ABSTRACT

UNEARTHING
CONVERSATIONS
Using conversations to dig into knowledge sharing
practices in Engineering Capabilities at Tetra Pak

Through conversations and a thematic
analysis guided by an analogy with
archaeology, the knowledge sharing
practices in Engineering Capabilities at
Tetra Pak have been investigated. Several
important ways that knowledge is shared,
and barriers to sharing have been identified
allowing the proposal of ways to support
knowledge sharing in this area in the future.
The importance of informal situations, for
example chatting at the coffee machine
leading to knowledge sharing and the
building of social learning spaces was
identified.

Ian Blake
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1. Introduction
Purpose
The purpose of my inquiry is to improve knowledge sharing in Tetra Pak. Tetra Pak is a
world leader in food processing and carton packaging solutions with over 25 000 employees
and with sales in more than 160 countries worldwide. We develop food and beverage
processing units, for example pasteurizers and homogenisers for the dairy industry; blenders
for tomato preparation; and moulders for ice cream. Our carton packages are used for food
and beverages. We have around 8 800 packaging machines and 100 000 processing units
in operation at customer sites around the world and in 2020 sold more than 180 billion Tetra
Pak ® packages (Tetra Pak Facts & Figures including financial performance results. )
We are a knowledge-based company whose future depends on the use, sharing and
manipulation of this knowledge. A lot of knowledge is created by individuals, and people
working in teams or projects. This knowledge can become tacit and confined within these
boundaries - how do we surface it and set it free?
A compelling reason for this inquiry, made even more so by recent rapid changes in how we
work and communicate, can be found in the introduction to the Harvard Business Review
article by Nonaka and Takeuchi (2007, p.162):
“In an economy where the only certainty is uncertainty, the one sure source of lasting
competitive advantage is knowledge. When markets shift, technologies proliferate,
competitors multiply, and products become obsolete almost overnight, successful
companies are those that consistently create new knowledge, disseminate it widely
throughout the organization, and quickly embody it in new technologies and products.
These activities define the “knowledge-creating” company, whose sole business is
continuous innovation.”
And yet, despite all the talk about “brainpower” and “intellectual capital,” few managers
grasp the true nature of the knowledge-creating company – let alone know how to
manage it. The reason: They misunderstand what knowledge is and what companies
must do to exploit it.”
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Context
Learning has been identified as one of the key factors in Tetra Pak’s 2030 strategy (Learning
and development - Building competencies. ) and was reinforced by a senior leader in an
internal company webinar in October 2021 when they encouraged people to share their
learnings and pointed out how much can be learned by just talking to people.
This is an issue which is important to everyone - people benefit from sharing knowledge and
from having knowledge shared with them. In specific roles within Tetra Pak, for example
Engineering Capability drivers, knowledge sharing is a specific part of the role. This includes
the scouting for developments in their area, the sharing of good practice and the
development of colleagues.
What I was looking at is practitioner knowledge which is tacit and has been developed by
people learning, doing, thinking and reflecting. People are often able to perform tasks
without thinking, and are unable to describe the knowledge needed for the actions or be
aware of having learned how to do it (Jarvis, 1999). Looking at the two types of knowledge,
tacit and explicit, the main distinction for this inquiry is that explicit knowledge can be easily
“codified” and written down, whereas tacit needs surfacing, which can occur between people
when dealing with complex issues (Nonaka, I. et al., 1995).

Distilling Explicit Knowledge from Tacit Knowledge
The getting of objective and transferable (explicit) knowledge from people’s and
organisations’ tacit knowledge may then become the focus of the inquiry, but you should not
overlook how this explicit knowledge is then absorbed back as tacit knowledge. Nonaka and
Takeuchi (Nonaka, I. et al., 1995; Nonaka, Ikujirō and Takeuchi, 2007) outline four basic
modes for creating knowledge, based on the differences between tacit and explicit
knowledge, outlined in the table below:
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Table 1: Modes for Creating Knowledge (Nonaka et al 1995) (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 2007)

From

To

Mode

Comments

Tacit

Tacit

Socialisation

Sharing experiences and creating tacit
knowledge through observation, imitation and
mental models. More than just “information”,
heavily based on the context of the shared
experiences. Apprenticeship and on-the-job
training.

Tacit

Explicit

Externalisation

This mode is the key to knowledge creation and
is best achieved using metaphor, analogy and
model. Often driven by dialogue or collective
reflection in concept creation, using analogy
and metaphor; for example describing a
Learning Experience Platform as “The Netflix of
Learning”.

Explicit

Explicit

Combination

Collecting and putting together information, for
example to create reports. Reorganising and
combining of existing information can lead to
new knowledge. Formal education, for example
an MBA, is an example of this.

Explicit

Tacit

Internalisation

People use explicit knowledge to broaden,
deepen and extend their understanding and
reframe their tacit knowledge. Closely related to
“learning by doing”.

These modes interact, and Nonaka et al (1995) have depicted it as a knowledge spiral:

Figure 1: Knowledge Spiral (Nonake et al 1995)
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A couple of key points that can be taken from Nonaka and Takeuchi (2007):
1. Tacit knowledge includes people’s mental models and beliefs, therefore when people are
externalising this they are sharing their world view. When people create new knowledge
(socialisation, combination or internalisation) they are also recreating themselves and also
the organisation.
2. Metaphor, analogy and models capture the way that organisations can externalise tacit
knowledge to explicit knowledge - by linking things through metaphor, then looking at and
solving the contradictions with analogy. The ideas and concepts can then be formatted into
models to be shared.
In a paper on a history and overview of the field of human information behavior, with a focus
on computer science and information systems Wilson (2000, p.50) states “In all of this, the
term knowledge is avoided, on the grounds that knowledge is knowable only to the knower.
It cannot be transmitted – only information about the knowledge I have can be recorded and
accessed by another person, and that information can only ever be an incomplete surrogate
for the knowledge” and goes on to condemn knowledge management systems as ( 2000,
p.50) “at best, information systems”
This fits with Nonaka and Takeuchi (2007) where tacit knowledge needs to be externalised
before sharing and then internalised by the receiver to become tacit in their own practice.
Jarvis (1999) also makes the distinction between theory, which can be learned, and
knowledge which is acquired by practice.
In my inquiry I need to be alert to the distinction and relationship between information, theory
and knowledge.
In their conceptual analysis paper Information sharing and knowledge sharing as
communicative activities Savolainen (2017) finds that the activities of knowledge sharing and
information sharing have much in common. They use the useful distinction between the
fundamental aspects of communication; transmission of message and as ritual taking place
within a community, identified by Carey (cited in Savolainen, 2017) and find that studies of
the ritual aspect place emphasis on the importance of knowledge creation during sharing.
This was highlighted for me recently when asked by a colleague to provide some feedback
on questions they had written for a survey about the use of learning evaluation methods. I
provided the feedback, rewriting some of the questions together. When I was thanked for
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this in a meeting they jokingly said “Just ask Ian and he’ll do the work” - what I realised at
that moment, and pointed out, was that without the initial question and discussion I did not
have that all that knowledge, and the knowledge I did have I would have had difficulty in
externalising in isolation.
On a personal note, I enjoy working with people - discussing, sharing and creating together,
and believe that this type of practice fosters a sense of belonging in an organisation.

