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Abstract

The aim of the article is to explore different aspects concerning the distinction between the expert and the consultant.
We analyse theoretically and empirically these distinctions in the framework of the knowledge-based economy in order
to introduce the central concepts of epistemic community and community of practice. The question is to know to which
community experts and consultant belongs. We also investigate the role that some actors coming from outside the firm play

in reinforcing knowledge creation and codification processes in the firm. © 2001 Published by Elsevier Science B.V.

Keywords:Experts; Consultants; Communities; Knowledge

1. Introduction In order to analyse this crucial issue, we shall ex-
plore different aspects concerning the distinction be-
Consulting firms are major actors of the knowledge- tween the expert and the consultant.

based economy since they are both influenced in their  Firstly, we focus on the task that they have to ac-
activity by the new paradigm and among the most ac- complish. Secondly, this first distinction lead to anal-
tive heralds of this new economy. Hence it seemed yse the distinction from a cognitive point of view. We

that if one was to study the management of knowledge make the assumption that the fulfiiment of their re-
and more precisely the use of codification that could spective tasks entails a particular cognitive pattern for
be made in this respect, these companies were the beseach of them. Mainly, the difference lies in the expert's

places to begin a study. Moreover, our starting hypoth- ability to produce new knowledge, in his/her power of

esis was that highly skilled knowledge workers were
likely to hold a personal and idiosyncratic knowledge
that potentially could resist codification. These partic-
ular workers could then well be the embodied limits
of codification processes.
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fax: +33-3-90-41-40-50.
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creation and imagination. Thirdly, we investigate the

question of the social recognition of the expert. But

at the same time institutional means are not always at
hand to select or label experts. So we will try to iden-

tify particular social processes which are at stake in
the recognition of a person as an expert.

Lastly, this paper deals with the specificities of ex-
perts and consultants, both within the firm they are
part of and within the various organisations in which
they have to intervene. In the first case, we discuss the
various strategies implemented to breed and manage
knowledge inside a consulting firm. In this respect, the
codification strategy is central in the discussion. In the
second case, the client firm is envisioned as a network

0048-7333/01/$ — see front matter © 2001 Published by Elsevier Science B.V.
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of communities. This network integrates two specific the process in an efficient way.In fact, consultants
kinds of cognitive communities: the epistemic com- are supposed to have more experience and knowledge
munities and the communities of practice. The respec- since they occupy, by the very nature of their activity,
tive role of experts and consultants will be discussed a privileged position in several companies (Hargadon
within this conceptual framework. and Sutton, 1996; Sarvary, 1999). As noted by Sar-

To carry out our study, we led several interviews vary: “through the consulting assignments, the consul-
with persons acknowledged as experts or consultants.tant is connected to many firms in different industries.
The interviews ranked from individuals to interna- As a result of this central position, the consultant is
tional organisations. They were conducted following aware of a large set of business problems as well as a
a semi-open questionnaire allowing cohesion between large set of solutions” (p. 98). In other words, consul-
the various interviews and yet giving enough room tants work more efficiently since they benefit from a
to the interviewed person to freely develop his/her large empirically validated and highly varied knowl-
thoughts. edge basis. They act as “knowledge brokers” and are
recognised as such by clients.

In certain cases, clients face situations which are
unknown to them, i.e. managers are unable to identify
the real problem to tackle. Here, consultants are led
to check out if these situations can be, by some anal-
ogy, related to existing problems and then to propose
matching solutions. However, that is not always the
case. In fact, firms also encounter problems the pattern
of which is not recognised at first glance by specialists.

2. Distinguishing experts from consultants

2.1. Experts and consultants: a first raw distinction

At first sight, consulting firms seem to carry out
one type of activity: solving problems arising in their
clients’ firms. However, a closer look allows us to lay

out a fundamental distinction among these activities.
One has to distinguish clearly two broad categories
of problem solving contexts in which consulting firms
intervene. On the one hand, client firms are used to
looking outside their own organisation for specialists
(via large consulting companies such as the “Big-5”,
for example) able to provide them withset of solu-
tionsthat have to be matched to firms’ problems. On

In other words, consultants may fail to identify rele-
vant sets of problems and solutions. Contrary to the
first case discussed above, these are temporarily un-
known situations which give rise to new problems and
need new solutions. In this case, firms look for some
kind of expertise enabling them to conceptualise the
specific pattern of the problem before trying to solve
it. The needed capacity is not the consultants’ ability

the other hand, there are situations in which the very to provide analogy between known problems and so-
nature of organisational problems is hardly framed and lutions, but their creative capacity to propose reliable
recognised by decision makers who need to implement new patterns of interpretation. This particular capacity
a more customised and specific device to overcome is actually what leads some consultants to be consid-
these specific problems. These situations, as specificered as experts in their own companies or by clients.
contexts of action and reflection, are essentially char- These two different situations call for two different
acterised by the nature of knowledge and individual sets of capacities. Indeed, the different contexts en-
capacities that consultants have to mobilise to handle countered do not concern the same type of external
them. interveners. Consultants are the actors intervening in
In the first case, problems are usually well identified the first type of situation (i.e. in which problems are
by managers and assignments can be formulated in
order to engage specialised people to deal with them. 3 pecision makers are also aware of the fact that neutrality, as
Of course, one should remember that not all problem an important element of judgement in this case, can be insured
solving activities are externalised and firms can exploit Via an external institution responsible for proposed solutions. In
their own intellectual resources. Nevertheless, the ra- fact, when the implementation of managerial solutions imposes

tional quiding man r mtobe b d on their will important changes, managers can justify their decisions by trusting
onalgu g managers seem o be based o e the specialists’ judgement. In this case, consultants often take part

ingness to delegate some problem solving activities to in the change process as a relay between top management and
gualified external people or firms in order to fasten employees.
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well identified) and experts are the actors addressing These definitions are particularly relevant for both
the second type of context (i.e. where problems are consultants and experts who are both required to ap-
emerging and blurred). ply significant levels of knowledge and attention and

The main difference between experts and other con- problem solving capabilities during specific missions
sultants lies in the distinction between two kinds of (Lorino, 1997). All these authors emphasise that
cognitive capacities. While, consultants’ know-how is  knowledge workers demand and require a significant
their ability to use a particular tool box in well-known degree of autonomy, based on the nature of individuals
contexts, experts propose their capacity to formalise themselves and the nature of the work they perform.
new problems and solutions which are usually con-  Moreover, the idea to equate the notions of expert
text specific and tailor made. An expert is then an or consultant and of knowledge workers is consis-
intervener who is temporarily involved in a partic- tent with the characterisation made by Anderson et al.
ular process of knowledge creation. The expert, as (1996) who identify four levels of knowledge.
underlined by Trepos (1996), is able to transform oc-
curred events into knowledgeable situations. As we
will see in Section 2.2, this specific expert’s cognitive
capacity helps us to define what is the essence of the
expertise.

1. Basic knowledge (‘cognitive knowledge’ or
‘know-what’) directly drawn from the practice
within the discipline that are gained through train-
ing and may be rewarded with diploma.

