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Tacit Dimension Michael Polanyi refers to the profound insights of philosopher and scientist
Michael Polanyi regarding the nature of knowledge and how it is acquired, shared, and utilized.
Polanyi's work has had a lasting influence on various fields, including epistemology, the philosophy
of science, and organizational theory. His concept of tacit knowledge emphasizes the importance of
the unspoken, intuitive, and experiential aspects of knowing, which contrasts sharply with explicit
knowledge that can be easily articulated and documented. This article delves into the nuances of
Polanyi's tacit dimension, its implications for knowledge management, and its relevance in
contemporary discussions about learning, innovation, and human interaction.



Understanding Tacit Knowledge

Tacit knowledge is defined as the knowledge that is difficult to transfer to another person by writing
it down or verbalizing it. It is inherently personal and context-specific, often rooted in individual
experiences and insights. Michael Polanyi articulated this concept in his influential work,
particularly in his book "The Tacit Dimension," published in 1966.

Characteristics of Tacit Knowledge

Tacit knowledge possesses several key characteristics:

1. Personal and Contextual: It is deeply tied to the individual's experiences and the specific context
in which it is developed.

2. Intuitive: Much of tacit knowledge is intuitive, often arising from subconscious processes and not
easily articulated.

3. Embodied: Tacit knowledge is frequently linked to physical skills and practices, such as riding a
bike or playing a musical instrument.

4. Difficult to Formalize: Unlike explicit knowledge, which can be documented and codified, tacit
knowledge resists easy expression in words or symbols.

Polanyi's Distinction Between Tacit and Explicit Knowledge

Polanyi emphasized that knowledge cannot be entirely captured through explicit means. He
famously stated, "We can know more than we can tell," highlighting the limitations of verbal
expression in fully conveying human understanding. This distinction is critical in appreciating the
complexity of knowledge and the processes through which it is acquired.

The Role of Tacit Knowledge in Learning and
Innovation

The significance of tacit knowledge extends beyond individual cognition; it plays a vital role in
collective learning and innovation within organizations and societies.

Learning through Experience

Tacit knowledge is primarily acquired through experience rather than formal education. This
experiential learning process can include:

- Mentorship: Learning from more experienced individuals who share their insights and skills.
- Practice: Repeated engagement in a task, leading to an intuitive understanding of the nuances
involved.



- Observation: Gaining knowledge through observing others and mimicking their actions.

Innovation and Creativity

In the realm of innovation, tacit knowledge fosters creativity and problem-solving. When individuals
draw on their tacit understanding, they can connect seemingly unrelated ideas and concepts, leading
to novel solutions. Successful innovators often combine explicit knowledge with their tacit insights
to navigate complex challenges.

Tacit Knowledge in Organizations

In contemporary organizations, the recognition of tacit knowledge as a valuable asset has led to
various strategies aimed at harnessing it for competitive advantage.

Knowledge Management Practices

Organizations must develop effective knowledge management practices to capture and leverage
tacit knowledge. Some strategies include:

1. Encouraging Collaboration: Creating environments where employees can share their insights and
experiences through collaborative workspaces and team projects.

2. Implementing Mentorship Programs: Pairing less experienced employees with seasoned
professionals to facilitate the transfer of tacit knowledge.

3. Fostering a Learning Culture: Encouraging continuous learning and exploration to allow
individuals to share their tacit insights freely.

Challenges in Capturing Tacit Knowledge

Despite its importance, organizations face challenges in capturing tacit knowledge:

- Resistance to Sharing: Individuals may hesitate to share their insights, fearing that their unique
knowledge could diminish their value within the organization.

- Difficulty in Documentation: The inherently personal nature of tacit knowledge makes it hard to
document effectively.

- Loss of Knowledge: When experienced employees retire or leave, their tacit knowledge may be lost
if not adequately transferred.

The Philosophical Implications of Polanyi's Work

Michael Polanyi's exploration of tacit knowledge has broader philosophical implications, particularly
concerning the nature of scientific inquiry and the limits of human understanding.



The Science of Knowing

Polanyi argued that scientific knowledge is not merely a collection of explicit facts but is deeply
intertwined with tacit dimensions. This understanding challenges the traditional view of objectivity
in science, suggesting that personal intuition and judgment play a substantial role in scientific
discovery.

Critique of Positivism

Polanyi's work serves as a critique of positivism, which emphasizes observable and measurable
phenomena. By highlighting the limitations of explicit knowledge, he advocates for a more holistic
approach to understanding human cognition that incorporates subjective experiences.

Conclusion

Michael Polanyi's concept of the tacit dimension has reshaped our understanding of knowledge,
learning, and innovation. By recognizing the value of tacit knowledge, we can appreciate the
complexity of human cognition and the dynamic processes involved in acquiring and sharing
knowledge. As organizations navigate an increasingly complex and fast-paced world, fostering
environments that recognize and leverage tacit knowledge will be crucial for sustained success.

Ultimately, Polanyi’s insights remind us that knowledge is not merely a commodity to be transferred
but a rich tapestry woven from individual experiences, insights, and interactions. By embracing both
tacit and explicit knowledge, we can cultivate a more nuanced understanding of learning, creativity,
and the human experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main idea behind Michael Polanyi's concept of the
‘tacit dimension'?

The main idea behind Michael Polanyi's concept of the 'tacit dimension' is that there are forms of
knowledge that are not easily articulated or expressed explicitly, but are nonetheless essential for
understanding and skillful action. This includes personal insights, intuitions, and skills acquired
through experience.

How does tacit knowledge differ from explicit knowledge
according to Polanyi?

