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Abstract 

The management of knowledge is still marked by a general plurality of perspectives, 

leading to a multitude of different definitions of knowledge as well as different 

proposals for models and frameworks, all of which are intertwined with and 

influenced by a vast collection of academic disciplines. Thus, leaving the isolated 

usage of single knowledge management methods such as best practices or lessons 

learned aside, it is almost impossible for practitioners to easily take any existing 

scientific knowledge management model, transform it in accordance with the single 

firm’s conditions and then align it with its overall strategic management. 

 

This overall state of knowledge management within the literature, as well as the 

rather confused state amongst practitioners, highly influenced this study. 

Additionally, given the sometimes fundamental differences between certain 

industries as well as cultures, it is doubtful that a knowledge management model that 

claims to be designed for practice can account for all idiosyncrasies in all industries 

while at the same time spanning cultural differences. Consequently, the research 

question has to be narrowed down to a single industry (in the case of this study, the 

financial services sector) as well as a certain region (in the case of this study, 

German-speaking countries) and is formulated as follows: How can a financial 

services industry-specific knowledge management model be developed for German-

speaking firms and aligned with the overall strategic management that accounts for 

ever-present market and/or regulatory – and hence strategic – changes? 

 



xi 
 

Accordingly, this study develops a strategic knowledge management model to fit into 

the rather turbulent and definitely unstable financial services industry, including 

necessary organisational adoptions. The model is based both on solid theoretical and 

practical grounds – academically, it draws from well recognised scholars in the fields 

of strategic management (including resource-based and knowledge-based views), 

knowledge management (including organisational learning) and academic literature 

on communities. In addition to theory, it draws from the empirical findings made by 

a triangulation of qualitative methods including (i) qualitative questionnaires 

answered by ten firms including, in some cases, up to three iterations, (ii) semi-

structured in-depth interviews conducted with nine firms and (iii) participatory 

observation at one site. 

 

The empirical part of this study reveals that scientific-oriented definitions of 

knowledge and scientific-oriented knowledge management models are not applied 

within German-speaking financial services companies. In addition, there is barely a 

recognisable link between knowledge management and strategic management. On 

the other hand, it shows that practitioners apply knowledge management methods 

much more often than they realise, which is especially true when using various forms 

of communities to support reaching a firm’s targets. In essence, the result of this 

study allows financial services firms to make use of a highly flexible and thus 

sustainable knowledge management model accounting for various idiosyncrasies 

found within the industry for each respective single firm. In addition, the model 

tightly and seamlessly links overall knowledge management efforts with strategic 

management. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

The financial sector of the 21
st
 century is complex and dynamic (Shih, Chang & Lin, 

2010, p. 75; Beier, 2005, p. 45). The only constant is change, which will happen 

faster within the next five years than in the last fifty (Gardner, 2009, p. 1; Skinner, 

2007, p. 12). Long-known predictability vanished after the subprime crisis shook the 

industry like nothing else before, leading to further structural changes and impacting 

strategic decisions – both already made and those still to come. In particular, the 

levels of uncertainty due to almost constant changes in technology and regulations 

are probably higher within the financial services industry than in any other (Boot & 

Marinc, 2008, p. 1173). For these reasons, knowledge management as an integral 

part of strategic management becomes more and more important for the financial 

services industry (Grant & Denzin, 2009, p. 561; Safizadeh, Field & Ritzman, 2008, 

p. 88). 

 

Today’s financial services industry faces many demanding challenges. Amongst 

these are strong (national and international) competition, globalisation
1
 and 

liberalisation (Grant & Denzin, 2009, p. 561; Shih, Chang & Lin, 2010, p. 75; 

Safizadeh, Field & Ritzman, 2008, p. 88; Gardner, 2009, p. 1). The demand for 

customer-oriented product and service innovations, as well as new distribution 

channels including multi-channelling, local deregulated markets and globally 

                                                 

1
 Globalisation as such is not a new phenomenon, but the mobility of skilled workers, trade 

liberalisation, faster and cheaper transportation and the possibilities of modern information and 

communication technologies add up to a yet unknown dimension (Asgeirsdottir, 2006, p. 21). 
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standardised reporting requirements – together with advances in information systems 

– influences today’s financial services operations and impact strategic decision-

making (Grant & Denzin, 2009, p. 561; Nellis, McCafferey & Hutchinson, 2000, p. 

53; Brown & Kleiner, 1997, p. 237). Skinner (2007) summarises regulatory, 

customer and technology changes as well as threats to profitability as the four biggest 

challenges faced by today’s financial services industry players (p. 1). 

 

The shareholders’ permanent eye on the income/cost ratio requires a constant search 

for more efficiency and effectiveness, although higher efficiency – especially 

amongst foreign banks – does not automatically lead to increased profits (Sturm & 

Williams, 2004, p. 1797). In this respect, knowledge-based strategies have become 

far more important for the financial services industry (Grant & Denzin, 2009, p. 561; 

Safizadeh, Field & Ritzman, 2008, p. 88). Thus, a bank has to be especially careful 

when it comes down to the core competencies required to operate successfully in the 

market – both now and in the future (Boot & Marinc, 2008, p. 1196). The importance 

of knowledgeable employees in such an unstable and fast-paced world is steadily 

increasing; these employees and the firm’s overall capabilities therefore have to be 

regarded as a real asset in terms of competition and profitability (Koubek, 2000, p. 

14; Brown & Kleiner, 1997, p. 237; Zineldin, 1996, p. 13). 

 

While coping with faster innovation and production cycles, increased competition 

and sophisticated customer desires, the roles of information, communication and 

therefore the management of knowledge become increasingly important (Koubek, 

2000, p. 12). Hence, calls for knowledge management within the financial services 

industry are ever-present (Willke, 2001, p.13), especially since there is a certain 
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necessity to create new knowledge (von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben, 2001, p. 427). 

Unlike some other industries – namely manufacturing, the financial service industry 

provides knowledge-based products and services (Grant & Denzin, 2009, p. 568; 

Shih, Chang & Lin, 2010, p. 75). The knowledge required for banking operations is 

often more complex than in other industries (Shih, Chang & Lin, 2010, p. 76). Only 

those banks that constantly achieve first mover advantages – via the creation of new 

knowledge and innovation – might to be able to transform these into sustainable 

competitive advantages (Gardner, 2009, p. 22; Roberts & Amit, 2003, p.107). Thus, 

creating the flexibility and responsiveness to create new advantages at a faster rate 

than competitors – often referred to as “dynamic capabilities” (Todorova & Durisin, 

2007, p. 777; Easterby-Smith & Prieto, 2008, p. 235; Bogner & Bansal, 2007, p. 168; 

Zollo & Winter, 2002, p. 340) – is one key concern within the financial services 

industry (Grant, 1991, p. 131). Dynamic capabilities represent the ability to renew 

and reconfigure existing capabilities into new capabilities and competences. The 

bottom line of dynamic capabilities regarding their nature and evolution is linked to 

concepts of managing knowledge (Easterby-Smith & Prieto, 2008, p. 235). 

 

Different organisations use their capabilities in different ways, leading to different 

levels of efficiency and effectiveness compared to competitors (Helfat & Peteraf, 

2003, p. 999). Continuously being amongst the first movers within the financial 

services industry, and being able to provide a proven history of innovations, not only 

affects a firm’s reputation, but also improves its performance (Roberts & Amit, 2003, 

p. 118) including efficiency and effectiveness.  
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In this respect, it is proven that firms practicing knowledge management (KM) 

innovate more extensively than their non-KM counterparts (Asgeirsdóttir, 2006, p. 

22), producing innovations that improve daily business or operational processes 

(Seufert, Back & von Krogh, 2006, p. 79). Nevertheless, authors mainly discuss a 

specific topic within a financial services organisation, thus narrowing the focus to an 

operational instead of a strategic view, e.g. innovation management (Heimer, 2001, 

p. 6) or risk management (Strulik, 2001, p. 31-54). 

 

Financial services derive from people for people. Thus, people make the difference, 

not technology (Skinner, 2007, p. 62), as back office systems and core financial 

services systems become more and more transparent (Skinner, 2007, p. 66). Hence, it 

is important for banks to “keep up” in terms of technological capabilities (Skinner, 

2007, p. 4). Only those resources that are hard to imitate such as managerial 

information technology (IT) knowledge, or the business processes behind pure 

technology, are likely to continue to provide competitive advantages for firms (Ray, 

Barney & Muhanna, 2004, p. 35). Since scope economies, i.e. synergies, typically 

refer to a steady-state situation allowing for optimal operations to capture them, and 

given the constant flux in the financial services industry over the past ten years and, 

more importantly, the current turmoil with respect to the subprime crisis, there must 

be other factors accounting for the remarkable difference between the market leader 

and the average player. For Boot & Marinc (2008), learning and innovation are 

amongst these factors (p. 1176). 
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As KM has the potential to improve efficiency, decrease risk and increase innovation 

(Back, Enkel & von Krogh, 2007, p. V), while at the same time counter “the 

heightened complexity of an increasingly global marketplace” (Wang, Hult, Ketchen 

& Ahmed, 2009, p. 99), this study responds to the challenges indicated above by 

developing a KM model on a financial services corporation level. It accounts for 

differences among financial services corporations, allowing each to follow its 

existing overall strategy accompanied by an appropriate (individual) KM strategy, 

and supported by horizontal organisational forms in order to assure an overall 

strategic, as well as organisational, fit. Eventually, it will be flexible enough to be 

adjusted to a dynamically changing market and/or regulatory conditions. 

 

 

1.2 Background to the Research & Research Justification 

KM literature indicates that some KM practices are more appropriate than others, 

depending on firm specifics such as size or industry (Gault, 2006, p. 36; King & 

Zeithaml, 2003, p. 769). Going through management literature, best practices and 

academic literature on how to establish a KM initiative successfully within the 

financial services industry, the reader will arrive at the following questions: How do 

the corporate strategy of the company and KM fit together? Which of the models, 

frameworks, methods and best practices dealing with KM are the right ones? Finally, 

which organisational components are necessary to support KM, without having to 

reorganise and turn the existing organisational structure upside-down? 
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The reason for those questions arising in the first place is based mainly on the lack of 

industry-specific literature about KM and the lack of profoundly documented 

variables regarding when to choose which model, framework or best practice. 

 

 

1.3 Research Problem 

The problem addressed in this research is: 

 

How can a financial services industry-specific KM model be developed and 

aligned with the overall strategic management that accounts for ever-present 

market and/or regulatory – and hence strategic – changes?  

 

Essentially, it can be argued that although a lot of literature can be found on KM, no 

financial services industry-specific models – actually, no industry specifics at all – 

yet exist. However, KM has to be applied in an industry-specific way (Becker, 2007, 

p. 57; Gault, 2006, p. 36; King & Zeithaml, 2003, p. 769), acknowledging at the 

same time that even within the same industry, KM differs according to (amongst 

other things) the strategy, size, diversification and globalisation of each single 

financial services corporation. 

 

The actuality of this topic is not only expressed by academic scholars (Kridan & 

Goulding, 2006, p. 212; Curado, 2008, p. 141), but also through the interest of 

practitioners and management magazines. Halfway through this study, the German-

speaking management magazine specialising in KM, Wissensmanagement – Das 

Magazin für Führungskräfte, actually dedicated a whole issue to KM in financial 
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services companies and published an article about this study (Held, 2009, pp. 16-17). 

This can well be understood as a clear and important sign of practitioners searching 

for a KM model that better suits their needs. 

 

 

1.4 Outline of this Thesis 

This thesis consists of five chapters and is organised in accordance with Perry’s 

(1998b) widely accepted (Love, 2002, p. 409) proposal. The structure of this thesis 

can be illustrated as follows (description below the illustration): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1: Pictorial Outline of the Thesis 

 

Outline of the Thesis 

The main lines show the sequential way through this thesis, while the dotted lines show the additional 

influential and supportive connections. 

Literature Review 

Conclusion 

Introduction 

Data Analysis 

Methodology 
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review: will start by positioning KM in the overall domain 

of strategic management. It will begin with a brief exploration of the external and 

internal views on competitive strategies. These confronting views will then be 

aligned by focusing on their commonalities regarding their understanding and 

integration of KM. From this basis, the two most important frameworks for KM will 

be discussed, namely the resource-based view (RBV) and the knowledge-based view 

(KBV) of the firm. This will be followed by an intensive review of existing 

definitions of knowledge, stressing their importance as a starting point for any KM 

initiative. Consequently, KM will be discussed by detailing the most influential 

frameworks for conducting strategy-oriented KM. In addition, similarities between 

the concepts of KM and organisational learning will be stressed in order to reveal 

their overall value for the firm. The discussed frameworks will then provide the basis 

for the theoretical KM model developed within this thesis. This pure KM basis will 

be finally enriched by a discussion on organisational issues regarding supplementing 

the primary organisational structure with so-called communities and a brief 

introduction into managerial aspects. Finally, Chapter 2 will conclude with a 

propositional theoretical strategic KM model derived by drawing from the different 

aspects discussed. This model will then be explored empirically as part of this thesis. 

 

Chapter 3 – Methodology: will detail the research methods used within this study to 

validate the propositional KM model developed. This chapter will start with an 

acknowledgement of existing and practised ontological and epistemological views on 

how to conduct strategic management and KM research. Next, a sound justification 

for the use of a functionalist/positivist paradigm and qualitative research methods 

will be provided. This will be followed by a detailed insight into the research 
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procedures used within this study, including a discussion on validity, reliability and 

generalisability in the light of data collection and data analysis. The chapter will 

conclude with a brief discussion on ethical issues. 

 

Chapter 4 – Data Analysis: will present the findings of the qualitative research 

conducted with German-speaking financial services firms regarding their KM efforts 

in relation to the research question. These findings will be analysed, discussed and 

compared with the propositional framework developed in Chapter 2. 

 

Chapter 5 – Summary, Conclusions and Implications: will provide a conclusion 

for each relevant topic of the strategic KM model, and summarise this with respect to 

the research problem and in comparison with the relevant literature reviewed in 

Chapter 2. This will be followed by providing implications for any theory, 

methodology and practice based on this study. Next, limitations that restrict this 

research will be disclosed and their possible impact on the results explained. Finally, 

suggestions for future research into the field of KM will be provided. 

 

 



10 
 

1.5 Theoretical Framework & Limitations 

The overall theoretical framework relevant for the literature review of this thesis can 

be illustrated as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.2: Overall theoretical framework and limitations 

 

Any of the below-mentioned (soft) factors are very important for the failure or 

success of any KM initiative, but were – purposely – left out of this thesis because 

they may have led to imperfect or even false understanding and conclusions. A brief 
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these aspects in a strategic model. For these reasons, the factors detailed in the 

following subsections are often cast aside by other academic scholars, too. 

 

1.5.1 Costs 

Coordination and opportunity costs (Zollo & Winter, 2005, p. 615) can be reasons 

behind unsuccessful KM initiatives. Nevertheless, the outcomes of KM should be 

translated into measures of effectiveness such as trust and dependence (e.g. the 

promotion of mutual trust and better communication), learning and memory (e.g. 

expanding the overall knowledge base and promoting knowledge transfer) and 

innovation (e.g. leveraging knowledge or improving decision-making), rather than 

monetary measures (Anantatmula & Kanungo, 2008, p. 360). In this respect, relying 

solely on cash-based metrics results in incorrectly stressing cash-based KM 

(Gardner, 2009, p. 13). 

 

1.5.2 Motivational Issues 

A growing part of the KM literature deals with the influence of incentives (Watson & 

Hewett, 2006, p. 170; Dunford, 2000, p. 298), reward systems (Casselman & 

Samson, 2007, p. 75) and motivational issues (Watson & Hewett, 2006, p. 162; 

Osterloh & Frey, 2000, p. 539) including the managerial concept of management by 

knowledge objectives – MbKO (Probst, Raub & Romhardt, 2000, p. 88). 

 

An oft-cited issue concerns the so-called “free-rider problem” inasmuch that the 

problem with public goods is that one might enjoy the good without contributing to it 

– as long as others do so (Zárraga & Bonache, 2005, p. 664; Cabrera & Cabrera, 
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2002, p. 693; Hansen, 1999, p. 87). Lin & Huang (2010) define it as the likelihood 

that individuals contribute less knowledge to others than they could, using the term 

“knowledge withholding” (p. 188). The more members of a team that decide not to 

contribute to the knowledge of the group, the higher the costs and the lower the 

benefits for those who still do (Zárraga & Bonache, 2005, p. 664). On the other hand, 

the more often an individual uses the knowledge of others, the more this individual is 

willing to contribute knowledge (Watson & Hewett, 2006, p. 169). To counter the 

free-rider problem, a certain team atmosphere or group cohesion is necessary 

(Zárraga & Bonache, 2005, p. 664) as well as the promotion of personal 

responsibility (Cabrera & Cabrera, 2002, p. 695). In addition, the role of the team 

leader is important (Zárraga & Bonache, 2005, p. 667-668) in order to “direct” all 

team members towards contributing to the knowledge base. Nevertheless, academic 

literature also recognises the existence of the other extreme: knowledge altruism, 

most likely when organisations hire “nice people and treat them nicely” (Cross & 

Prusak, 2005, p. 460). Additionally, any knowledge system is designed mainly 

around the lack of experience of other (less experienced) colleagues (Werr & 

Stjernberg, 2003, p. 897). This might well limit the motivation for those who are 

supposed to contribute. However, leveraging one’s own experience is also expressed 

in terms of salary paid to more experienced workers (Werr & Stjernberg, 2003, p. 

901). Finally, nobody is an expert in anything. In the end, this makes anybody (in 

one way or the other) to a “less experienced colleague” regarding a specific 

knowledge domain. 
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One important precondition for this study is that individuals who engage in the 

organisation subordinate their own personal purposes, rights and desires to those of a 

disciplined, profit-seeking firm (Spender & Scherer, 2007, p. 12). 

 

1.5.3 Cultural Issues 

Although culture is of importance when dealing with KM (Casselman & Samson, 

2007, p. 77), as an important contributor to making KM work (Amin & Cohendet, 

2004, p. 26), it is explicitly excluded. Corporate culture can be understood as the 

combination of values, core beliefs, behaviour models and emblems. It represents the 

value system of the company and will become the employees’ behavioural norm. As 

King & Zeithaml (2003) demonstrate, knowledge resources are at least industry-

specific and, in some cases, even organisation-specific (p. 763). Hence, every 

organisation’s culture is an independent entity different from that of any other 

organisation (Yeh, Lai & Ho, 2006, p. 797). Furthermore, organisations always 

include – per organisation – different employees with different perspectives, leading 

to different activities. These, together with the firm’s idiosyncrasies in history, socio-

cultural background, rules and routines, form and shape the culture (Sousa & 

Hendriks, 2006, p. 329). Even within the same profession, different groupings 

develop distinctive cultures within professionalisation projects (Ferlie, Fitzgerald, 

Wood & Hawkins, 2005, p. 131). Similarly, within the same firm, there are distinct 

cultures, e.g. research and development, technicians, engineers or claims processors, 

which can also be found within quite similar professions such as sales and marketing, 

accounting and budget forecasting or medecine (Brown & Duguid, 2001, p. 202).  

 



14 
 

Consequently, no cultural unity exists within the firm (Brown & Duguid, 2001, p. 

200). As such, even the work of Casselman & Samson (2007), who identify seven 

key components for strategic management (which also need to be reflected upon 

within the knowledge strategy of a firm), leaves cultural aspects aside (p. 74). In this 

respect, Dixon (2000) compares the often cited necessity of having to create the right 

culture first, putting the cart before the horses – once employees begin to share ideas 

and knowledge, learning and a KM culture start to evolve (p. 2). In practice, the 

African Development Bank (2008) follows this line of thought with the statement 

that their KM strategy is expected to establish a knowledge culture within the bank 

(p. iv). 

 

 

1.6 Conclusion 

This thesis will construct and evaluate a strategic KM model to target the financial 

services industry and thus account for the specifics of this industry as part of the 

tertiary sector of the economy. Special attention will be paid to satisfying both 

academics and practitioners alike (Duncan, 2006, p. 14), as already accounted for by 

an article published in a German-speaking management magazine dedicated 

especially to KM (Held, 2009, pp. 16-17). 

 

Much of the confusion existing in a number of related literatures, including KM and 

organisational learning, is based on the failure to integrate concepts and literature 

into a single perspective based on a knowledge-based theory of the firm (Spender, 

1996b, p. 66-67). In addition to being fragmented, the literature is characterised as 

being in need of refinement before academics and practitioners can take advantage 
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fully of the field (Duncan, 2006, p. 14). This thesis will contribute to the resolution 

of these issues.  
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2 Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

Whereas the previous chapter provided an outline introduction to this study, this 

chapter deals with an in-depth analysis of the relevant literature. The scope of this 

literature review involves three main areas. First, KM has to be placed in the greater 

context of strategic management (Meyer, 1991, p. 825; Zack, 1999a, p. 130; Grant, 

1991, p. 115), which is addressed in section 2.2. The enclosed subsection examines 

existing commonalities between the external and internal views on how competitive 

advantages can be achieved (section 2.2.1). The following two subsections then 

describe the resource-based view (section 2.2.2) and the knowledge-based view of 

the firm (section 2.2.3). 

 

Second, knowledge and KM have to be defined and placed in the context of existing 

models and strategies, the subjects of which are examined in sections 2.3 and 2.4. 

Hence, the subsections dealing with KM are further detailed to capture relevant KM 

models and strategies (sections 2.4.1.1 up to and including 2.4.1.6), existing 

commonalities between the disciplines of organisational learning and KM (section 

2.4.2), the role of IT within the KM domain and insights into the meaning of KM 

maturity and knowledge evolution issues (section 2.4.4). 

 

Third, it is important to delve deeply into the organisational aspects of KM, which 

are covered in section 2.5. The following subsections depict the need to enhance a 

firm’s formal organisation in order to support KM (Un & Cuervo-Cazurra, 2004, p. 

28) by means of appropriate secondary organisational forms (section 2.5), namely 
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communities and networks – section 2.5.1.1 – and the concept of weak and strong 

ties – section 2.5.1.2. Finally, managerial aspects with respect to KM are described in 

section 2.5.2, with a special emphasis on control mechanisms in section 2.5.2.1. 

 

Sections 2.2 up to and including 2.5 lead towards a propositional KM model in 

section 2.6. Finally, section 2.7 provides a summary of this chapter. Overall, Chapter 

2 can be illustrated as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.1: Pictorial Representation of Chapter 2 
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2.2 Strategic Management 

Strategic management is hard to frame within a fixed paradigm, and therefore 

requires a set of theoretical perspectives and methodologies (Hoskisson, Hitt, Wan & 

Yiu, 1999, p. 444). In general, strategic management is concerned with defining 

organisational performance, variables of strategic choice and competitive advantage 

(Duncan, 2006, p. 23). Within strategic management, sustained superior performance 

arises mainly from sustainable competitive advantages that are the result of either 

monopoly rents
2
 from protected market positions, Ricardian rents

3
 generated by 

idiosyncratic, firm-specific resources or “Schumpeterian rents”
4
 based on the 

dynamic capability of renewing advantages over time (Powell, 2001, p. 875). 

Regardless of the perspective taken on how rents are generated, competitive 

advantage is the “universally accepted” buzzword within strategic management 

circles (Powell, 2001, p. 876). It is therefore planning, decision-making and 

controlling that assure the survival of an organisation, by matching internal resources 

and skills with external opportunities and risks (Grant, 1991, p. 114). 

 

Boot & Marinc (2008) compare the strategic choices made by major European banks 

to a ride on a rollercoaster: ABN AMRO’s move away from wholesale banking in 

1999 and the recognition of its importance five years later; Deutsche Bank’s sale of 

                                                 

2
 Monopoly rents: Lack of competition allows to earn “above normal” (i.e. more than in (perfectly) 

competitive markets) profit. The important difference to Ricardian rents is “deliberate restriction of 

output” rather than scarcity (Peteraf, 1993, p. 182). 

3
 Ricardian rents: derive from the concept of “relative scarcity” which may accrue to idiosyncratic, 

intangible, internal inputs such as e.g.: knowledge, leadership or culture (Peteraf, 1993, p. 180). 

4 Schumpeterian rents: are earned by innovators as long as competitors are yet not able to imitate the 

innovation. 
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its retail arm (Bank 24) and its subsequent announcement some five years later of the 

acquisition of Germany’s Postbank, based on the new strategy that retail was a core 

pillar of its success (p. 1175); the concept of Credit Suisse buying an insurance 

company (Winterthur) just to sell it again a few years later; or the purchase of 

Dresdner Bank by Allianz, who just recently sold it on to Commerzbank. As such, 

these short-term strategic decisions are more likely to reflect the aims of gaining 

and/or pursuing market power in order to facilitate “breathing room”, rather than 

achieving economies of scope and/or scale (Boot & Marinc, 2008, p. 1176). 

 

Given this level of uncertainty within the financial services industry, scholars within 

the field of strategic management emphasise the necessity to turn the focus towards 

in-house capabilities and, thus, towards the role of knowledge as one of the most 

important resources of the 21
st
 century (Shih, Chang & Lin, 2010, p. 75; McFadyen 

& Cannella, 2004, p. 735) and the basis of competitive advantage (Adair, 2004, p. 

566; King & Zeithaml, 2003, p. 764; von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben, 2001, p. 421; 

Argote & Ingram, 2000, p. 155; Hitt, Bierman, Shimizu & Kochhar, 2001, p. 13). 

From a practical managerial perspective, increasing the efficient and effective usage 

of resources and capabilities by redesigning processes, activities and routines might 

be the preferred starting point in achieving sustainable competitive advantage 

compared to changing the firm’s resources (Ray, Barney & Muhanna, 2004, p. 37). 

The efficient and effective usage of resources and capabilities in order to achieve 

cost efficiency and to assure service quality are of special importance for a financial 

firm (Anastasiou, Mitropoulos & Sissouras, 2002, p. 22). In this respect, Zhao & 

Anand (2009) stress the importance of distinguishing between individual and 

collective capabilities when transferring knowledge, which is supported by evidence 
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that an overemphasis on individual capabilities while underestimating the need for 

collective capabilities can affect an organisation negatively (p. 978). 

 

Especially for those organisations with a need to deliver both globally focused yet 

locally tailored results (Grant & Denzin, 2009, p. 571), the strategic management 

literature considers KM as mission-critical (Haas, 2006a, p. 367). In order to come 

up with a (strategic) KM model, it is important to reveal how much KM is already 

implicitly incorporated in today’s acknowledged competitive strategies. This should 

improve understanding of the necessity for KM while simultaneously keeping the 

status of “nice to have but not important” away from this important differentiator of 

strategic management within financial services corporations (Meyer, 1991, p. 825). 

