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ABSTRACT 

In supply chains, which are organizational systems that integrate complex behavioral interactions, 

partners adopt bipolar strategies that join paradoxical and constructive behaviors to evolve in nowadays 

environment. This enables them, on one hand, to converge towards common interests through the 

development of cooperative actions and strategies; and on the other hand, to deviate on their own 

interests by adopting competitive maneuvers. This dynamics generates an ago-antagonistic system 

where both of these two concepts, namely cooperation and competition, simultaneously drive the supply 

chain. In the present article, this system is analyzed by using ago-antagonistic systems theory in order to 

have a new apprehension of the supply chain approach.   

 

Keywords  Supply chain, ago-antagonistic system, bipolar strategies. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Most organizations evolve today in a complex environment in which competition is becoming more 

and more intense pushing companies to develop distinctive competencies by mastering knowledge and 

technology. The critical and distinctive knowledge of a company do not particularly lies on automated 

information systems that use structured information and explicit business rules. It is thus becoming more 

and more tacit. Moreover, keeping and developing this knowledge is not an easy task knowing that there 

is a loss of skills and capabilities due to impending retirement or an accelerated turnover of specialists 

and experts. Neglected for years by academics and professional, tacit knowledge development and use 
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emerge as one of wealth and value sources for most businesses. Soon, many authors raised the issue in 

terms of organization of knowledge transfer, offering complex information management systems relied 

on information technology and communications designed to solve all problems. However, given the 

proliferation of knowledge, the problem is no longer to manage all but knowing locate and identify key 

knowledge-related strategic objectives of organizations. This will be to focus on them, and especially to 

enable the development and exchange of knowledge through more open and collective working 

practices, as well as teaching methods and scalable and responsive training.  

 

The apprehension of the organization with a systemic point of view takes us to adopt a complex 

thought. This way of thinking allows us to address the organization as a whole. Thus, individual learning 

will lead to organizational learning, which later will differentiate the organization as a whole from all its 

individual members’ knowledge. So, in this paper, the fundamental question concerns the acquisition, 

the storage and the reuse of corporate tacit knowledge so that the company can memorize learned 

knowledge and disseminate it through its individuals.  

 

To address this issue, our paper has been divided into four parts. In the first part we will present a 

critical overview of the notion of tacit knowledge. In the second part, we will show how a company uses 

tacit knowledge to learn. The third part will focus on learning organization towards a systems thinking. 

The last part will deal about organizational memory and organizational knowledge creation. 

 

TAWARD TACIT KNOWLEDGE DEFINITION: A CRITICAL APPROACH 

Polanyi (1966) says that we can know more than we can tell. His woks have influenced significantly 

a set of contemporary works on organizational knowledge nature. The idea of tacit knowledge is very 

important for those trying to understand competitive advantage sources. This advantage comes partially 

from knowledge that cannot be expressed and also from the organizations experiences that provide 

specific skills and capabilities that cannot be imitated by competitors (Barney, 1991). While tacit 

knowledge can generate a unique competitive advantage to the company, it cannot easily be capitalized 

and disseminated between different parts of the same organization (Szulanski and Capet, 2001). 
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The notion of tacit knowledge was introduced by Polanyi (1966), a philosopher who has become 

well known in the citations of his work in the writings of Kuhn (1970) and since then has had a 

renaissance with the writings of Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995). As noted by Polanyi (1966), “we can 

know more than they say.” means that ineffable knowledge exists in individuals and organizations but 

they cannot easily identify it. Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) used the notion somewhat differently from 

how they were by Polanyi himself. However, because of the influence of Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) 

works on the knowledge management field, the idea “relatively ambiguous” has been widely adopted. 

While Polanyi (1966) speaks of tacit knowledge as a backdrop from which all actions are understood. 

Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) use the term to denote particular knowledge that is difficult to express. 

