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Abstract 

The ‘soft’ side of Knowledge Management (Se-

renko, 2021) is currently witnessing a trend towards 

new types of knowledge, often grouped under the cat-

egory of non-rational knowledge. This paper aims to 

contribute to this discourse by exploring organiza-

tional aesthetics as a form of such non-rational 

knowledge. Drawing from existing literature on or-

ganizational aesthetics, the paper proposes definitions 

for aesthetic knowledge and aesthetic knowing to 

make the concept of aesthetics more accessible for the 

realm of KM. Findings show that one of the core ele-

ments of aesthetic knowing and knowledge is that they 

allow for creative agency. This implies that aesthetics 

enables the creation, comprehension and enactment of 

a desired organizational image – a capacity that is ad-

vocated to be crucial in dealing with todays complex 

and dynamic environments. 

 

Keywords: non-rational knowledge, organiza-

tional aesthetics, knowledge management, strategy 

formulation, tacit knowledge 

1. Introduction  

Recent publications in the field of Knowledge 

Management emphasize a thematic shift towards 

‘new’ forms of knowledge. Topics like wisdom (Jaku-

bik & Müürsepp, 2021; Rocha et al., 2022), spirituality 

(Bratianu, 2017; Kaiser, 2023; Peschl et al., 2023), 

aesthetics (Kerschbaum, 2023a), organizational pur-

pose and sustainability (Kragulj, 2023) or responsibil-

ity (Durst, 2021) are brought to the table. And alt-

hough those concepts are everything but  new in a gen-

eral sense – in fact some of them have been around 

since the times of Plato and Aristotle – they seem to 

bring a breath of fresh air into a scientific field that has 

arguably lost some of its initial appeal (Davenport, 

2015; Kabir, 2014) and has been found somewhat scat-

tered (Serenko, 2013, 2021) in the recent past. The rea-

sons for such a development are manifold and range 

from advances in technology (speaking of AI) to the 

fact that some of the core issues of KM, namely mak-

ing implicit or tacit knowledge more manageable are 

still unresolved. Additionally, a plethora of definitions 

of the term KM suggests that the field itself is divided 

on what KM precisely means (Fteimi & Lehner, 2013; 

Gavrilova & Kubelskiy, 2018).  

Yet, instead of writing the field off as an outdated 

technical concept or insoluble mystery, authors unani-

mously argue that new perspectives on KM offer great 

potential for the field to consolidate and regain some 

of its initial momentum and relevance for practice (e.g. 

Jakubik & Müürsepp, 2021). 

This paper aims to contribute to that movement by 

presenting aesthetics as a distinct type of tacit 

knowledge that can enhance organizations capacity-

to-act, a notion that emphasizes the role of people as 

the only true agents in business (Sveiby, 2001). In that 

it adapts a future perspective on KM, extending the 

breadth of current KM research (Handzic, 2017) and 

follows calls for interdisciplinary accounts of KM re-

search (Brahma & Mishra, 2015; Davenport, 2015; 

Kabir, 2014). 

The paper starts by giving an overview of the field 

of KM and elaborates on the distinction between ‘soft’ 

and ‘hard’ KM. It argues that the technical or ‘hard’ 

aspect of the field is undoubtedly important, but con-

temporary challenges of KM include managing uncer-

tainty and complexity which require inherently human 

‘soft’ capabilities. Subsequently, following the ques-

tion what types of knowledge may play a vital role for 

organizations in the future, the paper introduces the 

concept of organizational aesthetics to the field of KM 

and provides initial definitions that aim to make aes-

thetics more accessible for KM.  

2. Theoretical Background 

If someone presumes to claim that a scientific 

field could benefit from a new concept, it is important 

to first work out the cornerstones and basic idea of the 

field. Based on this, it is then up to the reader to judge 
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whether the argument presented adds value to the es-

tablished theory. Thus, in this section I will try to pre-

sent the field of KM and its underlying logic as I and 

other authors understand it and argue why and where 

it could benefit from the enrichment with organiza-

tional aesthetics theory. 