Sharing Knowledge
What are the barriers to people not sharing, for example, are we looking at a deliberate
withholding of information, psychological safety or are we dealing with the fact that people
are unaware that they possess something that would make a difference to others?
According to Nonaka et al (1995) the key to knowledge creation within an organisation (and
even an individual) is through externalisation - where tacit knowledge becomes explicit. They
state that this is driven by concept creation using dialogue or collective reflection.
Gonczi (1999) argues for competence-based learning - social in orientation and centered on
learning in authentic settings. It is a holistic approach to occupational performance and
normative in nature - practitioners grow their understanding of the content and the culture of
their practice and organization.
A study by Edmonson (1999) concluded that teams at work will become an important source
of psychological safety as uncertainty, change increases and job security worsens.

Aim & Objectives
The specific aim of my inquiry is to identify ways to improve knowledge sharing within the
context of Engineering Capabilities. Engineering Capabilities globally drive the development
of methodology & tools to increase engineering competence within Tetra Pak. There are
around 25 engineering capabilities, each with a driver who is responsible for their capability.
These capability drivers are based in Lund, Sweden – where I am based, or in Modena,
Italy. This responsibility includes analysing the gaps in the method and tools of the capability
and in the organisations and people using these. The drivers are also responsible for training
and supporting users and ensuring an effective collaboration across the company.
The organisational structure of Tetra Pak is shown in figure 2 (Tetra Pak Organisation
chart.). The great majority of engineering capability drivers work within Development and
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Engineering (D&E), which itself has several sub-organizations, and mainly work with other
engineers in D&E, but also in the other organisations.

Figure 2 Tetra Pak Organisational Chart

This lead to the following objectives:
1. An exploration of the way in which knowledge is shared within Engineering
Capabilities.
2. Identification of the drivers and inhibitors of knowledge sharing within Engineering
Capabilities
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2. My Path to Learning and Development
As my inquiry involved me in conversation with my colleagues, it is important that I
understand my experience that has led me to where and who I am.
I come from an unremarkable family background - two siblings, house with garden and
parents that were together until my mid-teens. We lived in Cirencester, a market town in
Gloucestershire, UK, where I went to a comprehensive school and a sixth-form college
taking A-levels in Maths, Physics and Geography. My grandfather was a chief engineer at
Rowntrees in York, so there was an engineering influence in my childhood.
I started off doing a first degree in mechanical engineering and then I started working in the
stress analysis of pressure vessels. I left that job after 4 years, jumping at the chance to take
a voluntary redundancy package when I was 26 - young, free and single. The work was
challenging and enjoyable - we were working at the forefront of structural analysis - but I
looked around me at the people I was working with and, with all due respect for them as
people, did not want to spend the next 20 to 40 years turning into them.
I headed off with a one-way rail ticket to Ulaanbaatar and traveled overland to Singapore for
about 9 months. In my childhood I had read As I walked Out One Midsummer Morning (Lee,
1971) and had been infected with a sense of adventure. This journey involved a lot of time in
what could be described as “off the beaten track” at a time when there were no mobiles or
internet access. For part of the journey I cycled together with Magnus, a Swede I met on the
way, from Hainan Island in China, through Vietnam and Cambodia to the outskirts of
Bangkok (where the traffic became too bad and the train a much safer option). We often
stayed in people’s homes as we arrived in communities at sunset where there was no hotel,
and were given meals. We always paid for what we had eaten, but were never asked. We
never felt threatened or had any problems with theft. I learned a lot about trust and
relationships (see Box 1 below)

Page 9

Border Crossing
Our cycling led to us crossing from Cambodia to Thailand – in 1994 this was not a safe
area. We were told by the Cambodian authorities that they would not stamp our passports
in case we were refused entry by Thailand.
When we reached the Thai border, we were told we were not allowed to enter. After a bit
of a discussion my friend was beginning to get agitated. I asked him to step back, and then
asked the border guard if anyone was allowed to cross. He replied that they were, and
when I asked how, he said that you needed permission from Bangkok.
I then asked him if we could cycle to Bangkok to get permission, and he agreed and let us
through.
Box 1: Border Crossing

I wanted to continue living overseas and traveling a bit, and needed a way of supporting
myself - so I took a four-week Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL)
certificate. This focussed a lot on the engagement of students in lively practice and creative
language use in the classroom. It was my introduction to pedagogical techniques and
theories about how people learn. I headed back out to Asia (Vientiane in Laos) and worked
for four years as an English teacher in various organisations and schools.
After four years, I was beginning to feel at a dead end. Even though the work was often
inspiring and enjoyable (for example working with young adults to help them gain entry to
university in Thailand, and government employees needing English for their cooperation in
the Association of South-East Asian Nations), I did not feel I was using my full potential. I
was also becoming bored of the expat life and of seeing friends leave.
I could see the possibility of reconnecting with engineering, but still working overseas in the
Global South. Therefore, I did a Master's degree in Community Water Supply - I could see
the connection with working with people and an engineering area. I worked for an
international NGO in East Timor, being responsible for the water supply projects for several
small communities as well as the toilets and water supply part of a program for schools in
three districts.
I arrived with the textbook knowledge and shiny new work boots and met the team I was
manager for with their vast situational knowledge and understanding; and flip flops. This was
my first experience in this role, and what I think saved me from making the mistake of going
in full-on as the “expert” was the fact that we had no common language - only the office
manager spoke English, so unless I was going to use them as an interpreter the whole time,
I needed to learn their language.
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So, armed with a dictionary and all the realia related to the subject around me, we began to
work together. The space that this gave me to really helped me to understand their work and
situation, and the fact that I was learning from them both about language and their reality
created a bond between us.
This allowed us to combine these two sets of knowledge to create new knowledge suited to
the situation. The ability for me to ask “okay this is the textbook way of doing it, how do you
do it and why?” An example is the quality of sand and aggregate when making concrete.
There is the reality of what we can obtain, so how can we do it in the best way, in these
working conditions.
I appreciate now that we were dealing with wicked problems (Rittel and Webber, 1973) as
the conditions of work and the materials available would be different at each site, and our
understanding would develop with the solution of the problem. When we were working and
solving these problems we were in a learning cycle of experimentation, experience,
reflection and conceptualisation (Kolb, 2014).
There was a very good coming together and sharing happening. It also highlights the
importance of relationships - how it took time. I was the boss, their manager and that meant
it took time for them to trust and really share their reality because that was an opening up
and an acknowledgment of “okay this is what you're telling us to do, and we're not doing it”.
This can be quite a dangerous thing to do job-wise in Asian countries. A lot of knowledge
came through just talking to people about what's going on, both the people I was working
with and the communities we were working in.
Health Education was also part of that program alongside the engineering infrastructure, and
was run by expatriate nurses, who had no formal training in education. When the person that
was running the Health Education part of the program left I willingly agreed to take that on as
well. On my visits to schools during the technical part of the project I had seen how health
education was being done, and had got “itchy” to get involved and help improve it.This gave
me the opportunity to use the teaching skills I had obtained through English teaching and
really deepen them on the go to become more about learning and development rather than
just teaching English.
At that time the health education was mainly being done by the health educators visiting a
school and standing in front of a class talking about one or two key subjects (for example
malaria and handwashing) while showing pictures - there was very little interaction apart
from asking questions of the children.
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From my teaching experience and qualification, I could see that this was, at the most, quite
ineffective for learning and especially changing behaviour.
As a team - which included local staff who would do the actual teaching - we were looking at
the real impact on what the children should be doing and basing our work on the concept
that you can't just stand in the front of a room with a bunch of kids for an hour and tell them
what they should be doing - you needed to make it interactive and repeat the same
messages in different and engaging ways.
We based our work on different themes and created a package, combining various ways of
teaching to really embed the messages. As my relationship with the local staff grew, they
were willing to challenge my ideas and began to show me the material that had been used
before, especially songs, which we used in the packages.
For example, with the handwashing theme there was a picture story that was told to the
children and they would then get the pictures on cards jumbled up, and in small groups put
the pictures in the right order and tell the story to each other. There was also a song about
handwashing and a copy of the pictures to take home and talk about with their families.
The Health Education program was done over a week (with material and follow up exercises
left for the teachers to use later on - they were trained in these). At a final assembly, for each
theme a group of children from a class did a little play in front of the whole school about that
theme. This is when I can see that I really started working with learning and development.
My preparation for and handling of field work was heavily influenced by Chambers (1983)
and showed me the importance of dialogue and relationships. I can see now that I had been
involved in communities of practice that were engaged in social learning as we were
engaging in uncertainty to improve our practice (Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner,
2020).
When I moved to Sweden a few years later I started teaching English again as this was a job
that I could get immediately. After 4 years I managed to get a job in the corporate learning
and development world - which is where I find myself today.
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3. Shaping the Inquiry
In my childhood I walked the fields around Cirencester,
(Gloucestershire, UK) with my Dad looking for flint artefacts from the
stone age (see figure 3). We would know where to look, based on
previous finds and the landscape, and when – in the spring when the
winter wheat was still dormant so the fields could be walked without
damage and with the sun low in the sky after a light rain making
them easy to spot.
Figure 3: Flints collected in
my childhood

