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ABSTRACT

Organizations pursuing development of their competences must balance the pursuit of magtery in
the present againgt the potentia of innovations thet may enable success in the future. In the
present, key competences can be identified as work practices essentia to the satisfaction of

customers and other stakeholders. These competences may be improved incrementally, and/or
morewiddly disseminated across the enterprise. In the future, however, the “right” competences
to bedeveloped arelessclear. The potentia customers, emerging technologiesand/or key factors
of competitivenessin the future are uncertain. The competences that are distinctive in the present
may not be the competences that provide digtinction in the future.

An gpproach that is currently popular is to view organizationa activities from a perspective of
knowledge. Inquiring systems provide a compatible foundation for this view. A related, but
different view is based in socid practices. Defining organizationa competencesin terms of socid
practices provides amore grounded understanding of action, but requires additiona study on how
change can beinfluenced and enabled. An gpproach based on disclosing new worlds can extend
the socid practices framework to be applied prescriptively.

The disclosing of ignorance is proposed to uncover competences that should be developed in

anticipation of an uncertain future. A framework created in the Curriculum on Medical

Ignorance at theUniversity of Arizona College of Medicine is extended for gpplication into the
domain of business. In this domain, forms of ignorance are grouped into four categories, as. (a)
known unknowns, (b) passiveignorances, as“ignoring” — including errors and unknown knowns;
(¢) unknown unknowns, and (d) active ignorances, as “the ignored” — including taboos and
denids.

The firgt two categories are normally handled through focused research, and intercommunication
programs where expertise and practices are shared. The latter two categories, however, are
rarely addressed explicitly. They require more provocative forms of disclosing, so that “new
worlds’ can be presented as viable and desirable ways forward. The subject of ignorance may
itself be ataboo in an organization. 1ssues with the dissemination of disclosing are discussed.

Keywords: ignorance, unknowns, organizationa competence, learning, disclosng
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INTRODUCTION

Most business executives would agree that the development of organizationa competences is
ingrumental both in ensuring customers are effectively served, and competitors are kept at bay.
The key chdlenge is then to determine which organizationa competences should be primarily
developed. Anincrementa approach is continuous improvement, whereby the organization does
what it does now, but alittle better. Guidance on non-incremental improvementsis not so clear.
An effective organizationa competence program must balance the strengths of the business today,
with potentid directions thet will postion them well for the marketplace in the future,

Over the past decade, management research has devel oped alarge body of work in organizationa
learning, most recently with an emphasis focused on the management of knowledge. As a
contrarian approach, organizational competence development can be based on the reduction of
ignorance. An approach based on ignorance is not in complete opposition with one based on
knowledge, and may |leads to dternative paths with vauable payoffs.

To embrace ignorance, it must not be viewed as inherently negative. In the development of
organizational competences, ignorance can aso be seen as a pogtive force for directing human
and organizationa underganding in new directions. In ancient Greece, the followers of
Parmenides identified knowledge as light and ignorance with the darkness. In their world view,
the view of knowledge as good and ignorance as harmful was compatible with aredity based on
dability and changelessness. Heraclitus advocated the opposite position, with a belief that only
that which changed wasred. "He who does not expect will not find out the unexpected, for it is
tracklessand unexplored".? The views of Parmenides and Heradlitus are neither each completdly
right nor completely wrong, and reflect a dudism into which energy that can be focused.
Organizationa competence development can draw on this delicate interplay between knowing
and not knowing. The organization needs to adopt a non-defensive predigposition towards
unknowns, and cope with them with vigor Smilar to that which is applied to the known. The
disclosng of ignorance can be particularly vauable in ambiguous and creetive Stuations, where
cregtivity and unconventiond thinking is highly vaued.

Undergtanding the function of ignorance in organizational competence development presupposes
an understanding of organizationa practices, and the disclosing of new worlds. Prior to this
discusson, complementary definitions of competence and capability are provided.

ORGANIZATIONAL COMPETENCE DEVELOPMENT SHOULD REVITALIZE
PRACTICES, ON BOTH IMMEDIATE AND FUTURE HORIZONS

Organizations developing their competences must dways keep one eye on the present, and
another on the future. In the present, work teams continualy evolve their practices, as they

! For a concise biography of Parmenides, consult the Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy at
http://www.utm.edu/research/iep/p/parmenid.htm.
2Kahn (1979), p. 31.
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“learn-by-doing”. They can be encouraged to share their experiences about “ better” waysto get
work done, not only within their own work groups, but aso across functiona and organizationd
boundaries. The future, however, continudly presents new opportunities and threats, such as
emerging technologies, changing customer interests and dynamics in a competitive marketplace.
The ability to continudly create and capture va ue may depend on the ability of the organization to
not only stay one step ahead, but an entire generation ahead. Competitors in close pursuit will
aways be looking for an opening to legpfrog the leader. Focusing on the present bearsrisks in
missed opportunities and unheeded threats. Focusing on the future bears risks in mistaken
Spurious trends and ill-timed forays into unfruitful territories

An organizational capability responds to a customer request through the organizational
competences to perform

Organizational capabilities and organizational competences are closdy related. An example may
be helpful to contrast nuances between capabilities and competences. A taxi fleet provides a
socid function of transporting people and smal packagesfrom one point in acity to another. This
socid function is enadbled by a number of organizationd cgpabilities that involve a number of
organizationa competences. Organizationa capabilities include order dispatching, vehicle
provison, and driver scheduling. Organizational competences include wayfinding, vehicle
maintenance and safe conveyance. Making such fine digtinctions between capabilities and
competences begs for a clarification of definitions.

We propose adefinition for organizationd cgpability thet isrooted in asystemsdesign perspective:

An organizationd capability is an available resource that has the potentid for producing an
outcome.

Theideaof producing an outcome subtlely suggestsafunctiond view of organizationa capabilities.

If the organization applies resource, but the customer does not find vaue — directly or
indirectly — to that effort, then the potential outcome does not represent a capability to that
customer. A taxi fleet that isnot licensed to transport a passenger to adesired destination
should not be considered as presenting a feasible capability.®

Thetotd pool of resource availableat any point intimeisan organizationa decision. If the
resource— again direct or indirect — is not available to support production of an outcome
when requested by a customer, then it does not represent area capability a thet time.

% This customer/functional view of organizational capabilitiesis more general, but not inconsistent with that
provided by Stalk, Evans, and Shulman (1992) with the phrase of “value chain”: “[Competencies] and
capabilities represent two different but complementary dimensions of an emerging paradigm for corporate
strategy. Both concepts emphasize ‘behavioral’ aspects of strategy in contrast to the traditional structural
model. But whereas core competence emphasizes technological and production expertise at specific points
along thevaluechain, capabilitiesaremorebroadly based, encompassingtheentirevaluechain. Inthisregard,
capabilities are visible to the customer in away that core competenciesrarely are”.
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Customers should question the authenticity of ataxi fleet that espouses service 24 hours
each day, but is unable to provide a car at late hours or in poor westher conditions.”
Inan organizationa context, capability expressed at the level of asngle worker is not our
primary interest. From a systemic perspective, our focus is capabilitiesin which the
organization as awhole has the potentid to produce, but which no subsystem done can
produce. A customer hailing a cab passng on the street does not actively invoke the
organizational capability to dispatch. A customer that prefers avehicle suitable for
trangporting awhedlchair or large package does invoke an organizationd capability by
contacting a digpatcher who will locate an appropriate car.

Organizationd capability represents a potentiad function of the organization asawhole. Thisview
of capabilitiesisbased in an understanding of open purposeful systems® and exchanges in capital®.

