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Introduction
The importance of practice has already been discussed by the philosophy (Bourdieu, 1990),
sociology (Giddens, 1982), economy (Dosi et al., 2002) and management and organization
(Leonard and Swap, 2004; Schatzki, 2005) literatures. Practice is also a significant research
issue in the cognitive education (e.g. Brown et al., 1989; Lave and Wenger, 1991; Billett,
1994), health (Carper, 1978; Berragan, 1998) and anthropology (O’Connor, 2005) literatures.
From the organization and management perspectives, significant advances have been
made in the understanding of the organizational factors that either support (Argyris and
Schon, 1974; Schon, 1983) or block (Pfeffer and Sutton, 2000) turning knowledge into action,
the role of practice and experimentation in innovation (Dougherty, 2004; Leonard, 1998) and
the crucial aspects of learning in the workplace (Eraut, 2000; Boud and Garrick, 2001; Kolb,
1984). Different approaches have focussed either on the cognitive, the learning aspects or
the epistemology of knowledge dimension of practice. As a result of this diversity, different
traditions and models have emerged.
This is positive, since heterogeneous views provide alternative explanations useful for theory
building. This diversity, nevertheless, also hints at the scant agreement on the nature and
role of the basic constituencies of practical knowledge (PK), one of the crucial aspects of a
knowledge-based theory of the firm (Spender, 1993, 2005). There is fragmentation in this
field of research since converging, overlapping and diverging practice-related concepts,
such as practice (Chaiklin and Lave, 1993), action (Collins and Kush, 1998),
knowledge-as-practice (Spender, 2005), knowing (Nicolini et al., 2003), habitus (Bourdieu,
1990) and activity (Blackler et al., 2003), have emerged, creating further confusion. This
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paper fills this research gap by proposing a framework that outlines the main dimensions of
PK and its interrelationships.
The proposed framework combines cognitive approaches of practice with socially
constructed, situated and processual views of practice. Cook and Brown (1999) pointed
out that the question of whether PK resides in the mind of the person or in ‘‘practice’’ is a
crucial component in studies of practice. Echoing Giddens’ (1982) and Habermas’ (1984)
insights, this study takes the view that PK has both cognitive and practical dimensions. That
is, in contrast to research that approaches practice as residing in people’s minds (Anderson,
1983; Gourlay, 2004), either in action (Nyiri, 1988), experience (Tsoukas, 2005), practice
(Bourdieu, 1990), or doing (Gherardi, 2000), this paper sees those approaches as
complementary. On the one hand, for example, practice-based approaches expel the
agent, individual knowledge and individual learning from practices and knowing (Brauner
et al. (2005). On the other hand, cognitive views of knowledge not only emphasize the
individual level at the cost of overlooking the organizational level, but also assert that
cognition resides in the heads of people dismissing the processual, social, situated,
context-dependent and material character of knowing (Marshall, 2007). The view that
knowledge (rules, for example) necessarily needs interpretation to be applied, and therefore
users are the ones who determine when and how to use rules (Collins, 1990), further
supports the complementary character of cognitive (mental) and practical dimensions.
Before presenting the framework, it is necessary to clarify a set of terms whose meanings
are contiguous and overlap to some extent, generating confusion in the literature.
Orlikowski (2002) and Dougherty (2004), for example, used the terms ‘‘practice’’ and
‘‘activities’’ in such a way to convey the idea of putting theory (ideas/concepts) into action.
Because practice, action and activity have different connotations, in this study, practice is
preliminarily defined as a set of actions (human behaviour) undertaken by one or more
persons in order to achieve an outcome, with or without the use of artefacts. That is, in this
study, practice involves a set of planned or unplanned actions that can be common,
habitual and frequent, or emergent, casual and unexpected. Action, in turn, is
conceptualized as the intentional behavioural process encompassing a combination of
physical movements in order to achieve a specific outcome. Finally, activity is defined as a
synonym of action. Those terms have been defined in such a way to convey a meaning that
is aligned with the focus of the study: PK used in order to perform actions with or without
the mediation of artefacts.
In the next section, after reviewing the literature, the author conclude that PK has two
dimensions, one explicit and one tacit. Subsequently components and relationships of the
PK framework are detailed. In the conclusion, strengths and weaknesses of the proposed
framework are discussed as well as potential research avenues.

