplinary and bio-political tool’ (O’Byrne 

2012, p. 866). These developments have sparked strong debate about key areas such as the length and 

depth of fieldwork, the epistemological and ontological frameworks and the methods of data 

collection and analysis (For example, see Rashid et al. 2015, p. 3). 

 

With respect to the methodological demands of the practice theoretical approach outlined above, 

ethnography fulfils most of these requirements.  Notwithstanding debates over the extent to which 

some recent ethnographers source other researcher’s data rather than engaging directly in their own 

fieldwork (Katz 2004), ethnographic approaches foreground the necessity of researcher engagement 

with the participants in the field. Through such engagement, it would be possible to investigate the 

sayings, doings and relatings of knowledge sharing and identify and describe its characteristics, what 
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is shared and the impact of the organisational site on this activity. Ethnographic research however, 

often relies on engagement with an eloquent informant (Van Maanen 2014, p. 43) who may act as 

gatekeeper between the researcher and the object of investigation possibly creating barriers to a full 

understanding of knowledge sharing. In addition, ethnography’s key focus is on social relations and 

their meanings, whereas the focus of the present study is identifying and exploring knowledge sharing 

itself.  

 

Ethnography, as a comparatively well-developed methodology with prescribed fieldwork methods and 

techniques, offers detailed guidance for researchers on how to operationalise the practice lens and 

apply Schatzki’s theoretical approach through a set of detailed practical guidelines with which to 

undertake fieldwork. Ethnography also addresses the other demands of the practice approach, such as 

the ability to engage with the unfolding nature of practices and with the social, embodied, material 

and affective components of a practice, through the close interaction between the researcher and 

participants in the context of the social site. In addition, researcher reflexivity is a key aspect of 

ethnographic research and forms a significant focus of discussion and debate in the ethnographic 

research literature. 

 

In summary, ethnography as a methodological approach does fulfil many of the above requirements 

for the investigation of practices. In the light of the specific research questions, however, which focus 

on what knowledge sharing is, what is shared and what organisational factors mediate its activities, 

the strong emphasis of ethnography on social relations presents some reservations with respect to this 

study. Ethnography involves description of what happens in the social site as well as the investigation 

of participant activities. However, such description is primarily undertaken as a means of uncovering 

the social relations between participants and understanding the meaning of social life, rather than 

identifying, defining or capturing the phenomenon, such as knowledge sharing, itself. 

 

Discourse analysis 

 

Discourse analytic approaches have become a strong feature of research in the social sciences over the 

last five decades (Van Dijk 1997; Abell et al. 2008; Olsson 2016). They encompass the study of 

contextually specific meanings of language in use, also called pragmatics, as well as the study of texts 

and how sentences and utterances pattern together to create meaning across multiple sentences or 

utterances (Gee & Handford 2012). Discourse analysis involves the study of language in the context 

of society, culture, history, institutions, identity formation, politics and power, and focuses on the 

processes whereby people shape, produce, and reproduce the world through the use of language and 
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are, in turn, shaped by that world. Such a qualitative methodology is consistent with the socio-

material approach of practice theoretical perspectives.  

 

While some forms of discourse analysis are concerned with description or explanation, others involve 

tackling politically, socially, or culturally contentious issues and in intervening in these issues in some 

way, often called critical discourse analysis (CDA) (see Fairclough 2003; Gee & Handford 2012). 

CDA approaches discourses as stable uses of language serving the organisation and structuring of 

social life and see power as central to social life (Wodak & Meyer 2015). Power in CDA is mostly 

perceived as a systemic and constitutive element or characteristic of society (Foucault 1977; Giddens 

1984). As texts are rarely the work of a single person but are negotiated, they are governed by 

differences in power, and are sites of struggle that show traces of differing discourses and ideologies 

contending and struggling for dominance (Wodak & Meyer 2015).  

 

CDA views the objective of discourse analysis as not simply an analysis of discourse per se, but as the 

analysis of the relations between discourse and the non-discoursal elements of social reality 

(Fairclough 2005). In this way, it potentially encompasses the investigation of the sayings, doings and 

relatings of the practice theoretical approach but does not constitute a well-defined empirical method 

or prescribe any unified data-gathering techniques (See Titscher 2000). Unlike content analysis, 

grounded theory and conversation analysis, which focus on topics and contents and distinguish 

between a structural analysis followed by fine analysis, CDA relies strongly on linguistic categories 

and is oriented to the social problems under investigation. Methodological techniques of CDA include 

systematic analysis, self-reflection and the separation of description and interpretation to enable 

transparency and respective analysis (Wodak & Meyer 2015). 

 

CDA, like ethnography, does meet several of the requirements of a practice theoretical approach. 

Many CDA researchers engage directly with participants in a given context, or site, by recording their 

sayings during social interactions and through interviews and then, through analysis, engage with their 

doings and relatings. The researcher may therefore engage both in the social site and also with the 

social and material elements of a practice. CDA views language as discourse which is understood as 

an ‘element of the social process that is dialectically related to others and, although discrete, 

inseparable from them’ (Chouliaraki & Fairclough 2010, p. 1214). From a practice theoretical 

perspective, while language cannot always fully and exhaustively capture the understanding that 

underlies a practice, the two are inseparable and language enters into practices (Nicolini 2012). As 

CDA views organisations as discursive objects, the researcher may focus on the discourse through 

capturing sayings, but also on the relations between the discursive and other social elements, such as 

doings and relatings.  
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Unlike ethnography, CDA does not provide the researcher with detailed approaches and guidelines to 

data collection and analysis. Rather, this is handled as part of a broader reflexive engagement with the 

way organisational and other institutional texts are being articulated with other aspects of institutional 

practice at specific historic moments (Chouliaraki & Fairclough 2010, p. 1216). Through this 

engagement, CDA does address the need to encompass the social and material arrangements of 

practice, however, the focus on language and discourse make engagement with the embodied and 

affective aspects of practice more problematic. CDA researchers often see the approach as inevitably 

enmeshed with the analysis of power dynamics. In addition, as the analysis of language and discourse 

reflect what has been said, rather than what is being said, CDA is less able to address the unfolding 

nature of practices as they happen in the context of the social site. 

 

In summary, CDA, as a methodological approach, does fulfil several of the requirements for the 

investigation of practices. In the light of the specific research questions in this study, which 

encompass what knowledge sharing is, what is shared and what organisational factors mediate its 

activities, the emphasis of CDA on language and discourse fails to meet some of the methodological 

demands of this study. CDA is capable of encompassing the study of sayings, doings and relatings as 

components of discourses, as well as with the contextual, social and material nature of knowledge 

sharing. However, the manner in which the approach is capable of engaging with the more embodied, 

affective and unfolding nature of phenomenon such as knowledge sharing, draws into question its 

suitability in comparison to the other methodological approaches investigated. 

 

Phenomenology 

 

Phenomenological researchers focus on the intentional relationship between people and the things, or 

phenomena, they are conscious of or are experiencing. Phenomenology is a way of researching the 

‘essence’ or the essential meaning of a phenomenon or that which makes a thing what it is (Van 

Manen 1990). Phenomenologists contemplate the various ways in which things manifest and appear 

in and through human beings in the world. They seek to study the lifeworld, a term used by Husserl 

(1970 [1936]), to describe the world as it is lived, or how it is being or becoming, as opposed to how 

individuals construct things or how science represents them (Vagle 2014). This life-world is pre-

reflective – that is, it takes place before we think about it or use language but consciousness of 

something means we are in relation to it and in a mutual co-constitution with it, termed intentionality 

(Finlay 2008). Phenomenology as a research methodology seeks to understand phenomena through 

the description and interpretation of this lifeworld using a variety of methods such as interviews, 

discussions and participant observation. Its objective is to gain rich descriptions of the phenomenon 

under investigation while being as faithful as possible to the meanings attributed to the experience of 
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the participants (Kakkori 2010). Phenomenology, as a research methodology, stems from its 

philosophical roots which aim ‘to study what it is like as we find-ourselves-being-in-relation-with-

others and other things (Vagle 2014, p. 20). 

 

The role of the researcher in phenomenology is to facilitate participants to recount their experiences; 

to record these experiences in detail; and to identify core themes or essences in the gathered 

descriptions. Throughout this process the researcher seeks to minimise the imposition of the 

researcher’s own biases and interpretations on the data. Such a process demands constant self-

awareness on the part of the researcher to bracket out any preconceptions and biases they may bring 

to the research or at least to remain aware and record them. Bracketing is a methodological device of 

phenomenological inquiry that requires deliberately putting aside the researcher’s own assumptions or 

beliefs about the phenomenon under investigation or what one already knows about the subject prior 

to and throughout the investigation (Streubert 2007).  This bracketing process is sometimes 

misunderstood and equated with achieving objectivity, however, it is about being open to the world 

and consciously placing aside any pre-suppositions and focusing on experiential accounts of 

participants (Finlay 2008).  

 

Despite broad agreement on the above features of the approach, there is considerable debate amongst 

phenomenological researchers as to what phenomenological methods entail. There exists a tension 

between description and interpretation, the extent of researcher subjectivity and the impact of 

modernist and post-modernist theoretical approaches (Finlay 2008). Examples of the different 

traditions and approaches to phenomenology include Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology, 

Heidegger’s ontological phenomenology, Sartre’s existential phenomenology, Merleau-Ponty’s 

embodiment phenomenology and later applications of phenomenology in the professions such as the 

Dutch or Utrecht Shool of phenomenology, and van Manen’s phenomenology of practice (See van 

Manen 2014 or Finlay 2008). 

 

Phenomenology, as a methodological approach, addresses all of the requirements of the practice 

theoretical approach outlined above. Its focus on lived experience through participant observation, 

interviews or other techniques directly engages with the sayings, doings and relatings of participants 

in their context or site. This intensive researcher engagement provides the opportunity to comprehend 

the complexity of the site as well as collect concrete data such as recordings of participant sayings, 

direct observation of their doings from which an understanding of their social relatings and the 

impacts of the site may emerge. Such a focus is therefore suited to investigating the phenomenon of 

knowledge sharing in the context of this study. Phenomenology also provides the opportunity to 

engage with the social, embodied and material nature of practices through the researcher’s close 

engagement with participants and their experiential accounts. The phenomenological call to return to 
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the things themselves and to the life-world engage with these aspects of practices as all are situated in 

specific worlds, which are made up of an ‘array of concerns, activities and ‘tools’ in which all 

members dwell and act’ (Dreyfus & Dreyfus 1991, p. 90). Similarly, the unfolding and affective 

aspects of practices are suited to investigation using phenomenological research inquiry. As 

organisations are life-worlds in which practices take place through experiential processes and lived 

activity, the intention is to tap both the unfolding and embodied nature of these practices which 

includes everyday sensual experiences including emotions and affect (Küpers 2010). 

Phenomenological research enquiry focuses on the life-world to investigate the thing, or the 

phenomenon itself, which makes it particularly suited to addressing the three research questions 

concerning the nature of knowledge sharing. Phenomenology offers a suitable means of focusing on 

the phenomenon of knowledge sharing, the phenomenon shared and the experience of participants in 

the context of their organisations. Phenomenology also provides a means whereby the researcher may 

reflexively examine their epistemic practices as part of the investigation as indeed, such reflection is a 

key component of a phenomenological methodology. The process of bracketing, or reduction is 

central to phenomenology and requires the researcher to bring into question their taken-for-granted 

presuppositions, misconceptions and biases that preclude the fuller acquisition and actualisation of 

knowledge (Cibangu & Hepworth 2016).  

 

In the light of the above analysis of the three potential methodological approaches considered, 

phenomenology, on balance, was considered the most appropriate for application to this study. The 

methodology provides the researcher with the capacity to engage with participant sayings, doings and 

relatings through the exploration of their own lived experience, but also uses these methods as a way 

of uncovering and exploring the phenomenon under study, that is, knowledge sharing. As the field of 

phenomenology itself offers a wide range of different perspectives, it was necessary however to, in 

turn, select one that was most compatible with the aims and context of the present study. The reasons 

for the selection of van Manen’s phenomenology of practice are outlined below along with the way in 

which this approach was adapted and applied to the study. 

 

Application of van Manen’s approach to the study 
 

The phrase phenomenology of practice was developed by Max van Manen from the practical 

examples emerging from the primary literature of phenomenology as advanced by Husserl, Heidegger 

and Merleau-Ponty etc., as well as from the practical orientation of the Dutch or Utrecht School 

emerging from the mid-twentieth century (See van Manen, 2014, pp. 194-198). The approach is 

oriented to the concerns of professional practices in professional fields as well as to the personal and 

social practices of everyday living (Van Manen 2014). Such an orientation to practice suggested a 
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strong compatibility with the practice theoretical approach of the study and emerges from similar 

theoretical foundations as the work of Schatzki (See Schatzki’s account of the ‘Heideggerian line of 

thought’ in Schatzki, 2002, pp. 140-144) 

 

Van Manen’s phenomenology of practice addresses the means of investigating the social, temporal, 

spatial, material and bodily nature of practices as components of the lived experience of participants 

(Van Manen 2014). He explicitly advocates investigating these dimensions of practice by paying 

particular attention to the lived self or other, the lived time and space, the lived thing and the lived 

body, all of which are key dimensions of investigating practices. Further, the phenomenology of 

practice approach acknowledges that, in order for phenomenological researchers who are not 

professional philosophical phenomenologists to undertake research, it is necessary for them to turn to 

the empirical methods of the social sciences for detailed guidance such as interview observation and 

participation (Van Manen 2014). Van Manen does stipulate two key differences between 

phenomenological enquiry and these traditional social science approaches. The first is that 

phenomenological interviewing and observing aim to gather pre-reflective accounts from participants 

and secondly, that reflective methods of thematising and meaning analysis must be informed by the 

understanding and adoption of the various forms of the reduction, that is, the researcher’s suspension 

of abstractions and the focus on the concrete or lived experience (Van Manen 2014). Both of these 

facets of phenomenological inquiry will emerge in the detailed research approach outlined below.  

 

Research methods applied to the study 
 

In the light of the methodological approach described above, the following methods were employed as 

a means of exploring the three research questions of the study. 

 

Identification of organisational sites and research participants 

 

The Australian local government sector has undertaken a range of environment management projects 

aimed at greater environmental sustainability, many involving place-based planning and 

environmental management (Gillen 2004; Tomaney 2010; Untaru 2002). Through local government 

contacts, the researcher identified two metropolitan local councils embarking on two such projects 

incorporating sustainability and biodiversity goals.  

 

The first project, here called the Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) involved the 

transformation of a single council’s practices to become more environmentally and economically 

sustainable through a place-based planning and management approach. This project sought to 
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maximise knowledge sharing between all areas of the council to achieve its targets. At the time of the 

first contact by the researcher, a multi-disciplinary project team had been created, led by a project 

convener with environmental sustainability credentials. The project team was composed of 

representatives from across council departments. This team provided a site of intra-organisational 

knowledge sharing in which qualified and experienced team members from a range of disciplines 

such as engineering, community development, public relations, waste and water management, traffic 

management and environmental management, were engaged in sharing their knowledge to achieve the 

desired outcomes of their project. 

 

A second metropolitan local council project was identified as the second site for the study, known 

here as the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP). This project was developed and led by a 

large metropolitan local government council organisation that had recently obtained an external 

funding grant from an environmental funding body. This project included representatives from twelve 

member councils adjacent to a river and aimed to improve biodiversity, including management of 

both flora and fauna, in tracts of land along the river. This project team provided a site of inter-

organisational knowledge sharing in which participants from environmental management-related 

disciplines across the twelve different councils engaged in sharing their knowledge to achieve the 

desired outcomes of their project. Members of this team ranged from bush-care co-ordinators to 

horticulturalists and all held qualifications, expertise and a personal interest in biodiversity-related 

disciplines.  

 

Data sources and data collection methods 

 

Once both project sites were identified it was necessary to ascertain the data sources and methods for 

the capture of the sayings, doings and relatings at the core of the practice theoretical approach while 

remaining consistent with a phenomenological methodology. Interviewing participants about 

knowledge sharing and recording and transcribing their responses would capture sayings as well as 

provide some insight into doings and relatings, however a means of observing participants engaged in 

knowledge sharing activities was also required. As phenomena move in and through human 

interactions with one another and other objects, observation is a useful and worthwhile way to gather 

phenomenological data (Vagle 2014). Observations can provide the means for engaging with the 

social, embodied and material nature of practices as well as their dynamic and unfolding nature. As 

both participant observation and interviews are appropriate as a means of obtaining lived experience 

material (Van Manen 1979), the researcher undertook to engage sites where both data collection 

techniques of observation of project meetings and participant interviews were readily achievable. 
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In addition to observations and participant interviews the researcher also sought to identify other data 

sources that may offer background and support to these two methods. As both projects were 

enmeshed in organisational contexts, project conveners were also able to supply a range of project 

documentation such as meeting agendas, minutes and correspondence as well as project reports and 

websites. All such available documentation was collected by the researcher for later thematic analysis 

as a way of gaining a more comprehensive picture of what emerged from researcher meeting 

observations and participant interviews. Such documentation was seen as particularly pertinent to the 

third research question, that is, what organisational factors either encourage of inhibit knowledge 

sharing? 

 

The researcher, having identified these two potential project sites and data sources, arranged to meet 

with the conveners of both projects. The agenda for both of these separate meetings included an 

introduction to the research study as well as the seeking of permission for the researcher to attend, 

observe and record project meetings over several months and to undertake phenomenological 

interviews with all project team participants. A Participant Information Sheet on the research project 

was provided to both project conveners and all participants [Appendix 1] and a comprehensive 

Participant Consent Form [Appendix 2] was distributed and signed by all participants. An individual 

Participant Invitation was also sent to each participant requesting their cooperation with the research 

[Appendix 3]. Research ethics approval for the study was granted by the University of Technology 

Sydney Human Research Ethics Committee [UTS Research Ethics application no. 2014000191]. 

 

Data collection process 

 

Van Manen (2014) views researcher observations and phenomenological interviews as a means of 

gathering pre-reflective accounts from participants and it follows that researchers must suspend 

abstractions and focus on the concrete or the lived experience (Van Manen 2014). The researcher 

considered how best to achieve these requirements as well as how to engage participants and 

introduce them to the study. As the project sought to, above all, capture each participant’s experience 

of knowledge sharing as a means of answering the three research questions, it was necessary to 

consider the best means of exploring the examples and the participants’ lived experience in the 

context of team meeting observations and phenomenological interviews; and also to analyse 

associated project documentation as support and background to the two projects. 

 

Conveners of both the Single and Multiple Council projects supported the researcher presenting a ten-

minute introduction to the research project at the start of the first meeting attended by the researcher. 

This introduction included a brief personal introduction including name, interests, organisational 
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affiliations and a brief summary explaining the academic context and research aims of the project.  

While two participants at the Single Council requested definitions of knowledge sharing after this 

introduction, the researcher explained there were no specific definitions of knowledge sharing and, 

rather, it was the aim of the research to investigate team members’ perceptions of, and experience of, 

knowledge sharing. All participants of both projects agreed to have the researcher attend and record 

project team meetings and most agreed to being interviewed if their work schedules permitted. Both 

project conveners enthusiastically supported the research and, if necessary, were willing to allocate 

project team members work time for research interviews. Both conveners also readily provided a 

range of project documentation for review and analysis by the researcher. Such documentation 

included links to council website project documentation, project plans, meeting agendas and minutes 

as well as other assorted project reports, reviews and evaluations. 

 

Meeting observations 

 

Close observation in phenomenology involves an attitude of assuming a relation that is as close as 

possible to the participant/s but one that retains an alertness to situations allowing constant stepping 

back and reflection on the meaning of those situations (Van Manen 2014). Such an approach was 

adopted by the researcher while attending, observing and recording the proceedings of nine meetings 

of the Single Council Sustainability Project team and two meetings of the Multiple Council 

Biodiversity Project team, all ranging between 1 to 1.5 hours duration. During these meetings, the 

researcher sat quietly in a corner of the meeting room, undertaking close observation of participant 

sayings, doings and relatings. This approach provided the opportunity to undertake close observations 

as well as to reflect on proceedings and record detailed notes on the social, bodily, affective and 

material aspects of the meeting proceedings. The verbal and non-verbal communication used by 

participants was noted in a small notebook by the researcher as this close observation and reflection 

took place. 

 

Semi-structured phenomenological interviews 

 

The phenomenological interview is used as a method of exploring and gathering experiential 

narrative, material and stories or anecdotes that may serve as a resource for phenomenological 

reflection and to achieve a richer and deeper understanding of a human phenomenon such as 

knowledge sharing (Van Manen 2014). This is achieved through flexible questioning focussed on 

participant experience. The researcher adapted van Manen’s approach and prepared interview 

questions that embodied the research questions of the study. However, the wording of the questions 

drafted remained flexible as to how questions were asked and wording was adjusted for each 
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interview to maximize and enhance the understanding and interpretation for each participant. In 

phenomenological studies, it is not necessary or even desirable to ask the same questions in exactly 

the same way to each participant, but it is important to remain focused on the central research 

questions of the study and for the researcher to move from a natural to a phenomenological attitude 

(Vagle 2014, p. 79). 

 

The administering of semi-structured phenomenological interview questions demands the researcher 

maintain their curiosity and wonder about the phenomenon under study as an aspect of pre-reflective 

existence and seek to grasp the living sense of an experience prior to it being transformed into a 

cognitive, conceptual or theoretical determination (Van Manen 2014, p. 39). Other suggestions from 

the literature on conducting phenomenological interviews applied to the study include the need to 

listen slowly, thoughtfully and carefully to participants; to take notes but not too many so as to break 

the conversation flow; to be unafraid of silences; and to keep planned questions to a minimum to 

allow for the opportunity to focus on the emergence of stories of particular situations and events 

(Vagle 2014; Van Manen 2014). 

 

The first question aimed at encouraging the participant to recount a detailed description of a recent 

occurrence of knowledge sharing was, 

 

Question 1: Could you please recount for me a recent knowledge sharing experience - one where you 

shared your knowledge with others – from, say, the last week or two?  

 

In order to ensure participants remained focused on recounting their experience of knowledge sharing, 

prompts were prepared if participants began to move into interpretations or opinions rather than the 

step-by-step recounting of their concrete knowledge sharing experience. Prepared prompts included, 

 

• So returning to the occasion where you shared your knowledge, what happened then?  

• What did they do then? 

• What did you do then? 

• What reaction did you have to that? 

• How did they respond? 

• And what happened next? 

 

The aim of this question was to explore team members’ experience of knowledge sharing, that is, 

what they said, did or how they related to others while sharing their knowledge. The reports of their 

experiences were analysed by the researcher using emergent coding to how knowledge sharing might 
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constitute a practice as defined by Schatzki, that is, an ‘embodied, materially mediated array of 

human activity centrally organised around shared practical understanding’ (Schatzki 2001, p. 2).  

 

Question 2 was aimed at encouraging participants to recount concrete details of the phenomenon of 

knowledge sharing and focus on what the participants experienced as being shared when they were 

engaged in knowledge sharing. The prepared text of the question follows, though the researcher 

adapted wording as considered appropriate for each participant, 

 

Question 2: Again I would like you to return to that same experience of knowledge sharing that you 

just recounted and, in that particular instance, what were the things that you shared with your 

colleague(s)? That is, as you return to that moment, what are the things you recall sharing during that 

exchange with your colleague(s)? What was shared? 

 

The third question sought to explore each participant’s experience of their council organisation of 

either encouraging or inhibiting knowledge sharing activities.  

 

Question 3: Can we turn to other recent experiences related to the xxxx xxxx project where you 

experienced your Council either encouraging knowledge sharing activity or, on the other hand, 

inhibiting knowledge sharing? This could involve the way management communicated a policy, 

something they did, or just some aspect of the way the Council’s culture works. Let’s take the 

encouragement first. 

 

Follow up to Question 3: Now let’s move on to examples where you felt the Council inhibited 

knowledge sharing? 

 

Phenomenological interviews are not always best conducted in formal workplace settings as 

participants are more inclined to recall and readily recount life stories when the surroundings are 

conducive to thinking about these life experiences (Van Manen 2014). The researcher conducted 

twenty-one semi-structured phenomenological interviews, sixteen with Single Council Sustainability 

Project team members and five with Multiple Council Biodiversity Project team members, ranging 

from between 1 to 1.5 hours duration. These interviews were conducted at a time and place most 

convenient to the participant’s location and schedule. About one third of the twenty-one interviews 

were undertaken outside of the workplace and the rest were held in meeting rooms or in quiet and 

private areas of council buildings where interruptions were less likely. 

 

In addition to observations and interviews the researcher undertook a thematic analysis of project 

documentation supplied by both conveners. These documents included project documentation 
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provided to the local community of the aims and goals of the projects, project plans, project meeting 

agendas and minutes as well as other assorted project reports, reviews and evaluations. 

 

Research documentation 

 

The researcher recorded all meetings and interviews using a small recording device and transcribed all 

recordings verbatim. In addition, detailed written notes were taken, collated and attached to the 

appropriate meeting materials and participant interview transcripts. As required by the UTS Human 

Research Ethics Committee, all electronic and paper records were de-identified and coding was used 

in order for the researcher to retain participants’ contact details to enable individual follow-up as 

required. 

 

Phenomenological research texts encourage researchers to plan for conducting multiple interviews 

with each participant (Vagle 2014). Given the already considerable co-operation and participation in 

the study offered by both project conveners, their council management and project team members 

(research participants), the researcher considered that a single interview with each participant was the 

maximum that could be reasonably expected of both project teams. Three project team members, 

across both projects, declined to be interviewed due to other time and workload commitments, 

however all twenty-one team members interviewed for the study were generous with their time and 

several allowed the researcher to contact them to undertake any follow-up enquiries considered 

necessary. 

 

Data analysis 

 

In contrast to ethnography, which allows themes to emerge from a constant comparison of participant 

narratives, and content analysis, which often pre-selected themes for investigation, thematic analysis 

in phenomenology involves ‘the process of recovering structures of meanings that are embodied and 

dramatised in human experience’ (Van Manen 2014, p. 319). Using van Manen’s (2014) approach, 

the transcripts of project meetings were analysed for themes and insights using holistic, selective and 

detailed reading approaches. Holistic readings take each transcript and seek to identify the main 

significance of the entire text whereas selective readings work at a statement or phrase level and 

detailed readings look at the sentence or sentence cluster level. Analysis of all three levels was 

conducted using an iterative approach and sought to identify and capture thematic expressions, 

phrases or narrative paragraphs that show the phenomenological meaning of each participant’s 

experience (Van Manen 2014). This thematic analysis focused on accounts of participants’ experience 

of the phenomenon of knowledge sharing, the activities involved in undertaking knowledge sharing as 
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well as the phenomena that are shared when knowledge sharing takes place. The impact of the 

organisational site on knowledge sharing was also considered and how it affected, or mediated, 

knowledge sharing in context.  

 

The thematic analysis of project meeting transcripts was supplemented by researcher observation 

notes and the writing of thematic drafts of each meeting. Thematic draft writing entails the researcher 

discerning theme statements from the transcriptions that are, in turn, converted into narrative passages 

through ‘focusing on the essential and possibly originary thematic insights of the reduction’ (Van 

Manen 2014, p. 337). This process sought to identify the essence of the phenomenon of knowledge 

sharing by supplementing data from the participants’ experience of knowledge sharing with that of the 

researcher’s experiences of knowledge sharing gained during close observation of project team 

meetings. As the researcher was present at all project meetings and engaged in close observation, 

these experiences were considered relevant to capturing the dynamic and unfolding nature of 

knowledge sharing as well as the emotional or affective aspects experienced by participants during the 

project meetings. An iterative approach was taken to the analysis of these researcher notes and 

thematic drafts. 

 

Detailed recording of all stages of the analysis was undertaken and, as particular themes were 

identified that provided greater insight into the nature of knowledge sharing, some themes were 

flagged for subsequent additional Stage 2 and Stage 3 analysis. For example, in the analysis of what 

participants shared when knowledge sharing unfolded, themes of emotion, affect and humour were 

flagged as requiring more detailed analysis. These additional analyses were later undertaken. 

 

Nicolini (2009b) describes the metaphorical process of zooming in and zooming out as a component of 

the practice approach. This process was integrated into the phenomenological analysis and involved 

the switching of lenses and re-positioning in the field of study, so that some of the aspects of 

knowledge sharing were foregrounded at different stages of analysis (Nicolini 2009b).  

 

Through undertaking meeting observations, the researcher was able to zoom in on the knowledge 

sharing activities knowledge sharing undertaken by participants as an organised set of doings, sayings 

and relatings. These activities involved observing the use of a variety of tools, such as documents, 

agendas and plans, and mediatory resources, such as projectors and screens used for engaging and 

presenting. Nicolini’s technique was useful in that it enabled engagement with a range of different 

aspects of knowledge sharing at different times and in different places to uncover key activities and 

interactions. Indeed, this process facilitated ‘the switching of theoretical lenses to allow for new 

aspects of the phenomenon to come to the fore both during fieldwork, and during the data analysis 

phase (Nicolini 2009b, p. 1404).  
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The process of zooming out provided a useful analytical perspective for this research study. Zooming 

out involved the consideration of knowledge sharing in the broader context of other practices in each 

council site. This was achieved by considering the connections between these phenomena by 

following them in space and time and considering how these connections are kept in place through 

various constituent and common team member activities in the context of the organisation. This 

zooming out process built ‘an appreciation of how local knowledge sharing related to larger 

configurations and how they enter as elements, ingredients, or resources into other activities’ (Nicolini 

2009b, p. 1409).  

 

These zooming techniques applied to the study provided the opportunity to focus on the details of 

knowledge sharing practice; to shift between theoretical lenses; and access different views of 

knowledge sharing so that some may be fore-grounded at different times to enable closer 

investigation. These research techniques are also consistent with van Manen’s phenomenological 

approach whereby the researcher assumes a ‘relation that is as close as possible to the phenomenon 

while maintaining a hermeneutic alertness to situations that allows us to constantly step back and 

reflect on the meaning of the lived experience’ (Van Manen 1990, p. 69). These techniques were also 

applied to the analysis of project documentation in which details of knowledge sharing activities were 

brought under focus and, at other times, the broader relationships with the wider council organisations 

and their communities were the focus of analysis.  

 

Table 1 below provides a summary of the steps undertaken in the analysis of all data sources collected 

in the study based on the approaches outlined above and the approaches outlined by Bryman & 

Burgess (2002) and Krippendorff (2004). 

 
Data source Stage 1 analysis Stage 2 analysis Stage 3 analysis 
Meeting 
transcripts 

Initial thematic analysis using 
emergent coding of participant 
knowledge sharing activities, 
shared phenomenon and 
organizational impacts 

Thematic analysis using 
a priori coding based on 
activity, shared 
phenomenon and 
organizational impacts 
identified in Stage 1 

Thematic analysis using a priori 
coding based on the lens of the 
theory of practice architectures 
(Mahon et al. 2017) applied to the 
study based on cultural-discursive 
arrangements/culture (semantic 
space), material-economic 
arrangements/resources (Physical 
space), and socio-political 
arrangements/networks (Social 
space) 

Researcher 
meeting notes 

 Thematic analysis 
based on themes 
emerging from analysis 
of meeting transcripts 

Further iterations of analysis 
arising from development of a 
priori coding from analysis of 
meeting transcripts 

Interview 
transcripts 

Initial thematic analysis using 
emergent coding of participant 
knowledge sharing activities, 
shared phenomenon and 
organizational impacts 

Thematic analysis using 
a priori coding based on 
activity, shared 
phenomenon and 
organizational impacts 

Thematic analysis using a priori 
coding based on the lens of the 
theory of practice architectures 
(Mahon et al. 2017) applied to the 
study based on cultural-discursive 
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identified in Stage 1.  
Detailed analysis of 
themes of humor, 
emotion, power and 
trust 

arrangements/culture (semantic 
space), material-economic 
arrangements/resources (Physical 
space), and socio-political 
arrangements/ networks (Social 
space) 

Researcher 
interview notes 

 Thematic analysis 
based on themes 
emerging from analysis 
of interview transcripts 

Further iterations of analysis 
arising from development of a 
priori coding from analysis of 
interview transcripts 

Project 
documentation, 
including 
documents and 
website pages 

Thematic analysis using a 
priori coding based on the lens 
of the theory of practice 
architectures (Mahon et al. 
2017) applied to the study 
based on cultural-discursive 
arrangements/culture (semantic 
space), material-economic 
arrangements/resources 
(Physical space), and socio-
political arrangements/ 
networks (Social space) 

Iterative thematic 
analysis based on 
themes emerging from 
analysis of meeting and 
interview transcripts 

 

Table 1: Data analysis techniques employed for each data source 
 

 

Research risk and associated mitigation strategies 
 

In the light of the methodology described above, there were a number of potential research risks 

associated with the study that required consideration and mitigation by the researcher. An area of risk 

involved the level of comfort on the part of project conveners and participants with respect to 

confidentiality issues and, in particular, having a relative outsider entering the organisation and 

attending, recording and observing project team meetings. The Single Council Sustainability Project 

Team were leading a major transformation program being undertaken in the organisation that sought 

to replace old ways of working with new, sometimes controversial, ways of working. The Multiple 

Council Biodiversity Project team members represented a number of different councils and thus a 

range of inter-council political issues may emerge that the team or their management may not wish to 

share with an external researcher for fear of potential controversy in their local communities. 

Mitigation strategies employed to address this potential risk included a full verbal explanation of the 

UTS Human Research Ethics Committee requirements at the researcher’s first meeting with the two 

project conveners. Such requirements encompassed data confidentiality issues such as de-

identification of participant data, the use of an alias for all organisations and project participants and 

other data security-related protocols. In addition, Information Sheets and Consent Forms were 

provided for each convener and team member which also reinforced these messages. Both project 

conveners also prepared team members prior to the researcher’s presence at each project site. The 

researcher also reiterated these measures at the first project team meeting he attended to both 

conveners and project team members. 
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Given the researcher’s broad experience in a range of organisations, it was possible that previous 

colleagues, staff or managers of the researcher may be somehow involved in the projects, causing 

inhibition or, exposing the researcher to claims of bias or other sorts of impact. A key risk mitigation 

strategy for this situation was the researcher’s selection of sites in which he had no previous 

experience and is, as far as could be predicted, unknown to all employees either by professional 

contact or reputation. If a research participant had been found to be previously known to the 

researcher either by professional experience or reputation and this was considered by the 

researcher/supervisors to impact on research results, the participant could have been excluded from 

the data set of the study. 

 

Another risk arising from participant interviews and discussions is that the researcher might have 

inadvertently revealed information about another participant in the study during the interview. The 

researcher’s previous professional experience in coaching and interviewing was expected to mitigate 

such a risk. The researcher’s approach throughout the study was to assume a phenomenological 

attitude which involved retaining a sense of wonder and openness (van Manen, 2014). Such an 

attitude involves a focus on listening carefully to each participant and constant inquiry rather than 

deliberating or offering information on any of the other participants at any stage of the 

researcher/team member interactions. 

 

A final risk in the study concerned the possibility of participants feeling vulnerable, threatened or 

having emotional reactions either during project team meetings or in their interviews with the 

researcher causing them to feel embarrassed or anxious. This risk was realised with respect to one 

participant. The key mitigation strategy for the handling of this situation involved immediately 

pausing the conversation and asking the participant if they needed some time or preferred to 

reschedule the meeting or terminate involvement in the study. After a pause, the participant was able 

to continue. In addition, the consent form clearly indicated that, if any discomfort arose during the 

study, all participants were at liberty to postpone, reschedule or terminate the engagement. 

 

Project profiles and summary of data sources 
 

This section provides further background information about the Single Council Sustainability Project 

(SCSP) and the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP). Both projects engaged multi-

disciplinary teams working in different but related areas of sustainability and biodiversity. Both 

project teams had well-respected and engaged conveners who were knowledgeable in their discipline 

and had strong project management skills. Both conveners found it necessary to form small 

‘executives’, or ‘brains trusts’ in order to seek assistance and support, to expedite decisions and to 

facilitate project outcomes. 
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There was, however, a fundamental difference between the two teams.  The Single Council 

Sustainability Project team members were employed by a single council and were therefore engaged 

in intra-organisational knowledge sharing. Each member was selected from a diverse range of 

departments of a single council organisation for their disciplinary and professional knowledge and a 

willingness to operate as ‘change agents’ to facilitate their team in implementing project outcomes. In 

contrast, the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project team members were drawn from a range of 

different council organisations and engaged in inter-organisational knowledge sharing. This project 

team was also selected for their disciplinary knowledge and for their engagement with and enthusiasm 

for biodiversity and environmental issues across the multiple council region. 

 

The Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) 

The key aim of the Single Council Sustainability Project was to ‘focus on people and the places they 

live’, as described on the Single Council’s website. The project sought to introduce place-based and 

sustainable planning processes as a new way of working in which, 

 

‘Planning for the environment and council infrastructure, including streets and lanes, will take place 

concurrently so that we may: 

• ensure residents move about easily; 

• create pleasing places in which to  live;  

• assist in creating a healthier environment by applying best practice to water, tree, and 

biodiversity management; and, 

• facilitate less disruption in streets as work improvements are under way leading to increased 

efficiency.’ 

  

In order to introduce this ‘new way of working’, senior council management identified a well-known 

and respected manager, here named Flick, to develop a project plan and implementation strategy and 

to select members for a multi-disciplinary project team to work on the project. Members were selected 

by Flick in consultation with their managers based on expectations of their potential to act as ‘change 

agents’ in the organisation. These participants were selected both for their knowledge and 

understanding of their disciplinary area, their reputation as having good communication and 

collaboration skills and because their job roles as ‘coordinators’ ensured they were in a position to 

take ‘hands-on’ action to implement project outcomes. Outside this project, the role of ‘coordinator’ 

in the organisation usually involved the supervising of a team of staff working on the front line of 

council’s services as well as reporting to staff at a manager level who are in touch with the senior 
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managers at the top of the organisational hierarchy. In other words, the majority of the team members 

selected by Flick were team leaders with a wealth of disciplinary and professional knowledge, a 

willingness to operate as ‘change agents’ and were considered to have the practical ability to organise 

their teams to implement actions identified by the project and approved by management. The project 

team regularly engaged with senior management by inviting them to attend project meetings on a 

quarterly basis to hear status reports on benefits and outcomes of their project. Indeed, two of the 

project meetings attended by the researcher included members of the senior management team invited 

to ‘observe’ proceedings and witness project status reports. 

The project meetings had begun some months prior to the commencement of the study and continued 

after the fieldwork was completed. The researcher observed meetings in the period between June 2014 

and May 2015. Over this twelve month period some members joined and others left the team, 

however the list above indicates all the members who participated in at least one of the nine meetings 

observed by the researcher and all sixteen who agreed to be interviewed by the researcher. Less 

frequent meeting attendees include Betty and Jill who attended two meetings each and Amy who 

attended four of the nine meetings observed by the researcher. Convener Flick reported that, while 

these three participants may not have attended as many meetings, she frequently consulted with them 

in a variety of other forums to discuss the project and collected and reported their suggestions at team 

meetings. 

 

Table 2 on page 57 presents a summary of all data sources arising from the researchers meeting 

observations, participant interviews and organisational meeting documentation with the Single 

Council Sustainability Project Team. For each data source, a code is provided for reference to these 

data sources in the following chapters. 

 

The Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) 

 

The Multiple Council Biodiversity Project team was formed as a sub-committee of the broader 

Multiple Council Management Committee (MCBP) with a mission to ensure that the Multi River, as 

called here, was valued and celebrated by the local community for its rich history, healthy natural 

environment and vibrant outdoor spaces. This broader Multiple Council Management Committee 

(MCMC) was a regional organisation of local councils, state agencies and community representatives 

the aim of which was to work together to improve the health of the Multi River and to have a greater 

impact on governmental policies and decisions affecting the river than may be achieved by each 

member working separately.  
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The Multiple Council Management Committee (MCMC) was composed of representatives from the 

twelve councils adjacent to the Multi River as well as others representing relevant state government 

departments and authorities, and indigenous and environmental community groups. Members of the 

Group met two to three times per year to discuss issues and opportunities relevant to improving the 

natural environment along the Multi River. The Multiple Council Management Committee (MCMC) 

formed three separate sub-committees, each representing biodiversity, estuary management and storm 

water management, respectively. A certified agreement was in place between the twelve council 

organisations that signified the importance of the Multi River and the willingness of each member 

council to work collaboratively to reach the shared vision of improved biodiversity. 