 

Thus, in contemporary literature, the meaning of tacit knowledge has little in common with the 

conception of Polanyi (1966).  More oriented towards the vision proposed by Nonaka and Takeuchi 

(1995), tacit knowledge is defined as knowledge that is not yet articulated. That is to say that it 

represents a set of rules embodied in the activity in which the individual is involved, that can later, and 

it's just a matter of time, transmit it in a certain learning process. 

 

In his critique of rationalism, Oakeshott (1991), in the same line of Polanyi (1962), distinguishes two 

types of knowledge, namely the technical knowledge and practical knowledge. Technical knowledge is 

the knowledge of the rules, while practical knowledge represents skills and abilities. For this author, it is 

clear that skills and the know-how, or in other words, competency can not be transmitted from one 

person to another, and acquired easily by simply following rules. The knowledge can be acquired only 

through “learning by doing” under the watchful eye of the master (teacher). The value of this analysis 

lies in its usefulness to the understanding of scientific knowledge (which is often confused with explicit 

knowledge). 

 

Scientific knowledge is neither mechanistic neither nor explicit. It is made by people that are deeply 

involved, that are scientists and have learned their profession in a number of years working as teachers. 

Scientific knowledge is often seen as purely representative of technical knowledge or set of facts, 

however, the work behind this knowledge and these facts, intuition, beliefs, and several hours of 

interaction with other scientists is the real driving force behind the progress in science. Thus, the 

metaphor of the “pipe line” behind many discussions on communication (Tsoukas, 1997) emphasizes 



5 
 

that Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995), considering the ideas as objects that can be transmitted between 

individuals in using behavior, reduces practical knowledge to technical knowledge (Costelloe, 1998). 

Process practical knowledge, which is tacit in nature and therefore cognitive initially, as having content 

that can be easily set and then translated into explicit knowledge (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995), is the 

reduction of “what is known” to “what can be articulated”, hence the concept of tacit or “practical” 

knowledge is impoverished (Tsoukas, 2002). 

 

Weick (1995) explains practical knowledge from the fact that it redefines the specific differences in 

all activities to attract the attention of those who are involved in order to distinguish certain aspects 

hitherto unnoticed, and also to see the connections between the various items imagined disconnected 

before. This systems approach of practical (tacit) knowledge formation is supported by Shotter and Katz 

(1996), in that tacit knowledge is acquired by engaging in practical activity through participation in 

social practices, under the supervision of people who are generally more experienced (Taylor, 1993), 

who, by attracting attention from certain things, can see the interconnections (Wittenstein, 1958). 

 

In conclusion, we can say that tacit knowledge has a multitude of definitions and interpretation. 

Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) consider tacit knowledge as knowledge not yet articulated or knowledge 

waiting to be translated or converted into explicit knowledge. This interpretation has been widely 

adopted in management, is flawed in that it ignores the ineffable nature of tacit knowledge (Tsoukas, 

2002). The ineffable nature does not mean that we cannot discuss the possibilities of learning. However, 

it should limit insisting on the fact that tacit knowledge must be converted into explicit one, and instead 

focus on the creation of tacit knowledge, taking into consideration his personal feature, in the sense that 

it cannot be captured, translated or converted, but only displayed and manifested in the activities 

(Tsoukas, 2001). So for learning organization, the goal is not to transform tacit knowledge into explicit, 

but promote the emergence of new knowledge from the interaction between the tacit and explicit 

knowledge of all individuals involved in the performance of its activities, and in order to achieve the 

ultimate objective of the organization that is learning for the creation of a specific “intangible capital” 

generating a sustainable competitive advantage. 
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ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING AND TACIT KNOWLEDGE 

Organizations can learn only through individuals who constitute them. However, all do not promote 

individual learning. Some time ago, trying to understand causes already disobedience. In addition, few 

organizations try to capitalize knowledge developed by their members. Also note that all forms of 

learning are not necessarily geared towards the formulation, oral verbalization or rather codification. 

However, researchers tend to focus on learning that manifests in customary forms. 

 

The company, until now, had no such worries. Gradually, as it is concerned with knowledge 

capitalization, it will provide it in forms that are appropriate to its context. It appears that the new 

designs are also different from the professional approach (how) as of the theoretical approach (why). In 

fact, each approach corresponds to a particular purpose and limited in a world that is changing gradually. 

