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A forgetting-phenomenon seems to exist in the construction industry which causes that useful 
experience from the construction process to disappear after ended projects. For decades initiatives 
have been implemented in construction projects in order to develop the construction process, and 
participants’ general impression of such projects has been that the initiatives were useful. Even so, 
experience from these projects has only left few marks on subsequent projects. This paper seeks an 
explanation of this phenomenon from the perspective of the skilled workers. They mostly appreciate 
tacit and practice embedded knowledge, and from this perspective experience diffuses through social 
settings, whereas the facilitation of knowledge diffusion is focused on explicit knowledge such as 
written evaluation reports. On the basis of qualitative case research, knowledge diffusion is analysed 
and unused potential for further facilitation of such is presented. Hence, the conclusion is that there is 
an unused potential for increased knowledge sharing in the social network among skilled workers in 
construction projects. There are though some barriers; among others the people involved are not 
familiar with knowledge exchange or sharing. Therefore, the diffusion of knowledge in the 
construction industry is so difficult. 

KEYWORDS: Construction process, knowledge diffusion, development, communities of 
practice, weak ties  

IT IS THOUGHT-PROVOKING 

“It is thought-provoking: This Company brands itself as innovative and professional 
regarding process management, and yet it handles the construction process very differently 
from region to region. When such a large company cannot diffuse its experience internally, it 
is not surprising that the industry keeps re-inventing the wheel during each project”.  

The above is a quotation from a client and expresses his frustration when working with a 
nationwide contractor.  What is the reason for the limited re-use of experience and knowledge 
in the construction industry? 
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Initiatives have for decades been implemented on construction projects in order to develop 
the process, and usually the involved practitioners find the initiatives useful. Initiatives have 
included concepts such as: partnering (Bennet & Jayes, 1998; Bresnen & Marshall, 2000; 
Chan et al., 2006; Erhversfremme Styrelsen, 2000), Lean Construction (Ballard 2000; 
Bertelsen, 2005; Fearne et al., 2006), and logistics (Bygge- og Boligstyrelsen, 1993). Despite 
the resources put into implementation the new ideas and the enthusiasm seems to die after 
end of project without leaving any or rather few marks.  

The quality of effort in facilitating project based learning and bringing this learning 
experience back into the organisation are poor (Keegan & Turner, 2001). Construction 
companies also view lack of evaluation, common language and knowledge base as a critical 
issue (Bønnelykke, 2003). One reason for this lack of common knowledge base could stem 
from the industry being a loosely coupled network of companies (Christensen & Kreiner, 
1999). Even in small projects, it is normal to involve several companies, and each company is 
present in several projects at the same time. This diversity in time and place makes it difficult 
to support knowledge diffusion in the industry.  

However, the answer to this has for many years been to make evaluation reports to 
summarise the main experience from the projects. The focus in these reports has been on 
statistics and benchmarks, whereas the reports only have given a vague representation of the 
experience derived from the projects. It is agreed that evaluation reports seldom are read or 
even used on subsequent projects. Therefore, it seems like a dead-end solution to keep 
making reports with the objective of diffusing experience. 

This paper focuses on how to facilitate the knowledge of the skilled workers with the 
objective to support an incremental development of the construction industry. Several 
different types of knowledge co-exist (Christensen, 2004). Here, the professional knowledge 
of the workers is not addressed and neither is the object based knowledge which focuses on 
how to perform. Instead, focus is on the coordinating knowledge and the relation based 
knowledge used for transforming blueprints into constructions. 

Based on findings from a case, this paper first discusses the nature of knowledge used by the 
skilled workers. Second, different strategies of knowledge diffusion are presented, and finally 
the challenges when working with knowledge diffusion are discussed with the objective to 
detect unused potential of the skilled workers as knowledge workers. 

CASE DESCRIPTION 

The case was monitored for more than three years where qualitative research methods were 
used to examine learning, knowledge diffusion, and development of the construction process 
with focus on the skilled workers. As a part of the case study formal and informal interviews 
were conducted with representatives from the client’s organisation, the project manager and 
the skilled workers at the construction site. Furthermore, observations and action research 
were carried out in order to understand and support learning and knowledge diffusion 
activities at the site (Kristiansen & Krogstrup, 1999; Nielsen, 2004).  

