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ABSTRACT

This paper reports on a research project that investigated the key factors impacting on inter-organisational knowledge transfer during a collaborative project involving a group of New Zealand State Sector organisations.  Interviews were undertaken with seven gatekeepers (boundary-spanning individuals). The gatekeepers were found to have performed multiple roles, playing a critical part in enabling knowledge transfer throughout the project. These roles were: (1) flag-bearer for their organisation, (2) project advocate within their organisation, (3) translator and interpreter of new knowledge, (4) scout (a seeker of knowledge), (5) facilitator of knowledge sharing and knowledge creation; and towards the latter stages of the project,  (6) storyteller, and (7)  in-house expert.   
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

The transfer of knowledge within organisations is widely considered to be a key component of an effective knowledge management (KM) strategy (Earl 1998; Nonaka 1998).  Researchers have also found that successful knowledge transfer is considered difficult (Nonaka 1998; Gorgoglione 2003; Harada 2003), and the sharing of knowledge is perceived as risking a loss of power by some individuals (Scmetz 2002).  

The majority of research into knowledge transfer has been focused at the organisational level, but recent studies have uncovered the benefits of knowledge transfer and/or knowledge sharing in inter-organisational contexts including strategic alliances (Reid, Bussiere and Greenaway 2000; Rolland and Chauvel 2000), business clusters (Molina and Yoong 2003), value chains (Rolland and Chauvel 2000); and informal networks and communities of practice (Wenger 2000; Allen and Leewen 2003).

A small body of KM literature also considers the concept of a key person (gatekeeper, champion, or promotor) in knowledge transfer and innovation activities.  Hauschildt and Schewe (2000) describe the key person as being “different from all other persons involved in the innovation process… By means of (their) activities, contributions are made which bring an innovation process to a successful solution” (p. 97). 

In the Research & Development literature, the gatekeeper is the term used to describe a boundary-spanning individual who monitors external information that may be relevant for an organisation’s innovation activities (Allen, 1967; Katz and Tushman, 1981) and who ascertains its relevance.  The gatekeeper establishes external information and communication networks and may also contribute to bridging terminological cultures and values systems (Hernandez, Liang, Prescott and Kirsh, 2004).  The gatekeeper is typically active during the very early stages of an innovation process (Hauschildt and Schewe, 2000).

The promotor model is an alternative concept (ibid) in which multiple roles, such as champion, initiator, stimulator, catalyst, and resource helper, signify the involvement of different key people at different stages in the process.  Various types of promoters may exist; for example, the process promotor is someone who can overcome administrative barriers, determine organisational procedures and act as an interpreter.   

Hauschildt and Schewe (2000) propose integration of the different key person concepts based on the fact that a gatekeeper may have promotor attributes or vice versa. Harada (2003) re-examines the role of the gatekeeper, proposing a new concept; the knowledge transformer, in recognition of the complex key person function needed in R&D activity.   

In a study of new product development, Ancona and Caldwell (1992) describe how boundary-spanning persons played multiple roles, including gatekeeper, scout, ambassador, sentry, and guard.  Pawlowski and Robey (2004) outline how boundary-spanning persons (IT professionals, described as knowledge brokers) play multiple roles, serving as both filters and facilitators of information transfer between an organisation and its environment. These authors also note that the research literature on internal knowledge transfer is “relatively silent on the description of roles and practices that contribute to effective knowledge transfer among organisational units” (p.648).

This research project investigated the issues surrounding inter-organisational knowledge transfer in the New Zealand State sector from the perspective of the knowledge gatekeeper, an individual who acts as a knowledge interface between their own organisation and other organisations. Based on interviews with gatekeepers from seven different organisations, a staged model for the process of knowledge transfer from a cross-sector working group to the participating organisations was developed, and the roles of the gatekeeper during each stage are identified.  

2.0 METHOD

The case research method was used in this study.  Case research method is considered useful in situations such as this study, when the study is exploring a contemporary event, where control of subjects or events is not necessary and where there is not already an established theoretical base (Benbasat, Goldstein and Mead 1987; Yin 1994).  Case research method can also shed light on a phenomenon (process, event, person or object of interest) and has been noted for three purposes; to produce detailed descriptions of a phenomenon, develop possible explanations of it, or evaluate the phenomenon.    It is considered an appropriate research method for organisational studies because of the way it uses direct observation and systematic interviewing to gather data, and in particular when “how” or “why” questions are being posed (Yin 1994).

