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A Relational/Organizational Perspective
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Abstract : This paper aims to critically review the geographical literature on learning and proximity that stresses
the role of the regions and geographical proximity in sustaining compeitive advantage, and to conceptualize a
relational/organizational perspective on the sources of knowledge and léaming in the firm. In the first part, of the
paper, I argue that the geographical literature lacks the deliberate scrutiny of how learning occurs in the firm and
where the sources of knowledge and learning come from. Secondly, I attempt to elaborate the concept of
proximity through a relational/organizational perspective. Thirdly, I delve into how learning takes place and is
realized in the firm through communities in the firm such as communities of practice, epistemic communities and
task-force teams and how such communities in the firm generate knowledge and sustain learning by drawing on
relational/organizational proximity. This paper concludes by calmmg that the sources of learning exist in
organizational spaces, with complex geographies mobilizing distributed knowledge and competences and
combining varied forms of knowledge beyond the simple demarcation of tacit and codified knowledge.
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1. Introduction pressure to cope with an increasing competitioh in

‘ technology and market. Many argue that the capa-
Knowledge, learning and innovation become bility to learn competitive knowledge thus is critical
buzzwords in this era as capitalist firms are under for the continuous survival and evolution of ithe
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firm. A great deal of attention has been paid to
explore the source and generation mechanism of
learning and innovation. Out of various theoretical
perspectives, a knowledge or competence-based
approach has been welcomed as a useful framework
for understanding the dynamics of learning (e.g.
Foss, 1998; Hodgson, 1998). As this approach that
conceives the firm as a processor of knowledge and
a learning entity sees that knowledge residing in the
firm is composed of organizational competences and
that the majority of competitive knowledge tends to
exist in a tacit form. Its central locus brings to the
fore the problem of how knowledge composed of
competences is generated, maintained, replicated,
and modified. This has direct connection with an
issue of learning and its nature.

Learning is associated with the creation and
development of competitive knowledge in and out-
side the firm. However, such learning may not take
place in a social vacuum. The process of learning
involves not only a cbgnitive process, manifesting
the process of acquiring, exchanging and transfer-
ring knowledge in an organizational context
(Odgaard and Hudson, 1998), but also a non-cogni-
tive process, which is characterized by unconscious
learning (Amin and Cohendet, 1999b; Wenger,
1998). However, whatever its nature, learning
should be achieved through social interactions
between agents. This recognition implies that the
process and outcome of learning are likely to be
determined by the characteristics of relational/orga-
nizational proximity that binds agents involved in
learning process together as well as that influences
an ability to mobilize decentralized knowledge and
resources.

In recent years, economic geographers have paid
much attention to the region as a key source of learn-
ing for creating organizational knowledge and com-
petences. The elaboration of their argument stems
from the assumption that tacit knowledge is spatial-
ly sticky and geographical proximity is, accordingly,
central to accessing and acquiring such tacit knowl-

edge. It follows that the centrality of learning should
lie in geographical proximity. However, it is prob-
lematic that the geographical literature on learning
tends to unduly stress the advantage of localized
learning in firm competitiveness and the power of
geographical proximity in learning. In other words,
it lacks the deliberate consideration of how learning
takes place in the firm and where the sources of
knowledge and learning come from. There is a dan-
ger that this tendency is likely to misconstrue the
nature of learning which takes place in the firm and
overstate the power of geographical proximity and
the region as a source of learning.

This paper does not aim to conceptualize the theo-
ry of the firm itself, nor provide an overview of the
literature on learning and innovation in economic
geography. The purpose of the paper is to challenge
the received wisdom in economic geography and
propose a different point of view on the source of
learning. This paper suggests that a relational/orga-
nizational perspective provides critical insights into
exploring the sources of learning and how learning
occurs and is realized in the firm. The first section
critically reviews the geographical literature on
learning and proximity.‘ In the following sections, 1
attempt to conceptualize a relational /organizational
perspective on the sources of knowledge and learn-
ing in the firm, by drawing on theories of the firm
and organizational learning. To do this, the concept
of proximity is elaborated in order to grasp the
nature of learning and its process. In this section, the
main point I wish to make is that geographical prox-
imity alone is not sufficient for understanding the
nature of learning and thereby the centrality of prox-
imity and learning should be studied along relation-
al/organizational dimensions that go beyond geo-
graphical proximity. This recognition leads us to
take a closer look at the sources and processes of
learning. In the last part of the paper, I attempt to
rebuild the relationship between learning and prox-
imity, by drawing on such concepts as ‘b4’, commu-
nities of practice, epistemic communities and task-
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fofbe teams. Jointly, I try to show how such commu-
niﬁes in the firm sustain learning by creating rela-
tional/organizational proximity and taking advan-
tage of geographical proximity.

2. A Critical Perspective on
‘Geographies of Learning and
Innovation

Regions are becoming focal points for knowledge
creation and learning in the new global, knowledge-
intensive, capitalism. In effect, they are becoming
learning regions. These learning regions function as
collectors and repositories of knowledge and ideas,
and provide the underlying environment or infra-
structure which facilitates the flow of knowledge,
ideas and learning (Florida, 1998: 19).

Inspired by the emergence of the learning or
kr{owledge—based economy paradigm (Burton-
]oﬁes, 1999; Foray and Lundvall, 1996; Lundvall,
1996), the region has, in recent years, drawn a great
deal of interest from economic geographers and
regit)nal economists (see, for example, Cooke and
Mbrgan, 1998; Ettlinger, 2000; Maskell, 1999; Maskell
anﬂ Malmberg, 1999a, 1999b; Storper, 1997). The
burgeoning literature on learning in economic geog-
raphy stresses that the region is a repository of
knjowledge assets, mostly tacit, which are critical to
maintain firm’s competitiveness. In other words, the
kéy to corporate success lies in how to best access,
disseminate and internalize such tacit knowledge
within the organization. Since such tacit knowledge
is spatially sticky, it logically follows that it can be
best accessed, learned and finally mastered on the
basis of face-to-face interactions at the local or
regional scale. In the end, it sees that geographical
prbxinﬁty is a crucial dimension in effectively learn-
ing such tacit knowledge.