The case project was the third in a sequence of four construction projects. The client’s idea 
was to use the same team of consultants, designers, contractors etc. for all projects using 
partnering like methods (Bennet & Jayes, 1998) and Lean Construction planning methods 
(Ballard, 2000). Moreover, the client took several initiatives to promote a better construction 
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process: In order to facilitate at better informal communication, the client insisted on setting 
up a common workmen’s shed which the skilled workers should use for breaks and meetings 
and for hosting several social and informal events at the construction site. 

The objective was to get more value for money by supporting continuous learning among the 
participants throughout the four projects. However, due to delays most of the skilled workers 
were replaced from project 2 to project 3, despite that most of the companies remained the 
same. 

THE NATURE OF KNOWLEDGE AT THE CONSTRUCTION SITE 

Much literature addresses the problem of diffusing and managing knowledge. However, the 
nature of knowledge is seldom addressed which can lead to some confusion because of many 
different understandings of knowledge. 

Tacit or explicit knowledge 
Schön (1987) uses the expression “professional artistry” to describe the competence used by 
practitioners if they experience unique, insecure and conflicting situations, and he underlines 
that competence are not dependent on our ability to describe or reflect on our acts.  Polyani 
also carries this point that humans often know more than they can tell, Polyani in (Smith, 
2003). Brown and Duguid (1998) make a distinction between know-what and know-how. 
Where know-what embrace the explicit knowledge, which easily can be shared with others, 
know-how is how know-what is brought into practice. This distinction is also seen in Ryle’s 
work in “The Concept of Mind”, (Ryle, 1949). This leads to a differentiation between 
knowledge we can express, explicit knowledge, and knowledge that we cannot express but 
only act upon, tacit knowledge. 

Tacit knowledge is highly personal and hard to formalise, which makes it hard to 
communicate or to share with others. Traditionally, explicit knowledge has enjoyed 
privileged status in western culture (Blackler, 1995), an moreover, much theory on learning 
and training courses values this abstract knowledge over actual practice (Brown & Duguid, 
1991).  

However, knowledge is not merely something substantial that can be passed on to others, and 
more and more view knowledge as primarily tacit and deeply rooted in an individual’s 
actions and experiences (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). It seems that more and more value tacit 
knowledge as a way to develop practice, and some even ague that this form of knowledge is 
the only usable in order to improve production flow. This perception of knowledge as 
something embedded in practice implies that knowledge is not stored in brains, books or 
information systems  (Elkjær, 2005; Gherardi et al., 1998). 

In summa, knowledge is either tacit and practice based, which makes it hard to communicate, 
or abstract and relatively easy to transfer. However, some claim that knowledge cannot be 
divided into classes. It is also claimed that it is not possible to split the subject who know 
from the object known. This is compared to separation of mind and body, which is also 
known as the Cartesian split (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). It is claimed that the one form of 
knowledge could not exist without the other.  

The case reveals great diversity in knowledge used by the skilled workers. Some relied 
mostly on tacit knowledge; there was a sense of “that is how things are done here”, and some 
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explained that they liked to know what to do without having to discuss it. Explicit work 
descriptions would have made them feel like machines. Instead they acknowledge that each 
new project started with a couple of weeks were work routines had to be adjusted. Others 
were more likely to use explicit knowledge, while discussing their work situation. However, 
this discussion also included quite a bit of tacit knowledge as they often knew each other very 
well. But almost none used formalised knowledge such as blueprints and written documents 
as media for communication. 

Collective or individual knowledge 
Literature on organisational learning often discuss if knowledge is held by individuals or 
collectives, and how learning can be transferred from individuals to organisations (Elkjær & 
Walgren, 2006). In general, literature on organisational learning is concerned with new 
routines and procedures based on new knowledge (Örtenblad, 2002). Whereas former 
organisational learning focused on how individuals learn as agents for the organisation 
(Argyris, 1992), recent literature on organisational learning also perceives learning as a 
collective process (Örtenblad, 2001). Literature on work-based-learning also assumes that 
individuals acquire knowledge cognitively and then put it into practice (Fenwick, 2005). 
However, another option is that knowledge is held by individuals and put into social context, 
where the individuals are nodes in a network memory (Lindkvist, 2004a). So, various 
perceptions as to whether learning is an individual or social process exist (Illeris, 2000), this 
perhaps also affects the discussion on whether knowledge is individual or social. 

