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[bookmark: _Toc75970201]Executive Summary
The purpose of this report is to investigate the knowledge Management System at Amazon, to identify any problems, and to present options for redress. The report finds Amazon faces issues of concern, including the threat of legislative action, and the failure to fully adopt modern models for achieving competitive advantage.
This report identifies areas of weakness and provides recommendations for redress.
This report concludes that Amazon must increase its developmental programmes for staff, including training, performance management, engagement and motivation. Amazon should alter and enhance its Resource Based View of the corporation, to include harnessing the resources of its staff, while keeping under constant review. Policy on 
Preventing and defending legislative action needs to be narrowed, focussed, appropriately differentiated, and consistently applied without persistent vacillation. Timescales for implementation and review are included. This report should be circulated to only higher-level users of the Amazon Knowledge Management systems.
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1.0 [bookmark: _Toc75970202]Introduction
This report was commissioned by Rachel Cook. The initial request for this report was received on the 23rd April 2021. Gareth Rhys Lewis, undergraduate at the University of Wales Trinity St. David (UWTSD) compiled this report and it was submitted on 2nd July 2021. The secondary research comprised of academic textbooks, journals and websites; Marketing and Retail industry journals; credible news outlet publications; and various websites, including those of Amazon and its competitors. No primary research was initiated for this report. The best available knowledge, skills and judgement have been utilised for this report. The purpose of this report is to: describe Knowledge Management systems at Amazon, to investigate the internal and external context through criticality and comparison, to critically discuss Amazon’s Knowledge Management System through creation and application of a four-stage knowledge management value chain (KMVC) and application of various knowledge typologies. Conclusions are to be drawn from these findings, and recommendations for improvements provided. Both rational and creative methods of decision making will generate a diverse, relevant, and appropriate selection of solutions.
It is important at this point to clarify the terms used in this report, and the distinctions betwixt. It is not universally realised that the word data is simply the plural of datum, with a Latin etymological suffix. Therefore, questions such as ‘What is data?’ are more common than the more correct ‘What are data?’. The term is often used to refer to sets of data, as a collective noun. Such is the common usage of both meanings, that readers should assume that references to data in this report refer to a dataset or datasets rather than multiple datum points unless the contextual language refers to plurality.
Data is (or, ‘are’) often categorised as ‘raw’, in that in and of itself is often unusable, such as alphabetical or numeric denotations incapable on their own of informing the viewer. They are often easily captured and collatable so that data with the correct context and structure can be a useful resource. Data does not give away its own meaning, so to speak. Information, conversely, does inform, being a refined form of data. Information is data that has undergone a transitional process in which it has been condensed, corrected, calculated, categorised, imbued with context, or a combination of several or all (Davenport and Prusak, 2000). Information can be transferred easily; vocally, visually, or verbally, for example, just as the reader may easily be deposited with the information from this report. Information, just like this report, has a structure and a context allowing it to undergo another transition, to become knowledge with the addition of experience and/or intuition into the mix. Transitory processes for information include comparison, connection, the consideration of consequences, and the understanding afforded by conversational dialogue of which it is the subject (Davenport and Prusak, 2000).
Knowledge Management is ‘the systematic management of an organization's knowledge assets for the purpose of creating value and meeting tactical & strategic requirements’ (KMT, 2018). It describes how companies manage data, information, and knowledge, attempting to transform such resources into higher value and better refined versions. Knowledge Management (KM) has existed in primitive forms since the dawn of understanding; but has become recognisable and definable as a field of study and practice since the 1970s, starting with Drucker’s (1974) theory of Organisational Learning. The concept grew in popularity as a discipline in the ensuing decades, culminating in a cultural high-water mark with the mid-nineties interventions of Quinn, touting Four Levels of Knowledge (1993) then Nonaka and Takeuchi, firstly with their 1995 knowledge-creation typology, followed by the SECI model (1996). The 1990s saw the proliferation of in-house KM programmes, the launch of the International Knowledge Management Network (IKMN), and Knowledge Management become big and lucrative business.
Problem solving and decision making are by now aided and underpinned by Knowledge Management. The numerous benefits of successful Knowledge Management include quicker and standardised processes, better informed decisions, and efficiency savings relating to reduced errors and time saved in sourcing information (Greene, 2021). The improvements in Knowledge Management are being driven by several overlapping factors. Sanchez (2003) suggests that these so-called ‘drivers’ include the attraction of organisational learning, the efficient harnessing of staff knowledge and training, technological advances, the associated opportunity for better organised content management, and the increase in knowledge-merging and innovation-sharing.