2.1. The scientific field of KM 

According to Serenko's (2013) extensive scien-

tometric meta analysis of the KM discipline, the field 

has a strong historical core that roots in the works of 

Nonaka & Takeuchi (1995), Davenport & Prusak 

(1998) and Nonaka (1994). All of which advocate for 

a human-centric approach to the subject matter. The 

role of technology is seen rather as an enabler that 

should support knowledge related processes but not as 

a standalone solution for effective KM. Technology 

can undoubtedly help to document and disseminate ex-

plicit knowledge and augment human capabilities 

when it comes to large quantities of data or infor-

mation, but there is an inherent danger of accumulat-

ing information without understanding (Davenport & 

Prusak, 1998). However, over the course of time two 

‘streams’ of research evolved with regards to the ob-

ject of KM research (Serenko, 2021): a soft approach 

that centers around human-related issues and the crea-

tion, transfer and application of knowledge as a social 

phenomenon (following the Nonaka & Takeuchi tra-

dition and putting great emphasis on tacit knowledge 

as introduced by Polanyi (1966)). And a hard ap-

proach that mainly addresses IT-related issues, with 

ties to the Information Systems (IS) community (e.g. a 

branch of IS literature building on Alavi & Leidner's, 

(2001) article on KM and KM systems). With regard 

to disputing opinions, neither one of those streams can 

be considered superior or ‘better’ for KM than the re-

spective other as instead they represent just different 

viewpoints on the underlying issue of managing 

knowledge as an organizational resource. In fact, it is 

not only difficult to draw clear boundaries between 

soft and hard approaches to KM but also to differenti-

ate it from other disciplines. Interestingly, many pio-

neering works in what is considered the field of KM 

stem from other disciplines or are published in other 

than core KM associated outlets (Serenko, 2013, 

2021).  

Approaching KM from the outside-in, we find 

ourselves in the strategic management discipline 

amongst the idea that organizations can gain a compet-

itive advantage through the effective and efficient use 

of their resources (Penrose, 1959). To that end, 

knowledge has become one of the most valuable re-

sources (Rahimli, 2012), leading up to a knowledge-

based view of the firm (Grant, 1996; Sveiby, 2001). 

Managing Knowledge can in this sense be understood 

as the management of an important organizational re-

source including its acquisition, storage, allocation 

and application. However, the difference to other re-

sources is that some aspects of knowledge are inher-

ently bound to individuals. The prime example for this 

type of personal knowledge is Polanyi’s tacit 

knowledge (Polanyi, 1966) of which KM is aware of 

since Nonaka & Takeuchi introduced it as an underly-

ing concept to their SECI model (Nonaka, 1994; No-

naka & Takeuchi, 1995). Tacit knowledge is indeed 

not the only type of knowledge bound to individual 

agents. Other personal types of knowledge include, for 

example, the aforementioned spiritual knowledge 

(Bratianu, 2017; Kaiser, 2023), wisdom (Jakubik & 

Müürsepp, 2021; Kragulj, 2023; Rocha et al., 2022) or 

the concept of aesthetics which has been critical for the 

formation of this work. In the literature such 

knowledge has occasionally been coined non-rational 

knowledge, which can be seen as an umbrella term that 

refers to all knowledge apart from logico-rational, an-

alytic knowledge (Back, 1961; Burciu & Hapenciuc, 

2010; Simon, 1993; Warren, 2008). 

Yet, ultimately, we can conclude that KM’s raison 

d'être is the efficient and effective management of a 

multifaceted resource. Depending on the context this 

may involve rather technical tasks (‘hard KM’) or 

dealing with non-rational knowledge and social phe-

nomena (‘soft KM’).  

In effect, the actual question to solve for KM in 

the future might be which types of knowledge and in 

what constellation contribute to the achievement of 

competitive advantage in a given context and situation 

– and how to manage those respectively. So what can 

we expect?  

Looking at todays business environment, we en-

counter a world that is characterized by rapid techno-

logical advancement. It is more globalized, complex 

and fast paced than ever – a situation that is often re-

ferred to as ‘VUCA’ (the acronym stands for volatile, 

uncertain, complex, and ambiguous situations). In 

such an environment, the idea of ‘solving’ problems 

appears to be outdated (Peschl, 2019), as there are 

hardly any pre-framed problems anymore, or as Tsou-

kas & Chia, (2002) put it, “change is constitutive of 

reality”. Thus, making sense of what is thrown at an 

organization becomes a vital part of management.  