Today, every company needs to adjust its forms of expression and its formalization standard. It must 

quickly mobilize knowledge in environments that are more versatile. 

 

In addition, tacit knowledge is mainly personal and comes from the experience of each individual. 

The fact that knowledge is inseparable from its owner's, implicate that its departure means that it 

necessarily causes the loss of this individual tacit knowledge. One of the consequences of high turnover 

within the company is knowledge loss. Conversely, the hiring of workers who have had previous 

experience in the industry, a competitor, supplier or customer, is a knowledge contribution within the 

organization (Dostaler and Boiral, 2000).  

 

Organizational learning can be defined as the ability of an organization to organize and enhance the 

effectiveness of its collective action over time. Nevis et al. (1995) defines it as the capacity or processes 

within the organization that can improve its performance based on his experience. It should be 

emphasized again that there is no organizational learning without individual learning, yet the 

organizational learning process is much more complex because it must be understood from a systems 

approach. In this sense, individuals mental models play a central role because, according to Argyris and 

Schön (1978), organizational learning is based on the "shared mental models". 

 

The concept of organizational learning adopted is that, now common since the work of Argyris and 

Schön (1978), that distinguishes in single loop and double loop learning. The single loop learning is a 
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process of behavioral adaptation / response or correction of errors in organizational patterns established 

and not challenged. Double-loop learning is a cognitive process of challenging mental models which led 

to the adoption and production of new patterns of knowledge, thought and action. 

 

For Argyris (1992), tacit knowledge is the basis of a first efficient and effective management, but 

also, it can also be the cause of his deterioration. The main objective of effective management is the 

definition and transformation of required behavior to action-based routines, to achieve organization 

objectives (Argyris, 1993, Argyris and Schön, 1996, Nelson and Winter, 1977). These routines are 

implemented through skillful actions that are necessarily based on tacit knowledge.  

 

To better understand this, Argyris and Schön (1996) have focused on action strategies, which led 

them to develop action theories. The individual shapes of two theories of action: the professed theory 

(what we say) and the theory of use (what we do). Although, they were able to detect many different 

behaviors, the authors have noticed that they met only two theories of use they called Model I and 

Model II. 

 

Argyris and Schön have invested for nearly two decades in analyzing conscious and unconscious 

individuals reasoning processes within an organization (Dick and Dalmau, 1990). They assume that 

people are designers of their actions. These perform actions in order to achieve their goals and learn 

when they perform actions that seem effective. In other words, Argyris and Schön (1974), argue that all 

individuals have within their minds cognitive maps from which they plan, implement and correct their 

actions. 

 

These authors also add that there are few individuals who are aware that the cards on which they rely 

to act, not the theories they explicitly state. However, they are aware of the maps or theories they use 

(Argyris, 1980). In simple terms, this finding does not only or simply the difference between what 

people say and what they do. Argyris and Schön (1996) suggest that there is a theory correspond to what 

people say and another on what they do. So the distinction is not made between theory and action, but 

between two different "theories of action" (Argyris et al., 1985), hence the concept of "theories 

professed" and of "theory of use ". 
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As a result, the theory is professed values and common views on why people believe that their 

behavior is based. And the theory of use is where the behavior of individuals, or they use the cards to 

act, involving the views and values. Reformulating, we can say that people are unaware that the usual 

theories are not the same as the theories professed, and they are even unaware of their use of theories 

which implies that much their knowledge is tacit. 

 

Argyris and Schön argue that these theories of action determine the total purposeful behavior of 

individuals. Argyris (1987) suggests that one of the reasons that led him to insist that the actions of 

individuals are the result of a theory is the claim that everything is done by these individuals is not 

accidental . People see their activity and are therefore responsible for the design. Argyris also states that 

in designing their work, people are generally unaware of this design and its difference with what is said. 