In my late thirties in Dili, the capital of East Timor,(this was after
my initial stint in the country, I was asked to return and help after
civil unrest) I helped a colleague, Nathalie, facilitate a
participatory mapping activity with children creating a map of the
Internally Displaced People’s camp they were living in as a way
of surfacing their knowledge, feelings, experience and other
issues - see figure 4
These two experiences - far apart in time, geography and
Figure 4: Participatory
Mapping - colourful, fun and
knowledge surfacing.

situation - were brought to the surface of my mind and came
together when creating my professional portfolio for this course. I

needed to explain what I had done and started trying to write it down. I realized that I found
this very hard to do if I sat down on my own - I was basically stuck, and unable to write much
about my portfolio.
Therefore, I asked a colleague whom I have a good relationship with to ask me about it and
recorded the conversation. During this conversation, when we were discussing my portfolio, I
found that I was saying things that I not only hadn’t written down but that I also had never
thought about. I was generating knowledge at the same time as we were talking - it was a
fascinating experience.
I felt that the conversation was an archaeological investigation into my very being,
unearthing knowledge and feelings that I had not found in other ways. I was walking the
fields of my experience and picking up the flints of my past. A conversation had helped me
get from Polyani’s starting fact “we can know more than we can tell'' (Polanyi and Sen, 2009,
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p.4). It also brought back the feelings from the experience of working in the field in
humanitarian work, the importance of relationships and understanding situations.
So therefore, for me, it was very clear that my inquiry should be based on conversation. I
have called these conversations “unearthing conversations” in recognition of the
archaeological connection.
The real eye opener was not just that I knew a lot more when I was having a conversation
because it made me externalize tacit knowledge, but also that in the interaction with
somebody they gave something as well. They were sharing their knowledge as well because
they were asking for more details, we were producing knowledge through questioning
(Brinkmann, Svend, 2013). The things that they said, triggered something that maybe I
knew, but was lying buried; or maybe I didn't know, but they triggered a connection between
two things in my, or our combined, knowledge - which created a new piece of knowledge. It
was knowledge creation in the space between individuals by interaction. In chemical terms it
could be said that a conversation unearths two elements that combine to make a compound
with its own unique properties. It was an example of converting tacit knowledge into explicit
knowledge using a “dialogue or collective reflection” (Nonaka et al., 1995, p.71).
I have also become more aware of how my knowledge and understanding is tightly bound to
my situation and experience - for example when reading about the outsourcing of knowledge
and the loss of knowledge when people die in the paper by Sloman et al (2021) below, I
asked myself the question “The Final Battle: When was more knowledge lost to Ambrige;
with the death of Bert Fry or Joe Grundy?” a reference to the BBC Radio 4 soap opera The
Archers.
I have noticed as well that in the question-andanswer sessions of talks (not strictly a
conversation, but more so than the presentation
before!) you will often hear phrases similar to “I
hadn’t thought of that before” or “it just kind of
dawned on me as you were talking…”
Figure 5: Prof Dan Cable and an audience member
co-creating knowledge

(Professor Dan Cable – Alive at work | London
Business School 2018)

A paper by Sloman et al (Sloman, Patterson and Barbey, 2021) looks at how information
processing is not contained within one person’s brain, but within two or more where people
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are involved in a community of knowledge. They propose the idea that we outsource our
knowledge to communities and experts - making use of their knowledge without acquiring it,
and that this can be done consciously (they give the example of using accounts for tax
returns) or subconsciously (where an expert’s labelling of an explanation of a phenomenon
will make us believe we have knowledge of the phenomenon).
Making someone else's tacit knowledge your own (in other words it needs to be externalised
by one person and internalised by you) is a complicated and complex process, but one that
has been happening since the dawn of humanity. It is the way that cultural skills and
knowledge are passed through the generations, and with the formalising of skills in craft
guilds in the Middle Ages was the basis, or more accurately the reason for, apprenticeships
(Epstein, 1998).
We often hear of skills “dying out” or being “revived” -the Heritage Crafts Association in the
UK runs a red list of endangered crafts (Heritage Crafts Association, 2021) they talk about
the current number of professionals and trainees not about books and databases. This liking
of skills to species (compared, for example, to the International Union for Conservation of
Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN) red list of threatened species) helps my
understanding of knowledge existing in its own right, but also within and between people. A
skill survives by being passed on through generations, but each embodiment of that skill
(tacit knowledge) is unique.
I see that conversations have the space to wander and dig down, and they lead to the
discovery of artefacts that can shed light on issues.I was looking to unearth tacit knowledge
as well as explicit knowledge from the people I would be talking to. Just as a flint is an
artefact of an activity, with a context and culture, the artefacts of knowledge sharing I seek to
unearth can be considered in the same way (Brown, Collins and Duguid, 1989).
An important intrinsic feature of conversations is that you can’t force them. You can’t have a
conversation in the same way that you can conduct an interview. Notice that the verb
associated with interview is “conduct'' - as in leading and controlling - whereas it is “have” for
a conversation, something you possess together. You can make small talk and try to force a
conversation, but it will be uncomfortable. I take the scenario of waiting for a bus and making
small talk with someone else in the queue - if they want to engage in a conversation all good
and well, if they don’t and you keep on pushing, they will feel uncomfortable and even
threatened. Whereas an interview sets up a structure - you agree to an interview and you
know what will happen - a series of questions that you should answer.
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This possession of the conversation together, being part of it rather than it being a structured
interview is important. I understand that this means there is the “bias” of me being in there,
but as the aim of the project was to improve knowledge sharing within the context of
engineering capabilities at Tetra Pak and I would be part of this in the future work, then I did
not consider my role to be a negative “bias”, rather an indication of my interest and
investment. I would be part of the situation by being part of the conversation about it (Schon,
1983).
Brinkmann and Kvale (2018, p.9) summarise the difference nicely “The interview is a
conversation that has a structure and a purpose determined by one party - the interviewer. It
is a professional interaction, which goes beyond the spontaneous exchange of views as in
everyday conversation and becomes a careful questioning and listening approach with the
purpose of obtaining thoroughly tested knowledge.”
The Cambridge Dictionary (Cambridge Dictionary | English Dictionary, Translations &
Thesaurus. ) defines a conversation as “(a) talk between two or more people in which
thoughts, feelings, and ideas are expressed, questions are asked and answered, or news
and information is exchanged”. I believe that the way a conversation naturally develops is an
important aspect. The conversation has its own volition - of course we often hear of people
trying to “steer” a conversation towards or away from a certain topic; but again this gives the
idea that the conversation has its own movement and life, or at least is controlled by external
factors - as in the current of a stream affecting a boat.
Conversations need a relationship between the partners - either an existing one, or one that
can be created along with the conversation. This means that I would naturally become part
of the inquiry. Together we would be exploring thoughts and ideas shaping the conversation
and allowing it to yaw, rather than steering it immediately back on course.
Relationships form an important part of conversations, not only in allowing the conversation
to happen and to happen naturally, but also you need to be very aware of the power
relationship within a conversation. It might seem natural, it might feel natural, but how the
other person is feeling and how you are feeling depends upon what relationship you have to
each other. In a work environment, for example, are you their superior formally or do you
have some informal authority over them so that your opinion of them or what they're doing or
what they're saying, can carry weight and have implications for them in their work.
Authentic relationships allow people to question, share and discuss openly, and understand
each other better (Mezirow and Taylor, 2009) and research is beginning to give insights into
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how we think best socially, and actually engage different parts of our brains when in
conversation (Paul, 2021). Experience has shown me that relationships are an important
part of knowledge sharing, both in surfacing tacit knowledge, the co-creation of knowledge
and also in the sharing of explicit knowledge - knowledge which can be guarded as it is seen
to be (or is) valuable and a badge of authority. This was made evident to me during work on
a project in Malawi – see box 2 below.
The secret to guiding the conversation (if any guiding is wanted) is maybe in knowing
roughly the waters you want to journey through, but not determining the ports of call and
allowing visits to places unknown. Do not be the captain of a cargo boat on a regular route,
determining what is to be loaded and offloaded at each port, but rather head off with rations
and a compass, letting the journey unfold.

