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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

This chapter comprises a general introduction to the dissertation ‘Perspectives on aid. 

Accommodating heterogeneity in Knowledge Management for Development’. It explains 

some of the themes and challenges, both in practice and in theory, that underlie ‘knowledge 

management for development’ or ‘KMD’. Building on these themes and challenges, the gaps 

in development studies and organization studies are introduced, which the articles that 

comprise the main body of this dissertation seek to respond to.  

 

1.1 Addressing the gap 

An unresolved challenge that professionals in the sector of development cooperation face 

on a daily basis, is how to cope with competing perspectives of heterogeneous stakeholders, 

while at the same time relying on them to achieve their development objectives. Namely, 

many development challenges are too complex and costly to resolve unilaterally, and call for 

collaborative approaches between a diverse and often dispersed range of partners, such as 

NGOs, donors, local beneficiaries, and policy-makers. However, such a broad range of 

stakeholders also represent widely diverging perspectives on what development is, or 

should be.  

Development cooperation therefore represents an ongoing struggle between 

heterogeneous stakeholders, each seeking to legitimize their perspectives over others. 

Indeed, to date this struggle appears to work in a counter-productive manner in view of 

development goals, by strengthening rather than alleviating social inequality. Namely, 

development debate and practice continue to be dominated by external agents such as 

funders, policymakers, and development agencies. Therefore, it is primarily their 

perspectives on development, rather than those of the intended beneficiaries of aid, which 

determine how development is shaped and implemented.  

The need for more inclusive development decision-making has long been recognized by 

development practitioners, and led to the emergence of a lively debate on ‘participatory 

development’, which has been raging since the early 1990s (Chambers, 1994; Cooke & 
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Kothari, 2001; Hickey & Mohan, 2004). In a nutshell, participatory development represents 

an effort to close the gap between on the one hand development decision-makers, such as 

Western NGOs, policy makers and donor agencies, and on the other hand the people who 

are supposed to benefit from development efforts, namely aid recipients in developing 

countries. Indeed, participation advocates argue that it does not make sense to exclude 

from development debate the very people who are most likely to know which problems are 

most pressing and why, especially if it is their quality of life and self-sufficiency that 

development efforts seek to improve (Escobar, 1995; Ellerman & Hirschman, 2001; 

Friedmann, 1992).  

Participatory development is generally approached through accountability frameworks, 

devising and applying methodologies aimed at strengthening local input in the design and 

evaluation of development interventions (Chambers, 1994; Wade, 2001). Participatory 

inquiry has proved particularly useful in terms of contributing to more self-reflexive 

approaches among development agencies: for instance, it has encouraged agencies to 

review their internal processes, and to question what ‘development’ actually entails 

(Bebbington, 2004). Moreover, bringing participation to the forefront of development has 

illuminated the significance of social inclusion as an important indicator of development 

(Friedmann, 1992). More fundamentally, it has cleared the path for more in-depth analysis 

of the complex power dynamics that feed the inherent inequalities underlying development 

cooperation (Cooke & Kothari, 2001; McFarlane, 2006a; Rossi, 2004).  

These power dynamics are in large part related to the nature of development, which 

depends on cooperation between a wide and diverse range of stakeholders. These include, 

among others, community-based organizations, social movements, local, national and 

international NGOs, faith-based organizations, academia, government and official agencies, 

and social entrepreneurs (Bruton, 2010; Covey, 1995), who are often widely dispersed 

across the world. Development organizations therefore face a major challenge, namely, how 

to enable collaboration among these diverse stakeholders, while at the same time coping 

with their heterogeneous perspectives on what development is, or should be about. The 

realization of developmental objectives therefore involves a dynamic struggle in which 

stakeholders seek to legitimize highly diverging perspectives on how development should be 

shaped.  
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The challenge of coping with competing perspectives in pursuit of shared objectives has also 

been studied beyond the realm of development, but has not yet been fully resolved. In fact, 

this is an important question for many organizations working in dispersed settings and with 

heterogeneous stakeholders, wishing to improve their effectiveness (O’Mahony & Bechky, 

2008). An influential stream of critical management scholars has studied dimensions of this 

challenge, focusing on the struggles for the legitimation of perspectives in work practices 

(Contu & Willmott, 2003; Amin & Roberts. 2008). So doing, they emphasize that peoples’ 

perspectives are manifested in expressions of knowledge, shaped and influenced through 

interaction with others. Knowledge is therefore perceived as highly context-dependent, 

based on peoples’ interpretation of phenomena related to their daily realities and their 

engagement with others (Orlikowski, 2002). Thus, the more different perspectives that are 

involved in a professional setting, the more difficult it is likely to be to collaborate, due to a 

lack of shared knowledge on a particular phenomenon or challenge (Boland & Tenkasi, 

1995).  

This view rejects the epistemological position that knowledge is a body of facts, which can 

be universally transferred or transmitted. Instead, knowledge is perceived as a social 

accomplishment, in which different perspectives on the world are manifested through acts 

of knowing (Orlikowski, 2002). Indeed, this ‘practice-based’ view emphasizes the 

contestable nature of knowledge (Carlile, 2004), and thereby problematizes cooperation in 

heterogeneous, knowledge-intensive work environments. Namely, where people work 

together across contexts, it is likely that competing perspectives of what constitutes 

‘legitimate’ knowledge on any given topic will emerge (Clegg et al., 2006). 

The challenge of cooperation despite heterogeneous perspectives has been addressed in 

different manners. For instance, studies have addressed how negotiations (Wenger, 1998) 

or bargaining processes (Haas, 1990; Rossi, 2004) contribute to the transformation (Carlile, 

2004) or adaptation (Hsiao et al., 2012) of competing perspectives. So doing, these studies 

seek to explain how heterogeneity can be overcome, and have thereby provided important 

insights on how some perspectives impose on others. However, they have left an issue 

untouched which is particularly significant for the development sector. Namely, it remains 

unclear how the local perspectives of development beneficiaries can be given more 

prominence in development debates, without being subjugated to the dominant 
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perspectives of international agencies and funders (Haas, 1990; King & McGrath, 2004). 

Participatory development therefore calls for more effectively accommodating 

heterogeneous perspectives on how aid can or should be shaped.  

This thesis seeks to address this gap from an interdisciplinary perspective: it addresses the 

challenges related to participation by drawing on development studies, and the challenge of 

coping with heterogeneity in dispersed settings by drawing on organization studies. By 

bringing together these two domains, the research presented in the following chapters 

analyzes how development professionals engage with each other through knowledge 

exchange to shape development practices. So doing, the research shows how – and whether 

– their interactions accommodate heterogeneous perspectives and contribute to 

participatory objectives.  

In the following sections, the key themes underlying the challenges of coping with 

heterogeneity toward participatory development are introduced. First, the development 

setting and its participatory objectives are presented in more detail. Next, the 

epistemological foundations underlying development are unpacked, to illustrate how 

different perspectives influence professional practices, and what this means for 

participatory development. This is followed by an outline of the efforts undertaken by aid 

agencies to open up development decision-making, by strengthening their ability to share 

and integrate heterogeneous perspectives by way of ‘knowledge management for 

development’ (KMD). This outline of the theoretical and practical challenges which these 

efforts have encountered paves the way for the studies presented in the remainder of the 

dissertation. 

1.2 Introducing the development setting: Alleviating social 

inequality by strengthening participation 

In recent years, conceptualizations of development have started shifting. For a long time, 

economic indicators of development set the tone for aid interventions, with a focus on 

globalized development forces (Collier, 2007; Sachs, 2005). Incrementally, humanist 

orientations have started becoming more prevalent, whereby the need for self-expression, 

creativity, and the freedom to make one’s own choices are recognized as fundamental to 

human development (Friedmann, 1992; Sen, 1999). In other words, development covers a 
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broad range of indicators related to overcoming social inequality and improving the quality 

of life of marginalized people. These indicators range from basic material needs such as 

improving access to sustainable livelihoods, to freedom of political, sexual and cultural 

expression (Friedmann, 1992; Wilson, 1996), to social capital (Cummings et al., 2006), to 

education and information (Unwin, 2009), and so forth.  

With such a broad range of indicators of human well-being to consider, development 

organizations are struggling to keep up their expertise on all these different topics and have 

turned their focus outward (King & McGrath, 2004). In the Netherlands, for instance, the 

development sector has recently seen all kinds of reorganizations: from thematic 

specialization to generalization (e.g. Oxfam Novib in 2008), from centralization to 

decentralization (e.g. ICCO in 2007), from geographical to thematic specialization (e.g. Hivos 

in 2005; Cordaid in 2010), and so forth (Vossen, 2011). It cannot be denied that these 

reorganizations were in part catalyzed by severe subsidy cuts and a need to become more 

efficient in their operations. However, the reorganizations also served the sector’s desire to 

strengthen engagement with intended beneficiaries in the South, and draw more intensively 

on their local knowledge (Vossen, 2011).  

Indeed, the development sector reflects a growing awareness of the importance of 

becoming more open to the perspectives of intended beneficiaries of aid, and to moderate 

the dominance of Western agencies in determining the aid agenda (Ellerman & Hirschman, 

2001; Powell, 2006). This however is easier said than done. Namely, development work 

depends on cooperation between a diverse, widely dispersed constellation of stakeholders, 

ranging from policy decision-makers and donors, to NGOs and grassroots beneficiaries, and 

many more (Covey, 1995; Edwards & Hulme, 1992). Each of these stakeholders represents 

different perspectives and interests, yet is simultaneously reliant on cooperation with the 

others, to access expertise necessary to achieve their individual and shared development 

goals. At the same, they are engaged in a struggle to define which of their heterogeneous 

perspectives are legitimized, and which rejected or ignored (Clegg et al., 2006; Cohen, 2011; 

Gherardi & Nicolini, 2002). These perspectives are manifested in expressions of knowledge 

on what development is – or should be – about, and represent often competing vested 

interests among the different, yet interdependent stakeholders.  
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Awareness of this struggle underlying development has been articulated by some influential 

and critical ‘post-development’ theorists. They argue that development is an industry that 

seeks to impose Western perspectives on development as a universal paradigm, excluding 

the knowledge of development needs and opportunities among the poor people in the 

South (Easterly, 2006; Escobar, 1995; Ferguson, 1994; Jaya, 2001). The post-development 

argument represents an effort to expose that the inequality inherent to extant development 

approaches is rooted in the very core of development knowledge (Escobar, 1995; Ferguson, 

1994; McFarlane, 2006a).  

In line with the post-development critique, a debate aimed at devising more participatory 

development emerged in the early nineties (Chambers, 1994) and has been an important 

theme in development debate ever since. Participatory development debate is based on the 

premise that the intended beneficiaries of aid are best suited to articulate which envisaged 

development solutions resonate strongest with local needs and opportunities (Briggs & 

Sharpe, 2004; Rossi, 2004), and is driven by a desire to transform development into a more 

open-ended, inclusive change process (Ellerman & Hirschman, 2001). In this line, 

participatory methodologies were designed, seeking to strengthen the involvement of local 

beneficiaries in decision-making forums (Hickey & Mohan, 2004). Participatory indicators 

were and still are often integrated in evaluation frameworks, to ensure that development 

planning and implementation takes participatory goals into consideration (Thompson, 

2011). For instance, participatory policy formulation was a required component of Poverty 

Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs1). Indeed, the World Bank’s so-called ‘Participatory 

Poverty Assessment’ (PPAs), which were part of the PRSP formulation process, represented 

an effort to scale up and standardize participatory methods into policy formulation (Hickey 

& Mohan, 2004; Wade, 2001).  

Some development critics have argued that the broad adoption of participatory indicators 

by Western development agencies has had a counterproductive effect, and is actually 

                                                           
1
 Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (or PRSPs as they are commonly referred to) comprised an initiative by 

the IMF and the World Bank in 1990, and consisted of “a comprehensive country-based strategy for poverty 

reduction” for each country receiving development assistance. PRSPs provided a strategy model for all 

bilateral and multilateral development initiatives, intended to link national public actions and donor support 

policies associated with concessional lending and debt relief for Heavily Indebted Poor Countries (IMF, 2011).  
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strengthening the stronghold of dominant Western agencies such as the World Bank on 

development knowledge (Cooke & Kothari, 2001; Mehta, 2001; Thompson, 2004a). This 

criticism is rooted, somewhat paradoxically, in the eagerness by which many development 

agencies adopted ‘participation’ as a development ‘best practice’ (Thompson, 2011). 

Namely, the way in which many organizations sought to integrate participatory goals was by 

formulating participatory indicators in evaluation frameworks. In practice however, these 

indicators were often simply checked off to satisfy funders (Brett, 2003; Thompson, 2011; 

Wade, 2001), rather than transforming development into a more open-ended, inclusive 

process.  

So doing, some have argued, participation has become co-opted into dominant 

development debate as imposed by Western agencies, rather than creating more space for 

heterogeneous perspectives through ongoing consultation (Briggs & Sharpe, 2004; Hickey & 

Mohan, 2004). The technocratic interpretation of participatory methods has therefore not 

yet been able to counter the post-development argument, having largely failed to 

strengthen ongoing engagement of intended beneficiaries in shaping development (Mitlin et 

al., 2007).  

While the basic premises on which participatory development was devised still stand, the 

sector is still searching for ways to make development a more open-ended process that can 

accommodate the heterogeneous perspectives that exist among its stakeholders. It is 

therefore useful to look more fundamentally at the challenges involved in coping with 

heterogeneous perspectives, by unraveling the epistemological underpinnings of 

participatory development. This follows in the following section. 

1.3 Epistemological foundations: Accommodating heterogeneous 

perspectives?  

As introduced above, an important question faced by the development sector is how to 

accommodate the heterogeneous perspectives of its many stakeholders, in order to realize 

participatory objectives. This question has in part been addressed by scholars in the domain 

of organization studies, who have sought to understand how peoples’ perspectives shape 

their professional practices, and how the dynamics between different perspectives impact 

on these practices (Boland & Tenkasi, 1995).  
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Such analyses are based on the viewpoint that peoples’ perspectives are shaped by their 

contextual and social embedding. In other words, how people make sense of phenomena is 

highly context-dependent, socially constructed, and open to interpretation and dispute 

(Carlile, 2004). For example, the international development community has recognized 

gender empowerment as a condition for development, integrating it as a policy condition 

for eligibility for financial support (World Bank, 2011). However, it is hardly inconceivable 

that in some cultures this claim is hardly self-evident, for instance where female seclusion 

(or ‘purdah’) is part of the historical tradition. As this example illustrates, what is often 

accepted as common knowledge or a self-evident truth is in fact not based on an objective 

reality, but on perceptions of whose perspectives are valid, and whose are not (Contu & 

Willmott, 2003; Gherardi & Nicolini, 2002). The differences between these perspectives 

cannot be fully resolved, but continue to evolve through ongoing engagement between 

heterogeneous stakeholders, each seeking to pursue and legitimize their vested interests 

(Clegg et al., 2006). What people therefore perceive as ‘knowledge’ is based on their 

interpretations of reality, and reflects how they make sense of phenomena in relation to 

their particular context, and through interaction with others.  

This ‘practice-based view’ suggests that knowledge – or rather, the act of knowing – is highly 

subjective, open to interpretation, and inseparable from human activity (Gherardi, 2000; 

Sole & Edmondson, 2002). Indeed, professional engagement is perceived as a social process, 

whereby practices are constituted and reconstituted as recurrent patterns of action 

(Gherardi, 2009). These patterns are recognizable in inter-subjectively created meaning. In 

other words, every-day practices are dynamically shaped through the sharing and 

generation of knowledge between peers (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2012; Orlikowski, 2002).  

Linking knowledge to practice highlights that an act of knowing occurs in a place and time, 

and cannot be separated from these dimensions without losing some of its (tacit) meaning 

(Thompson & Walsham, 2004). In fact, where people work together across contexts, it is 

likely that competing perspectives of what constitutes legitimate knowledge on any given 

topic will emerge (Clegg et al., 2006). Knowledge of a given topic is namely not a body of 

facts, which can be universally transferred, but is instead a social accomplishment, in which 

different perspectives on the world are manifested (Orlikowski, 2002). Indeed, this view 
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emphasizes the contestable nature of knowledge (Carlile, 2004), and thereby problematizes 

cooperation in heterogeneous, knowledge-intensive work environments.  

The contestability of knowledge has been highlighted by some critical authors as a 

particularly important, yet insufficiently recognized dimension in organization studies 

(Alvesson & Kärreman, 2001; Carlile, 2004; Contu & Willmott, 2003). These critical studies 

emphasize that knowledge sharing is not only about the content of what is shared, but also 

about the politics underlying the act of sharing: namely, by categorizing certain forms of 

knowledge as ‘true’ or valid, others are marginalized, discarded, or ignored (Clegg et al., 

2006; Gherardi & Nicolini, 2002). 2  

The practice-based lens on knowledge is useful for understanding why multi-stakeholder 

cooperation is such a challenge. Namely, this view emphasizes that cooperation is most 

effective where people have common perspectives, because their shared frame of reference 

makes it possible to exchange knowledge and thereby shape joint practices (Brown & 

Duguid, 2001). However, where shared perspectives are lacking, it is difficult to generate 

shared practices, and cooperation is more likely to result in misunderstanding and conflict 

(Marshall & Rollinson, 2004).  

Nonetheless, participatory development actually depends on both these dimensions, 

namely seeking out heterogeneous perspectives, in order to generate broader and more in-

depth understanding of development challenges and opportunities, while at the same time 

working together toward shared development goals (Kothari, 2001). Moreover, 

development stakeholders are widely dispersed. This characterizes the sector as bringing 

                                                           
2
 Such categories of disqualified knowledge have been described by Foucault (1980) as ‘subjugated 

knowledges’. In the context of development, these include for example local knowledge that is unsupported by 

written sources. A useful illustration of this subjugation is online encyclopedia ‘Wikipedia’. Namely, 

contributions to the site are deemed valid sources of knowledge only if they conform to Wikipedia’s rules of 

citation, whereas those that do not, are deleted. Cohen (2011) conveys the implications of this policy by 

describing a Wikipedia article on a game called ‘dabba kali’. Written in the local language, the article included 

photos, drawings and a detailed description of the game rules – but lacked formal sources to back up what was 

written, other than personal testimonies. Wikipedia guidelines therefore deemed the article an invalid source 

of knowledge, even though it described a game played by 40 million people as children in the Kerala state of 

India (ibid.). In other words, Wikipedia perceives knowledge as reliable only if it can be digitized, backed up by 

prior research, and found on Google. While this is understandable in view of Wikipedia’s efforts to strengthen 

the reliability of its content for the majority of its readers, an implication is that a vast body of knowledge, 

which is nonetheless relevant for millions of people, is deemed invalid, and therefore neglected.  
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together a vast range of contextual differences, but also means that cooperation is often 

facilitated by way of ICT (Unwin, 2009). ICT-enabled communication is useful for transferring 

explicit forms of knowledge, but is less suitable for understanding the tacit perspectives 

underlying expressions of knowledge. This makes it all the more difficult for shared 

conceptions of aid to emerge.  

Organizational literature represents several research streams that focus on how to 

overcome the boundaries which heterogeneity imposes. These studies show for instance 

how shared perspectives emerge through negotiation (Wenger, 1998), adaptation (Hsiao et 

al., 2012), or transformation of perspectives (Carlile, 2004). The common denominator 

across these diverging studies is a focus on collective knowledge, and a tendency toward 

overcoming heterogeneity. Thus, while a practice-based view is useful for seeking out 

modes of knowledge sharing that extend beyond the transfer of dominant perspectives, it 

does not explain how heterogeneity can be accommodated, in pursuit of shared objectives.  

Indeed, development agencies are still struggling to find ways by which to shape 

development agendas by way of a more open-ended process of consultation (Thompson, 

2011). Participatory objectives call for ways by which to accommodate the heterogeneous 

perspectives of development stakeholders (Thompson, 2011) at policy levels, within NGOs, 

and among local beneficiaries alike. However, the meaning and organizational implications 

of heterogeneity are still largely unexplored, in both domains of organization studies and 

development studies.  

Nonetheless, development scholarship and practice manifest an increasing interest in 

understanding how people actually work together, despite their heterogeneous 

perspectives, contextual differences, and dispersed work environment. This has led to an 

emerging debate on ‘knowledge management for development’, which looks at how 

perspectives on development are shaped and shared in expressions of knowledge (King & 

McGrath, 2004; McFarlane, 2006a; Jakimow, 2008).  

In the next section, ‘knowledge management for development’ is introduced, showing what 

has been achieved so far, and what is still lacking. This introduction then comes together in 

a research agenda, aimed at explaining how heterogeneous perspectives can be 
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accommodated in pursuit of shared goals, and what this implies for participatory 

development objectives.  

1.4 A turn toward Knowledge Management for Development 

(KMD) 

Knowledge management for development represents a broad debate, initiated by 

development practitioners, on how knowledge is shared and used in shaping aid 

interventions and influencing development decision-making. It builds on the premise that 

knowledge-based processes lie at the heart of development, and responds to a need for 

improving knowledge sharing between development stakeholders, despite their widely 

diverging perspectives (Powell, 2006; King & McGrath, 2004).  

Development practice is shaped through an interplay of perspectives, bringing together 

different stakeholders who jointly seek to make sense of what ‘development’ actually 

comprises, and how it should or could be shaped (Escobar, 1995; Bebbington, 2004; Mitlin 

et al., 2007). Considering the participatory goals entrenched in development practice, it 

becomes interesting to analyze how development knowledge is actually shaped through the 

interplay of these perspectives, and how different stakeholders impact on this process. 

In fact, at the root of participatory development lies awareness among development 

organizations that they need to strengthen their understanding of local perspectives and 

realities, if they are to respond more effectively to the needs of the intended beneficiaries 

of aid. This led to the recognition of development as a knowledge-intensive sector, bringing 

to the fore considerations of how aid organizations could better facilitate knowledge sharing 

(King & McGrath, 2004; World Bank, 1998). Academic studies on development as a 

knowledge-intensive sector are still fairly scarce, and theory development is still in a nascent 

phase. Studies often focus on tools for sharing and transferring knowledge (Ramalingam, 

2005). Others explain why a knowledge-based lens on development is important, broadly 

outlining some of the political dimensions of knowledge management for development 

(McFarlane, 2006a; Powell, 2006). However, explicit analyses of the organizational 

implications of knowledge management for development on participation are largely 

untouched. Because of this, it is not evident whether, or how, development as a knowledge-
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intensive sector can cope with the many perspectives of its dispersed stakeholders, and how 

aid can be shaped in a more participatory manner.  

There is a vast and diverse body of literature which emphasizes the significance of 

knowledge to organizational and economic life, and which has contributed to a dedicated 

discipline on knowledge management (Alavi & Leidner, 2001; Alvesson & Kärreman, 2001; 

Huysman & De Wit, 2004). Knowledge management covers a broad spectrum of topics that 

are all in some way related to explicit attempts to facilitate and organize knowledge sharing 

in a professional context (Alavi & Leidner, 2001). Most of this literature is oriented toward 

private-sector objectives as maximizing profits and gaining competitive advantage (Argote & 

Ingram, 2000), and often revolves around top-down knowledge transfer (Alavi & Leidner, 

2001). While such studies provide useful insights into different opportunities and challenges 

involved in knowledge sharing, they rarely if ever account for such developmental objectives 

as enabling more bottom-up oriented inclusive forms of decision-making, and rarely account 

for the political dimensions underlying knowledge sharing among heterogeneous 

stakeholders (McFarlane, 2006a). There is, therefore, a need for a development-specific 

form of knowledge management that accounts for the heterogeneous perspectives which 

influence and shape development knowledge, while contributing to participatory 

development goals.  

The studies included in the remainder of this thesis examine how development 

professionals cope with heterogeneous perspectives in their efforts to shape more 

participatory forms of aid. The main question guiding the research is:  

RQ: How does knowledge management for development contribute to participatory 

objectives, given the heterogeneous perspectives on aid? 

This question is studied through three empirical studies. Each study looks at different 

dimensions of knowledge management for development. The first focuses on management 

responses, both formal and informal, to organizational knowledge sharing needs. The study 

departs from a practice-based view on knowledge, but shows that objectivist perspectives 

on knowledge still dominate in development practice. The second study looks at knowledge 

generation in heterogeneous, self-organized communities. It thereby emphasizes the 

emergent, contestable nature of knowledge, and shows how knowledge around a particular 
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theme can represent many different perspectives. The third study highlights how knowledge 

is generated through a process of social interaction, and how this contributes to shared 

conceptualizations of development.  

Each of these studies zoom in to a micro-level of analysis, looking at actual knowledge 

sharing practices in development, to identify how aid agencies, networks and professionals 

accommodate heterogeneous perspectives. These insights can help uncover some of the 

characteristics that inhibit or enable participatory development goals. The responses to the 

overall research question are therefore descriptive, not normative or prescriptive. The 

research exposes the challenges inherent to knowledge management for development, and 

the unintended side-effects that these can bring about. It seeks to provide a theoretical lens 

for structuring these challenges, and for facilitating the search for actual solutions.  

So doing, this thesis clears the path for further studies on how to actually implement KMD in 

practice without compromising participatory development goals. In fact, the answer to this 

question is extremely complex, because of the risks involved in attempting to formulate 

specific, one-size-fits-all methodologies and thereby imposing a particular dominant 

perspective of how a practice should be shaped, as illustrated by the counterproductive 

effects of implementing participatory methods (Cooke & Kothari, 2001). Therefore, rather 

than providing concrete recommendations as to how agencies could or should strive for 

such change, this thesis seeks to generate awareness of the inherent challenges of 

knowledge management for development. More generally, through the empirical analyses it 

seeks to identify how people accommodate heterogeneous perspectives, in pursuit of 

shared goals. The studies have relevance for theory in the fields of development studies and 

organization studies, as discussed in the following section.  

1.5 Relevance for theory 

The research presented in the remainder of this thesis seeks to provide two main 

contributions to theory.  

First, it contributes to development studies by providing an organizational response to 

challenges encountered in development aid. More specifically, it shows how knowledge 

sharing among heterogeneous stakeholders occurs in development practice, thereby 
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exposing how knowledge management for development affects the participatory objectives 

inherent to the sector. This contribution responds to calls by critical human development 

theorists for research that takes into account the knowledge-intensive characteristics of the 

sector, as well as the contending perspectives and interests of development stakeholders 

(Mansell, 2011; McFarlane, 2006a; Rossi, 2004). Moreover, the research builds on (post-) 

development studies which have sought to explain how participatory development can be 

conceived of, accommodating heterogeneous perspectives of diverse and dispersed 

stakeholders, and thereby overcoming top-down conceptions of development (Cooke & 

Kothari, 2001; Ellerman & Hirschman, 2001; Escobar, 1995; Ferguson, 1994; Hickey & 

Mohan, 2004). So far, efforts to unravel the theoretical foundations of this challenge have 

scarcely engaged with knowledge management literature. Some critical organizational and 

epistemological dimensions underlying development practice have thereby been 

overlooked, related to coping with heterogeneity (McFarlane, 2006a; Rossi, 2004). This 

research makes an attempt to bridge this gap.  

Second, this research contributes to organization studies, by uncovering how professionals 

in multi-stakeholder settings cooperate toward shared goals while accommodating 

heterogeneous perspectives on work practices. In fact, many studies focus on similarity as a 

characteristic of networked forms of cooperation (Brown & Duguid, 2001; Wenger, 1998; 

Wasko & Faraj, 2005); instead, the emphasis here is on difference. This is because of the 

research focus on professionals working in dispersed settings, who often rely on virtual 

means of communication, and often represent highly diverging perspectives on what is 

significant, and what is not. The studies that follow look through a micro-level lens at the 

way in which people actually share knowledge in practice. The studies show that that people 

generate knowledge on shared practices by engaging with other perspectives, if these are in 

line with their vested interests. The research thereby adds an important dimension to 

practice-based theory, because it does not focus overcoming heterogeneous perspectives, 

but rather, on how these are actually accommodated in organizational, network, and 

individual work practices. 

Research on heterogeneity is fairly limited in the field of organization studies (Felin & 

Hesterly, 2007). Nonetheless, it is likely to become an increasingly prevalent dimension of 

knowledge-intensive, dispersed work environments, especially as virtual forms of 
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cooperation become more and more commonplace (Bailey et al, in press). It is therefore 

important to understand better how heterogeneous perspectives impact on knowledge 

sharing in such settings. The research addresses this question at multiple levels of analysis, 

looking at knowledge sharing at organization, network, and individual levels of development 

practice.  

Full details on the research methods applied in the studies are included in each of the 

following chapters, but summarized in the next section.  

1.6 Summary of methods 

Each of the empirical studies in the following chapters addresses a specific research sub-

question, which together provides insight into how development knowledge is shaped by 

the interaction of heterogeneous stakeholders. Each question calls for fitting research 

methods, which are detailed in each of the individual chapters. However, there are 

commonalities across the chapters, which are outlined here.  

The main domains of interest which this thesis addresses, how to accommodate 

heterogeneity from a practice-based view on knowledge, and how participatory knowledge 

management for development might be conceived of, have attracted little formal theorizing 

to date. This calls for an empirical approach that builds on existing theoretical perspectives 

yet seeks new interpretations of perceived patterns. The research therefore takes an 

inductive, theory-building approach (Eisenhardt, 1989), by moving between research 

question, field observations, and existing theories in an iterative manner (Edmondson & 

McManus, 2007). This allows data to be observed from diverging viewpoints until a fitting 

theoretical framework emerges (Eisenhardt, 1989).  

Each of the empirical studies consisted of in-depth, process based qualitative case studies 

(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Yin, 1994), which were selected through theoretical sampling 

to match the overall research question. Theoretical sampling provides a means to select 

cases for theoretical rather than statistical reasons (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), while 

maintaining the flexibility to seek new relationships among constructs. All studies comprised 

semi-structured interviews with key informants (Kumar et al., 1993). Interview data served 

either as the main unit of analysis (chapter 2), or provided the background for further 
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content analysis (chapters 3 and 4). Interviews were conducted using interview guides, and 

interviewers probed for additional details and examples wherever possible, to get more 

insight into the character and dynamics of the cases under study, while avoiding 

directiveness. All interviews were recorded and fully transcribed.  

Interviews were supplemented with archival data (drawing on sources such as progress, 

evaluation, strategy and annual reports). In addition, the research relied heavily on virtual 

ethnography and content analytical methods (Hine, 2005; Van Atteveldt, 2008). In fact, the 

particular setting of the studies meant that research participants – heterogeneous 

development stakeholders – were widely dispersed, and often used virtual forms of 

communication. Indeed, the expressions of knowledge they shared online might be said to 

only partially disclose their perspectives. At the same time, these virtual means made it 

possible to take into consideration a broad range of perspectives, which would have been 

be more difficult if conducted through ‘on the ground’ fieldwork. Using virtual means thus 

made it possible to maximize the range of perspectives included in the study.  

Online sources consisted of email exchanges, online discussion forums, and (micro-)blog 

content. The use of virtual observation methods made it possible to follow research 

participants in their natural environment, in a non-intrusive manner (Czarniawska, 2007), 

which was particularly important in view of the often political dimensions involved in 

researching heterogeneity and participation. In addition, the studies reported on in chapters 

three and four used AmCat (Van Atteveldt, 2008) for querying, extracting and conducting 

preliminary analysis of digital content. AmCat is a digital environment for computer assisted 

content analysis, and is helpful for visualizing data patterns across large samples, which in 

these cases were large volumes of email communication and (micro-)blog postings and 

responses. Subsequently, Atlas.ti software was used for coding, in order to systematically 

interpret the data. Where this proved necessary, datasets were refined either through 

additional queries in AmCat or by conducting additional interviews.  

The combination of interviews and multiple content analytical methods made it possible to 

triangulate data sources and methods. By verifying observations though convergent, 

independent observations, emerging theoretical insights were iteratively built and enhanced 

(Edmondson & McManus, 2007; Shah & Corley, 2006). 
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The number of case studies comprised in this research limits the generalizability of the 

findings; however, the use of exemplar cases, analyzed in-depth by triangulating methods 

and perspectives, comes some way to meet these limitations (Dyer & Wilkins, 1991). 

Moreover, the consistent use across the empirical studies of theoretically sampled, 

qualitatively analyzed case-studies enabled cross-case analysis in the discussion chapter.  

Interpretive methods were used to analyze findings, comprising an iterative movement 

between existing theory and collected data (Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991; Walsham, 1995a, 

1995b; Walsham, 2006). This approach made it possible to gain some insight into the 

processes through which knowledge was accessed, shared and generated in development 

practice. Moreover, interpretive methods are in line with non-positivist ontologies 

(Walsham, 1995b) such as the practice-based view underlying these studies, and are 

therefore appropriate to support the line of reasoning that knowledge claims (including the 

ones represented here) are situated, contestable, and embedded in . 