In contrast to an aganizationd capability viewed as a system-leve property, organizationd

competences are partsthat support production of afunctional outcome. In ataxi fleet, digpatching
is an organizationa capability.” A customer can cal a dispatcher to locate an unoccupied taxi

nearby, and send it to the designated pick-up point. Behind the scenes, the dispatcher may invoke
various organizational competences. Locating a car may be supported through a low-tech or a
high-tech approach. A low-tech gpproach based on voice technology has each driver cdling in

verba reportswhen each fareis picked up and dropped off. The dispatcher maintainsamentad or
written snapshot of available and engaged taxis, probably with a heuristic of zones or didricts. A

high-tech approach based on radio location changes the vehid€ s availability satus when adriver
startsor stopsthe meter inthetaxi®. Thedispatcher’scomputer could then mathematically suggest
the best selection from the fleet, based on an dgorithm of proximity to the pick-up point, and the
waiting period since each driver’ slast fare. An organizationd capaility is generdly supported by
acombination of competences. Thisorganizationa competence of taxi location is digtinct from the
competence of maintaining cleen and functiond vehicles, and competences of hiring and
scheduling competent drivers.

We propose the following definition for an organizationa competence, rooted in theories of
practice and socid theory:

* Our use of the “resource” is probably more general than that proposed by Teece, Pisano & Shuen (1997),
where capabilities are expressed in terms of competences. “ Theterm ‘ capabilities’ emphasizes the key role of
strategic management in appropriately adapting, integrating, and reconfiguring internal and external
organizational skills, resources, and functional competences to match the requirements of a changing
environment”. [p. 515]

® A detailed framework for understanding human systemsin terms of purposesis provided by Ackoff & Emery
(1972).

® These exchanges of capital include social forms, such assymbolic capital. See Bourdieu & Wacquant (1992).
" Dispatching designs are more fully discussed in Ing & Simmonds (1999), particularly as Tension 1 and
Tension 2 in Section 5 of the article.

8 |n the case of Internet-based booking, voice communication can be completely eliminated. One exampleis
RadioTaxis, at http:/radiotaxis.net .
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An organizationa competence is an expertise shared by members of awork group to apply
kills, tools and infrastructure towards effective performance in response to a prospective or
prior Stuation.

This definition addresses anumber of concerns:

Shared expertise suggests distinct practices that can be executed by any of number of
individuas with smilar experiences and/or training. Individuasin the work group may
identify with professonsor communitiesof practice.® Everytaxi driver licensedin London
must meet the standard of demonstrating“The Knowledge® of dl public landmarks within
asx-mileradius’®

The application of skills, tools and infrastructures is socidly-centered and oriented
towards action™ Skills are the humean ability to apply tools. Tools are instruments or
implements that are applied to extend human faculties. I nfrastructures are settingsinwhich
productive work is enabled. The experience of usng skills, tools and infrastructure is
embodied in individuds participating in work groups, and not in documents that specify
standard procedures.> A Globa Positioning System (GPS) installed in acar is part of an
infrastructure upon which a driver may or may not rely, based on previous experiences.”®
Effective performanceis judged stuationdly. One members of awork group need not
conduct work activitiesin exactly the same routine manner as another. Each skilled
worker may apply expertise to make fine adjustments based on the situation at hand. The
end result, however, should stisfy the same genera requirement, while reflecting the
particular circumstances of each specific situation™* Two drivers given the same starting

® Competenceis closely related to communities of practice and identity in Wenger (1998). “[The competence
required] isnot something that we can claim asindividual sbecauseit impliesanegotiated definition of what the
community isabout. But neither isit something that isjust a property of acommunity inthe abstract, that can
be awarded through some decision, because this competence is experienced and manifested by members
through their own engagement in practice. .... A community of practice actsasalocally negotiated regime of
competence’. [pp. 136-137]

10 A good description of ‘the Knowledge” by the London Taxi Times appears at

http://www.thel ondontaxi.co.uk/page3.htm.

! Studies oriented towards the use of tools tend to move away from the Cartesian approach of subjective and
objective understandings of reality, and towards postmodern phenomenol ogical approaches. Bourdieu's
concepts of habitus and field play here, aswell as Dreyfus' commentary of being-in-the-world drawn from
Heidegger.

2 The emphasis on combination of elementsis consistent with Hamel (1994): “First, acompetenceisabundle
of constituent skills and technologies, rather than asingle, discrete skill or technology. .... A corecompetence
represents the integration of avariety of individual skills. Itisthisintegration that isthe distinguishing
hallmark of a core competence. Thusacompetenceisvery unlikely to reside, initsentirety, inasingle
individual or small team. .... Second, acore competenceisnot an "asset" in the accounting sense of the word.
.... A core competenceis not aninanimate thing, it is an activity, amessy accumulation of learning. A core
competence will undoubtedly comprise both tacit and explicit knowledge”. [pp. 11-12]

3 The potential for GPSsin London taxisis described in “Invasion of the Taxi Snatchers”, Time Europe, April
7, 2000, at http://www.ti me.com/time/europe/webonly/londoneye/2000/04/londontaxi.html .

“ This aspect of performance is consistent with one provided by the International Labour Organization at
http://www.ilo.org/public/english/region/ampro/cinterfor/temas/complab/xxxx/1.htm#5 . “[Competenceis] an
effective ability to successfully carry out some labour activity which istotally identified. Competence is not a
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point and destination may or may not choose the same exact route, but those rides should
be roughly equivadent in comfort and trave time.

Organizationa competences may be dlowed to passively emerge as the mere accumulation of
personal  competences, but they may dso be actively directed, enabled and disabled by
management.  Human beings each possess personal competences that may or may not be
encouraged or developed in an organizationa context. Ensuring an organizationd competence
may require an investment, e.g. employee training to bring al workers to the same standard, or
standardization of tools to reduce obstacles to collaboration. If an organization viewsitself asan
ongoing entity with some identity grester than the collection of its individua workers, then
competences must be developed in the systemic whole. Otherwise, the enterprise should be
regarded as a collection of subcontractors, without ongoing synergy from collaborative work ™

Organizational competence development may be driven by both immediate and
long-term interests

An organizationa competence development program would rormaly be included as part of a
long-horizon drategic plan. In Adaptive Enterprise, however, Steve Haeckd argues that the
premise of “grategy as planning” isdead.’® In the industrid age, coherency in business direction
was traditiondly guided through srategic planswith long horizons. As the business environment
has become more and more unpredictable, however, enterprises have reduced ten-year plansto
become five-year plans, to become two-year plans, and maybe even three-month plars. At this
point, the concept of “drategy as planning” becomes meaningless. Organizational competence
development requires a perspective beyond immediate and visible business opportunities.

Centering on customers provides an externd reference point for long-term business direction.
Businesses are challenged to “respond” to shifts in customer tastes, as well as their potentia
defection to new competitors and/or aternative technological advances. “Responding” to
cusomersisdifferent from “reecting” tothem. Thisdifference reflects two views of adaptiveness.
Adrian Slywotsky draws a digtinction between sense-and-respond as “listen-and-comply” and
sense-and-respond as “ anticipate- and- preempt”.

Asthe company devel opsits sense-and-respond skill s, it eevates sense-and-respond from
listen and comply to anticipate and preempt.

Sense-and-respond helps usto be on time— on market time. Very good sense-and-respond
helpsusbeearly. But asuperior ability to senseand interpret sgna s about changing customer
needs before they matureinto forma requests hel ps usto get there sooner ill, soon enough to
preempt the next major opportunity and to create an unassailable leadership position. [....]

probability of successintheexecution of one'sjob; itisareal and demonstrated capability.” The web site also
points to additional definitionsin use.

1> steve Haeckel providesahelpful clarification of synergy asaproperty that isdifferent from that which can be
produced by the parts, as opposed to just more of that which can be produced by the parts.