Seven participants were interviewed in this study.  The participants were managers or senior policy analysts who had been a representative for their organisation in the Pathfinder project.  (Due to a confidentiality agreement with the participants, we are unable to provide any more details of the participating organisations.) Each interview took about one hour. The audio-tapes were immediately transcribed so that key points were noted and themes and ideas teased out prior to the next interview.  All interview notes and transcriptions were returned to the participants for checking and validation.

Data analysis was conducted simultaneously with data collection. Open keyword coding was conducted by reviewing material and assigning codes and labels in the margins of the transcriptions.  Common themes were established, and the emerging findings were validated via a focus group and further individual interviews.  Findings regarding the activities described by participants were also discussed at a follow-up focus group with interviewees, and the descriptions of different gatekeeper roles were validated.   

3.0 RESULTS

3.1
Background

The context for the study was the Pathfinder Project (Pathfinder), a collaborative state sector project undertaken in New Zealand from 2001-2003 that has previously been identified by government as a successful example of inter-agency collaboration (Wright and de Joux, 2003).  Pathfinder aimed to develop outcomes-based management systems and share lessons learned, with the over-arching goal of raising sector performance by shifting management focus from the delivery of outputs towards the achievement of measurable results (Pathfinder, 2003).  Participating individuals (i.e. the gatekeepers) were charged with developing the emerging concept of Managing for Outcomes (MfO), constructing associated models, tools and procedures, and introducing MfO practice into their respective organisations.  The project presented organisations with change issues at both strategic and operational levels, challenging the traditional ‘outputs’-based model, as the new model based  around “outcomes” emerged.

3.2 Model of Inter-organisation Knowledge Transfer

In order to represent the combined and common experiences of knowledge transfer reported by the seven participants, a six-stage model of knowledge transfer from the inter-organisational project group (PWG) to the participating organisations was developed (Cranefield and Yoong, 2005).  The model comprises six key stages: (1) Engaging, (2) Defining, (3) Seeking, (4) Articulating, (5) Integrating, and (6) Disseminating.  

The model is a synthesis of experiences as reported by the research participants.  It does not necessarily closely represent the experience of any single organisation.  While it shows the stages sequentially, in reality there was an iterative approach to knowledge transfer as new ideas were taken up in succession and in light of previous learning. The model summarises this overall process (see Figure 1). 
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3.3 The Role of the Gatekeeper

This section outlines the model of inter-organisational knowledge transfer in more depth, with a focus on the roles and activities that were performed by the gatekeeper at successive stages of the knowledge transfer process.

3.3.1 Stage 1 - Engaging

In the first stage, Engaging, each organisation determined the level and nature of its engagement in the project, setting in place an initial framework for the process of knowledge transfer.  The gatekeeper’s primary role during this stage was acting as a project advocate within their organisation. In addition, they played a role as an organisational flag-bearer within the inter-organisational working group.   

(a) The gatekeeper as advocate

The gatekeeper performed the role of advocate, using enthusiasm to secure buy-in from colleagues, the CEO and senior managers; helping identify appropriate project areas, and (in some cases) justifying the need for additional project resources. However, several factors were identified as moderating the effectiveness of this role. These were perception of the project’s value; trust, fit with expectations, the impact of workplace issues; and power, reflected in the gatekeeper’s level of seniority.

Perception of value

The gatekeeper’s early perception of the value of the project to their organisation appears to have been a critical factor in influencing their level of commitment and advocacy, and therefore the level of engagement by their organisations.  Two participants who described themselves as being very “keen” about the project’s likely benefits to their organisation also reported high levels of organisational engagement.   

On the other hand, the participant who reported the lowest perception of project value also reported the lowest level of engagement, despite the organisation’s reported familiarity with the concept of outcomes.  Phrases used by this participant about the project included “I wasn’t getting much value”, “(It was) not terribly useful”, and “there wasn’t a lot that was new”.

Trust

In describing the early part of the project, several participants reported an initial lack of trust regarding the nature of the role of the sponsoring central government agencies in the project.  This was based around a perceived tension between the agencies’ role of project sponsors and their governance role for the sector, and led to unwillingness to discuss issues openly within the working group.  As a result there was a low level of transparency (Rolland and Chauvel, 2003), with and free and frank discussions about problems occurring only at a one-to-one level:

“You don’t confess whether bodies are buried to a group of more than three.”

“The golden rule is you never tell central agencies everything.”

Fit with expectations

Poor fit between early expectations and the reality of the PWG dynamics was reported as a major issue by one interviewee, and created a significant barrier to engagement:  

“It (the working group)… became quickly dominated by the agenda of central agencies rather than responding to the needs of the agencies involved…(We) tried to raise our concerns and we felt pretty stomped on really.”

