


















relationships and networks can be a source of new ideas and innovations and provide an informal 

alternative means of communication in situations when formal channels breakdown.   

 

Figure 3.  The ad hoc mode of interaction where there are weak ties between each xi and each yi  

and strong ties with groups X (left – light blue) and Y (right – dark blue).. 

 

By its nature the ad hoc mode often happens naturally and is the default when no other mode is set up.  

However, if team members realise that it is not a very efficient mode of knowledge sharing and can be 

the cause of fragmentation of information and decision making.  The ad hoc mode is often of value as 

a supplement to other modes to build informal networks in a traditional formal bureaucratic 

organisation. This phenomenon occurs in the Complex quadrant of the Cynefin model of collective 

knowledge creation, sharing and utilisation.  

There was a time when ad hoc meetings between members of disparate groups would only occur if the 

groups were co-located so that face to face encounters were possible.  Now it is increasingly likely that 

people meet online as there many places on the Internet where ad hoc encounters can and do occur (eg 

social systems such as Facebook, Myspace, Twitter).  Thus distance is becoming less of a barrier to 

the ad hoc mode of knowledge sharing. 

Mode 2. Spokesperson:  In this mode each group has one member (say xs and ys) through whom all 

knowledge sharing is channelled as depicted in Figure 5. The spokesperson could be the group leader 

or a representative who could be assigned, elected or even just emerges in a self-organisation group.  

In the ICU the obvious spokesperson for the family would be the next of kin or guardian who can 

make decisions on behalf of the patient.  This mode is the common official mode in many work and 

military situations eg meeting of team or unit leaders, and has obvious advantages of efficiency over 

the ad hoc style when there are formal decisions to be made and where there are many groups who 

must co-ordinate efforts. However, group, team or unit members can feel marginalised in this process.  

Our research into team games has revealed that often a team leader or spokes person can emerge as 

they become more cohesive but this does not always need to be the case. 

 

 

Figure 4. The Spokesperson mode of interaction where X and Y each have a spokesperson xs 

and ys who can develop quite strong ties together with the strong ties within X and Y. 

 



Selecting a spokesperson to interact with another group is often a solution to the recognition of 

problems with the ad hoc mode. . Efficiencies come from faster consensus in decision-making but 

actual knowledge sharing may be slower and reduced as the spokesperson acts as a filter. The 

spokesperson can thus have a position of power and other members of the group may not have the 

same influence. There can be political implications on choice of spokesperson. 

Mode 3. Mediator: In this mode, an external person M, ideally with relationship management or 

negotiating skills, performs the role of mediator and provides the channel for knowledge sharing. M 

could interact with all members of the group, as to each xi in Figure 5 or and to a group spokesperson, 

as to ys in Figure 5.  This mode of knowledge sharing is prevalent when there is tension or antagonism 

between groups or a break down of knowledge sharing using one of the other modes.  Possible 

mediators suggested in the ICU study were could be translators for families with limited English, 

social workers or lawyers. In the work environment union officials often act as mediators between 

worker groups and management.  Negotiators also often act as mediators in hostage situations in law 

enforcement and military operations.  Situations involving mediators usually have a level of stress and 

complexity on top of the other difficulties encountered in knowledge sharing between disparate 

groups.  There is more likely to be a larger variety of motives between the activities of the groups 

involve that need to be resolved before they can work towards the common object that brings them 

together (see Figure 2). 

 

Figure 5. The Mediator mode of interaction where knowledge sharing goes through a neutral 

external person M (who can then interact with each group in either the ad hoc mode 

(X light blue group on the left) or a spokesperson (Y dark blue group on the right)  

 

Calling in a mediator is often a solution to a breakdown in inter-group co-ordination using one or more 

of the other modes of interaction.  There are usually difficult issues and problems to deal with so that a 

professional or experienced negotiator is needed.  Trust and respect for the mediator, as well as his or 

her skills and suitability is critical to success. This mode is often used when much is at stake so that 

failure could have dire consequences.  

