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INTRODUC-TION

Totjl Qualitv' Management (TQM), Business Process Reengineeriiig (BPR).
the LeariiiniT Organisation (LO) and Knowledge Management (KM) are

Just toLir of many inanau;t'inenr techniques that emerged in the latter part ofthe
20tl) century. All four techniques have been called fads or fashions, hy defuiition
easy to dismiss with each new idea rephicing the last. KM being the latest
technique, subsuming the LC) and superseding TQM and BPR. However, just
because these initiatives are labelled as fashions, this does not mean that they do
not have enduring etiects. "Management fashions are not cosmetic and trivial.
Management fashions shape the management techniques thac thousands of
managers look to in order to cope with extremel)- important and complex
managerial problems and challenges'" (Abrahamson. itj()6: 27y). In a turbulent
and changing world there is a "desperate quest" for new approaches to
management (Ecdes and Nohria, 1992: 2). This desperation has led to
dissatisfaction with existing paradigms of management and the search for new
paradigms (Hamel and Prahalad. 1994).

This paper examines the lashion metaphor as a descriptor for the iirt^wth and
decline ot management initiatives. In addition, the characteristics and lifecycles
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of fads aiui fashions arc outlined.The four discourses (TC^M. FiPR, L(^ and KM)
arc compared and discussed in light of the fashion metaphor, with particular
emphasis on the origins of each technii,|ue. prtibiems of definition and reasons
tor decline in interest. Finall\', a bibliometric analysis is employed to evaluate the
adlierencc to the fashion metaphor ofthe tour management approaciies and the
results are discussed with respect to existing theor\'.

TQM, BI'R. LO AND KM FADS, FASHIONS OR ENDURING

CLASSICS?

In order to answer this question a distinction needs to be made between
classical management theories and management theories that adhere to the
fashion metaphor. Classical management theories such as division of labour
have enduring qualities that are applicabk- and repeatable. Classics emerge from
practitioners' response to social and ect)nomic challenges and are "(.omplex.
nuiltitaceted. and applied in ditferent ways to different businesses" (Miller and
Hartwick, 2002: 27). The four management theories under discussion have
arisen in response to social and economic challenges but the main exponents
ot these theories are "tashion setters" and their place in management history' as
classics is questionable.

The Fashion Metaphor
The fashion metaphor is often used to describe the adoption, difFnsion and
decline ot management ideas, with the terms fads and t'ashions being used
interchangeably. However, there is a subtle ditTerence between the two: fads
peak and decline within five years, whereas management tashions are more
enduring, briefly showing signs of maturity' before declining (Ponzi and
Koenig, 2002: 2). The two terms will be used interchangeably in this paper.

Fads and fashions are developed by fashion setters who, generally speaking,
are consultants, management gurus, business schools and business mass-media
publications (Abrahamson, 1996). Cithers hold that it is the adopters themselves
that create the tads that in turn influence the management rhetoric (Carson,
Lanier, Carson and Berkenmeier. 1999) or at least play a part in the ditiusion
of tads (Newell. Robertson and Swan. 2001).

Characteristics of Fads and Fashions
Kieser (1997) outlined two mani characteristics rhat detine a fashion. Firstly, the
"new" management idea is presented as a radical departure from current
practice and so is not merely "old wine new bottles". Secondly, the idea is
presented as an imperative to prevent disaster, hi an article in the Hiiruard
Bti.<infs.< Rcvicn'. Miller and Hartwick (2002) presented a comprehensive list of
qualities that t>'pit\* tads incorporating Kieser's characteristics (Table 3.1).These
authors contend that the characteristics ot (ads, which allow them to become
so popular and ditilise so rapidly, are also their imdoing.
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Table 3.1: Characteristics of Fads

Characteristic

Simple

Prescriptive

Falsely encouraging

One-size-fits-all

Easy to cut and paste

In tune with the Zeitgeist

Novel, not radical

Legitimised by gurus and disciples

Explanation

Easy to understand and communicate with buzzwords

and acronyms.

Teil managers what to do which allows misinterpretation

to occur.

Promise outcomes such as effectiveness and

performance.

Universal relevance that appiy to almost any industry

organisation or culture,

Can be partially applied, certain fad features can be

grafted onto standard operating procedures.

Focus is on current concerns in the business world at the

expense of fundamental issues and problems.

Often repackaged ideas sold as radical and new.