In this case, gatekeeper advocacy ceased, and the organisation did not proceed beyond the Engaging stage:  

“We played passive until the project finished”.  

This gatekeeper’s decision to protect colleagues from the project by withholding information is an extreme example of what Ancona and Caldwell (1992) term filtering: “taking information from outsiders and delivering a smaller amount…to buffer the team or absorb pressure by keeping troubling information or political maneuvring from the team” (p.637).  The other six gatekeepers also performed filtering activities, but more often with the purpose of reducing information and tailoring it to fit the audience, rather than to screen them from it: 

“We started trying to break it down into something which was more easily digested for the audience”.

Workplace pressures

Competing work pressures also impacted on gatekeepers at a more direct level, with the demands of long fortnightly meetings noted as being problematic by two interviewees: 

“If you were going to seriously consider the issues being raised and contribute to the meetings and to the preparation of resources, you could have spent your whole time doing it.” 

Power

The gatekeeper’s level of seniority within their organisation appears to have contributed to the ease of advocacy. The only two participants who were first tier managers reported two of the highest levels of engagement, possibly reflecting their power of influence.  Another participant noted the difficulties of the advocate role in terms of selling upwards:

“One of the difficulties is …how to manage that process if your Chief Executive can’t be bothered, or if you’re trying to engage the Minister and they won’t be engaged…how do you deal with that if you’re a second or third tier manager that’s actually trying to challenge your Executive Management Team or your Chief Executive?”

Problems relating to advocacy were addressed by networking and knowledge sharing amongst the PWG members as the project progressed. Several participants reported the usefulness of networking with those who had prior experience in advocacy with senior officials.  

(b) The gatekeeper as flag-bearer

The Engaging phase provided organisations with what one participant described as “a window of opportunity” to set their own agenda for the application of MfO. This opportunity was considered as unusual for a project initiated by central agencies.  

“One of the most important things to come out of Pathfinder was….the notion that departments and not central agencies could actually drive change.. Rather than having imposed on us that this is the model, this is how you will do it, we were in a position to ensure that whatever came out the other end would be a good fit for our organisation.” 

In order to determine and control their project agenda, the gatekeeper needed to assert their organisation’s independence and exert appropriate influence within the working group.  Playing the part of an organisational flag-bearer (a term coined by members of the focus group that was held to validate preliminary findings) was therefore considered as an important part of the early gatekeeper role, setting the scene for the independent approach organisations would take in adopting MfO.  

The gatekeeper’s activities, as an internal advocate and an external flag-bearer, correspond to Ancona and Caldwell’s (1992) description of ambassador activities performed by boundary-spanning individuals, in which activities such as lobbying for resources, persuading others to support the team, communicating with senior managers, and protecting the team from outside pressure, are underpinned by a combination of persuasive and protective goals.

3.3.2
Stage 2: Defining 

In the second stage, Defining, each organisation worked to more clearly articulate the nature of its  project challenge, recognising a unique set of issues and problems. The nature of these issues depended on the organisation’s function (for example, whether it was policy-focused or operationally-focused), its disciplinary context, and its initial project  focus area.  As issues to do with implementing a MfO knowledge framework started to become clearer, the need for new, discipline-specific, knowledge was often recognised.  In some cases, the need for a formal research effort was also identified.  

The key issues identified during this stage were based around the problem of how to apply and adapt the MfO knowledge framework and tools to each organisation’s context.  

During the Defining stage, the gatekeeper’s role as advocate and flag-bearer continued, but more importantly, the gatekeeper took on the new roles of translator and interpreter of MfO knowledge.   

(a) The gatekeeper as translator and interpreter

During the Defining stage, participants reported acting as both a translator and an interpreter of MfO language and concepts, endeavouring to create greater meaning and relevance in the context of their organisation, and to avoid the ambiguity and confusion that they expected might arise from the abstract MfO terminology.  

Translation activities reported include translating the MfO terminology and ideas into new language and images that their colleagues would understand; while interpretation activities involved the creation of practical, interesting, examples that illustrated the application of MfO concepts in a context relevant to the organisation:

“Some of the (early) documentation was written in a way that – I literally had to translate it for people working on the project…giving them a ‘for example’ and little drawings on the whiteboard (helped)… something they can actually get their heads around.” 

“Outcomes- for most people, if you start beefing on about hem, they aren’t a great thing – you’ve got to make it interesting, living, and real for people to actually relate to.”