The data sources and analytical methods for the three empirical studies are summarized 

below in table 1.7, and further details on the methodologies applied can be found in each of 

the subsequent chapters. 

1.7 Outline of chapters 

The remainder of this book comprises a multi-level analysis consisting of three studies, and 

a final chapter in which a response is provided to the main research question and in which 

the theoretical implications of the research are discussed. The three following studies each 

address an empirical dimension of the question how knowledge management contributes to 

participatory forms of development, while taking into account heterogeneous perspectives 

on aid. Each of these three dimensions is briefly introduced below.  



 

 

 
Table 1.7: Data sources and analytical methods for empirical studies  

  Data collection: sources  Data analysis: methods 

Chapter Cases Interviews Virtual data 

sources 

Archival data Other  Semi-automated 

content analysis 

Coding Other 

2 7 

organizations 

 

51 - Email exchanges 

- Online forums 

- Organizational 

websites 

- Evaluation reports 

- Annual reports  

- Strategy 

documents 

- Policy documents 

 

- Descriptive 

survey (n=246) 

 No - 51 primary 

documents 

(interviews) 

- 18.014 text lines 

No 

3 1 online 

community 

(4*) 

13 - Online forums - Evaluation reports 

- Strategy 

documents 

No  Yes Phase 1: 

- 4 primary documents 

(online 

communications) 

- 14.193 articles 

- 85.431 text lines 

Phase 2:  

- Discourse analysis  

(online 

communications) 

- 632 articles 

- 34.624 text lines 

 

4 7 bloggers 

(18*) 

18 - Blog content 

- Twitter content 

No - Online 

network email 

exchanges 

 Yes - 14 primary 

documents  

(blog & twitter 

content) 

- 3.434 articles (blogs) 

- 21.317 text lines 

(blogs) 

No 

totals 15 (31*) 82        

* cases selected and analyzed before bounding samples 
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1.7.1 Chapter 2. Macro-level analysis of KMD in development organizations.  

The study presented in chapter 2 sets out to identify how knowledge is perceived within 

development organizations, how knowledge management is implemented, and what this 

means for their stated objectives to strengthen participation. This paper identifies a 

difference between latent goals and active knowledge management practices, which can 

lead to counterproductive development outcomes. The study comprises a theoretical 

review, drawing on development and organization literature, supplemented with empirical 

examples from eight development organizations and networks. This paper lays the 

foundation for a KMD theory that takes into consideration power/knowledge inequalities, 

yet contributes to participatory development objectives, by accommodating heterogeneity 

through an orientation toward situated mutual learning.  

1.7.2 Chapter 3. Meso-level analysis of KMD in inter-organizational development 

communities  

The study presented in chapter 3 explains how epistemic communities that work primarily 

in online settings can cope with diverging perspectives among heterogeneous stakeholders, 

while at the same time having to find a point of convergence in order to influence policy 

projects. It looks at expressions of interest that are manifested through knowledge 

exchange on a virtual community. The study shows that convergence and divergence of 

interests can in fact occur in parallel. This is because different interests are emphasized not 

only over time, but also across different levels of discourse. The study presents a multi-level 

framework that exposes the external sources of influence deriving from participants’ local 

(or ‘underground’) and policy (or ‘upperground’) level debates on epistemic community 

(‘middleground’) discourse. These different sources of influence often remain invisible, but 

have an important effect on community dynamics. The study emphasizes the reciprocal 

influence of parallel interests, and provides a lens by which to analyze these.  

1.7.3 Chapter 4. Micro-level analysis of development bloggers.  

The study presented in chapter 4 explores how individual development professionals shape 

their perspectives on aid and seek out professional expertise by way of blogging. The study 

shows that they blog to shape discourse on ICT-enabled development or ICT4D, which is an 

important enabler of knowledge management for development. The analysis shows that by 
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engaging in two blogging purposes, of reflecting on practices and engaging with peers, 

‘ICT4D bloggers’ contribute to a myopic ICT4D discourse. This is due to the tendency of 

bloggers to develop personal speakers’ corners, attracting primarily like-minded peers. 

Therefore, although blogging offers an open forum through which to reach out to and 

engage a potentially large audience, its participatory potential is often not realized. The 

study thereby adds a critical perspective to ICT4D and to blogging literature. 

1.7.4 Chapter 5. Theoretical implications of KMD.  

The final chapter presents the main findings from the empirical studies. The results of the 

analysis provide a response to the main research question. The theoretical implications of 

the study are discussed, as well as some implications for practice and policy. Finally, the 

limitations of the study and the ensuing suggestions for further research are provided.  

1.8 Related publications 

The results presented in this dissertation have appeared as journal papers, conferences 

papers, and a chapter in an edited volume. The selected outputs correspond to the 

interdisciplinary character of the research, comprising a primary focus on development 

(chapter 2), organization studies (chapter 3), and communication technologies (chapter 4). 

Further details of this output are presented in table 1.9 below.  
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Table 1.9: Published and presented papers. 
Chapter Output 

Ch. 1  Ferguson, J.E. (2007). There’s no such thing as a ‘knowledge society’. Review and critical 

analysis of knowledge management for development approaches and issues of impact 

measurement. Presented at: European Evaluation Society Annual Conference, 18-19 October 

2007, Odense (Denmark). Travel grant awarded by European Evaluation Society. 

Ch. 2 Ferguson, J.E., Huysman, M.H., & Soekijad, M. (2010). Knowledge management in practice: 

Pitfalls and potentials for development. Published in: World Development 38(12): 1797–

1810. 

Ferguson, J.E., & Huysman, M. (2009). Between ambition and approach: Towards situated 

mutual learning in development organizations. Presented at: Organizational Learning, 

Knowledge and Capabilities Conference (OLKC), 27-29 April, 2009, Amsterdam.  

Ferguson, J.E. & Cummings, S. (2008). Knowledge management in practice: The case of 

international development. Published in: A. Koohang, K. Harman, J. Britz (Eds.) Knowledge 

Management: Research and Application (pp. 75-112). Santa Rosa, California: The Informing 

Science Press. 

Ferguson, J. E., Cummings, S., & Mchombu, K. (2008). Management of knowledge for 

development: Meta-review and scoping study. Published as: IKM Emergent Working Paper 

Series (1). Bonn: EADI. 

Ch. 3 Ferguson, J.E., Soekijad, M., & Huysman, M.H. You take the high road and I’ll take the low 

road: Unfolding parallel discourse in epistemic communities. Accepted for: Academy of 

Management Annual Meeting (OCIS division), August 5-7, 2012, Boston. 

Ferguson, J.E., Soekijad, M., & Huysman, M.H. 2010. Conflict and learning in development 

communities: A negotiated order lens. Presented at: Academy of Management Annual 

Meeting (OCIS division), August 6-10, 2010, Montréal. 

Ferguson, J.E., Soekijad, M., & Huysman, M.H. 2010. Mission-based communities as 

negotiated orders. Presented at: European Group of Organizational Studies (EGOS), 1-3 July 

2010, Lisbon.  

Ferguson, J.E., Soekijad, M., & Huysman, M.H. 2010. Mission-based communities as 

negotiated orders. Presented at: Organizational Learning, Knowledge and Capabilities 

Conference (OLKC), 5-6 June 2010, Boston. 

Ch. 4 Ferguson, J.E., Soekijad, M., Vaast, E., & Huysman, M.H. Blogging for ICT4D: Reflecting and 

Engaging with Peers to Build Development Discourse. Second revision underway for: 

Information Systems Journal, Special Issue on ‘Theorizing Development and Technological 

Change’. 
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Chapter 2 

Knowledge Management in Practice: Pitfalls and Potentials for 

Development 

 

Knowledge management is increasingly recognized as a relevant management approach 

within the development sector. However, few academic studies have analyzed the 

conceptual foundations of knowledge management practices in a development-specific 

context. As a result, the political dimensions of knowledge management are often 

overlooked. Through a literature review, illustrated with reference to examples from 

practice, this paper identifies a difference between latent goals and active knowledge 

management practices, which can lead to counterproductive development outcomes. The 

paper identifies the pitfalls and potentials associated with knowledge management in a 

development context and presents a conceptual framework that recognizes and builds on 

political dimensions of knowledge as discussed in participation and post-developmentalist 

debates. 

2.1 Introduction 

Over the past decade, knowledge and learning are increasingly recognized as significant 

contributors to development practice (King& McGrath, 2004; McFarlane, 2006a, 2006b). 

The global nature of many development challenges, combined with the need to tailor local 

responses, calls for the incorporation of knowledge of a wide range of development 

stakeholders (Briggs & Sharp, 2004; Jaya, 2001). Moreover, development impact is no longer 

measured solely by economic indicators as a measure of welfare, but is increasingly based 

on humanitarian grounds (Ocampo, 2002; Sen, 1999; Thorbecke, 2000), related to people’s 

ability to access, generate, and leverage specialized knowledge. These factors together 

characterize the sector as knowledge-intensive (Powell, 2006).  

In response to this relatively new image of organizations as collectives of knowledge users 

and producers, many development organizations have turned to knowledge management 
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(KM). We perceive knowledge management as organizational practices that facilitate and 

structure knowledge sharing and learning (Hislop, 2009). Learning is a naturally emerging 

process of collective, context-sensitive knowledge construction (Contu & Willmott, 2003; 

Huysman, 2000b). From a knowledge-oriented point of view, organizations in a 

development context embrace knowledge management and learning practices to 

strengthen their own, as well as their constituents’, (access to) knowledge, in order to 

enhance their influence on development-related decision-making processes and ultimately 

strengthen the self-sufficiency of development beneficiaries.  

A growing number of publications reports specifically on the role of knowledge and 

knowledge management in development contexts, in the fields of both management studies 

(Haas, 2006; Hardy et al., 2003; Spencer, 2008) and development studies (King, 2000, King & 

McGrath, 2004, McFarlane, 2006a; McFarlane, 2006b; Powell, 2006; Thompson, 2004). 

Specific to these academic studies is that they recognize the complexities related to 

knowledge in organizational contexts, but do not always consider how knowledge 

management approaches affect development practices. If practitioners and policymakers 

want to improve their responsiveness to development challenges, it is important to foster 

awareness of the significance of knowledge to their work, what this means for their 

management practices, and how these can contribute to, or actually inhibit, their efforts.  

Critical undercurrents in development practice reveal a desire to develop a systematic 

approach to knowledge management in development cooperation in order to enhance the 

effectiveness of interventions (Hovland, 2003; Krohwinkel, 2007; Molenaar, 2006; Pasteur, 

2004; Ramalingam, 2005). These reports provide significant insights into some important 

issues which practitioners are grappling with. They illustrate for instance that there is a need 

for more clarity in terms of the meaning and organizational implications of development as 

a knowledge-intensive sector, contributing to stronger understanding of how knowledge 

sharing interventions contribute to development goals such as participation and 

empowerment (Ebrahim, 2003; Figueiredo, 2007). If development organizations are to 

improve their understanding of the link between knowledge and development impact, 

research on the implications of knowledge management in the development sector is 

indispensable. However, neither academic nor these applied papers yet seem to address 
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these issues in detail. This paper seeks to fill this gap, and comprises a review of knowledge 

management literature, development-specific where available, illustrated with examples 

from development organizations to show how the theory resonates with development 

practice.  

We develop a conceptual framework which shows that there is a difference between latent 

and active knowledge management programs. On the one hand, latent knowledge 

management programs seek to enhance participation in development debates by facilitating 

networking among development stakeholders. On the other hand, organizations’ active 

knowledge management programs often seek to manage knowledge as an object that can 

be transferred through ICT. We will argue that this active knowledge management program 

negatively influences organizations’ latent KM purposes. Given that the latent purposes of 

development organizations largely overlap with their overall ambition to democratize 

knowledge, it could be concluded that the active KM programs have serious consequences 

in terms of development organizations’ overall ability to contribute to more inclusive 

development.  

Our study develops insights on how knowledge management is potentially able to help 

organizations respond to the changing ambitions of the development sector, but also 

reveals important pitfalls. We unpack these pitfalls and indicate that knowledge 

management can prove counter-effective to development, further marginalizing its 

intended beneficiaries rather than incorporating their knowledge more closely into 

development interventions. Finally, we suggest an alternative perspective toward 

democratizing development knowledge, with a focus on situated mutual learning which can 

help reconcile the latent and active KM strategies.  

The paper contributes to post-developmentalism theory (Escobar, 1995; Ferguson, 1994; 

Unwin, 2009), by introducing knowledge management for development (KMD) as a 

theoretically and empirically relevant orientation toward democratizing development 

knowledge. We present a framework that highlights the pitfalls and potentials of knowledge 

management, building on recent critical debates in the development sector on the value of 

participatory approaches (Cooke & Kothari, 2001; Hickey & Mohan, 2004; Williams, 2004), 

and suggest new conceptions of learning that are inclusive of perspectives and solutions 
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provided by the external constituents of development aid (McFarlane, 2006a; McFarlane, 

2006b; Thompson, 2004). Our second contribution is to knowledge management theory, 

presenting a model which shows that organizations’ KM practices diverge from their 

espoused ambitions, and thereby can prove counter-effective to their objectives.  

2.2 Strengthening the impact of development organizations 

through knowledge networking 

The recognition of knowledge as a core of organizational practices has significant political 

implications: each knowledge “claim” represents particular interests and is thus embedded 

in a context of social relations (Powell, 2006). The divergence of interests is particularly 

prevalent where knowledge is shared across organizational boundaries and among diverse 

stakeholders, as is the case in the development context. For organizations that seek to 

support their organizational practices through knowledge management, an understanding 

of its political foundations is therefore indispensible.  

 

2.2.1 The political foundations of KMD  

The drive for a more “inclusive” development paradigm is embedded in the participation 

debate which has been raging since the early 1990s. This debate enhanced awareness 

within the development sector that local knowledge of intended beneficiaries was often 

overlooked, despite their being situated in relevant contexts and therefore best suited to 

articulate which envisaged development solutions resonate with the most pertinent local 

needs (Rossi, 2004). The debate inspired the sector to seek alternatives to prevalent “top-

down” development approaches articulated by donors and Western agencies (Chambers, 

1994). However, the incremental adoption of participatory approaches into formal planning 

and reporting frameworks was met with a growing unease that “participation” was being 

co-opted as a legitimizing instrument for development agencies and funders, resulting even 

in a radical proposal to abandon the participation praxis altogether (Cooke & Kothari, 2001). 

Subsequent attempts to improve participation in development decision-making have 

focused on, among others, more contextual sensitivity to enhance participatory 

development practices (Hickey & Mohan, 2004; Williams, 2004), in recognition of the 

continuing value of the theme of “reciprocal development” which originally inspired the 
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participation movement (Chambers, 1994). Nonetheless, while the participation debate has 

been widely embraced by both research and practice, it appears that development practices 

still suffer from the faults which the debate has been intent on overcoming. Our research 

aims to uncover the factors that prevent development agencies from overcoming the 

internal inconsistencies in their approaches, and suggests a new turn in the theoretical basis 

of the participation debate.  

With the introduction of participatory themes, the development sector has seen a gradual 

shift in focus, from foreign aid as predominantly a macro-economic impetus (Collier& Dollar, 

2002; Sachs, 2005) toward a “humanist” orientation, geared toward the development of 

social and cultural objectives (Ocampo, 2002; OECD, 2001; Sen, 1999; Thorbecke, 2000). 

This view emphasizes human and social capital as important determinants of people’s 

capacity to respond to the challenges in their environment (Laszlo & Laszlo, 2002) and to 

participate more actively in decision-making processes that affect them (Ocampo, 2002; 

Stiglitz, 2002). More concretely, development depends to a large extent on the availability 

and application of context-relevant knowledge in decision-making processes (Powell, 2006).  

Therefore, if development organizations are geared toward leveraging their stakeholders’ 

knowledge to influence decision-makers, effective development revolves around improved 

understanding among development professionals of the local situations they are aimed at 

changing (Powell, 2006) on the one hand, and integrating this knowledge into development 

interventions. On the other hand, development effectiveness depends on the ability among 

development constituents to permeate and influence knowledge that flows within many 

formal and informal, local and global social networks that are active within the development 

sector and aim to access decision-makers in relevant policy domains (Haas, 1990). In other 

words, it has become accepted that development requires knowledge networking among 

agencies, beneficiaries, and decision-makers (King&McGrath, 2004). On a broader scale, this 

is in line with the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Specifically, MDG 8 targets the 

development of a “global partnership for development,” which at once signals the rising 

importance of networking, and provides organizations with a further impetus to adopt a 

networking approach to development.  

Even though a vast body of research provides evidence of positive outcomes of networking, 
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such as fostering access to knowledge, or stimulating learning processes and knowledge 

creation (Van Wijk et al., 1994), networking is also complex, can be used politically and 

might have adverse effects. This is supplemented by a general recognition of the need to 

take into account elements of “situated” knowledge among diverse stakeholders, which 

emphasizes that knowledge arises from local context-specific practices (Lave& Wenger, 

1991; Sole & Edmondson, 2002). Indeed, critical development theorists have questioned the 

value of knowledge networks sought out by policy-makers, recognizing that knowledge in 

networks is often used selectively to legitimize policy interests (Yee, 1996; Cooke& Kothari, 

2001; Ruggie et al., 2005). Moreover, critics have drawn attention to the tendency among 

decision-makers to rely primarily on “representational knowledge of professionals,” which 

leads to the local knowledge of intended beneficiaries being overlooked (Thompson, 2004: 

104).  

This critical perspective on knowledge networking refers to the role of power in the use and 

generation of knowledge, which has been acknowledged as a central challenge in 

knowledge management (Contu & Willmott, 2003). More specifically, knowledge 

management is not only about remembering and sharing knowledge but also about actively 

marginalizing, discarding, and forgetting knowledge that is not deemed relevant or 

legitimate (Gherardi & Nicolini, 2002). This “dark side” of knowledge management has been 

recognized by several development scholars (McFarlane, 2006a; Powell, 2006; Rossi, 2004), 

who often embed their critical analysis within Foucauldian theory in order to argue that 

power relations are outcomes of negotiations about the relevance and irrelevance of 

particular knowledge claims. In this paper, we adopt a similar perspective to power, 

perceiving it not so much as a structural objective characteristic but as a social 

phenomenon, assuming that power and knowledge are closely interrelated, directly 

implying one another. In line with Foucault (1980) we refer to this intrinsic relationship as 

power/knowledge.  

The growing interest among development organizations in knowledge networking calls for a 

form of management that recognizes situated knowledge and reconciles conflicting political 

interests among diverse stakeholders, in order to realize overarching development goals. 

The question then is how development organizations deal with such complex requirements 

for knowledge networking in practice, and how they foster the management skills needed to 
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facilitate this (Lewis, 2007), in order to realize their ambition to democratize development 

debate and increase participation (Powell, 2003). In other words, to what extent do the KM 

programs introduced in development organizations support the ambition to increase 

participation through knowledge networks?  

2.2.2  Active and latent KM programs: rationalist and post-rationalist approaches  

Many development organizations have turned to knowledge management in an attempt to 

strengthen and leverage their knowledge and improve their impact. The seminal 

“Knowledge for Development” report (World Bank, 1998) is often recognized as having 

encouraged many organizations to pursue knowledge management as a relevant 

development approach. The KM4Dev community of (mostly) development practitioners has 

also proven an influential forum for sharing experiences on the topic since its emergence at 

the beginning of the Millennium (Ferguson& Cummings, 2008).  

Even though skeptics have sought to dismiss knowledge management as a passing “fad” 

(Wilson, 2002), contemporary analysis suggests that interest in the topic has persisted. In 

fact, top business journals increasingly publish on topics of learning and knowledge, an array 

of journals is dedicated to particular issues related to knowledge management (including 

the specialized Knowledge Management for Development Journal), and the number of KM 

conferences, blogs, and communities is growing.  

However, evidence-based research in terms of the effect of knowledge management on 

development objectives – rather than mainstream business – remains scarce.3 Many active 

knowledge management approaches seem focused on readily available instruments and 

technologies to capture and transfer knowledge (McFarlane, 2006a). This approach has 

been described as a first generation (Huysman & De Wit, 2004) or rationalist (McFarlane, 

2006a) approach to knowledge management. Overall, a rationalist approach to knowledge 

management “conceives of knowledge as objective and universal, as a technical entity that 

can be moved in a linear way unchanged from place to place, and in doing so separates the 

conception of knowledge from politics and context” (McFarlane, 2006a: 292).  

                                                           
3. The DGIS-funded IKM Emergent Program [www.ikmemergent.net] has made first strides in supporting research on this 

topic; see for instance the scoping study by Ferguson, Cummings, and Mchombu (2008).  

http://www.ikmemergent.net/
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Such rationalist approaches often engender unproductive consequences (summarized in 

table 2.2b, below). A common response among organizations – in both the private and 

public sectors – is then to reject knowledge management as ineffective. This represents a 

typical example of “throwing out the baby with the bathwater,” as knowledge-intensive 

organizations that act without managing their knowledge face reduced organizational 

efficiency, loss of innovation potential, and ultimately lower profit margins (Kluge et al., 

2001; Leonard-Barton, 1995). In the development sector the results can be far more 

devastating as the consequences of not managing knowledge might result in increased 

marginalization, exclusion, and poverty among development constituents.  

An alternative to this rationalist approach is “post-rationalism,” which emphasizes “the 

socio-material construction of knowledge, the spatial relationality of knowledge, and the 

importance of practices” (McFarlane, 2006a: 293). In other words, this view emphasizes the 

situated character of knowledge, that is, the locale-specific orientation of knowledge. 

Moreover, it emphasizes knowing as enactment of a practice in which actors engage, 

embedded in wider social relations beyond the cognitive contents of individuals’ minds 

(Contu & Willmott, 2003).  

 

Figure 2.2a: Knowledge management approaches 

Figure2.2a above indicates the main differences between a rationalist and post-rationalist 

approach to knowledge management and shows the pitfalls of extant KMD practices. This is 



 

 

Table 2.2b: Knowledge management for development pitfalls 

Rationalist view    Post-rationalist view   

Approach & characteristics KM for development pitfalls Example  Approach & characteristics Example  

Knowledge transfer: 
- Conceives of conceived as an 
instrument that can be 
delivered unchanged to solve 
problems. 

 
- Neglects contextual 
embeddedness, leads to 
universalistic responses to 
development  
- Takes prescriptive learning 
approach focused on legitimized 
development knowledge and 
reinforces knowledge 
asymmetries  
 

 
“We barely take advantage of 
the knowledge of our local 
policy officers, that is an 
issue… This is in part because 
expats outrank the locals, so 
they always take the lead…. 
So you see that when they 
speak, local staff keeps their 
mouth shut.” (BLO) 

 Situated learning:  
- Knowledge is co-constructed 
in a specific context and 
embedded within a particular 
social and physical 
environment. 

 
“As to whether we should follow 
the Kenyan model, I personally say, 
I don’t think it is the best for us. 
However, we as Ugandans can 
come up with a hybrid and 
formulate something which is best 
suited to us.” (SNGO)  

P
u

rp
o

se 

Objectivist perspective: 
- Takes content of knowledge 
at face value, as if containing 
‘universal truth’;  
- KM is geared towards 
gathering, storing and 
manipulating codified 
knowledge. 

 
- Reinforces Western 
epistemologies, disregards 
indigenous knowledges of 
development recipients  
- Favors export of ‘Western’ 
solutions over choices and 
opportunities of intended 
beneficiaries  
- Disregards innovative 
approaches to development  

 
“There is a lot of informal 
exchange and learning, but 
not much of that is captured. 
We are looking at how we 
can agendize this, to 
stimulate awareness that a 
consultation is only successful 
if the results can be made 
explicit.” (NNGO) 

 Practice-based view:  
- Knowledge emerges from 
socially constructed practices.  

 
“If someone is sending you an 
inquiry about something, it’s 
invariable you will probably know 
someone who has that 
competence… People have a 
natural instinct to focus a lot more 
on their own region, so we bounce 
it around the core network of 
people that we have.” (SN) 

Ep
istem

o
lo

g
y 

Engineering approach:  
- KM is driven by a perceived 
need to manage and control 
knowledge resources;  
- Technology is perceived as 
key to knowledge sharing; 
barriers to knowledge sharing 
can be overcome by improving 
the technology. 

 
- Prioritizes managerialist 
approach to knowledge and 
learning over staff and 
stakeholder needs  
- Provokes instrumental 
approaches to KM that do not 
correspond to development as a 
knowledge-intensive sector and 
disengage from local realities  
- Reinforces the ‘digital divide’. 
 

 
“We are still struggling to find 
ways to coordinate our 
knowledge networks, to make 
people share their knowledge 
more readily.” (BLO) 
 
 

 Emergent approach: 
- Knowledge management is 
primarily geared towards 
facilitating knowledge flows 
within and between social 
networks. 

 
“The strength of the network is that 
everybody, be it from students to 
ministers, to permanent secretaries, 
to technocrats, to whatever, is part 
of the network. … The level of 
debate adds value to the network 
and has attracted the people from 
different aspects, the civil society, 
government and provide sector, 
they are all on board.” (SNGO) 

Im
p

lem
en
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n
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unpacked in Section 2.3, through a literature review, supplemented by illustrations from 

practice. Section 2.4 then discusses the possible adverse effects of these practices (the last 

row of the figure), indicating how these might be extended to realize latent KMD potentials, 

and outlines the implications for theory and practice. This is followed by the concluding 

Section 2.5.  

 

2.3 Approaches to knowledge management in development 

organizations 

Our study sets out to address the question: “To what extent does knowledge management 

contribute to more responsive development interventions?” We approached this question 

through a literature study in the fields of development studies and organization science 

from which we developed a conceptual framework. We illustrated this through a descriptive 

case study (Yin, 1994) conducted across seven organizations and comprising 51 

professionals involved with knowledge management in the development sector (see 

Appendices A and B).  

We identified organizations by means of a short unsolicited online inquiry sent to members 

of an international KMD network to which 246 organizations responded. We asked these 

respondents whether they had introduced knowledge management formally or informally, 

and whether they had a Southern or Northern orientation in terms of their stakeholders. 

We selected a representation of each of these criteria, which resulted in the seven 

organizations as represented in table 2.3 below. Archival data (mission statements, 

organizational and knowledge management policy documents, evaluation reports, web-

sites, internal surveys, etc.)provided background information of each of the organizations 

and their approaches.  

We interviewed key informants involved with knowledge management in each of the 

organizations, using a semi-structured interview approach and related to themes such as 

knowledge sharing, learning, legitimation of knowledge, and stakeholder involvement.4 

Interviews were fully transcribed, manually coded, and interpreted following a pattern-

                                                           
4. The interview checklist can be provided upon request.  
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matching logic (Yin, 1994) to ensure that the linkages we present in our theoretical model 

were consistent with the organizational practices we identified.  

It is important to note that the data served to illustrate our theoretical arguments rather 

than to provide conclusive evidence. Consequently, we present the insights gained from the 

interviews as examples, to be used as a stepping stone for further research and theory 

development (Sutton & Staw, 1995).  

Table 2.3: Organization overview 

Type of organization    Name & acronym  # interviewees 

European bilateral development agency  Bilateral Agency (BLO)   12 
Co-financing NGO, the Netherlands  Co-Financing NGO (NNGO)  11 
Multilateral organization (UN)   UN organization (MLO)   14 
Multilateral donor organization, KM division Multilateral Donor Agency (MKM) 4  
Practitioner network organization, USA  US-based Network Organization (NNO) 3 
Non-government organization, Uganda  Uganda-based NGO (SNGO)  4 
Practitioner network organization    Southern Network Organization (SN) 3 

Total:           51 

 

2.3.1 Purpose: knowledge transfer versus situated learning   

Early knowledge management approaches were inspired by organizations’ desire to share 

their development experiences with their Southern counterparts, which led them to engage 

primarily in prescriptive knowledge transfer (King & McGrath, 2004; Mehta, 2001). These 

approaches are embedded in a rationalist perspective, whereby knowledge is perceived as a 

tool “that can be delivered unchanged as a development ‘solution’” (McFarlane, 2006a, p. 

289). Where knowledge transfer is the purpose of knowledge management, two knowledge 

management pitfalls ensue when encountered in the development context. The first pitfall 

is related to a neglect of contextual embeddedness of knowledge. Successful development 

practice pivots on awareness and thorough understanding of the context in which 

interventions are set (Powell, 2006). Yet transfer approaches are grafted on assumptions of 

‘universality’ of knowledge, which unproblematically translates and transfers between 

contexts. This disregards “pluralistic epistemologies” (Spender, 1998)or “multiple 

knowledges” (Powell, 2006): the different types of knowledge among its diverse 
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stakeholders, which an organization makes use of (Tsoukas, 2004)and which are so 

pertinent to context-rich development practice. The effect is that, rather than seeking 

tailored responses to context-specific development challenges, knowledge is reduced to “a 

static entity that can be shifted around to do the job of development” (McFarlane, 2006a: 

289).  

Second, knowledge transfer approaches involve a prescriptive approach to 

learning(Huysman, 2000a), and a focus on transfer of knowledge that is legitimized among 

Northern development professionals as “best practice,” as opposed to external knowledge, 

that is possessed with and by outside sources. Overall, a knowledge transfer approach 

actually refers to teaching instead of learning and thus risks reinforcing knowledge 

asymmetries (Becker, 2001).  

The recognition of these pitfalls is embedded in “post-development” theories, which 

contextualize development as a culturally and historically specific phenomenon that is 

geared toward legitimizing (Western) claims to truth (Escobar, 1995). Indeed, the 

dissemination of knowledge is perceived as a highly political process involving negotiations 

to establish the legitimacy of competing knowledge claims (Rossi, 2004). Thus, knowledge 

transfer is the expression of what is perceived as legitimate, and conversely, rejecting other 

knowledge. In development practice, knowledge most often transfers from North to South – 

imposing Western development solutions on the realities of development constituents 

(Escobar, 1995; McFarlane, 2006b). While the development sector is aimed at overcoming 

inequalities and enabling marginalized people to express their voices, KMD programs aimed 

at knowledge transfer can contribute to a converse effect, marginalizing alternative 

knowledges and silencing emerging local discourses (Briggs & Sharp, 2004; Rossi, 2004). As 

such, knowledge management can turn out to be counterproductive to development aims.  

A focus on knowledge transfer is typical to the earlier knowledge management programs 

that focused on the collection and sharing of best practices, case stories, “lessons learned,” 
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the development of “knowledge clearing houses,” and so forth (Szulanski, 1996).5 Although 

the cases and stories shared were often interesting windows into the challenges and 

approaches which specific development actors encountered, they said little if nothing about 

how such efforts might be usefully applied in different contexts, or what it was that made 

them succeed or fail. Especially in the context of development organizations, the 

replicability of lessons learned is limited, due to language barriers, differences in 

geographical and political circumstances, perceptions toward the cause of inequalities, and 

so forth. In other words, “best” practices have mediocre effect in fostering learning about 

more effective development and achieving change (Stiglitz, 2002). Moreover, they raise 

questions related to who determines what qualifies as “best,” what qualifies it as such, and 

how these “best” practices translate to local practices (Orlikowski, 2002). Indeed, after the 

initial hype, such approaches fizzled out.  

Among the practitioners we interviewed, many recognized the limitations involved with 

transfer approaches, but at the same time they were unsure as to how it could be overcome 

throughout the organization toward more integrative approaches. This tendency was most 

pervasive in the Multilateral Agency and Bilateral Agency. As one interviewee explained: 

“Knowledge at a local context... for an organization such as this, that is simply not our frame 

of reference. Everyone who says that we don’t understand enough about Africa, is actually 

right... But (local knowledge) simply doesn’t lead anywhere, because we can’t do anything 

with it here. We simply don’t work at that level” (BLO10). Indeed, in the Bilateral Agency 

knowledge management interventions were rather geared toward supporting, and 

satisfying higher management layers, rather than local constituents. The organization 

recognized that this led to a disconnect between Northern and Southern stakeholders, yet 

deemed local knowledge irrelevant to their practice, even though that was the level which 

the organization ultimately sought to benefit.  