Gam prestige through their proponents rather than

empirical evidence.

Sii/(fir: Aiiaptfd From .Miller .iiiJ H.irrw ifk (3002)

The nature ot't",ids and fashions lends itself to rapid ditTusion and popuiarin'
peaks. But not all new initiatives are taken up or popularised; some "new" ideas
become dispersed and others do not. Rogers (lyyji) suggests this may be
because innovations are subject to "Bandwagon EtTects" where the more
people who take up the idea, the more pressure tliere is to do so. Siiiiplicit)'
and ambiguity are linked and tashion-setters ean highlight nncertiiint\- while at
the same time otTering simple solutions (Scarbrough and Swan, 2001). In a
study in 2002. Ernst and Kieser. using a series of semi-structured interviews
with managers and consultants, tbund that consultants tend to both increase
and decrease managers* anxiety- {perceived control) by pointing out new t\^es
of organisational problems and providing new solutions that are otten
management tashions. Conversely, tbey also help re-establish managerial
control by providing managers with relevant information and tools, and by
enabling them to reinterpret their organisation's current situation.

AFPIICATION OV THE FASHION MLTAPHOR TO TQM, BPR.

LO AND KM
The origins and defining characteristics of each management technique are
examined using the framework for characteristics ot tads and fashions outlined
by Miller and Hartwick (2002) in Table 3.1.
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Origins ofTQM, BPR. LO and KM
Ihe origm-. ofall four iiiaiiagemeut initiatives have their roots m other
theories and can therefore be considered to be novel not radical (Miller and
Hartwick. 2002). Heginiiini.; withTQM. it is not easy to establish tbe exact date
the term Tot.il Quality M.ui.igenieiu wjs tirst used (Martinez-Lorente.
Dew hurst and Dale lyySj.TQM grew out of tbe equality movement in the
I'jsos in lapaii and more recently out ol the HJSOS tashioii of Qualir\' C'ircles
(luran, iyN6). The term TQM i> most probably a substitute tor TQC - lo t a l
C)ua!it\- Control (Feigenbaum. I'XH) and an examination ofthe detinitions of
TQM and TQC tbund that there are no apparent ditVereiues in meaning
(Martinez-Lorente et al.. I'jî S).

The origin of BPR is jn value engineering, which \\,is dewloped by General
Electric in the 1940s as a technique to improve products through redesign:
anuhing thai did not cotitributo to the utilit\ ofthe product w>is eliminated.This
redesign idea was applied to processes and so to the birth of HPR. which can be
traced to two papers published in lyyo (Davenptirt and Short, lyyo; Hammer.
iyi;o).BiM< cmcrgod partially in response tn the lack of emphasis on intbrmation
technology- (IT) in TQM.

The LO was exptuinded hy Senge in bis book llw Fifth Discipline (lyyo) and
has its roots in the organisation development movement ofthe i"/»os advocated
by authors such a?; Arg\Tis and Schon (197^) and Blake and Mouton (it;64).

KM, according to Beckmann (i9yy),\vas first coined by Dr Karl Wiig in iyS6
who wrote one ofthe first books on the subject called Kiion'lc<i\^c Miiihi^^cntvnf
I-\miiiiiitions published in iw>. KM, like BF*R. came to prominence because it
was seen to till the IT gap left by the LO. The pmtile of the KM literature is
similar to that of BPR. witb si.2 per cent ot articles reterring to the mle of IT
in BPR (Tinaikar. Hamnan and Nath, 1 yys). "KM is not a development of. but
rather a divergence irom. the literature on the LO - a new fashion in its own
right with a new focus on tools and systems, rather than on people and
processes" (Scarbrough and Swan. 2001: 7).

Each innovation is novel, not radical, with its roots in other movements, but
what all tour have in common is that they address a gap in the existing
management literature and are "in tune with the Zeitgeist"' capturing tbe
eontemporar\' management rhetoric (Miller and Hartwick, 2002). BPR
acknowledges the IT gap and concentrates on processes. LO highlights the
importance of the organisation's culture and KM advocates the captua' of
knowledge witliin the organisation, reflecting the rhetoric of the "information
era". The switch in abbreviation from TQC" to TQM witbout any apparent
change in meaning is indicative ofthe coiuemporar\- Zeitgeist.

