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Related To: Geographical Separation,Trust,Cultural Issues

Have established that Informal/Incidental knowledge is seen by many as a ‘secret
sauce’ that is lost with geographical separation:

‘My view on it is you know these products, they are always designed by

chat at the end of the day, *laughs* . . . You got your charts and your

la-la-la, and your design processes. . . They are not, they are designed by

chat.’

— Interviewee John

‘I think the nature of innovation is that guys love designing and they hate

documentation - whether that be lab notes or whatever. I know that

skype/IM is used quite a bit for more hints or guidance in this area or

that. If you are talking about innovation or design, you can’t stifle that.’

— Interviewee Joseph

However, it appears that technology doesn’t adequately alleviate the need for face-
to-face and informal communication/social interaction:

‘(incidental knowledge sharing) is hugely important. It is the “secret sauce”,

I think, that makes all the difference in the office. It is all very well to say

you can use technology to get around the gap, but . . . I have yet to see that

done right.’

— Interviewee Michael

Nevertheless, social networking tools (blogs, wikis, IM) were seen as power tools for
collaboration once social relationships had been established (“TRUST”). There is an
important social aspect to informal communication:

‘what you would then be missing is the ability to have those conversations

in the canteen. . . people getting to know each other, the relationships, and

also people talking about what they are working on. . . there is this sort of

indicental knowledge which is the key.’

— Interviewee Michael

‘They (informal conversations) let you know a lot of the background as well,

what is going on in the company, what the politics are. . . They make you

feel a bit more part of the culture. It is sociable. About building up the

informal relationships.’

— Interviewee William

The effect of missing this information transfer is that communications becomes more
structured, and hence slower.

‘we don’t actually hold formal or informal meetings where we bounce ideas

between the two teams, but we do pick things up because we are in close

proximity to each other. Take away the close proximity and you are missing

a lot. You actually have an interface there that you then need to work hard

on. And unless you are prepare to work hard - to actually recognise that

there is an interface and are actually prepared to work at it - you are going

to lose a lot, and it definitely will impact the schedule, for sure.’

— Interviewee Thomas

Memo: “Design by Chat”: Importance of Tacit/Informal/Incidental Knowledge
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