 

2.2.1 Commonalities of the external and internal view on competitive 

strategies 

A number of scholars (e.g. Porter, 1991a) emphasise the external environment (e.g. 

the industry in which a firm competes) as the main driver for strategic decisions, 

whereas others (Barney, 1991; Prahalad & Hamel, 1990; Nonaka, 1994) stress the 

importance of an internal, firm-specific view on how to compete with other firms 

successfully. Although the external and internal views on strategic decision-making 

differ significantly in their overall paradigms, a major commonality is the belief that 

persistent above-normal returns (although the Ricardian rent applies to the RBV and 

a monopoly-type rent to Porter) are possible, and that both perspectives assume that 

managers are rational (Bridoux, 2004, p. 6). Even Peteraf & Barney (2003) indicate 

that these two paradigms consider the same thing (p. 320). Consequently, both 

paradigms should be used for strategic decision-making, since not one “theory of the 
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firm” but multiple theories need to be considered within strategic decision-making, 

as both compete against – but at the same time complete – each other (Peteraf & 

Barney, 2003, p. 320; Connor, 2002, p. 313; Grant, 1996, p. 109). Different options 

while evaluating solutions should therefore not be misunderstood as anti-thesis from 

the beginning; rather, they need to be interpreted as a chance for synergy (Lüdeke, 

2005, p. 75). 

 

When determining KM aspects already implicit in both paradigms, it is clear that 

knowledge is one of the key strategic drivers of a firm’s resources (Grant, 1996, p. 

109) and such knowledge needs management attention in order to coordinate the 

effective transformation of knowledge and experience throughout all divisions of a 

firm in order to profit from synergies (Porter, 2000, p. 466). Regardless of the overall 

strategy of a firm, capabilities and organisational learning are – at least implicitly – a 

part of any strategy (Sirmon, Hitt & Ireland, 2007, p. 274-75), as every strategic 

position can be associated with intellectual resources (Zack, 1999a, p. 131). 

Consequently, the ability to learn and create new knowledge is a main driver in 

gaining competitive advantage (Bogner & Bansal, 2007, p. 166; Akbar, 2003, p. 

1997). In order to remain competitive over time, it is then important to continuously 

create (temporary) advantages rather than rely on a one-time success (Sirmon, Hitt & 

Ireland, 2007, p. 274), especially within the financial services industry (Roberts & 

Amit, 2003, p. 118). 
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2.2.2 Resource-based view of the firm
5
 

For many scholars, the RBV is the leading theory of competitive advantage (Powell, 

2001, p. 881). The literature on the RBV includes contributions from many different 

perspectives such as organisational structures and cultures, managerial competence, 

technological capabilities and core competences. At the same time, as well as 

attracting a great deal of interest from strategic management scholars, the RBV is 

heavily prevalent in areas such as human resource management, operations 

management, marketing and management information systems (Lado, Boyd, Wright 

& Kroll, 2006, p. 115). Hence, it is extremely difficult to find a unique body of 

literature for the RBV (Connor, 2002, p. 307). These sometimes conflicting, 

sometimes interdependent theories within the RBV should not only be regarded as 

“healthy competition”, but also as a chance to turn the RBV “into a progressive 

research program” (Lado, Boyd, Wright & Kroll, 2006, p. 120). It is exactly this 

diversity of perspectives, though, that reflects a key strength of the RBV (Lado, 

Boyd, Wright & Kroll, 2006, p. 124). For Easterby-Smith & Lyles (2005), diversity 

and specialisation in the field of KM are due to the speed of research and 

development conducted in this area; with little activity prior to the 1990s and most 

activity only after 1995, it is hard to retrieve a cumulative sense and build upon prior 

work in a systematic way (p. 1). 

 

Hamel & Prahalad (1996) argue that knowledge, know-how, intellectual assets and 

competencies are the main drivers in the information age (p. 241). The resource-

based view (RBV) recognises the firm as a bundle of resources and capabilities, 

                                                 

5
 Lüdeke (2005) makes an explicit distinction between the resource-based view and the core 

competence concept. Within this research paper, such a distinction is deemed unnecessary. 
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which form the basis for the firm’s current and future strategy (Grant, 1996, p. 110) 

as opposed to any external drivers (Connor, 2002, p. 307). While resources are the 

source of capabilities, capabilities are the source of competition (Grant, 1991, p. 

119). In addition, capabilities can be kept within the firm, even after replacing 

individual resources (Grant, 1991, p. 124). However, not every resource and 

capability has the potential to become a competitive advantage. In order to generate a 

Ricardian rent, a resource or capability needs to be durable, difficult to identify and 

understand, imperfectly transferable, not easy to replicate, and in clear ownership of 

the firm (Grant, 1991, p. 129). Barney (1991) argues that (i) resources that are both 

rare and valuable may lead to competitive advantage, and (ii) if those resources are 

not imitable, substitutable or transferable, they may produce a sustainable 

competitive advantage (p. 112). Hence, it is the uniqueness of a resource – regardless 

of whether it is humanly, physically or otherwise intangible – which is of 

competitive value and difficult for competitors to imitate. Mainly, when talking 

about the RBV, resources are understood in the meaning of human resources in terms 

of their skills, knowledge and behaviour, and organisational resources in the sense of 

control systems, processes and routines (Colbert, 2004, p. 343). 

 

The RBV can be subdivided into the task to generate and then sustain competitive 

advantage (Hatch & Dyer, 2004, p. 1155). In this respect, Grant (1991) offers a five-

stage strategy formulation process from the analysis of the firm’s resources to the 

strategy definition and the identification of (future) resource gaps (p. 115). In this 

context, Connor (2002) raises criticism of the reliance on ex post facto analysis of 

successful companies to provide proof for the concept of the RBV. As such, it is very 

hard in practical terms to predict and realise any strategic intangible assets a priori (p. 
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312). Hence, the usefulness of the RBV is in its descriptive rather than explanatory 

nature, as it fails to recommend clearly to managers any necessary practical 

competitive advantage building strategies (Colbert, 2004, p. 346; Connor, 2002, p. 

312).
6
 A similar issue is raised by Powell (2001) regarding the assumption of firm 

heterogeneity (p. 881) inasmuch that it is nothing more than an “analytic 

proposition” (p. 882), as both perfect competition and the assumption of different but 

non-identical firms are neither empirical nor rational, but axiomatic (p. 881). The 

denial of an analytic proposition does not result in empirical error (although, by 

definition, all analytic propositions are true) but in self-contradiction, which is 

simply absurd. Hence, for Powell, the RBV is inherently refutation-proof (Powell, 

2001, p. 882).  

 

Nevertheless, the resource-based view has attracted significant empirical study 

(Powell, 2001, p. 882) on the basis of other strategic theories facing similar analytic 

proposition problems (Powell, 2001, p. 875), shielding them from empirical 

falsification (Powell, 2001, p. 883). In this respect, Barney (1991) argues that the 

important assumption for environmental models of competitive advantage – that of 

identical firms within an industry, as any heterogeneity will only exist for a very 

short period – ignores the impact of idiosyncratic firm attributes (p. 100). As such, 

within a totally heterogeneous setting, no firm would ever be able to achieve first 

mover advantage, as no single firm within such an industry would have unique 

resources at their command (Barney, 1991, p. 104). 

                                                 

6
 The concepts of von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben (2001) as well as the model of Zack (1999a) – also part 

of this literature review – provide exactly the necessary means to predict and realise those strategically 

intangible assets. 
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Many scholars have lifted the RBV from the status of “view” to “theory”, which has 

helped in making its acceptance as a theory rather widespread (Priem & Butler, 2001, 

p. 25). Nonetheless, although Priem & Butler (2001) acknowledge both its popularity 

and potential, they do not consider the RBV as a theory yet in its own right (p. 36). In 

addition to the above doubts, there is the dilemma of valuable resources being hard to 

identify and measure, while it is exactly those resources that are hard to imitate and 

the basis for sustainable competitive advantage (Lado, Boyd, Wright & Kroll, 2006, 

p. 120). However, in the face of “conventional wisdom”, the empirical analysis of 

Spencer (2003) shows that sharing knowledge with competitors can lead to higher 

innovative performance (p. 217). This view challenges especially the RBV, where 

openly sharing knowledge across a firm’s boundaries is not regarded as providing 

any sustainable advantage at all (Spencer, 2003, p. 218). Consequently, certain 

circumstances exist under which a firm might be better off sharing its knowledge 

instead of protecting it from rivals (Spencer, 2003, p. 230). 

 

2.2.3 Knowledge-based view of the firm 

The ‘knowledge-based view’ (KBV) of a firm is a development of the RBV, limiting 

the source of competitive advantage to knowledge (Easterby-Smith & Prieto, 2008, 

p. 239). Hence, developing a KBV at least partly follows RBV logic (Priem & 

Butler, 2001, p. 33). Generally, for both perspectives, knowledge is an important 

factor, so one should consider them as complementary rather than exclusive views 

(Easterby-Smith & Prieto, 2008, p. 240). Knowledge-based theories emphasise the 

content of activities (or what the organisation comes to know) and thus complement 

organisational theories which place an emphasis on structure. Together, the different 

frameworks provide a more complete picture of organisational performance than 
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each could accomplish alone (Argote, McEvily & Reagans, 2003, p. 6). According to 

Bogner and Bansal (2007), one significant gap within the RBV, which is accounted 

for within the KBV, is an understanding of the origination and development of rare 

and valuable resources (p. 166). The distinction of the KBV as a process and the 

RBV viewing knowledge as a resource helps to focus on knowledge creation and the 

exploitation of such knowledge (Bogner & Bansal, 2007, p. 167). Spender (1996b) 

defines the KBV as the combination of knowledge understood as “creation and 

processing” and as a process of “interpretation and meaning” (p. 66). In essence, the 

KBV regards knowledge as the key factor for sustained competitive advantage 

(Easterby-Smith & Prieto, 2008, p. 239) and provides answers to the question on 

how to manage knowledge to create such competitive advantage and achieve 

superior performance (Turner & Makhija, 2006, p. 197). Consequently, the 

identification and possession of valuable, rare, inimitable and non-substitutable 

resources is a necessary but insufficient condition for value creation. In a second 

step, those resources need to be evaluated, manipulated and placed at the firm’s 

disposal in order to create value (Sirmon, Hitt & Ireland, 2007, p. 274). 

 

Due to a number of contradictions among KBV scholars, Nickerson & Zenger (2004) 

conclude that there is currently no knowledge-based theory of the firm (p. 617). 

Turner & Makhija (2006) add to this by declaring that there is still limited insight 

into how to manage different types of knowledge (p. 197). 
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2.3 Definition of Knowledge 

While the previous section provided the necessary understanding of placing the 

management of knowledge in the greater context of strategic management, this 

section elaborates on different definitions of knowledge and provides an 

understanding about the necessity for a firm to have a proper definition of knowledge 

in place for managing it. 

 

Scholars in the field view KM – and especially the definition of knowledge – as 

significantly different (Spender & Scherer, 2007, p. 7). Knowledge is multifaceted, 

multilayered (Kahin, 2006, p. 1; Nonaka, 1994, p. 15) and multidimensional by 

nature (Adair, 2004, p. 567), leading to different, often controversial definitions 

(Adair, 2004, p. 566; Akbar, 2003, p. 1999). It is not static (von Krogh, Nonaka & 

Aben, 2001, p. 426; Barney, 2001, p. 51) but constantly shaped by practice 

(Orlikowski, 2002, p. 249; Zack, 1999a, p. 134). Ongoing attention in the literature 

on knowledge within organisations acknowledges the fact that it is a critical success 

factor (Carlile, 2002, p. 442) and an important source of competitive advantage 

(Watson & Hewett, 2006, p. 141), in order to explain how firms and even economies 

grow (Martin & Salomon, 2003, p. 299). 

 

The literature offers many different taxonomies and dichotomies (Becker, 2007, p. 

43; Duncan, 2006, pp. 46-51; Turner & Makhija, 2006, p. 199; Orlikowski, 2002, p. 

250). Turner & Makhija (2006) sort knowledge attributes into four categories 

discussed by 22 different authors (p. 199), while von Krogh & Venzin (1995) 

summarise the work of 27 articles to subsume seven knowledge categories – 

procedural, event, embedded, embrained, encoded, embodied and tacit (p. 421). Last 
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but not least, Romhardt’s (1998) dissertation lists 40 dichotomies found within the 

works of 43 authors (p. 52). Such a multitude of different definitions of knowledge 

within the context of management studies indicates that “anything goes” (either using 

existing definitions or creating new ones) by simply adding yet another expression of 

another form of knowledge (Tell, 2004, p. 444). Accordingly, there is neither a 

commonly accepted definition of knowledge nor a unique theory of knowledge 

strategy (Casselman & Samson, 2007, p. 69). Alvesson & Kärreman (2001) 

recognise that many authors either tend to bypass a solid definition of knowledge 

within their articles by referring to the multitude of existing definitions or “re-

labelling” already existing typologies. On the other hand, they argue that it is 

important to delimit the concept to avoid drifting into an “everything and nothing” 

state (pp. 998-999). According to Robertson, Scarbrough & Swan (2003), these 

taxonomies and dichotomies ignore the specificities of the individual firm (p. 833), 

while at the same time overstate the distinct differences between those dichotomies 

(Robertson, Scarbrough & Swan, 2003, p. 834). However, following this line of 

thought, one might well end up with yet even more (specific) taxonomies and 

dichotomies. Consequently, some scholars argue that many of these dichotomies are 

too context-specific and every so often offer rather low added value. Unfortunately, 

academic discussions and the large amount of different definitions of knowledge are 

of little use for practitioners faced with questions regarding its management 

(Davenport, de Long & Beers, 1998, p. 43). For Romhardt (1998), each dichotomy 

reflects solely the observer’s point of interest, his or her personal perspective rather 

than a truly objective point of view (p. 51). Reinmann-Rothmeier (2001) goes even 

further when ascribing contra-productivity to these different definitions of 

knowledge inasmuch that adding to the confusion and the lack of acceptance among 



29 
 

practitioners makes it more difficult to find a common language when talking about 

KM (p. 13). 

 

One way of categorising knowledge is to consider it either as a subject or as an 

object. Whereas the former option reflects interaction and practice, the latter points 

towards facts and processes (Orlikowski, 2002, p. 251). In very generic terms, some 

authors emphasise the situation, context and social aspect of knowledge, while others 

take a more distant view of it as timeless and disembodied (Cabrera & Cabrera, 

2002, p. 690). The knowledge as an object (or knowledge as a theory) perspective 

perceives knowledge as something that can be made explicit and thus detachable 

from a specific context and/or owner, transferable to others beyond a specific 

environment (Werr & Stjernberg, 2003, p. 884). Conversely, Blackler (1995) 

emphasises that it is important to treat knowledge not only as something static, but 

also as an activity in terms of “knowing” (p. 1023) in order to emphasise its 

situatedness and nature as well as characteristics (p. 1035). Treating knowledge as a 

subject (or knowledge as a practice), as opposed to the positivistic view of 

considering knowledge as an object, leads to a focus on (subjective) meanings. 

Meanings and behaviours, however, do not follow universal observable laws 

(Spender, 1996b, p. 72). This subjective view of knowledge is also supported by 

Nonaka & Takeuchi (1997, p. 58) and stresses the owner of knowledge (“knowing 

subject”) as well as the specific situation in which it is applied, as “knowledge is 

never free from human values and ideas” (Nonaka, von Krogh & Voelpel, 2006, p. 

1182). Thus, knowledge is bound to its use, its practice – and, consequently, tends to 

include tacit elements or be tacit altogether. Sharing this practice amongst 

practitioners within communities then becomes the most important means of sharing 
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knowledge (Werr & Stjernberg, 2003, p. 884). In the end, however, it is important to 

bridge knowledge and knowing in order to increase the understanding of what people 

know and what they do for the benefit of the organisation (Amin & Cohendet, 2004, 

p. 1). 

 

One of the most important and widespread dichotomies leading to many variations is 

the distinction between tacit and explicit knowledge, as referred to by Nonaka & 

Takeuchi’s (1997) widespread model (Tell, 2004, p. 444) that itself can be traced 

back to Polanyi’s (1966) four broad types, which are analytically, though not 

ontologically, distinct (Scarbrough, 2003, p. 507). Hence, since the distinction 

between tacit and explicit knowledge leads to different methods of capturing and 

transferring such knowledge, a short introduction to these two types of knowledge is 

provided. 

 

Knowledge that can easily be formulated or stored is explicit (Nonaka, von Krogh & 

Voelpel, 2006, p. 1182). Thus, it can be captured and codified rather easily (Hansen, 

Nohria & Tierney, 1999, p. 115), making it well understood, reproducible, 

distributable (Tell, 2004, p. 449) and easy to communicate to others (Cabrera & 

Cabrera, 2002, p. 690). All explicit, articulated knowledge also involves a tacit act of 

knowing, which is quite different from what is articulated (Tell, 2004, p. 454). As 

such, some scholars point towards certain meaninglessness in trying to separate tacit 

from codified knowledge (Amin & Cohendet, 2004, p. 95). Tacit knowledge – as 

well as knowing – is a combination of organisationally and personally embedded 

components interacting with and influencing each other (Thompson & Walsham, 

2004, p. 726). It is difficult to articulate in writing, as it includes personal experience, 
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expertise and know-how (Hansen, Nohria & Tierney, 1999, p. 115), leading to a 

certain incommunicability (Spender, 1996b, p. 67). The problem of such 

incommunicability becomes clear when trying to store meaning (Spender, 1996b, p. 

65) or codify action-based tasks like riding a bike, swimming or learning how to 

perform kung-fu (Orlikowski, 2002, p. 253). This is exactly where Schultze & 

Stabell (2004) see some contradiction between knowledge – especially tacit 

knowledge – and its (pro-)active management; they see a “double-edged nature of 

knowledge” (p. 549), which can be found in the two extreme corners of too little 

knowledge and too much. Where the first is simply not sufficient to be competitive, 

the latter is a hindrance in its use (Schultze & Stabell, 2004, p. 550), since not 

everybody needs to know everything at all times (von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben, 2001, 

p. 425). Consequently, such an approach would simply be unrealistic, inefficient and 

highly costly.  

 

Knowledge and trying to manage knowledge are two different propositions 

(Easterby-Smith & Prieto, 2008, p. 238). In this respect, Schultze & Stabell (2004) 

offer most scholars’ recommendations to make tacit knowledge explicit as an 

important contradiction when managing knowledge – in order to gain a competitive 

advantage, knowledge must be hard to imitate. At the same time, the most 

competitive knowledge is tacit. Hence, the intention to make tacit knowledge explicit 

destroys its competitive value (p. 551). The reasoning behind making tacit 

knowledge explicit is supposed to be counterproductive (Schultze & Stabell, 2004, p. 

551), and the proposed solution under the neo-functionalist discourse to avoid trying 

to make tacit knowledge manageable, and explicit in particular, has to be doubted. It 
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simply ignores the literature stating that first mover advantages can be achieved
7
, the 

fact that a bundle of tacit knowledge and its context can hardly be replicated with the 

same depth by any external source in a less time-consuming manner (Ndofor & 

Levitas, 2004, p. 687) and that the processes involved in making tacit knowledge 

explicit, as well as applying it to create new knowledge, cannot simply be imitated 

(Un & Cuervo-Cazurra, 2004, p. 32). 

 

Furthermore, it can be argued that the process of the explicification of tacit 

knowledge is followed by some form of appliance of that knowledge, which in turn 

leads to new knowledge. This whole process chain as such, which Nonaka referred to 

as the “knowledge spiral”, is hard to imitate (Nonaka, 1994, p. 18) and forces 

competitors to invest substantially more time and money to imitate (Hatch & Dyer, 

2004, p. 1156). Even when employees are hired and their knowledge becomes 

accessible to competitors, those employees will not provide similar value to the new 

work environment (Hatch & Dyer, 2004, p. 1174). Furthermore, it has to be 

highlighted that knowledge in the form of capabilities and routines remains within 

the firm even after replacing individual resources (Grant, 1991, p. 124), thus 

remaining within the organisation. 

 

Ray, Barney & Muhanna (2004) argue that in terms of competitive advantage within 

the RBV, business processes relying on common resources – which include explicit 

knowledge – can only lead to competitive parity; business processes exploiting 

                                                 

7
 However, Roberts & Amit (2003) show that first mover advantages can only be transferred to 

sustainable financial success if the company is able to achieve those first mover advantages constantly 

instead of one-time first moves (p. 118). 
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valuable and rare resources can lead to competitive advantage (p. 26). However, tacit 

knowledge is not the only source of competitive advantage. Even well documented 

and widely used explicit knowledge can become a source of advantage, as it helps 

colleagues to produce a more predictable and stable outcome, train newcomers at 

lower cost, minimise the time taken to get things done, assure quality by offering 

common standards and procedures, and minimise errors. All these advantages can be 

achieved if explicit knowledge finds its way into commonly accepted and practised 

routines (Madsen, Mosakowski & Zaheer, 2003, p. 188; Argote & Ingram, 2000, p. 

158). Accordingly, the benefit of explicit codified knowledge is saved time, not 

improved work quality. Sharing tacit knowledge, on the other hand, might improve 

work quality, but will hardly save time (Haas & Hansen, 2007, p. 1133). Finally, it is 

important to understand that what used to be tacit knowledge (hard to communicate, 

possibly common explicit knowledge) is easy to understand and codify during the 

course of time “awaiting for its translation or conversion” into explicit knowledge 

(Tsoukas, 2005, p. 425). 

 

The concept of tacit knowledge makes it very hard to leverage (Coff, Coff & 

Eastvold, 2006, p. 452), but at the same time it is also hard for rivals to imitate or 

acquire (Coff, Coff & Eastvold, 2006, p. 453). These leveraging and imitation 

problems are referred to as “knowledge stickiness” (Coff, Coff & Eastvold, 2006, p. 

454), which makes any transfer slow, costly and uncertain (Turner & Makhija, 2006, 

p. 201; Szulanski, 1996, p. 29). Factors influencing such stickiness are characteristics 

(i) of the knowledge transferred, (ii) of the source, (iii) of the recipient, and (iv) of 

the context in which the transfer takes place (Szulanski, 1996, p. 30). The concept of 

sticky knowledge focuses on the challenge of transferring knowledge within the firm, 
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whereas “leaky” knowledge addresses the problem of protecting knowledge against 

its undesired diffusion into the market (Brown & Duguid, 2001, p. 199). While 

complexity increases the likelihood of sticky knowledge as such, it has to be made 

clear that this affects both internal and external knowledge transfer. Rivkin (2001) 

concludes that an intermediate level of complexity is the best way to allow in-house 

replication while keeping competitors away from imitation (p. 287). 

 

Consequently, while stickiness is an important barrier to imitation for competitors, it 

is exactly the same stickiness that makes cause-effect relationships hard to 

understand and knowledge hard to leverage. This paradox is referred to as “causal 

ambiguity” (Lado, Boyd, Wright & Kroll, 2006, p. 121), which is classed as the 

limited ability to understand the true reasons for sustained competitive advantage 

(Lado, Boyd, Wright & Kroll, 2006, p. 115) and has to be regarded as a major 

obstacle for knowledge transfer (Szulanski, 1996, p. 36). However, although 

spillover is mainly negatively associated (Yang, Phelps & Streensma, 2010, p. 371), 

forcing firms to protect innovations, some amount of spillover is needed to establish 

standards (Bogner & Bansal, 2007, p. 184) and can even be a source of enhancing 

the originating firm´s innovativeness (Yang, Phelps & Streensma, 2010, p. 371; 

Grönlund, Sjödin & Frishammar, 2010, p. 108). McEvily, Perrone & Zaheer (2000) 

point towards the fact that it can be favourable to make knowledge public in order to 

influence and guide both the expectations and behaviour of competitors, customers 

and suppliers (p. 306). 

 

Each of the different dichotomies of knowledge exists along a continuum, creating an 

almost infinite number of possible combinations that lead to the uniqueness of a 
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firm’s knowledge (Turner & Makhija, 2006, p. 201) and to certain interdependence 

(Akbar, 2003, p. 1997). These different types of knowledge offer different types of 

benefits (Haas & Hansen, 2007, p. 1133), affect performance in different ways (Haas 

& Hansen, 2007, p. 1149), go along with different modes of learning (Spender, 

1996b, p. 63) and lead to different knowledge governance issues and consequently 

different organisational implications. This view is supported, for example, by 

Nonaka’s (1994) different modes of knowledge transfer for different forms of 

knowledge (p. 19). In the same way that the study of Hansen, Nohria & Tierney 

(1999) indicates, Haas & Hansen (2007) conclude that quality can probably benefit 

best from personalisation strategies (understanding knowledge as a subject), while 

codification (understanding knowledge as an object) supports efficiency (p. 1151). 

However, Haas & Hansen (2005) identify situations where using codified knowledge 

decreases performance (p. 14). Moreover, while inexperienced teams benefit from 

codified knowledge, experienced teams do much less or even nothing at all (Haas & 

Hansen, 2005, p. 16). 

 

 

2.4 Definition of Knowledge Management 

While the previous section provided a profound understanding of different concepts 

associated with the term knowledge, this section discusses relevant managerial 

approaches to manage knowledge. 

 

KM has almost become a mainstream business function within Western businesses 

(Kridan & Goulding, 2006, p. 212) and an important strategic element within 

corporate competition (Shih, Chang & Lin, 2010, p. 74), attracting managers and 
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academics alike well beyond the 1990s up to the present day (Spender & Scherer, 

2007, p. 5). KM has the power to defend existing advantages against competitors, as 

well as creating new sources of advantage (Chakravarthy, McEvily, Doz & Rau, 

2005, p. 306). Leveraging a firm’s knowledge helps to maximise the return on that 

knowledge, as it simply provides more opportunities on which to apply it 

(Chakravarthy, McEvily, Doz & Rau, 2005, p. 314). The work of Zack, McKeen & 

Singh (2009) recognises the positive effect of KM initiatives on various intermediate 

measures of strategic organisational performance such as customer intimacy, product 

leadership and operational excellence, which finally lead to positive financial 

performance (p. 393). One important justification is that market orientation involves 

collecting intelligence on customer needs, as well as the external forces shaping 

those needs. Hence, it can be understood as the missing link between KM and 

performance (Wang, Hult, Ketchen & Ahmed, 2009, p. 100). 