Geographers often take some remarkable exam-
plés of advanced industrial districts, such as Silicon
Valley, Baden-Wiirttemberg and the Italian industri-
al districts, in order to justify the role of geographical

proximity in learning tacit knowledge: Hence, the
competitiveness of such regions is driven by local-
ized learning and innovative capabilities based on
‘relational assets’ and ‘untraded interdependencies’
(Amin and Thrift, 1997; Cooke and Morgan, 1998;
Storper, 1997). This highlights that relational assets,
which involve locally common cultural and behav-
ioral norms incrementally created by trust and reci-
procity between local institutional agents, pl?y a
fundamental role in governing social economies of
the region. :
Jointly, it is often argued that the source of com-
petitiveness in such regions lies in the place-specific
institutional mechanisms of learning, characterized
by the ability to siistain flexible adaptation to énvi-
ronmental changes or even reflexive reorganization.
These;may‘be the characteristics of places showing
‘best practices’ in' a global economy. They are ¢ffen
called ‘learning regions” (Florida, 1995, 1998;
Morgan, 1997), reflecting the distinction between
such regidns and Fordist mass production regions.”
Firms in learning regions that are replete with the
assets which support innovation and learning infor-
mation, knowledge, technology, ideas, training,% and
skills gain dynamic efficiency through the access
they enjoy through networks of‘interdependénce
with other firms, formal institutions of learning, and
common conventions and understandings thatﬁsur;
round firms (Amin and Cohendet, 1999a: 89). ‘
In doing so, geographical proximity is regarded
as critical for accessing localized relational assets as
well és fostering untraded interdependehcies.
Harriﬁgton et al. (1999) argue that geographibal
proximity among firms, which. are particuiaﬂy
engaged in industrial sectors relying on specialized
information or skill or rapidly changing innova-
tions, Facilitates the frequent interaction, both fo;rmal
and informal, that engenders the social virtues of
trust, co-operation, and exchange of informétion
(tacit and explicit) necessary for success. Of course,
the possibility has been acknowledged that, this
logic can.only apply when the region or loc}aIity
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shares the strength of its ‘untraded and traded inter-
dependencies” between local economic institutions
and has a richness of valuable (tacit) knowledge
(Hudson, 1999; Malecki, 2000; Storper, 1997).

However, reasoning behind the logic underlying
these arguments can be questioned. Contemporary
firms operate under pressures with uncertainty cre-
ated by rapidly changing environments and the
complexity of reality. These competition environ-
ments require firms to better learn and adapt than
competitors (Kanter, 1989; Thrift, 1996). They force
them to use any kind of knowledge, to make any
kind of alliances and to go to any region as far as
they can. Nevertheless, the recent geographical liter-
ature on learning and innovation tends to overstate
the power of geographical proximity and the region
as a source of learning (see, for example, Asheim,
1999; Braczyk, Heidenreich and Cooke, 1998; Keeble
and Wilkinson, 1999; Malmberg and Maskell, 1997;
Maskell and Malmberg, 1999a; Simmie, 1997).?
Moreover, it lacks hard empirical evidence as to how
tirms learn. As pointed out by Glasmeier and
Fuellhart (1996):

Research and writing on firm learning primarily
emphasize either the internal or external environ-
ment of a firm. Far less attention is paid to the
intersection between the two that is, the processes
by which changes in the external environment are
recognized, identified, and internalized by the firm
in a way that maintains or even increases competi-
tive position. Although geographers, planners, and
regional economists have explored this intersec-
tion, there has been a tendency to reduce the prob-
lem to either (a) descriptions of archetypal situa-
tions in which it is presumed that firms learn
through proximity, and therefore firms found in
proximity to one another have a higher propensity
to learn; or (b) a highly abstract theoretical dis-
course that renders conceptual operationalization
impractical.

In the same context, Oinas (1999) also claims that
the geographical literature on learning lacks
research on actual learning processes to prove
whether learning is localized or takes place in a cor-

porate hierarchy or anywhere else. This illustrates
that there is a need for more scrutiny on the per-
spective that stress the advantage of localized learn-
ing. Let me assume that it is the case that firms
operating in a certain place are more competitive. If
s0, is this the result of learning local tacit knowl-
edge? Is such local tacit knowledge composed of
strategic assets that enable local firms to obtain com-
petitive advantage? Can tacit knowledge secure
firm’s competitiveness in an era of technological
complexity and environmental uncertainty?

However, there is a growing literature arguing
that in this era, local tacit knowledge and incremen-
tal learning are no longer sufficient for securing
firm’s competitive survival. According to Amin and
Cohendet (1999a), business networks largely depen-
dent on local tacit knowledge and incremental learn-
ing may prove to be inadaptable in the face of radi-
cal shift in markets and technologies. They assert
that especially for globalized large firms, the key
problem is not so much how to acquire localized
tacit knowledge or specialize in one form of knowl-
edge, but rather how to mobilize and integrate dis-
tributed forms of knowledge whether it is tacit or
codified. The question raised by Amin and
Cohendet is convincingly supported by some case
studies. Sternberg and Arndt (2000) investigated the
influences of the region on the performance and
capacity of firms’ innovation. According to the
study, large firms in industrial clusters have little to
do with the region in the way of learning and inno-
vation behavior, and even small firms in high-tech
industrial clusters dominated by a handful of large
firms are little influenced by regional factors.

Oinas (1999) also insists that firms tend to show
the strong connection with knowledge sources out-
side the local in order to sustain learning and inno-
vation. As firms tend to strategically make a huge
effort to avoid leaking out critical knowledge and
competences, localized sources of knowledge is like-
ly to be non-strategic assets that could be partly
helpful in incremental innovations. Similarly, Amin
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(2001a) stresses that geographical proximity does not
imf)ly association and interaction, as access to the
soljlrc‘esof knowledge depends on the capability of
the‘1 firm to mobilize a variety of contact networks to
estéablish economic links with firms, markets, and
institutions located elsewhere nationally and
internationally. Reliance on face-to-face contact and
locijil‘knowledge for market opportunities may pro-
gréssively decrease, once firms sustain the routiniza-
tion of local proximity into relational and institution-
al proximity, through corporate and associational
belonging and cultural enrolment, and through visi-
bﬂiiy, trust and emotional closeness enabled by vir-
tual and transport connectivity.

A survey by Jones (2000) on the effect of local
networking on the innovative performances of
firms in London disproves the recent main stream
res‘igarch which argues the advantage and potential
of jlojcalized interactive learning between local
firms‘. The survey convincingly suggests that
regions, in particular large cities, should be seen
less as a networking mediator for the localized
1eafning of tacit knowledge than nodes to access to
‘buéiness services such as administrative and legal
services and financial institutions; formal institu-
tions or facilities for industrial activities such as
R&‘D centers and business training institutes; multi-
ple-layered labor market pool from technicians to
R&D engineers. Coincidently, Glasmeier and
Fuqllhart (1996) also argue that, while agglomera-
tioﬁ economies certainly promote incremental or
routine learning, their impact on strategic or non-
routine learning is less clear, because it might be
hypothesized that truly strategic learning results
mdre from a hierarchical diffusion of knowledge
that transcends the local. Cohendet et al. (1999) go
so far as to suggest a convergence between local-
ized and globalized networks of learning, by show-
ing that in contrast to claims asserting the superior-
i(tyif‘of local tacit knowledge, large multi-locational
firms are capable of perfectly combining codified
anél tacit knowledge by developing IT-based com-

_ munication systems that enable to integrate local-

ized competences into a frame of interactive learn-

ing. :

These theoretical and empirical studies all dissent
from the current trend in geographical literature by
questioning the power of geographical proximity
and the region as a source of learning. These are}sfg-
nals for notifying that it is time to reconsider:the
role of jproximity and place in corporate learning to
avoid a possible error through geographical hyper-
bolism which such logical reductionism may result
in. However, this is not to say that learning ;héé
nothing to, do with space and place. As proved in a
variety of studies, certain places that are repjleté
with the sources of knowledge provide clustéred
firms with heightened opportunities to learn.
Geograp}ﬂcal proximity can also be, to a greater or
lesser éxtent, helpful in accessing to the regional
soutrces of learning. o - '

