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CHAPTER 5: CASTING “UNKNOWN UNKNOWNS” IN SOCIAL ENTERPRISES 

AS “ORGANIZATIONAL DARK MATTER” 

ABSTRACT 

In this conceptual essay, we develop the idea of “unknown unknowns.” While unknown 

unknowns represent a potentially significant empirical phenomenon for social enterprises, its 

theoretical aspects are hardly understood. We use this paper to open up a broader 

epistemological discussion because unknown unknowns are not necessarily tantamount to the 

adage that ignorance is bliss. Instead, unknown unknowns can exert detrimental influences on 

social enterprises, for instance, when a venture’s seemingly ethical propositions unexpectedly 

turn sour and tarnish its prospects as an organization. To explore and develop our understanding 

of unknown unknowns, we use metaphor and uniquely cast the concept as “organizational dark 

matter.” We thus attribute unknown unknowns with features of dark matter in physics, such as 

it being exceedingly difficult to detect while exercising a significant influence on its 

environment. Finally, we discuss the main epistemological challenges of unknown unknowns. 

Keywords. social entrepreneurship; unknown unknowns; metaphor; organizational dark matter; 

spotlight counterfactual reasoning. 

INTRODUCTION 

SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURS, LIKE THEIR COUNTERPARTS in other fields of entrepreneurship, must 

inevitably withstand situations of not-knowing. For example, as problem solvers, most social 

entrepreneurs go to great lengths in their quest for workable solutions to persistent social 

problems (Dees, 1998). At a most basic level, such undertakings imply a profound gap, at least 

temporarily, in a person’s apprehension of a situation and knowledge of how to address it. In 

part, this unavoidable lack of understanding would be conscious and, subsequently, mental 

resources can be directed at it. In other situations, though, knowledge gaps might be 

subconscious, in which case there is no trigger for entrepreneurial cognition and meaningful 
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action to address such “unknown unknowns” (Mitchell et al., 2007). For instance, social 

entrepreneurs who subconsciously neglect their ventures’ business logic might silently and 

unintendedly run out of resources, and it may be too late to preserve their firms when they 

eventually become cognizant of such unknowns. 

We posit that research should be significantly concerned with such ignorance-related 

phenomena and note that much surrounding this topic remains unclear. This stance resonates 

with Bakken and Wiik (2017), whose contribution to the essay section of Organization Studies 

observes that the study of ignorance attracts little academic attention compared to the study of 

knowledge and knowing (i.e., epistemology). However, although their paper usefully connects 

different perspectives on ignorance, ranging from Keynes’ views on economic probabilities to 

Simon’s ideas on bounded rationality (Bakken & Wiik, 2017), it dedicates little space to specify 

what exactly is ignorance in an organizational or entrepreneurial context. Hence, the authors 

subsequently call for the conduct of further studies into the several features of agnotology, i.e., 

“what one does not know” (Bakken & Wiik, 2017, p. 2). We propose extending this definition 

of agnotology to “what it does not know,” because organizations, too, can struggle with 

ignorance, especially those operating in dynamic and ambiguous environments. In particular, 

Harvey, Novicevic, Buckley, and Ferris (2001) argue that, in knowledge economies, the 

purported “ignorance of ignorance” constitutes a notable barrier to organizational success (p. 

449).  

As depicted in the opening paragraph of this essay, social enterprises—being the focal 

construct in this dissertation—are not exempt from ignorance-related problems, which could 

undermine their long-term success. To further illustrate this, consider the launch of a social 

venture aiming to provide customers with emission-free taxi services using staff with limited 

employment prospects in the regular job market. At first glance, this may seem like a 

wholesome value proposition, solving more than one problem at the same time, and with a 



CHAPTER 5: REFLECTIONS ON UNKNOWN UNKNOWNS 
 

153 
 

proven business model (see, e.g., Electric, 2019). However, if growing demands for electric 

vehicles’ traction batteries, via complex webs of supply chains, eventually increase child labor 

in polluting cobalt mines in the Democratic Republic of Congo (Peyton, 2018; Wickert & Risi, 

2019), then the proposition is less compelling. This brief example shows how companies may 

easily be unconsciously ignorant about the broader context within which they operate, and that 

this could backfire once the public becomes astutely aware of ethical issues surrounding 

electric vehicles. 