In this regard, Spender & Scherer (2007) suggest 

that „KM is about shaping the purposive and the agen-

tic activity of those working under incomplete 

knowledge while their interactions are being directed 

towards chosen goals“ (Spender und Scherer, 2007, p. 

22) What they mean is that practitioners have to un-

derstand the context of an organization well enough to 

see what actions are required and which surrounding 
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conditions affect the process – it’s the knowledge of 

both constructing and living in the context created 

(Spender & Scherer, 2007).  On the basis of this un-

derstanding they can create an environment (a frame 

of reference) that enables others to contribute to the 

enactment of the organization’s purpose (Nonaka & 

Takeuchi, 2021; Simon, 1997).  

As it has probably become obvious from the anal-

ysis so far, competitive advantage is unlikely to result 

from a mere technical approach to KM alone but re-

quires other capacities – including other types of 

knowledge.  

Building on these prospects, we can progress to 

analyze what the ‘new’ types of knowledge, in this 

case aesthetics brings to the table.  

2.2. Organizational Aesthetics 

“It is not to be confused with art, and it does not 

necessarily mean beautiful” is a sentence that serves 

well as an introduction to organizational aesthetics re-

search. It is, however, a way of understanding organ-

izational life through sensory perceptions and the 

meaning that they elicit (Baldessarelli et al., 2022; 

Biehl-Missal, 2011; Strati, 1992; Taylor, 2013). Such 

sensory perceptions can arise through our five basic 

senses (sight, smell, hearing, taste and touch) but also 

through a combination of those or other senses like, for 

example, proprioception (the sense for the position of 

our limbs), equilibrioception (our sense of balance) or 

perceived temperature (if we feel hot or cold), just to 

name a few (Macpherson, 2011). A core assumption 

in organizational aesthetics is that understanding the 

world and organizations is inseparable from having 

agency within it. A notion that is familiar from prag-

matist theory (Legg & Hookway, 2021), where the 

roots of organizational aesthetics can be found. The 

strong ties to pragmatist theory become evident in the 

predominant methodological approaches in the field 

that are almost entirely qualitative in nature and in-

clude many accounts of ethnographic research designs 

(Baldessarelli et al., 2022). Partially, even specific aes-

thetic research methods that emphasize the embodied 

and ineffable nature of aesthetic experience have been 

proposed and applied to account for the requirement of 

direct experience and agency within the object of anal-

ysis (Brown & Mack, 2008; Taylor, 2003; Taylor & 

Hansen, 2005; Warren, 2008; Warren & Riach, 2014).  

The term aesthetics itself stems from the ancient 

Greek word ‘aísthēsis’¸ which translates to perception 

or sensation. As a verb, ‘aisthánomai’ means perceiv-

ing, sensing or learning. This hints towards the nature 

of the concept of aesthetics as meaning and respective 

knowledge that is elicited through the senses (Taylor 

& Hansen, 2005). When dealing with aesthetics as a 

scientific endeavor, it is important to define the disci-

pline in which the research takes place, because what 

the general field of inquiry into Aesthetics shares with 

the field of KM is that it is scattered across many dis-

ciplines including Arts & Humanities, Life Sciences, 

Technology, Physical Sciences, and Social Sciences 

(Anglada-Tort & Skov, 2022). It is in fact so wide-

spread that Anglada-Tort & Skov (2022) suggest to 

treat it as a confederate of research traditions instead 

of a solitary discipline unified by common problems 

and research strategies. 

Thus, for the aims of this work the focus is on aes-

thetics in the context of organizing and, accordingly, 

on the delineated subfield of organizational aesthetics. 

