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Praise for Knowledge Mindfulness







Dr. Marouf has written a guide for leaders to engage in a personal journey of knowledge mindfulness in this disorienting age of disruption. She orients this path toward personal knowledge maturity—that is less of a destination but rather a process of renewing one’s knowledge and ability to take action in the world. It uniquely blends what is personal with what is strategic and practical.


Paul R. Carlile


Professor of Information Systems and Senior Associate Dean for Innovation at Boston University’s Questrom School of Business




Adapting to our new normal postpandemic poses a challenge for today’s business leaders. Guidance from Professor Marouf arrives at a perfect time to ease you through this transition period and get you on the right path to lead your team to new heights.


Nabil Habayeb


Senior Vice President, GE, President & CEO, GE International Markets at GE




I found Knowledge Mindfulness very relevant to any large organization, as successful companies strive to shift knowledge from individuals to “Organization Knowledge” where many can benefit and draw on the vast experiences across the organization. The success of any organization can be tied to employee motivation in engaging with Knowledge Mindfulness and Knowledge Sharing. Good leaders encourage employees to make proper use of their knowledge process and draw on mindfulness to better facilitate Knowledge Creation and Knowledge Sharing. The book directs organizations on how to better build and maintain organizational knowledge and how sharing this knowledge across the organization is an essential part of the success and continuity of any organization. The book addresses a comprehensive model with practical examples and actionable strategies that executives can use to enhance their Knowledge Mindfulness process. With my five decades in executive roles, I found this book to be very relevant to today’s volatile world.


Samer Khoury


Chairman at Consolidated Contractors International Company




I found this book unique in its honesty and real-world application. In an effort to be a good leader it is a mindful process of stamina, humility, and the never-ending challenges of things you know and things you need to know in a fast changing world.


Addy Loudiadis


Partner at Goldman Sachs and former CEO of Rothesay Life




There is no better time than the present to embrace the mindful and holistic approach Dr. Laila Marouf prescribes. The only constant is change, and in a fast paced, changing world the golden triangle of Knowledge Mindfulness is indeed an engine for sustainable transformation. As an impact venture capitalist, I’ll recommend this book for our portfolio founders and investors alike.


Rama Chakaki


Impact Investor, Partner in TRANSFORM VC-Co-Founder Mint+Laurel




Knowledge Mindfulness by Prof. Laila Marouf gives the most thoughtful framework for effective leadership. Her detailed and thoughtful approach to the complex interconnections of knowledge, leadership, and organizational success are as insightful as they are practical. With a deep understanding of knowledge management, Dr. Marouf presents strategies that are clear, specific, and on-target in today’s business and social climate. This is a must read for anyone ready to be a more conscious leader.


Michael Gontar


CEO of InterVest Capital Partners




If you struggle to understand how knowledge mindfulness can help you and the situations around you, then Prof. Laila Marouf’s book is a must read.


Jeroen van der Veer


Former CEO, Phillips




Dr. Laila Marouf offers a model and strategies that give guidance to business leaders for the use of knowledge in more efficient ways to achieve their goals. Knowledge Mindfulness sets a path that can help in redefining success and better leadership, whether professionally or personally.


Wafa Ahmed Alqatami


Board Member, Kuwait Chamber of Commerce and Industry




This book is a much needed, timely, and elegantly constructed link between two key concepts: knowledge and mindfulness. As the world hurtles toward an uncertain future, we need to take stock and be aware—personally and as a species—of what it means to be human, about how knowledge enhances our existence, and in the face of AI, how it might not. The heartfelt arc of this book is a real meditation by itself, but the message is very refreshing.


Sanjay Emani Sarma


CEO and President, Asia School of Business; Professor of Mechanical Engineering, MIT
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Introduction





A World in Transition


Sometimes you have to step back in order to leap forward.


In early 2020 I stepped away. I’d spent many years as an academic, authoring scores of research articles exploring the diverse ways in which organizations generate, share, and use knowledge. I’d begun my career studying computer science, then completed a PhD in information science with a focus on knowledge management, going on to become a professor, researcher, and consultant. Along the way I’d become a leader in my university, too, supporting my colleagues as they translated theories into real-world innovations, patented and commercialized their novel ideas, and brought their breakthroughs to a wider audience.