In another scenario, let us call to mind that, on the whole, young firms offer potential 

investors higher risks (and thus lower aggregated returns) than mature ventures with 

established business models (Rutherford, Pollack, Mazzei & Sanchez-Ruiz, 2017), and that this 

characteristic is compounded in social enterprises, most of which do not aim to maximize 

profits, to begin with. Hence, young social enterprises are not in a favorable position to attract 

external funding and instead are compelled to rely on bootstrapping, i.e., initiating a venture 

with little or no startup capital (Jayawarna, Jones & Macpherson, 2018). Practically, this 

commonly entails using volunteers to keep the costs down. However, by the time management 

realizes that qualified professionals are not willing to offer their services without payment, the 

social venture may have experienced a developmental slowdown or have its services rendered 

by individuals lacking the necessary knowledge or skills—with imaginably significantly 

negative consequences (Sunley & Pinch, 2012). This example, too, illustrates how, despite 

virtuous intentions and seemingly straightforward decisions, social entrepreneurs could be 

unconsciously oblivious of significant down-the-road consequences of their basic operating 

model, with potentially adverse long-term outcomes.  

Strikingly, though, while ignorance of ignorance is an actual empirical phenomenon 

with potentially severe implications for practitioners like social entrepreneurs, it is poorly 

understood theoretically. One, for instance, may not simply assume that ignorance of ignorance 
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entails the exact opposite properties of “known knowns.” Even if this assertion were logically 

correct, it is hardly informative. Subsequently, this essay aims to examine and conceptualize 

unknown unknowns through a metaphorical comparison rather than opposition or negation. 

Although our analytical point of departure for this paper is social entrepreneurship, this 

setting need not limit the outcomes of this essay. Ideally, we contribute to a broader 

management discourse on unknown unknowns, being one of several forms of ignorance in 

organizations. The way we phrased our central research question reflects this aspiration: What 

are the critical properties of unknown unknowns in organizations? We subsequently present 

researchers with a metaphysical tool (i.e., metaphor) to better understand the phenomenon, as 

well as discuss some of the accompanying epistemological challenges. 

UNKNOWN UNKNOWNS: ONE OF SEVERAL TYPES OF IGNORANCE 

In 2002, the term “unknown unknowns” drew widespread public attention within a real-life 

geopolitical context, namely, when former United States Secretary of Defense, Donald 

Rumsfeld (2002, para. 167), used the phrase to respond to a reporter’s question on the evidence 

of direct links between Baghdad and terrorist organizations: 

As we know, there are known knowns; there are things we know we know. We 

also know there are known unknowns; that is to say, we know there are some 

things we do not know. But there are also unknown unknowns; the ones we don’t 

know we don’t know. 

However, before Rumsfeld seemingly used his evocative comment to avoid answering the 

reporter’s question concretely, many organization researchers would have been aware of such, 

or similar, taxonomic distinctions. The known knowns in Rumsfeld’s text resemble “explicit 

knowledge,” which is a form of knowledge (i.e., not a form of ignorance) that can be coded 

and is easily transferable (Grant, 1997). Next, unknown knowns—while notably absent from 

Rumsfeld’s three categories—are akin to tacit knowledge, which is impossible to explicate in 
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detail (Polanyi, 1958, 1967). This category is also arguably a form of knowledge. However, 

the opposite argument is also possible; that is, when a person is unconsciously knowledgeable 

on a topic, it seems as if the person is nescient. Hence, arguably, tacit knowledge is also a form 

of ignorance, even though it arises from some presence of knowledge (Roberts, 2013). Known 

unknowns, then, signify consciously held and usually probabilistically quantifiable gaps in our 

understanding, often plainly called “risk” (Allen et al., 2011, p. 173). This, too, is a kind of 

ignorance, albeit steeped in the absence of knowledge (Roberts, 2013). Lastly, and the focus 

in this paper, unknown unknowns, are a form of ignorance whereby there is no comprehension 

of lacking knowledge. It, too, derives from an absence of knowledge (Roberts, 2013). 

Unknown Unknowns Operate Outside Human Awareness 

Unknown unknowns are like the black boxes that surround us (and often influence our 

decisions and behaviors), of which we are unaware. Information technology is a ubiquitous 

case in point; unfathomable algorithms subconsciously nudge us in various ways, e.g., through 

embedded commercial messages, route planning on smartphones, or online searches with 

autocomplete. We not only do not know anything about the workings and effects of these 

systems or devices, but we are mostly unaware of their existence, too. Thus, to us, they are 

unknown unknowns.  