In a nutshell, the important point is that geo-
graphical proximity itself does not guarantee ;Hat
learning processes are initiated and made. Learning
is not given‘ and does not lead to a uniform cutcome,
Rather, learning is initiated and realized throﬁgh
complex and multi-faceted organizational processes
across space, beyond a restricted place. Corporate
learning is a product of complex human relation-
ships and social interactions surrounding firms. EThe

' effectiveness of learning is likely to depend on the

quality of social interactions, the nature of Iearnihg
itself and the nature of ties among agents, regardless
of whether it is collective or individual. Therefore, it
is right to see that geographical proximity is only
one aspect of factors that influence wider socio-cul-
tural and institutional processes, whi‘ch surropﬁd
organizational learning. Understanding the process
and mechanism of learning needs to start fgom
umavéﬂing the corporate contexts in which learning
takes place. The following section attempts to ico‘n—;
ceptualize the concept of proximity, with focusing
on relational and organizational dimensions. ‘
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3. Learning and Proximity:
A Relational/Organizational
Perspective

1) Understanding the concept of
proximity relationally

By definition, the term “proximity’ is referred to as
the state of being close or near when describing a
relation between agents. Nevertheless, it would be
wrong to see this term as indicating simply the spa-
tial. The concept of proximity encompasses multi-
dimensional aspects that mediate and influence
learning between agents. Agents and groups may be
close not only territorially, but also relationally, orga-
nizationally, institutionally and so on. Proximity
should thus signify much less the spatial interactions
per se than the mix of situated culture and institu-
tions that characterizes the context and facilities
communication, cumulative informative exchange
and learning (de la Mothe and Paquet, 1998). In this
context, proximity is seen as defining the web of
complex human relationships and social interac-
tions. If we recognize that learning reflects the
dynamic process of social interaction, the focus
should lie on examining such processes. In other
words, it should highlight the role of relational
dimensions in learning.
© As repeatedly mentioned above, corporate learn-
ing involves complex social interactions between
individuals, and across functional boundaries or a
firm boundary. Relational proximity refers to the
nature of the relationship between individuals,
members of a group, or groups. This can be sus-
tained through common language and culture,
mutual trust, mutually respected norms of behavior.
Thus, the extent to which agents are proximate rela-
tionally seems to relate to the creation of social capi-
tal. The concept of relational proximity involves not
only informal relationships between individuals,
such as informal networks, but also formal relation-
ships between agents who belong to a purposeful
organization. Meanwhile, the concept of ‘organiza-

tional proximity’ is referred to as a coordination
mechanism that binds individuals engaged in a pur-
posive activity together (Blanc and Sierra, 1999).
Thus, firms try to establish common codes of coordi-
nation and communication to facilitate social interac-
tions, while avoiding the possibility of mismatch or
conflicts in communications between members.
Conventionally, organizational proximity applies to
intra-firm relationships. But, organizational proximi-
ty is required to coordinate inter-firm relationships,
such as user-producer relations (Blanc and Sierra,
1999). In what follows, [ attempt to elaborate rela-
tional/organizational proximity through the con-
cepts of cultural proximity and cognitive proximity.

2) Cultural and cognitive proximity

Organizational proximity can be facilitated when
organizational members share common cultural
attributes. Therefore, cultural proximity is regarded
as crucial to sustaining organizational proximity.
The term “culture’ refers to the conventional ways of
doing things among people or within the organiza-
tion, and is shaped by the way people share com-
mon norms, values, language and understandings
over time. Culture is created at multiple levels, from
small group to organization or society, and beyond,
and levels usually overlap. Cultural proximity pro-
vides members of organization with a common per-
spective. Thus cultural proximity plays a role in
increasing common understanding among mem-
bers. This is not only important for facilitating collec-
tive learning with methods such as informal dia-
logue and interactive communication, but is also
conducive to improving the capacity to solve certain
problems faced by organizations.

Of course, the benefits of cultural proximity can
be promoted by maintaining geographical proximity
between agents. Meanwhile, long-term co-location
between agents is likely to increase the potential for
sharing cultural proximity between them. Thus both
dimensions of proximity would be complementary.
Let us suppose a case where two agents are geo-
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graphically separated from one another, but share
the same culture at the organizational or national
level. Thanks to a sense of common understanding

and. inclusion between agents, they can continue to .

manage their relationship and sustain problem-solv-
ing, learning and adaptation more effectively, partly
with the help of virtual proximity via cutting-edge
telecommunication methods such as e-mail and tele-
Conferencing.3) However, this does not seem suffi-
Cieﬂt. The degree of interactions and common-
understandings appear to be, to a greater or lesser
extent, limited by geographical proximity. As recent-
ly a}gued by Asheim (2000), social capital that is
incr‘émentally produced from mutual trust and the
sharedness of norm, common belief and culture and
required to maintain long-term reciprocal and syner-
getic relationship may, to a large extent, be built
through close relations based on direct interactions
andj communications. In this sense, cultural proximi-
ty seems likely to be heightened by geographical
proximity through face-to-face contacts.

The cultural approach to proximity helps us-to
understand how organizations or communities
within the firm gain relational/ organizational prox-
imitjy, while the cognitive approach to proximity
also offers an insight into achieving a balance
between sustaining organizational ties for a unity
and maintaining novelty or radical innovation. The
concept of cognitive proximity in the study learning
and innovation is influenced by a Neo-
Schuimpeterian evolutionary perspective. This per-
spective stresses that variety (or diversity) can play a
crucial role in creating learning and innovation
neeaed for sustaining the dynamic evolution of the
firm (Metcalfe, 1998; Saviotti, 1996). It emphasizes
the"r’ole of cognitive and behavioral diversity in
improving the learning capability. The term ‘cogni-
tion/ refers to the mental action or process of acquir-
ing l(nowledge through thought, experience, and the
senses (Hayes and Allison, 1998). Nooteboom
(1999, 1999b, 2000) introduces cognitive proximity
as a means of explaining the dimension of learning

and innovation in the relationships between inter-

firm alliance partners. .

The concept of cognitive proximity is the opposite
to that of cognitive distance. This conception helps
us to understand the ways in which the cognitive
distinction between agents affects the performance
of learning and innovation. It emphasizes that the
more cognitive distance between agents, the more
the possibility there is of creating novelty or creative
destruction. That is because cognitive distance is
more likely to provide the opportunity for agents to
access fundamentally new ideas and insights from
other sources. At the same time, the less cognitive
distance there is, the more the possibility to generafe
new insights and knowledge is constrained.