All tbnr management ideas have concomitant gurus. TQM was based on
Deniing's W. Edwards"i4 points" (lySd).Joseph Juran's •'Qualit\-Trilogv" (iyS6)
and Philip Crosby's "Quality Maturity- Grid" (iv7<j). However, it is interesting to
note that none of these actually use the term TQM. BPR is associated mainly
with Hammer and Chamii^- (iw.i). the LO with Peter Senge. and KM with
Nonaka and Takeuclii (lyy.s) and Davenport anj l-'rusak
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Defining TQM, BPR, LO and KM
C'onnnuinL; wich the characteristic's ot tads outlined in Table 3. i. "simple",
"ambiguous", "prescriptive", "one-size-tits-all" and "talsely encouraging" may
be used to characterise the multitude ot definitions tor each management
concept and their concomitant techniques. All four techniciues have contusion
in application of the technique and many competing detinitions. All are
premised on the notion th.it it is imperative tbr competitive advantage to
eng.ige in the managenienc practice that is being promoted. It is often ditlicult
to thid one single definition: as ditfereiit consultants or business schools take
up the fad, they add their definitions to the already growing plethora.

One ofthe simplest dethiitions torTC^M is "an ortJianisation wide etfort to
improve t]ualir\' through changes in structure, practices, systems and abow all
attitudes" (Dale and Cooper. iijij2).Tht' aim ot TQM is to reduce variation in
products and processes, which leads to inipnnvd qualit\' and pRxlnctivitv'
(B.M)ks. 2000).The customer is extremely iinport.int in TQM and this iintiative
has ,1 set ot statistical techniques associated with it to monitor the pertormance.
There is. however, no singular set ot practices chat defines TtjM with ditTerent
tashion setters opting for different practices. Other paradigms, such as six
sigma. kaizen and reengineL'riiig compete with TC,)M tor prominenct'. These
paradigms are sometimes seen as part ot TQM or else separate paradigms
adding to the ctinfusion. TQM set about improving existing processes
incrementally whereas BPR radically transtbrms them creating brand new
ones, but at:;ain there is no universal or proven HPR method. According to
Valentine and Knights (1997), there are two types ot BPR literatui'L': radical
BPR and reflective, revisionist BPR, the latter emerging as a response to
ditViculties in implementing r.idical BPR initiatives. Radical BPR h.is a top-
down implementation, with leaders drix'ing change and technologs" enabling
that change. Employees do not participate in decision-making. BP!^ may be
detmed as "initiatives large and small, radical and conservative, whose comnujii
theme is the achievement of signiticant iiiipro\'enients in organisational
performance by augmenting the etFicieiicy and etfectiveness of ke\' business
processes'" (Wastell,White and Kawalek, ii;i;4: 23).

BI'R was revised and as a result is more pragmatic, but now resembles the
language ofTQM.

One may tentatively conclude that "in practice. BPR is emerging as a new
umbrella concept under which a number ot quality initiatives fall" (Valentine
and Knights, lyyS: S4). Again, this adds to the confusion and .imbiguity
cbaracteristic of fads.

Senge detmed a LO as "an organisation that is continually expanding its
capacity' to create its future" (ii;90: 14). This contrasts with bureaucratic
organisations, which potentially obstruct learning and prevent tree flow of
information. Senge described five disciplines necessary tbr becoming a LO:
personal mastery, mental models, shared vision, team learning and systems
thinking (lyyo: lS î). The LO is often confused witb the concept of
Organisational Learning which, according to Schwen. Kalinan, Hara and



Kisling (lyi;'^), was coined b\- Herbert Simon in HJ<,T, and is "the adaptive
change process that is intinenccd by past experience, focused on developing or
nK)dif\-ing routines, and supported b\' organisational memory" (Nonaka and
T.tkcuchi. iij'^s: 4 s). Organisational Learning is part ot the LO but is
independent and can take place in bureaucratic organisations. Again there is
confusion of definition, allowing tbr misinterpretations. Current theories of
the LO have severa! gaps that need filling, particularly concerning the
implementation of learning processes, structures and the underlying
psychodynamic nature of organisations (Starke\', î yN).