Ungar (2008) described unknown unknowns as “ignorance that exists beyond the 

boundaries of knowledge” (p. 303). We concur with this brief depiction, insofar as this takes 

perspective into account. Concealed algorithms that subconsciously influence our actions 

might be unknown unknowns to those on the receiving end. However, from the perspective of 

the engineering teams that purposefully develop and deploy these technologies, these are 

known knowns, not unknown unknowns. Hence, unknown unknowns are not absolute 

“mirror[s] of nature,” but “relative to a point of view” (Flick, 2013, p. 80). 
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Studies on Ignorance (Although Not Quite Explorations of Unknown Unknowns) 

Several papers evaluate ignorance in organizations. However, on closer examination, we think 

that they are not exemplary showcases of studies on unknown unknowns. For instance, 

Crossman and Doshi (2015) point out the potential advantages of not knowing in organizations, 

arguing that it can be a source of creativity because it may unlock ingenuity. Raising a more 

disturbing matter, however, is McGoey’s (2012 ) observation that some would see a benefit in 

retrospectively claiming to not know about a topic, thereby shifting responsibilities to others, 

e.g., when it emerges that unsafe drugs are accidentally allowed onto the market (“We did not 

know about these risks”). Liabilities, at that point, turn into a political game of “knowing what 

not to know” (McGoey, 2012, p. 554) to evade accountability. Nonetheless, in our view, neither 

of these studies focus enough on unknown unknowns and, arguably, rather dwell on known 

unknowns that organizations choose to not convert into known knowns.  

Likewise, Alvesson and Spicer (2012) conceptualized “functional stupidity” in 

organizations, depicting it as deliberate tactics to remain unknowing to achieve particular aims. 

Consider, for instance, utility industries and so-called green politicians that advocate cutting 

down trees in ancient American forests and shipping them as wood pellets to biomass plants in 

Europe to burn them as heavily subsidized fuel under the guise of reducing CO2 emissions. 

Policymakers either pretend not to know the environmental damage this approach causes or 

deliberately conceal such aspects from their narratives. Drawing on the terminology of 

Alvesson and Spicer (2012), such destruction of ancient American forests is stupidity in action, 

produced within narrow and ideologically fixed self-interests. Nonetheless, such practices, in 

our view, do not precisely pertain to unknown unknowns because, with some effort, the 

implications of such “green” policies could easily be revealed and become widely known; 

hence, they are, in fact, known knowns. 
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Furthermore, in their study on pluralistic ignorance, Halbesleben, Wheeler, and 

Buckley (2007) develop propositions on how incorrect perceptions among group members 

shape individual behaviors. In experiments, the individuals in question were unaware of their 

ignorance. We would not, however, classify such cases of subconscious false knowledge as 

unknown unknowns. The reason is that, from the individual’s perspective, the person dealt with 

known knowns; they consciously held what, to them, at some point in time seemed “justified 

true beliefs,” which only later turned out to be flawed. Therefore, a more appropriate label to 

depict such instances might be “miscomprehended known knowns” rather than ignorance. 

Finally, Pomerol (2018) describes the concept of uncertainty as possibilities without 

probabilities. Oil prices, for example, fluctuate with time; the magnitudes and probabilities of 

the price fluctuations, however, are unpredictable. Essentially, this is a case of known 

unknowns rather than unknown unknowns. A similar argumentation applies, for instance, to 

organizational forgetting (De Holan & Phillips, 2004): Organizations are aware of what 

knowledge or capabilities they have had in the past, without literally having this knowledge. 

Hence, organizational forgetting is a case of known unknowns, not unknown unknowns. 

Studies on Unknown Unknowns 

Eight years before Rumsfeld’s oracular utterance, Von Krogh, Roos, and Slocum (1994) 

posited, in a widely-cited paper, the possibility that a firm “does not know it does not know” 

(p. 64). Likewise, a few years later, Harvey et al. (2001) used the terms “ignorance of 

ignorance” and “tacit ignorance” to allude to unknown unknowns. The authors, however, 

mainly provide a historical perspective on different forms of ignorance. They hardly expand 

on the theoretical meaning of unknown unknowns.  

Roberts’ (2013) more recent description of unknown unknowns as “something that is 

beyond the anticipation and imagination of organizational members” highlights that 

consequently unknown unknowns “cannot be directly investigated” (p. 220). This point hints 
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at unknown unknowns being situated outside universally framed and accepted problems and 

solutions, i.e., outside commonly accepted paradigms, see Kuhn (1970). Consequently, direct 

investigation of unknown unknowns is contingent on a paradigm revision (ibid.), by which 

time ipso facto they would cease to exist (Kerwin, 1993). Unfortunately, the ensuing research 

questions that Roberts (2013) raises in the same article largely remain at a practical plane rather 

than seeking to understand the epistemological aspects of unknown unknowns. Overall, 

unknown unknowns remain elusive and markedly undertheorized, even in specialized studies 

on ignorance (see, e.g., Croissant, 2018). 

Theorizing the Presence of Imperceivable Matters 

The work of Schwarzkopf (2019) provides a vital ingredient in our explorations. The author 

notes that organizational theory lacks a definition of not knowing which is based “on an 

ontology of presence, not absence” (Schwarzkopf, 2019, p. 2). His allusion to “presence” is of 

the essence. However, while Schwarzkopf (2019) subsequently builds his argument around 

unknown unknowns being caused by a deliberate plethora of information—i.e., the presence 

of perceivable matters—we pursue the argument of linking unknown unknowns to the presence 

of imperceivable matters which are nonetheless there with agency. 

