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Abstract Much knowledge is diffused by the exchange of property rights in intangibles. But
tacit knowledge, not being subject to property rights, is instead diffused by migration of knowl-
edgeable individuals between firms. The law impacts significantly on this diffusion mecha-
nism, in particular those rules that determine the use individuals may make of their tacit
knowledge after migration to a different firm. The general principle underlying the relevant law
is that individuals are free to migrate with all their tacit knowledge. Nonetheless there are some
narrow exceptions to this principle. That these exceptions remain narrow and carefully policed
by the courts is important because imposing too many restraints on use of tacit knowledge post-
term would have a negative impact on real innovation.
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Introduction

Literature concerning the relationship between law and technological innovation
tends to focus on property markets for intangibles. Proprietary rules in intellectual
property statutes convert knowledge into a tradable commodity, and thus contrib-
ute to the construction of markets for intangibles. By the operation of such
markets, diffusion of proprietary knowledge occurs.

But this focus on proprietary systems masks the fact that much knowledge is not
and/or cannot be covered by patent rights which are dependent on codification
and recording. A very significant proportion of such non-proprietary knowledge is
tacit,2 i.e. it only exists in the minds of individuals.

Such tacit knowledge is not diffused by way of property-based exchanges, but by
migration of individuals between firms. In other words, it is the labour market
rather than the property market for intangibles that is the principal mechanism for
the diffusion of tacit knowledge.

The market for individuals with tacit knowledge is regulated by labour law, but it
is also influenced by trade secrets law and contract. These areas of law in particular
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combine to circumscribe the rights that employees and firms have to use their tacit
knowledge when they migrate between firms. They thus significantly affect inter-
firm tacit knowledge migration itself.

Legal Mechanisms Encouraging Knowledge Diffusion

The policy settings expressed in the rules of intellectual property law rest on theo-
retical assumptions about knowledge goods. Drahos has expressed these in the
following terms: ‘Such goods are typically defined in terms of two qualities: non-
rivalry consumption and non-excludability. Knowledge is perhaps the quintessen-
tial public good and there has long been a fundamental debate about how best to
ensure its development and distribution’.3

However, the tacit/codified knowledge taxonomy compels us to review these
assumptions, because tacit knowledge is arguably not non-excludable. Whether or
not to share tacit knowledge—that is, knowledge that exists only in the mind—is a
decision wholly within the power of the knowledgeable individual; others are a
priori excluded from it. Nobody gains access to an idea in an individual’s mind with-
out her cooperation.

In other words, tacit knowledge has by nature more of the characteristics of a
private good. We shall see below that the law applicable to tacit knowledge implic-
itly recognises this. But why then have we come to describe knowledge as a public
good?

First, social and cultural norms came to favour and provide diverse incentives
for the expression, recording and diffusion of knowledge (e.g. by universal free
compulsory primary education); and secondly, if knowledge is to be put to any
practical use, its publication is often unavoidable. In other words, if the knowledge
holder is to derive a practical benefit from her knowledge, she will often be unable
to avoid codifying and recording or embodying it, and thus diffusing it.4 Where
society is attuned to the possibilities of the practical applications of knowledge,5

this codification and recording imperative will amount to a very strong dynamic.6

And once knowledge is codified and recorded or embodied, it indeed has the char-
acteristics of a public good. It is in those circumstances that patent law intervenes
to mitigate its public good characteristics.

If we accept that tacit knowledge at least, or even all knowledge in origin, is by
nature private, but we also presume that society benefits from the diffusion of
knowledge, we may choose to rely on legal mechanisms that encourage disclosure.
In a market economy such mechanisms will include measures that provide poten-
tial financial rewards or material benefits to the person who makes her knowledge
public. Two institutional legal mechanisms of fundamental importance provide
such reward. First, one that encourages diffusion of knowledge to society as a whole
by a mechanism of codification, recording and disclosure. The incentive lies in the
potential but uncertain rewards flowing from property rights (patents). Secondly,
one that encourages disclosure of knowledge by individuals to a firm on the basis of
a contractual bargain, permitting the commercial exploitation of the knowledge
disclosed.7 The firm has complimentary resources and organisational skills that
allow it to make efficient use of the tacit knowledge so disclosed.

Codification and recording is not an essential requirement of the latter
mechanism. It operates on the basis of an enforceable contractual bargain: an obli-
gation to reveal tacit knowledge is assumed in return for a largely predetermined
reward.8 The size of potential rewards (salary etc.) for disclosure of knowledge by
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employees to firms is determined by the competitive operation of labour markets,
rather than by the operation of property markets for intangibles.

The hypothesis underlying this article is that this labour market, and the legal
rules and principles that underpin tacit knowledge migration on the basis of its
constituent transactions, are at least as significant in terms of knowledge diffusion,
as those IP laws framing the property market for intangibles. This article further
posits that the law in this area should be structured so as not to unnecessarily
obstruct tacit knowledge migration between firms.9

The Basic Legal Principle: Free Migration of Tacit Knowledge

The starting principle underpinning the relevant law is that tacit knowledge is an
individual’s private good. It is her own to exploit or disclose, no matter how, when,
where or from whom she has acquired or developed it. As a consequence, she can freely
undertake, in a contract of employment, to share all her tacit knowledge with a
firm, without needing to account for it to any other organisation within which it
may arguably originate. In other words, she is at liberty to migrate (with) her tacit
knowledge between firms, free from legal restraints imposed by prior employers on
its use in a new organisational context. Nor can restraints imposed on the receiving
firm indirectly restrict her use of tacit knowledge.