16 See Haeckel (1999), Chapter 3 “ Strategy: Past and Future”.
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Anticipate and preempt has tended to be the preserve of fast-moving, close to the customer,
risk-taking entrepreneurs. As aresult, the mgority of vaue migration winnersin the last
decade have been newcomers, not incumbents. But no law says that it must be this way. '’

Many organizations aspire to trangtion from “make-and-sdll”, towards a “listen-and-comply”
orientation.'® They modularize the organization so that a response is not fully assembled until a
specific customer request has been made™. As an example, consultancies retain a skilled staff
from which ateam is drawn, when the needs of the customer have been understood. They are
designed to operate less like a bus service that runs on predetermined routes, with or without
passengers. They should operate more like ataxi fleet that dispatches capabilities to satisfy the
need of particular customer requests.®® The “lisen-and-comply” style suggests that needed
competences can be anticipated, the capabilities can be pre-established, and the “go sgnd” isthe
customer request.

An “anticipate-and- preempt” style presumes a market leadership orientation and awillingness to
develop competences at some risk in anticipation of future business. Customer interests may be
evolving rgpidly, due to changes in taste, fashion or technology. Competitors may be able to
rapidly replicate innovations, and patent protection may be infeasible, unenforceable or just too
dow. If an organization has a degper understanding of how customers could be better served
and/or more satisfied than the customer himsdlf or hersdf, an “anticipate-and-preempt” approach
can preserve vaue creation and capture. Acting in advance of customer request requires the
organization to sponsor the devel opment of competences that will enable capabilitiesin the future.
This sponsorship is required when the cusomer does not immediately see the benefit of
competence devel opment, but the organization does. Thetimerequired to develop the kills, tools
and/or infragtructureis likely to be well beyond that required to immediately respond to the sngle
request of a single cusomer. The assembly of organizationa cgpabilities to satify a specific
customer should be countable in hours. Developing skills, tools and/or infrastructure can take
months or years. The organization must be willing to take the risks associated with anticipation,
withsufficient adaptiveness to ater course when confronted with a blind dley or unexpected turn
of events. It may have to face an “innovator's dilemma’ and time its actions so that it doesn't
abandon ther current set of satisfied cusomers until the market for the new innovations is
sufficiently mature®

Competence development requiresbalancing “doing the thing right” with *doing the
right thing’

7 Slywotsky, in the Foreword to Haeckel (1999), p. xiv.

18« A business has only two options: to make offers to customers or to respond to their requests. This
essential difference separates make-and-sell from sense-and-respond organizations’. See Haeckel (1999), p.
10.

¥ The idea of modularizing the organization is related to the idea of mass customization described by Pine
(1993), but is not exactly the same. Mass customization usually connotes a manufacturing or production
orientation.

% See Haeckel (1999) Chapter 4 “ The Sense-and-Respond Alternative, particularly on “Make-and-Sell Buses
versus Sense-and-Respond Taxis’, pp. 60-62.

2 See Christensen (2000).
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When organizationd competenceisviewed asaclosed system, theemphasisistypicaly on “doing
the thing right”. Practices are incrementaly improved by reflecting on the way work is done in
groups, sharing experiences, and adapting that learning to new Stuations as they arise. Thisis
particularly true when the competences are related to delivery or performance. Organizatiordal
processes can dway's be made more efficient through the refinement of skills, honing of toals, or
better utilization of the supporting infrastructure.

An dterndive view of organizationd competence is & an open system, with an orientation

towards “doing the right thing”. Practices are then viewed in the light of capabilities, and the
potentid for the organization to create and capture vaue through a better understanding of

customers’ interests. Theperspective shiftsfrom those producing ddliverablesin favor of ensuring
that cusomersare recaiving an outcome of vaue. Improvementsto skills, tools and infrastructure
are not motivated soldy from the workgroup’s internd identification of a “better way”. SKills,
tools and infrastructure are viewed in the light of contribution towards customer vaue and the
potential to produce a superior outcome.

“Doing the thing right” is a pursuit of effidency. “Doing the right thing” is a pursuit of
effectiveness.? The former draws on extending existing practices to improve competenceswhich
are known and understood. The latter may require a legp to new practices that are not only
different from current practices, but are either unconsidered or unknown. This leads usto explore
the opportunities with disclosing organizationa ignorance.

PRIOR PRACTICESMAY INDICATE A GROOVE FOR ORGANIZATIONAL
COMPETENCE DEVELOPMENT, OR A RUT

Organizationa competences can be dlowed to evolve naturdly. Competences deegpen with
practices built on practices commonly in use. Members of a community of practice share lessons
of learning-by-doing, and incrementa improvements accumulate. At certain points in time,

however, motivated ether by internal or externa pressures, the arganization will be challenged
with the question: are we doing the right thing? This may lead to forma or informa modes of

inquiry. Inquiry is, however, only athinking process, and may not bedirectly linked to action. The
devel opment of competences may require management to actively disclose new worlds that were
not previoudy evident to workers. Changing the trgectory upon which organizationa

competences are developed requires more than just an intent to do things differently.

Organizational competencesarerooted in practicesthat are socially reproduced in
communities

Organizationa competences are shaped not only by the forma sructures in organizations, but in
the communities of individudswhowork together to get thejob done. Etienne Wenger describes

% Theefficiency / effectiveness descriptions are commonly used by Russell Ackoff and by Peter Drucker.
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the linkages between learning, meaning and identity in the operation of communities of practice®
Pierre Bourdieu provides amore generd model for society at large in the ideas of habitus, capita
and fidd** In both cases, individuds shape the socid structure around them, and the socia

structures shape the individuds.

The chdlenge to devel oping organi zational competences, when gpproached from asocid practice
perspective, is that structures tend to be self-reproducing. Thus, in Wenger’s description of a
community of insurance dam processors, competences are developed by individuas watching
and learning from the experience of others who have been legitimized and socidized into the
identity of adamprocessor. The practicesare reproduced from the more experienced to the less
experienced. An individud remains periphera to the community until he or she adopts the
practices commonly accepted as defining a competent insurance processor. In the fied of
academia, Pierre Bourdieu has noted similar reproduction of practices. Practices of scholarship
internalized by professors and researchersat universities and collegesbecome standards by which
newcomers must be prepared to play, if they are to be accepted into the field. The naturd
direction for these indtitutions — formd or informd — is to continue to perpetuate their views and
practices, as an extension of the trgectory with which they have come to this point.

The natural socid reproduction of practices leverages innate human abilities to operate in
environments of uncertainty, learning through the observations of peers, and replicating actions.
Theearepracticd skills. Even without forma training, acomplete set of ingtructions and/or close
monitoring, fadile individuals can pick up practices common in the community. They become
insurance claim processors or professors and researchers. The mgor organizaiond chalenge
with this naturd reproduction of practicesisthat practices-in-use areincumbent. Innovations or
variationsintroduced by anindividua or asmdl sect within the community may or may not become
the norm for the group. Questions about whether the community is doing “the right thing” are
difficult, because everyone does the same thing. In business, external forces of customers and
competitors may, however, drive an organi zation to redirect competences. Practiceswhich areno
longer distinctive may need to be reduced or obsoleted, in favor of new practices that are create
grester vaue.

Social knowledgeis produced through inquiring systems

In the systems science community, inquiring systems has been a rich body of socid systems
research.  In a question of the “right thing” to do, fostering change can be aided through
gppreciating the way that asocia group collectively understands the world. Mitroff & Linstone
provide a definition for an inquiring system.

