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Abstract 
 
Recent times have witnessed a growing awareness that for an organization to 

successfully manage it’s knowledge base requires it to possess the commitment and 

loyalty of it’s workers (Storey & Quintas 2001). This has resulted from an 

acknowledgement that; much organizational knowledge is highly tacit and personal in 

nature (Baumard 1999); behavioural ‘problems’ (such as a reluctance to share 

knowledge – Storey & Barnett 2000) represents one of the main challenges in many 

knowledge management initiatives; and a growing recognition that there has been too 

much of an IS/IT emphasis in many knowledge management initiatives (Ruggles 

1998).  

 

One of the main findings from a number of recent surveys on organizational 

commitment was how limited levels of commitment appeared to be (Gallie et al 1998, 

Scase 2001). Further, increasing levels of commitment may not be a simple or 

straightforward task, as the literature on high commitment HRM practices shows how 

difficult it is to achieve (Storey & Quintas 2001). Finally, Scarbrough (1999), in one 

of the few papers to link knowledge sharing and the management of knowledge 

workers with the issue of organizational commitment suggests that the difficulties of 

motivating knowledge workers to share their knowledge may be related to 

fundamental conflicts in the employment relationship.  

 

These low levels of commitment therefore represents a potentially significant barrier 

for organizations attempting to involve their staff in knowledge management 

initiatives. This paper addresses this issue by examining the contemporary literarature 



on organizational commitment, and linking it to the literature on the management of 

knowledge workers, and knowledge management more generally. This represents an 

important issue to examine, as while commitment has been identified as a key issue in 

the management of knowledge, there has been little by way of detailed analysis of the 

issue in much of the knowledge management literature.  

 

The paper also considers how contemporary changes to the character of work 

organizations and the nature of employment may be affecting organizational 

commitment. This suggests that the problem for any knowledge management 

initiative of low levels of commitment may be compounded by the fact that changes 

in work and employment – with the use of downsizing and delayering, the growth of 

flexible forms of employment and virtual forms of organization – may be reducing 

employment security, and having an adverse effect on levels of organizational 

commitment. For example, research into the effects of downsizing shows that 

survivors appear to exhibit substantially lower levels of trust, loyalty and commitment 

towards their organization (McGovern et al 1998, Sahdev et al 1999, Worral et al 

2000). Organizational commitment therefore appears to be somewhat fragile and 

brittle. While it is a difficult, uncertain and time consuming process to build 

commitment, once achieved it can very easily be shattered and lost. 

 

Thus, paradoxically, just when it is being argued that knowledge represents the main 

source of competitive advantage for organizations, it appears that the evolution in 

organizational forms and structures may be making the management of knowledge 

more difficult to achieve.  

 

In conclusion, the paper will contribute to the literature on knowledge management 

through making use of the extensive literature on organizational commitment to 

achieve an improved understanding of the difficulties and problems involved in 

motivating workers to share their knowledge. 

 

Bibliography 

 

Baumard (1999). Tacit Knowledge in Organizations. London: Sage 



Gallie, D. et al (1998). Restructuring the Employment Relationship. Oxford: 

Clarendon Press. 

McGovern, P, Hope-Hailey V, Stiles, P (1998).’The Managerial Career after 

Downsizing: Case Studies from the Leading Edge.’ Work, Employment and 

Society, 12, 3, 457-478 

Ruggles, R. (1998) 'The State of the Notion: Knowledge Management in Practice', 

California Management Review, Vol 40, No 3, pp. 80-89. 

Sahdev et al (1999).’ Downsizing and The Changing Role of HR.’ International 

Journal of Human Resource Management, 10, 5, p. 906-923. 

Scarbrough, H. (1999). ‘Knowledge as Work: Conflicts in the Management of 

Knowledge Workers’, Technology Analysis and Strategic Management, 11, 1, 

5-16.  

Scase, R (2001). ‘Why We’re so Clock wise.’ Observer, 26th August, P. 9, business 

section. 

Storey, J., Barnett, E. (2000). ‘Knowledge Management Initiatives: Learning from 

Failure.’ Journal of Knowledge Management, 4, 2, p. 145-156. 

Storey, J, Quintas, P (2001). ‘Knowledge Management and HRM.’ In Storey, J (Ed) 

Human Resource Management: A Critical Text. London: Thomson Learning. 

Worral, L., Cooper, C, Campbell, F (2000).’ The New Reality for UK Managers: 

Perpetual Change and Employment Instability.’ Work, Employment and 

Society, 14, 4, 647-668. 

 

 

 

 