KM is an ill-defined area in the managenK'in literature. Like the previous
three management theories, it is ambiguous, general, falsely encouraging and
prescriptive. "The term is so vague that it is easy to dismiss. Worse, it has been
jumped on by consultants, who know a good fad when they see one" (Jackson.
iijyS). Other theorists see KM as a genuine core competitive advantage (for
example McKern, iyy6; Ruggles, iyyS;Skyrnie and Aniidtin, 1997).There are
many themes in the KM literature including the nature of knowledge.
intormation management, intormation technology; people management
(knowledge roles, knowledge workers), knowledge creation, knowledge
sharing, transfer of learning, intellectual capital, tacit knowledge and so on.
Scarbrough. Swan and Preston conducted a review of the knowledge
management literature and produced the tollowing broad definition:
"Knowledge management: Any process or practice of creating, acquiring,
capturing, sharing and using knowledge wherever it resides, to enhance
learning and pertbrmance in organisations" (lyyy: i>. It appears that KM has
taken over from and incorporated the LO, leading to confusion and a blurring
ot boundaries between the two management innovations.

All four theories were initially thought as having organisation-wide
implications, but in practice they become easy to cut-and-paste (Miller aiid
Hartwick. 2002).This cut-and-pastL' praetice is seen as the reason and excuse
made for the tailure to deliver on promise, since managers may only implement
certain aspects ofthe management technique grafted onto existing procedures
(Banks, 2000). In terms ot fads and fashions,TQM has given way to BPR and
LO has been subsumed by KM. All possess the characteristics of fads and
fashions as outlined by Kieser (iyy7) and Miller and Hartwick (2002). To
examine further the fad-like qualities of all tour techniques, it is necessary to
look at the life cycle of each to ascertain if they conform to the t>'pical
diffusion characteristics ot management tads (Abraliamson. lyyCi: Ponzi and
Koenig. 2002).

LIFE CYCLES OF FADS AND FASHIONS

TQM, BPR, LO and KM possess fashion-like characteristics and should
therefore follow a bell-shaped curve life cycle, which was first demonstrated by
Abrahamson (iyy6) in his work on the life cycle of Quality Circles in the

s. Using a bibliometric technique (counting published articles), he tracked
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the development ofthe Qualit\- Circle life cycle on tbe ABl Infbrm database
and found that it had a bell shaped pattern. Etcorre (iyy7) proposed that a tad
goes thritugh a lite cycle ot s stagL's (Figure }.\}. Stage i is "Discovery" when
articles first begin to appear. Stage 2 is "Wild Acceptance" when concept
becomes \'ery popular. Stage 3 is tbe "Digestion" phase where criticisms are
levelled against the concept. Stage 4 is "Disillusionment" where the idea is
found not to be a panacea and fails to deliver on promise. Finally. Stage s is
"Hard C"ore" when only true supporters remain loyal to the technique.

In examining the life c\-cle, it can be seen that during the disillusionment
phase the next fad has begun to emerge, showing how fads replace one
another. It is usetul to note that "while there lii.iy be an upv\'ard and downward
trend to most fashions, tbe slope (rate of increase and decrL'ase in number of
articles) for each fashion is ditVerent.Tbis is likely to depend on the L'xistL'iice
of other fashions and events" (Spell, i'j^j>>. as cited in Cibson .nid Tesone. 2001:
124).

Figure 3.1: Life Cycle of a Management Fad

WILD ACCEPTANCE
Ttie Idea catches tire

DISCOVERY / _
A buzzword is bom / " '

DIGESTION
The concept is subiect to criticism

NEXT FAD / ' - .

Variable Time Frame

DISILLUSIONMENT
The idea does not solve all problems

\ HARD CORE
\ Only true believers lemain

^Siiiircc: Ad.ipci.-d from Ettorre (nji)7: ..!>)

It is proposed iu this paper that TQM, BPR. LC") and KM tbllow the same
predictable bell shaped life cycle as outlined by Abrahamson (iyy6) and Ettorre
(i(jy7). Furthermore, it is expected that each new management innovation will
be replaced at the disillLisiomnent stage, as a new fad emerges, The follinving
section presents a comparison ofthe Hfe cycles ofTQM, BPR, LO and KM
and traces tbe enieryence and liecline of each discourse.
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A C'oMr'ARisoN or THI LIFF. CYCLES OI T Q M . BPR, LO ANH KM
usiNt. A IJiHUOMrTRic: ANALYSIS