This has aroused in him a question: if individuals are unaware of the theories that guide their actions 

(theories of use), so how can they effectively manage their behavior? Argyris (1980) suggests that the 

effectiveness results from developing congruence between theory and use the theory professed. 

 

The models developed by Argyris and Schön are designed to help people become aware of the 

appearance of tacit knowledge and then be able to make more informed about the actions they design 

and implement. In this context, they developed models that were presented above, namely the model of 

single loop learning and model learning double-loop, these models attempt to explain the processes that 

create and maintain the Theory of use of individuals in other words that enable individual learning that 

engenders not a result of organizational learning. 

 

Organizational learning is an emerging interaction between all the mental maps of all the individuals 

who compose it. According to a systems approach, the organization is not the sum of its parts, but it all 

with a specific behavior. It is a system of norms and meanings shared by the actors, or cognitive maps, 

as Chris Argyris called the theories of use (Tabourbi, 2000). 
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LEARNING ORGANIZATION AND SYSTEMS THINKING 

A lot of works have been done to materialize bipolar strategies adopted by organizations in different 

logistics and supply chain management fields. Concerning sourcing strategies, some companies adopt 

hybrid sourcing strategies, known as parallel sourcing strategies [49]. This kind of bilateral strategy 

integrates cooperation and competition in the same rational. 

 

It is known in the literature that the transfer of knowledge and learning are best in an organization 

that is called learning. Skule (1999) states that the lack of knowledge transfer can be likened to a lack of 

development in the various models follow the rules that govern all practices within the organization. As 

learning organizations encourage knowledge transfer, they necessarily help to achieve the processes and 

structures for double-loop learning. As a result, organizational routines will suggest what the 

organization needs, and will automatically determine the solutions on the problems (Shaffer, 1981). 

 

The concept of learning organization is a concept that has recently appeared in the literature. Garvin 

(2000) provides a clear definition of this concept has not yet been established. However, there are some 

definitions which occur more or less often in the literature. Peter Senge (1990), which is one of the first 

to study this concept, defined learning organizations as "organizations where people continually spend 

their ability to create truly desired results, where new and expensive models thinking are nurtured, 

where collective aspiration is set in a free and where people learn in a way so that they can continuously 

grasp the whole as a whole. " For Pedler et al. (1991), "a learning organization is a vision of what can be 

possible. It can be caused simply by training individuals, it can only happen as the result of learning at 

the whole organization. A learning organization is an organization that facilitates the learning of all its 

members and is transformed in this way, a continuous way. " Also, Learning organizations "are 

characterized by the total involvement of employees in processes conducted in a collaborative way, and 

they are collectively responsible changes that allow them to be referred to a set of principles and shared 

values" ( Watkins and Marsick, 1992). 

 

Kim (1993) observed in these studies that all organizations learn only if they choose it consciously. 

It concluded that what is important for a company, in strategic terms, not the speed of learning, learned 

things, or people who learn, but how the information is used, processed and transferred in knowledge 

within the company. The fact that some companies continue to stand even in situations of economic 
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uncertainty, while others decline, is proof that businesses depend on their ability to learn and adapt 

(Spekman et al. 2002). 

 

For Senge (1990), the basic logic of such organizations is that in a situation of rapid change, only 

those that are flexible, adaptive and productive will succeed. To do this, they need to "discover how to 

harness the commitment and learning capabilities of all individuals at all levels." For him, that all 

individuals have an ability to learn, the structures in which they operate may not be incentive for 

reflection and commitment. Especially since they may lack tools and ideas to enable them to make sense 

of the situations they face. Organizations that spend their ability to consistently create their future 

require a fundamental change in attitudes of their members. 

 

Peter Senge (1990) adds that the real learning is one that goes to the bottom of what is human, and 

that when individuals and organizations become, somehow able to recreate and rebuild. Thus, for a 

learning organization, it is not just about survival. "Learning to survive" or what is commonly called 

"adaptive learning" is certainly important, but this needs to be accompanied by a "generative learning", 

learning that enhances the ability of individuals to create. 