 

This study engaged with only one of these sub-committees, the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project 

team that focused on biodiversity. This sub-committee included representatives from the twelve local 

councils and was funded by a State Government grant allocated to improve biodiversity, including 

management of both flora and fauna, along the Multi River. The key link between this project team 

and the parent Multiple Council Management Committee (MCMC) was Tilda, the MCMC Project 

Manager, who was employed by the Committee to coordinate the larger management committee 

meetings, as well as engage with the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project team to assist the 

convener, Steve.  

 

As with the Single Council Sustainability Project team, the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project 

team meetings had begun prior to the commencement of the fieldwork for the study and continued 

after the study was completed. The researcher observed the only two meetings held during the 

fieldwork period between June 2014 and May 2015. While most participants attended both meetings, 

only five members were available to be interviewed by the researcher, including Steve, Tilda, Ursula, 

Viv and Wilma. 

 

The Multiple Council Biodiversity Project team members mostly worked at the ‘coordinator’ level in 

their organisations, as with the Single Council Sustainability Project Team, and all were 

knowledgeable about biodiversity issues and seen as authorities in this field in their organisations. 

Some team members supervised teams of council staff involved in biodiversity management while 

others managed community volunteers engaged in local bush care management. All demonstrated to 

the researcher a firm commitment to, and knowledge of, biodiversity and flora and fauna conservation 

methods during meetings and interviews.  

 

Table 3 on page 60 presents a summary of all data sources and methods of analysis arising from the 

researchers meeting observations, participant interviews and organisational meeting documentation 
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with the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project Team. For each data source, a code is provided for 

reference to these data sources in the following chapters. 

 

Table 2: Summary of Single Council Sustainability Project data collected and analysed from meeting 

observations, participant interviews and project documentation, including associated data codes. 

 
SCSP meeting observations: 

Data source Participant involvement Data source code, 

eg. 

SCSP-M1-Fli 

Duration/No. of pages 

analyzed 

Meeting 1 transcription 

and researcher notes 

Attendees: Flick, Don, Gemma, Jill, Lydia, 

Millie, Neil, Olaf, Peg, Yvette. 

SCSP-M1-eg.Fli 

 

-1.5 hour duration 

-7 A4 page transcript 

-16 notebook pages of 

researcher notes 

Meeting 2 

Transcription and 

researcher notes 

Attendees: Flick, Betty, Gemma, Jill, Lydia, 

Neil, Olaf, Peg, Yvette, Zac. 

SCSP-M2-eg Bet 

 

-2 hour duration 

-19 A4 page transcript 

-21 notebook pages of 

researcher notes 

Meeting 3 transcription 

and researcher notes 

Attendees: Flick, Amy, Col, Emma, Gemma, 

Hal, Ian, Ken, Lydia, Mel, Neil, Olaf, Peg, 

Xavier, Zac. 

SCSP-M3-eg.Ian 

 

-1.5 hour duration 

-25 A4 page transcript 

-14 notebook pages of 

researcher notes 

Meeting 4 

transcription and 

researcher notes 

Attendees: Flick, Amy, Col, Don, Emma, 

Gemma, Hal, Ian, Jill, Ken, Lydia, Mel, Neil, 

Olaf, Peg. 

SCSP-M4-Eg.Don 

 

-2 hour duration 

-28 A4 page transcript 

-18 notebook pages of 

researcher notes 

Meeting 5 

transcription and 

researcher notes 

Attendees: Flick, Betty, Gemma, Jill, Neil, 

Olaf, Lydia. 

SCSP-M5-Eg.Lyd 

 

-1 hour duration 

-6 A4 page transcript 

-21 notebook pages of 

researcher notes 

Meeting 6 

transcription and 

researcher notes 

Attendees: Flick, Amy, Col, Don, Emma, 

Gemma, Ian, Ken, Lydia, Neil, Olaf. 

SCSP-M6-Ola 

 

-1 hour duration 

-7 A4 page transcript 

-20 notebook pages of 

researcher notes 

Meeting 7 

transcription and 

researcher notes 

Attendees: Flick, Amy, Don, Gemma, Ken, 

Mel, Neil, Olaf, Zac. 

SCSP-M7-Eg. Zac 

 

-1.5 hour duration 

-11 A4 page transcript 

-9 notebook pages of 

researcher notes 

Meeting 8 

transcription and 

researcher notes 

Attendees: Flick, Col, Emma, Gemma, Ian, 

Ken, Lydia, Neil, Peg, Zac.  

SCSP-M8-Eg.Nei 

 

-1.5 hour duration 

-15 A4 page transcript 

-15 notebook pages of 

researcher notes 

Meeting 9 Attendees: Flick, Col, Don, Emma, Ian, Ken, SCSP-M9-Eg. Peg -2 hour duration 
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transcription and 

researcher notes 

Lydia, Peg, Yvette, Zac.  -19 A4 page transcript 

- 10 notebook pages of 

researcher notes 

SCSP participant interviews: 

Data source Participant/s Data source code 

Eg. SCP-I6-Fli 

Duration/No. of pages 

analyzed 

Interview 1 transcript Amy SCSP-I1-Amy 

 

-1 hour duration 

-5 A4 pages 

-2 notebook pages 

Interview 2 transcript Jill SCSP-I2-Jil 

 

-1.5 hour duration 

-9 A4 pages 

-3 notebook pages 

Interview 3 transcript Col SCSP-I3-Col 

 

-1.5 hour duration 

-9 A4 pages 

-3 notebook pages 

Interview 4 transcript Don SCSP-I4-Dan 

 

-1 hour duration 

-4 A4 pages 

-2 notebook pages 

Interview 5 transcript Emma SCSP-I5-Emm 

 

-1.5 hour duration 

-6 A4 pages 

-3 notebook pages 

Interview 6 transcript Flick SCSP-I6-Fli 

 

-1.5 hour duration 

-11 A4 pages 

-4 notebook pages 

Interview 7 transcript Gemma SCSP-I7-Gem 

 

-1.5 hour duration 

-9 A4 pages 

-2 notebook pages 

Interview 8 transcript Hal SCSP-I8-Hal 

 

-1 hour duration 

-5 A4 pages 

-2 notebook pages 

Interview 9 transcript Ian SCSP-I9-Ian 

 

-2 hour duration 

-9 A4 pages 

-1 notebook pages 

Interview 10 transcript Lydia SCSP-I10-Lyd 

 

-1.5 hour duration 

-9 A4 pages 

-2 notebook pages 

Interview 11 transcript Ken SCSP-I11-Ken 

 

-1 hour duration 

-6 A4 pages 

-2 notebook pages 

Interview 12 transcript Betty SCSP-I12-Lyd 

 

-1.5 hour duration 

-10 A4 pages 

-3 notebook pages 

Interview 13 transcript Mel SCSP-I13-Mel 

 

-1 hour duration 

-6 A4 pages 
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-1 notebook pages 

Interview 14 transcript Neil SCSP-I14-Nei 

 

-1 hour duration 

-8 A4 pages 

-1 notebook pages 

Interview 15 transcript Olaf SCSP-I15-Ola 

 

-1.5 hour duration 

-10 A4 pages 

-3 notebook pages 

Interview 16transcript Peg SCSP-I16-Peg 

 

-1.5 hour duration 

-9 A4 pages 

-2 notebook pages 

SCSP project documentation review and analysis: 

Data source Title Data source code 

Eg. SCSP-D#-

Type 

No. of pages  

Document 1 Single Council Project Overview and action 

plan – June 2013 

SCSP-D1-Plan -20 pages 

Document 2 Single Council Project Sustainability Status 

Report – March 2014 

SCSP-D2-Status 

Report 

-8 pages 

Document 3 Single Council Project Annual Report – July 

2014 

SCSP-D3-Annual 

Report 

-11 pages 

Document 4  Single Council Project Summary Report –

October 2014 

SCSP-D4-

Summary Report 

 

-4 pages 

Document 5 Single Council Project Sustainability 

Evaluation Report – December 2014 

SCSP-D5-

Evaluation Report 

-6 pages 

Document 6 Single Council Project Managers Status 

Update – August 2014 

SCSP-D6-

Manager Update 

-12 pages 

Document 7 Single Council Project Report on Community 

Profile 

SCSP-D7-

Community 

Report 

-18 pages 

Document 8 Single Council Project Meeting minutes – 6 

August 2014 

SCSP-D8-Minutes -9 pages 

Document 9 Single Council Project Meeting minutes  - 15 

August 2014 

SCSP-D9-Minutes -5 pages 

Document 10 Single Council Project Meeting Minutes – 8 

October 2014 

SCSP-D10-

Minutes 

-3 pages 

Document 11 Single Council Project Project website SCSP-D11-

Website 

-24 screenshots 

Table 2: Summary of Single Council Sustainability Project data collected and analysed from meeting observations, 

participant interviews and project documentation, including associated data codes. 
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Table 3: Summary of Multiple Council Biodiversity Project data collected and analysed from meeting 
observations, participant interviews and project documentation, including associated data codes: 

MCBP meeting observations: 

Data source Participant involvement Data source code 

Eg. MCBP-M#-Ste 

Duration/No. of 

pages analyzed 

Meeting 1 transcription 

and researcher notes 

Attendees: Steve (Palatino Council), Rupert 

(Segoe Council), Jack (Wingdings Council), 

Mary (Lucida Council), Sally (Palatino 

Council) 

MCBP-M1-Eg.Ste 

 

-2 hour duration 

-10 A4 page 

transcript 

-15 notebook 

pages of 

researcher notes 

Meeting 2 transcription 

and researcher notes 

Attendees: Steve (Palatino Council), Rupert 

(Segoe Council), Tilda (Segoe Council), 

Wilma (Rockwell Council), Ursula (Verdana 

Council), Mary (Lucida Council), Rose 

(Report writer), Sally (Palatino Council) 

MCBP-M2-Eg.Til 

 

-2.5 hour duration 

-24 A4 page 

transcript 

-10 notebook 

pages of 

researcher notes 

MCBP participant interviews: 

Data source Participant/s Data source code 

Eg. MCBP-I-Ste 

Duration/No. of 

pages analyzed 

Interview 1 transcript Steve MCBP-I1-Ste 

 

-1.5 hour duration 

-13 A4 pages 

-2 notebook 

pages 

Interview 2 transcript Tilda MCBP-I2-Til 

 

-1.5 hour duration 

-13 A4 pages 

-2 notebook 

pages 

Interview 3 transcript Ursula MCBP-I3-Urs 

 

-1 hour duration 

-10 A4 pages 

-1 notebook 

pages 

Interview 4 transcript Viv MCBP-I4-Viv 

 

-1 hour duration 

-10 A4 pages 

-3 notebook 

pages 

Interview 5 transcript Wilma MCBP-I5-Wil 

 

-1.5 hour duration 

-15 A4 pages 

-2 notebook 

pages 

MCBP project documentation review and analysis: 

Data source Documentation title Data source code 

Eg. MCBP-D#-Type 

No. of pages  

Document 1 Multiple Council Project website MCBP-D1- Website -26 pages 
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Document 2 Multiple Council Project meeting notes – 

July 2014 

MCBP-D2- Notes -3 pages 

Document 3 Multiple Council Project meeting notes – 

November 2014 

MCBP-D3- Notes -2 pages 

Document 4 Multiple Council Project Meeting notes – 

May 2015 

MCBP-D4- Agenda -2 pages 

Document 6 Multiple Council Project – Bush-care 

Newsletters Issues 30-34  

MCBP-D5-Newsletter -20 pages  

(4 pages x 5 

issues) 

Table 3: Summary of Multiple Council Biodiversity Project data collected and analysed from meeting observations, 

participant interviews and project documentation, including associated data codes 
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Chapter 4: Findings - What is knowledge sharing? 

 

This chapter presents the findings of the study in regard to the first research question - what is 

knowledge sharing? These findings emerge from researcher meeting observations, thematic analysis 

of project documentation and transcripts as well as team member responses from the first interview 

question, as follows, 

 

Question 1: Could you please recount for me a recent knowledge sharing experience - one where 

you shared your knowledge with others – from, say, the last week or two?  

 

Prepared prompts included, 

• So, returning to the occasion where you shared your knowledge, what happened then?  

• What did they do then? 

• What did you do then? 

• What reaction did you have to that? 

• How did they respond? 

• And what happened next? 

 

A foundational observation on the part of the researcher was that knowledge sharing, as perceived, 

defined and reported by team members, was accepted as a normative activity across both project 

teams. That is, in descriptions of knowledge sharing by project conveners and team members at 

meetings and interviews, knowledge sharing was acknowledged as a desired, anticipated and assumed 

requirement of the project. This expectation of team members readily sharing their knowledge had 

been expressed by project conveners, council management in their documentation and, indeed, by 

project team members. This norm appeared to have developed from team members being selected for 

participation in their teams because of their enthusiasm for, and prior experience with, sustainability 

and biodiversity principles and methodologies. In addition, there was a clearly articulated expectation 

on the part of both project conveners and their senior managers that all team members would engage 

in team interactions as a means of implementing the project and the best possible new ways of 

working for their organisations. Most team members across both projects referred to the necessity to 

share knowledge and collaborate across their teams in order to successfully achieve their project 

goals. Thus, knowledge sharing, as a reciprocal interaction between team members was presented as 

the norm for both project teams across the various data sources. 

 

In the context of both project sites, knowledge sharing practice was found to encompass seven 

component activities including engaging, presenting, supporting, problem-solving, administering, 
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resisting and influencing. The first five activities of engaging, presenting, supporting, problem 

solving and administering were all generally accepted by team members as natural and necessary 

activities in the context of both projects. The other two activities, that is, resisting and influencing, 

were not necessarily seen as ‘normal’ or anticipated activities by team members of either project 

team. Rather, these two activities appeared to arise from, or at least as bring related to, instances 

where knowledge sharing norms were being challenged or expectations of team members were not 

being met. 

 

Each of these seven activities are described below with reference to Information and Organisation 

Studies literature along with examples arising from data sources including meeting observations and 

transcripts and participant interviews. 

 

Engaging  
 

Engaging is often described in the Information Studies and Organisation Studies literature as being 

central to knowledge sharing and the timeliness, context, techniques and creativity aspects of 

engaging colleagues and stakeholders are highlighted in a range of previous research (Charband & 

Navimipour 2016; Cudney et al. 2015; Stevahn & King 2016). In the context of a project, engaging 

involves developing shared understandings, promoting positive relations, prioritizing/finalizing 

decisions and assessing the progress of initiatives (Stevahn & King 2016). Building on this previous 

research, engaging in this study was defined as project team members communicating and relating 

directly with each other and their teams through a variety of mechanisms. Such mechanisms ranged 

from one-on-one and one-to-many conversations to enthusiastically contributing to meeting activities 

and asking questions of speakers during presentations. Engaging involved mutual participation with 

others in knowledge sharing, often involving talking, listening, exchanging and gesticulating in close 

proximity and, at times, bodily involvement with others. Such involvement included sharing papers, 

plans and computer keyboards with others around meeting room tables. Engaging was demonstrated 

through direct people-to-people contact as well as through the medium of interacting with materials 

such as paper or documents, artefacts or technology. 

 

In Meeting 6 of the Single Council Sustainability Project team, two team participants, Gemma and 

Emma, presented a session for the project team on the use and application of demographic statistical 

data to their daily work. This instructional session took place in a computer laboratory and training 

room and, as the researcher observed, 
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SCSP-M6- researcher account: Attendees began the meeting by assembling around a large 

central table in the meeting room. The presenters (Gemma and Emma) suggested that two or 

three participants share each of the computer workstations scattered around the large room. 

Participants immediately responded and noisily sought colleagues to work with them at the 

workstations, some working in pairs and some with two others. They promptly took the 

initiative to turn computers on and connect to the statistics website themselves. Participants 

chatted and tried various combinations of search terms to retrieve relevant information from 

the website and, often responded with audible exclamations such as, ‘Wow! look at this’ and 

‘Gee! I didn’t know you could get all that data!’. Many team members made suggestions for 

uses of the data and were enthusiastically encouraged by the two presenters. 

 

This description suggests a high level of engaging on the part of team members both with each other 

and, collectively, with the subject matter being presented at the meeting. Engaging as a component 

activity of knowledge sharing was an activity between individual team members, amongst small 

groups, between many team members and presenters and involving the broader project team across 

the workplace. 

 

The importance of engaging other team members and managers in the Single Council Sustainability 

Project (SCSP) is also acknowledged by Gemma in her interview during which she describes using 

repetition and broad engagement, to establish her point, as follows, 

 

SCSP-I7-Gem:‘… the fact that it has been explained to everybody and Joseph, the manager, 

and my team member Amy have acknowledged that, yes, it is something that has to be done, 

and that we know that it is in the past plan, I know that it will happen eventually. But it’s a 

matter of repetition and you keep talking to a lot of people, so you create that buzz that this part 

of the project must be funded, and we have got to do it now!’ 

 

Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team members were less familiar with each other than 

SCSP participants as they worked in a range of different council organisations, however engaging 

took place in similar ways. Meeting 1 of the MCBP, for example, involved team member, Rupert,  

engaging through the encouragement of other team members to undertake some target setting for the 

project, as follows, 

 

MCBP-M1-researcher account: Rupert proceeded to distribute a leaflet around the table listing 

key headings and encouraged feedback from participants on the targets that had been set so 

far. Participants began interacting across the group while seated around the table, contributing 

ideas and suggestions they considered may improve the targets that could be the focus of a 
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community event. Encouraged by this, Mary (Lucida Council) then explained how successful a 

previous event she attended was, saying, ‘Yes, for our other river corridors project we had one 

of those events and we had presentations and the Wildlife Club people talked about rescuing 

wildlife and people moved from one presentation to the next … on a weekend. We had it at 

Multi Park’. Steve confirmed that it did have potential to be a great success and Rupert 

suggested a colleague at Segoe Council could assist with the planning of the event’. 

 

Here Rupert and Steve engage other participants in providing input on the targets as well as Mary in 

engaging team members to assist in planning the next project event and to attend it. Rupert and Steve 

used materials such as paper documentation listing draft ideas on which they sought feedback and 

Mary sought to engage others in the activity with her enthusiasm for a previous similar event.  

 

Project conveners and participants demonstrated and described engaging as a means of inspiring team 

members to share their knowledge and to collaborate and co-operate with each other to facilitate their 

project. Engaging was facilitated through verbal encouragement as well as the conveners ensuring 

that meeting and training rooms were suited to large or small group discussion and engagement.  

 

Presenting 

 

Previous Information Studies and Organisation Studies research suggests that organisational success 

relies on sharing the right knowledge in the right place and at the right time for the critical people in 

the organisation, a central component of which is the successful presentation of this knowledge and 

information (Afrazeh & Zarinozv 2010). Stuart (2013) suggests that presenting encompasses the 

presentation of polished talks in a formal setting, ‘chalk’ talks and the appropriate and skilled use of 

presentation software such as PowerPoint. Mayfield (2010) expands this to describe a range of 

techniques for presenting critical knowledge to organisational staff including town hall meetings, 

wikis, mentoring and reward programs. Other organisational research focuses on presenting in project 

teams as the building of a no-blame atmosphere that encourages all members to actively participate 

(Charband & Navimipour 2016) as well as emphasising the critical role of using presenting 

techniques for communicating project results to staff (Cudney et al. 2015). 

 

Based on these previous approaches to presenting, this study defined the presenting as team members 

conveying prepared or impromptu content to an audience of two or more colleagues. Presenting, at 

least initially, involved a one-to-many interaction, though often lead to reciprocal interactions about 

aspects of the presentation through questions and subsequent discussion. Presenting ranged from the 

delivery of a prepared presentation using technology such as computers and presentation software, to 
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team members reporting back to the larger group on an impromptu small group discussion or casually 

reporting as part of a meeting agenda item. Presenting frequently involved materials to support the 

activity such as documents or technology.  

 

Meeting 1 of the Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) team involved three participants 

presenting a scheduled, prepared presentation on the status of different aspects of the project to fellow 

participants as well as to a group of managers invited to project meetings on a quarterly basis. One of 

these presentations formed a formal item for Meeting 1, the agenda for which was projected on a 

screen by convener Flick at the start of the meeting. The researcher recorded the following account, 

 

SCSP-M1-researcher account: Col remained seated, but addressed the group for the first 

agenda item, entitled ‘New project developments’. Looking around at participants, he began, 

‘Usually I am at the end product of things and I have been allowed to be at the front end … to 

be part of that creative and collaborative process. The one that was really good was Smith 

Street with the interlocking tree system …  I’ve got some information here that we’ll be using 

some coir logs in Cliff Street …where we are collaborating with other sections of the 

Environmental [Department]. The things I am looking forward to next year … is looking into 

this thing called ‘cool roads’ … where they are painting the roads, bringing down the 

temperatures around cities by painting the roads a lighter colour … what they are using is open 

grade asphalt and putting that with a concrete slurry so that it reduces the emissions of heat 

during the day, plus the trees - which is a great thing we are going to look into’. Many 

participants, including the invited managers, nodded and grinned as Col presented. They 

looked at Col as he spoke and, at times, caught his eye and smiled agreeably. The entire group, 

even the seemingly reticent managers sitting at the back of the room, broke into spontaneous 

applause when Col had finished his presentation. 

 

This account highlights a participant presenting as a means of providing both a status report on 

aspects of their shared project as well as a mechanism to justify past project expenditure to ensure 

future support for their project. Given a key aim of the project was to ‘contribute to a healthy 

environment through best practice water, tree, and biodiversity management’, as outlined on the 

Council website (SCSP-D11-Website), the presentation also sought to engage both team participants 

and visiting managers in acknowledging some key initiatives for the organisation and thus feel excited 

that their project and organisation was at the forefront of these ‘best practice’ sustainability-related 

technologies. 
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While recalling her convening of a knowledge sharing meeting with a range of colleagues across her 

council, Amy described an impromptu presentation of some organisational knowledge to the 

assembled meeting, as follows, 

 

SCSP-I1-Amy: ‘I had sent them a list of infrastructure projects which most of them had 

brought with them, and so I just explained to them that, over the last two years, we have done 

an accelerated program with the properties which basically meant we had brought forward 

four-years-worth of property maintenance work into two years …and of the two-years work 

that we had brought forward, there were works that hadn’t started. I explained that there was 

no money for the next two years, but we have these five projects that we still have remaining 

money for. I explained that I was happy to change these five projects if everybody in the room 

agrees to it. We are going through a change in the way we actually do our management of 

buildings. These buildings are going through that change at the moment –becoming more of a 

strategic management long term focus – with prioritization based on usage and more on an 

agreed prioritization – more than just a maintenance prioritization. We are going through that 

shift at the moment and so I was trying to explain that …and so we had these five projects, and 

basically do we need to do these five projects or should we remove them and pick others on the 

unfunded list? I eventually got agreement from everybody at the table. And people who don’t 

have an interest in that building were agreeing to it and their buildings where they really have 

more of an interest, they were saying: Well, no, mine is not a priority – that is a priority’. 

 

This example of presenting to the group involved Amy in an explanation of quite complex funding 

processes as part of moving the council from a traditional maintenance-based prioritization approach 

to one based on the actual ‘real use’ of the building based on data previously collected from the 

assembled group. While having previously circulated a list of potential building projects to the group, 

this impromptu presentation reveals an instance of presenting which may have benefited by the use of 

additional supplementary materials such as a PowerPoint software presentation or other aids in order 

to further clarify the knowledge that was being shared. 

 

Presenting by the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team members ranged from an 

informal activity for a specific agenda item during project team meetings through to formal 

presentations to council stakeholder committees. Convener of the project team, Steve, structured 

meetings according to an agenda emailed to participants prior to the meeting. Several of these agenda 

items involved him or other team members informally presenting proposals or project documentation 

assisted by the distribution or display of documentation. In Meeting 1, Steve, having no projector or 

screen in the meeting room, asked team members to crowd around his laptop computer as he 

presented a new project reporting spread-sheet, as described by the researcher,  
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MCBP-M1-researcher account: Steve presented a verbal status report on the project that 

disclosed the amount of money remaining in the budget, some $17,000. He expressed concern 

that the representatives from all the different councils were not reporting their activities in 

exactly the same way and that, to remedy this, he had engaged a member of his ‘brains trust’ to 

develop a reporting spread-sheet in Excel software that would now need to be completed and 

submitted to him on a monthly basis. Having no screen to display his spread-sheet to 

participants, he asked members to gather around his laptop and look at the spread-sheet he had 

opened as he presented instructions on how to use it. He went through different screens and 

tabs of the spread-sheet in detail and demonstrated how to open each feature and complete the 

forms. Rupert asked, ‘So, do we need to report monthly?’, to which Steve replied, ‘I think so - 

this ‘spreadsheet’ covers all media too in the Stakeholder and Engagement [section of the 

document] - so volunteer hours is really hard to backtrack on and do a yearly report from the 

past too. So, it needs to be a monthly report from each of you, so I can keep track of your 

progress and report to our funding committee’. 

 

The Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) was funded by an external body, the Environment 

Trust, so Steve’s aim in presenting here was to secure uniformity in reporting processes in order to 

secure ongoing project funding. Unlike the SCSP team, Steve lacked presentation technology that 

may have better engaged the team, so he used his personal laptop around which participants needed to 

arrange themselves in order to follow the presentation. 

 

Supporting 

 

Supporting emerged as another key component of knowledge sharing. Previous Information Studies 

research suggests that a supportive and trusting environment facilitates successful knowledge sharing 

(Zhang & Jiang 2015). Effective teamwork has also been found to require team members to recognize 

the team as a supportive unit with common goals, values, and norms and, the more that team members 

identify with and support each other, the more likely they are to believe they hold similar goals 

(Agrawal 2012). Further, inter-organisational collaborative projects such as that of the Multiple 

Council Biodiversity Project, have been found to be facilitated by participants being open-minded, 

flexible to different approaches, constructive, respectful, supportive and appreciative of other team 

member’s relative strengths in order to maximize the group’s productivity (Gee et al. 2017). In order 

to reflect these previous studies, supporting was defined in the study as team members encouraging 

and backing-up, as well as defending, their colleagues when they felt they were under pressure from 

others. Such activities range from encouraging colleagues to speak freely or share their knowledge, 
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expertise or point of view at meetings to actively defending them against criticism and undermining 

behaviour by other team members, the wider organisation or external stakeholders. 

 

A key researcher observation highlighting supporting in the Single Council Sustainability Project 

(SCSP) team occurred at the start of Meeting 2 when Flick, the convener, commended Col for the 

quality and enthusiasm for the project he demonstrated during his presentation in Meeting 1 

presentation and when Peg commended Neil for his identification of his manager’s feedback after a 

visit to a team meeting. The first example unfolded as follows, 

 

SCSP-M2-researcher account: Discussion then moved on to reviewing the success of the 

Meeting 1 presentations that were also attended by council managers. Team members 

expressed very positive opinions about the success of the meeting arising from subsequent 

feedback from their managers. Flick specifically commended Col, who had sparked 

spontaneous applause from attendees at the meeting with his description of new streetscape 

technologies being used in the project. She said, ‘And, Col, I have to say that I have had a lot of 

great comments about your enthusiastic opening remarks about our trail blazing 

innovations...yes...you set the tone! ... No- it really did, it set the tone!.’  Col, embarrassed, but 

with a beaming smile on his face, thanked Flick for supporting and encouraging his 

contribution to the team. 

 

Here, the convener Flick, is commending Col for his enthusiastic presentation both to encourage his 

engagement as well as seek support from other team members to do the same. Such supporting 

activity both acknowledges team member contributions and clearly demonstrates her support of Col. 

It also illustrates the potential recognition other participants may receive from her by contributing in 

similar ways. This supporting activity set the tone for the meeting as, later, others engaged in 

supporting their colleagues, as follows, 

 

SCSP-M2-researcher account: Later in this meeting, Peg inquired how the manager of another 

team member, Neil, had reacted to the previous meeting presentations. Peg was interested to 

hear about the manager’s reaction to the last meeting that he and other managers attended. 

Neil was quite reticent to respond and replied, ‘Um, I am not sure I can repeat it’. Neil’s 

avoidance sparked much interest and some laughter across the group with some people raising 

their eyebrows and fixing their gaze on Neil.  After further coaxing by others, Neil replied, ‘He 

said that he felt a bit like he was in a cult!’. The whole group erupted into laughter with several 

members appearing shocked, wide-eyed and open-mouthed. While Neil smiled, he also 

appeared concerned, frowning, shrugging his shoulders and shaking his head. Peg consoled 

him, ‘I really think that it is very important that these meetings are a forum where that feedback 
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is given, and it’s not seen as ‘dobbing in! …’, and, ‘we all need to know what the situation is 

and how he feels about it! … it’s very important to get this feedback Neil! Thank you for that!’. 

 

Supporting other fellow team members proved to be a regular feature of knowledge sharing across 

Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) team meetings and convener Flick was a constant 

supporter of her team members and, in turn, received expressions of loyalty from them. Such 

supporting activity proved both a positive experience for Col and Neil who were the recipients of the 

support, but Flick and Peg were also demonstrating supporting activity, showing their commitment to 

the project’s new ‘ways of working’. It was also a clear demonstration to other team members of the 

rewards for knowledge sharing in the manner that Col, with his best practice presentation in Meeting 

1, and Neil, with his honesty and openness, had attracted during Meeting 2. 

 

While less frequent at Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team meetings, the researcher 

noted two separate instances of supporting activity occurring during Meeting 2 as follows, 

 

MCBP-M2-researcher account: Discussion arose about the funding body’s requirement for 

members to regularly disseminate project information to each of their council’s staff and 

management. Rupert proudly reported, ‘I summarized the PowerPoint demonstration that was 

presented to us by the previous consultants – Report 1 - to our bush care coordinators and 

reduced it by more than half…. they all really liked it and, um, a lot of them live, and their 

groups work, in the high priority corridors so they were very enthusiastic!’.  

Ursula said encouragingly, ‘Now that’s a good outcome right there!’.  

Flattered and smiling, Rupert added, ‘And they were very surprised with some of the results in 

terms of the species. So yeah, it all went well’. 

 

MCBP-M2-researcher account: Later at this meeting, Tilda publicly congratulated Steve for his 

enthusiasm and hard work as convener of the project, ‘Thanks to Steve, you have done well 

beyond your normal duties and been a great convener’. All team members spontaneously 

applauded Steve’s contribution to the project, enthusiastically smiling, clapping and nodding. 

 

Here, both Ursula and Tilda’s supporting comments encouraged Rupert’s and Stan’s contributions as 

well as demonstrated to other team members the type of contributions that would be welcome in the 

future. Tilda, in particular, is also publicly acknowledging the strong assistance Steve had provided 

for her and the ‘parent committee’ by acting as project convener, which had allowed her to direct her 

limited time to the higher level, Multiple Council Management Committee (MCMC). This broader 

group includes senior council members who partially control the allocation of the Environment 

Trust’s funds and is a showcase for promoting the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project.  
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In both project teams, supporting activity encouraged team participants to share knowledge and to 

collaborate and co-operate with each other so plans may be realized and project outcomes achieved. 

Supporting was a demonstration of, and reward for, team collaboration and co-operation. It also sent 

messages to would-be critics that the team provided strong support to its members and such positive 

activity was part of the anticipated new way of working in both projects. 

 

Problem-solving 
 

In the Information Studies and Organisation studies research literature, problem-solving focuses on a 

range of issues from simple linear well-structured problems that have a single solution to complex 

problem-solving involving more sophisticated cognitive processing in order to address the intricacy 

and uncertainty inherent in these problems (Hung 2013). Such complexity is heightened in a team 

when the additional dimension of collective cognition is presented which often demands an additional 

re-conceptualization of the problem framework (Cooke et al. 2008). Such team-based problem-

solving requires team members to collectively and systematically reason together through a problem 

space and devise the most viable solution to the problem (Hung 2013). Indeed, effective 

organisational structures have evolved so that decision making and problem-solving is more effective 

where teams are employed, especially if team members have good interpersonal and communication 

skills (Goltz et al. 2008). In the light of this research, problem-solving was defined in this study as 

involving offering solutions to issues and problems; organising others to develop solutions to issues or 

problems; contributing to addressing issues or problems; and questioning colleagues about their 

knowledge, ideas and point of view in order to address issues, roadblocks and problems. 

  

In her interview, Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) convener, Flick, acknowledges the 

importance of problem-solving activity in order to address the uncertainty of the project, as follows, 

 

SCSP-I6-Fli: ‘Yes, I think you have to share uncertainties but also the things you are confident 

about. My team would feel very uncomfortable about moving into a process that is unmanaged 

and out of control. But I do need to express my fears and uncertainties openly because I have to 

stress the need for us all to solve the problems we are facing. They need to understand, and we 

all need to understand, where our vulnerable points might be and how we all need to do a bit of 

extra work throwing around ideas and solutions to address these issues and tighten it [the 

project] up.’ 
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In Meeting 3 of the Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) team, several participants engaged 

in raising and seeking solutions to a local parking problem arising from the re-design of a streetscape, 

as follows, 

 

SCSP-M3-researcher account: Emma expressed concerns about what she saw as inadequate 

community consultation around the parking plan for the street and Col  suggested addressing 

the issue by simply changing the terminology around the project, ‘Yes, it’s just a 

‘demonstration’. Yes, maybe I used the wrong words to present this in the best light to the 

community. Yes, it’s a ‘demonstration’ rather than a ‘trial’’. Olaf suggested, ‘No, well just if 

the parking numbers are an issue then you could reclaim a lot of that angle parking from the 

verge gardens.’ 

 

Here both Col and Olaf are presenting quite different solutions to the problem Emma is raising. Col is 

suggesting they should change the language around the project to one that may be more acceptable to 

the local residents, whereas Olaf takes a different approach by suggesting how the team may be able 

to readily provide the additional parking spaces required by residents. 

 

Participants in the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team engaged in a range of 

problem-solving activities and most team members were forthcoming in offering suggestions and 

solutions. During Meeting 2, when Rose presented the issue of what to include in their project report, 

the following exchange occurred, 

 

MCBP-M2-meeting transcription:  

Rose (Consultant) ‘Those are the sorts of things I want to hear about – the challenges – what 

were the challenges, because, for future funding applications, it’s interesting and useful. The 

Environment Trust wants to hear the good and the bad and where to now? … it is important 

for the report’. 

Rupert (Segoe Council): ‘But really this project was all about building biodiversity across the 

whole river areas and where the priority corridors are and that didn’t exist before. Each 

council had their own priorities, irrespective of other councils, or the region. They had their 

own little biodiversity plans that stopped at the borders. So, this report should pool some 

priority sites and we look at how we can leverage that to continue to get on-ground funding’. 

Steve (Convener, MCBP): ‘I think the first point would be to get individual councils to use 

this project and put it into our operational plans and our strategic plans and make the point 

that we can deliver or seek grants or actively be a member of the parent committee and really 

drive that’.  
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Wilma (Rockwell Council): ‘Yes, if we can start implementing what the report 

recommendations are and, obviously, my council has got some salt marshes big on our 

agenda at the moment.  I think that might be good low hanging fruit. It might be a way of 

tackling some of these issues that are attacking the foreshore of the Multi River?’ 

Steve (Convener, MCBP): ‘I guess this report is focused on fauna –vegetation was sort of 

secondary – native veg or weedy veg… Are there any other grants that focus veg?’ 

Ursula (Verdana Council): ‘What we need to go for is the ‘Saving our species’ grant – like, 

the ten year one for these projects because that is really…yeah, I mean, a grant like that – ten 

years – where the partnership is already set up!’ 

 

At the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team meeting this exchange centred around 

problem-solving to agree on the most appropriate focus for the project report. Rose, the consultant 

employed to write the report, sought team members’ views on the problem of how best to present 

their achievements to member councils and potential funding bodies. While team members differed 

slightly on their emphasis and target audience for the report, they all sought to actively contribute to 

solving the problem of how best to report the key recommendations in order to attract and secure 

future project funding. 

 

Administering 
 

Organisation Studies research suggests that administering encompasses activities related to 

organisational policies, procedures, systems, standards, technology, finance and staff management and 

that competent administering activity is a bedrock for organisational success (Shaw & Maythorne 

2013). Other researchers call for a greater focus on internal value and performance measurement 

through the development of organisational missions, values, and planning, vision statement and ethics 

assessments, greater customer and citizen involvement, benchmarking, employee and performance 

assessments and quality measures (Van Wart 1995). In the light of these approaches to what 

constitutes administration, administering, in this study, was seen to encompass team members 

acknowledging, implementing and enforcing the policies, procedures, rules, standards and protocols 

set out by the organisation, in this case, the councils that employ them. Administering impacted on the 

nature of the meetings and forums through which knowledge sharing took place as well as the 

expectations and requirements around participant, team and stakeholder interaction. 

 

The Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) convener, Flick, emerged as a key player in both 

implementing council protocols around SCSP work. She managed this through organising and 

convening project meetings, events and forums and communicating the expectations and requirements 
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of the organisation in regard to their project. Having been a long-term employee of the council, Flick 

was very familiar with local government policies and procedures in regard to the project as well as to 

what needed to be reported to or approved by senior managers and key stakeholders. In short, she had 

a good knowledge of how things are done around here. Key examples of Flick’s understanding of 

council protocols, sign-off requirements and essential documentation was illustrated by her demands 

during Meeting 4, and again, during Meeting 9. Flick’s administering activity revolved around 

producing and consulting project documentation and asking team members to undertake follow-up 

evaluation visits to each streetscape they had completed, as observed by the researcher, 

 

SCSP-M4-researcher account: Flick ran through the names of the local streets to be visited the 

next day and concluded, ‘So, there is a variety of sites that I just wanted to have a look at, I’ve 

got all the notes that we made from those first site visits, on the itinerary, so we can look and 

see what we said on that (first) day …  it would just be useful to go back out and have a look, 

see what was actually built and whether there are things that we think: ‘That isn’t what I 

imagined it might be’… or, ‘could we do things slightly differently here?’ … given the 

comments from residents that they would like to have been given more input into the 

improvements. We need to take that into account as well and report back to council and the 

community.’ 

 

SCSP-M9-researcher account: Flick identified an organisational need to include a checklist with 

their documentation with appropriate sign-offs from each team member. Flick explained ‘the 

other thing we need is a ‘checklist’ with each project so we know we have already considered 

the access, the plantings, and so on’. Don supported Flick’s view and added, that the checklist 

should also follow the design process as well as set the objectives of the scope of work and 

group members could tick their responsibilities off at each stage of the process. Lydia 

reinforced the need for the checklist and added, ‘The checklist would be fantastic so that, once 

we are ready we can put these projects up on the Intranet and say these are the projects we have 

been responsible for’. 

 

These exchanges highlight the administering activity seen as crucial by the convener, Flick, to ensure 

project success and ongoing support. At both meetings Flick seeks to remind team members of the 

organisational rules and processes around documenting and evaluating project achievements as well 

as engaging with the local community. The imposition of an evaluation process to assess previously 

completed sites, as well as a checklist to ensure appropriate organisational sign-offs from each 

department, highlight the central role of administering for the project to succeed. 
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In his interview, SCSP participant Col recounts his experience of trying to convince his project 

colleagues of the importance and necessity of administering activity in order to move the project 

through the complexity of organisational protocols required for council projects, as follows,  

 

SCSP-I3-Col: ‘I shared my side of the deadlines and the understanding of why I need certain 

things at certain times. And why there are certain timeframes like - Why do we need the papers 

to you at the end of the month when the Council meeting is three weeks later? Well, it’s because 

my Director needs them, and he needs to review them. Can we not engage the contractor when 

the papers go to council? Well, no – no, you can recommend a contractor, but you can’t engage 

them. You can tell them they are preferred but you cannot engage them until it’s actually gone 

through the council meeting. It’s all part of our rules and regulations. Then you have to engage 

them and that takes four weeks. Four weeks why? Because they may have other projects and 

priorities – they’ve got to get their equipment on site – they have to set up the site as the council 

demands. Getting water, securing the site – that takes two weeks on its own and that’s after you 

engage them. So, I think there was a lack of understanding on my colleague’s part about the 

council’s engagement process and how to engage them, so I had to explain that. So that was 

knowledge sharing for me. Explaining to them why there are these council timeframes, and this 

is why I need it when. It’s been agreed, it’s been documented and it’s on my Gantt Chart that I 

gave them, and it hasn’t moved!’ 