 

KM can be described as the management of activities and processes increasing the 

effectiveness of knowledge and competitiveness through a better usage of individual 

and collective knowledge resources (Allan, Heisig, Iske, Kelleher, Mekhilef, Oertel, 

Olesen & van Leeuwen, 2004, p. 10). Brown & Duguid (2000) stress the importance 

of effectiveness over efficiency within KM (p. 74). The latter is more concerned 

about costs and the speed of making knowledge available, whereas the former is hard 

to measure and mostly a matter of the perception of involved individuals (Sabherwal 

& Becerra-Fernandez, 2003, p. 227). In practice, KM is often about the management 

of knowledgeable specialists and their contribution towards the objectives of the 

organisation (Collinson & Wilson, 2006, p. 1361). 
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Given the idiosyncratic character of a firm’s knowledge portfolio, its way of 

competing, its culture and therefore its underlying routines and processes, KM too is 

highly idiosyncratic. Each firm has to tailor its KM model to its individual needs to 

achieve optimum results (Lepak & Snell, 2003, p. 146). In addition, a firm’s 

portfolio of knowledge cannot be regarded as static; indeed, it is dynamic over time. 

As such, today’s rare and unique resources might be of less value tomorrow (Barney, 

1995, p. 51). Breaking KM down into its main tasks, it can be defined as organising 

knowledge and making it available (wherever and whenever it is needed) to others 

(Sabherwal & Becerra-Fernandez, 2003, p. 227; Scarbrough, 2003, p. 508), with a 

main focus on creating, providing, sharing, transferring, using and protecting 

knowledge in order to improve organisational performance (Earl, 2001, p. 215). 

Among these tasks, the most important core activities stated by over 150 companies 

are identifying, creating, saving, sharing and using knowledge (Allan, Heisig, Iske, 

Kelleher, Mekhilef, Oertel, Olesen & van Leeuwen, 2004, p. 13). Turner & Makhija 

(2006) again underline the importance of these tasks by identifying the following 

four stages within KM: (i) knowledge creation and acquisition; (ii) the transfer of 

knowledge; (iii) the interpretation of this knowledge; and (iv) the application of the 

knowledge (p. 201). 

 

Chauvel & Despres (2002) provide a six-dimensional dichotomy on identified topics, 

which can be found in KM articles between 1997 and 2001 (p. 217): phenomena 

(enablers/barriers), action (practices/strategies), level (individual/culture), knowledge 

(identification/valorisation), technology (hard systems/soft systems) and outcomes 

(costs/benefits). In addition, KM covers many disciplines such as sociology, 

economics and management research (Maier & Remus, 2003, p. 62; Grover & 
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Davenport, 2001, p. 19; Davenport, de Long & Beers, 1998, p. 43). This study 

focuses on strategy from a management scientific perspective. A number of KM 

models and/or strategies exist, but only a few have passed from academic recognition 

and into practice. Academic acceptance, a wide recognition and at the same time a 

high practical relevance within German-speaking countries
8 

were achieved by the 

models of Probst, Raub & Romhardt (2000) and by Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) 

SECI-model (Reinmann-Rothmeier, 2001, p. 8). In this context, Easterby-Smith & 

Lyles (2005) stress the importance of Nonaka’s work in line with “academic 

legitimacy” (p. 12). Consequently, the empirical research part of this study will have 

to investigate to what extent these models are used, if at all, and/or adapted.  

 

On a broader basis, Adair (2004) points towards three mainstreams within the KM 

literature in the early part of the 21
st
 century. First is a focus on knowledge retrieval 

by means of information and communication technology (ICT) mainly in order to 

codify knowledge to ease its access and transfer (p. 567). Second is a focus on 

knowledge exchange, with a clear shift from pure information management towards 

knowledge sharing by means of individual and group learning processes (Adair, 

2004, p. 568). It is not about managing knowledge as such any longer, but the 

management of the exchange of knowledge between individuals and/or groups 

within an organisation. Third is a focus on knowledge creation and innovation 

leading to sustainable competitive advantage (Adair, 2004, p. 569), with a clear 

emphasis on self-organised communities and their social interaction (Adair, 2004, p. 

                                                 

8
 German-speaking countries are explicitly mentioned, since the empirical research part of this study 

will be conducted within those countries. 
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570). In this respect, important innovations improve daily business or operational 

processes (Seufert, Back & von Krogh, 2006, p. 79). 

 

Earl (2001) subsumes seven KM schools clustered into three categories, namely 

technocratic, economic and behavioural. Technocratic models focus on information 

or management technologies, economic models orient towards creating revenues 

based on knowledge exploitation and protection and behavioural models tend to 

stimulate and orchestrate the creation, sharing and use of knowledge as a resource (p. 

218). While both authors categorise existing KM models, and the three mainstream 

elements outlined by Adair (2004) can be matched to Earl’s (2001) three categories, 

the latter concludes that they are not mutually exclusive and that sometimes more 

than one can be found within an organisation (p. 216). 

 

Finally, Seufert, Back & von Krogh (2006) distinguish between three KM strategies 

(p. 101-102): (i) companies using KM to reduce operational risk by emphasising 

existing knowledge used in daily business, (ii) companies seeking to increase 

efficiency and achieve cost advantages by transferring knowledge in order to 

establish best practices across the firm and to avoid knowledge replication and (iii) 

companies using KM mainly to boost innovation. 

 

Regardless of the actual model or strategy chosen by a firm, it is important to 

recognise that KM needs to be tied to and aligned with an organisation’s overall 

strategic management (Casselman & Samson, 2007, p. 77; Adair, 2004, p. 573; von 

Krogh, Nonaka & Aben, 2001, p. 435; Zack, 1999a, p. 126). 
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2.4.1 Knowledge Management Models & Strategies 

The following subsections provide an insight into some important KM models and/or 

KM strategies. At a later stage within this study, it will be considered how these 

models – or even just parts of them – are already practised within the financial 

services industry or, if not practised yet, how practical they may be (which 

limitations within the financial services industry apply) or why they haven’t found 

their way into practice. 

 

2.4.1.1 Knowledge Management Building Blocks of Probst, Raub & Romhardt 

The KM building blocks of Probst, Raub & Romhardt (2000) deserve recognition, 

since they detail the components involved in or necessary for KM. Moreover, their 

model includes most – if not all – components of other models (Mittelmann, 1999, p. 

13), and even the European Committee for Standardisation (CEN/ISSS) offers no 

significant difference within its KM framework (Allan, Heisig, Iske, Kelleher, 

Mekhilef, Oertel, Olesen & van Leeuwen, 2004, p. 13). Consequently, Rüstmann 

(1999) recognises that from the vast number of KM concepts only a small number of 

elements differ, while many components are equal, since some researchers’ already 

existing elements are simply reused by other researchers (p. 67). Apart from its 

recognition and influence on German-speaking and EU-official initiatives, KM is 

also to be found as necessary, or at least recommended literature, within many 

(internationally recognised) KM university
9
 courses and as such is placed close to 

                                                 

9
 Among these are: Glasgow Caledonian University (Scotland) – course 2009 / Wroclaw University 

of Economics (Poland) – course Winter 08/09 / University of Westminster (UK) – course 2009 / 

University of Konstanz (Germany) – course Winter 07/08 / University of Jyväskylä (Finland) - course 

Summer 2008 / Fu Jen Catholic University (Taiwan) – course 2006 / Kasetsart University (Finland) – 

course 2005 / Dublin City University (Ireland) – course 2001 
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Nonaka’s (1994) “knowledge creating company”. Even most recent researchers, e.g. 

Fong & Choi (2009), base their study on the already mentioned six knowledge 

components of knowledge acquisition, knowledge creation, knowledge storage, 

knowledge distribution, knowledge use and knowledge maintenance (p. 123). 

 

Compared to Nonaka’s (1994) sociology-oriented framework (detailed in the next 

section), Probst, Raub & Romhardt’s (2000) eight “building blocks” are a rather 

technical merger of the most relevant KM activities, divided into an inner operational 

and an outer strategic circle including knowledge goals, identification, acquisition, 

development, distribution, storage, usage and knowledge measuring (p. 31-34). 

 

Figure 2.2: KM Building Blocks (Probst, Raub & Romhardt, 2000, p. 32) 

 

Probst, Raub & Romhardt’s (2000) framework can be summarised as follows (p. 35 - 

211): The starting point is marked by the definition of knowledge goals, which 

determine necessary current and future capabilities in order to assure the firm’s 

competitiveness. This is followed by the process of identification, consisting of an 

analysis and description of the company’s knowledge. Acquisition refers to what 

forms of expertise the company should acquire from outside, mainly through 
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customer and supplier interaction. Knowledge development focuses on generating 

more efficient new skills, new products and processes. Once the necessary 

knowledge is identified, acquired and developed, it needs to be (i) distributed by 

means of sharing and spreading knowledge organisation-wide and (ii) stored. 

Utilisation consists of the activities necessary for applying the organisation’s 

knowledge. Finally, the outer cycle is completed by knowledge measurement, which 

is required for strategic KM control in order to align and/or redefine existing 

knowledge goals. 

 

Some critiques stress the lack of differentiation of the building blocks regarding (i) 

tacit/explicit as well as (ii) personal /organisational knowledge, taking away much of 

the practical value of the model. Different knowledge processes happen on different 

organisational levels: what might be knowledge acquisition for a group can also be 

understood as knowledge sharing on the part of the individual, proving that 

knowledge to the group, or it could be the basis for new knowledge creation in a 

different situation (Vera & Crossan, 2005, p. 130). In addition, the activities of 

knowledge leverage and knowledge accumulation especially can cause troublesome 

interactions, e.g. when leveraging is too tightly adhered to, which then can be a 

hindrance for accumulating new knowledge (Chakravarthy, McEvily, Doz & Rau, 

2005, p. 317). Finally, the last building block is subject to ongoing controversy, as 

there is yet neither a practically suitable nor a scientifically accepted way of 

measuring KM activity. 

 

Given the attention this model receives within German-speaking KM areas, and the 

overall research question, it is important to determine to what extent this model is 
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actually used within the German-speaking financial services industry, especially as 

the authors are native German-speakers, whose work on building blocks was 

published in German before being translated into English. 

 

2.4.1.2 Knowledge Management Spiral of Nonaka 

Nonaka (1994) developed a KM model where knowledge is created by a constant 

transformation of tacit to explicit knowledge (p. 14). The key concept of the 

knowledge spiral is the continuous dialogue between the epistemological dimensions 

(Nonaka, 1994, p. 15), which leads to four different patterns of interaction: 

transferring tacit knowledge to create tacit knowledge on the basis of common 

experiences, which is referred to as socialisation; creating explicit knowledge by 

using existing explicit knowledge, known as combination; converting tacit 

knowledge into explicit, called externalisation; and explicit to tacit, namely 

internalisation. The latter two mentioned modes of interaction represent the idea of 

the complementary nature of tacit and explicit knowledge (Nonaka, 1994, p. 19). 

Each of the four modes independently creates new knowledge, but only continuous 

dynamic interaction between all four modes reveals the true value of the knowledge 

spiral – creating an “upward spiral” (Nonaka, 1994, p. 20), also referred to as a “self-

reinforcing cycle” (Zack, 1999a, p. 129). His SECI-Model (socialisation, 

externalisation, combination and internalisation) describes how knowledge is created 

and passed on from the individual to the organisation (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1997, p. 

84). Each mode within this model produces new knowledge, but only the dynamic 

and continuous interaction of all four modes provides the organisation as such with 

new knowledge – creating an upward spiral (Nonaka, 1994, p. 20). The main driver 

and starting point for organisational knowledge, though, remains within each 
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individual (Nonaka, 1994, p. 17) and his/her “high quality experience” (Nonaka, 

1994, p. 21). 

 

Compared to internalisation, externalisation processes are not widely used 

(Sabherwal & Becerra-Fernandez, 2003, p. 249). Furthermore, there is some 

evidence that internalisation as well as externalisation (in terms of Nonaka & 

Takeuchi, 1997) affect KM on the individual level. Socialisation can be viewed as a 

group-level phenomenon, whereas the combination impacts most at organisational 

level (Sabherwal & Becerra-Fernandez, 2003, p. 246). 

 

In addition to the knowledge spiral, Nonaka (1994) also makes clear statements 

regarding the roles of management and organisational design in the context of KM 

(p. 28), and posits that the typical pyramidal organisational tree-structure is a good fit 

neither for knowledge sharing nor for information processing. Middle management 

has to transform the vision of top management while simultaneously prioritising the 

needs of lower management and supporting those needs accordingly (Nonaka, 1994, 

p. 30). Applying the author’s proposal strictly to knowledge sharing and creating, the 

role of middle management would be to identify high potential knowledge (either 

shared or created) from lower management and check whether it suits top 

management’s vision and whether it is worth spreading insights gained at lower 

levels more widely across the organisation. In order to fulfil this role, communities 

should be led by members of middle management (Nonaka, 1994, p. 31). 
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2.4.1.3 Knowledge Management Strategy according to Hansen, Nohria & Tierney 

Earlier work by, for example, Hansen, Nohria & Tierney (1999), trying to base a 

knowledge strategy on the knowledge involved, distinguishes between codification, 

where knowledge is more an object to capture information-based knowledge, and 

personalisation, where knowledge is more a process to capture hard-to-document 

knowledge via communication (p. 108). This distinction is also referred to as the 

“knowledge stock approach” and “network model” accordingly (Alavi & Tiwana, 

2005, p. 104) or “human-oriented” versus “system-oriented” (Choi & Jong, 2010, p. 

44). Hansen, Nohria & Tierney (1999) propose a strict application of either 

codification or personalisation throughout the company (p. 112), which is likely to 

fail to account for the multitude of different nuances of knowledge, organisational 

forms, routines, locations and their appropriate management. The overall 

organisational context does matter (Alavi & Tiwana, 2005, p. 104). Although they 

recognise that a shift within the relevant knowledge within a firm might lead to a 

change of the strategy involved (Hansen, Nohria & Tierney, 1999, p. 112), it is not 

reflected within their KM strategy. On the other hand, the four proposed strategies 

within the knowledge domain concept of von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben (2001) – see 

section 2.4.1.6 – actually provide the advancement to use more than one strategy, 

which consequently even accounts for new knowledge domains developing (p. 427). 

 

The authors distinguish clearly between two possible KM approaches (codification 

and personalisation) depending upon the overall competitive strategy of each 

company (Hansen, Nohria & Tierney, 1999, p. 110). However, they do acknowledge 

that no company follows a complete “either/or” strategy; rather, there exists a certain 

mix (Hansen, Nohria & Tierney, 1999, p. 112). Consequently, they propose deciding 
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upon one core KM approach (either codification or personalisation) and mixing it to 

a small degree with the other approach (Hansen, Nohria & Tierney, 1999, p. 109). 

Werr & Stjernberg (2003) go one step further in viewing personalised and codified 

means of sharing knowledge as complementary in the sense that knowledge 

transferred in a personalised manner means improved quality in work output, 

whereas codified knowledge mainly increases work efficiency (p. 885). These two 

basic approaches are neither mutually exclusive nor bound to be applied in a fixed 

order; sometimes, a document is read before the reader contacts the author for a 

better understanding, and sometimes personal interaction and communication lead to 

an important document (Haas & Hansen, 2007, p. 1136). In this context, it is 

important not only to document the “know-how”, but also the “know-why” in order 

to minimise the chances of misinterpretation or inappropriate application (Zollo & 

Winter, 2005, p. 616). Furthermore, high-quality documents are not a substitute for 

the effects of using high-quality personal advice, or vice versa (Haas & Hansen, 

2007, p. 1149). Hence, the proposed strict application of either codification or 

personalisation throughout the company (Hansen, Nohria & Tierney, 1999, p. 112) is 

likely to fail to account for the multitude of different nuances of knowledge, 

organisational forms, routines, locations and their appropriate management.  

 

However, the study by Ambos & Schlegelmilch (2009) criticises Hansen, Nohria & 

Tierney’s (1999) codification/personalisation framework as being “too coarse-

grained” inasmuch that it does not consider the different phases of knowledge 

gathering, sharing and creation, dissemination and maintaining knowledge (p. 492). 

Consequently, Werr & Stjernberg (2003) enhance Hansen, Nohria & Tierney’s 

(1999) approach by identifying three interacting knowledge elements linking 
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codification and personalisation: methods and tools, providing a common language 

and knowledge structure; cases, carrying knowledge in a narrative form; and 

experience as the “glue” for adapting and making use of methods, tools and cases (p. 

881). Without linking his work directly to that of Hansen, Nohria & Tierney (1999), 

Dunford (2000) also examines specifically consulting firms and concludes that any 

chosen framework or strategy has to deal with input and output challenges (p. 294). 

The production and maintenance of the knowledge base, as well as effective 

utilisation later on, are key hurdles and key success factors alike (Dunford, 2000, p. 

295). 

 

2.4.1.4 Knowledge Management Model of Zack 

Zack (1999a) offers a knowledge strategy linking knowledge-oriented processes, 

technologies and organisational forms to the overall business strategy (p. 126). He 

uses the concept of a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats) 

analysis to identify relevant internal and external factors in order to define the 

necessary strategic steps. This is specified as a knowledge-based SWOT analysis 

(Zack, 1999a, p. 130), a concept recognised also by other scholars, for example, in 

order to identify strategic gaps based on the prior identification of knowledge gaps 

(Earl, 2001, p. 229). Applying a knowledge-based SWOT helps a firm to exploit 

knowledge and identify knowledge gaps while assisting in the decision-making 

process on how to deal with these gaps (Casselman & Samson, 2007, p. 75), as the 

basis for identifying future opportunities and applying an exploration strategy is an 

in-depth understanding of the strengths and limitations of a firm’s skills (Bogner & 

Bansal, 2007, p. 170). Such an identification of a firm’s own skills goes beyond 

reverse engineering efforts by rivals (Bogner & Bansal, 2007, p. 171). 
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The first step within the process is to create a knowledge map in order to prioritise 

and focus on the necessary strategic areas of knowledge (Zack, 1999a, p. 129). Only 

then it is possible to identify a firm’s (internal and external) knowledge gaps by 

conducting a knowledge-based SWOT analysis (Zack, 1999a, p. 134), which leads to 

the definition of a knowledge strategy (Zack, 1999a, p. 135), in order to legitimise 

knowledge activities (Enkel, Gurgul & Rumyantseva, 2007, p. 103). This 

identification is very much in line with the first “knowledge goals” building block of 

Probst, Raub & Romhardt’s (2000) framework, where it is understood as “a 

translation of company goals into knowledge terms” (p. 66). In accordance with the 

results of the knowledge-based SWOT and the gap between knowledge and strategy, 

an organisation might have to increase its knowledge base via internal creation or 

external acquisition, or it may simply improve the usage of as yet underutilised 

knowledge (resources). This leads to questioning whether to exploit existing or 

explore new knowledge. In addition, Zack (1999a) not only acknowledges the 

necessity to define and exploit knowledge domains, but also to take existing 

knowledge domains as starting points for new ones (p. 129) in order to be able to 

compete beyond the short-term horizon (p. 130). 

 

On a practical basis, Zack (2003) provides the following advice for managers – prior 

to the identification of a firm’s position in terms of knowledge compared to the 

industry and competitors, it is important to define a KM mission (p. 70). Only after 

this has been accomplished should a KM strategy be described and KM processes, 

methods and structures implemented. Such a KM strategy can be divided into a 

“survival strategy” (assuring the maintenance of current levels of success and 

performance) and an “advancement strategy” (emphasising future success and 
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improved performance). Both aspects need to be balanced in order to ensure both 

short- and long-term profitability (Enkel, Gurgul & Rumyantseva, 2007, p. 106). 

Finally, the business model is subject to undergoing revision (Zack, 2003, p. 71), just 

like any other strategy. 

 

2.4.1.5 Exploration versus Exploitation Strategy according to March 

Miller, Bierly & Daly (2007) see the typology of exploration versus exploitation as a 

key strategic decision within the knowledge-based view of the firm (p. 415). 

Exploitation extends and deepens existing capabilities, while exploration is a journey 

to new, unknown grounds (March, 1991, p. 85). March (1991) associates search, 

variation, risk taking, experimentation, play, flexibility, discovery and innovation 

with exploration, while exploitation includes such things as refinement, choice, 

production, efficiency, selection, implementation and execution with exploitation (p. 

71). This is in line with the model of Probst, Raub & Romhardt (2000) – see section 

2.4.1.1, as it too distinguishes between exploitation-oriented knowledge acquisition 

and development (p. 91 + p. 111) and exploration-oriented distribution and usage (p. 

139 + p. 173). In fact, the distinction between exploitation and exploration in 

reference to March’s (1991) framework can even be found within the organisational 

learning (OL
10

) discipline (Kane & Alavi, 2007, p. 796; Easterby-Smith & Prieto, 

2008, p. 244) – see section 2.4.2 for more details on OL. 

 

Theoretically, exploration and exploitation are not simply two extremes of a single 

continuum, where a movement towards one direction is automatically a move away 

from the other (Miller, Bierly & Daly, 2007, p. 415) – both are of importance for a 

                                                 

10
 To be detailed in section 2.4.2 
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successful firm (Miller, Fern & Cardinal, 2007, p. 308; Holmqvist, 2003, p. 95; Zack, 

1999a, p. 137). It is important to find the right balance between the rigidity of 

exploitation and the chaos of exploration, where creativity never finds its market 

(Brown & Duguid, 2000, p. 73); hence, the right choice is of strategic importance 

(Choi & Jong, 2010, p. 42; Easterby-Smith & Prieto, 2008, p. 244; Lee, Lee & Lee, 

2003, p. 553; March, 1991, p. 71). Managers need to balance the exploitation of 

existing knowledge capabilities against the need to exploit opportunities (Sirmon, 

Hitt & Ireland, 2007, p. 288; Zack, 1999a, p. 137), as exploitation processes run the 

risk of underestimating the need to explore new ways, and what might appear to be 

effective in the short-term might actually be ineffective in the long run (Holmqvist, 

2003, p. 99). What complicates the choice for the right balance is the difference in 

the variability of the expected outcomes, the involved time horizons and the expected 

returns (March, 1991, p. 71). In summary, it melts down to the point at which 

exploration is associated with basic research, which by nature is less certain, and 

product development/enhancement, which is far more predictable (March, 1991, p. 

73). However, there is some evidence that while uncertainty, costs and time-to-

market increase, so does – in general – the to-be-expected return (Bogner & Bansal, 

2007, p. 186). 

 

However, a firm’s resources are normally not limitless, so certain trade-offs are 

necessary (Miller, Bierly & Daly, 2007, p. 415). Managing the tension between 

exploration and exploitation is challenging (Crossan & Berdrow, 2003, p. 1102), as 

they compete for resources and force management to discriminate between the two 

(Boot & Marinc, 2008, p. 1195; He & Wong, 2004, p. 482). Smaller firms especially 

might find it hard to follow both strategies simultaneously (Miller, Bierly & Daly, 
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2007, p. 431); nevertheless, it should not result in an “either/or” decision but rather a 

question of the right balance (He & Wong, 2004, p. 492), because strategic 

uncertainty about exploitable core competencies in the financial services industry 

quasi dictates the diversification (Boot & Marinc, 2008, p. 1192) of products and 

services. Hence, present and future capabilities need to be considered. The choice to 

make is whether to allocate resources to improve future and/or present returns. This 

decision-making becomes more complex, because the appropriate balance needs to 

include different organisational levels, e.g. individual, group and organisational 

(March, 1991, p. 72), which makes the definition and arrangement of an appropriate 

balance even more difficult (March, 1991, p. 74). 

 

Another obstacle is identifying the kind of knowledge that might be required in the 

(near) future, as by the time it is needed it is too late to gain it. Thus, managing the 

right kind of “knowledge inventory” is a non-trivial task (Levinthal & March, 1993, 

p. 103). In addition, Amid & Cohendet (2004) highlight the importance of time and 

space as important “powers of context” (p. 86). In an earlier work by Levinthal & 

March (1993), temporal and spatial myopia are seen as two practical limitations – the 

first criticises a probable short-term focus and the latter the lack of alternatives inside 

and outside an organisation (p. 110). 

 

Crossan, Lane & White (1999) enrich March’s (1991) strategies with the 

development of their 4I framework. Created for the strategic renewal of the firm in 

order to master the tension between feed-forward/exploration and feed-

back/exploitation, this framework consists of four processes: intuiting, interpreting, 

integrating and institutionalising, all of which cover the three learning levels within a 
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firm – individual, group and organisation (p. 524).
11

 The later work of Crossan & 

Berdrow (2003) stresses the importance of considering various levels of analysis 

when applying exploration and/or exploitation strategies (p. 1091). Feed forward is 

about the exploration of individual and group learning by means of 

institutionalisation, which occurs via systems, structures, strategies and procedures. 

Feedback, on the other hand, is about exploitation and how institutionalisation affects 

individuals and groups (Crossan, Lane & White, 1999, p. 524). The 4I framework 

also creates awareness of exploitation and exploration as being mutually important 

on various levels of analysis within a firm (Berends & Lammers, 2010, p. 1047; 

Crossan & Berdrow, 2003, p. 1091). The concept of exploitation is achieved by 

institutionalised learning, while the processes of interpreting and integrating enable 

exploration (Crossan & Berdrow, 2003, p. 1090). This is in line with Easterby-Smith 

& Prieto (2008), who understand exploration and exploitation as critical learning 

processes that need to be balanced appropriately (p. 244). 

 

On a practical level, Garcia, Calantone & Levine (2003) propose the need to stress 

exploitation in stable, less competitive environments where profits are good, or in 

competitive environments with low profits (p. 326). Conversely, it is necessary to 

stress exploration when competition is low but profits are also low, or when 

competition and profits are high (Garcia, Calantone & Levine, 2003, p. 327). 

Although more research is required to examine the legitimacy of and relationship 

between explorative and exploitive strategies (Miller, Bierly & Daly, 2007, p. 416), 

as well as non-conceptual and non-case study research (Miller, Bierly & Daly, 2007, 

                                                 

11
 A detailed discussion of the 4I framework – beyond exploration and exploitation - is provided in 

section 2.4.2. 
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p. 417), Boot & Marinc (2008) consider early entry in the financial services industry 

especially suited for times of moderate competition (p. 1195). 

 

2.4.1.6 The Knowledge Domain Concept of von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben 

Crossan, Lane & White (1999) build on March’s (1991) strategies with a focus on 

linking cognition with action (p. 524). In addition, von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben 

(2001) extend the distinctive strategies of exploration versus exploitation by 

developing a framework of four strategies to manage knowledge via the usage of 

“knowledge domains” (k-domains) (p. 421): leveraging (increasing efficiency and 

reducing risks via standardisation); expansion (using existing k-domains to create 

new knowledge); appropriating (using external sources to create new k-domains); 

and probing (building a new k-domain from scratch) (pp. 427-433). While the first 

two represent strategies within existing k-domains, the latter two are used within new 

k-domains (von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben, 2001, p. 427). 