What organizational aesthetics theory offers is ba-

sically an alternative view on organizations and organ-

izing as well as on the elements that constitute them 

(Strati, 1992). This view, according to scholars of or-

ganizational aesthetics, is beneficial for theorizing, as 

it emphasizes other aspects than the common logico-

analytic, scientific approach and can thus for example 

support sustainable behavior (Shrivastava et al., 2017), 

help to understand the ‘belonging to’ a system 

(Ramirez, 1991), enable leadership (Hansen et al., 

2007; Koivunen & Wennes, 2011). Comprehensive re-

views e.g. Baldessarelli et al., (2022); Biehl-Missal, 

(2011); Linstead & Hopfl, (2000); Taylor & Hansen, 

(2005) offer an overview over the wide range of appli-

cations of aesthetic theory in the domain of organizing. 

In the most recent review on the matter, Baldes-

sarelli, Stigliani & Elsbach (2022) categorize the field 

into streams of research according to how aesthetics is 

seen to influence organizing. They identify three main 

perspectives and argue that aesthetics is currently un-

derstood either as (1) a directed stimulus, (2) a 

knowledge tool or (3) an open ended outcome.  

(1) Directed stimulus refers to aesthetic elements 

and their influence on behavior and organizational out-

comes. This perspective examines how the appearance 

of things and people within organizations elicits spe-

cific individual actions or collective behaviors. Aes-

thetics, according to this view can be seen as a means 

to evaluate material artifacts, or as subtly influencing 

peoples behavior in organizations. 

(2) Aesthetics may also play a role for work itself. 

Research examining the deployment of experiential 

aesthetic knowledge in work task is interested in Aes-

thetics as a knowledge tool, either to accomplish crea-

tivity (e.g. in architectural practice Ewenstein & 

Whyte, (2007)), or as intertwined deeply with the con-

text of organizing itself – “the glue that holds organi-

zations together” Strati (2000) as cited in Baldessarelli 

et al., 2022). According to this perspective, aesthetics 

are deployed as a personal capacity e.g. for the perfor-

mance of skillful action. Thus, research in this stream 
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often views aesthetics a knowledge resource within the 

context of work. 

(3) The third stream of research views aesthetics 

as an open-ended outcome and is mainly concerned 

with the subjective personal experience of individuals 

and how it is triggered by the interaction with their en-

vironment, objects and places. Here, aesthetics is seen 

as an experience whose qualities and resulting emo-

tions can be described and cognitive interpretations 

can be analyzed. 

The mentioned influence on organizing can be de-

scribed in terms of the mechanisms that prevail in the 

sensory perception of aesthetics. Literature in the field 

knows emotional and cognitive mechanisms. Among 

the emotional are visceral reactions (i.e. purely bodily 

responses like attraction, pleasure or discomfort) and 

affective reactions (i.e. specific emotions like happi-

ness or sadness). The cognitive mechanisms include 

interpretations (i.e. describing why somebody likes a 

painting or rating the taste food) and associations (i.e. 

memories triggered by artifacts, spaces or situations). 

(Baldessarelli et al., 2022) 

3. Organizational Aesthetics and KM  

Resulting from its experiential nature and poten-

tially action guiding characteristics, I suggest that the 

concept of organizational aesthetics, can offer some 

interesting perspectives for future KM.  

First, when adapting Baldessarelli, Stigliani & 

Elsbach’s view on aesthetics as a knowledge tool, we 

find that this aligns very well with the predominant un-

derstanding of knowledge in the field of KM. Sveiby 

(2001), for example, argues that knowledge can be 

seen as capacity-to-act and that knowledge is dynamic, 

personal and different from data. Particularly in the 

‘soft’ approach to KM the conviction is that the most 

interesting and important knowledge is tacit (Polanyi, 

1966) and can hardly be spoken about (Spender & 

Grant, 1996). If, as Spender & Scherer (2007, p.18) 

suggest, analyses based on reason and on imagination 

complement each other and are co-dependent, organi-

zational aesthetics can serve to enrich our understand-

ing of the imaginative part.  

Second, if we accept that we rely on tacit 

knowledge for organizing (Brockmann & Anthony, 

2002; Down et al., 2000; Hedlund et al., 2003), we 

need to think about ways to convey such knowledge. 