There are certainly significant exceptions to this basic principle, based in equity
and in contract. Firms are sometimes granted a remedy if they can trace a connec-
tion post-termination with certain specific tacit knowledge, if it has the legal charac-
ter of a trade secret. Firms are sometimes able to enforce a contractual restraint on
competition by an ex-employee, if it serves the purpose of protecting real trade
secrets. However, these exceptions are ultimately limited to a very narrow category
of case. I argue below that they do not significantly affect the operation of the
fundamental principle.

The enduring strength of the latter is apparent from the vigilance with which
the courts police attempts to derogate from it by way of contractual agreement.
Contractual constraints on the freedom of an employee to work (trade), or provi-
sions that attempt to cast the mantle of ‘trade secrets’ over too much of what the
employee knows will either be illegal or only enforceable in very limited circum-
stances.

Thus the normative environment does not generally encourage firms to take
legal action against former employees over allegations of misuse of tacit knowl-
edge. Firms may also be dissuaded by non-law related factors, of course. One such
may be that the value of tacit knowledge decreases with de-contextualisation: in
other words, there may be reduced complementarity between the tacit knowledge
imported by the employee and the other (knowledge) assets of her new firm. If as a
result the new firm generates lower returns from the employee’s tacit knowledge,
at least during an adjustment period, then the tacit knowledge migration of that
employee poses less of a competitive threat.

Furthermore, firms may also perceive themselves to be as much winners as losers
from weak controls over tacit knowledge post-term. Firms cannot legally appropri-
ate returns from the exploitation of tacit knowledge once their employees migrate
to other firms, but neither can their rivals. In other words, the law may enforce a
rough equivalence between firms as learning organisations (employees importing
and sharing knowledge), and firms as teaching organisations (employees exporting
and transferring knowledge).



288 W. van Caenegem

The Topic of This Article

Tacit knowledge escapes the dragnet of property rights, because the law consis-
tently makes the acquisition of property rights in knowledge dependent on codifi-
cation and inclusion in some external record from which it can be accessed and
understood independently of the author or creator (‘recorded knowledge’). By
contrast, tacit knowledge is not recorded but contained in the mind of an individ-
ual. Not surprisingly therefore, the rules that affect the use and diffusion of tacit
knowledge are related to obligations of fair conduct attaching to the relationship
between firm and employee—obligations of good faith or fidelity, and of confiden-
tiality. In other words, the relevant rules determine how persons with valuable
knowledge act, rather than determining the relationship between a person and
knowledge as a legally constituted object (or ‘property’).

From a systemic legal perspective, the most directly relevant legal rules of this
kind fall into two broad categories. First, those rules affecting how employees deal
with knowledge during their term of employment, in particular, how they commu-
nicate such knowledge to third parties and to what extent they are entitled to
exploit it for a purpose inconsistent with that of their employers; and secondly,
those rules affecting how employees deal with knowledge after the termination of
their employment (below: ‘post-term’).

However, in this article the focus is on sequential, not concurrent use of tacit
knowledge. In other words, it does not focus on rules affecting the relationship
between an employee and her present employer. The duty of fidelity that binds an
employee to her present firm is stringent, since her obligation not to use her
knowledge in competition with her employer, although not absolute, goes to the
heart of the bargain between them. There can hardly be a valid argument against
the proposition that an employee should as a general rule not be allowed to share
relevant tacit knowledge with rival firms during employment, or apply it to benefit
such rivals. A fairly absolute prohibition on the diffusion of tacit knowledge during
the currency of the contract of employment—which would normally take the form
of concurrent rivalrous work—is therefore justified.

Rather, the focus here is on rules that affect employees’ use and sharing of tacit
knowledge accumulated during employment after termination of the employment
contract. Those rules determine whether the migration of an individual to a new
organisational environment, equates to a migration of all their tacit knowledge,
without legal limitation or constraint. Those rules also provide a partial answer to
the question ‘how does the law affect the diffusion of tacit knowledge?’. Partial,
because a conceptual distinction refines our field of study: of interest is not so
much the migration of people between firms per se, but the concomitant migration
of their tacit knowledge. The term ‘tacit knowledge migration’ accurately describes
the field of study, which remains within the traditional knowledge-focussed realm
of intellectual property law. It is not concerned with other areas of law that might
influence a person’s decision to change firms, such as tax, severance law, general
labour law etc.

Default Rules and Contractual Variation

The residual obligation of confidence of employees operates as an exception to the
principle of free migration of tacit knowledge between firms. The right to bring an
action for breach of confidence or misuse of ‘trade secrets’ entitles a firm in a very
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limited category of case to restrict the use or communication of clearly specified
items of knowledge by ex-employees post-term. This residual obligation is a default
rule which can and often is enhanced by contractual means. Contract law princi-
ples recognise the enforceability of two kinds of provisions. First, restrictive cove-
nants or non-compete clauses may entirely prohibit knowledgeable employees
from migrating to new firms. However, they can only be enforced if the restriction
on competition is reasonably required to protect trade secrets. And secondly,
contractual provisions can purport to claim firm ownership of a wide range of
knowledge in the guise of trade secrets. However, if the obligation covers an exces-
sively broadly defined class of knowledge, even if acquired during the term of
employment, it will not be enforceable in a court of law. These rules are considered
in more detail in the second part of this article.

But first we must assess whether the starting principle of free tacit knowledge
migration referred to above has a positive effect on innovation rates. This question
is further examined below, after a more detailed investigation of the taxonomy of
tacit and codified knowledge.