2.0 [bookmark: _Toc75970203]Findings
2.1 [bookmark: _Toc75970204]Organisational Profile of Amazon
Amazon is a multinational corporation, headquartered in Seattle and incorporated in the United States (Marketline, 2021) which operates globally. It was founded in 1994 (CNN, 2021) by Jeff Bezos initially as an online book retailer primarily. It is still mainly thought of as an online retailer (Bloomberg, 2021), and one of the world’s largest information technology companies, but it also now has physical stores, runs advertising, runs membership and subscription programmes, creates media content, and acts as a platform for independent sellers. It is notable for its use of and sale of Artificial Intelligence (AI) products (Forbes, 2018). In 2019, 31% of Amazon’s revenue came from outside the United States, from Germany, the UK, Japan, and the rest of the world (Marketline, 2021). Amazon’s 2020 revenue totalled over 386,000,000,000 US dollars, an increase of over 37% from 2019. It employs over 1,200,000 staff at hundreds of locations worldwide (Craft, 2021). Women account for 44% of the total workforce, but only 22% of the senior leaders (Amazon, 2021a).
2.2 [bookmark: _Toc75970205]Critical Evaluation of Knowledge Management System
The Knowledge Management Value Chain is a concept in which the value of knowledge increases as it progresses further along the chain. An example of a Knowledge Value Management Chain is pictured below.
Knowledge Value Management Chain:
[image: A screenshot of a computer
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This example has four stages, underpinned by the three knowledge typologies of Nevis (1995) (acquisition, sharing, & utilization). The six typologies of Amidon and Skyrme (1997), and the four classifications each of Wiig (1997) and Quinn (1997) refer to different forms of knowledge which could appear in each or every section of the chain.
While applying the concept of a knowledge management chain to Amazon, sufficient attention must be paid not just to the role played by computerised storage systems, but the extent to which their AI is truly a form of ‘intelligence’. Few would argue that their system can process and organise information. But knowledge is a lived experience- can any AI claim to have that capability? Can it be said to have a semblance of ‘intuition’? Taking the 4 ‘C’s of Davenport and Prusak (2000), one could argue that Amazon’s AI does compare and connect, and can predict consequences. Perhaps the limited input from human software engineers could be considered as conversation. It is oft asserted that the reproduction of knowledge is not possible, as it based on experience and individual values. Can the ‘knowledge’ of an AI be reproduced in a human, without the human living the experience? If the AI does possess its own knowledge, can this be described as tacit knowledge? Is the fact that the codification renders the knowledge mere information, even if the code is beyond human understanding? These questions blur the lines between defined areas in a way that Nevis and Nonaku and Takeuchi failed to incorporate into models. The technological advances made since the heyday of these primitive theorists make their typologies and models increasingly obsolete, and their use should be apportioned appropriate criticality. Forbes (2018) explain how Amazon have structured themselves around Artificial Intelligence. One must consider how Amazon might wish to supplant the traditional intelligence of a workforce with an artificial intelligence with fewer social needs leading to a lower level of employer responsibility. The consequences of such a change could be revolutionary. Development vehicles such as Performance Management, Employer Engagement, Training, and Motivation are much vaunted methods to which competitive benefits are attributed. Can they continue to be useful developmental vehicles in the age of AI? Armstrong (2016, p.83) recognises Performance Management as the highest imperative of managerial responsibilities. Will this continue, or will the discipline of performance management relate to the upkeep of the AI? Furnham and Treglown (2018) describe Employee Engagement as an “implicit agreement about the reciprocal obligations between employee and employer”. The psychological contract has, they write, “a firm grip over the enchantment and motivation of employees”. Does such an agreement or contract still exist, implicitly or otherwise? Dozens of theorists from Vroom (1964) to Covey (2004) have discussed the importance and differentiations in types of motivation. These theories will have little relevance for AI performance. There is a large consensus that training can bring benefits for both organisations and individuals (IPA, 2020, Robert Half Inc., 2020). But in an arena where AI contains the knowledge, and humans are used chiefly for tasks as yet unsuitable for robotics, there seems little incentive to do so. The role of AI at Amazon cannot by separated from the concept of the knowledge management value chain. AI is inextricably linked to the company, and the ‘chain’.