In Malawi, knowledge, like rain, can come unexpectedly and all at once.
In my early 30s I was doing a project on rainwater harvesting in Central Malawi. The aim
was to see if this could provide water for hand washing outside toilet facilities for the
pupils. I needed to collect rainfall data for this analysis.
Soon after arriving I went to meet the regional meteorological boss, and we sat down very
nicely for tea as I told him about my project. He knew the organization I was attached to
for the nine weeks out in the field. I explained why I wanted this rainfall data and how it
would be used along with the size of the school roof to calculate how much water would be
available.
He replied: “Okay I know we've got all this data, of course, but unfortunately it's on a
couple of computers that are broken, so if you'd like to fund the repairs, which will be about
$30,000, then I´ll be happy to give you the data”.
I politely declined the offer, and asked if there was any other way I could get the data. He
said no, unfortunately not. So I thanked him and said I'd come back in a couple of weeks
to update on my project.
I started doing the project work; visiting schools, talking to the head teachers, and getting
to know people in the local area. I also started a pilot project building a tank with two local
technicians at one school. Through the driver of the vehicle that I was lent, I got to know
about and visit the local weather stations in the area. There I met the people responsible
for collecting and recording the rainfall data. They would show me very, very carefully,
almost like a treasure, the handwritten documents for their weather station. They were
books of stubs, some of them going back 50 or 60 years. The procedure was that they
wrote the rainfall data twice, once on the stub side and again on the other side of a
perforated page, which was torn out and sent to the main office.
After getting to know a couple of them - visiting them and talking to them - they allowed
me, almost as an honour, to borrow their book overnight so I could copy the rainfall data.
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In this way I started getting data for the few odd places that I was visiting, but I still needed
it for the region as a whole.
I kept on visiting the regional meteorological boss for cups of tea and the conversations
continued - he was still talking about the computer and the cost of fixing it came down a
little bit, but it still wasn’t a feasible thing to do.
The day before I was leaving, I was told that the regional meteorological boss wanted to
see me. When I arrived, he told me that he understood what I’d been doing from school
headmasters and that I’d been to see some of his people in the local weather stations and
got some data from them.
He then introduced me to one of his employees and told me we could go with them to get
some more data. I followed them two doors down the corridor, where he unlocked a door.
We then stepped into a room containing all the perforated pages of rainfall data from all
the books in the region, going back about 50 years. He said I couldn't take anything but
was welcome to copy down as much as I liked. So, I spent four hours hand copying it all
down with this person to help me- this was before digital cameras and there were no
photocopiers. In fact, I missed my own leaving party that evening, because I had this
chance to collect the data.
This made me realise two things: firstly, this data was being held as a form of power and
was used as a leverage initially to try and get some money to “fix a computer”; and
secondly that relationships are important. Through developing relationships with the boss,
his employees at the weather stations, the headteachers and technicians I had become
trusted. He had obviously decided “This guy's okay, he's been trusted by people, people
around me, therefore I will give him this data.”
So, reflecting on this has really crystallized the idea that explicit data as explicit knowledge
can be used as power and leverage, and also the importance of relationships not just in
obtaining tacit knowledge, but even in obtaining explicit knowledge.
Box 2: In Malawi, knowledge, like rain, can come unexpectedly and all at once.
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4. Project Activity
I was part of eight conversations. Originally, I aimed to do more than 20 conversations, but I
realized very quickly that it would be too much work to do that many. As a novice researcher
I had underestimated the depth and richness of the information I would unearth. Therefore I
decided to cut that down to eight. I decided to choose the people that I had a better existing
relationship with. It doesn't mean that I've got a bad relationship with the others, it's just I
haven't got such an extensive relationship with them.
One of the potential challenges I identified was being aware that a good relationship can
also lead to bias and the risk of taking more notice of the people I have a better relationship
with.
And that's exactly what I've done. I've deliberately taken notice of them and no notice of
anybody else. This was because I came to understand that to have a conversation, it would
need to be free flowing and relaxed. I did not have the confidence in my ability (or, on
reflection, maybe the informal authority) to do this with people I did not know well. I believed
that if I wanted to achieve the same with other people, it was something that I would need to
develop over time. It is something that is developing over time, but as this project is a slice in
time, I selected to work with the people I knew best.
There were a couple of people in the eight I selected who didn't know me so well and were
more questioning about what I was doing. Whereas the people who knew me didn't really
question what I was doing. It was far easier to quickly explain, and then we just got on with it.
The conversations were online during April and May 2021 using Microsoft Teams meeting
software. We have been using this software extensively since we began working from home
in March 2020 so people were familiar with holding video meetings. I stood up as I find that
this allows me to speak and think more freely – I can move and gesture. The practice of
standing during physical meetings is not unusual at work, it is common for people to do this
when thinking.
Moving around I feel engaged and energized, one of the first things I bought when I had to
start working from home was an adjustable height desk. This was not for the comfort of
ergonomics and posture, rather the knowledge that sometimes I need to stand to think; and
present better when standing. As the camera moves with the desk, it is not obvious that I am
standing.
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The meeting bookings were mostly 45 minutes, but occasionally 30 minutes – depending on
people’s calendars. I tried to ensure that I did not book so that there was a meeting in their
calendar directly after ours, which is why I chose 45 minutes. We are a very meetingsorientated company, and many people can spend their days in back-to-back meetings, with
nearly all meetings starting and ending on the hour or half-hour, therefore by ending at 15 or
45 minutes past the hour, I allowed space afterwards to try and give that feeling for the
meeting. I was trying to keep the focus on our conversation and not the clock and the next
meeting. I could control the beginning by being relaxed and not rushing into the topic.
The fact that I was aiming to have conversations also gave me a problem when it came to
recording them – as I needed to let people know, and get their agreement, to record the
conversation. I recorded the first one, but for the second, it was with someone I had not
spoken to in about a year – we were in the same team before but had moved to different
teams in 2019. We had not worked together since, and not seen each other in passing as we
had been working at home.
When we started talking, the conversation flowed from life and personal subjects into
knowledge sharing without any real transition or natural place to interrupt the flow with the
request to record. In fact, we never even switched from Swedish (my social language at
work with Swedish colleagues) to English, the language I prefer for working. I made
extensive notes but realized after that this was nowhere near as effective as a transcript.
This belief that recording would lose the moment ended after another unrecorded session
after which I lost the notes, and therefore the conversation.
My original plan involved a group sharing session with the people that were in the
conversations.
I decided not to do this for two reasons. Firstly, because I could not see a clear outcome for
the people whose time I was asking for, people were already overloaded and fatigued with
video meetings. Secondly, at the time when I was considering these there was the
announcement of a reorganization and the subsequent worries that people have over their
roles in this situation.
On reflection, maybe people would have been glad to catch up with people they may not
have talked to in a while because of working from home if they had had no direct work with
them and perhaps people are more secure than I perceive.
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This could be a manifestation again of the way I felt about not contacting the people I had a
“lesser” relationship with – a feeling of lack of informal authority. I had not established a
reciprocal relationship with them (Serrat, 2017).