So what is practical knowledge?
While philosophical analyses of practice have focussed mainly on the ‘‘production of action’’
(i.e. the concept of action itself, reasons, intentions and motives), sociologists have given
significant consideration to the ‘‘consequences of action’’, including institutions, conflict,
power and social change. Philosophical and sociological analyses of practice, however,
seem to have evolved in parallel without building one on the other (Giddens, 1982). In order
to overcome this shortcoming, the PK framework is informed by both sociological and
philosophical views of practice.

‘‘ There seems to be no agreement regarding the basic
components that constitute the idea of practical knowledge. ’’
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On the one hand, Giddens’ (1982) structuration theory, by integrating production and
consequences of action, contributes to understanding the idea of PK since it encompasses
the macro-micro, agency-agent and knowing-practice dimensions. According to Giddens
(1982), the world of social practice is simultaneously shaped by social structures
(institutions, traditions and rules) on the one hand, and human agency on the other. That is,
social actions and structures are both source and outcomes of each other that
simultaneously enable and/or constrain their evolution. The idea of duality of structure is
one of the bases of the proposed PK framework since it helps to examine the constitution of
action. Social structures and social practices are reflected in the PK framework as objective
and subjective dimensions that enable and constrain PK realization. This means that any
theory of PK needs to consider not only the deliberate and conscious aspects of PK, but also
both the unintended and the unacknowledged consequences of action. The latter, as
Giddens (1982, p. 32) notes, binds what he calls ‘‘the knowledgeability of human agents’’.
Furthermore, adhering to Giddens’ duality of structure argument, the proposed PK
framework takes an equilibrated (dual) view of the role of structure and action, that is,
structure constraining actions and actions shaping structure simultaneously. Actions and
structure, however, as Craib (1992) noted, are two sides of the same phenomenon: social
actions.
On the other hand, Habermas’ theory of communicative action is also relevant to
contextualize the PK framework. Focussing on language as a medium to coordinate action,
Habermas (1984) differentiated three types of action (Pusey, 1987). Instrumental action is
defined as a non-social action oriented to success only via the technological control of
impersonal problems. Strategic actions are social actions that include intentions, strategies
and decisions, and occur between rational opponents with competing views oriented
towards success. Finally, there is communicative action, which involves social actions
oriented towards reaching understanding in cognitive (to establish and review interpersonal
relationships), interactive (to represent states and events) and expressive (to manifest
experience) terms (McCarthy, 1978). These different views of practice are selectively
applied in the development of the PK framework. In the following paragraphs, after
developing an initial idea of PK, a framework explaining the main dimensions of PK is
presented.

Practical knowledge: a first approximation
Adhering to Giddens’ (1982) and Habermas’ (1984) pluralistic and integrative ideas of
practice, this paper takes an interpretive view of knowledge (Daft and Weick, 1984; Nicolini
and Meznar, 1995). Under this view, knowledge is seen as a multidimensional concept that
can be simultaneously personal, situated and socially constructed (Sole and Edmondson,
2002; Tsoukas, 2005; Orlikowski, 2002; Vince et al., 2002; Wenger, 1998). Knowledge might
have multiple meanings since space for diverse interpretations, ambiguity and conflict exists
(Alvesson, 2004; Bapuji and Crossan, 2005; Daft and Weick, 1984; Nicolini et al., 2003).
Because knowledge is multidimensional, PK can be conceptualized in different ways.
However, because practice and PK are two sides of the same phenomenon, it is necessary
to conceptualize both ideas.
On the one hand, practice can be approached as an array of human activities that are
‘‘embodied, materially mediated arrays of human activity centrally organized around shared
practical understanding’’ (Schatzki, 2001, p. 2). This means that practice is embodied,
depends on shared skills, understandings and assumptions, and is usually mediated by
non-human (e.g. artefacts) and natural objects. Practice, therefore, refers ‘‘not only to what
one does, but also to how one thinks about what one and others do’’ (Raelin, 2005, p. 83). On
the other hand, PK can be defined as the ability to put into effect previously acquired
knowledge in specific circumstances. Knowing, according to Tsoukas (2000, p. 106),
involves ‘‘someone drawing distinctions . . . Knowing how to act within a domain of action is
to make competent use of the distinctions constituting that domain’’. Smith (1988, pp. 2-3)
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has expressed an encompassing conceptualization of PK that integrates experience,
meaning and context:
[PK has] . . . been formed by our previous experiences . . . our sensory contents are a matter of
holistic structures, experienced as being tied intrinsically to certain kinds of surrounding
conditions and to certain characteristic presuppositions and outcomes. Such outcomes are, most
importantly, regularly recurring, so that we have been able to build up through experience a
repertoire of perceptual structures which we are able spontaneously to call in aid in relevant
circumstances.