There is a similar point of view on the benefit of
cognitive distance which states that agents have dis-
tinct cognitive structures while sharing cultural
proximity, the potential for organizations to improve
learning and problem-solving capabilities by mobi-
lizing cognitive diversity may be increased. If agents
are culturally close to one another, there is the possi-
bility that they will show a similar structure of cog-
nition and perception. Cognition tends to be contin-
gent upon interpretative contexts between peoplé,
but it may be more or less similar according to cul-
tural proximity, which involves shared language,
culture and experience (Nooteboom, 1999a),
Conversely, cognitive proximity is not necessatily
similar between people who share cultural proximi-
ty. Nevértheless, differences in the rationality of qog-
nition and behavior among people or sub-groups
can, to a degree, be coordinated and governed by
cultural proximity. ‘ :

In sum, cultural and cognitive proximity between
members allows in-depth, two-way communication
and encourages the exchange and sharing of infor-
mation and knowledge by drawing on trust, com-
mon understanding and sense-making. Therefore, it
facilitates continuous learning and incremental inno-
vations within a given framework. Meanwhile, there
is the danger that a cultural and cognitive identity
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may prevent a firm or a group from adapting to rad-
ical changes in environment, by preventing it from
taking up creative ideas and different points of view.
In this context, the crucial point for continuous adap-
tation is a firm’s capability to manage organizational
proximity and mobilize cognitively distant agents in
order to create novelty. In the following sections, [
explore how learning and knowledge creation take
place in the firm by analyzing proximities along a
relational / organizational dimension.

3) ‘Ba’ as relationally defined spaces of
knowledge creation and learning

The previous discussion shows that different
forms of proximity are, to a greater or lesser degree,
interwoven in the framework of relational/organi-
zational proximity. The combined recognition of cul-
tural and cognitive proximity in learning enables us
to recognize the importance of relational/organiza-
tional proximity, when conceiving learning as a
social and interactive process. This dimension of
proximity, seems to be promoted, or influenced, in
part by the dimension of geographical proximity.

Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) model of knowl-
edge conversion gives a fascinating illustration of
how these forms of proximity are interwoven. Their
model is concerned with theorizing intra-firm learn-
ing processes, centered on the process of knowledge
creation. They see that tacit knowledge in and out of
the firm can be a basic element in promoting corpo-
rate competence and competitiveness. The key point
of the model is as to how such competitive knowl-
edge is socialized (tacit to tacit), externalized (tacit to
codified), combined (codified to codified) and inter-
nalized (codified to tacit) within an organizational
boundary, and how this cycle of knowledge conver-
sion process is repeated through a feedback process.
It is argued that tacit knowledge can only be
acquired through interactions between individuals,
Thus the process of learning consists of a series of
learning processes through direct observation, imita-
tion, practice and hands-on correction on the basis of

face-to-face contact. This process highly relies on
how people or organizations form relational ties and
maintain reciprocal relationships. Therefore, build-
ing a milieu of trust and mutual engagement among
agents is a precondition. In this context, geographi-
cal proximity is viewed as a partial support for
reproducing and reinforcing such milieu.

Going one step further, Nonaka and his Japanese
colleagues have attempted to elaborate on the learn-
ing process of organizational knowledge, drawing
upon the concept of ‘ba” (Nonaka and Konno, 1998;
Nonaka and Toyama and Konno, 2001). T suggest
that this concept is highly helpful in defining the
relationship between proximity and learning. The
Japanese word ‘ba(#)" roughly means ‘place’ in
English, but necessarily goes beyond what place
implies. The concept of ‘ba’ is defined as a shared
space where learning takes place. It can be a physical
space (e.g. office and dispersed business space), a
virtual space (e.g. e-mail and teleconference), a men-
tal space (e.g. shared experiences and ideas), or any
combination of them. This definition of ‘b2’ shows
that a key to forming ‘ba’ is ‘interaction’, which is
considered to be influential in the process and out-
come of learning. Nonaka, Toyama and Konno
(2001) putit:

Ba is the context shared by those who interact
with each other and, via such interactions, those
who participate in ba and the context itself evolve
through self-transcendence to create knowledge
(p.22).

They subsequenﬂy try to explain the processes of
knowledge creation and learning, drawing on four
types of knowledge. spaces, ba (ibid.: 24-26). First,
‘originating ba’ is the place where individuals share
feelings, emotions, experiences, and mental models,
and is a knowledge space where ‘socialization
process (tacit to tacit knowledge)” takes place. Thus,
the key to knowledge creation is physical, face-to-
face interaction. Second, ‘dialogue ba’ is the place
where individuals’ mental models and skills are con-

verted into common terms and concepts. ‘Dialogue
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Socialization

Originating ba

‘Externalization ‘

Dialoguing ba -

Exercizing ba

Internalization

Systemizing ba

Collaboration

Combination

Figure 1. Four kinds of knowledge spaces and knowledge créating process

Source: adapted from Nonaka, Toyama and Konno (2001).

ba’ corresponds to the ‘externalization process’,
which occurs in the codification of knowledge.
Therefore, the sharing and articulation of knowledge
thréugh dialogue between participants, and the fur-
theij articulation through reflection are critical. This
implies that ‘dialogue ba’ seems likely to be effective-
ly sp:stained when the organization deliberately cre-
ateé ‘knowledge communities’, such as project
teafnS, strategic communities, or cross-functional
teafns.‘Third, ‘systemizing ba’ is a virtual place
ratl;{el" than real time and space. It offers a context for
the'“combination process’ by which new systemic,
exﬁﬁcit knowledge is created through the combina-
tion of various elements of explicit knowledge. This
fype of ba is largely supported by the utilization of
ICTs (Information & Communication Technologies),
such as on-line networks, databanks, documentation
and groupware. Finally, ‘exercising ba’ is a place
Whére ‘internalization” takes place. Continuous
leatning and self-refinement through on-the-job
training or peripheral and active participation facili-
ta‘te“ the conversion of codified knowledge into tacit
knowledge.

The concept of b signifies that spaces of learning
exist in any form of place where social interactions
for learning take place. It goes beyond a physical
space. It directly connotes the power of
relational/ organizational proximity. To a degree,
relétional /organizational proximity can be sustained
ata distance with the help of ICTs methods such as

e-mail, telephone and teleconferencing. Howeve;r,;it
is not to say that geographical proximity is not,
important in learning. Rather, I would stress that:
geographical proximity can be a useful means of ;
gaining rich relational/organizational proximity.
The effective combination of different forms of prox-
imity may enable the people involved to better
understand, make sense of and learn from one
another in mutual and recursive ways. Nevertheless,
it should be noted that geographical proximity w}ifh—
out relational/ organizational proximity is liké an;
empty bowl. The interpretation of the relationship
between proximity and learning, discussed through-
out this section, emphasizes the social and intejrac—‘
tive nature of learning, which takes place in the ﬁrm

4. Learning and Communities in the Fi}mf

Following the conceptualization of the relatl"‘on-‘
ship between proximity and learning, this sectinn;
places its focus on ‘organizational forms’ or knowl-
edge communities’ that occur learning and knowl—l
edge creation in the firm. Although there are various,
kinds of communities in the firm, this section deals,
with informal forms of organization, including com-
munities of practice, epistemic communities and
taék~force teams. ‘Although each of them is dist}inc—;
tive in terms of its origin and purpose, I suggest that,
these communities can be vital sources of learnjing.i
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Taken together, this section tackles a matter of prox-
imity in learning through communities in the firm.
Particular emphasis is given to how communities in
the firm create and develop relational/ organization-
al proximity through space and place in organizing
their own activities.