 

Prior to considering these four strategies in the context of k-domains, it is important 

to have a clear vision of the overall KM strategy, which in turn has to be in line with 

the overall strategy of the firm (von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben, 2001, p. 435). As a 

starting point for the definition of k-domains, von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben (2001) 

propose capturing what a firm knows and does not know by means of knowledge 

workshops (p. 422). These have to be organised across the firm to bring experts and 

practitioners together to discuss, capture and define k-domains consisting of relevant 

data, information, explicit knowledge (e.g. handbooks) and a list of key people with 

long-term experience and therefore tacit knowledge (von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben, 

2001, p. 423). 
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In line with the core strategies of exploitation versus exploration already discussed, 

von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben (2001) also underline that it is important to “strike a 

balance” between existing and new k-domains – in accordance with the overall 

strategy of the firm. (p. 426). Hence, a firm should make use of a number of k-

domains to capture both existing as well as new knowledge (von Krogh, Nonaka & 

Aben, 2001, p. 424). Following all four strategies at the same time results in a more 

balanced portfolio of k-domains, which lowers the overall risk of mis-investments 

(von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben, 2001, p. 434) and also increases the chances of 

leveraging know-how in order to manage change (Skinner, 2007, p. 44). In addition, 

subdividing the overall KM strategy into four categories makes resource allocation 

and goal setting slightly more concrete (von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben, 2001, p. 436), 

especially when compared to March (1991), who leaves this part totally open. Hence, 

Casselman & Samson (2007) call von Krogh Nonaka & Aben’s (2001) approach 

“potentially powerful”, as disaggregation into manageable knowledge components, 

referred to as k-domains, allows the application of different strategic goals in terms 

of knowledge transfer and knowledge creation to each of the domains (p. 72).  

 

2.4.2 Knowledge Management & Organisational Learning 

For Easterby-Smith & Lyles (2005), knowledge is what the firm possesses and 

learning is the process of acquiring knowledge (p. 3). For Elkjaer (2005), learning as 

such cannot be avoided, as it happens beyond the choice of the individual or the 

organisation (p. 43). Hence, all organisations learn (DiBella, 2005, p. 146). However, 

both individuals and organisations can influence the amount of learning and the 

benefit it can bring. In this context, Schedel (1996) adds that the ability of an 
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organisation to learn constantly is probably more important than the actual 

knowledge gained (p. 6). 

 

For Crossan, Lane & White (1999), the main difference between organisational 

learning and KM is action, i.e. KM focuses much more on cognition than on action 

(p. 523). Organisational learning (OL), on the other hand, links cognition and action 

(Crossan, Lane & White, 1999, p. 524). OL can be defined as the institutionalised 

learning of individuals and groups, where learning “is the process of change in 

individual and shared thought and action” (Vera & Crossan, 2005, p. 123). Crossan 

& Berdrow (2003) define learning within organisations by determining four 

processes (referred to as the 4I framework)
12

, namely intuiting, interpreting, 

integrating and institutionalising (p. 1088). On the individual level, intuiting and 

interpreting occur, interpretation and integration happen at the group level and 

integrating and institutionalising at the organisational level (Crossan & Berdrow, 

2003, p. 1089): 

� Intuiting refers to patterns and/or possibilities linked to personal streams of 

experience. 

� Interpreting refers to the analysis of insights. 

� Integrating refers to the creation of a shared understanding of meanings. 

� Institutionalising refers to the conveyance of integration into routinised 

actions, leading to embedded learning also by using systems, structures and 

procedures. 

 

                                                 

12
 This 4I framework has already been identified earlier by Crossan, Lane & White, 1999, p. 524. 
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The following diagram illustrates the 4I framework and its linkage to feedback and 

feed-forward learning
13

: 

 

Figure 2.3: 4I-Framework (Crossan & Berdrow, 2003, p. 1091) 

 

In addition, learning can be understood as a knowledge process including knowledge 

creation and knowledge transfer, while at the same time knowledge is a main 

constituent of the learning process. Hence, on an operational basis, KM and OL are 

intertwined (Easterby-Smith & Prieto, 2008, p. 244; Zack, McKeen & Singh, 2009, 

p. 397). Knowledge creation involves the continuing process of each individual to 

combine prior learning and new information within a given context (Nonaka, von 

Krogh & Voelpel, 2006, p. 1182). In this context, learning can be seen as the bridge 

between work and innovation (Brown & Duguid, 1991, p. 41). As such, the amount 

                                                 

13
 The contribution of this framework to the discussion of exploration versus exploitation is provided 

in section 2.4.1.5. 
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of learning is related positively to the capacity to innovate, which in turn leads to an 

increase in competitive advantage (Sabherwal & Becerra-Fernandez, 2003, p. 230). 

Hence, KM is not only the medium, but also the outcome of the innovation process 

(Scarbrough, 2003, p. 501). Consequently, especially when talking about the creation 

and/or transfer of knowledge, the concepts of KM and OL can be unified as 

knowledge transfer for the knowledge provider, understood as knowledge creation, 

or learning – for the knowledge receiver (Vera & Crossan, 2005, p. 130). Just like 

KM, OL is about acquiring, converting and creating knowledge in order to achieve 

organisational goals (Child & Rodrigues, 2005, p. 535). Learning is tied to 

knowledge creation and knowledge usage (Plaskoff, 2003, p. 163), because it 

produces new knowledge and knowledge impacts future learning (Vera & Crossan, 

2005, p. 131). With regards to Nonaka’s work (1994), Scarbrough & Swan (2005) 

interpret existing literature on OL as being focused on internalisation and 

socialisation, whereas KM focuses on externalisation and combination (p. 504). 

Hence, both approaches emphasise the importance of knowledge creation, but 

highlight rather different aspects (Scarbrough & Swan, 2005, p. 505). 

 

Although learning starts at the individual level, it happens also on the level of the 

group and the organisation (Levinthal & March, 1993, p. 101). However, it is 

important to recognise that the organisation and the group influence the learning of 

the individual. The work of Bogner & Bansal (2007) provides an illustration of this 

concept; the rent generated by an innovation also has to be allocated (attributed) to 

former new knowledge (p. 173). However, if the first mover’s innovation spills over 

to a second mover, but the add-ons invented by such a second mover do not spill 

back to the first mover, the second mover’s return on investment will be higher than 
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that of the first mover’s (Bogner & Bansal, 2007, p. 184). This example stresses the 

necessity of feedback loops within the firm when attempting to achieve optimal KM-

related results. Any such spill back to the originating firm can enhance its 

innovativeness and thus, knowledge spillovers shall not be vieved per se in a 

negative light (Yang, Phelps & Steensma, 2010, p. 371). 

 

While this concept is recognised by feedback and feed-forward learning (Crossan & 

Berdrow, 2003, p. 1091) within the OL literature, it is also recognised within KM 

literature, especially through the work of Nonaka (1994).  

 

Similar to KM, OL has always been a part of organisations (Senge, 2006, p. xvii); 

however, its emergence as an area of interest has been influenced by advances in 

technology, globalisation, the increasing competitive environment and its value to 

management and organisational theory (Andrews & Delahaye, 2000, p. 798). Only 

recently has learning been systematically associated with corporate performance, 

competitive advantage and KM (Contu & Willmott, 2003, p. 283). For Duncan 

(2006), KM has the potential to provide new insights into OL, since both concepts 

are related closely (p. 73) because they both view the perspectives of knowledge as 

well as the level of where learning take places rather consistently (Gherardi, 1999, p. 

112). Hence, any KM strategy needs to shape and direct learning processes – in 

terms of knowledge transfer and knowledge creation – and determine the firm’s 

knowledge base (Bierly & Chakrabarti, 1996, p. 125). 
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Remarkably, researchers in the field of KM regularly avoid the term “learning” and 

researchers in the field of OL
14

 apply the same rule to the term “knowledge”, while 

others use these terms interchangeably (Vera & Crossan, 2005, p. 123). In the sense 

of this study, KM has to be understood as “how to manage learning” (Vera & 

Crossan, 2005, p. 124) while OL is concerned about “how the organisation learns” 

(Vera & Crossan, 2005, p. 123). It is the act of learning by the individual who 

contributes to the diffusion, reproduction and transformation of knowledge (Contu & 

Willmott, 2003, p. 285). Hence, OL deals with the cognitive and behavioural aspects 

of learning, whereas KM is more action-oriented and focuses on the utilisation of 

knowledge (Vera & Crossan, 2005, p. 128). Whether a firm focuses on OL or on KM 

is – amongst other things – represented by leadership roles; chief learning offices 

will be found in OL-oriented companies while chief knowledge officers can be found 

in KM-oriented companies (Vera & Crossan, 2005, p. 123). Finally, both theories 

acknowledge the existence of non-human repositories of knowledge and/or 

organisational learning (Vera & Crossan, 2005, p. 129).  

 

However, Collinson & Wilson (2006) argue that existing and established ways of 

dealing with learning, KM and innovation can create significant barriers during 

phases of “radical and far-reaching” changes in the economic environment (p. 1359). 

Hence, any model or framework needs to be flexible and adaptable enough to 

account for any radical changes within an industry. 

                                                 

14
 The distinction between OL – how an organisation learns, the LO (“learning organisation” – as 

propagated especially by Senge, 1990) – how an organisation should learn, and Gherardi’s (1999) 

concept of LIO (“learning-in-organizing”, p. 103) can be neglected with respect to the study within 

this document. This is especially so, since OL and LO are both important contributors to 

organisational development (Elkjaer, 2005, p. 40). 
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2.4.3 The Role of IT within Knowledge Management 

After the previous sections of this chapter elaborated on different KM models and 

strategies as well as commonalities and differences between KM and OL, this section 

provides important insights in the way IT can be used to support any KM initiative of 

a firm. 

 

The role of IT as well as ICT
15

 in KM is fundamental for both practitioners and 

academic scholars (Edwards, Shaw, Collier, 2005, p. 113). Nevertheless, there is an 

ongoing controversy amongst academics, as it remains a matter of debate whether 

KM can be successful without heavy reliance on IT, or if IT is strategically important 

for KM (Mohamed, Stankosky & Murray, 2006, p. 103). Although the predominant 

part of KM theory stems from strategy and organisational theory research, the 

majority of KM initiatives involve, or even mainly consist of, information 

technology (Alavi & Leidner, 2001, p. 115). In this respect, Fahey & Prusak (1998) 

advocate not overestimating the usage of IT, as it can “never substitute” the 

interaction of minds (p. 273), a fact stressed also by other academic scholars (Adair, 

2004, p. 572; Alavi & Leidner, 2001, p. 114). In addition, the usage of ICT as an 

important part of managing knowledge can create or even reinforce boundaries – 

“electronic fences” – as personal contact becomes substituted (Newell, Scarbrough & 

Swan, 2001, p. 97) and because of the difficulties of ICT trying to incorporate human 

behavioural aspects as well as capturing tacit knowledge (Mohamed, Stankosky & 

Murray, 2006, p. 106; Brown & Duguid, 1998, pp. 101 + 105). Nevertheless, one 

                                                 

15
 The difference between the two can, in fact, be defined literally as lying within the word 

‘communication’: IT does not include means for humans to communicate with each other, like video 

conferences and suchlike. 
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reason for the debate is the gap between those who are fully aware of ICT 

capabilities on the one hand and KM practitioners on the other (Mohamed, 

Stankosky & Murray, 2006, p. 107). In this respect, the recent trend of software 

vendors relabeling information technologies as KM technologies has added to the 

misunderstanding and confusion between data management, information 

management and KM (Malhotra, 2005, p. 12). 

 

Nevertheless, information and communication technology is often recognised as a 

driver of the knowledge-based society (Chong, 2006, p. 230), and many firms’ KM 

initiatives rely on IT as an important enabler (Alavi & Leidner, 2001, p. 114). 

Modern ICT overcomes many problems associated with distance, time and even 

technical incompatibility (Newell, Scarbrough & Swan, 2001, p. 97). Consequently, 

KM activities cover the entire IT spectrum: databases, corporate libraries, intranets, 

sharing, training programmes and virtual communities, to name but a few (Malhotra, 

2005, p. 7). 

 

ICT used in order to support KM is often referred to as a “KM system” (KMS). 

KMSs are IT-based systems supporting and enhancing the creation, storage/retrieval, 

transfer and application of knowledge (Alavi & Leidner, 2001, p. 114). Advocates 

for ICT/KMS argue that it enables quick and global information sharing across an 

almost unlimited number of participants (Wasko & Faraj, 2005, p. 36). Additionally, 

it has the potential to increase both the quality and frequency of knowledge creation 

and knowledge transfer (Alavi & Leidner, 2001, p. 118) as well as knowledge 

application and integration (Alavi & Leidner, 2001, p. 122). As such, organisations 

benefit from the usage of ICT, as valuable expertise flows at relatively little cost 
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(Wasko & Faraj, 2005, p. 52) positively influencing the level of structural social 

capital (van den Hooff & Huysmann, 2009, p. 7). Whereas the “normal” search 

process of an individual is bound to immediate close-by co-workers, new knowledge 

especially is often acquired outside this immediate network (Alavi & Leidner, 2001, 

p. 121). In this respect, computer networks, electronic bulletin boards and discussion 

groups create a forum that facilitates contact between the person seeking knowledge 

and those who may have access to the knowledge beyond spatial limitations (Alavi & 

Leidner, 2001, p. 121). In this context, ICT allows the speeding up of innovation 

processes by increasing the interactive and simultaneous cooperation of different 

communities of practice (CoPs). However, achieving these objectives consists of 

complex, distributed and multifaceted concepts requiring a foundation in several 

scientific domains (Newell, Scarbrough & Swan, 2001, p. 99; Alavi & Leidner, 

2001, p. 107). There is insufficient room to address these issues here, as they lie 

outside the focus of this study. Generally spoken, the availability of any KMS is yet 

no guarantee that employees will actually spend time and effort using it (He, Qiao & 

Wie, 2009, p. 175). 

 

A literature review conducted by Alavi & Leidner (2001) revealed three common IT 

applications within the context of KM: (i) coding and sharing best practices, (ii) 

usage of corporate knowledge directories and (iii) the creation of knowledge 

networks (p. 114). These categories can be understood in terms of Gottschalk’s 

(2002) “Stages of Knowledge Management Technology”, wherein the first stage 

consists mainly of general IT support for knowledge workers when IT is not yet 

associated with KM as such and where no KM-specific IT tools currently exist. At 

the second stage, IT provides valuable information about knowledge sources such as 



63 
 

“who knows what?”, without yet storing what others actually know. At the third 

stage, what others know is stored, and information represents knowledge. Finally, the 

fourth stage addresses information processing in order to evaluate situations (p. 190). 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.4: Stages of Growth for KM Technology (Gottschalk, 2002, p. 190) 

 

Mohamed, Stankosky & Murry (2006) divide firms relying on IT into those hoarding 

knowledge and those sharing knowledge (p. 107). This distinction is in line with 

Malhotra’s (2005) differentiation between the technology-push model, stressing 

mechanistic information processing, and the strategy-pull model, which facilitates 

organic sense making and links Hansen, Nohria & Tierney’s (1999) differentiation of 

KM strategies’ codification and personalisation (p. 112) to IT. Where the former can 

be characterised by the identification, storing and availability of useful knowledge, 

the latter is about insights, innovation and creativity. Thus, the technology-push 

model is about the institutionalisation of information, while the strategy-pull model 

encourages discovery and exploration (Malhotra, 2005, p. 13). The strategy-push 

model ensures that relevant processes and activities, as well as related technologies, 

are adopted, modified, rejected, replaced or enhanced in the service of business 

performance (Malhotra, 2005, p. 16). Remarkably, the study of He, Qiao & Wie 

(2009) reveals that the most-often accessed documents were personalised 

observations, interpretations and judgements instead of reports or user manuals (p. 

176). 
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The importance to a firm of assessing and understanding its knowledge position and 

existing intellectual resources in order to formulate a KM strategy is also stressed by 

Alavi & Leidner (2001), who see this process as an important starting point for 

analysing and defining the role of information technology in facilitating KM, as the 

design of any information and communication system supporting KM has to be 

driven by the nature and types of organisational knowledge (p. 115). The appropriate 

portion of IT within a KM initiative is highly context-dependent; hence, there is a 

range of approaches (Edwards, Shaw, Collier, 2005, p. 124). According to 

Orlikowski, Yates, Okamura & Fujimoto (1995), it is important to understand that 

any ICT has to be adopted to the firm’s idiosyncrasies, as otherwise it will be 

underutilised or even inappropriately utilised (p. 424). For Newell, Scarbrough & 

Swan (2001), the benefit of IT tools ultimately revolves around questions of culture 

and not infrastructure or systems: “it is the social context of their application” (p. 

110); a fact also stressed by He, Qiao & Wie (2009, p. 175). It is important to apply 

ICT in a structured manner in order to allow technological and at the same time 

cultural change to happen (Mohamed, Stankosky & Murray, 2006, p. 107). Hence, 

regardless of the technological route taken, human-related issues, especially in terms 

of the implementation of these IT solutions, need to be considered (Edwards, Shaw, 

Collier, 2005, p. 124). 

 

Finally, ICT affects workflows, communication and, as such, the way in which KM 

is practised (Newell, Scarbrough & Swan, 2001, p. 99). Properly used, ICT has the 

power to accelerate knowledge sharing capabilities in both time and space 

dimensions (Mohamed, Stankosky & Murray, 2006, p. 104). Nevertheless, the 

success of IT in KM depends upon the idiosyncrasies of each individual firm. Hence, 
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one size fits all approaches will not work, and ICT has to be part of a balanced and 

integrated set of components. On the bottom line, the basic principle is to understand 

that there are things that technology does well and there are things that humans do 

well. Hence, it is not recommended that one attempts “to force one paradigm to 

operate within the realm of the other” (Mohamed, Stankosky & Murray, 2006, p. 

112). In summary, it is not a question of either “binary logic” or “learning loops”; 

rather, it is more about the right mix of both (Mohamed, Stankosky & Murray, 2006, 

p. 105) in order to ensure that ICT is used in the most appropriate way as an 

important enabler of KM (Coff, Coff & Eastvold, 2006, p. 463; Kridan & Goulding, 

2006, p. 220; Werr & Steinberg, 2003, p. 898; Yeh, Lai & Ho, 2006, p. 795). 

 

2.4.4 Firm-specific Knowledge Management Maturity & Knowledge Evolution 

While the previous sections of this chapter discussed the most relevant models and 

strategies to manage knowledge as well as how IT can provide support to KM, this 

section stresses that KM – just like knowledge itself – is not static but dynamic. 

 

When comparing existing KM efforts within the financial services industry, it is 

essential to realise that knowledge matures over time, i.e. what used to be hard to 

express or almost impossible to codify at one point in time becomes widespread, 

easily accessible and rather basic knowledge at a later point in time (Hansen, Nohria 

& Tierney, 1999, p. 115; or Zack, 1999a, p. 138). Such a knowledge lifecycle is also 

recognised by Birkinshaw & Sheehan (2002), constituting the four phases of 

creation, mobilisation, diffusion, and commoditisation (p. 77). However, this ignores 

the stage for existing knowledge to be outdated and no longer of use.  
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For Chen, Hwang & Raghu (2010) longer knowledge lifecycles increase the chance 

for operational excellence, whereas shorter and volatile knowledge lifecycles require 

flexibility and agility (p. 25). Consequently, the methods and routines applied to 

capture and transfer such knowledge change over time, just like the understanding of 

those methods among employees using these methods, as well as among managers 

controlling them. These facts also influence the overall KM strategy. The maturity of 

an organisation influences the maturity of routines, structures and organisational 

memory (Crossan, Lane & White, 1999, p. 529); in the beginning, KM was mainly 

about bottom line improvements. Only after those improvements really materialise 

can a firm shift more towards ensuring that KM investments contribute to the top line 

regarding the growth and profitability of the overall strategy (von Krogh, Nonaka & 

Aben, 2001, p. 421). In this respect, different strategies have to be followed based on 

different knowledge lifecycles (Chen, Hwang & Raghu, 2010, p. 25). Finally, it also 

affects the governance of knowledge, since even this will change over the course of a 

relationship (Williams, 2007, p. 881). 

 

 

2.5 Organisation 

While the previous sections of this chapter provided an in-depth understanding of 

KM per se, this section elaborates on the necessity to consider organisational 

implications associated with the management of knowledge. 

 

Chandler’s (1962) well-known thesis, “Structure follows Strategy”, argues that a 

company may only be successful with its strategy if it is willing to adapt its 

organisational structure (p. 15). In addition, van den Hooff & Huysman (2009) stress 
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the importance of organisational structure for knowledge sharing in terms of trust 

and reciprocity between employees (p. 7). This seems to be especially true for 

banking organisations (De Laurentis, 2005, p. 4) and is in contrast to Porter’s (2000) 

five forces, where strategy is a bundle of activities that needs to be managed without 

putting too much stress on any given structure, since a clear differentiation between 

strategy and structure becomes subordinate (p. 18). However, failure to select the 

right organisational structure leads to underperformance (Birkinshaw, Nobel & 

Ridderstrale, 2002, p. 277) and the way a firm is organised influences the way it 

processes knowledge (van den Bosch, Volberda & de Boer, 1999, p. 551). Hence, the 

choice for or against a certain organisational structure limits or enables the KBV 

(Casselman & Samson, 2007, p. 74; Miller, Fern & Cardinal, 2007, p. 309; 

Scarbrough, 2003, p. 514). Respectively, according to Barney’s (1991) so-called 

VRIO framework, the firm’s organisation has to be set up in such a fashion that it 

can actually take advantage of its valuable (V), rare (R) and inimitable (I) resources 

in order to facilitate superior performance (p. 112; Barney & Wright, 1998, p. 32). In 

this respect, Wiklund & Shepherd (2003) provide empirical support for the VRIO 

framework by stressing the necessity to link tightly a firm’s resources (VRI) with its 

organisation (O) (p. 1313). 

 

Accordingly, hierarchy and specialisation are two important means with a long 

tradition of leveraging the tacit knowledge of an individual, e.g. a doctor, lawyer or 

researcher making use of assistants (Coff, Coff & Eastvold, 2006, p. 455), or the 

knowledge transfer of more experienced workers to those less experienced (Werr & 

Stjernberg, 2003, p. 894). However, specialisation can also lead to a limited 

exchange of knowledge between units, e.g. between bankers and IT specialists within 
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a financial services cooperation (Scarbrough, 2003, p. 512). Hierarchy mainly relies 

on authority and the horizontal and vertical division of labour. From a KBV 

perspective, such division might be more favourable for routine tasks rather than for 

the generation of new knowledge necessary for innovations or for solving complex 

and yet poorly defined problems (Adler, 2001, p. 216). However, in order to support 

knowledge sharing and creation, organisational forms which go beyond 

specialisation and the division of labour need to be considered, as tacit knowledge is 

difficult to share across hierarchies and within most existing organisational structures 

(Nonaka, von Krogh & Voelpel, 2006, p. 1188). Nonetheless, this is not to propose a 

totally different approach or organisational structure altogether, as hierarchical 

structures – amongst other things – help to spread explicit knowledge at much lower 

costs (Nonaka, von Krogh & Voelpel, 2006, p. 1189). Consequently, a firm needs to 

add an additional organisational mode to support its primary organisational structure 

(Adler, 2001, p. 216). 

 

Enhancing formal structures with secondary organisational structures such as, for 

instance, CoPs or project and/or team structures might provide exactly such 

necessary support (Casselman & Samson, 2007, p. 75). This is not only in line with 

Porter’s (2000) call for horizontal organisational forms in order to take full 

advantage of learning curves and other synergies (p. 519), but also with Grant’s 

(1996) response to the deficiencies of hierarchy by using team-based structures to 

efficiently access and integrate relevant knowledge (p. 118). The advantage of 

knowledge communities and/or knowledge networks is that they are not a new form 

of organisation, but an additional, cross-divisional, dynamic layer within the existing 

organisation (Seufert, Back & von Krogh, 2006, p. 82). 
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2.5.1 Formal Organisation – secondary organisational aspects 

The main target of any organisational form supporting the overall structure of the 

firm in a horizontal manner is to overcome the paradoxical situation of assuring 

stability and continuity on the one hand and a permanent need for innovation 

supportive change on the other (Grant, 1991, p. 122). One important reason for 

taking advantage of secondary organisational structures it to circumvent the natural 

lifecycle of the primary organisational structure, which depends mainly on the 

complexity and size of an organisation’s structure, which may be flat and centralised 

(e.g. in the beginning), functional-hierarchical or highly decentralised (as time goes 

by and the firm grows), or as firms move from tight resource constraints and stable 

environments (supporting decentralised structures) to the opposite situation (Harris & 

Raviv, 2002, p. 855). Considering these developments, which happen within the firm 

but are at the same time subject to exogenous variables, adding secondary structures 

seems to be the better fit. Offering employees the chance to work within secondary 

organisational structures allows them to look at the same knowledge via different 

lenses and to experience the same knowledge in multiple ways; this assists the 

creation of new “knowledge” (Okhuysen & Eisenhardt, 2002, p. 384). As such, the 

linkage between the primary and secondary organisation of a firm helps to share 

knowledge that has previously not been shared (Cummings, 2004, p. 353). Recent 

research in the context of KM recommends so-called communities, which can be 

institutionalised on a project-team and/or organisational level. Interestingly, the latter 

seems to be better suited for large corporations (Un & Cuervo-Cazurra, 2004, p. 28). 

 

However, theory and practice can be contradictory in their nature. In theory, 

communities act on their own behalf and are self-organised and responsible at their 
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own risk. Contents, targets and especially the beginning and end are not always 

defined clearly, even though, in practice, management is highly interested in defining 

and influencing these elements (Gurgul, Enkel, Schulte & Kruse, 2007, p. 44). The 

right balance regarding self-control and regulation – providing sufficient but not 

impeding support in the organisational and managerial context – is key, as too much 

leads to the loss of any particular potential while not enough might produce 

undesirable low added-value for the company (Reinmann-Rothmeier, 2001, p. 32). 

However, the dynamics between primary and secondary organisations are yet to be 

studied in more detail. One path to follow is examining the different kinds of hybrid 

organisational forms which tend to have a common purpose and lack any formal 

organisation, but are still based upon some hierarchical logic (Holmqvist, 2003, p. 

115). 