% See Wenger (1998).
#1n his course on Contemporary Sociology Theory at NY U, Craig Calhoun provides a concise reading on
Pierre Bourdieu. See http://www.nyu.edu/classes/cal houn/Theory/paper-on-Bourdieu.htm.
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An Inquiry System ... isasystem of interrelated components for producing knowledge on a
problem or issue of importance.®

The inter-related components are structured in asmple modd with four parts.

Inputs The valid garting points of building blocks of knowledge

Operator: Trandormsthe inputs into knowledge

Outputs Vdid outputs for action

Guarantor: What guarantees that the Input, Operator, etc. are “correct” so that valid
Output will result?

Five types of inquiring systems are described, as “ways of knowing”, through related works by
Mitroff, Linstone and Churchman. The descriptions can be concisdy listed in atable.

\Ii\fgvgfng Mitroff & Linstone (1993) | Mitroff (1998) Churchman (1971)
Firg Inductive — Consensua Expert Consensus Locke: consensus
Second | Andytic — Deductive Expert Modeling Lebniz. fact nets
Third Multiple Redlities Multiple Moddls Kant: representations
Fourth | Conflict Conflict Hegd: didectic

Fifth Unbounded Systems Thinking | Systemic Reasoning | Singer: progress

Thefirst and second ways of knowing are based in objective views of knowledge. Thethird way
of knowing recognizes subjectiveviews, wherethe modd and data are inseparable in the minds of
individuals. The fourth way of knowing generates knowledge through debates from polar
positions. The fifth way of knowing incorporates aspects of the preceding four ways, with a
guarantor of “progress’ thet ensures more perspectives and views are swept in. The first four
ways of knowing have been influenced and discussed by philosophers for many centuries. This
fifth way of knowing is notable to business people as having been gpplied in large-scde industrid
settings, such as Generd Motors®” and in community planning™.

Inquiring sysems on their own, however, have do not follow through with an understanding of
action, or of socid practice. Even when community members know that they should change
direction, they often don’t behave that rationally. They know the right thing to do, but don't doit.

% The concise definition is provided in Mitroff & Linstone (1993), p. 29, with a non-specific footnote to
Churchman (1971).

% These four inter-related components are drawn in Mitroff & Linstone (1993), p. 31, as Figure 2.2.

" Concepts are laid out in Barabba & Zaltman (1991) and then explained in application in Barabba (1995).

% Search conferences were devel oped by Fred and Merrelyn Emery. Thetechniquesaredescribed in Emery &
Purser (1996).

10
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In the context of competences, the socid reproduction of practices often overwhelms inquiry.
Knowing theright thing to do isnot enough. Thisisatrap.

Redirecting organizational competences requires recognition of “new worlds’ to be
disclosed

The chdlenge with devel oping organizational competencesisthat practices are dwaysavariation
of some previous experience. Humans are not machinesthat can be turned off and restarted with
mindsasblank dates. If an organization does not have acompetence at theleve of asocid group,
individuaswill improvisebased upon their wedth of persona skills. Theabsence of persond skills
does not stop human beings from working on a problem. The way in which work is carried out
may not bethe most effective or efficient, but human beingsare naturd problem-solvers. They will

develop practices, learn from each other, and develop some form of organizational competence.
If the path is difficult, the socid group may form even sronger bonds, as momentum builds on

experience of and facility with the practices with which they identify.

This momentum is a form of socid reproduction of practice. A rationdist might express the
chdlenge as " once you know, you can't unknow”. In contrast, a phenomenologica view would
express that an organizationa team has experienced this dtuation before, has applied some
practices, and the results have been successful. Thisdoesn't mean that other waysdon't exist, but
team membersare confident that their practices have been proven. In extremis, when the principa
organizationa competence has been hammering, problems can be shaped to look like nalls.

The chdlengein making dramatic changes to organizationa competencesis then not just to focus
reductively on the procedures and workflows of current practices. The chalenge, from a
phenomenologica perspective, is to ensure that the workgroup sees a new world, in which
gtuaions do not gppear closdly like ones that they have experienced before. In this new world,
hammering in the way appropriate to the old world is no longer obvioudy effective. Hammering
may even appear to be counterproductive. This represents not just a shift from one frame to
another frame, but possibly acomplete recongtruction of the worldview in which prior frames are
nonsengcal.

The chdlenge for organizationd competence is not just an incrementa change in everyday
practice. The chdlengeisfoundationa disruption in the style of action which has become naturd
to the workgroup, down to the level of practices which are so much in the background that
individuds don't think about them. Charles Spinosa, Fernando Flores and Hubert Dreyfus
contrast minor changes that would be categorized as being in kegping with exiding style with
“history-making” change that representsacompletdly different style.”® Aswork teams redize thet
they are in a“new world’, they must appreciate that ther prior style nay be inefficient or
ineffective. Ingtead of following naturd inclinations, they may have to think twice and focus on
conductingwork in adifferent way. If the“new world” is accepted as the context in which socid
practices need to be adapted, the old practices will give way to new practices.

# See Spinosa, Flores & Dreyfus (1999).
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Organizations can encourage the necessary shifts in competence as “new worlds’ by atering the
environment around work practices. As an example, consder the shift of business professonds
from a style of centralized offices to new mobile workplaces connected via the Internet. The
remova of infrastructuresthat support old practices, smultaneous with anew replacement, Sgnals
that aprior style has been outmoded. Co-workerscan no longer befound in permanent offices, as
real estate blueprints change. The easiest way to | ocate someonehas becomeingtant messaging or
a persond cdlular tdephone. Making old tools scarce while enabling new tools reinforces the
change in worldview. The removd of adminidrative gaff who track the physica locations of

people and avalability of meeting rooms encourages individuas to contact others directly through
ingant messaging or short message services, and book meetings and rooms on eectronic
cdendars. Findly, new organizationa competences may be encouraged by skills training and/or
mutual support. Professionals can learn how to schedule teleconferences or web mestings by

reading ingtructions on an Intranet web ste, through lunchrand-learn seminars, and/or just-in-time
informa coaching by peers.

Business people may resst the development of new organizational competences not merely

because of inertia, but becausethey areskilled ina prior environment, and do not redlize that they
areinadifferent and new world. Thisisaform of ignorance, or sdectiveblindness®* Somein the
organization will recognize a “new world” before others. The chdlenge is then for those who
appreciate a new world to discloseit postively tootherswho do not yet seeit. When al members
of awork group can identify the new world as different from their prior world, their shared style
will change. If some migrateto the new world, and othersremainin the prior world, organizationa

competenceswill not uniformly be developed, and two styleswill continue to exist, with or without
friction.

HISTORY-MAKING BREAKTHROUGH PRACTICESRELY ON UNCOVERING
MULTIPLE TYPESOF ORGANIZATIONAL IGNORANCES

If organizational competences must be developed to cope with a new world, how does the
organization proceed? Both undirected and directed approaches are possible. One undirected
gpproach iscreativity development. Individuas can be encouraged to “ brainstorm” through laterd
thinking classes, theintroduction of non-traditional implementsand afun work environment. New
competences may or may not emerge from such programs, but they do encourage a break from
incrementalism.

