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Abstract

The competition involves the cost and the quality of knowledge. The challenge is represented by the quality of knowledge available. The district, as a possibility to access specific and outstanding knowledge, constitutes a focal archive of competence and expertise about productive specialisation. It is important to enhance and make explicit the mechanism of creating and sharing knowledge, which is already present at an informal level in the territorial community. The efficiency of the performance of cognitive cycles can be pursued by supporting the relations that the members of a local system hold, using as support Information and Communication Technology. 

Telematic networks and ICT enable us to imagine a cooperative electronic space,  a “virtual territory” focused not only on sharing concrete space, but also on  community planning. The aim of the paper is to discuss about the role of Local Industrial Associations in adopting a new model of sharing knowledge. In this paper we provide a practical framework  where a particular system of knowledge management, evolved in the local system, is likely to represent a suitable pathway to stimulate knowledge sharing within local districts. 
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1. Introduction
The aim of our paper is to provide a practical framework which continues the research begun by IBM, where a particular system of knowledge management, developed in close co-operation with some entrepreneurs’ associations of region Campania, can represent a path to stimulate knowledge sharing and knowledge dissemination in a virtual community.

Management literature emphasises that one of the most important sources of competitive advantage is found in the coordination between different technological and operational skills: it is possible to create new products and to support new businesses by fertilising organisational core competencies (Hamel-Prahalad 1990). Starting from this point, De Leo (1994) asserts that it is difficult to fill the competitive advantage if resources are matchless, because they are seem to be mixed in different ways. The roots of business success are likely to be found in the environment where firms are engaged. Particularly, it is possible to understand the evolution of core competencies from the interaction between organisational and “local” capabilities. The evolutionist theory considers that the relationships among companies are directed to create operational and technological knowledge. This approach highlights how creation of new knowledge is the result of a process of the variation-selection-retention of current knowledge. This morpho-genetic process, which appears as routine, represents a starting point for the evolution and creation of new elements in organisational knowledge by fertilising environmental, technological, scientific, institutional and firm-specific elements (Beccatini and Rullani 1996). Notably, Beccattini & Rullani (1996) discuss “mechanisms of resonance and imitation” through which innovations are “tested” in industrial areas, hence imitation becomes a certification of the success of the original idea in a game of cooperation and competition.

The local productive system works as tool for a constant innovation absolutely effective due to its characteristics (like specialization and cooperation), and it is the result of knowledge sharing process becoming a kind of collective innovation. The innovation will be the effect of a crossbreeding process which will develop itself into the district thanks to the condivision of experiences and as a result of a learning network  specific.

Moreover the relations between the companies of the district are no longer exclusively tied to a “closed contextual network” where the coordination occurs through social mechanisms. 
The virtual dimension assumes importance or better the ability of organization to create relations with others cognitive systems which can provide and produce information on different levels, not a real one. So a greater working division produces considerable replication economies. The organizations, which operate as cognitive systems within a complex correlation tissue, play a decisive role for the transfer of knowledge by codification channels. The ability to create new concepts and new knowledge finds an answer for the complexity and the technology is supporting those processes. The future of the districts is tied to the managing capacity of these change processes supported by a which could place the district into a logic of extended competition. The leader companies and meta-managers impress a strategical push tied to an improvement attempt of their effects and their competitive advantage, by a trend and control development process of new relationships network (thinking and managing development process). Nowadays it is growing up the importance of (Colombo and Dubini 1988): 

· a “social architect” (Corno Reinmoeller and Nonaka, 1999) as a promoter of an evolutive product, a typical learning and increasing process of the identity system;

· a “sponsor” which activate projects about change and innovation; 

· a “coordinator”  who is able to find the needs of innovation out and to match the needs of change, to define the action lines and their set up, to promote the supporting system for the entrepreneurship. 

This cooperation space allows access to knowledge at a lower cost but the challenge, however, is represented by a result of a knowledge management process that can increase efficiency and guarantee a growth in efficiency and competitiveness both for single companies and for the entire region.

In this paper we try to answer to the following research question: “Which organisational structures will the Territorial Knowledge Management System have to adopt to realise the integration of knowledge and competencies?”