2.2.1 [bookmark: _Toc75970206]Acquisition
The first of the four stages is acquisition. The knowledge at this stage is at the position of lowest value in the chain. This stage of the chain correlates with Nevis’s (1995) description of knowledge acquisition, in which insights may be created or developed. Amazon acquire knowledge in several ways. They have acquired entire businesses and the knowledge contained therein, and merged it with its own (Pulse Integration, 2020). It also allows sellers to advertise on its platform, and so acquires their technical specifications of products and services, and also the knowledge of customer searches and interest in such products, gaining intelligence about the consumer. They have a far heavier reliance on external sources than on internal sources. This ‘factual knowledge’ as Wiig (1997) would have it, that Amidon and Skyrme (1997) refer to as ‘know-that’, develops Amazon’s insight into product data, and enables a scientific view of what does and doesn’t work well. Much of the data can be cross-referenced against Amazon’s other myriad sources to ensure accuracy and relevance. Amazon are practised and efficient at converting explicit knowledge to more explicit knowledge, in the process of ‘Combination’, according to the SECI model of Nonaka and Takeuchi (1996). There is little evidence of ‘Externalisation’ (tacit to explicit conversion) at this stage, although this may depend on whether one categorises AI as a ‘document’ or a ‘person’. Neither classification proves particularly useful in applying the model. Despite the general acceptance of the benefits of Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theory of Legitimate Peripheral Participation (LPP), communities of practice (CoP) are largely absent for most of Amazon’s workforce. Most Amazon staff do not take part in scheduled meetings for tacit-to-tacit knowledge sharing (Socialisation). There have been occasions where Amazon has entered into pilot partnerships with other companies, only for these companies to see much of their acquired knowledge lifted almost en-masse by Amazon through online capture (Lina Khan – US Lawyer, 2021). Many of these companies have succeeded in taking legal redress, but enough damage has already been caused for the company to be doomed, as could be argued happened in the case of Toys R Us (NBC News, 2006). Amazon obviously value consumer and company knowledge highly, and by contrast spurn employee knowledge.
2.2.2 [bookmark: _Toc75970207]Storage
The second stage of the chain is Storage. The knowledge, by this stage, has increased in value. No reference is made to storage in Nevis’s typology, but Amidon and Skyrme (1997) do refer to ‘know-who’ and ‘know-where’ as knowledge of where and with whom knowledge is held. In the case of Amazon (2021c), knowledge rarely resides with a single person or a location, but is held, and known to be held on their vast cloud storage system, AWS (Amazon Web Services). Access to certain levels is limited to a privileged few, as most staff are thought of as a drone-like resource for whom knowledge is neither necessary nor desirable. AWS is organised to automatically capture and store knowledge, and does not rely solely on human input. It is a modern, complex, but user-friendly platform, purpose-built to store maximum detail on products, companies and consumers (Learning Solutions, 2014). Amazon’s technological ability to store knowledge is immense, as Amazon are at the forefront of information technology (Bloomberg, 2021). Consumer patterns and preferences are committed to memory in the company’s vast repository for knowledge. The automated procedural function of the AWS Artificial Intelligence capability could be viewed as a form of Wiig’s (1997) classification of Methodological Knowledge. This could provide some explanation as to Amazon’s wilful distancing of staff from knowledge and vice versa. Amazon appear to show little regard for the potential for Wiig’s ‘Expectational Knowledge’ among employees, something which could be supported by organisational systems such as HR. Support systems such as HR, finance and others are geared towards AI use at Amazon, not for human benefit. Amazon does not view the skills and ability to access the system beyond basic input as a necessary prerequisite. There is arguably a degree of externalisation at this stage with supposedly tacit knowledge converted to explicit, again depending on one’s view of these definitions as applied to AI.
2.2.3 [bookmark: _Toc75970208]Dissemination
The third stage of the chain is dissemination, referring to the sharing internally of knowledge. The knowledge is shared across the company to designers, marketers, and manufacturers, enabling the various parts of the company to mimic the success of any independent sellers on the platform. Amazon compartmentalises areas of knowledge for sharing among specific groups of users (The New York Times, 2015), while excluding others. Systemic algorithms allow for data to be automatically refined as it is drawn from the bottom up as usable information (Kasabov and Kosma, 1998). Such is the advanced Artificial Intelligence of the system, that it could be argued the system itself is imbued with Wiig’s (1997) ‘Expectational’ Knowledge, derived from experience, as it can compute how the success of previous generic copies of products might be reflected in generic copies of similar item. This compartmentalised process of dissemination is automated, and can scarcely be described as a knowledge-sharing culture (The New York Times, 2015). General knowledge sharing among staff is actively discouraged. One way that helps the organisation ensure employees can successfully convert explicit knowledge to tacit knowledge (Internalisation) is that often a prototype already exists from an independent seller on Amazon, meaning the designer, marketer, or manufacturer is engaged in an exercise in mimicry rather than creativity. Amazon are in the enviable position of having multiple independent sellers effectively engaged in a vast prototype product trial on their platform, the results of which are disseminated quickly and efficiently.