We suggest an organizationa ignorance quest as a directed way to disclose opportunities for
breskthroughsin organizationd practice. Thisisin contrast to traditional knowledge management
programs framed in the idea “if we only knew what we know, wed al be alot smarter”.®* This
orientation hasled to initiativesthat “leverage what we know”. Expertiselocation mineseectronic
documentsto create semantic maps, and represents organi zational competences through keyword

% Oneway of describing this blindness is the Johari window, described in Luft (1961).
3 This quotation was originally cited to Lew Platt at Hewlett-Packard.
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searches so that “experts’ are more readily accessiblewhen challenging Stuationsarise. Codifying
tacit knowledge into explicit forms can be encouraged through the forma documentation of
methods and after-action-reporting.** An organizationa ignorance quest takes the contrary view
from what the organization “knows’, but instead on what the organization doesn't know.
Competences need to be devel oped not to handle those Stuations that the organization can see,
but ingtead those that it can not immediately see. Thisfollowstheideathat “it’s not what we know
that will kill us, it's what we don’'t know”. From an organizationa inquiry perspective, we are
interested in “sweeping in” new perspectives and orientations beyond the current base of
experiences.®

An organizational ignorance quest pursues challengesin four areas

The body of work focused on ignorance is smdl when compared to the immense interet in
knowledge, and thelarge number of philosophersworking in epistemology. We draw primarily on
two sources Michad Smithson, a researcher into risk and uncertainty in Audraia; and Ann
Kerwin, MarlysWitte and Charles Witte, who devel oped the * Curriculum on Medica Ignorance’
a the Universty of Arizona College of Medicine. We see pardlels between the training of
physicians and the development of competence in business organizations. When doctors are in
practice with patients, they need to portray confidence in their findings. When given bad news, a
patient may ask “Doctor, areyou sure?’ A lack of confidence only increases the discomfort of a
patient. Physicians, however, need to be trained to appreciate the limits of science. The continual
discovery of new trestments and drugs is a testament that the practice of medicine is congtantly
evolving. Theideaof practice needsto include agpects of ambiguity and uncertainty. In practices
associated with business, the same openness to ignorance needs to be devel oped.

We propose gpproaching ignorance in four aress.

known unknowns,

passive ignorance, as ignoring (which includes errors and unknown knowns)
unknown knowns, and

active ignorance, as the ignored (which includes taboos and denidls).

Each of these four types of ignorance gppears with different symptoms, and requires a different
type of remedy. All four types should be considered, or ignorance will continue to be a cregping
problem.

Ignorance related to organizational competence development does not present exactly the same
context as that of physician training. Care should be taken to apply the ideas properly.

¥ After-action-reporting is particularly popular in the arms forces, where organizational learning is actively
sought after amilitary engagement.

B «gSweeping in” is key component of amultiple perspectives systems approach to inquiring systems
suggested by C. West Churchman.
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Firdly, ignorance is an organizationd chalenge, as wdl as a persond chdlenge: Although many
physicians do operate as independent practitioners, our interest in organizational competence is
more akin to medica specidists who band together in clinics, or coordinate servicesin ahospitd.
This introduces the dynamic of a practitioner who is ignorant in some topic, standing keside
another practitioner who happens to be the world's expert. A hospitd or a business cannot
operate on the limited availability of a few world experts. Competence must be widespread in
order for the organization to effectively function.

Secondly, ignorance represents a performance gap more than just a knowledge gap: A work
practices orientation observes what members of an organization actudly do — and therefore dso
should notice what they what don't do. Thisis a behaviora attitude which goes beyond just
knowing, reflecting an interest in action. In work Stuations, people aways have background
socia practices which serve as default actions. ®* A naurd indinct may be to act
counterproductively or productively, or not to act a al. Organizational competence devel opment
should encourage learned socia practices so that “the right thing to do” is naturd for every
individud within the work group.

The explicit recognition of ignorance within an organization can open the door for a new shared
image of competences® Like the practice of medicine, business is a human endeavor. People
must acknowledge that human systems do fail, but that they aso recover and learn through their
mistakes. The development of organizationa competences must rise to the chalenges of
ignorance.

Known Unknowns ar e gaps wher e competence development is clearly motivated

Known unknowns are the “easiest” type of ignorance to dea with, because they are the most
graightforward. It is easy to justify competence development in areas were the organization is
recognized to be weak.

Market 9zingisacommonly known unknown. Without amystica crystd bl thet clearly foretdls
thefuture, the best that an organization can do isto consult with “ experts’ who provide judgements
on next year' sdemand. An expert may rely on intuition, Satistica analyssor privileged accessto
key decision-makerswho lead the marketplace. No two expertsarelikely to produce exactly the
same etimate, and an expert with a*“good track record” may 4ill fdter & any giventime. The
organization fill needsto act onaforecast. Themistakeisto takethat estimate asatruth, and then
be surprised when redlity revedsitsdf as a variance from that.

A known unknown presentsitself as a deficiency in a current organizational competence

Known unknowns are Stuationa deficiencies. In some cases, benefits are so clear that the
organization doesn't think twice about dlocating resources to resolve the deficiency. In the
market szing example dove, the costs of market research and organizationa sensemaking

¥ Background social practices are described in Dreyfus (1990).
% A coherent image can be apowerful catalyzing device. See Boulding (1956).
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activities are weighed againgt the benefits of “knowing better”. The organizational competence to
Sze markets can be improved to provide greater intelligence to the organization.

Known unknowns abound in businesslife. “Winners’ in technology platforms may be sorted out
ether through industry standardswork, or through alegiancesthat producede facto dominationin
amarketplace. Design boutiques need to be fashion-forward with new stylesin couturier appardl,
and ahead of manufacturers in selecting colors for the next season of automobiles. The toy that
every child wants for Chrigmas or the food that becomes a craze is predictable in its
unpredictability.  Although many in the movie business dam to know the formula for an
Oscar-winning movie, they are surprised when audiences shun movies such as Ishtar or
Heaven's Gate

Known unknowns can be cleared with continued evolution of current competences

Inthe choice of organizationa competencesto be developed, it’ s often asmple matter of cost and
benefit. Certain competences may be consdered more “coreé’ than others. Unusud or
infrequently occurring circumstances may be handled by “sretching” current competences to
cover ananomaly. Sometimesthis handling isincorporated into normal practices. In other cases,
the handling is may be effectively |eft astacit to a skilled worker.

Theimmediate chalenge with known unknowns, in the context of other types of ignorance, is that
they may betoo smple. Since they’re obvious to everyone, they attract the attention of the most
unimagindive. Incrementdismiseasy. Greater benefits to embracing ignorance may be attained
by attacking the more difficult types.

Passive ignorances includeserrorsand unknown knowns localized in competences

The passve ignorances of errors and unknown knowns can be described as “locdized ignoring”,
because they don’t represent generalized ignorance across an organization. An error isonly an
error if someone recognizesit. An unknown known is thus known to some, but not to others.

In many organizations, project failures represent alarge body of errors. Every business conducts
projects to varying degrees of success. some are completed on-time and on-budget; some
eventualy produce deiverables by overruns to plans and some are abandoned before
completion. In some cases, the error may betraced to mismanagement by project leaders, but in
many others, the root caise may be traced to factors external to the project itsdlf. A business can
facethisignorancein oneof twoways. “shoot themessenger” that bears bad news, or try to learn
from the failures so that that are not repeated.

Unexploited proprietary knowledge is an example of an unknown known. Research divisons of
companies are often gresat stores of discoveries, but waysto exploit the discoveries have not been
figured out. A popular story is the improvement of acrylate adhesives a 3M.%* Spence Silver

% Seethe story of Art Fry, and the invention of Post-It Notes at
http://www.3m.com/about3M/pioneers/fry.jhtml .
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discovered a glue that was sticky, but not sufficiently sticky to create a lasting bond.  Art Fry
gpplied thetechnology intheinvention of Post-1t Notes, to solve the problem of bookmarksfaling
out of his hymn book. The technology was known to the organization, but its commercid

gpplication was unknown.

Exploiting errors and unknown knowns leverages known competences elsewhere
Overcoming the chdlenge of passive ignorance is generdly a bridging problem. One function in
the organization has some knowledge or expertise, while another has a need. If each Sde is
recognized as a resource, smple matchmaking will produce success.