 

Here Col reveals his detailed knowledge of council processes and protocols that involve complex 

administering activity. He used a Gantt chart to represent the timeline of each component of the 

project based on his council’s procedures, and he is concerned that, to deliver the project on time, a 

range of deadlines need to be met and progress reported appropriately. These organisational 

requirements must inform Col’s own project plan and thus his administering activities form a 

component of his knowledge sharing with colleagues. 

 

The convener of the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team, Steve, also spent much of 

his time administering as a component of his knowledge sharing activities. These were necessary in 

order to keep the project on schedule and to ensure participants supplied him with the status reports 

demanded by the funding body. Steve was expected, as the project convener, to collate and submit 

these reports to justify expended funds. The researcher observed the following interaction highlighting 

administering tasks imposed by the organisation, 

 

MCBP-M2-researcher account: Steve took the opportunity to reiterate what he and Rose, the 

report writing consultant, needed in the reports from each participant, ‘Yeah, so it would be 

good to have some nice photos of our volunteers, some nice photos of the ‘before and afters’ 
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around your part of river area… the Biodiversity training –if there are any photos of some of 

the participants. I need to follow up with Rose as well because she was going to write the 

report, so could you spend about half an hour doing a little bit of a summary for us. PDFs of 

newsletters and other council documents, Facebook posts, social media, website updates… 

anything to highlight the success and achievements of the project!’ 

 

This account highlights the heavy demands of the funding organisation and of each council as well as 

the difficulties experienced by Steve in meeting these demands while, at the same time, ensuring his 

colleagues are not put under undue pressure. Such reporting was necessary however to meet the 

deadlines of spending budgets and demonstrating progress. Steve makes clear how these 

administering activities have proved difficult with respect to the Environment Fund grant. These have 

included identifying suitable times to meet, obtaining appropriate documentation from each 

representative on the team and integrating these deliverables into his monthly reports to the Trust, all 

forming the administering components of knowledge sharing. 

 

Administering activity involves team members sharing their knowledge so that the project operates 

within the rules and guidelines of both the funding body as well as each individual council and state 

government regulations. While these organisational protocols may, at first, be documented on 

physical paper, their content is ultimately integrated into electronic reports communicated via email 

and associated electronic attachments. Evidence of addressing such protocols becomes part of the 

electronic documentation used to justify previous support and seek future support as required by 

senior managers or by funding-body bureaucrats. 

 

Resisting 
 

The Organisational Studies literature suggests that conceptions of resisting activity range from the 

notion that resistance is a visible act by workers, attracting intensifications of discipline and control 

on the part of management to that of resistance as productive and ethically informed (Pullen & 

Rhodes 2014). This view suggests that resistance concerns the freedom of the individual to engage in 

alternatives to being controlled in the workplace. A range of research suggests that organisational 

workers resistance in information technology system implementation extends beyond the technology 

itself to subtle and complex resisting activity with respect to work routines (Laumer et al. 2016). A 

recent analysis of scholarly conceptions of the term suggest that resisting leads to shifts in power 

dynamics; that it has multiple potential outcomes; that it is situational, contextual and potentially 

innovative; that it often impacts on individual worker’s identity and affect; and that it is often used by 

individuals and teams of workers to respond to all-encompassing forms of ‘corporate capture’ 

(Mumby et al. 2017). In the light of this research, resisting was defined in the study as a multi-
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dimensional activity involving participants withstanding, arguing against or attempting to prevent the 

influence or actions of managers, colleagues or those external to the team. As suggested above, 

resisting activity tended to arise when the normative activities of the teams were challenged by 

internal or external forces. 

 

Participants from both teams openly used their knowledge and skills to argue strongly against 

traditional restrictions imposed from a variety of areas of their organisational settings including other 

teams, managers, or members of the wider council community. In general, rather than team members 

demonstrating and reporting resisting activity with respect to each other, they united in resisting other 

forces inside and outside their organisations that presented obstacles to the advancement of their 

project goals. The following exchange at a meeting reveals the Single Council Sustainability Project 

(SCSP) team’s reaction to what they see as unduly severe rules and restrictions on their project 

imposed by the council’s Traffic Committee, 

 

SCSP-M2-meeting transcription:  

Flick: ‘Yes both Joseph and I have been trying to attend all the Traffic Committee meetings.’ 

Gemma: ‘Excellent – yes –that’s the target isn’t it – the Traffic Committee!’ 

Zac: ‘We probably all need to go to the Traffic Committee, one by one, and plead our case …’ 

 

In her interview SCSP participant, Jill, reported sharing her recent research into council 

amalgamations at a senior management meeting and then recounted her reaction to the planned 

council amalgamation process announced by the state government. She tried to convince the senior 

managers to resist the pressures applied by the state government to engage in the amalgamation 

process, as follows, 

 

SCSP-I2-Jil: After everything I had studied about amalgamations and had presented to the 

group, I just walked away and thought, yeah – our management have to fight this. So, I said, 

‘Yeah, we are really not buying all this…you know what I mean?’. The state government is 

being quite disrespectful to us. There is a LOT of good people who work in local government 

and it’s an incredibly important tier of government in this country and it needs to be respected 

as such. So, their (state government’s) so-called process seems really disrespectful to the 

profession and to the people that believe in and work in local government. I said to the 

managers, ‘Look there is a much bigger picture here – the survival of local government - and to 

me, I think that is really important that our group start thinking about how to fight this 

amalgamation process. We need to strategize and work out how best to remain as we are and 

not get swallowed up!’ 
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Here, after Jill had shared the research she had conducted on amalgamation processes elsewhere, she 

concluded they had proved unsuccessful for local communities. She is suggesting that the council 

managers fight in order to withstand pressure from the state government to amalgamate with other 

councils. 

 

Likewise, at a Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team meeting, team member Jack 

engaged in resisting activity when he suggests the requirements imposed on the project by the funding 

body, the Environmental Trust, are too restrictive and inhibit the ability for the team to focus on 

implementation rather than simply producing multiple reports, as follows, 

 

MCBP-M2-meeting transcription:  

Steve: ‘Probably the other key thing is relating to the new river project, the Environmental 

Trust said we all need to get whatever data we can for them to justify this new round of 

funding.’ 

Jack (frowning): ‘Yeah, look, I feel like we are going fine –I don’t think we need a kick in the 

bum by having even more demands from them [the Environmental Trust]!’ 

 

Here, Jack is resisting what he sees as excessive demands by the project funding body and explains 

that he feels they are interfering with team members’ ability to deliver on the project and to keep up 

with their day-to-day jobs. Steve, as project convener, is compelled to relay these demands to team 

members and finds he is very sympathetic to Jack as he, too, is under pressure from the Environment 

Trust. He is feeling pressured to complete the current phase of work as well as to secure funding for 

the next phase. While both team members are willing to share knowledge with the team, and see this 

as a normative activity, they are resisting what they see as a threat to this normative activity, that is, 

the excessive demands of the external funding body.  

 

Indeed resisting is demonstrated by both project teams when threats to the normative activities of their 

projects, such as team knowledge sharing, are imposed by internal committees, external government 

agencies or demanding funding bodies. 

 

Influencing 
 

Managerial and project success in organisations increasingly relies on being proficient in influencing a 

wide variety of people ranging from colleagues in the same division, the wider organisation and 

external partners and this requires skills and techniques in building and maintaining those 

relationships (Allen, Porter & Angle 2016; Atkinson 2012). Influencing skills are critical for 
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successful negotiations that demand partners having complementary goals, both seeing the value of 

the relationship and readily sharing trust (Davis & Boulet 2016; McCallum, Vasconcelos & Norman 

2008). While organisational power and authority is a formal mandate to act and make decisions in 

organisations designated by titles such as CEO or manager, influencing activity is usually less formal 

and without the obvious symbols of power, but often involves exerting a compelling force, or 

producing an impact, on the actions, behaviour or opinions of others (Price 2013). Most team 

members in this study, while not senior or middle managers, were observed to exert a compelling 

force on or to have an impact on the actions, behaviour and opinions of their colleagues, 

organisational teams and others in their council communities. These actions were seen as constituting 

influencing in this study.  

 

During her interview Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) team participant, Gemma, 

described a social occasion in which she felt she had influenced colleagues about integrating water 

management into her council’s practices, as follows,  

 

SCSP-I7-Gem: ‘I saw Johnny and Wendy at lunch and they raised the water management plan 

and I said: ‘Remember water services and its design is not add-on infrastructure – we have got 

to be moving to integrating all that - we are supposed to be modelling the new way of doing it’. 

They were immediately silent – but later on, at the next meeting, they were making great 

suggestions about the plan, and I knew I’d had an impact on their thinking…’ 

 

Here, Gemma reports success in influencing which appears to have inspired a change of mind about 

water services on the part of colleagues, Johnny and Wendy. Similarly, SCSP team member, Jill, 

describes some success in influencing her senior managers when sharing her research on ‘three big 

ideas’, as follows, 

 

SCSP-I2-Jil: ‘So, yeah, to get those three really big ideas onto their agenda, you know, about 

natural sense of communities, regional collaboration and about having a global impact from 

local action – these ideas were my challenge in that meeting.  I didn’t expect to be 100% 

successful because I think that they were very big ideas … but I felt positive by the end of the 

meeting that I had a chance to express what I wanted to express and that there was some 

agreement and a few people took notes and there was firm agreement to go back and 

incorporate some of my suggestions into the original report. And I also knew that I would have 

to present that research to the Executive Management Group next week, so I knew that I had 

this other opportunity to make my mark. Generally, I will tend to work in multiple ways…if I do 

believe the ideas are important and are good for the organisation then I tend to share that 
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through a number of different networks or forums and see if there’s traction and, if there is, I 

know I have had an impact.’ 

 

Similarly influencing activity emerged in the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team 

Meeting 1 at which Rupert engages in influencing other colleagues to endorse stretching their goals 

from general biodiversity issues to making the Multi River swimmable again, as described in the 

following researcher account,  

 

MSBP-M1-researcher account: Having arrived forty minutes late for the meeting, when asked if 

he was across the ‘Our River’ campaign, Jack replied, ‘No’. Rupert responded in an 

exasperated manner, ‘I might brief you about it after the meeting. I don’t really want to go 

through it yet again today as everyone else has heard it… the key driver is going to be ‘bring 

back swimming’ in the Multi River’. Jack rolled his eyes and replied sceptically, ‘That’s quite 

ambitious isn’t it?’ Rupert stared at Jack angrily and replied, ‘Um … it is ambitious, but we 

know it’s doable with a lot of resources. And the aim is to get the big resources thrown at it … 

also we’ve got some media partner, so it will hit the papers and the media big time. They are 

gonna run two full page articles on it so we will hit the mark. But behind all of this is the work 

needed to make swimming happen and one of the key things is this (biodiversity) project and all 

of you!’ Jack, clearly surprised, responded, ‘OK, I didn’t know all that was happening, that will 

definitely help…’. 

 

Here, Rupert engages in influencing Jack by sharing background knowledge about what Jack sees as 

an overly ambitious goal. Rupert explains that the goal may actually be possible through engaging the 

local press and his argument appears to have been successful in influencing Jack’s viewpoint. 

 

These examples indicate that team members engaged in influencing in order to address potential 

challenges to their project, or when the norms of their projects were challenged through the attitudes 

of other internal council staff, by executive managers or by other team members.  

 

In summary, this chapter has presented evidence from project team meetings and team member 

interviews at both project sites with respect to what constitutes knowledge sharing.  These dynamic, 

interrelated activities include engaging, presenting, supporting, problem-solving, administering, 

resisting and influencing, and provide evidence of knowledge sharing as constituting a practice as 

defined by Schatzki, that is, an ‘embodied, materially mediated array of human activity centrally 

organised around shared practical understanding’ (Schatzki 2001, p. 2).  

 



81

A key aspect emerging from the combination of undertaking both meeting observations and 

participant interviews in the study was the development of more concrete indicators for identifying 

knowledge sharing activities. Definitions of such activities were identified in the literature, however, 

the opportunity for the researcher to observe knowledge sharing activities in context led to a more 

refined set of indicators pertaining to the knowledge sharing activities identified in the study. 

 
Knowledge sharing activities 

(What is knowledge sharing?) 

Examples of indicators representing knowledge sharing activities 

Engaging • Offering attentive, structured communications to team members 

• Directing or focusing of team members attention on matters raised 

during meeting discussions 

• Actively participating in discussions and presentations with other team 

members 

Presenting • Delivering pre-prepared or impromptu content to an audience of one or 

more colleagues 

• Engaging in one to many interactions with other team members assisted 

by materials/technology 

Supporting • Encouraging other team members through verbal or physical actions 

• Defending other team members from negative attack by others 

Problem-solving • Offering considered suggestions in order to solve issues or problems 

• Organizing others to contribute suggestions to solve issues or problems 

Administering • Acknowledging, implementing and/or enforcing organizational rules, 

policies and procedures 

• Ensuring that organizational rules, policies and procedures were 

considered and adhered to at project meetings and other activities 

Resisting • Criticizing the opinions, beliefs, approaches and/or actions of other team 

members or parties external to the team 

• Deliberately acting against the expressed opinions, beliefs, approaches 

and/or actions of other team members or parties external to the team 

• Seeking to undermine and counter the expressed opinions, beliefs, 

approaches and/or actions of other team members or parties external to 

the team 

Influencing • Exerting a compelling force on the opinions, beliefs approaches or 

actions of other team members or parties external to the team 

• Affecting the opinions, beliefs, approaches or actions of other team 

members or parties external to the team 

Table 4: Examples of indicators representing knowledge sharing activities in SCSP and MCBP team meetings and described 

in participant interviews 

 

Table 4 above presents examples of the indicators that emerged as representative of knowledge 

sharing activities in both the SCSP and MCBP team meetings and as described in participant 

interviews. 



82

These indicators offer a more detailed definition of the activities emerging as constituting 

knowledge sharing arising from the data sources in the study. 

 

The following chapter addresses the second research question explored in the study, that is, what is 

shared when knowledge sharing takes place? 
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Chapter 5: Findings - What is shared? 
 

This chapter addresses the research question, what is shared when knowledge sharing takes place? It 

explores the phenomena that emerged from the researcher’s accounts of meeting observations, 

meeting transcripts and from project documentation provided by project conveners in regard to what 

was being shared when project teams shared their knowledge. In addition, these shared phenomena 

are drawn from team member responses to the second interview question, as follows, 

 

Question 2: Again, I would like you to return to that same experience of knowledge sharing that 

you just recounted, and, in that particular instance, what were the things that you shared with 

your colleague(s)? That is, as you return to that moment, what are the things you recall sharing 

during that exchange with your colleague(s)? What was shared? 

 

Of the sixteen Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) team members interviewed by the 

researcher, ten described experiences in which they predominantly recounted sharing their 

disciplinary and professional expertise and know-how; five described experiences of sharing mainly 

organisational knowledge, such as institutional rules, policies and procedures, and one identified 

emotions as the key phenomena shared as they recounted their knowledge sharing. Of the five 

Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team members interviewed in the study, three 

recounted primarily sharing disciplinary and professional expertise and know-how and two recounted 

mainly sharing organisational knowledge, such as institutional rules, policies and procedures. 

 

Team members described these phenomena as the predominant or primary thing they shared, 

however, they also described other secondary shared phenomena in their interviews. The researcher 

also observed and recorded the sharing of other sorts of phenomena during the observed meetings. 

These other phenomena included materials such as the sharing of hard copy and electronic 

documents, plans and maps; social phenomena including interpersonal interactions; bodily or 

corporeal aspects of sharing; emotions and humour as well as the sharing of power, such as authority 

and responsibility; and trust. Each of these ‘shared’ phenomena is explored in more detail below. 

 

Cognitive knowledge: disciplinary and professional expertise and know how 
 

The disciplines of Information Studies and Organisational Studies identify sharing cognitive 

knowledge as a key aspect of knowledge sharing. Lloyd (2009), in a study of ambulance drivers, and 

Bonner and Lloyd’s (2011) investigation into the information practices of renal nurses, found that 
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participants engaged with textual, physical and social sites of information which differed according to 

their level of expertise, the context shaping their experience and their level of participation in their 

work community. Lloyd (2009) refers to these three sites as the epistemic, corporeal and social 

modalities. The epistemic modality, in particular, describes the sharing of more stable and entrenched 

aspects of information such as disciplinary and professional expertise and know-how both through 

person-to-person interactions and through material objects such as documentation (Lloyd 2009). In 

the Organisational Studies literature, Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) consider that knowledge sharing 

involves sharing cognitive knowledge that is held in individual’s heads and an organisation’s role is to 

amplify this knowledge through a ‘community of interaction’ where it is absorbed into the wider 

organisation. They found that the individual’s personal and contextual tacit knowledge is codified and 

transmitted into explicit knowledge that is absorbed into the wider organisation to enhance 

performance.  

 

Sharing disciplinary knowledge, expertise and know-how from their disciplinary area such as 

horticulture, design, traffic planning, marketing or community services, was reported by ten Single 

Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) team members and three Multiple Council Biodiversity Project 

(MCBP) team members as the predominant shared phenomenon at the centre of their knowledge 

sharing. Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) team member Don recounted an informal 

meeting held ‘on-site’ in a park in which he shared his disciplinary knowledge about horticulture. Don 

shared his expertise about the conditions required for the protection of large trees during the creation 

of a new path. He shared this knowledge with the landscape architects employed to develop a new 

design for the park. He recounted, 

 

SCSP-I4-Don: ‘I … presented the issue – like - this is what the impact would be if you excavate 

here - loss of fibrous roots, the impact on the health of the tree - that sort of thing… and I … 

asked: Well what can we do with the design (to avoid that)?’  

 

Later in the interview when the researcher asked Don what he had shared in this exchange with the 

landscape architects, he responded: 

 

SCSP-I4-Don: ‘The knowledge component is my knowledge of what the impacts would have 

been on the tree if it, [the previous plan], was not amended and their knowledge sharing of the 

technical element of raising the path footings and then adjusting elsewhere. That’s their skill, 

not mine, um so - knowledge and respect for each other’s professional knowledge, that’s 

probably what was shared.’ 
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Cognitive disciplinary knowledge was also reported as being shared by Single Council Sustainability 

Project (SCSP) team member, Neil, as he recounted a meeting he arranged in order to seek input for 

an environmental impact report he was writing for the council on a new expressway proposed by the 

state government. He explained, 

 

SCSP-I14-Nei: ‘So in the meeting I went through the background of the [expressway] proposal 

and then through most of the major areas that my environmental impact statement will be 

assessing … so, the traffic impacts, the impact of noise and air quality, you know, heritage 

impacts on buildings and so on and so on. And so, we went through each of those and we had a 

group discussion, um, and the discussion was quite good, and it was probably more weighted 

on the socio-economic and other community related impacts. We did obviously talk about the 

traffic a lot because that is what is impacting on the community but some of the other things, 

like respiratory illnesses in the area and so on’.  

 

Later in the interview when the researcher asked Neil what he had shared in this meeting with his 

colleagues, he responded: 

 

SCSP-I14-Nei: ‘I was sharing my knowledge of what this [expressway] proposal was and all 

the potential impacts from my [previous] experiences and, in sharing that, I was quite clear in 

getting across how massive this is – which wasn’t very difficult I don’t think. And obviously the 

huge impact that I know it is going to have on the community. To then, encourage as much 

feedback as possible, in terms of all of the different areas of impact … which it is going to 

entail. And the knowledge sharing from everyone else in the room was from predominantly 

their specific areas of expertise so, be that open space or be it social exclusion or be it traffic 

modelling and congestion – whatever. Of everybody that was there, there was only really one 

or two people not inputting…’. 

 

Neil’s description of the meeting’s proceedings suggests he was sharing his cognitive knowledge 

about the expressway proposal as well as his disciplinary knowledge of the impacts of such a project 

on the council community from his past professional experience. He shared this knowledge with team 

members and they reciprocated with similar disciplinary knowledge about impacts from each of their 

areas of expertise. 

 

Similarly, Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team member Wilma (Rockwell Council) 

recounted sharing her knowledge, expertise and know-how from her particular disciplinary area. She 

recounted sharing knowledge about the impact of a new tree removal ordinance, called the ‘10/50 

Vegetation Clearing Scheme’ on the maintenance of the area’s tree canopy using ‘Lidar data’. Such 
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data is made possible through optical remote sensing techniques. Wilma recounted her experience of a 

multi-council meeting about bush fire risk and the impact of new local ordinances on the greening of 

her local area and recounted, 

 

MCBP-I5-Wil: ‘[I explained that] we took Lidar data from our tree canopy and we’ll be doing 

it again in a couple of years and that will be very interesting to see what changes in the canopy 

happen in that short space of time. And they said: ‘Wow-maybe we can do that!’. I said: Well 

yeah, that data can be obtained through Crown Land Property Information and, um, you know, 

you just need someone to extract the data to get what you need’. 

 

When asked later by the researcher what she had shared at this meeting, Wilma reported, 

 

MCBP-I5-Wil: ‘I was able to share what we are doing in this space so that others may be able 

to think about doing something similar. Track how it is impacting their local government area. 

I need that data so I can go to my management and say: ‘This is what the fatalities are due to 

the bush fire risk in [the area] over the last 30 years’. Now I am going to look at that 

information so that I can say – ‘it may not be as bigger risk as people assume it to be because 

the mapping indicates it is high or low risk or what have you’.  

 

Here, Wilma’s disciplinary knowledge of the availability of environmental data and how it may be 

used to explore impacts on tree canopies over time was shared with other team members who, in turn, 

brought knowledge from their fire control discipline.  

 

During the Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) team Meeting 9, the researcher observed 

interactions acknowledging the need to share disciplinary and professional expertise and know-how 

around the table in order to evaluate aspects of the project, for example, about the use of crushed 

sandstone, as follows, 

 

SCSP-M9-meeting transcription:  

Flick: ‘OK, the evaluation of the crushed sandstone, that has to be worked through now, so 

[turning to Col] maybe you could just call a meeting to do that … are you happy to do that?’.  

Col: ‘Sure, who do you want there?’ 

Flick: ‘Well, whoever you think is going to be useful in contributing to the evaluation or in 

setting up how we evaluate the use of the material. So, I think it would be useful to get Don, 

Peg and Ian, and then Emma because of her knowledge of accessibility … which is one of the 

big issues’.  
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Don: ‘Remember, the original reason for choosing crushed sandstone, was that the main 

alternative is organic mulch which is also not ideal.  

Flick: ‘Yes, which is equally inaccessible! The issue is really about the design of the street, 

accessibility, the operation of the street, all the principles of what we are all trying to do here 

with all the different views on this around the table’. 

 

This interaction highlights Flick and her team’s understanding of the usefulness of sharing knowledge 

from a range of different disciplines in order to appropriately evaluate the materials they had used in 

their streetscapes. This plan aimed to bring together multi-disciplinary knowledge for the greater good 

of the project. 

 

Cognitive knowledge: organisational rules, principles, policies and procedures 
 

Information Studies and Organisational Studies research highlights the importance of the cognitive 

knowledge of organisational rules and protocols of participants, as well as their disciplinary and 

educational experiences. The descriptions of sharing cognitive information and knowledge by renal 

nurses in Bonner and Lloyd’s (2011) study did involve the nurses’ educational and disciplinary 

knowledge but also the protocols and evidence-based practice of the medical profession, including the 

specific organisational rules and protocols of each individual hospital. Similarly, from the 

Organisational Studies literature, Davenport and Prusack (1998), view knowledge as a ‘fluid mix of 

framed experience, values, contextual information and expert insight that originates’ and is ‘applied in 

the minds of the knowers’ (Davenport & Prusak 1998, p. 5). This framed experience and contextual 

insight, encompasses the rules and protocols forming a component of each organisational context. 

 

The sharing of organisational rules, principles, policies, process and/or procedures was reported in the 

interviews of five Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) team members and two Multiple 

Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team members. While reference was made to other shared 

phenomena during these accounts, these team members focussed primarily on organisational aspects 

as their shared knowledge. SCSP team member, Amy, recounted sharing a range of organisational 

knowledge including organisational protocols around timelines, budgetary reports and bureaucratic 

processes. She recounted a recent meeting she had organised to seek advice on priority setting for the 

expenditure of a very limited works budget and sought to engage the users of the buildings to set 

organisational priorities for the works. She explained, 

 

SCSP-I1-Amy: ‘So I just explained to them that, over the last two years, we have done an 

accelerated program with the properties which basically meant that we had brought forward 

four years’ worth of work into two years which meant that, for the next two years we effectively 
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have no budget …and of the two years’ work that we had brought forward, there were five 

works that hadn’t started. So I went through those five, I explained that there was no money for 

the next two years but that we may be able to do a couple of these or exchange them for other 

more urgent projects. I said: ‘I’m happy to change these projects if everybody in the room 

agrees to it because we are going through a change in the way we actually do our management 

for buildings.’ All of our other assets have made that change but these buildings are going 

through that at the moment –becoming more of a strategic management long term focus – 

prioritization based on usage and more of an agreed prioritization – more than just a 

maintenance prioritization.’ 

 

When later asked by the researcher what she shared during the meeting, Amy responded: 

 

SCSP-I1-Amy: ‘I shared my information about the council’s financial and planning aspects, 

the budget situation and where we were in the council plan. I listened to other people and then 

I recounted what they said, and then said: Does everyone agree to this as a decision? At the 

end of the day there were budgetary decisions that needed to be made out of this meeting so 

there was a sharing of information about the budget and building use’. 

 

Amy is suggesting that her shared knowledge was about the budget and the state of the council’s 

infrastructure program, that is, knowledge about the organisation, budgets and plans, while other 

participants at the meeting shared insight about their team’s use of the buildings and thus their advice 

on priorities for the limited building budget.  

 

Similarly, SCSP participant Ken shared his knowledge of organisational rules and protocols at a 

meeting he recounted at which he aimed to provide an opinion on how his council should respond to a 

community complaint. He describes his knowledge sharing as follows, 

 

SCSP-I11-Ken: ‘Yeah, the knowledge that I was sharing was mainly design-related. Relating to 

the design, um, my knowledge of council codes and standards and technical directions and 

road rules ah so and, um, you know, um knowledge about storm water drainage, um and, you 

know, vehicle movements and that sort of stuff. You know, which when all sort of put together, 

affected the issue that we were discussing. Specialist sort of knowledge I was providing, you 

know, like in relation to the steps that we may have gone through to influence, ah, the design as 

it developed and then the final outcome that was ultimately presented for, um, community 

consultation and with key stakeholders before that concept was presented to a committee and 

then endorsed by council’. 
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Ken clearly has comprehensive disciplinary knowledge about the design of streetscapes, roads and 

traffic, however, in this instance, he has specifically been asked to share his knowledge of council 

codes, standards and technical specifications as well as his views on council documentation on water 

drainage and traffic movements. In addition to expressing his opinion at the meeting, he was also 

expected to document the sources of his knowledge in a summary report, transforming his cognitive 

knowledge into a material report, as he describes, 

 

SCSP-I11-Ken: ‘…it may actually end up in some kind of summary report but that’s all been 

done already as part of the development phase of the project …  so it may require a bit more 

research and revisit into the past council reports that were prepared at the time but, at the 

moment, this sort of high level review is all we have undertaken, the post implementation of this 

project, yeah, we were generally all satisfied that, um, you know, what was discussed, what was 

agreed to and a consensus … that was satisfactory for now to respond to the complaint’. 

 

Two of five Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team members interviewed recounted 

sharing similar organisational knowledge. The convener, Steve, discussed sharing organisational 

knowledge as he recounted attending a multiple-council meeting at which an environmental group 

sought input on a new state-wide biodiversity initiative, as follows, 

 

MCBP-I1-Ste: ‘I shared, Palatino Council’s direction with, not only the bush-care volunteer’s 

program, but also our operational plan for biodiversity. A couple of years ago we had a 

community consultation and, for instance, engaging, connecting with natural areas came up 

quite strongly for residents. So walking out to a reserve or a park or down to the river and 

connecting with nature, and being part of that green space, was quite high priority for the 

residents. I shared that knowledge about my council, our current program and plans’. 

 

Here Steve is emphasising the importance of each team member sharing knowledge of their own 

member organisations, or council. In this case, Steve is sharing his knowledge of his organisation and 

its community with other council representatives at an external knowledge sharing event. 

 
Materials 
 

The sharing of material objects is a key focus of the Information Studies literature with respect to 

information and knowledge sharing activities. Such studies focus on material objects such as books, 

documents and related technologies as the focus of what is shared as knowledge sharing takes place. 

Pilerot’s (2012) comprehensive review of  Information Studies sharing literature, confirms this and 

this reflects Buckland’s (1991) notion of ‘information as thing’, as does Wilson’s view of what is 
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shared as encompassing documents, information transferred through messages, or access to databases 

(Wilson 2010). The Organisation Studies literature also reflects this view of the importance of 

material objects. Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) description of the externalization process by which 

the employee’s tacit knowledge is transformed into explicit metaphors, concepts, hypotheses, models, 

and ultimately into material objects such as drawings, documents and technologies.  

 

The sharing of materials as a dimension of knowledge sharing was described by participants and 

observed by the researcher in this study. This included the sharing of hardcopy plans and maps, 

presentations utilizing software and hardware, and email communications used to arrange meetings, 

share agendas and edit reports and publicity materials. In the following Single Council Sustainability 

Project (SCSP) example, team member Hal recounts sharing knowledge of the project with a number 

of consultants through the use of a large map of a local park, showing them step-by-step on the map 

what features of the park needed to be changed and why. Hal described this sharing experience as 

follows, 

 

SCSP-I8-Hal: ‘I had a picture of the Master Plan for Smith Park in front of me and I showed 

them what was changing – it was sort of a circulation path and I walked them around all the 

features that were in the park [on the map] and talked to each one in turn as to what the 

different elements were, if they were changing, and, if they were, the rationale behind that in 

terms of its use and why and what justified that, and what led to that decision.  

Researcher: So you shared with them a big-picture plan of the future park on a table in the 

meeting room? 

Hal: Yes, it was a conceptual Master Plan which is a fairly big picture but it’s not down in the 

detail of an architect’s plan – that would be the next step… 

 

In addition, Hal had previously circulated a range of other materials to meeting attendees which he 

described as follows,  

 

SCSP-I8-Hal: ‘They had already been sent the Master Plan document …plus… a wealth of 

information behind that, like the community engagement report, all the evidence base which led 

to those final plans. This documentation was not at the meeting, they were supplied to the 

consultants prior to the meeting – we are talking large amounts of documents [indicates how 

high the pile of documents would have been with his hands] so it’s a considerable amount … so 

they already had a lot of reading to go through’. 

 

Here, Hal is utilizing a physical model of the park in the form of a material map of the park, in order 

to share his knowledge with the consultants about what needed to be changed and why. Participants 
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were able to engage with a ‘tour’ of the park by walking around the meeting table and have Hal 

describe the changes step-by-step. Similarly, SCSP team member, Lydia, describes using technology 

to share knowledge about her council’s new intranet, as follows, 

 

SCSP-I10-Lyd: ‘So we were in a meeting room and the technology was set up by Al, from our 

Technology Team. In attendance were people from that team as well as from my own team, the 

Website Content Manager and other community engagement and communications folks ... six 

people sitting around the table and … we had a projector and we used the laptop to project the 

new intranet proto-type on the screen. The proposed design of the intranet test model … we 

were clicking through and looking at - not just a theory of how it would work - but at the actual 

reality. It really worked – and this is how I would do it again. There were five sub-headings 

[tabs] across the top of the intranet screen and we worked through them in logical order and 

reviewed the content links as a group. And the project manager did keep us on track…we 

started to go off on a few tangents and he did manage to bring us back. Using the order of 

going through the five sub-headings at the top seemed to keep the discussion quite tight and 

focused’.  

 

As Hal had used his model of the park as a means of sequencing or ordering the sharing of his 

knowledge, so Lydia similarly used a model, or proto-type, of the council’s new intranet site in order 

to share knowledge and collect opinions about the content and design of the site.  

 

Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team members also recounted using materials such as 

documents, software and other technology to share their knowledge at meetings. Tilda, for example, 

recounted using such materials when presenting to the parent committee of her project, the Multiple 

Council Management Committee (MCMC) as follows, 

 

MCBP-I2-Til:‘Obviously I put all of the main points in the briefing papers that I had already 

circulated to them but then I also had a Power Point for the main items of interest which have 

good visuals – you know – I also showed thirty seconds of a video we had done. The 

PowerPoint demonstration is really to get them excited about the fact that we are doing things 

and what we are doing and you put up faces of staff involved in different activities and they can 

see themselves up there and it is showing that the group is actively involved in these projects 

and it spotlights who has been involved and so basically to keep up their enthusiasm of the 

group. A lot of that is, because it’s got the counsellors involved, is about getting their buy-in 

and their support, really from a political point of view. So they can champion what we are 

trying to do at the council level’. 
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This particular event involved a wide range of material objects ranging from previously circulated 

briefing papers accompanying the meeting agenda, to PowerPoint presentations and video resources. 

These were all presented through a range of electronic technology, or materials, such as projectors, 

computers, software and presentation screens. 

 

Social interactions 
 

The social aspects of knowledge sharing are well documented in the Information Studies literature 

and in social constructivist and practice approaches to knowledge sharing. Both Lloyd (2009) and 

Bonner and Lloyd (2011) emphasise the social aspects of information modalities in describing their 

participants as developing a socially situated inter-subjective identity through sharing knowledge and 

learning to work collectively. Similarly Talja (2010) acknowledges the fundamental socialness of 

information sharing activities and, in emphasising the importance of Jean Lave’s Community of 

practice (CoP) approach, stresses the importance of social practice on the interaction between people 

with common interests (Talja 2010). Sonnenwald (2006) highlights these social aspects of knowledge 

sharing through her adaption of Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) social constructivist approach in 

which she defines information sharing as providing, 

 

‘information to others, either proactively or upon request, such that the information has an 

impact on another person's (or persons') image of the world, i.e., it changes the person's 

image of the world, and creates a shared, or mutually compatible working, understanding of 

the world’ (Sonnenwald 2006, p. 2) 

 

Gherardi (2012), too, sees the socialness of organisational practices, such as knowledge sharing, as a 

sharing of sense that is essential to human communication. This engagement with the world of 

everyday life ‘shifts from the analysis of work as production to work as the reproduction of society 

and social relationships’ (Gherardi 2012, p. 27). 

 

The social dimensions of knowledge sharing emerged strongly in the data from meeting observations 

and from participant interviews in this study. As indicated in the previous chapter, knowledge sharing 

involved activities such as engaging, presenting and supporting which are intrinsically social 

activities. The researcher observed that such engagement and social interaction were a feature at all 

meetings and, indeed, were a fundamental feature of all meeting activities as well as the knowledge 

sharing activities described in participant interviews. All meetings at both project sites began with 

social interactions between participants on arrival as described by the researcher’s account of the start 

of the Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) team Meeting 2, as follows, 
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SCSP-M2-researcher account: The meeting convener, Flick, had supplied cakes and pastries 

for attendees to share during the meeting that she had laid out on the table prior to the start of 

the meeting. As they arrived, either singly, or in pairs, participants immediately expressed 

delight and appreciation of Flick’s thoughtfulness. Participants smiled, greeted their 

colleagues and began chatting as they took a seat around the table. Some began eating the 

‘treats’ and complementing Flick on her ‘good taste in cakes’ and others continued their 

conversations with other participants. Conversations ranged from work-related issues arising 

from interactions held earlier in the day, or the previous week, to personal conversations 

indicating that some participants were socially engaged outside of their workplace. Some 

exchanged news about partners and children and other forthcoming events and personal 

matters. Overall the room filled with friendly chatter and a range of different conversations 

arose on a variety of subjects between a number of participants in groups of two or three. Five 

minutes after the meeting was scheduled to start, Flick called the meeting to order and 

presented a brief summary of the project achievements to date and one of the additional 

‘manager’ participants, Jill, was invited to discuss a collaborative creativity project 

undertaken prior to her recent period of leave.  

 

Another SCSP meeting held just prior to Christmas also involved the sharing of food in a friendly 

social setting prior to a formal meeting, described by the researcher as follows, 

 

SCSP-M8-researcher account: It was two weeks before Christmas so several participants at the 

meeting provided Christmas cake and other treats to share before the formal meeting began. As 

group members arrived they expressed pleasure, smiled and joked about ‘gaining weight’ and 

other coming events of ‘the silly season’. Participants described holiday plans and previous 

visits to other locations and suggested what to do and the best places to shop and eat. 

Participants appeared relaxed and comfortable, often smiling and eating the treats and 

engaged happily in the initial agenda items.  

 

In both SCSP accounts, participants demonstrated the strong social cohesion between team members 

emphasising the fundamentally social nature of their knowledge sharing. Although food was only 

rarely provided at team meetings these instances reflect the strong ties and social interaction and 

engagement across the team that facilitated the ease with which knowledge was shared. 

 

The social aspects of knowledge sharing were carefully described by Multiple Council 

Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team convener Steve, in his account of a meeting he attended with 

an external environmental group that included representatives from a number of other councils, 

State government organisations and environmental funding bodies, including the Environment 
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trust, the funding body for the MCBP. The group meeting was held to seek input to an updated 

environmental engagement plan. Steve’s description follows, 

 

MCBP –I1-Ste: ‘Oh look-you get a good lunch at these types of things. People are quite 

genuinely concerned about biodiversity and environmental issues and they want to see the work 

of the group going forward and not losing touch. They have got their own objectives and it’s all 

related. And we are theoretically on the same team and so are the guys from the Environment 

Trust. Absolutely they are – they should be. Um, on the same side and of the same opinion, I 

mean. Yes, there was a good range of people. There was Ocean Check, a gentleman with a 

focus on sustainable sea food. In terms of, like, harvesting fish and that sort of resource. And 

there was a lady from an indigenous cultural group - she was an expert in working with 

aboriginal people and she was speaking on behalf of them … just the communicating - verbally 

like I am with you that was, well you get your body language and your nods and your - and the 

Trust people were busy jotting and writing it down and all of that. It wasn’t taped. It was 

‘minuted’ pretty furiously. One of the reps from the Trust was taking the minutes - I know her 

and she is quite diligent and quite good. And our surveys will be taken away and correlated. I 

really enjoyed the session as the people are great and we all enjoyed it I think…’. 

 

Here, Steve describes a meeting of people with common interests who are very socially engaged. 

While the aim of the meeting was to promote the interests of both the council biodiversity project as 

well as their various council organisations, Steve’s narrative describes the strong social engagement 

between council representatives as they engage in sharing their knowledge of their councils and 

projects. 

 

Bodily engagement 
 

Bodily engagement in knowledge sharing emerges as a key aspect of recent practice theoretical 

approaches in the Information Studies and Organisation Studies literature (Bonner & Lloyd 2011; 

Lloyd 2009) along with the cognitive and social modalities. In these studies, sensory information such 

as sight, hearing and smell were found to be central in triggering insight and gathering information in 

the context of workplaces. Similarly Gheradi (2012) refers to sensible knowledge and the 

knowledgeable body with respect to the unfolding of practices and explores knowledge gained 

through senses of touch with hands and feet and through the ears, the nose and the mouth (Gherardi 

2012, p. 50). More recently she highlights the body and embodied knowledge as sites of knowing in 

which the body is ‘present and re-presented as a body that knows through the senses and contains 

aesthetic knowledge’ (Gherardi 2017a, p. 355). Nicolini and Monteiro (2017) summarise recent 

practice theoretical approaches to the body indicating that practices, such as knowledge sharing, are 
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inscribed and absorbed into bodies through learning and that we ‘think through our bodies’ and, 

indeed, ‘we are the practice’ (Nicolini & Monteiro 2017, p. 5). 