 

2.5.1.1 Communities and Networks 

One major obstacle noted by Scarbrough (2003) when setting up a strategic, bank-

wide KM framework is the absence of strong intra-organisational networks linking 

the different divisions (p. 512). Realising that knowledge databases are well suited to 

providing help for well-defined problems, but not for identifying non-obvious 

problem-solving ideas and/or poorly defined issues, CoPs and communities of 

interest (CoIs) (Becker, 2007, p. 45), as well as the concept of knowledge networks 

(Seufert, Back & von Krogh, 2006, p. 2; Wenger & Snyder, 2000, p. 141), have 

gained importance. The overall concept of communities and networks is recognised 

by both academic and practitioner literature (Thompson, 2005, p. 151). CoPs are 

groups “of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, 

and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an 
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ongoing basis” (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002, p.4) and can be characterised 

as lived, context-specific and task-oriented socialities where structural forms interact 

with human action (Thompson, 2005, p. 153). CoPs use a shared repertoire (common 

language, routines or tools), a mutual engagement and the understanding of members 

as a community with common goals (Wenger, 2000, p. 229), where self-organisation 

is an important ingredient to their success (Amin & Cohendet, 2004, p. 76; Adair, 

2004, p. 570). Thus, a community is a core locus of knowledge formation and 

knowledge exchange (Scarso, Bolisani & Salvador, 2009, p. 433), creating 

understanding, insight and creativity (Amin & Cohendet, 2004, p. 107). As tacit 

knowledge can hardly be codified, the discussed concepts of personalisation 

(Hansen, Nohria & Tierney, 1999, p. 108) and/or socialisation (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 

1997, p. 84) are inherently part of any community, assuring that knowledge is spread 

via personal interaction and communication. 

 

Communities as well as networks have the power to generate high-quality 

performance, stimulate learning, retain talented employees and increase economies 

of scale and scope (McDermott & Archibald, 2010, p. 85; Cohendet, 2006, pp. 97 + 

102). A community can become a “Petri dish” for new insights, innovation and the 

shape of a firm’s strategy (Wenger & Snyder, 2000, p. 140). Communities and 

networks promote efficiency and effectivity by, for example, avoiding duplication of 

effort on the one hand and increasing innovation on the other (Seufert, Back & von 

Krogh, 2006, p. 109). Thus, in the context of KM, they address a bank’s concerns 

exactly about the sustained competitiveness mentioned in section 1 of this thesis. 

Hence, CoPs are a main cornerstone of the World Bank’s KM strategy (Wenger & 

Snyder, 2000, p. 140). 
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One key factor in their success is the fact that these communities apply learning 

through participation rather than through a more passive mode of knowledge 

acquisition. In addition, CoPs do not need extensive external management to lower 

any monitoring costs (von Krogh, 2005, p. 379; Cohendet, 2006, p. 101). Another 

important factor relating to CoPs (Schuller, 2006, p. 85; Amin & Cohendet, 2004, p. 

67), especially for virtual communities (Foray, 2006, p. 11), is that social interaction 

can lead to trusted relationships much better than impersonal forms of knowledge 

sharing (Becker, 2007, p. 45). The main advantage of the concept of trust is a 

reduction in transaction costs and high-quality performance (Asgeirsdottir, 2006, p. 

22; Schuller, 2006, p. 86), the main drivers of which are competence and experience 

developed and shared by direct, active participation (Wenger, 2000, p. 229), making 

communities significant contributors towards innovation within the context of KM 

(Brown & Duguid, 1991, p. 41). Consequently, Brown & Duguid (2001) call CoPs 

“privileged sites” due to their significance for learning, transferring and creating 

knowledge (p. 202), where their total is more than the sum of their parts (p. 203). In 

this respect, communities are an important ingredient for organising and managing 

corporate innovation and creativity (Amin & Cohendet, 2004, p. 9). Within Scarso, 

Bolisani & Salvador’s (2009) study, it became clear that CoPs actually do have an 

economic value, which, in one case, was estimated by the researched company 

covering some 25 times the entire cost of the KM initiative (p. 443). In the same 

study, the high interaction between the operating units and existing CoPs was 

highlighted positively (Scarso, Bolisani & Salvador, 2009, p. 444). 

 

Enkel, Gurgul & Rumyantseva (2007) utilise Nonaka’s (1994) SECI model in order 

to discriminate between four modes of communities/networks and characterise 



73 
 

different tasks: (i) experiencing – combining implicit knowledge, (ii) materialising – 

transforming implicit into explicit knowledge, (iii) re-systemising – combining 

explicit knowledge, and (iv) learning – transforming explicit into implicit knowledge 

(p. 118). Seufert, Back & von Krogh (2006) take a different approach in 

distinguishing between communities suited for different tasks (p. 84-97): (i) the 

experiencing network is best for exchanging implicit knowledge, (ii) the 

materialising network helps to transform implicit into tacit knowledge, (iii) the 

systemising network helps to structure and systemise existing tacit knowledge, and 

(iv) the learning network transforms explicit knowledge in the form of “know-what” 

into the implicit form of “know-how” and thus stresses the usage and application of 

existing knowledge. Lindqvist (2005) distinguishes between “communities of 

practice” and “collectivities of practices” (p. 1189). Whereas the former consists of a 

group practicing together for a long time in order to establish mutual understanding 

and shared knowledge, leading to a common language as well as common routines 

and processes, the latter is characterised as temporal groups of highly skilled 

individuals with a specific task and limited resources to complete it, such as task 

forces and/or project teams (p. 1189). These temporal groups lead to less well-

developed groups compared to CoPs. Pressure on time and the specific task at hand 

necessitates a swift socialisation amongst heterogeneous specialists with different 

competencies and knowledge bases, leading to the lack of a common base 

(Lindkvist, 2005, p. 1190). Due to the high task-relatedness, one should expect only 

incremental levels of innovation – if any at all (Lindkvist, 2005, p. 1199). 

 

Communities and networks also, of course, possess a negative side, as there is no 

“one best way” for them to function and poorly reflected solutions can lead to 
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undesired outcomes (Scarso, Bolisani & Salvador, 2009, p. 433). Given the condition 

that neither of these forms are part of the primary organisation and the need of these 

forms to be – to a certain extent – self-organised groups producing mainly intangible 

values, it is difficult for management to judge their quality and output (Seufert, Back 

& von Krogh, 2006, p. 110). This argument is linked to the risk of becoming hostage 

of their (own) history (Wenger, 2000, p. 233) or “self-sealing groupings”, blocking 

external sources of knowledge (Ferlie, Fitzgerald, Wood & Hawkins, 2005, p. 131; 

Seufert, Back & von Krogh, 2006, p. 111), adopting too many static elements of the 

formal organisation and increasing homogeneity in experiences among the members 

over time (Holmqvist, 2003, p. 107).  

 

CoPs are sometimes viewed as counterproductive (Brown & Duguid, 1991, p. 51), so 

it is vital that they are also “self-refreshing” in terms of participants (Holmqvist, 

2003, p. 107; Cohendet, 2006, p. 103), without having to integrate new members 

continuously (Un & Cuervo-Cazurra, 2004, p. 32). As such, the determination to 

push its development through constant learning is vital for CoPs, as this helps to 

recognise knowledge gaps, remain open to emergent directions and be aware of new 

opportunities. This constant (self-) awareness assures that knowledge is not only 

shared, but also new knowledge is created in a cycle of formation and reformation 

based on their activities (Brown & Duguid, 1991, p. 49); innovation takes place by 

uncovering formerly hidden possibilities (Wenger, 2000, p. 230). This constant 

change in the behaviour of CoPs is enforced by changing members due to changes in 

the relationship of such a CoP with its environment (Brown & Duguid, 1991, p. 50), 

assuring the interaction of CoPs with other CoPs and/or the primary organisation 

(Thompson, 2005, p. 163). Such openness towards boundaries is important for CoPs 
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in order to both gain new insights and spread existing knowledge (Wenger, 2000, p. 

231). One practical way to achieve this is by participating not only in CoPs, but also 

in project teams, as this allows members to apply and expand (new) knowledge by 

creating a cycle that enriches both the CoP and project (Wenger, 2000, p. 237). In 

addition, establishing these bonds between practice and community also counters the 

problem of internal knowledge stickiness, and thus has to be understood as being in 

line with Szulanski’s (1996) proposal to counter stickiness by establishing close 

inter-unit relationships and helping to understand and communicate practices 

systematically (p. 37). 

 

From an organisational perspective, the main advantage of the above forms of 

communities is that they enable connecting individuals and (sub-) units, without 

having to restructure the whole organisation (Enkel, Back & von Krogh, 2007, p. 

19). However, establishing CoPs to correct the primary organisation structure does, 

of course, involve a downside (apart from ever-present cost-benefit equations) – 

within any matrix organisation, one faces conflicting interests based on reporting 

structures to different units and/or managers, so CoPs members face the problem of 

what to report to whom and whom to ask for approval for what (Harris & Raviv, 

2002, p. 864). Too much structure and constraints, however, are a hindrance for 

CoPs (McDermott & Douglas, 2010, p. 89; Thompson, 2005, p. 151). Parts of these 

structures include artefacts, documents, a common language, processes and routines, 

all of which are important in operating and organising any (social) interaction within 

the CoPs. Thus, assisting CoPs in the development of such common structural 

elements is a key success factor (Thompson, 2005, p. 152). 
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Furthermore, once the social aspect of CoPs (or knowledge sharing and transfer) has 

been accepted, it becomes obvious that any activity within CoPs (or knowledge 

sharing and transfer) is also subject to power relations. Power relationships play a 

vital part when attempting to become a respected member of a CoP, as they hinder or 

even deny access (Roberts, 2006, p. 627) as much as they can enable access (Contu 

& Willmott, 2003, p. 285). However, these relations are not only challenged solely 

by newcomers through conflicts with old members (Fox, 2000, p. 856), but also by 

management trying to manipulate existing power as well as social structures 

(Thompson, 2005, p. 153). Especially when communities are highly successful, line 

managers might be attempted to exercise more control and transform a community 

into an organisational unit (Cohendet, 2006, p. 105). Finally, it is important to 

mention that the outcome of some forms of communities (CoPs/CoIs) might only 

become obvious long after their establishment, or even only after they have ceased to 

exist (Soda, Usai & Zaheer, 2004, p. 893). 

 

In addition to the much cited CoPs, additional network structures exist, denoted as 

“knowing communities” by Cohendet (2006, p. 95). Earl (2001) documents three 

types of knowledge communities found within Shell, organised as forums: best 

practice forums being the most codified and structured, discussion forums with a 

common interest and a purely voluntary participation and task forums, handling 

concrete tasks bearing significant challenges (p. 225). Knowledge communities 

consist of a group of people sharing common interests, problems or experiences 

(Earl, 2001, p. 223). Ideally, they cross organisational (sub-) units across functions 

and even sites (Earl, 2001, p. 224), as criss-crossing and overlapping communities 

are important prerequisites for their usefulness (Amin & Cohendet, 2004, p. 93). 
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Whenever establishing any form of community, it is important to focus on either 

knowledge sharing or on knowledge creation, as each has implications on the choice 

of the community members. In contrast to knowledge transfer, knowledge creation is 

not unidirectional, but multidirectional, a complex interaction of the involved co-

workers and their different “knowledge sets”, where the participants are sources and 

recipients of knowledge at the same time (Un & Cuervo-Cazurra, 2004, p. 29). 

Consequently, team members, team size and team targets particularly differ 

depending on their focus. In particular, radical changes – very much in the sense of 

creating new knowledge by, for example, taking the form of breakthrough 

innovations – are barely achieved by existing communities consisting of a stable 

team, but are more achievable through the emergence of new teams with new 

members (Roberts, 2006, p. 630). In addition, Grant (1996) concludes that 

knowledge creation requires greater specialisation than knowledge utilisation (p. 

112). Thus, when defining communities within the financial services industry, their 

core concern (knowledge sharing or creation) has to be kept in mind, as this has 

implications on the choice of the community’s members. In practical terms, this 

means that a CoP focusing on innovation, for instance, needs to consist of specialists, 

while a CoP focusing on best practices can produce valuable output with less 

specialised community members. 

 

The latest development regarding the usage of communities as part of a KM strategy 

is the so-called virtual community of practice (VCoP), whereby its members use 

information and communication means to “bring together geopraphically dispersed, 

like-minded people” (Chen & Hung, 2010, p. 226). Virtual communities can be 

defined as “computer-mediated discussion forums”, allowing their users to exchange 
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ideas and advice with others based on common interests (Wasko & Faraj, 2005, p. 

35). 

 

Although “a novel form of KM”, VCoPs are used widely as a KM tool in a number 

of multinational (industry leading) corporations, where they are now the norm rather 

than the exception (Dubé, Bourhis, & Jacob, 2006, p. 70; Ardichvili, Page & 

Wentling, 2003, p. 64). Using VCoPs is not limited merely to lengthy postings, but 

includes live chats as well as (asynchronous) question and answer sessions 

(Ardichvili, Page & Wentling, 2003, p. 66). However, in line with Wenger’s (1998) 

warning that VCoPs reduce participation regarding the complexity of situations and 

local meaning (p. 131), it is recognised that due to the technological component, 

CoPs’ and VCoPs’ members face dissimilar realities because of the media through 

which they primarily interact (Dubé, Bourhis & Jacob, 2006, p. 70). 

 

2.5.1.2 Social relationships - weak versus strong ties 

Once the concept of CoPs is in place, it is important to establish and maintain 

relationships from and to the existing primary organisational structure, as well as 

between the different CoPs. Not all relationships of (sub-) units within a firm are of 

equal value for creating or transferring knowledge (Hansen, 1999, p. 84). Just like 

the composition of community members is subject to the communities’ task (e.g. 

knowledge sharing versus knowledge creation), the way in which communities 

interact with their environment influences the achievement of their primary goal 

(again, either knowledge sharing or creating new knowledge). 
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The weak tie theory, first advanced by Granovetter (1973), suggests that weak ties 

are better suited to sharing novel information. Dyer & Nobeoka (2000) define ‘weak’ 

as a relationship with a low frequency and/or low intensity of interactions (p. 361). In 

contrast, strong ties are much more likely to transfer knowledge that is not really 

novel but redundant (Hansen, 1999, p. 82). Weak inter-unit ties are not capable of 

transferring complex and/or tacit knowledge (Hansen, 1999, p. 82). Reagans & 

McEvily (2003) object to Hansen’s (1999) view that strong/weak ties are best for 

transferring complex/easy knowledge; they find that any kind of knowledge is 

transferred best using strong ties. However, they still acknowledge that, for codified 

knowledge, weak ties are often sufficient (p. 262). In this respect, Schuller (2006) 

substitutes strong and weak ties with bonding and bridging respectively, and 

concludes that bridging is important for innovation (p. 78), while bonding is 

necessary within a network for establishing the necessary trust and adequately 

sharing norms and values (p. 80). In this context, Bell & Zaheer (2009) distinguish 

between different kinds of ties – institutional, organisational and friendship (p. 968), 

where friendship ties are very helpful for knowledge transmission over geographic 

distances (p. 970). 

 

Of course, maintaining relationships is also a matter of cost, especially cultivating 

strong relationships with other subunits, which takes time and energy (Hansen, 1999, 

p. 85). Therefore, at some point, the benefit of additional relationships outweighs 

their maintenance costs (McFadyen & Cannella, 2004, p. 744). Insufficient relations, 

on the other hand, might lead to an insufficient knowledge creation outcome 

(McFadyen & Cannella, 2004, p. 737). However, one reason why strong ties might 

not pay off in the short run lies within the complex social behaviour involved in 
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building strong ties based on trust and forming good relationships – this simply takes 

time (Zárraga & Bonache, 2005, p. 663; Reagans & McEvily, 2003, p. 265). Either 

way, an important advantage of weak inter-unit ties compared to strong ties is that 

they are less costly to maintain (Hansen, 1999, p. 105). From time to time, it can be 

beneficial to substitute existing strong ties with new, weak ties in order to free up 

some time and gain new insights (Hansen, 1999, p. 85). Strong ties increase the risk 

of losing the autonomy necessary to innovate, and increase the risk of getting stuck 

in social and procedural responsibilities – the obligation to help others and provide 

them with knowledge rather than receiving any (new) knowledge – due to the high 

number of strong ties. Finally, strongly tied teams make scant use of knowledge 

outside their existing relations, limiting any chances of finding new knowledge 

(McFadyen & Cannella, 2004, p. 744; Hansen, 1999, p. 86). On the other hand, 

Kachra & White (2008) argue that the stronger the social relationships, the lower the 

competition, and in the absence of firm boundaries the higher the motivation for the 

source to transfer knowledge (p. 439). Zárraga & Bonache (2005) refer to these 

strong ties as existing in a “high care atmosphere”, which influences both the transfer 

and creation of knowledge positively (p. 661). 

 

The task at hand is to assure the transfer of CoP-specific knowledge back into the 

wider organisational context (Brown & Duguid, 1998, p. 99). Gaps in social structure 

in terms of weak or no ties at all are like “bottlenecks”, limiting knowledge diffusion 

and restricting knowledge in local communities (Reagans & McEvily, 2003, p. 263). 

Thus, it is important to anchor employees not only in CoPs, but also within the 

primary organisational structure of the bank. Schuller (2006) adds to this by 

distinguishing between bonding and bridging inasmuch that while bonding happens 
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within homogeneous groups (intra-disciplinary), bridging has to be effected between 

heterogeneous groups (interdisciplinary) in order to diffuse knowledge (p. 76). 

However, this distinction is context-dependent and can be conflicting and, on 

occasions, even complementary (Schuller, 2006, p. 78).  

 

Working within a primary organisational structure with the chance to participate in a 

secondary organisational structure allows the individual to interrupt task execution 

and switch to a second agenda. These interruptions support group flexibility, offer 

opportunities to adjust processes and routines (Okhuysen & Eisenhardt, 2002, p. 382) 

and support knowledge transfer, sharing and acquisition. The combination of 

improving processes on the one hand and executing tasks on the other hand seems to 

improve effectiveness (Okhuysen & Eisenhardt, 2002, p. 382) and can be linked to 

exploitation versus exploration strategies.  

 

2.5.2 Managerial Aspects 

With respect to the previous subsections dealing with organisational issues regarding 

the way in which communities can be used to supplement the existing organisational 

structure of a firm, the following two subsections provide an insight into the role 

management plays and show that diverse groups need to be managed differently. 

 

2.5.2.1 The Role of Management 

Whereas section 2.4 explicitly dealt with managing knowledge as such, this section 

considers the role and duties of managers dedicated to the management of 

knowledge. 
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Although all employees contribute knowledge, innovation, creativity and the like, all 

of which affect the firm’s bottom line in one way or the other, not all employees 

contribute equally. Furthermore, some employees contribute based on the knowledge 

they possess, whereas others contribute based on the jobs they perform (Lepak & 

Snell, 2003, p. 130). Identifying, understanding and successfully managing these 

differences is key when trying to achieve competitive advantage based on human 

resources (Lepak & Snell, 2003, p. 127). Thus, given the different relative 

contribution of each employee to a firm’s core competencies, the way these 

employees are managed best has to differ (Lepak & Snell, 2003, p. 130). Hence, the 

role of managers is difficult, as they face the dilemma of encouraging knowledge 

sharing within the firm while at the same time discouraging any leakage (Kachra & 

White, 2008, p. 440). 

 

Especially for large, diversified companies, Porter (2000) suggests institutionalising 

the management of horizontal strategies by the determination of managers 

responsible for group-, department- and division-overlapping issues (p. 508). 

Management tasks can be broken down into creation, evaluation, manipulation, 

administration and deployment combinations of barely priceable resources (Lippman 

& Rumelt, 2003, p. 1085). Top and middle management jointly promote the sharing 

of knowledge across organisational units by means of creating groups and activities 

to enhance knowledge flows. At a high level, top management oversees, monitors 

and reorganises the evolution of the knowledge system. In this respect, aligning the 

different communities towards common goals and core priorities is a key managerial 

task (Amin & Cohendet, 2004, p. 134). Organisation and reorganisation include 

providing the necessary physical space, time and other resources for groups and 
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organisational units to share and create knowledge (Nonaka, von Krogh & Voelpel, 

2006, p. 1191). The role of middle management is then about enabling rather than 

controlling and directing (Nonaka, von Krogh & Voelpel, 2006, p. 1192). In order to 

play that role successfully, these “knowledge-enabled leaders” need to bridge the gap 

between a firm’s strategy, its functions and processes and its employees (Politis, 

2001, p. 362), thus acting as change agents (Balogun & Johnson, 2004, p.523). When 

dealing with communities, managers should (i) identify potential communities, (ii) 

provide the necessary infrastructure, (iii) use non-traditional methods for valuating 

the benefit of communities, and (iv) invest time and resources to allow the 

communities to reach their full potential (Wenger & Snyder, 2000, p. 144). 

 

One way for managers to support KM is by means of formal interventions, which 

provide explicit instructions to structure group discussion (e.g. the Delphi method or 

morphological matrix, brain writing) and enhance the communication of knowledge 

kept at the individual level (Okhuysen & Eisenhardt, 2002, p. 370). Consequently, 

formal interventions are a means of improving knowledge integration (Okhuysen & 

Eisenhardt, 2002, p. 381). However, formal interventions leading to a self-centred 

focus, i.e. sharing information, do not affect knowledge integration (Okhuysen & 

Eisenhardt, 2002, p. 382). These self-centred interventions affect the individual 

rather than the group, as a lot of talking while undervaluing the knowledge of others 

leads to ineffective interventions (Okhuysen & Eisenhardt, 2002, p. 382). 

 

Okhuysen & Eisenhardt (2002) found different results regarding the effects of formal 

interventions on knowledge sharing and knowledge creation, suggesting that 

interventions are more likely to influence knowledge integration and creation 
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positively (p. 383). Simple interventions such as managing time and questioning 

others, suggested as “commonsense interventions” by Okhuysen & Eisenhardt 

(2002), have the ability to improve group performance. Under certain circumstances, 

these simple interventions may even outperform more complex forms of 

interventions, simply because the latter are much more difficult to apply and hinder 

the overall flexibility of those using them (p. 382). In addition, Politis (2001) finds a 

positive relationship between management styles focusing on encouraging self-

management (e.g. self-goal setting or self-reinforcement), transformational (e.g. 

individual consideration or intellectual stimulation) and transactional (e.g. contingent 

rewards or management by exception) leadership styles and knowledge acquisition 

(p. 362). ‘Self-managed’ refers to the accountability and responsibility of a team in a 

given area or task (Zárraga & Bonache, 2005, p. 661). However, future research 

should link different tasks within the financial services industry to different means of 

interventions, self-management and control mechanisms in order to understand better 

when to apply which form. 

 

2.5.2.2 The Role of Control Mechanisms 

While structural alternatives are the preferred focus within organisational design, 

Eisenhardt (1985) proposes control variables as a flexible way of influencing and 

controlling an organisation (p. 134). Ouchi (1979) defines an organisational control 

system as a set of mechanisms used with the intention to achieve organisational 

objectives by means of maximising the probability that the members of such an 

organisation will be motivated to achieve those organisational goals (p. 833). Thus, 

the overall aim is to achieve goal congruence between the objectives of the 

organisation and the motivation and objectives of its members (Flamholtz, 1979, p. 
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58). In addition, a control system needs to coordinate efforts as well as 

communication across different subunits (Flamholtz, 1979, p. 52). 

 

Any category of control influences the way knowledge is acquired, transferred and 

used (Turner & Makhija, 2006, p. 197). The optimal control mechanisms for 

managing knowledge depend upon the type of knowledge being managed (Turner & 

Makhija, 2006, p. 202), and since an organisation tries to achieve multiple, complex 

goals, it has to use multiple types of control mechanisms (Turner & Makhija, 2006, 

p. 203). Thus, what might work fine when managing codified knowledge will hardly 

work for tacit knowledge (Turner & Makhija, 2006, p. 202).  

 

One way of determining a control strategy is to understand the level at which a task 

is programmed or not; behavioural control should be used in the case of highly 

programmed tasks and outcome-based controls in less programmed tasks 

(Eisenhardt, 1985, p. 134). Outcome-based controls include some motivational 

effects and could be used in cases where behaviour is otherwise hard to identify 

(Eisenhardt, 1985, p. 148). In addition, process controls should be applied for 

managing highly specialised knowledge (Turner & Makhija, 2006, p. 213; Ouchi, 

1979, p. 843). It is important to be aware of the social and informational 

characteristics of each division, department or even task in order to determine the 

right form of control (Ouchi, 1979, p. 840). This is particularly pertinent in situations 

where neither the behaviour nor the outcome underlies clear measures or processes 

(e.g. due to a lack of sufficient experience within a newly set-up unit) and where it is 

not possible to evaluate the work properly and rituals and ceremonies within a clan-

like (sub-) structure are most likely to have the best chances of leading to 
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organisational success – even though it might not yet be possible to define success 

clearly (Ouchi, 1979, p. 844). Clan controls are informal socialisation mechanisms 

based on common values including rituals or socialisation processes. One major 

advantage of clan controls is high goal congruence based on common values among 

organisational members. In general, they are used to manage knowledge transfer by 

means of communication (Turner & Makhija, 2006, p. 210). 

 

2.6 Proposition 

The intention of sections 2.2 up to and including 2.5 was to provide an insight into 

existing and relevant literature regarding the research problem, by reviewing 

scientific concepts. This literature review indicated that the most common strategic 

management theories already implicitly involve considerable KM. Although a vast 

number of publications on KM exist and many models are available (Argote, 

McEvily & Reagans, 2003, p. 571), only a very limited number of scholars have 

reached both academic and industry recognition, and even less deal with KM on an 

organisational level of analysis within the financial services industry. Hence, within 

this study, a pluralist epistemology that identifies relevant ideas from different 

scholars together, in order to create a more complete KM model grounded in an 

overall knowledge strategy, is the chosen approach. However, different companies 

follow different strategies and therefore feel the need for different knowledge, 

leading to different knowledge strategies and KM models and methods (Werr & 

Stjernberg, 2003, p. 903). In this respect, it is mandatory to customise any existing 

KM model, including the one proposed in the following sections of this chapter, as 

merely copying a KM model or even parts of it can be counterproductive and create 

dysfunctional solutions. 
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2.6.1 Knowledge & Knowledge Management 

Although knowledge is not situated purely on either edge of a given dichotomy, but 

can vary along a continuum resulting in potentially infinite combinations (Turner & 

Makhija, 2006, p. 201), any KM model needs to be based upon a definition of 

knowledge that is suitable for both a KM strategy and a KM model (Zack, 1999a, p. 