Rationale
A bibliometric technique was employed to investit^ate and coinparf the life
cycles ofTQM, BPR. LO and KM. Previous analyses have found bell shape
distributions fbr these concepts, but all four have not previously been directly
compared. The bibiionietric technique provides a rehable analytical approach
to trace the development of a concept. Previous researchers have used this
technique: Ponzi anJ Koenig (2002). nsini; ABl Inform and Science Clitation
Index, tracked TQM and BPR from lyyo until 2000, dcinonstratini; the bell-
shaped distribution of these management initiatives, with TĈ JM peakinu; in
nji;3 and BPR peakint; in lyyS-Scarbroui^h and Swan {2oai) and Scarbrough
et al. (iyy9) also used a bibliometric technique and tracked the literature for
the LO and KM using the comprehensive on-line Jonrnal databases ProQuest
Direct (PQO) and BlOS.TIioy covered the period 11̂ 90 to H>9.S and found a
decline in references to the LO since iyys which was refiected in che sharp
increase in references to KM.These movements follow the bell-shaped pattern.
WiUon {2002) conducted a similar study, tracing KM only, and found an
exponential rise in KM literature fbllowing lyyy.

Method and Results
Article counts w-ere conducted on 10 August 2001. from Web of Science and
EBSCO Bnsint'ss Sonrce Pri^uiier. These databases were selected becanse of
their comprehensive ctnerage ot the academic literature. C'ounts were
conducted annually to cover the period from January lyyo until the end ofjiily
2003 for each ot the tour management phrases located in title, abstract or
descriptor fields. Each database s results were taken separately to ,iccount for
overlap of journals. The EBSCX") Business Source Premier contains peer
reviewed and industry articles: however, only the peer-reviewed articles were
counted to allow for ciinip.irison with the Web of Science (WC)S) database, as
theWOS articles are all peer reviewed. The counts fbr EBSCO and WOS are
tabulated in Tables v i .nid i.?. respectively

Table 3.2: EBSCO Article Count for TQM. BPR, LO and KM from
January 199(t-July 2003

No. of Articles per Year

TQM

BPR

LO

KM

•90

80
0
7
3

•91

95
1

9

5

•92

153

2

13

6

93

314

15

21

4

•94

289

59

30

11

95
293

40

40

5

'96

253

47

32

27

'97

300

55

35

38

•98

308

75

37

97

•99

263

31

36

166

•00

265

29

54

220

'01

229

21

51

301

02

199

19

42

367

03
170

27

34

227
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Table 3.3: WOS Article Count for TQM, BPR, LO and KM from
January 199(t-July 2003

No. of Articles per Year

TQM

BPR

LO
KM

'90
14

0

3

3

•91

40

0

6

8

92

128
0

5

2

•93

187

2

9

8

•94

198
30

17

9

•95

251

43
24

16

'96
206

49
21

12

•97

179

57

22

37

98
187

70

36

69

99
157

48

25
121

•00

149
45

35

151

•01

143
30

40

249

•02

115

29
31

274

•03

104

26

16
254

TliL' .irtKlc L-oiiius ior EliSt'O .inJ Wt)S aa- graphic^illy represented in Figures
5.2 .IIKI 3.3. resfu'L'tivL'ly.These litccycle ccinip.irisoii L̂ rLiphs ofTC^JM. BFR, LO
and KM resemble rlie bell-shaped pattern eoiisisrent with the previous
literature (Abr^ihiinison. Kĵ 'K Ponzi and Koenii;. 2002;Wilson. 2002).The bell
shape'̂  appear smaller (although they are luit). since cotnits are plotted
loi^aritliniically t(̂  represenc all data against a single scale. The resulting plots
provide ;i proportioiKil representation of" tlie different races of increase and
decrease in pnbiieations tor the four discourses. Fignre 3.2 shows the
comparison between all tour management techniques on the EBStX") Business
Source Premier tor peer reviewed articles.

Figure 3.2: Comparison of Peer Reviewed Article Counts on the
EBSCO Database for TQM, BPR, LO and KM from January 1990-

July 2003

1000 r

100

10 ^ T A !
—•-
- • -
—A-

- • -
1 '

BPR Peer

LO Peer

TQM Peer

KM Peer

19901991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1995 1996 1997 1998 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003
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The data depicted in Figure 3.3 is consistent with previous findings in the area.
TQM reached a peak of wild acceptance in 1993 with a count ot""^]^ articles.
This was followed by a long digestion stage with article counts rising again to
30S in lyyS.Then followed the disillusionment stage. As TQM reached its
peak. BPR entered the discovery- stage and reached wild acceptance in lyyS
with 7S articles. In 2002 BPR was in the disillusioiniient stage ofthe life cycle.
The LO came to prominence in lyyji, had a small peak in 1995 and reached
the height of wild acceptance in 2000 with _S4 articles. By 2002 the LO was in
the digestion stage. KM entered the discovery stage in iyy6 and began to rise
exponentially from 1997 reaching 367 articles in 2002.The figures for 2003 are
consistent with the trend but it would be misleading to discuss actual figures,
since it was not a complete annual connt.