Mode 4. Embedded: In this mode, as shown in Figure 6, one member of one team ,say ye from team 

Y, joins the other team, in this case X, either as an observer or even as a participant, and yi can then 

report back to the rest of team Y from an insider’s perspective. An example of this in the ICU would 

be if one family member attended ICU team meetings and had open access to their knowledge as 

appropriate.  In the study we did not hear of any instances of this and, when questioned, ICU staff 

were quite negative to this possibility.  This mode is more common in other organisations, where 

various representatives sit on committees of other parts of the organisation, student representatives sit 

on university boards, etc.  A particularly interesting recent instance of embedding is that of war-

correspondents joining active battle units in covering events for news media.  This mode of interaction 

between disparate groups gives deeper contextual understanding to the knowledge shared leading to 

improved outcomes of the joint activity.  There are, however, obvious challenges to this mode due to 

issues of confidentiality, misinterpretation and even danger as the embedded person is exposed to the 

real activities of the other group for which they are not trained. In addition there are the issues of trust 

and acceptance by the receiving group of the embedded person. 

 



 

Figure 6 The Embedded mode of interaction where a member ye of team Y joins team X. 

Mode 5. Boundary Spanner:  In this mode, the boundary spanner has a legitimate claim for 

membership of both groups, and so is someone who is both an xi and a yi.  In the ICU study there were 

several cases, particularly in the small regional health services where someone who worked at the 

hospital had a family member in ICU.  Boundary spanners exist in a wide range of inter-group 

situations. Most such arrangements are serendipitous but provide an opportunity for quality knowledge 

sharing that should be exploited.  The military for example can benefit from members of their own 

forces who have a cultural or language background of the enemy or of the countries where they are 

serving on peace-keeping duties. 

 

 

Figure 7 The Boundary Spanning mode where someone is a member of both teams. 

In reality interaction between groups results in a mixture of these modes of knowledge sharing. For 

example in Figure 8 the light blue team, X, has a spokesperson the other relies on the ad hoc mode.  

Similarly in Figure 5 in the mediated mode members of team X have ad hoc interaction with the 

external mediator while team Y use a spokesperson.   

 

 

Figure 8 An example of a mixed mode of interaction where the light is blue team X operates in 

spokesperson mode and the dark-blue team Y has an ad hoc knowledge sharing mode/ 

It would also be possible for two or more modes operate in parallel particularly as most modern 

organisations have complex hybrid structures consisting of both hierarchies and networks (Hasan et al 



2007). The hierarchical part of the organisation would set up formal arrangements, such as the 

spokesperson and mediator modes, to coordinate the work of teams and unit where as the less formal 

networks would more likely use ad hoc or boundary spanner modes. 

6. DISCUSSION 

Knowledge sharing is difficult across boundaries as seen from literature cited in this paper on topics 

related to that of knowledge sharing between disparate groups, namely cross-functional teams, 

jointness in the military, boundary-spanning along supply chains and interagency cooperation. Issues 

raised include the challenges in shared situational awareness, communication, leadership and trust 

across differences in culture and ways of working. These are cases of activities where collective 

subjects need to know and understand what is going on around them, enabling cooperative action 

towards common objects.  Successful outcomes of activities require the sharing of complex knowledge 

between individuals and groups. 

The groups relevant to the taxonomy presented here are likely to have strong internal ties with relative 

homogeneity of their perception of the object of the joint activity. However the disparately between 

the groups will usually mean that ties between them are weak with less shared situation awareness and 

diverse interpretations of the common object of the joint activity. The literature on cooperative 

activities of disparate groups indicates that the lack of strong ties between them often impedes the 

sharing of complex knowledge. However, the potential value of knowledge sharing between groups 

engaged in cooperative activities with each other increases with the diversity of the groups by virtue of 

different and unique sources of knowledge. The Law of Requisite Variety points to the need to match 

the diversity of knowledge within a group, and by extension within a coalition of groups working 

towards a common object, to that outside it in order to meet the diverse challenges of the environment. 