Polanyi (1966) explains that tacit knowledge can only 

be acquired through direct personal experience, which 

is aesthetic by definition. To this end, we could poten-

tially draw to aesthetics research particularly from de-

sign oriented subjects that have probably come closest 

to materializing tacit knowledge in form of tangible 

artifacts. 

Third, if KM is indeed facing contemporary chal-

lenges of VUCA environments, where managing on 

the basis of incomplete information is the norm rather 

than the exception, aesthetics (together with other con-

cepts like wisdom or spirituality) may help to ‘fill the 

void’ that results from fragmentary data and infor-

mation. What this means is that there is a gap between 

what people can understand through rational analysis 

and what is required to develop organizations now and 

in the future. It is what Nonaka & Takeuchi (2021) 

emphasize when they argue for an inside-out approach 

to strategy, led by the importance of human beliefs, 

ideals and intuition. And it is where aesthetics can 

come into play as it allows for knowledge of an organ-

ization through intuition, deduction, or imagination 

(Strati, 1992, p. 575). 

Ultimately, if we understand KM as the manage-

ment of knowledge as an organizational resource 

(Johnson et al., 2017), we are well advised to under-

stand this resource in all its diversity in order to make 

use of knowledge regardless of its nature – be it ex-

plicit, tacit, spiritual or aesthetic. Following Knight’s 

thoughts on the limitations of science in economics, 

we can assume that we cannot capture the economic 

sphere in its entirety when we limit our definition of 

knowledge to positivist epistemology (McKenzie, 

1982). 

Yet, to the best of the authors knowledge, there is 

to date, no agreed-upon definition of aesthetic 

knowledge, which makes it difficult to adapt the con-

cept as an additional source of knowledge. Hence, in 

order to make the concept applicable in the realm of 

KM, I will attempt to define aesthetic knowledge and 

knowing respectively and explain why this distinction 

is necessary. 

In principle, the distinction comes from the very 

nature of aesthetics as an overarching concept. As al-

ready mentioned, aesthetics has been the subject of 

different scientific disciplines with varying aims. 

While, for example, psychology examines the pro-

cesses that underly aesthetic perceptions, organiza-

tional aesthetics puts far greater emphasis on how aes-

thetics affects organizing, rendering the process of 

perception rather insignificant.  

Nevertheless, with regards to knowledge, aesthet-

ics incorporates a sensory-driven epistemology (Tay-

lor & Hansen, 2005) but has an ontological component 

that encompasses already acquired knowledge. In 

other words it consists of a process and a state. Argu-

ably, this is why Baldessarelli et al. (2022) find both 

references to emotional and cognitive  mechanisms in 

the existing literature. The emotional accounts (vis-

ceral reactions and affective responses) appear closer 

to the epistemic process, whereas the cognitive (inter-

pretations and association) tend more towards the state 
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as they require at least some rudimentary pre-existing 

frame of reference.      

Correspondingly, defining aesthetics as a manage-

able knowledge resource requires to consider both the 

immediate process (i.e. aesthetic knowing) as well as 

established properties (i.e. aesthetic knowledge) that 

may serve as a frame of reference.  

If we break this insight down into an example of 

the aesthetic dimension a specific situation, say the 

hiring of a new employee, then the manager needs to 

build an impression of the applicant (aesthetic process) 

and link this impression to the image of his company 

and respective department (aesthetic knowledge). We 

observe the epistemic quality of aesthetics in building 

an impression and its ontological quality, if you will, 

in assessing whether the applicant is likely to fit into 

the social fabric of the company. Note that both tasks 

could be a matter of rational analysis too, yet I hope 

the example clarifies how aesthetics can enhance our 

understanding of organizations.  

In the literature on organizational aesthetics, the 

described duality of aesthetics is often implicitly re-

flected when authors introduce the concept as e.g. 

“sensory knowledge and felt meaning of objects and 

experience” (Hansen et al., 2007, p. 545) or “the expe-

riences and understandings that originate from the 

senses […] These experiences and understandings are 

based on the perceptive-sensorial capacities of indi-

viduals, as well as the knowledge that is created 

through the deployment of such capacities (Gagliardi, 

1996; Strati, 1999; Taylor & Hansen, 2005)” (Baldes-

sarelli et al., 2022, p. 217)  

In the following section, I will progress to suggest 

an initial definitions of aesthetic knowing and aes-

thetic knowledge respectively. Please note that the def-

initions aim specifically at the intersection of organi-

zational aesthetics and KM. They are not meant to be 

universal for all, or other, specific theories of aesthet-

ics.   