2. A'know-how’ (‘fadvanced skills’) that are the trans-

lations of ‘learning in books’ into ‘actual practices’.

The individual learns the rules of his/her discipline

and applies them to the complexity of the world.

‘Understanding systems’ that supposes the under-

standing by the individual of the causes and effects

of the different phenomena of his/her discipline.

Thus she/he is better prepared to solve more com-

plex problems or to call intuition into play. It is

then, according to Anderson et al. (1996), the situ-
ation in which an ‘extraordinary value’ is created.

4. A ‘self-motivated creativity’ (or ‘care-why’) en-
tailing a couple ‘motivation and adaptability’ to
reach success.

2.2. Experts and consultants from a cognitive
viewpoint

2.2.1. Cognitive mechanisms common to experts and 3.
consultants

Starbuck (1992) and Alvesson (1992, 1993) both
consider consultancy work and consultancies to be
good examples of knowledge work and knowledge in-
tensive firms (KIF). KIF are firms within which knowl-
edge is the key asset. In such firms, different forms
of knowledge are capitalised and exchanged (Spender
and Grant, 1996). These pieces of knowledge come
both from experiences gained in missions carried out
in client firms and from codified sources. The final- Both consultants and experts deliver an interpre-
ity of such firms is to use some knowledge in order tation of reality highly conditioned by the type of
to meet clients’ needs. They are in essence immate-demand they face. They both have the capability
rial firms working out problem solving activities and to rely on previous knowledge (experience) and to
organisational changes. Their fundamental assets thusre-articulate pieces of knowledge in a new way (what
rely in the cognitive ability of their employees. Typi- Varela (1989) and Weick (1979) call ‘enaction’).
cally in the literature, knowledge workers are consid- Drawing upon this, they generate arguments and se-
ered as highly educated individuals who often have ries of actions. Despite the similarities we outlined, it
been trained in a particular profession (Knights and seems nonetheless necessary to draw a line between
Willmott, 1987). Reich (1991) referred to knowledge experts and consultants. This difference is visible in
workers as ‘symbolic analysts’, a hew type of work- the cognitive architecture built by each of these agents.
ers who combined significant levels of technological
skills in problem identification and problem solving. 2.2.2. Cognitive specificities of experts and
Drucker (1993) also characterised knowledge workers consultants
as individuals who had high level of education and  The origin of the mission of the consultant and
specialist skills and combined these assets with the the expert being in most cases largely different, the
ability to identify and solve problems. consultant and the expert rely on different forms of
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Fig. 1. Cognitive pattern and output of experts and consultants.

knowledge and cognitive processes. Indeed, althoughexpert will call more regularly during his/her mis-
their approaches stem from a common ground (Fig. 1), sions for ‘deutero-learning’ through which she/he is
the consultant bases his/her activity much more on able to think differently. In such processes, she/he
standardised and hence widely codified knowledge. articulates forms of knowledge different from the
The role of imagination remains insignificant and is consultant's. The first of them is the experience
only used to adapt stabilised methods to particular kept in his/her memory, a mix of recollections, tacit
contexts. knowledge and emotions. This kind of experience is
The consultant, no matter the size of his/her com- constructed, among other things, through processes
pany, has access to precise codebooks (methodolo-of trial-and-error (the expert does not test hypotheses)
gies). Moreover, his/her experience allows him/her to partly leading to wrong choices. We find here the
gather different ‘best practices’ from his/her previ- ‘artisan’s knowledge’ stated by Hatchuel and Weil
ous references. Within this framework, the consul- (1992). Nonetheless, this knowledge is not sufficient.
tant mainly learns through ‘learning by working’ or  She/he must hold some ‘know-what’ and ‘know-why’
‘learning by adaptation’ (Probst andiBhel, 1995) about his/her domain of intervention. She/he also
also named ‘single loop learning’ (Argyris and $ch sometimes needs ‘know-who’ when she/he has to
1978). The consultant evolves within changing con- seek knowledge complementary to his/her own or
texts by making some corrections in the light of the precise information. Know-who generates knowledge
evaluation of actions undertaken previously. In certain about who knows what and who knows how to do
cases, the consultant may have to implement ‘learn- what (Foray and Lundvall, 1997b). Know-who also
ing by construction’ also called ‘double loop learning’ includes the knowledge about how to interact with
(Argyris and Scbn, 1978) when she/he has to concep- whom. In that sense, know-who underpins the ability
tualise new products (new methodologies, new proce- to articulate various knowledge located in different
dures, etc.). places. So, a great deal of the knowledge brought
The expert does not face the same initial situations into the firm by the expert is generated by combina-
since she/he intervenes on problems to which stan-tion (i.e. codified knowledge to codified knowledge)
dardised methodology cannot be applied. In this per- (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995).
spective, the expert pays more attention and is more Lastly, the expert uses personal practices in the res-
sensitive to changes and to the variety of contexts olution of problems by calling into play points of
she/he encounters. The notion of potential surprise his/her experience upon which she/he will be able to
resulting from an event described by Shackle (1972) carry out a solution to the problem she/he faces. The
and Dibiaggio (1999) acquires its full meaning. The expert thus develops a kind of aptitude to create new
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knowledge to cope with an unknown situation. She/he his/her peers. This does not exist in the case of the
operates a form of ‘artist's knowledge’, a real mix of consultant.

imagination, creativity and vision in a given context. Thanks to his/her cognitive capabilities, the ex-
These processes are at work only in the domain of pert is a sort of intermediate agent establishing a
specialisation of the expert. This is a key difference back and forth circulation between the academic and
with the consultant. Indeed, the expert really creates the firm worlds. Thus, she/he implements particular
new knowledge that was not existing before his/her in- ‘know-who’ to make relevant translations. Codifica-
tervention. The consultant may actually create knowl- tion plays a fundamental role in this respect, it is an
edge in his/her practice, but this would then be mere obligatory stage.

spill-over, and knowledge creation occurs at the mar-  Although the consultant and the expert are to be
gin of the processes implemented by the consultant. assimilated to knowledge workers, the cognitive pro-
By contrast, the creation of new knowledge to solve cesses leading to actions remain different between the
new problems arising in unknown situations lies at the two. The renewing of their knowledge is also different.
core of the expert’s activity. Nevertheless, at different degrees, they are knowledge

The re-actualisation process of the knowledge base agents for the firms they are in contact with. They are
of the consultant is different from the one of the expert. particular knowledge workers in that they are in con-
In this respect, several remarks must be outlined. tact with numerous different contexts, firms and ob-

First, the consultant renews his/her competencies jectives in their daily activity.
partly by mining in the ‘best practices’ she/he ob-
serves at his/her client firms, partly by scanning
specialised literature and partly by participating in
training courses whether internal or external to his/her
firm. Depending on the size of the firm, he can access
systems of knowledge capitalisation or not (cf. infra).
It should be noted that his/her bases for renewing
his/her knowledge are more easily codifiable than the
expert’s. Indeed, newly acquired knowledge partly
display an intangible dimension since the consultant
must diffuse them both throughout his/her firm, to-
ward his/her colleagues and toward his/her clients.
These bases must then be protected as sources o
competitive advantage of the company.