In order for MfO knowledge to be successfully transferred into organisations, the meaning behind MfO terminology needed to be deeply understood by, and appear relevant to, the gatekeeper’s colleagues. Confusion between existing organisational meanings of words and the same words as employed in the new MfO context also needed to be avoided.  ‘MfO language’ therefore had to be explained and interpreted, exemplified, modified or simplified, and eventually appropriated, by the organisations involved.  The gatekeeper was the instigator of, and the central person involved in, this key process.  

“(My job involved) making the information concrete enough so that people could then translate it from ideas into activity. (Firstly) making the concepts relevant and then to be able to use the concepts and the Pathfinder ideas and methods in our environment.” 

One participant reported having to ‘translate’ MfO concepts despite the fact that their organisation was already familiar with the concept of outcomes.  

“We had to interpret…The principles were well understood from our end, but it was…a matter of an odd little bit of translation.”

The participants’ descriptions of their translation activities fits closely with Holden and Kortzfleisch’s (2004) description of translation as “a kind of knowledge conversion which seeks to create common cognitive ground among people, among whom differences in language are a barrier to comprehension” (p.129). 

This lends strong support to the above authors’ claim that knowledge transfer is an analogue of translation.  

Wenger (1998) also identifies translation as an important knowledge brokering practice in the context of communities of practice, and Gorgoglione (2003), recognises the importance of interpretation in knowledge transfer, stating that “for knowledge transfer to be effective, the object has primarily to fit the cognitive characteristics of the recipient actors: the better the fitting, the higher its value for knowledge transfer” (p.1). 

There is, however, almost no literature regarding the significance of the roles of translator and interpreter in the process of organisational knowledge transfer.  An exception is a study of knowledge brokering practices by Pawlowski and Robey (2004), who found that IT professionals worked as translators and interpreters; reframing, explaining, and clarifying IT information in the context of different work groups.  The authors found that these roles, and the role of interpreter in particular, supported the process of knowledge transfer by addressing two of its recognised challenges (Szulanski, cited by as the authors, ibid): Absorptive capacity (a recipient’s ability to value, assimilate and apply new knowledge) was increased, and causal ambiguity (the inability to identity reasons for success or failure of replicating knowledge) was decreased, by the interpreter’s role in explaining the relevance of knowledge acquired in a different setting to a particular area of practice. 

The Defining stage marked the beginning of an ongoing and concerted effort on the part of the gatekeeper to translate and interpret the new MfO knowledge. These activities continued to a degree in subsequent stages, and appear to have been a critical enabler of knowledge transfer.  

.  

(b)  Networking  
Informal networking between the gatekeeper and other members of the PWG was described by participants as being an important enabler during the Defining stage. Networking facilitated inter-organisational knowledge transfer in two respects. Firstly, it provided a safe context for the “free and frank discussions” that the gatekeepers were reluctant to have in front of the larger working group.  Secondly, networking allowed for transfer of tacit knowledge of a procedural nature from the Working Group, such as how to manage difficult aspects of the project, how to undertake advocacy, and how to translate and communicate abstract concepts and models.  The comments made by several participants indicate that high value was placed on this type of tacit knowledge sharing:

“The Pathfinder stuff was very academic and very conceptual…What we never had (explained to us) was how to translate that into practice.  And that was what I got from other practitioners; from people in similar positions in other government departments...other people responsible for implementing MfO”

Networking also facilitated the pairing up of gatekeepers from organisations that were operating in broadly similar areas (such as the social sciences), and who therefore faced similar types of issues to do with implementing MfO.

“…In terms of doing joint work, we’re much more interested in doing work with agencies that are related to us”. 

A sense of common issues between gatekeepers from “like” organisations also enabled the sharing of concerns at a more personal level, with one participant commenting: 

“We used to moan together…”

3.3.3 
Stage 3: Seeking

During the third stage, Seeking, organisations began actively seeking solutions and acquiring new knowledge to help them solve the issues that they had identified.  This included searching for explicit knowledge, such as data to enable the linking of planned interventions with measurable outcomes, searching for tacit knowledge, such as knowledge to do with processes and problem-solving; and synthesising and interpreting the knowledge that had been gathered.  

Knowledge was sought within participating organisations, from partner organisations (discipline specific knowledge), and from members of the PWG (knowledge to do with strategy and processes).  In general, there were limited external sources of knowledge to do with MfO, so the need to create new knowledge internally was high.  