 

The corporeal, or bodily, dimension of knowledge sharing practice emerged as a key component of 

knowledge sharing in the study as observed by the researcher in meetings and as reported in 

participant interviews. Participants’ bodily engagement in meetings encompassed being seated around 

meeting tables, bodily gestures such as gesticulating while verbally sharing their knowledge and the 

bodily movement required to rearrange furniture in order to undertake smaller group discussions and 

exercises organised by project conveners. Examples of some of the Single Council Sustainability 

Project (SCSP) team’s bodily actions undertaken in order to reorganise the larger team into smaller 

groups is described by the researcher below, 

 

SCSP-M1-researcher account: Convener, Flick, suggested breaking from the larger group 

around the meeting table into smaller groups and reviewing the previous year’s project 

objectives that she began to distribute on paper sheets. People immediately jumped up out of 

their seats and began to move chairs into small group arrangements and noisily formed smaller 

groups.  Most group members then began quite passionate discussions about the pros and cons 

of the objectives listed on the distributed papers and made suggestions about how they thought 

they could be improved. People occasionally moved their chairs around the space, so they 

could better engage in listening and chatting with others and readily contributed their ideas 

and suggestions. People quickly volunteered to act as scribes for their group, grabbing the 

allocated paper and marker pens and encouraged others to attempt to cover all the listed 

objectives in the limited time allotted. There was insufficient time for the group to re-form 

around the large table again, so Flick circulated and collected each group’s notes and 

undertook to collate their feedback and distribute prior to the next meeting. Flick thanked 

everyone for their ‘enthusiastic contributions’ and people returned their chairs from the small 

group arrangements back around the larger meeting table, they exited the room, many still 

chatting about the exercise. 

 

Participants also described bodily actions that formed their knowledge sharing practice during their 

interviews. SCSP participant Peg, recounted a knowledge sharing experience in which she needed to 

explain how to go about digging up a particularly noxious weed on an environmentally sensitive site. 

While verbally describing the digging action necessary to the researcher, she got up from her chair 

and again, bodily demonstrated the vegetation hacking and digging action which she had also 

demonstrated at the meeting she recounted, as follows, 
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SCSP-I16-Peg: ‘At the meeting I said we have got a lot of concerns with what’s proposed here 

because, from the whole objective of offsetting the impacts of natural habitat removal that’s 

already happened along this greenway, we still need to establish these sites for fauna … we 

have concerns that this work is going to annihilate lots of this habitat even though it is a very 

weedy habitat. I guess what I keep falling back on is best practice bush regeneration and what 

they want to meet is their deadlines – criteria and deadlines. I have quite a big attachment to 

these areas and care – there is a really big care-factor! I get quite emotional and demonstrative 

as well … so I was standing up … and I was demonstrating … hacking stuff down and then 

moving to another patch and I was just showing them how to hack and dig [Peg stands up and, 

again, demonstrates to the researcher the action of hacking and digging of one particular 

species of vegetation in one place and then moving to another place and demonstrating 

hacking the vegetation there]. I was just playing on the knowledge that I knew was in the room 

and they are used to these [hacking and digging] techniques. You know, I’ve done bush 

generation for years, but I know my colleague next to me has done it as well and I know the 

woman who is the environmental planning manager who coordinated the meeting. We all know 

that what is being proposed here is not best practice and potentially quite harmful so how do 

we negotiate this? I think there was a lot of frustration…’. 

 

Here, Peg engages her body in demonstrating and emphasising a particular aspect of the knowledge 

she was sharing.  She described this as occurring both during the original meeting she was recounting 

as well as providing a physical, bodily demonstration for the researcher while recounting the sharing 

of her bush regeneration knowledge. On both occasions she provided a bodily demonstration of the 

digging and ‘hacking’ techniques she uses for controlling noxious weeds in areas containing native 

habitat. 

 

Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team members reported on bodily aspects of their 

knowledge sharing. The convener, Steve reported on an external meeting he attended at which team 

members were asked to get out of their seats and provide input to the meeting through writing on 

post-it notes and sticking them on the wall arranged by appropriate themes. Steve reports, 

 

MCBP-I1-Ste: ‘Yeah, we were asked to provide our views on the importance of our green areas 

and nature for our residents and I was trying to convey the connection that I feel in my patch. 

We did that verbally and then we went around the table one by one and then we were given 

different coloured post-its and they asked us to stick them onto butcher’s paper on the wall by 

different subjects or themes. We all sprang into action, so to speak, and got off our backsides 

and started writing and wandering around to make sure we all got them on the right piece of 

butcher’s paper. It ended up being good fun cause we got to talk to new people that we weren’t 
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sitting near and have a few laughs. By the end of it all the post-its were pretty much gone and 

they had a heap of our comments on the walls that was a good way of doing it… and it stopped 

a few guys nodding off! … so…  yeah, I was pretty verbal and writing down my thoughts about 

how important green spaces are and placing them up on the walls. That was a general theme 

with a lot of the other stakeholders too, from that. It was just having that connection’. 

 

Here, Steve describes the bodily engagement of his group as they shared their knowledge of their 

council communities. This required verbal as well as written feedback involving bodily actions of 

sitting, standing, writing and physical placement of post-it notes around the room. This bodily activity 

also facilitated greater social engagement between participants including talking, watching, listening, 

gesticulating, the placement of post-it notes on butcher’s paper on the meeting room walls and 

returning to seats arranged around the table. This example emphasises bodily movements and 

rearrangements as a key component of their knowledge sharing experience. 

 

Emotion  
 

The expression of participant emotion emerged as a significant aspect of knowledge sharing as 

demonstrated at project meetings and as referred to by participants as they recounted their experiences 

in interviews. Previous Information Studies research has acknowledged the role of affect and 

emotions in information behaviour research. For example, Wilson (1981) identifies affective needs as 

key motivators in information-seeking behaviour and Dervin (1983a) stresses the emotional framings 

of knowing & the cognitive aspects of seeking in the development of her theories of sense-making. 

Kuhlthau (1991) acknowledges the role of feelings and mood in her development of the Information 

Search Process model (ISP), suggesting an affective dimension of information searching. More recent 

information practice approaches consider positive and negative emotions to be key aspects of 

information seeking (Savolainen 2014). Emotion forms a key component of Lloyd’s (2009) corporeal, 

or bodily, modality of information practice. In addition, Reckwitz (2017), focussing on the broader 

concept of affect rather than emotion per se, proposes that all practices are ‘affectively tuned’ with a 

built-in affective dimension. 

 

A number of themes emerged from the expression of emotion by participants in the study from both 

their experiential reports and from researcher observations. Prominent themes included excitement, 

contentment, anger and disillusionment. Positive emotion such as excitement and contentment were 

generally associated with engaging, supporting and problem-solving activities while more negative 

emotions such as anger and disillusionment were associated with administering, or resisting 

activities. Influencing activity was associated with both positive and negative emotion depending on 

whether participants considered they were successful in the activity.  Emotion was most closely 



98

associated with the sharing of organisational knowledge such as rules, policies and procedures and 

with material objects while less emotion was associated with the sharing of disciplinary and 

professional expertise, that is, when participants were engaged in the type of knowledge sharing 

viewed as the norm, that is, most closely aligned with team expectations of co-operation and 

collaboration.  

 

Excitement was an emotion most evident when participants described success in influencing other 

colleagues or managers. For example, Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) team convener, 

Flick, expressed excitement, and described the excitement of others, when she felt she had influenced 

team members to understand and embrace a new communications strategy for the project, as follows, 

 

SCSP-I6-Fli: ‘At the end of the meeting, it was a lot to take in and perhaps because I was quite 

serious - normally I am a bit frivolous at meetings – but I was quite serious because I was 

really concerned about making sure that everybody understood and I said that up front: ‘We all 

have to totally understand this communication process because you have to take it back out to 

your staff’ - so I just spent the whole time just going through and writing things down and 

getting comments and, at the end, it was like we had just run a marathon but everyone was 

hyped-up and shouting: OH THAT’S FANTASTIC!!!!’ Everyone went Oh Flick - IT’S SOOOO 

EXCITING! And Jack was beaming his head off. 

 

Similarly, Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team member, Wilma (Rockwell Council), 

described sharing her excitement and enthusiasm at a team meeting as a means of inspiring other team 

members about a forthcoming team event with their community, as follows, 

 

MCBP-I5-Wil:  

Researcher: ‘So from that experience, what was shared?’ 

Wilma: ‘Um, my excitement and enthusiasm, I think, first and foremost. And definitely to show 

my support for the project and I suppose I was trying to share my enthusiasm to inspire them 

all to get involved in the event’.  

Researcher: ‘So it was like an inspirational, advocacy role? 

Wilma: ‘Yes, definitely’. 

 

Contentment was an emotion shared between Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) team 

members was reported and observed on a number of occasions, often at the beginning or the end of 

meetings when more sociable moments were experienced. The following researcher account of 

Meeting 8, held close to Christmas, describes team member contentment, or satisfaction, as follows: 
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SCSP-M8-researcher account: The meeting provided the opportunity for several council 

managers to attend the team meeting and to receive a status report on the project direct from 

project team members. Given the close proximity to the Christmas holidays, several 

participants, had provided Christmas cake, mince pies and shortbread to share before the 

formal business of the meeting began. As group members arrived they expressed pleasure and 

thanks for these ‘treats’ and smiled and joked about ‘gaining weight’ and other forthcoming 

events of ‘the silly season’ such as holidays, relaxation and sport. Several participants 

described their holiday plans and others discussed their previous visits to these destinations 

and provided suggestions of what to do and the best places to shop and eat. As the formal 

business of the meeting began, participants appeared relaxed and comfortable, often smiling 

and eating the treats and engaged happily in the initial agenda items. 

 

This occasion provided an opportunity for team members to experience contentment as well as to 

interact with the managers present in a relaxed, social and convivial atmosphere. Similarly, the 

emotion of contentment, also referred to as satisfaction, was described arising from the mood arising 

from team member collaboration and co-operation. This was described by Multiple Council 

Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team member, Tilda, as she recounted her knowledge sharing 

presentation at a senior Biodiversity Committee meeting in her interview, as follows, 

 

MCBP-I2-Til: ‘Apart from the details of what we are doing I think the key thing that was being 

shared was a sense that we are all on a journey together and a sense that it is bigger than the 

individual organisations. So what we are trying to share is, I guess, that sense that, particularly 

around key issues that just can’t be managed on a council by council basis or an organisation 

by organisation basis. I guess, the higher thing that we are sharing is that we all need to keep 

working together. As we are presenting, the key theme that we are sharing that is that we would 

not be achieving this, and we wouldn’t be heading in the right direction, if we weren’t all 

working together.  

Researcher: So you are sharing a mood of collaboration and cooperation 

Tilda: ‘Yeah, that’s really what that whole meeting is about – sharing that mood of 

collaboration and that sense of importance about why we all need to be in the room together – 

that’s very satisfying for me and everyone I think!…’ 

 

Here Tilda is describing the contentment, or satisfaction she, and other team members, experience as a 

result of the mood of collaboration and cooperation arising from their knowledge sharing experiences. 

 

The emotion of anger, often associated with the activity of resisting other people, ideas or material 

objects (Reckwitz 2017), arose when participants felt they had failed to influence others using their 
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knowledge or were being inhibited by organisational rules or regulations. For example, Single 

Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) team member Peg, who, in her interview, described sharing her 

knowledge at a meeting with external stakeholders, became very angry when these stakeholders failed 

to take her knowledge into account and produced a report that had not incorporated her, or other like-

minded stakeholders, feedback, as follows, 

 

SCSP-I16-Peg: ‘It’s one of those things where people do not have a problem with each other, 

but we just know that we are going to clash because we come from very different places, we 

represent different areas and environmental perspectives. The first agenda item was around a 

draft proposal to do the required monitoring of the long-nosed bandicoot and we had already 

demanded the inclusion of a range of baseline data in the proposal. So, we got the new draft at 

the meeting and it’s labelled as the Final Report and the State Planning Manager said: ‘We see 

this as the final report’. I said, pretty out of turn: ‘Are you serious? We haven’t had any 

feedback on either the Environment Group’s views or our own Council’s input which came 

from a separate meeting of Councils and we spent time giving you detailed feedback on this 

that’s not included here … and now we are getting it and you are telling us it’s a fait accompli. 

That’s NOT acceptable!!!’ 

 

At the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team Meeting 1, Rupert (Segoe Council) 

expressed his anger about damage to signage in his council area, as described in the following 

researcher account, 

 

MCBP-M1-researcher account: Steve suggested another area requiring the funds could be the 

erection of signs on re-generated sites to provide background information on the project for the 

public. Rupert disagreed and said, ‘I am really not a big fan of putting signs on the sites myself 

…  our signage in Garamond just gets trashed completely which really makes me MAD! So 

signs just end up being a huge waste of money. I would rather the money went to something 

more useful that doesn’t get wrecked!’. Mary attempted to support Steve’s suggestion saying, 

‘My bush care site is covered by our maintenance group and it’s all really messy and untidy, 

but we have to have a habitat sign up for the maintenance group saying NO MOWING’. 

Rupert, still angry, shut down the discussion, ‘For Cambria, I don’t think we need any signs. 

But I think people who want signs can get them!’ 

 

Related to this anger, other participants described the negative emotion of disillusionment, as a 

component of their account of knowledge sharing. Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) team 

member, Ian for example, described his disillusionment arising from his manager requiring him to 
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adjust his work hours resulting in him spending less time with his team and more time travelling to 

and from work. Ian described this experience as follows, 

 

SCSP-I9-Ian: ‘It was a very emotional meeting. He [Ian’s manager] was delivering bad news 

to a person who is dedicated to his work, committed to his work, and was performing really 

well, providing services at the highest level. To actually come back to me and say, in 

recognition of all that work, we are going to make life harder for you. You know it was very 

disheartening - he could feed off the feelings … I guess the purpose of that meeting was for me 

to share my views of the impact and for him to convey to me that he had an awareness of the 

impact and he was aware of the personal and operational issues that would be raised, and he 

raised that with his Director. At the end of the meeting, I knew the outcome - this plan will be 

implemented! He had been given a directive from higher up and this is what he has to do. To 

me, that’s not the right way’. 

 

Similar disillusionment was reported by SCSP participant, Jill, in an interview in which she described 

negative emotions resulting from her lack of validation from senior management after she engaged in 

influencing by sharing her knowledge about ‘three big ideas’ about sustainability, as follows, 

 

SCSP-I2-Jil: ‘…I really didn’t get the level of response that I would have hoped and I was 

disappointed and quite negative about the whole conversation when I came out of the meeting – 

and wondered why I had even bothered to do all that work!’ 

 

Both Ian and Jill reported their disillusionment with management as a very negative and debilitating 

emotion. In both cases their knowledge sharing had failed to convince senior managers of their case 

and both felt their influence had failed to achieve the desired result. 

 

Conversational humour 
 

Conversational humour was also used by a range of team members across a number of meetings and 

therefore emerged as a significant aspect of knowledge sharing. Grugulis (2002) suggests that 

constructing jokes by juxtaposing two frames of reference reveal alternative and shared perceptions of 

reality and that this ambiguity enables contentious statements to be made safely. Dynel (2009) 

distinguishes between non-verbal humour in pictures or body language and verbal humour arising 

from language and text. She then divides verbal humour into canned jokes which are set-up and have 

a punch line and conversational humour which is spontaneous or pre-constructed interactional 

humour and includes witticisms, retorts, teasing, banter, put-downs, self-denigrating humour and 

anecdotes. Fine and Wood (2010) consider conversational humour, to be an embedded part of an 
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ongoing relationship as well as being interactive and referential; that is, where the actors have 

common references. It can also create insiders and outsiders, as Charman (2013) found in a study of 

police officers, ambulance drivers, and members of the fire service. Tracy et al. (2006) define humour 

as an unfolding, collaborative and interactional practice that can play a key part in socializing 

newcomers, building knowledge and constituting the organisational process (Tracy, Myers & Scott 

2006). Such an approach emphasizes the relationship between humour and knowledge building as 

well as knowledge sharing. 

 

Many instances of conversational humour were recorded across all nine Single Council Sustainability 

Project (SCSP) team meetings and several instances across the two Multiple Council Biodiversity 

Project (MCBP) team meetings. These instances were identified by the researcher in transcripts by the 

occurrence of laughter or were judged by the researcher when humour appeared to be attempted but 

no laugher followed. Only one participant across both project teams, Jill from SCSP, recounted using 

humour in her account of her knowledge sharing experience in her interview, as follows, 

 

SCSP-I2-Jil: ‘We did laugh, I practically joked, inappropriate jokes - well maybe I shouldn’t 

have said it - (laughs). It was about all the council amalgamation stuff, where ‘Single’ is 

basically writing to everybody saying: Do you want to talk to me? - and I was saying, ‘Single’ 

is turning into that girl in the bar at 3.00am - (laughs) - who’s happy to marry anybody. 

(laughs) And then I realized that all the women in the room laughed but the guy sitting next to 

me didn’t laugh - and then, did that slightly uncomfortable laugh and them my boss said: Yes, 

but those girls don’t find anyone to marry (laughs out loud and long). I thought: Oh God, 

maybe this is a little inappropriate… (laughs). And so, we all had a bit of a laugh’. 

 

The conversational humour emerging from project team meetings included witticisms, banter, put-

downs, teasing and self-denigration as defined by Dynel (2009). In general, the key themes emerging 

from these instances of humour appeared to align with those of emotions with the exception of 

association with influencing activity where humour was rarely employed. These themes ranged from 

positive humour aimed at generating excitement or reinforcing a feeling of contentment through the 

strong cooperation and collaboration experienced through their knowledge sharing. This appeared to 

arise around the team’s need to be constantly innovative and creative. More negative humour 

appeared to arise as a coping mechanism to deal with anger or disillusionment around encountering 

opposition to their project. This latter more negative humour was directed at colleagues outside their 

team or from the council community who opposed aspects of their project. Positive instances of 

humour were generally associated with engaging, supporting and problem-solving activities while 

more negative aspects of humour were associated with administering or resisting. Only one instance 

of conversational humour was associated with influencing activities represented by Jill’s account 
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above. 

 

Positive humour aimed at the excitement or contentment about the achievements of the team was 

introduced by Flick at Meeting 2 of the Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP), 

 

SCSP-M2- researcher account: Flick, summarized the team’s role: ‘… creativity and problem-

solving – because that’s what we do here - solve problems - and we need to be creative about 

how we do it - for example - pink speed humps’.  

 

These positive experiences of the creative aspects of knowledge sharing were again recounted in 

Meeting 4 of the Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP), as follows, 

 

SCSP-M2- researcher account: Lydia showed that creativity was a whimsical thread running 

through the meetings when she said: ‘Remember the first meeting when we put cake on the 

evaluation form for the site visit? … Then we had to evaluate how much cake we had?’. 

Flick’s interjection showed that the team was expected to be trend setters for the Council: ‘And 

even now, no one else has done it!’. 

A discussion followed about how to encourage residents to read the notices sent by mail from 

the council and Amy, picking up on a current concern, joked: ‘We could say they are flood 

affected …’ to which Gemma promptly adds: ‘Yeah, but the tree we planted [outside your 

house] is going to eliminate it.’  

 

The convener, Flick also uses self-denigration as conversational humour to inspire the team to stay on 

track, as follows, 

 

SCSP-M4/M5-researcher account: Flick employed self-denigrating humour about her approach 

to managing meetings and delegating tasks to other team members in Meeting 4: ‘X has the 

responsibility for compiling the report’, then, realizing her oversight of not having allocated the 

task says: ‘even though she might not know it… because I haven’t told her yet’ (Team member 

laughing) 

In Meeting 5, while reviewing the actions in Meeting 4 Flick jokes: ‘I have organised the 

meeting – oh wait -  I haven’t done that – no, that’s a total lie – um, I have reviewed the 

objectives, but I haven’t called the … meeting – I just need to adjust my notes – um … 

Incomplete!’.   

 

These examples of Flick’s conversational humour served to lighten the mood of the SCSP meetings 

but also offered her the opportunity to demonstrate to the team the extent of the many tasks she was 
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required to undertake in managing the project; attempting to inspire sympathy and increase team 

collaboration, cooperation and support.  

 

Positive conversational humour at the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team meetings 

was also about inspiring either excitement or contentment and satisfaction about achievements, as 

demonstrated by the following exchange between Rupert and Steve, 

 

MCBP-M1/M2-researcher account: Rupert joked that their project was such an 

outstanding success that they should submit an application for a Local Government 

award to which Steve replied, ‘We should totally go for one! And when we are 

arguing to get more project funding, we can say: and, by the way…we are applying 

for the Local Government Association award – or whatever – and we’re so good we 

can do that as well!’. This was met with laughter though a couple of the more 

conscientious members asked, ‘Yeah, why not?’. 

 

Negative aspects of Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) team conversational humour 

emerged when participants sought to counter opposition from both insiders and outsiders through 

administering or resisting. The SCSP team reinforced their own identity through creating a distance 

between the team members and other stakeholders both inside and outside the council. The council’s 

Traffic Committee and some obstructive local residents were mocked during several exchanges, as 

follows, 

 

SCSP-M2/M3-researcher account: Flick joked, ‘We are going to try and bring creativity into 

everything we are doing … a project … that we can apply a creativity lens to … like the Traffic 

Committee… Gemma replied: Excellent! Yeah, that’s the target isn’t it, the traffic committee?’.  

 

In Meeting 3, team members cast some ‘Not In My Back Yard’ (NIMBY) residents as outsiders 

when Gemma joked, ‘That doesn’t seem to outweigh [the issue of] parking, though … they 

might be supportive about the [tree] project but just not in front of their house’. Later in the 

meeting in a discussion about an innovation of which the team was justifiably proud, Gemma 

encouraged team excitement and contentment by reinforcing a sense of ‘insiders’ and as being 

members of a team better than other teams: Gemma joked, ‘Let’s be first and put in for an 

award?’. Flick replied, ‘Yes, that’s the only reason we do things, to win!’. 

 

The Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team also targeted outsiders with some negative 

humour at one of their meetings, as follows, 
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MCBP-M2-researcher account: While convener Steve enthusiastically endorsed a new 

pamphlet produced by an external marketing company on the biodiversity project, saying, 

‘I don’t know if everyone has seen this but, this pamphlet is amazing – there is a bit of a 

wow factor there and something that is digestible’. 

 

Tilda agreed but then engaged in mockery of the marketers using negative humour to 

marginalize them and other media outsiders, as follows, 

 

MCBP-M2-Til: ‘‘…the summary might be great but, I’m not sure about … the ‘Top 10’ 

bio-diverse sites! [participant laughter] ‘I mean, we are not competing guys, we are 

supposed to be connecting the corridors and linking habitats! – it’s not a TOP 10! The 

media might like score-cards but that doesn’t really work with this project – does it?’ 

[more participant laughter]’ 

 

These examples of conversational humour suggest that, like emotions, humour impacts on the 

mood, or atmosphere, of team members’ knowledge sharing. On the one hand, emotion and 

humour may be positive, reinforcing feelings of excitement and contentment around the co-

operative and collaborative aspects of knowledge sharing. These more positive dimensions 

appear to be more closely associated with the activities of engaging, presenting, supporting and 

problem-solving. On the other hand, the more negative aspects of emotion and conversational 

humour appeared to be more associated with, or directed at, people external to the team, 

including senior managers, the Traffic Committee, contractors or critical members of the wider 

council communities such as ‘Not In My Back Yard’ (NIMBY) residents. These negative 

instances of emotion and humour appeared to be more closely associated with administering and 

resisting activities.  

 

Power, responsibility, authority and trust 
 

Another feature emerging from the investigation was the sharing of power, authority and 

responsibility across the two project teams. Organisation Studies research has highlighted recent 

changes to the way power is exercised in organisations in that traditional hierarchical, top-down 

power structures are being replaced by modes of influencing in which power strategies are more inter-

personally based through networking and an attention to personal relationships (Phipps, Prieto & 

Ndinguri 2013). Recent Information Studies research applying the lens of Michel Foucault’s 

conception of power/knowledge suggests that power does not necessarily simply constrain how 

participants share, generate and use knowledge, but, through discursive practices, but by becoming 

relational and embedded, power impacts on the way people engage and collaborate in organisations 
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(Heizmann & Olsson 2015). Such an approach illuminates the present study by highlighting the way 

in which new knowledge introduced by project teams come to be accepted into the organisation over 

other forms of knowledge. For example, more traditional approaches at both council sites were 

transformed to the new ways of working heralded by the two projects investigated in the study. In 

addition, this approach interrogates the role of ways in which the sayings, doings and relatings of 

team members with respect to knowledge sharing leads to new knowledge being embedded into 

organisations.  

 

It emerged from meeting observations and team member interviews that Flick, the convener of the 

Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP), sought to co-opt four of her team participants into a 

small ‘executive’ team, on whom she relied to take responsibility for some aspects of the project, that 

is, to ‘share’ some of her authority and power. This small ‘executive’ team included Gemma, Neil and 

Ken. The researcher recorded the following account of Flick’s announcement about the formation of 

this smaller ‘executive’ group in Meeting 7 as follows, 

 

SCSP-M7-researcher account: Flick announced that three members of the project team had 

been selected to work with her in order to focus on progressing the implementation of place-

based planning work. She said, ‘Gemma, Neil and Ken will come and help me to get this place-

based planning done. Gemma and Neil will input into the – actually we haven’t even discussed 

this yet - I am just telling them what they are going to do (she laughs) they will help with the 

‘strategic planning and community engagement’ and an engineer from Ken’s team will 

obviously input into the technical details about integrating design and things and so on. It 

won’t be that we won’t be working very closely with everybody here in our team, in fact, we 

have to work with every one of your teams more closely, but it just means that we will have a 

few more hours in the week dedicated to get this done’.  

 

While Flick was keen to make clear that she had formed a smaller group as an executive, she was 

quick to reassure other team members that they would all still be engaged and consulted. While 

Gemma and Neil, as strong personal and professional supporters of Flick, responded to her request 

with enthusiasm, Ken initially appeared more reticent about this new role, and about the project in 

general. Flick indicated to the researcher that she had selected Gemma and Neil for their capabilities 

and enthusiasm, however she explained that Ken had been selected as an executive member in order to 

seek to improved his engagement in the project, especially as his subject expertise was a critical 

element of the project. Flick later reported to the researcher that Ken had been formally seconded to 

the project and that her strategy had proved successful in better engaging him. It had inspired Ken to 

be a stronger advocate for the project in his operational team and across the organisation and she was 

delighted with his contribution. 
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The Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team convener, Steve, also formed what he 

referred to as an informal ‘brains trust’ which included three participants from his project team with 

whom he sought to share project responsibility, authority and power. These members included Tilda 

(the wider Biodiversity Project Manager of Multiple Council Management Committee (MCMC) 

convener and Biodiversity expert), Ursula (Verdana Council) and Sally (Palatino Council). Sally was 

not present at either of the two project meetings attended by the researcher or available to be 

interviewed for the study, however Steve constantly referred to her during meetings as a key adviser 

through the ‘brains trust’. Steve described the ‘brains trust’ role as follows, 

 

MCBP-I1-Ste: ‘I end up talking a lot more to three team members who are the most active. 

Tilda, Ursula and Sally and I formed a sub-sub Committee or the ‘brains trust’ to help with 

project management because there are some pretty big goals that we need to kick with this 

project for the larger Biodiversity Management Committee but also for me and also to secure 

future funding. The ‘brains trust’ has really helped, not only to guide the project but…a little 

challenge is that we have some remaining funds so we need to spend them in a way that is 

beneficial to the project and so we make it meet all of our objectives’.  

 

The sharing of the two team convener’s power and authority with their smaller ‘executive’ groups 

was voluntary in both cases, and, with the exception of Ken, both reported choosing people with 

whom they had strong professional and personal connections. They were colleagues in whom the 

conveners reported having confidence and trust and whom they considered would prove dependable 

and competent to assist with project implementation activities. 

Further insight into the sharing of responsibility, authority and power were reflected in other 

experiences recounted at one of the project sites. The identity of these two team members will be 

withheld to ensure full confidentiality. The situation involved Team Member A, who was selected a 

confidante of the project convener and Team Member B, who was less involved and committed to the 

project. Below, in discussing the impact of the organisation on knowledge sharing, Team Member A 

reflects on the reasons for the success of the project, as follows, 

 

‘Team Member A’ - interview: ‘At the beginning team members were very confused and 

needed to know what to do. It was greatly facilitated by having many people at the team leader 

level in the team rather than at the higher [senior] manager level because they [this ‘middle 

manager’ level] have strong relationships and are more likely to work together. It tends to be 

less ego-driven [at that level] than at the [senior] manager level. It was a good strategy to 

work with team leaders. My perception is that the [senior] managers are far more ego 

orientated. They are more competitive. They also have their programs to be delivered and they 
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don’t want interruptions or being told what to do by someone in another sections [project 

teams]. So they have fear of being shown up. The main thing is the power aspect. [Their view 

is] ‘This is our budget and we don’t want you taking our money’. Power, knowledge, reputation 

and prestige are the issues because our convener has a good reputation and they [senior 

managers] sometimes feel threatened I think!’ 

 

Here Team Member A commends the selection of team members at the ‘team leader level’ as 

members of their team rather than at the ‘manager level’ as well as the choice of their project 

convener. Below, one of the few project participants employed at the ‘manager level’, Team Member 

B, provides an alternative view of the project, as follows, 

 

‘Team member B’ participant interview: ‘I want to know from the convener and the team – 

What is the new way? - but I find it is taken as a criticism, when you are honest and saying: 

‘We don’t get it!. We don’t understand what’s new and what are we meant to do? What are the 

actual outcomes?  So there was a project plan that went around and so the convener said to 

me- ‘Would you have a look at that?’ And I just thought – really nicely – I would want people 

to tell me this stuff, so I tried to make notes and suggestions: You are saying it’s new? What’s 

new about it? How are we defining it? Describe the new way. Define the key concepts. 

Describe what the new way is. How do people know when they have done it? Plus some of the 

other indicators I have previously provided – which I noticed were not in the convener’s latest 

project document. So I felt that I was trying to share knowledge that I have that I wanted to be 

diplomatic about. And I would hope that the convener would do the same for me. So I was 

doing it in a very genuine caring kind of way but the response that I got back was resentful. The 

document came back a couple of days later and the convener had put everything into a table 

and each part had a response to it. It is that sensitivity to what is perceived as criticism. That’s 

a problem with knowledge sharing and it’s a problem more with this project, I have noticed.’ 

 

Here, Team Member B provides one of the few criticisms made by a team member across either of the 

two projects either at meetings or in interviews. Such an account from one of the only managers on 

the team contrasts strongly with other ‘team leader’ members views and indeed reinforces the 

observations of Team Member A that staff employed at a ‘senior manager level’ may be more 

competitive and not necessarily conducive to harmonious collaboration and project team cohesion. 

 

Along with power and responsibility, trust also emerged as another phenomenon observed and 

reported as shared by participants in the study. Trust has been defined as, ‘the vesting of confidence in 

persons or abstract systems, made on the basis of a ‘leap of faith’ which brackets ignorance or lack of 

information’ (Giddens 1991, p. 244). This ‘leap of faith’ approach involves the trustor experiencing a 
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lack of expertise and acknowledging that the expertise they require to address this lack is held by 

another individual. The trustor therefore consciously or subconsciously makes a ‘leap of faith’ to trust 

in that individual in order to address their lack of information or accept the authority of the ‘expert’ 

until they have evidence to the contrary. 
 

Trust was raised by several of the Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) team members in their 

interviews, as both a shared phenomenon as well as a factor being invested in the team by council 

management. For example, SCSP participant Gemma reported trust as a feature of her project team’s 

collaborative efforts, as follows, 

 

SCSP-I7-Gem: ‘Being free to speak your mind without it being hard. The good thing about [our 

project] is that more and more people are feeling comfortable with saying that they may have 

stuffed that up or that didn’t work well whereas, before that, it would be kept in a little silo. So 

creating that thing to say, and trust and comfort and even having a laugh about things. Like 

storms in teacups - getting things in perspective’. 

 

When asked later about trust by the researcher Gemma explained what she meant by trust, as follows, 

 

SCSP-I7-Gem: ‘I want to have a relationship with someone and work with them, and that’s the 

way I want to do it. We want to talk about ideas freely and have that trust. It’s a generalization 

but there are different ways of doing things here in our project… [and later] … the trust is 

much better between the project team members that always turn up - the regulars. A few people 

have come on lately and they are a bit wobbly, nervous and confused – that’s understandable 

when you are just beginning this journey’. 

 

Here Gemma suggests trust is built by team members over time and that new members may take a 

while to feel trusted and accepted by the group. Another SCSP team member, Col, explains how he 

feels that his team are trusted by senior management and fellow team colleagues to make decisions 

and operate effectively as follows, 

 

SCSP-I3-Col: ‘Yes, people in our team are allowed to make sustainable decisions for the 

council. We have been given the tick off, the approval and the confidence to make these 

decisions. Management have made clear that they trust that what we are doing is right - so you 

can - and I do - feel trusted. I am allowed to make decisions. I feel part of the organisation. And 

then that gives you purpose. And if you have purpose, then you have more energy and, if you 

have more energy, you can be creative. I feel this is one of my most creative periods I have ever 

had’.  
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Trust is also defined by SCSP team member Ken in his interview, as follows, 

 

SCSP-I11-Ken: ‘I think trust – trust in people and process - is a big thing. If people hold back it 

may be that they might be worried about: Oh, I don’t know what other people are going to 

think of that. They are going to think that’s a silly idea. So you have got to have an environment 

that is very accommodating, and very inclusive and non-prejudiced I suppose, and non-

judgmental so, yeah, which takes a lot of building, I think, to build that trust, it takes a long 

time to build, I think with management and work colleagues and it takes no time to destroy it. 

Trust is a feeling. If I feel trusted by others, I think it is a very natural feeling. I don’t think you 

have to analyse that … certainly, for me, if I think someone else trusts me, I can feel it. Just in 

the way you interact with that person, you are open and free, what that person is saying to you, 

that they feel comfortable in your presence. For example, if I trusted my manager, it’s easy, 

there is a respect there, a mutual respect, there’s a commonality, I suppose, but not always. 

There’s an acceptance of different viewpoints, and non-judgmental, and there is a certain 

amount of care I suppose as well. Care and respect of other people’s, not only emotions, but 

their viewpoints, opinions, you know, So, I think, that’s what trust is to me’.  

  

Trust was also identified as a shared phenomenon of Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) 

team members as described by Tilda when she compared the level of trust operating in the broader 

parent group, the Multiple Council Management Committee (MCMC) as compared to the MCBP 

team members, as follows,  

 

MCBP-I2-Til: ‘I think trust comes from a relationship really and from people having a faith 

that, from within the group, there are no hidden agendas. I think within my Multiple Council 

Management Committee (MCMC) group trust is really difficult to get because there are clearly 

politics involved. There are clearly so many councils involved and, despite each of the people 

in the group being great people on a one-on-one basis, you can see that there is a lack of trust. 

That person thinks this person has a hidden agenda and this person thinks that person has a 

hidden agenda, and you can’t develop that trust. Whereas, at the MCBP team level, they are all 

in those roles because they really just want to make good habitats for native animals and do 

something good for the environment, you can build that trust. So even though you can see in the 

dynamic of that room, there is probably half the room that will just sit there silently because 

they are just a silent personality, and then there is the few that will speak up quite often. The 

people being quiet are not being quiet because they don’t trust the room, they are just that type 

of personality. And so I think that level of trust is there because none of them have a hidden 

agenda. Everyone is sitting in the room thinking no, we are all just here because we want to do 
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some great on-ground works, and do something good for the environment. I struggle with it 

because … the big group [MCMC] … have all got their council agendas and so they are like 

pointing fingers … there’s less trust’. 

 

Like the expression of emotion and the use of conversational humour, the dynamics of power, 

authority and trust emerge as an affective influence on team meetings and team member 

interactions as demonstrated by researcher meeting observations and team member interviews. 

Like emotions and humour these dynamics may be positive, as in the case of Gemma, Col, Ken 

and Tilda, or more negative as in the reports of Participants A and B. In addition, like emotions 

and humour, these more positive dimensions appear to be more closely associated with the 

activities of engaging, presenting, supporting and problem-solving while the more negative 

aspects appeared to be more closely associated with administering, resisting and influencing 

activities.  

 

In summary, this chapter has explored the phenomena that emerged from interview transcripts, 

researcher meeting observations and related project documents with respect to research question 2 – 

what is shared as knowledge sharing take place? These findings suggest that knowledge sharing 

involves sharing a range of phenomena reflecting cognitive, material, social, bodily and affective 

dimensions as well as aspects arising from the dynamics of power, authority and trust.  

 

The following chapter outlines the findings of the study in regard to the third central research question 

of the study concerning the organisational factors that may facilitate or inhibit knowledge sharing, 

including findings in regard to participant responses to the interview question: What organisational 

factors either facilitate or inhibit knowledge sharing in your council? 
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Chapter 6: Findings - Organisational factors facilitating or 
inhibiting knowledge sharing 

 

This chapter outlines the findings of the study in regard to the third research question concerning the 

organisational factors that may facilitate or inhibit knowledge sharing. The data presented in this 

chapter arises from researcher observations at project team meetings and team members’ experiences 

as reported in response to the following questions: 

 

Question 3: Can we turn to other recent experiences related to the SCSP/MCBP project where 

you experienced your Council either encouraging knowledge sharing activity or, on the other 

hand, inhibiting knowledge sharing? This could involve the way management communicated a 

policy, something they did, or just some aspect of the way the Council’s culture works. Let’s 

take the encouragement first. 

 

Follow up to Question 3: Now let’s move on to examples where you felt the Council inhibited 

knowledge sharing? 

 

As indicated in Chapter 3: Methodology, an additional data source was also integrated into these 

findings in order to reveal broader organisational impacts on knowledge sharing, that is, insights 

arising from a thematic analysis of selected documentation from both project sites. This 

documentation included project reports, meeting agendas and minutes as well as website 

documentation presenting a range of aspects of each project. The analysis of such documentation 

sought to provide insight into the impact of the broader council context such as the broader discursive, 

cultural and social impacts on the practice of knowledge sharing. 

 

NOTE: While the researcher employed the terms ‘facilitate’ and ‘inhibit’ in participant interviews to 

describe potential impacts of organisational factors on knowledge sharing, the following report of 

findings from the study employs the terms ‘enable’ and ‘constrain’, rather than facilitate or inhibit, in 

order to reflect the terminology of the theory of practice architectures (Mahon et al. 2017) applied to 

the study. 

 

The organisational context of knowledge sharing 
 

The findings emerging from meeting observations, transcripts, interviews and project documentation 

revealed that there were a range of organisational factors experienced by the team members that 

impacted on knowledge sharing. These factors appeared to arise from three different aspects of the 

project contexts or sites. The first experience arose from the characteristics of each individual 
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council’s organisational culture and the way in which it impacted on team members engaged in 

knowledge sharing. For example, it emerged that the Single Council, and the various councils 

engaged in the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project, were seen as having certain cultural 

characteristics that either enabled [encouraged] or constrained [inhibited] knowledge sharing. In the 

report of the findings below, these will be referred to as Council cultures. The second aspect of 

organisational context for team members involved perceptions of the facilities and resources provided 

by each individual council which impacted either positively or negatively on knowledge sharing. For 

example, this context involved perceptions of such things as meeting room facilities available for their 

project activities or senior management funding and resource allocations. This context has been 

referred to below as Council resources. The third aspect of organisational context or site described by 

team members arose from their experience of the more social aspects of their council workplaces such 

as opportunities for engaging and socialising with colleagues, both professionally and personally, 

across the council. This context has been referred to below as Council networks.  