The renewing of expertise is fairly different. It
is achieved through particular learning processes
but this is not sufficient. The expert must master at
a higher level than the consultant the ‘know-why’ e The belongingwhether the consultant belongs to
of his/her domain. Moreover, she/he must have an internationally or locally known company (ma-
the ability to formalise his/her knowledge in aca- jors of the sector or independent consulting firms)
demic publications. For these reasons, the expert the ‘client’ selects him/her above all for his/her be-
must establish links with the academic realm. This  longing to this entity. Then, following the nature of
environment offers him/her new theories, new ap- the mission, of the activity sector, of his/her expe-
proaches based on acknowledged references and also rience, a consultant or a team of consultants will
the possibility to validate the theoretical content of be commissioned. A selecting process is then run
his/her work. Hence, the expert, by participating in internally in the consulting firm. The acknowledge-
research seminars, workshops, collective publica- mentis carried out at a first level by the hierarchy
tions, etc. can confront his/her knowledge and rep-  of the organisation.
resentations with other forms of expertise. In this e The educationthe consultant, to be acknowledged
perspective, she/he benefits from a validation by by his/her hierarchical superiors and his/her peers,

2.3. Recognition of expertise

The activity of experts and consultants entails a
necessary recognition by their colleagues, clients and
partners. This point impacts on the processes of in-
ternal promotion, the capability to cope with increas-
ingly complex missions and, obviously, their activity.
Although the consultant and the expert undergo these
common determinants of legitimacy, numerous other
features distinguish one from the other in this respect.

No matter the size of the company employing
Pim/her, the consultant is acknowledged by a triptych
stable over time. Drawing upon the study of the ded-
icated literature (Jaillet, 1998; Henry, 1992), different
conditions of recognition of the consultant have been
identified.
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must obtain the adequate diploma. We thus admit tual results match the expected ones. This recognition
that she/he has completed a curriculum that was takes the shape of wages or of additional missions. One

validated at a point in time.

e The experienceto be qualified, the consultant
must gain a minimum of successful experiences.
The results obtained give him/her legitimacy inside
his/her organisation but also outside for his/her

must not overlook that the codified elements produced
remain immaterial assets that will constitute evidence
either of successes or of failures of the consultant.
The expert's recognition can be partly built out
of the described triptych, but also out of specific

clients. An experienced consultant does not hesitate parameters.

to cite his/her references (his/her previous clients).
Hence, by contrast with the academic world, the

audience of the consultant does not need material
references (Jaillet, 1998). She/he just has to utilise
experiences undergone with his/her previous clients

(Henry, 1992).

All junior consultants cannot pretend to established
references. In order for them to swiftly gain some ex-

periences, the junior consultants are coached during
missions by more experimented consultants. They thus

benefit from ‘learning by imitation’ and ‘learning by
interacting’ in the case of a collective work. These dif-

ferent elements constitute the mode of social recogni-
tion of the consultant. Through these means, they are

selected at the expense of others.
In other words, no professional organisation de-
voted to consultants recognises them directly. In

France, although some attempts have been made, none

has yielded real institutionalisation of recognition.

Besides, although certain consulting firms possess

international standard of organisation (ISO) agree-
ments, this can a priori only guarantee an internal
coherence, but not their ability to conduct a mission

successfully. The acknowledgement of the consultant

is thus due to the triptych presented above.
As a consequence, the ruling of this sector of activ-

ity is achieved through market mechanisms and hence, *

ultimately, the clients. These latter thus acknowledge

ex ante the competence of one or the other consultant.

This recognition must be confirmed by action. The

e Word of mouthhaving by definition few experts by
domain, their recognition and promotion is achieved
through largely implicit processes. As is the case in
medical or legal domains, a list of accreditation of
experts does not exist.

e Personality by contrast with the consultant, the

‘order-giver’ in the case of expertise selects above

all a human being. We do not dismiss the fact that

some choices are made according to a famous trade-
mark, but the charisma of the individual is equally
important. This personality is determined by the
features of the expert’s discourse. Three main fea-
tures appear according to Jaillet (1998). First se-
riousness, stability and synthetic competencies of
the expert. This corresponds to his/her professional
identity. Second, the expert must have a particular
sensitivity and feelings. Third, is the expert’s capa-
bility to create logical and relevant arguments about
complex and unusual problems.

These three characteristics are also taken into
account for the consultant but at a lower degree.
The expert being commissioned for complex tasks,
the perception of his/her professional identity is
paramount. It allows him/her to be someone that
can be trusted. It will be his/her responsibility to
turn this presumption into a certainty.

Academic recognitionby contrast with the con-

sultant, this kind of legitimacy is necessary to the

expert (cf. supra).

In the domain of management consulting, consul-

consultant is also acknowledged by evidence she/hetants and experts are acknowledged and selected by

mobilises and by the arguments she/he produces.
In this perspective, codification is omnipresent; it is

uncodified processes (informal procedure). Their le-
gitimacy is mainly built through market mechanisms.

the consultant’s action. It is operated through several There are no state or professional organisations to give
means: by causal schemes, demonstrations, varioushem a label and thus a kind of recognition. The stud-

graphic processes, quantitative studies, etc. The codi-

ies and interviews allowed us to clarify several key

fied elements produced are the property of the client features. We however assume that some others may

and become his/her own tools. The quality of works

achieved in turn confers recognition whenever the ac-

exist. These elements highlight the subjectivity of the
identification of experts. Although processes of iden-
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tification of experts might exist within large organisa-
tions, this is not the case for small businesses.

3. Empirical material

3.1. General presentation

This paper stems from TIPIK, a European funded
research project on codification of knowledge. In
such a framework, our questioning was the follow-
ing: “given the growing importance of codification
of knowledge and use of ICT as means to make this
knowledge virtually available to anyone, is there any
room left for individuals endowed with specific skills
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We thus fully acknowledge that in its present state
our work lacks more thorough empirical grounding
and that, in turn, this empirical study should lead to
deeper theoretical developments. However, we believe
that our study provides a first set of proposals regard-
ing knowledge workers, their behaviour and their role
in the current economic environment.