(a) Translator and Interpreter

During the Seeking stage the gatekeeper’s role as translator and interpreter continued, but was now focused around simplifying and adapting newly sourced data and discipline-specific information to fit the MfO framework, with the needs of non-technical stakeholders in mind.  One participant described undertaking a simplification and translation exercise after the first draft of a statistical analysis was rejected by a group of stakeholders:  

“We did a very straight sort of statistical analysis and wrote it up in the best way we could explain, which was relatively technical…and we circulated that …and (got) a big smack around the head…(so) from what was a sort of highly focused technical discussion we started trying to break it down into something that was more easily digested….”

(b) Scout

During the Seeking stage, the gatekeeper took on the role of a scout in order to gather knowledge and ideas that would help solve problems and facilitate the application of MfO to their organisation.  

“I was the primary contributor… We were pretty stretched at the time…I read the documents and asked questions around the place as I needed to in order to give some sort of useful input.”

Ancona and Caldwell (1992) have identified the role of scout (scanning for ideas and information and gathering information) as a key role played by boundary-spanning individuals in new product teams.  

(c) Facilitator 

Several participants also described taking on the role of facilitator as their organisations synthesised and adapted various information to fit the MfO framework.  They outlined facilitating and initiating a range of knowledge sharing activities, including one-on-one meetings, informal group discussions, brainstorming sessions with a whiteboard, inviting experts to run workshops, and initiating contact with colleagues in overseas organisations.  

In some cases the facilitation role was shared by the members of a project team:

“(The planning team) were the catalyst and the facilitator of the collection of information, and then they put things together and bounced things off people”. 

Networking

Networking amongst the Working Group members again played a key part at this stage, with gatekeepers from different organisations sharing knowledge and assisting one another with problem-solving:

“The primary source of value for us was the state of information amongst the Working Group members…It was the interchange, the chance to talk about what you were doing …and add value to what other people were doing when they hit a roadblock.”

3.3.4
Stage 4: Articulating
In the fourth stage, Articulating, each organisation articulated and formalised solutions, transforming their newly acquired or created knowledge into explicit knowledge artifacts, such as Statements of Intent (SoIs), documents that carry the essence of MfO intent and identify key strategic outcomes.  Some organisations also wrote case studies, in order to demonstrate the applications of the new knowledge framework (such as the application of “intervention logic”) for future learning in the inter-organisational context.  

The Articulating stage involved adapting and codifying the knowledge gathered from internal and external sources, with further use of the conceptual tools (boundary objects called ‘building blocks’) developed by the PWG.  

Throughout the Articulating stage, the gatekeeper was involved in translation and interpretation efforts, adapting information, examples, and models to ensure they fitted both the organisation’s discipline area and the MfO framework, while helping the organisation to appropriate MfO language for its own strategic purposes.  Towards the end of this phase, as feedback was sought on the draft SoIs, the gatekeeper was also involved in undertaking consultation and eliciting feedback.  

(a) Translator 

During the Articulating stage, organisations formally adopted the language of MfO within their SoIs, recontextualising it according to their needs.  Two participants described a process of appropriating the MfO language, using the new terminology in a way that ensured organisational relevance. One participant described simplifying the MfO language, while another described modifying it, introducing more specific terms such as National Priority Outcomes and Intermediate Outcomes to ensure clarity of intent and to help differentiate MfO-specific meanings from other existing meanings.

This modification and refocusing of MfO language exhibits an effort to create what Holden and Kortzfleisch (2004) and Gorgoglione (2003) describe as the “common cognitive ground” that can enable knowledge transfer, and to avoid the confusion that could otherwise arise owing to differences in the existing use of language.  Specifically, this activity addresses all three of the key constraints identified by Holden and Kortzfleisch (2004) as arising in translation theory: ambiguity (confusion at the source), interference (intrusive errors from one’s own background, such as alternative meanings of language), and lack of equivalence (the absence of corresponding words or concepts).     

One participant noted that in the course of modifying MfO language to make it more meaningful internally, comprehension issues arose for external stakeholders.  A process of consistent repetition of the modified language was needed, over time, to embed meaning, and facilitate a deeper understanding amongst the original owners of the language.

“There has been some confusion in putting the SoIs together over the last few years. And a lot of it’s about how central agencies use words compared to how operational departments use words…To a certain extent, time helps, because you just keep using the words the way you mean and eventually that meaning comes through”. 

The Articulation stage, with its codification and adaptation activities, provides a further, specialised example, of the gatekeeper’s role as a translator. 