In order to develop a better understanding of PK, however, it is necessary to go beyond
definitions and focus on its main features. PK is situated, since it focuses on ongoing actions
developing in a specific context that can be temporal, emergent and social (Thompson and
Walsham, 2004; Tsoukas, 2000). This explains why PK involves the application of regulation
strategies to cope with unexpected situations. It may include breaking established rules and
the creation of alternatives to solve problems on the spot in order to adapt a performing
action to the specific local conditions (Guérin, 2001; Nyiri, 1988). PK is personal, since it
encompasses feelings, intuition and social identity (Handley et al., 2006; Moch, 1990;
Polanyi, 1958). PK is embodied since human motor activities, or behaviour, consciously
deployed, are necessary to perform a specific action (Collins and Kush, 1998). Because of
this, individuals might be unable to explain something that they are consciously aware of, or
they might be unconsciously aware of something they know (Collins, 1990). PK is also
relational, because it is mediated by human and technological artefacts, which, in turn, have
heterogeneous logics of action and history (Nicolini et al., 2003). Finally, PK possesses
semantic aspects, since multiple meanings can be attributed to specific practical actions
(Weick, 1995; Tsoukas, 2005).
The multidimensional nature of PK suggests that PK cannot be ‘‘transferred’’ but is ‘‘learned’’
during action (Revans, 1966). The multidimensional nature of PK is also congruent with the
three central structures of practice proposed by Giddens (1982). First, structures of
signification allow people to communicate with each other; in understanding each other,
people use their interpretative schemas that are built on structures of signification. Second,
structures of domination are related to the transformative capability of actions derived from
the use of power; because the structural properties of social systems involve rules and
resources, the idea of action is connected to that of power. Finally, structures of legitimation
refers to the normative aspects of actions.
The above concept of PK implies social processes in which trust-building, identity-sharing
and socialization processes to build trust, credibility and respect among members are key to
supporting PK sharing (Sole and Edmondson, 2002; Orlikowski, 2002). The workplace
learning literature has pointed out that (practical) expert knowledge can be gained either
formally through expert guidance in everyday activities (Tennant, 2001; Billett, 2001), or
informally through implicit learning – when there is no intention to learn, unplanned or
spontaneous learning – or deliberate learning (Eraut, 2000). In both cases, sharing PK in
workplace environments involves negotiation, compromise and influencing (Billett, 1996).
From the wide spectrum of practice-based approaches, Nicolini et al. (2003) have derived
four traditions: knowing as culture and aesthetic understanding that emphasizes ‘‘. . . the
context specific collectively held meaning in practices’’ (Nicolini et al., 2003, p. 13); the
community of practice approach; the knowing as activity systems approach, in which ‘‘. . . a
variety of actions, with different histories and logics of actions’’ (Nicolini et al., 2003, p. 17)
play a significant role in the crystallization of actions; finally, the sociology of translation
approach that ‘‘. . . does not limit the focus to language, discourse or human interactions,
granting instead equal citizenship to a range of disparate and heterogeneous elements
(technologies, artifacts, symbols and places) as active players in the process of ordering’’
(Nicolini et al., 2003, p. 18). The latter two approaches see knowing as part of complex
interrelations of people, artefacts, language, collaboration and control.

j

j

VOL. 13 NO. 4 2009 JOURNAL OF KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT PAGE 89

By pointing out important epistemological aspects of the nature of PK as well as the
processes surrounding PK sharing, the literature has without doubt made an important
advancement towards the understanding of PK. Nevertheless, there seems to be no
agreement regarding the basic components that constitute the idea of PK. The aim of this
study, therefore, is to advance a theoretical framework that outlines the main dimensions of
PK.