Clearly, in terms of innovation a balance will have to be struck between, on the
one hand, the need for a firm to organise its complementary resources to permit
the exploitation of an employee’s tacit knowledge with optimal efficiency, and on
the other hand, optimisation of the level of diffusion of tacit knowledge through
employee mobility between firms. In the intellectual property market, a more effi-
cient allocation of resources to knowledge creation is presumed to result from the
free exercise of rational choice by consumers in the market for knowledge based
goods, rather than from a priori allocation of resources to knowledge creation.10 By
analogy optimal exploitation of tacit knowledge will result from two things: a firm’s
ability to adequately value an individual’s tacit knowledge, and obtain the migra-
tion of that individual with all she knows;11 and the exercise of individuals’ free
choice as to the organisational context in which such exploitation will be optimal.12

Tacit, Codified and Recorded Knowledge

The Position of Tacit Knowledge

The growth in the importance that firms attach to the effective appropriation and
exploitation of their intellectual capital has been accompanied by closer attention
in legal literature to the rule structures supporting those processes. At the same
time, governments also have been alive to the legal issues that affect the rate and
direction of technological change and innovation. Attention has been focussed
largely on patents, being the primary property rights in knowledge.

Patents have undoubtedly undergone a considerable expansion in substantive
and in geographical coverage, and in total numbers filed. Consequently, the rele-
vant literature seeks to come to terms with the application of patents law to new
areas of endeavour such as computers or biotechnology, and to investigate the
appropriate limits of patentability, even as the science at issue develops rapidly.13

The nature and extent of property rights (patents), and the operation of markets
for such property rights, is enormously significant.

But only a limited proportion of all knowledge is ever the subject of property
rights.

To put this in terms of codification taxonomy, while codified and recorded
knowledge is significant, tacit knowledge constitutes a vital component of knowledge
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diffusion. And as property based rules of law have no effect on tacit knowledge,
analysing such rules will teach us little about the inter-relationship between the law
and the diffusion of a vast spectrum of crucial knowledge. It is not sufficient to say
that such knowledge as is not the subject of property rights, is of little significance
because if it were valuable, investment would be made in its codification and
recording, with a view to obtaining secure property rights. A vigorous market for tacit
knowledge—or a labour market for knowledgeable individuals—in fact exists; and
that tacit knowledge is qualitatively significant knowledge is further contended
below. In any case, if an assumption about the inherent value of patents underlies
this contrasting of recorded with tacit knowledge, it is misguided: even the most
cursory acquaintance with patents, reveals that many are of little value.

The Impact of the Law on Diffusion of Tacit Knowledge

The lack of attention afforded to legal rules affecting the diffusion of tacit knowl-
edge,14 may derive from a perception that the law simply has little impact on tacit
knowledge diffusion.

But this is not the case for two reasons: first, even if one were to accept that the
diffusion of tacit knowledge is not conditioned by targeted legal rules, that in itself
would constitute a legal principle. It does not somehow, because of the nature of
tacit knowledge, unavoidably have to be so. Secondly, in fact the law does contain
rules and principles that are directed towards tacit knowledge. Admittedly these
rules operate largely in a manner that—in contrast with proprietary systems—
avoids the need to document knowledge ex ante on the basis of statutorily defined
criteria. But this simply results from the obvious practical difficulty inherent in cata-
loguing tacit knowledge, and from other policy concerns that have traditionally
informed the relevant areas of the law, focussing on freedom of labour and of
competition, rather than on migration of tacit knowledge. Since the rules affecting
tacit knowledge are rules directed at individuals with such knowledge, the rights
and freedoms of those individuals have crucially predominated in the relevant
areas of law.

What is Tacit Knowledge?

Also bedevilling the recognition of the significance of tacit knowledge in legal
discourse is the problematical nature of the tacit/codified taxonomy. Is there really
such a thing as tacit knowledge? If so, how is it to be circumscribed? Is the distinc-
tion heuristically significant or inconsequential?15 It may well be that the only real
value to legal analysis of the debate is that it highlights the fact that, for one reason
or another, much knowledge that is valuable, is not the subject of property rights,
nor of any other ‘strong’ rights that allow its use to be restrained by others. Be that
as it may, the issues in the debate are worth a brief investigation.

Ongoing controversies have complicated the seemingly simple proposition that
some knowledge is codified and recorded, whereas other knowledge exists only in
the mind. A first question is whether the distinction turns on inherent characteris-
tics or on external parameters: is tacit knowledge, rightly so called, only knowledge
that cannot be codified and/or recorded, or does it also include knowledge that
could be, but is not (yet) codified and/or recorded? A further question which logi-
cally follows is whether there is in fact knowledge that cannot be codified.16 Some
scholars accept the proposition that all knowledge can be codified: whether it ever
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is, is then purely a matter of the level of resources applied to codification and
recording.17 This would leave the category of tacit knowledge as containing noth-
ing more than ‘knowledge that is not codified’ and nothing that is inherently
uncodifiable. At another level this aspect of the debate concerns the question
under what conditions knowledge transfers by codification and recording are in
fact efficiency-enhancing.18

A further question is whether knowledge that cannot be codified is in fact
wrongly referred to as ‘knowledge’, because it is in truth skill, talent or ability.
Here the example of the surgeon commonly figures: the ability to manipulate a
scalpel is acquired by practice, is difficult if not impossible to codify or record in
all its aspects, and can thus only be transferred by observation and imitation. Is
this a form of tacit knowledge, or a skill? And is part of it talent, innate and
unlearnable? Or is it wrong to divorce skill from knowledge, might it be appropri-
ate to refer to skill as a form of knowledge: a knowing, if unconscious, how to do
things?