Some argue that experience at work creates its own knowledge, and as most work is a 
collective and cooperative venture it follows that most dispositional knowledge is 
intriguingly collective (Brown & Duguid, 1998; Yanow, 2000). In other words: because we 
live in a collective context knowledge is also social (Gomez et al., 2003). In recent years this 
perspective has become more popular in connection with the increased focus on practice-
based learning (Nicolini et al., 2003; Wenger, 2003).  

The earth construction workers in the case studied frequently met in the workmen’s shed for 
breaks, and at first glance it seemed like they stayed for longer breaks in the shed to chat. But 
listening to what they talked about showed otherwise. They continuously made narratives 
sometimes illustrated by a drawing on a napkin to remember their job process: what they had 
done, what they ought to do next and situations requiring special attentions. They repeated 
the story over and over again to remember the details. 

Knowledge at the construction site 
In order to choose a strategy for managing knowledge in the construction industry, it is highly 
important to understand the nature of this knowledge. Through hermeneutic analysis of 
qualitative material collected at the case-project, the following table was created, see table 1. 
It represents differences in crew composition, learning style and valued knowledge type in 
different crews in the case. 
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Table 1: Learning styles and knowledge type of four different types of crews. 

 Concrete 
Workers 

Carpenters Installation 
(Electrician and 
plumber) 

Earth workers 

Crew 
composition 

Stable. Varies 
only if need of 
resources 
varies. 

Stable for 
decades. 

Varies according to 
available resources 
and needed 
competencies. 

Highly unstable. 
Can vary from 
hour to hour. 

Learning 
style 

Learning by 
doing.  

Learning by 
doing, 
discussions and 
reflections. 

Learning by doing and 
supplementary 
training. 

Learning by 
doing and by 
piecing 
knowledge 
together. 

Knowledge 
type 

Tacit, social 
and highly 
embedded in 
practice. 

Tacit, verbal, 
social and 
embedded in 
practice. 

Tacit, explicit and 
embedded in practice. 

Tacit, verbal 
and highly 
embedded in 
practice. 

 

As table 1 illustrates, most workers learn by doing, which primarily leads to tacit knowledge.  

Especially the concrete workers’ and the carpenters’ crews can be perceived as social 
learning settings, whereas installations are more individually learners due to use of more 
explicit knowledge in connection with new technologies and supplementary training. The 
earth workers also learn in social settings, but because they can shift between several projects 
during a week, they need to use much time on updating their knowledge with their colleagues 
at the current project. The most significant difference between the concrete workers and the 
carpenters was the use of verbal communication. The carpenters often discussed alternative 
solutions on problems whereas the concrete workers perceived verbal communication as 
distractions from effective production.  

THE NATURE OF KNOWLEDGE DIFFUSION AT SITE 

Knowledge diffusion is a process, which allows knowledge to be used without having to use 
the same amount of resources as was necessary to create the knowledge in the first place 
(Christensen, 2004). There are different scenarios for wanting knowledge diffusion. This 
paper concentrates on knowledge diffusion from project to project and how it can be 
supported to avoid that the wheel is reinvented during each new project. The perspective of 
knowledge diffusion is typically closely connected to the perspective of the nature of 
knowledge. Nevertheless, this paper seeks an overview and splits knowledge and knowledge 
diffusion.   

When looking trough literature on knowledge and knowledge diffusion several synonyms 
occur. For some this would be a delightful variation in language, colouring up an otherwise 
monotone explanation of knowledge travelling from one place to another. Others would 
perhaps perceive this as a distracting muddle of conceptions. So, to avoid confusions some 
definitions will be made for use in this paper. Diffusion is used as an umbrella term for 
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knowledge travelling from origin to an unnamed recipient(s). Sharing is when individuals in 
collective exchanges knowledge, whereas transfer implies a direction, see figure 1. 