Despite these tendencies to neglect the knowledge of local constituents, some of the 

Northern practitioners recognized the intrinsic imbalance of their approaches. For instance, 

                                                           
5. For instance, the Bridges.org ICT-enabled Development Case Study series[www.bridges.org/case_studies]; 

the ICT Stories competition [www.iconnect-online.org/stories]; the Development Gateway 

[www.developmentgateway.org]. For a critical review of the Development Gateway, see for instance 

Bebbington et al. (2004); King (2002), Mehta (2001), and Thompson (2004). 

http://www.bridges.org/case_studies
http://www.iconnect-online.org/stories
http://www.developmentgateway.org/
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within the Bilateral Agency, local staff was recognized as more knowledgeable of a local 

context than deployed field staff, but their lower rank often prevented them from providing 

input: “There is so much expertise at a local level; those people know their country so much 

better than we do... And yet we barely take advantage of the knowledge of our local policy 

officers, that is an issue... This is in part because expats outrank the locals, so they always 

take the lead... That doesn’t mean the local staff doesn’t have anything to say, it’s just 

grown that way. So you see that when (the expats) speak, local staff keeps their mouth shut” 

(BLO4). Similar tendencies were reflected in the UN Organization, the Multilateral Donor 

Organization, and the US-based Network Organization.  

The challenges related to facilitating more democratic knowledge flow did not appear to be 

limited to Northern agencies. For instance, the constituents of the Southern Network 

Organization agendized maintenance of local infrastructure and road safety as priorities, 

fueled by evidence in practice that these were development priorities. Despite this 

evidence, geo-political interests of large international donors forced them to support “big 

splash” major infrastructure projects instead, in order to secure their funding and their 

survival. One interviewee explained: “The mechanisms of the system perpetuate that 

(donors) continue on that track, even though they know better, and are aware of the ways 

which the people really want it” (SN1).  

Despite their awareness of the pitfalls related to knowledge transfer, practitioners were 

unsure as to how these issues could be mitigated. Overall, their ability to make autonomous 

decisions called for tactical maneuvering between the “rules of the game” as determined by 

the donor agency, and a more open relationship of mutual exchange with development 

constituents.  

Over time, the Southern Network Organization and the Uganda-based NGO found a way to 

overcome the transfer approaches by developing strong ties with local, national, and 

international policymakers, as well as rural development constituents. Their broad 

constituent base allowed the organizations to agendize their challenges, and leverage their 

envisaged opportunities and solutions among relevant decision-makers. The variety of 

stakeholders included in the organizations allowed them to gather different perspectives on 

a single problem. For instance: “If you are talking about in general terms achieving better 
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transport, or contributing to the Millennium Development Goals, we try and break that down 

depending on the own local context. We work around that and customize it for local 

constituencies or the advocacy work in (partners’) countries” (SN 3).  

This example reflects an attempt to contribute to development solutions by drawing on the 

knowledge of development constituents, rather than focusing on the transfer of 

representational, professional knowledge. This approach resonates with a post-rationalist 

view on knowledge, which seeks to integrate situated knowledge in organizational practice. 

Conceptualized as situated learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991), this implies that knowledge is 

co-constructed in a specific context and embedded within a particular social and physical 

environment.  

In sum, organizations’ purposes for knowledge management – geared toward knowledge 

transfer or toward integrating situated knowledge – are strongly connected to the way they 

conceive of knowledge, which is introduced in the next section.  

2.3.2 Epistemology: objectivist versus practice-based view 

Various authors have argued that an organization’s conceptualization of knowledge has far-

reaching implications on how it comes to shape and practice its interventions (Alavi & 

Leidner, 2001; Becker, 2001; Birkinshaw et al., 2002; McFarlane, 2006a; Spender, 1998; 

Thompson & Walsham, 2004). Knowledge management literature often juxtaposes two 

perspectives on knowledge, namely the objectivist and the practice-based perspectives 

(Hislop, 2009). The practice-based perspective, increasingly adopted in knowledge 

management (Thompson & Walsham, 2004), posits knowledge not as a self-contained 

entity, but as emergent in socially constructed practices (Brown & Duguid, 2001; Gherardi, 

2006; Orlikowski, 2002). Knowledge is recognized as culturally embedded and is therefore 

context dependent(Hislop, 2009).6 An approach to knowledge management based on a 

practice-based epistemology thus focuses on knowledge flow among individuals, rather 

than capture or transfer, and the management of social relations, embodied in the 

structures, practices, and routines of an organization (Ringberg & Reihlen, 2008).  

                                                           

6. We draw on Thompson and Walsham’s (2004) definition of context as space in which “shared and non-

shared, historically pre-existent, components of experience fuse completely in a unique configuration to a 

particular experience-in-activity” (Thompson & Walsham, 2004: 742). 
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The practice-based perspective is a response to the objectivist perspective, in which 

knowledge is viewed as a commodity or entity (Glazer, 1998; Szulanski, 1996) that can be 

transferred between a sender and a receiver and thus can always be externalized and made 

explicit (Nonaka, 1994). Organizational knowledge comprises “stocks,” often captured and 

shared through technologies. Knowledge management approaches based on an objectivist 

approach to knowledge will, therefore, focus largely on gathering, storing, and manipulating 

codified knowledge (Alavi& Leidner, 2001). The development sector tends to favor such a 

conception of knowledge as “objective, universal, and instrumental” (McFarlane, 2006a: 

288), in which the content of knowledge is taken at face value as if containing “universal 

truth.” An objectivist view can be problematic because it overlooks the different 

experiences and dependencies which are embedded in knowledge claims, and which are 

important to take into consideration when diverse stakeholders aim to realize common 

goals.  

When translated into the context of development, three knowledge management pitfalls 

ensue, which have more serious consequences than simply adding another project on the 

list of failed initiatives: first, objectivist approaches are embedded in and reinforce views 

that knowledge is universal and verifiable (Finlay, 2008), undermining the possibility of 

knowledge that is indigenous to context-specific practices (Briggs & Sharp, 2004). Second, a 

possible outcome is that development solutions conceptualized by Western development 

professionals, derived from an alien ontology and alien epistemology, are imposed onto 

local development realities (Baber, 2003), while omitting the choices and opportunities 

envisaged by the beneficiaries themselves (Escobar, 1995). Third, the identification of 

innovative, relevant solutions to pervasive development challenges is nipped in the bud, 

because alternative views on problems, or ways to deal with them, are overlooked (Haas, 

1990).  

Our exploration of knowledge management in development practice revealed that an 

objectivist perspective implicitly informed many organizations’ knowledge management 

practices, despite the networking orientation which had inspired their knowledge 

management strategies in the first place (Bilateral Agency; UN Agency; Multilateral Donor; 

Dutch co-Financing NGO). For instance, when discussing with representatives of these 

organizations how their networking activities translated into practice, an often mentioned 
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perception was that only knowledge which could be made explicit to the rest of the 

organization was “real” or “useful,” as summarized by one interviewee: “a lot of informal 

knowledge sharing takes place, but none of that is captured. So now we are working on 

getting learning on the agenda so that managers know that an encounter is successful only 

if lessons learnt are captured” (NNGO1).  

Interestingly, practitioners involved with Southern-oriented organizations (e.g., the Uganda-

based NGO and the Southern network organization) reflected a somewhat contrasting 

tendency. Their “official” knowledge management activities were geared toward capturing 

and sharing explicit knowledge (for instance through websites, newsletters, etc. commonly 

described as “communication instruments” or “information products”). In practice, 

however, practitioners recognized their face-to-face activities as the most valued sources of 

knowledge sharing, geared toward “enabling exchange, from practitioners to policymakers, 

and from policy to practitioners” (SN1). Personal, local networks were recognized as key in 

terms of the effectiveness of this approach: “if someone is sending you an inquiry about 

something, it’s invariable you will probably know someone who has that competence... 

People have a natural instinct to focus a lot more on their own region, so we bounce it 

around the core network of people that we have. Either they have the information, or they 

can lead you to it” (SN3). This focus on sharing tacit contextually embedded knowledge, by 

drawing on and developing personal networks, is the characteristic of the practice-based 

view.  

In sum, by restricting its perspective on what counts as “knowledge,” the objectivist view 

can negatively influence development organizations’ ability to realize their latent purposes 

of democratizing knowledge debates. Indeed, perceptions on knowledge have different 

implications for the implementation of knowledge management strategies, particularly in 

terms of their management and technology choices. These dimensions are unraveled 

further in the following section. 

2.3.3 Implementation: engineering versus emergent approach  

A recurring theme within knowledge management literature is how to effectively manage 

knowledge-sharing processes. This is closely related to the dominant understanding of 
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knowledge in an organization. On the one hand, where knowledge is perceived as culturally 

embedded, subjective and related to emergent daily practices, the role of managers is 

pushed to the periphery (Van den Hooff & Huysman, 2009). Management tasks involve 

fostering social relations and trust that emerge from interactions, and strengthening social 

capital and “heuristic knowledge,” that is, the ability of individuals to gain contextualized 

knowledge while carrying out their tasks (Spender, 1998; Tsoukas & Vladimirou, 2001). 

Knowledge management from this perspective is primarily geared toward facilitating 

knowledge flows within and between social networks (Alavi & Leidner, 2001).  

On the other hand is the more conventional notion of management as a “control” and 

decision-making function (Hofstede, 1981; Spender, 1998), whereby knowledge sharing can 

be engineered through management interventions (Van den Hooff & Huysman, 2009). The 

desire to control organizational resources also translates to knowledge management. 

Grafted on knowledge-based theories of organizations (Grant, 1996; Spender, 1996) is the 

recognition that the key to an organization’s success is its ability to leverage expertise. With 

this comes the perceived need to manage and control knowledge resources, which can and 

should be externalized so that knowledge work can be monitored and replicated.  

The engineering approach to knowledge management is also often characterized by an 

overreliance on ICT-based systems. In fact, ICT has been acknowledged as particularly useful 

in facilitating knowledge sharing and access to sources of knowledge (Alavi & Leidner, 2001; 

McDermott, 1999; Walsham, 2001). The development sector has recognized ICT as an 

important tool in enabling marginalized people to fulfill the information needs fundamental 

to their development, and has therefore articulated enhanced access to ICT as an aim of 

MDG8 (Unwin, 2009). The significance of ICT in facilitating development has even inspired a 

dedicated “ICT for development” (ICT4D) research stream (see for instance Mansell, 2002; 

Thompson, 2004; Unwin, 2009).  

Organizations that perceive knowledge as a stock, to be managed and controlled as 

discussed above, often take to a technology-driven orientation to knowledge management 

(Alavi & Leidner, 2001). When knowledge is perceived as an object, comparable to 

(complex) information instead of as expertise and insights developed through practices, the 

most obvious way to share it with others is by using information technology (Davenport & 
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Prusak, 1998). Moreover, many rationalist KM programs assume that as long as the 

appropriate means and tools are provided, people can and will share knowledge (Huysman 

& De Wit, 2004). Such a technology-driven view induces organizations to focus on tools and 

methods for sharing knowledge, irrespective of whether they are in fact appropriate for the 

objectives of the organization.  

The engineering approach can lead to three development-related pitfalls. The first 

corresponds to what Roberts et al. (2005) have conceptualized as a “managerialist” 

approach to organizational knowledges and practices. This has contributed to a widespread 

tendency among NGOs to adopt a host of exogenous, Northern management practices and 

monitoring tools related to accountability, transparency, and capacity development as a 

guide for development interventions (Roberts et al., 2005), instead of the local realities 

which originally inspired the interventions (Ebrahim, 2003). This tendency has been claimed 

as affecting the very course of development (Thompson, 2004), and is in fact strengthened 

by the use of ICT. Namely, despite its added value in terms of supporting development-

related information needs, ICT significantly reduces the ability to share local cues, tacit 

knowledge, and the development of shared identity, and so ultimately falls short in terms of 

facilitating effective knowledge sharing (Hendriks, 2001; Roberts, 2000). A second pitfall that 

emerges from engineering approaches is that managers take an instrumentalist approach to 

knowledge management, rather than recognizing the emerging demands of development as 

a knowledge-intensive sector with NGO staff as knowledgeable and heterogeneous agents 

(Roberts et al., 2005), working toward strengthening the “downward” accountability to the 

recipients of development aid (Ebrahim, 2003; Tamas, 2007). Indeed, prior work suggests 

that overly technology-oriented approaches to knowledge management can in fact increase 

rather than diminish existing inequalities (Mansell, 2002). The third pitfall refers to the 

“digital divide,” which is inherent to discussions on ICT in a development context and refers 

to the “substantial risk that those without the capacities to access ICTs or use them 

effectively will be further marginalized” (Mansell, 2002: 318). Unless the way in which 

technologies are implemented is highly sensitive to the local practices and values of 

development constituents, this may lead to their further marginalization (Thompson, 

2004).7  

                                                           
7. Such as local radio. See for instance Sterling, O’Brien and Bennett (2009); Unwin (2009). 
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Examples of the engineering approach were observed among several of the organizations 

we studied, particularly the Bilateral Agency, the Co-Financing NGO, the UN organization, 

and the Multilateral Donor Agency. One can state that these organizations revealed a 

difference between espoused theory and theories in use, to use the concepts of Argyris and 

Schon (1991). For instance, in the Bilateral Agency several interviewees recognized that 

knowledge sharing cannot be enforced and depends on the willingness of staff, presence of 

trust, and relevance of knowledge to work. As one interviewee stated: “There have been 

three attempts to organize KM top-down, so someone was specially installed to ensure that 

KM became more effective for the organization. But those efforts never work, if people try 

and tell you how you are supposed to learn” (BLO 1). At the same time, the success of 

knowledge management within this organization was perceived as depending on 

coordination by “knowledge managers,” and control mechanisms and incentives from top 

management. Different interviewees expressed their concern about relinquishing these, and 

resisted knowledge management approaches aimed at facilitating “emergent” knowledge 

sharing. For instance, one senior advisor recognized that “There is enough interest in 

‘knowledge’ to introduce first order changes such as capacity building programs, but second 

order changes such as coaching and apprenticeships are resisted. Brainstorming or 

communities of practice as normal working models break through the established norms and 

hierarchy, and people get very nervous about that: who is the boss, who makes sure that 

everyone shows up and that the management interests are represented?” (BLO9). Therefore, 

specific staff was appointed for knowledge management purposes, devolving responsibility 

to a handful of people rather than dispersing it throughout the organization as needed.  

The over-emphasis on management involvement appeared to entail two threats to the 

effectiveness of knowledge management in these organizations, which can be attributed to 

the pitfalls outlined above. The first threat was a loss of perceived relevance of knowledge 

management to day-to-day work, as reflected in increasing rejection and resistance among 

staff, knowledge sharing fatigue, and a tendency to placate management by “talking the talk 

but not walking the walk” (MLO 11). The second threat was a “crowding-out effect” 

(Osterloh & Frey, 2000): without explicit incentives to share knowledge, staff’s willingness to 

share knowledge dwindled, particularly under time constraints.  

Particularly among Northern agencies, a technology focus on knowledge management 
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appeared fairly pervasive. For instance, a perusal of the 800-member online network 

“KM4Dev” *www.km4dev.org] revealed that most participants are fully aware of the need to 

foster social capital and forms of learning that are integrated with development practices, 

but even so, the majority of topics pertained to technological tools (such as wikis, 

information portals, toolkits, archiving, online meeting tools, and instant messaging) and 

facilitation tools geared toward stimulating knowledge sharing and learning.8 Similarly, the 

Multilateral Donor Agency, one of the organizations we studied, provided an example of 

using an ICT approach to KM. While introducing knowledge management as a way to 

promote collaborative learning, it focused on a central website (extranet and intranet) to 

enable e-learning and to establish online knowledge sharing communities. “We are 

introducing web 2.0 tools, Google docs, wikis, and it’s very good, the implementation of 

these applications, but it’s not very easy. People like to participate in meetings far from the 

office, it’s a good opportunity for ‘walking around’. But technologies are capable to fulfill all 

that instead, I am sure of it.” (MKM3). The organization was, however, finding its staff barely 

using the website, nor participating in the carefully designed “communities of practice.” In 

response, it was developing a new website, with more functionality. The underlying reasons 

why the organization’s efforts at implementing knowledge management were proving 

fruitless were, however, not being explored.  

The latter example in particular is a typical symptom of ICT-driven knowledge management: 

organizations believe that earlier barriers can be overcome simply by improving the 

technology (Huysman & De Wit, 2004). Interestingly, within the same organization, the 

webmaster herself questioned the effectiveness of the ICT-oriented approach adopted by 

the organization. “I think it’s much easier to talk of a technology than how to manage this 

knowledge all together... We have a lot of discussion on the platform we are using, but I’m 

not convinced that this was the main problem for the community to work properly. We are 

now exploring if moving to a new platform will change the behavior of the community. I 

don’t think so.” (MKM4).  

In sum, a rationalist engineering approach does not acknowledge the relational base of 

knowledge management. Knowledge management is seen as a managerial intervention to 

                                                           
8. For a case study of the KM4Dev online community, see Ferguson and Cummings (2008). 

http://www.km4dev.org/
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implement tools which mainly function as repository systems, but are actually rarely being 

used for the purpose of knowledge sharing because codified knowledge leaves out the 

important tacit dimension that is needed to learn from other’s experiences and insights 

(Alavi& Leidner, 2001).  

In order to address the relational or social aspects of knowledge and knowledge 

management, a post-rationalist perspective that emphasizes an emergent approach of 

knowledge management has become popular (Huysman & Wulf, 2005). This emergent 

approach acknowledges the importance of social networks through which both the tacit and 

the explicit dimensions of knowledge flow. Knowledge network approaches to knowledge 

management imply that social dynamics between individuals, rather than ICTs, are key 

dimensions in terms of facilitating knowledge sharing, and form the core of knowledge 

management practice (Van den Hooff & Huysman, 2009). Networks not only are able to 

capture tacit dimensions of knowledge, but also acknowledge the importance of 

corresponding to the willingness of knowledge workers to share knowledge, and the 

relevance of the knowledge being shared to workers’ context as key dimensions of 

successful knowledge management (Alvesson, 2001; Roberts, 2006; Tsoukas & Vladimirou, 

2001).  

Within for instance the Uganda-based NGO, the US-based Network, and the Southern 

Network Organization, knowledge management emerged in response to concrete, on the 

ground needs (respectively: poor and unreliable technology infrastructure, plus dispersed 

knowledge on how to address this problem; a cluster of geographically collocated 

organizations working on a common theme and having to address common operational 

challenges; and a lack of reliable transportation facilities among rural development 

practitioners). Participation in these organizations’ knowledge sharing and networking 

activities was entirely voluntary, yet participation had grown exponentially and activities 

were flourishing. As one practitioner explained: “The strength of the network is that 

everybody, be it from students to ministers, to permanent secretaries, to technocrats, to 

whatever, is part of the network. So for instance we are grappling with poor bandwidth and 

we have experts who can advise us how to fully utilize the bandwidth that we have... the 

level of debate adds value to the network and has attracted the people from different 

aspects, the civil society, government and provide sector, they are all on board” (SNGO1).  
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Managing knowledge in these networks can be characterized as responding to emergent 

needs. In general, KM processes that arise from collective organizational practices are more 

likely to correspond with “bottom-up” development needs. How this contributes to the 

reconciliation of active KM efforts and latent development needs is explored in the next 

section.  

2.4 Effect: dominance or democratization of knowledge debates 

The implicit focus on knowledge that can be transferred as an objective entity through 

managerial, technology-oriented approaches to knowledge management detracts from 

development goals that are geared toward making “global development partnerships” more 

inclusive of – and thereby more beneficial to – the recipients of aid. To put it succinctly, in 

the light of the sector as highly sensitive to inherent inequalities and political struggles, 

knowledge transfer approaches are likely to strengthen the domination of Northern 

agencies, while further marginalizing Southern participation in terms of setting policy 

agendas. Not only does such marginalization preclude the opportunity to identify innovative 

development approaches but it also contributes to the perpetuation of power inequalities 

between development stakeholders, which is precisely what the development sector is 

aimed at overcoming. In other words, development efforts risk becoming 

counterproductive, or even self-defeating.  

Our review suggests that organizations reflect two divergent knowledge management 

programs: a latent program, toward a democratization of knowledge debates through more 

inclusive networks, versus an active program, which can lead to undesirable, even counter-

productive development outcomes, namely further marginalization of development 

beneficiaries. A possible explanation for this gap is the pervasiveness of rationalist views on 

knowledge, which is translated into instrumental approaches to knowledge management as 

a management tool, and neglects the contextual and social-practice specificities of 

knowledge. The rationalist view seems to be pervasive in the development sector and 

perpetuates knowledge transfer, which stands in the way of transforming development into 

a more participatory venture, inclusive of its intended beneficiaries.  

The alternative, post-rationalist approach perceives knowledge management not as a tool, 



Perspectives on aid 

53 

but as a perspective on development as a sector that is geared toward generating and 

exchanging knowledge, while recognizing its contextual and social-practice specificities. The 

recognition that knowledge has relevance to development realities only if it considers the 

interests embedded in the situated knowledge of its diverse stakeholders, relies on the 

power/knowledge debate as discussed in Section 2.2. However, when we bring this debate 

into the realm of the two approaches to knowledge management, we are confronted with 

limitations of not only the rationalist approach as discussed in Section 2.3, but also with 

limitations related to the post-rationalist approach. Indeed, perceiving the mutual 

dependence of knowledge and power reveals that a focus on situated knowledge stimulates 

an inward-looking predisposition.  

Sharing situated knowledge has the advantage of acknowledging local practices and 

contextual influences, but at the same time also has its downsides. In fact, situated 

knowledge can be invisible to those external to a practice, because knowledge is often taken 

for granted by a community and is therefore not shared (Amin & Roberts, 2008; Sole & 

Edmondson, 2002), or is articulated in manners that make it inaccessible to those beyond 

familiar practices and dominant debates. As a result, the possibility of interacting with the 

external environment remains limited. In case of the highly political development sector, 

situated learning might in fact reinforce the inward-looking tendency of development 

decision makers, prioritizing knowledge of inter-organization staff and professional 

development specialists, while potentially excluding alternative knowledge of, among 

others, the supposed recipients of development aid (Briggs & Sharp, 2004). It is therefore at 

least questionable whether conceptualizations of situated knowledge correspond to the 

sector’s goals of realizing more inclusive knowledge networks. In fact, while concepts of 

situated knowledge recognize the political nature of legitimizing knowledge claims beyond 

their contextual domains, they provide an insufficient solution to the inward-looking view of 

development-related knowledge management efforts. As such, both rationalist and post-

rationalist approaches can lead to the same, counter-effective tendency of excluding 

alternative knowledge claims, and perpetuating dominant political constellations.  

We therefore suggest that organizations are faced with a choice when adopting a post-

rationalist KM approach (see Figure 2.2a above), in order to provide an opening for 

maneuvering alternative modes of knowing into development debates and overcoming the 
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limitations inherent to situated learning. This choice involves active engagement of the 

power dimensions embedded in KMD, and recognition of otherness, as well as the fallibility 

of one’s own beliefs. This has been described as “engaged fallibilistic pluralism,” and implies 

that “however much we are committed to our own styles of thinking, we are willing to listen 

to others without denying or suppressing the otherness of the other” (Bernstein, 1991: 336). 

In so doing, a post-rationalist approach aligns knowledge management with the 

participation debate and its focus on more democratic development interventions.  

We conceptualize this extension of post-rationalist approaches to knowledge management 

as situated mutual learning, which explicitly recognizes the political dimensions of 

knowledge, and builds on these dimensions to counterbalance the pitfalls engendered in 

many current KMD practices. Mutual learning describes the interaction between individuals 

and their organizational environment (March, 1991). Beyond concepts of situated learning, 

in a mutual learning situation, multiple units adapt to one another (Huysman, 2000b). More 

concretely, individuals aim to overcome their “epistemic differences” (Brown & Duguid, 

2001): specific situated practices, context, and bargaining positions contribute to the 

generation of common knowledge. Situated mutual learning can emerge from the 

negotiation processes that actors engage in to legitimize knowledge claims, and takes into 

account unequal positions in social relations. Such learning is not a one-way process of 

knowledge transfer, but emerges where parties seek to “... advance their interests at the 

same time. (It is) ...the establishment of shared meanings among parties that may be active 

antagonists, but find themselves condemned by their interdependence to negotiate better 

solutions than they had created in earlier attempts” (Haas, 1990: 72).  

We do not suggest that the power asymmetries inherent to knowledge debates – whether 

in the development sector or elsewhere – can be overcome. On the contrary, we place 

difference at the very heart of development practice, and advocate a perspective on 

knowing whereby organizations harness a broader perspective on which knowledge is 

“relevant” to development debates, and which depends on their ability to look beyond their 

preconceived ideas and situated knowledge. In other words, by adding a mutual learning 

perspective to situated knowledge, other ways of knowing are actively engaged, paving the 

way for opportunities and solutions that are more relevant to development beneficiaries. 

Situated mutual knowledge can thus be characterized by a willingness to explore 
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complementary views, looking at the consequences of each and what makes a difference, 

and testing against experience in context.  

We thus provide a conceptual bridge between latent and active knowledge management 

approaches, by building on practice-based epistemologies, which was reflected in for 

instance the Southern Network Organization and the Uganda-based NGO. Their KM 

approaches reflected an overall post-rationalist orientation, while building on the structural 

dimensions provided by ICT and management structures, and appear to engender two key 

characteristics of a practice-based view on knowledge. First is the recognition of the 

context-dependence of knowledge, which means that unless knowledge has bearing upon 

the local realities it pertains to, it is meaningless. The second characteristic is recognition of 

the importance of tacit dimensions to knowledge which can be shared through face-to-face 

knowledge sharing, but are lost through codification. The tendency in these Southern KM 

practices toward personalized, informal knowledge sharing approaches might be 

attributable to a stronger oral tradition to share indigenous knowledge in many developing 

countries (as well as practical barriers such as less reliable technology infrastructure), versus 

the Western preference for written accounts and scientific knowledge to underscore the 

claim of universal validity (Briggs & Sharp, 2004; Finlay, 2008; Jaya, 2001), as encompassed 

in objectivist views on knowledge.  

The active KM practices in both of these organizations revealed interesting developments 

which indicate the difference between inward-looking knowledge sharing and situated 

mutual learning. Initially, both organizations facilitated knowledge sharing among local 

stakeholders, but maintained a focus on local issues which most members could directly 

relate to in their day-to-day practices. Seeking to leverage their knowledge, they extended 

their scope by actively engaging in their knowledge sharing practices, respectively, a large 

multilateral donor (SN) and various high-level national policymakers (SNGO). The various 

parties were aware of the different interests and scopes which each represented, but 

recognized that they needed to span these differences in order to achieve their 

development goals. Over the course of time, the organizations became more familiar with 

the policy domains they sought to influence and the inherent political challenges they would 

have to navigate. At the same time, this engagement allowed the decision-makers in the 

targeted policy domains to familiarize themselves more actively with the development 
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challenges and priorities of their intended beneficiaries. Thus, the different stakeholders 

were able to establish mutual learning, while negotiating the situated knowledges from the 

domains of development practice versus policy. As such, the organizations were able to 

intensify their knowledge and simultaneously leverage their interests to a level that 

extended beyond their initial networks. For similar purposes, the Co-financing NGO was 

radically overturning its organizational apparatus, by devolving from a large, centralized 

organization with marginal involvement of its intended beneficiaries in organizational 

decision-making, toward a network of Southern hubs, with a small European office fulfilling 

a support function and acting as liaison to Northern donors.  

In sum, our conceptualization of situated mutual learning, framed within Figure 2.2a, 

harnesses critique and alternative perspectives as comprising transformative potential, by 

stretching the margins of what is perceived as relevant or legitimate from within dominant 

development debates (Rossi, 2004)and suggesting different forms and conceptions of 

knowledge. Indeed, it is not despite, but through differences in epistemology and approach, 

that learning occurs and novel solutions can be developed to pervasive development 

challenges (Haas, 1990; McFarlane, 2006b).  

2.4.1 Implications 

Our analysis provides two theoretical contributions. First, we extend existing (post-) 

development literature by introducing knowledge management as a theoretically relevant 

orientation on development, where this was previously incidentally mentioned but seldom 

thoroughly analyzed. As a knowledge-intensive sector, in-depth understanding of 

development-specific organizational processes around knowledge and learning is 

imperative, in order to develop a nuanced view on current approaches to knowledge 

management. We identify the potential adverse effects of rationalist approaches to 

knowledge management, and provide a theoretical framework for understanding the 

dichotomy between development goals and KMD practice. In effect, this dichotomy shows 

that participation principles have not yet been adequately translated into actual 

development practice. By recognizing and harnessing the political dimensions of KMD, we 

present knowledge and learning perspective on the notions of participation, and provide a 

conceptual apparatus by which to devise an orientation toward development solutions that 
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are more responsive to local development needs.  

The second theoretical contribution extends to knowledge management and learning 

literature. We build on previous studies of knowledge management pitfalls (Huysman & De 

Wit, 2004) and construct a model which can help identify why KM interventions so often fail 

or even yield counter-effective results. Situated mutual learning is presented as an 

alternative perspective for overcoming the inward-looking tendencies which inhibit 

learning, and helps frame how organizations can build on alternative sources of knowledge, 

and forms of organization and management other than predominant Western structures in 

order to strengthen their innovation potential and pave the way for more creative forms of 

management (Jaya, 2001; Karsten& Illa, 2005).  

The implications for practice inherent to our findings are that, as a knowledge-intensive 

sector, many development organizations would benefit from re-examining whether their 

knowledge management practices resonate with their latent organizational goals, to which 

purpose our model can act as a guideline. We provide suggestions as to which approaches 

to knowledge management are likely to correspond to the sector’s espoused ambitions, and 

argue for a focus on situated mutual learning as the core of knowledge management.  

For decision-makers, a situated mutual learning orientation implies revisiting the planning 

and reporting requirements established by donors, which often impose procedures that do 

not resonate with local practices or take into account the learning needs of development 

practitioners. As prior research has shown, this system prevents constituents from voicing 

their needs and experiences, in favor of an “upward orientation” to meet their donors’ 

technocratic requirements (Wallace et al., 2007), and ultimately stands in the way of 

achieving precisely the development effectiveness which such reporting structures were 

designed to support.  

2.4.2 Further research 

This paper presents a theoretical framework, illustrated with examples of practitioners’ 

perceptions and organizational approaches toward knowledge management. Clearly, the 

next step is to substantiate this through further empirical research on the effect of 

knowledge management on organizations’ development objectives. Such research should 



Chapter 2 | Knowledge management in practice 

58 

include a broader representation of stakeholders, especially from the South, as well as 

organizations that are more geographically “hybrid”.  

A particularly important focus which future research should take is further unraveling the 

theme of power/knowledge. Power issues are relevant to any knowledge-intensive sector, 

but are magnified in the development sector through precisely those intrinsic inequalities 

the sector seeks to overcome. Beyond the value of such studies to the development sector, 

they can provide valuable insights for more general theories of organization. For instance, 

analyses of power/knowledge concepts in the sector of development can deepen 

understanding of internationalization on organizational dynamics and ways to articulate a 

space “for the local within the global” (Jaya, 2001), and vice versa. This can provide insight 

into forms of organization, tensions, and leadership examples beyond predominant Western 

ones (Bryant, 1998; Jaya, 2001; Karsten & Illa, 2005), and can thereby strengthen the 

development of innovative approaches to pervasive organization and development 

challenges. Follow-up studies should therefore explore how dominant organizations deal 

with power/knowledge dynamics in terms of their KM interventions, and vice versa how 

Southern constituents negotiate these to agendize their policy priorities, that is, how KM 

can be facilitated in such a way that knowledge transfer can be overcome. This leads to a 

further important question in terms of the negotiation mechanisms which people adopt to 

leverage their knowledge claims within networks.  

2.5 Conclusions 

As a recognized knowledge-intensive sector, development organizations have an intrinsic 

need for a management approach which puts knowledge processes at the center of their 

operations. So far, however, few studies have analyzed the underlying assumptions and the 

implications of knowledge management approaches to the development sector in 

particular. This research responds to this need.  

We provide a new impetus to post-developmentalist and participation debates, by 

presenting KMD as a relevant theoretical domain with knowledge and learning at the heart 

of development practice. Based on a Foucauldian-pragmatist framework, we identify a 

dichotomy between the sector’s latent goals, which are geared toward more participatory 
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knowledge networks, and its active knowledge management practices, which reflect 

rationalist tendencies. Knowledge management on these premises risks becoming 

counterproductive to development efforts by perpetuating transfer of representational 

knowledge of development elites. We extend post-rationalist approaches to KMD with 

situated mutual learning, as a new perspective which engages alternative ways of knowing 

among the intended beneficiaries of development aid.  