Errors are a social construction, because for someone to be in error, another person must know
that her or sheisin error. Anexampleisarevison to adocumented procedure that has not been
captured, but everyonein practice follows. When someone new comes onto ajob, he or she will
initidly tend to follow the ingruction manua, and will then follow an error. On astuationd bass,
amore experienced team member will correct the novicein practice. A more systemic correction
would be to fix the error in the documentation.

Unknown knowns represent knowledge that is tacit within the organization that is not recognized
asagtandard way to deal with asituation. In most Stuations, practitioners are able to plan ahead,
and bring appropriate tools and resources to a task. When an unexpected Studion arises, a
cregtive individua with strong improvisation skills may be able to fashion aMacGyverisnt” usng
materids at hand, possibly in an unconventiond way. This credtivity may lead to completely
different ways to approach an organizationd practice, as a cheaper, faster or better way.

Ignoring can be overcome through self-reflection, criticism, review and cross-functional
competence sharing

Ignoring is a problem that is described in organizaiors as “dlo” or “sove-pipe’ forms.
Communicationsflow poorly across functionsin different forma organizationa divisons. When
communities of practice become too insular, they don't get the benefits of learning from others
outside of their group. They’re not againgt evolving their competences. They're just missing the
perspective that someone with a different set of expertise and experience would bring.

Redtricting the exchange of information to only others in the same organization would dso be a
mistake. People are members of many external communities, and draw from their experiences
there. Participants in professond organizations, aumni networks, church groups and artist
communities can al contribute different pergpectives to organizationa competences.

Unknown unknowns test the ability of competences to handle surprises

3 A description of the MacGyver television show is at http://rdanderson.com/macgyver/macgyver.htm. “A
clever fellow, he often slipped past the enemy's defenses and undermined their foul planswithingenuity rather
thanbrute force, using tidbits of scientific knowledge and ordinary items that happened to be laying around;
for example, the paper clip might be used to short-circuit anuclear missile, the candy bar to stop an acid leak, or
acold capsule to ignite amakeshift bomb, all just in the nick of time”.
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Unknown unknowns represent organizationa blind spots. Even though they are dl around us, we
don’t perceivethem. Thereisnoway to prioritizewhich unknownsare most pressing, becausethe
unknowns haven't been identified. If they had been identified, then they would be known
unknowns. They differ from the ignored categories of errors and known unknowns of which at
least some in the organization have some idess or experiences.  Unknown unknowns may
represent known unknowns to other organizations, or they may represent unknowables to
everyone. They may be blind spots because of the way knowledge is generaly classfied.

One source of unknown unknownsis categorizations in menta modes. An unknown becomes a
problem when it can be categorized. When an unknown can't be categorized, it can cause
discomfort to our understanding of the world. The dassficaion of animds seemed
graightforward until the duck-billed platypus was reveded to have some features atributed to
mammasaswell asfeatures attributed to reptiles. The platypusdoesn’t have aproblem withitself.
For decades, biologists had a problem classifying the anima. The resolution required not only
creting a separate classfication for the platypus, but dso adjusting dl of the other classfications
to make room for the anomaly.

A business example of the emergence of unknown unknowns was represented in the trends
towards convergence of telecommunications, media and information technologies, in the context
of co-opstition. Inthe mid- twentieth century, a conventiond classification of companies would
have separated mediaproviders(eg. Time-Life magazines, CBS nationd television broadcasting)
from telephone and cable televison providers (eg. AT&T offered a nationd service, cable
televison was locd to communities®) from information technology providers (eg. 1BM
computers, American Online bulletin boards). The combination of digital technologies and the
Internet has transcended those classifications. The distinctions between content, transmission and
form becameblurred. Strategic partnershipswereformed and then collapsed, companies merged
and then divested, new entrants emerged and withdrew. Co-opetition meant that an organization
could beafriend in ore situation, and a competitor in another.*® The key competence that would
put an organization into market leadership or the spark that would result in customers ralying
around an offering was an unknown unknown.

Unknown unknowns test the robustness and flexibility of organizational competences
Unknown unknowns may be related to chaos, and to complexity. In a chaotic environment,
turbulenceis so great that arandom path may be as effective as a pursuit in any direction that will
be buffeted to a different course. In acomplex environment, there may be a linkage between an
organization's actions and a fina resut, but the linkage may be governed by a non-linear
relationship with both understandable and unforeseen co-contributors.

Large scaleworld issuesin the background of our daily livesmay be at the root of minor unknown
unknowns that manifestinmgor challenges. Palitica upheavas and military skirmishes can cause

% For more on the history of cable television, see http://www.cablecenter.org/history/index.cfm.
¥ The term “ co-opetition” was brought to popularity by Adam Brandenburger and Barry Nalebuff. See
http://mayet.som.yal e.edu/coopetition .
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minor shiftsintheflow of commerce that ripples through to globd changes in supply and demand.
Smadll temperature variations due to shiftsin prevailing winds can upset ecologies so that customer
demand unexpectedly rises or drops, deliveries of raw materias are interrupted or employees are
unableto report towork. 1n some cases, one event can be clearly identified astheroot causein a
chain of circumstances that lead to amgor disruption  In other cases, a number of contributors
mix together in a complex combinaion into afind result is that is considered to be a freak.
Business people who focus on the “here and now” may be oblivious as the unknown unknowns
become opportunities or threats.

Unknown unknowns can’t be fought, but must be embraced in competence devel opment
Can an organization redly prepare itsdf for unknown unknowns? Logicaly, it cannot. It can,
however, become morefluid inits ability to adapt to change. Divergty in competences affords an
organization more optionsfrom which it can choose aresponse. A widevariety of sills, toolsand
infrastructures supports finding aternatives when the norma way of doing things fails. The best
that an organi zation can do may beto hopethat an unknown unknown istransformed into aknown
unknown before it emerges as an unrecoverable threet to the organization. The speed at which an
organization can do thismay becritica toitssurviva. Thedirection of change required can not be
ascertained in advance, but an organization that has survived mgor disruptions in the past may
possess the resiliency to survive it again.

The breadth of organizational competences to be maintained represents a trade-off between

effidency and adaptability. One exercise that organizations find helpful in broadening their

perspectives is scenario planning. In scenarios as Smple as two-way combinations of plausible
trends, business executives are often able to detect blind spots which they hed previoudy not
congdered®. Typicaly, they discover thet the organization is well-positioned to handle small

variationsfrom the norm, butisunprepared for feasible but unlikely conditions. Accepting theidea
that blind spots exist is an acceptance of ignorance.

Perhaps the pursuit of unknown unknowns should not be perceived a pursuit of better answers,
but instead a pursuit of better questions. Answers are solutions to or resolutions of problems that
we understand. Theworldthat we don’t understand requires that we shake the classifications that
we' ve developed over time, and examine their vaidity. Looking inwards will produce fewer
ingghts than looking outwards. A spirit of inquiry and openness orients us to perceive our blind
spots.

Nonlinear approaches may be an gppropriate path for nonlinear challenges. Art may provide a
different lens through which discovery may emerge. R.G. Collingwood sees a different sengtivity
inart:

Art ... must be prophetic. The artist must prophesy not in the sense that he foretels things to
come, but in the sense that hetells hisaudience, at risk of their displeasure, the secrets of their
own hearts. The reason why they need him isthat no community atogether knowsits own

“0 For an expansive view of the value of scenarios, see Ogilvy (2002).
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heart; and by faling in this knowledge a community deceives itsef on the one subject
concerning which ignorance means deeth.

Similar, Gregory Bateson argued that purposive rationdity that does not draw on the potentia of
the unconsciousis pathogenic.”? Art, rligion and dreams could unlock grester insight well beyond
the short arcs related to conscious human purpose.  Crestivity can bring seeds to possible
innovation.