Dimensions of practical knowledge
Building on well-established concepts such as know-how, knowing, experiential learning,
procedural knowledge and practice, in this section the dimensions of PK are detailed. On
the one hand, PK has explicit and tacit dimensions. On the other hand, PK is constituted by
both knowledge and practice (Handley et al., 2006; Brauner et al., 2005; Baumard, 1999;
Tsoukas, 2005) (see Figure 1). Two clarifications are necessary. First, dimensions of the PK
taxonomy are in reality a continuum rather than clear-cut categories. Hence, it is unlikely to
find ‘‘pure forms’’ of PK; conversely, hybrid forms of PK seem to be more likely to be found in
real-world situations. Second, the identification of the prevalent dimension of PK seems to be
crucial, because different forms of PK have differentiated epistemology of knowledge and
need to be treated accordingly. PK sharing mechanisms, for instance, will be different
depending on the prevalent constitutive elements of PK.
The points of departure to discuss the knowledge dimension of PK are the concepts of
‘‘procedural knowledge’’ (Cohen and Bacdayan, 1994) and ‘‘knowing’’ (Nicolini et al., 2003).
While procedural knowledge refers to ‘‘knowledge of how things are done’’ (Cohen and
Bacdayan, 1994: 554), and includes both cognitive and motor activities, knowing ‘‘is a form
of social practice that involves knowledge in action situated in the historical, social and
cultural contexts . . . and [is] embodied in a variety of forms and media’’ (Nicolini et al., 2003,
p. 3). In both cases, it is knowledge that can only be acquired through practical experience,
and it has both explicit and tacit components (Brauner et al., 2005; Polanyi, 1983). In both
cases, however, their assumptions regarding the nature of knowledge are very different. In
the former case, procedural knowledge is cognitive, and in the latter, knowing is in practice.
In order to make sense of those views, and following Giddens’ (1982) duality of structure
idea, in this study it is proposed that PK has both explicit and tacit dimensions.
The explicit component of procedural knowledge (quadrant 1) refers to what Ryle (1962)
called ‘‘know-how’’, Blackler (1995) ‘‘encoded knowledge’’ and Giddens (1982) ‘‘discursive
consciousness’’. That is, it is knowledge about how to do a practical action that, although not
clear and detailed, still can be either verbalized or explained through signs or drawings,
including the capability to provide rational accounts of actions. Explicit components of
knowledge, therefore, are generally insufficient to guide or explain how to do actions. Styhre
Figure 1 A taxonomy of practical knowledge
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et al. (2006, p. 91), for example, noted that in the construction industry, designers’ written
instructions such as layouts and technical specifications needed to be ‘‘translated into
actual practices in situ’’ because construction projects differ widely and are highly
contextual. That is, designers write down their instructions and protocols without knowing the
actual and future constraints of the specific site. The important feature of explicit procedural
knowledge is that, because it is explicit to some extent, it can be deliberately shared and
applied, even imperfectly.
The tacit component of procedural knowledge (quadrant 2) is composed of concepts, ideas
and experience that cannot be either objectivized or explained. This knowledge can be
effortlessly, unconsciously and automatically applied in order to perform a specific action.
Because the tacit component of procedural knowledge is also situated, it is not possible to
develop models or frameworks in order to share it. This is what Giddens (1982) named
‘‘practical consciousness’’ and Nicolini et al. (2003) ‘‘knowing’’. The literature has made
important advances in the understanding of tacit procedural knowledge that accompanies
practice. Scribner’s (1986) studies on practical thought, for example, pointed to the
importance of the individual’s ability to formulate the problem situation considering current
environmental limitations as well as the individual’s own practical skills to solve the same
problem in different ways. Similarly, and building on Argyris and Schon’s (1974) notion of
theory-in-use, Schon (1983) showed the different intellectual processes that managers
experience when organizing problem-solving processes during action by experimenting
and reframing situated problems in order to cope with uncertainty, change and uniqueness.
Similarly, Berragan (1998) explained that nursing environments make widespread use of
experiential, interpersonal and intuitive knowing. Gourlay (2004) suggested that PK can be
appropriately transmitted through non-verbal signing associated with novices observing
expert’s practicum. Stacey (1996) pointed to the importance of knowing how to clarify
preferences and problem-solving alternatives, since messy, poorly defined situations
constrain the determination of the core nature of the problem. Clarifying preferences,
however, is a political process, since it requires consensus building activities, while
developing problem-solving alternatives requires formulating the problem in different ways,
knowing how to differentiate between structured and unstructured problem situations as well
as using metaphors (McCaskey, 1988; Boland and Greenberg, 1988). Finally, Rolfe (1997)
suggested that novices become experts when they are able to construct informal theories
out of practice. The tacit component of knowledge required to perform practice, therefore,
can only be learnt through what Revans (1966) called experiential learning (or practice), in
which managers can make sense of new situations, developing a gestalt understanding of
apparently unrelated situations.
Shifting to the practice dimension of PK, it is possible to note that ‘‘practice’’ was defined by
Argyris and Schon (1974) as the realization of a set of actions developed by a person that
either can or cannot be executed together artefacts, materials and other people. Actions,
according to Collins and Kush (1998), need not only intentional physical movements or
behaviour in order to exist, but also need to make sense in the specific society in which they
take place. Actions can also be either polymorphic or mimeomorphic. Polymorphic actions
can be deployed in variegated forms and need an understanding of social life in order to
make sense. That is, they need tacit knowledge in order to be performed and therefore
cannot be mechanized. The act of ‘‘greeting’’ is an example of a polymorphic action.
Conversely, mimeomorphic actions can be performed in a narrow variety of ways and do not
need an understanding of social life. Therefore, they do not need tacit knowledge and can
be formalized, codified and mechanized. Punching a number in a telephone keypad is as
example of a mimeomorphic action (Ribeiro and Collins, 2007). Independently of whether
actions are polymorphic or mimeomorphic, action has transformative power since it can
direct change in order to achieve specific outcomes; action also has a normative and
communicative dimension since it is guided by rules; and, because of people’s reflexive
skills, actions can always be ‘‘done otherwise’’ (Craib, 1992).
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‘‘ Practical knowledge can be defined as the blend of explicit
and tacit procedural knowledge with explicit and tacit
practice. ’’