2. Italian Districts: The Institutional Context
Beccatini (1987, p. 35) defines the district as “a large number of  small companies, linked by vertical cooperation relations and horizontal competitive relations specialized in one or more complementary sectors in an area naturally and historically bounded”.
The district represents a “socio-economic entity characterised by an active compresence of people community and company population” (Beccattini 1987, p. 39). 
Italian Districts show identical attributes as: a) high  labour partition and specialisation; b) coexistence of mechanisms of cooperation and competition; c) continuous processes of emulation of colleagues (auto-regulation processes); d) an informal coordination, not hierarchic, sustained by an automatic game with a sanction system held by community (Beccattini 1989); high entrepreneurship with constant innovations from the bottom (Piore and Sabel 1987); a common system of socio-cultural values (Beccattini 1989).
We can consider the district as a real market place, a clan constituted by a network of interpersonal relationship founded on trust and friendship and by behavioural schemes founded on codes and sharing values (Ouchi 1980).

Entrepreneurial instinct and leadership skill have conducted companies to compete on international markets mixing working life and domesticity, where the competitive advantage can be found in the capacity to transfer the knowledge and values through generations. Many researches (Porter 1998 et al.) have pointed out the causal relationship between embedded competencies and advantages on international markets. 
The district is the result of a evolutionist process started form the bottom that has consolidated a direct responsibility of employers to build and apply their competencies, a restiveness to hierarchy,  a predisposition to fight poverty (Beccattini 2000).          

So the district machine is the result of a system of “institutions” in terms of family, organisations, associations, but also of rules and principles. Within this families and associations values and behaviours are shared and corroborated.    
In this way companies are conditioned by social life establishing a self-referential system. In fact this system of companies demonstrates a resistance to change providing some effects: the change can not be experimented to the extend that it is a irreversible process because the institutional innovation induces a knock-on effect, where is not possible to foresee the strategic and operational adjustments conditioned by exogenous factors (Varaldo and Ferrucci 2001). 
This changes, not pre-determinable ex ante (only objectives are shared), are the product of a constant negotiation that brings to a new institutional asset  (Varaldo and Ferrucci 2001).
Even if there are some companies more open to institutional change, broadly speaking the district has a general aversion to institutional change. This aversion depends on internal factors but also on the absence of institutional subject to support the change (Varaldo and Ferrucci 2001).
However, competitive increase and the opening to international markets and new business models, the rising of inter-companies network outside the district, impress a fast change. This brings to some effects:

1.  learning processes could be altered radically foiling (loss of knowledge) internal mechanisms of accumulation and transfer of knowledge (Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995);

2. entrepreneurs need to reformulate their strategies on innovative bases of knowledge;

3. emerging strategies need to be supported by efficient and effective processes of hybridisation of knowledge supported by technologies and actors.
I&C Technologies help to recombine and to re-modulate district knowledge maintaining a social entrenchment in the territory, on the other hand insure a knowledge exchange with external actors sustaining the economic dimension without a territorial connivance.  Moreover, the decision to delocalise some activities outside the boundaries of the district  needs to institutionalise new spaces of aggregation to preserve some characteristics of the original structure. 
The challenge is to superimpose a virtual district to the real where they work as link of a cognitive global network exploiting stable relations, sharing personal experiences and activating extensive learning loop (Grandinetti and Rullani 1996).

