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Competitive Intelligence (CI) has more opportunities than 
ever to capture both primary and secondary sources of 
competitive and competitor signals and use those signals 
to identify and prepare for emerging opportunities and 
threats.  

CI professionals are increasingly interested in knowledge 
management (KM) as a means of collection and analysis of 
organizational and environmental intelligence. 
Unfortunately, they are also learning that KM’s key 
concepts have serious flaws, especially when KM dwells 
too much on efficiency at the expense of effectiveness.  

This article approaches one aspect of the problem 
particularly relevant to CI by reconsidering how knowledge 
workers individually and collectively interact with their 
information environments.  

Deconstructing Knowledge Management 
Typically, enterprise approaches to knowledge 
management attempt to centralize, codify and standardize 
the ways that information flows through business 
processes as a way of realizing gains through efficiency. On 
the other hand, effective learning and innovation need a 
measure of inefficiency. Instead of accelerating learning 
and innovation, overly-structured approaches to 
knowledge management minimize the serendipity—
through uncertainty, diversity, autonomy and the constant 
recombination of information and ideas—that is so often 
necessary for the productive evolution of ideas. 

The challenge for KM tasks such as synthesizing a fire hose 
of fragmentary information into actionable intelligence is 
really more about human cognition and corporate culture 
than business technologies and organizational structures. 
The problem with structures and technologies for 
supporting rational analysis in business (including those 
used in CI) is that conscious, critical thinking accounts for 
only a small part of the human processes of sense-making 
and decision-making.  

Cognition—which has been defined as acquiring 
knowledge by the use of reasoning, intuition or 
perception—is about awareness as much as it is about 
analysis. Culture, which Edgar Schein defines as the 
collective assumptions that evolve as people solve an 

organization’s internal and external problems, is how 
people learn to see the world together. 

Consider for a moment that information is everywhere in a 
knowledge-intensive business environment—not just 
pushed, pulled or produced in accelerating quantities, but 
“reflected” off every surface. An information environment 
is more like a forest than a library. In a forest, hunters, 
fishermen or shamans all need and notice different things, 
depending on their activities. In the office, different 
knowledge workers behave differently in the same 
information environment; in fact, each probably interacts 
differently depending on their context in the moment.  

In a forest, inhabitants derive different meaning from the 
same objects depending on the context of the situation. In 
the office, knowledge artifacts should be seen as by-
products of knowledge work, rather than assets necessarily 
containing any knowledge themselves. What matters is 
how much knowledge they evoke in the recipient. A 
knowledge artifact has different meaning and value (if any) 
depending on who is using it and the context of that use. 

Individual approaches to information environments 
KM is frequently defined as getting the right information 
to the right person at the right time so he or she can make 
the right decision. The assumption is that we make better 
decisions if we have access to knowledge in the forms of 
information and expertise—but that there is a lot of 
irrelevant information getting in the way. 

In 1982, John Naisbitt wrote in his book Megatrends, “We 
are drowning in information but starved for knowledge.” 
But like it or not, the truth is that we are drowning in both 
information and knowledge. What we are starved for is 
meaning and actionable belief. This is not idle philosophy, 
but a critically important fact of business life.  

Any CEO will tell you that important decisions, even in 
business, are almost always based more on intuition—
instincts and insights—than on evidence. In other words, 
people don’t act based on knowledge, per se, but on belief. 

More often than not, we are drowning in 
both information and knowledge — but 
starved for meaning and actionable belief.



Unfortunately, only a CEO is likely to admit to making gut-
level decisions. Managers and employees caught “jumping 
to conclusions” are too quickly criticized because such 
reasoning isn’t considered “rational” or “scientific.” 

In Blink, by New Yorker staff writer Malcolm Gladwell, 
there are many examples of how well people can make 
sense of a situation and decide what to do based on “thin-
slicing” to skip the tedious process of investigation and 
deliberation and going with the gut instincts that make up 
your mind in the first few seconds of any experience. 

As it turns out, however, there is plenty of research to 
support being confident about non-conscious cognition. 
The User Illusion, by Danish science writer Tor 
Nørretranders catalogues research from disparate 
scientific fields all suggesting that non-conscious cognition 
has a much higher bandwidth. In fact, he cites research 
demonstrating that through our five senses—hearing, 
sight, smell, taste and touch—the average human 
encounters the equivalent of about 11 million bits per 
second worth of information about our environment, while 
the conscious mind can only deal with about 16bps. 

“In recent years, scientific investigations into the 
phenomenon of consciousness have demonstrated that 
people experience far more than their consciousness 
perceives; that they interact far more with the world and 
with each other than their consciousness thinks they do; 
that the control of actions that consciousness feels it 
exercises is an illusion,” he proposes in the preface. As he 
later explains, “The content of our consciousness is already 
processed and reduced, put into context, before we 
experience it…A mass of sensory information has been 
discarded before conscious awareness occurs. Yet the 
experience itself is based on this discarded information.”  

Cultural responses to information environments 
Another assumption of knowledge management is that we 
can be smarter together than individually by tapping into 
our “collective wisdom.” 

In The Wisdom of Crowds, James Surowiecki claims that 
“Large groups of diverse individuals will make more 
intelligent decisions than even the most skilled decision-
maker.” For example, on the TV show “Who Wants to Be a 
Millionaire?” stumped contestants have the option of 
getting help from someone they personally know or polling 
the studio audience. As it turns out, the hand-picked 
experts were right 65% of the time, while the audience was 
right 91% of time. While it’s important to avoid 
“groupthink” and other traps, collective wisdom answers 
are better than an expert answer as long as the group’s 
members have a) intellectual diversity, b) independence, 

and c) access to disparate sources of knowledge that they 
can bring into the group. 

Best practices from knowledge management suggest that 
effective organizational intelligence depends on 
stimulating social networks and reinforcing sharing 
behaviors between workers and with outside sources. 
Therefore, when expanding intelligence gathering and 
dissemination activities throughout the organization, CI 
managers should cultivate rather than control the flow of 
information and ideas. 

CI and KM have to take advantage of how individuals and 
organizational cultures really work. By recognizing and 
cultivating individual and organizational values, processes, 
skills and tools, CI can be part of a cultural, structural and 
behavioral system that enhances sense-making and 
decision-making around strategic and operational 
objectives. 
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