Practice, according to Eraut (2000), has explicit and tacit dimensions. Practice is explicit
(quadrant 3) when an individual deliberately applies explicit procedural knowledge and is
able to explain how the action is done – at least partially. Explicit practice is constituted
mainly by mimeomorphic actions that for the most part need conscious, reason-dominated
explicit procedural knowledge. Practice in this quadrant, therefore, can be established by
logical rules and is goal-oriented (Spender, 2005). Because of those features, explicit
practice can either be codified, such as in the case of a recipe to cook rice, or can be
crystallized in a physical procedure, such as the mechanisms developed when using the
Japanese Poka-Yoke technique in industrial environments (Evans and Lindsay, 2002).
Explicit practice, therefore, is close to what Habermas (1984) called ‘‘instrumental action’’.
Practice is tacit (quadrant 4) when tacit knowledge based on previous experience is used –
consciously or unconsciously – to perform emerging and intentional actions, and the
individual performing them is totally unable to explain how she/he does a specific action
(Eraut, 2000). There are two categories of tacit practice. The first category is constituted
mainly by polymorphic actions that need tacit social understanding of the specific situation
in order to be performed. Practice in this category is mostly intuitive and explorative, and
deals, on an on-going basis, with the consequences of previous actions. That is, it helps to
test hypotheses and generate meaning from both outcomes and processes (Spender,
2005). The second category is constituted by actions that are consciously never performed;
that is, non-actions that are deliberately or intuitively deployed in order to achieve a specific
outcome are an important part of practice since, if executed, they can alter outcomes. This
implies that the individual performing the action has not only a social understanding of the
specific situation, but also accumulated experience.
Taking the four quadrants together, it is possible to have an idea of the key dimensions of PK,
and more importantly, this framework aids in better understanding the dynamics of PK. In
some instances, the explicit dimension of PK (quadrants 1 and 3) might overcome the tacit
dimension of practice, such as in the case of a recipe for cooking rice; while the individuals
involved in the task perhaps have some experience with kitchen-related tasks, to cook rice
they need a recipe. In other cases, the tacit dimension of PK (quadrants 2 and 4) can prevail
over the explicit dimension, such as in the case of an experienced chess player engaging
successfully in a simultaneous game. While he has significant experience, he has no
advance knowledge of his adversaries’ moves and is unable to explain how he wins the
game. Similarly, the knowledge dimension of PK (quadrants 1 and 2) can overwhelm its
practice dimension. Going to the cinema is an example of implementing previously planned
actions, where the people involved know in advance what they will do and how they will do it.
Finally, the practice dimension of PK (quadrants 3 and 4) might override its knowledge
dimension, as in the case of the experienced surfer who is able to achieve a high
performance in unknown seas without ‘‘thinking’’ how to do it.
Before further explaining the idea of PK in the following section, it must be noted that the
literature, following Wittgenstein, has agreed on the idea that it is not possible to fully
articulate and codify PK, because ‘‘. . . rules [do] not contain the rules of their own
application’’ (Collins, 1990, p. 30). Disagreements in the literature relate to the hierarchy of
PK dimensions. Schatzki (2001) noted that while some observers maintain that the practice
dimension rules over the knowledge dimension (e.g. Bourdieu, 1990; Spender, 2005), others
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argued for the combination of practical skills and perception, propositional knowledge,
reasons and goals (e.g. Barnes, 2001; Giddens, 1982).
In this paper a dynamic perspective of dimension of PK is taken. This means that, rather than
attempting to uncover which dimension is more important, the crucial aspect is to recognize
the dynamic character, and therefore the fluid nature, of practice and PK, something that
requires an evolving configuration of practice. In this sense the proposed PK framework
might help both academics and practitioners to uncover the specific form and composition
of PK.