135). The distinction of tacit and explicit knowledge, brought together with the 

distinction of individual versus group knowledge that leads to four different 

knowledge categories, is considered appropriate for managing knowledge processes 

(Cabrera & Cabrera, 2002, p. 690): individual-tacit (or embodied knowledge, 

according to Blackler 1995), individual-explicit (embrained knowledge), collective-

explicit (encoded knowledge) or collective-tacit (encultured and embedded 

knowledge), and Zack’s (1999a) distinction of knowledge from a strategic point of 

view (p. 133) form the chosen approach for the definition of k-domains (von Krogh, 

Nonaka & Aben, 2001, p. 427 - 433). Overall, these chosen definitions can be 

subsumed as belonging to the strategic management approach, where management 

defines how and which knowledge attracts how much attention and where 

management encourages learning and reinforces competences (Amin & Cohendet, 

2004, p. 5) at different levels of the firm (Amin & Cohendet, p. 2004, p. 6). 

 

2.6.2 Organisation & Communities 

Managing knowledge has become a major organisational challenge (Becker, 2007, p. 

42). If KM is to be applied not only on an operational/departmental level, but also 

company-wide with a clear linkage to strategic targets, dedicated personnel have to 

be put in charge of the overall strategic KM programme and – depending on the size 

of a company – further personnel or even a supervising unit are required to channel 
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relevant knowledge (Schulz, 2003, p. 455). Thus, it is assumed within this study that 

the corporate centre is an important place for understanding, identifying and, finally, 

managing the similarities of (existing as well as required) knowledge within the firm, 

and that it lies within the competence of the corporate centre to realise knowledge 

synergies respectfully (Hansen, 2002, p. 232).  

 

In addition to the necessity to dedicate one (or more) person(s) to make KM a 

success, the given organisational structure as such needs to be supported by a 

secondary, horizontal organisation, as it is not the intention of this study to turn the 

existing organisational structure of any financial services corporation upside down; 

rather, it is this study’s intention to enlarge it where necessary. Existing structures 

(e.g. being of organisational or even knowledge-related nature) can both limit and 

improve knowledge sharing, transfer and creation (Miller, Fern & Cardinal, 2007, p. 

309). The total absence of structure, however, seems to have a negative impact, 

leading to disorganisation, infrequency and ineffectiveness. Conversely, too much 

structure leads to rigidity (Okhuysen & Eisenhardt, 2002, p. 383). Consequently, 

“semi-structures” need to be established to balance out such rigidity (Brown & 

Eisenhardt, 1997, p. 29). Nevertheless, although some scholars elaborate on new 

organisational forms, for example heterarchical structures referred to as “hypertext 

organisations”, which consist of a (main) business layer with hierarchical and 

bureaucratic structures and a kind of project layer for knowledge-intensive activities 

(Nonaka, von Krogh & Voelpel, 2006, p. 1190), empirical research has yet to 

produce clear statements regarding their efficiency and practicability (van den Bosch, 

Volberda & de Boer, 1999, p. 555). 
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The knowledge base of a firm and a necessary organisational structure – referred to 

as “organisational fit” – need to be considered in order to set up an effective, 

performance influencing organisational design (Birkinshaw, Nobel & Ridderstrale, 

2002, p. 274). The conclusion of this paper, based on the above literature review, 

indicates the usage of communities (of practice and/or of interest). One key to their 

success is the fact that these communities apply learning through participation rather 

than through a more passive mode of knowledge acquisition. In addition, CoPs do 

not necessitate extensive external management to lower any monitoring costs (von 

Krogh, 2005, p. 379). If an organisation is used to manage the division of work, then 

communities have to be understood as building blocks for the division of knowledge 

(Amid & Cohendet, 2004, p. 157).  

 

Countering the dangers of creating knowledge islands, each consisting of 

idiosyncratic backgrounds, languages and behaviours, while at the same time 

promoting knowledge creation and sharing, a growing number of globally recognised 

corporations have started to use internal CoPs (Scarso, Bolisani & Salvador, 2009, p. 

431). Such communities have become “fashionable” in many industries (Amid & 

Cohendet, 2004, p. 139) as an important means of sharing and transferring 

knowledge as well as creating new knowledge (Amid & Cohendet, 2004, p. 107), 

without turning the existing organisational structure upside down, which is a major 

prerequisite of this study in order to gain necessary acceptance from practitioners. 

 

2.6.3 Knowledge Management Model for the Financial Services Industry 

Especially within the financial services industry, differentiation and innovation are 

copied easily by competitors, leading to “me-to” strategies and fast-follower tactics 
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(Gardner, 2009, p. 22; Skinner, 2007, p. 56). Thus, creating the flexibility and 

responsiveness to create new advantages at a faster rate than competitors is one key 

concern within the sector (Grant, 1991, p. 131). The mix of technological, regulatory 

and competitive challenges, which are subject to rapid change, increases the 

necessity to apply KM actively in order to stop core competencies turning into core 

rigidities (Zollo & Winter, 2005, p. 604-605). In addition, knowledge matures over 

time – what used to be hard to express or almost impossible to codify becomes 

widespread, easily accessible and rather basic knowledge (Hansen, Nohria & 

Tierney, 1999, p. 115; Zack, 1999a, p. 138). From time to time, certain resources 

might devaluate from strategically important to an actual weakness due to changes 

within an industry (Barney, 1991, p. 103). Consequently, the methods applied to 

capture and transfer such knowledge change over time, and changing methods 

influence the overall KM strategy, too. Hence, just as a certain dynamic underlies the 

financial services industry, so does any KM strategy and, thus, any KM model. Any 

KM model needs either to include or to be supported by organisational structures, as 

they are important carriers for sharing and creating knowledge (Un & Cuervo-

Cazurra, 2004, p. 29). It is the overall “fit” between knowledge, organisational units 

of knowledge and relationships between those units that is relevant (Argote, McEvily 

& Reagans, 2003, p. 576). Therefore, the creation of a KM model providing both the 

overall fit as well as the necessary flexibility to account for the ever-changing 

financial services industry is a core issue of this study. 

 

An appropriate KM model for the financial services industry needs to be based on a 

definition of know-how, since different definitions may lead to different activities 

within the model (Schultze & Stabell, 2004, p. 550). On a strategic level, knowledge 
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definition shall be based on Zack’s (1999a) strategy-oriented taxonomies of 

knowledge (p. 133), in order to establish k-domains around advanced knowledge and 

innovative knowledge. Once these k-domains are in place, a different definition of 

knowledge needs to be applied to capture, transfer and create it within each of the k-

domains. The preferred dichotomy – due to its high practicability, as well as its wide 

acceptance within the literature – is a distinction into information-based (easy to 

store, knowledge being rather an object), action-based (hard to store and often 

personal, knowledge being rather a process) – according to Hansen, Nohria & 

Tierney (1999, p. 108) – and personal (tacit) and organisational (rather free-floating 

within an organisation) know-how (Nonaka, 1994, p. 15). 

 

The starting point for both a knowledge-based SWOT analysis and a knowledge-

based strategy definition is the firm’s existing resources and capabilities (Grant, 

1991, p. 133). Thus, Grant’s (1991) strategy formulation process – which implicitly 

links the need for exploring new grounds and the constant development of a firm’s 

resource base with what he calls “filling resource gaps” (p. 131), and a constant push 

beyond existing limits of the firm’s capabilities (p. 132), enriched by (i) the concept 

of a knowledge-based SWOT from Zack (1999a), (ii) the k-domain concept of von 

Krogh, Nonaka & Aben (2001), and, finally (iii) March’s (1991) distinction between 

exploration and exploitation – need to be synthesised in order to create an 

appropriate, flexible KM model for the financial services industry. With respect to k-

domains and the distinction between exploitation and exploration, it has to be 

stressed that only the constant generation of new knowledge directed at new products 

and services has the power to be a source of long-term competitive advantage 

(Seufert, Back & von Krogh, 2006, p. 1). The use of k-domains especially allows for 
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a disaggregation into manageable knowledge components and the application of 

different strategic goals in terms of knowledge transfer and knowledge creation for 

each domain. This is a course of action regarded as “potentially powerful” by 

Casselman & Samson (2007, p. 72). 

 

Once the k-domains have been established and their overall target (exploration or 

exploitation) set, knowledge communities have to be introduced. The advantage of 

knowledge communities and/or knowledge networks is that they are not a new form 

of organisation, but an additional, cross-divisional, dynamic layer within the existing 

organisation (Seufert, Back & von Krogh, 2006, p. 82). Communities as well as 

networks have the power to generate high-quality performance, stimulate learning 

and increase economies of scale and scope (Cohendet, 2006, p. 97 + p. 102), as they 

promote efficiency and effectivity by, for example, avoiding the duplication of effort 

on the one hand and increasing innovation on the other (Seufert, Back & von Krogh, 

2006, p. 109). In addition, CoPs do not require extensive external management to 

lower any monitoring costs (von Krogh, 2005, p. 379). Thus, communities and 

networks in the context of KM address exactly a financial services firm’s concerns 

about sustained competitiveness, as mentioned in section 1 of this thesis. 

 

Different forms of communities exist, and for the purpose of a strategic KM model it 

is proposed to institutionalise CoPs to group common practitioners, CoIs, people 

with a common interest, knowledge networks and experts with a well-defined k-

domain across the firm (Enkel, Back, & von Krogh, 2007, p. 10), in order to assure 

that local and isolated knowledge is routed into the different forms of communities 

and out to the organisation again. In particular, interaction between these 
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communities has the potential to stimulate learning and increase economies of scale 

and scope (Cohendet, 2006, p. 97 and 102). Only then can a formal organisational 

structure support the KM model. Furthermore, necessary supportive administrative 

services can be established, and the role of middle management especially can be 

defined, offering the right mix of the cooperation and self-management of CoPs 

versus coordination between the primary and secondary organisation (Argote, 

McEvily & Reagans, 2003, p. 577). Nonetheless, since a given set of communities 

only covers a given, predefined set of k-domains (Cohendet, 2006, p. 95), it is 

important to reappraise the defined k-domains periodically and reapply a knowledge-

based SWOT – leading to a possible revision of the KM strategy.  
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The following diagram illustrates the propositional model including the integrated 

usage of secondary organisational layers: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.5: Strategic Knowledge Management Model including Communities 

 

Knowledge Management Strategy* 

K-based SWOT Strategic 

Knowledge Management Model  
(for the Financial Services Industry) 

Methods Knowledge Domains Communities 

Definition of Knowledge 

Periodical 

alignment 

Periodical 

alignment 

Knowledge Networks * 

Inter- and intra-company focus 

(influencing KM-strategy and 
k-domains regarding 

explorations and exploitation) 

Communities of Practice ** 

Departmental + divisional focus 

(rather constant members per community / highly 
defined targets / high management attention) 

 
Communities of Interest ** 

Inter- and intra-company focus 

(participation on a voluntary basis / often without clear targets / low management attention) 

* strong intra-organizational networks linking the different divisions are of major importance (Scarbrough, 

2003, p. 512) as facilitating knowledge transfer in the right way can minimize productivity loss, which in 

turn leads to improved organizational performance (Argote, Ingram, Levine & Moreland, 2000, p. 3). 

** according to Becker, 2007, p. 45; Seufert, Back & von Krogh, 2006, p. 2; Wenger & Snyder, 2000, p. 

141 
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The above concept of k-domains, together with the use of communities and different 

strategies accounting for exploiting existing and exploring new knowledge, provides 

the necessary flexibility to respect the dynamic aspect of knowledge, its strategic and 

sustainable management and constant change within the financial services industry. 

In addition, it accounts for both financial services industry specifics and the 

idiosyncrasies of each financial services corporation (e.g. small niche players as well 

as global banks). While global players gain on economies of scale and scope, small 

firms take advantage of avoiding the bureaucratic/coordinating costs associated with 

establishing KM (Cohendet, 2006, p. 102). 

 

 

2.7 Conclusion 

This chapter started with an analysis and synthesis of existing literature on KM, in 

order to gain an in-depth understanding on how to approach the stated research 

questions (of Chapter 1). As such, it outlined the position of KM within strategic 

management, as well as the necessity to align both, as a KM strategy provides 

guidance on how to deal with knowledge and on how to facilitate it on a daily basis 

(Easterby-Smith & Prieto, 2008, p. 241). It then provided insights into existing 

definitions of knowledge and KM models, as well as KM strategies. This picture was 

then completed by focusing on the firm’s formal organisation and offering secondary 

organisational forms, namely communities, as one of the strengths of the community 

approach inasmuch that it can be applied in a wide range of organisational settings 

(Roberts, 2006, p. 634). 
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Finally, a propositional KM model based upon the literature review was introduced. 

This indicated that a KM model needs to be analysed in practice; empirical research 

has to show what is actually used within the financial services industry and what 

works and what fails to gain acceptance in the market. Only when accounting for 

those findings can a proper financial services industry-specific KM model be 

developed. Before actually disclosing the results of the empirical exploration, the 

following chapter details the underlying methodology. 
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3 Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter specifies the research methodology and design for the study. Firstly, 

ontological and epistemological concerns are considered. Next, the chosen paradigm 

and research design are justified, which is followed by a detailed description of the 

three research phases used for investigating the research questions as stated in 

sections 1.2 and 1.3. Finally, issues regarding data analysis, validity, reliability and 

generalisability, as well as ethical issues, are discussed (Perry, 1998a, p. 797). The 

organisation of this chapter can be illustrated as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1: Pictorial Representation of Chapter 3 

3.4.1 Phase I 

3.4.1.1 Unit of Analysis / Sampling Strategy 

3.4.1.2 Data Collection 

3.4.2 Phase II 

3.4.2.1 Unit of Analysis / Sampling Strategy 

3.4.2.2 Data Collection 

3.4.2.3 Setting 

3.4.3 Phase III 

3.4.3.1 Unit of Analysis / Sampling Strategy 

3.4.3.2 Data Collection 

3.4.3.3 Setting 

3.5 Conclusions 

3.4 Research Design 

3.4.4 Data Analysis 

3.4.5 Validity, Reliability,  

         and Generalisability 

3.4.6 Ethical Issues 

3.1 Introduction 

3.2 Discussion on current Paradigms 

3.3 Justification for chosen Paradigm and Design 
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Having reviewed the relevant literature in Chapter 2, this third chapter investigates 

the research questions. The research questions guide the research methods, as well as 

the conclusions drawn about ontological and epistemological perspectives, providing 

the overall framework for this study (Mason, 2006, p. 13; Gephart, 2004, p. 460). 

However, a contrasting view by Dyer & Wilkins (1991) state that a clearly stated 

research question from the outset can become a hindrance in terms of being captured 

within boundaries created, by being too clear about the research focus too soon (p. 

617). The overall guiding research question is thus: How can financial services’ 

industry-specific KM be developed and aligned with the overall strategic 

management of a bank? Based on the literature review and identified limits within 

existing literature (Gephart, 2004, p. 460), the following research questions lead the 

research: How do the corporate strategy of a company and KM fit together? Which 

models, frameworks and methods are currently used within the financial services 

industry in line with financial services corporations? Do organisations explicitly 

define k-domains (von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben, 2001, p. 421)? Do organisations 

differ explicitly between knowledge exploration and exploitation (March, 1991, p. 

71)? Finally, what organisational components are necessary to support KM, without 

having to reorganise the existing organisational structure? 

 

 

3.2 Research Paradigms relevant to the Research Question 

The fields of administrative/organisational science and management research are 

largely interdisciplinary (Cannella, Paetzold & Paetzold, 1994, p. 332), having drawn 

from psychology, sociology, economics, strategy, finance, marketing, human 

resources and operations management (Buchanan & Bryman, 2007, p. 486). On 
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occasion, the areas of influence extend to the physical sciences (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2008, p. 10). As a result, a variety of perspectives – or worldviews – that lead to a 

multitude of approaches can be identified (Buchanan & Bryman, 2007, p. 487; 

Astley, 1985, p. 497; Pettigrew, Woodman & Cameron, 2001, p. 697). Thus, the first 

priority is to determine which paradigm best suits this study. 

 

Quantitative researchers often regard truth as an objective reality, separate from the 

observer and the observed. In contrast, qualitative researchers acknowledge the 

changing nature of reality based upon different experiences of the observed, where 

the observer and the observed construct reality interactively (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2008, p. 7; Sale, Lohfeld & Brazil, 2002, p. 50). Despite the historical dominance of 

quantitative methodology in business research, qualitative research and interpretative 

approaches have made significant contributions to management research (Johnson, 

Buehring, Cassell & Symon, 2006, p. 131). The usage of qualitative methods in the 

field of management research is increasing steadily (Sandberg, 2005, p. 41). 

Nowadays, qualitative research is a fully accepted modus operandi within 

management research (Johnson, Buehring, Cassell & Symon, 2007, p. 23). 

Interestingly, qualitative research has no single paradigm that is distinctly its own 

and does not privilege any methodological practice over another (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2005, p. 6). 

 

Qualitative management research is a complex concept, which is defined and applied 

differently by different scholars, informed by different philosophical stances. This 

leads to a variety that does not exist within quantitative research – an approach with 

higher philosophical consensus (Johnson, Buehring, Cassell & Symon, 2007, p. 24). 
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The main reason for the lack of consensus amongst qualitative researchers is the 

question as to whether it is possible to access objectively individually derived 

meanings and interpretations (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, p. 15; Johnson, Buehring, 

Cassell & Symon, 2007, p. 25). The answer to this question varies depending on 

whether a scholar believes that phenomena are independent of the researcher, and 

that the methodology used leads to law-like knowledge claims, as long as the correct 

procedures are followed correctly (Johnson, Buehring, Cassell & Symon, 2006, p. 

137), or whether there is only value-laden knowledge and relativism is inevitable, as 

neutrality in social facts is not possible. From such a standpoint, no objective facts 

exist (neither ontologically nor epistemologically) and, hence, there is nothing to test, 

falsify or prove (Amis & Silk, 2008, p. 457; Sandberg, 2005, p. 43). These two 

standpoints lead to important assumptions about ontology and epistemology (Morgan 

& Smircich, 1980, p. 491).  

 

However, if Heisenberg’s (1927) uncertainty principle holds true for a subject as 

quantitative as physics, then how much more influence has his theory on something 

as qualitative as management research? This question underlines that different 

research methodologies lead to different outcomes (Erzberger & Prein, 1997, p. 146). 

If there is no such thing as one absolute form of truth, it becomes almost impossible 

to determine how close to truth alternative paradigms are. Hence, it is tedious to 

search for a dominant paradigm within organisational research (Cannella, Paetzold & 

Paetzold, 1994, p. 332). 

 

Management researchers that trust in certain qualitative research methods being able 

to access objective truth based on positivistic paradigms are referred to as 



101 
 

foundationalists (Amis & Silk, 2008, p. 457) or positivists (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, 

p. 14; Gephart, 2004, p. 456). The positivist approach is reflected in the work of 

well-cited authors such as Eisenhardt (1989), Yin (1984, 1994, 2003) and Miles & 

Hubermann (1994), who adopt a rather positivist view on qualitative research (Amis 

& Silk, 2008, p. 461). The advantage of sticking to positivistic means in qualitative 

research lies in the application of established and recognisable standards of 

determining good quality (Amis & Silk, 2008, p. 460). This foundationalist approach 

to qualitative research, however, is simply not suited to identifying certain aspects of 

reality, leading to a certain “misfit” when trying to justify the research or even to 

“superficial findings” (Gephart, 2004, p. 456). Hence, a quasi-foundationalist or 

post-positivistic view is necessary in order to substitute the stringent concept of an 

objectively observable reality with an approximation towards reality acknowledging 

a constructivist epistemology – accepting that there is no theory-free knowledge 

(Amis & Silk, 2008, p. 457).  

 

Within the realist view of ontology an independent reality exists, whereas 

subjectivist ontology assumes that reality is rooted deeply within human cognitive 

processes (Johnson & Duberley, 2003, p. 1282). Thus, positivistic and interpretative 

paradigms hardly study the same phenomena (Sale, Lohfeld & Brazil, 2002, p. 44). 

While objectivist epistemology and realist ontology go hand in hand, a subjectivist 

epistemology can be combined with either a subjectivist (forming a postmodern 

position) or a realist (being a Kantian position) ontology. The latter suggests that an 

external reality exists (Johnson & Duberley, 2003, p. 1282), which can be objectified 

by identifying tendencies (Reed, 2001, p. 214). Reality is about objectively accessing 

intersubjectivity – as long as the means are sufficiently robust (Johnson & Duberley, 
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2003, p. 1284). From a positivistic point of view, the right combination of 

organisational design variables, matched with particular environmental states (for 

instance turbulence), will yield superior performance, indicating that there is, in fact, 

“one best way” (Bourgeois, 1984, p. 586) where reality is concrete and observable 

separately from the researcher (Prasad & Prasad, 2002, p. 6). 

 

In essence, the different ontological and epistemological standpoints addressed in 

this section are well-cited and applied within the relevant literature. Hence, the 

following section will justify a paradigm and methodology relevant for this study. 

 

 

3.3 Justification for the chosen Paradigm and Methodology 

Organisational science and management research are difficult to understand by 

positivistic means (Astley, 1985, p. 497), as organisations simply do not behave (in 

terms of quantification) like physical science (Cannella, Paetzold & Paetzold, 1994, 

p. 334). In addition, theory building and hypothesis, or theory testing, are two 

different aims achieved best by different research methods. Hence, based on the 

above and on the nature of the research questions stated in sections 1.2 and 1.3, a 

qualitative research approach is deemed most suited to providing answers for those 

research questions (Lindgreen, 2001, p. 78). Especially, qualitative studies seem 

particularly suitable for research into KM (Riege, 2003, p. 75). 

 

It is important to be clear about the epistemology reflected within a study, as one 

should not trade epistemological awareness for theoretical awareness when justifying 

methods. Consequently, the researcher’s paradigm, as well as the research question, 
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enables certain methodological possibilities while at the same time limiting others 

(Koro-Ljungberg, 2008, p. 220). The appropriateness of any given research method 

depends upon the phenomena studied and the researcher’s ontological and 

epistemological standpoint (Morgan & Smircich, 1980, p. 499). The ontology 

reflected in this study is objectivist (reality is concrete), and the epistemology is 

utilised to construct a positivistic research by studying systems and processes 

(Morgan & Smircich, 1980, p. 492). 

 

The research questions of this study indicate the necessity not to focus solely on the 

organisational level, but also on the group level with respect to supporting 

organisational structures. As such, macro- and micro-level findings are of concern. 

Although one might be tempted to see strategy as apparent on the macro-level, it is 

empirically grounded in the discrete actions of different actors. Thus, it also requires 

micro-level considerations (Pozzebon, 2004, p. 258), as the micro-level and macro-

level frame overall conceptional/theoretical understanding (Morse, Barrett, Mayan, 

Olson & Spiers, 2002, p. 13). Hence, contexts should be conceptualised multi-

dimensionally and not simply as either macro or micro (Mason, 2006, p. 18). If both 

micro- and macro-levels are considered, one method alone is a rather insufficient 

basis for any explanation (Moran-Ellis, Alexander, Cronin, Dickinson, Fielding, 

Sleney & Thomas, 2006, p. 48). To overcome these hurdles and to appropriately 

address the research questions mentioned in section 1, macro-level findings will be 

used to inform micro-level understanding, leading to a three-phased research design 

(to be detailed in the next section). Such a focus on global structures and local 

engagements alike is one of the core strengths of realism (Reed, 2001, p. 222). 

According to the vocabulary used in Johnson, Buehring, Cassell & Symon (2006), 
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this study is about “erklaren”
16

 and “verstehen” (p. 134; Johnson & Duberley, 2003, 

p. 1283) – reflected by the three phases within the research design. First, erklaren 

acts on a macro-level – answering the “what” research questions (e.g. cause and 

effect) – and then verstehen on the micro-level – answering “how” research 

questions (e.g. experience) (Johnson, Buehring, Cassell & Symon, 2006, p. 134).  

 

The overall research aim is “truth seeking”, which has to be understood as focusing 

on comparative description (Stake, 2007, p. 139), as opposed to “thick descriptions”, 

which are more concerned about idiosyncratic perspectives (Cho & Trent, 2006, p. 

328). Comparison is one powerful way of fixing attention upon a few attributes or 

prepositions, those already indicated in 3.1. Comparison stands in contrast to Gertz’s 

(1973) definition of a “thick description” (Stake, 2005, p. 457). Since the aim of this 

study, however, is instrumental and based mainly on comparison, academic 

neutrality can be achieved through a rational type of interviewing and participatory 

observation (Fontana & Frey, 2005, p. 717).  

 

Within the first phase, which deals more with macro-level findings, the focus on the 

phenomena lies on the organisational level, without engaging too closely with the 

social settings (Easterby-Smith, Golden-Biddle & Locke, 2008, p. 423). Using 

different approaches for complementary purposes is in line with scientific research 

(Sale, Lohfeld & Brazil, 2002, p. 43), as the achieved results use the strengths of one 

method to enhance the other. Nevertheless, any method exists independently and not 

                                                 

16
 Actually, the correct German spelling is erklären (not erklaren). For obvious reasons, the term 

‘erklaren’ is used within English-speaking countries and literature, and so this paper follows this 

tradition. 
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interdependently (Sale, Lohfeld & Brazil, 2002, p. 48). About 30 per cent of the 

articles reflected in the literature review for this study actually followed a multi-step 

approach. As qualitative case studies are an important means for theory building 

(Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 535), and well suited for research into KM (Riege, 2003, p. 75), 

this study will also rely on the case study methodology. 

 

 

3.4 Research Design 

The research design has to connect paradigmatic considerations first to inquiry 

strategies and then to data collection methods (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, p. 33). As 

such, it links the data to be collected with the research question (Yin, 2008, p. 24; 

Rowley, 2002, p. 18). Owing to the fact that the research questions stated in section 

3.1 provide well-delineated constructs that lead to the qualitative research design 

being “outright confirmatory”, in order to further explicate the given 

conceptualisation (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 17). Nevertheless, any chosen 

research design has to be understood as a “sort of anticipatory data reduction”, as it 

already rules out certain variables and relationships, prefiguring the following 

analytical moves (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 16). In order to minimise anticipatory 

data reduction, three different phases were considered necessary – briefly introduced 

at the end of this section and detailed in the following sections within this chapter. 

 

The rather holistic nature of this research design should not lead to a state where the 

research methods lack operational detail (Yin, 2008, p. 50). Hence, the design of this 

study follows a three-step sequential approach, wherein the first phase informs the 

second and the first and second inform the third phase. 
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The first phase is used to acquire a holistic view about basic characteristics and a 

deeper understanding about macro-level “KM at German-speaking financial services 

companies”, by means of open-ended electronic mail (e-mail) interviews. This phase 

has to be understood as a screening of appropriate candidate cases (Yin, 2008, p. 66), 

which shall assure the correct collection of the final cases (Yin, 2008, p. 91). In 

addition, this phase provides a first impression of the overall state of KM within the 

considered industry as well as within any single firm within the industry. 

