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This paper reports fieldwork from the electrical utilities industry, examining the suitability 
of current knowledge management perspectives to the day-to-day work of mobile staff 
Reporting the results of the empirical study, we make a distinction between four aspects 
of local and mobile "knowledge managemenf as it took place in the mobile work setting-

sharing, i.e., several parties exchange knowledge; indexing, i.e., one party explains to 
another what knowledge to retrieve; diagnosing, i.e., two parties make sense of how to 
interpret a situation, and; foreseeing, i.e , one party (or more) uses knowledge to project 
the future. We compare and contrast the empirical findings with current knowledge 
management perspectives, and outline an initial sketch of a framework for "practical 
knowledge management." 

1 Introduction 

Organisational memory and knowledge management have inspired important 
debates within the field of CSCW (e.g , Randall et al. 1996; Bannon and Kuutti 
1996). This paper reports from an empirical study where these two issues were 
examined in the day to day work of mobile service engineers. The study also 
explored the concept of local knowledge since its importance has been much 
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recognised in the field (see, e.g., Rouncefield et al. 1994; Randall et al. 1996). 
Local knowledge has mainly been conceived as specific to place and procedures 
and the ways in which,it appears in mobile work settings have not been 
investigated. Moreover, there has been a tendency, within CSCW, to localise 
activities to an individual user, and thereby missing to enhance the flexible and 
unexpected collaboration that often emerges out of a mobile work situation (cf., 
Luff and Heath 1998). •',' : ' 

To collect empirical data we observed (Hammersley and Atkinson 1993) and 
interviewed the mobile staff (Patton 1990). The study lasted for about five months 
with an average intensity of two days per week. Large parts of the empirical 
material was transcribed'and analysed according to the principles of grounded 
theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967). 

Our analysis provides a critique that challenges some of the current 
conceptions of knowledge management, but at the same time gives opportunity 
for new mobile applications. We suggest a conceptual framework based on how 
knowledge sharing mechanisms map into action. Our point is that knowledge 
management in mobile settings is social and dynamic. It is this social mapping 
process that deserves our attention, although it may not in itself be suitable for 
computerisation. 

The structure of this paper is as follows: Section 2 outlines the related work 
and is followed by the research background and setting. Section 4 presents an 
analysis of the fieldwork. Section 5 discusses the results, the related research and 
derives design implications. Section 6 concludes the paper. 

2 Related Work 

Organisational memory is an established theme in CSCW. Research contributions 
on the topic involve empirical studies, systems design, as well as conceptual 
debates. Organisational memory systems are typically based on hypermedia that 
links different sources of information, e.g., records. Recently, the notion 
knowledge management has been introduced into the CSCW field (cf., Greif 
1998). It seems to have much in common with organisational memory. However, 
an emphasis on managing large repositories of information with information 
retrieval and artificial intelligence techniques can be noted (see, Abecker et al. 
1998; O'Leary 1998). 

One of the first organisational memory systems described in the literature was 
gIBIS (Conkhn and Begeman 1988). The aim of gIBIS was to make decision 
processes explicit by capturing the argumentation.1 Another system is 
"TeamBuilder," of which the objectives is to support team members in identifying 
expertise and collaborate more effectively (Karduck 1994). "Answer Garden" 

The gIBIS is now a commercial product called QuestMap (http //www gdss com/OM htm) 
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aims to help organisations to capture and enable retrieval of experiences made by 
their employees (Ackerman 1994). In "Answer Garden 2," there are also features 
for finding and interacting with experts directly (Ackerman and McDonald 
1996).2 

Under the knowledge management label, Terveen et al. (1993) report from a 
project of creating a "living design" for software developers. The system provides 
access to, and updating features of design-relevant information. More recently 
Edwards and Mahhng (1997) explored design implications for knowledge 
management in the legal domain. In addition to their advice about putting 
knowledge "chunks" into organisational context, they suggest that roles should be 
assigned for assuring relevance, accuracy, and periodically review the material 
(similarly to library work). 

Empirical studies on knowledge management have aimed at eliciting design 
implications, e.g., by analysing the work of a telephone hotline group (e.g., 
Ackerman and Halverson 1998) and expertise location in a software development 
company (McDonald and Ackerman 1998). Studies have also evaluated 
organisational memory systems in use (e.g., Ackerman and McDonald 1996). 

The conception of an organisational memory has been criticised for diverging 
from remembering, as it actually takes place in organisations (Randall et al. 1996; 
Bannon and Kuutti 1996). A similar position is taken by Kovalainen et al. (1998) 
who sees organisational memory as an "artefact mediated process." Many' ideas 
on the topic derive from the decision-making perspective on organisations. This 
perspective has been heavily criticised by, among others; March (1991) who 
argues that this is simply not the way things happen in organisations. Another 
issue is the uneasy relation between learning and memory. As Weick (1979) puts 
it: "to organise3 is to reduce variety and remember but to learn is to keep variety 
and to forget" This type of learning, however, is of a different character then the 
less ambitious learning-by-doing that is mainly considered in this paper. Orr 
(1996) describes an example of this sort of learning where the staff of mobile 
photocopier repairmen uses stories to assistant the communities learning. To 
further explore this, we turned towards the concept local knowledge. 

Geertz (1983, p. 167) views local knowledge from the perspective of "to-
know-a-city-is-to-know-its-streets." Here, local knowledge could be similar in 
many different geographically dispersed workplaces, but it is created through 
local experiences and used locally by a limited group of people that are working 
more or less together. In CSCW, local knowledge has been described as: 
knowledge of the particularities (Rouncefield et al. 1994), what makes work run 

Systems that link users with similar interests are also known under the label 'recommender systems' (see 
Foner 1997, Kautz etal 1997) 

Weick (1979) make a difference between organisation and organising arguing that the noun form 
encourages us to see the phenomenon as a static thing, whereas the verb encourages us to see the 
phenomenon as a dynamic process This is similar to the suggestion by Randall et al (1996) to shift 
from using noun memory to the verb remembering 