Activeignorances are“theignored” taboosand denialsof alter native competences

The three types of ignorance reviewed above exigt in every organization. The fourth type of
ignorance — “theignored” —isnot just a problem of exigence. Taboos and denids are actively
defended through organizationd norms and protocols that reinforce their strength. They are
dangerous hecause they represent mistaken knowledge in the worst way. They can not be
overcome merely by exposing them. Taboos and denidsareacommon foundation for the identity
of agroup. Attacking “theignored’” may be perceived as an atack on the group itself.

Organizationa culture is sometimes a taboo. Entrepreneurs are conventionally considered to
belong to a digtinct persondity type. They have big dreams, take big risks, and possess the
tenacity to suffer through many failures before hitting a jackpot.  With a group of like-minded
individuas, entrepreneurs can create a business empire in a space where no market opportunity
was previoudy seen. They can build a grest company. As the company matures, however, the
gppropriateness of their roles in leadership can become a taboo. The unbounded thinking that
fuels a seep trgectory of growth bristles when organizationa controls are suggested. Detalls
about accounting principles, manufacturing quality and robust business processes are needed, but
overlooked. Suggestionsthat acharismatic leader should giveway to abeancounter are derided.
The organization isunwilling to even discussthe possbility that the competencesthat served asthe
foundation for its success are not the competences that will fud its success in the future.

Speculative bubbles are the result of denid. In the dot-com craze at the beginning of the
twenty-first century, the vauation of stock prices was clearly out of dignment with earnings
expectations. Financid andyds clearly understood that market capitdization is the discounted
stream of cash flows expected into the future. In contrast to the unwillingness to discuss ataboo,
thistiming of a crash was openly discussed in newspapers and even in casud conversations.
Companiesrelying on the funding driven by the bubble continued to spend at high “burn rates’ in
the hopethat time-to-market would result in pre-emptivemarket capture. Leaders of the start-up
companies denied that venture capital would dry up before their product could establish a steedy
revenue stream.

The ignored of taboos and denials reflect an arrogance on the “ best” competences
Thegepsfromfacility to proficiency toarrogance are amdl. A stisfactory leve of organizationd
competence is atained when facility on critical activities is repeatedly demondrated. Facility

“! See Collingwood (1938), p. 336.
“2 See Bateson (1972), p. 146.

19



Anticipating Organizational Competences through the Disclosing of 1gnorance

meansthat dip-ups arerare, and areasonable level of quaity may be expected unlessaworker is
inattentive. Proficiency means that the organization can exercise its competences without effort.
Toals are ready-at-hand, procedures are performed as second nature, and work flows fluidly.
Beyond proficiency, though, is arrogance. When an organization recognizes itself as being the
“best” a& what it does, it may |ose touch with others who have smilar competences. The arrogant
organization may not be interested in listening to the experiences of others, because it thinks that
it's beyond that leve of learning. Worse yet, other organizations who may have found a more
promising gpproach or aternative path to greater competence may get distracted by the “leader”,
and abandon the chance of didinction by following the “conventiona wisdom”. Thus al
organizations converge on the same path, and potentiad bypasses and shortcuts become “the
ignored”.

Taboos are dangerous, polluting or forbidden subjects. In an organizationa context, they can be
portrayed as dysfunctiond activities or distinctions that long-time practitioners have tried, and
found to be wasteful or counterproductive. They tend to be reinforced through “war stories’ of
experiences with tragic endings. Over time, the contexts in which the taboos developed are
eroded away. A rule of thumb of “when you are in situation X, don’'t do Y” becomes “don’t do
Y”. Reproduction of the taboos can be ether reinforced or mitigated by the attitudes of experts.
Expertsthat are not open to discuss “why” and “how” things are done implicitly bury taboos even
deeper inthe psyche. An expert who *breaks hisown rules’ should be watched as someone who
chdlenges his own thinking, and has the humility to understand that practices are not dways the
same as procedures written down in a book.

Denids are redities that should be obvious within an organization, yet are not subjects for

discussion or action. In organizationa competences, awork group may deny that their practices
are not mesting the standards required, or not contributing to the overall success of an enterprise.
It'sdways possible to find another reason, or craft dternative logic to shift the focus somewhere
else. Few people enjoy the prospect of being the bearer of bad news. They may be portrayed as
bringers of negative energy, or “wild ducks’ in an environment where “team players’ are honored.

Until the redlity isrevealed and accepted, however, action cannot be taken.

Overcoming the ignored requires listening to alternative voices with credibility

Exposing a taboo can shake the very identity of an organization. Exposng a denid moves
individuals out of their comfort zones. Resstance to the bright lights of a different redlity may
invoke emotiona impulses such as anger and frudration. These turbulences may be the result of
dlowing a culture of taboos and denids to accumulate, so that “new news’ is a shock to the
organization. Taboosand denidsare part of organizationd life, and can be handled on an ongoing
basis so that changes are more gradud.
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One gpproach to revidting principles that are core to an organization is the “credo chalenge’ a
Johnson & Johnson.®®  The credo prioritizes Johnson & Johnson's stekeholders:  firstly
customers, secondly employess, thirdly communities and fourthly stockholders** This dear
prioritization was described as instrumenta in enabling Johnson & Johnson to act quickly and
decigvely during the Tylenol crisesof 1982 and 1986. Thecredo itsdf isnot seenasataboo. The
potentia impact of reordering the stakeholders and reworking responsibilities is an activity that
follows a periodic schedule. This openness ensures that the credo remains relevant and vitd.

Another activity that may be helpful is benchmarking: participation in industry or cross-industry
sudies to compare how practices are conducted by other companies. This provides an
opportunity to view organizational competences from dternative points of view. The vauein the
benchmarking study should not be the summary of whois*best” in which competences, however,
but undergtanding in detail dternative ways of approaching smilar Stuations. An organization with
a reputation as a leader may have been “legpfrogged” a any point in time, and a forma study
affords the opportunity to revigt “theignored”.

I gnorance may be disclosed through self-discovery, or by customers and competitors

Ignorance within an organization does not necessaily imply ignorance by those outside the
organization. Individuasand communities outsde the organizational microcosm may see different
opportunities and threets. Embracing externa points of view provides opportunities for an
organization to test the feasbility and viability of emerging new worlds that require the further
development of current competences, or the seeking out of innovative new practices. These
externa viewpoints are omnipresent. Theissue is whether the organization does or does not pay
atention to them.

Customers are more than happy to discloseignorancesto their suppliers. These may be produced
reectively as complaints, or may comein theform of suggestions. The organization may treet these
inputs as annoyances, or as opportunitiesfor discovery. 1nthe postmodern challenge of customer
loydty, it is so easy for a cusomer to switch dlegiances to an dternative long-term supplier.

Providing feedback to along-term supplier takes effort. The content provided by acustomer may
be on deficienciesin current products and/or services, or unfilled needsthat could represent ared

business opportunity. If an organization does not respond positively to these communications,

both complimentary and corrective, customerswill cease to make the effort to produce significant
contributions. The organization can make itself more accessble through the publication of e-mall

addressand toll-free telephone numbers, but customers can tell when their comments are making
adifference, and when they are just recelving lip service.

A moativating source of disclosed ignorance is competitors. An aggressive competitor will be
happy to take over your share of the market. 1t not only recognizes an ignorance, but capitalizes

**The credo challenge was described by James Burke, former CEO of Johnson & Johnson, at aclassat the|BM
Advanced Business Institute. History of the credo is available at
http://www.jnj.com/our_company/our_credo_history/index.htm.