Figure 1: Illustrations of knowledge sharing, diffusion and transfer 

 
 

In the following, different strategies for knowledge diffusion are presented and related to 
findings from the case with the objective to find explanations to why the knowledge diffusion 
in the construction industry is limited and to find new methods for facilitating incremental 
development based on the experience of the skilled workers. 

Transfer of explicit knowledge 
Traditional knowledge management programmes focus on acquisition, codification and 
transfer of knowledge. One objective is to separate knowledge from the “knower” in order to 
prevent knowledge to disappear with the employer. Another objective is to be able to 
communicate the knowledge to non-participants by documenting the experiences from the 
project (Schindler & Eppler, 2003). 

This tradition is also reinforced by the introduction of computer technologies capable of 
storing and processing extensive amounts of data. In a project environment, this tradition of 
documentation has lead to end-evaluations made by consultants, because the participants 
have moved on to the next project. Furthermore, project documentation tends to emphasise 
status more than learning outcome for further investigation (Schindler, 2003). 

Several have worked with the challenge of making tacit knowledge explicit in order to store it 
for later use (Kreiner, 2001; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). But when the knowledge is made 
explicit it is also de-contextualised, and therefore removed from practice (Lindkvist, 2004b). 
Moreover, project work processes often require immediate response, and on that basis project 
participants do not favour extended ventures about lessons learnt in previous projects, and 
project members are reluctant to go through formal documents. Instead they favour a swift 
exchange of information and knowledge with fellows having relevant insights or experience 
(Lindkvist, 2004a). 

Knowledge sharing in communities of practice 
Despite development in information and communication technologies, it has long been 
realised that creation and diffusion of knowledge within organisations rely on social networks 
(Bresnen et al., 2004). Communities of Practice, a current topic of interest, have been widely 
discussed and some differences could be found in the way the notion is defined (Cox, 2005). 
However, some common characteristics seems to exist. Communities are groups of 
individuals, who feel connected and which share a history that makes the group coherent and 
able to communicate implicitly within the group. The group has a centre of persons who set 
the direction. However, peripheral members can move their way to the centre by negotiations 
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and thereby move the direction of the group. (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Wenger, 1998a; 
Wenger, 1998b; Wenger, 2003) 

An example of a community of practice was the crew of concrete workers. They did not have 
a formal leader; however, everybody knew who made the decisions. They seldom talked 
about the process of work; instead the members joined the job routines with as little 
communication as possible. Especially one man often came with ideas for changes in work 
processes, but as he was a very peripheral member of the crew, it was not likely that his 
proposals were followed or even responded to. Or perhaps because he came with suggestions 
for changes he was a peripheral member? 

The force of communities of practice is that tacit knowledge easily flows within the crew. 
However, strongly tied project teams are less likely than weakly tied teams to search for 
knowledge outside their existing contacts and forge new ties while conducting searches for 
useful knowledge (Edelman et al., 2004; Hansen, 1999). Therefore, isolated communities can 
get stuck in ruts, turning core competencies into core rigidities. When they do, they need 
external stimuli to propel them forward (Brown & Duguid, 1998). But how interaction in 
small groups aggregates to form large-scale patterns eludes us in most cases (Granovetter, 
1973). 

The perception of explicit knowledge transfer at the construction site was double sided. They 
seldom, or perhaps never, read anything to which they could not be held responsible. This 
included for example evaluation reports from former projects or former phases within the 
project. On the other side they were highly dependent on blueprints and work descriptions 
sometimes supplemented by handbook information from suppliers of materials or machinery. 

Knowledge diffusion across community boundaries 
Where communities of practice are a social construction of people with a shared history, 
informal communication across community boundaries often goes through “ties”, which are 
personal connections between individuals or groups. The understanding of ties used in this 
paper origins in the work of Granovetter (1973; 1983). The notion “tie” mostly implies the 
strength of a connection and the function of the connection could be explained by the 
following notions: boundary objects, translators, and knowledge brokers. (Brown & Duguid, 
1998; Wenger, 2003). 

Ties as means for knowledge diffusion across communities of practice 
The strength of a tie is a combination of the amount of time, the emotional intensity, the 
intimacy (mutual confiding), and the reciprocal services which characterise the tie. Ties are 
by nature informal and more extensive and significant than formal ones. 