Practical knowledge: a second approximation
Considering the above taxonomy, PK can be defined as the blend of explicit and tacit
procedural knowledge with explicit and tacit practice. This means that it is possible to
differentiate two forms of PK. Explicit PK refers to the deliberate use of explicit procedural
knowledge (encoded and embrained know-how) in order to perform mimeomorphic actions.
For example, well-known and codified ‘‘recipes’’ can be utilized to perform specific actions,
such as cooking rice. Explicit PK, then, is related to the objective dimension in which
artefacts, materials, people’s behaviour and performance are all well known to the person
doing the action. This is why explicit PK can be planned and outcomes can be predicted to
some extent.
Tacit PK, on the other hand, unconsciously and automatically applies tacit procedural
knowledge (knowing) in order to perform polymorphic actions. Tacit PK is related to the
subjective dimension, in which artefacts have different (some unknown) applications, and
people’s performance and contextual situation are highly unstable. Thus, outcomes are
uncertain and procedures cannot be planned. Because it is constituted by tacit and situated
knowledge as well as being embodied to a significant extent, it is not possible to represent it
by any exact theory (Polanyi, 1983). That is why it is not possible to explain how some
actions, such as riding boards or fine-tuning pianos, are performed. Tacit PK, therefore, can
only be embodied in the individual’s mind (conceptual and cognitive skills) and in
polymorphic actions involving a variety of motor, kinetic and sensorial abilities. Using
Blackler’s (1995) nomenclature, the tacit knowledge component of PK is embodied. As part
of the tacit dimension of PK can be included the informal routines that individuals need to
develop and use over time in order to cope with the expected performance of artefacts,
materials and behaviour of individuals. Tacit PK, therefore, can only be acquired and
performed through practice. Action-learning (Zuber-Skerritt, 2002) and experience-based
(Garrick, 2001) programs such as learning-by-doing, learning-by-trying and
learning-by-failing are all part of the conceptualization-experimentation-reflection cycle
(Kolb, 1984) that facilitates learning tacit PK.
The main difference between explicit and tacit PK is, on the one hand, the extent to which
one is more situated, embodied and unstable than the other. On the other hand, explicit PK
usually entails the performance of mimeomorphic actions, while tacit PK involves the
performance of polymorphic actions. Thus, the idea of PK is close to the idea of procedural
knowledge (Cohen and Bacdayan, 1994) and knowing (Nicolini et al., 2003), but PK
differentiates the type of cognitive activity performed (tacit versus explicit) as well as the
type of action (mimeomorphic versus polymorphic) performed when ‘‘doing’’ practical
activities. This concept of PK also goes beyond Scribner’s (1986) practical thought ideas,
since he emphasizes more the knowledge (i.e. the tacit components of procedural
knowledge) than the practice dimension, leaving a gap in the relationships between actual
practice and ‘‘practical thought’’.