Codifying and Recording Knowledge

Two significant points need to be made about the debate. The first tackles the
terminological issues; the second cautions against ascribing too much importance
to them.

Some of the terminological confusion may in fact flow from a failure to distin-
guish between two distinct processes: that of codification, and that of recording. If
knowledge is or can be articulated—cognitively expressed in language, then it is
codifiable; if it is purely intuitive, then it is not.19 To ask whether some form of
knowledge is codifiable then, is to ask whether it is possible to translate it into a
language, articulated in the mind. Whether or not it is expressed in some external
record is an entirely different question, even though codification is a precondition
of external recording.20 This means that if it is inherently uncodifiable in the
proper sense of that term, then no manner of dedication of resources could render
it into codified and recorded form.

But is knowledge that cannot be codified then correctly described as ‘knowl-
edge’? It may be better described as ability or talent, something innate that cannot
be acquired by learning or doing. Ability and talent are not forms of knowledge,
since they are determined by an individual’s genetic makeup, and the term ‘knowl-
edge’ implies acquisition by learning or by doing.

There exists a penumbra, where it may be difficult to distinguish clearly between
the kind of knowledge generated by experience which is difficult to codify, and
talent or innate ability. Knowledge may remain uncodified but be readily codifi-
able, or codifiable but only with relative difficulty, and uneconomically; and yet
other knowledge may be uncodifiable but should nonetheless be distinguished
from talent because it isn’t innate. Such knowledge may be better referred to as
skill, which is or can be acquired, but only by imitation.

These categories are complex. It may be better therefore to refer to ‘tacit
knowledge’ as including all knowledge that is not recorded: it may be codified,
uncodified or maybe even uncodifiable, subject to the reservation expressed above.
Tacit knowledge may then be contrasted to ‘recorded knowledge’: knowledge that
is codified and contained in an external record. The tacit/recorded and the
codified/uncodified distinctions are then seen as separate and concerned with
different issues. The tacit/codified distinction is then redundant.
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Interesting for our purposes is that while in theory the law draws a distinction
between codified knowledge in the abovementioned sense (trade secrets that
belong to the employer) and uncodified knowledge (skill, experience and know
how that belongs to the employee), in fact a firm will rarely be able to exercise a
legal claim to an employee’s codified knowledge post-term unless it is also
recorded. So in practice much will turn not on whether knowledge is codified or
not, but on whether it is recorded or not—on the tacit/recorded distinction rather
than on the codified/uncodified distinction. The significant result is that an
employee is largely free to migrate with all her unrecorded knowledge (that is tacit
knowledge in the commonly understood sense of the word), whether it is codified,
uncodified but codifiable, or uncodifiable knowledge. We will see that the theoreti-
cal exceptions to this rule, where a firm can set out to prove that an employee has
taken some piece of codified but unrecorded knowledge that rightfully ‘belongs’ to it,
can in practice rarely be invoked successfully.

In other words, the law recognises but fudges distinctions between various forms
of tacit knowledge, accepting that such distinctions are fraught with practical diffi-
culties. This tendency to fudge makes it very difficult for firms to argue successfully
that any form of codified but unrecorded, or even uncodified but codifiable knowl-
edge is theirs and should not be used by an ex-employee. In the result, all forms of
unrecorded knowledge—tacit knowledge, in common parlance—tend to escape
any attempt at post-term appropriation. In other words, in practice individuals are
largely free to migrate between firms with all their tacit/unrecorded knowledge,
whether or not a firm can demonstrate that that knowledge originates with it.

The second point mentioned above questions the manner in which the debate
is conducted. The effect of attempting to define tacit knowledge is often to deprive
it of its essentially human context. ‘Tacit’ and ‘codified’ are treated as if they were
equivalent categories, resulting in tacit knowledge being discussed as if it were a
clearly separate entity. Arguably the essential characteristic of tacit knowledge is its
human-connectedness, and its dynamic and interactive character.21 Tacit knowl-
edge is not separate from the individual: the essential category is arguably not ‘tacit
knowledge’ but ‘a person with tacit knowledge’. Significantly for the debate about
law and the diffusion of knowledge, it is more appropriate to refer therefore to
‘tacit knowledge migration’ rather than ‘transfer of tacit knowledge’.

Tacit Knowledge Migration

The Legal Context of Knowledge Diffusion

An important assumption underlying the legal mechanism of proprietary rights in
intangibles, is that a property based market constitutes an efficient mechanism of
knowledge diffusion. But other pathways of knowledge diffusion are equally
embedded in legal mechanisms. Tacit knowledge, i.e. knowledge that is codified or
uncodified but not recorded—that exists only in the mind of an individual—is
diffused by the migration of individuals between firms. This migration of knowl-
edge is itself embedded in legal structures.

Inter-firm migration is potentially an efficient way to transfer tacit knowledge,
either because such knowledge is in any case uncodifiable, or because the process
of codification and recording is too costly, or ineffective.22 As Roberts indicates,
knowledge is transferred by socialisation, education and learning, and organisa-
tions and institutions ‘have a central role in the transfer of knowledge’.23 Market
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mechanisms which allow the exploitation of tacit knowledge by the organisation
which most values its use, thus increase efficiency.24 This means that the employee
must be relatively unencumbered in migrating to the organisation which values her
tacit knowledge most highly.