By way of analogy, let us briefly consider Plague pandemics in the medieval period 

that killed millions. At the time, the established system of authorities typically blamed the 

heavens; however, the actual root cause of the transmissible disease was a lethal bacterium, 

which, as a concept, humans would only discover and broadly accept hundreds of years later. 

Thus, whereas people in positions of power and responsibility were, even at the most 

elementary level, unable to comprehend the mechanism through which the disease spread, its 

agency caused large-scale havoc during Europe’s Middle Ages.  

Likewise, in contemporary organizations—including but not limited to social 

enterprises—subconscious unknowns in the areas of culture, identity, strategy, innovation, 
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human resource management, collective behaviors, leadership, and global competition can 

produce substantial damage or inhibit growth opportunities, possibly without management 

even knowing about it. Nonetheless, thus far, we hardly have a language to describe such 

phenomena. Hence, we follow scholarly calls such as by Bakken and Wiik (2017) for 

conceptualizations. 

CONCEPTUALIZING UNKNOWN UNKNOWNS 

From Reductionism to Creative Thought Processes 

A crucial first step in our conceptualization of unknown unknowns is to let go of reductionist 

reasoning, which prevails science, and at least temporarily emphasize creative and expansive 

thought processes. 

A brief critique of scientific reductionism. The etymology of the very word “science” 

derives from Proto-Indo-European root skei, meaning “to cut, split” (Harper, n.d.). Hence, 

conducting research implies breaking down objects of study into their constituting parts—to 

see what they are made of—through ongoing cutting, splitting, or dividing. Science, thus, 

generally is reductionism in action, and the constituting parts under scrutiny are material 

objects, empirical data, concepts, constructs, relationships, variables, and assumptions, 

attaining increasingly higher levels of detail. In the natural sciences, reductionism dominates 

many fields of work, as is evident in terminologies such as particle physics, nanotechnology, 

molecular genetics, or microbiology.  

While reductionism is also the dominating paradigm in social sciences, it is inherently 

conflicting with the notion of “tacit knowledge” (Polanyi, 1958, 1967), referring to 

sophisticated knowledge that is well-nigh impossible to explicate. Even what appears as 

straightforward “explicit knowledge” likely has a tacit component (Grant, 2007). Such 

divergences complicate, if not impede, splitting any kind of knowledge into its fundamental 

constituents.  
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Moreover, once extracted, knowledge within the context of organizations is understood 

as having a mostly fictional nature rather than representing objective realities (Savage, 

Cornelissen & Franck, 2017), which poses additional challenges to employing reductionist 

methods in attempts to arrive at clinical truth claims. Lastly, one may question whether it is 

safe to assume that continued reductionism is profitable, even if it were feasible (Scriven, 

2002), especially when intending to break away from existing lines of inquiry and explore 

fundamentally new avenues such as agnotology.  

Scholars have recognized such issues and advised against unfettered reductionism in 

the social sciences. For instance, Morgan (2011) ties the excessive reductionism that is 

produced by science and modern thinking to “oversimplification” (p. 475). Simon (1996), too, 

has reservations, noting a “confrontation” between reductionism and holism (p. 173), but 

without investigating in any great detail what is meant by the latter term. Cilliers (2002 [1998]) 

later states that self-organizing social systems are “anti-reductionist,” because “the behavior of 

a system cannot be explained solely in terms of its atomistic components” (p. 106). In a similar 

vein, Alvesson and Deetz (2000) argue that, when studying the role of individuals in 

institutional contexts, prioritizing one over the other (e.g., the individual actor over the 

structural properties of their context, or vice versa) is a form of unfounded reductionism, 

suggesting that multiple dimensions should be considered in unison. 

Emphasizing creative thought processes. In light of these points of critique, we suggest 

an approach that is complementary to, and supposedly preceding, a reductionist 

“scientification” of scholarly work on organizations. This alternative perspective notably draws 

on Cornelissen and Durand (2014), who invite researchers to “... shift the gaze towards the 

creative thought processes underpinning theoretical innovation in management research” (p. 

998).  
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A term used by Cornelissen and Durand (2014) that is also relevant to our argument is 

“spotlight counterfactual reasoning” (p. 1005). This is a thinking tool for theoretical innovation 

to help break free from traditional ways of perceiving organizational phenomena, stressing the 

importance of imagination and what-if-scenarios that could be “counterfactual” (Cornelissen 

& Durand, 2014, p. 1014). While this may initially seem unscientific, in the sense that it does 

not represent a reductionist paradigm, the authors argue that it can be an essential precursor to 

new theoretical developments. Thus, ontologically, spotlight counterfactual reasoning 

represents a form of abductive thinking. 

