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Abstract

Government policy and Higher Education (HE) sector strategy has promoted
increased external engagement and participation in the knowledge economy on the
part of universities. These drivers have sought to encourage academics to become
engaged in the economic, social and cultural issues of society and to address
problems in such a way as to demonstrate a knowledge contribution from the
academy. Universities, as knowledge intensive organizations respond by changing
their organizational structures and processes to support knowledge exchange and
to encourage the involvement of academics in this endeavour.

This thesis demonstrates how the concept of absorptive capacity (Cohen &
Levinthal 2000) was used to understand knowledge exchange capacity at York St
John University; a learning and teaching organization with newly acquired
University status and a key strategic aim associated with increasing enterprise and
knowledge exchange. The action research revealed a very limited development of
knowledge exchange strategy and planning and limited ability to ‘assimilate’ and
therefore ‘exploit’ new knowledge. Academic individualism and managerial control
inhibited participation in the action research process and whilst the diagnosis was
partly shared with the academic community further actions were not achieved.
However a subsequent re-structuring of the University and a very senior
appointment to lead external facing activity, suggested that a structural
commitment to external engagement was made.

Following a critical reflection on the research process and the systems theory of
absorptive capacity, the contribution to practice-knowledge a conceptual
framework was devised to explain the outcomes of the action research. The
framework ‘Knowledge Exchange Leadership in High and Low Absorptive Capacity
Settings’ articulates how academic leadership mindsets differ in high and low
absorptive capacity settings. The framework is based on observed experience and
individual interpretation of individual and corporate leadership in low capacity
settings and an induction about the same domains in high absorptive capacity
settings. The framework will help evaluate HE leadership behaviours and facilitate
strategic planning for academic knowledge exchange and organizational knowledge
productivity. The framework requires further application in other university
contexts, to validate it as a practice tool for individual and organizational
development.

Through epistemological reflection, the functionalist approach (Burrell & Morgan
1979) through action research is questioned. The practitioner-inquiry experience
leads to a more critical and interpretive understanding about the barriers to
university based organizational change. Further consideration is given to managing
action research using more participative methods. I suggest some key questions
to engage the academic community in knowledge exchange and ‘engaged

- scholarship’ (Van de Ven 2010) as a means to improve engagement with
knowledge and to improve assimilation and capacity for knowledge exchange.
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Glossary of Terms

Abduction - an inference made on the best information available that

includes practice based experience (Van de Ven 2007)

Absorptive Capacity — A concept originated by Cohen and Levinthal
(2001) based on cognitive and behavioural science, seeks to demonstrate
how, at a systems level, knowledge productivity can be understood as a
capacity to generate'new knowledge ‘products’ within the organization,
specifically linked to the assimililation of new information but also b'ased on

the existing body of knowledge in the organization.

Dialectic - Describes the use of a range of knowledge sources to support
innovation and build new ideas and actions. The purpose of the dialectic is,
to provide a rationale for questioning of the normative assumptions of the
personal and professional actions (Whitehead 1989; McNiff 2008).

Engaged Scholarship - A term which refers to academic practice, where
the focus and actions work towards the integration and synthesis of
knowledge across disciplines, and the application of this knowledge to solve
public problems and issues and use societal realities to test, inspire, and
challenge theory (Van de Ven 2007) In this way the intellectual climate of
universities is enhanced because academics ask how knowledge can be

- applied, and address individual and societal needs (Boyer 1996).

Epistemology - the study of the nature and scope of knowledge or the
theory of knowledge |

Higher Education Council for England (HECfE) - The overarching
strategic body that monitors and promotes the adoption of policy
‘imperatives’, and has developed a fund to incentivise participation in the

required range of academic activity.

Higher Education Innovation Fund (HEIF) - This allocation of funding is
currently in the forth and final round with HEIF4 in 2009. The fund is based

Sally Fowler Davis DBA Sheffield Hallam University, December 2010
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on the size of the organization and aims to support and incentivise

universities to manage their external engagement.

Induction - a reasoning method for making a claim to a new knowledge
that goes beyond the components from which it is drawn. Inference allows
a researcher to generalise findings from particular information and data
(Gill & Johnson 2009).

Knowledge Exchange — The term used for enterprising external-
engagement with individuals or organizations, using knowledge to resolve
problematic issues within the social and organizational context. Through
knowledge exchange a University contributes to the ‘knowledge needs’ of a
region sharing research outputs, expertise and experience. The
engagement is based on the internal capacity to respond to demand and

the capability to proactively use and share knowledge internally.

Knowledge Exchange at York St John University - The transfer of new
or existing knowledge or expertise (additional to existing taught
undergraduate or postgraduate provision) between University staff and
external organizations, institutions or businesses or visa versa (YSJU

Enterprise Strategy 2006)

Knowledge Transfer — The process of deriving benefit from expertise and

experience gained in one unit or organization in another site (Argote 1999)

Knowledge Productivity — A term first developed by Joseph Kessels to
refer to an organization’s ability to generate, disseminate and apply

knowledge to products, processes and services (Harrison & Kessels 2004)

Mode 1 Knowledge — Mode 1 knowledge production is a discipline-based
and investigator-led form of enquiry. (Gibbons et al. 1994).

Mode 2 Knowledge - Mode 2 knowledge production describes a form of

context-specific and problem-orientated knowledge creation that demands
a multi-disciplinary collaboration to achieve a solution(Gibbons et al. 1994).

Sally Fowler Davis DBA Sheffield Hallam University, December 2010



Organizational Learning — An ‘'umbrella’ term for a range of concepts
based on theoretical and practical issues related to organizational

awareness and understandings (Easterby- Smith & Lyles 2003)
Radical structuralist - society and organizations are dominant and

exploitative and processes require objective inquiry so as to identify the

means to achieve social change.
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conceptual framework serves to resolve a complex and multi-variant
problem, through the research. |

The following criteria for appraising action research, are adapted from
McNiff (2008a), and have been tailored to the specific topic in question.

The questions are intended to ensure the validity of an action research

process at YSJU:

ﬁHave clear statements been made to explaln the ways in WhICh -

' ,academlc enterprlse or academ|c entrepreneurshlp can be

»verlﬁab e~pract|ce in acade'mlc management and personal

deye opm ‘nt of the resea:: /her w:thln the orgamzatuon"

The evaluation of the study will be undertaken by two separate audiences.
Firstly by the academic community, who will deem the work’s value in |
relation to the contribution to knowledge and secondly by the critical ‘
audience at YSJU (colleagues and managers) who will judge the value of the
empirical data and the outcomes of the research in developing knowledge
exchange? In reading the thesis, these academics and others, enter into a

dialogue about the value and worth of engaging in knowledge exchange.
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