2.2.4 [bookmark: _Toc75970209]Application
The fourth and final stage is the application of knowledge. Often, this is given as the penultimate stage of the chain, as in Weggeman’s (2000) example, with an additional fifth stage acting as an evaluating, cyclical path back to the start of the chain. A disciple of Nonaka and Takeuchi might reasonably ask if internalisation occurs at this stage. However, this stage at Amazon acts as more of a demonstration of the limits of the SECI model, with its erroneous assumptions, and its lack of distinction between knowledge contained in the staff, and knowledge contained in the system. As has already been stated, Amazon attempt to bypass employee input in the process, preferring to rely on their Artificial Intelligence system to do the work for them. It could be argued that technology has reached the point at which the complicated nature of the knowledge held by the AI is difficult for mere humans to codify internally, that the AI itself has a ‘knack’ for the duties it performs, and that its knowledge could be described as tacit. This would mark a role-reversal for human employees and systems that could herald remarkable changes for the future of Knowledge Management. This technological fusion of physical and digital worlds (World Economic Forum, 2021) will lead to debate about the desired or necessary level of biological input. Forbes (2018) are clear about use of application at Amazon, claiming: ‘Machine learning technology is used by the product recommendation team’ for new products.
Amazon’s own products, some of which are obvious generic copies of pre-existing merchandise, are evidence of their manufacturers’ strict application of knowledge. Amazon use Knowledge Application ruthlessly and effectively, knowing which consumers to target with the design, and when and where the best opportunities for advertisement and marketing are likely to occur. This is an example of Nevis’s ‘Knowledge Utilisation’ (1995), and brings knowledge associated with timing, which Amidon and Skyrme described as ‘know-when’ (1997). The Knowledge Application undergoes evaluation by the AI algorithms in a process often illustrated as a fifth Knowledge Management Chain-link.
2.2.5 [bookmark: _Toc75970210]Summary
Amazon has a complex and logical Knowledge Management system, which successfully utilises the SECI model at various stages, while rejecting its use on other occasions. How one adjudges the ability of AI to claim tacit knowledge will affect one’s conclusion as to its use and usefulness.
2.3 [bookmark: _Toc75970211]SWOT Analysis of Knowledge Management System
Amazon have garnered some renown for their exploitation of knowledge management (Amazon – What they know about us, 2020). They have established themselves as a sprawling provider of services and retail goods, but also as a platform on which competitors flaunt their wares. Amazon, having acquired competitor sales and technical specifications store, share, and apply this knowledge to copy their best-selling rivals, to undercut them and to supplant their hitherto successful models, ultimately squeezing them out and replacing them. Parallels have been drawn with the cuckoo, as the product offspring of Amazon thrive on the sustenance provided by the success of the adoptive parent company, sustenance which is denied to their own familial products. Amazon, in a sense, have other companies testing products for them, before they cherry pick ideas to ape. This has been a remarkably successful strategy for Amazon, facilitating their rapid expansion. Engagement with organisational support systems has enabled Amazon to reap the rewards of competitor field data, and it is exploiting it ruthlessly.
[bookmark: _Hlk75969983]Comparison to other retailers such as Best Buy (Baer, 2002) shows other retailers lagging far behind Amazon’s management of knowledge, with Best Buy displaying a higher priority for employee learning. Compared to the attitude of UWTSD (2021) to data, an organisation prioritising data protection, which shows little interest in monetising the data of students to impose itself as a market leader, Amazon’s practices can appear rapacious or amoral (Lina Khan – US Lawyer, 2021). Such behaviour could plausibly draw the attention of legislative bodies, and attract anti-trust investigations which could have serious implications for Amazon’s future. Conversely, Amazon’s actions now could project them so far ahead of their contemporaries, that any future legislation could arrive too late to affect the established dominance of Amazon, or to protect other businesses from falling by the wayside in the meantime. Amazon (2021b) are protective of their internal processes, so much information is not publicly available. The information released voluntarily by Amazon requires examination through a heavily critical lens as it is likely that many of their processes have been sanitised for public consumption. The New York Times (2015) describes a ‘culture of secrecy’ at Amazon, in which all employees are subjected to mandatory non-disclosure agreements.