Analysing the finds
Initially I transcribed the conversations with software (Otter) and listened to them as I
checked and corrected the transcription. I then printed out the transcripts and began to label
sections of the transcripts according to topics that were emerging. This can be described as
a theoretical thematic analysis, as I have a theoretical interest in the topic and was coding
for a defined research inquiry (Braun and Clarke, 2006). I then grouped these labels into five
themes, and an uncategorised for those that did not fit into any theme:
1. Doing work
2. Working together
3. Formal Systems
4. Informal Systems
5. Knowledge Creation
6. Uncategorised
I used excel to collate this (see Appendix 1 for a screenshot), and then printed out the labels
and grouped them in their themes. I was quite disappointed with what I had, a group of
labels organised in themes - it felt very sterile. I realised that I did not have the finds on the
table, only the labels (see figure 6)
As I had seen the similarity in my
methodology with archaeology – naming
the conversations “unearthing
conversations” and having a finds table – I
decided to have a look at classification in
archaeology.
In archaeology there is a danger with
attempting to classifying finds, there is the
need to realize the uncertainty between
Figure 6: The labels only on the finds table.

behavior and material finds (Hodder and

Hutson, 2003); that there can be sharp boundaries in classification (Pollock and Bernbeck,
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2010); and that objects are not self-labelling and categories chosen depend on the purpose
of the classification itself (Adams, 2010).
Following this I began to look more at thematic analysis and found similarities with
archaeology – that the researcher needs to deduce what a theme is and not rely on how
often something turns up (Braun and Clarke, 2006) and that it is possible to construct
thematic networks (Attride-Stirling, 2001).
In archaeology, artefacts can tell more than one aspect of a story. A clay pot can answer
more than just technological questions, for example it can reveal insights into the range and
contacts of a population through its raw material, their diet through food residues and their
beliefs through decoration (Renfrew and Bahn, 2012)
A stunning example of this storytelling is the Coppergate Helmet (The York Helmet.) from
the 8th century AD unearthed in York, UK (see figure 7). It is described as “an intersection of
the technical, social, and cognitive dimensions: supreme technological accomplishment and
artistic skill used intelligently to convey and enhance the social status of a pre-eminent
individual” (Renfrew and Bahn, 2012, p.531).
Using my dip into archaeological classification and
thematic analysis in qualitative research, could I organize
my finds as basic organizing and global themes with an
appreciation of the fact that I could allow basic themes to
be in more than one organizing theme?
I therefore reconnected the labels to the artefacts I had
assigned to them by printing them out on slips of paper. I
covered the table in 4 sheets of flipchart paper taped
together, giving me about 2m2 to work in. The
Figure 7: The Coppergate Helmet

archaeologist has the physical finds to create meaning
and I had the snippets of conversation to interpret

meaning. I then returned to my finds table with renewed vigour and restarted the analysis.
I brought my finds table to life by:
1. Placing out the artefacts that had been categorized, grouped in their five themes.
2. Placing out the uncategorized in no specific order, just as they came out of the box.
3. Then looking for connections to the existing categories and drew these in with lines.
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Interestingly I found that I had begun to focus on the labels when looking for the initial
themes, not the artefact itself that was labelled. Working with the actual artefacts on the finds
table re-connected me to them.The finds table is shown in figure 8 below:

Figure 8: A fully developed finds table with artefacts.

Touching and moving the artefacts allowed me to really engage with them and in this work I
found that there were three new themes hiding in the uncategorized (Strategy, Barriers and
Personal), so I added these and placed the relevant artefacts in them. I looked again at the
artefacts in all the categories and drew connections to other categories, creating thematic
networks (Attride-Stirling, 2001). This allowed me to see patterns emerging, the most
noticeable was from “Working Together” to “Formal”. When working on the finds table, I did
not make the boundaries more distinctive in pen as the work progressed, in fact I actually
stopped myself from doing so as I didn’t want to be fenced in.
Using excel led me to over-analyzing the data, going back to the finds table (when not being
used by the family) allowed me to ground my thoughts again with the actual artefacts, and
the realization that they did not allow over analysis.
I had a whiteboard behind me to capture insights – embodying the reality of the research
fitting within family life as the whiteboard had the usual collection of reminders, homework
and recipes.
I now had the artefacts in 8 themes plus uncategorised, and had connected them to one or
two other themes. As with an 8th century helmet - which in battle at the moment it saves
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your life from a deadly head wound, is purely a piece of armour, when rallying your troops is
a sign of status and when carried casually under an arm on the victorious way home is a
sign of wealth - my artefacts had been allowed to tell their story.
I put the data into excel again, giving each artefact a Primary, Secondary and Tertiary
theme, assigning the secondary and tertiary based on the connections I had drawn. I
entered the artefacts into the spreadsheet with my laptop on the finds table, keeping the
feeling of a physical connection with my study.
After the analysis and write up, I laid out my finds table again and pored over it - if I could
only display one artefact, what would it be?
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5. Project Findings
I will divide this into three areas; findings from the artefacts - where I will look at what they
can tell me; findings about the methodology - where I will look at my insights to the methods
I used; and findings about myself.

Artefact Findings
I found eight main themes in my artefacts. I assigned the artefacts a category of Primary,
Secondary or Tertiary connection to that theme. Table 2 below shows the themes and the
number of artefacts in each category for that theme.
Table 2: Themes and artefacts for each category of that theme.

Occurrence in Category
Theme

Primary

Secondary

Tertiary

Formal Systems

21

17

4

Working together

9

10

11

Knowledge Creation

9

5

2

Informal Systems

9

2

1

Doing work

8

3

1

Personal

7

6

2

Barriers

2

5

4

Strategy

2

5

0

23

n/a*

n/a*

Uncategorised

* it is not possible to be uncategorised as secondary or tertiary
I will go through the categories, picking out the artefacts that are of most interest, labelling
them by artefact number and the conversation they are from (art.#; conv. #). Even though I
have listed the themes in order of prevalence of artefacts and will start from the top, this is
just a straightforward way to do it, as prevalence does not indicate the importance of a
theme (Braun and Clarke, 2006).
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I have cleaned the artefacts up a bit for clarity, wiping away the dirt, but I have not edited the
language, as I believe this would be an “over-restoration” of the finds.