Figure 3.3: Comparison of Article Counts on Web of Science
Database for TQM, BPR, LO and KM from January 1990-July 2003

The results of the article counts on tiie Web of Science database are similar to
the EBSCO results.TQM was at the height ofthe wild acceptance stage in lyus
with 2> 1 articles, while BPR entered its discovery stage and peaked in 199S with
70 articles, the LO peaked in 2001 with 40 articles. Similar to the article trends
on the EBSCO database KM reached a total of 274 articles in 2002.

DISCUSSION

These results indicate that the life cycles ofTtiM. BPR. LO and KM follow
the hell-shaped pattern of fads and fashions (Abrahamson, iyy6).The rise and
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fall o\' the management techiticjucs are. tor the most jtart. consistent with
previous fmdings by Scarbrougli and Swan {2001). Poiizi and Koenig (2002)
and Wilson {2002). How^ever. Scarbrougli and Swan (2001) fbund th.it the H )
declined after lyys. whereas in the present srndy the LO showed a rise in igys
(the LO also showed a second small peak on WOS in lyyS) and then rose to
new heights in 2000 (EBSCO) and 2001 (WOS). A possible reason for this
relates tt) tbe theoretical origins of the concepts. The LO and KM both
emerged from the organisation development movement which may have led
to confusion and overlap in definitions, with KM connng under the same
heading as tlie LO (Scarbrough et a!., n^yy: Wilson, 2002). Another similar
pattern can be seen in the rise and decline of TQM and BPR, which both
originate in the qiialit)' movement.Tt)M declined after lyy^ but rose again in
lyyS. che same year BPR reached its peak. Again this is probably due to the
confusion and overlap in the defmitions of the two concepts (Valentine and
Knights, lyijis). A second reason for these findings reflects an inherent problem
with using the biblionietric tei.hniL]ue:just because a management technique
appears frequently in the liter.iture it does not follow that it is because it is
being advocated.

The tive stages ofthe life cycle proposed by Etturre {iyy7) seem apt in
describing how each individual f,id emerges and follows a bell-shaped pattern.
The results ot tlie present biblionietric analysis sbow that each new fad replaces
the last but not as Ettorres life cycle indicates. No\\" tads d*.) not emerge at the
disillusionment stage, but begin to appear L-arlier. BPR entered thi- discovery-
stage at the height of the wild acceptance stage for TQM, and K.M began to
emerge in i'jy7. which followed tlie initial wild acceptance pe.ik in tbe LO
literature.

Perhaps the most notable asjiect of this study is th.it rhe peak count in KM
exceeds tbe peak count oi' any of the other management initiatives on both
databases. The article counts in this study are smaller than in previoLis studies
(for example i'onzi and Koenig. 2002), because only peer reviewed articles
were counted and these have a slower rate of publication than industry- articles.

The results illustrate that fads and f'asbions follow .1 predictable life cycle: as
one fad enters the wild acceptance stage a new one emerges. All t>f the four
management techniques are still in existence, upheld by a hard core, with TQM
still having a substantial body of support. If tbe trends found in this study
continue, then the LO is about to enter disillusionment stage with KM
reaching the peak of wild acceptance and moving into the digestion stage of
Ettorres hfc cycle. However, there appears to be confusion and overlap of
defmition between tbe LO and KM w hich have emerged from the
organisation development literature and between TQM and BPR which have
emerged from the qualirv' movement.

Has KM Replaced TQM, BPR and LO?
The three management initi.itives TC^M. liPR and the LC") all declined in
popu]arit\\ most likely for tbe very same reasons they became popular (Miller
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and Hartwick. 2002).They were simplistic and ditl'icult to implement dtie to
tiieir anibiguit\; which led to initial wide interpretations but failed to deliver
on promise, linplenienters ofTQM and liPR initiatives did not see a return
on their investment (Kearney. 19^2: Rigby, lyjS). Part ofthe reason for the
decline in interest in the LO since n^ys was its lack of emphasis on practice
and the apparent disregard of advances in IT and management information
systems (Scarbrough et al.. lyyy). Conversely, it was (in part) the overemphasis
on IT that caused BPR to decline (Valentine and Knights. i^yS).

