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The Continuous Innovation Network

The Continuous Innovation Network (CINet) is a global network that brings together
researchers and industrialists working in the field of Continuous Innovation. CINet is
a continuation of the European Continuous Improvement Network, started in 1993.
In 2000, the mission of EuroCINet was reformulated and its name changed to CINet,
a research network on Continuous Innovation. These changes facilitate the
dissemination, not just within but beyond Europe, of a new way of thinking about
the integrated management and organisation of day-to-day operations,
improvement and learning, and innovation and change.

The CINet PhD Network

CINet has developed a PhD network, which promotes research collaboration among

PhD students and their institutions on topics of interest to CINet. In detail, the

network objectives are as follows:

= To promote the development of research on continuous innovation and its
applications to enhance companies' effectiveness and better use of human
resources for more sustainable organisation of work.

= To facilitate research integration and mobility on a global level.

= To enhance research quality and, in particular, to promote synergy and
collaboration on empirical research.

= To promote a better quality of PhD training and supervision.

= To promoting joint research programmes involving companies and academia
offering the prospect of rigorous training and exposure of PhD students.

The CINet is unique for its focus on innovation management as well as for the
specific vision that is shared by partner institutions concerning the role and
potential contribution to innovation and improvement of human resources at all
levels.

Characteristic for the CINet PhD network, relative to other PhD networks, is its
strong emphasis on implementation and collaboration with industrial users.
Students work in close collaboration with companies to analyse and solve
management problems. Research designs involving in-depth empirical studies and
action or clinical research are therefore encouraged. The PhD students involved in
the CINet receive an intensive training to cope with concrete management issues.
All the students who were so far rewarded a CINet-based PhD degree easily found
their way to highly valued positions in industrial companies, in research insitutes or
as consultants.
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1. Problem definition and purpose of the study

1.1 Introduction

“Tni an economy where the only certainty is uncertainty, the one sure source of lasting competitive advantage
is knowledge” (Nonaka, 1991, p.96).

“To be a leader in global manufacturing in the 1990s, a company must excel in two seemingly
contradictory ways. First it must constantly build and refresh its individual areas of expertise so it has the
critical capabilities needed to stay abead of the pack. And second, it must get its mix of disciplines to
work in the ever changing way needed to prevail in the ever changing competitive advantage” (Leonard-
Barton et al., 1994, p.121).

The concept of organisational knowledge, as a valuable strategic asset, has become quite
popular recently. Organisations are being advised by management theorists that, in order
to remain competitive, they must efficiently and effectively create, capture, harvest, share
and apply organisational knowledge and expertise. (Nonaka, 1991, p.96).

Several issues make the concepts of knowledge and knowledge management extremely
challenging and difficult to analyse. First of all, knowledge always begins with an
individual (Kim, 1993) and it is not a corporate resource. However, personal knowledge
can be transformed into organisational knowledge valuable to the company as a whole
(Nonaka, 1991). The purpose of knowledge management is to enhance a firm’s
performance by designing, implementing, maintaining and improving a system that
supports the organisation’s knowledge processes (Davenport et al. 1998). Making
personal knowledge available at the company level is the real challenge of knowledge-
creating companies that have to deal with the issue of tacit knowledge (Polany, 1960).
This exists in mental models, beliefs and perspectives; so ingrained that they are taken for
granted and cannot be easily articulated (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995).

Moreover, knowledge and learning go hand in hand. Defending and enhancing a given
knowledge position is most effectively accomplished by continuous organisational
learning. The ability of an organisation to learn, accumulate knowledge from its
experiences, and reapply that knowledge is, in itself, a skill that can provide competitive
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advantage (Zack, 1999b). The question that arises concerns the relationship between
learning and accumulated knowledge and innovation. Companies have, today, to confront
themselves with a number of “intertwined changes in their environments” (Boer, 1991)
which require the ability to innovate their processes and products but, at the same time,
achieve results in terms of efficiency, quality and flexibility. How can accumulated
knowledge therefore contribute to manage these changes efficiently and effectively? The
question becomes much more critical when seeing the traditional issue of learning as the
repetition of tasks (Boston Consulting Group, 1968; Abernathy and Wayne, 1974): if
repetition of tasks (and therefore learning) improves company performances, how can
learning take place and be exploited in innovative environments where there is much less
repetition of tasks?

Finally, in the past, knowledge has been treated somewhat like air: it is ubiquitous,
invisible, taken for granted and never explicitly valued or managed. However, in today’s
business, firms must explicitly address a range of decisions regarding the creation,
development, and maintenance of their knowledge resources and capabilities. The
problem is that very little theory has addressed the issue, and moreover there is yet little
solid guidance for the practicing manager. The relevance of knowledge is widely
recognised (Wernerfelt, 1984; Leonard-Barton et al., 1994; Collis and Montgomery, 1995;
Wijnhoven, 1999); but how it can be managed remains an unexplored issue. Recently,
however, a growing number of contributions have addressed the processes and
infrastructures for sharing and codifying knowledge, especially using new forms of
“Information and Communication Technologies” (ICT). These efforts are extremely
challenging, but at the same time they have merely addressed the technical applications of
ICT (Conklin J. (a), 1996; Bradshaw et al., 1997; Croasdell, 1997), ignoring their impact
on the overall organisation.

The thesis considers how knowledge processes can be supported in innovative and knowledge intensive
environments, with particular emphasis on the role of ICT. The research especially focuses on
managerial activities and decisions that help companies in stimulating knowledge
processes; on how those decisions are related, with specific focus on ICT; and how they
relate with the innovation strategy of the companies.

The research arrives at a set of propositions on sets of managerial activities and decisions:
how these decisions are related to each other, what are the expected results according to
the innovation strategies of the company, how they contribute to developing new
innovation strategies. Two remarks have to be made right at the start: choices concerning
ICT in this research are not considered to be the only decisions; they have to be related to
all the other managerial decisions for stimulating knowledge processes. ICT will result in a
trigger, but is not the only enabler. Secondly the relationship among decisions will be
investigated by exploring change: triggered by ICT, the changes in the other decisions,
performances and innovation strategies will be investigated and explained.

The thesis stems from a collaboration between the University of Twente and Politecnico
di Milano, which have been involved (and still are) in joint EU-funded research projects
about topics of common research interest such as organisational learning, knowledge
management, and product innovation management. In particular, my collaboration with
the team at University of Twente started with the experience of the CIMA project, which
is also a very important input for this thesis.
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