Formal Systems

The theme that dominates is Formal Systems, which is not surprising as I was looking into
knowledge sharing within an organisation.
Looking first at the Primary categorisation, networks were mentioned in 4 conversations,
both positively:
“I myself, I like the idea of having networks, working through them and sharing
material” (art. 44; conv. 4)
and negatively:
“in that network is not so exciting, I mean, the people there are not so extremely
active now more could go into the meetings sitting down listening, even if we try in
different ways to encourage them to, to share knowledge. It's it's not too easy” (art.
65; conv. 5).
And interestingly I only labelled meetings in one conversation that I primarily categorised as
Formal Systems.
Formal training (i.e. scheduled / organized), coaching and mentoring were also identified in
primary artefacts, with training being described as:
“I'm giving courses all the time. So indeed, spreading out in in rings” (art. 49; conv.
4).
Formal Systems was linked to Personal through two artefacts, which mentioned teaching
methods and learning preferences, and Barriers in two, one of which mentioned the overload
of information in company social media:
“Now it's impossible. I would like to have everything channeled down to one source.
... now I have to open and go through a lot of things to feel that I am a bit up to date.
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And honestly, I don't do it. I try sometimes to catch up in Jabber, but in Yammer,
sorry, but it takes forever.” (art. 67; conv. 5)
This barrier of overload was found as significant in a research study model based on a
literature review (Razmerita, Kirchner and Nielsen, 2016). It also shows that corporate social
media is a platform, but not directly a social learning space (Wenger-Trayner and WengerTrayner, 2020).
When looked at as a secondary category, Formal Systems is most connected Working
Together with 10, including:
“So as soon as they have something to start think about, they will be be starting to be
creative. I think that is a very good starting point of creativity to have something to
throw in.” (art. 86; conv. 7)
This I labelled Seeding Crystals and is an example of the combination and externalisation of
knowledge (Nonaka et al., 1995).
and:
“So they did this online. I mean, like 11 years ago, just to have the recording that this
but because then it was not anonymous, but the post has said that, why don't we use
this kind of packaging material or whatever, in order to do that, and someone else is
triggered by that idea, yeah, and then we could also combine these with these etc.
And that finally you have got something that is, Jesus, this is something we could do
something about it, or with this idea.” (art. 55; conv. 4)
This is an example of the co-creation of knowledge and surfacing of tacit knowledge.
Formal Systems was also connected to Uncategorised with 8 (accounting for more than one
third of them), including:
“And now it's really interesting with Slido because you see a lot of really interesting
questions that you never heard before... for one thing, ...you're anonymous, and
when 1000 people, and it's, it's kind of a good feeling...and the fact that you can vote
on it... So the the questions with many votes... are probably quite relevant for for the
audience.” (art. 54; conv. 4)
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This shows the importance of psychological safety (Edmondson, 1999), especially in large
meetings where less confident people are willing to share (Siemsen et al., 2009). This could
be used to help with engagement in networks (see above).

Working Together

Working Together as a primary category was most connected with Formal Systems and
Knowledge Creation.
In connection with Formal Systems apart from those included above, there are two further
artefacts that were of interest, showing how knowledge sharing and knowledge creation are
connected.
“now when we have this focus on sustainability and so on, it pops up new things we
have never considered before in this area as well. So so then we learn from the
projects in that way.” (art. 36; conv. 3)
“Spend time… with the people and both understand their issues and also make them
think, think of the best solutions by yourself.” (art. 84; conv. 7)
Both of these artefacts are examples of externalisation and combination (Nonaka et al.,
1995).
In connection with Knowledge Creation there was an interesting combination of overcoming
a barrier to sharing - the loss of an idea to someone else, and the recognized benefit of
sharing - creating knowledge, both of which Razmerita et al (2016) found to be significant
factors influencing knowledge sharing.
"it is a combination ... two things. One is the fact … people felt free to share as in ‘my
name is attached to my sharing, therefore, I'm going to put out this little idea that's
been sitting in my head’; the second one is a fact that you were able to build on each
other's ideas and therefore, kind of build build knowledge or create knowledge
together.” (art. 59; conv. 4)
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Knowledge Creation

Here two artefacts cover the same topic of co-creation of knowledge by informal sharing, the
first one looks at the positive:
“a fresh pair of eyes Yes, they see things that we don't. Oh, of course, yeah. Why
not? Yes, you're right. Yeah, I hadn't thought about that. Yeah. Absolutely. Yeah.”
(art. 68; conv. 5)
The second one acknowledges informal sharing, but identifies a current barrier, the fact that
people are no longer located together by competence, but in scrum teams:
“Because before you had all the mechanical designers, so if someone has a has an
issue can ask to with the team member that is you sitting in front of him or near to
him. while it's in the scrum, you are in another room, so you need to call him and then
when you have to call probably won't answer because he's in a meeting. So you don't
you don't share so also for the youngest for the new ones. It is difficult to ramp up
let's say, let's say faster on top of knowledge because you are put in the scrum team
and you and you are not sharing and you cannot ask at all.” (art. 74; conv. 6)
There is an interesting take on surfacing and externalising and creating knowledge.
“challenge yourself to to present that at a conference external conference. And so
then you see it suddenly need... in another perspective. Because I mean, what can
you really share that could be like valuable for someone else?” (art. 13; conv. 1)

Informal Systems
There are 4 artefacts that acknowledge the strength of Informal Systems, but identify
barriers to this, either because of the way work is organised (see above) or working from
home due to Covid-19:
“Now when you sit from home you only have meetings with the people you directly
interact with. So you lose a lot of other interactions as well that could provide you
some information without knowing it. ... I prefer to meet people to discuss with them. I
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think it's interesting to see people also react on things you discuss about and so on.”
(art. 37; conv. 3)
The appreciation of Informal Systems is clearly shown in 5 artefacts. The importance of
spontaneity whilst working:
“Yeah, I think when you're in the office, it's so easy to just share something. I mean,
over the over the shoulder, two people in the room when you're I mean, we are
normally even if we don't we have if we have this flexible working places. I mean, we
normally sit in the in the same room, close to each other” (art. 62; conv. 5)
the value of coffee machines:
“but the many ideas that came up after our discussion at the coffee machine” (art. 72;
conv. 6)
“talk with a coffee machine or whatever” (art. 60; conv. 5)
and even the Fika Process (fika is a Swedish word meaning a break from activity during
which people drink coffee, eat cakes or other light snacks, and relax with others):
“When Ford Motor Company purchased Volvo Cars, so now we're back in 99. And
then one of the inventions that was really hot at that time ... when the Chief Product
Development executive visited Volvo cars... he asked our Product Development
Executive Vice President ... ‘what process did you use to, to, to come up with this
idea?’ And the answer from our manager was ‘the Fika process’. ... but I mean, it
should not be underestimated. Because I mean, you can't really plan everything. You
can't force it into some kind of a process. There always has to be some kind of
freedom and just just connecting in unexpected ways, otherwise, you'll just get the
expected result.” (art. 57; conv. 4)
This artefact embodies the importance of opening up social learning spaces (WengerTrayner and Wenger-Trayner, 2020) and that these cannot be forced into a process. It also
shows the communal nature of knowledge (Sloman, Patterson and Barbey, 2021) and
implies the spiral of Nonaka et al (1995).
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Doing Work
There are 8 artefacts that were primarily connected to Doing Work.
There is an interesting reflection on systems providing knowledge as supportive information
when needed (Kirschner and Hendrick, 2020):
“it needs to be that directly when you start to use something, maybe you didn't know
that it was this kind of knowledge, but the system will find it for you. So when you are
in this moment, then it gets provided for you in some easy way.” (art. 09; conv. 1)
and also checking that it is being applied:
“so the engineers, they don't want to just read a lot of things. And I think that the
tricky thing is,... you need to read this, like best practice, that you can have some
kind of receipt that they have done it.” (art. 14; conv. 1)
However, the same person is also very aware of the importance of knowledge sharing:
“it's very much about thinking about when you do something, how can it be reused?”
(art. 04; conv. 1)
The importance of learning by doing appears:
“But I think main part is learning by doing and that it's happening new things.” (art.
35; conv. 3).