But the ability to move knowledge to a new organisational environment also
stimulates innovation. Tacit knowledge migration engenders the creativity upon
which real innovation relies:25 i.e. it is critical to new knowledge creation as
opposed to the mere leveraging of existing intangible assets.26 It may also be the
case that in an era where patent-consciousness engenders firm-level secrecy, mobil-
ity of tacit knowledge is even more significant, since to some extent it circumvents
patent inspired secrecy.27

If the acquisition of tacit knowledge by hiring is impeded by the claims of other
firms (previous employers) to such knowledge, the process of inter-firm knowledge
migration is disrupted. Furthermore, given that to the hiring firm tacit knowledge
has characteristics of inherent unknowability, an approach which largely disallows
claims to it by other firms makes sense. Not only would the ability of a hiring firm
to value the tacit knowledge of a potential employee otherwise be undermined, so
would the ability of the individual to determine in which firm her tacit knowledge
can be most efficiently utilised28—in other words, to recognise the complementar-
ity of the resources of other firms.

But the ability of firms to acquire knowledge is influenced by the legal construc-
tion of knowledge acquisition in a further manner. A firm may have a choice
between acquiring knowledge as codified in a record, or acquiring it as tacit knowl-
edge of an individual who can be hired. One determining factor may be the legal
appropriability of the knowledge. For instance, acquiring some knowledge in codi-
fied form (e.g. by studying published patent specifications) may be useless because
the law renders it illegal to use it. Acquiring a granted patent may be very useful on
the other hand. So also, hiring an employee with a certain knowledge set may be
useful, if the employee is not restrained from using any of that knowledge (e.g.
coming straight from university). On the other hand, hiring an employee from
another firm may be less useful if the law allows claims by that other firm that
restrict access to that employee’s tacit knowledge.29

The important role the law plays in this form of knowledge diffusion may be
masked by the fact that in legal discourse, principles underpinning labour mobility
are not derived from innovation policy rationales. Rather, they originate in theo-
ries about freedom of labour, and opposition to restraints on competition.

But whatever the reasons, the law does favour free migration between firms, and
as a general default rule, the freedom of the employee to transport any tacit
knowledge acquired.

The Law Must Balance Tacit Knowledge Migration and Organisational Stability

However, another significant goal is the efficient organisation of labour and other
firm assets. If no restraint is placed on tacit knowledge migration the employment
decision would be affected by too much uncertainty. In knowledge rich, R&D based
industries, investment in complementary assets is required to derive competitive
benefit from knowledgeable employees.30 Such employees may also require a
considerable period of acclimatisation and adaptation; their skills may not be
readily substitutable. Also, knowledge generation requires a coordinated team
effort. The interests of the firm or organisation in a degree of predictability based
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on binding contracts that pre-determine the parameters of a relationship with a
knowledgeable individual, thus compete with the interest in unrestricted tacit
knowledge migration.31 The law must strike a balance between on the one hand, the
efficient exploitation of knowledge within an organisation, and on the other, the
efficient diffusion of knowledge between organisations through tacit knowledge
migration.32 While it may be desirable to formulate legal principles that protect the
diffusion of tacit knowledge through employee mobility, it may also enhance the
efficiency of intra-organisational exploitation of tacit knowledge to restrict mobility
to a certain degree. Thus the law must also take into consideration the impact of
different rule settings on the level of incentive for an employee to share her knowl-
edge with a firm. If the settings of the law were to encourage firms to pursue legal
claims to tacit knowledge post-term, the incentive for the employee to reveal all she
knows to her present employer and therefore maximise the potential benefits from
her organisational integration would be diminished. There would be a stronger
incentive for the employee to be wary of indicating what she knows, if the employer
was in a position to lodge unpredictable future claims to it. This goes back to the
point made initially, that it is important that the law provides sufficient incentive for
the disclosure of otherwise private knowledge within the confines of the firm.

A further significant factor supports the law’s policy in relation to tacit knowl-
edge migration: the overall profit/loss balance to the firm under present legal
conditions may be neutral. Whereas it may result in a loss of tacit knowledge, it will
also result in the acquisition of such knowledge free of claims from other firms.
One knowledgeable employee may go but another may come.

All this is not to say that firms can never be successful in relation to legal claims
to the tacit knowledge of an ex-employee: as pointed out above, in exceptional
circumstances they can be. But it is of course not only the nature of the legal rules
which influences a firm’s decision whether or not to pursue a claim against an ex-
employee; that other factors play an important role must be kept in mind when
considering the legal picture. Maybe the most important point here is that knowl-
edge is contextual.33 In other words, knowledge in one environment—with
enhanced complementarities—will be more valuable than the same knowledge in a
different environment. This leads us to speculate that one reason why employers
rarely take action against ex-employees may be that the value of their tacit knowl-
edge is much reduced in their new organisational context or firm.

Legal Rules Affecting Employee Mobility

Introduction

The decision of a knowledgeable employee to migrate to a new firm is of course
determined by many disparate factors. They include personal circumstances, firm
specific conditions, industry structures and social norms. Here we are concerned
with regulatory or legal settings as a factor influencing mobility, and particularly
the rules that relate directly to the use of tacit knowledge.