As a nascent field, the realm of research in KMD is still wide open and has great potential 

toward helping organizations understand the barriers to and potential for greater 

development effectiveness. By unveiling the political dimensions of knowledge and 

development, organizations can develop their insight into the inhibitors to more 

democratic, participatory development practice. Through our research we have touched 

upon a number of the preliminary questions related to the implications of KMD, and have 

presented some of the challenges which the development sector encounters in its core 

business in general and in knowledge management in particular. We hope to trigger interest 

in an important research field that can contribute to more democratic knowledge debates, 

and to forms of management which can contribute to the mitigation of pervasive 

development challenges.  
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Appendix A. Organization settings 

The “Bilateral Agency” focuses on poverty reduction, education, health care, and the 

environment. It has a head office in the home country, plus a further 150 posts around the 

world. Its KM program is guided by a ministerial policy, aimed at developing and 

implementing knowledge and research strategies for each of the ministry’s divisions, 

coordinated by the research and communications division. Four such strategies have been 

developed but further development seems to have stagnated at the time of our research.  

The “Dutch Co-Financing NGO” contributes to programs on basic social services, sustainable 

economic development, democratization, and peace building, through donor support to 

partner organizations in 50 countries, and through various lobby activities on a national and 

international level. The organization has adopted an institution-wide knowledge and 

learning strategy and is currently reorganizing as a “network organization,” which means 

that it aims to decentralize and conduct its work through various Southern partner 

organizations.  

The “UN Agency” is specifically focused on promoting social justice and human rights. It has 

a large head office and 40 field offices. The organization’s management recently approved a 

knowledge management policy, but this is neither widely known nor widely implemented 

across the organization’s head office, let alone the field offices.  

The “Multilateral Donor Agency” is focused on capacity development among policy makers 

of donor organizations as well as high-level policy makers in developing countries. The 

knowledge management division is guided by an explicit KM policy, and provides 

information management and ICT advisory support, and facilitates e-learning courses for the 

rest of the organization.  

The “US-based Network Organization” is a cluster of information professionals and 

researchers, providing information services mostly to US development workers across the 

globe, but also to various development counterparts directly. It does not have a formal 

knowledge management policy or strategy, although knowledge sharing is its main raison 

d’être.  
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The “Uganda-based NGO” is a network organization focusing on the use of technology 

toward sustainable development. It is geared toward the implementation of projects across 

the country, as well as policy influencing at a national level. It is locally managed but 

receives core funding from a European donor agency, supplemented at times by financial or 

in-kind support from local businesses.  

The “Southern Network Organization” represents Southern practitioners working on 

infrastructural issues in a development setting, with gender issues as a crosscutting theme. 

Its main activities are advocacy and research. The organization is guided by an explicit 

knowledge management policy with a strong orientation toward external partners.  

Appendix B. Interviewees  

Table 2B.1: Interviewees  Table 2B.1 – Continued 

Identifier Function within organization  Identifier Function within organization 

BLO1  Division Director  MLO 4 Coordinator, Knowledge Management  

BLO2 Policy Officer   MLO5 Information Manager  

BLO3 Knowledge Officer   MLO6 Financial Manager  

BLO4 Organization Advisor (HRM)  MLO7 Program Head  

BLO5 Policy Officer   MLO8 Information Assistant  

BLO6 Country Officer   MLO9 Policy Officer  

BLO7  Division Director   MLO10 Program Analyst  

BLO8 Policy Officer   MLO11 Project Manager  

BLO9 Senior Policy Advisor   MLO12 Project Manager, Knowledge Management  

BLO10 Policy Officer   MLO13 Program Head  

BLO11 Policy Officer   MLO14 Project Manager, Knowledge Management  

BLO12 Program Director   MKM1 Program Head  

NNGO1 Program Specialist   MKM2 Training and Staff Development Officer 

NNGO2 Human Resources Advisor  MKM3 Senior Official  

NNGO3 Project Officer   MKM4 Webmaster 

NNGO4 Facilitator of Learning  NN1 Head of Knowledge Management 

NNGO5 Head of Knowledge Management  NN2 Director of Communications 

NNGO6 Human Resources Advisor   NN3 Head of Research and Publications 

NNGO7 Project Officer   SNGO1 Network Coordinator 

NNGO8 Facilitator of Learning   SNGO2 Founder, Board Member, Network member 

NNGO9 Project Officer   SNGO3 Executive Manager 

NNGO10 Executive Advisor and Program Director   SNGO4  Officer, Knowledge Sharing 

NNGO11 Program Specialist, Food Safety  SN1  Executive Director 

MLO1 Program Manager   SN2 Communications Coordinator 

MLO2 Program Manager   SN3 Regional Network Coordinator  

MLO 3  Chief Librarian    
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Chapter 3 

My way or the high way: Unfolding parallel discourse in 

epistemic communities. 

 

This paper develops a cross-level perspective through which to ‘unfold’ exchange in 

epistemic communities. We thereby visualize parallel discourses which so far remained 

invisible, but which are highly influential on community dynamics. We suggest that epistemic 

communities function as a ‘middleground’, bringing together participants’ local interests – 

‘the underground’ – as well as interests residing at the institutional policy level – ‘the 

upperground’. We apply this cross-level perspective to explain how epistemic communities 

cope with an apparent tension, in that they can present themselves as a unified whole 

toward shared policy pursuits, while simultaneously accommodating diverging, even 

conflicting interests among their participants. Our study emphasizes that communities do 

not operate in isolation; in fact, multi-stakeholder discourse is influenced not only by 

dominant interests, as is commonly perceived, but also by participants with non-conformist, 

diverging perspectives. We thereby emphasize the need to take into account and analyze the 

reciprocal influence of parallel interests, and provide a lens through which to do so.  

 

3.1 Introduction 

In recent decades, many studies on online communities have focused on ways in which 

people converge and collaborate toward common goals (Ardichvili, 2008; Sproull et al., 

2007; Wasko & Faraj, 2000, 2005). The assumption underlying these studies is that people 

are attracted to communities through a shared interest (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Wenger, 

2000; Wilson & Leighton, 2002). In this study, we focus on the reverse facet of this premise. 

We argue that communities do not necessarily represent shared interests and knowledge, 

but also represent an arena for diverging and even conflicting interests. In this paper, we 

develop a perspective which can help analyze this apparent tension. Using this perspective, 

we explain how heterogeneous communities with an interest in influencing policy projects  
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can present themselves as a unified whole, when there is not always convergence, but also 

divergence of interests.  

An example of such a community is the IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change). 

From its inception, the IPCC represented highly diverse stakeholders, including activists 

(such as Greenpeace), policy-makers (mostly UN agencies), researchers (for instance Tata 

Energy Research Institute), and private sector stakeholders (such as DuPont chemicals) 

(Gough & Shackley, 2001). These different stakeholders each had their own interests, 

agendas, interpretations, and proposed solutions vis à vis the climate change issue; in fact, 

some even questioned the very existence of a problem (ibid.). Nonetheless, they were 

bound together by the Kyoto protocol, and worked together to make the best of it for 

themselves, jointly shaping and informing international policy on climate change (Gough & 

Shackley, 2001; Haas, 2004).  

To understand how cooperation actually occurs between stakeholders with such a range of 

diverging interests, epistemic communities are a useful unit of analysis. Namely, epistemic 

communities are self-organized collectives of experts from various professional domains, 

who represent a broad range of interests, and who seek to institutionalize their expertise 

within a specific policy domain (Amin & Cohendet, 2004; Haas, 1992a; Knorr-Cetina, 1999). 

As the IPCC example above illustrates, epistemic communities are an important source of 

expertise in policy domains, because they draw on the knowledge base of a wide range of 

stakeholders across organizational boundaries, and can thereby strengthen a policy 

argument (Amin & Cohendet, 2004; Haas, 1990; Haas, 2004). Nonetheless, with the diversity 

of stakeholders often represented in such communities inevitably also comes a diversity of 

interests. These diverse interests need to be both accommodated and managed, if a 

community wants to realize its mission of presenting a strong and unambiguous argument 

in policy debates (Haas, 2004). However, to date it remains unclear how epistemic 

communities actually cope with this tension.  

Our study builds on a growing stream of literature that perceives communities as subject to 

diversity rather than similarity, and fluidity as a key feature of organizational dynamics 

(Faraj et al., 2011; Leonardi, 2011; Kane et al., 2009; Schreyögg & Sydow, 2010). Fluidity is 

defined as the occurrence of constant changes in boundaries, norms, interactions, and foci 
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(Faraj et al., 2011). These changes can occur either in response to an internal impetus, such 

as shifting perspectives represented in a community (Kane et al., 2009), or by external 

forces (Schreyögg & Sydow, 2010), such as the climate change agenda imposed on the IPCC 

community. A fluidity perspective is useful to understand social dynamics in communities 

because it can help explain how they can accommodate rapid change and difference, as well 

as continuity and convergence (Faraj et al., 2011; Kane et al., 2009; O’Mahony & Bechky, 

2008). 

We apply the fluidity perspective to epistemic communities by ‘unfolding’ discourse across a 

multi-level model designed by Cohendet et al. (2010). Discourse represents a series of 

expressions related to a shared interest in a particular domain (Foucault, 1972; Hardy, 

2004). It comprises an ideological perspective, which shapes how people make sense of 

particular phenomena (Mumby, 2004). In fact, discourse in communities is shaped, in part, 

by external forces such as policy environments and participants’ autonomous projects 

(Gough & Shackley, 2001; Haas, 1990). Despite their influence on what actually happens in 

online communities, these parallel discourses often remain invisible in analyses of 

community exchange.  

The particular value of Cohendet et al.’s model is that it makes visible, in a simple yet 

effective manner, how community exchange is influenced by different external forces. 

Based on this model, we develop a perspective to explain how epistemic communities act as 

a ‘middleground’ arena which can accommodate interests that are imposed from 

‘upperground’ or policy domains (such as climate change as a policy priority in the IPCC 

example), as well as by interests which participants bring in autonomously (such as 

environmental sustainability for Greenpeace, versus competitive advantage for DuPont 

Chemicals in the IPCC example). Because these autonomous interests are often pursued 

locally, and are often not directly visible in the community, they are described as 

‘underground’ interests (Cohendet et al., 2010).  

The paper is organized as follows. First, we frame our study in the literature on 

organizational fluidity, emphasizing current perspectives on convergence and divergence in 

communities. We introduce a cross-level lens, to ‘unfold’ discourse in epistemic 

communities. We then apply this lens to an in-depth case study of an online epistemic 
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community comprised of researchers, NGO-activists, and policy-makers interested in 

transportation matters in a context of international development aid. We present the 

community as a ‘middleground’ arena which served parallel interests. Namely, it provided a 

platform for participants to develop and debate their diverging interests, which they 

pursued autonomously at a local or ‘underground’ level. At the same time, it allowed 

participants to join forces, and converge around ‘upperground’ discourse, or policy projects, 

which they had a shared interest in. Finally, we discuss the theoretical implications of our 

findings, concluding with suggestions for future research.  

3.2 Theory 

A budding strand of management literature has been exploring the dynamic characteristics 

underlying many features of current organizational life, which are conceptualized as 

‘organizational fluidity’ (Faraj et al., 2011; Kane et al., 2009; Schreyögg & Sydow, 2010). This 

perspective on organization seeks to explain how communities maintain continuity while 

simultaneously being subject to diversity and change. Organizational fluidity provides an 

appropriate perspective to understand dynamics in epistemic communities. Epistemic 

communities are characterized as self-organized arenas of heterogeneous agents (Amin & 

Cohendet, 2004), who converge as a community around shifting interests (Huysman & Wulf, 

2005; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Levina & Orlikowski, 2009; Vaast, 2004). The organizational 

fluidity perspective helps understand how such communities function, which means that 

they facilitate the pursuit of shared goals while also providing a forum for the expression 

and development of heterogeneous interests among its participants.  

Due to the dispersed nature of the participants in many epistemic communities, they often 

rely on online forms of communications (Amin & Cohendet, 2004). Faraj et al. (2011) 

identify that cooperation in online communities can occur despite the lack of pre-defined 

social relationships, through a dynamic interplay of specific features. One such feature is 

convergence, which is defined as a tendency to move toward a common point of reference 

(Merriam-Webster dictionary). In policy-oriented epistemic communities, convergence 

occurs when participants’ interests intersect around a policy project, which allows them to 

engage in a shared, multi-stakeholder discourse.  
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In line with prior studies that have looked at how epistemic communities engage with policy 

projects (Gough & Shackley, 2001; Haas, 1990; Haas, 1992b), Faraj et al., (2011) have 

emphasized that convergence is a temporary feature of online communities. Temporary 

convergence is often situated among subsets of actors, rather than the entire community 

(Faraj et al., 2010). “Although in a fluid online community there is unlikely to be 

convergence about goals, processes, proposed solutions, or even evaluation criteria, there is 

likely to be temporary convergence around general topics, broad framing of the topics, 

generally appropriate uses of an idea, or a collective passion around which ideas are worth 

converging.” (ibid.: 6).  In other words, convergence is temporary and partial in nature, so to 

fully understand how online communities function, it is necessary to also look at a range of 

simultaneously occurring features, namely where there is not convergence, but rather 

divergence of interests (O’Mahony & Bechky, 2008). Divergence is defined as a process of 

extending in different directions, or drawing apart from a common point (Merriam-Webster 

dictionary). In policy-oriented epistemic communities, divergence is represented by 

simultaneous interests represented among different stakeholders, but with little or no 

mutual engagement between them (Haas, 1990; O’Mahony & Bechky, 2008).  

Analyses of community dynamics often present convergence and divergence of interests 

occurring sequentially over time, and culminating in the reconciliation of differences, or 

adaptation of interests. For example, O’Mahony & Bechky (2008) showed how participants 

in a community of open source software producers converged by establishing a formal 

governance and role structure, despite diverging autonomous interests. This self-imposed 

structure helped them establish priorities and develop a productive working relationship. In 

another recent study, Majchrzak et al. (2011) showed how three heterogeneous, cross-

functional teams converged around a process development task, while collaborating almost 

exclusively via virtual means. The teams represented three different companies; in fact 

within these three companies most of the participants did not know each other either prior 

to the project, and were committed to other, ongoing responsibilities next to the task. Each 

team was oriented toward rethinking and strengthening the company’s use of its diverse 

staff membership; its use of space; and its use of ‘best practices’ on quality assurance; 

together, they aimed at developing new organizational processes. Despite the vast 

differences characterizing almost every dimension of the cooperation, both within and 
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across the teams, participants constructed abstract boundary objects such as the use of 

shared jargon, and the definition of common task components across the teams, which 

allowed them to ‘transcend’, and thus actually circumvent divergence.  

Both studies add a significant contribution to our understanding of the temporary and 

contested nature of organizational practices, and provide important insights into how multi-

stakeholder communities seek convergence of interests over time. However, such 

sequential analyses leave two important dimensions uncovered. First, they do not allow for 

an analysis of the multiple, simultaneous interests represented in communities (Hardy, 

2004; Hardy & Phillips, 1998), and the tensions that exist when people with competing 

interests collaborate (Heizmann, 2011; Leclercq-Vandelannoitte, 2011). Second, if 

community participation is driven by participants’ internal rather than external motivators, 

as is generally the case in epistemic communities (Haas, 1990; Haas, 1992a), there is no 

reason to assume that any convergence of interests will actually occur. Namely, one would 

expect that participants are more likely to simply withdraw from a community, rather than 

yield to forces that do not serve their vested interests. It is therefore still an open question 

how online communities can actually function when divergence is a key feature. In fact, it is 

likely that online epistemic communities are characterized by different mechanisms, which 

enable the simultaneous co-existence of converging and diverging interests. This calls for a 

view on communities that looks not only at sequential exchange of discourse, but also takes 

a multi-level perspective, making visible the different levels of influence which shape 

community exchange.  

Cohendet et al. (2010) developed a model to describe how creative processes in 

communities occur across three levels, namely the underground, middleground and 

upperground. The authors suggest that the interplay between these levels enables the 

transformation of new ideas from their genesis at the micro-level, to their 

institutionalization at formal, macro-level policy domains (Cohendet et al., 2010: 92). By 

using this multi-level model to unfold community exchange, we make visible the different 

levels of influence which shape community exchange, both from within and from without. In 

so doing, we explain how epistemic communities can accommodate both convergence and 

divergence of interests in parallel, albeit at different levels of discourse.  
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The value of the cross-level model developed by Cohendet et al. (2010) is its emphasis that 

communities do not work in isolation. Rather, a community represents an intermediate 

structure whereby local (‘underground’) interests of more or less disconnected actors are 

geared toward institutionalized (‘upperground’) domains, and conversely, where 

institutionalized interests are interpreted and evaluated locally by autonomous participants 

(ibid.: 97-98). In fact, the interaction of participants at different levels of community 

exchange – as autonomous participants, as a community, and vis à vis policy projects – is a 

key dynamic emphasized by our study. It involves professionals with diverging interests 

working in a collaborative setting, seeking to generate policy change according to these 

interests (Amin & Cohendet, 2004; Haas, 1990).   

A cross-level lens on community discourse helps us to better understand how community 

participants pursue policy projects, by opportunistically engaging in shared discourse. 

Cohendet et al.’s model suggests, for instance, that where participants develop a shared 

understanding of what the community is about, and how they might achieve these shared 

objectives, a fertile ‘middleground’ emerges (Cohendet et al., 2010). In other words, the 

middleground reflects the purpose of the epistemic community (ibid.), and simultaneously 

provides an arena for dispersed professionals to join forces with others in order to realize 

their autonomous goals (Gough & Shackley, 2001).  

Sometimes the middleground functions as a steppingstone for epistemic communities to 

formulate a stronger argument toward the institutions and formal organizations that are 

responsible for implementing change, which Cohendet et al. (2010) describe as the 

‘upperground’. This is generally the policy domain, where decisions are made in terms of 

courses of action to take. The upperground represents a point of reference for epistemic 

communities with policy orientations (Haas, 1990; Haas, 1992b). Sometimes this reference 

is emphatically present, at other times its presence is latent. Either way, the upperground 

represents institutionalized interests, which influence discourse, and sometimes dominate 

it, toward a particular direction.  

For instance, in the sector of international development, which forms the backdrop to this 

paper, post-development theorists such as Escobar (1995), Ferguson (1994) and Mehta 

(2001) have expressed criticism on the substantial and one-sided influence of large 
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multilateral institutions such as the World Bank in shaping the discourse of development, 

rather than listening to the wishes and opportunities of the intended beneficiaries 

themselves. Because of the dominance of these upperground actors, local interests are 

rendered invisible, or pushed toward the ‘underground’.  

The underground level comprises relatively autonomous individuals, but who are often 

considered experts in a particular shared domain (Cohendet et al., 2010), and who often 

represent highly diverging interests (Amin & Cohendet, 2004; O’Mahony & Bechky, 2008). 

Although not always visible, the underground is a main driving force in the development of 

new ideas because of the heterogeneity of actors, who seek to challenge established social 

systems, while maintaining their autonomy (Amin & Cohendet, 2004; Cohendet et al., 2010; 

O’Mahony & Bechky, 2008). This is exemplified for instance in Gough and Shackley’s (2001) 

study of the IPCC (briefly mentioned in the introduction), which comprised highly diverging 

beliefs and interests, even typified as ‘fundamental rifts’ (ibid.: 334), toward climate change 

debate. In fact, the community permeated an orthodox policy network, co-generating 

workable frameworks and principles for implementing action, while also maintaining the 

diverging interests of participating stakeholders. The study showed how actors maintained 

their autonomy, yet as a community engaged in constructive policy debate on climate 

change.  

In our following case study, we illustrate the conceptual value of a cross-level perspective on 

epistemic communities. We show how an epistemic community functioned as a 

middleground arena, by sometimes providing a stepping stone for dispersed professionals 

to formulate a stronger argument toward the upperground, and sometimes providing a 

platform to debate diverging (underground) interests. Through the case, we develop a 

perspective which visualizes the parallel influences on community discourse. This 

perspective helps explain how participants of an epistemic community sought, identified 

and pursued a common goal, without compromising their autonomous interests. We show 

that convergence and divergence both occurred, because the community focused on 

different interests at different levels of discourse. This is explained in more detail in the next 

section.  
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3.3 A cross-level analysis of epistemic community exchange 

3.3.1 Setting 

The sector of development aid provides an appropriate setting for research into online 

forms of cooperation among participants with diverging interests. Namely, development aid 

is characterized by cooperation between a wide variety of inherently unequal stakeholders, 

exemplified by the donor-recipient relationship, but also involving practitioners, 

policymakers, political actors, academics, entrepreneurs, and local beneficiaries (Covey, 

1995). These stakeholders are often highly dispersed, and therefore rely heavily on online 

forms of communications (Unwin, 2009). More importantly, they all need to work together 

to combat complex global issues such as poverty, disease, and other forms of social 

inequality, yet without threatening their autonomous interests, which are often highly 

divergent (Gough & Shackley, 2001; Haas, 1990). In fact, stronger participation of intended 

beneficiaries in decision-making processes is a core purpose of aid practitioners (Ferguson 

et al., 2010), and this depends on finding a way by which to enable cooperation among 

heterogeneous stakeholders with diverging interests.  

3.3.2 Data collection and analysis 

We took an inductive research approach, consisting of an in-depth, process-based case 

study (Eisenhardt & Graebner 2007; Yin 1994) which we analyzed interpretively, in order to 

consider actual practices and processes over time (Orlikowski, 2002; Walsham, 2006). Our 

case selection was based on theoretical sampling, deriving from a descriptive survey that 

was sent to an online, international network comprising around 1200 development 

practitioners with an interest in knowledge management. We asked the respondents what 

the main purpose was of the community they represented; what kind of participants it 

mainly comprised; whom they targeted and whether decision-makers were involved in the 

community; whether the community communicated via an online forum; and if they were 

willing to contribute to our research. The survey yielded 246 completed responses.  

We selected an online epistemic community which provided full access to its members and 

its online message archive, and had an adequate history to perceive how discourses evolved 

over time. Moreover, it represented the characteristics most significant to our research, 
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namely a policy-orientation, a clear domain of expertise, online presence, and strong 

diversity among the stakeholders it represented (ranging from rural practitioners to high-

level policymakers).  

Data collection and analysis were conducted in two phases. The sample collected for the 

first phase (summarized in table 3.3a) consisted of interviews and content analysis of 

archival data and online exchanges, helping us to get acquainted with the key practices in 

the community and their targeted policy domains and interests.  

Table 3.3a: Data sources and samples phase 1 

Data source Total sample 

Interviews 5 

Articles 14.193 

Threads 6.631 

Coded text lines 85.431 

Quotations (total) 1.431 

 

We conducted interviews with key informants (Kumar et al., 1993), who were identified 

through snowball sampling. These informants were the community moderator (based in 

London, interviewed twice); two active members (one based in Tanzania, interviewed twice, 

and one in the UK); a former facilitator (based in India); and one policy officer interested in 

the community (based in the US). Interviews lasted between one and two hours, and were 

recorded and fully transcribed. We also studied archival data, including a prior evaluation of 

the community, websites, policy documents, and so forth, in order to better understand its 

aims and interests. 

We were granted full access to the community’s online forum, which allowed us to follow 

community exchanges as passive members in a non-intrusive manner (as described by 

Czarniawska, 2007 and Hine, 2005). We extracted and queried the complete email archives 

between 2004 and 2011 using AmCat Navigator (Van Atteveldt, 2008), a digital environment 

for computer-assisted content analysis. In this manner we were able to select from a 

dataset of over 14.000 articles the most relevant threads, which revealed how the 
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community determined its objectives and how it sought to pursue policy projects in view of 

diverging interests.  

Data were coded using Atlas.ti software. Data extraction and coding were conducted in an 

iterative fashion, constantly refining the dataset and the related codes. We analyzed the 

emerging patterns in an interpretive manner, alternating between our data and existing 

theory. We then applied selective coding procedures (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), creating code 

‘families’. One researcher conducted the open coding, extracting a frequency table of the 

codes from Atlas.ti that included descriptions of each code and exemplary quotes from each 

of the communities. Two other researchers reviewed the results, identifying and resolving 

inconsistencies or ambiguities. Through consultation the three researchers identified the 

most significant patterns emerging across the community exchanges, after which we 

completed the initial analysis through axial coding.  

As the second phase of our investigations we decided to zoom in further on the 

community’s exchanges, to understand how divergence and convergence of interests 

among participants actually alternated with each other, and how participants coped with 

this as an epistemic community. We conducted an in-depth discourse analysis (Grant et al., 

2004) of the content of four episodes (summarized in table 3.3b).  

Table 3.3b: Selected episodes and samples phase 2 

Episode Period Articles Text lines 

A. Focus on upperground interests: Genderizing 
transport policy 

May-Dec. 2004 128 6.579 

B. Focus on diverging underground interests: 
Genderizing transportation, Transportizing 
development 

May-July 2005 174  8.629 

C. Focus on upperground & underground interests: 
Toward equitable transport 

March-May 2006 262  16.081 

D. Focus on autonomous projects Dec. 2009-May 2010 68 3.335 

These episodes reflected the main discussion threads conducted over the period of 2004-

2011, the time-span covered by our analysis. Discourse analysis is a recognized method for 

examining the social structures underlying textual communications (Fairclough & Thomas, 

2004). Indeed, discourse analysis helped us better understand what happens when there 
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are different interests in online communities, and how participants engaged as a community 

under influence of underground and upperground forces. 

We uncovered that the community coped with on the one hand diverging autonomous 

interests, and on the other the need to converge around a single purpose, because it was 

influenced by different, parallel levels of discourse. It therefore accommodated different 

foci, deriving from upperground forces, or from participants’ daily concerns. We describe 

these different foci in more detail below.  

3.3.3 Epistemic community: “GRIT” 

The epistemic community central to our study originated in 2004. It sought to generate and 

share expertise on development-oriented issues on the theme of Gender, Rural 

Infrastructure and Transportation (‘GRIT’, a pseudonym), so as to improve participants’ 

ability to permeate and influence development policy discussions relevant to their interests. 

Participants approached the theme via a wide range of angles, including rural transport, 

health, education, services delivery, sustainable development, safety, and so forth. 

At the time of our analysis, the community comprised around 250 people from around the 

world (see figure 3.3c). They represented NGOs, research institutes, multilateral and 

bilateral aid agencies and development banks, network organizations, and independent 

consultants (see figure 3.3d). 

Figure 3.3c: Participants’ geographical representation  Figure 3.3d: Participants’ Organizational representation 
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As a community, participants communicated exclusively via an online platform hosted by a 

small London-based secretariat with strong links to Western funding agencies. The platform 

also served as a message and document archive. In order to understand the social 

mechanisms underlying community exchanges, we therefore use the messages shared via 

the online platform as our main unit of analysis.  

The four episodes we analyzed were characterized by parallel threads that engaged 

diverging interests, but which focused on different levels of discourse. This is illustrated in 

the following sections. 

A. Focus on upperground interests: ‘genderizing transport policy’ 

In this section, we show how upperground interests in gender and transport policy helped 

shape the community. As the community took shape, participants also found a space for the 

expression of their autonomous, underground interests.  

The online community emerged in response to upperground interests of policymakers at the 

‘Nations Group’ (pseudonym). Nations is a multilateral development agency that provides 

technical and financial assistance to developing economies. It is focused primarily on large-

scale projects, and provides loans and sometimes grants toward their realization.  

In preparation of a transportation policy revision, Nations funded a North-South research 

project to gather input and policy recommendations on what the revision should comprise 

from a range of development professionals. A consultant, hired by Nations to facilitate the 

project, described it as focusing on ‘genderizing transport policy’, which meant seeking to 

“integrate gender into any ongoing consideration of the links 

between poverty reduction [strategies] … and Transport Policy” (3 July 

2004). The project drew together a group of external specialists from both research and 

practice domains, interested in diverse development foci, such as health, gender, education, 

rural transportation, service delivery, sustainable development, etc. and representing 

among others Bangladesh, China, Laos, Lesotho, Peru, Senegal, South Africa, Uganda and 

Vietnam. 
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Initially, Nations actively set the tone for discussions, inviting the specialists to share their 

experiences and views on what should be included in a new transportation policy. As the 

formal project drew to a close, participants continued their online exchange, recognizing 

what they described as “a golden opportunity … [to] keep the interaction 

between us going … and to open the forum for sharing experiences, 

discussing and debating ideas [with] other people working on gender 

and on transport issues” (9 July 2004). Nations’ upperground interest in genderizing 

transport policy continued to provide a useful shared reference, or point of convergence, for 

the development specialists to engage with each other. Indeed, the participants recognized 

the need to forge allegiance with one another, and engage with Nations, because their 

survival (directly or indirectly) depended on Nations policy and funding.  

As exchange continued, participants started exploring how different facets of the Nations’ 

upperground policy discourse corresponded to, or in fact differed from their autonomous, 

local interests. For instance, one active participant argued that there was more to be gained 

by focusing on rural accessibility, rather than a broad focus on transportation and 

infrastructure as promoted by Nations: “Especially in the stricken areas, 

stone-paved roads [are] a good way to achieve rural accessibility 

[and have] beneficial impacts … in the social and economic 

environment of poor rural populations” (2 August 2004). Others advocated for 

more prominence for health research, and others for sharing infrastructural techniques. In 

other words, upperground discourse became a less evident, more latent driver for 

community exchange, while participants increasingly focused on their autonomous, 

diverging projects and practices.  

In fact, the members of the community actively sought a diversified membership, as a 

means to further strengthen their expertise. One participant suggested, for instance: “if 

we can find ways to tempt in people with backgrounds that extend 

beyond the usual limits of the traditionally dominant fields, and in 

particular in such areas as cultural anthropology, behavioral 

psychology, community relations, and public health, I think we would 

be able to make real progress” (4 August 2004). This shifted the emphasis away 

from upperground interests in ‘genderizing transport policy’, and toward the underground, 

comprising participants’ diverging autonomous interests.  
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B. Focus on underground interests: transportizing development, 

genderizing transport, and others 

In the previous section, we showed that upperground discourse on ‘genderizing transport 

policy’ served as an initial point of convergence for development professionals. The 

influence of upperground discourse slowly became less strong within the community as 

participants started sharing and debating their underground interests instead. In fact, this 

led to some internal tension, when participants sought to establish more clearly what the 

content of the discussions should comprise. In this section, we show how the shifting focus 

within the community occurred.  

After the project’s conclusion, participants more actively started using the community as a 

sounding board for their diverging, autonomous projects, as illustrated in table 3.3e below. 

These comprised interests such as technical dimensions of development transportation, the 

role of transport in improving poor people’s health, and mobility as a human right, which 

was introduced as follows: “We have statistics of benefits from improved 

accessibility … which means getting out of home, accessing basic 

services, being able to take children to school, being able to 

attend pregnancy appointments, etc. etc. Mobility is being able to 

do that faster” (2 August 2004).  

Overall, participants’ interests were generally in some way affiliated to development, 

transportation or gender-oriented themes, but this was not always made explicit on the 

community platform. It was therefore sometimes difficult to see how a participant’s 

contribution related to prior messages, or which specific policy projects they targeted, 

whether as part of the community or autonomously.  
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Table 3.3e: Diverging underground interests 

Participants’ interests Example 

Socio-cultural dimensions  
(eg. girls’ safety, participation in 
social interaction, development 
of social capital). 

“I would like to throw in the significance of 

transport in … accounting for the extent of 

social interaction and the way that transport 

interventions enable the poor to access, and be 

included in social capital networks.  … When one 

considers the extent to which access and mobility 

facilitates interaction, especially for women 

carrying out subsistence activities such as water 

and firewood collection, and the knowledge 

sharing on family planning issues, credit 

acquisition, community associations etc that 

takes place as a result of such activities, the 

role of social capital cannot be ignored in 

discussions about and recommendations for 

mainstreaming gender and transport” (26 May 2005). 
 

Practical implementation of 
policy  
(eg toolkits, concrete 
solutions). 

“One of the challenges is that despite the 

growing body of knowledge on gender, a lot of 

this information remains outside the public 

domain and does not, therefore, inform practice.” 

(25 May 2005). 
 

Access to education. “Inadequate access to educational facilities is 

one of the key drivers of drop out rates from 

school. For many developing countries, the 

majority have to travel long distances to school. 

Effective and efficient means of transport would 

go a long way towards addressing this challenge.” 

(23 May 2005). 
 

Services, not roads  
 

“What is still failing to be appreciated is that 

transport services are also needed as without a 

means of mobility, infrastructure is no solution” 

(18 May 2005). 
 