Consulting activity is essentially based on the ca-
pacity of specialised companies with highly qualified
staff to solve their clients’ business problems. They
are occasionally asked to carry out specific missions
inside the firm in order to advise decision makers in-
volved in a complex business environment. Decision
makers, as clients, expect them to brimgw knowl-
edgeas inputs for the firm decision-making process.

and knowledge?” Consulting firms then seemed to be In this sense, as far as consulting activity is concerned
relevant places where to find such individuals. The by business problem solving, we are basically facing
authors thus decided to undertake several interviews people whose profession is to create new knowledge
in this realm of activities in order to better under- for organisations. In addition, by the very nature of
stand the role they play in the current economy and their activity consultants hold key positions in sev-
how this role was carried out. From these interviews, eral sectors. This is much more true for large con-
it appeared that two main dimensions were to be sulting companies which regularly conduct important
considered: the internal management of knowledge missions within several industries and large firms.
as it is carried out in such organisations and the re- As a patrticular field of consulting activity, manage-
lationships with the environment considered from a ment consulting obeys the same principle. These firms
knowledge-oriented standpoint. directly receive assignments from their clients and deal
We carried out seven interviews of individual work-  with a large set of management problems (benchmark-
ing in management consulting firms. Although this is ing, re-engineering, organisational problems, market
clearly not enough to statistically back strong theoret- studies, human resource troubles, etc.). The expected
ical assertions, it nonetheless allowed us to propose output of their work is usually intellectual services

some insights that could be further investigated. More
precisely, there are two usual ways to link empirical
and theoretical dimensions of an academic work (Thi-
etart, 1999). Either one tries to ground a previously
built theoretical framework empirically, or one tries to

infer a conceptual formalisation from a data collec-

of high quality, i.e. practical methodology for work
process, strategic diagnosis of the organisation, spe-
cific training programmes for employees, new ways
of thinking the business and so on. The range of their
missions thus includes a large set of managerial situa-
tions which evolves over time following firms’ needs.

tion. Our process has been somehow looser than eitherThis also implies a large set of services proposed to
of these two possibilities. Given the nature of the ma- their clients. For instance, in France, consulting com-
terial collected (semi-opened interviews) and its rela- panies specialised in human resources management
tive small amount, the empirical work played for us a propose over 20 types of services ranging from “indi-
particular role. On the one hand, it served as a filter vidual coaching” to “organisational design” and “or-
through which the literature was assessed according toganisational change management” (Cabin, 1999).

its relevance to the observations. Moreover, it served A careful examination of consultants’ missions
as an articulation of the different bodies of literature. leads us to distinguish the following categories of
On the other hand, the relevance of the thoughts ex- professional function:

pressed by the different persons interviewed provided

new insights that allowed us to develop new ideas or e employee training;

to link ideas in an original (at least for us) way. ¢ reduction of uncertainty/supporting decision makers;
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o diagnosis and judgement;

e organiser (implementation of workshops with em-
ployees);

e theoretician (understanding complex phenomena);

e relay agent (linking top management to the whole
organisation).

The different interviews can be divided into two
categories: (1) consulting firms that favour standard-

ised solutions that can be re-employed a great amount
of times thus seeking economies of scale and (2)

firms that prefer implementing customised solutions
invented for each specific mission.

The empirical studie$ can be organised along two
dimensions. First, consulting firms can be charac-
terised by the way they manage their internal knowl-

edge (Hansen et al.,, 1999). Second, two categories

can be identified, following the relationships and
the services consulting firms provide to their clients,
according to the framework displayed above.

3.2. Internal knowledge management strategy

The conduct of the interviews led us to differentiate
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Firm F taskforce has conducted a marking of each
working paper, on the basis of the degree of their po-
tential use. To do so, the team must identify the per-
sons potentially concerned with the document and also
appreciate the value of the document, in terms of tar-
get audience and informational value.

One must not be misled by the method of marking
documents. It is not designed to restrain the diffusion
of the documents. On the contrary, it aims at multi-
plying the chances that the right person gets the right
document, thanks to an intelligent archiving of doc-
uments. A second step is to appreciate the degree of
information entailed by the document. The task force
counts the number of times a document has been read
by members of the population evaluating this way the
value of this piece of knowledge.

Firm G has almost the same internal strategy of
knowledge management. For such a firm’'s strategy
of capitalisation, the use of an intranet is paramount.
A network of agents throughout the world work on
the formalisation of knowledge about a given domain
and the processes of the firms in that domain. A vir-
tual group models the processes of the client firms.
Processes are divided into actions gathered under the

two main forms of knowledge management and cap- |ape| global best practices (GBP). The aim of these

italisation in consulting firms. A first group of firms,
gathering firms F and G, achieve a capitalisation of

knowledge through codification processes and exten-

sive use of internal means of diffusion, namely, in-
tranets and databases.
Firm F has implemented a method of collecting and

GBP is two-fold. On the one hand, they are set to train
the junior consultants. On the other, they are used for
benchmarking.

The sum of all knowledge accumulated by consul-
tants is stored in a ‘knowledge space’ (the intranet).
This knowledge space is used for feeding consultants’

spreading knowledge. A wide-range knowledge man- york with previous experiences and, at a higher level,
agement programme has been set up in firm F startedio create the GBP (there is thus a work of formalisa-
in the last few months. Instead of archiving all docu-  tjon and compilation made by the virtual group men-

ments in a librarian style, the knowledge management tjoned above based on the knowledge space).

task force chose a hierarchical classification of docu-

ments according to their features, in order to facilitate
their collecting and diffusion.

4 Studied firms are named with the following seven conventions:
(1) firm A, a small consulting firm (10 employees) specialised in
management and quality; (2) firm B, a medium-sized firm spe-
cialised in management and marketing strategy; (3) firm C, an in-
dividual consulting firm specialised in operation and process man-
agement; (4) firm D, a medium-sized consulting firms specialised
in management and quality; (5) firm E, an individual consulting
firms specialised in knowledge management; (6) firm F, one of the
Big-5 international consulting firms specialised in accounting and
management; (7) firm G, one of the Big-5 international consulting
firms specialised in accounting and management.

The second group of firms gathers firms A—E. Those
firms have in common the same mode of knowledge
capitalisation. They mainly use informal methods to
collect their experiences. Indeed, the collecting of
knowledge and know-how is carried out from elec-
tronic or paper documents, without gathering these
documents in a structured information system. They
thus favour informal and direct exchanges from con-
sultant to consultant to diffuse knowledge. Codified
pieces of knowledge serve as a basis for these ex-
changes, nonetheless tacit knowledge plays the cen-
tral role in interactions. These practices are a priori
pertinent and efficient since these different firms are
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all small or medium-sized. Only reports from mis- firms studied share the fact that their employees carry
sions have a common shape, the other relationshipsout consultant jobs. In most cases, firms bring stan-
are not based on formalised patterns. This is consis- dardised and experienced solutions to the problems
tent with what Hansen et al. (1999) call personali- faced by their clients. Only some of them display the
sation. expert's ability to handle complex problem solving
Two internal strategies of knowledge management activities. In this latter case, solutions cannot be stan-
have been outlined. The first one focuses essentially dardised. In this perspective, the relationship with the
on the codification of experiences gained through client tends to be more personal.
missions worked out for clients and on their struc-  Considering the mode of social recognition of a
turation in information systems. The second one is consulting firm activity, two different processes apply,
essentially based on the personal capitalisation madedepending on the nature of the firm. In the case of
by each agent. A second distinction can be made the big consulting firms, their competencies and skills
among these firms, based on their ability to deliver a are acknowledged through the medium of their brand
knowledge product to their clients. name, and through the academic credentials of their
members. For the more ‘artisanal’ consulting firms,
their social value is acknowledged through two ways:
(1) through the academic and professional publications
The selection of a consulting firm by an organisa- of their members and (2) through the reputation gained
tion is made in several ways. The first selection cri- from recommendations from previous clients.
terion is the size and the reputation of the consulting  In the course of his/her activity, a member of a
firm. Firms F and G fall within this category. Those consulting firm of the second type does not resort
consulting firms are chosen by clients thanks to their to specific abilities that the customer does not hold.
image as international firms. By contrast, firms A—E His/her activity can better be described as the link-
are chosen by clients that heard about them by words ing of internal and external expertise. She/he does not
of mouth and through their belonging to a given con- apply a pre-defined aptitude to the situation, except
text (a geographic area, a sector of activity, etc.). Thus, for very standardised cases, where a package has al-
relationships between clients and consulting firms are ready been designed inside the consulting firm (for in-
different in nature. The first category (i.e. F and G) stance, technology-related problems: year 2000 bug,
have an industrial approach of their activity, whereas switch to Euro accounting, etc.). The consultancy pro-
the second type see their activity much as a work of cess then requires a capacity of thinking by analogy
proximity. with reference to past experiences. It also requires a
Two kinds of answers to problems arising in client comprehensive attitude consisting of adapting to the
firms are made evident in the interviews. The seven precise problem under review. The whole process can