 

Each of these three aspects of organisational, or council, characteristics that emerged as impacting on 

knowledge sharing are presented below. 

 

Council cultures 
 

The Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) team members described a range of cultural 

characteristics of their council that enabled knowledge sharing. One key cross-organisational cultural 

factor were the four key principles arising from an organisation-wide strategic planning exercise 

undertaken some two years prior to this research. The four key cultural principles guiding staff were 

the need to be collaborative, creative, respectful and responsive in all dealings with colleagues and 

the external community. For example, in Meeting 1, Flick highlights the importance of these 

principles to the project, as follows: 

 

SCSP-M1-Fli: ‘It’s all about applying our principles of continuous improvement and 

collaboration to this project. Fostering integration and exploring ways to promote 

collaboration is one of our important guiding principles. Of course it is still very much a work 

in progress and … while it is working in this project …  we still don’t particularly have it 

embedded across the organisation … but it has been improving.’ 

 

SCSP team members acknowledged senior management’s verbal support of these guiding principles 

as well as the need for staff to be innovative and creative in their approach to their work. These 

principles represented cultural aspects of the council organisation that senior management had been 

successful in developing and promoting at the council over the previous two years. Indeed, team 
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members reported that their team had often been referred to by senior management and other 

departments as ‘change agents, ‘innovators’ and ‘creatives’ by senior management and colleagues and 

that this had been instrumental in enabling them to engage in knowledge sharing. For example, team 

member Jill refers to this senior management report in Meeting 5, as follows, 

 

SCSP-M5-Jil: ‘As you are all well aware, our senior management is extremely supportive of 

what we have been doing in terms of creativity, in introducing the concept to the Council and in 

our partnering with ‘Pink’ University and ‘Green’ University.’ 

 

Flick later extends Jill’s discussion of senior management support and adds, 

 

SCSP-M12-Fli: ‘Yes, Jill and I were discussing this earlier today and talking about the 

opportunities for more research into the creativity area that could be of interest for this project. 

Senior management support applying action learning and research to what we are doing so, 

whenever we can, bringing some rigour into our thinking and embed this practice into our 

continuous improvement and constant reflection on what we are doing.’ 

 

In general, team members described council’s working culture as supportive, friendly and culturally 

diverse and one that encouraged calculated risk-taking.  In addition, the council’s external reputation 

in the local community and amongst other nearby councils was described as environmentally 

responsible, sustainable, inclusive and collaborative and as enabling knowledge sharing between 

councils. These cultural characteristics were seen by team members as enabling and supporting 

knowledge sharing across the Council.  

 

In her interview, SCSP team member Emma describes the cultural characteristics of the staff and 

management at the Council, as follows, 

 

SCSP-I5-Emm: ‘Information and knowledge and understanding of the community is really 

important here and we share that information around, that’s the sort of organisation it is. The 

staff here are really committed so they want to do the best for their community. They are not 

just sitting here doing their job. I think people genuinely feel like that here and I have noticed a 

real openness to the way people think.’ 

 

As the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team members came together from a range of 

different council organisations, their views of cultural factors that enabled knowledge sharing centred 

more on individual member council’s approach to the MCBP. For example, councils generated and 

encouraged a public discourse of support for, commitment to, and promotion of biodiversity across 
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the areas adjacent to the Multi River, including all project member councils. Cultural factors seen as 

enabling knowledge sharing across the project team included each council’s existing familiarity, 

rapport, shared perspectives and relationships between council’s representatives who knew each other 

and felt willing and able to contribute; the skills and knowledge of project-coordinators, such as Steve 

and Tilda, who were able to successfully co-ordinate participants and provide an environment for 

casual but knowledgeable exchanges so participants felt confident to contribute and encourage others; 

and the engagement, passion, openness and support of MCBP team members for the biodiversity 

goals and objectives of the project. 

 

For example, in his interview, MCBP Convener, Steve, describes his experience of working with the 

other councils as follows, 

 

MCBP-I1-Ste: ‘I’ve gone in being very positive about the project with the other councils and 

these guys are really trying to make it work as well! … People are quite genuinely concerned 

about biodiversity and they want to see it going forward and not losing touch … we are all 

theoretically on the same side and of the same opinion.’ 

 

In contrast, a range of cultural characteristics of the council organisations across both projects were 

seen as constraining knowledge sharing. Some Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) team 

members suggested that issues of translating and articulating the new project’s way of turning strategy 

into reality; a lack of understanding of other participant project roles and the role of the council 

community in the project; and the need to improve marketing and promotion efforts to support the 

project’s image and understanding in the organisation, all contributed to the constraining of 

knowledge sharing.  

 

In her interview, SCSP team member Jill, expressed concerns about some aspects of senior 

management communication and offered an example of staff being informed a week before Christmas 

that they would no longer be receiving the Christmas ham gift that had been provided for many years, 

as follows, 

 

SCSP-I2-Jil: ‘How could we get that communication so wrong? You know, about something 

like that – how could they be so insensitive? – telling people at the very last minute? We should 

have communicated it in October so that people on low salaries could have planned for the 

expense. Just very bad communication and staff relations. It impacts on people’s morale and 

support of the organisation and what we are trying to achieve.’ 
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Other ‘cultural’ constraining factors raised by SCSP team members were the fear, amongst some 

senior managers, of greater transparency and scrutiny by other senior colleagues.  

 

Constraining factors for Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team members included the 

difficulty of coordinating a large number of organisations, all with different challenges, perspectives 

and priorities. In addition, the MCBP implementation process coincided with the timing of a state 

government-initiated council amalgamation process which impacted on the willingness of councils to 

participate in collaborative projects for fear that they may negatively affect amalgamation outcomes. 

MCBP team member Tilda, described the difficulties of co-ordinating the parent body of the MCBP, 

explained some of the difficulties she faced with inter-council co-operation in her interview, as 

follows, 

 

MCBP-I2-Til: ‘Many of the member councils are very focussed on the process of the meetings 

and, if they aren’t right, irrespective of the value of the outcome, they become disengaged. And, 

so, it’s a very difficult environment because you have different representatives being focussed 

on different things. I try to make it as casual as possible just by the nature of how I present and 

respond to things. But, by the sheer number of people and the sheer diversity of the people in 

the room, and the fact that there are politics at play – like – there is a different member from 

each of the 12 Councils involved in the project, it’s very challenging for me.’ 

 
Council resources 
 

A number of significant factors enabling knowledge sharing reported by over half the Single Council 

Sustainability Project (SCSP) team members were factors relating to council human resources. In 

particular, these factors related to the council’s ability to fund the position of project manager, also 

called ‘convener’. This role was filled by Flick, who was seen as possessing an outstanding skill set 

and who played a significant role in facilitating successful knowledge sharing. Indeed several team 

members stressed that a major key to the success of project was the guidance of Flick, who they saw 

as experienced, knowledgeable, open, approachable, engaging and a leader with the drive and 

enthusiasm to ‘see it through’.  

 

For example, SCSP team member Gemma, describes her view of Flick’s project co-ordination skills 

and the collaborative culture of the project: 

 

SCSP-I7-Gem: ‘The great thing about the project, largely due to Flick, is that people have 

much more trust and comfort about admitting when they stuff up – or if they do something that 

didn’t really work. Before it would have been kept in a silo. We also share a great sense of 
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humour and we actually have fun together. That’s why I love these meetings cause they are 

very good for morale. Breaks down barriers.’ 

 

In addition, SCSP team members described council management as supportive of knowledge sharing 

through recruitment policies, procedures and practices that enabled the retention of ‘good people’ who 

are nurtured through professional development practices. They also commended council 

organisational policies and human resources practices that encouraged staff supervisors and managers 

to exchange roles to broaden their understanding of other council departments and thus enabled 

understanding, cooperation and knowledge sharing. This was also supported by accounts of council-

supported knowledge sharing initiatives with external organisations including other councils, the state 

government, other academic institutions and external organisations promoting sustainability practices.  

 

Similarly, the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team members commended the member 

councils for the resourcing of the project convener role. The convener, Steve, and the allocation of 

funds to support other member council staff contributions, such as those of Tilda and Rupert, as well 

as additional research consultants, was seen as critical in enabling knowledge sharing. Tilda and 

Rupert had both originally sought and obtained funding resources for the project from the 

Environmental Trust so the partial funding of their roles was also seen as important. As MCBP 

convener Steve, explains, 

 

MCBP-I1-Ste: ‘The funding from the Environmental Trust was critical as those resources are 

what encourage member councils to get involved. We wouldn’t have time to do it all as well as 

our day-jobs so the funds meant we could engage some consultants to do some background 

research, like, sort through the key sites, and look at it through a catchment-wide perspective .’ 

 

Other resource-related factors in enabling knowledge sharing included the provision of sufficient joint 

council financial resources to partially fund the project; resource allocation to the development of 

documentation such as agendas, minutes and reports; and efforts to drive action and outcomes across 

the project. In addition, MCBP team members commended the funding and engagement of an external 

consultant to assist with ‘ground-truthing’ (that is, testing project hypotheses with evidence ‘on the 

ground’), assisting with data collection and analysis and providing ‘independent’ advice to all 

councils in the project. This was allocated as part of the development of the funding grant and ensured 

that all participating councils had ‘skin in the game’, that is, they all received funds to participate from 

a central grant with the requirement to provide in-kind contributions. Each member council was 

required to allocate funds to biodiversity promotion, facilitation and education. This factor ensured 

ongoing involvement, contributions and the willingness to share knowledge and expertise across the 

wider group of councils and their communities to meet the objectives of the project.  
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The original Environment Trust grant for the project also provided the means for participants to attend 

biodiversity awareness courses that assisted in developing a strong collection of biodiversity 

knowledge and resources which already existing in each participating Council. These resources could 

be located, reviewed and exploited to provide data, support and guidance for the project. The 

importance of the allocation of funding resources to fund member Council learning was discussed at 

meetings as well as the need to document the progress of the project to ensure continuing resources, 

as follows, 

 

MCBP-M2-Various:  

Rupert: ‘We will have to pay each of our Council contractors this financial year.’ 

Rose: ‘So we need to verify the work has happened.’ 

Rupert: ‘We need to make sure all our Councils are happy and the Trust accountants are 

happy. We need all the images of what has been achieved. They need to see that site and 

confirm all the work has been done or the resources will be cut off!.’ 

 

Other MCBP team members suggested that the size of the group, incorporating some twelve councils, 

ensured a manageable group size for the project and provided the opportunity to readily share 

knowledge across member councils. In addition, convener Steve’s formation of the smaller, sub-group 

‘brains trust’ was reported as assisting the convener with decision-making and data collection advice 

and management, and provided much-needed ‘moral support’ to advance the project. 

 

Resource-related factors constraining knowledge sharing reported by the Single Council 

Sustainability Project (SCSP) team members included the overall pace of organisational change 

occurring across the council which tended to disperse project resources as well as the amount of time 

each participant had to devote to the project which led to high individual workloads. Related to this 

‘time factor’ was ‘meeting overload’, ‘collaboration fatigue’, and the traditional siloed structure of the 

organisation which was seen as a major impediment to the ‘new way of working’ as it failed to enable 

efficient and effective knowledge sharing. This is acknowledged by Flick in SCSP meeting 1, as 

follows, 

 

SCSP-M1-Fli: ‘We have all been involved in a great deal of change over the past twelve 

months and I know some of us are tired. We are making inroads but, promoting 

collaboration…is still very much a work in progress and a learned way of working that we 

don’t particularly have embedded across the organisation yet …  as many people are 

experiencing fatigue from trying to implement our ‘new way of working.’ 
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SCSP team members also identified constraining factors as the council’s need to address geographical 

divisions between council buildings, such as the geographical divide between the main office building 

and separate premises known as the ‘depot’; excessive administrative red tape’; and insufficient 

financial and staffing resource being allocated to the project. In addition, they cited the pressure from 

lobby groups and other ‘political’ influences which re-directed resources away from the project to less 

critical but ‘politically sensitive’ concerns. One such concern was a proposed state wide council 

amalgamation process, described by SCSP team member Jill in her interview, as follows, 

 

SCSP-I2-Jil: ‘Oh, we get this request from the state government saying – oh, you need to 

identify your new marriage partners and make submissions in the next three months! But what 

about the rest of the reform process … what are they going to do to help us? And how do we do 

this while trying to implement our ‘new way of working’; within the council, let alone outside 

the council....’ 

 

Resource-related factors constraining knowledge sharing reported by Multiple Council Biodiversity 

Project (MCBP) team members included the varying ability and willingness of some councils to 

invest in communicating project status, goals and achievements in their individual council 

workplaces, leading to an imbalance of project knowledge, understanding and success across different 

council members. As MCBP convener, Steve indicates during Meeting 1,  

 

MCBP-M1-Ste: ‘We are learning a lot – which was reflected in the progress report I submitted 

… it’s been quite a challenge to co-ordinate all the councils and all the partners … we are all 

very busy with our day-to-day jobs and, at times, in any one council, there might be up to three 

officers moving on from their roles, either getting promoted or resigning – that’s the nature of 

the beast – and that’s working in a council for you. It’s been quite challenging …’ 

 

An individual MCBP factor found to constrain knowledge sharing concerned the complexity of 

internal communication channels in some council organisations that challenged participants’ ability to 

promote the biodiversity project messages within their own organisations. MCBP team members also 

reported resignations of some experienced council staff during the project that lead to knowledge gaps 

and loss of important biodiversity expertise and resource for the project, as indicated in the quote by 

Steve above (MCBP-M1-Ste). 

 

Council networks 
 

Social aspects reported by Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) team members as enabling 

knowledge sharing across their council included the curiosity, enthusiasm and passion demonstrated 
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by the majority of staff across their organisation. These characteristics were seen as encouraging 

strong social engagement across the council and the organisation being seen as progressive, socially 

and culturally sensitive and socially engaged in the wider external local government community. For 

example, SCSP team member Emma, stresses the importance of her colleagues’ commitment to their 

jobs and their community, as follows, 

 

SCSP-I5-Emm: ‘Information, knowledge and understanding of community – that’s what the 

staff here are really committed to – what people out there are really experiencing. The staff 

here are really committed to that and they want to do the best for their community.’ 

 

This image was reinforced by the organisation of a range of forums through which social interaction 

and knowledge sharing was encouraged both within the council and externally in the broader 

community. Examples included encouragement of brown-bag lunches and social events to encourage 

knowledge sharing, collaboration and staff development.  

 

Similarly the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project team members emphasised the social camaraderie 

between the various councils as well as the enthusiasm, involvement, support and action of project 

team members who secured individual council expenditure and action. This enabled the arrangement 

of social events as a component of project team meetings and parent committee meetings in order to 

encourage cooperation and collaboration between member councils. At Meeting 2, MCBP team 

member, Wilma, shared her experience of a social event with her bush-care volunteers in order to 

inspire other team members to appreciate the importance of community events for the council and 

their communities, as follows, 

 

MCBP-M2-Wil: ‘I know, for my volunteers, attending that amazing My River event that’s been 

going on for the last two years was really important. We only have about seven volunteers that 

regularly attend the bush care sessions and four of them attended the event. They all wore our 

t-shirts and they all did different bits and pieces and they really felt like they were achieving 

something. And they got to speak to other people about what was going on for them – it was 

really valuable!’ 

 

These social connections were reported as inspiring ‘moments of greatness’ in the team where certain 

councils who became great champions for the project and associated events were successful in 

inspiring outstanding knowledge sharing activities. 

 

The Single Council Sustainability Project team members did not report any characteristics arising 

from any social factors that acted to constrain knowledge sharing across the council.  
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Multiple Council Biodiversity Project team members raised a number of social factors that, at times, 

acted to constrain knowledge sharing including the varying levels of experience and expertise across 

councils that occasionally led to unbalanced workloads for some team members and led to some team 

members experiencing shyness and vulnerability in regard to openly sharing their knowledge. Other 

differences between ‘detail people’ and ‘big picture’ people and their job roles also impacted on the 

willingness to share knowledge within and between councils and to socially engage with team 

members. For example, MCBP team member, Tilda, describes the various perspectives shared by 

different council members involved in the project, as follows,  

 

MCBP-I2-Til: ‘Staff come have different perspectives sometimes, they could come from 

planning, engineering, bush-care, biodiversity, you know, different council roles. Cause, an 

engineer looks at the world very differently from a biodiversity officer! (laughs). But you can 

see tension between the planners and the more technical people, you know, sometimes there 

can be misunderstandings between them. Then others come from a community perspective and 

they are representing community members who might be saying – ‘There’s rubbish in the creek 

near my house and what are YOU going to do about it?” 

 

In summary, these council organisational characteristics, as experienced by team members and 

identified by the researcher in meetings and in project-related documents from both projects, 

encompass cultural, resource-based and socially-related factors which served to either enable or 

constrain knowledge sharing. Such organisational characteristics serve to build a profile of the 

context, or site, of knowledge sharing. These three factors may also be presented through the lens of 

the theory of practice architectures (Mahon et al. 2017) as described in Chapter 2: Literature review. 

Using this theoretical lens to present the data arising from team member responses to Research 

question 3, Council cultures may be seen as emerging from the Semantic space, Council resources 

from the Physical space and Council networks from the Social space. 

 

Table 5 below presents examples of the practice architectures emerging from the Single Council 

Sustainability Project (SCSP) data from the analysis of project meetings, participant interview and 

council documents. As shown in Table 5, the theory suggests that, with respect to Council cultures, 

the cultural-discursive arrangements at the Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) site that 

involved senior management and colleagues labelling project team members as ‘change agents’, 

‘innovators’ and ‘creatives’, served to enable knowledge sharing. That is, through the discursive or 

semantic space of the council organisation, these cultural-discursive arrangements mediate 

participant sayings as a component of knowledge sharing practice. An example of this mediation is  
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Practice 
architectures 

(arrangements/ 
set-ups): 

Example practice 
architectures, 

(arrangements/set-ups): 
 

Inter-subjective 
organisational space: 

 

Practices mediating and  
mediated by: 

Cultural-discursive 
arrangements 

(Council cultures) 

Project convener and 
participants referred to as 
‘change agents’, ‘innovators’ 
and ‘creatives’ by senior 
management and colleagues 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Data source: Meeting 
observations and interviews 
 

 

Participant ‘sayings’: 
 

Participant Gemma: ‘I 
have worked with Flick for 
years. I am very close and 
involved with her on a day 
to day basis. She is 
incredibly smart but also 
affiliative.  She’s open 
minded but also visionary. 
So, she can see how you 
can go from a vision to an 
implementation. She’s 
technical though also 
artistic and creative.’ 
 

Material-economic 
arrangements 

(Council resources) 

Organisational policies and 
HR practices encouraging 
Managers to exchange roles 
to broaden their 
understanding of other 
Council departments and thus 
enable understanding, 
cooperation and knowledge 
sharing 
 
 
 
 
Data source: Interviews and 
council documentation 

 

Participant ‘doings’: 
 

Convener, Flick: ‘Yeah, 
yeah…they have done that 

a few times - they have 
taken managers and put 

them into other (manager) 
roles to enable cross-

Council working. They 
have done that quite a few 
times that I can think of… 
and it definitely gives them 

more knowledge and a 
better understanding of the 

other areas’. 

Social–political 
arrangements 

(Council networks) 

Council encouragement of 
brown-bag lunches and social 
events to encourage 
knowledge sharing, 
collaboration and staff 
development 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Data source: Interviews and 
council documentation  

 

Participant ‘relatings’: 
 

Participant Gemma: 
‘It’s a very friendly place.  

I am very social, and I 
love chatting with people 
anyway, but I think there 

are a lot of people like me. 
We are very much into 

building relationships … I 
want to have a 

relationship with someone 
and work with them, and 

that’s the way I want to do 
it. We want to talk about 

ideas freely and have that 
trust’ 

 
Table 5: Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) site – practice architectures mediating, and mediated by, knowledge 

sharing practice (doings, sayings and relatings) (Adapted from: Mahon et al. 2017, p. 13). 

offered by Gemma who, in her interview, recounts her positive experience of working with Convener, 

Flick, indicating that she is ‘affiliative’, ‘artistic’ and ‘creative.’ It is suggested that Gemma’s sayings, 

in turn, have a role in feeding back to mediate these broader organisational arrangements in the 

council. 

Semantic 
Space 

Physical 
Space 

Social 
Space 
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Similarly, with respect to council resources, the material-economic arrangements at the Single 

Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) site encompass organisational policies and human resources 

practices that have allowed managers to undertake cross-departmental job exchanges that have led to 

breaking down organisational silos and encourage cross-council collaboration and knowledge sharing. 

Through the physical space-time of the SCSP council, these material economic arrangements mediate 

participant sayings and doings as a component of knowledge sharing practice. An example of 

mediation is highlighted by convener, Flick, in her interview and is also referred to in council 

documentation. In her interview, Flick suggests that such policies enable cross –council working and 

leads to more successful knowledge sharing practice. An example of these material-economic 

arrangements demonstrated in council documentation includes the following extract from the SCSP 

meeting minutes: 

 

SCSP-D1-Plan:  

• 

• 

• 

With respect to council networks, Table 5 highlights the social-political arrangements at the Single 

Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) site that enable and encourage social interactions between staff 

and across departments through a range of strategies including brown-bag lunches, where staff may 

bring their lunch to information sessions on topics of interest, as well as other staff social events. 

Through this social space of the council, these social-political arrangements mediate participant 

sayings, doings and relatings as a component of knowledge sharing practice. SCSP team member, 

Gemma, describes her experience of being a council employee and how the opportunity to engage in 

social events provided by the broader council encourages knowledge sharing and a free exchange of 

ideas in a friendly environment. An example of these social-political arrangements demonstrated in 

Council documentation includes the following abstract from the council’s Annual Report, 

 

SCSP-D3-Annual Report:

• 

• 

• 

• 
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• 

Practice 
architectures 

(arrangements/ 
set-ups): 

Example practice 
architectures, 

(arrangements/set-ups): 
 

Inter-subjective 
organisational space: 

 

Practices mediating and  
mediated by: 

Cultural-discursive 
Arrangements 

(Council cultures) 

Member council’s public 
discourse of support for, 
commitment to, and 
promotion of biodiversity 
across the Multi River 
adjacent area, including all 
project member Councils. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Data source: Meeting 
observations, interviews and 
Council documentation. 
 

 

Participant ‘sayings’: 
 

Convener Steve: ‘As far as 
the residents and 
volunteers and our bush-
care program is 
concerned, as far as this 
council is concerned, we 
have identified 
biodiversity as being 
critical to delivering our 
operational plan and our 
strategic plan of working 
with our community –the 
protecting and conserving 
– I was promoting that –
basically’. 
 

Material-economic 
Arrangements 

(Council resources) 

Allocation of member 
council’s financial and staff 
resources to biodiversity 
promotion, facilitation and 
education. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Data source: Interviews and 
council website 
documentation 
 

 

Participant ‘doings’: 
 

Council website: 
‘Biodiversity Awareness 

workshop for council 
outdoor officers - council 

funded a one-day 
workshop and associated 

training resource have 
been developed for council 

officers at all MCBP 
member councils that  
highlights Councils’ 

commitment to managing 
natural areas and 

providing tools and 
information on how staff 

can be aware and 
proactive in their day-to-

day work practices.’ 
 

Social–political 
arrangements 

(Council networks)

Member councils facilitation 
of social events as a 
component of project team 
meetings and parent 
Committee meetings to 
encourage cooperation and 
collaboration between 
councils 
 

 
 
 
 
Data source: Interviews and 
meeting observations  

 

Participant ‘relatings’: 
 

Participant, Tilda: 
‘We rotate around to a 

different member location 
each time and a different 
Counsel will host it, so 
their job is to host and 
provide catering, so we 
start at 4.30 and people 
can sit on couches. This 
time they had a cooked 

meal. And, yeah, everyone 
just sits and socializes 

basically for that whole 
first hour’ 

 
Table 6: Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) sites– practice architectures mediating, and mediated by, knowledge 

sharing practice (doings, sayings and relatings) (Adapted from: Mahon et al. 2017, p. 13). 

Semantic 
Space 

Physical 
Space 

Social 
Space 



125

Similarly, Table 6 above provides an illustration of the practice architectures found to operate around 

the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) site. The project team is made up of participants 

from a diverse range of council organisations, however the strong leadership, co-ordination and 

support of the project by the member councils provide the practice arrangements for the mediation 

and facilitation for the inter-organisational knowledge sharing required by the project team.  

  

With respect to the council cultures, the cultural-discursive arrangements provided by the twelve 

Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) member councils supported by the funding resources 

of the Environmental Trust, have generated a successful public discourse around biodiversity through 

promotion and marketing via websites, promotional materials and public advertising. Indeed, the 

biodiversity project has been promoted as an essential step in enabling the community to be able to 

swim in the local river again in the near future, something that has not been possible in decades 

because of pollution from industry. Through the discursive or semantic space of the various partner 

councils, these cultural-discursive arrangements mediate participant sayings as a component of 

knowledge sharing practice. An example of this mediation is offered by project convener, Steve, who, 

in his interview, stresses the critical nature of promoting biodiversity for the good of residents, bush-

care volunteers and the councils and in order to deliver their operations and strategic plans to the 

community which involves being able to swim in the local river again.  

 

An example of these cultural-discursive arrangements demonstrated in council documentation 

includes the following extract from the project website aimed at promoting the broader aims of the 

biodiversity project in the wide council community, as follows, 

 

MCBP-D1- Website:

and 
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Similarly, with respect to council resources, the material-economic arrangements at the Multiple 

Council Biodiversity Project council sites enabled biodiversity promotion, facilitation and education 

through successfully applying for Environmental Trust funding for their project as well as allocating 

member council staff resources to manage the project and present staff educational programs for the 

member councils. Through the physical space of the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project sites, these 

material economic arrangements mediate participant sayings and doings as a component of 

knowledge sharing practice. An example of this mediation is showcased on the co-ordinating 

council’s website that seeks to promote biodiversity awareness workshops for council staff. A further 

example of these material-economic arrangements demonstrated in council documentation includes 

the following extract from project meeting agenda which lists Item 3 relating to financial allocations 

from the Environmental Trust grant, as follows, 

  

MCBP-D4- Agenda:

• 

• 

• 

• 

 

Finally, with respect to council networks, Table 6 illustrates, the social-political arrangements at the 

Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) sites enable and encourage social events as a 

component of project team and parent Committee meetings that encourages co-operation, 

collaboration and knowledge sharing between project member councils as evidenced through meeting 

observations and participant interviews. Through this social space of the partner councils, these 

social-political arrangements mediate participant sayings, doings and relatings as a component of 

knowledge sharing practice.  Parent Committee convener and MCBP team member, Tilda, describes 

her experience of the social aspects of the project which involved the rotation of meeting hosting 

across different member councils and the provision of food and refreshments as a way of facilitating 

social and political linkages between representatives. 

 

The theory of practice architectures thus provides a useful facility for demonstrating how the various 

dimensions of the council organisations impact, and were impacted by, knowledge sharing. Through 

demonstrating how the semantic, physical and social spaces of the organisations associated with, and 

constituting, the sites of both projects mediate, and are mediated by knowledge sharing practice, 

insight is gained into how organisational factors may enable or constrain knowledge sharing which is 

the objective of Research question 3. 
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The environmental context of knowledge sharing 
 

Another important contextual aspect of knowledge sharing emerging from the researcher’s meeting 

observations, team member interviews and project documentation related to the environment, or the 

geography, of project activities.  Indeed, both project teams in the study reported their knowledge 

sharing as taking place in a wide range of architectural and community spaces which impacted on the 

component activities of knowledge sharing. This environmental context is related to, but not 

equivalent to, the material arrangements of a practice as identified as a common feature of practice 

theoretical approaches (Cox 2012; Mahon et al. 2017; Nicolini & Monteiro 2017; Schatzki 2001) as 

well as to the Council resources aspect of the analysis presented above. With respect to the material 

arrangements of a practice, the environmental context reflects an aspect of the site of a practice in 

which material arrangements serve to channel, prefigure, enable and are essential to practices 

(Schatzki 2002). With respect to Council resources, the environmental context of knowledge sharing 

in the study is, to some extent, determined by each council’s resource allocation decisions with 

respect to provision of meeting rooms, space, and other various project-related technologies.  For 

example, members of both project teams met in a range of different meeting rooms within council 

buildings, some equipped with up-to-date technologies such as computers, software programs, 

projection equipment, screens and wi-fi connections while others, depending on the age of council 

buildings, were only partially able to support project activities.  

 

The researcher noted, that most of the Single Council Sustainability Project team meetings were held 

in well-equipped meeting rooms in the council administration building, however, two meetings took 

place in less well-equipped rooms at another council location several kilometres away. The rooms in 

this more remote location required team members to engage more closely with their team mates, often 

in small group exercises, rather than having the opportunity and facilities to engage in larger group 

presentations and discussions made possible in the better equipped meeting rooms.  

 

Environmental factors were also raised by SCSP participants with respect to the various sites of their 

streetscapes and whether they were being undertaken on Council property or land owned by other 

authorities such as schools or other state government authorities. For example, in his interview, SCSP 

team member Col, discusses the impact of environmental site on the ability to share knowledge about 

the project with other organisations as well as the resulting impact on project timelines and obtaining 

special authorisations by a range of committees. He reports, 

 

SCSP-I3-Col: ‘So, it all came down to getting it signed off by ‘the other organisation’. So what 

is the critical timeline? Once I shared my knowledge with them, how soon were they going to be 

able to approve the plan for the eco garden and how much longer would the plan have to be 



128

extended. I wasn’t being stubborn, I just knew that we couldn’t meet the deadline if a range of 

other organisations needed to be consulted and to provide approvals because the project was 

being undertaken on their property.’ 

 

In contrast to SCSP, meeting rooms available for the MCBP team meetings provided little in the way 

of technology, one taking place in an older heritage ‘Town Hall’ building that was unable to be 

modified to incorporate new technology. This environmental context impacted on team members’ 

ability to offer large group presentations and, indeed, during Meeting 1, the project convener required 

team members to stand and gather around his laptop computer in order to present a new data gathering 

spread-sheet that team members were required to use for the project. Meeting rooms also differed in 

appearance with some being recently renovated and generally airy and light, while others were older, 

darker and less inviting with worn furniture and floor coverings and with smaller or no external 

windows. These material and spatial aspects forming the environmental context of knowledge sharing 

had a considerable impact on the activities team members could undertake in their meetings and 

therefore had a significant impact on the knowledge sharing experience of team members. 

 

In addition to these architectural and spatial configurations of meeting rooms, team members across 

both project teams described their knowledge sharing experiences as being undertaken in a range of 

other spaces. These spaces included what they referred to as ‘on-site meetings’ and ‘consultations’ in 

a range of locations other than council buildings. These included community spaces such as local 

parks and streets, bush regeneration areas and the urban streetscapes and spaces being modified as a 

result of both projects. For example, the Single Council Sustainability Project team convener, Flick, 

organised several ‘site visits’ of team members to the ‘demonstration streets’ transformed by the 

project. These visits provided a means of identifying, confirming and evaluating project achievements 

as well as the opportunity for project team members to experience the outcomes and benefits of their 

project first-hand. Indeed, SCSP team member, Don described a knowledge sharing experience that 

took place in a local park in which there was a potential project impact on the well-being of several 

historic trees. Don described his knowledge sharing as follows, 

 

SCSP-I4-Don: ‘So there was a meeting on Tuesday morning that involved the landscape 

architects, me and the contractor which took place on site, in the park, to resolve an issue 

about some excavation that was not anticipated. It needed to be on site so we could discuss 

various options on the spot and come up with some design solutions to avoid, well, minimise, 

impact on the old trees. It was a matter of going there with a few hats on, you know, as a 

technical expert, but also trying to be realistic about achieving the aims of the project. There 

are broader council objectives to deliver here, like the project, but I also needed to ensure the 
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safety of the trees. I have to protect the trees but also take their design for the park into 

consideration.’ 

Similarly, the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project team members often recounted knowledge 

sharing experiences taking place in bush regeneration areas adjacent to the local river.  

 

In summary, team members of both projects described the impacts of knowledge sharing activities 

taking place in these alternative locations and sites away from council buildings. These accounts 

suggest that the environmental context of knowledge sharing extended well beyond council meeting 

rooms and buildings to the sites of their project activities. Such environmental aspects of knowledge 

sharing activities provided the opportunity to engage directly with the outcomes and achievements of 

each project which, in turn, served to engender strong and tangible connections with the project, other 

project team members and the project outcomes delivered to communities. Participants reported these 

experiences as intensifying their engagement with other team members and reinforcing their 

connection to the project and its impact for their communities. As described by SCSP team member 

Don, knowledge sharing at these other sites assisted team members to better understand project issues 

and to appreciate the impact of their project activities. For example, team member Don met 

contractors in a nearby park, as follows, 

 

SCSP-I4-Don: ‘Previously, the plan was that it would all be on-grade, meaning that it was 

going to be concrete built on existing ground level and then bricks laid on top of that, so there 

would be no excavation and no tree root disturbance. That was fine, but when we actually got 

on site, we found that the site was slightly undulating and we had to cut into the ground to get a 

level brick edge. So we took the option to move the alignment out to reduce the impact of any 

excavation and we decided to raise the finished level of the brick to reduce the depth of 

excavation that was needed.’ 

 

The practice context of knowledge sharing 
 

A third contextual aspect of knowledge sharing emerged from the study relating to team member 

engagement with a range of other inter-related activities, or practices, being undertaken in the context 

of their organisations. Schatzki (2012) proposes that different practices, such as knowledge sharing, 

may bundle together through the sharing of their constituent activities and these practices form a 

nexus of practices spread out over space and time. In any given context, such as the two project sites 

in this study, a variety of different practices engaged in by council staff such as knowledge sharing, 

organisational change and environmental sustainability practices may emerge, interact and form a 

nexus of practices at this local level and potentially extend to larger state, national or international 

contexts. Kemmis et al. (2012) suggest, as outlined in detail in their theory of the ecologies of 
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practices, that practices do not exist in isolation from other practices but, like living entities, may be 

‘ecologically related’. This theory proposes that practices evolve, adapt, are constrained by or are 

mediated by other practices so that their constituent activities, products or outcomes may be 

incorporated into the other (Mahon et al. 2017). For example, knowledge sharing at the Single 

Council Sustainability Project site may be seen as enhanced through interactions with the dynamics of 

organisational change. The interaction of the project team’s sustainability initiatives with other 

organisational change initiatives being undertaken in the council assist in moving from old ways of 

working to a new, more sustainable, practice. In this way knowledge sharing is enhanced and 

extended by the operation of organisational change and this change process is, in turn, enabled by 

knowledge sharing practice. 

 

A particular experience discussed by one participant in her interview alerted the researcher to the 

possibility of concurrent interactions between knowledge sharing and several other practices 

unfolding in the project contexts. SCSP team member, Peg (Sustainability) discussed the following 

experience, 

 

SCSP-I6-Peg: ‘…when the State Government committed to building their [light] rail extension 

and engaged the Transport Department, there were a whole lot of negotiations around the 

biodiversity corridor component as it is just as important as the active transport corridor. So 

we negotiated that the habitat that was lost in constructing the station’s pathways would be 

offset in some other locations. We agreed that some other weedy areas in the corridor would be 

re-vegetated, and we could make them comparable to that which was lost by the rail 

construction. And, as well as that a kind of non-direct offset would be to put cameras out – 

engage ‘Pink’ University to do some monitoring for us - and find out a bit more about the size 

and spatial extent of the long-nosed bandicoot population. So it’s gotten to the pointy end of the 

project now where the operator is using the corridor and we need to negotiate and establish 

those off-set sites as soon as possible!’ 

 

Here Peg’s description of her knowledge sharing experience with the wider external group responsible 

for negotiating a bush regeneration project highlights the simultaneous interaction of several practices 

together. She recounts this experience as an example of her knowledge sharing, however, she also 

explicitly refers to other practices such as environmental sustainability and bush regeneration. In 

addition, she indirectly refers to another concurrent practice, that of organisational change. All the 

organisations involved in the meeting described by Peg, including her council, the Transport 

Department and the other parties involved are engaged in organisational change as part of the new 

light rail corridor extension. Peg’s description highlights the interactions between a number of 

different practices including knowledge sharing, organisational change, environmental sustainability 
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and, a further practice raised by several council representatives, bush regeneration practice.  In her 

account, Peg refers to activities such as presenting, engaging and influencing as being critical for 

herself and her colleagues to undertake bush-regeneration and secure the off-set sites for the affected 

fauna impacted by the rail corridor. These activities are also central to knowledge sharing as well as 

the other practices identified. 

 

Bush regeneration practice, also extended beyond the local council area and involved other local 

council partners along the corridor as well as the other organisations represented at Peg’s meeting 

such as the Transport Department as well as the higher education sector in which the ‘Pink’ 

University had volunteered to monitor the long-nosed bandicoot population using their cameras. This, 

in turn, extended bush regeneration and environmental sustainability practice from the local 

government context to the state, federal government spheres which were, in turn, informed by broader 

international bush regeneration and environmental sustainability practices. Bush regeneration is a key 

responsibility of a number of Australian local government organisations, including inner-city 

councils. For these councils, ‘a community expectation has emerged that woodland areas should be 

managed by governments to conserve regional biodiversity, catchment health and landscape 

character’ (Davies & Christie 2001, p. 167). Indeed, bush regeneration was a key focus of the 

Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) in order to conserve the flora and fauna along the local 

river corridor. As MCBP convener, Steve, explained, his project goals were to,  

 

MCBP-I1-Ste: ‘… deliver … the Multiple Council Management Committee (MCMC) bush 

regeneration initiative which assists in native habitat recovery. So that is part of the 

Environment Trust funding grant that the Segoe Council assisted to secure. I have been the lead 

in this project. So we have got the two main objectives; To improve the capacity of the twelve 

local councils to protect, restore and collectively manage at a wider scale. We have already 

undertaken a comprehensive flora and fauna habitat assessment for the whole area adjacent to 

the river. We have focused it on key sites and we have also done some … awareness training 

for outdoor parks and gardens staff. The second stage of the grant involves ongoing ground 

works, re-vegetation and also bush regeneration. So they are the two main objectives that we 

have had to deliver. The first objective – the assessment - a lot of us were already going 

through existing biodiversity strategies before anyway, you know, existing flora and fauna 

reports, bush regeneration reports, whatever - there has been a lot written by all the twelve 

different council participants’. 

 

Here Steve pinpointed some of the activities involved in the bush regeneration aspects of the project 

including presenting biodiversity training, engaging member councils in the project’s goals and 

influencing staff and council management to be engage in the project to ensure success. All three 
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activities were also identified as components of knowledge sharing practice. Steve indicated that, even 

prior to securing the Environment Trust grant, bush regeneration was an existing concern of the 

member councils. He indicated that the practice was already embedded in his council and other 

council partner organisations, however the MCBP became a strategy for resourcing these activities 

through the Environment Trust grant and to further engage the councils and their communities. 

 

Similarly, team member Tilda reflected in her interview that project team members may come from 

different disciplines, but that they share a common perspective on environmental sustainability and 

bush regeneration, as she explains, 

 

MCBP-I2-Til: ‘The staff come from a perspective of natural resource management and, you 

know, they can be from planning, some from technical areas, bush regeneration volunteer co-

ordinator roles, some from sustainability, biodiversity, type roles, but there will only be one of 

them from each council. And so, even amongst the staff, they are coming from different 

perspectives, cause, you know, an engineer looks at the world very differently from a bush 

regeneration coordinator (laughs) but generally they are all sensitive to the biodiversity 

concerns of the project and are well aware of the related environmental issues at stake. 

Which is what this whole project is about. It’s promoting a ‘whole of river’ look at where 

animals live in their habitats, where key corridors are that cross boundaries, and so, that 

council can communicate and promote their environmental strategies to their communities 

and say: ‘These are our priorities because they fit into a ‘whole of river’ strategic view of 

animal habitat. The MCBP members are all in their roles because they really just want to 

achieve good habitats for native animals and do something good for the environment’. 
 