1) Learning through communities of practice

In recent years, some learning theorists have con-
vincingly begun to argue that organizational learn-
ing does not necessarily take place by conscious
design or formally recognizable cognitive frames
(Amin and Cohendet, 1999b; Brown and Duguid,
1991; Fox, 2000; Lave and Wenger, 1990; Wenger,
1998). This assumption can be found in the literature
that deals with particularly on the success of
Japanese firms (see, for example, Aoki and Dore,
1994; Kenney and Florida, 1993). It is argued that
competitive Japanese firms have tended to improve
knowledge and skills (Kaizen) and even sustain tech-
nological and organizational innovations, through
daily common interactions, communications and
informal meetings between peers in workplace. In a
similar context, Amin and Palan (2000) argue that in
addition to formal source of learning such as R&D,
daily practice among individuals and groups within
firms can also be the vital source of learning,
through forms of knowledge -mostly tacit knowl-
edge -generated in practice, social interaction and
action, via communities of practice within firms.

In fact, every organization is made up of many
communities of practice in which learning is a mat-
ter of new meaning and emergent structures arising
from common enterprise, experience and sociability
-learning in doing (Wenger, 1998; Amin and
Cohendet, 1999b). For Wenger and Snyder (2000),
communities of practice are defined as groups of
people informally bound together by shared exper-
tise and passion for a joint enterprise -for example,
engineers engaged in deep-wa{er drilling consul-
tants who specialize in strategic marketing, or front-
line managers in charge of check processing at a

large commercial bank. Thus, communities of com-
munity are homogeneous groups that are composed
of people engaged in the same practice in regular
communication with others. They describe the com-
mon features of communities of practice.

Some communities of practice meet regularly -
for lunch on Thursdays, say. Others are connected
primarily by e-mail networks. A community of
practice may or may not have an explicit agenda
on a given week, and even if it does, it may not fol-
low the agenda closely. Inevitably, however, peo-
ple in commumities of practice share their experi-
ences and knowledge in free-flowing, creative
ways that foster new approaches to problems (pp.
139-140).

It implies that the source of learning in communi-
ties of practice comes from experience, interaction,
and shared meaning between members of the com-
munity. This view on communities of practice
allows us to understand the nature of learning as a
multiple, ongoing, distributed process {(Amin and
Cohendet, 1999b) as well as a socially constructed
process (Brown and Duguid, 1991; Wenger, 1998). In
detail, the nature of learning requires participation in
the doing, the sharing of perspectives about the
doing itself, and the mutual development of both the
individual and the collective’s capabilities in the
process (Lave and Wenger, 1990). Within communi-
ties of practice, people share tacit knowledge
through dialogue and exchange ideas about work
practice and experiment with new methods and
ideas (Hendry, 1996). Informed dialogue among
members is central to the on-going co-evolution of
meaning and capabilities, because the work itself is
central to a community of practice, and because
meaning, purpose, and learning are tied to the doing
(Liedtka, 1999:7).

Communities of practice differ from classical com-
munities, implying formal forms of organization,
such as functional groups (see Table 1). Functional
groups refer to organizational units with specialized
domain of work that are compartmentalized by the
nature of labor (for example, manufacturing, mar-
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ketiﬁg} R&D and so on). Members of a functional
group iare composed of homogeneous agents shar-
ing 4 disciplinary specialization. By contrast, com-
munities of practice are informal. They are not creat-
ed, but evolve through self-organizing process based
on mutually committed interactions. Once again,
Wenger and Snyder (2000) explain:

. Membership in a community of practice is self-
selected. In other words, people in such communi-
ties tend to know when and if they should join.
They know if they have something to give and
whether they are likely to take something away.
Aﬁ\d members of an existing community, when
they invite someone to join, also operate on a gut
sense of the prospective member’s appropriateness
for the group (pp. 141-142).

Coémmunities of practice exist in the minds of
their members in the connection that they have with
‘eachz‘other and with the larger institution in which
they reside (Brown and Duguid, 1991). Thus the cre-
ation of cofnmunity resides in a set of shared mean-
ings that are intimately bound up with the practice
of thé work itself, the purpose that such work serves
and for whom, and the on-going development of its
indixjfidual members. Within the firm, communities
of practice thus represent in hybrid groups of over-
lapping and interdependent communities (Brown
and Duguid, 1998). Knowledge, rules for action and
‘ culture can be spread at the level of wide-organiza-
tion,@through vigorous links and communications
between communities of practice.

Bééically, communities of practice are created and
manéged as a means to enhance individual compe-
tences of the community members (Cohendet,
Creﬁlét and Dupouet, 2000). However, communities
of pﬁaéﬁce ‘can also make a contribution to shaping
new problem-solving routines in the face of the con-
text of radical learning. This implies that communi-
ties of practice can be the sources of radical innova-
tion in\response to dramatic events as well as incre-
menfal learning. Hutchins (1996) gives an example
of adaptation to radical situation, by showing how a

navigation team, facing a critical moment in the mid-

dle of being on a cruise, arrives at a new stable pro-
cedure. The story is summarized as follows: ‘
FoHowing a chaotic and unsuccessful search for
a solution through experiments and computational =
and textual alternatives, the team developed an |
answer through doing. As local tasks were found ; -
for individuals distributed across the ship, the
ensuing sequence of actions and conversations,
drawing on experience and experimentation, led to »
the construction of a solution based on trial and :
testing. On this occasion, a solution was found on | ‘
time (Amin and Cohendet, 1999b: 18).

Here, the navigation team looks like a comx‘nunit?
of practice and successful adaptation is driven by
learning in doing, recursive communications and
trial and testing between team members. Hutchiﬁsf
study suggests that radical innovations can be
attained through not just learning by design, but also
learning in doing. Let me describe in more detail the
process of building communities of practice and the
learning: process, through three infrastructures of
learning: ‘ ‘

When trying to establish new codified k‘nowled‘gé
in the form of new technology or machine, some of
people related to this work may feel a need for vol-
untarily creating a discussion group or a study
group. Perhaps, most of the people who intend ‘to
participate the community emerge from common
work practice and are interested in sharing and
learning uséful knowledge. In managing the com-
munity, participants may know tacitly rules and
norms that are required to shaping mutual engage-
ment among them. ‘Mutual engagement’ is a prior
condition that allows the community to accept a
variety of cognition and interest; to do things they
seek to do together; to have mutual value, trust, reti-
procity and sharedness; and to manage their com:-
munity. From this, the community members may
come to recognize the basic of what should do or
not, why to do. “

The second stage is ‘joint enterprise’ whié:h
implies to be begun with practices in the community
in reality. Doing together need to reflect multiple
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voices among members in a reflexive or recursive
way and to negotiate those. Things agreed might be
continued through experimental and reflexive
processes bringing together the ways such as trial
and error, continual sense making, understanding
and reconciliation. For the time, some may secede
from the community and simultaneously new mem-
bers may come. In doing so, the community may
have opportunities to renovate, as they may bring
new experience and knowledge into the community.
They can be ‘knowledge brokers’ between different
communities. This is the reason why boundary blur-
ring is important for learning and innovation. In
doing so, mutual accountability will be created and
local code of practice will be made.