The relevant legal principles are largely judge-made, having evolved over time
with little interference from parliament.34 Traditionally the courts have been
attuned to the right of workers freely to seek employment; to the public interest in
individuals being able to apply all their talents and experience without restraint;
and to the free market imperative. The potential effect of the relevant legal norms
on innovation or knowledge diffusion is not a factor expressly taken into account.
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As indicated above, the areas of law that are most relevant post-term are, on the
one hand, the equitable action for breach of confidence and on the other hand,
contract law relating to the enforceability of confidentiality provisions and of
restrictive covenants in contracts of employment. The two sets of rules are intercon-
nected, as is apparent from the more detailed discussion below.35

Breach of Confidence and the Duty of Fidelity

The law makes a significant distinction between the legal appropriation of tacit
knowledge during the term of the contract of employment, and after its termina-
tion (or post-term). During employment the legal framework is the overarching
duty of fidelity owed to the employer.36 Generally speaking the employee is under a
legal obligation to use knowledge relevant to her duties only in a manner that does
not harm the interests of the firm. This amounts to a duty not to compete with the
employer during the term of employment in areas which draw on knowledge
connected to the firm’s business.37

Naturally, these obligations have practical limitations. Even though an
employee may strictly speaking be under a legal obligation to disclose tacit knowl-
edge that may advance the interests of the firm, she can scarcely be forced to divulge
tacit knowledge. Such knowledge is by definition unknowable by others and often
inchoate. Thus there is rarely effective legal recourse available against an
employee who chooses not to do so and goes on to exploit an idea, earlier
conceived, post-term.38 The firm’s legal appropriation of tacit knowledge resulting
from fidelity is comprehensive.

Although it applies in principle only during the term of employment, the nature
and extent of the duty of fidelity during employment is not irrelevant in relation to
the mobility of an employee. The courts sometimes grant a remedy post-term, by
tracing back to a breach of the duty of fidelity which occurred while the employee
was still employed—e.g. where the employee can be shown to have deliberately
copied confidential files just prior to departure.

But our main focus here is nonetheless on the narrower obligation of
confidence which persists post-term, because in this equitable obligation (the legal
means of protection of ‘trade secrets’) lies the answer to our core question: to what
extent can a firm restrict an ex-employee from using tacit knowledge post-term? We
shall see below that generally speaking, the action for breach of confidence only
succeeds in a narrow category of case. As a result, firms have sought, as an alterna-
tive strategy, to restrain employees by contractual means from using tacit
knowledge in a competitive manner for a period after termination. In other words,
they attempt to extend their legal appropriation of tacit knowledge by imposing
restrictive covenants or broad contractual definitions of trade secrets; but these are
practices which courts have barely tolerated.

Knowledge Protected by the Action for Breach of Confidence

The common law does not recognise property rights in trade secrets. This means
that a remedy for a breach of confidence continues to be founded in equity, an
area of law whose essence is to enforce conscionable conduct, good faith, in
relationships of trust. Equity aims to protect not the relationship between a person
and a reified intangible, but the relationship within which this intangible has
passed between parties.
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The evidence tendered by the ex-employer to succeed in a breach of confidence
action must suffice to establish the following elements on the balance of probabili-
ties: the knowledge must be clearly identifiable, itemised and specific (sometimes
the term ‘documented’ is used); it must have been communicated, obtained or
generated in circumstances that expressly or by implication impose a duty of confi-
dence on the recipient; it must not be in the public domain; it must be connected
to the duties the employee had; and the knowledge must be used or communicated
in a manner that is contrary to the obligations regarding its use.

In practice, the various elements commonly present serious evidentiary hurdles:
they are of their nature difficult to prove, above all where the knowledge is tacit, i.e.
is not codified and recorded. Tacit knowledge is per definition not recorded in
some form which represents submissible evidence. The relevant evidence will very
often only be fully known or available to the defendant, and any external traces of
the employee’s tacit knowledge will be difficult to trace back.

Significant difficulties also flow from the fact that tacit knowledge is a seamless
mass not consisting of readily identifiable isolated items. In fact this can be said
about all knowledge: patent law attempts to overcome this difficulty by formulating
detailed a priori requirements in an attempt to narrowly delineate excised items of
knowledge—to circumscribe an invention. But success in such endeavours comes
at a considerable administrative cost. When it comes to confidential tacit knowl-
edge the identification and excission process is in effect conducted ex post.

A firm is most likely to be successful if knowledge is codified and expressed in
some record, that the employee has allegedly made off with. The physical record
can then function as the boundary of the knowledge concerned, often clearly
identifying its origins. But tacit knowledge is by definition not codified or
recorded, so in relation to such knowledge chances of success are very much
reduced. It will also be much more difficult for a firm to prove the when and the
where of the source of the knowledge, and its connection to the erstwhile duties of
the employee.

The Skills/Trade Secret Distinction

The weak evidentiary position of the firm is further attenuated by policy motives:
that the employee should be free to use her ‘tools of trade’ for her own benefit and
that of society at large. Skill, experience, general knowledge acquired on the job—
tacit knowledge in a broad sense—are all tools of trade. In a sense courts enforce a
policy which views firms as primarily teaching and learning organisations, which
build knowledge and skills of whose most efficient exploitation the employee is the
best judge. In an action for breach of confidence against an ex-employee, courts
will thus draw a careful distinction between genuine trade secrets—which the firm
should be able to continue to appropriate—and such tacit knowledge as the
employee should be free to dispose of, which the cases refer to as know-how, skill
and experience or terms to that effect. Such know-how is more than just talent,
because the courts quite clearly accept that this category contains knowledge that is
learned or acquired, not innate.

There is a further motivation for upholding the distinction: the concern that an
action for breach of confidence should not be an instrument that can be wielded
to unduly restrain competition. In other words, a crucial distinction is drawn
between legitimately restraining an ex-employee from using a genuine trade
secret, and attempting to prevent an ex-employee from using what she has learned
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on the job to compete effectively.39 Because of the seamless nature of knowledge
and experience, any attempt to restrain an employee from using certain tacit
knowledge has a dangerous tendency to restrain her from effectively using a whole
lot more.40 For this reason courts have tended to be even more protective of
competition and of the rights of individuals to work to their full potential in the
face of claims by ex-employers. As indicated above, such freedom is seen as benefi-
cial both to them and to society as a whole, and courts have used various legal
devices to safeguard it.

