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ABSTRACT


Despite the importance of knowledge as an asset, few organizations truly understand how to manage knowledge to achieve their goals.  To actualize knowledge management, firms frequently turn to technology-based information systems such as knowledge repositories and expert databases.  However for firms to gain a competitive advantage from knowledge they must accomplish more than the redistribution of existing knowledge.  They must generate new knowledge in order to take the action needed to gain a competitive edge.  The process of creating new knowledge is called generative learning.

Generative learning requires more than the application of existing knowledge to new situations.  In generative learning the focus is on reframing what is currently known in order to create what is currently unknown.  Senge (1990) distinguishes generative learning by comparing it to adaptive learning.  Adaptive learning focuses on solving problems using an existing framework.  Generative learning questions the existing framework of problem solving to create new knowledge and requires an understanding of the relationships that link issues and events.


The information systems literature is replete with examples of innovative approaches to identifying, capturing and sharing knowledge.  People-finder systems, knowledge databases and blogs are examples of how knowledge management systems (KMSs) have made existing knowledge more widely available.  However, less frequently discussed is how these systems facilitate new knowledge creation.  Specifically, we wanted to know “What are the features of KMSs that foster generative learning?”


In this paper we describe a framework that can be used to assess the capacity of KMSs to foster generative learning.  To create new knowledge, an individual must internalize the knowledge (Nonaka and Konno, 1998).  To do so, he must understand how the knowledge fits in with the larger environment.  The individual must also understand how the knowledge fits in with his existing internal knowledge (Wittrock, 1990).  Our framework examines two key information system areas:  the system’s ability to facilitate the creation of external (between the individual and the environment) and internal (within the individual) knowledge connections.


To test the framework we conducted semi-structured interviews and analyzed the KMSs in a single company, Pratt Whitney Rocketdyne (PWR).  In the study we found that while technical features of KMSs can assist generative learning, the environment in which the information systems are embedded is equally important.  External knowledge connections depend on each individual’s personal network of colleagues.  Information systems facilitate finding subject area experts but individuals must value the experts.  Internal knowledge connections rely upon the individual’s ability to recreate the environment where the existing knowledge was generated.  Often this recreation requires on-going dialogues and sustained contact with subject matter experts.  Wikis and blogs can support this type of contact.

This paper discusses aspects of PWR’s knowledge environment and information systems that facilitate generative learning.  We suggest how other firms can leverage PWR’s experiences and conclude with ideas on future research needed in the area of knowledge management and generative learning.