In the next stage, both visible and invisible perfor-
mances that are experienced and shaped through
the process of materialization may need to be shared
as well as codified among members. In this sense,
the third stage, what might be called ‘shared reper-
toire’, is crucial in continuing a learning community
and leading to innovation. To share performances
and outcomes they might draw upon stories, arti-
facts, discourses, concepts, historical events, and dis-
courses. These can be shared or publicized via cut-
ting edge ICTs, such as databank and the Internet.
But, it needs more, In limited parts, some of their
performances and outcomes are necessary for publi-
cizing for people beyond the boundary, like other
communities of practice or the rest of the workers of
the firm. They may talk about what is wrong or
good in doing something, By that stage, the capabili-
ty of the organization to solve problems will be
increasingly promoted. That stage will also help dif-
fuse knowledge within the firm. Ultimately, new
routine is successfully embedded in the organiza-
tion. Although this process described above is
assurmed and interpreted in a quite simplified man-
ner, it helps us to understand the role of communi-
ties of practice in learning.

The recursive processes of learning in communi-
ties of practice can be enriched by the concept of

proximity. Communities of practice appear to be a
homogeneous group that is composed of people
who share common practices with similar cultural
and cognitive proximities. Etienne Wenger (1998)
refers to the role of geographical proximity on learn-
ing in doing;:
People who have related backgrounds are capa-
ble of creating a community of practice with less
mutual engagement. If they are geographically

proximate to one another, potential of learning
may be further increased (p. 130).

There is no doubt that geographical proximity is,
to some extent, conducive to the creation of mutual
engagement between members of the community,
especially at the early stage of its formation.
However, it needs to avoid seeing geographical prox-
imity as either a sufficient condition or a requisite for
steering communities of practice. The process of
building soft infrastructures in communities of prac-
tice, indicating mutual engagement, joint enterprise
and shared repertoire shows well as to how commu-
nities of practice obtain organizational proximity.
The increase of mutual engagement through doing
things together and mutual relationships may further
lead participants to promote relational/organization-
al proximity. The process of learning that occurs
through ongoing practice and draws on social energy
and power generated through interaction in joint
enterprises between participants leads to the forma-
tion of a local code of practice and a regime of mutual
accountability. Once relational /organizational prox-
imity is sustained and a shared repertoire is created,
knowledge sharing and learning between members
of the community can be increasingly facilitated
through either facerto-face contacts or distant con-
tacts via virtual proximity, drawing on communica-
tion technologies such as teleconferencing and email.

However, it should be noted that communities of
practice do not always play a role as a key agent that
induces radical innovations nor can be created, or
work well, in all firms. Basically, a community of
practice is a kind of knowledge community where
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members learn knowledge embedded in the com-
mumty. Thus, communities of practice are more
likeiy to contribute to improving existing routines
through incremental learning and an exploitation: of
best practice rather than exploring new routines .or
radical innovations (Cohendet and Llerena, 200]).
]oinfly, communities of practice may work well in
firms that are characterized by corporate cultures,
emphasizing diversity, autonomy, and individual
emf;owerment. Communities of practice would not
fit With some cultures and would not be a good
means of dealing with more urgent, difficult matters
of Husiness change (Davenport, 2000: 9). To deal
with more uncertain or complex issues, alternative
corﬁmunities are often organized in the firm. In
what follows, I suggest two kinds of communities;
epistemic communities and project (or task-force)
teams.

2) Learnmg through epistemic communities

The original concept of ‘epistemic communities’
has been developed in international relations, deal-
ing Mth the decision-making process of internation-
al eﬁvironmental issues. In this realm, the concept is
defined as ‘a network of professionals with recog-
nizéd expertise and competence in a particular
donrain and an authoritative claim to policy-relevant
knowledge within that domain or issue-area’ (Haas,
1‘992;: 3). Epistemic communities are similar to com-
muﬁities of practice, for example in terms of the
process of interaction between members and the atti-
tqdés and behaviors of members. However, epis-
teﬁc commumities differ from communities of prac-
tice in many ways. Epistemic communities are inten-
tional and strategic, because they are organized to
colléctively solve a certain problem or sustain
know;vledge creation in a specific area. In this sense,
Storck and Hill (2000) call these communities ‘strate-
gic communities’ to emphasize the strategic nature
of this type of knowledge community.

Another important dimension to distinguish it

from communities of practice is that epistemic com-

munities have a commonly understood procedural
authority, which is needed for effec‘tively‘ achieving
the objective. Epistemic communities can be estab-
lished when members of a community have proce-
dural authority which every member understand
commonly and accept (Cowan, David and Foréy,
1999). The procedural authority conveys the ideé of
a progress towards a cognitive goal set by the com-
munity, becomes a guideline to manage a communi-
ty, and thereby plays a key role in holding the com-
munity members together (Cohendet, Creplet and
Dupouet, 2000). The existence of procedural authori-
ty and the strategic nature of the organization imply
that in epistemic communities, autonomy and iden-
tity tend to be weaker than in communities of prac-
tice. P
The goal of epistemic communities does not lie in
the achievement of individual interests or the
improvement of individual competence. Rather,
epistemic communities are centered on the achieve-
ment of a strategic goal and the codification: of
knowledge they intend to create. Members of ‘an
epistemic community are bound together by their
commitment to enhance a particular set of knowl-
edge (Cohendet, Creplet and Dupouet, 2000). The
community members are composed of professionals
with recognized expertise and competence who are
fit for a strategic ;goal, beyond geographical and
functional boundaries. In this sense, this type of
learning community provides the potential for not
only making great use of dispersed human
resources and knowledge within the organization
but also utilizing the benefits of communities of
practice in terms of learning and knowledge cre-
ation. Epistemic communities enable firms to deal
with continuous changes in business environment.
More crucial is that epistemic communities seem to
be better to handle unstructured problems thah
communities of practice.
As communities of practice are homogenéQus
groups jthat are composed of peoplé engaged in the
same practice in regular communication with oth§r§,
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it could be argued that this kind of knowledge com-

munity draws on the advantage of cultural and cog--

nitive proximity. Meanwhile, epistemic communi-
ties are heterogeneous groups that are composed of
individuals who are characterized by distinctive
cognitions and cultural backgrounds. Thus, it is cru-
cial to bring together the benefits of cognitive dis-
tance (diversity) and cultural proximity (identity).
To do this, epistemic communities are required to
establish a procedural authority, which is regarded
as a coordination mechanism that reconciles cogni-
tive diversity and cultural identity. This is a prereg-
uisite for organizational proximity. The cognitive-
cultural distinctions make it more difficult for mem-
bers of an epistemic community to sustain organiza-
tional proximity than for members of a community
of practice. This means that epistemic communities
might require face-to-face interactions on a regular
basis in order to reconcile cognitive differences and
thereby connect new insights to radical innovations.
Based on an example of Xerox, which established a
strategic community -called the Xerox Transition
Alliance- organized for the corporate-wide improve-
ment of IT infrastructure, Storck and Hill (2000)
argue:

Alliance members believed that almost two-
thirds of the group’s value was derived from face-
to-face networking at the regular meetings. One
Alliance member who had an especially expensive
and arduous journey attended every other meeting
and participated by audioconference when he
could not attend in person. The importance of
maintaining personal relationships in this way also
distinguishes the Alliance from other high-per-
forming teams, for which research indicates that
Physical proximity is not critical. Although face-to-
face meetings are not prerequisite means of inter-

action for a community of practice, most commu-
nities do work this way (p. 68).