3.3. Relationships with client firms

Table 1
Main results drawn from the empirical study

Firms providing standardised
solutions typology A (firms F and G)

Firms providing customised
solutions typology B (firms A—E)

Internal knowledge management
Dominant type of knowledge

External relationships
Selection

Output

Situations in which they are called
Usual situations
Unusual situations

Codification
Codified knowledge

Brand mark, international reputation
Standardised and rationalised processes

Address well-identified issues

Consultants

Personalisation
Mix of tacit and codified knowledge

Proximity reputation, trust

Standardised processes
Ad hoc solutions

Consultants
Experts
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only be handled by experienced consultants, who mas-tensions that exist within many knowledge-based
ter enough frameworks and several intellectual mark- firms therefore are between: autonomy versus control
ers to be able to understand new situations. The agentand efficiency versus uncertainty. These tensions need
then conducts a process of cognitive regeneration of to be addressed and mediated by management if the
past experiences, faced with a new situation. Hence, firm is to sustain its competitive position over time.
expertise can be characterised more as the (re)creation These elements entail that consulting firms hold crit-
process than the application of a specific knowledge. ical immaterial assets (intellectual capital) and there-
The main results presented are summarised in thefore the recruitment and management of the workforce
Table 1 inspired from Hansen et al. (1999). can be considered as critical strategic issues (Alvesson,
Drawing upon the theoretical framework displayed 1995). Lowendhal (1997) suggests that the top man-
in Section 2 and the empirical report of Section 3, it agement must centralise decision-making processes to
is now possible to draw a synthesis of the two and some extent. Moreover, their autonomy implies that
to carry the analysis further by introducing two new experts and consultants must be co-ordinated and al-
concepts: (1) epistemic communities and (2) commu- ways integrated through the means of knowledge basis
nities of practice. The aim is to sharpen the distinction maintenance.
between experts and consultants by grounding these We have found out in our interviews that in or-
concepts in a larger framework. der to stabilise knowledge of both consultants and ex-
perts, the top management had to implement processes
known throughout the firm and to make sure that they
4. Cognitive typology were actually used. According to our findings and con-
sistent with Hansen et al. (1999), these processes are
4.1. Capitalisation (internal knowledge management) of three kinds.
The first strategy as exemplified by firms F and G
To the extent that consultants and experts are deal-in our classification is codification of knowledge. In
ing with numerous experiences, it is necessary for their that case, the consulting firm implements and feeds a
firms to be able to capitalise them and to get rid of their knowledge base on an intranet in which each of its
idiosyncratic dimensions (that is to objectify them). As members can search and stock knowledge. In this way,
Robertson and Swan (2000) and Starbuck (1992) put the consulting firm possesses a universal and glob-
it, the management of these highly autonomous knowl- alised system, taking into account the local specificity,
edge workers requires a delicate balance between acultures, sectors of activity, etc. ‘Cyberbas’ (Nonaka
level of formalisation necessary for co-ordinated ac- and Konno, 1998; Creplet, 2000) can then exist and
tions and low levels of formalisation required to fa- are places of knowledge exchanges. Knowledge is here
cilitate knowledge work processes. It should be noted mainly explicit and tangible. In other words, knowl-
that consultants and experts remain particular work- edge is de-contextualised and can be exploited by any
ers, more autonomous and having a larger latitude in firm around the world. For such systems to function,
their functioning. particular knowledge workers must exist: knowledge
According to Kelley (1990), this point suggests that carriers between consultants and the organisational
knowledge workers are in fact ‘gold collar’ workers memory (intranet). Their function consists of gath-
enjoying superior employment conditions compared to ering and processing available knowledge to diffuse
more traditional blue and white collar workers. In ad- it throughout the firm. They are not mere archivists,
dition, typically management within KIF is also faced but rather real converters of tacit and explicit knowl-
with an innately uncertain and equivocal environment edge into codified knowledge exploitable by the whole
in which establishing and monitoring efficiency crite- firm. They can operate conversion modes such as ex-
ria is problematic. The time and resources required to ternalisation and combination (Nonaka and Takeuchi,
produce successful outcomes from knowledge work 1995; Nonaka et al., 2000). According to Nonaka et al.
processes can never be accurately estimated as th€2000), “externalisation is the process of articulating
process itself (knowledge creation) is inherently un- tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge. When tacit
predictable (Robertson and Swan, 2000). The major knowledge is made explicit, knowledge is crystallised,
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thus allowing it to be shared by others, and it becomes mobilises a smaller number of colleagues), enhanced
the basis of new knowledge.. The successful con-  competitiveness, a better and quicker access to adapted
version of tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge de- knowledge.

pends on the sequential use of metaphor, analogy and Although these processes function with regard to
model”. In view of Nonaka et al. (2000), the step fol- consultants, they appear more difficult to apply in the
lowing externalisation is combination. “Combination case of experts. The consulting firm must manage to
is the process of converting explicit knowledge into capitalise some of their knowledge and, at the same
more complex and systematic sets of explicit knowl- time, more traditional publications.

edge. Explicit knowledge is collected from inside or The risk inherent to this codification process takes
outside the organisation and then combined, edited or several shapes (Foray and Lundvall, 1997a). First,
processed to form new knowledge. The new knowl- there is the risk of a loss of capitalised knowledge;
edge is then disseminated among the members of thesecond, the non-diffusion of certain practices; lastly,
organisation”. a low return of investment on codification costs.