Tilda’s comments reflected Peg and Steve’s view of the project requirement to undertake presenting, 

engaging and influencing activities with partner councils and their communities to enhance bush 

regeneration practices. These activities are activities also common to knowledge sharing practice. 

These findings indicate that knowledge sharing activities are shared and interact with a range of 

activities including bush regeneration practice and other practices. The other practices identified by 

team members, researcher observations and documentation from both projects are explored in more 

detail below along with the means through which they interact by sharing common activities through 

time and space. 

 

Organisational change practice 
 

A range of Information Studies and Organisational Studies research explores the role of knowledge 

and information in organisations as they transition from traditional ways of working to the 
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introduction of new and innovative work practices. Park and Kim (2015), in a review of recent 

organisational research, suggest there is a close association between knowledge sharing and 

organisational change and further that human and structural components of knowledge sharing have a 

greater impact on organisational change than task or technology components (Park & Kim 2015). In a 

practice theoretical study undertaken by Price et al. (2009) in the context of an Australian local 

government organisation, workers at various levels of the organisation were found to exert a 

significant impact on organisational change efforts through sharing their knowledge and expertise 

with existing colleagues and others new to the organisation. Through this process, workers re-shaped 

their jobs, highlighted organisational tensions and create significant learning opportunities across the 

organisation to bring about organisational change (Price et al. 2009). Kemmis et al. (2009) stresses the 

importance of knowledge sharing in the evolution of professional practices in organisations. He 

suggests that changing practice goes beyond what practitioners do but involves transforming social 

relationships that constitute practice in an organisation as well as the way the constituent activities of 

the practice are understood (Kemmis et al. 2009). 

 

The Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) team members demonstrated and described a range 

of activities while engaged in their knowledge sharing. As indicated in Chapter 4 – Findings – What 

is knowledge sharing?, these activities included engaging, presenting, administering, supporting, 

resisting, influencing, and problem solving. From the data sources, some of these activities were also 

found to form components of the practice of organisational change. Examples of engaging activity 

were described in a number of interviews that, although forming a constituent activity of knowledge 

sharing, was found to also contribute to organisational change. For example, convener Flick 

acknowledges her team’s successful engaging activity in some departments. Whilst those were from 

where they had drawn team members, she reports organisational change had been less successful in 

the areas less engaged by the project team. She recounted her experience of the team’s engaging 

activity that involves knowledge sharing, but also provides a commentary on the degree of 

organisational change achieved by her team, as follows, 

 

SCSP-I6-Fli: ‘It’s the five areas that are outside of our team, like finance, governance, IT, 

children’s services and the library teams. We probably haven’t made as much of an impact on 

those teams yet… as they don’t have representatives on our project’. 

 

Presenting activities as a component of knowledge sharing were varied, from the delivery of a pre-

prepared formal presentation using technology to team members reporting back to the larger group on 

a small group discussion or casually reporting as part of a meeting agenda item involving circulating 

documents or artefacts. Presenting activity however, also formed a component of organisational 

change practice, as also illustrated by the project convener, Flick, as she described the content of a 
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presentation she gave to her immediate team members. She reported focussing on Amy, a team 

member for whom change was particularly difficult,  

 

SCSP-I6-Fli: ‘Yes, Amy does have a big role, so I directed a lot of the presentation to her. 

There is a great number of things in her area that need to change so I needed to make sure that 

she is aware of what the project is doing so she can provide input and own it as much as 

everybody else.’ 

Influencing and resisting activities also emerged as common elements of both knowledge sharing and 

organisational change practice at the council. An analysis of council documentation showed that many 

managers and staff spoke about ‘place-based knowledge’ and the need to recognise ‘innovation’ and 

‘creativity’ in the council. Similarly, the documentation verified that managers enabled knowledge 

sharing by resourcing ‘brown bag lunches’ where team members had the opportunity to hear 

presentations by subject-matter experts and engage with new sustainable ways of working. SCSP 

team member Gemma described such an occasion in which she sought to engage in influencing 

colleagues about integrating water management into their planning rather than as an add-on activity, 

SCSP-I7-Gem: ‘I saw Johnny and Wendy at lunch and they raised the water management plan 

and I said: ‘Remember water services and its design is not add-on infrastructure – we have got 

to be moving to integrating all that - we are supposed to be modelling the new way of doing it’. 

They were silent – but later on, at the next meeting, they were making great suggestions about 

the plan, and I knew I’d had an impact on their thinking…’. 

 

Similarly, SCSP team member, Ken, reported on the team’s achievements with influencing activity 

from the perspective of organisational change practice, as follows, 

 

SCSP-I11-Ken: ‘I think that, as a team, we have driven culture change here [at the council]and 

people refer to us as ‘the change agents’.’ 

 

Much of the SCSP project team’s documentation highlighted a range of change initiatives developed 

to assist the council’s transition to new ways of working which included 360-degree reviews for 

managers and supervisors as well as creativity and change management workshops.  

 

Resisting activity was also common across the SCSP as team members engaged in both knowledge 

sharing and organisational change practices. The following exchange revealed the team’s reactions to 

the restrictive practices imposed by the Traffic Committee which they saw as constraining their new 

way of working, as follows, 
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SCSP-M2-Various: 

Flick: ‘Yes both Jill and I have been trying to attend all the Traffic Committee 

meetings’ 

Gemma: ‘Excellent – yes –that’s the target isn’t it – the Traffic Committee!’ 

Jack: ‘We probably all need to go to the Traffic Committee, one by one, and plead 

our case …’ 

The Single Council developed a range of documentation including proposals and reports aimed at 

challenging traditional planning restrictions advocated by the Traffic Committee, and thus heralding 

new, more sustainable, practices. The project team members openly targeted specific Traffic 

Committee members in order to argue for avoiding restrictive traffic codes and practices and the 

impact to their projects. SCSP team member, Olaf, recounted how he sought to resist such regulations 

by explaining the following to a Traffic Committee member, 

SCSP-I15-Ola ‘I explained - if the parking numbers are an issue then you could reclaim a lot 

of that angle parking from the verge gardens but, if that changes the character of the street 

to something that is unacceptable to the Sustainability Project, then that’s just not an 

option!’ 

Here Olaf is strongly resisting the traffic planning restrictions imposed by the Traffic Committee both 

as a component of his knowledge sharing, but also as a way of facilitating organisational change in 

the council organisation. 

 

Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team members also recounted, and the researcher 

observed, activities that, while forming a component of knowledge sharing practice, also formed 

components of organisational change practice. Rupert, MCBP team member, for example, described 

the need for MCBP team members to engage in influencing and presenting activity with staff at their 

own member councils in order to lead change in their organisations and encourage adoption of more 

sustainable and bio-diverse practices. MCBP convener, Steve, encouraged team members as follows, 

 

MCBP-M2-Various: 

Steve: ‘I was talking to you all about presenting a summary of our [biodiversity] project to 

your management or networking groups at your own councils – at least an initial thirty minute 

presentation of our project based on the presentation we received – have you managed to do 

that yet? 
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Rupert:‘I summarized the PowerPoint demonstration that was presented to us by the previous 

consultants for our bush care coordinators and…. they all really liked it and, um, a lot of them 

live, and their groups work, in the high priority corridors so they were very enthusiastic!’. 

 

Similarly, Multiple Council Management Committee (MCMC) convener, Tilda, described influencing 

and presenting activities when outlining her attempts to reach member council representatives in 

support of organisational change initiatives, as follows, 

 

MCBP-I2-Til: ‘My PowerPoint demonstration was used to really get them excited about the 

fact that we are doing things and what we are doing and you put up faces of staff involved in 

different activities and they can see themselves up there and it is showing that the group is 

actively involved in these projects and it spotlights who has been involved and so basically to 

keep up their enthusiasm of the group and a lot of that is, because it’s got the Counsellors 

involved, it’s about getting their buy in and their support, really from a political point of view. 

So they can champion what we are trying to do at their council level to help the changes we are 

seeking’. 

 

Environmental sustainability practice 
 

The term sustainability has a range of dimensions including various aspects of environmental, social 

and economic sustainability (Craig & Allen 2013; Shiroyama et al. 2012). The term is generally seen 

as referring to practices that ‘meet the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs’ (Brundtland 1987, p. 43). More specifically, sustainability is a 

protocol to guarantee the maintenance of the earth’s resources and relies on four criteria; futurity, 

equity, global environmentalism and biodiversity (Basiago 1995; Mezher 2011). These definitions 

reflect the local approach outlined in promotional documentation with respect to the goals of the 

Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP). A modified version of this documentation follows, 

 

SCSP-D11-Website: 
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Environmental sustainability, as defined above was also clearly highlighted in the project team name 

and as a key goal outlined in a range of project documentation including meeting agendas and 

minutes, reports and project plans. Environmental sustainability practice for the SCSP also emerged 

as sharing key component activities with both knowledge sharing practice and organisational change 

practice, such as influencing and presenting activities. Environmental sustainability was a key issue 

for convener Flick as she presented her team to senior managers in Meeting 1, as follows, 

 

SCSP-M1-researcher account: ‘Flick also reminded those present her team members had been 

specifically ‘hand-picked’ by her and their managers because of their specific disciplinary 

knowledge, interest in sustainability issues and interpersonal skills. Indeed, their role, as Flick 

described, is to both represent their department’s perspective as well as to act as ambassadors 

for sustainability throughout the wider organisation as well as in their dealings with the local 

community’. 

 

In this example, apart from engaging in formal presenting activity, as do her team members following 

her introduction, Flick is engaged in influencing the managers present to understand and embrace 

sustainability practice as well as acknowledging the role of her team as influencing people both inside 

and outside the organisation to do so. 

 

While environmental sustainability practice emerges as a key practice at this project site, it also 

extends out to much broader local, state, national and international contexts. These broader contexts 

are revealed by SCSP team member Peg in her interview in which she recounted her experience of 

representing her organisation at a state-wide stakeholder forum concerned with sustainability issues, 

as follows, 

 

SCSP-I16-Peg: ‘I attended a sustainability stakeholder forum about the management of a tract 

of land associated with a green belt beside the western light rail corridor. It had reps from 

three adjacent local councils, including us, four state departments including transport, finance, 

parks and wildlife and environment and heritage, a major university, the light rail operator and 

members of a local environment group. It involved negotiating a compensation package in 
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support of the local fauna and flora impacted by the light rail corridor. It’s been a vision of the 

community for many years to have an active transport corridor as well as appropriate fringing 

vegetation. It’s really important to maintain a wildlife corridor of connected vegetation’.  

 

While highlighting interactions between knowledge sharing and environmental sustainability practice 

this account also suggests an interaction between activities composing environmental sustainability 

practice and those of biodiversity practice detailed below.  

 

Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team members were also concerned with issues of 

environmental sustainability. Project convener, Steve, recounts an external meeting he attended called 

the Community Advisory Group of the City Land Services Team at which he represented land-care 

volunteer coordinators across several council’s jurisdictions. He recounts how the function of the 

Community Advisory Group had changed with a newly elected state government, as follows: 

 

MCBP-I1-Ste:  ‘So is it true to say that what was more the sustainability and land-care focus of 

the former group is now a broader, more rural, organisation which includes rural and livestock 

management and natural disasters and fire management. Yes, it is related to sustainability and 

land-care – but it’s a little bit detached – that’s the worry. I went in being positive and trying to 

make it work and these guys are trying to make it work as well. But you know – it’s what’s been 

handed to them (by the new government) and it’s a shame. Unfortunately we have lost quite a 

few of the representative staff that I used to work closely with and who were involved in 

sustainability projects. They have moved on which is a shame but that’s life I guess’. 

 

Here, Steve is describing his knowledge sharing experience with a wider group that is also critical to 

local and state environmental sustainability practice. While it has recently modified its focus, Steve 

and some other colleagues were closely involved in promoting environmental sustainability practice 

on this local and state government level and the initiative was informed from broader national and 

international environmental sustainability initiatives. Activities emerging as common to knowledge 

sharing and environmental sustainability practice from Steve’s further detailed description of the 

meeting included presenting, engaging, resisting and influence. In particular, Steve recounted 

attempting to resist the new group’s focus on rural and livestock management, preferring to focus on 

land-care and environmental sustainability issues that are key components of the Multiple Council 

Biodiversity Project. 

 

The Multiple Council Biodiversity Project website, set up and maintained by the Segoe Council (of 

which Rupert and Tilda are the project representatives), focuses on environmental sustainability issues 
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and practices, including a program for local school children. A modified text version of this 

documentation follows, 

 

MCSP-D1-Website: 

 

 

 

 

Data from meeting observations, participant interviews and council documentation illustrate that 

knowledge sharing, bush regeneration, organisational change and environmental sustainability 

practice interact in both project sites of the study. This interaction emerges through the sharing of 

common activities between the practices such as presenting, engaging and influencing. In addition, 

Peg and Steve’s accounts, as well as example documentation from the Segoe Councils website 

suggest that environmental sustainability practice extends beyond the local council level, and is 

impacted by other local organisations, the state government and by broader state, national and 

international sustainability practices.   

 

In summary, this chapter has outlined the findings of the study in regard to the third central research 

question of the study concerning the organisational factors that may enable or constrain knowledge 

sharing. The findings suggest that there are three related aspects of context in regard to knowledge 

sharing practice including the organisational, or council context, the environmental or geographic 

context and the practice context which positions knowledge sharing in relation to a range of other 

practices with which it shares activities.  

 

Organisational, or council-related factors of the SCSP council enabling knowledge sharing included 

cultural, resource and social factors. Cultural factors included strategic planning objectives, senior 
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management support of the project and the council’s supportive and friendly culture. Resources 

factors included the finding of significant project roles, project convener skills and council 

recruitment procedures, policies and practices. Social factors included the curiosity, enthusiasm and 

passion of council staff as well as ample opportunities and forums enabling strong social interaction 

both between council staff and their communities. Organisational, or council-related factors of the 

MCBP that enabled knowledge sharing also encompassed cultural, resource and social factors. 

Cultural factors included the member councils’ public endorsement of biodiversity practices, each 

councils familiarity, rapport and shared objects with each other, project staff skills and know-how and 

the engagement and passion of project team members. Resource-related factors included the 

willingness of member councils to provide funding-in-kind to the project, staff contributions such as 

those of the convener as well as team members preparation of funding submissions to the 

Environment Trust, the support of the funding body, the Environment Trust, the manageable size of 

the project team and the convener’s use of a ‘brains trust’ to expedite important decision making. 

Social factors enabling knowledge sharing by the MCBP included the camaraderie between team 

members, the arrangement of social events between members and their communities and the social 

connectedness across the team that inspired ‘moments of greatness’. 

 

Organisational, or council related factors of the SCSP council that were found to constrain knowledge 

sharing also encompassed cultural and resource factors. Cultural factors included the difficulties of 

promoting project objectives throughout the Council, lack of clarity in communicating project roles to 

other council staff and the community, the need to improved project marketing and promotional 

efforts, the fear of greater transparency and scrutiny by the community. Resource factors included the 

pace of change in the council that meant that staff were stretched very thinly across projects leading to 

meeting overload and collaboration fatigue, physical geographical resource provision such as the 

availability of meeting rooms and meeting resources and political issues which sometimes resulted in 

the re-direction of resources away from the project. SCSP team members did not report any social 

factors which the saw as constraining knowledge sharing. Organisational, or council-related factors of 

the MCBP that constrained knowledge sharing encompassed cultural, resource and social factors. 

Cultural factors included the difficulty of co-ordinating member councils, the impact of external 

demands, such as amalgamations on council operations and relationships with the project teams 

parent body which, at times, were divided along organisational lines. Resource factors constraining 

knowledge sharing included the varying ability of some councils to adequately fund their components 

of the project, varying abilities to promote the project within member councils due to lack of staffing 

resources and the impact of staff resignations and movement impacting resourcing of the project. 

Social factors constraining knowledge sharing in the MCBP project included varying levels of 

experience and expertise leading to social shyness and vulnerability in regard to knowledge sharing, 
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the individual differences between team members that made some members less willing to socialise 

with other team members  

 

Factors reported by participants that enabled and/or constrained knowledge sharing emerging from the 

environmental context at the SCSP project included the availability of space to hold meetings as well 

as the availability of technology to facilitate team meetings and group discussion and the opportunity 

to engage with other team members and associated staff at on-site locations, such as beyond their 

offices at the sites of streetscape developments. For the MBP these factors also included meeting 

room facilities and associated technology and the opportunity to meet colleagues and contractors at 

the sites of biodiversity activities such as bush-regeneration and development sites. 

 

Factors reported by participants that enabled and/or constrained knowledge sharing emerging from the 

context of other associated practices both for the SCSP and MCBP included the degree of interaction 

between knowledge sharing practice with that of organisational change, environmental sustainability 

and bush regeneration practices arising from the sharing of common component activities. 

 

The following chapter reviews the findings of the study in the light of previous knowledge sharing 

research including contextual factors impacting on knowledge sharing practice; findings  

in relation to how knowledge sharing may be defined; implications of the study’s findings for 

practice-based approaches; further implications for facilitating the investigation of the affective 

dimension of practices; and some limitations of the study.  
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Chapter 7: Discussion 
 

This chapter reviews the findings of the study outlined in Chapters 4, 5 and 6 in the context of 

previous knowledge sharing research reviewed in Chapter 2 – Literature review.  First, the contextual 

factors impacting on knowledge sharing practice are presented, including the impact of other related 

practices existing at the same site; the impact of architectural and community spaces; and the impact 

of other organisational, or council-related, factors, on the practice [research question 3]. Next, the 

study’s findings are addressed with respect to how knowledge sharing may be defined; what the 

practice encompasses for participants; and the multi-dimensional aspects of what is shared in 

knowledge sharing practice [research questions 1 and 2]. The affective dimension of practices is then 

considered in the context of practice theoretical approaches. Finally, some limitations of the study are 

presented along with the mitigation factors employed by the researcher in order to address them.  

 

The site of knowledge sharing practice 
 

The context, or site, in which a practice takes place is a central concern of researchers taking a 

practice theoretical approach to social research (Cox 2012; Gherardi 2009a; Mahon et al. 2017; 

Nicolini 2012; Schatzki 2002). The social and material nature of practices makes them ‘inherently 

situated in a particular moment in time, space and history’ (Nicolini & Monteiro 2017, p. 5). Schatzki 

(2000) defines site as a type of context or social field – a place where ‘coexistence transpires through 

an ongoing web of interwoven practices and arrangements’ and he asserts that social life is closely 

tied to the context in which it takes place (Schatzki 2000, p. 26). Lloyd (2010) reflects Schatzki’s 

view and proposes that knowledge and information must be contextualised in order to be meaningful 

and ‘the representation of knowledge reflects the inter-subjective meanings and local knowledge 

claims of specific communities’ (Lloyd 2010, p. 247). More recent investigations by Lloyd et al. 

(2017) of the information practices of Australian refugee youth suggest that becoming information 

literate relies on managing the socio-cultural imperatives of their community context and that 

information literacy practice, of which sharing is a constituent activity, unfolds in a series of digital, 

vernacular and visual enactments that shape the refugee’s information landscape (Lloyd et al. 2017). 

 

The two projects at the centre of this study demonstrate knowledge sharing as unfolding in a range of 

different council contexts, or sites. The first of these contexts, the organisational context, 

encompassed three different aspects of each council’s context that included council culture, council 

resources and council networks. This context was the focus of the third research question of the study 

- what organisational factors encourage or inhibit knowledge sharing in organisations? The second of 

these contexts, the environmental context, concerned the environmental and geographic aspects of a 

site such as buildings and rooms, recreation spaces, such as parks and sporting fields, or suburban 
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streets. The third context identified was the practice context that considered knowledge sharing in the 

context of the various other practices taking place in relation to it, for example, the practices of 

organisational change, environmental sustainability and bush regeneration. Each of these three 

contexts will be considered in detail below. 

 

Knowledge sharing in the context of the organisation – organisational context 

 

The findings presented in Chapter 6: Findings: Organisational factors facilitating or inhibiting 

knowledge sharing indicate that members of both project teams were readily able to identify particular 

organisational factors, including those related to cultures, resources and networks, that they 

experienced as either enabling or constraining knowledge sharing. These three groups of factors may 

be analysed in more detail with respect to the organisational spaces identified in the theory of practice 

architectures (Kemmis & Grootenboer 2008; Kemmis & Mutton 2012; Mahon et al. 2017). The 

theory of practice architectures provides an account of what constitutes a practice including how 

practices shape and are shaped by the organisational arrangements within which they are enmeshed in 

a site of practice (Mahon et al. 2017). The theory holds that practices, for example, knowledge 

sharing, are shaped and prefigured inter-subjectively by arrangements that exist in, or are brought to, 

sites of practice and, therefore, practices are shaped and prefigured by arrangements that go beyond 

just the participants in the practice (Kemmis & Grootenboer 2008, p. 37), such as the team members 

observed and interviewed in this study.  Applied to this research investigation, the theory suggests that 

knowledge sharing practice may extend beyond what each participant brings to their respective 

council context, for example, their perspectives and abilities, to encompass arrangements found in or 

brought to each council site; arrangements with which participants interact and without which 

knowledge sharing could not be realised (Mahon et al. 2017). These practice arrangements, the theory 

suggests, include cultural-discursive arrangements that interact with the sayings of a practice; 

material-economic arrangements that interact with the doings of a practice; and social-political 

arrangements that interact with the relatings of a practice. The theory of practice architectures 

suggests that practices like knowledge sharing are always enmeshed in these ‘three dimensions of 

inter-subjectivity’ (Kemmis et al. 2014, p. 23) and, further, that cultural-discursive arrangements are 

realised in the semantic space, material economic arrangements in physical space-time and social 

political arrangements in the social space (Kemmis et al. 2014) of each organisational context. All of 

these three types of arrangements mediate or shape a particular practice such that ‘each practice has 

its own site-specific practice architectures, which make possible, prefigure, mediate or hold it in 

place’ (Schatzki 2002).  
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In considering these three organisational contexts emerging from the study’s findings, that is, the 

council cultures, council resources and council networks, the lens of the theory of practice 

architectures is useful in order to analyse the findings and implications of the study. The theory 

assisted in the interpretation of the data arising from meetings, interviews and documentation and 

highlighted patterns emerging from the semantic, physical and social spaces of each project site and 

their wider organisations and communities. 

 

Knowledge sharing in the context of architectural and community spaces - environmental 

context 

 

Another dimension of site identified in the study encompassed the way in which knowledge sharing 

practice unfolded in a physical or material space, such as in an architectural structure or community 

precinct. This dimension constituted the spatial aspects of site such as a building, a park, or a 

suburban street. Recent practice theoretical approaches in the fields of geography, architecture and 

building have drawn on Schatzki’s practice approach and engaged with the being-in-the-world-ness of 

architecture (Doucet & Cupers 2009; Jacobs & Merriman 2011; Schatzki’s et al. 2001). Such 

approaches also interrogate how architecture enacts, how it performs, and consequently, how it might 

change and develop future architectural and geographic practices (Jacobs & Merriman 2011). 

Investigations of architectural geographies also seek to account, not only for the symbolic meaning of 

buildings, but also the multitude of ways people dwell in buildings and other architectural spaces as 

well as the affective geographies of buildings and spaces (Kraftl & Adey 2008). These approaches 

also reflect the concept of ecologies of practices where, like people dwelling in buildings, practices 

‘co-exist in complex ecologies or webs of practices similar to living systems’ (Kemmis et al. 2014, p. 

41).  

 

The findings of the study with respect to both project sites, provide strong evidence of the importance 

of the environmental context of a practice. Team members reported the difference between having 

well-equipped or poorly equipped meeting rooms; the contrast between meeting locally or at remote 

locations; the impact on the availability of presentation and other technologies; and the necessity of 

conducting on-site meetings and consultations with people outside the team in a range of locations 

other than council buildings and the impact these factors had on their knowledge sharing. When 

environmental aspects were considered favourable, it provided the opportunity to engage directly with 

the outcomes and achievements of each project. That, in turn, served to engender strong and tangible 

connections with the project, other project team members and the project outcomes delivered to 

communities. Participants reported these experiences as intensifying their engagement with other 

team members and reinforcing their connection to the project and its achievements. When 



145

environmental aspects were considered less favourable, team members experienced a restructuring of 

their knowledge sharing experience and the creation of negative moods or atmospheres around their 

team experiences. 

 

Knowledge sharing in the context of other practices – practice context 

 

A key dimension of site emerging from the study encompassed knowledge sharing in the context of 

the various other practices taking place in relation to it, for example, the practices of organisational 

change, environmental sustainability and bush regeneration. A range of previous Information 

Studies research taking a cognitive approach conceive of knowledge sharing as an individual 

behaviour involving the exchange of information objects and related technologies (Pilerot 2012; Talja 

& Hansen 2006). Cognitive approaches from the Knowledge Management and Organisation Studies 

literature conceive of knowledge sharing as the capture of an individual’s cognitive knowledge 

(Davenport & Prusak 1998; Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995). Although emerging from different disciplines, 

both of these approaches see knowledge sharing as largely involving either the exchange of material 

objects or the capture of cognitive knowledge.  

 

This study suggests that knowledge sharing, as observed in meetings or recounted by participants 

from both project sites, encompasses a more complex arrangement of activities than these cognitive 

approaches suggest. It provides evidence of knowledge sharing as involving the sharing of a variety of 

knowledges through participant involvement in a range of activities defined as the actions, doings and 

sayings that people carry out for their ends (Schatzki 2012). The study suggests that, in the case of 

knowledge sharing undertaken in the context of the two projects, these activities include engaging, 

presenting, problem-solving, supporting, administering, resisting and influencing. These activities in 

combination formed a unified and interrelated whole that, together, constitute knowledge sharing 

practice. The findings align with Schatzki’s conception of a practice as an ‘embodied, materially-

mediated array of human activity centrally organised around shared practical understanding’ (Schatzki 

et al. 2001, p. 2). This array of activities, found to constitute knowledge sharing, also reflects previous 

practice-based research in the Information Studies and Organisation Studies literature. For example, 

Lloyd’s (2010) research into information literacy practice identified the component activities of 

sharing, information work, influencing and coupling as the constituent activities of information 

literacy practice.  Similarly, recent work reported by Pilerot and Lindberg identified sets of discrete 

activities or areas of knowing, undertaken by academic librarians while engaged in their professional 

practice including time management, curating resources, watching people and practices, appearance 

management and creative story telling (Pilerot & Lindberg 2018, p. 4). 
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The findings of the study also align with Kemmis and Mutton’s theory of the ecologies of practices 

that suggests practices do not exist in isolation from other practices but, like living entities, may be 

ecologically related (Kemmis & Mutton 2012). In the Information Studies discipline, this ecological 

metaphor was reflected in the work of Nardi and O’Day (1999) to describe information ecologies 

which they define as systems of people, practices, values and technologies in a particular local 

environment, but with an emphasis on human activities that are served by technologies, such as a 

library or a hospital intensive care unit where people, practices and tools converge. They use an 

ecological metaphor to emphasise diversity and continual evolution (Nardi & O'Day 1999). Kemmis 

extends this metaphor by directly contrasting practices with Capra’s principles of ecology to explain 

how practices interact (Kemmis et al. 2012; Capra 2005). For example, practices reflect ecological 

principles in that they are related to and interact with other practices; they nest in each other and are 

dependent upon one another; they are diverse but their functions may overlap; materials may cycle 

through practices similar to the dynamics of a food chain; they may contain energy flows which are 

converted as the practice unfolds; they develop through stages; and finally, practices may be self-

regulatory with respect to internal and external pressures (Kemmis et al. 2012). All such 

characteristics of practices, it is argued, reflect ecological principles and, like ecological systems, 

when conditions are not supportive for one practice, then interrelated practices may be threatened or 

need to change (Kemmis et al. 2012).  

 

This ecological perspective is supported by various findings of the study. For example, in the context 

of both the Single Council Sustainability Project and Multiple Council Biodiversity Project sites, 

knowledge sharing and environmental sustainability practices were shown to each encompass 

engaging, presenting, influencing and resisting activities. With respect to environmental sustainability 

practice, the SCSP project documents (SCSP-D1-11), researcher observations (SCSP-M1-9) and the 

Single Council team member, Peg’s, accounts (SCSP-I16-Peg), all suggest that knowledge sharing, 

organisational change and environmental sustainability practices encompass presenting and 

influencing activities suggesting interactions between all three practices. Similarly, in the MCBP, 

knowledge sharing and bush regeneration practices, according to the experiential accounts of team 

members, Steve (MCBP-I1-Ste) and Tilda (MCBP-I2-Til), and SCSP team member Peg, (SCSP-I16-

Peg), include presenting, engaging and influencing activities. This suggests the development of a 

nexus of practices unfolding at both councils. While these other emerging practices were not 

examined in further detail here, as the key focus is on knowledge sharing practice, taken together, the 

study’s findings offer evidence of a bundling of different practices in both projects through the 

sharing of their constituent activities.  

 

These findings provide support for the operation of an ecology of practices (Kemmis et al. 2012) 

through which the products or outcomes of one practice may be incorporated into others or where a 
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practice may adapt, evolve or be constrained or mediated by, another practice (Mahon et al. 2017). 

Indeed, the practice of organisational change at Single Council appeared to evolve, or be enhanced, 

through the practice of knowledge sharing in which the new sustainability initiatives articulated 

through knowledge sharing enabled the council to move from traditional ways of working to new, 

more sustainable, practices, thereby facilitating organisational change. Similarly, in the MCBP, the 

practice of knowledge sharing enabled bush regeneration practice through the articulation of bush 

regeneration-related knowledge and associated activities of the member councils. In this way, the 

varied practices interacted together through different forms of association and the sharing of common 

components (Nicolini & Monteiro 2017). 

 

One of the key techniques employed by the researcher to identify and analyse this dimension of the 

site of knowledge sharing practice in the context of other practices, was that of zooming in and 

zooming out of the practice (Nicolini 2009b). This technique involved the researcher moving from a 

focus on the detail of a single practice, in this case knowledge sharing, to a focus of the practice in the 

broader context of multiple practices. Through this technique it was possible to identify knowledge 

sharing practice as just one of a number of discrete and interconnected practices embedded at both 

project sites. By following the links between the constituent activities of knowledge sharing practice, 

evidence of three other interconnected practices was identified at both project sites including 

organisational change practice, environmental sustainability practice and bush regeneration practice. 

Like knowledge sharing, all three of these practices emerged as composed of a range of component 

activities reflecting the definition of a practice offered by Schatzki et al. (2001). The presence of these 

other practices may be considered unsurprising given the nature and context of the two projects being 

investigated, that is, one that centred on transitioning a single organisation to more environmentally 

sustainable ways of working and the other seeking to enable bush regeneration and improve 

biodiversity along a river adjacent to several council jurisdictions. However, the study uncovered a 

range of interactions between these different practices that provide significant insight into how 

participants engage and share their knowledge. In the Single Council Sustainability Project team, for 

example, the accounts of Flick (SCSP-I6-Fli), Gemma (SCSP-I7-Gem), Ken (SCSP-I11-Ken) and 

Olaf (SCSP-I15-Ola) suggest that knowledge sharing and organisational change practices interact 

through the demonstration of several common activities including engaging, presenting, resisting and 

influencing. These findings support Schatzki’s (2012) view of the bundling of different practices 

through the sharing of their constituent activities; these practices forming a nexus of practices spread 

out over space and time. As Nicolini suggests, practices become associated as they ‘may depend on 

the same material arrangement, such as space; are oriented toward the same end or object; keep 

together different interests; or have been intentionally orchestrated’ (Nicolini 2017b, p. 23). 
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The practice of knowledge sharing  
 

The practice of knowledge sharing was addressed by the first two research questions; what is 

knowledge sharing? and - what is shared when knowledge sharing takes place? Knowledge sharing 

was revealed as involving a complex range of activities as well as the sharing of a range of different 

aspects, or dimensions, of knowledge by both project teams. Cognitive conceptions of knowledge 

sharing emerging from previous Information Studies research focus on knowledge sharing as one of a 

number of means of bridging a perceived information gap which either they or other information users 

are experiencing (Wilson 2010). This knowledge sharing activity involves the exchange or use of 

material objects containing information such as books, journal articles, technology or other ‘things’ 

(Pilerot 2012) so that this perceived need is satisfied.  The findings of this study suggest that 

knowledge sharing does, in part, involve this exchange or use of  ‘things’ that contain or signify 

information or knowledge such as agendas, reports, presentation software and other technologies. The 

study also suggests that knowledge sharing practice involves some of the participant activities 

described in Information Studies research, for example, engaging with others, presenting information 

and knowledge to others, and, at, times, problem-solving, through which issues or information and 

knowledge gaps are identified and addressed.  

 

However, the findings of this study suggest that knowledge sharing encompasses a much broader 

range of participant activities and involves a greater range of shared phenomenon than cognitive-

based conceptions suggest. In addition to engaging, presenting and problem-solving, knowledge 

sharing for the participants in this study extended to other activities such as supporting colleagues, 

administering complex organisational rules and protocols; resisting other people, ideas and, at times, 

objects; as well as influencing colleagues inside the organisation and members of stakeholder 

communities. With respect to what is shared, in addition to the sharing of material objects which is the 

focus of information sharing in many previous research studies, this study found that knowledge 

sharing involves a range of shared phenomenon such as disciplinary and organisational cognitive 

knowledge, bodily and social sharing engagements, emotions and conversational humour and the 

sharing of power, responsibility and trust. 

 

Cognitive conceptions of knowledge sharing emerging from many previous Organisation Studies 

research studies, including the area of knowledge management (KM), focus on the cognitive 

knowledge held by organisational participants in their heads and view knowledge sharing as the 

process through which personal and contextual knowledge is externalized by the individual and 

captured by the organisation (Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995). The findings of this study suggest that 

knowledge sharing in the Australian local government context similarly involves individuals seeking 

to make explicit both disciplinary and organisational knowledge arising from their professional 
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training and work experience through the activities of engagement, presenting and problem-solving. 

This individual sharing of cognitive knowledge was also shown to involve the sharing of material 

objects in the form of documents such as emails and reports, as well as technology such as 

presentation software and statistical databases. The findings of the earlier organisational approaches 

are also supported by the study.  

 

However, a range of other knowledge sharing activities such as supporting colleagues, administering 

complex organisational rules and protocols; resisting other people and ideas as well as influencing 

colleagues inside the organisation and members of stakeholder communities; were identified that have 

been less acknowledged in previous cognitive-based studies. As with cognitive approaches in the 

Information Studies literature, Organisation Studies cognitive approaches do not often take account of 

these other dimensions of shared knowledge suggested by this study. Their focus on the individual, 

cognitive processes and behaviours sometimes neglect the social and embodied aspects of knowledge 

sharing as well as those encompassing emotion, humour, power and trust. 

 

Social constructivist and Communities of Practice conceptions of knowledge sharing, as applied in 

previous Information Studies research, focus more on the social aspects of information (see 

Sonnenwald 2006; Talja & Hansen 2006). Community of Practice approaches suggest that social 

practices depend on interactions between people with common interests. This is strongly supported by 

the findings of this study in which knowledge sharing emerged as encompassing a range of social 

activities including engaging and presenting with colleagues, supporting and problem-solving as well 

as administering complex organisational rules and protocols, resisting other people, ideas or objects, 

and influencing colleagues inside the organisation and members of stakeholder communities. The 

study supports Dervin’s view of the importance of social aspects in information seeking and the 

concepts of time, space, movement and gap in her sense making approach (Dervin 1983a, 1983b, 

1998, 1999, 2001). Social constructivist approaches in the Organisation Studies literature also 

encompass a range of Communities of Practice studies set in the context of the workplace. These 

studies emphasise the common backgrounds, interests and experiences of participants as the key to 

developing, expanding and continuously moulding shared practices like knowledge sharing (Brown & 

Duguid 1991, 1998). As with the Information Studies research above, the findings of this study 

reinforce this view of participants sharing their narratives, diagnosing issues and problems and 

socially engaging around shared practices (Orr 1996). Participants in this study were socially engaged 

with their colleagues through their shared work histories at their councils and through sharing project 

knowledge with their fellow team members over the life of the projects.  All meetings observed by the 

researcher began with participants sharing social greetings and exchanging social information and 

knowledge. Participants of both council projects often referred to previous social occasions both in the 

workplace such as lunches and morning or afternoon teas, as well as off-site occasions, such as work-
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related site visits or references to social occasions on weekends and holidays. Apart from the 

instances of sharing food at meetings, such as the Single Council Sustainability Project team meeting 

held just before Christmas (SCSP-M8), it was evident that some participants were socially engaged 

inside and outside the workplace, often referring to occasions such as parties and family picnics 

attended by team members and their families. The importance of the sharing of social and material 

phenomena emphasised in social constructivist organisational research is well supported by the study. 

However, the range of shared phenomenon, or knowledges, emerging from the study were found to be 

much broader than social constructivist approaches might suggest. They not only encompassed the 

social and material aspects of knowledge sharing but they also extended to the bodily and affective 

dimensions as well as to the dynamics of power, responsibility and trust and the use of conversational 

humour.  

 

Practice theoretical approaches view practices as having cognitive, social, embodied and material 

dimensions. Practice approaches also acknowledge the cognitive and social dimensions of practices, 

but recognise the material and affective dimensions and acknowledge the broader dynamics of power, 

authority and trust in their research. For example, research with ambulance drivers and renal nurses by 

Lloyd (2009) and Bonner and Lloyd (2011) identified the epistemic, or cognitive, as well as the social 

and corporeal, or bodily, modalities of information and knowledge. Their findings reflect the 

cognitive and social dimensions of previous studies but also identify the importance of the corporeal, 

or bodily, modality of information involving the integration of information from previous bodily 

experiences and the experience of ‘gut feelings’. The team members in this study were also found to 

engage with these multiple dimensions of knowledge sharing.  They clearly shared their cognitive 

disciplinary knowledge of sustainability and biodiversity emerging as the normative activity in both 

project sites. Project team members were, indeed, selected for their projects based on their educational 

background and subject knowledge as well as for their commitment to sustainability and biodiversity 

issues arising from their broad experience in the workplace. Both projects sought to tap this cognitive 

knowledge and, thus, the normative expectations were that all team members would contribute this 

kind of cognitive knowledge to the project.  

 

However, while all team members had a range of organisational knowledge, such as rules, regulations 

and standards, the sharing of this knowledge was less valued by the team. Indeed, many of these 

organisational protocols were associated with the old way of working while both teams were expected 

to herald a more sustainable, new way of working for the future. This contrast between the normative 

expectation of sharing disciplinary knowledge on the one hand, and the more contested status of 

organisational knowledge may account for the latter being more closely associated with expressions 

of emotion and the use of conversational humour. Emotion and the use of humour appeared to emerge 

when the organisational protocols of the old way of working frustrated progress toward the new way of 
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working that was being enabled through the disciplinary knowledge of team members and encouraged 

by senior management. Indeed, team sharing of disciplinary cognitive knowledge was rarely ever 

associated with expressions of emotion or the use conversational humour reinforcing it as the norm 

for both teams. These findings suggest the sharing of participants’ disciplinary cognitive knowledge 

was accepted as the norm, but the sharing of organisational cognitive knowledge often led to the 

frustration of project goals whereby traditional rules and protocols clashed with the heralding of the 

new ways of working. Such frustration caused participants to express emotion, usually negative 

emotion, or to resort to conversational humour to mock or resist the old ways of working, such as the 

restrictions imposed by the Single Council’s Traffic Committee, or the funding rules and demands of 

the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project’s funding body, the Environment Trust. 

 

Engaging, presenting, problem-solving and supporting activities emerging from the study were all 

intensely social in nature and the verbal, bodily and affective aspects of these activities strongly 

reflect a practice theoretical perspective on practices. Overall, the shared work experience at their 

council and common interests in the disciplines of sustainability and biodiversity served to cement 

strong social relationships between team members that contributed to the ease of knowledge sharing 

across both teams. This study thus reinforces practice-based views of knowledge and information 

sharing as a mutually compatible working understanding of the world (Sonnenwald 2006) as well as a 

shift from the analysis of work as merely production to that of the reproduction of relationships and 

society in general (Gherardi 2012). Likewise the corporeal, bodily, and material aspects of knowledge 

sharing observed and reported by team members in the context of both council projects reflect a 

practice-based perspective. Evidence emerged of dynamic bodily engagement in meetings during 

which team members displayed their senses of sight and hearing as well as the constant bodily 

movements such as that required to rearrange large group work sessions into smaller groups (eg. 