We need to read their statement carefully, because
it is dangerous to view it as advocating the advan-
tage of geographical proximity without considering
relational/ organizational proximity. The statement
illustrates the process of creating relational/organi-

zational proximity through the mobilization of dis-
tant actors who are interested in a particular prob-
lem-solving beyond delimited places and bound-
aries. As stated by Amin (2001b), this stresses the
centrality of another geography, one that replaces
predefined places and boundaries with a geography
of sites, containments and contours that unfolds
through purposeful acts. In other words, it empha-
sizes the role of geographies of circulation and
mobility-including, for example, conferences and
meetings through both a short and long haul jour-
neys- in learning through knowledge communities.
In short, it could be argued that reciprocal and inter-
active learning and radical innovations in epistemic
communities can be achieved by effectively combin-
ing these kinds of multiple proximities centered on
the relations of actors.

3) Learning through task-force
(or project) teams

A task-force {(or project) team is one of the com-
munities in the firm, which is committed to the
strategic production of knowledge and the way of
solving a specific problem in a given point in time.
This community is an ad hoc temporary organiza-
tion that is designed to accomplish a specified task.
As task-force teams are goal-oriented in nature, they
are managed under clear-cut time limitation. Task-
force teams are heterogeneous groups of employees
with professional knowledge in a given task selected
from different teams or departments. Members of
the task-force team attempt to mobilize individual
knowledge and competences in order to achieve the
goal of a given task within a certain time frame.

The formation of the task-force team is likély to
induce in a strategic way the benefits of diversity in
evolutionary terms. An evolutionary perspective
sees that the assets of organizational competence
and the learning capability tend to result from cogni-
tive diversity among organizational members
(Cohendet and Llerena, 1997; Metcalfe, 1998a;
Saviotti, 1996). This implies that task-force teams are
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a kind of organizational tools that try to create. -

hybrids of the different communities (Cohendet and
Llejreha, 2001). It seems that members of the task
forée team who come from different units of organi-
zation are characterized by having distinctive cogni-
tivé frames, as they are specialized in distinctive
fields of work with different interests. Sometimes,
this cognitive distance is likely to bring about diffi-
culties deriving consensus and identity between
members of the team. Nevertheless, once they build

mu%tual trust and establish common identity and

consensus, the task-force team can be a driving force

of fnnovation. This nature of social relationships

betWeen team members reflects the characteristics of
communities of practice and, as a result, involves the
collateral effect of the creation of knowledge by cre-
ating quasi-communities of practice.

However, there are fundamental differences

between task-force teams and communities of prac-

tice: As communities of practice do not have a strate--

gic%objective and obligation, their capabilities to

mobilize resources most appropriate for seeking rad-

ical?learning may be restrictive. Meanwhile, the task-
for¢e‘team binds members of the team together

through a given goal and accountability. In addition,

its members are a group of people who have the best
knowledge in relation to the project. Thus, this form
of organization is relevant to make good use of indi-
vidual knowledge and competences decentralized
across organizational boundaries.

In many ways, the nature of project or task tran-
scends boundaries of demarcated formal work
groups. In this case, traditional work groups seem to
be irrelevant for mobilizing knowledge and compe-
tences decentralized across overall boundaries of
formal organizational units. It has been argued that
the jbureaucratic nature of modern large business
organizations is likely to be inflexible and inadapt-
ablé in an age of rapidly changing market and tech-
nolégy (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995). In this context,
organizing task-force teams are seen to be effective
meains to sustain strategic learning, which is in need

of mobilizing efficiently decentralized competences
and sujstaining quickly a strategic goal. |

As with the other communities descrubed above,
the activities of task-force (or project) teams can also
be promoted by drawing on a property of proximity.
[ argue that the task force teams seek to draw more
on geographical proximity to promote organization-
al proximity than any other communities in the firm.
Large multidivisional firms attempt to make use of
the advantage of proximity to organize and operate
task force teams, which require boundary-spanning
co;working activities. Such a strategy often takés%the
shape of establishing an exclusive site designed for
only ad hoc task force activities. Its aim is to not only
promote the efficiency of a task force activity, but
also to avoid the possibility of formal work organi-
zations intervening in this activity. The task-force
team is usually allowed freedom and autonomy in
its actiVity. ‘ ‘

A task-force team is composed of members who
have different expertise and belong to different
teams. While such a nature of teamwork may offer a
chance to utilize the advantage of cognitive distance
or variety, its relational/organizational proximity is
questionable. To overcome this problem and sﬁeér
task-force activities, some firms create a purp(;sé-
specific physical space. This is what is known as the
co-location strategy. This kind of strategy tends té be
frequently sought in order to effectively: undertake
projects or tasks, which require to mobilize a variety
of expertise and knowledge. A new product devel-
opment project is the best example to show the
accomplishment of a task through co-location. The
co-location strategy is deliberately seeks to reduce
the period of the development cycle of a product
through techniques of simultaneous engineering.
But it also allows to decrease conflicts and nﬁsmatch,
and to mobilize distributed or separated compé—
tences of tacit knowledge in a coherent way. DiBella,
Nevis and Gould (1996) illustrate a co-location s&at—
egy by FIAT, an Italian car manufacturer in jthe
process of developing new product: -
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Table 1. A typology of communities within the firm -

Functional groups Project teams Epistemic communities C(‘Jmmunities‘of practice| Informal networks
Goal To deliver a product | To accomplish a To deal with To develop members’ | To collect and pass on
or service specified task unstructured problem. | capabilities; business information
or produce To build and
knowledge exchange knowledge
Membership Everyone who reports | Assigned by senior | Defined by Members who select |Friends and business
to the group’s management organizational themselves acquaintances
manager function, but chosen
by individuals
whether to be active
ornot
Agents Homogeneous Heterogeneous Heterogeneous Homogeneous Heterogeneous
Rules Manifest formal rules | Manifest regulation | No regulation, no No regulation, no No regulation, no
and obligation for obligation, but obligation obligation
action manifest procedural
authority
Driving force Job requirements and | The project’s Procedural authority | Passion, commitment, |Mutual needs
that holds it common goals milestones and goals |or its own governance |and identification with
together? processes the groups expertise
Duration Until the next Until the project has | Normally until the  [Aslong as thereis | Aslong as people
reorganization been completed common goal has interest in have a reason to
been finished but as | maintaining the group |connect
long as the
community want to
continue their
activities
Knowledge Unintended Leamning | Unintended Learning |Intended Leaming by {Unintended Learning |Intended or unintended
production and the |by doing by interacting searching, Learning  |in doing/working Dependence on social
mode of learning between members | by interacting ties and intention to
learn and share
knowledge

Sources: based on Wenger and Snyder (2000); Cohendet, Creplet and Dupouet (2000); Storck and Hill (2000)

New product development teams work togeth-
er in ‘co-location’ in common, open work areas to
facilitate communication and co-ordination. Staff
from other FIAT Auto divisions, such as design,
manufacturing and marketing, who are also
assigned to the piattaformas staff groups responsi-
ble for the new models of a certain size or cost
work in co-location. Where engineers and other
functional staff once worked sequentially on relat-
ed tasks, now they work concurrently in parallel
rather than in series. In this form of simultaneous
engineering, new models are completed without
the time delay that occurred when components
were designed sequentially or when newly
designed components had to pass from function to

function (p. 365).