Roads  
(esp. rural transportation and 
non-motorized transport (NMT) 
modes) 

“Using transport as a proxy for roads ignores 

that most rural transport does not involve 

motorized vehicles and does not take place on a 

road. Rural transport is characterized by walking 

(at best using some NMTs), carrying loads over 

relatively short distances and is carried out in 

the majority by women” (25 May 2005). 
 

(Effect of immobility on) 
environmental sustainability. 

“Improved mobility results into exposure and 

diversification of opportunities. Immobility, on 

the other hand, may result into use of natural 

resource in a manner that is not sustainable 

since you have no choices…” (23 May 2005) 
 

Access to information through 
ICT 

“Noting the difficulties that women have in 

getting physically mobile, then the next best 

option is to get them access information sources 

… at home by phone” (31 May 2005). 
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In fact, participants did not shy away from pushing their interests over others. For instance, 

a frequent contributor on health-oriented research, said: “I feel that the reduction 

of maternal mortality in Africa should have greater prominence” (12 

May 2005). In response, another participant suggested that education should be prioritized 

instead: “I still have the problem of generalizing about African women. 

I wish to see a situation where rural uneducated women are given 

special attention, in most interventions at national level I think 

this aspect is overlooked” (12 May 2005). Yet another claimed that a higher level 

analysis was called for: “A simple focus on infrastructure cannot do the job 

- the organizational issues over gender entitlements in the 

allocation of travel time and transport are critical” (27 May 2005). All 

in all, participants became more focused on opposing each other, than focusing on shared 

policy interests.  

Some participants recognized that to succeed in their individual and shared policy projects, 

they needed to somehow re-establish a point of convergence as a community, which 

nonetheless provided space for the expression of their diverging interests. One participant 

emphasized the need to agree upon a common agenda: “We are - like it or not - 

a Self-Organizing Collaborative Network, and while each of us has a 

role to play in this, the trick is to let our collective 

intelligence do its work … to advance a common agenda” (30 May 2005). 

Another emphasized the need to concretize their outcomes: “It is maybe useful for 

us to see if we can already get some kind of feel in advance for 

what might come out of our week or so brainstorming together” (30 May 

2005). 

Participants converged around two simultaneous topics, which subgroups in the community 

could choose to work on, and which reflected shared interests in specific research themes, 

concrete projects, and policy pursuits. The topics included on the one hand a focus on 

‘transportizing development’, which emphasized transport and accessibility as a critical 

enabler of international development. On the other hand, the community focused on 

‘genderizing transport’, which emphasized the need for an explicit gender dimensions in 

transport policy. Through this focus on parallel threads, the community accommodated 
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divergence, and also laid the groundwork for convergence around a shared, middleground 

discourse aimed toward two specific (upperground) policy projects. A member of the GRIT 

secretariat concluded: “Through these discussions we can also see the 

potential for collaboration within the GRIT community on a number of 

issues … on which there seem to be parallel initiatives. By 

networking these initiatives we can strengthen their impact and 

ensure that we build upon rather than replicate learning” (20 June 

2005).  

Episode A showed how the community was primarily influenced by upperground interests, 

whereas episode B showed how community discourse was mainly influenced by 

underground interests. In the next section we focus on the community as a middleground 

with a focus on both underground and upperground interests.  

C. Focus on upperground and underground interests: Toward equitable 

transport. 

Some authors have suggested that communities comprising diverging interests can 

collaborate through a process of negotiating (Wenger, 2000), transforming (Carlile, 2004), or 

even transcending different interests (Majchrzak et al., 2011). However, in our study we did 

not find this to necessarily be the case. Namely, participants engaged in community 

discourse opportunistically, when it intersected with their interests. When this was not the 

case, they simply disengaged, or started a new thread, rather than changing their focus. 

Their decision to participate in community exchange therefore appeared to be influenced by 

external forces, which derived both from their local – underground – practices and the 

policy – or upperground – environments they engaged with.   

An example of the reciprocal influence of underground and upperground discourse is the 

discussions that emerged from a Nations’ initiative to revise their transportation strategy, 

and which even contributed to concrete policy changes. The discussion was initiated by a 

Nations’ senior policy officer, who sent a message to GRIT inviting their input: “Nations 

Group’s strategy for the transport sector … is currently being 

reviewed by the Transport Division in order to respond to subsequent 

changes in policies and priorities for international development. A 

draft of the revised strategy has been prepared… and comments are 
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being sought from informed individuals, networks and organizations. 

[GRIT] is invited to contribute to this consultation. … However this 

is done, it should be independent of the Nations Group, though some 

of our staff would be able to contribute to the discussion as 

members of [GRIT]” (21 March 2006). 

Although Nations initiated the discussion, emphasizing upperground interests, the invitation 

also presented a unique and critical opportunity for participants to link some of their 

underground interests to the discourse on ‘transportizing development policy’ proposed by 

Nations. In fact, participants recognized that Nations had worldwide influence in the field of 

development policy and practice, and promptly accepted the challenge: “*GRIT] should 

take up this opportunity. I think amongst all of the members of 

[GRIT] we have enough resources to do this - without overloading or 

relying on one point or organization. … So let’s make it happen” (21 

March 2006). 

A small number of participants started by ploughing through the draft to decide upon their 

approach, and actively sought input from the Nations’ representative on how they could 

proceed most effectively. One participant suggested that a focus on ‘genderizing transport’ 

was a fruitful approach route for the community: “I think I have a pretty good 

idea of both what they are looking for from us, and what they will 

be able/willing to do - and not do - with anything what we 

collectively hand them. … I would suggest that [we] might do well to 

focus on … the Gender/Equity agenda. My theory is that if we do not 

give them this sharp focus, then they will just slip back to 

something closer to their original (17,318 words of which one 

happens to be "gender") and an important opportunity will have been 

missed. Now I am sure that you all agree we cannot afford to let 

that happen” (3 April 2006).  

Other participants emphasized the need to integrate diverging viewpoints on the subject 

matter, in order to push Nations’ strategy beyond the beaten path. One participant replied: 

“We do not see this wonderful group project as aiming simply to 

inform and involve those working specifically on development and 

infrastructure agendas, but feel that we should be aiming for a much 
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broader audience. Perhaps if you all agree, we might already begin 

to rough out what these themes may be” (5 April 2006). 

Participants eagerly responded, contributing – often highly specific – autonomous interests, 

such as roadside sanitary facilities for women practicing purdah (seclusion); access to 

treatment of specific diseases (such as HIV/Aids or malaria); health disorders (such as 

obstetric fistula) and ensuing social exclusion; different modes of transportation; the need 

for gender training; and so forth. The exchange covered a vast territory in terms of 

transportation-related domains of expertise. The community appeared to lose its 

engagement with the upperground discourse proposed by Nations and participants 

increasingly focused on their autonomous underground interests instead, opposing each 

other. For instance, some controversy was caused when one participant proposed an 

expanded view on ‘gender’: “This is I think a good chance to remind some 

that gender and transport is not all about women and transport, and 

that both sides must give this issue serious consideration” (April 24, 

2006). Her message elicited many, sometimes vehement responses: “The bias of 

transport services, training, design and provision has been and 

remains consistently in favor of men. It is women who die of 

maternal mortality in Africa and in great numbers. We should be very 

careful that we do not lose our focus. … Men and transport? To 

suggest, as [name] does, that men are at an equity disadvantage to 

women in respect of transport would be a very strange place to 

arrive at” (24 April 2006).  

The emphasis on diverging underground interests shifted the focus away from Nations’ 

interest in genderizing transport policy. Recognizing that they were jeopardizing the entire 

purpose of the consultation, a participant engaged ‘us and them’, discourse to seek some 

re-convergence as a community, with a shared upperground interest: 

“I am afraid that we are getting into quite a few battles here when 

it is the war we want to win. I have the idea that we might start to 

disperse our efforts and lose the focus that is vitally needed in 

the war of gender, rural infrastructure and transportation” (25 April 

2006). He later added: “I know these people and I know that they will be 

willing to go with what we provide if it is focused and helps the 
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final statement to become a more balanced and complete strategy 

piece. But they will never do anything other than sigh and turn away 

- and wish indeed that they have never had the idea of contacting us 

in the first place - if we cannot hand them something which (a) 

acknowledges the progress that they have made over these last years 

… and then (b) come up with a manageable number of additions and 

changes that factor in our important gender issues but without 

turning the whole piece into a gender mea culpa and apology” (25 April 

2006). 

This thread emphasized the need participants to position themselves as a collective ‘us’, if 

they wanted to succeed in influencing Nations, their shared target. Indeed, the ‘us and 

them’ discourse proved an effective way to remind participants of the need to converge as a 

community, if they wanted to make a strong and unambiguous argument in Nations’ policy 

revision. Ultimately, a group of five participants used discussion summaries to select and 

emphasize those themes that intersected with Nations’ aims, and they amended the draft 

strategy accordingly. The community’s final input comprised a strategy that drew on a 

discourse formulated as ‘toward equitable transport’, and included a modified document, a 

new title, a new cover illustration, and a guideline comprising ten action points to ensure 

the strategy was implementable.  

Shortly after the consultation was completed, a senior Nations’ representative wrote to the 

community: “I have had a careful read of the revised document and 

would like to congratulate you all on this fine accomplishment. With 

a minimum of fuss and great economy in the text, the group has 

worked as one and turned this originally "gender-impoverished" piece 

into something that does a great job of carrying the flag and 

drawing attention to these important issues and points of view” (8 May 

2006). Indeed, Nations’ new transportation strategy drew many points from the proposed 

document, most notably recognizing gender as a policy priority for development 

infrastructure, and development in general. Moreover, a community representative was 

invited to attend the parliamentarian ratification ceremony of the new strategy, and 

Nations’ president publicly commented on the importance of integrating the domain issues 

agendized by the community into other policy agendas too.  
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By engaging around an upperground discourse while simultaneously drawing on 

participants’ autonomous interests, GRIT participants and Nations converged around a 

discourse on ‘equitable transport’, which was aimed at strengthening the gender focus in 

international transportation policy. This benefited both autonomous interests among 

participants, and the policy interests of Nations’ as a powerful institutional force.  

D. Focus on autonomous projects 

In the previous section we showed how community participants and Nations’ 

representatives were able to converge at a middleground level of discourse around 

‘equitable transport’, while at the same time accommodating underground divergence. As a 

final episode, we now show what happens when there is a lack of convergence not only 

between upperground and underground discourse, but also between autonomous 

participants.  

Further analysis of the community exchange showed a sharp decline in the frequency of 

interaction. Formal membership numbers remained fairly constant, and participants 

continued seeking input and sharing information, but primarily pertaining to only their local 

projects. The focus on participants’ autonomous interests, coupled with a lack of either 

latent or active focus on an upperground project, rendered them more or less invisible as a 

community. Indeed, there was no convergence, but also no real divergence, in the sense of 

differentiating from a common point.  

Sensing the lack of engagement in the community, some participants initiated a discourse 

on the ‘future of GRIT’, but struggled to find a way to rejuvenate the community. One 

participant questioned: “I am rather curious why the conversations seem to 

have all but dried up. Is this because gender is now mainstreamed 

into all transport activity and there are no major issues we should 

be addressing? I would give ourselves a pat on the back if that were 

the case, but I suspect not. Are there other forums that have now 

taken over the discussion? if yes, what? Or is it that overwhelmed 

by bigger issues such as that of climate change, we've all stopped 

advocating for gender equity in transport provision?” (30 December 

2009).  
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Indeed, underground interests dispersed, while upperground interests appeared to have 

shifted to other topics. Encouraged by the 2009 UN Climate Change conference, for 

instance, environmental sustainability became a priority among the development sector. 

GRIT no longer represented an opportunity for participants to debate their active interests, 

nor to engage as a community, and it dissipated as a fruitful middleground forum. 

3.4 Discussion 

In this paper, we developed a perspective that visualizes how discourse in epistemic 

communities is shaped by external forces deriving from policy domains and from 

participants’ autonomous projects. These forces often remain invisible in community 

analyses, yet are highly influential on their functioning. We perceived divergence and 

change as core features of epistemic communities (Amin & Cohendet, 2004; Haas, 1990), 

rather than convergence and stability. We built on a fluidity perspective on online 

communities (Faraj et al., 2011) which proved particularly useful for our analysis, as it 

emphasizes that communities are characterized by constant flux in terms of their shape and 

content.  

We added a cross-level dimension to this fluidity perspective, to explain how shape-shifting 

in communities actually occurs. Namely, by ‘unfolding’ community exchanges, we show that 

epistemic communities are comprised of multiple, parallel discourses. Discourses are 

shaped by subsets of community participants, engaging with each other on a topic of shared 

interest (Adler & Haas, 1992). Discourses are also shaped by interests external to the 

community. These interests often derive from participants’ local organizational settings, and 

therefore remain partially invisible, or ‘underground’ from a community perspective 

(Cohendet et al., 2010). Similarly, decision-makers can decide on a particular topic as a 

policy priority, thereby shaping community discourse by imposing their ‘upperground’ 

interests (Haas, 1990). Epistemic communities thus function as a ‘middleground’ arena, by 

bringing together the interests that participants pursue at a local level, with the interests of 

policy makers. The extent to which participants in an epistemic community respond to these 

interests determines the focus and emphasis of the middleground, but this is subject to 

constant change. By focusing on how community exchange developed both sequentially and 

at parallel levels of discourse, we explain how heterogeneous communities with an interest 
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in influencing policy projects can present themselves as a unified whole, when there is not 

always convergence, but also divergence of interests. 

Figure 3.4 below illustrates how the focus of the epistemic community central to our study 

fluctuated over time, influenced by different levels of discourse. It shows how the 

‘middleground’ was shaped by a shifting emphasis on either local interests, or policy 

interests, or a combination of both. 

For instance, sometimes the community functioned as a stepping stone for participants, 

allowing them to formulate a stronger argument in decision-making forums by joining 

forces. In such cases, community discourse was strongly influenced by debates taking place 

at a policy level (as in episode 1), which enticed participants to converge toward 

‘upperground’ interests. The community also provided a platform for participants to 

express, shape and pursue their autonomous interests among a network of peers (as in 

episode 2). These interests were often embedded in debates taking place elsewhere, for 

instance in participants’ local organizational settings, and therefore remained, at a 

community level, partially ‘underground’. In such a situation the community functioned as a 

space for participants to debate their diverging perspectives. And occasionally (as in episode 

3), the interests of autonomous participants converged with those of targeted policy-

makers, and the community functioned as a forum for the pursuit of shared, reciprocal 

interests.  

By adding a cross-level perspective to the more conventional, sequential analyses of 

exchange in online communities, we explained how epistemic communities can sometimes 

converge toward common policy goals while simultaneously accommodating diverging, 

even conflicting interests. Indeed, we show that convergence and divergence of interests 

can occur in parallel, because they occur at different levels of discourse. Moreover, by 

‘unfolding’ community discourse, we showed that communities do not operate in isolation; 

in fact, we emphasize the need to take into account the reciprocal influence of underground 

and upperground interests.  
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This is significant for practitioners in any professional setting involving multiple, 

heterogeneous stakeholders, such as in public administration or health, but is particularly 

relevant for professionals in the domain of international development aid. First, their 

performance depends on cooperation between highly diverse stakeholders, with a vast 

range of diverging interests (Gough & Shackley, 2001; Haas, 2004). We show how such 

cooperation can occur despite these differences, and without the need for people with 

diverging perspectives to conform to dominant views.  

Second, development discourse – i.e. what development is about – is to a large extent 

shaped by the interests of dominant stakeholders such as donors and policymakers. Their 

decisions affect the entire aid chain, from implementers in aid agencies to local beneficiaries 

in developing countries (Ellerman & Hirschman, 2006; Escobar, 1995). In fact, critical 

development scholars and practitioners have been seeking ways by which to strengthen the 

inclusion of autonomous, local interests in development discourse, as represented in the 

lively participation debate (Chambers, 1994; Hickey & Mohan, 2004). Our model provides a 

different perspective on community exchange, by looking at discourse as something that is 

shaped not only in a top-down fashion by dominant stakeholders, as critical development 

thinkers sometimes suggest (Escobar, 1995; Ferguson, 1994). In fact, the model shows that 

discourse is also influenced by underground forces. This implies that epistemic communities, 

as middleground arenas, can represent a space for change, where non-conventional voices 

can sometimes penetrate institutionalized policy discourse.  

Finally, our study is of significance for research because it generates a perspective that 

visualizes how fluidity and change are manifested in online communities, and that makes it 

possible to analyze community exchange not only sequentially, but also at multiple levels of 

discourse.  

In this paper, we reported the results of an in-depth analysis of a single case study. Although 

this is a limitation in terms of its generalizability, we selected the case as exemplary for 

several epistemic communities. In fact, the case manifested all the dimensions of 

convergence and divergence across different levels of discourse, and therefore provides 

insights into dynamics that are likely to occur in many epistemic communities.  
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A second limitation is that our analysis only addresses online forms of communication. 

Indeed, analyses have shown that participants of communities that rely strongly on online 

forms of interaction are less likely to develop a shared orientation to common goals (Van 

den Hooff et al., 2010). This suggests that divergence may be more prevalent and visible in 

online communities, because it is more difficult to overcome boundaries associated with 

diverse and distributed organizational settings (Orlikowski, 2002; Sole & Edmondson, 2002). 

Another dimension of the online focus is that it is not possible to identify which dynamics 

may have occurred via other (online or offline) communications channels, but which may 

have influenced how participants engaged in debates. However, the community central to 

our study used the online forum as its main, if not sole exchange platform. This made it 

possible for us to conduct in-depth analysis over a long period of time, including all 

exchanges between participants, and all decisions made as a community. In fact, in an off-

line setting such in-depth observation and analysis would be far more difficult due to the 

broader range of communication mechanisms to consider.  

In our study, we focused on epistemic communities as a middleground arena, where people 

with interests in a particular policy domain either reinforce or reject decision-makers’ policy 

interests. This is important because it emphasizes that influence cannot be simply imposed 

in a top-down manner (Contu & Willmott, 2003; Rossi, 2004). Rather, influence is impotent 

until it is activated by those who are generally seen as subordinate stakeholders in a context 

of interdependency (Leclercq-Vandelannoitte, 2011), and who in our case are represented 

as the underground. Our cross-level perspective on community discourse holds potential for 

future research addressing the social dynamics that affect communities, by offering a way to 

analyze if and how dominant discourses can be influenced.  

However, for a full understanding of the mechanisms that allow the interests of 

autonomous participants to permeate and actually influence policy, further analyses is 

necessary, looking from the perspective of upperground discourse rather than the 

middleground as we did here, and supplemented with offline observations. In fact, to 

further our understanding of participation and decision-making processes in and with 

epistemic communities, an analysis of how upperground interests of institutional 

policymakers are shaped is important to complement our study, as these are in fact the 



Perspectives on aid 

89 

target of many activists’ and practitioners’ efforts. The cross-level lens on discourse which 

we developed in this paper could be an appropriate way to conduct such analysis.  
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Chapter 4 

Blogging for ICT4D: Reflecting and Engaging with Peers to 

Build Development Discourse 

 

This paper examines how development professionals blog to promote and cultivate ICT-

enabled development (ICT4D). In particular, we study how blogging helps development 

practitioners to shape ICT4D discourse. Through a combination of interviews and analyses of 

blog content we examine two major purposes of blogging, that of reflecting upon 

development practices and of engaging with a self-selected audience. Our empirical analyses 

reveal that in practice these two purposes unexpectedly contributed to making ICT4D 

discourse more ‘myopic’. ICT4D bloggers refined their expertise on ICT4D through blogging, 

but, doing so, they created their personal speaker’s corner that primarily attracted like-

minded peers. This research contributes to the ICT and development literature by finding 

that blogging can shape the ICT4D discourse in such a way that participation in 

developmental decision-making, an important rationale for blogging, is not guaranteed. 

Such insights are also crucial for development practice to develop realistic expectations of 

blogging for ICT4D. 

4.1 ICT4D 

Information and Communication Technology (ICT)-enabled development, or ‘ICT4D’, 

corresponds to the goal of promoting technology appropriation to benefit international 

development (Datta, 2011; Thompson, 2004). ICT4D-related discourse endorses the general 

idea that ICT can empower people in developing countries, by amplifying their voices and 

strengthening their participation in decision-making processes (Ferguson et al., 2010; Hickey 

& Mohan, 2004; Zuckerman, 2010). The main assumption of ICT4D discourse is therefore 

that access to ICT is a fundamental condition to further basic human needs, and is therefore 

essential in supporting the development of marginalized communities (Ganesh & Barber, 

2009). ICT4D discourse emerged in the late nineteen nineties, riding the waves of the first 

Internet boom and of the publication of a seminal World Bank Development Report (1998). 

This report recognized access to information as a significant condition for development and 



Perspectives on aid 

91 

emphasized the role of ICT in this regard. In 2002 and 2005 the UN convened the ‘World 

Summit on the Information Society’, a multilateral forum that strongly endorsed the 

significance of ICT4D. ICT4D discourse brings together heterogeneous development 

professionals, including donors, NGO activists, government policy officers, consultants, 

academics, intended beneficiaries, and so forth, who are active in various development aid 

organizations distributed over the world (Covey, 1995; Heeks, 2002). These professionals all 

share a common interest in trying to get ICT4D institutionalized as a policy priority of 

governmental and non-governmental (NGOs) organizations. As such, ICT4D can be 

conceptualized as a discourse, representing a series of (heterogeneous) expressions related 

to a common interest in a particular domain (Avgerou, 2008; Swanson & Ramiller, 1997). 

ICT4D discourse is still under negotiation and is characterized by many different 

perspectives, ideas and technologies to support development, ranging from the use of social 

mapping (or ‘maptivism’) to e-government and from open source to mobile technologies.  

4.2 Blogging 

As ICT4D has permeated development discourse as an important enabler of development 

objectives (Avgerou, 2001, Dewan & Riggins, 2005; Ganesh & Barber, 2009; Kuriyan et al., 

2008; Unwin, 2009), it has also incited development professionals to think of ways through 

which they can integrate ICT into their own practices. New, web-based media of the ‘web 

2.0’ generation (O’Reilly, 2007) such as social networking and blogging applications have 

recently become recognized as innovative and increasingly critical to support ICT4D, through 

their potential to transform and democratize development models (Kleine & Unwin, 2009). 

The inexpensive character and user-friendliness of these web 2.0 media, and weblogs, or 

blogs, in particular (MacDougall, 2005; Murthy, 2008) have spurred their popularity. 

Whereas for a long time technology access (such as mobile phones and computer usage) 

was the key focal point of ICT4D, blogging environments have recently become recognized 

as new ways to promote sustainable development (Kleine & Unwin, 2009). Features of 

blogging make it possible for anyone involved in ICT4D to express their particular ideas and 

experiences and engage with others interested in these issues, irrespective of organizational 

or geographical boundaries. Through blogging, development professionals who often work 

in a highly distributed environment are able to participate in and form the ICT4D debate and 

community. While blogs have been touted as specific new media that professionals can use 
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to promote and sustain ICT4D (Kleine & Unwin, 2009), the influence of blogging practices on 

ICT4D discourse has so far remained relatively un(der)explored in the existing literature. 

Blogs consist of low- to no-cost web-based publication tools with dated entries posted in 

reverse chronological order (Davidson & Vaast, 2009; Wattal et al., 2010). Blogging has 

become increasingly popular, with over 180 million blogs registered in December 2011 (via 

Blogpulse.com). In fact, recent instances of civil unrest have brought a surge in blogging 

activity in development, providing an easy means for activists, journalists and ‘citizen 

journalists’ to share real-time updates (Preston, 2011). An example of an activist blogger is 

Wael Abbas [http://misrdigital.blogspirit.com], reporting on developments in the Middle 

East in general and Egypt in particular. ‘White African’ is a popular opinion-blog of an 

individual development professional on technology and development 

*http://whiteafrican.com+. Another example is ‘Africa Can End Poverty’ 

[http://blogs.worldbank.org/africacan], a blog by the World Bank Chief Economist for Africa, 

which is contributing to more openness and transparency of World Bank operations and 

perspectives.  

The budding literature on blogging practices reveals a number of reasons why authors blog, 

either collectively or individually (Nardi et al., 2004b; Pantelli et al., 2011). Bloggers often 

use their blogs to broadcast news or express their opinions on various matters, either 

personally or professionally. In the specific situation that we focus on, of development 

practitioners who blog about their occupation, two main purposes are relevant.  

First, blogging can sustain the activity of reflective practitioners (Wopereis et al., 2010). 

Reflection corresponds to the cognitive process of (re)structuring experiences, existing 

knowledge or insights (Korthagen, 2001) and involves making sense of one's own process of 

learning in various contexts (Schön, 1983). As they reflect, people explore and learn from 

their experiences. Popular tools such as journals or logbooks (Korthagen, 1999) focus on 

externalizing and capturing reflective thinking on paper; or thinking by writing. By writing 

down reflective thinking, it is possible to step out of the ongoing practice and engage in 

reflection on action, or “the active process of making sense of experiences for the purpose 

of orienting oneself for current and/or future thought and action” (Ertmer & Newby, 1996: 
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17). This is often done by publicly documenting thoughts and by frequently updating to an 

audience (Pantelli et al., 2011). 

Second, blogging can also help development practitioners interact with an audience on the 

basis of shared interests and experiences. Indeed, a key feature of blogging is its open and 

potentially interactive nature through which one can engage with one’s audience (Kaplan & 

Haenlein, 2010; Preston, 2011). Thanks to blogging, people with shared interests can 

connect through built-in functionalities such as comment functions, content syndication, 

message forwarding, and invisibly, by tracking page views (Silva et al., 2009). Such 

functionalities enable interaction, and diffusion of ideas to a large, often anonymous 

audience (Senges et al., 2008; Wattal et al., 2010). In time, bloggers can even form 

communities with their audience. The type of interaction can range from the blogger 

expressing opinions to influence others (voice), to seeking others’ opinions and feedback 

(Pantelli et al., 2011). 

In this paper, our aim is to analyze the actual blogging behaviors or practices of ICT4D 

professionals in relation to these two purposes. These practitioners share an optimistic and 

often passionate confidence in the positive effects of ICT for development. In fact, our 

respondents all believe that blogs have a powerful potential to strengthen participation in 

development, an essential goal of ICT4D (Unwin, 2009). With the goal of substantiating 

theoretical and analytical claims (Avgerou, 2008), we studied how development 

professionals actually use blogs as a medium. We thus looked at blogging as more than just 

a technological phenomenon (Pantelli et al., 2011). We focused on blogging practices by 

development professionals, and analyzed critically the implications of these blogging 

practices for ICT4D discourse.  In the remainder of this paper we therefore explore and 

examine how blogging practices shape ICT4D discourse.  

4.3 Methods 

We conducted an in-depth, qualitative case study. We selected ICT4D bloggers from a 

leading international development online network on ICT4D of around 1,500 participants 

who use an online list-serve as their primary means of communication. We identified 

members who frequently participated in the network’s discussions and who were also 

active bloggers (i.e. based on the frequency of updating their blogs; Java et al., 2007). Our 
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theoretical sampling resulted in eighteen development professionals who worked as 

professional policy officers, project officers, communication officers, directors, division 

heads, program managers, or advisors. They were affiliated to different development 

organizations, such as NGOs (13), development agencies (3) and research institutes (2). 

Their blogs reflected their personal views on ICT4D. Many of them were based in Europe, 

especially in the Netherlands (5), that actively adopted ICT4D as a policy priority and 

therefore yielded a proportionally high number of ICT4D bloggers (Lovink, 2008), Italy (1), 

Portugal (1) and Germany (1), the US (2), Surinam (1), Indonesia (1), and in Africa (Ethiopia 

(1), Burkina Faso (1), Ghana (2), and Uganda (2)). All bloggers were development 

professionals who had lived in and travelled to a wide range of countries in both Western 

and developing regions. This applied to ‘Western’ bloggers, as well as the bloggers who 

originated in developing countries themselves.  

All eighteen bloggers agreed to participate in the research. We performed semi-structured 

interviews to gain an understanding of their blogging practices and experiences (Corbin & 

Strauss, 1990). Interviews, conducted either face-to-face or by phone, lasted between one 

and three hours, and were fully transcribed. We used an interview guide for backup and 

consistency, asking the bloggers for their development practices and motivations; their 

reflections on their use of social media in support of their professional practices; their 

perceptions on the development of their professional networks and audiences, through 

their blogging practices; and to what extent their audiences influenced their postings. 

Finally, we gave them the opportunity to add their own topics to the discussions. Overall, 

we took a very open approach, encouraging storytelling (Alvesson, 2003) based on personal 

experiences in order to gather a wide range of experiences, events, and happenings. The 

interviews helped us to develop sensitizing concepts that informed a further inductive 

analysis of our findings.  

We then selected a subset of bloggers and examined their actual blog posts. This selection, 

as presented in table 4.3b below, contained seven of the most active bloggers, as reflected 

in frequency of updating, responses to their postings and mentions of the individuals in 

question on the ICT4D online mailing list, on blogs, and on Twitter (comments and re-

tweets) (Cha et al., 2010).  
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We use pseudonyms to guarantee confidentiality and anonymity of our interviewees. We 

analyzed the content of all the postings of their blogs, ranging from the beginning of their 

blogs (mostly around 2007) until September 2010, as well as the responses they received to 

each of their postings. We analyzed the emerging patterns in a grounded and interpretive 

manner, alternating between our data and existing theory, to develop an understanding of 

the processes through which information systems and context influence each other 

(Walsham, 1995b; 2006; Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991). Table 4.3a summarizes the data 

collected and analyzed for this research. 

Table 4.3a. Data overview (including descriptives of comments) 

Data sources # 

Bloggers interviewed 18 

Blogs fully analyzed 7 

Number of text lines analyzed 21.317 

Coded quotations 11.083 

Comments Total people posting a comment 2.596 

Number of comments posted 1.247 

Average number of comments per blogpost 1.1 

Average number of comments per commentator 2.3 

One-time commentators (people posting only once) 1.635 (63%) 

 



 

 

Table 4.3b: Blogger profiles (pseudonyms) 

 Ana Eric Harry Jenny Luca Nick Stephan 

Main blog 

topics 

Promoting ICT use 

in development 

agriculture, 

especially using 

mobile phone 

technology (and 

social media). 

How to strengthen 

and promote 

knowledge sharing 

through ICT tools 

(esp. social media), 

facilitation 

methods, 

monitoring & 

evaluation. 

 

Strengthening 

transparency 

through ICTs, 

especially open 

source, open data, 

maptivism. 

Why and how to use 

ICT, esp., social 

media, in 

development 

organizations for 

learning and 

organizational 

change purposes. 

How development 

organizations will 

(should) reform based 

on Web 2.0. 

Especially: promoting 

open data sharing to 

enhance 

transparency. 

Use of ICT (mostly 

mobile technology 

& open access 

standards) for 

information 

management and 

research 

dissemination, esp. 

on agriculture. 

Social mapping and 

e-governance to 

strengthen 

transparency.  

Reacting blog 

audience 

(based on 

content 

analysis of 

blog 

comments)   

International 

development 

professionals 

interested in ICT4D 

and knowledge 

sharing, some local 

rural development 

professionals 

involved in 

agricultural 

projects (African, 

Asian) 

Almost exclusively 

Western 

development 

practitioners, 

mostly interested 

in tools for 

knowledge sharing, 

esp. social media 

Western 

development 

practitioners with 

interest in 

technology aspects 

of ICT4D (esp. open 

source), local NGO 

professionals 

involved in ICT-

enabled 

transparency 

projects & open 

source (technical 

focus) 

Almost exclusively 

Western 

development 

professionals and 

change 

management 

consultants, 

interested in online 

collaboration and 

tools to strengthen 

organizational 

learning 

 

Mostly policy level, 

international 

development 

professionals with an 

interest in using ICT 

and social media to 

improve development 

transparency and 

effectiveness, some 

Southern respondent 

with interest in 

development reform 

Mostly other 

agricultural 

development 

specialists in 

international 

research institutes, 

interested in using 

ICT for agricultural 

information 

sharing 

Mostly (Western) 

NGO policy & 

project staff 

interested in use of 

ICT (esp. social 

media, human 

rights)  

Nationality Iranian French Dutch Dutch Italian British German 

 

(Main) 

Position 

Policy Officer Project Officer Program Manager, 

Information Manager 

Project Officer Sr. Policy Officer Program Head Sr. Policy Officer 



 

 

 

Table 4.3b: Blogger profiles (continued) 

Based in Italy Netherlands / 

Burkina Faso 

Netherlands Netherlands /  

West Africa 

United States Ethiopia Germany 

Organization 

affiliation 

Head office, 

international 

development 

agency 

Development NGO  

 

Head office, NGO International NGO Head office, 

Development bank 

 

Head office, 

International 

research institute 

Head office, 

Bilateral 

development 

agency 

Organization 

size 

3500 staff in 130 

countries 

100 staff in the 

Netherlands 

200 staff in 5 

countries 

1100 staff in 36 

countries 

10.000 staff in 100 

countries 

700 staff in 10 

countries 

10.000+ staff in 87 

countries 

Organization 

thematic 

focus 

Food security Water 

management 

Economic 

development, human 

rights 

Agriculture Economic 

Development 

Agriculture Sustainable 

Development 

Organization 

geographical 

focus 

International 

(Southern focus) 

West Africa, Horn 

of Africa 

International, but 

mostly Africa & 

Middle East 

West Africa International 

(Southern focus) 

International 

(Southern focus) 

International 

(Southern focus) 

Blogging 

since 

March 2007 October 2007 November 2008 October 2005 January 2007 March 2003 May 2007 
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4.4 Blogging for ICT4D: A case study 

An examination of our sample of blog posts revealed two main types of blogging purposes 

that echoed our conceptual framework. The first was primarily for a reflective purpose, and 

included concrete activities such as critical reflection and expressing opinions, sharing 

expertise, summarizing a discussion and expressing plans for future postings. The second 

was related to interaction with an audience, and included activities such as asking for 

feedback, personal messaging, making compliments, and providing updates in status. 