Within this first mode of knowledge capitalisation, a These practices can be implemented within large
codification process is obviously operated. It is based firms but are difficult to set within small structures,
on a language common to all members of an organ- either regional or national. A critical size is necessary
isation, on translation and recombination of differ- for efficient codification. Therefore, for medium-sized
ent best practices identified by the clients. It appears structures, a risk of de-invention or loss of parts of their
that the consultant integrates local jargon, local prac- competence might exist if senior consultants leave the
tices drawn from many different firms. By dragging firm.
them into a universal database, she/he sparks a con- The second strategy is personalisation. For exam-
version process. The codification process that occursple, by contrast with firms F and G, the objective of
incorporates articulated explicit knowledge as well as firms A and C is totally different: the aim is not to
inarticulated tacit knowledge (Ancori et al., 2000). capitalise knowledge under digital forms, but to imple-
Nonetheless, the consultant can hardly access too inar-ment a ‘know-who’ system about who holds knowl-
ticulated, tacit knowledge embedded in individuals or edge and competence about a given domain. By using
groups. Thus, whatever the kind of codification oper- his/her ‘know-who’ the expert is able to build a net-
ated, it entails a deterioration of knowledge. Codifica- work at a given moment in time to answer a particu-
tion however allows the spanning across cultural and lar problem necessitating a critical size of competen-
managerial boundaries through the setting of a sort of cies. Knowledge exchanges between consultants will
meta-language or meta-code. be more based on face-to-face meetings in groupware

Codification in this first case, although not over- systems (Ciborra, 1996) or video-conferences. In this
coming these different constraints, gives a global case, the firm mainly relies on the consultants’ ca-
language to the consulting firm. Consultants have pability to transmit their knowledge without personal
access to a continually enriched knowledge worth strategies. Codification however still exists in that case
trans-nationally and trans-culturally. This codification but it is not institutionalised. Consultants must be able
is a lever for efficiency and action; it is a sort of to share their reports on codified supports with their
economic intelligence in the sense that the consult- colleagues but not as intelligent knowledge-basis as
ing firm holds an immaterial asset that allows it to presented above. This mode of capitalisation and ex-
activate knowledge and solutions swiftly. change relies more upon the expert; she/he can more

Once activated, this knowledge will be carried by easily transmit certain of his/her ‘best practices’ and
other consultants; new interpretations of these codified successful experiences to the other members of the
products emerge; they merge with the culture of the firm. Nonetheless, she/he will still hold unarticulable
individual or the organisations using them. A kind of and uncodifiable knowledge.
internalisation takes place; the consultant uses these In that case, codification is also very much used
codified elements as tools for his/her missions. (as in the first case), but the leadership of the

Gains are thus multiple: better financial profitability consulting firms using the second mode acknowl-
(at a given cost, the consultant spends less time or edges the idiosyncratic knowledge of experts and the
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non-codifiable nature of some individual knowledge learn, learn how to learn, etc. In that context, network
on which they rely. externalities appear and grow, stemming from codifi-
Finally, the last strategy available is a mix of the cation.
firsts two ones. The interviewed expert from the firm Economics of knowledge through consultants can
B pointed out this possibility. They privilege rather be identified with the concept of ‘glocalisation’ (Guil-
simple codification and capitalisation systems and the hon et al., 1997). Indeed, by capturing knowledge in
organisation of meetings on a regular basis during a given place (local) and diffusing it inside his/her
which knowledge is exchanged. These systems ap-firm that can be international for the biggest consult-
pear nonetheless really efficient. However, these firms ing firms (global) and adapting it to specific needs (lo-
being medium-sized (under 100 employees), it is cal), the consulting firms blur the notions of space and
problematic to envision to implement these practices time.
universally. Such KIF are thus knowledge catalysts, one of the
Because of the specificity of their knowledge work- cornerstones of the economics of knowledge. More-
ers and of their ways of dealing with knowledge, over, these firms possess a certain number of experts.
consulting firms display a particular organisational These experts by dealing with codified knowledge
structure. Many researchers suggested that specific(free of context) act heavily on this economy. Thus,
structural conditions, in particular organisational con- in such an economy, evolving towards virtuality, KIF
figuration, are a critical factor in firms where inno- are central.
vation and problem solving are a conscious strategy
(Mintzberg, 1983; Starbuck, 1992; Alvesson, 1995; 4.2. Outcomes (relationships between consulting
Grant, 1996). These commentators suggest that thefirms and their clients)
operating ad hocracy (Mintzberg, 1983) is the most
appropriate configurational archetype. The ad hocracy Experts and consultants are knowledge workers and
de-emphasises the hierarchical structure and, insteadtheir function is to provide or modify behaviours of
call for a dynamic organisational structure based on firms. In the new context constituted by the paradigm
self-forming project-teams, decentralised decision of the economics of knowledge, the most important
making and little formalisation. behaviours that are to be considered are the cognitive
Crucially, Mintzberg suggests that in the absence of ones. Indeed, in that case, the most important asset
a formal hierarchy, control needs to be based on pro- of the firm is the knowledge it holds and the way it
fessionalism and on the development of strong consen-uses it. Hence, the outputs of consultants’ and experts’
sual cultural values. Hence, there is a suggestion hereactivities will be cognitive in nature and will interact
that the tensions between organisational efficiency and with the knowledge structure of the organisation they
individual autonomy can be mediated by the develop- intervene in. Thus, to evaluate the impact of the inter-
ment of a strong organisational culture that promotes vention of consultants or experts in a firm, one must
the development of normative (cultural) control which first analyse the firm from a cognitive viewpoint. To
serves to both self-discipline and integrate individuals do so, we use the concepts of ‘epistemic community’
within these typically highly informal organisational and of ‘community of practice’.
environments (Cremer, 1993). These two concepts help to view the firm as a set of
The various modes of capitalisation and diffusion of learning loci with and among which consultants and
knowledge inside KIF are meant to make clients ben- experts play their role in the cognitive evolution of
efit from knowledge proved valuable and, in the case the firm. Indeed, the actual process of production and
of experts, to make new knowledge emerge. The con- circulation of knowledge within the firm is the corner-
sultant thus appears in this new economy as a highly stone of the formation of organisational learning. We
autonomous intermediate agent looking for the best assert in this perspective that the tendency towards a
combination of knowledge to sort a particular situa- knowledge-based economy and the related intensive
tion. With his/her clients, she/he creates a form of bi- use of new ways to communicate and exchange knowl-
lateral relationship (of which the ‘client’ is not nec- edge will contribute to enhancing the role of the two
essarily conscious) each of them benefits from them, specific communities: (1) epistemic communities and
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(2) communities of practices, in the formation of or-
ganisational learning and knowledge creation within
the firm. In this respect, we agree with Gibbons et al.’s

(1994) statements that a new mode of knowledge cre-

ation emerges which, in our view, stems from the in-
teractions between these two kinds of communities
(Cohendet et al., 2000).

The concept of “epistemic communities” has been
developed noticeably in the realm of international
relations (Haas, 1992; Adler and Haas, 1992)Js-
ing this concept to address the issue of codification
of knowledge, Cowan et al. (1998) suggest that any
codification activity implies the existence of codes
that are understandable by the communicating ac-
tors. Following this approach, an epistemic commu-
nity may then be concretely defined as a framework
within which codification can occur. The concept of
“communities of practice” was introduced by Wenger
and Lave (1990) who, by focusing on individuals’
practices, identified groups of persons engaged in
the same practice, communicating regularly with one
another about their activities.

The key point lies in the way knowledge is created
in these two kinds of communities. In epistemic com-
munities, knowledge creation lies at the core of their
activities. By contrast, communities of practice focus
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Wenger (1999) and Brown and Duguid (1991, 1998)
state that self-organisation is an essential characteris-
tic of communities of practice. According to Lesourne
(1991), self-organisation is the ability of a system to
acquire new properties by organising itself or by mod-
ifying by itself its own organisation. Self-organisation
confers to the system an adaptive ability to evolve
without any constraint of authority or any determin-
ism. The system is then autonomous and sets a bound-
ary with respect to the other functions of the firm. It
creates a sort of ‘organisational closure’ in the termi-
nology of the theory of self-organisation. This idea is
important since it underlines the cross-functional na-
ture of communities of practice within the firm.