The FIAT case shbws a co-location model where

the project team members work together in part of

existing work areas, while BMW, a German car

maker, illustrates a more radical co-location strategy

which establishes a new R&D center that brings

together decentralized R&D laboratories in a certain

space.

BMW has embarked upon a radical experiment
in which some 6,000 engineers and support staff
are co-located at its Research and Engineering
Centre to the north of Munich The Centre is much
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more than a conventional R&D facility, because it -
répresents an unprecedented co-mingling of skills,
iﬁcluding research, design, development, manu- .
fécfuring, personnel, procurement, and patents.

' Such extreme co-location is designed to achieve
one fundamental goal, namely to reduce the devel-
opment cycle of new models by up to two years
through the use of advanced simultaneous engi-
neering techniques, in which manufacturing meth-
ods are‘developed in parallel with prototypes
(Cooke and Morgan, 1998: 45-46).

On this site, members of a task force team may
carry out all the tasks associated with the project.
Until finalizing the project, members of the team
may; always attend the laboratory prepared for the
project. Members of the team usually work together
at th;e same place. Relational/organizational proxim-
ity may be facilitated through intensive processes of
joinf practices, open ways of communication and
mutual efforts to understand each other. These are
the processes of developing common language,
mutéxal understanding and sense-making, and there-
by can be a base that enables members to exchange
and fshare their tacit knowledge in a more effective
way. Effectiveness in communication is a property
of rélaﬁonal /organizational proximity.

This is not the end of the aspects of learning by
interjacﬁon and communication within the team. On
this site being established exclusively for supporting
a vafri‘ety of task force activities, there are many
chaﬂces to share common interests and knowledge
between members of various task force teams.
Menﬁbers of a task force team often invites outsiders
WhQ have expertise and skills in-a certain area of
work and share, if necessary, and discuss the prob-
lems that they face. These may play a part in instill-
ing new ideas, insights and knowledge in a cogni-
tive frame of a certain task force team. Novelty or
radical innovation can be derived from bringing
together multiple set of knowledge in and outside of
the téam boundary.

The nature of relationships between members

bein:gfgenerally dependent upon mutual commit-

ment arid trust would be actually crucial to makijng
such hands-on interaction and communication effec-

tive. The role of communication and interaction lies

in disseminating and sharing knowledge, largely
tacit, through combining different forms of knowl-
edge and thereby resolving potential mismatch and
conflict. Hands-on communication and interaction
may thus become effective only in case that people
related become willing to collaborate, interact, and
engage with one another (Barker and Camarta,
1998). These may rely on the extent to which agepté
are proximate organizationally. ‘

5. Conclusions L

In this paper, I have reviewed the recent. geo-
graphical literature on learning and suggested a
relational / organizational perspective on Iearning
and proximity by introducing the insights offered
by ‘knowledge or learning communities’ within the
firm. [ have argued that the current fashion stress-
ing the power of the regions and geographical prox-
imity as the sources of learning has been silent on
how learning takes place and is organized in the
firm and where the sources of learning come ﬁo}n.
Learning reflects complex social relations in ahd
outside of the firm. This is, namely, to represent that
the process and outcome of learning are defined by
a property of relational/organizational proximity.
Nevertheless, these are often left in a black box:in
the geographical literature. It is claimed that it 1s
time for us to delve into these questions and
attempt to unpack the black box. ‘

As a means of doing this, I have proposed that:an
understanding of the sources of learning and :it‘s
process needs.to be begun by scrutinizing corporate
contexts. Firms attempt to find sources of knowl-
edge and learn them by mobilizing and blending
knowledge and competences distributed in and out-
side the boundary of the firm. This point represents
that the sources of learning exist in organizational
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spaces. To exemplify this, I have tackled the relation-
ships between learning and proximity, drawing on
the concept of ‘ba’ defined as a shared space, com-
munities of practice, epistemic communities and
task-force teams. I have claimed that knowledge or
learning communities within the firm can be vital
sources of learning and make a contribution to sus-
taining innovations, by mobilizing distributed
knowledge and competences and blending varied
forms of knowledge. It has been shown that their
organizing processes are deeply associated with the
building process of relational/organizational prox-
imity. Of course, this process could be more effective
when they have spatial nearness, especially at the
early stage of its formation. However, their perfor-
mance and outcome are ultimately likely to depend
on the purpose of organizing specific communities
and the density and strength of relational / organiza-
tional proximity developed through practices of a
certain commumnity.

Finally, it is important to note that communities in
the firm can play a critical role in sustaining both
incremental and radical learning in the process of
their own problem-solving activities. Problem-solv-
ing activities involve either incremental learning or
routine-breaking learning. Thus, problem-solving
activities may neither be simple responses, nor pas-
sive activities. The practice and process of solving
problems in a specific organization represent the
characteristics of social relations and the ways of col-
lective interaction which are embedded in the orga-
nization. Social capital is created by shared experi-
ence and common understanding and mutual trust
between members and thereby leads to organiza-
tional proximity. This process of building organiza-
tional proximity contributes to mobilizing cognitive
diversity that allows to bring together new insights
and ideas as well as develope in a coherent way
common cognitive ground and consensus. In the
long-term perspective, it thus seems to help to keep
balance between incremental and radical learning.
Although three kinds of communities in the firm are

all said to be conducive to both incremental and rou-
tine-breaking learning, each has the different poten-
tial for learning. Communities of practice seem to
contribute to intensifying incremental learning,
while epistemic communities seem to play an
important role in achieving strategic learning in a
longer-term basis. Meanwhile, task-force teams can
be a critical player in the strategic production of
knowledge and problem-solving in a shorter-term
basis. In sum, the key point is that incremental and
radical learning by firms can be sustained through
organizing various forms of learning communities
and these processes of learning are occurred and
realized through the operations of the networks of
relations across organizational spaces. This means
that in response to radical environmental change,
firms attempt to sustain routine-breaking learning
by taking advantage of learning communities. These
may no longer be the assets of localized learning,
because such learning is only possible by drawing
on decentralized knowledge residing in corporate
hierarchy and organizational spaces.
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Notes

1) According to Florida(1998), while Fordist mass
production regions represent those based on
comparative advantage that is generated by factors such
as natural resources and cheap labour cost, ‘learning

-556-



Geographies of Learning and Proximity Reconsidered: A Relational/Organizational Perspective

. .region’ is possible in case that a region’s competitive
‘advantage is driven by knowledge creation and
. continous improvement.
2) *However, most studies of ‘learnign organisations’ and
‘organisational learning’ also have the same problem as
* the literature on regional learning, by primarily focusing
-on the organisational context of learning, with little
" attention to the societal and spatial context.

3) | Virtual proximity refers to situations which employ
‘technology to either simulate or approximate

1 geographical and cultural proximity.
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