SCSP-M1-researcher account) and to engage with sharing computer screens in small teams (eg. 

SCSP-M6-researcher account). The bodily dimension of knowledge sharing was also demonstrated by 

the use of expressive hand movements and gesticulations while stressing key aspects of the 

knowledge they were sharing (eg. SCSP-I16-Peg). Evidence of this strong bodily involvement 

included Single Council Sustainability Project team member, Ken’s description of both 

metaphorically, and physically walking consultants around his model of a local park to illustrate and 

explain desired alterations as they circled the meeting table and engaged in a ‘tour’ of the planned 

changes (SCSP-I11-Ken).  This example emphasised both the bodily and material dimensions of 

knowledge sharing as did SCSP team member, Peg’s, physical demonstration of the digging and 

hacking actions required to remove noxious weeds during the process of bush regeneration (eg. SCSP-

I16-Peg). Such examples reinforce these team members as having ‘bodies that know’ (Gherardi 

2017a, p. 355) and their practices as being inscribed, absorbed and performed through their bodies 

(Nicolini & Monteiro 2017). 
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Expressing emotion and the use of conversational humour 
 

Two prominent aspects of knowledge sharing practice emerging from the study included the display 

and reporting of emotions by team members as well as by their use of conversational humour during 

project team meetings and as recounted in their interviews. Positive emotions, such as happiness, 

affection and joy, were associated with themes of excitement and contentment while negative 

emotions, such as angst and disappointment, emerged around themes of anger and disillusionment. 

Similarly, positive conversational humour, such as witticisms and banter, were associated with team 

bonding as engaging, supporting and problem-solving activities unfolded, while more negative 

aspects of humour, such as put-downs, teasing and self-denigration, were associated with 

administering and resisting activities. 

 

Previous research in the Information Studies literature points to the expression of emotion as a key 

aspect and motivator for information seeking (Dervin 1983b; Kuhlthau 1991; Savolainen 2014; 

Wilson 1981). Similarly, the practice-based perspectives of Lloyd (2009) and Rechwitz (2017) 

suggest that all practices, for example, information practices, have an in-built affective dimension. 

Such research reflects Schatzki’s (2001) description of teleo-affective structures as the acceptable 

ends, tasks, beliefs and emotions, involved in motivating a practice. Findings in this study also reflect 

this strong association between knowledge sharing practice and the expression of emotion. Strong 

positive and negative emotions were displayed at meetings and reported by team members as being 

associated with their knowledge sharing. For example, Single Council Sustainability Project team 

members, Ian and Peg’s, (SCSP-I9-Ian; SCSP-I16-Peg) very negative emotions recounted during their 

interviews, as well as SCSP convener, Flick (SCSP-M1 to M9-Fli) and Multiple Council Biodiversity 

Project team member, Rupert’s, expression of strong emotions at meetings (MCBP-M1/M2-Rup), all 

point to the significant role of the expression of emotion in the knowledge sharing practice of team 

members in both council project sites.  

 

Participants in this study also demonstrated and reported the use of conversational humour as having 

significant positive and negative impacts on the way in which knowledge sharing unfolded in project 

meetings. In addition, the themes identified as emerging from conversational humour, whether 

positive or negative, were found to have a strong impact on the atmosphere or mood of project team 

meetings. For example, the theme of creativity in which participants used humour to emphasise one of 

the key roles of the group (SCSP-M1-9), that is, to find creative solutions to project issues, served to 

inspire team cohesion and involvement and reinforce the team as superior to others in the 

organisation. This theme of team superiority suggests humour often creates insiders and outsiders as 

well as reinforces team identity through creating a distance between themselves and other key council 

stakeholders (Charman 2013). This theme was demonstrated in SCSP convener, Flick’s, comment 
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arising from a discussion about an innovation of which the team was justifiably proud, where she 

acknowledges the solidity of the group as a team better than other teams by saying: ‘Let’s be first and 

put in for an award?’ and ‘Yes, that’s the only reason we do things, to win!’ (SCSP-M3-Fli). The 

theme of exercising control also emerged in both project sites in which humour was used to keep 

participants ‘on track with their project as well as to focus attention on important project issues at 

hand, and bond the team to a common purpose. For example, at a MCBP team meeting, Tilda’s 

humorous mockery of the marketers of a new promotional pamphlet suggesting the approach of 

showcasing a ‘Top 10’ bio-diverse sites, sought to control the agenda by mocking the concept of 

competition and demonstrate the value of collaboration. Here, Tilda used mocking humour as a means 

of bonding the team (MCBP-M2-Til).  

 

The expression of strong emotion from a range of team members of both project teams as well as the 

frequent use of conversational humour, especially at SCSP meetings, is in line with previous research 

findings in Information Studies with respect to emotion (Dervin 1983b; Kuhlthau 1991; Savolainen 

2014; Wilson 1981). Similarly, the study reinforces previous research findings suggesting that 

conversational humour may stimulate creativity (Butler 2015), create insiders and outsiders, 

(Charman 2013) and allow organisational members to interpret situations, develop shared 

understandings and build knowledge (Tracy et al. 2006). Further, participants’ use of humour in the 

study may be seen as a discrete event in the workplace that leads to the experience of positive or 

negative affect (Robert & Wilbanks 2012). Indeed, both emotion and humour together emerged from 

the study as strong indicators of affect, defined as ‘non-conscious or not-yet conscious bodily 

capacities to affect and to be affected’ (Gherardi 2017a, p. 348). As Wetherell suggests, this broader 

concept of affect redirects attention to the ‘somatically-sensed body to perceptions, memories, 

feelings, forms of muscular movement and proprioceptive responses to vibrations and rhythms’ 

(Wetherell 2013, p. 352). Evidence of affect, encompassing emotion, humour, moods and the creation 

of atmospheres both in meetings and in team member descriptions of their knowledge sharing 

experiences, was noted and recorded by the researcher across both project sites. Indeed, the sayings, 

doings and relatings of both teams with respect to knowledge sharing contained a significant affective 

component, or dimension, that appeared to the researcher to temper or modulate knowledge sharing 

practice. The role of affect in the study is explored in more detail below. 

 

The dynamics of power and trust 
 

Along with participants’ expression of emotion and the use of conversational humour, the study 

identified other shared components of knowledge sharing practice emerging in both project sites. 

Several team members across both sites demonstrated and reported sharing their power and 

responsibility. For example, both project conveners, Flick (SCSP-M7-researcher account) and Steve 
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(MCBP-I1-Ste), demonstrated and reported sharing their responsibility for the management of their 

projects with other team members. A range of other power dynamics emerged through meeting 

observations and experiential reports by team members. They referred to the sharing of trust across 

their teams as well as the experience of feeling trusted by council management to make their project a 

success. Team members also reported trusting each other to cooperate, collaborate and contribute in 

good faith with respect to each of their projects (eg. SCSP-I7-Gem; SCSP-I3-Col; SCSP-11-Ken; 

MCBP-I2-Til).  

 

A useful relational lens through which to investigate the dynamics of power and responsibility in 

practices is found in the work of French philosopher and historian, Michel Foucault. Foucault (1970 

[1966], 1972, 1977, 1979, 1980) argued that, in contrast to earlier epochs in which power was 

centralized in individual rulers, power in modern organisations is relational and decentralised within 

‘a network of relations, constantly in tension, in activity’ (Foucault, 1977, pp. 26-27). Foucault used 

the term power/knowledge to emphasise that power and knowledge are inseparable and intertwined; 

one producing and implying the other. In modern organisations, power/knowledge is not held by 

individuals but permeates organisational structures; the roles of management and staff; and practices, 

social rules and shared cultures (Heizmann & Olsson 2015). Indeed, specific knowledges form the 

basis for the emergence of discourses, that is, sets of interlocking relationships, policies, symbols, 

material artefacts, practices and procedures which underpin and perpetuate them. Power, however, is 

not exclusively negative but may be seen as a productive force in organisations potentially producing 

pleasure, new knowledge and positive discourses (Foucault 1980). 

 

Watson (2017) suggests that, in common usage, power has been seen as an object, capable of being 

possessed or shared. However, after Foucault, power is understood as more of an effect or, through 

the lens of practice theory, the effect of performance of a practice, rather than as a force external to 

them (Watson 2017). While these effects may escape analysis, it is possible to analyse power relations 

or situations in which the conduct of others is shaped to ‘structure the possible field of actions of 

others’ (Foucault 1982, p. 790). Indeed, Foucault sought to study the apparatuses of governing, 

including administrative, institutional and physical technologies, which enable the exercise of power 

(Watson 2017). The understanding that some practices may be capable of impacting on others 

provides insight into how some organisational practices, because of the historical hierarchies and 

differential power relations built up over time and space, may mediate other organisational practices. 

Watson suggests that the challenge of analysing power relations through a practice lens is, 

 

‘… one of explaining exactly what flows between moments of performance, of revealing the dynamic 

within and between those flows and of showing how they are distinctively aggregated and aligned to 

serve distinct purposes’ and ‘focussing on how practices relate to and align with each other so we can 
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enable and perpetuate the capacity to act and to act at a distance to shape conduct in other space and 

times’ (Watson 2017, p. 182). 

  

In the context of the two project sites of the study, conveners, Flick (SCSP-M7-researcher account) 

and Steve (MCBP-I1-Ste), reported ‘sharing their power’ with small ‘executive’ groups suggesting 

that they saw themselves as possessing power as an object or entity, which they may choose to share, 

or not share, with others. In her interview, Single Council Sustainability Project convener Flick, 

referred to her inner circle as an executive (SCSP-I6-Fli) however, when announcing its formation to 

the broader project team in Meeting 7, she explained that Gemma, Neil and Ken would ‘help with 

strategic planning and community engagement …  and technical details about integrating design and 

things, and so on…’ (SCSP-M7-Fli). During this announcement to the wider group, Flick reassured 

other team members that they would, of course, continue to be engaged and consulted, flagging her 

concern that they may feel left out of their share of power, responsibility or input to the project and 

their input may be diminished by the appointment of this smaller group selected to ‘get this done’. 

Similarly, Multiple Council Biodiversity Project convener, Steve, reported a willingness to share 

some of his power and responsibility with his executive group, or ‘brains trust’, which he readily 

referred to in meetings with the larger team (MCBP-M1&2-Ste). In his interview with the researcher, 

Steve (MCBP-I1-Ste), justified the formation of this team by explaining that he ‘needed help with 

project management’ and because of the ‘big goals that need to be kicked for the [parent] Group … 

for me [Steve] … and to secure future funding [from the Environment Trust]’. For both project 

conveners, their reported power sharing strategy in creating these smaller executives, despite the risk 

of sparking envy or rivalry on the part of the unselected team members, assisted in providing extra 

resource to meet project deadlines, consult with stakeholders and enable the meeting of project goals 

and objectives.  

 

Viewing Flick and Steve’s reported power sharing arrangements through Foucault’s lens of 

power/knowledge however, suggests that their power, in this context, was never theirs to give but 

rather merely the effects of the dynamics of power, or power/knowledge, of their broader council 

organisations. Here, both Flick and Steve, as project conveners selected and endorsed by senior 

management, undertook to seek their colleagues’ help in promoting the ‘new [more sustainable] ways 

of working’ in each of their councils. This involved the need to engage additional support, in the form 

of their executive or ‘brains trust’, to assist with project management, community engagement and in 

‘kicking big goals’ as well as securing future funding for their projects. However, power/knowledge 

regimes both simultaneously enable and exclude, they enable new activities, as well as place 

limitations on other old ways of working (Linstead & Brewis 2007). Flick and Steve proved successful 

in both promoting their projects as well as in resisting previous, more traditional ways of working, 

such as the restrictions of traditional council committees or conservative funding bodies. In this way, 
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both the Single Council Sustainability Project and the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project reflect a 

broader shift in established ways of knowing for their councils, that is, from the traditionally siloed 

and less environmentally sustainable organisations to new ways of working that promote more 

sustainable and bio-diverse knowledges and practices. As Foucault’s lens of power/knowledge reveals, 

these new knowledges, in turn, form the basis of the emergence and the enabling of new discourses 

(Linstead & Brewis 2007) while the old ways of working are gradually excluded, diminished and may 

eventually cease to exist. In summary, rather than Flick and Steve actually sharing their power as an 

object with their colleagues, the creation of their executives or ‘brains trusts’ was, in fact, an effect of 

power, through which the activities of resisting and influencing formed key components of knowledge 

sharing practice.  

 

The operation of power/knowledge also emerged in relation to a number of other facets of both 

projects, reflecting Foucault’s view of power as an effect rather than an object being dispersed 

throughout the multiplicity of interactions in organisations or as a ‘productive network which runs 

through the whole social body’ (Foucault 1980, p. 119). Two activities identified as components of 

knowledge sharing described in Chapter 4 – Findings – What is knowledge sharing?, resisting and 

influencing are illustrative of power as an effect or of the operation of power/knowledge at both 

project sites. Foucault considers resisting as an activity that does not necessarily act against or seek to 

eradicate power, but rather attempts to harness power to different effect (Nealon 2008). In the case of 

the Single Council Sustainability Project team members, by resisting a previously influential council 

[Traffic] committee (SCSP-M2-Fli), the team sought to undermine the committee and implement their 

new ways of working. This unfolded through engaging its members and supporters to adopt the 

project team’s more sustainable and environmentally friendly practices. Similarly, in the Multiple 

Council Biodiversity Project team member, Jack, engaged in resisting activity to combat the strict 

reporting criteria imposed by the projects’ funding body, the Environment Trust, (MCBP-M2-Jac). 

Resisting in both council contexts involved team participants operating as part of the wider 

power/knowledge regime to further their project’s objectives by promoting their team goals, 

objectives and interests over the traditional ways of working. 

 

Examples of influencing activity presented in Chapter 4 – Findings – What is knowledge sharing? 

also reflect power as an effect arising from the operation of power/knowledge in each council context. 

Single Council Sustainability Project team member, Gemma, sought to convince colleagues, Johnny 

and Wendy, of the importance of implementing new and more innovative water management 

practices into council operations and expressed happiness when she realized she may have changed 

their views to her way of thinking (SCSP-I7-Gem). Likewise, Multiple Council Biodiversity Project 

team member, Rupert, engages in influencing a colleague representing another council, Jack, in order 

to expand his aspirations of not only improving biodiversity around the local river but to adopt his 
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council’s broader goal of making the local river swimmable again (MCBP-M1-Rup). Both examples 

of influencing activity involved convincing others to change their views and adopt the project’s new 

work practices thereby promoting sustainability and biodiversity objectives. As Foucault’s approach 

suggests, the dynamics of power, in this case the activities of resisting and influencing, operate as an 

effect of power at a multiplicity of sites in the organisation as knowledge sharing practices unfold. 

Further, in the case of resisting activity, rather than seeking to eliminate or defeat power, participants 

seek to harness power to different effect, that is, to move the organisation from old unsustainable 

practices to their new way of working. 

 

Further insight into the operation of power/knowledge in one of the teams is provided by two accounts 

in which members described how their senior management group operated across the wider 

organisation. One of these team members, [here called Team member A, in order to maintain 

confidentiality) suggests that senior managers at their council are far more ‘ego orientated, 

competitive and antagonistic to being told what to do by staff in other sections’, in contrast to their 

own project team members who share ‘strong relationships’ and are ‘more likely to work together’. 

Team member B adds, ‘Power, knowledge, reputation and prestige are the issues because our project 

manager has a great reputation and other senior managers sometimes feel threatened I think!’ These 

insights are reinforced in an interview with Team member B, who is also a manager. Team member B 

uses the opportunity provided by the participant interview with the researcher to express criticism of a 

convener and complains, ‘although I have tried to provide constructive feedback about what I see as 

project failures, the [convener] is unwilling to listen or take my feedback on board’. These two 

accounts suggest that the power dynamics operating are playing out at other sites; reinforcing 

Foucault’s view of power/knowledge as operating at a multiplicity of points in organisations (Foucault 

1980). As Team member B was responsible for another key change initiative at their council at the 

time, this example also suggests there may be competing regimes of power/knowledge emerging, both 

marking a break with the old ways of working but also both competing with each other for 

organisational recognition, support and resourcing. Again, the effect of power in this instance is for 

Team member B to engage in resisting and influencing activities as a component of their knowledge 

sharing practice. 

 

Along with power and responsibility, trust also emerged as a phenomenon shared at both council sites. 

Team members demonstrated and reported sharing trust with team members as well as enjoying the 

trust of council management/s to successfully execute their projects. In line with Gidden’s (1991) 

concept of trust as a ‘leap of faith’, Mayer defines trust as ‘the willingness of a party to be vulnerable 

to the actions of another party based on the expectation that the other will perform a particular action 

important to the trustor, irrespective of the ability to monitor or control that other party’ (Mayer et al. 

1995, p. 712). This definition of trust emphasises both the risk involved in the act of trusting as well 



158

as the willingness to trust as being a conscious decision. Accounts of trust offered by a number of the 

Single Council Sustainability Project team members suggest that it was a strong element in facilitating 

team cooperation, collaboration and bonding. SCSP participant, Gemma, suggests that shared trust 

ensured that participants felt free to ‘speak their mind’ and be open about their mistakes which created 

an atmosphere of ‘ease and comfort’ across the team. She also suggested that trust developed over 

time and that new team members needed time to develop trust. SCSP team member Col expresses 

confidence that senior managers in his council trusted him and other project team members to make 

sound project decisions and that ‘this trust inspires a creative energy across the team’ (SCSP-I3-Col). 

SCSP participant, Ken, echoed these sentiments, and suggested that ‘trust is a feeling that enables the 

ability to embrace different perspectives in a non-judgemental way and facilitates care and respect 

for team colleagues’ (SCSP-I11-Ken). Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team member, 

Tilda, had provided a useful comparison between the levels of trust between two groups of which she 

is a member, the MCBP and its parent committee (MCBP-I2-Til). She indicates that the MCBP 

contains high levels of trust while its parent committee, being subject to the ‘politics’ and ‘various 

competing interests’ in the broader multi-council context, exhibits lower levels of trust. She attributed 

the high level of trust in the MCBP team to a ‘shared passion for biodiversity initiatives, like creating 

native habitats and improving the environment’ (MCBP-I2-Til). 

 

Evidence from the study does reflect trust as a conscious ‘leap of faith’ to be vulnerable to others but 

with an expectation that a reciprocal understanding is in place. Indeed, as team member accounts 

suggest, trust is built over time through a reciprocal engagement, often based on mutual understanding 

and interests, though it may quickly be broken when competing political interests arise. In a similar 

manner to the expression of emotion and the use of humour, the project team members in the study 

provide evidence of trust being associated with the affective dimension of knowledge sharing which is 

in turn capable of impacting on the mood or atmosphere of a team meeting. This is reflected in Single 

Council Sustainability Project team member, Ken’s, reported experience that, if trust is present, 

 

SCSP-I11-Ken: ‘…it’s easy, there is a respect there, a mutual respect, there’s a commonality 

… there’s an acceptance of different viewpoints, and non-judgmental, and there is a certain 

amount of care I suppose, as well. Care and respect of other people’s, well, not only [their] 

emotions, but their viewpoints, opinions, you know, So, I think, that’s what trust is to me’.  

 

Here Ken describes his experience of trust and its associated feelings of commonality, community, 

care and respect as well as the willingness to offer and accept different viewpoints. His description of 

team members’ feelings associated with trust in this context resemble the atmospheres created and 

described earlier with respect to the expression of emotion and the use of conversational humour 
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across the project teams. These components merged to form an affective dimension of knowledge 

sharing explored below. 

 
The role of affect in knowledge sharing practice 
 

Cognitive conceptions of knowledge are often viewed as affect neutral with strict dualisms between 

the social and the biological that have confined emotions and affect ‘to the individual, the biological 

or corporeal, or banished to pre-modern societies’ (Reckwitz 2017, p. 118). The cognitive approaches 

to knowledge sharing outlined in Chapter 2 – Literature review, focus on mental aspects such as 

beliefs, desires, emotions and purposes. In contrast, practice theoretical approaches foreground the 

embodied capacities of people such as skills, know-how, tacit understandings and dispositions. 

Practical intelligibility, that is, the understanding and knowing that enables people to carry out 

activities that make sense, is determined by ‘rules (explicit formulations), teleology (orientations 

towards ends) and affectivity (how things matter given beliefs, hopes, expectations and moods)’ 

(Schatzki 2001, pp. 50-2). The affective structures of practices may therefore encompass observable 

external signs of emotions such as team member laughter at Single Council Sustainability Project 

convener, Flick’s, self-deprecating humour; participant Peg’s raised voice when angry; or Multiple 

Council Biodiversity Project team member Rupert’s gesticulations to express his anger at council sign 

vandalism; as well as these individuals’ internal subjective states of physical excitement. Affect 

provides motivation for and focuses attention on a practice and, therefore, all arrangements of 

practices are affectively tuned in a particular way (Reckwitz 2017). 

 

Recent practice theoretical research in the Information Studies and Organisation Studies literatures 

has identified affect as an emerging area of interest for researchers. For Lloyd (2009) and Bonner and 

Lloyd (2011) affect appears to lie between the social and corporeal, or bodily, modalities of 

information and knowledge involving the integration of information from social interactions between 

people as well as their bodily experiences, such as their gut feelings. In the case of renal nurses, their 

bodies and bodily interactions with their patients act as sources of information, all of which play an 

important role in learning about their practice. The performance of renal nursing through senses of 

touch, hearing and sense of smell highlight the importance of the senses (Bonner & Lloyd 2011) and 

potentially the affective dimension of information and knowledge sharing. For Savolainen (2014), 

affect encompasses feelings and is considered a motivator for information seeking. That is, affect may 

start, expand, limit, or terminate information-seeking activities or, indeed, lead to information 

avoidance (Savolainen 2014). More recently, Savolainen (2017) has characterised information or 

knowledge sharing as both a transmission and ritual form of communication where the latter provides 

opportunities to scrutinise the features of mutual verbal exchanges as components of sharing 

activities, of which affect and emotion form a part (Savolainen 2017).  In the Organisation Studies 
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literature, Gherardi (2017a) reports a recent turn to affect in social theory that has developed in 

parallel to the practice turn described by Schatzki et al. (2001). Common features of these practice 

and affective turns include a focus on ‘the unfolding nature of practices and affect; the foregrounding 

of the body and embodied knowledge, and an emphasis on socio-materiality’ (Gherardi 2017a, p. 

210). Indeed, as affect is pre-personal, social and embedded in materiality, it generates an 

‘atmosphere’ and creates intense feelings in participants in a practice and, as Gherardi states, 

 

‘Atmospheres surround people, things and environments; on entering a room, we can feel a serene or 

a tense atmosphere; an atmosphere ‘surrounds’ a couple, or one finds oneself ‘enveloped’ by an 

atmosphere, atmospheres ‘radiate’ from one individual to another; atmospheres are contagious, they 

appear and disappear’ (Gherardi 2017a, p. 211). 

 

Reflecting Gherardi’s identification of practice atmospheres, other Organisation Studies researchers 

have suggested not only investigating how organisations are structured spatially and architecturally, 

but examining ‘how affective atmospheres are created and how affective states are transmitted in the 

organisation’ (Borch 2010, p. 224). Such atmospheres circumscribe the space people inhabit; define 

moments both for individuals and human collectives; and become ‘subjective facts’ that may be felt 

through sharing and are central to social activities and experiences (Bille et al. 2015). Cultural 

geographer, Ben Anderson, suggests that affective atmospheres are, 

 

‘… a class of experience that occur before and alongside the formation of subjectivity; across human 

and non-human materialities; and in-between subject/object distinctions’ (Anderson 2009, p. 78).  

 

Such atmospheres have physiological and psycho-social dimensions in which the transmission of 

affect is a process that is ‘social in origin but biological and physical in effect’ (Brennan 2004, p. 3). 

These perspectives on affective atmospheres emerge from a broad range of disciplines however they 

strongly reflect both Gherardi (2017a, 2017b) and Reckwitz’s (2012, 2017) perspectives on the 

importance of the affective dimensions of practices. 

 

The experiential accounts of the project team members in this study provide strong evidence of the 

emergence and importance of affective atmospheres related to knowledge sharing practice in the 

context of both council projects. Examples include Single Council Sustainability Project team 

member, Ian, recounting his knowledge sharing experience with his manager during which he 

describes his own disillusionment (SCSP-I9-Ian). Ian describes the ‘atmosphere’ created through this 

experience by explaining, ‘It was a very emotional meeting…. You know it was very disheartening … 

He [Ian’s manager] could feed off the feelings’. Ian became very emotional while recounting this 

experience to the researcher and the account provides evidence of how the social interaction with his 
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manager, became affectively charged. In this social exchange an atmosphere was created that 

impacted on Ian, his manager, and the other two colleagues present in the room. Similarly, the 

researcher observed Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) team member, Rupert, become 

very agitated in an exchange with other team members during Meeting 1 (MCBP-M1-Rup). 

Convener, Steve, suggested allocating funds toward information signs at bush regeneration sites to 

inform citizens that the area was undergoing a regeneration project. The suggestion sparked an 

emotional display by Rupert as he recalled his past experiences of vandals damaging such signs in his 

own council area. He angrily responded by raising his voice and gesticulating with his hands, saying, 

‘I am really not a big fan of putting signs on the sites myself …  our signage  … just gets trashed 

completely which really makes me MAD!  … signs just end up being a huge waste of money!’ (MCBP-

M1-Rup). Rupert’s strong response motivates his team colleague, Mary to attempt to diffuse the 

intensity of the mood by diverting attention to a side-issue saying, ‘My bush care site is covered by 

our maintenance group and it’s all really messy and untidy but we have to have a habitat sign up for 

the maintenance group saying NO MOWING!’ (MCBP-M1-Mar). Irrespective of Mary’s attempts to 

change the subject and distract Rupert from his anger, Rupert remains steadfast in his mood and 

closes down the discussion by saying, ‘For my organisation, I don’t think we need any signs! But I 

think people who want signs can get them!’ (MCBP-M1-Mar). During this outburst, the researcher 

recorded other team members awkwardly avoiding meeting Rupert’s gaze and staring steadfastly at 

their pens, hands or the meeting table. Both Ian and Rupert’s strong displays of emotion affected the 

atmosphere or mood of each meeting, transforming them from light-hearted and congenial exchanges 

to intense, awkward ‘emotionally charged’ affective experiences for the team members. To use 

Gherardi’s (2017a) terminology, team members at both meetings found themselves enveloped by the 

mood or atmosphere that Ian and Rupert had radiated by their social expressions of emotion. The 

emotions of both team members had proved contagious in the context of each meeting and affected 

the mood or atmosphere for all the participants present.  

 

The use of conversational humour by participants in this study also served to generate affective 

atmospheres in many of the meetings as observed by the researcher and as described by project team 

members in their experiential accounts. An example is that of Single Council Sustainability Project 

team member, Jill’s account of using banter as an aspect of conversational humour in her recounting 

of her knowledge sharing experience during her presentation to her senior managers (SCSP-I2-Jil). 

Jill describes her experience of a fairly serious discussion in which she sought to convince her 

management to resist a forthcoming state government council amalgamation process. Having spent 

most of the meeting outlining her strategy and what she described as a range of sound arguments, she 

feels she had failed to convince her audience of the merits of her point of view. Jill then decides to 

change her strategy and attempts to lighten the mood, or atmosphere, of the meeting by using 

conversational humour, She says, ‘We did laugh … about all the council amalgamation stuff, where 
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[our council] is basically writing to everybody saying: ‘Do you want to talk to me?’ - and I was 

saying, ‘this [Council] is turning into that girl in the bar at 3.00am - (laughs) - who’s happy to marry 

anybody. (laughs)…’ (SCSP-I2-Jil). Jill then recounts her realisation that, while many of the women 

immediately responded to her humour by beginning to laugh, the male colleague beside her was not 

laughing but was looking awkward, staring down at his notes, smiling uncomfortably and blushing. 

Jill then reports that her manager picked up on her attempt to lighten the mood by continuing the joke, 

saying, ‘Then my boss said: ‘Yes, but those girls don’t find anyone to marry (laughs out loud and 

long)’.  I thought: Oh God, maybe this is a little inappropriate… (laughs). And so, we all had a bit of 

a laugh’ (SCSP-I2-Jil). Here, Jill consciously employs conversational humour to ‘radiate’ a happier 

mood that successfully engages her manager, not only to smile and laugh, but to engage with her 

humour through the use of banter that, in turn, lifts the meeting attendees’ mood with even more 

laughter and amusement. An unforeseen result of Jill’s humour was to stimulate embarrassment and 

awkwardness on the part of her male colleague however, despite this, Jill appeared to be affectively 

tuning her knowledge sharing experience through her use of organisational humour. 

 

Conversational humour in the form of witticisms and banter was successful in lightening the mood of 

other Single Council Sustainability Project team meetings. In Meeting 4, when participant Don 

introduces himself to new team members, he says, ‘Hi, I’m Don … I do trees (laughter) … well, I look 

after trees …tree management’, to which convener, Flick, retorts, ‘Just call him Lorax for he speaks 

for the trees … for the trees have no tongues!’ (SCSP-M4-Don/Fli). What had begun as a formal 

introduction process directed at new team members, turned into light-hearted group banter instigated 

by Don and Flick to lighten the serious mood of the meeting and spark a sense of fun to relax the new 

team members. Multiple Council Biodiversity Project team convener, Steve, also sought to lighten the 

mood of Meeting 2 by using humour with Rupert who had suggested they submit an application for a 

local government award. He said, ‘We should totally go for one! And when we are arguing for more 

project funding, we can say: and, by the way…we are applying for [this award] and we are so good 

we can do that as well’ (MCBP-M2-Ste). Here Steve sought to bond the team and lighten the mood by 

using conversational humour which created a positive atmosphere from what was previously a 

subdued atmosphere surrounding a detailed operational discussion.   

 

Other team member descriptions reflecting the dynamics of power and trust suggest that such 

phenomena may also have impacted on team member affect and altered the social mood or 

atmosphere of meetings. Single Council Sustainability Project (SCSP) convener, Flick, often used 

humour as a means of affecting the team and keeping them engaged in the project (SCSP-M1-9-Fli), 

an element that may be described as the operation of Foucault’s dynamics of power/knowledge though 

an attempt to exert control over proceedings. The dynamics of power/knowledge across the SCSP 

team operated to focus attention on achieving the project outcomes and to meet organisational 
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objectives set by senior management.  Flick, as project convener, was motivated by these dynamics to 

keep participant mood and co-operation on track and focus on achieving the project tasks at hand. 

With respect to the dynamics of trust, SCSP team member, Ken’s, description in his interview of his 

experience of trust suggests that it generates a strong co-operative mood or atmosphere shared by 

project team members when he says, ‘…it’s easy, there is a respect there, a mutual respect, there’s a 

commonality … an acceptance of different viewpoints, and non-judgmental, and there is a certain 

amount of care’ (SCSP-I11-Ken). 

 

These examples from this study demonstrate how team members’ strong expression of emotion, their 

use of conversational humour and the dynamics of power and trust appear to operate through the 

collective, socio-material activities of the practice to generate affect around team interactions. These 

findings reinforce a view of practices, as having a strong affective dimension that emerges through the 

contextual, embodied and the intensely social interactions between team members at both sites. Here, 

emotions, humour and the dynamics of power and trust all impact on the ‘affective attunement, or the 

mood, of the practice’ (Reckwitz 2017, p. 119). 

 

Implications of the study for practice-based research 
 

The evidence emerging from this study in regard to the significance of the affective dimension of 

knowledge sharing, presents a range of implications for the application of practice theoretical 

approaches. These implications encompass both methodological and theoretical aspects of practice-

based approaches. 

 

Methodological issues arising from the study 

 

A number of methodological issues for the application of practice-based research are raised by the 

findings of the study. Practice-based theory provides a theoretical orientation to understanding the 

social world but it also informs how practice-based researchers approach methodological aspects of 

their investigations (Nicolini 2017b). The significance of emotion, conversational humour, power and 

trust emerging from this study emphasises the critical importance of a direct engagement between 

researcher and fieldwork participants in order to gain first-hand experience of the dimensions that 

emerge as a practice unfolds. In this study, while team member accounts and the analysis of 

transcripts and organisational documentation provided an understanding of the sayings, doings and 

relatings, it was the direct observation and involvement by the researcher ‘in person’, albeit from a 

distance, that provided strong insight into these other dimensions of knowledge sharing practice. 

Participants in practices, ‘touch, smell, taste; they have sentiments and senses; they argue, yell, get 
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nervous …’ (Nicolini et al. 2003, p. 22). The opportunity for the researcher to directly witness these 

team member experiences ‘in the room’ proved a critically important element of the research process. 

Witnessing emotions, humour, power and trust as components of the affective dimension of sharing 

necessitated ‘methodological judiciousness’ and demanded a ‘close appreciation of the emergent 

nature of interview data’ (Hampton 2017, p. 8), as well as the other techniques employed in data 

collection, analysis and interpretation detailed in Chapter 3 Methodology. 

 

The findings of the study emphasise the value of what Nicolini (2009b) describes as the metaphorical 

process of zooming in and zooming out as a component of the practice approach. In the case of this 

study, through the researcher’s meeting observations, he was able to zoom in on the practice by 

focusing on the real-time knowledge sharing undertaken by project team members as an organised set 

of doings, sayings and relatings. These activities involved observing the use of a variety of tools, such 

as documents, agendas and plans, and mediatory resources, such as projectors and screens used for 

engaging and presenting activities. Such a detailed focus was useful in that it enabled engagement 

with a range of different aspects of the practice at different times and in different places to uncover 

key activities and interactions. This process facilitated the switching of theoretical lenses to allow for 

new aspects of the phenomenon to come to the fore both during fieldwork, and during the data 

analysis phase. It also ensured an appreciation of how the accomplishment of practice constitutes ‘a 

recurrent and entrenched pattern of conduct moved by concerns of the participants’ (Nicolini 2009b, 

p. 1404). The process of zooming out also provided a useful analytical perspective for this study. 

Zooming out involved the consideration of knowledge sharing in the broader context of other 

practices in each council site such as organisational change, environmental sustainability and bush 

regeneration practices. This was achieved by considering the connections between these practices; by 

following them in space and time; and considering how these connections are kept in place through 

various constituent and common team member activities. This zooming out process built ‘an 

appreciation of how local practices participate in larger configurations and how they enter as 

elements, ingredients, or resources in other activities’ (Nicolini 2009b, p. 1409). The zooming 

techniques applied in the study provided the opportunity to focus on the details of knowledge sharing 

practice; to shift lenses; and consider different views of activities so that some may be identified for 

more detailed consideration. These research techniques are also consistent with van Manen’s 

phenomenological approach whereby the researcher assumes a ‘relation that is as close as possible to 

the phenomenon while maintaining a hermeneutic alertness to situations that allows us to constantly 

step back and reflect on the meaning of the lived experience’ (Van Manen 1990, p. 69).  

 

A further aspect of the study was the success of combining a methodology inspired by 

phenomenology with a practice theoretical approach. This combination has been described as ‘pheno-

practice’; defined as a re-membering between body, embodiment and organisations that serves to 
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reintegrate lived, embodied experiences and processes of practices (Küpers 2010). Küpers (2009) 

contends that pheno-practice takes into account the inner, tacit knowledge as reported by participants 

or actors; the roles, actions and collective orientation of a community of knowers; and the 

corresponding structures and functions of the material infrastructure. This material infrastructure is 

reflected in Schatzki’s (2002) conception of material arrangements. Küpers suggests that a 

methodology based on phenomenology brings the researcher in closer touch with the ‘real world’ of 

knowing processes and it offers ‘reminders of the life-world’s multi-faceted wholeness’ and provides 

a ‘helpful antidote to partial views and reductionist methods’ (Küpers 2009, p. 143). The combination 

of the practice theoretical approach and phenomenology proved capable of both revealing the 

embodied and unfolding nature of practices as well as the broad spectrum of team members’ 

experience, including emotions, humour, power and trust. The researcher’s decision to combine these 

two approaches expanded the facility for engagement with the multi-dimensionality and complexity 

of knowledge sharing. Phenomenology’s focus on participants’ lived experience through researcher 

observation, phenomenological interviews and related engagement techniques, revealed the richness 

of the sayings, doings and relatings of participants in context. This intensive engagement facilitated 

the collection of real-world experiential data and assisted in comprehending the complexity of this 

data at both sites of practice. 

 

The phenomenological research methodology offered by van Manen (1990; 2014) provided the 

researcher with a detailed set of methods for investigating knowledge sharing. This comprehensive 

guidance proved essential in addressing the research questions of the study. Van Manen’s 

methodology assisted the researcher in eliciting rich descriptions of team members’ experience; 

emphasised the critical role of the researcher in facilitating the recounting of these experiences; 

advised the careful and detailed recording of these experiences; and assisted in the identification of 

core themes or essences through the use of experiential reduction. These techniques demanded the 

researcher suspend abstractions and focus on the lived experience in order to uncover the phenomenon 

being investigated (Van Manen 2014). They enabled the researcher to interrogate participants’ life-

worlds to the extent that the more elusive dimensions of knowledge sharing practice, such as the 

expression of emotions and the use of conversational humour, emerged to inform the findings of this 

study. Although not engaging in the team members’ knowledge sharing practice as a full team 

member, the researcher’s close observations, note taking and meeting recording enabled a physical 

and affective engagement between researcher and participants at the point of the unfolding of 

knowledge sharing. The semi-structured phenomenological interviews, during which project team 

members recounted a recent knowledge sharing experience, rather than reflect on or provide their 

‘opinions’ about knowledge sharing, provided the opportunity for experiential data relating to 

emotions and humour to emerge and provide important insights into knowledge sharing practice. 

These elements were critical in engaging the researcher to closely observe as well as, at times, to 
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experience the feelings, moods and atmospheres, emerging from the collective socio-material nature 

of knowledge sharing practice at both sites. 

 

Implications of the study for practice theoretical approaches 

 

A critical implication of the study for the practice theoretical approach involves the significance of the 

affective dimension of knowledge sharing encompassed by emotions, humour and the dynamics of 

power and trust. Notwithstanding very recent work by Gherardi (2017a; 2017b), Reckwitz (2017) and 

Hampton (2017), the role of affect has not been fully described and only partially investigated by 

researchers taking a practice theoretical approach. Schatzki (2002) defines teleo-affectivity in practice 

as the dimension of social and organisational life through which we appreciate and anticipate others 

actions and needs that ‘exists when general agreement reigns about what is and is not acceptable and 

correct in practice’ (Schatzki 2002, p. 82). This dimension is one in which people sense and 

dynamically negotiate their own and others goals, actions, expectations needs and feelings (Iedema et 

al. 2006, p. 1112). The term ‘affective’ derives from ‘affect’, that is, a ‘complex of feelings, emotions 

and judgements’ (Damasio 2003; Schatzki 2002). Teleo-affective structures have also been described 

as open-ended, conflictual and evolving and as ‘a matter of fact, taste and feeling (we feel something 

is wrong)’ (Nicolini 2012, p. 167). However, the description of these structures, as articulated in these 

definitions, only partially address the extent of the collective, social dynamic of affect emerging in 

this study, that is, the expression of team members’ emotion, their use of humour and the impact of 

the dynamics of power and trust in the context of knowledge sharing practice.  

 

If a practice is understood as socially cooperative human activity involving sayings, doings and 

relatings that hang together in characteristic ways (Kemmis et al. 2014), the particular prominence of 

affect in this study calls for a more comprehensive means of investigating, describing and articulating 

its significance. It suggests a need for the addition of a further category of practice activity that 

focuses on this affective dimension of practice; that of sensings1.  