Conclusion
This paper has outlined the constituent dimensions of PK. After discussing the epistemology
of PK, a four-quadrant matrix was depicted detailing their main dimensions. It has been
argued that PK is constituted by a knowledge dimension and a practice dimension, each of
which can, in turn, have explicit and tacit features. This paper has taken a dynamic
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perspective suggesting an ever-evolving composition of practice and PK, in which explicit
and tacit procedural knowledge, together with explicit and tacit practice, acquire different
configurations depending on embodied capacities, such as skills, tacit understandings,
dispositions and the specific space-time and resource limitations.
The PK framework brings implications for management practice, since recognizing the
different configurations PK might adopt can assist in selecting the requisite mechanism for
sharing/learning PK. That is, the PK framework complements latest practice-oriented
management research. Leonard and Swap’s (2004) ‘‘deep smarts’’ idea, for example,
rediscovered the usefulness of action-learning approaches to promote ‘‘transfer’’ of what the
author has defined as PK. That is, they argue that, in order to transfer judgment and
knowledge of experienced people, it is necessary to use active learning strategies, such as
guided observation problem-solving and experimentation. While there is a significant body
of literature dealing with workplace action-learning approaches (Boud and Garrick, 2001),
still it is not clear what approach to use in what situation. The proposed framework might
assist in this task since it recognizes different configurations of practice and its associated
PK. The case of negotiating a merger in a highly uncertain context, for example, represents
PK in which the tacit dimension is the strongest one. There are high levels of uncertainty
about how the future partners will behave and it is not possible to predict how to cope with
uncertainty. While the experienced person might be unable to explain how it is done, she
might successfully cope with her tasks because of her experience. Learning-by-doing,
learning-by-experimenting and learning-by-failing techniques for sharing this form of PK can
be adequate for this situation because polymorphic actions call for tacit PK, where the
situation can only be dealt with during actual action. Conversely, in the case of implementing
a well known management model, such as six-sigma, in a stable and well known context, the
explicit dimension of PK prevails over its tacit dimension. This, in turn, means that, because
actions are likely to be mimeomorphic and accumulated knowledge can be articulated and
codified to some extent, PK can be shared through a combination of guidelines and
guided-observation techniques.
Similarly, Orlikowski’s (2002) study of practices pointed out a series of practices that a
software company implemented in order to facilitate software development in a dispersed
environment. The PK framework can be applied in order to establish the actual configuration
of PK (that is, either explicit-oriented or tacit oriented) in order to set up an adequate
mechanism to facilitate learning or knowledge sharing. The PK framework can also enhance
the understanding of the idea of communities of practice (Wenger et al., 2002, p. 29), since
practice in this approach is equated with knowledge (‘‘. . . practice is the specific knowledge
the community develops, shares and maintains’’), leaving a gap in the role, features and
nature of practice.
Limitations of the PK framework are related to the fact that, while offering a refined
understanding of the nature of PK, it still does not explain what the constitutive elements of
practice are and how they are interrelated. Consequently, it is necessary to further develop
the idea of practice by detailing its main triggers (DeMartini and Whitbeck, 1987),
components, boundaries, key agents as well as their interrelationships. Additionally, there is
need for further studies in order to integrate the PK framework with ideas of uncertainty,
equivocality and ambiguity (see Weick and Sutcliffe, 2001; Zack, 1998). Another research
avenue awaiting further development is related to the exploration of relations between power

‘‘ The PK framework brings implications for management
practice, since recognizing the different configurations PK
might adopt can assist in selecting the requisite mechanism
for sharing/learning PK. ’’

j
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and PK. As Giddens (1982) suggested, practice can have a ‘‘domination structure’’ and this
means that the way the different components of PK are configured can favour the political
use of actions and PK.
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