The ‘Resource Based View’ of a company, or RBV has become an influential (Peng, 2001) theory on the management of knowledge resource, with the aim of gaining competitive advantage. There is no doubt that Amazon view knowledge as a valuable resource, but their application of the RBV could be characterised as uneven. Amazon have an array of tangible and intangible resources, of which knowledge can be either, but the further assumption that the resource is heterogeneous and immobile targets mainly the intangible. The imperfection of the model requires one to ignore the fact that Amazon’s acquisition of much of their data proves an element of mobility. Comparison to the VRIO framework (Barney, 1991) shows a correlation in Amazon’s use of the resource. Amazon have correctly recognised the ‘Value’ (the first VRIO criterion) of the resource. The type of knowledge in itself may not be particularly ‘Rare’ (the second VRIO criterion), but the scale and depth of their knowledge resource is particularly rare. The scale and depth of stored knowledge severely restrict the ‘Imitability’ (the third VRIO criterion) making it prohibitively costly for most other organisations. Amazon’s support systems are ‘Organised to capture’ (the fourth VRIO criterion) value, on a scale which could be viewed as non-substitutable or irreplaceable. However, it is of note that Amazon do not include staff-held knowledge in the same manner as system-harvested knowledge. Evidence shows that Amazon use the resource-based view of the firm in a targeted and limited way, relying on the system-held knowledge as a resource, while eschewing the tacit knowledge of the majority of the workforce. Amazon seems to have found an efficiency in bypassing the humans in their system, at least the supposed drones at lower levels, making the level of their understanding and knowledge close to irrelevant. A SWOT analysis of Amazon’s Knowledge Management system reveals the following:
Strengths.
· Their IT capabilities are second-to-none.
· They are successfully using knowledge management to establish themselves as a near-monopoly at the expense of squeezed-out rivals.
· Ability to dredge data globally.
· Advanced and efficient sharing capability.
· Large workforce to exploit.
· Show awareness of RBV possibilities.
Weaknesses.
· Increasing media attention on activities.
· Increasing activist attention on the company.
· Currently failing to maximise use of RBV among staff.
Opportunities.
· RBV within KM potentially could be increased.
· Accelerated and expanding accumulation exponentially increasing intelligence.
· Widening reach of marketing and propaganda.
Threats.
· Increasing consciousness of privacy issues.
· Political pressure from legislatures.
· Anti-trust investigations.
· The moral dubiousness of their activities could precipitate various attempts at redress.

SWOT Matrix.
[image: ]



3.0 [bookmark: _Toc75970212]Conclusion
Amazon are well-placed, generally, and particularly in the field of Knowledge Management, to deal with the fluctuating circumstances caused by the pandemic and political upheaval with which it is presented. They have a world-leading, global system of data capture, and unparalleled machine-learning capability. Amazon tends to view employee knowledge as a distraction from company and consumer knowledge. This raises obvious societal concerns, but they are concerns to which Amazon can choose to be gaily oblivious. Amazon value data from consumers and sellers extremely highly. Amazon apportion a very low value on whatever tacit knowledge is held by the bulk f their employees (such that it is). Amazon are not oblivious to the Resource Based View of the company and harness it where possible to incorporate into their AI systems. They repudiate its use as a tool for organising their employees, depriving them of any further competitive advantage that might be brought. There are risks associated with this strategy, but if they aim to maximise accelerated expansion to become ubiquitous, this could be the best route. Amazon show awareness of the SECI model and its uses but are showing how the SECI model could become increasingly limited in the future if the distinctions twixt transfers of knowledge require modern new definitions.


4.0 [bookmark: _Toc75970213]Recommendations
The following recommendations should be followed by Amazon to consolidate and improve their market-leading position and to defend their oligopoly. Several recommendations are for a continuation of current policy, while others endorse new strategies.
Amazon should attempt to ward off legislative interest in and action against their Knowledge Management System. Amazon must establish themselves, through intermediaries, as committed providers of large-scale political donations to the various centrist and right-wing political parties in western democracies.
Amazon should continue and expand policy of smearing trade union movements and activists and avoiding recognition of on-site trade unions and collective bargaining. Simultaneously, Amazon should instigate developmental programmes centring on Performance Management, Employer Engagement, Motivation and Training as a veneer to deflect the inevitable associated criticisms of their reductive attitude to staff.
Amazon should fully implement the RBV model to apply to staff knowledge in addition to their application to the AI system. Whereas the view of staff knowledge as a distraction may have logic, its correct use could increase the learning capability of its AI, while simultaneously improving engagement and motivation among staff and bringing with it the competitive advantage pointed to in the VRIO framework. While this could bring as yet unquantifiable benefits on its own, it should also have the effect of reducing the animosity felt towards the corporation in many quarters of society.
These recommendations should be implemented by December 2021 and reviewed before the AGM of 2022.
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