More precisely, autonomy and identity of commu-
nities, the key characteristics of self-organisation al-
low for collective acquisition and processing of stim-
uli from the environment (Wenger, 1999; Dibiaggio,
1998). Identity and autonomy are essential for the
agent to define himself/herself with respect to his/her
environment and for the members of the community
to behave collectively.

Self-consciousness is also visible in the mutual
commitment of the community. It is built around
activities commonly understood and continually rene-
gotiated by its members. A community’s member

on their practices (as the name indicates). Knowledge feeds it with his/her experience and, in turn, relies on
creation is thus an unintended spill-over and is by no the knowledge capitalised by the community to carry
means the main focus of this latter type of community. out his/her activity. These processes take the shape of
‘war stories’ (Brown and Duguid, 1998) that mem-
4.2.1. Communities of practice bers tell when they gather. They develop a jargon
The members of communities essentially seek to understandable by the members only. It is thus a mu-
develop their competencies in the practice considered. tual commitment that binds agents in a social entity,
Communities of practice can then be seen as a meansensure cohesion of the community and recruitment of
to enhance individual competencies, they are oriented new members.
toward their members (Lave and Wenger, 1990; Brown  Wenger and Lave (1990) interpret the practice of
and Duguid, 1991). This goal is reached through the these communities as the vector of learning, that is in
construction, the exchange and the sharing of a com- turn the building of an individual entity. Hence, the
mon repertoire of resources (Wenger, 1999). evaluation of an individual is made by the community
of practice as a system and is focused both on the
values adopted by the individual and on the progress
5 Related concepts are also to be found in sociology of science. In Made in his/her practice, the two being co-constitutive.
this domain, one may mention Barber (1952) who asserts that sci- ~ Within communities of practice, the privileged
entists tend to create self-regulated communities and Knorr-Cetina knowledge is thus essentially the know-how (Brown
(1981) who developed the concept of scientif_ic co_mmgn_ities. On_e and Duguid, 1991), which is tacit and socially
may 'also quote Bey;sade (1998) \{vho stud|e§ linguistic and, in localised. The nature of knowledge is due to the
this field, uses the notion of epistemic community and stresses the ' ) o
importance of a common language as a cement for such commu- Objective and the structure of the communities of
nities. practice. As a result, the community tends to send
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no messages toward the outer world. Messages areby themselves (or with which they were endowed)
almost exclusively exchanged among the members of to fulfil that goal. Notions of autonomy and identity

such a community.

4.2.2. Epistemic communities
Epistemic communities can be defined as small
groups of ‘agents working on a commonly acknowl-

are weaker than in the case of communities of prac-
tice, thus favouring the group’s creativity (Kao, 1998;
Leonard-Barton, 1995). In this way, the community
increases its ability to seize future opportunities. This
form of organisation furthers knowledge creation by

edged subset of knowledge issues and who at the veryfavouring the synergy of individual varieties. We find

least accept a commonly understood procedural au-

here the principle of ‘required variety’ stated by Ashby

thority as essential to the success of their knowledge (1956). Individuals accumulate knowledge according

activities’ (Cowan et al., 1998). Epistemic communi-

to their own experiences. The quality of this knowl-

ties can thus be defined as a group of agents sharingedge depends on two factors. The first is the variety of

a common goal of knowledge creation and a com-
mon framework allowing them to understand this
trend. Hence, the goal of epistemic communities is
simultaneously outside and above the community’s
members.

What defines a community is the existence of a pro-
cedural authority that can be explicit or not. However,
it must be different from the kind of authority held
by a guru to ensure a certain autonomy of the mem-
bers. Moreover, the procedural authority conveys the
idea of progress toward the cognitive goal set by the
community. The belonging of members will thus be
evaluated with respect to this procedural authority. It
should be noted that this procedural authority can a
priori emerge from the interactions among members.
In that case, the organisational closure is either re-
alised, or imposed from the outside and then not re-
alised. In the former case, the epistemic community
will be self-organised and then close in this respect
to a community of practice. This remark is important
since it shows evidence of the possibility for one form
of community to evolve into the other.

Within an epistemic community, agents are bound
together by their commitment to enhance a particular
set of knowledge. The recruitment rule is thus defined
with regard to the contribution an agent makes to fulfil
this goal (this goal is likely to be partly given and
partly emergent: Blackler and McDonald, 2000).

Epistemic communities are structured around a goal

individual experiences in interaction. The second fac-
tor is the ‘knowledge of the experience’. This is con-
sistent with the idea of a rational ability of experience
feedback within which validation is made according
to the procedural authority: what is evaluated is the
contribution of the agent to the cognitive goal with
regard to the criteria set by the procedural authority.

Because of the heterogeneity of the agents, of the
objective of knowledge creation for the sake of knowl-
edge creation, of the lack of deeply shared values, it
appears that the knowledge creation mode is much like
a form of externalisation (conversion of tacit knowl-
edge into explicit knowledge) in the sense of Nonaka
and Takeuchi (1995). The first task of epistemic com-
munities is thus to create a ‘codebook’. Hence, knowl-
edge circulating within epistemic communities is ex-
plicit (but not codified since it remains mainly internal
to the community: Baumard, 1999).

According to the authors, the consultant mainly has
to do with communities of practice. Indeed, according
to the empirical data collected, the consultant inter-
venes in the firm at the level of the operating structure
and not at the level of the strategic and decisional one
as the expert does.

During his/her professional life she/he gathers expe-
riences, she/he observes various practices and learns to
speak different languages spoken in various commu-
nities of practice. These different skills allow him/her
to act as a translator between communities of practice.

to be reached and a procedural authority endowed A translator is a person who gained experiences in a

6 Epistemic communities emerge in uncertain context calling for
the creation of a new paradigm (which is not the case for com-
munities of practice) (Haas, 1992). We are then close to the com-
munity of young researchers overcoming the old paradigm in the
theory of Kuhn (1962).

given field, but also has the capability to adapt his/her
knowledge to the different milieus she/he has to inter-
act with (Brown and Duguid, 1998). The experience
of the consultant is the synthesis of the ‘best practices’
she/he encountered during his/her missions. She/he is
then able to transfer them from one locus to the other.
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Because of the self-organised nature of communi- tablished disciplines can be revealed. However, al-
ties of practice, the consultant can neither create themthough inter-disciplinarity spans the boundary of each
nor act upon them. However, she/he still can bring domain, its finality remains embedded in disciplinary
them new know-how or at least the means to gain this research. By contrast, trans-disciplinarity deals with
know-how. These means are actually the knowledge what is between disciplines, across different disci-
she/he gathered from his/her interactions with various plines and beyond all the disciplines. In that sense,
social contexts (communities) and that she/he codified. trans-disciplinarity and disciplinary research are com-
This codification process gives him/her a product that plementary.
can then be carried from one place to the other. This Mutatis mutandis these considerations fit with
codified product is a means for a community of prac- what occurs within a firm if it is envisioned as a
tice to evolve in its activity (Cook and Brown, 1999). set of communities. Hence, consultants intervene at
She/he is in this respect an actor of codification. More- the ‘disciplinary level’ in communities of practice
over, given the output she/he provides, the evaluation (nonetheless keeping in mind that these communities
of his/her activity is easily made by the client and by are practice-oriented), whereas the expert interacts
his/her hierarchy. with ‘inter-disciplinary’ teams (epistemic communi-

