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The Knowi ng- Doi ng Gap
By Jeffrey Pfeffer and Robert Sutton

When one conpany copi es what anot her successf ul
conpany does, expecting to achieve the sane success, and
t hat success does not come, why is that? If this question
does not drive to the heart of all of the discussion of
know edge managenent per se and intellectual capital | can
think of no other question as germane to the topic as this
one. Although Pfeffer and Sutton’s book is not about
know edge managenment, it is about know edge nmanagenent by
inplication. It receives a high recomendation on ny |ist
for anyone interested in why sone conpani es are successful
at what they do and why sone are not.

The fundanental idea of the book is expressed in the
title. There appears to be a gap between a conpany know ng
what to do and actually doing what it knows. It is sonewhat
m sl eadi ng to speak of a conpany as know ng and doi ng
because in reality it is the people of the conpany that
bot h know and do and that even though the people that may
make up the conpany may know they nmay not do. In ternms of
know edge managenent and intellectual capital — you can
make extensive amounts of know edge available to people in
t he conpany and that know edge may actually be neani ngl ess
to the bottomline if the context in which that know edge
is avail abl e does not translate from knowi ng into doing.

Pfeffer and Sutton’s book identifies five inpedinents
to doing. These are: talk, nmenory, fear, neasurenent, and
conpetition. | believe in selecting their title and using
the word “gap” Pfeffer and Sutton were being kind —
personally to nme these inpedinents are nore |ike a great
chasm or bottom ess pit that one m ght find oneself in when
trying to translate knowing into doing. In each of these
areas of inpedinment Pfeffer and Sutton di scuss exanpl es of
conpani es that have surnounted the inpedi nent, and those
t hat have not. Exanples are drawn from conpanies |ike
General Modtors, Saturn, SAS, BP, Continental Airlines, and
the Men’s Warehouse all illustrate the how conpanies
succunb to or overconme the inpedi nents.

Consider the followng fromthe chapter on talk,



“I'n some organi zations that we studied there
seenmed to be an unspoken, but powerful belief

t hat once a decision had been made to do
sonet hi ng, no additional work was needed to nake
sure it was inplenented.”

How many tines have we seen this in organizations? You
attend a neeting, and a decision is made. You | eave the
meeting and that is all that is done — nothing changes.
Later on in the same chapter, Pfeffer and Sutton give
anot her exanple of how talk inhibits action.

“Unfortunately, using conplex |anguage and

anmbi guous term nol ogy confuses peopl e and

i nhibits action. One organi zati on we studi ed gave
enpl oyees | aptop conputers to provide them access
to e-mail and the Internet, but describe this as
a transformation to a virtual organization. This
j argon confused people ...resulted in weeks of
spreading runors (e.g. our office is closing .)”

Thr oughout each of the chapters Pfeffer and Sutton
provide lists of synptons that one should be on the | ook
out for in identifying the various inpedinents. These lists
woul d be key to assessing the potential of the organization
for acting on its know edge.

I n essence nost of the considerations addressed by
this work can be distilled to elenments of the culture of
t he organi zation. And in nost cases Pfeffer and Sutton
clearly point out that a particular inpedinment was in fact
pronmoted by managenent at sone |evel. The inportance of
this observation cannot be understated. In the case of
success one can construe this to means that sone
organi zati onal cultures are predisposed to success while
others are not. In the context of know edge managenment it
is a clear predictor of the inpedi ments one m ght encounter
in creating a know edge managenent programin a particul ar
cul ture.

| would highly recommend this book to anyone
interested in reading a well-put together treatnment of how
sonme organi zations can be successful through the
application of know edge while others can’t traverse the
gap. | would also consider it required reading for any



practitioner of know edge managenent. The book can be
purchased on Amazon.com at: ww. anazon. com
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The knowl edgWORKS News and knowl dgWORKS News Shorts are
witten in its entirety by Randy Kaplan and edited by
Harriet Trenhol m Suggestions for the newsletter should be
sent to rkaplan@ccsys-corp.com All suggestions will be
consi dered and al ways appreci at ed.

If you are interested in |earning nore about know edge
wor k, subscribe to this newsletter by sending email to:

know dgWORKSNews-on@ i sts. webval ence. com

To unsubscribe send an e-nmail to: know dgWORKSNews-
off @i sts.webval ence. com

You may type an x in the subject or body if your e-mai
program requires.

Previ ous issues of the know dgWORKS News are archived at
http://ww. accsys-corp. com
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