While we suppose that spotlight counterfactual reasoning is not necessarily less 

analytical than conventional (i.e., reductionist) scientific inquiry in organization studies, it is 

less preoccupied with explicating and finding formal logic in ever-smaller nuances and 

increments of organizational life. Conversely, as an alternative form of thinking, it allows space 

for imagination and innovation. Such pursuits may struggle to hold their ground in detailed 

empirical studies—after all, we are dealing with something deemed “counterfactual”—but at 

least the endeavors could fundamentally alter scholars’ preliminary thinking about certain 

organizational phenomena. 

Metaphor as an Analytical Tool 

The broader significance of complex concepts such as unknown unknowns is hard to grasp 

through objective and impersonal language only (Golden-Biddle & Locke, 2007). Therefore, 

in this essay, we use metaphor as a concrete tool for spotlight counterfactual reasoning to 

explore the possible meaning of unknown unknowns. Even though the symbolic comparison 

we make is intrinsically limited—which is an aspect we also examine in this paper—we trust 

it productively informs our understanding of unknown unknowns in organizations. 

With metaphors, a “correspondence between two different phenomena” takes place as 

properties of something familiar are being projected onto something that is as yet unknown 
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(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009, p. 194). Thus, what was previously unknown, is now depicted 

in terms of what has already been established elsewhere. Weick (1989) called metaphors “one 

of the few tools to create compact descriptions of complex phenomena” (p. 529).  

Casting Unknown Unknowns as Organizational Dark Matter 

The metaphor for unknown unknowns we propose in this essay is “organizational dark matter.” 

We contend that this metaphor helps transcend the nihilistic, stifling, and robotic-sounding 

phrase “unknown unknowns.” More specifically, framing the phenomenon at hand in terms of 

its potentially distinguishing features, however challenging to grasp (“dark matter”), arguably 

yields more fruitful discussions than attempts to characterize it by what it is not (i.e., unknown 

unknowns or its equivalent signifiers such as unconscious nescience, tacit ignorance, et cetera). 

This stance is in line with Suppes’ (1957) guideline for proper definitions, which recommends 

the use of faithfully positive language. 

We thus model organizational dark matter after “dark matter” in the natural sciences. 

Although dark matter is far more prevalent in the universe than ordinary matter, it is yet to be 

empirically perceived, despite major efforts to identify it, e.g., by CERN and its Large Hadron 

Collider (CERN). Nevertheless, the effects of dark matter are understood to be huge—they are 

seen as one of the driving forces of the expansion of the universe.  

While this is a far cry from organization studies, when taken literally, we postulate in 

this essay that dark matter is a useful metaphor in our field as it sheds a different light on 

complex organizational phenomena surrounding unconscious ignorance. The metaphor helps 

us grasp esoteric ideas so that we can begin to think about possible responses or mitigation 

strategies. For example, when trying to understand what unknown unknowns entail and how 

they affect their organizational environment, it may help to at least temporarily assume that 

they are tough to detect and that one should be particularly sensitive to their potentially 

significant effects.  



CHAPTER 5: REFLECTIONS ON UNKNOWN UNKNOWNS 
 

163 
 

By way of illustration, we draw on Schein (2010), who suggests that organizational 

culture not only is hardly tangible, but it may easily operate outside of awareness, too. 

Nonetheless, according to Schein, its consequential dynamics are real. Schein’s (2010, p. 3) 

depiction, therefore, sits remarkably well with the organizational dark matter metaphor:  

Culture is an abstraction, yet the forces that are created in social and 

organizational situations that derive from culture are powerful. If I don’t 

understand the operation of these forces, I become victim to them. 

First of all, the author alludes to culture as an “abstraction.” Like dark matter and organizational 

dark matter, culture cannot be observed in a material form and, hence, it can only be an 

abstraction. Second, this quote crucially conveys the aspect of “forces.” Schein indicates that 

culture can generate discernable forces, which is similar to organizational dark matter having 

agency (and dark matter in physics producing forces such as gravity). Third, and last, the author 

conveys that failure to understand these forces may cause harm. This aspect reflects the idea 

that the dynamics surrounding organizational dark matter may have unwelcome repercussions, 

especially so when one is unaware of these dynamics and thus takes no timely countermeasures. 

This depiction challenges the absolutist epigram that ignorance is bliss. 