4. Defining Aesthetic Knowing and Aes-

thetic Knowledge for KM 

Aesthetic Knowing  

Aesthetic knowing can be defined as a subjective, 

non-rational human capacity. It is based on immediate 

sensory perceptions and the meaning that they elicit. 

Aesthetic knowing enables us to both appreciate 

and/or co-create our environment through the imagi-

native enactment of how something or somebody 

ought to be in the immediate moment.  

 

Aesthetic Knowledge 

Aesthetic knowledge can be defined as a subjec-

tive non-rational form of knowledge rooted in the 

meaning elicited by our sensory perceptions. It is in-

fluenced by prior experience and consists of emotional 

and cognitive elements. Aesthetic knowledge is em-

bodied and represents a personal truth that serves as a 

fundamental frame of reference in our relationship to 

and perception of the world.  

 

In the following, after proposing these definitions, 

I will continue by explaining some elements that are 

crucial for the understanding of the concept.  

 The pivotal notion of sensory perceptions and the 

meaning that they elicit encompasses a wide range of 

possible meanings. It can range from simple, rather 

one dimensional reactions, like attraction or discom-

fort (Baldessarelli et al., 2022) to complex, multidi-

mensional and creative structures of meaning. The 

perception itself, however, is always holistic, meaning 

that it cannot be dissected into its components by the 

perceiving entity. For the fact that aesthetic perception 

relies on subjective experience and the meaning of 

sensorial stimuli it can be considered an embodied 

type of knowing. Although the meaning elicited 

through sensory perceptions can be made explicit 

through description and other representational forms 

(e.g. Warren, 2008) it is impossible to share the imme-

diate sensory stimuli that led to the perceived state. As 

such, aesthetic perception represents a personal truth 

that is based on the feeling of the perceived. The above 

implies that for the individual, aesthetics creates a sen-

sory-driven impression of how the world is and ought 

to be. This can be considered a personal frame of ref-

erence that may guide actions on a personal level (e.g. 

choices of profession, recreational activities, prefer-

ences of art) but also with regards to groups and or-

ganizations. Examples include leadership style (Han-

sen et al., 2007), ways of working together (Ewenstein 

& Whyte, 2007; Stephens, 2021; Whyte et al., 2008) 

or making strategic decisions (Kerschbaum, 2022).   

At this point, the experienced KM scholar might 

ask, what actually differentiates aesthetics from the 

well-known idea of tacit knowledge. This question is 

justified, as the two concepts are indeed quite close to 

each other, especially when aesthetics is not particu-

larly associated with art. In fact, both tacit and aes-

thetic knowledge involve personal and implicit under-

standing and are somewhat close to each other. How-

ever, tacit knowledge is more about practical skill and 

know-how, whereas aesthetic knowledge is about sen-

sory perceptions and the appreciation of meaning of 

such. This subsequently gives aesthetics a different 

touch of how aesthetic knowledge is applied in the 

context of organizing (see also Strati, 2016). It could 

mean in further consequence that tacit knowledge en-

ables the execution of a specific task while aesthetics 

allows for the appreciation of the emerging result and 
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its appropriate embedding into the organizational 

whole (or other given contexts). 

In combination with the elements of both appreci-

ation and the possibility to (co-)create this opens up 

interesting perspectives on how organizing may take 

place and organizational structures are created. Elabo-

rating on this dynamic dual nature of aesthetic capaci-

ties, it means that they can shift from perceptive to 

generative modes or encompass both simultaneously. 

E.g. one can passively perceive a situation and its 

meaning but also exert a formative influence through 

the deployment of ones aesthetic knowledge. Whether 

or not somebody choses to actively partake in a situa-

tion may also be influenced by the aesthetic meaning 

that the situation elicits. This gives aesthetics a moti-

vating, or action guiding character towards a desired 

aesthetic which appears to be particularly induced by 

the two emotional mechanisms (visceral reactions like 

attraction or pleasure and affective characteristics like 

happiness). 