 

The second phase delves into well-chosen organisations based on the findings of 

phase one, by means of in-depth interviews. This phase forms the core part of 

understanding how KM is currently practised within German-speaking financial 

services companies. 

 

Thirdly, the method of participatory observation is used to obtain a detailed picture 

of what is thought of as a very important part of well-functioning KM – communities 

(Brown & Duguid, 1991, p. 54; Zander & Kogut, 1995, p. 76; Brown & Duguid, 

1998, p. 97). While the greater context is the organisation itself, it is important to 

gain a deeper insight into how communities work, as they are understood as a vital 

yet dynamic substance in KM strategies. Such insight can best be received (i) at the 

group level and (ii) by means of participatory observation. 
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In order to place the three indicated phases in the previous paragraph into an overall 

parenthesis, a case study research approach was used. The overall research 

framework can be illustrated as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.2: Overall Research Design 

 

Case study research is used in many disciplines (Yin, 2008, p. 5) and is well suited 

for building theory for previously poorly understood phenomena (Cepeda & Martin, 

2005, p. 872). A major strength of case study research is its ability to use many 

sources of evidence such as documents, archival records and artefacts by using 

methods such as different forms of interviews and/or observations (Yin, 2008, p. 98; 

Stake, 1995, p. 453; Dooley, 2002, p. 336).
17

 All of these data collection tools were 

used in this study, supplemented by physical artefacts such as KM tools or existing 

documentation, as these provided important insights into the overall KM maturity 

                                                 

17
 Please note that case study research is by no means restricted to the usage of qualitative methods 

(Rowley, 2002, p. 18). 
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level of an organisation or its understanding of knowledge. This usage of multiple 

means of data collection is suggested throughout the literature (Rowley, 2002, p. 18). 

However, there was a clear stress on interviews while using the case study approach. 

Interviewing is one of the most powerful methods used to gain understanding, as it is 

concerned with the “whats” of any given situation (Fontana & Frey, 2005, pp. 697-

698). This understanding is then, regarding the usage of communities, enriched by 

participatory observation and its concern about “how” things are done (Stake, 2005, 

p. 444). Both the “whats” of interviews and the “hows” of participatory observation 

are in line with Yin’s (2008) statement that case studies stress the importance of the 

“how” and “why” of a problem (p. 4). 

 

Case studies can further be characterised by the lack of experimental control or 

manipulation, as they do not require any control or manipulation by the researcher 

over behavioural events (Yin, 2008, p. 11) and the lack of discriminating 

independent and dependent variables in advance (Cepeda & Martin, 2005, p. 854). 

As specified by Cepeda & Martin (2005), it is important to distinguish between 

positivistic and interpretive case study designs (p. 863). While for interpretative case 

studies the constant interplay between the conceptual framework and the research 

cycle enables the building of knowledge and theory (Cepeda & Martin, 2005, p. 

860), positivistic case studies start with clear propositions (Yin, 2008, p. 148). 

Principally because the boundaries between studied phenomena and context will only 

become clear while applying the case study approach (gathering and analysing the 

data), the prior development of theory as well as propositions is an important means 

of guidance for data gathering and analysis (Yin, 2008, p. 18; Riege, 2003, p. 75), 

strengthening the overall research design (Yin, 2008, p. 36).  
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As this study developed a theory and formulated clear propositions prior to the data 

collection phase, it has to be termed positivistic by nature. Although Miles & 

Huberman (1994) advise generating propositions based on the first reflections of the 

collected data (p. 75), data collection driven by the anticipated product is advisable in 

certain cases (p. 84).
18 

However, it is important not to let pre-structuring lead to 

tunnel vision or undetected bias; data triangulation and sampling from multiple cases 

counters these obstacles (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 85). 

 

Case studies are especially appropriate for practice-based problems where the 

knowledge of practitioners is of high importance for theory development (Cepeda & 

Martin, 2005, p. 852). With regards to multi-phased qualitative research within the 

KM domain, a similar approach (two-phased, one informing the other case study 

research with different participants from different hierarchical levels and 

departments), was used by Werr & Stjernberg (2003) in their study exploring 

management consulting firms as knowledge systems (p. 9). In addition, this is a 

similar methodological approach to the exploratory effort undertaken by Davenport, 

de Long & Beers (1998) in order to understand how companies manage knowledge 

(p. 44). Further, it is not uncommon to enrich in-depth interviews with a subsequent 

participatory observation phase (Andriessen, 2007, p. 95; Sandberg, 2005, p. 53; 

Schulz, 2008, p. 465), as moving from in-depth interviews to participant observation 

is only a small step (Fontana & Frey, 2005, p. 705). Thus, a similar approach is used 

within this study: while phase one is used mainly to screen German-speaking 

                                                 

18
 Given a tight design with a predefined proposition and the aim of truth seeking instead of thick 

descriptions, a word processor can already be all it needs, instead of sophisticated qualitative data 

analysis tools (Miles & Hubermann, 1994, p. 84). 
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financial services companies in order to apply purposeful sampling when selecting 

participants for in-depth interviews for phase two, phase three uses participatory 

observation in order to gain an in-depth understanding about the way a community of 

practice functions. 

 

The way the case study approach is applied within this study is pre-structured by 

nature (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 85). This is what Stake (2005) refers to as an 

“instrumental case study”, as the aim is to receive insight into a certain issue and to 

redraw generalisation (p. 445). Nevertheless, as this overall design includes multiple 

cases and even a change in the unit of analysis for phase three (detailed in 3.4.3.1), 

Rowley’s (2002) term “embedded case study design” seems more appropriate (p. 

21). 

 

Yin (2008) divides the case study approach into five components: (i) the research 

question, (ii) research propositions, (iii) unit(s) of analysis, (iv) linking the data to the 

propositions, and finally, (v) interpreting the findings (p. 27). As qualitative research 

is a constant move between data collection, analysis and interpretation (Eisenhardt, 

1989, p. 532; Lindgreen, 2001, p. 78), many qualitative studies have no clear 

sequential stages (Stake, 2005, p. 453). Hence, the different research steps within this 

study are also intertwined and in general cannot be separated easily (Stake, 2008, p. 

132; Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 538). Although the following insight into the three phases 

in the following subsections does not reflect such interaction, the actual research – 

especially during data analysis – did. 
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3.4.1 Phase 1 

The purpose of the first phase is to achieve familiarity (Charmaz, 2008, p. 230) and 

to gain a first understanding of the state of KM within German-speaking financial 

services companies, as well as to identify context-rich cases for the second phase, in 

order to apply purposive case selection. Not conducting this phase would result in 

just one sampling strategy remaining, namely convenience sampling, which involves 

selecting individuals or groups that happen to be available and are willing to 

participate (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007a, p. 114). Such convenience sampling has 

to be avoided, as it might ignore the most interesting and/or richest data cases. 

Finally, this first phase can also be understood as a kind of pilot phase for testing 

and, if necessary, adjusting interview-related questions (Perry & Coote, 1994, p. 4). 

 

3.4.1.1 Unit of Analysis and Sampling Strategy 

In general, the unit of data collection is the individual, while the unit of analysis is 

the organisation to which the interviewed participants belong (Yin, 2008, p. 88). 

Thus, for this research phase the unit of analysis is the financial services corporation. 

The unit of observation is the single employee working within the organisation’s KM 

department, or at least dedicating a major portion of his/her time to KM. Participants 

with different professional backgrounds, as well as belonging to different hierarchies, 

were considered (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007, p. 28). 

 

For this study, the sample consists of ten banks in Switzerland, ten banks in Austria 

and 60 banks in Germany with a dedicated KM position (or even department). Since 

the Swiss and Austrian financial services industries are highly centralised, the ten 

chosen players already reflect a very high percentage of the total market. Conversely, 
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Germany’s financial services scene is highly de-centralised, offering a larger amount 

of banks to consider. However, not every selected company included in the sample 

actually participated. 

 

3.4.1.2 Data Collection 

The data for phase 1 was be collected via open-ended e-mail question and answer 

sessions. Largely, this brings data quality received via e-mail interviewing actually 

up to the level of face-to-face interviews (Meho, 2006, p. 1291), and ensures that 

responses are really about what the participants feel important to be told, and, thus, 

enriches the interview quality (James & Busher, 2006, p. 406; Fricker, Galesic, 

Tourangeau & Yan, 2005, p. 375; Murray & Sixsmith, 1998, p. 109). While past 

research has attracted a number of sceptics, online research is widely accepted 

nowadays (Moskowitz & Martin, 2008, p. 492; Meho, 2006, p. 1293). The usage of 

e-mail interviewing as a qualitative research method has steadily and rapidly 

increased since 2003 (Meho, 2006, p. 1285; Fontana & Frey, 2005, p. 721). There are 

several benefits of corresponding in this format: E-mail interviews can encourage 

participants to reveal sensitive, personal and otherwise embarrassing information that 

a participant would not be willing to provide in a face-to-face situation (Murray & 

Sixsmith, 1998, p. 107). This method also allows a reply at a pace and time 

convenient for the participant (van Selm & Jankowski, 2006, p. 444; Meho, 2006, p. 

1290). This asynchrony reduces the aspect of participants feeling forced to reply 

immediately, while they actually would prefer to take some time and think about 

their reply (Murray & Sixsmith, 1998, p. 110). The lack of spontaneity, which is 

critical in complex social contexts (Curasi, 2001, p. 370), can be regarded as less 

critical within the research setting of this study, as the social aspect (especially 
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within phase 1) is not overly significant. Some scholars even report that open-ended 

e-mail questions can provide more detailed, context-richer replies compared to other 

survey and interview methods (Curasi, 2001, p. 364; Fricker, Galesic, Tourangeau & 

Yan, 2005, p. 375; van Selm & Jankowski, 2006, p. 441). In addition, due to 

different expression styles, responses to open-ended questions offer a higher amount 

of diversity (Munoz-Leiva, Montoro-Rios & Luque-Martinez, 2006, p. 520). Yet 

another major advantage is the possibility to contact and stay in contact with multiple 

participants simultaneously (Meho, 2006, p. 1286). This way, answers as well as 

questions from one participant can immediately be used to enhance communication 

with other participants (Murray & Sixsmith, 1998, p. 111). 

 

An important downside is the lack of capturing non-verbal cues that would be 

otherwise observed during face-to-face data collection (Curasi, 2001, p. 364). The 

circumstance that non-verbal communication – like body language or voice qualities 

– is not present with e-mail interviews might limit the overall richness of responses 

(Fontana & Frey, 2005, p. 721; Murray & Sixsmith, 1998, p. 112). Encouraging the 

participant to use keyboard ‘paralanguage’ (such as capitalisation, exclamations, 

‘smileys’, etc.) has a certain potential in minimising such lack of non-verbal 

communication (Murray & Sixsmith, 1998, p. 113; Meho, 2006, p. 1290). 

Conversely, as an interviewer is not present while participants provide answers, those 

participants are not influenced by the researcher trying to focus on a certain direction 

(Curasi, 2001, p. 370) or producing any kind of interviewer bias (Murray & 

Sixsmith, 1998, p. 107). Just as the non-verbal communication of the participant 

influences the outcome of the research, so too does the non-verbal communication of 

the researcher (Meho, 2006, p. 1289; Alvesson, 2003, p. 19). As this sort of influence 
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from the side of the researcher biasing the participant is not possible using e-mail as 

a means to conduct interviews (James & Busher, 2006, p. 411), the presence of social 

signals between the researcher and participants might somehow offset the absence of 

those signs (Meho, 2006, p. 1289). Finally, some participants may not be as effective 

writers as they are speakers (Meho, 2006, p. 1289), which increases the chances of 

miscommunication and misinterpretation when using e-mail interviews (Meho, 2006, 

p. 1290; James & Busher, 2006, p. 407). However, within this study, the participants 

were (i) versatile, (ii) used to communicating via e-mail, and (iii) held a university 

degree (or equivalent). Hence, the risk of losing information due to ineffective 

writers was rather non-existent. 

 

In order to optimise response rates, personal e-mail invitations were sent (van Selm 

& Jankowski, 2006, p. 444) that would point towards the importance and 

contribution of each participant for the study (van Selm & Jankowski, 2006, p. 448). 

In addition, non-monetary incentives (e.g. anonymised reports) were provided, as 

these significantly increase willingness to participate and at the same time decrease 

dropouts (van Selm & Jankowski, 2006, p. 449). 

 

3.4.2 Phase 2 

The purpose of phase 2 is to gain an in-depth understanding on how KM is 

conducted within selected financial services organisations, by illuminating a number 

of context-rich as well as contrasting cases. This gained understanding is vital in 

answering the research questions of sections 1.2 and 1.3. 
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3.4.2.1 Unit of Analysis & Sampling Strategy 

The unit of analysis is the organisation. The unit of observation is formed by 

individuals, in-house documents and physical artefacts available within each case (di 

Gregorio & Davidson, 2007, p. 6). 

 

One method of sampling in qualitative research is purposeful or theoretical sampling 

(Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007a, p. 111), used in order to identify key informants 

(key cases) with significant and knowledge-rich expertise that can inform the 

research question (Johnson, Buehring, Cassell & Symon, 2007, p. 25). In general, 

instrumental cases are selected by purposive sampling (Stake, 2005, p. 451). In this 

instance, cases should be selected on the basis of their fit to the (literal or theoretical) 

replication design (Yin, 2008, p. 91). 

 

The sampling strategy followed in this study, however, will be a combination of 

including critical cases, extreme cases and confirming/disconfirming cases, in order 

to improve the overall interpretation of findings and to obtain a decent basis for data 

validation as well as cross-case comparison (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007a, p. 113; 

Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007, p. 27). Comparison is a powerful means for 

concentrating on a few relevant factors (Stake, 2008, p. 139). In this context, 

including multiple cases increases accuracy and the possibilities to generalise, as the 

knowledge claims are more robust (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007, p. 27) and add 

confidence to the overall findings (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 29). In this context, 

it is therefore important to understand that we cannot appreciate a case without any 

knowledge about other cases (Stake, 2005, p. 444). Many qualitative case studies use 

multiple cases and take advantage of comparison logic (Eisenhardt, 1991, p. 626), 
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and while it is important to focus on commonalities and differences, it is vital for 

theory building to stress cross-case commonalities (Eisenhardt, 1991, p. 627). 

However, the desire to generalise shall not become as strong as to ignore important 

idiosyncrasies of the single case (Stake, 2008, p. 125) and treat generalisation for 

necessary particularisation (Stake, 2008, p. 126). In this respect, a single case study 

sometimes avoids the problem of finding common themes or common relationships 

(necessary in multi-case studies), leading to a more parsimonious theory (Eisenhardt 

& Graebner, 2007, p. 30). 

 

In order to achieve these aims, it is considered important to include multiple cases 

(Yin, 2008, p. 24; Stake, 2008, p. 123; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007b, p. 242). It is 

important to ensure that any findings are not idiosyncratic in nature (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994, p. 172). In total, nine cases were selected to provide both 

exploratory and explanatory power, generate theory and allow for generalisation 

(Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 545). Each case consisted of at least one interview, where each 

interview lasted between 50 and 90 minutes. This implicitly follows the line of 

thought of Yin (2008), who states that case studies do not need to be lengthy to 

conduct per se, and that sometimes it is even possible to use the telephone or internet 

(p. 15) because the case can be simple and the time necessary for inquiry short 

(Stake, 2005, p. 444). Most often, additional literature in the forms of company 

documentation, as well as officially available documentation via the company’s 

website, was used. In two cases, two interviews with different participants per 

company were conducted. All these different means of gathering data are not only 

important in order to assure that any relevant piece of information is not ignored or 

forgotten, but also they reduce the likelihood of misinterpretation (Stake, 2008, p. 
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453). This multi-method approach is referred to as “triangulation” (Fontana & Frey, 

2008, p. 723; Erzberger & Prein, 1997, p. 142).  

 

A higher number of cases were deemed inappropriate for two reasons. First, data 

collection for the first phase already showed that only a few financial services 

corporations had well established KM strategies and/or KM departments. Second, the 

price of higher numbers of cases was usually thinner data (Miles & Huberman, 1994, 

p. 30) – given both time and resource constraints. The former especially is in line 

with Glaser & Strauss’s (1967) concept of “theoretical saturation” (p. 65), where no 

additional or new insights can be gained by adding more cases (Onwuegbuzie & 

Leech, 2007a, p. 106; Adams, Bessant & Phelps, 2006, p. 23). 

 

Within qualitative research, however, sampling is not only about the number of 

cases, participants or subsections within a single case (Stake, 2008, p. 127), but also 

the number of contacts per participant and the length of each contact (Onwuegbuzie 

& Leech, 2007a, p. 117). The response of a participant can be understood as a sample 

of his/her words to specify a certain situation, idea, understanding or feeling. These 

words represent the truth space of the participant. If such a sample of words does not 

correctly represent the truth space of the participant, then a sampling error occurs 

(Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007a, p. 106). As feelings, experiences or thoughts are 

sometimes hard to express, it is important to capture a decent (sufficient) amount of 

words. Hence, the mere number of words becomes a critical overall indicator in order 

to avoid the misinterpretation and misevaluation of data (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 

2007a, p. 107). Hence, qualitative researchers have to provide rationales for their 

decisions regarding the length and number of interviews (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 
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2007a, p. 108). As already indicated, an important driver within this study was 

theoretical saturation regarding the number of cases selected. 

 

3.4.2.2 Data Collection 

Case study research is argued to be a representative method within qualitative 

research (Tsoukas, 1989, p. 551) and is used to understand dynamics within a single 

setting (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 534). Data was collected by means of in-house 

documentation, physical artefacts and interviews (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, p. 34; 

Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 537). The interviews were held with participants from different 

professional backgrounds and hierarchies (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007, p. 28). The 

interviews took the form of semi-structured in-depth interviews. The essence of this 

way of interviewing participants is the extended comments received from 

participants, including letting them explain their answers given, which leads to in-

depth insights into the area of interest (Veal, 2005, p. 128). The semi-structured 

interview starts with a predefined set of questions, but follows the participant’s 

“tangents of thought” (Cooper & Schindler, 2006, p. 204). Hence, due to the 

complexity of the obtained answers and the fact that even the same answers are 

likely to be explained in different ways by different participants, the whole interview 

cannot be structured in a strict manner (Veal, 2005, p. 129). Overall, this approach is 

in line with phenomenological approaches towards data collection and data analysis 

within qualitative research (Miles & Hubermann, 1994, p. 8), focusing on 

“understanding and experiencing a given phenomenon rather than limiting... answers 

to aspects of the phenomenon” pre-defined by the researcher (Chen & Partington, 

2006, p. 414). 
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The case study research was conducted instrumentally, stressing the interest to 

advance understanding and to redraw a generalisation (Stake, 2008, p. 123). 

Accepting the overall idiosyncratic character of a single setting, it was important to 

make use of multiple primary and secondary data and collection methods in order to 

demonstrate (quasi-)objectivity (Johnson, Buehring, Cassell & Symon, 2006, p. 139). 

Hence, the collection of supportive material (most likely in the form of in-house 

documents or freely available documentation via the internet) served as referential 

data. Once the cases were analysed, without the use of referential material, the 

interpretation could be tested against the referential data (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 

2007b, p. 243). 

 

The outcome of a single interview might in fact reflect truth or simply the 

interviewee’s mind (Alvesson, 2003, p. 19). Furthermore, interviewees might feel 

obliged – sometimes non-consciously – not to break with any taboos inherent in the 

organisation, or to show loyalty (Alvesson, 2003, p. 20). Such political motivation to 

provide only partly true answers can be reduced to a certain extent by informing the 

participant that feedback to management will only be provided in an anonymous 

way, or even not at all (Alvesson, 2003, p. 28). Only under the neo-positivistic 

paradigm can the interviewer be totally honest and an unselfish subject not be led by 

his/her own interests or motivations (Alvesson, 2003, p. 22). Hence, some views are 

based more on knowledge, formed by superior judgements and extracted from a 

position that provides more insights than others do. In extreme situations, there might 

be just one single person able to provide such a superior point of view (Llewellyn & 

Northcott, 2007, p. 195 + p. 204). Hence, “the more the merrier” might simply lead 

to wrong conclusions if issues about “sense and significance” are at stake (Llewellyn 
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& Northcott, 2007, p. 196). It simply cannot be argued that assumptions lacking 

regular behaviour or a common theme are of less significance or even irrelevant 

(Llewellyn & Northcott, 2007, p. 197). 

 

Consequently, each voice “was heard”, analysed in detail and received the utmost 

attention. 

 

3.4.2.3 Setting 

In addition to the last section on data collection, this section provides an insight into 

the setting in which data was gathered, which allows the reader to gain a deeper and 

broader picture of the study and provides a better valuation of the findings and 

conclusions drawn. 

 

The relationship with the participants of phase two of this study was mostly of a 

“narrative inquiry” nature, rather than more traditional model of researcher and 

informant (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 47). The participants were informed about 

the approximate time involved, the guarantee of anonymity and the fact that there 

was only one researcher and that this person only had access to the data. Finally, 

possible benefits for the participants were stressed and they were asked for their 

agreement (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 48). Most respondents were at the level of a 

KM-department head. Only one respondent was a board member, while two were 

KM department co-workers. This mix assured for the avoidance of “elite bias” 

related to high-status informants (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 263), as the KM 

department head on average supervised a rather small team of some two to five 

members. Hence, generalisation was not based on non-representative informants 
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(Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 264). In addition, two peripheral informants (R2; R10) 

– those partly outside of the main focus (e.g. HR representatives concerned with 

learning) – were used to obtain a truly holistic and more complete picture (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994, p. 266). Nevertheless, a study conducted by Miller, Bierly & Daly 

(2007) on knowledge strategies within firms reveals that the collected data tends to 

be consistent, regardless of the position of the respondent (p. 428). Iterations, in 

terms of question and answer sessions in some cases went up to three instances 

(conducted on different days) and assured that the information given was well 

understood (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 263). This consisted of a first set of given 

questions, a second and even a third round of questions and answers, each based on 

the outcome of the former. Finally, the write-ups were played back to the 

respondents to allow them to correct their statements or add additional details (Miles 

& Huberman, 1994, p. 276), which allowed the settlement of any disagreements. In 

addition, this process provided the informants with the chance to recall material they 

may have forgotten during prior data collection (Yin, 2008, p. 183). 

 

3.4.3 Phase 3 

There were three major reasons for including a third phase in this study. First, since 

some of the most influential scholars within KM understand communities as a 

cornerstone of KM frameworks or models (Nonaka, 1994, p. 23; Brown & Duguid, 

1991, p. 54; Zander & Kogut, 1995, p. 76; Brown & Duguid, 1998, p. 97), 

communities also play an important role within the proposed model of this study (see 

section 2.6.2 and 2.6.3). Thus, it is essential to gain a better understanding of how 

communities work. Second, participatory observation has the power to provide 

insights into issues not evident from the previous phases of this study. As such, 
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enriching collected interview-based data with data collected by participatory research 

is a well-established research design amongst qualitative research scholars as 

applied, for instance, by Andriessen (2007, p. 95), Sandberg (2005, p. 53) or Schulz 

(2008, p. 465). Therefore, the findings are also used to cross-validate, enrich and 

complement findings from earlier phases (Werlinger, Hawkey, Botta & Beznosov, 

2009, p. 589). Third, an important means of assessing the added value of a 

community is to listen to stories of participants and employees in close contact with 

communities in a systematic way (Wenger & Snyder, 2000, p. 144). Hence, the third 

phase uses participatory observation in order to gain an in-depth picture of everyday 

life in a CoP. 

 

Participatory observation – in the sense of this study – can be understood as either a 

full or a partial description of a group in order to identify commonalities. It is a 

labour intensive method (Dittrich, John, Singer & Tessem, 2007, p. 532) that 

involves prolonged direct contact with people engaged in activities and operations 

within their natural setting (Goulding, 2005, p. 299; Stake, 2005, p. 450) on a day to 

day basis, in order to conclude what is natural in the setting and produce 

documentary evidence (Tedlock, 2005, p. 467). Consequently, participatory 

observation is highly interpersonal, involving continued interaction between the 

researcher and the researched (Bradbury & Lichtenstein, 2000, p. 558). Thus, the role 

of the participant observer is as both an insider and an outsider (Sperschneider & 

Bagger, 2003, p. 42). The main aim of this kind of fieldwork is to receive a well-

rounded, holistic picture (Goulding, 2005, p. 299), where the outcome is not only 

vital for the study itself, but also allows others to learn and draw helpful conclusions 

from the written description (Dittrich, John, Singer & Tessem, 2007, p. 532). 
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Following the two earlier research phases, this phase set-up is structuralist in 

orientation, following the predefined research questions and by no means conducted 

from the point of view of the observant. Consequently, it is a rather formal analysis 

(Barley, 1990, p. 244). Angrosino (2008) summarises this type of research design as 

an unobtrusive, non-reactive and selective – since limited to well-defined categories 

– observation conducted while people are unaware of being studied (p. 166). In 

general, participatory observation leads to a combination of cognitive and emotional 

information (Tedlock, 2008, p. 161). However, within this research, the emotional 

side was only of very limited interest inasmuch that (collective) actions and 

processes for a “workable understanding” of the situation, as well as the ability to 

address problems (Charmaz, 2008, p. 230), were the main focus, but not the social 

world as such. The goal of this research was to discover “what is happening” and 

“what participants are doing” in order to focus on action and to explicate implicit 

assumptions (Charmaz, 2008, pp. 213-216). Hence, it was the interest in what is 

accomplished and under what conditions in an analytical, sophisticated way 

(Holstein & Gubrium, 2008, p. 174) with the intention to gain a holistic 

understanding. In this respect, asking why things are happening and proving 

explanations as well as predictive power are rather a task for quantitative analyses. 

Trying to answer these “why”-related questions could easily lead to empirical 

speculation (Holstein & Gubrium, 2008, p. 193). 

 

One approach towards participatory observation is to start with concepts derived 

from literature, develop them further, and then explore their unfolding in a different 

environment enriched by both expected and unexpected events (Dittrich, John, 

Singer & Tessem, 2007, p. 532). This allows the researcher to enter the field with a 
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“dawning understanding” in order to enrich it with new observations (Sperschneider 

& Bagger, 2003, p. 42). Although this methodological approach towards 

participatory observation sometimes faces the criticism of value-ladenness, it allows 

the researcher to test the validity of hypothetical patterns (Goulding, 2005, p. 299). 