Personal
There are 7 artefacts that have Personal issues as a Primary category for knowledge
sharing, and the most noteworthy are about attitude, interest, enjoyment and honesty.
Attitude:
“First thought, I think that everyone in… a big community, big company, they would
like to learn from each other. They do.”
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Interest:
“then another driver is your interest. So maybe it's not really explicitly said that you
should have this but you believe in it, and so on. So that's like a personal driver.” (art.
5; conv. 1)
Enjoyment:
“but almost every time when you share something that you have, like in knowledge,
then then it's it's, it's a lot easier, it's enjoyment to, to do that.” (art. 7; conv. 1)
This is identified as a factor influencing knowledge sharing by Razmerita et al (2016)
Honesty:
“I think it's a speak from the heart. This is a very good good approach because I think
that… you can actually see when it's very staged and…you can even see they are
reading in parallel. It's, it's funny, the message could be really the same. But it's, …
not, it's coming from the heart and you really feel this.” (art. 91; conv. 7)
These three artefacts are evidence of the caring and feeling of value needed for social
learning spaces (Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner, 2020).
The noteworthy occurrences of Personal in Secondary and Tertiary have been covered in
previous artifacts.

Barriers
This was only categorised as Primary for two artefacts, both being noteworthy and
connected with time:
directly:
“then of course, I mean, it's from a company perspective that people have the time
and possibility to participate… and… sometimes … it gets a bit difficult… I myself, I
have problems to prioritize many times and this is a constant struggle” (art. 48; conv.
4)
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and with a loss of spontaneity (Informal):
“I feel that my calendar is really packed with meetings now. Because you have to
arrange meetings for everything, just to discuss something you have to call for
meeting and because you cannot do it just spontaneously over the shoulder. I think
that goes for, of course, knowledge sharing as well.” (art. 63; conv. 5)
This is lack of time is identified by Razmertia et al (2016)

Strategy
This was also only categorised as Primary for two artefacts, both involving company
strategy, but the second connecting this to a strategy for knowledge sharing:
company:
“And then of course, it's the driver and that it's it said, by the by the management?”
(art. 06; conv.1)
connecting to own strategy:
“some kind of overview, more strategic view and so on…I need to, to get a grip of
different perspectives, different stakeholders, is it a user or what is their manager? Or
is it other stakeholders? Also, what do they need?” (art. 22; conv.1)
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Summary of Artefact Findings
1. Formal Systems the most common category for ways of
knowledge sharing, but they also created Barriers where,
for example, the way people are not seated together any
more reduces spontaneous informal sharing.
2. In formal settings the value of Slido for asking questions
was highlighted as a major benefit, not only because it
increased the number of questions asked as it allowed
anonymity, but also that the most relevant questions were
answered as the audience vote on the questions
3. Interestingly formal can also encourage informal, for
example during breaks in classroom training.
4. The co-creation of knowledge is found in a couple of ways,
through the formality of project work focussing on new

Figure 9:Providers of coffee or
social learning spaces?!

areas and the informal sharing where a fresh pair of eyes
can help.
5. The importance of Informal Systems is shown by the way that people identified it as
happening, for example at the coffee machine (see figure 9) and missed it when it
was taken away, either due to a change in working processes (agile teams) and
working from home due to Covid.
The Prize Artefact
If I could only display one artefact it would be the Fika Process
(art. 57; conv. 4) as this really embodies the value of informal
sharing and how it can lead to knowledge sharing, co-creation
of knowledge and bring value to an organisation.
I feel a connection to this artefact as well, as with a couple of
Figure 10: the Prize Artefact on
display.

friends I have created the idea of Fikathlon - the mixture of
triathlon and fika - doing sport and then having a coffee, cake
and chat afterwards.

It has been duly framed and hung on my wall (see figure 10 above)
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Methodology Findings
Conversations
I found the conversations mostly natural and relaxed as I knew the people from before. This
allowed for natural small talk to progress into the area of interest. This meant I did not feel
that I was striking up a false friendship just for the inquiry, which was reinforced by the fact
that we will be using the results together in future work. It was easy to let the conversations
flow and see what they unearthed.
I stopped taking notes during the conversations as I found that it was interrupting the flow.