Strong ties are likely to create redundancy whereas weak ties are more likely to link members 
of different small groups than strong ones. If a tie is the only connection between two points 
(persons or groups) it is also called a bridge. More people can be reached by weak ties, and 
the fewer indirect contacts a crew has the more encapsulated it will be in terms of knowledge 
of the world beyond its circle of immediate contacts. Explicit knowledge is more effectively 
transferred with weak ties, whereas transfer of tacit knowledge requires stronger ties 
(Bresnen et al., 2004; Hansen, 1999).  

Remarkably few examples of knowledge diffusion through ties were found in the case. 
Directly asked, few could point to examples of connections outside their crew or the projects 
as sources for knowledge. An apprentice within the plumber crew said that if problems occur 
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they primarily call their project manager within the company. Sometimes they could consider 
calling others within the company “If it is someone you know, and you are sure he can help 
you”. The skilled workers never call anyone outside the company, not even school mates. 

Boundary objects as means for knowledge diffusion across communities of practice 
Boundary objects are objects of interest of two or more communities. Boundary objects could 
be artefacts (Carlile, 2004) such as shared tools or documents; shared discourses, or shared 
processes (Wenger, 2003). The boundary objects can lead communities to understand what is 
common and what is distinct between them. However, it could also lead to misunderstandings 
and different interpretation.  

In the case, the weekly-work-plan and the process of making it acted as a boundary object. 
The different crews met to discuss and plan the work of the following weeks at the site which 
resulted in a weekly-work-plan. During the process of making the plan fruitful discussion 
emerged as the construction workers did not always perceive the situation at the construction 
site in the same way. If they had not met to discuss the plan, it is not likely that they would 
have experienced disagreements until practical consequences occurred.  

Translators as means for knowledge diffusion across communities of practice 
Translators are individuals who can mediate between communities, so each community 
understands the settings of one another. It requires the translator to have knowledge about the 
work in both communities, and the communities should trust the translator not to favour one 
above the other (Elkjær, 2005).  

Because crews were not good at expressing themselves and being understood by other 
professions, they kept their dissatisfaction internal in the crew where it reinforced their 
feeling of the job situation being hopeless to change. However, by talking to the workers 
face-by-face an understanding of their problems surfaced, and by explaining this to others 
they got an understanding for each other which helped them reach out for each other to 
continue the common process of planning.  

Brokers as means for knowledge diffusion across communities of practice 
Brokers participate in two or more communities and make the communities overlap (Wenger, 
2003). Because brokers participate in the communities they also experience the consequences 
of knowledge diffusion between these communities.  

During the time on the construction site, no direct brokers of knowledge occurred. Some 
would argue that the middle management, for example foremen or project manager, should 
be the broker of knowledge (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995). However, this seemed not to be 
the case. In stead, just as Brown and Duguid (1998) argue, hierarchical divisions of labour 
often distinguish thinkers from doers, mental from manual labour, strategy (the knowledge 
required at the top of the hierarchy) from tactics (the knowledge used at the bottom). Besides 
in the case of plumbers where the project manager acted as broker, no use of brokers of 
knowledge were observed. 

Knowledge diffusion at the construction site 
Experience from the case showed great diversity in the way different crews learned and 
diffused knowledge. Table 2 summarises the main findings on knowledge diffusion in crews 
from four different professions.  
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Table 2: Knowledge diffusion in different types of crews. 

 Concrete Workers Carpenters Installation 
(Electrician and 
plumber) 

Earth 
workers 

Primary 
sources of 
knowledge 

Experience in the 
crew.  

Colleagues and 
suppliers of 
materials and 
machinery. 

Project manager 
in company and 
work instructions. 

Colleagues. 

Knowledge 
sharing in 
crew 

None verbal. Shared 
work process and 
negotiations. 

Frequent 
discussions in 
crew. 

Some 
professional 
discussion. 

Narratives. 

Knowledge 
transfer in 
company 

None. Sometimes the 
engineer from their 
company is consulted. 

None. Project manager 
sometimes serves 
as a broker. 

None. 

External 
knowledge 
diffusion 

None except from 
representatives from 
the union. 