To further illustrate this idea of agency, let us briefly consider corporate wrongdoings 

like scandals and abuse. In the unfolding of such events, it is not uncommon that top executives 

appear unconsciously nescient about the scale and severity of misconduct in their 

organizations. Here, some of them might have previously gone too far in adopting the “no news 

is good news” mindset, thereby potentially breeding a culture of communication standstill 

(“don’t ask, don’t tell”) (Keane, 2008). From there, unknown unknowns easily become more 

ingrained at the top. Such mechanisms, for example, are not uncommon in retrospective 

analyses of cases of bullying and harassment in military organizations (Burks, 2011) or 

substance abuse among nurses (Monroe & Kenaga, 2011). 
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In contrast, in similar cases of misconduct, there may also be executives who adopt a 

more active frame of mind instead of stagnating in a passive unknown unknowns mindset. They 

acknowledge the broad possibility of misbehavior happening—even if they are entirely 

unknowing about its specific form—and that it is destined to be concealed in their organization. 

Thus, even when they would not know precisely where to look and cannot yet imagine what 

wrongdoing looks like, they nonetheless presume it is there. Consequently, they attentively and 

actively look for it, hopefully before it takes root and undermines the organization’s objectives 

and reputation. We argue that there is a subtle yet significant distinction between these two 

approaches (i.e., laissez-faire versus active); the former is tied to an unknown unknowns 

mindset and the latter to an organizational dark matter mindset. 

Thus, while unknown unknowns and organizational dark matter have identical 

empirical origins and are seemingly similar expressions for the same thing, they have subtly 

different connotations in their application. We argue that adopting the organizational dark 

matter frame empowers individuals facing unknown unknowns and helps them actively pre-

empt negative down-the-road consequences. This largely derives from an awareness that tacit 

ignorance has agency, too, just like dark matter produces gravitational fields in physics. 

DEFINING ORGANIZATIONAL DARK MATTER 

Starting with a Proto-Definition  

In physics, the conceptualization of dark matter took at least a century; during this time, its 

meaning often changed until it was finally accepted as a central element of modern cosmology 

(Bertone & Hooper, 2016). By then, dark matter had become a paradigm in its own right 

(Bertone & Hooper, 2016), meaning it had established “models from which spring particular 

coherent traditions of scientific research” (Kuhn, 1970, p. 10). 

Conversely, the conceptualization of organizational dark matter—as a positively-

phrased signifier of unknown unknowns—is yet to begin. At this point, we favor putting forth 



CHAPTER 5: REFLECTIONS ON UNKNOWN UNKNOWNS 
 

165 
 

a perhaps overly broad proto-definition. We hope that this provisional depiction provokes 

debate and continues to evolve so that, eventually, the fields of agnotology and epistemology 

incorporate its central ideas. Thus, for now, we define organizational dark matter as anything 

in an organization with the potential to be vigorously influential while, for the most part, being 

cognitively unfathomable to individuals. Here, the word “anything” is used in the literal sense; 

it is a generic signifier that could refer to functional categories such as strategy, innovation, 

and human resource management, although one could apply it to other perspectives or 

phenomena (e.g., information, culture, leadership, change, wrongdoings, behaviors) as well. 

Our interest is not in phenomena that are too pale to see, in other words, dark in the 

sense of faint. Instead, we are drawn toward phenomena or mechanisms that are there, albeit 

concealed by other factors. Such phenomena cannot be identified simply by exhibiting higher 

instrumental sensitivities, amplifying the root signals, or collecting more of the same or similar 

empirical material. Instead, they require new perspectives and methods for detection. This is 

in line with an early conception of dark matter in physics by one of its French pioneers as 

“matière obscure” rather than “matière noire” (Bertone & Hooper, 2016, p. 10).  

Revisiting our earlier example on abuse among staff in military organizations, we posit 

that if the organization’s design and inner workings are inadequate, acute signals on harassment 

will not get senior leadership attention. Hence, top managers remain in the dark without 

realizing it. Therefore, institutional changes are necessary (Burks, 2011) and should be aimed 

at overhauling the organization’s default perspectives and methods for detecting, in this case, 

harassment among staff members. 

Organizational Dark Matter in a Larger Scheme 

Theoretical physics states that dark matter consists of over 85% of the total mass in the 

universe. Similarly, we propose that what is not organizational dark matter—i.e., known 

knowns, known unknowns, and unknown knowns—is comparatively very small, too.  



Social Enterprises With Exceedingly Tight Resources: Implications for Work and Leadership 
 

166 
 

The concept of organizational dark matter thus endeavors to theorize this substantial 

and hitherto “miscellaneous” category called unknown unknowns (i.e., what individuals do not 

know about organizations and cannot imagine being there either) explicitly. Nonetheless, in 

line with the figure of speech we use to explain the properties of this form of ignorance, it must 

be manifestly there. Thus, at a metaphysical level, we theorize unknown unknowns in their 

entirety—not through reductionism but with counterfactual, abductive reasoning. Our aim, 

thereby, is to activate the unknown, by trying to describe common properties, instead of merely 

acknowledging that it is there. By seeking general characteristics in what it is that we 

subconsciously do not know, layer upon layer, the unknown begins to lose its current 

amorphous, passive, non-descriptive, and irreproachable identity that is at odds with the fact 

that this form of ignorance can exert powerful influences on organizational life.  