 

Senge (1992) states that the dimension that distinguishes a learning organization is another 

traditional mastery of certain disciplines or certain technological components. Senge (1990) describes 

five disciplines that represent long-term programs that include both personal and organizational 

learning. These five disciplines are as follows: 

- Control personal: People learn to spend their own personal capacity to create the best result they 

want. Employees also create an organizational environment that encourages their peers to develop to the 

objectives and goals they want. 

- Challenging mental models: These include the reflection of each individual, his permanent 

enlightenment, as well as improving its internal vision of the world, and this allows them to see how 

their actions and personal decisions are made. 

- The shared vision: This includes building a sense of commitment in a particular work group, and 

developing shared images of a common future, and principles and practical guidelines to support the 

need for such a future. 
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- Team learning: That is to say access to important thinking skills in order to allow a group of 

individuals to develop some intelligence and a synergistic power that are more important than the sum of 

those arranged by the individuals in question. 

- Systems thinking: use a mode of reflection, and a description language and understanding of all the 

forces and interrelationships that shape the behavior of the entire organization as a system. 

 

All these disciplines should help guide the organization to the latest and is the fifth discipline that is 

systems thinking. That is to say that attitudes have evolved from a narrow focus in terms of parties to a 

broader vision in terms of the whole constituted by all these parties and the interactions that occur 

between them. 

 

First, it should be noted that in this point, we will not go into detail of systems thinking, as it was 

presented by Peter Senge. However, it would be interesting to show how this idea could be more in the 

analysis of a learning organization. For Senge (1990), this discipline is presented as the cornerstone of 

all the other disciplines because it integrates them all together into a coherent set of theories and 

practices. System thinking enables us to grasp and understand it all, and also to examine all its parts and 

the interrelations that occur between them, so that thought gives us the meanings and motivations of the 

integration of all disciplines. 

 

System thinking helps first to understand it all as a whole and the interrelations between all its parts, 

in order to allow individuals within the organization in question to see beyond the immediate context 

and incorporate the impact of their own actions on others, and also those of others on themselves. 

Second, since the construction component of a systems thinking is relatively simple, it allows, contrary 

to what organizations do today, people to develop models that are relatively complex and sophisticated. 

Senge (1990) states that for complex systems such as organizations, the use of simplistic models may 

cause blurred vision on the real situation of the organization. Thus, when one has a good vision at all, 

which is higher than that of all the parties as it considers the interrelationships between these parties, and 

also when adopting a complex vision, not simplistic, reality, it could benefit from a better appreciation 

of the systems that make up the organization, and who will have access to appropriate action. Finally, 

systems thinking can make sense of the mechanisms of action and reaction within the organization, and 
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thus to learn and to identify the tacit knowledge and allow their transfer and capitalization, and this 

always a complex approach. 

This systemic vision leads us to an interesting observation. Since: 

- The environment in which organizations are complex, and thus requires a complex vision, 

- All parties within a system are necessarily interdependent, 

- The interactions between these parties are as important as the parties themselves, 

- The organization is greater than all these parties, 

- There is a very close relationship between what emerges and those that do emerge, 

- Tacit knowledge is the strategic knowledge in the organization, 

- Tacit knowledge is the result of an emerging internal mental schema of an individual, 

 

So we can say that an organization can have tacit knowledge that emerge from the interaction 

between tacit knowledge, explicit knowledge among or between tacit and explicit knowledge. These 

emergences are not necessarily formalized or known in an explicit way. Consequently, we can talk about 

funding, because the capitalization, in my opinion for knowledge that is already given, or at least have a 

simplified approach, that is to say, to capitalize on knowledge, we need to explain, but the goal is not 

that of simplification, but rather the apprehension of this knowledge in their complexity. So the concept 

is best suited, in my opinion, is the memory, which is a dynamic concept unlike that of capitalization, in 

the sense that it allows capitalization intelligent and complex, are integrated into the development 

process, which is knowledge, but also those that have given rise, that is to say individuals in question. In 

addition it provides a reality check on management of knowledge, for example by introducing the notion 

of oblivion. It also allows to introduce the concept of intelligence, as for the creation of tacit 

organizational knowledge, it is sufficient to use organizational memory through organizational 

intelligence so well on contextuality of knowledge stored for use more objectified. 