None. None. None. 

 

Most of the crews could be considered communities of practice as they are close and stable 
groups which have an internal understanding of own practice. However, the earth workers 
were a bit different. Even though they knew each other very well, they did not know with 
whom they were supposed to work the following day. Therefore, they accumulated their 
knowledge in narratives, which they repeated in order to share knowledge.  

The concrete workers were a tight and closed community. They even arranged their own 
Christmas party as alternative to the one held by their company which also included other 
professions. Most of them were un-skilled in the sense that they had never attended formal 
training.  

The carpenters had worked together for decades and were very close. They never attended 
supplementary training, but perceived the suppliers as a sufficient source of knowledge. “If 
the handbook is outdated, we just get a new one from the timber yard - for free!”  

The installation crews also used formalised knowledge and it seemed like their crews were 
not as close as the others. The electricians were offered supplementary training in required 
disciplines according to their interests. However, they seldom had the time to attend, or the 
courses were cancelled because of to few participants. Instead, they got their knowledge from 
the project manager, who served as a broker of information between projects.  

In conclusion it could be said; that the skilled workers at a construction site mostly focus on 
practical experience and their primary source of knowledge is their nearest colleagues. In the 
case studied, there was limited communication across demarcation lines, and the crews rarely 
sought knowledge outside the project.  

Even in the companies, little seems to be done in order to diffuse knowledge. Often the 
workers did not know in what other projects their company participated or the names of the 
colleagues with whom they did not work. Furthermore, they never contacted acquaintances 
outside the company to retrieve information. 
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During an interview with a plumber apprentice the following came up: As the project was the 
third in a sequence with the aim to continuously learn and develop the construction process, 
he was asked about knowledge from the prior two projects. However, the apprentice did not 
know that his company participated in the prior two projects. 

REASONS FOR LACK OF KNOWLEDGE DIFFUSION 

Crews at construction sites work as independent groups that almost never seek or get 
knowledge from outside. Some of the reason for this situation could be elements such as 
payment, time pressure, ignorance and tradition.  

About 30 % of craft work hours are paid by piece in the Danish Construction Industry 
(Spohr, 2004). This form of payment suits the self organising crews which work with well 
defined job tasks and motivates them to execute the job as fast as possible. However, this 
form of payment also inhibits innovation as there is no motivation for new processes or 
products. Furthermore, it reinforces the fragmented industry and the missing communication 
across demarcation lines. (Copenhagen Economics, 2004; Spohr, 2004).  

At the construction site the form of payment were also considered a hindrance for knowledge 
diffusion and cooperation. Professions dependent of other professions which is paid by piece 
often complained about the attitude of the former professions and lack in respect for others 
work. But the absolutely most used explanation for not seeking knowledge or reflect on 
practice was the time pressure. The skilled workers as well as the project manager always felt 
they were rushing things, thereby evaluation etc. was always downgraded. 

Tradition also plays a role. The fragmented structure of the industry as well as the tradition 
for labour-only contracting has reinforced the separation of head and body. Therefore, there 
is no tradition for involving the skilled workers in learning and development processes, and 
the loose employment of skilled workers in construction companies does not invite to 
common development between employer and employee (Spohr, 2004). 

The analysis has shown that the skilled workers rely on social networks for creating and 
diffusing knowledge. Thereby, the fragmented nature of the construction industry and the 
temporality of organisations inhibit long term relationship to develop across different 
professions and even within the companies. But if the employers and others in the industry 
with the ability to facilitate knowledge diffusion were aware of the characteristic of the 
skilled workers’ knowledge creation and diffusion, then perhaps an incremental development 
could be initiated.  

A meeting was held with the purpose that the skilled workers should discuss the overall 
settings of the construction site. First, a formal presentation was made by a consultant who 
described the development initiatives at the site. The presentation was short and precise. 
Nevertheless, most of the skilled workers had crossed their arms and were laid back. Their 
body language was very informative: They did not appreciate this presentation. Afterwards 
no one referred to the presentation when asked about their outcome of the meeting. Secondly, 
a subject teacher from the local training centre initiated a debate around the tables about the 
working conditions at the site. Here, the workers sat on the front of the chair and were very 
active, and the debate leads to several changes at the site. Thirdly, a football coach told about 
team work and the composition of a winning team. Again, the workers were very interested, 
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however, when asked afterwards they could not translate this talk to their own practice, but 
they found it amusing to hear about the football players.  