(b) Expert 

At this stage, participants also reported  starting to fulfill a new role; that of an organisational expert in MfO.  According to Holden and Kortzfleisch (2004), “A translator must be a domain expert both in terms of the language which he can translate and the subject matter”  (p.135). In the case of Pathfinder, the gatekeeper’s expertise and understanding spanned both the “domain” (i.e., MfO theory), and the “subject matter” (i.e., discipline-specific and organisation-specific knowledge).  

The gatekeeper’s deep level of understanding of MfO theory by this stage of the project, and their understanding of how MfO had been applied in other contexts, was a key factor that enabled them to excel in their translation duties.  It also provided them with a level of understanding that would enable them to become an advisor during the subsequent stages of knowledge transfer. 

(c)  Facilitator 

Several participants reported being involved in a consultation process in conjunction with the development of the SoI, eliciting and responding to feedback from within the organisation and from other working group members.  It was not clear from the interviews whether gatekeepers always facilitated this process.  However, at a focus group held to validate preliminary findings, participants identified the role of facilitator as being an important aspect of the gatekeeper’s role at this stage.  

3.3.5
Stage 5: Integrating

During the fifth stage of the knowledge transfer process, Integrating, organisations worked to integrate the newly articulated MfO knowledge with their existing strategic and managerial knowledge. This stage happened concurrently with the sixth stage, as the newly created SoIs were disseminated throughout the organisation.  (Some organisations focused exclusively on dissemination, as there was no requirement for integration prior to MfO becoming mandatory for the sector.)   

During the Integrating phase, the MfO framework began to be used for strategic planning at the senior management and business unit level, with the newly created SoIs providing a guiding framework.  The language of MfO began to be adopted by managers, strategy and policy-makers within the organisation, and the PWG tools were adapted and applied to new organisational contexts.

Organisations identified new issues relating to the introduction of MfO, often based around a lack of congruence between the high level outcomes identified in their new SoIs and their traditional framework of outputs. New focal areas for the application of MfO were identified, and the process of defining (stage 2) began afresh.  

The gatekeeper once again performed multiple roles at this stage, sharing knowledge and experiences with colleagues, championing the adoption of MfO in new parts of the organisation, and providing further translation and interpretation services.   

the gatekeeper continued the role of translator, with an emphasis on the consistent and repeated use of the translated (and now appropriated) MfO terminology.  

(a) Expert 

At this stage, gatekeepers no longer bore such full responsibility for the MfO initiative, and some were able to focus their energies on being an internal expert, and a coach for other senior staff.  This role was undertaken voluntarily, although one participant reported being formally appointed as an expert advisor, with the aim of driving MfO more deeply throughout their organisation.  (The reality of this role was described as “multi-tasking”.)

“The first (project) was the design of the high level outcomes framework. Then the next, which essentially services did on their own, using me as an advisor, was to develop their own outcome hierarchies which link down into their business planning.”

The role of internal expert (or coach) exemplifies what Gorgoglione (ibid) terms knowledge practicing, a form of knowledge transfer that is highly interactive, and similar to apprenticeship.   

3.3.6
Stage 6: Disseminating

In the sixth and final stage, Disseminating, organisations actively disseminated their new MfO knowledge to staff at various levels throughout business units, and to operational arms and regional centres. This stage involved a concerted  effort and multiple communication methods: informal socialisation to share knowledge (such as manager-to-staff interactions) and more formalised communication of knowledge (such as workshops and the distribution of documents and other artifacts).  Distribution and explanation of the new SoI, with supporting material, was central to this process.  

The issue of buy-in was faced by all organisations to a varying degree during the Disseminating stage, as individuals or groups struggled to make sense of the new model, or felt threatened by it. The need for translation and interpretation continued, but it was now focused more at the individual level (“how does this relate to my job?”).  

During this stage, policy-based organisations faced the additional challenge of distributing knowledge beyond their organisation to third parties within the State sector that carry out an implemention role. 

Organisational dependence on the gatekeeper diminished during this phase, as others took on the task of communicating, championing and interpreting the new knowledge with the wider organisation.  In order to underline the strategic importance of the MfO concept, the CEO and senior managers became involved in presenting the SoI, in some cases undertaking regional tours to promote it.  

The gatekeepers were also involved in the dissemination effort, but at this stage often took on the role of an internal expert (or coach), someone whom others could turn to for guidance and support.

(a) Interpreter 
With the adoption and simplification of MfO terminology (described in the previous chapter), the need for translation by the gatekeeper appears to have diminished. (One participant outlined how their organisation distributed a glossary of organisational MfO terms in conjunction with the published SoI.) However, the gatekeeper continued to act as an interpreter, offering their colleagues “real living examples” of MfO in practice.  