Districts represent a good laboratory where to experiment the switching modalities from real communities to virtual communities as we can observe some common traits as fast moving of information, cooperation and competition, visibility, sharing of codes, practices, experiences.
3. The Theoretical Approach
According to institutional theory man’s preferences, interests, behaviours, objectives are the result of a learning process based on social relationships embedded in a social and institutional context, where social behaviours are taken for granted. Institutions, as rules and organisations that represent authority and ties (Jepperson 1991), drive the human action lending meaning, legitimacy and rationality. They normalise behaviours and social expectations giving predictability and certainty, providing experimented and accepted solution to new problems (Hodgson 1988). An institutional asset lives independently form people action because they do not have any interest to mean to question. But breaking with consolidated behavioural models asks again for the same coherent and complete reality, the absence of this element takes back to old institutions. Further new models assimilate old institutions, so old and new live jointly in a layered system that guarantees in time internal interests (revenue, social gratification, status) and external interests (level of integration among organisations, social relations, routines) (Selznick 1949).  
Moreover structures are continuously reproduced by actors as routines, where structures influence human interactions and are produced by interactions (Giddens 1984). So structures are at the same time an objective fact and an artefact created by a process of interaction and interpretation, under a process of structuration (Structuration Theory). The same technology depends on actors that use it in a process of learning and sensemaking and they approve a modify it through the design, implementation and use, building interpersonal relations. So technology, reflecting the context, is full of meanings and shared patterns, formalised and taken for granted. Implementation and using determine the institutionalisation of technology (Orlikowski 2001). In this dual process Orlikowski et al. (1995) identify a factor named meta-structuration  represented by agents that mediate between users and technology artefacts, helping the organisation to adapt to the context variations and assuring an IT efficacy use. The scope is to guarantee the coherence between technology and context supporting its institutionalisation. 
So we propose a framework where an organisation of the district, working in close co-operation with same companies within the district, pursues a legitimation activity in adopting a Territorial Knowledge Management System as a territorial meta-structure modifying working practices.          
4. The TKMS Model 
This ongoing research project described here is named “E-consulting-1-Definition of knowledge management models and methodologies”, and it belongs to a bigger programme of research named Sud.it and managed by IBM Italy (this is a kind of collaboration between  MIUR - Ministero dell’Università e della Ricerca - IBM Italy and the Department of Organization at the University of Salerno). The general purpose of the programme  is the development of low cost tools and technique, not expensive to manage for small and medium-sized companies. The specific purpose of the project is the development of different functionalities capable of managing a model of Territorial Knowledge Management, and capable of replying the abilities and the profit advantage of knowledge system within a district/territory.

The project aimed at the development of managing model of knowledge for the small and medium-sized companies which could exceed the obstacles tied to the cost concerning the supporting technologies of knowledge management, and the difficulty to identify those necessary figures for the managing system. This purpose must be reached looking at the companies as a whole subject, considering all the territorial and the industrial line-branch viewpoint and the community of professional. This model is a virtual community of companies which are able to reply the abilities and the advantages of a knowledge management system belonged to bigger organizations. 

The small and medium-sized companies will be at the same time supplier subject and user subject of knowledge as a whole, making occasions out the exchange of information to increase their knowledge store.  

The final purpose is the development of a structured system which will allow the companies capable of exchanging, managing, finding, analysing, elaborating, rebroadcasting information, dates, news, images and all the element of a knowledge tied to defined problems.
The project and the model proposed starts form the Fercomin research (2001) that highlights how industrial association, local government and chamber of commerce, could remove the obstacles to technology diffusion: maintaining company independence, sharing information with competitors, investment costs and training costs (more than 50% gave a positive reply). 
The element of innovation characterizing this model is the creation of new co-operational spaces, partially competitive space with that system of social and cultural references limited by frontiers named “territory” at least. Technologically innovative solutions allow an effective connection-joint between specialised complementary contexts. However the real challenge is the presence of the quality about the available knowledge. The district is a fundamental archives about the access to a specific high level knowledge, and it is unbearable source of competences and experts within their productive and specialised sphere. So the creation of virtual communities represents the post of that local managing process of knowledge unbearable to assure the increase of competitiveness for companies and systems through an efficient mechanism of generation and diffusion of knowledge and selection of innovation. The community will assume an active role and it will not limit itself to find knowledge from external sources, becoming itself a possible supplier with other bonds of global knowledge network, where the local system excels, rising until to hold a primary international level. The interaction of all the actors within the local productive system represents an unbearable precondition to promote the creation of fresh knowledge coming from the dialogue interaction of all participants.

Regarding the target of the research we think that Industrial Associations could be the ideal subject with which experiment the approach supposed. Industrial Associations are subjects that institutionally perform service of diffusion and information towards their associates on subjects like labour and tax legislation,  financial facilities, events and initiatives planned on the territory, and anything else useful to upgrading and developing processes. Actually Associations are a “broker” of information institutionally acknowledged by enterprises, and use of advanced solutions and methodologies could further strengthen and develop this role. Associations are then candidate to occupy the role of leader in our model of guided aggregation of enterprises. The role of spreader of information of Industrial Associations is reflected in an organizational structure generally articulated in thematic areas. Common areas are usually four: Economic, Legislative, Industrial accounts, Administrative. Each area is managed by a foreman that coordinates and controls the executives activities in the area itself. Secretary’s office and technical services area support all the areas. The foremen refer to a director that addresses and coordinates the resources activity in providing services for enterprises, in  outward representation and in associative life. The development of a system of Knowledge Management requires the institution of a proper organizational structure, made by functions, that has the task of valorising and mobilizing the corporate knowledge patrimony. In an Enterprise Association a proper organizational structure could be articulated in the following figures:

Community Leader: is the figure that coordinates the activities of information creators that operate in a certain area (legislative, economic, industrial accounts); he decides the activities and the projects to develop, the arguments to deepen and oversees and validates the produced outputs.