Analysis
The main thing here was making sure that I was keeping in contact with the artefacts and not
becoming too removed by the analysis. It was very easy to become engrossed in excel and
start sorting and colour coding without looking at what the artefact actually was telling me.
Even if I was studying stuff left lying around unnoticed by most and picking up and making
sense from those that caught my eye - as I did as a child when field walking for flints - it was
still only those that caught my eye. I remember as an adult watching Time Team on
television with my Dad as they were excavating a Roman site and finding a lot of pot shards.
I asked my Dad why we never found any as Cirencester was an important town in Roman
times (Corinium). His reply? “Oh, we found loads, but we weren’t interested in them”! This
highlights for me the fact that finds will be overlooked or discarded if not in the focus
spotlight.
When writing up the findings, it was easy to see that there were other possible ways to do
the themes, for example grouping Formal Systems, Working Together and Doing Work into
a common theme. There were also times when an artefact could be allocated to another
theme either as Primary, Secondary or Tertiary; and this I only did for two that could be
moved in their Primary category.
There were two main reasons for not reworking the analysis:
1. The aim of my inquiry is to improve to identify ways to improve knowledge sharing
within the context of Engineering Capabilities - and I did not see that any rework
would give new insights to this - I had the artefacts and the stories they told.
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2. Time - it would have taken more time than I could realistically give in the honest
relationship between work, the inquiry and family.
The artefacts are also from one point in time, and the context has moved on since then - the
importance is in the stories they tell rather than their over analysis. The value is not found in
analysing the artefact further, but in going back and talking to the person - the creator of the
artefact, something which archaeologists can only dream of.
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Findings About Myself
Writing this has been an important part of the analysis and my learning. I found that writing is
like running round a lake for the first time – it is always further than you think as you
encounter the real shoreline in detail, but also full of discoveries (see box 3 below).
I have begun to realise how my past experiences influence and shape how I work. The
choice of conversations coming from understanding their value in working in the
humanitarian sector. The use of a finds table coming from a childhood pastime of field
walking for flints and the interest in archaeology this gave me. A definition of archaeology as
“partly the discovery of the treasures of the past, partly the meticulous work of the scientific
analyst, partly the exercise of the creative imagination” (Renfrew and Bahn, 2012, p.12)
shows how the three areas inform each other, for me I see how they come together to give
the focus, findings and insight of my inquiry.
I sometimes lack confidence and drive in my own work, and need to see a connection to my
values, which I had in humanitarian work. A clear example was the other weekend, when I
had this paper to write, and Emelie, my wife, needed to watch Citizen Kane and write a short
paper on that as part of her studies. So, instead of working on my paper, I watched Citizen
Kane and discussed it with Emelie as she wrote the paper. I value helping people and need
to show myself how this is part of my work.
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Running around a lake, pen in hand
When camping in France I decided to go for a run around the lake we were camping near.
I looked at the lake on Google Maps and worked out it would be about a 15 kilometer run.
We'd been to the shore nearest us and there was a path that headed off around the lake.
When I started running, I soon realized that the path disappeared and secondly, that the
lake had far more small bays, nooks and crannies to negotiate than I had expected. When
I got to the far side of the lake, the shore was not runnable as it was reinforced with large
rocks so I had to run on the road instead – which meant running up and down the hills
rather than the flat of the shoreline. These things combined turned a planned 15 kilometer
flat run into a 22 kilometer run with hills.
What I have discovered is that for me writing is like this. The way you start writing on what
seems like a clear path ahead, but soon find yourself exploring new nooks and crannies
that you didn't know existed, and taking a different, more difficult route than originally
planned. And of course, the lesson that we all know, writing always takes longer than you
think.
But the most important lesson for me is that writing is a new way for me to explore my
practice and therefore one thing I've started to do is to write reports just to myself about
the work I'm doing and then allowing the writing itself to be a way of exploring that piece of
practice more and to unearth new insights. So, writing has joined conversations as a way
for me to explore my practice and reflect.
Box 3: Running around a lake, pen in hand
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6. Implications for Self and Practice
The specific aim of my inquiry is to identify ways to improve knowledge sharing within the
context of Engineering Capabilities, through an exploration of the way in which knowledge is
shared and identifying drivers and inhibitors.
I am currently involved in the work looking at the strategy for Engineering Capabilities, from
the inquiry I can try to ensure that
1. Formal ways of sharing knowledge continue,
2. We acknowledge the importance of the informal sharing that happens and can be
lost when moving activities online.
3. People working in agile teams are given more opportunity to meet with people who
share their competencies.
4. We encourage the use of Slido for asking questions in larger, more formal meetings,
including network meetings.
5. Formal also encourages informal, for example during breaks in classroom training.
6. People talk to each other about what knowledge sharing means to them.
7. Allow room for social learning spaces to develop.
8. People continue to meet and chat at the coffee machines!
This inquiry has reinforced a previous understanding that I've had regarding the importance
of conversation - people talking and together making connections and creating new
knowledge. I have become aware of the way that knowledge is created in the space
between people – and I've already started trying to make sure that I can influence that this
happens in different places. For example, because of COVID there's a real necessity and
drive for making learning and development digital, bite size, and in the flow of work.
What I began to see is that the externalized, codified content from a course can easily be put
online in little chunks – videos, podcasts, or text. However, what we were losing was the part
where people talk to each other. Now that might have been explicitly on the agenda, an
espoused theory (Argyris and Schön, 1996), in the classroom session, for example small
group work. However, it is likely to have occurred off the agenda, informally during the
breaks at the coffee machine or at lunch, this was a social learning space (Wenger-Trayner
and Wenger-Trayner, 2020). Not only did people get the chance to have a conversation, but
there is also the fact that you got to meet a colleague that when you bumped into in the
corridor again later you knew them to talk to. The challenge is to bring this social learning
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space into the online world, it is more than just corporate social media - which can
sometimes lead to overload, as my findings have shown.
I now understand and appreciate how instructors were aware of this informal knowledge
sharing and enjoyed it, but because they hadn't clearly built it into the agenda of their
classroom training, it was a theory in use (Argyris and Schön, 1996), they were very scared
of losing it - they could just see their slide deck going to digital content. Previously I was
dismissive about this and thought that they were just worried of losing their “sage on the
stage” status, but now I have a better understanding of their situation and theories in use.
Therefore now, when I'm discussing with people about creating online training I talk about
the importance of conversation and other interactions, what this means and how this must
have a space in online learning.
I try to ensure that we have synchronous online sessions where people get together and that
they're not used for information dumping through PowerPoint, but for the sharing of stories,
for people to talk about their own situations and experiences.
One recent experience that reinforced this for me was when I (along with all other whitecollar workers) was assigned a leadership program. This was a set of short, bite-sized
activities, mostly live videos, a few readings – each being a maximum of around 6 minutes.
The learning journey also included “Go-Dos” - activities connected to the learning that aimed
to bring transfer and impact. The only other interaction in the course was typing comments
into smart cards (an item of content for the course) – which were soon lost in the flow and
rarely, if ever, received feedback.
The Go-Dos were relevant and actionable, but my team didn't do it together, you did it as
your own individual journey. So, what happened is when you had a Go-Do connected to
meetings – for example allocating dedicated time for discussions and decisions not just
PowerPoint sharing, because other people weren't doing it the new ways of working very
quickly fell by the wayside. Even more importantly, as managers had a different learning
journey, they were not even aware of the Go-Dos that their team were meant to be
implementing.
I am currently involved in developing the learning journey for a new process within the
company and I'm encouraging that we design it so that the agile teams go through the
journey together, and secondly, that there's time for them to be discussing and talking about
their experience to be learning and sharing. Not just within that team, which of course is
important but also how do we get that conversation to go across different teams so that the
Page 40

conversation is wider and encompasses more situations and more people. It will allow
people to share with people with similar competence areas - which some of the artefacts
showed was missing in agile teams - the “over the shoulder” sharing. This is NOT purely my
idea, it has been suggested by other people as well, but my recent experience and new
understanding has made me a strong advocate with an ability to support my ideas with
strong arguments.
You can create a learning journey, making the content bite-sized and clickable (binge worthy
is a recent meme) but don’t forget the interaction between people – point people at each
other.
One of the ways that I've actively tried to do this was during Tetra Pak’s online Learning
Conference during three weeks in May and June 2021. I organized coffee sessions after
some of the conference sessions where people were randomly assigned, in small groups of
three or four, to a digital breakout room with a couple of seeding questions to get the
conversation started or you could of course just talk about anything you liked.
This wasn't a great success because the way that we had organized it (the idea had come
up quite late in the conference planning) was that the coffee sessions had a separate
booking and attendance link. This led to misunderstanding and people not finding the coffee
sessions, but it was appreciated by those that attended. For the conference next year, we
are planning to keep the coffee sessions and to improve the way they are implemented. I
plan to lead this work.
In the Learning Conference, I also hosted sessions where I had conversations with quite
senior leaders in the company about their learning. My understanding of the way
conversation can lead to insights gave me the confidence to move this away from a pure
question and answer session towards a more conversational style.
I need to curate my finds to give them meaning. They need to tell a story – as we want to
see the story of day-to-day life in ancient times from archeological finds in a museum. This
curiosity is clearly shown by the way the finds in Pompei, with their unique preservation
providing actual snapshots of life in Roman Italy in AD 74, continue making headline news
(Giuffrida, 2021).
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7. Conclusion
I have used conversations with Engineering Capability drivers to inquire into knowledge
sharing in Engineering Capabilities. From a thematic analysis of the conversations I have
found that there are several important ways that knowledge is shared, but that there are also
barriers. This has enabled me to identify ways to support knowledge sharing in this area in
my future practice.
One important finding was how informal situations, for example
chatting at the coffee machine, can lead to knowledge sharing
and the building of social learning spaces.
During the inquiry I found that using archaeology as an
analogy greatly helped me. This was especially the case when
analysing my findings, by treating them as physical artefacts
on a finds table. There was also the understanding that an
Figure 11: The author creating a
future artefact.

artefact can tell more than one story - it may have a clear
function, but what does it symbolise to the owner?

The inquiry also helped me connect more to my past work experiences and values, and
understand how I find conversations a valuable way to surface and create knowledge with
people.
To summarise the inquiry and bring it to a close for myself, I buried the mug I usually use
when I meet my friends for a Fikathlon (see figure 11). If a future archaeologist digs it up,
they will just see a mug, but for me their artefact symbolises friendship, conversation and
belonging.
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