The example showed the importance of knowing the skilled workers’ knowledge base and 
form of communication in order to get a successful return of facilitating knowledge diffusion. 
The consultant made a good presentation, but the setting reminded too much of a school 
setting, which is not appreciated by the workers, and the content seemed too abstract in order 
to be used at the construction site immediately after the meeting. Or perhaps the consultant 
being a woman made the workers reluctant? The football coach was entertaining, however, 
he used football as the context for his points, and most of the workers did not seem to be able 
to translate his points to the work on the construction site. But discussing their own work 
setting facilitated by one of their kind, the local teacher, was a success. 

UNUSED POTENTIAL FOR KNOWLEDGE SHARING 

Even though the methods for internal knowledge sharing varied in the different crews, all of 
them seemed to be successful with it. However, as the analysis showed, the knowledge 
diffusion across community boundaries was scarce, which can cause the crews to be 
fragmented and incoherent (Granovetter, 1983). The analysis also pointed out several unused 
methods for diffusing knowledge across boundaries, and facilitating these could lead to 
competitive advantages for the companies and increase development in the industry.  

First of all, knowledge sharing in social networks should be considered as useful. The 
traditions of one sided focus on diffusion of abstract knowledge through written documents 
such as evaluation reports could have hindered knowledge sharing though social networks. 
Perhaps skilled workers should be supported in using written documentations as media for 
knowledge sharing. However, sole focus on written documentation to some extent leaves out 
the experience of the skilled workers.  

Companies could gain from using brokers more strategically by letting people with special 
skills or experiences work with different crews in periods. In another case, a coach from the 
local training centre participated in different practices in a company for a period of several 
weeks. The purpose was to make a pilot-study of the competencies at use and thereby tailor a 
supplementary training programme for all employees. However, the use of brokers would 
require a change in attitude towards newcomers in some of the professions. For example the 
concrete workers would not gain from a broker unless it was supplemented by hourly paid 
time for knowledge sharing. Managers in the construction industry could furthermore 
experiment with different types of events where the skilled workers meet face-to-face to 
discuss challenges in their work-life (Styhre et al., 2006). This could be a way of letting the 
skilled workers point out a broker of knowledge at the construction site. 

Consultants could be used as translators of knowledge across demarcation lines and 
hierarchical boundaries. In the case, I worked as a translator with some success. However, 
this task is time consuming for an outsider and might instead be fulfilled by a project or 
process manager at the construction site. 

The use of boundary objects was very successful at the case studied, but it was not 
implemented on purpose. If for example the project manager is more aware of the role the 
weekly work-plan play as a boundary object he could more easily support knowledge 
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transfer. But in the case studied, this was not the case and the project manager took too much 
ownership of the plans and thereby made the plans unfamiliar for the workers.  

Surprisingly little knowledge came from outside the crews. There seems to be a culture of not 
sharing knowledge, which could be caused by the strained relation the workers has to school 
(Ebbesen, 2006). There are no networks or associations where the workers can meet 
informally to discuss and get to know other workers. And likely the workers do not find a 
need for this, as they do not even keep in contact with old classmates or meet informal with 
other workers in the same company. However, some training centre and companies are 
beginning to facilitate knowledge sharing processes. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS  

The case showed that the crews internally are excellent in sharing knowledge, even though 
the methods used varies a lot. Contrary to this there seems to be no or little knowledge 
diffusion across boundaries of the crews.  

The case also showed some unused potential for diffusing knowledge through social 
networks. However, it is all about keeping a balance between protecting the stable crews so 
they can keep being excellent knowledge sharing groups and on the other side connecting the 
different crews, in order for knowledge to diffuse and support incremental development of 
the industry. 

The problem is double sided: first, the knowledge in play is embedded in practice in isolated 
crews. Secondly, the people involved are not familiar with knowledge exchange or sharing. 
Therefore, the diffusion of knowledge in the construction industry is so difficult.  
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