Information sharing through referencing to external sources happened most frequently, and 

can be considered both a reflective and interactive activity. In table 4.4a below we present 

an overview of the different types of blog posts and in what follows we detail each of these 

two main purposes. 

4.4.1 Reflecting: Blogging for an Audience to Make Sense of ICT4D Practices 

 

“I blog mostly for myself” (Eric, interview). 

Blogging helps to make sense of one’s ideas and practices. For instance, Jenny, a blogger 

who was employed as a project officer for an NGO dedicated to promoting sustainable 

agriculture, familiarized herself with ICT4D while working in remote areas of Ghana and 

Mali. She introduced her blog as a way “to track and record some of my reflections and 

found materials, without having the pretension that it will be exhaustive about everything 

happening in [this] field” (Jenny, blog entry Oct. 2005). Shortly thereafter, she posted a 

reflection on ICT4D in Ghana, seeking examples of its application, and its contextual 

relevance. “The point”, she wrote, “is to work with the existing structure rather than trying 

to restructure communications in terms of a new ICT. … The most important lesson I draw 

from this is the importance of looking at existing patterns of communication, and 

link/add/build on the existing pattern rather than introduce some new alien media” (Jenny, 

blog entry Oct. 2005). As ICT4D bloggers articulated ideas and produced a discourse online, 

they simultaneously made sense of their own local context and practices. In this sense, 

ICT4D bloggers performed a role of ‘reflective practitioners’, thinking while writing (Schön, 

1983). 

 



 

 

Table 4.4a. Types of blog posts 

Purpose Type of posting  Description Average  

(# 

messages) 

Example 

Reflecting  

(28%) 

critical reflecting / 

expressing an opinion 

posts in which the blogger reflects on a 

particular phenomenon 

14% (426) The social web and the challenge of finding expertise (Ana, 

Jan. 2010) 

sharing know-how / 

expertise 

posts providing advice or expressing 

how to address a particular challenge 

12% (383) Citizen scientist - how mobile phones can contribute to the 

public good (Stephan, April 2009) 

summarizing a 

discussion 

posts providing feedback on a 

discussion which occurred 

1% (31) Discussing pros and cons of open data with state officials. 

Time for change! (Stephan, Sept. 2010) 

expressing plans for 

future posting 

posts in which the blogger shares plans 

for future topics 

1% (19) As a final note before I dash off onto holiday, here are a 

couple of documents that I’ll sink my teeth into and will try 

to blog about again in the next year: … (Eric, Dec. 2009) 

Interacting 

(32%) 

personal / direct 

messaging to someone 

non-work related posts, and posts with 

a direct response to someone else 

13% (421) Happy birthday to *…+ Hope you have a smashing day! (Ana, 

Sept. 2010) 

status updating posts expressing what the blogger is 

doing 

8% (253) Today the last day in the office, tomorrow working from 

home and then holiday, from next week will be at least 10 

days without internet (Harry, July 2010) 

expressing positive 

evaluation / compliment 

posts expressing appreciation 7% (217) Loved the scenarios for aid transparency through ict in this 

post (Luca, Aug. 2010) 

asking question / 

requesting feedback 

posts inviting input from readers 4% (115) I've been exploring Ning a little further than I did and 

compared it to other forums. … Do you have more tips to 

customize a ning site to your needs? (Jenny, March 2009) 

Reflecting and 

interacting (39%) 

information sharing 

(reference to an 

external source) 

posts reporting on or showcasing an 

external source (such as a project, news 

item, report, event, article)  

39% 

(1246) 

Virtual forum: Mobile telephony in rural areas (Stephan, 

Nov. 2008) 
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Other bloggers showed similar tendencies. Ana, a policy officer in an agricultural 

development agency, pondered in one of her early posts about how ICT could be specifically 

applied to disseminate knowledge and improve rural livelihoods. Reflecting on the 

observation that people had had to travel a full day to become informed on rural land 

reform policies, she indicated “only recently I've become convinced of the prominent and 

crucial role that ICTs can and should play to improve the livelihoods of poor rural people. … 

ICTs have been and are crucial for reducing poverty especially when farmers and rural 

stakeholders participate in decision making processes, are kept informed, so that they can 

make informed decisions to improve their livelihoods” (Ana, blog entry March 2007).  

Overall, our ICT4D bloggers shared a similar motivation to reflect on their practices and 

ideas related to ICT4D. Blogging provided a way for them to think about their professional 

practices according to their own particular interests, experiences and skills, as well as use 

blogs themselves. For instance, “I blog a lot, well, mostly for myself. … I reflect a lot on the 

patterns I observe in my work … to try to unpack the concepts and experiences that we make 

with that work. … It has also given my own practice real evidence of what has worked for 

me” (Eric, interview). At the same time, they had an audience in mind when they blogged: 

“(I like to) test the water, developing a workflow in your head, like, I have an idea, okay shall 

I continue with this, add it to that and that” (Harry, interview). Since an audience needs to 

be able to understand one’s perspective, it required some effort on ICT4D bloggers’ part to 

explicate their thought processes clearly: “you really need to think things through more than 

if you were talking to someone. You really need to articulate very much more explicitly” (Eric, 

interview). In this manner, blogging represented an incremental, public sensemaking 

process of developing an idea, and relating it to practice.  

Blogging often enabled our professionals to shape their personal view on ICT4D itself. Ana 

for instance started off blogging on ICT4D applications in the field of rural agriculture, 

sharing in her postings many concrete examples of projects she was involved in, for instance 

a project aimed at stimulating entrepreneurship among small scale farmers (April, 2007), 

another aimed at artisanal fisheries (Oct., 2007), and so forth. While many of her postings 

were primarily about such concrete activities related to daily practices, others referred to 

the more abstract or general debate of ICT4D and reflections on how this could support 

organizational needs. For instance, one theme that emerged over time concerned 
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leadership issues, re-occurring across 16 postings (e.g. ‘How leaders create and use 

networks’, Oct., 2007; ‘Different types of leadership’, April 2008, etc.). Then, as she became 

involved in a major event in her organization aimed towards sharing ICT4D knowledge, Ana 

posted: ‘we are taking an important step to bring about change by demystifying ICT4D and 

showing that *it+ is not a fad but a fact and a way of living” (Jan. 2009). From here on 

forward the main theme of her blog increasingly reflected an idea on how ICT4D could 

influence the way her organization operated (Ana, blog entry Sept. 2010: ‘Enough with 

pilots: let's get serious and start investing in mobile development.’). Such insights were 

often accompanied by a strong opinion or activist standpoint: “I blog mostly for where I 

want to put my take on certain things, or my opinion on certain things” (Luca, interview). 

These examples illustrate a tendency visible among all our bloggers. Blogging helped them 

to make sense of their experiences and practices, and to develop their personal take on 

ICT4D. Blogging contributed to incrementally shaping their professional thoughts and 

expertise. As they blogged, they situated and interpreted multiple facets of ICT4D in relation 

to individual professional practices. Writing down their ongoing thoughts led them to reflect 

on what ICT4D meant for them as practitioners, and helped them develop and express their 

opinions.  

4.4.2 Interacting: Engaging with a like-minded audience 

 

“These *audience’s+ opinions are the ‘gravy’, the opinions about what really happens. This is 

really stimulated by blogging” (Jenny, interview). 

The second main purpose of blogging, emphasized by the bloggers we interviewed, was to 

interact and actively engage with an interested audience. This was for instance illustrated by 

blogger Eric, who often prompted his readers for contributions: “Here comes a list of 

statements you might avoid to say when you want to convince colleagues or clients for such 

changes. Please share more as I am sure you have plenty” (blog entry Dec. 2009). ICT4D 

bloggers had specific ideas of the audience that they wanted to engage with. Most of them 

felt that their ideas and opinions required a like-minded audience, which they did not 

usually find in their own organization: “We’ve got such different discourse around this”, said 

Eric, referring to his direct and local colleagues, for instance. Instead, they tried to attract 
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these like-minded people by addressing them in their blogposts. “I think at a certain 

moment like-minded people are going to look for each other because you’re not ‘forced’ to, 

well in the past you had to engage with, like your neighbors, you were at the mercy of others 

and they might have been really different people and nowadays we travel lots and on the 

internet, you just seek out the ones who think the same as you. I think it works like that, it 

may be that it is even more an in-crowd, with groupthink processes, that they strengthen 

each other even more” (Jenny, interview). The like-mindedness was often reflected in the 

shared daily practices that a blogger was participating in and in the ‘engagement’ or passion 

they displayed when debating about these practices. They expressed enjoying sharing ideas 

with these peers in exchanges that usually remained exclusively virtual. For instance, Eric 

indicated: “The unique thing that I really enjoy is that I’ve been having conversations with a 

whole bunch of people that I really don’t know, that I’ve never met and I probably will never 

meet” (Eric, interview). 

Most of our bloggers indicated that they felt that blogging was a more encompassing way of 

communicating within a community than the ‘traditional’ organizational communication 

tended to be. What is more, audience’s contributions provided opinions that were “less 

formal and abstract” than the official pieces circulating within their organization, and which 

were described as sometimes “completely disengaged from the real practice. So these 

*audience’s+ opinions are the ‘gravy’, the opinions about what really happens. This is really 

stimulated by blogging” (Jenny, interview). Bloggers felt that their blogging practices 

stimulated the expression of new voices that provided alternatives to existing (and 

institutionalized) ones, such as the formal positions of their organizations. As Luca 

illustrated: “One of the fundamental things that is different [in blogging versus] traditional 

communication, is that in the past you would need to have one corporate message right, if 

you had dissonant voices it was perceived to be a weakness. I think finally the maturity has 

reached the [organization] and others, showing that there are internal debates, people have 

different opinions, taking into account criticism”. A comment from Ana echoed this opinion: 

“It’s a different way of thinking, from corporate communications department with a certain 

message versus people posting messages and perhaps informing policy that way”.  

Jenny also indicated that blogging provided ways to ‘test’ new ideas through the audience’s 

reactions: “Now with blogs, it is even easier, it becomes more of a conversation, you know, 



Perspectives on aid 

103 

of kind of half finished ideas” (Jenny, interview). Harry even considered that blogs 

constituted incubators for ideas that could lead to changes in actions: “like an incubator that 

needs to be translated into the organization, but is nurtured by individuals. Simply 

individuals translating experiences into an interpretation of our policy of the future, it’s quite 

similar. Venturing ideas, waiting for someone to pick it up”. In this way, bloggers practiced 

what they preached in using blogs as ICT4D to aim for increased policy influence, or 

participation, by supporting the articulation of a voice. 

Bloggers often distanced themselves from their organization through their blogging 

practices. In fact, Eric mentioned: “my colleagues are very skeptical about the use of social 

media, are very skeptical of knowledge management, don’t really engage with it. … I’ve 

decided to invest less in my colleagues and invest more where it actually reaps benefits. I see 

it in the projects I’m involved with, in the communities I’m involved in, and I just focus on 

that. I get much more external feedback anyway. I’ve half given up on my colleagues” (Eric, 

interview). This was emphasized by other bloggers too: “You become very outward looking, 

maybe even so that you forget your own colleagues” (Jenny, interview). 

Several others, including Luca, Harry, Nick, Stephan, and Jenny insisted upon the ‘avant 

garde’ character (“there is clearly a forefront in this domain”, said Harry) of their practices 

and opinions published through their blogs. They viewed their blogging discourse as ahead 

of their organizations’ accepted thoughts and practices: “it’s a whole new way of looking at 

things” (Ana, interview). They presented themselves as frontrunners, and felt that the 

discourse developed with those who reacted to their blogs was richer and more informed 

than that of their own organizations.  

Through blogging, the ICT4D practitioners reached a potentially large audience that could 

read and comment on the written thoughts and reflections, with various consequences. 

Jenny, for instance, said that one of the things that appealed to her with blogging  was that 

it allowed her to reach “a far larger network than the one directly related to my daily 

practices”, while at the same time facilitating “intimate conversations about what you’re 

doing, in a many-to-many way of communicating“. These conversations, she indicated: 

“opened my eyes very much, widened my vision (Jenny, interview). Ana even felt more 

confident, feeling supported by her audience: “If I don’t know something, there are 
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thousands of people out there [outside the organization] who can help me, I have learned 

tremendously from everyone. Somebody can tell me what I need to know, or can help me if 

I’ve made a mistake, or can provide me with something I need”. Luca, a senior policy advisor 

at a multilateral agency, illustrated the potential reach of such engagement: “…One of the 

reasons we blog is it is the only way to reach out to the constituencies we want to change in 

Africa, to hear what they want, think, and have to say. … And I know for a fact I’ve had 

several responses and I know these people tend to follow me and I know it makes really quite 

a difference. I mean this is open for everybody right, some people can jump in with their 

completely different perspectives and that’s amazing” (Luca, interview). Luca thus 

considered that his blogging actually enabled the participation of constituents so that they 

could collectively build a reflection on ICT4D through comments and blogging responses. 

Our bloggers therefore often expressed their belief that their interactions with the audience 

were very important for the richness and value of the development discourse. Our 

examination of blog posts and their comments, however, suggests that the audience was 

not always very engaged. As table 4.3a above shows, our bloggers had a rather low (1,1) 

average number of comments per posting, even as we had selected these 7 bloggers as the 

ones who had the most comments in our sample of interviewees. And since 63% of the 

commenters to posts only commented once, it might seem a stretch to consider that a 

blogger really formed a tightly-knit community with his or her audience. Moreover, as table 

4.4b shows, most comments seemed to express agreement with blogposts, either via 

information sharing, referring to posts, or actual positive feedback.  

Comments were usually brief and commentators often expressed satisfaction that the 

bloggers’ opinions resonated with their own views and development practices as in the 

following example of comment: “Hi Stephan, what a great post! Thank you so much for 

mentioning our project. Btw: I admire the way you can link many valuable resources into one 

post. It is always a treat to read your blog” (blog comment, March 2010).  

 



 

 

Table 4.4b. Type of response to postings 

Type of response Description Average 

(# messages) 

Exemplar quote 

connecting (via 

direct/personal 

message) 

direct reply to a comment thread (without opinion) 5% (134) Thanks for the feedback. I like to think that my ramblings have some sanity 

behind them! :-) Currently the application is running on my local network, but as 

soon as I get a few more bugs worked out, I'll post a link. I'm on vacation right 

now, so it may be a few weeks (reply to Luca, Feb. 2008). 

seeking direct contact (offline) 1% (22) Would it be possible for me to contact you personally in order to receive more 

information related to this matter? (reply to Ana, Jan. 2010).  

information sharing  posting links, sharing references (reinforcing 

postings) 

16% (282) Nice post! This also might interest you - the BBC are crowd-sourcing for a 

documentary they are putting together on web for development (reply to Ana, 

July 2009). 

soliciting advice  asking for input or advice on a particular topic 2% (59) Have you done any analysis on what kind of resources are needed in order to 

realize true two-way communication for development orgs? Of course it will vary 

from org to org, but I’d be interested to know a rough estimate (reply to 

Stephan, Sept. 2010). 

opinions: negative 

feedback 

sharing a dissenting opinion, critiquing postings 2% (46) Somehow i missed the point. Probably lost in translation (reply to Eric, July 

2008).  

opinions: positive 

feedback 

follow-up question, positive feedback (thank you, 

well done, etc.), reinforcement/ encouragement 

18% (495) Terrific! You have certainly been getting into action since the conference. ... I 

think the way you have captured what you did so comprehensively is a great 

learning aid. I will certainly share it with others! (reply to Ana, March 2009). 

mentioning cross reference (to other blogger) 3% 

(88) 

I’m surprised, didn’t you know about this project yet? (reply from Harry to Jenny, 

Sept. 2010). 

pingbacks/backlinks (automatic mention on blog of 

other people who retweeted or linked to a post via 

another medium (eg. twitter or other website)) 

53% (1488) Great resource on social media (via @...) (tweet about Ana’s blog, Jan. 2010) 
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Comments thus did not often display the depth of interactivity or engagement that ICT4D 

bloggers perceived as so appealing to their blogging practices. However, it was exactly the 

support that bloggers received from their like-minded audience that encouraged them to 

continue with a certain debate. In fact, when they did not receive positive feedback, they 

tended to close the topic or alter the discussion, taking a more ‘popular’ angle, as Ana said:  

“I do pay attention to what [post] people positively comment on and who is doing that. I 

must admit: if they did not do so, I would alter my message, yes” (Ana, interview). Eric also 

indicated: “I do pay attention to who’s listening to me. *…+ I won’t hide the fact that, I think 

like most bloggers and tweeters there is an interest in popularity. To a degree. Do they like 

what you’re saying, how do they respond? To an extent, it forces you to come up with better 

content, so I think it’s a useful dynamic; it’s not just an egotistic, ego-tripping point of view, 

but actually does help everyone else” (Eric, interview). Thus, bloggers felt encouraged by an 

audience of respondents that did not comment often, but that reacted positively to their 

postings and often seemed to share a similar practice. 

4.5 Discussion and Implications 

ICT4D discourse endorses the general idea that ICT can empower people in developing 

countries, by amplifying their voices and strengthening their participation in decision-

making processes (Ferguson et al., 2010; Zuckerman, 2010). Blogs have recently become 

recognized as new ways to promote sustainable development (Kleine & Unwin, 2009). We 

investigated the blogging practices of notable ICT4D bloggers and discovered that blogging 

might give an unexpectedly myopic dimension to ICT4D discourse, as shown in figure 4.5 

below. In this section we discuss main implications of these findings.  

As indicated previously, the literature on blogging mentions two key purposes of individuals 

who blog about their occupation: reflection and interaction. With regard to the first 

purpose, ICT4D bloggers in our sample indeed engaged, through their blogging practices, in 

a reflective process of ‘public sensemaking’ by means of: 1) developing a personal view of 

their own development practices and of the role of ICT in this regard; 2) addressing an 

audience, so that these personal views were articulated in such a way that others could 

understand them; and 3) refining and expressing these views and opinions more clearly over 

time. Our observations thus confirmed a tension hinted at in prior studies (Chang & Chuang, 
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2011; Nardi et al., 2004a; Papacharissi, 2007): blogging is an inherently personal medium in 

content, whilst its reach extends to a broad, public and largely anonymous audience.  

In relation to the second blogging purpose, our findings further revealed that ICT4D 

bloggers, through their blogging practices, ‘engaged with a like-minded audience’. It should 

be noted that the audience we address here is the actively reacting audience on the blog 

itself, and not the total audience that also includes lurkers and listeners. The audience, in 

the case of ICT4D bloggers: 1) was self-selected and often quite different from the 

organization they worked for; 2) appeared like-minded, as revealed in a shared professional 

practice and engagement; and 3) encouraged bloggers by expressing exclusively positive 

feedback to his or her postings. In selecting a like-minded audience, a shared practice is 

important, in that it enables the audience to understand the meaning of what is written in 

the blogs (Gumbrecht, 2005). In fact, one can see a self-reinforcing mechanism emerging: as 

an audience with shared professional practices and interests expresses their agreement 

with the post, this encourages bloggers to pursue those interests and further satisfy their 

readers, and so forth. 

 

Figure 4.5. Blogging for ICT4D practices 

Since ICT4D bloggers enacted both practices simultaneously, engaging with a like-minded 

audience became an inherent part of their sensemaking activities. In this way, the bloggers 

we investigated created their personal speaker’s corner, which attracted like-minded peers, 

resulting in a myopic ICT4D discussion. Our results here are in line with studies on political 

and activist blogging that emphasize the tendency of bloggers to primarily refer to others 
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with whom they agree, rather than disagree; “blogs create communities of like-minded 

people” (Lovink, 2008: 21). Literature refers to this as ‘siloing’ (Wattal et al., 2010) or an ‘in-

crowd dynamic’ (Lovink, 2008). It is suggested that such in-crowd dynamics are part of the 

blogging features and the practices of a blogger creating his or her own personal ‘living 

room’. In this living room bloggers expect to be respected by their audience, who they 

perceive as their ‘guests’ (Lovink, 2008). 

Blanchard (2004) indicates that this blog audience feels a ‘sense of community’ when 

engaging with bloggers. A sense of community is expressed for instance through feelings of 

membership and influence, fulfillment of needs, and a shared emotional connection. 

Similarly, our bloggers expressed in the interviews that they experienced such a sense of 

community in their blogging experience. However, when we looked at the actual data of the 

reacting audience, we saw that the level of interactivity and the numbers of people 

responding to the blogs were not high. This is in line with previous studies on blogging which 

state that blogs have limited interactivity, since the number of comments on individually-

authored blogs is often very low (Nardi et al., 2004; Gumbrecht, 2005). A ‘sense of 

community’ therefore seems more aptly to describe what a blogger perceives him- or 

herself as being part of, rather than that such a ‘community’ actually exists. 

Despite the limited reach beyond like-minded individuals, though, blogging for ICT4D 

contributed to the emergence of new ways of organizing and mobilizing development work. 

Our study found, for instance, that blogging provided development professionals with ‘new’ 

ways of working. Indeed, they started blogging as a way to form and express their own 

opinions in relation to ICT4D (Lovink, 2008; Gumbrecht, 2005). In so doing, they took more 

control of ICT4D discourse, and often moved away from their already institutionalized 

organizational structures and existing professional routines (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). At 

the same time, their self selected audience of like-minded professionals encouraged them 

to sustain their blogging. As such, these bloggers generated a perceived (or sense of) 

community of ICT4D professionals that crossed organizational boundaries. In fact, future 

research might address how such communities are actually involved in the interpretation, 

legitimization and mobilization (Swanson & Ramiller, 1997) of ICT4D discourse deriving from 

bloggers and their audiences. 
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There are several practical implications of our research for ICT4D. In particular, our findings 

suggested that blogging for ICT4D might hold possibly adverse effects on the advancement 

of participatory development. Namely, the ability to permeate, let alone influence debate at 

a policy level, depends on forging strong liaisons with a broad number of constituents and 

allies, in order to access decision-makers in relevant policy domains (Biggs & Smith, 1998; 

Haas, 1990). ICT4D blogging however inadvertently contributed to an opposite tendency: 

bloggers disengaged from organizational discourse, in pursuit of their own opinions, among 

a diffuse group of like-minded peers. Therefore, our research revealed that blogging for 

ICT4D had double-edged impacts: while it allowed ICT4D as a discourse to evolve into 

innovative directions, the emerging discourse primarily revolved around single bloggers and 

a parsed, like-minded audience. Instead of reaching out to constituents and policy makers, 

ICT4D blogging therefore primarily attracted like-minded peers. This has a potential effect of 

ICT4D bloggers “preaching to the choir”, and a small development community merely 

'talking to itself', seeking approval for existing ICT4D discourse and practices rather than 

engaging with dissidents, or with the intended beneficiaries of ICT4D projects. Indeed, 

despite expectations, more participatory development processes through blogging in such 

cases remain an elusive ideal. This can only be resolved if intended beneficiaries and 

targeted policymakers are explicitly involved as part of the blogging audience.  

Our study also showed that bloggers engaging with ICT4D discourse are primarily 

professionals in aid agencies that are responsible for formulating and implementing 

development projects, rather than the supposed beneficiaries in developing countries 

themselves. In part, this might be attributable to the relatively low percentage of people 

with reliable Internet access in many of these countries. For instance, recent estimates put 

Internet users in Africa at only 5.7% of the world's total (InternetWorldStats.com). With 

such numbers, the likelihood that people in developing countries will find their way to blogs 

offering opinions on changing local realities through ICT4D is probably not very high. This 

limited reach of ICT4D discourse is in fact echoed in findings by development researchers, 

that ICT growth is only weakly correlated to poverty reduction (OECD, 2005). Nonetheless, 

the same report also indicated that ICT has been shown to be effective in terms of 

supporting pro-poor activities (OECD, 2005; World Bank, 2001). In other words, it is not 

surprising that the aid community dominates ICT4D discourse; its most immediate effects 
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can, apparently, be achieved in the aid domain, to strengthen the professionalization, 

effectiveness and efficiency of development efforts in a wide array of other domains (OECD, 

2008). 

Through our research, we add a critical perspective to blogging and ICT4D literature. In fact, 

ICT4D research is often implementation-oriented (Avgerou, 2008), and addresses the use of 

and potential for technology, for people living in developing countries. This is based on the 

idea that ICT facilitates access to information, which is critical for strengthening people’s 

voices in decision-making forums. While recognizing the significance of this potential, we 

explored blogging practices of development professionals, and examined how these shaped 

the actual ICT4D discourse. By showing how ICT4D blogging had the potential to strengthen 

in-crowd dynamics, we argue that some caution needs to be heeded in terms of the 

expectations of Web 2.0 technologies in general, and blogging in particular, as contributing 

to participatory development.  

Despite our cautions as to the participatory potential of blogging, and the limited 

contribution of ICT4D as a discourse, our study indicated that development professionals 

felt encouraged in their professional practices through their blogging activities. In fact, the 

ability to reflect on their professional practices, and engage with people with shared 

interests, can provide professionals enrichment that is likely to benefit their performance 

and expertise. Moreover, blogs offer a unique way to strengthen organizational 

transparency by giving a look behind the scenes. In a world where the call for aid 

transparency is becoming louder (Easterly & Williamson, 2011; Rocha Menocal & Rogerson, 

2006), blogging therefore still holds promises for ICT4D. 
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Chapter 5 

Discussion and conclusions 

 

This chapter reviews the main research findings presented in this thesis, and formulates 

a response to the overall question that guided the research. The implications of these 

findings for theory and practice are discussed. Furthermore, some future research 

directions are identified.  

5.1 Introduction 

This thesis set out to explain how development as a knowledge-intensive sector can 

accommodate heterogeneous perspectives on aid. It thereby clarifies how the participation 

of local stakeholders in development decision-making can be realized, while collaborating 

toward shared goals. The thesis takes an interdisciplinary approach, generating on the one 

hand an organizational perspective on development, and on the other hand using the 

development setting to further explore the implications of heterogeneity on cooperation in 

dispersed settings.  

The research shows how different forms of knowledge management for development 

(KMD) can accommodate heterogeneity, at organization, network, and individual levels of 

development practice. The purpose is not, at this stage, to develop a practical action plan, 

but rather to unravel underlying challenges that can subsequently facilitate the search for 

practical solutions. The research thereby builds on two interrelated organizational 

dimensions that affect development cooperation. These were touched upon in chapter 1, 

and reflect an interdisciplinary approach, spanning organization theory and development 

studies. The first dimension is a need to better understand how professionals in multi-

stakeholder, dispersed work environments cope with heterogeneous perspectives. Namely, 

development cooperation is an exemplary sector whereby cooperation depends on a wide 

range of stakeholders, each with their own highly diverging perspectives on aid. 

Nonetheless, each of these many stakeholders (ranging from policy decision-makers and 
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donors, to NGOs and grassroots beneficiaries, and many more) rely on cooperation with the 

others in order to achieve their organizational objectives.  

The second dimension, based on these characteristics of the sector, is the need for more 

attention to how knowledge sharing is organized in the development sector. This is 

important in view of the sector’s participatory objectives, which aim to strengthen 

awareness and inclusion of local perspectives in development decision-making, and thereby 

improving the sector’s responsiveness to local challenges (Ellerman & Hirschman, 2006; King 

& McGrath, 2004; McFarlane, 2006a). In fact, these two dimensions, of heterogeneous 

perspectives and a need for better knowledge-based organization, relate to the 

participation of local stakeholders in development decision-making.  

The previous chapters reported on the results of three studies, which studied knowledge 

exchange among professionals in the sector of development cooperation. The purpose of 

these studies was to better understand the implications of heterogeneous perspectives on 

aid, and more specifically to understand how these are accommodated in view of the 

participatory objectives of the sector. Overall, it was guided by the research question:  

RQ:  “How does knowledge management for development contribute to participatory 

development, given the heterogeneous perspectives on aid?”  

Table 5.1 below summarizes the findings, responses, theoretical implications and 

organizational implications of each of the studies conducted at different organizational 

levels. 

In the next section, the main threads are extracted from each of these three studies. Based 

on each study, a response to the overall research question is formulated, and implications 

for theory and practice are summarized. These threads are then integrated, to provide 

insight into the theoretical and practical implications of KMD for development organizing.  

 



 

 

Table 5.1: Research summary at three levels of KMD practice 

Level of 

analysis 

 Findings  Response to overall research question 

(§5.2) 

 Theoretical implications (§5.3)  Organizational implications for 

participatory purposes (§5.4) 

Organization 

(Ch. 2) 

 - Development organizations 

manifest a disconnect 

between aspirations and 

actions in terms of 

accommodating 

participatory practices. 

 

 - Organizational KMD practices can 

be counterproductive to 

participatory development. 

 - A development-specific (2nd 

generation) knowledge 

management perspective. 

 - Avoid orientation on 

standardized approaches (tools, 

frameworks), focus on 

emergent knowledge needs. 

- Build awareness of situated 

mutual learning. 

Network 

(Ch. 3) 

 - Development communities 

can accommodate 

diverging interests because 

they are manifested in 

parallel discourses.  

- Interests do not necessarily 

change over time.  

 

 - KMD mediated through epistemic 

communities has potential to 

contribute to participatory 

development as result of their self-

organized nature and heterogeneity 

of participants. 

 - A multi-level perspective on 

epistemic communities. 

 - Recognize the importance of 

various institutional levels that 

influence community discourse 

(awareness among the 

‘upperground’ of practices of 

the ‘underground’, and vice 

versa). 

Individual 

(Ch. 4) 

 - Development professionals 

veer toward and attract 

like-minded peers. 

- They blog for two opposing 

purposes of reflecting on 

practices and engaging with 

others. 

 - KMD mediated through 

blogging/social media has potential 

to contribute to participatory 

development by providing an open 

forum to reach a potentially large 

audience,  

- But excludes ‘outsiders’, with a 

counterproductive effect on 

participatory development. 

 - Myopic dynamics result 

from dual blogging 

characteristic. 

 - Adopt new ways of working as 

part of development practice: 

social media generate new 

forms of organizing across 

boundaries, 

- But beware of negative side-

effects. 
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5.2 Main findings & responses to the overall research question 

The research presented in this thesis was set up to explain how knowledge management 

contributes to participatory development, as such reconciling heterogeneous perspectives 

of development stakeholders with the pursuit of shared objectives. In order to understand 

the actual organizational practices underlying knowledge exchange, the research was 

conducted through a micro-perspective on three levels of analysis, namely organizational, 

community and individual levels. These are summarized in the following sub-sections. 

5.2.1 Main findings chapter 2: KMD in organizations. 

Chapter 2 consisted of an inventory and critical analysis of knowledge management 

approaches in development organizations, which contributed to a conceptual framework for 

KMD. The analysis was based on a thorough review of literature in the domain of 

development studies and of organization theory, supplement with examples of KMD 

approaches and practices deriving from eight development organizations. It sought to 

answer the question: “To what extent does knowledge management contribute to more 

responsive development interventions?”.  

The main contribution of the study is a development-specific perspective on knowledge 

management. This perspective brings together the participatory objectives of the sector 

(Ebrahim, 2009; McFarlane, 2006a) with a second generation view on knowledge 

management, which puts an emphasis on emergent, bottom-up forms of knowledge sharing 

(Huysman & De Wit, 2004; Van den Hooff & Huysman, 2009). The study presents a 

conceptual framework which explains that in many development organizations, knowledge 

management efforts are characterized by a gap between latent goals and actual practices. 