It was rewarding work—but after years of service, I needed to refocus and recharge. My employer, Kuwait University, awarded me a two-year sabbatical, starting with a few months working at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s Open Learning Center alongside some of the most respected minds in learning and innovation. When I boarded my flight to Boston, I was eagerly anticipating an energizing, and perhaps even career-defining, opportunity to reflect on the journey I’d taken and dig deeper into the problems that fascinated me.


Of course, the world had other plans.


Almost as soon as my plane landed, the COVID-19 pandemic began. Overnight, the MIT campus closed down. So did the airlines. All those world-leading experts canceled their classes and headed off to their country homes. Along with my husband and our two children, I was stuck, far from home, wandering the chilly and suddenly deserted streets of Boston.


An Unexpected Gift


I didn’t realize it right away, but the interruption of my planned sabbatical was the best thing that could possibly have happened to me. With nobody to talk to, and no libraries to hide away in, I had the time and mental space to reflect and ask myself some tough questions. “What if things never go back to normal?” I wondered. “Everything’s changed—so what do I want to do next?”


Forget the intellectual and professional momentum I’d built up and the academic theories I’d assumed I’d spend the next year thinking about. Forced to look inward, I realized I’d gotten stuck in a groove. I’d spent my life studying knowledge but never asked what all my own knowledge added up to.


Record scratch! Stranded in Boston, I found myself stepping back and asking—for the first time in years—what really mattered to me. Would my knowledge help me to achieve those goals? In what ways? And how could I work to accelerate and guide that process?


This book is the result of that stocktaking. When I looked in the mirror, I found myself asking not just how I could do my job better, but whether I should continue in the same path I was on. I loved studying and teaching, but the more I reflected, the more I felt it was time to move beyond the narrow hallways of academia. Academic research is necessarily fragmented into specialized fields and subfields. I wanted to zoom out and let the world be my classroom—to write a new syllabus for myself and others that focused not on narrow specializations, but on the intersections and interstitial spaces that lie between disciplines.




I’d spent my life studying knowledge but never asked what all my own knowledge added up to.





I loved my organization—the department I called home, the university I served, and the broader academic community of which I was part. But as I looked back on my work, I came to see that the siloed nature of academia had constrained not only my teaching and research, but also the way I related to knowledge itself.


Knowledge, of course, is an intensely personal thing. As Peter Drucker notes, knowledge is “embodied in a person; carried by a person; created, augmented or improved by a person; applied by a person … [and] used or misused by a person.”1 During my years studying knowledge management, I’d seen the individual recentered as the basic unit of organizational knowledge, with “personal knowledge management” introduced as a kind of bottom-up addition to conventional knowledge management theories. The better we equipped individual workers to deal with knowledge, the theory went, the more knowledge and innovation they would unlock for their organizations.


But as Drucker also writes, knowledge itself is changing fast. “It is the nature of knowledge,” Drucker says, ‘‘that it changes fast and that today’s certainties always become tomorrow’s absurdities.”2 I couldn’t help but feel that the fragmented and slow-moving bureaucracy of academia was ill equipped to cope with the new kinds of knowledge we need in today’s fast-changing world.


A New Perspective on Knowledge and Knowledge Management


The quest to understand and unlock that knowledge dates back thousands of years, across the entire course of human history. The focus of that quest keeps changing, though, as times and people’s needs change. I had focused for many years on organizational knowledge in my teachings and research, but I had been too zoomed in to meaningfully engage with all those other ways of thinking about knowledge. It was only when I stopped and stepped away that new possibilities appeared to me.


An organization’s knowledge, I realized, is not only an intangible asset, like cash on a balance sheet, but also something much more powerful and dynamic—a living system woven from the rich and varied inner lives and collective human wisdom of interconnected groups of countless diverse individuals.


Back when I started my PhD, people thought of knowledge as primarily a process of onboarding and digesting knowledge from the outside world, like a computer operating on inputs and producing outputs. As we’ll see, that approach has some serious limitations, but it’s a prevalent view that’s worth understanding clearly.


In this conception, shown in the chart below, the right-hand circle represents our tacit knowledge. This is the “content” of our thinking; it’s the sum of all our varied experiences, skills like riding a bike or speaking a language, and all the things that exist in our head through the action of our rational mind.