This endeavor brings about a kind of realism that finds that the unknown may be 

unknown, but this does not necessarily mean that it is idle. On the contrary, it quite likely 

continues to act itself out with its more or less imperturbable composure. It is this “acting out” 

that we try to grapple with theoretically. 

Theorizing unknown unknowns in organization studies is not quite the same as 

explication, finding formal logic, or reductionism. We posit that it is relevant to articulate the 

systemic properties of the unknown before trying to push part of its contents over to the known, 

i.e., toward the realm of explicit knowledge. Here, we do not envision organizational dark 

matter as some permanent state. We suspect that it may be possible to lift the lid and identify 

organizational dark matter, e.g., by using new modes of inquiry, just as it is quite imaginable 

that scientists in the natural sciences eventually will be able to directly observe dark matter, 

even though at present it “cannot be perceived by ordinary means” (Bertone & Hooper, 2016, 

p. 7). This very aspect draws attention to the epistemological challenges of organizational dark 

matter. 
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EPISTEMOLOGICAL CHALLENGES 

We consider two epistemological challenges of organizational dark matter. The first one 

concerns the relationship between physics and metaphysics. In physics, dark matter relates to 

mass, i.e., real particles that exist irrespective of human presence, which happen to not interact 

with the electromagnetic spectrum. Therefore, it does not absorb, reflect, or emit light. We 

would not be able to perceive it, even when tripping over it. (Actually, the latter is not entirely 

true, because we can infer from tripping over something we cannot see that it must be dark 

matter.)  

In contrast, organizational dark matter is a metaphysical concept, meaning that it has 

no physical basis in reality; it is an entirely human invention—i.e., it is a psycho-social 

construct. We subsequently attribute this abstraction with specific properties from the physical 

world. One may question to what extent this ploy is permissible. Here, though, we can take a 

pragmatic stance and argue that unknown unknowns are like dark matter in physics (i.e., termed 

“organizational dark matter”), which then enhances our understanding in useful ways. For as 

long as this approach enhances our awareness, we may deem it a legitimate practice, in line 

with the premise of spotlight counterfactual reasoning. 

Similarly, we can argue that organizational dark matter requires new methods of 

inquiry, given conventional approaches are insufficient. This reasoning is different from trying 

to prove that organizational dark matter exists, which, being a metaphysical construct, 

evidently it does not. The purpose of metaphysical constructs is merely to enhance our 

understanding of reality. Here, fields such as clinical psychology, and particularly studies on 

processes of subconscious cognitive dissonance, may further inform our basic concept and its 

methodological connotations. Similarly, complex systems thinking can help move beyond 

causal models of knowledge development and present more integrative views. Thus, in 
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developing the concept of organizational dark matter, we need not limit ourselves to pure 

physics alone. 

Second, organizational dark matter by definition is obscured; its existence (or rather 

“existence,” that is, with the hanging quotes), therefore, can only be inferred indirectly, that is, 

by its alleged influence on the environment. It actually is doubly elusive because, on the one 

hand, according to the proto-definition expressed earlier, it is inaccessible to direct observation. 

On the other hand, even if it were identified, it promptly ceases to be what it was purported to 

be as it enters the realm of the known, and it becomes ordinary organizational knowledge at 

that very instance. Thus, unlike dark matter in physics, organizational dark matter is not a 

permanent state. Such characterizations are problematic for researchers: If organization dark 

matter is impossible to probe, how can it then be studied accurately? Is the basic concept 

forever escaping our reach? 

In pondering this conundrum, it is again helpful to revert to Cornelissen and Durand 

(2014). The authors argue that there are thinking tools that may only serve a temporary purpose. 

Once researchers have arrived at new constructs or hypotheses through these tools—which will 

or should then be scrutinized in subsequent empirical studies—the initial conceptualizations 

may no longer be needed. Thus, their use is a means to an end, and they are explicitly employed 

at the beginning of a fundamental inquiry. 

Organizational dark matter can be seen similarly. As a thought experiment, we can 

ponder questions such as: If organizational dark matter existed, what would it look like, how 

would it behave, and how could it help theoretical developments in the broader sense? By 

emphasizing proportionality between the magnitude and potential consequences of 

organizational dark matter, we have begun contemplating such matters. Thus, at this early 

stage, organizational dark matter need not be a construct that is scrutinized regarding detailed 

formal logic or studied empirically in its own right. 
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Table 22: Core Ideas of This Essay 

Why Are 
Unknown 
Unknowns 
Relevant? 