However, virtuality and new communication ties) since the outcomes of these communities will
and information technologies may jeopardise the be scattered in the different communities of practice
consultant’s role. Indeed, with these new tools, com- and hence modify the disciplinary patterns. But the
munities of practice now can by themselves go out- expert also acts at a trans-disciplinary level in that the
side to interact with either communities of practice epistemic community aims at producing knowledge
belonging to the same international firms or commu- that is above the members of the communities and
nities from another firm or even domain. They are thus above the disciplines members come from.
thus able to share knowledge and best practices with- Besides, and for the trans-disciplinary outcomes to
out resorting to consultants. The role of diffuser held be effective, the expert has to be a link between the top
so far by the consultant can now be handled by the management of the firm and the epistemic community
community itself and his/her role does not appear as that has carried out the problem solving process (Haas,
essential anymore as it used to be. 1992). His/her task is in that case to convince the top

With respect to the interactions with a firm, the management of the value of the results of the epis-
expert is radically different from the consultant. Be- temic community. To do so, she/he must possess the
cause, his/her particular cognitive skills are to spark ‘strategist's knowledge’ (Hatchuel and Weil, 1992).
new knowledge, to provide solutions to unknown sit- This particular knowledge reflect the ability of an in-
uations, she/he has to deal with epistemic communi- dividual to evolve in an ambiguous environment and
ties. His/her activity with epistemic communities is to manage to co-ordinate the various forces at stake in
two-fold. Either she/he turns a community of practice this environment. This is also the kind of knowledge
into an epistemic community (or at least makes a com- labelled metis by Baumard (1999). It is this con-
munity of practice tend towards an epistemic commu- crete, oblique knowledge used in action to cope with
nity) or she/he relies on an epistemic community to a complex and uncertain environment. The evaluation
work out a solution. of expertise, by contrast with the one of the work of

One can define several levels at which the expert the consultant, is thus highly subjective and depends
plays a role. These are the inter-disciplinary and the fully on the CEQ’s reaction.
trans-disciplinary levels. Inter-disciplinarity is the ex- Lastly, at this stage, codification plays an im-
pression of a need to establish a co-operation betweenportant role. Indeed, once the top management is
autonomous disciplines to widen the understanding convinced of the value of the outcomes provided by
of a particular domain or to reach a common objec- the maieutic process, the next move is to diffuse this
tive. Inter-disciplinarity thus jumps over boundaries new orientation to the enterprise as a whole. In that
of domains and questions the methods and materi- case, codification is the best means to reach this goal
als of the various intellectual practices. In this way, by operating what Wiley (1988) calls ‘generic sense
problems hidden by the point of view adopted by es- making’. Generic sense making links individuals to
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institutional issues. The next step would be aninternal- we analysed, are thus different in nature. Although we
isation by all members of the new vision, but this first acknowledge that some consultants could be specialist
codification process remains however necessary in consultants, a boundary however separates these two
order to reach a certain level of homogeneity quickly. kinds of actors.

To sum up, both the consultant and the expert play = We also addressed the question of determinants of
an important role in the cognitive development of the the recognition of these two actors. It appears that the
firm. The consultant acts at an operational level and recognition, or legitimatisation, of the expert is far dif-
works at enhancing the day-to-day practices of the ferent from the one of the consultant in some respects.
firm. But beyond that, what she/he actually does, is Whereas the former must display ingenuity, must be
to maintain and make the core competencies of the acknowledged through academic modes and through
firm evolve. His/her part thus should not be underes- successful complex experiences, the mode of recogni-
timated. The expert’s role is to participate, through a tion of the consultant is different since his/her recog-
maieutic process, in the evolution of the more global nition relies on the reputation of the firm employing
strategic vision of the firm by working out together him/her and on a number of standard parameters (e.qg.
with epistemic communities new knowledge and thus diplomas). Lastly, we underlined the importance of
new representations and beliefs of the firm at a global the personality of the expert as key element in his/her
level. legitimatisation.

The consultant and the expert produce knowledge

in their firms and in the clients’ ones. Several modes

5. Conclusion of capitalisation of this knowledge, of organisational
memories, have been described. The production of

The theoretical and empirical studies carried out to these actors takes the form of codified outputs, but the
understand the feature of the expert in the domain of capitalisation processes are not so uniform. We iden-
management consulting led us to identify another form tified three types of possible capitalisation: one form
of actor: the consultant. These two actors intervene in was based on codification, relatively hierarchical and
firms, organisations of all sizes in order to help these universal, another form based on personalisation en-
organisations to improve their behaviour, to implement tailing a kind of interactive organisation, and lastly a
better tools, to solve critical issues, etc. mix of the two.

According to the definitions we set, the expert in- In each of these cases however a preliminary stage
tervenes mainly in unusual situations and operates aof codification remains necessary to allow the firm to
relatively new panel of knowledge; the consultant, by keep immaterial assets gained from experiences. From
contrast, acts more within missions where standards this stage, the strategy varies with firms and exchange
solutions fit the forecasted project. methods, enrichment, diffusion, etc. rank from fully

From there, we described, within a cognitive per- codifying knowledge to keeping large amounts of tac-
spective, the specificities of each of them. To do so, itness.
we introduced the notions of ‘knowledge worker’ and Lastly, we dealt with the outputs provided by con-
KIF. These two actors are indeed knowledge produc- sultants and experts respectively to their companies
ers, knowledge carriers, and the structures employedand to their clients. To do so, we displayed two con-
by them are of their own, loci of knowledge and infor- cepts: (1) epistemic community and (2) community of
mation exchanges, creation, capitalisation and modi- practice. The expert interacts more with the former and
fication. sparks creative processes. She/he must then convince

It thus appears that the consultant and the expertthe top management of the value of these outcomes
develop various learning processes in their respective thus entailing a change in the overall strategic vision of
practices and that they use, produce, etc. specific formsthe firm. The consultant acts within the firm and con-
of knowledge. In addition, the expert, unlike the con- tributes to the diffusion of ‘best practices’ and hence
sultant, must call into play such notions as creativity, to the enhancement of the day-to-day operations.
imagination, and articulation of knowledge throughar-  The existence of consultants and experts in
guments. The consultant and the expert, in the realmthe knowledge-based economy remains relevant
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and allows, at various degrees, the constitution of transformation of the entrepreneurial vision based on
inter-industries, cross-cultural, international, inter- cognitive communities in the firm.
disciplinary and trans-disciplinary links. These partic-
ular knowledge workers are actually real knowledge
carriers across disparate organisations. Acknowledgements
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