The taxonomy of relationships between groups can be used to understand and improve the inter-group 

knowledge sharing and thereby increase the chances of successful outcomes of their joint activity.   

Instances where disparate groups engage in collective activities are numerous and varied.  This 

research began with the example of the two groups in an ICU, the clinicians and the family working 

together for the wellbeing of the patient.  It may be extended to small business clusters, myriads of 

networks such as those we have for research, supply chains, client/vendor partnerships, and temporary 

organisations such as those for construction and movie making.  Of critical importance are the 

communications among coalitions of groups rapidly formed in emergency situations.  These may 

include teams of police, military, medical, rescue services and local civilian community groups. 

Critical sharing knowledge can be severely constrained by the breakdown in normal modes of 

communication as has been evident in the events of 9/11, the Asian Tsunami, the cyclone in New 

Orleans and the bush fires in Australia.  Rehearsal of interagency patterns of information gathering 

and exchange, as well as responsibility for action, need to take into account different ways response 

teams can be organised to optimise knowledge sharing for co-ordinated decision and action. Kapucu 

(2006) emphasises the importance of developing a strong communication
 
system with other agencies 

before a disaster occurs to
 
establish appropriate modes of communication in which effective 

interagency
 
coordination will take place at the time of a disaster. It is suggested that the taxonomy 

presented here may be a useful tool in this exercise as multiple modes of interaction will inevitably be 

needed to suit the different cultures and ways of working of each agency. 

Table 1 is a summary of the taxonomy of alternative modes knowledge sharing between disparate 

groups who must coordinate actions in activities, in which they participate, that share a common 

object. This taxonomy is set up to be useful for research, understanding and for practical application. 

As identified in this paper, disparate groups have different ways of knowing and working posing 

difficulties for inter-group knowledge sharing. This taxonomy provides an understanding and a 

language for the different modes of knowledge sharing that could be applied as appropriate in any 

particular inter-group activity.   

 

 

 



Mode Summary Description 

Ad hoc Each member of X (xi) has access to each member of Y (yi) and interaction depends 

on individual chance meetings. 

Spokesperson Each group has one member (xs  ys) through whom all knowledge is channelled. 

Mediator An external person M performs the role of mediator and interacts with all members of 

the group, ie each xi or to a group spokesperson, ys. 

Embedded One member of one team ,say ye from team Y, joins the other team, in this case X, 

either as an observer or even as a participant, and yi can then report back to the rest of 

team Y from an insider’s perspective. 

Boundary 

Spanner 

With a legitimate claim for membership of both groups, the boundary spanner is both 

an xi and a yi. 

Table 12. A Summary of the Taxonomy of modes of knowledge sharing. 

The taxonomy emerged from the critical and stressful situation that exist in an ICU when difficulties 

were encountered when two different groups, teams of clinicians and families of patients strive 

together for the good health outcomes under pressure in an uncertain crisis situation..  Concepts from 

Complexity Theory and Activity Theory were found useful in making sense of the problems faced in 

coming to a common understanding so that the right decisions are made on behalf of the patient. As 

discussed above there are many other similar activities where disparate groups have an urgent 

requirement for effective knowledge sharing. 

The taxonomy is not intended to be a simple solution to a complex problem but rather one tool that 

could be found useful in providing some guidelines as to which mode suits which group engaged in 

any particular joint activity. In reality, complex interaction between groups will usually involve a 

mixture of these modes of knowledge sharing. The choice of mode may depend of the size and number 

of groups; the length and strength of ties within and between groups; the level of trust based on 

previous of the groups interaction; the critical nature of the communication; time pressures and 

constraints. Here the modes have been described when there were only two groups involved whereas 

many joint activities involve multiple groups, making the picture more complicated, although still a 

combination of the five modes described here.  The reader may have encountered other modes of 

interaction and the taxonomy could be extended accordingly.  In future research, it is hoped that the 

usefulness of the taxonomy will be verified and the basic concept found to be widely applicable. 
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