 

The findings of the study suggest that this fourth component of practices, sensings, may be applied to 

the practice approach as an additional component to sayings, doings and relatings. This addition could 

serve to focus on the emergence of affect or, more specifically, the feelings, moods and atmospheres 

created as a practice unfolds. It is suggested that, if integrated into broader practice theoretical 

approaches, sensings, as a set of significant interconnected actions may provide greater insight into 

1 The researcher first encountered the term sensings in a presentation of a paper entitled, ‘Observing practice from within: workplace 
learning through structured shadowing’ by Professor Davide Nicolini at the 3rd ProPEL conference held in June 2017 in Linköping, 
Sweden. Affect was not the subject of this paper, however, during a preamble, Professor Nicolini used the term sensings in the context of 
research methodologies. This experience inspired the researcher to consider application of the term to the investigation of affect in this 
study. 
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the affective dimension of a practice. Enhancing the practice approach through sensings assists in 

providing a means of uncovering the nature of the intense feelings of participants as well as the 

atmospheres generated through the socio-material aspects of practices. It would also better assist in 

offering a more comprehensive understanding of a practice, as Gherardi suggests, 

 

‘Paying attention and noticing ordinary affects means to devote an analytic attention to how affect in 

working practices creates an atmosphere in a workplace or create ‘worlding’ – as Heidegger (1962) 

named the dwelling in spaces that spawn worlds and the charged atmosphere of living in and through 

things’ (Gherardi 2017b, p. 212). 

 

The focus on sensings suggested here and defined as the collective, socio-material feelings or 

atmospheres emerging from a practice, provides a means of more fully uncovering the affective 

dimensions of practices such as how, as Reckwitz (2017) suggests, practices are affectively tuned. It 

also addresses ‘the need to highlight the mechanisms through which affect is produced, through the 

coordination and interweaving of practices’, which, in turn, assists in uncovering the complex 

dynamics of practice in organisations (Hampton 2017, p. 8). 

 

The integration of a sensings component into the practice theoretical approach also has implications 

for the way in which the theory of practice architectures is articulated and applied in context 

(Kemmis & Grootenboer 2008; Kemmis & Mutton 2012; Mahon et al. 2017). The theory currently 

constitutes sayings, doings and relatings as the foundation for establishing how broader organisational 

architectures impact on practice. Relatings, as a component of the theory of practice architectures 

does encompass the ‘affective’, however relatings are characterised more broadly as the ‘social 

space’, ‘in the medium of solidarity and power’ where ‘people encounter each other inter-

subjectively’ (Mahon et al. 2017, pp. 11-13). However, in order to incorporate a greater focus on 

affect through the establishment of a sensings component, it follows that the theory of practice 

architectures may also be extended to emphasise the importance of affect as it emerges from this 

study. That is, the semantic, physical and social spaces identified in the theory may be supplemented 

by the addition of an affective space that mediates between participant sensings and the broader 

practice architectures, arrangements and set-ups that mediate, and are mediated by, these sensings. It 

is suggested that these architectures may be referred to as affective-sensory arrangements in order to 

reflect the broader organisational impact on the sensings articulated through the affective space. 

 

Table 7 below illustrates the new relationships established in this revised approach to the theory of 

practice architectures in which participant sensings, on the one hand, and the affective-sensory 

arrangements of the organisation on the other, are both mediated through the inter-subjective 

organisational affective space. The table provides the example of Single Council Sustainability Project 
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team member, Ian’s, recounting of his knowledge sharing experience, in which the sensings, or the 

feelings or ‘mood of the room’ were impacted by the socio-material interactions arising from his 

expression of emotion and the impact created for the other participants present. This experience 

evoked through sensings is mediated through the inter-subjective affective space, and is, in turn, 

mediated by the broader organisational arrangements, for example, the council’s administrative 

protocols around new working hours for team co-ordinators. Here, the council arrangements mediate 

Ian’s knowledge sharing practice, inspiring his expression of emotion, and the generation of sensings 

that feed back to his manager and the colleagues present. His manager, as a representative of the 

council organisation may, in turn, potentially acknowledge Ian’s reaction and the sensings arising 

from them and consider the modification of the Council’s protocols by adjusting them in the future.  

Practice architectures 
(arrangements/ 

set-ups):

Example practice 
architectures, 

(arrangements/set-ups):

Inter-subjective 
organisational space: 

Mediating and  
mediated by: 

Affective-sensory 
arrangements 

SCSP organisational 
protocols relating to 
adjustments to team co-
ordinators working hours 
 
 
Data source: SCSP – Ian - 
participant interview  

Meeting ‘sensings’ arising 
from Ian’s expression of 

emotion: 
 ‘It was a very emotional 

meeting…. You know it was 
very disheartening … He 

[Ian’s manager] could feed 
off the feelings’. 

Table 7: Proposed model of practice architectures mediating, and mediated by ‘sensings’ using an experience described by 
SCSP team member, Ian (Adapted from: Mahon et al. 2017, p. 13). 

This example, involving the sensings arising from Ian’s expression of emotion during a meeting with 

his manager and colleagues, demonstrates how the theory of practice architectures may be modified 

and extended in order to more comprehensively analyse and articulate the broader organisational 

impacts of the affective dimension of practices. 

Table 8 below provides a further example from the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) 

site of the revision of the theory of practice architectures suggested by the integration of the concept 

of participant sensings into practice theoretical approaches. Here, the researcher’s account of a 

meeting observation of the MCBP identifies the sensings emerging from participant, Tilda’s, use of 

conversational humour. In this example, she uses conversational humour to unite the team by 

humorously mocking a marketing consultant’s promotional booklet for the project. The booklet 

promotes a ‘Top 10’ list of Council biodiversity sites that Tilda criticises as promoting competition 

between councils rather than the collaboration they are seeking. Tilda’s humour inspires participant 

amusement and collective laughter across the team and impacts on the feelings, mood and atmosphere 

of the meeting. Through these sensings, the researcher observes the team becoming united in 

opposition to the marketing consultants approach in the draft booklet. Team members begin to smile, 

laugh and nod in agreement with Tilda about the marketing consultant’s misjudgement of the 

Affective 
Space 
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requirements of the project team. Indeed, the atmosphere of the meeting appears to bond participants 

as they express a mood of ‘united opposition’ to the competitive approach presented in the marketer’s 

booklet.  

As illustrated in Table 8 below, the sensings emerging from Tilda’s use of conversational humour 

changed the feelings or mood of the room which were generated by the socio-material interactions 

arising from the Council’s engagement of the marketing consultant and the production of the draft 

booklet. This experience of sensings is mediated through the inter-subjective affective space by the 

broader organisational arrangements, for example, the council’s engagement of the consultants. The 

MCBP team’s arrangements mediate Tilda’s knowledge sharing practice, inspiring her use of  

Practice architectures 
(arrangements/ 

set-ups):

Example practice 
architectures, 

(arrangements/set-ups):

Inter-subjective 
organisational space: 

Mediating and  
mediated by: 

Affective-sensory 
arrangements 

MCBP team engagement with 
a marketing Ccnsultant 
submitting a promotional 
booklet promoting a ‘Top 10’ 
competition between Council 
sites rather than the desired 
collaboration approach. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Data source: Researcher 
MCBP meeting observation 

 

Meeting ‘sensings’ arising 
from Tilda’s use of 

conversational humour: 
 ‘…the summary might be 
great but, I’m not sure 
about … the ‘Top 10’ bio-
diverse sites! [participants 
laughing] ‘I mean, we are 
not competing guys, we 
are supposed to be 
connecting the corridors 
and linking habitats! – it’s 
not a TOP 10! The media 
might like score-cards but 
that doesn’t really work 
with this project – does 
it?’ [more participant 
laughter] 

Table 8: Proposed model of practice architectures mediating, and mediated by ‘sensings’ using an experience described by 
MCBP team member, Tilda (Adapted from: Mahon et al. 2017, p. 13). 

conversational humour, which create sensings, that is, the emergence of laughter and bonding across 

the team. Tilda, the project convener Steve, and other team members may, in turn, feed back their 

criticism of the consultant’s booklet to council management that may lead to the rejection of the 

booklet in the future. In this way, the sensings are mediated by, and mediate, the affective-sensory 

arrangements through the affective space of the MCBP co-ordinating council organisation. 

In summary, the study’s findings suggest a range of implications for current practice theoretical 

approaches as well as for the theory of practice architectures (Kemmis & Grootenboer 2008; Kemmis 

& Mutton 2012; Mahon et al. 2017). The significance of the affective dimension supported by the 

findings of this study provides strong support for the addition of a new component, that of sensings, to 

the sayings doings and relatings as the actions undertaken in the conduct of a practice. The 

acknowledgement, investigation and addition of this sensings component to the practice approach 

Affective 
Space 
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seeks to interrogate the affective dimensions of practices, that is, those dimensions responsible for the 

feelings, moods or atmospheres emerging as a practice unfolds. The process of zooming in and 

zooming out as advocated by Nicolini (2009b), assisted in the consideration of how participant 

sensings mediate, and are mediated by, the broader architectures of both council projects. With 

respect to the theory of practice architectures and how the broader organisation mediates, and is 

mediated by, practices, these sensings may be seen as interacting with the broader affective-sensory 

arrangements of the organisation through the inter-subjective affective space. The examples presented 

in Table 7 and 8 demonstrate how this may occur using evidence from this study and how this 

adjustment assists in integrating the development of a sensings component into the practice theoretical 

approach. These modifications to existing practice approaches are suggested as a means of more 

comprehensively investigating practices to discover how they unfold and emerge in their unique 

contexts and will be further explored in Chapter 8 Conclusions. 

 
Limitations of the study 
 

There are some limitations of the study that necessarily arise from the theoretical and methodological 

approaches taken as well as from the unique characteristics of the project sites. These limitations are 

addressed below as well as, where relevant, the strategies applied by the researcher to mitigate their 

impact on the study. 

 

Site-based investigations of practice 
 

The study’s site-based approach to the investigation of knowledge sharing practice presented a range 

of issues for the investigation of the two council projects in the study. The study involved an in-depth, 

multi-faceted investigation, using qualitative research methods of a single social phenomenon 

(knowledge sharing), across two ‘sites’ (Single and Multiple Council projects) and involving several 

data sources (meeting observations/ transcripts, participant interviews/transcripts and organisational 

documentation) (Following Feagin et al. 1991; Patton & Appelbaum 2003). Issues associated with this 

site-based approach reflect those associated with case study research, and include potential context 

dependency; lack of generalizability to broader contexts; bias toward verification of researcher 

preconceptions; complex and detailed data collection and analysis methods; and difficulties in 

developing general propositions and theory building which are addressed by a range of researchers 

including Schwandt and Gates (2018) and Flyvbjerg (2006).  

 

A well-documented issue in undertaking research of relevance to this study is the debate around 

researcher bias. Despite having a keen interest in sustainability and biodiversity, the researcher came 

to this study with relatively little knowledge and experience of either discipline. Jootun et al. (2009) 
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however suggest that any qualitative research may be impacted by researcher bias, irrespective of the 

level of organisational or subject knowledge given that the interpretation of  data is always affected by 

values, beliefs, and researcher interests. Mitigation strategies employed by the researcher to address 

bias included constant reflection, which involved an on-going analysis of personal involvement 

throughout the study, including the consideration and awareness of participants and researcher on the 

process and outcome of the research (Jootun et al. 2009). This process of reflexivity assisted in 

identifying areas of potential researcher bias and in identifying tendencies to only see what was 

anticipated.  

 

It was also necessary for the researcher to bracket his personal and professional perspectives arising 

from over two decades working in information management roles in organisations. Such perspectives 

sometimes caused the researcher to make quick judgements about the actions and motivations of team 

members that were often found to be inaccurate. Indeed, the researcher was often surprised to find he 

was quick to judge the motivations of participants based on his previous experience. The constant 

process of bracketing was employed to attempt to counter such judgements as well as seeking to 

approach each engagement with participants as if it were a new and unique experience. It was also 

necessary to remain aware and alert to any judgements as they arose and to seek to bracket them out 

from both participant engagement and data collection and analysis processes. 

 

These experiences also highlighted the constant need to verify observations with project team 

members as well as to investigate more thoroughly some areas in which researcher knowledge was 

lacking, for example, in the case of some of the technical measures taken by team members to 

improve sustainability and biodiversity. In addition, data analysis was often regularly discussed with 

the researcher’s supervisor. The necessity to review and analyse a range of organisational 

documentation also addressed potential bias by providing a further authentic data source independent 

of the researcher. In addition, a summary report of the de-identified research findings was prepared 

for each project convener who both provided further feedback and clarification of the findings. 

 

Another area of concern for the researcher was the impact of his presence while observing project 

meetings. The limitations of researcher observation are well documented (Kurz 1983; Walsh 2009).  

In this study the researcher’s presence and the placement of a recording device may have initially 

impacted team member activities at the opening of each of the first meetings. However, after initially 

responding to team members’ greetings at the start of each meeting, the researcher positioned himself 

on a chair in a corner of the meeting room, remained silent and quietly noted observations in a small 

notebook. The researcher’s impression was that those few participants facing in his direction, rarely 

observed him or reacted to him in any way. Both meeting conveners refrained from referring to the 

researcher’s presence or involvement after initial introductions at the first meeting. In addition, the 
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sound recording equipment used was a single unobtrusive device (not a mobile phone) that team 

members appeared to ignore after initial placement on the table at the beginning of each meeting. In 

general, the level of team member engagement at all meetings was extremely high, and meeting 

participants appeared to be rarely distracted from the central activities of their project team meetings. 

 

A further issue related to the site-based approach to the study was adapting to the unique 

characteristics of both project sites. First, the Multiple Council Biodiversity Project (MCBP) 

presented considerably less opportunity for meeting observation than did the Single Council 

Sustainability Project (SCSP) team because of the small number of project meetings scheduled during 

the fifteen-month fieldwork period. While the SCSP convener scheduled nine meetings during this 

research period, the MCBP convener scheduled only two, due to the difficulty of co-ordinating the 

calendars of the multiple participants from diverse member councils as well as the organisational 

issues of identifying appropriate and available meeting venues. Despite this limitation, both of the 

MCBP meetings ran well over time, over thirty minutes beyond the scheduled two hour period, and 

both contained a variety of participant activities ranging from individual presentations to group 

discussion and workshop activities, including impromptu training exercises and problem-solving 

small and large group sessions, across both meetings. Observing only two MCBP team meetings 

presented an apparent limitation in comparison with the observation of nine SCSP meetings.  

 

This issue was addressed by the richness of the MCBP meeting activities; efforts made at both project 

sites on the part of the researcher to prepare and take frequent and detailed notes of proceedings; as 

well as the facilitation of participant follow–up to ensure accuracy of data and a detailed and accurate 

understanding of participant activities. 

 

Despite these potential issues, the site-based approach to the investigation was considered the most 

suitable approach for researching the contextual richness and detail offered by the Single and Multiple 

Council knowledge sharing sites, as was van Manen’s phenomenological approach to exploring 

detailed in-depth accounts of the knowledge sharing experiences of participants. This study engaged 

teams of participants who were professional, articulate and committed to their work and who were 

motivated by passion and creativity with respect to their project’s sustainability and biodiversity 

objectives and the new environmentally-responsible ways of working they sought to implement. As 

with the process of zooming in and zooming out (Nicolini 2009b), the study was successful in 

extracting the general from the unique and in making connections between past, present and, 

potentially, future practices in the context of both project sites. It also revealed how everyday 

practices are connected to larger organisational cultures, or architectures, and their composite 

activities.  
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The practice theoretical approach – issues of power and trust 

 

An issue inherent in the approach to the study arose from the application of a practice theoretical 

approach. Such an approach proved successful in the investigation of knowledge sharing and in 

addressing the three research questions of the study. However practice-based research has been 

criticised by some researchers as limited with respect to explanations of the dynamics of power and 

trust. As Watson (2017) suggests, as power is a ubiquitous component of social relations and, thus, a 

fundamental concern of social theory, in order for practice theory to inform future social change 

meaningfully, it must be able to account for power (Watson 2017, p. 169). Some recent practice 

theoretical research, especially applied to organisations, has been criticised for focussing on how these 

organisations reproduce themselves through social interactions and bodily engagements. That is, they 

stress the sameness of practices rather than providing an account of power dynamics and change 

(Watson 2017). In addition, in some practice theoretical studies, power relations may be obscured by 

participants ‘sayings’ and in relations between people, so it is necessary for practice-based research to 

delve more deeply to become aware of underlying meanings (Pennanen et al. 2017).  

 

In order to address this potential limitation, the researcher, as suggested by Watson (2017), found that 

it was necessary to supplement the practice theoretical approach of Schatzki (2001) and Kemmis & 

Grootenboer (2008) with the earlier work of Foucault (1970 [1966]; 1972; 1977; 1980; 1982) with 

respect to the dynamics of power; and that of Giddens (1984, 1991) and Mayer (1995) with respect to 

trust. This supplementation was explored in detail in Chapter 7. It provided the opportunity to 

consider the implications and present a full account of the findings of the study with respect to power 

and trust. Combining more recent practice theoretical approaches with the work of these theorists, 

assisted in providing a more comprehensive account and analysis of the findings of the study. 

 

Combination of theoretical and methodological approaches 
 

A further issue for the researcher at the outset of the study was the scarcity of research in Information 

Studies and Organisation Studies applying a phenomenological methodology in combination with a 

practice-theoretical approach. While recent research in these areas have more fully embraced practice 

theoretical theory as an approach, these studies have not applied a methodology inspired by 

phenomenology. Indeed, it was necessary for the researcher to look outside these areas to identify 

examples of this combination of investigative approach. Schatzki (2017) has explored the relationship 

between phenomenology and practice theory and suggests that, ‘phenomenology makes incisive 

contributions to the account of action found in practice theory’ and that ‘phenomenology and practice 

theories combine to form wider accounts of human life that encompass such phenomena as 

experience, consciousness, emotions, and the body’ (Schatzki 2017, p. 24). Other researchers in fields 
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outside Information Studies have advocated combining the two approaches (Drabek 2012) and, in the 

leadership and organisational studies discipline, Küpers (2017) considers how phenomenological 

approaches in organisational research lead to a richer and more nuanced understanding of 

management and leadership practices. Such accounts proved informative for the researcher, although 

it was necessary to rely more heavily on the detailed and comprehensive guidance for undertaking 

phenomenological research provided by van Manen (Van Manen 1990, 2014, 2017b). This work 

offered the researcher guidance on how to undertake phenomenological research and provided useful 

examples of phenomenological reflective writing essential in reviewing and analysing research 

findings and investigating practices. As van Manen (2017b) suggests, present day qualitative methods 

use a language of data capture or collection, data coding and data analysis, while phenomenology is 

more about the study of what ‘gives itself’ in human lived experience and relies on 

‘phenomenological examples’ as a means of developing insights into researched phenomena.  

 

In the absence of established research guidance in Information Studies and Organisational Studies, 

van Manen’s (1990; 2014) methodological guidelines were adapted to the study. The researcher 

focussed on the uniqueness of each participant’s experience to arrive at phenomenological 

understandings and insights into practice through ‘reflective wondering, deep questioning, 

attentiveness and seeking to reflect on and interpret the meanings of these experiences’ (van Manen 

2017b, p. 819). Phenomenological interpretations were undertaken through the use of 

phenomenological reflection that involved constant questions such as, ‘is it like this? or that? or, how 

does the phenomenon, in this case knowledge sharing, show itself?’ (van Manen 2017b, p. 819). In 

order for the researcher to approach the fieldwork with this openness and wonder and refrain from 

theorizing, conceptualizing, and objectifying, it was necessary to extend the fieldwork over a period 

of several months. This period involved analysis and reflection as well as writing and re-writing 

observations and researcher reductions. It was also necessary for the researcher to attempt to place to 

one side the practice theoretical frameworks and readings undertaken at the initial stages of the project 

for the entire period of the fieldwork. This led to the project extending over a slightly longer period 

than anticipated. While more challenging and, at times, painstaking, these measures sought to capture 

the richness of both the practice-based and phenomenological approaches. 

 

 

The following chapter presents the conclusions of the study with respect to knowledge sharing and 

considers implications for Information Studies and Organisation Studies research and practice. A 

consideration of some potential future research directions is also provided. 
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Chapter 8: Conclusions 
 

This chapter presents the conclusions of the study with respect to the nature of knowledge sharing 

practice in the context of both project sites. The implications of these conclusions for both researchers 

and practitioners in the Information Studies and Organisation Studies disciplines are considered. 

Suggestions for possible future research directions are also presented. 

 

The normative nature of knowledge sharing 
 

With respect to the first research question – what is knowledge sharing? – the study presented 

evidence of knowledge sharing as a normative practice in the context of the two projects explored in 

the study. This practice was composed of a number of interrelated activities including engaging, 

presenting, supporting, problem-solving, administering, resisting and influencing. The normative 

nature of knowledge sharing was a significant aspect of the findings as were the sorts of consequences 

shown to arise when this norm was challenged or transgressed. As Rouse (2001) suggests, actors 

share a practice if their actions are appropriately regarded as answerable to norms of correct and 

incorrect practice (Rouse, 2001, p190). In the case of both project teams, knowledge sharing was a 

taken for granted aspect of team membership and engagement. This normative nature of knowledge 

sharing developed from team members being selected as a consequence of their enthusiastic 

engagement with sustainability and biodiversity project objectives. It also arose from the expectation 

on the part of project conveners and council management that all team members would readily share 

their knowledge as a means of implementing innovative new ways of working into their organisations. 

Most project team members across both sites readily acknowledged this critical role of knowledge 

sharing and collaboration in achieving their project goals.  

 

The insights emerging from the study with respect to the normative nature of knowledge sharing 

practice as well as the consequences when this norm is challenged, are instructive for practice 

theoretical researchers more generally. For researchers engaged in exploring other practices in 

organisations, these findings highlight the importance of clearly defining and delineating the 

contextual boundaries of practices under investigation as well as the, often un-articulated, 

assumptions made by participants about how we do things around here. This study highlights the 

importance of investigating normative ‘orderly scenes of actions’ through a situational approach in 

which ‘regimes of activity manifest themselves, meet, intersect, collide and work together more or 

less successfully’ (Nicolini & Monteiro 2017, p. 11). As the norms of a practice are identified, it is 

then possible to explore the dynamics that challenge these norms, such as the traditional 
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organisational rules and protocols identified in this study, and then to identify and consider the 

consequences of challenging these norms. 

 

The acknowledgement and consideration of this normative nature of practices is also critical for 

information and organisational practitioners who manage teams and services in organisations. It offers 

considerable insight into how normative practices may be either reinforced, if favourable, or 

potentially changed, if considered inappropriate or disruptive to organisational objectives. For 

organisational practitioners, insight into the identification of the normative aspect of a practice, the 

elements capable of disrupting this norm and the consequences of these disruptions are all critical 

elements in successfully undertaking change programs and in implementing innovative projects and 

new ways of working in organisations. 

 

The emergent and unfolding nature of knowledge sharing 
 

Knowledge sharing practice was also revealed in the study to have an emergent and unfolding nature. 

The researcher began the study by seeking to apply the ontological approach to practice proposed by 

Schatzki et al. (2001) and Kemmis and Grootenboer (2008) - one that focuses on the constituent 

activities, or content, of a practice, in order to investigate the research questions of the study. Such an 

approach was considered appropriate in the light of the nature of the study’s research questions, that 

is, to seek to define knowledge sharing in terms of its constituent elements and the phenomena shared 

as knowledge sharing takes place.  

 

However, as the study proceeded, the researcher increasingly became aware of the importance of 

other, more epistemological aspects of knowledge sharing practice such as those advocated in other 

contexts by Nicolini (2017b; 2017), Gherardi (2012; 2018) and Küpers (2005a, 2009, 2017) in the 

Organisation Studies literature. These approaches foreground a more process-oriented view of the 

workings of organisations and focus on the way people come to know in a practice and how 

knowledge is constructed with respect to practices in the context of organisations. For example, 

Gherardi (2018) advocates a shift from the term knowledge to knowing, the latter being a process 

emerging from, and embedded in, situated working practices in organisations. Such an epistemology 

of practice reveals how knowing is accomplished within socio-material relations ‘where humans and 

their bodies, the materiality of the working environment, the mobilized knowledge and the social, 

emotional and affective relations are entangled and enacted in practicing’ (Gherardi 2018). Nicolini 

(2017b) similarly stresses the importance of process in the investigation of practices and advocates an 

approach that analyses orderly actions and uncovers how they ‘hang together’ (Nicolini 2017b, p. 32). 

Küpers (2017), too, emphasises the processual aspects of practices and advocates employing 

phenomenological methods to the study of organisational practices which focus on embodied, 
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‘materio-socio-cultural’ practicing. He suggests that such an approach uncovers ‘the possible, 

creative, inventive and emergent aspects’ unfolding through workplace practices (Küpers 2017, p. 

101).  

 

The methodological approach taken in this study prescribed by van Manen was successful in engaging 

the researcher directly with these emergent and unfolding aspects of knowledge sharing practice at 

both project sites. The phenomenological techniques used in the study (van Manen 1990, 2014), as 

well as the decision to observe and engage with project team members directly at meetings and in 

interviews, ensured rich descritpions of not only the components of knowledge sharing but also how 

they emerged, interacted and unfolded in both project sites of the study. 

 

The importance of the emergent and unfolding nature of practices is significant for Information 

Studies and Organisation Studies researchers in that it readily acknowledges and highlights the 

challenge of how best to capture these dynamics through the research process. This study’s 

application of the practice theoretical approach along with an adapted phenomenological methodology 

is significant in that this combination of approaches has rarely been applied in Information Studies 

research and reported by only a small number of researchers in the Organisation Studies literature, 

such as in the work of Küpers (2009). The phenomenological focus on team members’ lived 

experience in this study proved successful in eliciting team member sayings through the 

encouragement of story-telling and narratives related to their knowledge sharing experiences. 

Moreover, the facilitation of such experiential narratives encouraged descriptions of their doings as 

well as team member relatings, that is, how team members interacted with teammates and other 

project stakeholders. This phenomenological approach also applied to the researcher’s meeting 

observations by facilitating reflexivity and demanding the use of the experiential reduction in which 

abstractions were suspended and there was a focus on the concrete or the lived experience of project 

team members in order to uncover the phenomenon under investigation (Van Manen 2014). The 

combination of practice theory with phenomenology proved successful in not only uncovering the 

sayings, doings and relatings of team members while engaged in a practice, but the focus on lived 

experience demonstrated how emotions and humour may emerge through the reporting of participant 

experiences. That is, as team members spoke about their experiences through their interview sayings 

and the researcher witnessed team member sayings and doings at meetings, it was possible to explore 

relatings, as well as engage with team member affect – or sensings; the latter, sensings, emerging 

from team member’s expressions of emotion and their use of conversational humour and the 

dynamics of power and trust. The success of this combination of a practice theoretical approach with a 

methodology adapted from phenomenology was critical in exploring the emergent and unfolding 

nature of the practice. 
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The importance of these emergent aspects of practices is also significant for Information Studies 

practitioners in that, if practices, such as knowledge sharing, are emergent, then the way they may 

unfold cannot be fully anticipated or controlled. Managers of information and organisational teams or 

services must therefore acknowledge that, while strategic planning, knowledge management and 

change programs may be well planned and documented, the implementation of such plans will always 

be subject to the uncertainty of the emergent practice. In the case of the two projects in the study, both 

conveners developed detailed plans and associated documentation around their own projects which 

were fully endorsed by council management. However, as knowledge sharing practice unfolded, a 

range of issues arose through the emergence of the affective dimensions of the practice that called for 

dynamic, adaptive and creative on-the-spot solutions in order to ensure project success. 

 

The multi-dimensionality of knowledge sharing 

This study also provides insight into the multi-dimensionality of knowledge sharing practice. This 

multi-dimensional nature was revealed through the exploration of the second research question of the 

study – what is shared when knowledge sharing takes place? The findings of the study suggest that 

knowledge sharing incorporates a wide range of shared phenomena some of which reinforce previous 

studies of knowledge sharing taking cognitive and social constructivist approaches. These phenomena 

encompassed material arrangements, such as documents and technology and the individual cognitive 

knowledge, such as educational and workplace expertise and organisational procedural knowledge, 

already in evidence from previous cognitive-based approaches in Information Studies research. They 

also include the social and bodily dimensions of information and knowledge sharing also suggested 

by previous social constructivist and practice-based research in Information Studies. However, 

evidence from the study revealed that other significant phenomena shared by project team members 

included their emotions and humour as well as the dynamics of power and trust as a component of 

their knowledge sharing. Previous research studies have explored these aspects separately and in a 

range of different contexts, however, in this study, a range of these dimensions were revealed and 

explored through project team members’ sayings doings and relatings. This provided the opportunity 

to step back, or zoom out, from these phenomena and consider how they may combine to form the 

affective dimension of the practice. 

 

The multi-dimensional nature of knowledge sharing practice revealed in this study, has significant 

implications for both researchers and practitioners engaged in investigating or managing 

organisational practices. For Information Studies and Organisation Studies researchers undertaking 

fieldwork, an awareness of the multi-dimensionality of a practice must inform the methodological 

approaches applied to their research. For example, in this study, methodologies adapted from 

phenomenology have been shown to successfully encompass a broad range of participant experience 
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or, their ‘life-world’. This offered the opportunity to not only explore cognitive and material 

dimensions of practices, but also to investigate the social, bodily and affective dimensions of 

knowledge sharing practice. The study also informs practitioners working in the Information Studies 

and Organisation Studies fields by highlighting the range of dimensions needing to be considered 

when managing practices and change in organisations. 

 

The affective dimension of knowledge sharing 
 

The findings of the study revealed that significant consequences resulted as the normative nature of 

knowledge sharing was challenged. These challenges occurred when organisational rules and 

protocols, old ways of working and external work colleagues and community members clashed with 

the projects’ new ways of working. For example, in the Single Council Sustainability Project, the 

selection by council management of team members who enthusiastically and willingly engaged in 

knowledge sharing as the norm, readily facilitated the success of their project. However, as this norm 

was challenged by unforeseen forces such as restrictive protocols and power-plays external to the 

team, consequences ensued which highlighted the affective dimension of knowledge sharing practice. 

These consequences ranged from expressions of emotion, such as anger or disillusionment; the use of 

humour, such as sarcasm, mocking or ridicule; and the exercise of power through influencing and 

resisting activities. These aspects merged to suggest there is a significant affective dimension of 

knowledge sharing whereby project team members experience a collective, socio-material feeling, 

mood or atmosphere as a component of knowledge sharing practice. 

 

The identification of this affective dimension of knowledge sharing suggests the need for some 

supplementation to the practice theoretical approach for Information Studies and Organisation Studies 

researchers undertaking practice-based research.  The researcher recommends the addition of sensings 

to the sayings, doings and relatings in the investigation of knowledge sharing and other practices. The 

findings may also have implications for the theory of practice architectures through the addition of 

the affective space of the organisation as well as the affective-sensory arrangements (See Chapter 7, 

Table 7 and 8). The significance of these conclusions is that they enable a practice theoretical 

approach to more fully embrace the affective dimensions of a practice and ensure the broader 

implications of these dimensions are accounted for in the wider organisational setting. This aspect is a 

critical consideration for researchers as they investigate and analyse the affective components of a 

practice. The significance of these conclusions with respect to affect has been reinforced in more 

recent practice based research into the affective dimension of practices (Gherardi 2017a; 2017b; 

Reckwitz 2017). 
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The findings of the study also suggest a need for information and knowledge practitioners to 

anticipate the effects of this affective dimension of knowledge sharing during the formation of teams 

or in the appointment of project conveners. The selection of participants capable of facilitating a 

creative and inspirational mood or atmosphere around a project needs to be encouraged, though, as the 

study suggests, affect does not necessarily have to be positive in order to facilitate a project. For 

example, the SCSP convener in the study purposefully generated negative affect, directed at outsiders, 

to strengthen team cohesion. The challenge this presents for Information Studies and Organisation 

Studies researchers is to identify methods and techniques capable of interrogating this affective 

dimension of knowledge sharing. Such research methods need to involve the direct engagement of the 

researcher with their research participants, or other alternative methods, such as sound and video 

recordings, through which aspects of affective attunement may be identified and explored. 

 

Organisational impacts on knowledge sharing 

With respect to the third research question – what organisational factors encourage or inhibit 

knowledge sharing? – the study highlights that organisational factors emerge as a range of 

affordances that impact, and are impacted by, knowledge sharing practice. These affordances include 

knowledge sharing in the context of other interrelated practices, such as organisational change, 

environmental sustainability and bush regeneration practices; in the context of varied architectural 

and community spaces of organisations; and in the context of the cultural factors of an organisation 

that may exhibit different dynamics, for example, of trust and power, to others. Indeed, the study 

highlights a complex range of cultural, resource and social factors that were found to enable 

knowledge sharing practice.  

 

Cultural factors found to enable knowledge sharing included the development dissemination of 

organisational values such as collaboration; senior management project support; a supportive and 

friendly organisational culture; public organisational endorsement of sustainability and biodiversity 

practices; development of familiarity, rapport and shared objectives between team members; project 

staff skills and know-how; and the engagement and passion of project team members. Resource-

related factors enabling knowledge sharing included the level of funding of project roles; the 

availability of staff with project management skills; the organisation’s recruitment procedures, 

policies and practices; the willingness and ability of organisations to provide project funding-in-kind; 

project participant contributions such as those of the convener; team member’s success in developing 

funding submissions; the size and manageability of project teams; and the use of ‘executives’ or 

‘brains trusts’ to expedite important decision making. Social factors enabling knowledge sharing 

included the curiosity, enthusiasm and passion of project team members; the nature of opportunities 

and forums for building strong social interactions both between council staff and their communities; 
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the level of camaraderie between team members; the number of social events organised between 

members and their communities; and the social connectedness across teams that may inspire 

‘moments of greatness’. 

 

Cultural factors found to constrain knowledge sharing encompassed factors such as the difficulty of 

promoting project objectives throughout the organisation; a lack of clarity in communicating project 

roles to other organisational staff and the community; the sophistication of project marketing and 

promotional efforts; and the fear of greater transparency and scrutiny by the organisation’s 

community. Resource factors found to constrain knowledge sharing included the pace of change in the 

organisation that may mean that staff resources are stretched very thinly across projects; meeting 

overload and collaboration fatigue; physical geographical resource restrictions such as the availability 

of meeting rooms and meeting resources; and emergent political issues which sometimes result in the 

re-direction of resources away from projects. Social factors that were found to constrain knowledge 

sharing included varying levels of experience and expertise of team members leading to social 

shyness and vulnerability and individual differences between team members that made some members 

less willing to socialise with other team members than others.  

 

These varied aspects of site, or context, of knowledge sharing practice suggest that information and 

knowledge researchers and practitioners need to consider practices with respect to the requirements of 

these different aspects of the site of organisations when investigating and planning services in cases in 

which organisations may have single, multiple, regional or global branch locations. 

 
The findings of the study also highlight the importance of the semantic, physical and social spaces of 

organisations in facilitating a practice as suggested in the theory of practice architectures (Kemmis & 

Mutton 2012; Kemmis et al. 2014). These three spaces were found to mediate, and to be mediated by, 

knowledge sharing practice in this study.  

 

The significance of these aspects for researchers arise from the insight they provide as to how such 

spaces effect what team members say, what they do and how they relate to other team members and 

the wider organisation as teams work together. This, in turn, impacts on how the practical material 

arrangements of the wider organisation become established and operate over time. For information 

and knowledge practitioners, these finding suggest that, in project team settings, it is necessary to pay 

due regard to the social, communal and physical engagement of team members as knowledge sharing 

unfolds and this engagement generates moods or atmospheres capable of impacting on the success of 

project endeavours.  
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Suggestions for future research directions 
 

In the light of the conclusions of the study and their significance for Information Studies and 

Organisation Studies research and practice, a number of research directions are suggested for future 

exploration. The study suggests the need for further research into the affective dimension of practices, 

and, in particular, to elaborate further on the researcher’s development of the concept of sensings. As 

suggested in Chapter 7 - Discussion, sensings enhance a view of practices as more than sayings, 

doings and relatings by offering a fourth dimension encompassing the feelings, moods and 

atmospheres emerging as a practice unfolds. Further research is required in order to ensure that this 

affective dimension of knowledge sharing practice is not an artefact of the research approach of the 

study. While research into affective atmospheres emerges from Cultural Geography (Anderson 2009) 

and Organisation Studies (Borch 2010; Gherardi 2017a; 2017b; Reckwitz 2012; 2017) disciplines, the 

researcher advocates further research into the affective dimension of practices from an Information 

Studies perspective. The project team members in this study are self-identified passionate advocates 

of environmental sustainability and it may be that the affective dimension of practices emerging from 

this study were amplified by this passion. It is therefore important to undertake further research in 

areas where participants may be less passionate about the content of their projects. Future research 

may also extend to the way in which sensings mediate, and are mediated by, the broader 

organisational arrangements through this affective space and the implications for the theory of 

practice architectures (Kemmis & Mutton 2012; Kemmis et al. 2014). 

 

The adapted phenomenological methodology applied in the study, which emphasises the need to focus 

on the lived experience or the ‘life-worlds’ of research participants, highlighted the need for further 

development of appropriate methods for the capture of experiential research data. Close participant 

observation and phenomenological interviews did prove effective in the study, however, the fleeting 

and elusive nature of human experience requires a varied range of investigative techniques in order to 

capture and verify research findings. Techniques such as interview to the double (Nicolini 2009a), 

shadowing as used by Gherardi (2016), structured shadowing as described by Nicolini (2017a), as 

well as the application of video recording techniques outlined by Hopwood (2014), Simpson (2011) 

and Nolan et al. (2017), all offer scope for expanding the range of qualitative methods for capturing 

participant experiences in practice. 

 

In addition to these specific methodological considerations, the study has shown that the broader 

epistemological aspects of phenomenology have much to offer in regard to Information Studies and 

Organisation Studies research. In the Information Studies area a great deal of research has been 

undertaken with a focus on user experience. Phenomenology, with a focus on participant ‘life-words’, 

or lived experience, may be readily adapted to such user-focused studies with further development of 
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close observation techniques such as those using video recording suggested above. Similarly, in 

Organisation Studies research, a key focus has been how staff in organisations engage with a range of 

aspects of their day-to-day workplace. Phenomenology is particularly suited to the investigation of 

how organisations are experienced by the people that work in them, such as how staff engage with 

their teams, colleagues, other departments, managers and their senior management teams. 

 

Although unusual in the Information Studies discipline, phenomenological approaches have been 

applied to other aspects of knowledge research. For example, Suorsa and Huotari (2014) developed a 

framework for understanding knowledge creation through hermeneutic phenomenology based on an 

analysis of recent knowledge creation research and key phenomenological texts. As these authors 

suggest, further research is needed to study the experiences of staff in knowledge creation events in a 

range of different organisational settings as well as to more comprehensively understand the 

phenomena of openness and creativity in knowledge creation situations. The development of such 

research may include the application of the phenomenological methodology applied in this study in 

order to explore how the practices of knowledge sharing and knowledge creation unfold and how they 

may be interwoven. 

 

The key aim of this study was to focus on knowledge sharing, of which the expression of emotion and 

the use of conversational humour emerged as significant components of team member sensings. 

However, in descriptions of their knowledge sharing experiences, team members referred to other 

elements contributing to the affective mood or atmosphere of their knowledge sharing practice such as 

the dynamics of trust, power and authority. These elements appeared to have a significant impact on 

the affective dimension of knowledge sharing, as supported by several team member’s accounts and 

researcher observations. However these aspects were not as prominent as emotion and humour in the 

context of these two project sites.  The dynamics of trust and power arise as significant organisational 

factors in the Information Studies and Organisation Studies literatures (for example, Heizmann & 

Olsson 2015; Javernick-Will 2011; Watson 2017) and warrant further detailed investigation. In 

particular, such research may focus on the complex relationship between power and practice as well 

as the way in which varying levels of trust in organisations work to enable or constrain a practice, 

such as the practice of knowledge sharing in this study. 
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