Namely, on the one hand organizations often aim to strengthen development networking, 

and increase participation in development decision-making (King & McGrath, 2004). On the 

other hand, development practice tends to perpetuate top-down forms of knowledge 

transfer, while neglecting the political and contextually-situated nature of knowledge 

(McFarlane, 2006a). Active forms of KMD therefore remain biased toward the dominant 

perspectives of agencies, rather than contributing to more bottom-up, inclusive forms of 

development, conceived around the needs and interests of intended beneficiaries.  
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In response to the overall question underlying this thesis into the relationship between KMD 

and participatory development, the results of this study suggest that organizational 

knowledge management practices did not contribute much to the advancement of 

participatory development. Namely, organizations acknowledged in words but not in deeds 

the importance of accommodating heterogeneous perspectives. So doing, they tended to 

smooth over the differences that existed among their stakeholders. In fact, the study 

showed that knowledge management practices can even be considered counterproductive 

through their tendency to impose top-down perspectives on development. The risk is that 

KMD ends up supporting donor-driven rather than demand-driven agendas, thereby 

diminishing the responsiveness of aid interventions to local needs. KMD thereby 

strengthens a tendency among development professionals to generate inward-looking 

networks of like-minded peers, neglecting the heterogeneous perspectives that exist among 

the broader range of stakeholders. This suggests that contrary to the aim of development to 

strengthen social inclusion, the local knowledge of intended beneficiaries is in fact likely to 

be excluded or ignored in development debate, snowed under by the dominant 

assumptions and norms among agencies as to how development should be shaped.  

Despite the potential counterproductivity of extant KMD approaches, the study concludes 

that the development sector would not be well-served by altogether rejecting KMD. In fact, 

due to the knowledge-intensive nature of development work, the sector is still in need of 

ways to better organize their knowledge-based practices, that are at the same time 

responsive to participatory objectives. As a starting point for any concretization of such 

efforts, the study suggests that a sensitivity toward ‘situated mutual learning’ (SML) might 

help organizations move toward overcoming the pitfalls of extant KMD approaches.  

The concept of situated mutual learning brings together the recognition that knowledge is 

contextually embedded (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Sole & Edmondson, 2002), with the 

recognition that mutual learning is an ongoing process of negotiation and legitimation 

(Cramton, 2001; March, 1991; Wenger, 1998). It emphasizes that knowledge cannot be 

neutrally transferred, but that knowledge sharing is in fact politically charged, involving 

dissonant and conflicting perspectives (Gherardi & Nicolini, 2002). In this sense, the concept 

is useful for capturing the dynamics underlying knowledge sharing in the context of 

development cooperation, with its goals to strengthen stakeholder participation.  
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An implication for development practice is that awareness of situated mutual learning is 

important, because aiming for SML can encourage critical reflection in the sector on what is 

considered relevant or legitimate in dominant development debates, and by whom. Putting 

SML into practice is difficult to achieve, considering the power asymmetries inherent to 

knowledge sharing in general (Contu & Willmott, 2003) and in development practice in 

particular (Rossi, 2004). This study presents a reminder and challenge to keep such an aim 

on the development agenda. 

In fact, two of the organizations studied in this paper manifested some characteristics which 

would be conducive to SML, accommodating perspectives of heterogeneous stakeholders in 

a more open-ended manner. These were both network organizations that worked in an 

international, dispersed setting. In order to better understand these characteristics, the 

follow-up to this study, presented in chapter three, zoomed in to a community-level of KMD 

in practice.  

5.2.2 Main findings chapter 3: KMD in communities.  

The study featured in chapter 3 set out to understand how dispersed, online networks 

function, while coping with heterogeneous perspectives. More specifically, the study looks 

at self-organized epistemic communities that comprise a broad range of interests, and 

unravels how these can converge toward common policy projects despite different 

perspectives on a shared goal. It examined how discourse evolved in an epistemic 

community that operated mostly online, and was based on evidence gathered through 

interviews and an in-depth content analysis of emails exchanged over the course of seven 

years through the community’s online platform. The question guiding the study was: “How 

do epistemic communities present themselves as a unified whole, when there is not only 

convergence, but also divergence of interests?”. 

The main contribution of this study is the development of a cross-level perspective on 

communities, which ‘unfolds’ community discourse. This perspective visualizes parallel 

discourses, which often remain invisible in analyses of community dynamics, but which are 

nonetheless highly influential on epistemic communities’ policy orientation. It builds on a 

simple yet effective perspective on communities as a ‘middleground’, which is shaped by 

influences deriving from local, ‘underground’ practices, as well as from ‘upperground’, 
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policy domains (Cohendet et al., 2010). For instance, communities are sometimes primarily 

influenced by upperground interests, when they function as a stepping-stone for 

participants to join forces and develop a stronger argument in policy debates. Communities 

also provide a platform for participants to express and debate their autonomous interests 

among a network of peers, and are in such cases primarily influenced by local interests, 

which are not always visible within the community and which therefore remain partially 

‘underground’. Focusing on these shifting influences on the community as a middleground 

helps understand how communities can remain coherent while as the same time 

manifesting a constant fluidity of dominant interests.  

By adding a cross-level perspective to the more conventional, sequential analyses of 

exchange in online communities, this study explains how epistemic communities can 

sometimes converge toward common policy goals, while simultaneously accommodating 

diverging, even conflicting interests. Namely, convergence and divergence occur in parallel, 

because they occur at different levels of discourse.  

The study responds to the overall research question guiding this thesis, by showing that 

KMD has potential to strengthen participation. In this study, KMD was represented in 

participants’ active efforts to share knowledge and generate expertise for development 

purposes. It manifested participatory characteristics in that community participants self-

organized in a bottom-up manner, around a broad range of topics. Moreover, they actively 

sought to extend and diversify community membership, in order to access relevant 

expertise and strengthen their ability as a community to influence policy projects. 

The study showed that participants in epistemic communities opportunistically engaged 

with diverging perspectives only when this served their vested interests. These were 

therefore accommodated through parallel discourses, manifested at different institutional 

levels in and around the community. In this way, epistemic communities serve as a 

middleground arena, accommodating both divergence of interests at local – or underground 

– level, and convergence of interests toward a shared policy – or upperground – level 

project. By unfolding community exchange not only over time, but also across parallel levels 

of discourse, the study showed that where interests may seem conflicting at a particular 

level of discourse, they can intersect and even harmoniously co-exist at another. In this 
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manner, epistemic communities can simultaneously accommodate both divergence of 

heterogeneous interests, and convergence toward a common goal. 

An organizational implication emerging from the study results is that it is important to be 

aware of the different external sources of influence, which shape community discourse. 

Such awareness can help anticipate on and cope with diverging interests, which can either 

strengthen community objectives, or cause them to diffuse.  

The question that follows is how professionals, such as the ones participating in 

development communities, actually shape and share their individual (underground) ideas, 

and how these contribute to discourses on development. This calls for a micro-level of 

analysis, zooming in on individual forms of knowledge sharing, as provided in chapter four.  

5.2.3 Main findings chapter 4: KMD among development professionals. 

The study reported on in chapter 4 analyzed how development professionals cultivated and 

promoted expertise on ICT-enabled development (ICT4D) by way of blogging. ICT4D is a sub-

section of knowledge management that focuses specifically on the tools and technologies 

enabling knowledge sharing and access to information, for development purposes. More 

specifically, ICT4D blogging can be perceived as an example of an emergent form of 

knowledge management, stemming from a personally-driven desire among development 

professionals to share knowledge with others. The empirical study consisted of interviews 

with notable ICT4D bloggers and in-depth analyses of the postings and comments on their 

blogs. It analyzed the actual blogging behaviors of development professionals in relation to 

two purposes, namely reflecting on their professional practices, and interacting with peers. 

The study thereby sought a response to the question: “How does blogging help development 

practitioners to shape ICT4D discourse?” 

The main contribution of the study is that it reveals that ICT4D blogging unexpectedly 

contributed to myopic ICT4D discourse, through dual blogging practices of public sense-

making and engaging with a likeminded audience. Bloggers enacted both practices 

simultaneously, and in this manner created their personal ‘speaker’s corner’, which 

primarily attracted like-minded peers. Despite expectations of reaching out to a broader 

audience and strengthening participation, blogging actually had the potential to strengthen 

in-crowd dynamics, instead.  
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In response to the overall question how KMD contributes to participatory development 

objectives, the study shows that ICT4D blogging has participatory potential, but with 

negative side-effects. It can strengthen participation through some of its characteristics, 

which are specifically geared toward strengthening open and interactive communication 

with a potentially large audience (Lovink, 2008; Wattal et al., 2010). Despite this potential, 

the research also revealed that the emerging discourse primarily revolved around single 

bloggers with a parsed, like-minded audience. Indeed, they did not always actually 

encounter heterogeneous perspectives in and around their blogs, as bloggers gravitated 

toward and also attracted people with similar perspectives as themselves. This has an effect 

of ICT4D bloggers ‘preaching to the choir’, and a small development community merely 

‘talking to itself’, seeking – and gaining – approval for existing ideas and practices among 

like-minded peers, instead of reaching out to constituents and policy makers.  

An organizational implication of the study is that development organizing is likely to involve 

new ways of working across organizational boundaries, and using a range of different social 

media. At the same time, the study adds a critical perspective to the KMD agenda, by 

showing how particular micro-level practices have the potential to strengthen in-crowd 

dynamics, and by arguing that some caution needs to be heeded in terms of the 

expectations of Web 2.0 technologies in general, and blogging in particular, as contributing 

to participatory development.  

 

The findings summarized above show that the main research question central to this study 

cannot be unequivocally answered. However, by looking across the levels of analysis, some 

interesting themes can be identified, which have particular implications for theory and 

practice. These are presented in the following sections.  

 

5.3 Theoretical Implications 

The research presented in this thesis analyzed how knowledge management is shaped and 

implemented at organizational, community and individual levels of development practice. 

The analysis was conducted through an inter-disciplinary approach: looking at development 
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practices through an organizational lens, and looking at organizational processes from the 

perspective of participatory development. Implications for both of these theoretical 

perspectives are now discussed.  

5.3.1 Implications for development studies: Toward participatory KMD 

In this thesis, development cooperation is perceived as efforts aimed at improving the 

quality of the lives of marginalized people, by strengthening their autonomy of choice 

(Ebrahim, 2003; Friedmann, 1992; Powell, 2006; Sen, 1999). From this perspective, an 

important indicator of successful development practice is the extent to which it supports 

the participation of intended beneficiaries in development decision-making (Ebrahim, 2009). 

This is based on the assumption that greater participation of the recipients of aid will 

strengthen their influence on decision-making processes that affect them, and to more 

responsive development interventions among aid agencies (Chambers, 1994; Hickey & 

Mohan, 2004; McFarlane, 2006a; Rossi, 2004). Indeed, researchers have found a high 

correlation between the extent and quality of participation, and overall project quality 

(Ebrahim, 2009: 3). 

In development practice, however, ‘participation’ is often manifested in highly manipulated 

forms (Bebbington, 2004). Namely, following its adoption by many donors as a development 

‘best practice’, participation is often represented as an administrative check box in donor-

driven accountability frameworks (Ebrahim, 2009; Thompson, 2011). The actual 

implementation of participatory development, aimed at ensuring the satisfactory 

engagement of intended recipients, has therefore been fairly limited. In fact, its ability to 

stimulate critical reflection on, or transformation of development practice as intended, has 

been stunted. This has led some scholars to vehemently question the significance of the 

participation debate (Cooke & Kothari, 2001). Nonetheless, aid agencies are increasingly 

aware of the need for more responsive and inclusive forms of development organizing 

(Easterly & Williamson, 2011; Easterly, 2006). A different approach to participation is 

therefore called for, which this research seeks to provide.  

The research presented here looked at development practices through an organizational 

lens, in particular drawing on knowledge management literature (Alvesson & Kärreman, 

2001; Huysman & De Wit, 2002). This stream of literature proved particularly useful because 
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of its focus on the way in which different perspectives are manifested in expressions of 

knowledge, and how knowledge-intensive organizations cope with these differences in 

dispersed, virtual settings (Faraj et al., 2011; Roberts, 2006). By building on this lens, the 

main contribution of the research is therefore a knowledge management perspective on 

participatory development, providing an alternative to the more conventional angle of 

evaluation frameworks (Brett, 2003; Kapoor, 2002; Thompson, 2011; Wade, 2001). So doing, 

it moves away from normative orientations as to how participation should be organized, but 

digs deeper, analyzing instead how participation is actually conceived of and represented in 

development practice. This research thereby extends critical studies of development in 

general and of participation in particular (Brett, 2003; Escobar, 1995; Ferguson, 1994; Hickey 

& Mohan, 2004), by looking at participation as an actual development practice, rather than 

a concept and format that is primarily used to serve donor purposes (Ebrahim, 2003; Hickey 

& Mohan, 2004; Thompson, 2011). This research thereby also responds to calls for stronger 

analyses of development management processes (Lewis, 2003, 2007; Qureshi, 2005), by 

explaining how development expertise is generated and shared, and how this impacts on 

participatory debate and practice (Brett, 2003).  

Looking at participatory development through a knowledge management lens reveals a 

tension, in terms of the way in which participatory objectives are conceived of, versus the 

way development practice is actually shaped. This is important, because it helps to unravel 

emergent barriers to realizing this important development indicator, and creates scope for 

change in development practice. Analysis showed that the tension between participatory 

aims and practices was particularly evident at organizational and individual levels of 

development practice. At the organizational level of analysis, development strategies often 

explicitly reflected participatory objectives, seeking for instance to strengthen and diversify 

development networks. This was perceived as a useful means by which to improve 

exchange among development stakeholders, in order to generate more understanding of 

needs and perspectives among intended beneficiaries, and to catalyze change among 

decision-makers (Ebrahim, 2003; King & McGrath, 2004). In practice, however, development 

solutions often comprised top-down forms of knowledge transfer, which perpetuated 

existing, exclusive networks of aid practitioners and policy decision-makers, rather than 

opening up development debate to more bottom-up perspectives. Similarly, at the 
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individual level of analysis, development professionals articulated their ambitions to engage 

with local constituents and strengthen their voices in development discourse, and eagerly 

and passionately embraced the use of social media to realize this ambition. However, the 

analysis showed that through blogging, they attracted like-minded followers, and thereby 

appeared to merely strengthen inward-looking dynamics and the emergence of 

homogeneous networks.  

At a community level of analysis, the tension between participatory goals and development 

practice was less evident. Indeed, some communities (such as the networks featured in 

chapter two (‘SNGO’ and ‘SN’), and the epistemic community featured in chapter three) 

sometimes were able to align their participatory objectives with participatory practices, 

creating spaces for the exchange of a broad array of diverging, heterogeneous perspectives 

across institutional levels. So how can the different outcomes across these levels be 

explained?  

Most commonly, practice-based knowledge management theories suggest that knowledge 

can be shared far more easily when people also have similar perspectives; in fact, where 

there is less common identity, cooperation across becomes complex (Carlile, 2004; Cramton, 

2001; Lam, 1997; Sole & Edmondson, 2002). In practice, people therefore have a tendency 

to seek out like-minded peers (Brown & Duguid, 2001; Elkjaer & Huysman, 2008). This 

corresponds with the findings at organizational and individual levels of analysis.  

In contrast to this focus on similarity, a subsection within the realm of knowledge 

management theory has emphasized difference as a key feature of knowledge sharing 

(Coopey & Burgoyne, 2000; Faraj et al., 2011; Gherardi & Nicolini, 2002; Huzzard & 

Östergren, 2002; Marshall & Rollinson, 2004). For instance, Gherardi & Nicolini (2002) argue 

that similarity (‘consonance’) of interests is necessary for understanding each others’ 

perspectives, but heterogeneity (‘dissonance’) is necessary to develop an identity. In other 

words, the social character of knowing drives people to seek out like-minded others in order 

to share knowledge, but at the same time, people can decide where to position oneself 

within a network of social relations by seeking out and negotiating across difference 

(Gherardi & Nicolini, 2002). This might explain why heterogeneity proved fruitful at the level 

of epistemic communities, but inhibitive at organizational and individual levels.  
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Studies of organizational practices manifest a growing tendency among professionals to 

seek out expertise among social networks or communities of peers, extending well beyond 

the boundaries of the formal organization (Tagliaventi & Mattarelli, 2006; Wasko & Faraj, 

2005). Indeed, network-oriented organizations can offer potential for the emergence of 

both structured and informal communities, accommodating similarity and difference alike. 

New ways of working are therefore likely to become increasingly important for aid agencies, 

accommodating the ever changing knowledge needs of development professionals, and 

supporting efforts to realign participatory aspirations and actions in development. 

This research showed that there is great potential for the development sector to draw 

lessons from the domain of organization studies, in terms of explaining how participatory 

knowledge management for development can be conceived of. In the next section, the 

other side of this coin is discussed, namely, the organizational implications of this 

development-oriented study.  

5.3.2 Implications for organization studies: Accommodating heterogeneous 

perspectives.  

Many studies have focused on similarity as a core feature of work relations; this research 

looks at difference, and how this is accommodated in professional environments. 

Accommodating heterogeneity involves the recognition that peoples’ perspectives are 

shaped by their contextual embedding, and manifested through social interaction in 

expressions of knowledge. Differences that exist between these perspectives cannot be fully 

resolved, and are not likely to change under influence of external pressures, unless people 

have a vested interest in doing so.  

Understanding how to accommodate heterogeneity is of significance for the sector of 

development cooperation, which was central to this research, because many complex 

development challenges can only be resolved if a broad range of stakeholders joins forces 

and works together. However, the research also has far broader relevance, extending to 

other sectors involving multiple stakeholders. In fact, heterogeneity is an important feature 

of many professional settings, and with the increasing international focus of many 

organizations it is likely to become an even more predominant feature of cooperation. 
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Nonetheless, heterogeneity has only scarcely been addressed in organization studies (Felin 

& Hesterly, 2007).  

The research reported on in this thesis sought to shed light on the way in which 

development professionals share knowledge while dealing with heterogeneous 

perspectives. It took a micro-analytical focus, to uncover how people actually shape their 

professional practices through social interaction, as manifested in expressions of 

knowledge. Understanding these social dynamics is important because it helps explain how 

knowledge reflects people’s perspectives, how these perspectives are manifested in 

practice, and how these practices contribute to professional goals.  

The research contributes to organization studies by highlighting heterogeneity as a feature 

of dispersed cooperation, perceived from a practice-based view on knowledge. It builds on 

critical management studies that have sought to explain how people seek to impose their 

perspectives on a practice in order to legitimize their vested interests (Gherardi & Nicolini, 

2002; Handley et al., 2006; Lave & Wenger, 1991). However, these prior works often 

indicate that people converge toward shared goals by modifying or transforming their 

perspectives through processes involving negotiations or compromise (Carlile, 2004; Haas, 

1990; O’Mahony & Bechky, 2008; Sebenius, 1992). The conclusions presented here 

represent an extension to these studies by showing that convergence is not a necessary 

condition for cooperation in multi-stakeholder settings, and that heterogeneous 

perspectives among networks of professionals can in fact be accommodated. 

The analyses presented above suggest that the way in which heterogeneity is 

accommodated is influenced by the absence or presence of shared vested interests in a 

topic. Vested interests represent a perspective on what is deemed important and should be 

given priority in the context of a particular practice (Carlile, 2004). For instance, 

professionals sought out heterogeneous perspectives in order to better understand 

different positions on an issue, but only to the extent that this strengthened their position in 

a debate. This was the case, for example, where development organizations sought to 

strengthen participation, thereby appearing to foster the inclusion of local stakeholder 

perspectives in their decision-making processes, but in fact simply complying with funders’ 

requirements. Moreover, they engaged with heterogeneous perspectives if doing so could 
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help them formulate a stronger argument toward their goals, as the analysis of the 

epistemic community illustrated. Where this was not the case, they turned toward other 

endeavors that were more opportune to their individual, rather than community interests. 

In fact, at an individual level, people primarily sought out like-minded peers, thereby 

purposively limiting their realm of knowledge to what directly served their interests.  

These findings call for further empirical research aimed at unraveling in more detail, and 

further conceptualizing, these perceived patterns related to accommodating heterogeneity. 

Such research can shed light on the way in which people pursue vested interests, and 

thereby influence their professional practices, yet without necessarily imposing on others.  

The conclusions presented here touch on some of the political dimensions of cooperation in 

multi-stakeholder settings. Namely, the research shows that knowledge sharing involves a 

struggle for the legitimation of perspectives and the underlying interests, but that this 

struggle does not necessarily result in victory or defeat. In fact, the mechanisms which 

people use to seek legitimation are often more a matter of opportunism, than a purposeful 

effort to side-track or even repress alternative perspectives. The research thereby responds 

to a call in organization studies for analyses of power and influence that are intrinsic to 

knowledge-intensive organizing (Contu & Willmott, 2003; Leclercq-Vandelanoitte, 2011; 

Roberts, 2006).  

Looking at the interplay among people with heterogeneous perspectives on a practice is a 

useful first step toward further unraveling the complex political dimensions of knowledge-

intensive organizations, which managers and professionals have to cope with. In the 

following section, the further implications for practice deriving from this research are 

addressed in more detail, related to accommodating heterogeneity in knowledge 

management for development practice. 

5.4 Implications for practice 

The main practical contribution of this research is for professionals in the sector of 

development cooperation. It emphasizes the significance and implications of knowledge-

based organizing for the development sector. By generating a development-specific view on 

knowledge management, the research aims to foster more critical reflection on what 
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development actually consists of, and how it is shaped through the interplay of different 

perspectives on development. The analysis is of use to development professionals because 

it gives an indication of which knowledge management approaches contribute, to a greater 

or lesser extent, to participatory development (as specified in table 5.1 above). More 

specifically, the research cautions for the emphasis on tools, technologies and pre-ordained 

frameworks which tend to dominate development-oriented knowledge management, but 

which perpetuate top-down knowledge transfer. In fact, the research shows that emergent, 

or bottom-up forms of knowledge management (Van den Hooff & Huysman, 2009) appear 

to be supportive of participatory development objectives. Organizational KMD responses 

that seek to strengthen and expand pre-existing patterns of accessing and generating 

expertise among development professionals, are therefore most likely to yield benefits to 

managers in charge of facilitating knowledge sharing.  

Another practical contribution of the research lies in its positioning of participation as a 

practice, rather than as a tool or an evaluation criterion. By looking at the way in which 

knowledge sharing actually takes place among development professionals, the research 

uncovers the challenges and opportunities for participatory development. So doing, it 

presents a way to overcome the impasse that participation debate has arrived at, related to 

the ineffectiveness of current participatory methods, versus the increasing awareness of 

participation as a development priority. Namely, participatory methods were devised as a 

way to reform top-down development decision-making into a more open-ended process, 

inclusive of intended beneficiaries of aid. However, in an effort to integrate participatory 

aims as a standard objective of development interventions, participation was simply 

transformed into a required success indicator in formalized, donor-driven accountability 

frameworks, and could thereby simply be checked off rather than integrated into decision-

making processes (Kapoor, 2002; Thompson, 2011). Participatory methods and tools have 

therefore been criticized as strengthening rather than alleviating top-down perspectives on 

development (Bebbington, 2004; Cooke & Kothari, 2001). This research involves a shift in 

focus, uncovering new opportunities for facilitating more bottom-up development decision-

making by critically analyzing how participatory goals are actually accommodated in 

knowledge sharing practices. So doing, it helps development professionals to identify spaces 

for the inclusion of heterogeneous perspectives, thereby becoming more responsive to the 
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emergent needs and opportunities of the intended beneficiaries of aid (Bebbington, 2004; 

Mansell, 2011).  

The research also emphasizes a need for awareness among development practitioners of 

the different perspectives on aid, and how interaction between people with fundamentally 

different perspectives affects how development is conceived of and implemented. This is of 

significance because it shows that stakeholders with diverging perspectives do not 

necessarily modify their interests, but simply debate them elsewhere, if there is inadequate 

alignment in communication forums. On the one hand, this highlights that there is space for 

‘underground’, dissonant voices in terms of setting development priorities. Moreover, it 

emphasizes that simply pushing one’s agenda is ineffective, because rather than 

transforming or aligning perspectives, stakeholders will simply revert to underground 

forums, making their actual needs, wishes and opportunities for change invisible. On the 

other hand, looking at heterogeneous perspectives on development at different levels of 

development debate highlights the need for awareness by upperground, policy-oriented 

domains of the practices of the underground, and vice versa, paving the way for situated 

mutual learning. Situated mutual learning involves a recognition of otherness and a need to 

accommodate difference, while establishing shared meaning. While this is difficult to 

achieve in practice, it can contribute to critical reflection on practices, and the identification 

of spaces where participatory development aims might be realized.  

The research is also of significance for professionals involved in multi-stakeholder 

cooperation in other sectors. Indeed, professionals rely more and more on expertise that is 

found beyond organizational boundaries and across geographical borders (Sole & 

Edmondson, 2002). In fact, professionals continuously have to maneuver between 

heterogeneous sources of knowledge, while at the same time keeping on track with their 

organizational responsibilities, and taking into account policy decisions which influence their 

maneuverability (Gherardi & Perrotta, 2011). There is, therefore, increasing pressure on 

professionals to navigate between their own perspectives on a practice, and those imposed 

on them from institutional and organizational domains. This makes many professional 

environments a complex collection of stakeholders with competing interests and 

perspectives on what is important and deserves priority, who nonetheless have to work 

together to achieve their goals. This study highlights how professionals cope with these 
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highly complex processes in knowledge-intensive settings, and can therefore be of use for 

organizations seeking to better understand the social dynamics among heterogeneous 

stakeholders that influence their operations.  

A further implication highlighted by this research, for development practitioners and 

professionals in other knowledge-intensive organizations, is the need to take into 

consideration new ways of working. The development professionals featured in the studies 

manifested entrepreneurial tendencies, seeking out external sources of expertise and 

building social networks in accordance with their knowledge needs, and corresponding with 

their perspectives on what was important. On the one hand, these emerging social networks 

hold great potential for knowledge workers, helping them to develop their practices in 

accordance with their specific interests, especially when they run into limitations within the 

formal organization. On the other hand, there is a danger of professionals developing 

stronger affiliation to their external networks, than to their formal organization, which was 

in fact expressed by some participants of this research. Organizations therefore need to 

seek new ways of working as part of development organizing, which draw out the benefits, 

while limiting the negative side effects of virtual cooperation. 

More specifically, the research shows that development professionals rely on different types 

of virtual methods, and social media in particular, to foster peer-to-peer knowledge 

networks. These media have participatory potential, through their self-organized character, 

and the ability of social media to reach a large potential audience with common interests. 

However, these same characteristics can also lead to inward-looking dynamics, yielding 

restrictive rather than empowering effects. These insights seek to raise awareness among 

development agencies and professionals of both the empowering and constraining 

characteristics of virtual forms of cooperation, on participatory development objectives. In 

other words, there is a need for some caution in the adoption of social media as a vehicle 

for participatory development. 

Finally, the research presents an expanded view on management, which is of relevance for 

organizations with operations extending into non-Western, developing environments. In 

fact, the expanding scope of many professional dimensions (such as outsourcing, off-

shoring, and a market-orientation on the ‘bottom billion’, or the world’s poorest) mean that 
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the economic, political and social challenges faced by people in the developing world are 

also likely to impact on Western organizations (Pearce, 2005; Spicer & Fleming, 2007). 

Internationally-oriented organizations therefore cannot afford to neglect the needs and 

challenges of the developing world, and are likely to benefit from at least some 

understanding of development dynamics. Indeed, if organizations want to optimize their 

ability to access distributed sources of knowledge, and build their capacity to draw on local 

expertise, some awareness of knowledge management for development in practice can be 

of use.  

5.5 Research limitations and future research directions 

This thesis comprises an analysis of knowledge sharing at three levels of analysis, namely 

organizational, community, and individual development practices. The studies sought to 

provide a response to the question as to how KMD, in view of the heterogeneous 

perspectives on aid among development stakeholders, can contribute to participatory 

development. By drawing on the actual content of knowledge shared, supplemented with 

interviews, the research uncovered what occurs in practice, and gathered professionals’ 

perspectives on these practices.  

The findings exposed how professionals coped with heterogeneous perspectives on aid in 

KMD practices, but did not touch on the effect or impact of these approaches on 

development goals, which is a limitation of the research. A useful next step for future 

research would therefore be to focus in-depth on identifying accommodating mechanisms, 

and analyze their actual effect on higher-level, decision-making processes. There are at least 

two theoretical approach routes which would be useful for such analyses. First, such 

research could proceed along a similar line of analysis, namely unraveling how development 

professionals set out and manage to influence policy decisions, taking a micro-analytical 

approach but building on critical theories of institutional entrepreneurship (Khan et al., 

2007). In fact, micro- and cross-level analyses of how practices are generated, as seen from 

this theoretical perspective, are still scarce (Battilana et al., 2009; Lounsbury & Crumley, 

2007; Tracey et al., 2011), and thus offer ample room for further theorization. Second, an 

important extension of the research presented here is to delve more explicitly into the 

political dimensions of knowledge sharing within heterogeneous settings.  
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Political dimensions of knowledge sharing were touched on in this research (particularly in 

chapters 1 and 2), while institutional dimensions remain latent; but both call for more 

explicit analyses, for instance identifying how the knowledge sharing practices identified 

here actually permeate decision-making processes, and influence policy and development 

realities. In fact, a limitation of the research presented here is that it focused predominantly 

on professionals in development NGOs, but did not look in-depth at how knowledge is 

shaped and shared among beneficiaries of aid, or decision-makers in policy projects. An 

extension of the study that focuses on these local beneficiaries and on decision-makers 

within bilateral or multilateral institutions is of significance, in order to analyze the actual 

effect of KMD on development practice and decision-making processes. Methodologically, 

further content analyses and ethnographic analyses of knowledge sharing processes would 

be useful, supplemented with in-depth social network analysis to identify patterns in 

knowledge sharing across formal institutional levels, and to show how these actually 

influence decision-making processes.  

This research was conducted in the sector of development cooperation, and comprised a 

number of micro-analytical case studies. This made it possible to look at knowledge sharing 

among development professionals in an in-depth manner. The cases were selected based on 

theoretical sampling, and therefore served as an example for a wider range of cases with 

similar features. However, the micro-level of analysis and the relatively small number of 

cases are a limitation to the study. Similar studies in other settings could extend the findings 

and further test their generalizability, for instance in other public sectors where 

participatory knowledge-based organizing is a challenge (such as public administration or 

health services), but also in the private sector among firms interested in knowing how 

better to engage with their customers to improve their service provisioning.  

Finally, this thesis drew heavily on studies that used data gathered via virtual means, such as 

virtual ethnography, and content analysis of email exchanges, supplemented with 

interviews. These methods were very useful in terms of coping with the dispersed 

geographical research setting, as well as the longitudinal dimension of some of the research 

components. However, the use of virtual means presents limitations in terms of in-depth 

analysis of how perspectives are shaped and changed, beyond looking at actual, explicit 

expressions of knowledge. The additional use of interviews came some way in overcoming 
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this limitation, but the methods applied here might be extended in at least two ways. First, 

using face-to-face ethnographic analyses, for instance to gain more insight in the wider 

range of mechanisms influencing decision-making among heterogeneous stakeholders. 

Second, analysis of a broader range of social media, not just among the actual users but also 

their audiences, would be useful to test in greater detail how the participatory potential 

ascribed to these media, is actually realized.  

5.6 Conclusions 

The research presented here explains how professionals in the sector of development 

cooperation cope with heterogeneous, often competing perspectives on aid, but 

nonetheless manage to collaborate toward shared goals. This is because they need to work 

together with a broad range of partners (such as NGOs, donor organizations, local partners, 

and so forth) to access expertise and resources that are needed to resolve complex 

challenges. These partners all have their own perspectives on what development is, or 

should be about. Nonetheless, they all rely on each other to realize their objectives.  

Using an interdisciplinary approach, the research highlighted some of the challenges and 

opportunities involved in development organizing as a knowledge-intensive sector, showing 

how people share and generate knowledge in and across organizations. It thereby illustrated 

how multi-stakeholder collaborative environments involve a dynamic interplay of 

heterogeneous perspectives, and showed how people sought to accommodate these. The 

results offer some first strides toward theorizing knowledge management for development, 

but hold vast potential for further analyses. Indeed, research at the intersection of 

development studies and organization studies can contribute to much-needed theorizing on 

participation, knowledge-based aid, the political dimensions of organizing, and to the 

realization of development objectives.  