 

ORGANIZATIONAL MEMORY AND ORGANIZATIONAL KNOWLEDGE CREATION 

The concept of organizational knowledge is a concept that has become widely used in the literature 

because it is an instrument very significant and very expressive in explaining the nature of organizations 

and their behavior (Kogut and Zander, 1996). The company can be described as a "knowledge 

warehouse" that are embedded in assets, rules, routines, standard operating procedures in, and the 
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dominant logics (Martin de Holan et al., 2004). In addition, several studies claim that to have a 

sustainable competitive advantage and sustainable, the company must have fundamentally 

organizational knowledge, and at the same time be able to create new ones more suited to the contexts of 

(Kogut and Zander, 1992 ). 

 

Grant (1996) goes further by saying that the primary role of companies, and the essence of their 

capabilities, is the integration of knowledge. To him, companies exist because it can integrate and 

coordinate specialized knowledge held by individuals in a manner more efficient than markets, and 

because they can transform individual knowledge into collective knowledge, in other terms in 

organizational knowledge. This knowledge is difficult to copy enable the company to be free of its 

competitors, holding a sustainable competitive advantage, provided of course that it is able to produce 

more knowledge to speed changes in its competitive environment. 

 

It is recognized in the literature that organizational knowledge is embedded in a kind of 

organizational memory that does not disappear with the movement of individuals (Martin de Holan et 

al., 2004). The organizational knowledge does not belong to the individuals who constitute it purports to 

be a property separate from the organization as a social q'acteur (Ghoshal and Moran, 1996). Thus, 

organizational memory is presented as an organizational system that requires a central storage, or rather 

a result of storage of knowledge produced by the process of organizational learning, in simpler terms, 

learning can be seen as the development of organizational memory (Cross et Bayrd, 2000). For Stein 

(1995), all current conceptualizations of organizational memory is mainly based on the work of Walsh 

and Ungson (1991), and define organizational memory as the set of information stored from the history 

of the organization so that they can be used in the current decision. Organizational memory consists of a 

series of stimulus decision kept in a kind of "memory boxes" and have behavioral consequences when 

they are used (Walsh et Ungson, 1991). 

 

In general, all studies on organizational memory, are studies that have tended to theorize on a large 

scale, yet they are not based on empirical work, which makes it difficult to identify the variables 

measuring (Ackerman and Halverson, 1999). Huber (1991), states that the support of a corporate 

memory analysis is certainly useful, but all the work does not clearly distinguish what constitutes the 

corporate memory. As Stein and Zwass (1995) recognized the need for empirical studies in this area, and 
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this based on a model of the organization on a large scale. For Ackerman and Halverson (1999), most 

studies on organizational memory have largely focused on a set of technological systems designed to 

replace the physical and human factors relating thereto. These studies were very limited in view of the 

definitions too reductionist memory and organizational tasks. So it would be interesting to examine the 

human side of this issue, because the trend today is more oriented towards standardization, but rather is 

directed towards the personalization of knowledge to transform them into idiosyncratic memory. 

 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion we could say that there is a growing interest in the concepts studied in this work, 

namely organizational learning, tacit knowledge and organizational memory. These concepts must be 

understood in a systems approach to allow them the true meaning they have, and also to make them 

interact in a common system. In this work, we tried to show that an organization as an individual 

interacts with its environment, with its partners, its competitors, but also with the individuals that 

constitute it, she has skills she learned and has as a memory, and all its features are unique to it as a 

social actor. In the same line of Spender and Grinyer (1995), we can say that the firm is conceptualized 

as a whole, as a community of practice with institutional dimensions that gives meaning to these 

practices, rather that as a system of market resources under the explicit control of managers. The 

resulting model, is a company designed as a dynamic, self-reference and which is partially responsive to 

managerial influences. 
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