Tacit knowledge is personal, context-specific, and difficult to formalize or communicate, while
explicit knowledge can be easily articulated, documented, and shared, such as facts and procedures.
Polanyi emphasized that tacit knowledge is fundamental to human understanding and creativity.



In what fields is the concept of the tacit dimension
particularly important?

The concept of the tacit dimension is particularly important in fields such as education,
organizational management, skill development, and knowledge management. It highlights the
importance of experiential learning and the challenges of transferring implicit skills and knowledge.

Can you provide an example of tacit knowledge in everyday
life?

An example of tacit knowledge in everyday life is riding a bicycle. While one can learn the rules of
cycling and watch videos explaining the process, the actual balancing and coordination required are
learned through practice and cannot be fully conveyed through instructions alone.

What role does tacit knowledge play in scientific discovery
according to Polanyi?

According to Polanyi, tacit knowledge plays a crucial role in scientific discovery as it encompasses
the intuition, insights, and unarticulated skills that scientists use in their research. This dimension of
knowledge often guides hypothesis formation and experimental design, which cannot be completely
captured by formal methods.

How does Polanyi's tacit dimension relate to the idea of
personal knowledge?

Polanyi's tacit dimension relates to the idea of personal knowledge by emphasizing that much of
what we know is ingrained in our experiences and personal insights. He argued that knowledge is
not just a collection of facts but is deeply connected to the individual and their unique perspective.

What implications does the tacit dimension have for
organizational learning?

The tacit dimension has significant implications for organizational learning by highlighting the need
for environments that foster sharing of experiences and informal interactions. Organizations must
create systems that allow for mentorship, collaboration, and social learning to leverage the tacit
knowledge of their members.

What criticisms have been made regarding the concept of the
tacit dimension?

Critics of the tacit dimension argue that Polanyi's distinction between tacit and explicit knowledge
can be overly simplistic, as many types of knowledge exist on a continuum. Additionally, some
believe that the emphasis on tacit knowledge may overlook the importance of formalized knowledge
systems and documentation in certain fields.
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TACIT Definition & Meaning - Merriam-Webster
The meaning of TACIT is expressed or carried on without words or speech. How to use tacit in a
sentence.

TACIT | English meaning - Cambridge Dictionary
TACIT definition: 1. understood without being expressed directly: 2. not expressing or talking about
something.... Learn more.

TACIT Definition & Meaning | Dictionary.com
Tacit definition: understood without being openly expressed; implied.. See examples of TACIT used
in a sentence.

Tacit - Definition, Meaning & Synonyms | Vocabulary.com
The adjective tacit refers to information that is understood without needing to acknowledge it. For
example, since we know that the sky is blue, that kind of assumption is tacit.

TACIT definition and meaning | Collins English Dictionary
If you refer to someone's tacit agreement or approval, you mean they are agreeing to something or
approving it without actually saying so, often because they are unwilling to admit to doing so.

Tacit - definition of tacit by The Free Dictionary
1. understood without being openly expressed; implied: tacit approval. 2. silent; saying nothing: a
tacit partner. 3. unvoiced or unspoken: a tacit prayer.

tacit - Wiktionary, the free dictionary
Nov 6, 2024 - tacit (comparative more tacit, superlative most tacit) Implied, but not made explicit,
especially through silence.

What does Tacit mean? - Definitions.net
Tacit knowledge or implicit knowledge—as opposed to formal, codified or explicit knowledge—is
knowledge that is difficult to express or extract, and thus more difficult to transfer to others by ...

TACIT | definition in the Cambridge English Dictionary
TACIT meaning: 1. understood without being expressed directly: 2. not expressing or talking about
something.... Learn more.

tacit adjective - Definition, pictures, pronunciation and usage ...
Definition of tacit adjective in Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary. Meaning, pronunciation,
picture, example sentences, grammar, usage notes, synonyms and more.

TACIT Definition & Meaning - Merriam-Webster
The meaning of TACIT is expressed or carried on without words or speech. How to use tacit in a
sentence.

TACIT | English meaning - Cambridge Dictionary
TACIT definition: 1. understood without being expressed directly: 2. not expressing or talking about
something.... Learn more.
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TACIT Definition & Meaning | Dictionary.com
Tacit definition: understood without being openly expressed; implied.. See examples of TACIT used
in a sentence.

Tacit - Definition, Meaning & Synonyms | Vocabulary.com
The adjective tacit refers to information that is understood without needing to acknowledge it. For
example, since we know that the sky is blue, that kind of assumption is tacit.

TACIT definition and meaning | Collins English Dictionary
If you refer to someone's tacit agreement or approval, you mean they are agreeing to something or
approving it without actually saying so, often because they are unwilling to admit to doing so.

Tacit - definition of tacit by The Free Dictionary
1. understood without being openly expressed; implied: tacit approval. 2. silent; saying nothing: a
tacit partner. 3. unvoiced or unspoken: a tacit prayer.

tacit - Wiktionary, the free dictionary
Nov 6, 2024 - tacit (comparative more tacit, superlative most tacit) Implied, but not made explicit,
especially through silence.

What does Tacit mean? - Definitions.net
Tacit knowledge or implicit knowledge—as opposed to formal, codified or explicit knowledge—is
knowledge that is difficult to express or extract, and thus more difficult to transfer to others by ...

TACIT | definition in the Cambridge English Dictionary
TACIT meaning: 1. understood without being expressed directly: 2. not expressing or talking about
something.... Learn more.

tacit adjective - Definition, pictures, pronunciation and usage ...

Definition of tacit adjective in Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary. Meaning, pronunciation,
picture, example sentences, grammar, usage notes, synonyms and more.

Explore the profound insights of Michael Polanyi's 'tacit dimension' and how unspoken knowledge
shapes our understanding. Discover how this concept impacts innovation!
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