Which leads to the notion of aesthetic knowledge 

as a frame of reference. Taylor & Hansen (2005, p. 

1214) note that ‘an aesthetic’ refers to a set of criteria 

for judgement. Examples for such underlying frames 

of references include the ‘managerial metamyth’ of 

technical rationality (Adams & Ingersoll, 1990) incor-

porating western management ideals of efficiency and 

rationality (White, 1996) or contemporary ideals of 

sustainability (Kerschbaum, 2023b; Shrivastava et al., 

2017) or how people stigmatize particular organiza-

tions (Helms & Patterson, 2014). Ultimately, such 

frames of reference are personal and individual but we 

see that they are influenced by prior experience and the 

environment in which we were socialized.  

The last point that I want to emphasize here is the 

imaginative enactment of something or somebody. 

This can concern social situations, artifacts, routines 

or other aspects of organizing. For all those, aesthetics 

allows for creating and understanding a desired image 

of an organizational state and the ability to act towards 

the realization of that image. This is probably the most 

interesting and significant part of the entire concept, as 

it makes aesthetics a potential means of responding to 

current challenges in the business world which have 

been outlined before. Metaphorically speaking, one 

could say that attentive aesthetic knowing and the abil-

ity to deploy aesthetic knowledge make the manager a 

director of their organization. Aesthetic knowledge 

thus enables the proactive shaping of social systems, 

going beyond merely managing pre-defined existing 

structures – it allows for agency. 

5. Implications & Further Research 

First and foremost, proposing a definition of aes-

thetic knowing and aesthetic knowledge, enables the 

debate on whether aesthetics may serve as useful ad-

dition to the discourse on KM, and what can poten-

tially be done with the concept.  

I personally believe that it aligns well with the cur-

rent trends that emphasize non-rational forms of 

knowledge as outlined in the introduction. Aesthetics 

may therein serve as a connecting element, or in some 

cases as a means of perceiving other types of non-ra-

tional knowledge such as spirituality or as a means to 

acquire wisdom over time. Taylor & Hansen (2005), 

for example, drawing on the works of Rafael Ramirez 

and Gregory Bateson emphasize connection as an im-

portant component of aesthetics that allows for the 

feeling of ‘belonging to’ a system (Taylor & Hansen, 

2005, p. 1215).  

Provided that the concept can gain a foothold in 

the realm of KM, some interesting questions may arise 

from  the combination of the disciplines and a number 

of open ends are to be addressed: 

Although aesthetic knowledge and tacit 

knowledge are not the same, they appear conceptually 

close together. In order to work with both concepts, 

further research should delve deeper into the distinc-

tion of the concepts and illuminate their characteristics 

in detail.  

This also leads to the question, how aesthetic 

knowledge in general relates to other types of 

knowledge that KM knows? What is its connection to 

other forms of non rational knowledge. E.g. how is 

aesthetic knowledge related to wisdom, spiritual or 

emotional knowledge? 

What can be done to facilitate the acquisition and 

application of aesthetic knowledge? Elaborating on 

this thought, we know that everyone permanently ex-

periences aesthetics but we know little about the extent 

to which aesthetic knowing or knowledge is con-

sciously thought of and integrated into management or 

the enactment of organizations. Moreover, people are 

unaware of the potential use of aesthetic knowledge. 

Thus, we could inquire into sensitizing people for the 

aesthetic quality of organizing. Furthermore, we live 

in a world of technical-rationality (Adams & Ingersoll, 

1990; White, 1996), where aesthetic knowledge is per-

ceived as incidental or may even be frowned upon. Re-

search on aesthetic knowing and knowledge could 

pave the way for greater integration of non-rational 

knowledge into our conception of how decisions must 

be made. This includes training people to ‘listen’ to 

their aesthetic perceptions. 

Aesthetic knowledge is tacit and highly personal. 

That makes it difficult to articulate which can hinder 
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dialog about aesthetic issues. Thus, we could pose the 

question if there are ways to make such knowledge 

tangible and how this could be done. 