Brief 
Description 

Current 
Scholarly 
Stance on 
Unknown 
Unknowns 

Our Approach Our 
Theoretical 
Development 
of Unknown 
Unknowns 

They 
constitute a 
significant 
barrier to 
organizational 
success 
(Harvey et al., 
2001). 

Unknown 
unknowns are 
like influential 
black boxes that 
surround us, of 
which we are 
unaware.  

They reside 
beyond the 
“boundaries of 
knowledge” 
(Ungar, 2008, p. 
303) and outside 
“anticipation and 
imagination of 
organizational 
members [and, 
therefore,] 
cannot be 
directly 
investigated” 
(Roberts, 2013, 
p. 220). 

Adopt an 
abductive 
approach called 
“spotlight 
counterfactual 
reasoning” 
(Cornelissen & 
Durand, 2014). 
Our usage of 
metaphoric 
thinking falls in 
this remit. 

We argue that 
unknown 
unknowns are 
tough to 
detect; 
therefore, 
bearing in 
mind that they 
have agency, 
one should be 
particularly 
sensitive to 
their (possibly 
indirect) 
effects. 

Scholars have 
acknowledged 
unknown 
unknowns; 
however, they 
remain poorly 
understood 
theoretically 
(e.g., Harvey 
et al., 2001; 
Von Krogh et 
al., 1994). 

For example, in 
information 
technology, 
unfathomable 
algorithms 
subconsciously 
nudge us in 
various ways, 
such as through 
embedded 
commercial 
messages or 
route planning 
on smartphones. 

A direct 
investigation is 
contingent on a 
paradigm 
revision (Kuhn, 
1970), by which 
time unknown 
unknowns ipso 
facto would 
cease to exist 
(Kerwin, 1993). 

With metaphors, a 
“correspondence 
between two 
different 
phenomena” 
emerges and, 
subsequently, a 
transference of 
qualities from one 
object or 
phenomenon to 
another transpires 
(Alvesson & 
Sköldberg, 2009). 

Unknown 
unknowns 
require new 
methods of 
detection, e.g., 
new 
organizational 
pathways. 

 
Instead, it can be a counterfactual or counterintuitive idea that is first explored within 

the relatively safe confines of an essay. While catching thinkers on the back foot (“this is 

indeterminate to the extent that it is unworkable!” or “I get trapped in circular 

argumentations!”), it may eventually contribute to the development of new constructs, 

hypotheses, methods of inquiry, and “thinking tools” (Dennett, 2013) surrounding tacit 
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ignorance in organization studies. As such, organizational dark matter is the imaginative story 

that precedes the study (Pratt, 2008). To sum up, Table 22 presents the core ideas of this essay. 

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 

In this essay, we posited organizational dark matter as a metaphysical concept through which 

we can begin to examine unknown unknowns in organizations. Our motivation, thus, was not 

merely to formulate something that has not been done before; we directly challenge the notion 

held by some that ignorance is bliss. Surely, in organizations where harassment or substance 

abuse is prevalent, tacit ignorance concerning such occurrences is not bliss. 

While it may seem self-evident that more knowledge, and less ignorance, generally is 

a good thing, scholars have pointed out that humans in organizations may, in fact, at times 

favor ignorance over knowledge. The notion of organizational dark matter helps us see that 

subconscious ignorance may have its momentous (and detrimental) consequences in our social 

universe, similar to dark matter forcefully shaping the physical world. Ignoring that is futile. 

Organizational dark matter is situated outside established paradigms and, therefore, it 

is “beyond the anticipation and imagination of organizational members” (Roberts, 2013, p. 

220). While organizational dark matter is not perceptible, sufficient occurrences can 

substantially shape organizational realities and outcomes, just like its counterpart in the natural 

sciences. It is thus attributed with agency, and with such influence comes the potential to 

pervade the organizational universe, put its mark across it, and even bind it together. For 

instance, in our conception, culture is a phenomenon that mostly consists of organizational dark 

matter. Another example is strategy and its particular down-the-road implications. Both culture 

and strategy are poorly understood by any means and out of bounds; they nonetheless are 

seriously consequential.  

Assuming that, over time, increasing instances of organizational dark matter are 

brought into consciousness, accurately depicted, and included in the regular canon of scholarly 
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knowledge on organizations, we see the ratio between organizational dark matter and ordinary 

knowledge change. So, even though organizational dark matter was difficult to grasp at one 

point, thanks to new methods of inquiry and novel ways of perceiving organizations, it would 

gradually become observable, although, by definition, it can no longer be called “dark.” So, 

eventually, there would be fewer things that researchers do not know they do not know about 

organizational realities. As an early step on this path, future research could be aimed at 

developing a conceptual framework for organizational dark matter, addressing how, where, and 

when aspects of this profound and comprehensive perspective can be studied. 

 
 

 
  