Faccenda Chicken stands for the basic distinction, policed by the courts, between a
genuine trade secret belonging to the employer, and know-how, skill and experi-
ence belonging to the employee.41 In practice this is of course a distinction which is
often difficult to draw, for reasons that we have addressed above, and most impor-
tantly so in relation to unrecorded knowledge. This further reduces a firm’s
chances of success in legal action. The distinction has been further developed and
refined in later cases. These, although arguably trending on some views towards
improving the position of the firm, have simply introduced a further element of
uncertainty, with a resulting chilling effect.42

Whatever the correct appraisal of the latest state of the law may be, any varia-
tions are of a detailed nature and do not greatly detract from the basic principle:
processes of tacit knowledge migration between firms are largely untouched by the
law. Even in cases where it was unique to a firm, employers’ legal claims post-term
have failed, because the knowledge concerned was accumulated by an employee
over time in the course of the normal execution of her duties, and was neither
specifically recorded nor specially protected as a trade secret.43 In other words,
although by dint of her general duty of fidelity an employee may be under an obli-
gation not to reveal or misuse certain knowledge that is unique to the firm, that
tacit knowledge does not thereby amount to a trade secret ‘protected’ by the action
for breach of confidence post-term: a court may well treat it as know-how, skill and
experience.44 In any case, courts have a tendency to treat things that an employee
has learned by normal processes of observation and ‘doing’ on the job as know-
how, skill and experience rather than trade secrets.45 It will be different if knowl-
edge is contained in a record, like a list or manual, or if the learning process really
amounted to a deliberate attempt to gather information and so misappropriate a
trade secret.

In any event, what is perhaps most significant is that both conceptually and prac-
tically speaking courts will always find it difficult to make the distinction between a
genuine trade secret, and the skill, knowledge and experience of an employee—
their tacit knowledge. This renders the outcome of any attempt to enforce an
alleged obligation of confidence very uncertain. The risk and expense involved,
taken together with non-legal reasons (e.g. lack of value to a new firm, give and
take) explains why firms tend not to be motivated to pursue an ex-employee over
alleged misuse of tacit knowledge.

The portability of tacit knowledge is therefore hardly restrained by the default
rules of equity (commonly treated as part of intellectual property law). It is other
rules, of labour law and contract that will potentially affect the employee’s ability to
migrate freely with her tacit knowledge. The former is not the topic of this article,
but contract law where it attempts to vary the default rules discussed above, is
further explored below. We shall see that as a general rule, contractual autonomy
in relation to the extension of obligations of confidentiality post-term is overshad-
owed by the courts’ aversion to restraints of trade.46
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Contractual Extensions of Obligations of Confidentiality

What are described above are indeed default rules: they apply in the absence of
agreement to the contrary expressed in the contract of employment. Given the
uncertainties and limitations inherent in relying on the action for breach of confi-
dence, firms are motivated to seek recourse to contractual restraints that clarify
and/or go beyond the default rules. One option is to seek the agreement of an
employee to accept limitations on the use post-term of a spectrum of knowledge
contractually extended beyond that which equity will ordinarily recognise as a
trade secret.

But this judges regard with disfavour. Courts have tended to discount the auton-
omy of contractual agreement in favour of broader policy goals, overriding private
bargains that attempt to describe the category of ‘trade secrets’ or ‘confidential
information’ too widely, as being contrary to public policy—the same arguments
that limit the scope of the action for breach of confidence. Such provisions for
instance, as claim to extend the obligation to knowledge that can be readily ascer-
tained from public sources, have been held unenforceable.47 In other words, it is
difficult for firms to treat as confidential information contractually, such knowl-
edge as does not meet the requirements of equity for that classification.

Nonetheless a firm may be able to extend the reach of legal appropriation by
carefully drafted contractual clauses, at least by some margin. But it will only be
possible to do this either very specifically, referring to identified items of codified
and recorded knowledge, or else in terms of categories that amount to genuine
and practical identifiers. Any attempt to enforce a contractual claim expressed in
terms of general and/or all tacit knowledge is doomed to fail. It would in any case
be impracticable to enforce such claims, as knowledge is indivisible and evolves
over time.

Thus contractual provisions extending the obligation of confidence usually will
be either too narrow to have much impact in relation to tacit knowledge, or so
broad as to falter on the rocks of uncertainty or public policy. Furthermore, even if
certain knowledge is classed in a contract of employment as confidential informa-
tion or a trade secret, a line will still have to be drawn between that and the general
know-how, skill and experience of the employee—her tacit knowledge; hence the
same difficulties plaguing the employer in breach of confidence cases will arise if
she chooses to proceed on the basis of a breach of contract.

Restrictive Covenants

Faced with the uncertainties in relation to the kind of contractual provisions
described above, firms attempt indirectly to appropriate tacit knowledge by a
further contractual device: a general restraint on competition, or ‘restrictive cove-
nant’. It is arguably here that we come to the most crucial aspect of this area of
the law.

The starting principle is clear: contractual restraints on general competition by
an ex-employee are against public policy and hence unenforceable at law.48 This
is even the case where there is no doubt about the quality of the bargain itself.
The public interest in employees’ free participation in competitive markets over-
rides contractual agreements even voluntarily entered into that restrain her free-
dom to use all her tacit knowledge and skills to advance her own and/or another
firm’s interests. Private bargains which have the effect of isolating one party from
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competition with the market as a whole (so with parties including others than the
contractor) are undesirable.