Information Creator: collecting information received from the community leader, he develops and updates topic information of the Associates.

Associates: KM system will have to involve professionals and entrepreneurs of the associated companies, in enriching and updating information, and in sharing knowledge about associative life.

System Administrator:  Has the operative responsibility of the good functioning of Association’s data processing, telecommunication and multimedia systems.

Decision processes assume a common importance (Beccatini & Rullani, 1996) and necessarily follow social dynamics that allow interaction between many cognitions and individual actions. So whereas we have the creation of conditions that simplify and push individual initiative, on the other hand we have a planning a process of communication and confrontation with experiences advanced by other subjects in even different contexts. The biggest difficulty in the role of meta-manager (structure)  attributed to the Association is the ability to reconciliate diverse interests (Callon 1991), to broadly valorise variety with the integration project, without sacrificing autonomy and discretion of the singles, element that constitutes the source of such a variety. 
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Figure 1.     The Territorial Knowledge Management System
The Industrial Associations already are responsible for actions of productive concentration and facilitate new relational mechanisms; they are co-actors of complex processes of work partitioning within the territory and learning; they sustain project of innovation and development motivating the community.
The Industrial Associations activating an institutional environment for the success of institutional project must (Di Maggio 1988):

· mobilize environmental resources and involve subsidiary actors to support the project

· define legitimisation criteria of rules

· build behaviour rules and cognitive maps
· disseminate new ceremonies.
Moreover Community Leaders “also served three other purposes: (1) to understand individuals’ norms and their positive or negative views with respect to information and IT; (2) to provide knowledge concerning their information needs that could be useful in seeking legitimation; (3) to provide a reason for later meetings with individuals to probe more deeply into their norms concerning information and IT” (Flynn and Hussain 2004, p. 5). They guarantee “mechanisms of resonance and imitation”.
In this “moderate hierarchy” (Boari and Lipparini 1999) meta-management reaches the exploitation of competitive economic advantages for the virtual community analyzing and tracking requirements, allocating satisfiers to requirements, and adjusting the optimality criteria (Mowshowitz 1997). Advanced IT makes more simple a differentiation of the processes of providing services distributed in different places. Functionalities on the portal are very few and are addressed to facilitating the process of creation and sharing of knowledge, such as the application to categorize information and forum. The idea is that the role of technology must be not a predominant element. Users can create and modify the system in according to their needs thanks to an open environment. So it is possible to reinforce the sense of identity through a process of  “auto-sizing”.  Users can open discussions, provide documents to support them, define the criteria of categorization, choose the criteria to manage the structure (in terms of coordinator, chairman, knowledge manager and so on).  The “open” source environment enables users to manage and size “their” tools in a system of  co-operation.
5. Conclusion
At present, the real adoption of KM system is a pioneer project yet. Federcomin research underlines that the local companies show a real tendency to a technological innovation, but they keep a cautious approach. Relating to the use of ICT as support of the relations between the companies belonged to the same district, Federcomin research shows a condition of under-use of such technologies, basically esteemed as a group of tools-means capable of increasing communication abilities of the companies to the outside. 
We have faced some resistances tied to a lack of commitment on a top management level of Actors. The managers do not have a vision about the potential benefits of the system, because they have focused their attention on the role of technology rather than the organizational problems and the importance of networking learning processes.  They have not sponsored a spontaneous aggregation of firms into system. We are confident in this process of self-aggregation, where enterprises decompress into new operational models, to regain  competitiveness, avoiding boundaries and moving in a virtual space (Normann, 2001). Even though within families and associations values and behaviours are shared and corroborated, entrepreneurs needs to reformulate their strategies to the vitality of districts. The model proposed shows how community leaders from one hand can knock down same constraints to the institutionalisation of a new way to interact, on the other hand local associations can reinforce and institutionalise this new rules through communication, training and new ceremonies. Associations moderate in a strategic way the KM portal utilising it as a tool of institutionalisation making goals explicit, maintaining temporary partnerships within virtual communities (Kalil and Wang 2002), organizing companies around information and helping organisations to adapt to the virtual context.
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