“I turned it into…’We’re working for high quality working lives and talking about keeping people healthy in workplaces’…something that people could actually connect to.”

(b) Storyteller

In addition, when describing their activities at this stage, several participants made reference to the use of storytelling, suggesting an expansion of the role of interpreter to that of storyteller: 

“If you can actually tell the story, tell it really well, get people in behind you, you get much more traction on things”

Three participants emphasised that a key objective in interpreting (or storytelling) was to ensure that knowledge was relevant for people at an individual level, so that staff understood the link between their job and a key organisational outcome. 
The reported usefulness of storytelling in the Dissemination stage supports Denning’s (2000) claims, based on his experience at the World Bank, regarding the power of storytelling in facilitating major changes in organisational knowledge.  The activity of storytelling also exemplifies what Gorgoglione (2003) terms the “downstream” part of knowledge transfer, the transformation of codified knowledge into something that is directly relevant to the recipient.  Nonaka (ibid) describes this process as “internalisation”.

4.0 DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

4.1
Discussion

A significant finding of this study is that the gatekeeper played a central part in the knowledge transfer process, performing multiple roles that required a wide range of skills.  The roles undertaken were: flag-bearer, advocate, translator and interpreter, scout, facilitator, storyteller, and expert (see Figure 2).  At every stage of the process, the gatekeeper simultaneously performed several of these roles, with different roles becoming more important at different stages (see Table 1).  

Figure 2: Multiple and concurrent dimensions of the gatekeeper’s role
Table 1:  Key roles performed by the gatekeeper at each stage
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Dark shading indicates the dominant role(s) undertaken at each stage  

Multiple dimensions of the gatekeeper role (variously described as promotor, boundary spanner, knowledge broker, and key person) have been recognised by others (Hauschildt and Schewe, 2000; Harada, 2003; Pawlowski and Robey, 2004). The number and variety of roles played by the gatekeepers in this study is therefore not surprising, but is significant, given that only one of the seven participants was assigned to the project on a full-time basis.   

The gatekeeper’s role as an advocate was most important in the early stage of knowledge transfer, when organisations were determining their level of engagement.  However, their effectiveness as an advocate was impacted on by several factors, showing this early stage to be a high-risk period for organisations that are dependent on a gatekeeper or key person.  Factors affecting advocacy included the gatekeeper’s perception of the value and relevance of new knowledge, their level of seniority (reflecting their internal persuading power), their expectations, and the impact of competing workplace issues as an inhibitor (this led to screening or filtering of knowledge if colleagues were perceived to be too busy).   The impact of these factors on advocacy support Pawlowski and Robey’s (2004) findings that the key persons involved in knowledge transfer can act both as filters and facilitators of information.  

The role of organisational flag-bearer (a term coined by participants) has not been described in other studies of the gatekeeper role, but it incorporates aspects of the ambassador and sentry roles described by Ancona and Caldwell (1992). The flag-bearer role involved representing the organisation, controlling the release of information, and ensuring that the organisation’s agenda drove the uptake of MfO knowledge. The role was a means through which organisations sought to assert their independence from high-level sector stakeholders.  

The role of most importance in this study is the combined gatekeeper role of translator and interpreter. This role was referred to frequently by participants and was seen as essential to the success of knowledge transfer. Translation and interpretation was required because MfO knowledge was emergent, documented in largely abstract forms, represented by inaccessible and ambiguous language, accompanied by non-transferable examples, and seen as difficult to transfer across disciplines.  

The gatekeeper translated MfO language and concepts by transforming them into words and images that their colleagues would more readily understand. They interpreted MfO concepts by creating practical, interesting, examples illustrating the application of MfO concepts in a context that was relevant to groups and individuals in their organisation.  Translation and interpretation activities were undertaken with the aim of creating common cognitive ground (Holden and Kortzfeisch, 2004), thereby increasing the absorptive capacity of the knowledge recipients (Rolland, Chauvel and Despres, 2003; Pawlowski and Robey, 2004). 

The study supports Holden and Kortzfleisch’s (2004) claim that while translation can improve the convertibility of knowledge, convertibility is equally dependent on the availability of a domain expert (someone who understands the organisational discipline) to interpret it:  “Convertibility is not just a property of the text. It also refers to its perceived utility and the availability of domain experts (of whom one would be the translator) to reveal its import to the final user” (p.130).  