The left-hand circle, on the other hand, represents the outside world. Obviously, a huge amount of knowledge exists in the world in the form of data and information, but it has limited meaning to me until it’s processed by my rational mind. For simplicity’s sake we refer to this as explicit knowledge, but it encompasses anything outside ourselves that hasn’t yet made it into our heads: books and essays and podcasts, the things experts and teachers convey through lessons or conversations, raw data that others have distilled into structured information, and more.
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These two circles are constantly churning and changing, so there’s plenty of movement between external and internal knowledge. This nexus between the two is where much of what matters most happens—it’s where we bring together information and experience, where the world around us shapes and adds to our stock of knowledge, and where we use our own thoughts, unique knowledge, and insights to shape the world around us.


The boundaries between these two circles are permeable, and in an ideal world, exchanges and interactions between these two domains—between the world and our knowledge—would take place in a fairly orderly, or at least manageable and coherent, way, like a computer processing inputs and spitting out analyses.


That’s the goal of the discipline of knowledge management—a field that reflects organizations’ increasing recognition that tacit knowledge can be a vital source of competitive advantage. New technologies have made explicit knowledge and information increasingly abundant in our professional lives, but since the early 1990s, organizations have begun to understand the necessity of also leveraging tacit knowledge—the stuff locked away inside their employees’ heads—in order to get the results they need.


Virtually most Fortune 500 companies have adopted knowledge management approaches that focus on capturing or externalizing tacit knowledge—by writing reports, taping Q and A sessions, conducting exit interviews, and so on—and inscribing it into organizational memory by recording it in databases or other information depositories. The goal, in such approaches, has been efficiency: organizations seek to translate one employee’s tacit knowledge into a format that allows it to be quickly accessed and used by another employee.


Unfortunately, most such efforts have fallen short. Organizations have slowly begun to realize that tacit knowledge is personal. It can’t simply be extracted from the employee’s head and converted into explicit knowledge, because much of its value comes from the context, the cues, and the meaning it holds for the individual employee.


To try to overcome this, organizations have tried other approaches such as creating communities of practice: instead of attempting to extract and capture knowledge, these methods encourage and empower employees to share their tacit knowledge with others. This approach has proven valuable and is still used successfully today.


Such efforts have given rise to new branches of knowledge management—“personal knowledge management”—that focus on leveraging an individual’s tacit knowledge to create value for the individual themselves. Such approaches haven’t found much traction in organizations, though, perhaps because they fail to connect the individual benefits they deliver with organizational value.


So you might ask, how is it then that knowledge and knowledge management can help us find a path forward through a world in transition? The reality is that our changing world demands a new way of understanding: a more complex form of knowledge capable of dealing with the complexities of a world in flux. We have been left adrift, anchorless, and in need of a new understanding and a new approach.


A New Approach


Instead of poring over the latest research articles that were being published to find a new approach, I began looking elsewhere. Over the next few months, I took online classes on leadership at Columbia University, on design thinking at Stanford University, and on entrepreneurship at Babson College. I found that the most enriching parts of these programs were the virtual communities and informal discussions that sprang up around them. Seeking similar connections, I also joined Abundance Digital, a membership program founded by Peter Diamandis to provide access to tech breakthroughs and disruptive business innovations.


It was there that I was introduced—via an AI-powered matchmaking service, no less!—to Ode, a nurse from south Florida who loved her work as a caregiver but had started to feel that medical science couldn’t capture the whole story about what it meant to be human. We started meeting up on Zoom every week or so—first to discuss new technologies, psychology, business, and other topics and later simply to talk about our lives.


Ode opened my eyes in many ways. We had what sociologist Mark Granovetter famously described as a “weak tie”—we weren’t family or incredibly close friends, but precisely because we didn’t come from the exact same circles, we were able to awaken one another to new perspectives and ways of thinking.3 We spoke for hours about our struggles during the COVID crisis and—especially following the death of George Floyd—about our experiences as people of color. I admired Ode’s clarity of purpose and her ability to step away from ways of knowing that no longer served her goals. Fascinated by spiritual aspects of African dance, Ode had begun to question the connection between mind and body—and finding herself asking questions that medical science couldn’t answer, she broke loose from her organizational ties and sought new answers.


Today, Ode and her family are living in Africa, where Ode is continuing her journey and exploring non-Western ideas about mind and body. I didn’t necessarily feel the same way as Ode about the importance of African dance. (If I did, I’d be dancing instead of writing this book.) But I deeply admire her conviction—her willingness to assess what she knew, diagnose what was lacking, and move decisively in bold new directions.


Ode’s story inspired me. I found myself turning away from the patterns of thinking I’d previously known and envisioning a new path forward. I felt ready to rewire and to commit my time, energy, and resources to the adventure to which I’d been drawn. I grew more methodological and purposeful about reshaping my understanding of knowledge and knowledge management—from one anchored in the old world order to a new conceptual model that I sensed would be better suited to the emerging postpandemic world.