In conclusion: for knowledge-intensive organizations there is much to be gained by 

reflecting on the question, whether knowledge management is simply about transmitting 

one’s perspective, or about seeking out sources of expertise that represent many different 

perspectives on a challenge. This research showed that it can be a challenge to veer off the 

beaten track, to look at how difference rather than similarity colors what and how people 
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know. At the same time, such a focus can also add new and unexpected perspectives to 

pervasive organizational challenges. 
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Samenvatting (summary in Dutch) 

Ontwikkeling in perspectief. Heterogene visies in 

kennismanagement voor ontwikkelingssamenwerking. 

 

Deze samenvatting is een verkorte Nederlandstalige weergave van het proefschrift met de 

titel ‘Perspectives on Aid. Accommodating heterogeneity in knowledge management for 

development’. De samenvatting geeft een kort overzicht van de achtergrond en 

probleemstelling, de belangrijkste bevindingen en bijdragen van het onderzoek dat ten 

grondslag ligt aan het proefschrift. Aan de hand van een korte inleiding op het onderwerp 

wordt de onderzoeksvraag geïntroduceerd. Vervolgens wordt aandacht besteed aan de 

gehanteerde onderzoeksmethodes en de belangrijkste bevindingen. Tot slot worden de 

belangrijkste theoretische en praktijkimplicaties van het onderzoek gepresenteerd.  

 

Achtergrond en probleemstelling 

Een onopgelost probleem waar ontwikkelingswerkers dagelijks mee worden 

geconfronteerd, is hoe ze om moeten gaan met concurrerende visies van heterogene 

belanghebbenden, terwijl ze tegelijkertijd van hen afhankelijk zijn om 

ontwikkelingsdoelstellingen te realiseren. Veel ontwikkelingsproblemen zijn namelijk te 

complex en kostbaar om zelfstandig op te lossen, en vragen dus om samenwerking tussen 

een divers en verspreid scala aan partners, waaronder NGOs, donoren, lokale partners, en 

beleidsmakers. Dit brede palet aan belanghebbenden vertegenwoordigt echter ook 

uiteenlopende visies op wat ontwikkeling eigenlijk is, of zou moeten zijn. Desondanks 

moeten deze partners met elkaar samenwerken, om hun doelstellingen te realiseren.  

Onderliggend aan ontwikkelingssamenwerking woedt een voortdurende strijd tussen 

heterogene belanghebbenden, die ieder hun eigen visies proberen te legitimeren. Deze 

strijd heeft mogelijk contraproductieve effecten op de realisatie van 

ontwikkelingsdoelstellingen, die er op gericht zijn om sociale ongelijkheid te verminderen. 
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Dit komt doordat ontwikkelingsdebat en –praktijk vooralsnog veelal worden beheerst door 

beleidsmakers, ontwikkelingswerkers, en vertegenwoordigers van financieringsorganisaties. 

Het zijn dus primair hun visies op ontwikkelingssamenwerking, in plaats van die van de 

beoogde ontvangers van hulp, die bepalen hoe ontwikkeling gevormd en geïmplementeerd 

wordt.  

Sinds de jaren negentig woedt een fel participatiedebat, dat erop gericht is 

ontwikkelingssamenwerking vorm te geven op een manier die beter gehoor geeft aan de 

visies van lokale belanghebbenden (Chambers, 1994; Hickey & Mohan, 2004). De essentie 

van dit debat is de medezeggenschap van ontvangers van ontwikkelingshulp te vergroten in 

besluitvormingsprocessen die op hen betrekking hebben (Escobar, 1995; Friedmann, 1992). 

De beoogde ontvangers zijn immers degenen die de meeste kennis hebben van de lokale 

behoeftes en belangen, en wat de mogelijkheden zijn om daar op te reageren met 

ontwikkelingsinterventies (Ellerman & Hirschman, 2001). Tot dusver is participatiebeleid 

veelal doorgevoerd in administratieve kaders, die opgesteld zijn ten behoeve van 

resultaatmeting van ontwikkelingsorganisaties, en het afleggen van rekenschap aan 

donoren (Brett, 2003). Dit heeft weliswaar geleid tot meer kritische reflectie bij 

ontwikkelingsorganisaties ten aanzien van hun werkwijze, en tot pogingen hun doelgroepen 

actiever in besluitvormingsprocessen te betrekken (Bebbington, 2004). Het debat blijft 

echter veelal bepaald door uitspraken over wat zou moeten zijn – bezien vanuit de visies 

van donoren – in plaats van te kijken naar wat er in de praktijk daadwerkelijk gebeurt, en 

hoe dat eventueel verbeterd kan worden.  

Hoe organisaties rekening kunnen houden met de veelheid aan soms zelfs conflicterende 

visies die er bestaan bij verschillende partners en belanghebbenden, en toch kunnen 

samenwerken aan gezamenlijke doelstellingen, is vooralsnog een onbeantwoorde vraag. Dit 

vraagstuk komt ook binnen de organisatiewetenschappen steeds vaker onder het voetlicht. 

Dat komt doordat veel organisaties samenwerken met geografisch verspreide, heterogene 

belanghebbenden om toegang te krijgen tot benodigde expertise (O’Mahony & Bechky, 

2008). Sterker nog, doordat mensen steeds meer gebruikmaken van ICT, is de kans groot dat 

samenwerking en kennisdelen over de grenzen van organisaties heen nog verder toe zal 

nemen (Bailey et al., 2011).  
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Een invloedrijke stroming van kritische organisatiewetenschappers heeft dimensies van dit 

vraagstuk bestudeerd, en richt zich op de manier waarop mensen streven naar de 

legitimering van hun visies in het uitvoeren van hun werk (Contu & Willmott, 2003; Amin & 

Roberts. 2008). Hierbij wordt benadrukt dat mensen hun visies manifesteren in 

kennisuitingen, die gevormd en beïnvloed worden door interactie met anderen. Kennis 

wordt dus beschouwd als sterk contextafhankelijk, gebaseerd op interpretaties van 

fenomenen die mensen in hun dagelijkse realiteit ervaren (Orlikowski, 2002). Kortom, hoe 

meer verschillende visies er zijn op een bepaald organisatievraagstuk, hoe moeilijker het is 

om samen te werken, wegens een gebrek aan gedeelde kennis ten aanzien van een bepaald 

fenomeen (Boland & Tenkasi, 1995).  

Vanuit deze benadering van kennis als sociaal geconstrueerd en contextafhankelijk, is op 

een aantal verschillende manieren gekeken naar samenwerking ondanks heterogene visies. 

In onderzoek is bijvoorbeeld gekeken naar de manier waarop mensen met elkaar 

onderhandelen (Haas, 1990; Wenger, 1998) en daardoor proberen om conflicterende visies 

te beïnvloeden (Carlile, 2004) of te bewerken (Hsiao et al., 2012). De nadruk ligt daarbij op 

een streven om heterogeniteit op te lossen. Zulk onderzoek heeft belangrijke inzichten 

opgeleverd in de politieke componenten van kennisdelen, en de manier waarop sommige 

visies opgedrongen worden aan anderen. Een aspect blijft echter onbeantwoord, dat bij 

uitstek belangrijk is voor organisaties in de ontwikkelingssector. Het is namelijk niet 

duidelijk, hoe de lokale visies van de ontvangers van hulpinterventies een prominentere 

plaats kunnen krijgen in besluitvormingsprocessen die op hen van toepassing zijn, zonder 

dat ze daarbij onderworpen worden aan de dominante visies van internationale organisaties 

en financiers (Haas, 1990; King & McGrath, 2004). Participatiedoelstellingen vragen dus om 

een manier om ruimte te bieden voor heterogene visies in kennisdeling, in plaats van te 

proberen conflicterende visies met elkaar te vereenzelvigen.  

In dit proefschrift wordt deze vraag behandeld vanuit een interdisciplinaire benadering. Het 

participatievraagstuk wordt benaderd vanuit ontwikkelingsstudies, terwijl omgaan met 

heterogeniteit in een verspreide werkomgeving benaderd wordt vanuit de 

organisatiewetenschappen. Aan de hand van deze twee onderzoeksgebieden wordt 

gekeken hoe mensen in de ontwikkelingssector kennis uitwisselen en hiermee de 

ontwikkelingspraktijk vormgeven. Zodoende wordt aangetoond hoe – en of – hun 
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samenwerking ruimte biedt aan heterogene visies, en daarbij bijdraagt aan 

participatiedoelstellingen. Ook wordt gekeken naar de wijze waarop ze dit proberen te 

organiseren, aan de hand van formele en informele vormen van kennismanagement. Het 

onderzoek richt zich dus op de hoofdvraag:  

Hoe draagt kennismanagement bij aan participatieve ontwikkelingssamenwerking, 

gezien de heterogene visies in de sector?  

In het onderzoek wordt gekeken naar kennisuitwisseling op drie niveaus van 

ontwikkelingspraktijk, te weten op organisatieniveau, op netwerkniveau, en op het niveau 

van individuele ontwikkelingsprofessionals. Een samenvatting van de gehanteerde 

onderzoeksmethodes volgt in het volgende onderdeel.  

Onderzoeksmethodes 

Tot op heden is weinig theorievormend onderzoek gedaan naar de belangrijkste 

onderwerpen van dit proefschrift. Dit betreft enerzijds hoe mensen kunnen samenwerking 

aan gedeelde doelstellingen, terwijl ze tegelijkertijd ruimte bieden aan heterogene visies. 

Anderzijds betreft dit hoe participatievraagstukken behandeld kunnen worden aan de hand 

van een kennismanagement benadering. Deze onderwerpen vragen om een empirische 

benadering die voortbouwt op bestaande theoretische inzichten, maar observaties van 

nieuwe interpretaties voorziet. Dit onderzoek is dus uitgevoerd volgens inductieve 

onderzoeksmethodes, waarbij op een iteratieve manier gekeken wordt naar de 

onderzoeksvraag, empirische observaties, en bestaande theorie, om zodoende een 

theoretische raamwerk te kunnen ontwikkelen (Eisenhardt, 1989; Walsham, 2006).  

De drie empirische studies bestaan uit kwalitatieve case studies (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 

2007; Yin, 1994). De casussen werden geselecteerd op basis van hun theoretische 

eigenschappen, en fungeren daardoor als voorbeelden voor de vraagstukken die ze 

illustreren (dit wordt veelal aangeduid als ‘theoretical sampling’; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). De 

analyse is gebaseerd op interview data en archiefstukken (hoofdstuk 2, 3 en 4), berichten 

die werden uitgewisseld via virtuele forums (hoofdstuk 3), en blogcontent (hoofdstuk 4). 

Door het gebruik van virtuele methodes was het mogelijk om onderzoeksdeelnemers te 

observeren in hun natuurlijk omgeving en op een niet-intrusieve wijze (Czarniawska, 2007; 
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Hine, 2005). Dit was vooral belangrijk om bestaande patronen en processen te kunnen 

analyseren. Een samenvatting van de bronnen en analysemethodes is te vinden in tabel 1.7 

(p. 25).  

Analyse werd uitgevoerd aan de hand van interpretatieve methodes, waarbij ontluikende 

patronen en bestaande theorie met elkaar werden afgewisseld en vergeleken (Orlikowski & 

Baroudi, 1991; Walsham, 2006). De combinatie van semi-gestructureerde interviews en 

verschillende contentanalytische methodes maakte het mogelijk om empirische 

bevindingen te ‘trianguleren’, ofwel vanuit verschillende perspectieven te benaderen en te 

vergelijken, wat de theoretische inzichten versterkte (Edmondson & McManus, 2007; Shah 

& Corley, 2006). Zo werd op een iteratieve manier inzicht gegenereerd in de manier waarop 

mensen door kennisdeling uiting gaven aan hun visies, en al dan niet ruimte boden aan 

heterogeniteit. Deze methodes stemden overeen met de non-positivistische ontologie die 

aan de studie ten grondslag ligt (Walsham, 2006), namelijk dat kennis – inclusief de 

inzichten die hier gepresenteerd worden – context-gebonden en betwistbaar is, en 

verankerd is in uiteenlopende visies.  

De resultaten worden in het volgende gedeelte kort gepresenteerd.  

Onderzoeksresultaten 

Het onderzoek bevatte een drietal empirische studies, op verschillende analyseniveaus 

uitgevoerd. De eerste studie keek naar kennisdeling binnen organisaties, de tweede binnen 

netwerken, en de derde bij individuele ontwikkelingsprofessionals.  

De eerste studie zocht antwoord op de vraag: ‘hoe draagt kennismanagement bij aan het 

genereren van ontwikkelingsinterventies die beter tegemoet komen aan lokale behoeftes?’. 

De studie omvatte een inventarisatie en kritische analyse van kennismanagement praktijken 

binnen acht ontwikkelingsorganisaties. Hieruit bleek, dat er een verschil was tussen de 

beoogde en werkelijke kennisdelingspraktijken van deze organisaties. Zij zochten namelijk 

naar manieren om netwerken te versterken, en kennisdeling van onderop te bevorderen. 

Tegelijkertijd lukte het vaak niet om buiten de gebaande paden te treden, waardoor ze toch 

vaak vervielen in van bovenaf gestuurde vormen van kennisoverdracht. In de praktijk bleken 

het dus veelal de dominante visies van hulporganisaties te zijn, die de ontwikkelingsagenda 
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bepaalden. Hieruit viel te concluderen, dat kennismanagement op een organisatieniveau 

vaak zelfs een contraproductieve werking kon hebben op het streven naar meer 

participatieve vormen van samenwerking. Ondanks deze resultaten, bleken twee 

netwerkorganisaties wel soms in staat om participatie te bevorderen, en ruimte te bieden 

aan heterogeniteit. Om nader te kunnen onderzoeken hoe dit tot stand kwam, werd in de 

tweede studie de aandacht verschoven naar een netwerkniveau van analyse.  

In de tweede studie stond de vraag centraal: ‘hoe kunnen kennisnetwerken zich 

presenteren als een eenduidig geheel, wanneer belangen niet alleen convergeren, maar ook 

divergeren?’. De vraag bouwde voort op het gegeven dat bepaalde soort netwerken, die 

bekend staan als ‘epistemic communities’, gericht zijn op het genereren van expertise en 

het beïnvloeden van beleid, maar bestaan uit heterogene belanghebbenden (Amin & 

Cohendet, 2004; Haas, 1990). Ondanks deze uiteenlopende belangen, slagen deze 

netwerken er soms in om zich naar buiten toe met een eenduidig argument te presenteren. 

Om te onderzoeken hoe dit kan, werd een uitgebreide discours analyse uitgevoerd. De 

analyse eenheid betrof de berichten die mensen in dit netwerk via een virtueel platform 

uitwisselden in een periode van zeven jaar, aangevuld met interviews. Aan de hand hiervan 

ontstond een drieledig raamwerk dat visualiseert hoe belangen van buitenaf invloed 

uitoefenen op netwerken, die als ‘middenveld’ fungeren. Deze belangen blijven soms 

‘ondergronds’, doordat ze veelal te maken hebben met lokale praktijken van netwerkleden, 

maar krijgen meer nadruk als mensen van een netwerk gebruik maken om hun eigen 

belangen te articuleren of te ‘pitchen’. Soms krijgen belangen van bovenaf, ofwel 

beleidsbelangen, meer nadruk, bijvoorbeeld wanneer een netwerk probeert een punt te 

agenderen, en de krachten moet bundelen om dit te realiseren. Door deze verschillende 

niveaus in kaart te brengen wordt duidelijk waarom heterogene, en soms zelfs 

tegengestelde visies gelijktijdig vertegenwoordigd kunnen worden in een netwerk. Dat komt 

namelijk omdat ze zich manifesteren op parallelle, doch verschillende niveaus van discours, 

waarin mensen zich opportunistisch gedragen, en engageren met heterogene visies als dat 

direct bijdraagt aan de realisatie van hun eigen belangen. De conclusie van de studie is dat 

wegens de kenmerken van dit soort kennisnetwerken om zichzelf van onderop te 

organiseren, en daarbij bewust heterogene belangen op te zoeken, ze een participatief 

potentieel kunnen bieden.  
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Als vervolg op deze netwerkfocus, werd in de derde studie in meer detail gekeken naar de 

manier waarop individuele ontwikkelingsprofessionals bijdragen aan het genereren en 

verspreiden van kennis en expertise. Dat gebeurde door te onderzoeken hoe zij op 

individueel niveau uiting gaven aan hun visies en deze probeerden te verscherpen aan de 

hand van externe bronnen van kennis. Hiervoor maakte zij onder andere gebruik van sociale 

media, en blogs in het bijzonder, de analyse-eenheid van deze studie. De bloggers in dit 

onderzoek waren allemaal geïnteresseerd in een toegepaste vorm van kennismanagement, 

namelijk het gebruik van ICT voor ontwikkelingsdoelstellingen, wat bekend staat als ‘ICT for 

development’ (ICT4D). De onderzoeksvraag luidde dus: ‘Hoe helpt bloggen 

ontwikkelingswerkers het discours omtrent ICT4D vorm te geven?’. Uit het onderzoek bleek 

dat blogs worden gebruikt voor twee gelijktijdige, maar ogenschijnlijk tegengestelde 

doelstellingen. Enerzijds was dat reflecteren op bestaande praktijken, een vooral interne 

aangelegenheid. Anderzijds was dat engageren met gelijkgestemden, wat zich vooral naar 

buiten toe richtte. Hierdoor ontwikkelden bloggers een persoonlijke ‘zeepkist’, door mensen 

naar zich toe te trekken met dezelfde visies, maar waardoor bloggen ook leidde tot een 

vorm van ‘preken voor eigen parochie’. De conclusie hiervan is dat de eigenschappen van 

bloggen als vorm van sociale media beslist participatief potentieel hebben, doordat blogs 

een open forum bieden om een groot publiek te bereiken. In de praktijk wordt dit 

participatieve potentieel echter zelden gerealiseerd doordat bloggers vooral op zoek gaan 

naar gelijkgestemden, en hen ook aantrekken. Daardoor worden bloggers vrijwel alleen 

geconfronteerd met visies die overeenkomen met die van henzelf. Dit kan leiden tot een 

kortzichtig discours, waarin bestaande visies en belangen vooral bevestigd worden.  

Deze onderzoeksresultaten geven geen eenduidig antwoord op de hoofdvraag, maar bieden 

desondanks een aantal interessante implicaties voor theorie en praktijk. Deze worden in het 

volgende onderdeel samengevat.  

Theoretische implicaties van het onderzoek  

Dit onderzoek werd uitgevoerd vanuit een interdisciplinair perspectief, en biedt 

theoretische contributies voor zowel ontwikkelingstheorie als organisatietheorie.  

Aan ontwikkelingstheorie draagt het onderzoek bij door een organisatieperspectief op 

ontwikkelingssamenwerking te genereren. Meer specifiek, het onderzoek bekijkt het 
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participatievraagstuk aan de hand van een kennismanagement benadering, in plaats van de 

conventionelere aanpak vanuit (vaak donor-gestuurde) evaluatiekaders (Brett, 2003; 

Kapoor, 2002; Thompson, 2011). Hierdoor verschuift de focus voorbij normatieve uitspraken 

over hoe ontwikkelingssamenwerking zou moeten worden georganiseerd, naar een analyse 

van de manier waarop ontwikkelingssamenwerking in de praktijk al dan niet bijdraagt aan 

participatie-doelstellingen. Deze focus maakt het mogelijk om de barrières en 

mogelijkheden voor meer participatieve besluitvorming te ontwarren, binnen bestaande 

ontwikkelingspraktijk, en zodoende van binnenuit eventuele hervorming te realiseren.  

De analyse wees uit dat kennismanagement op netwerkniveau sterker participatief 

vermogen had dan op organisatie dan wel individueel niveau. Dit is te verklaren aan de hand 

van ‘practice-based’ kennismanagement theorie (Brown & Duguid, 2001; Gherardi, 2006). 

Deze theorie stelt dat kennis een sterk pragmatische grondslag heeft, en gegenereerd wordt 

aan de hand van haar toepassing in de praktijk (Gherardi, 2001). Betekenisgeving ontstaat 

vanuit sociale interactie tussen mensen, en is dus sterk context-gebonden (Thompson & 

Walsham, 2004). Hierdoor is het makkelijker om kennis te delen, wanneer mensen ook 

vergelijkbare waarden, assumpties en wereldbeelden hebben (Brown & Duguid, 2001). Dit 

impliceert dat mensen vooral op zoek gaan naar gelijkgestemde mensen en convergentie 

van visies, waardoor er minder ruimte is voor heterogeniteit en divergentie. Hierdoor 

komen participatieve doelstellingen, gericht op het verruimen van visies op 

ontwikkelingsvraagstukken, in het gedrang. Gherardi en Nicolini (2002) stellen echter, dat 

convergentie weliswaar nodig is om elkaars standpunten te kunnen begrijpen, maar dat 

divergentie ertoe leidt dat mensen individueel dan wel gezamenlijk een identiteit kunnen 

vormen. Met andere woorden, mensen zoeken primair gelijkgestemden op om kennis te 

delen, maar door juist via netwerken van sociale relaties op zoek te gaan naar verschil 

kunnen ze hun eigen visies beter articuleren, en zich sterker positioneren. Kortom, 

heterogene netwerken fungeren zowel als een platform voor het delen van kennis, als voor 

het vormen van een persoonlijke visie door zich te spiegelen aan anderen. In die 

hoedanigheid is er ruimte voor heterogeniteit en divergentie, wat bijdraagt aan meer 

participatieve vormen van samenwerking.  

De tweede contributie is aan organisatietheorie, en bouwt voort op eerdere studies die zich 

vooral richten op het wegwerken van verschillende visies. Deze studie legt namelijk de 
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nadruk op de manier waarop mensen ruimte bieden aan heterogeniteit in 

samenwerkingsverbanden, in plaats van heterogeniteit weg te werken. Ruimte voor 

heterogeniteit betekent het onderkennen dat visies gevormd worden door hun contextuele 

inbedding, en dat deze tot uitdrukking komen aan de hand van kennisuitingen in sociale 

interactie. Het behelst ook de onderkenning dat het verbreden van een visie aan de hand 

van contextspecifieke kennis meerwaarde heeft, doordat dit kan bijdragen aan een beter 

gefundeerde reactie op een werkgerelateerd probleem. Verschillen kunnen dus niet zomaar 

opgelost worden, en zullen ook niet onder druk van buiten veranderen, tenzij mensen er 

zelf belang bij hebben om dat te doen.  

De bereidwilligheid ruimte te bieden aan heterogene visies lijkt te worden beïnvloed door 

de af- dan wel aanwezigheid van belangen in een onderwerp. Belangen vertegenwoordigen 

een visie op wat belangrijk is in een bepaalde context, en daardoor prioriteit moet krijgen 

(Carlile, 2004). Verder onderzoek is nodig om verder te onderzoeken wat voor mechanismes 

hierbij gehanteerd worden, om uit te wijzen wat de implicaties daarvan zijn op het 

nastreven dan wel realiseren van belangen, en wat voor invloed dit heeft op werkpraktijken. 

Deze resultaten wijzen op de politieke implicaties van heterogene 

samenwerkingsverbanden. Namelijk, kennisdelen omvat een strijd om de legitimering van 

verschillende visies, maar deze strijd hoeft niet per se in een overwinning of nederlaag te 

eindigen. De manier waarop mensen visies legitimeren is eerder een kwestie van 

opportunisme dan van een gerichte poging om alternatieve visies op en zijspoor te zetten of 

zelfs te onderdrukken.  

Beter inzicht in heterogeniteit is relevant voor verschillende sectoren die met uiteenlopende 

belanghebbenden te maken hebben. Desondanks is heterogeniteit slechts een enkele keer 

onderwerp geweest van analyses (Felin & Hesterly, 2007). Dit is echter van groot belang, 

gezien de moeilijkheid om kennis op een eenduidige manier uit te wisselen, of om belangen 

van buitenaf te beïnvloeden. De toenemende internationale gerichtheid van veel 

organisaties, en een steeds grotere rol van kennisintensieve organisaties, vragen om beter 

inzicht in de manier waarop heterogeniteit zich manifesteert, en hoe mensen ermee 

omgaan in samenwerkingsverbanden. Dit onderzoek bevat een eerste stap om zulk inzicht 

te bieden.  
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Praktijkimplicaties van het onderzoek 

Voor professionals in de ontwikkelingssector heeft dit onderzoek een drietal implicaties. 

Allereerst wordt een ontwikkelingsspecifieke vorm van kennismanagement (KMD) 

gegenereerd, die aangeeft welke benaderingen al dan niet bijdragen aan participatieve 

doelstellingen (zie tabel 5.1, p. 114). In het bijzonder benadrukt het onderzoek dat 

emergente vormen van kennismanagement, die ruimte geven aan kennisdeling van onderop 

(Van den Hooff & Huysman, 2009), bijdragen aan participatieve ontwikkelingsdoelstellingen. 

Bovendien waarschuwt het onderzoek voor de overmatige aandacht die de 

ontwikkelingssector vaak wijdt aan bestaande kaders en tools ten behoeve van 

kennisdeling. Deze hebben immers de neiging om kennisoverdracht van bovenaf te 

bevorderen, en zijn daardoor contraproductief voor het toegankelijker maken van 

ontwikkelingsdebatten.  

Ten tweede wordt participatie in dit onderzoek benaderd als een onderdeel van bestaande 

praktijken, in plaats van als evaluatiecriterium. Dit maakt het mogelijk om te ontwaren waar 

mogelijkheden liggen om besluitvormingsprocessen verder te ontsluiten voor 

belanghebbenden, en daardoor meer ruimte te bieden voor de ontluikende 

ontwikkelingsvraagstukken en –mogelijkheden van de beoogde begunstigden (Bebbington, 

2004; Mansell, 2011).  

Ten derde benadrukt het onderzoek het belang van meer besef in de ontwikkelingssector 

van meerdere visies op ontwikkeling, en hoe interactie tussen mensen met fundamenteel 

verschillende visies invloed hebben op de manier waarop ontwikkeling wordt vormgegeven. 

Dit is belangrijk, omdat het toont dat er ruimte kan zijn voor afwijkende perspectieven 

binnen dominante debatten. Bovendien benadrukt dit perspectief dat het weinig zinvol is 

om een mening door te drukken, omdat mensen met niet-gangbare belangen deze 

simpelweg elders (‘ondergronds’) zullen nastreven. Hierdoor worden hun wensen en 

behoeften onzichtbaar, en dus ongrijpbaar, wat effectieve vormen van samenwerking 

bemoeilijkt. Dit is uiteraard ook van belang voor professionals in andere kennisintensieve 

sectoren, waar samenwerking tussen heterogene belanghebbenden plaatsvindt.  

Een verdere implicatie voor de organisatiepraktijk is het belang van nieuwe werkwijzen, die 

door dit onderzoek worden benadrukt. Dit betreft de mogelijkheid om, aan de hand van 



Samenvatting | Dutch summary 

144 

virtuele vormen van samenwerking, en sociale media in het bijzonder, bronnen van 

expertise aan te boren die anders ontoegankelijk blijven. Het onderzoek geeft echter wel 

aan, dat enige terughoudendheid geboden is ten aanzien van de participatieve kenmerken 

die met name aan sociale media worden toegeschreven. Dit komt doordat men de neiging 

heeft om vooral gelijkgestemden te zoeken en te volgen, waardoor naar binnen gekeerde 

netwerken, en kortzichtige visies, kunnen ontstaan.  

Tot slot biedt het onderzoek een uitbreiding van de gebruikelijke managementfocus, door 

de aandacht te richten op managementvraagstukken in een niet-westerse werkomgeving. 

Dit is van belang voor organisaties die werkzaam zijn in een internationale context, omdat 

de economische, politieke en sociale uitdagingen waar mensen in ontwikkelingslanden mee 

te maken hebben ook invloed hebben op westerse organisaties (Pearce, 2005; Spicer & 

Fleming, 2007). Sterker nog, als organisaties betere toegang willen krijgen tot 

gedistribueerde bronnen van expertise, kan enig besef van ontwikkelingsspecifieke 

kennismanagement van nut zijn.  

Beperkingen en verder onderzoek 

Dit onderzoek richtte zich met name op KMD praktijken vanuit een organisatieperspectief, 

wat een beperking is omdat het weinig inzicht geeft in het feitelijk effect van KMD op 

ontwikkelingsdoelstellingen. Om uitspraken te kunnen doen over het eventuele effect van 

ontwikkelingsspecifiek kennismanagement op ontwikkelingsdoelstellingen zijn twee 

uitbreidingen van belang. Ten eerste is het van belang analyse uit te voeren vanuit het 

perspectief van de belanghebbenden in ontwikkelingslanden zelf in plaats van vanuit veelal 

westerse ontwikkelingsorganisaties. Daarnaast is ook onderzoek naar de institutionele 

effecten op beleidsniveau van belang, om te kijken in hoeverre de vertaalslag naar beleid 

daadwerkelijk gemaakt wordt. Door deze kennisdelingspatronen op lokaal en institutioneel 

niveau in kaart te brengen kan, ten tweede, uitspraak gedaan worden over de werkelijke 

effecten van KMD op ontwikkelingsdoelstellingen. Een dergelijke effectmeting was op basis 

van de hier uitgevoerde analyse niet mogelijk, maar is duidelijk een nuttige en belangrijke 

aanvulling.  

Daarnaast is het van belang explicietere aandacht te wijden aan de politieke dimensies van 

kennisdelen in ontwikkelingsorganisaties, om beter inzicht te genereren in de vraag hoe en 
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waarom legitimering plaatsvindt van bepaalde kennisclaims, terwijl andere genegeerd 

worden. Sociale netwerkanalyse zou van nut kunnen zijn, om patronen te visualiseren in 

kennisdeling over verschillende institutionele niveaus. Aangevuld door kwalitatieve 

methodes is dan antwoord te geven op de vraag hoe rolpatronen feitelijk invloed hebben op 

besluitvormingsprocessen.  

Ter conclusie 

Dit onderzoek legt uit hoe mensen in de ontwikkelingssector omgaan met heterogene, vaak 

zelfs concurrerende visies, maar desondanks kunnen samenwerken aan gezamenlijke 

doelstellingen. Dit is belangrijk omdat samenwerking tussen een breed scala aan partners 

(NGOs, donoren, lokale partners, beleidsmakers, etc.) nodig is om toegang te krijgen tot de 

nodige expertise en middelen, en daardoor antwoord te bieden aan complexe vraagstukken. 

Deze partners hebben allen hun eigen visies op wat ontwikkeling is, of zou moeten zijn, 

maar zijn desondanks van elkaar afhankelijk om hun doelstellingen te realiseren.  

Aan de hand van een interdisciplinaire benadering werd ontwikkelingssamenwerking als een 

kennisintensieve sector doorgelicht. Door kwalitatieve empirische studies op organisatie, 

netwerk en individuele analyseniveaus bleek wat de belangrijkste uitdagingen en 

mogelijkheden zijn van kennisintensieve ontwikkelingspraktijken. Het onderzoek toonde 

hoe heterogene samenwerkingsverbanden een dynamisch samenspel omvat van 

uiteenlopende visies, en hoe mensen hiermee omgaan. De onderzoeksresultaten zijn een 

eerste stap in het theoretiseren van kennismanagement voor ontwikkelingssamenwerking 

(KMD), maar bieden nog volop mogelijkheid voor verder onderzoek op het snijvlak tussen 

organisatiewetenschappen en ontwikkelingsstudies, op het gebied van participatie, kennis 

management, de politieke dimensies van kennisdelen en organisatie, en het realiseren van 

ontwikkelingsdoelstellingen.  

Ter conclusie: voor kennisintensieve organisatie is nog een wereld te winnen door te 

reflecteren op de vraag, of kennismanagement gaat om het overdragen van een boodschap, 

of om het aanboren van expertise en een veelheid aan visies op een vraagstuk. Dit 

onderzoek toont dat het weliswaar moeilijk is om af te wijken van gebaande paden, en te 

kijken naar de manier waarop kennis gekleurd wordt aan de hand van verschil, in plaats van 
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gelijkstemmigheid; tegelijkertijd kan een dergelijke benadering ook leiden tot nieuwe, 

onverwachte en vruchtbare perspectieven op hardnekkige organisatievraagstukken.  
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And don't spend your time lookin' around 

For something you want that can't be found. 

When you find out you can live without it, 

And go along not thinkin' about it, 

I'll tell you something true: 

 

The bare necessities of life will come to you 

 

Baloo the bear  

(Jungle Book) 