KM is currently at the forefront of iiianageinent theory, with a publication
rate that is rising exponentially. A KPMC! survey conducted in iyy7 found that
ofthe 200 large US tirnis studied. So per cent of corporations had knowledge
initiatives (KPMC?. 2000). KM appears lo have incorporated the LO and
overtaken TQM and BPR in prominence ni the literature. .Although the
literature on KM is rising, many articles now are beginning to appear which
are critical ol tiie concept, leading this researcher to conclude that KM is now
entering the digestion phase and will ultimately reach the stage where there
are only bard core followers,

Two problematic themes are repeatedly showing up in the KM literature:
the confusion over kiiowledge and infornjation. and the "conversion" of tacit
knowledge hito explicit knowledge. According to Wilson, it is iiecessar\' to
distinguish between information and knowledge: "Taihtre to do so restilts in
one or other of these terms standing as a synonym for tbe other, thereby
contusing anyone who wishes to understand what each term signifies" (2002:
2). Knowledge involves the mental processes in an individuals mind whereas
iiitbrmation is codifuble and easily comniunicated. It has been argued by
Snioliar (200.1) that we do not manage the knowledge that is in peoples heads,
we manage the people themselves, and a more useful term would be
"interaction management". KM may therefore be seen as object as in
managing information and also ,is subject as in in.niagitig people and the two
should not be contused.

The conversion of tacit knowledge to explicit knowledge is a major theme
in the KM literature (Nonaka and Takeuchi, lyys). However, tacit knowledge
is personal and is defined as "we know more tbat we can tell" (Polanyi. iyf)6:
4). and means simply that. We can [lot make explicit that which is
""inarticulable", what we can do is express previously unexpressed or implicit
knowledge (Wilson. 2002). These problems have led to most ofthe confusion
in the literature, and are indicators of fad-like qualities in KM.

CONCLUSIdNS ANP PR.ACIHAI I M I ' I K\'\I IONS

TQM. BPR, LC") and KM follow the predictable bell-shaped life c\Tle of fads
and tashions, when one fad reaches a peak and a new fad begins to emerge.
Although these management practices may be considered fashions, this need not
necessarily have negative implications.

KM has taken over the mantle as the latest fashion in management practice.
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though dismissing KM as simply a management fad couid be a lost opportunity'
to understand how knowledge is developed, gained and used in organisations,
.nid ultimately in society (Bouthillier and Shearer. 2002). If the confusion
surrounding the epistemok)g\' is not cleared np. then it will surely go "out of
fashion" like its predecessors only to be replaced by a new fad.

The problems of overlapping defmicioiis and blnrred boundaries between
the concepts make them difVicuIt to test empirically and easy to dismiss.
Dismissing any ofthe management discourses, not just KM. as mere fads could
be premature. The consequences of management fashions can be far reaching
and permanent; they focus attention on neglected areas and identity- gaps in the
management literature. Without TC^M there would be less emphasis on quality,
without BPR we would have paid less attention to our business processes and
without tbe LO we may not have highlighted tbe importance of culture and
learning. Each fad provides an increment to our body of knowledge of how
best to manage, and these increments can be incorporated into new theory.
Instead ot looking fbr a panacea or a best way to manage, perhaps we can learn
from the best parts of each initiative.

In order that the potential benefits or best parts that management fasiiions
and fads have to offer are not lt>st, business school researchers need to test new
ideas and management practices empirically not just aiiecdotally. It would also
be useful if management innovations were viewed with the long-term
consequences in mind. The confusion and ambiguity surrounding
management theories need to be clarified; tbis may lead to a slower uptake of
the idea but will alltnv time for digestion and testing. If an organisation were
considering adopting a new management tecbnique. then perhaps it would be
helpful to avoid bandwagon effects, especially the emotional drives to relieve
anxiety and to be up to date, k is better to be a little unfashionable and check
for empirical evidence, tban to jump on the bandwagon at great cost.

1 The :uuhor'; gratefully acknowledge the fiiLincial support of DCU Business School in
conducting this research.
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