As gatekeepers became more experienced in their role, during the final stage of knowledge transfer (Disseminating), they sometimes took on an advanced variant of the interpreter role, that of storyteller. At this point, organisational knowledge had been relatively well documented, and that the gatekeeper also had a considerable amount of MfO-related experience to draw on, from their own and other organisations.    

In addition to the roles described, ongoing networking was undertaken by the gatekeeper. This networking enabled problem sharing and the transfer of tacit knowledge (such as ‘know-how’ to do with working at a senior level in the State sector).  Networking was mostly undertaken with individuals drawn from the cross-organisational working group.  Participants saw it as safer to discuss certain issues outside of meetings, and reported usefulness in networking with those who worked for ‘like’ organisations (those in a similar discipline area), and those who had greater experience in dealing with officials and strategic processes. 

4.2 Implications for Practice

A number of implications arise from this study for practitioners, including CEOs and senior managers, information managers and knowledge managers, particularly those within the State sector.  

Various issues and risks arise from the involvement of a gatekeeper (or key person) in a major knowledge transfer exercise. The results of this study support findings by Ancona and Caldwell (1992), Pawlowski and Robey, (2004) and others that the gatekeeper is often required to perform a number of demanding roles simultaneously. It is therefore essential for managers to ensure that people tasked with the gatekeeper role are given adequate time to fully perform the role, and that they have the appropriate skills and experience; in particular, skills and experience related to advocacy and the communication of complex ideas (the basis of translation and interpretation).  The gatekeeper also requires a sound understanding of the organisational discipline in order to recognise and address the challenges posed by new organisational knowledge, and interpret the knowledge in a way that creates common cognitive ground.  It is unlikely that any one person will exhibit an equal level of all the skills required, and so developmental support (training and/or mentoring) should be considered as a way of enhancing an individual’s skill-base.  

However, the dependence on a single person as the centre of a knowledge transfer exercise creates a high risk to organisations, in terms of the discontinuity and loss of knowledge that would arise from the loss of this person.  The involvement of a team, or a second gatekeeper, may help reduce this risk, while offering a way to gain the balance of skills required.  Strong CEO support, as well as enabling knowledge transfer, is likely to reduce the pressure associated with the gatekeeper role. 

In addition, the early stage of a knowledge transfer project appears to be a particularly high-risk period for organisations dependent on a gatekeeper or key person.  At this stage the gatekeeper makes judgements about the value and relevance of new knowledge, and can act as a filter if competing workplace issues appear more significant, or if the fit of new knowledge is low. It appears to be particularly important for gatekeepers to be well supported at this time. 

4.3 Implications for Research

This study has raised a number of issues for future research in the areas of knowledge management, knowledge transfer, and the gatekeeper or boundary spanner role. 

A model of inter-organisational knowledge transfer was developed for this study, and proved useful in identifying the changing nature of challenges, and types of solutions that were effective at different stages of the knowledge transfer process. This model could be tested in future in the context of other knowledge transfer projects, with the aim of refining, adapting, or extending it.  It is believed that a longer study timeframe would result in identification of a further stage following Dissemination, relating to the embedding of knowledge through change management.

In this study, the practices of translation and interpretation were found to be critical to knowledge transfer, yet these practices have received relatively little attention in the research literature to date. Future studies to investigate the nature of successful translation and interpretation activities in more depth, and the types of skills required, would therefore be beneficial. 

Literature on the gatekeeper or boundary spanner role has begun to focus on the complexity of this role, and the multiple sub-roles involved.  Research does not appear to have been undertaken to look at whether one person can effectively perform the number of roles described in this study, what type of support is beneficial, or whether these roles can be effectively shared.  This is a particularly important area for study, given that heavy dependence on a gatekeeper can expose an organisation to risk.

As has been mentioned above, the combined role of translator and interpreter appears to be significant in the context of inter-organisational knowledge transfer, but has received relatively little attention in the literature.  Wenger (1998) identified translation as an important enabler of knowledge brokering in the context of communities of practice, while Gorgoglione (2003) views interpretation (along with codification) as being the key to the process of knowledge transfer.  A study by Pawlowski and Robey (2004) found that translation and interpretation activities were among activities performed by IT professionals, who functioned as knowledge brokers within their organisations.  The roles of translator and interpreter, and the nature of the activities they perform, have not yet received sufficient recognition, and warrant further study.  A study of the interpreter role could possibly be extended to consider the role of storyteller (Denning, 2000), or a separate study undertaken to investigate this role.   
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Figure 1: Model of Inter-organisational knowledge transfer
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