Lastly, what we know quite well from research on 

organizational aesthetics is in which ways aesthetics 

impacts organizing. Following the categories of 

Baldessarelli, Stigliani & Elsbach (2022) it is either a 

directed stimulus, an open ended outcome or a 

knowledge tool applied in the execution of a work task 

or in the context of organizing (i.e. management). Fur-

ther, we learned that aesthetics can be seen as an epis-

temology.  

However, what we cannot say is how well some-

body is doing in terms of individual aesthetic capabil-

ity, neither do we know in what ways firms can assess 

the benefit that comes from aesthetic knowing and 

knowledge. And to quote an old management proverb, 

it is hard to manage what we can’t measure.  

Yet, the idea of a quantitative measure for aes-

thetic knowledge would be perceived as somewhat of 

a contradiction in a discipline that claims for itself to 

be a counterpart to rational-analytical disciplines 

(Taylor & Hansen, 2005). What is more, a quantitative 

measure would imply that aesthetics had a predictable, 

stable character, i.e. that it has the same properties over 

time. But according to what we know, aesthetics is rel-

ative in nature and dependent on the context.  

Nevertheless, future research could address the is-

sue of finding an appropriate measure for aesthetic 

knowledge. This might include the identification of in-

dicators for aesthetic knowledge or the development 

of criteria to assess actions with aesthetic theory as a 

foundation. 

6. Limitations 

I purposefully labelled the proposed definitions as 

initial, because I think that the introduction of a new 

concept into a scientific field requires intense ex-

change of opinions to really integrate the concept into 

the landscape of existing theory. My primary aim with 

this contribution is hence to give an outline of the ben-

efits that organizational aesthetics theory may have for 

the field of KM and to facilitate discussion on aesthet-

ics and other types of non-rational knowledge by 

providing a basis for discussion through my defini-

tions. 

The definitions themselves are built on a sample 

of organizational aesthetics literature as suggested by 

the reviews of Taylor & Hansen (2005) and Baldes-

sarelli, Stigliani & Elsbach (2022), complemented by 

other works from my personal search, yet I do not 

claim to have conducted a complete analysis. Rather, 

I tried to emphasize those general aspects of organiza-

tional aesthetics theory that appear relevant for the ap-

plication of the concept in the realm of KM which re-

quired a considerable degree of abstraction.  

Further research should delve deeper into particu-

lar applications of organizational aesthetics and KM to 

enrich the presented definitions, embed them into 

more specific applications and eventually refine the 

wording on that basis.   

7. Conclusion 

This paper introduces aesthetic knowledge into 

the field of KM and provides initial definitions for aes-

thetic knowing and aesthetic knowledge. It suggests 

that aesthetics could complement other non-rational 

forms of knowledge, and expand our understanding of 

the matter. Arguably the most salient benefit of aes-

thetics in the context of organizing is what I framed as 

imaginative enactment of aspects of organizing. It 

means that aesthetics allows for creating and under-

standing a desired organizational image and acting to-

wards its realization. Hence, in combination, aesthetic 

knowledge and knowing enable the proactive shaping 

of social systems – they allow for creative agency, a 

capacity that is highly relevant in today VUCA busi-

ness environments.  

I want to highlight that the definitions provided 

herein aim to enrich the discussion on non-rational 

knowledge in KM and are open to further refinement 

based on the ongoing discussion. In their current state, 

they are based on a bunch of literature on organiza-

tional aesthetics and adapt the findings of extensive re-

views of the field to the KM domain (in particular Tay-

lor & Hansen, 2005; Baldessarelli, Stigliani & Els-

bach, 2022 provided valuable findings for this pur-

pose).  

In conclusion, I argue, that the exploration of aes-

thetic knowledge and knowing within the context of 

KM presents a beneficial avenue for further research. 

By further exploring the intersections of aesthetics, 

other non-rational forms of knowledge, and KM, we 

can pave the way for a more holistic understanding of 

knowledge and its application in organizational set-

tings. This approach not only aims to maintain KM’s 

relevance but also supports organizations in realizing 

their full potential. 
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