I call that new framework Knowledge Mindfulness, and it reflects a reframing of knowledge management to encompass not just individuals as nodes within networks of knowledge, but also the recognition that individuals are themselves networks—multifaceted human beings made up of many different desires, goals, values, beliefs, and unique perspectives and themselves deeply interconnected with many other systems and networks.


Seen through this lens, the organization emerges as a complex living system made up of countless other complex living systems. To lead organizations effectively, then, we need to recenter the individual, conceived holistically, and to work to understand all the hidden connections within which each individual is embedded. Only by understanding these interconnections, and all the pressures and possibilities that come with being an individual in a world in transition, I’ll suggest, can we drive both individuals and organizations forward and develop adaptable, purposeful, and compassionate ways of thinking and being in a chaotic and ever-changing world.


That’s necessary because in a transitional world, by definition, things are out of balance. The outside world has begun to cycle faster and faster, expanding and evolving because of the expansion of explicit knowledge. Bombarded by ever-increasing volumes of data and information, we find ourselves immersed in complexity and ambiguity that no one person could possibly understand or make sense of. The movement between external and internal, and our ability to cycle knowledge through that precious nexus to turn it into purposeful action, begins to wane almost to nothing.


In the next chapter, I’ll ask you to consider the ways in which the world we share is volatile, uncertain, changing, and ambiguous, or what military leaders call VUCA. Our world has always been pretty unstable, but today—in the grips of technological transformation, a pandemic, social upheaval, and more—the old ways of thinking about and understanding knowledge are simply unsustainable.


In a VUCA world, we live in the grips of uncertainty and instability. All too often that leaves us unhappy, unproductive, paralyzed by a surfeit of information and a lack of clarity. That’s bad for individuals and terrible for organizations, too—because when individuals lack insight, wisdom, and coherency, they can’t serve themselves, their organizations, or each other in effective ways. We need a fresh approach, and—spoiler alert!—I believe that Knowledge Mindfulness is the new paradigm today’s leaders need.


The second part of the book zooms in to lay out the conceptual foundations of Knowledge Mindfulness and show the interconnections between knowledge, self, and the external world. In addition we will show why knowledge mindfulness is important for leaders and the impact they will have if they start using this approach. By exploring these elements individually, we’ll surface multidimensional complexities to which most of us probably haven’t previously paid much attention.


First, we’ll explore a new perspective on knowledge. Knowledge, we’ll learn, is much more holistic and human than is often believed: intuition, not just reasoning, plays a vital role by providing us with direct experiences that supplement or supplant the sensory data and information upon which we would otherwise have to rely. Crucially, we’ll come to recognize how knowledge emerges from the interplay between the internal and external world and serves as a bridge between the two.


Second, with that foundation we’ll move on to consider the ways in which knowledge depends on inward reflection and on arriving at a deep understanding of ourselves. Knowledge Mindfulness, I’ll argue, is hard to attain if we aren’t willing to ask tough questions about what we know and don’t know and why we need to know certain things—and also to probe the ways in which our personality, our preferences, and our biases impact the things we pay attention to and the kinds of information we draw inward and use. We’ll learn how to integrate knowledge into our understanding of ourselves—and also how to use that understanding to strengthen our presence in our organization and build deeper connections with our employees.


Third, we’ll explore the way that our knowledge is context dependent and the way that our ecosystem of social connections both shapes and is shaped by our knowledge. Thinking about knowledge might seem inherently insular, but I’ll argue that Knowledge Mindfulness can only come when we commit to looking outward and turning our collective wisdom into action in meaningful ways.


The third section of this book will bring the understandings gained in the second part into the real world and introduce you to the Three Cs Loop: create (yet keep renewing), connect (yet keep disconnecting), and capitalize (yet keep acting). Together, these Three Cs are the knowledge-based competencies that comprise the “how” of Knowledge Mindfulness: it’s by continuously cycling through them that we elevate our knowledge maturity and make Knowledge Mindfulness a practical and powerful force in our organizations, our leadership, and our daily lives.


I started out by saying that the chaos of a world in transition had felt, to me, like an unexpected gift. That doesn’t mean it always felt easy or straightforward! But out of the difficulties I faced, I gained a fresh perspective on the uses and power of elevated knowledge—and a new understanding that, I believe, has the power to help us all to lead more effectively and live more fulfilling and joyful lives along the way.