“* See the current version of the credo at http://www.jnj.com/our_company/our_credo/index.htm.
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on it. The organization under attack needs to get over its wounded pride and to postively
embrace ignorance. Delaying aresponse to ignorance disclosed by a competitor isdenid. If the
organization is a market leader, it may have a smadl window in which to respond in order to
preserve its leadership. Rapid response does not, however, emerge from nothing.
Responsiveness comes from an underlying robustness in the form of an appropriate diversty of
latent competences, from which promising new practices can be selected and rapidly developed.
The reductive organization that does not dlow for such “dack” may be caught “flat footed” when
the indugtry shiftsin anew and unexpected direction.

An active, but often discouraged source of reveadled ignorances comes from within the
organization itsdlf. Innovation is unlikely to emerge from the core of acommunity of practice, but
more likely from those at the periphery. Community leaders may see themsalves as gatekeepers,
“blessng” certain competences a “best practices’ and lauding them as exemplars. Thisis a
narrow view of organizational competences. Practices are Stuated. Thereis no one “best” tool

for al jobs, and community members should not be rewarding for gpplying the wrong skillsto a
gtuation. Certainly, there are benefits associated with uniformity, such as economies of scale and
measurable progress on product/service qudity. An overly reductive view of practices can,

however, lead to an increasingly mechanigtic view of the organization. No human being likes to
fed that he or she can easly be completdly substituted by aco-worker, just as a cog or whed in a
clock isreplaced.

The chdlenge of accepting other ignorance disclosers may require the rethinking of “enemies’ as
potentia contributors. Forestry companies may see environmentaigts as enemies, or they can
embrace them to channel their energiesinto ashared positiveforce. Thisisaway suggested by C.
West Churchman in “The Systems Approach and Its Enemies’. Enemies continudly chalenge
current organizationa thinking, and can point out blind spots. Co-opting enemies aso reflects a
strategy to “keep your friends close, but your enemies closer”.*

MEMBERS OF ORGANIZATIONAL COMMUNITIES EM BRACE IGNORANCE
AT VARYING LEVELSOF ACCOMMODATION

Approaching organizational competences from the perspective of the ignorances described above
can provide an energizing focus, with apotentia for unobvious paths and potentia benefits. They
can be aroute to “anticipate and pre-empt” customers through the development of competences
that support their future interests, as well as current interests. An organizationa ignorance quest
can chalenge the enterprise or venture to be designed for adaptiveness, rather than maximal

efficdency for current stakeholders. To be consstent with the practices orientation, however,
merdly pointing outignorancesisnot enough. The disclosing of an dternative worldview needsto
be aufficiently sgnificant so that individuas will dter their practices as a fundamentd level. The
chdlengefor management istha dl memberswithin acommunity do not s multaneoudy adopt new

** Mario Puzo wrote this “keep your enemies closer” line for Don Corleone, in The Godfather (1969).
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practices. Vayingraesof difftusonin embracing ignorances appropriately atered behavior need
to be accommodated.

Countering ignorance a the organizationd level requires addressing ignorance a apersond levd,
individud by individud. The development of organizationa competences follows an evolutionary
path, based in learning and experience. At the persond level, the learning cycle is described by
Robert Diltsin terms of consciousness and competence:

Experientid learning tends to occur in a cycle but involves severa key phases. Competence
comesfrom"piling up" reference experiencesthrough doing and acting. Conscious awareness
comes from having cognitive maps and digtinctions with which to label and "understand”
behaviors and experiences. According to conventiona wisdom, the basic process of
acquiring new skills involves a cycle composed of the following phases:

1. Unconscious Incompetence-- Learner does not have enough knowledge or experienceto
elther understand or apply aprinciple or skill (but does not necessarily know he does not have
the ability to understand or apply).

2. Conscious Incompetence -- Learner has enough knowledge and/or experienceto redize
that he or sheis not able to understand nor gpply aprinciple or skill (or believes he or she
cannot understand nor apply the principle or skill).

3. Conscious Competence -- Learner has reached the threshold of knowledge necessary to
understand and communicate about a principle or skill (but does not necessarily have the
threshold of experience required to consstently apply or enact the principle or skill).

4. Unconscious Competence -- Learner has reached the threshold of experience necessary
to consstently gpply or enact aprincipleor skill (but does not necessarily have thethreshold of
knowledge required to understand and communicate about the principle or skill).

5. Mastery -- Learner has reached the threshold of experience and knowledge necessary to
congstently gpply or enact aprinciple or skill aswell asto understand and communicate about
the principle or skill.*®

The posshility of ignorance places the unconscioudy competent person into a new world where
he or shemay be disclosed asunconscioudy incompetent. Theindividua may continueto espouse
that hisor her world view ismore* correct”, but will have to acknowledge the existence of the new
world in order to maintain membershipin the socid group. Anindividualy who fasdy seeshimsdf
or hersdlf asamaster may deny the new world as an aberration or impossbility. A wise master
will have the breadth of experience to recognize a new world and operate at a conscioudy

competent level. This presents chdlenges to identity, and requires an attitude of humility.

Acceptance of ignorance at the organizationa level may not only be difficult, but contrary to human
nature. In business life, competence is normdly framed as certainty and rationdity. Embracing

“ This concise description is available at Dilts (2000), p. 623. It isasoavailable at
http://nlpuniversitypress.com/html/L45.html .
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uncertainty and intuition may be difficult for some to accept. Organizationd competence
development may need to overcome the taboo of ignorance, itself.

Experiments demondtrate that human beings do not respond with consigent rationdity when
confronted with choices under uncertainty. With prospect theory, Amos Tversky and Danny
Kahneman show that “losses loom larger than gains’, and framing choices in different ways may
result in incongistent choices.

It is often possible to frame a given decison problem in more than oneway. Alternative
framesfor adecision problem may be compared to aternative perspectives on avisua scene.
Veridica perception requires that the perceived relative height of two neighboring mountains,
say, should not reverse with changes of vantage point. Similarly, rationd choice requires that
the preference between options should not reverse with changesin frame. Because of the
imperfection of human perception and decision, however, changes of perspective often
reverse the relative gpparent Sze of objects and the relative desirability of options.

We have obtained systematic reversas of preferences by variations in the framing of acts,
contingencies, or outcomes. These effects have been observed in avariety of problemsandin
the choices of different groups of respondents.*’

Thus, the framing of ignorance as a pogtive rather than a negative can make a difference in
organizationd attitudes.  Organizationd ignorance is not an antithess to organizationa
competence, but something to be embraced and welcomed. It is part of aworld that some may
see, that may be uncovered for others.

A raionaist may look for ameasure so that he can judtify the pursuit of ignorance. Theided might
be framed asanew kind of ROI: Return on Ignorance. Deding with ignorance is not thet easy,
however. Steve Haeckd provides an dternative view for managing based on principles, rather
than managing based on metrics.

A good case can bemadethat if you can't measure something, you MUST manageit. People
manage ther liveswithout being able to measure mogt of it. Intuitive decison-making playsa
large role in the kind of improvisations necessary to dedl with the unanticipated.*®

Embracing ignorance requires courage and humility. Business organizations are generdly
consdered to act rationdly, and thus do not seek riskswith incommensurate rewards. The human
beingsthat inhabit organizations are naturdly risk averse. An organization that deniesignorance is
one that denies the outside world.

The statement “ignorance isbliss’ can now be reinterpreted in two ways. Ignorance can be bliss
for the arrogant organization that believes that its competences are o superior that it can handle
any Stuation that will ever come its way. Alternatively, ignorance can be bliss for the humble

" Tversky & Kahneman (1981), p. 453.
“8 Private communication with Steve Haeckel, captured in e-mail, February 25, 2002.
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organization that accepts that it is not omnipotent, and channels its energies towards disclosing
new worlds that will lead to successin the future.
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