However, the courts will enforce some restrictive covenants under a recognised
exception to general illegality, if they are reasonable and connected to the protec-
tion of genuine trade secrets. Despite the strict limits of this exception, firms are
motivated to negotiate restrictive covenants: they may calculate that a legal chal-
lenge is unlikely; that non-legal or customary norms in an industry will encourage
compliance; or that the compensation offered for the covenant will be adequate to
dissuade breach. The existing uncertainty about the permissible scope of restraints
may not be a discouraging factor; it may in fact encourage inclusion of restraints
of impermissible scope. We do not in fact know to what extent restrictive cove-
nants are observed, or to what extent they are ignored without any resulting court
action.

Reasonable Restraints

As mentioned, the courts have held restraints of trade enforceable if they are
reasonably required to protect genuine trade secrets or confidential informa-
tion.49 Thus two elements must in fact be established: that the firm has trade
secrets to protect in this manner; and that the restraint is reasonably adopted to
the purpose of protecting them.50 A restraint must thus be limited in time and/or
area of operation, but there is no hard and fast rule as to what limitations are
reasonable: it will depend on the circumstances.51 Although there has been some
fluctuation in terms of the width of allowable restraints, and in terms of the kinds
of knowledge which it is legitimate to protect by a restrictive covenant,52 on the
whole the courts have again erred on the side of caution and employed various
limiting mechanisms.

Nonetheless an enforceable covenant is arguably the most significant and effec-
tive restraint the law permits on the migration of tacit knowledge, even if its extent
is limited in time and place. As indicated above, the fact that certain restraints of
this nature are enforceable may well have an effect that goes beyond what is visible
in the cases: employees may be unwilling to challenge any restraint, freely entered
into, in the courts, either because of industry standards, norms or customs, or
because of the cost and uncertainty of litigation. If an employee has sought employ-
ment in breach of a covenant, the new employer will unavoidably be involved in the
issue of breach, and it may depend on that firm’s willingness to play a role whether
an employee chooses to breach a covenant and resist a previous firm’s attempts to
enforce it in a court of law.

There is a question therefore whether, in the case of knowledgeable employees
in R&D based industries, the restraint on mobility imposed by enforceable restric-
tive covenants is more counterproductive than is apparent from the cases. It may be
that the balance between the public interest in encouraging tacit knowledge migra-
tion and the private interest of individual firms in reliable planning of its future
exploitation requires a reassessment in this context.

Conclusions Concerning Tacit Knowledge and the Law

In the result, a firm has extensive legal rights over the tacit knowledge of its
employees while employed; but employees are free to migrate between firms with
the overwhelming majority of their tacit knowledge. A firm can only appropriate
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by law a very small fraction of the tacit knowledge of an ex-employee. The law thus
attaches consequences to temporal rather than to substantive connections
between tacit knowledge and the firm. The most significant forensic enquiry is not
‘from which firm did the employee originally acquire this or that piece of knowl-
edge?’, but rather ‘who does the employee with that knowledge work for now?’. In
other words, a firm will rarely succeed if it attempts to trace the tacit knowledge of
an ex-employee back to itself or its own knowledge resources or ‘teaching’
processes.

The principal exception lies in the domain of very specific knowledge, which in
the vast majority of cases will be codified and recorded, rather than tacit. All other
knowledge the employee is free to migrate with and shall not have to account for to
any previous employer. Thus an employee can generally join a new firm with little
concern about using knowledge obtained previously, except for very specific items.
And firms can hire an employee safe in the knowledge that they will be able to
obtain full disclosure of and benefit from what that employee knows, without being
beholden to any previous employer. This may seem an obvious position to adopt,
but in fact the law need not necessarily be so: in other areas of IP law, agreements
are commonly based on tracing: think for instance of sponsorship arrangements
for sporting identities.

Conclusion

The law applicable to tacit knowledge migration has traditionally been dominated
by policy concerns unconnected with innovation. Its origins lie in the recognised
rights and freedoms of individual workers, and in competition concerns.
Nonetheless the rule settings do promote tacit knowledge migration by imposing
few legal restraints on the use of such knowledge post-term. This article suggests
that the present balance of the law, irrespective of how it came about, is therefore
generally favourable from an innovation policy perspective.

Nonetheless, two contemporary trends in particular cause some concern:
towards greater acceptance and enforceability of restrictive covenants in general
(the ‘legal autonomy’ approach); and towards permitting a broader class of infor-
mation than strict trade secrets to be protected by a restrictive covenant. These
trends—if such they indeed are—have little to commend themselves from an inno-
vation perspective. It is thus important that the courts continue to ‘hold firm’ in
these areas to the significant principles that have been developed over time and do
not allow developments at the margins gradually to undermine their continuing
vigorous application.

The settings of trade secrets law have long been considered a factor underpin-
ning disparities in national innovation performance. At the level of comparative
law, the tacit knowledge migration perspective may add a useful framework to this
analysis. At the level of comparison between industries as well, differing normative
choices and observance, for instance relating to restrictive covenants, may help to
explain why technological transformation and a highly mobile workforce seem to
go hand in hand in some industries, such as computing—the Silicon-valley
phenomenon.

More generally speaking, firms might think it in their own interest to attempt to
appropriate tacit knowledge post-term in various ways. However, they cannot be
expected to factor in the public interest in the mobility of that knowledge. This is
the task of lawmakers and the courts.
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