I know that over the past few years, my own journey has led me in startling new directions and left me more focused and energized than ever before. I hope that in the pages that follow, you’ll find ways to apply Knowledge Mindfulness in ways that help you, too, to chart a clearer path through our fast-changing world—and to unlock powerful new ways of operating in your professional and personal life.
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Chapter 1





The Need for Knowledge Mindfulness


August 2, 1990, is a day that’s vividly engraved in my memory. My husband and I had arrived in Kuwait City from Boston just two days before: we were young and just embarking on busy new lives, and we didn’t pay much attention to Saddam Hussein blustering away in neighboring Iraq. Nobody did. As my father put it, the Iraqi dictator’s saber rattling was nothing more than a “summer cloud” in an otherwise azure sky.


But that morning in August, we awoke to the news that our country had been invaded. Iraqi troops had taken over our city. My husband grabbed some cash and ran to the grocery store—normally a five-minute walk from our home. He was gone for three hours. While I waited for him to return, I stepped outside to see an Iraqi helicopter roaring in just over my head. Through the open side doors, I could see commandos inside with rifles in their hands. I was terrified: my world was crumbling before my eyes, and I had no idea how to make sense of it all.


For all Kuwaitis the invasion was an incredibly difficult experience. But it was also a powerful catalyst. It prompted many people to move forward in a new way, with a different mindset. Some thrived, doing better than they had before the invasion. Others struggled and never truly regained their footing.


Why did some people succeed where others failed? It’s a question that continued to haunt me in the years that followed. We all had the same basic resources and opportunities. When catastrophe struck, why did some Kuwaitis prove resilient while others floundered?


Since the COVID-19 pandemic, I’ve been asking that question again. The whole world has faced massive disruption. Once again some organizations, institutions, and businesses have crumbled and shut down. Others have struggled but survived; a few have managed to find opportunities for growth and advancement.


These aren’t just abstract questions. They are urgent inquiries that we need to confront in order to cope with an increasingly uncertain and unstable world. The invasion of Kuwait and the COVID-19 pandemic are just two examples of the disruption we now face. We live in unprecedented times, and for all of us—as individuals, as organizations, and as leaders—the challenges are only just beginning.


Welcome to the VUCA World


Thousands of years ago, in a small town on the coast of modern-day Turkey, a Greek philosopher named Heraclitus needed just two words to expound a remarkable doctrine: πάντα ρέι, or panta rhei.


These words can be translated simply as “everything flows” or “life is flux.” Change, Heraclitus tells us, is the only constant: no matter how hard you try, you can’t step in the same river twice.


If that lesson was relevant 2,500 years ago—when books were laboriously transcribed by hand, buildings took decades to build, and triremes were the cargo ships of the day—it’s all the more important for today’s leaders. The river of which Heraclitus spoke has become a raging torrent of disruption, sweeping away everything in its path. Change is happening faster than ever before. Even the rate of change is accelerating: it took thousands of years for humanity to invent the printing press, but only four hundred years more to invent the telephone—and then just thirty-three more to create the first computer.


We’re now seeing exponential change and the integration of new technologies. That’s where the unpredictability comes in! We aren’t progressing steadily, in a linear way: everything intersects and overlaps. Moore’s law has moved beyond microchips: each new innovation drives other innovations and triggers breakthroughs in other fields of study, accelerating change across the entire ecosystem.


This presents enormous challenges for today’s leaders. There are no models to prepare us for what lies ahead and no way to predict the speed and extent of the change we’ll face in the coming decades. Only one thing is certain: change will be enormous, staggering, incomprehensible. The old approaches will no longer work, and we have no new models to prepare us for what lies ahead.




There are no models to prepare us for what lies ahead and no way to predict the speed and extent of the change we’ll face in the coming decades.





Military leaders describe this kind of fast-changing environment as volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA). That’s become a buzzword in management training circles, and I’ll continue to use the term in this book—there’s no need to reinvent the wheel.


By definition the VUCA world is unpredictable, multidimensional, and difficult to comprehend. Huge threats and opportunities arise out of nowhere: you never know when the phone will ring with life-changing news. Just as volatile chemicals sometimes blow up in your face, so the VUCA world is prone to spasms and seismic shifts that change the operating environment in unpredictable and extreme ways. We need to find a path to optimism and hope—but that can feel very hard amid so much chaos!
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