Hence, the research design was guided by the aim to identify: 

 

� The effectiveness of a working group sharing knowledge 

� How a working group creates new knowledge / how problems are solved 

� The stages of knowledge transfer in terms of a lifecycle, until all members are 

brought to the same information and knowledge level 

 

These guiding questions were also used to define a first set of categories. Defining 

propositions or categories a priori is problematic, as it increases the chance of being 

biased by the researcher’s own beliefs (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 230). However, 

there is only little reason to believe that categories developed after data collection are 

more valid, as the researcher still risks relying on simplistic or inaccurate realities 

(Barley, 1990, p. 234). 

 

In the context of identifying sociological indicators in order to create ethnographic 

understanding, Barley (1990) considers periods not long enough to identify “setting-

specific indicators” as inappropriate (p. 232). However, as the research questions 

within this study orient towards organisational issues often beyond the sociological 

influences of the individual, together with clear signs of repetition within the field 

notes taken after some six weeks, they justify a participatory observation period of 

eight weeks. In this context, Yin (2008) recognises that applying a case study method 
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does not have to take long per se (p. 15). Once repetition was recognised while 

writing the field notes, a break in observing the team was taken, in order to analyse 

the field notes and develop propositions (Barley, 1990, p. 234). Within this time – 

lasting from 12
th

 to 16
th

 October – data analysis started and a list of qualitative 

interview questions consisting of open issues, as well as questions supporting or 

refuting my findings, were worked out. On 19
th

 October, participatory observation 

continued. Only on 3
rd

 November were the relevant participants contacted and semi-

structured interview sessions held. These sessions lasted until 6
th

 November. 

 

3.4.3.1 Unit of Analysis and Sampling Strategy 

The level on which knowledge transfer mainly occurs is the individual, and their 

knowledge transfer is a key component of organisational processes (Reagans & 

McEvily, 2003, p. 240). As such, human interaction is the prime source of 

knowledge (Argote & Ingram, 2000, p. 156). The problem involved when 

transferring knowledge, however, is the inclusion of higher levels of analysis such as 

the group (Argote & Ingram, 2000, p. 151). Knowledge transfer at levels of analysis 

higher than the individual generally involves important social processes such as 

sharing, interpreting and combining information, and then storing this information so 

that it can persist in the face of individual turnover. Thus, important social processes 

come into play when analysing knowledge transfer at levels of analysis higher than 

the individual (Argote, Ingram Levine & Moreland, 2000, p. 5). As communities 

function at group level, and given the importance of communities for this study, it is 

important to also research empirically at the group level of analysis. 
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In this respect, Klein, Dansereau & Hall (1994) highlight the primacy of theory when 

dealing with the issue regarding the level(s) of analysis (p. 196). They conclude that 

problems arise especially when the level of theory and the level of analysis are 

incongruent. The level of theory relevant for this study, defined as the target of this 

research question and referred to by Rousseau (1985) as “the level to which 

generalizations are made” (p. 4), is the organisational level. However, it can be 

argued that organisational-level phenomena are influenced highly by individual 

behaviour as well as at the group level (Klein, Dansereau & Hall, 1994, p. 198). 

Hence, data might well be collected at a level below the level of theory, and then be 

aggregated to the level of theory (Klein, Dansereau & Hall, 1994, p. 211). Both 

levels of analysis illuminate different aspects, are equally important with respect to 

the research question and have to be seen in the light of the other. The aim of 

research phase three of this study is to gain a deeper insight into a CoP and extract all 

outcomes relevant to increasing knowledge about them at the organisational level. 

The answer to the corresponding research question, “How should communities be 

organised and operate in order to bring the best benefit for the organisation?”, will 

lead to a better answer for the overall research question stated in section 1.3. 

Ultimately, these answers lead to what Klein, Dansereau & Hall (1994) define as a 

“mixed-determinants model” (p. 222).  

 

As openly described in Barley’s (1990) longitudinal ethnographic research, the 

“professional stranger” as a participant observer has to be tolerated, accepted and 

even liked by others in order to assure continuation of the research (p. 238). Hence, a 

research site already accessible to the researcher and a group wherein the researcher 

was already an accepted member was chosen. Thus, the above complexities did not 
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strike the researcher and, hence, there was no need to be overly careful about how 

others perceived the researcher or that any mistake could endanger the study. 

 

3.4.3.2 Data Collection 

In order to be able to fulfil the role as group manager during the daily meetings, but 

also not to create suspicion or to scare participants (Barley, 1990, p. 241), note taking 

was always done after the meetings in a quiet and solitary environment. Field notes 

included the start and end of each meeting as well as the number of participants. 

These field notes collected during observation provided the raw data for the analysis. 

In addition, organisational charts and job descriptions were included in the data 

gathering process in order to create a more holistic and systematic picture. In some 

instances, interpretations of events were discussed with individuals shortly after the 

daily meetings. At the end of the study, as a means of “self-correction” in order to 

gain true objectivity (Angrosino, 2008, p. 166), a qualitative semi-structured 

interview was conducted with selected members of the working group to gather data 

on (i) the perceptions regarding the added value of the daily meeting and (ii) major 

propositions formulated as part of the data analysis, which were formulated during 

the data gathering break that took place at the end of October. 

 

3.4.3.3 Setting 

In addition to the last section on data collection, this section provides an insight into 

the setting in which data was gathered, which allows the reader to gain a deeper and 

broader picture of the study and provides a better valuation of the findings and 

conclusions drawn. 
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Observation took place during a daily meeting intended to share information and 

knowledge and to discuss open issues. This daily meeting was scheduled to start at 

14:00 hours (lasting some 45 minutes on average, with a range of between 15 and 90 

minutes). For these meetings, the following rules were set up. Each participant 

provided a brief update on what he/she had done since the last meeting, and then had 

to state what he/she was aiming to achieve before the next meeting – something that 

was relevant for the whole group. After a participant finished his/her aims, the others 

had the chance to ask questions. As long as those question and answer sessions were 

of interest to the whole group, the discussion continued. As soon as one participant 

raised his hand (voice) to indicate that the topic was now leaving the level of group 

interest, the discussion was stopped and a meeting amongst the necessary 

participants scheduled (mostly taking place right after the daily meeting), allowing 

those not interested or involved in a topic the chance to leave. 

 

From 14
th

 September to 29
th

 October 2010, observations were centred on actions and 

interactions within a team consisting of three bankers, one business analyst (BA), 

one GUI (graphical user interface) developer, three software developers and one 

database administrator. Although these people belonged to different departments, 

they had – amongst other tasks – the common goal of improving an existing credit 

risk calculation application. Each participant was, in his/her field of profession, well 

experienced, with at least five years of relevant expert knowledge and a university 

degree. In general, bankers would formulate certain business needs and pass these 

requirements to the BAs, who would then transform these requirements into a 

document used to write software code by the GUI and software developers. The 



129 
 

developers would then – on a case-to-case basis – ask the database administrator for 

support or, more exactly, pass orders on to the database administrator. 

 

3.4.4 Data Analysis 

After having detailed the three phases forming the research design of this study, this 

section details how the collected data was analysed. The starting point for any data 

analysis lies within the more “formal” aspects of the participating firms and 

interviewees. Hence, this sections starts with a table listing helpful - anonymised - 

information on those participating in the study and the phase(s) they were part of.  

 

Partici-

pant 

Firm 

specialised in: 

Country Market of 

the firm 

has own KM 

model 

Participation 

in phase 

R1 Banking Germany National No 1 + 2 

R2 + R3 Insurance Switzerland International No R2 = 1 

R3 = 2 

R4 Banking Germany National No 1 + 2 

R5 Banking Germany National No 1 + 2 

R6 Banking Austria International No 1 

R7 Insurance Germany International Yes 1 

R8 Insurance Germany National Yes 1 + 2 

R9 Banking Germany National No 1 + 2 

R10 Banking Austria International No 1 

R11 Insurance Germany International No 1 

R12 Bank Germany National No 2 

R13 Bank Switzerland International No 2 

R14 Bank Germany International No 2 

PO1-PO4 Bank Germany International No 3 

Table 1: Summary of participants 
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Data analysis leads to findings and interpretations useful for readers in their everyday 

lives (Charmaz, 2008, p. 231). Analysis has to be performed in a way that leads to a 

structured whole (de Wet & Erasmus, 2005, p. 28). Borrowing from grounded 

theory, data analysis within this study started with the comparison of small units of 

data (incidents), which lead to the construction of categories (including sub-

categories) describing the observed phenomena. Categories are associated with 

dimensions and properties that have to be systematically elaborated, compared and 

refined. The overall aim was to extract “core categories” able to hold the theoretical 

concept rooted (“grounded”) in the original evidence (Langley, 1999, p. 700). This 

approach assures that data analysis goes beyond mere data reproduction (Atkinson & 

Delamont, 2005, p. 823).
19

 

 

The theory was developed by recognising patterns and relationships within and 

across cases (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007, p. 25). First, a within-case analysis was 

carried out before the cross-case analysis was conducted (Lindgreen, 2001, p. 82; 

Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 540). The findings of the first case were then compared with the 

initial propositions made. This – especially in case of the role of IT within KM – led 

to a revision of the propositions, which were compared to other cases, again with a 

chance for revision of the propositions. This comparing and revision was repeated 

                                                 

19
 Using a qualitative data analysis tool was considered, as it eases the way for establishing 

interpretations by paving the way for structured approaches (Lee & Esterhuizen, 2000, p. 237). 

However, it was not applied within this study for the following reasons. The usage of such a tool does 

not result in better results per se, as the emphasis is on “support” and “data management” (di Georgio 

& Davidson, 2007, p. 2). Additionally, due to a rather holistic and structured research design, such a 

tool might yet add less value. Finally, it takes the novice user of any such tool some effort to 

understand how data can be organised in order to support data analysis (di Georgio & Davidson, 2007, 

p. 2; Mangabeira, Lee & Fielding, 2004, p. 172). 
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until data reduction – the process of selecting, simplifying, abstracting and 

transforming the data continuously throughout the whole study (Miles & 

Hubermann, 1994, p. 10) – and conclusion drawing brought no further new 

information (Yin, 2008, p. 143).  

 

For the third research phase, data analysis went through four stages: (i) categorisation 

by sorting the data, (ii) grouping, (iii) identifying patterns and (iv) comparing and 

contrasting the identified patterns. Based on the category system resulting from the 

research questions in mind, data was read and re-read in order to isolate and group all 

field notes (Barley, 1990, p. 235). As a starting point, a systematic analysis of tasks, 

roles and role relations was performed (Barley, 1990, p. 229). The second step in the 

analysis entailed recursive scrutiny of the interactions that took place between the 

two formal subgroups (bankers and IT). This helped to identify a consistent set of 

behaviours and activities in a series of stages (Barley, 1990, p. 236), e.g. “direction 

seeking”, where IT asks for information, and then the business has to step back and 

work something out before returning with a solution to be shared and acted upon. 

 

Essential for theory building is comparing the gathered data with the extant literature 

– both confirming and conflicting (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 544) – in addition to any 

limits of the existing literature (Gephart, 2004, p. 460). Furthermore, the analysis 

phase will not only demonstrate how concepts are derived and applied, but also show 

how alternative explanations can be considered but then rejected (Johnson, Buehring, 

Cassell & Symon, 2006, p. 139). Ideally, drafts of the write-ups should be presented 

to the participants in order to cross-check the researcher’s understanding of the true 

meaning behind their words (Stake, 2008, p. 140; Stake, 2005, p. 459). Furthermore, 
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it is important for the researcher to differentiate between different forms of 

understanding in the cases of (i) subjective understanding of actors/participants; (ii) 

interpretive understanding – the researcher’s understanding of the participants’ 

subjective understanding and (iii) positivist understanding – the researcher’s 

understanding of the “objective facts” of a situation, which is, however, informed by 

interpretive understanding (Cepeda & Martin, 2005, p. 853). 

 

3.4.5 Validity, Reliability and Generalisability 

Since the research context, purpose and paradigm determine the procedures (Amis & 

Silk, 2008, p. 475; Cresswell & Miller, 2000, p. 124), qualitative approaches cannot 

be followed in rote, mechanical or static fashion (Mason, 2006, p. 16; Easterby-

Smith, Golden-Biddle & Locke, 2008, p. 419; Dixon-Woods, Booth & Sutton, 2007, 

p. 417). Although such methodological freedom does not imply the lack of a 

systematic and rigorous approach (de Wet & Erasmus, 2005, p. 27), it is clear that 

trying to define criteria valid for evaluating all qualitative research methods alike – in 

the sense of a “one size fits all” or a checklist style – is illusionary and lacks the 

necessary sensitivity (Amis & Silk, 2008, p. 475; Johnson, Buehring, Cassell & 

Symon, 2006, p. 133). In this respect, the abovementioned differentiation between 

erklaren (positivism) and verstehen (neo-empiricism) leads to the assurance of 

validity and reliability in a more positivistic style for the first phase, and then to a 

slightly different understanding – detailed in the following paragraphs – for phases 

two and three (Johnson, Buehring, Cassell & Symon, 2006, p. 147). 

 

Qualitative research is value-laden and context-driven, which results in multiple 

perspectives, each with multiple meanings. Hence, terms like (external/internal) 
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“validity” and (external/internal) “reliability”, implicitly branded by positivist 

assumptions, cannot be used within qualitative research without modifications 

(Johnson, Buehring, Cassell & Symon, 2006, p. 133), due to different underlying 

ontologies and epistemologies (Sandberg, 2005, p. 43). This is especially true for 

participatory research studies, as interpreting the result lies within the reader’s own 

particular perspective. This might lead to assessing the researcher’s work using 

criteria, resulting in false expectations and/or rough judgements (Dittrich, John, 

Singer & Tessem, 2007, p. 532). Trying to counter this, quality criteria have been 

subsumed by many others as (i) construct validity, (ii) external validity, (iii) internal 

validity and (iv) reliability (Yin, 2008, p. 40). Although some authors raise concerns 

that any alternative terminology might finally undermine issues of rigour instead of 

providing any helpful clarification (Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson & Spiers, 2002, p. 

8), many others (e.g. Cresswell & Miller, 2000, p. 126; de Wet & Erasmus, 2005, p. 

28; Johnson, Buehring, Cassell & Symon, 2006, p. 138) refer to methods initially 

proposed by Lincoln & Guba (1985) as “fundamental… to evaluate the quality of 

qualitative inquiry” (Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson & Spiers, 2002, p. 3): credibility, 

transferability, dependability and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 300). 

Amis & Silk (2008) summarise these methods as “quasi-foundational surrogates for 

establishing the quality of the scholarship” (p. 464). 

 

In qualitative research, validity is based upon agreeable/disagreeable interpretation or 

description (Sale, Lohfeld & Brazil, 2002, p. 45) and needs to be achieved by 

conceptual soundness (Tsoukas, 1989, p. 551). Such understanding of validity 

includes checking the accuracy of participants and their (perceived) views of reality 

(Cresswell & Miller, 2000, p. 125), while ensuring understanding of the true 
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meaning behind a participant’s construct – avoiding misunderstanding and/or 

misinterpretation (Cho & Trent, 2006, p. 328). Implicitly, member checking includes 

the necessity for the researcher to be self-reflexive, in order to interact 

collaboratively with participants (Cho & Trent, 2006, p. 332). The researcher needs 

to be clear about his/her role in the setting under investigation, in order to neutralise, 

or at least minimise, methodological lapses (Johnson & Duberley, 2003, p. 1285). As 

a consequence, the researcher has to engage with thinking about his/her own thinking 

(Johnson & Duberley, 2003, p. 1279). Nevertheless, postmodernists/quasi-

foundationalists should not get lost in the loop of continuously deconstructing their 

own deconstructions (Johnson & Duberley, 2003, p. 1287) or simply being too 

occupied with their own self, placing his/her experience at the centre of the research 

process. Even so, the answers received from the respondents are subject to bias, poor 

recall and inaccurate articulation (Yin, 2008, p. 109); therefore, reflexivity has to 

focus on the interview situation and the interviewee, and less on the interviewer. 

Quality has then to be understood in terms of credibility, providing proof that every 

effort was made to legitimise the results (Amis & Silk, 2008, p. 464) throughout the 

whole research process (Alexander, 2008, p. 120). However, the investigator still has 

to be open to contradictory evidence (Yin, 2008, p. 69) or alternative explanations 

that might have to be formulated as rival explanations (Yin, 2008, p. 160). 

 

The most effective way to counter what Miles & Huberman (1994) defined as 

“typical nightmares” – data is no good, systematic errors occur, conclusions look 

either trivial or trite and data resists analysis (p. 77) – is to properly sample, collect 

and validate the data (p. 79). In order to produce a reliable outcome, it is important to 

provide proper case study research documentation. Only then is a replication of the 
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achieved results possible – for others as well as for the researcher him/herself (Yin, 

2008, p. 45). Consequently, for each interview, a guiding sheet (with questions, main 

milestones, etc.) was used.
20

  

 

In order to demonstrate reliability, different researchers should be able to draw the 

same conclusions (Charmaz, 2008, p. 231) or reproduce the same results in a 

different setting (Johnson, Buehring, Cassell & Symon, 2006, p. 137). In this sense, 

reliability turns into a question of replication (Johnson, Buehring, Cassell & Symon, 

2006, p. 138). However, a decent evaluation of an account produced by a researcher 

can only be conducted from within the epistemological and ontological stance under 

which the account has been produced. Therefore, the philosophical preferences of 

those doing the judging must be suspended (Johnson, Buehring, Cassell & Symon, 

2007, p. 39), while at the same time the stance of the conducting researcher must be 

articulated clearly. It has to be apparent how the researcher came up with his/her 

interpretations, as results always need to be understood in relation to the researcher’s 

own habits (Johnson & Duberley, 2003, p. 1289). Such interpretive awareness is 

important throughout the whole research process and includes acknowledging 

counter-evidence (Sandberg, 2005, p. 59). Researchers have to be explicit about their 

analytical procedures (de Wet & Erasmus, 2005, p. 27) as well as personal 

preferences and/or choices (Buchanan & Bryman, 2007, p. 486). Only then can 

interpretation become a strength instead of a threat to reliability (Sandberg, 2005, p. 

59). 

 

                                                 

20
 The guiding sheet for the semi-structured interviews can be found in Appendix 2, while the guiding 

sheet for the interviews as part of the participatory observation can be found in Appendix 4. 
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Regardless, determining rigour is not limited to an ex-post view on the already 

conducted research, but is ongoing throughout the whole research process (Yin, 

2008, p. 41; Alexander, 2008, p. 120; de Wet & Erasmus, 2005, p. 28; Cho & Trent, 

2006, p. 319) in order to produce a high quality outcome (Morse, Barrett, Mayan, 

Olson & Spiers, 2002, p. 4). In this respect, Yin (2008) proposes to account 

especially for external validity during the research design phase and construct 

validity and reliability during the data collection phase and internal validity during 

the data analysis phase (p. 41). 

 

In general, accuracy conflicts with generality. The more deeply the outcome is rooted 

in the original data, the less generalisation is possible (Langley, 1999, p. 706). Due to 

the small sample sizes normally found within qualitative research, claims about the 

representativeness of results being valid for a wider population are problematic, as a 

comparison between the reliability and generalisability of positivism and interpretism 

is simply impossible (Prasad & Prasad, 2002, p. 7). However, as soon as a certain 

outcome can be reproduced in a number of cases (or contrary results occur for 

predictable reasons), case studies do in fact support generalisation in terms of 

analytical generalisation – as opposed to statistical generalisation (Yin, 2008, p. 15; 

Tsoukas, 1989, p. 556). Analytical generalisation is what Yin (2008) calls “Level 

Two inference” (p. 39). If a researcher finds representativeness within the data – 

evidence of different sources pointing towards the same direction – there is a high 

level of confidence for generalising to other contexts (Llewellyn & Northcott, 2007, 

p. 197). 
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3.4.6 Ethical Issues 

In a broader sense, harm to participants can occur in many forms, and this starts at 

the very point at which the participant looks or feels bad. Apart from the negative 

effects of harm to the participant, data quality may suffer (Miles & Huberman, 1994, 

p. 293). What is more concrete and directed towards this study is that participants 

may feel uncomfortable discussing other employees, divisions or superiors. The 

interviewer sought to alleviate this problem by assuring that everything they said was 

completely confidential. A potential risk was participants being forced to participate 

by their superiors, but this was alleviated by indicating to divisional managers that 

employees would be participating voluntarily, and having participants sign an 

agreement signalling that they understood their participation was voluntary and they 

could leave at any time. In addition, answering an e-mail during office hours might 

result in the presence of a third person, e.g. sitting in the same office, together with 

other colleagues. This may have an impact on the willingness and/or ability for a 

respondent to answer. Such influence, although hardly recognisable, had to be taken 

into consideration (Murray & Sixsmith, 1998, p. 112). Furthermore, the lack of non-

verbal communication can be harmful if the questions take a direction where the 

participant might be unwilling to continue. In a face-to-face situation, the interviewer 

might become (rather easily) aware of such a situation and change direction. Hence, 

reassurance from the participant was sought at different stages/intervals within the e-

mail interview process (Murray & Sixsmith, 1998, p. 114). 

 

Ethical issues often clash with universal principals such as honesty, respect and 

justice, or concerning the quality of the outcome of the research, where informed 

consent is of major importance (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 37). Regardless of the 
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ethical position taken, for Johnson (2002) it is imperative to tell the truth (p. 116). 

However, for Fontana & Frey (2005), more context-dependent, thus situational 

interpretations (p. 716), should be considered. Hence, ethical boundaries are not to be 

adhered to unreflexively in a law-like fashion, but exclusively on a case-to-case basis 

(Markham, 2005, p. 813). For example, given the researcher’s position within the 

group (their supervisor), the participants might have felt pressurised to participate, 

even if the researcher honestly reassured them that they were free to decide otherwise 

and without reprisal. Hence, the subjects’ voluntariness – although explicitly asked 

for – could to be questioned (Pritchard, 2002, p. 6). For Denzin (2003), certain forms 

of participatory observation lie outside standard ethical models, as observer and 

observed form a kind of “public cooperation” where confidentiality is less of an issue 

as “there is nothing to hide or protect” (p. 249). As participatory observation for 

phase three of this research, the project was conducted in the office and during office 

hours while working – observing working behaviour. Thus, the participants’ privacy 

was not encroached upon at all. Hence, there was no need to be paralysed by an 

“overactive guilty conscience” (Angrosino, 2008, p. 172). Nevertheless, the group 

was informed about the participatory research and asked for approval to include the 

findings in this study. Finally, the Ethics Committee of Charles Sturt University was 

informed in a timely manner, after which approval was granted for this three-phased 

research approach (see  Approval of Charles Sturt University – Ethics Committee). 

 

 

3.5 Conclusion 

The ontological and epistemological positions represented in this paper are based on 

a qualitative quasi-foundationalist perspective – acknowledging the possibility that 
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more than one best choice is possible – and hence represents a qualitatively-driven 

approach to the research design (Mason, 2006, p. 20). Although the realist researcher 

acknowledges that the outcome is never a law-like postulate, the outcome still shows 

a (clear) tendency (Tsoukas, 1989, p. 558) and allows for generalisation and theory 

building. 

 

By initially including 14 German-speaking financial services companies in phase 

one, from which eight cases were chosen for phase two, this study attempts to 

broaden the theoretical data base and counter the problem of overly idiosyncratic 

theory-building. The design chosen within this research paper is rather tight, owing 

to the fact that the research questions stated in section 3.1 provide well-delineated 

constructs where the qualitative research design was “outright confirmatory” in order 

to further explicate the given conceptualisation (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 17). 

Especially, the overall research aim of this study is “truth seeking” as opposed to 

“thick descriptions”, focusing less on idiosyncratic perspectives (Cho & Trent, 2006, 

p. 328) and more on comparative description (Stake, 2008, p. 139) focused on 

commonalities (Werlinger, Hawkey, Botta & Beznosov, 2009, p. 603). 

 

The first phase was used to gain a holistic view about the basic characteristics of, and 

a deeper understanding about, macro-level “KM at German-speaking financial firms” 

by means of an open-ended e-mail interview. Although it has to be understood that 

new technologies provide new opportunities, highlighting certain features but at the 

same time obscuring others (Markham, 2008, p. 250), asynchronical communication 

offers the possibility of revision and data quality of e-mail respondents and thus is by 

no means inferior to face-to-face interviews because the involved parties are more 
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focused and thoughtful with their output (Meho, 2006, p. 1291). This first phase of 

the overall research design has to be understood as a screening of appropriate 

candidate cases (Yin, 2008, p. 66), which ensures proper collection of the final cases 

(Yin, 2008, p. 91). The second phase drilled down into well-chosen organisations 

based on the findings of phase one by means of case study research. It relied mainly 

on face-to-face interviews, but nevertheless included an analysis of existing in-house 

documents as well as any relevant physical artefacts (KM tools, websites, etc.), 

concentrating on eight cases with the emphasis on “truth seeking” and on 

comparative description (Stake, 2008, p. 139), as opposed to “thick descriptions” 

(Cho & Trent, 2006, p. 328). The third phase was necessary in order to gain a better 

understanding of one of the main parts of the proposed KM model – communities. 

 

Conclusions were drawn by noting patterns, themes and clustering (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994, p. 245), while simultaneously building logical chains of evidence 

(Miles & Hubermann, 1994, p. 101). A chain of evidence is an important means of 

providing quality, as it links the questions asked with the data collected and the 

conclusions drawn (Yin, 2008, p. 98). 

 

The ethical implications were identified, approved by the Ethics Committee of 

Charles Sturt University and accounted for before and during the data collection 

phases (see also Appendix 1). 
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4 Data Analysis 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides an in-depth analysis of the data collected during the three 

empirical research phases specified within the previous chapter. It is organised as 

follows: 
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4.2 General Findings 

As a high-level first introduction to the findings – detailed in the following sections – 

the following statements can be made. They are by no means idiosyncratic and, thus, 

enhance overall generalisability (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 173). There are three 

main tendencies regarding overall KM efforts. The first is that the researched 

German-speaking financial services firms limit their efforts to IT-driven information 

management; accordingly, R6 states: 

 

“Our approach to KM is based on the conception that knowledge can be 

stored.” 

 

Second, the researched firms subsume knowledge and learning and, third, the 

researched firms run a clear retail and high volume-focused business, where firm-

wide strategies aim at efficiency, risk minimisation and benefit for their customers. 

Representing these factors, R7 states: 

 

“Thanks to our KM initiative, our customers receive more effective products 

combined with a more efficient service.” 

 

R12 highlights this general trend towards increased efficiency: 

 

“For us within HR, but also for the management supporting this portal, 

increasing overall efficiency is the main point.” 
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Within these three categories, many firms started KM on a larger scale (at the 

beginning of this millennium) and downsized (remarkably) during the latter years. 

However, such downsizing was due rather to budget restrictions and hardly 

quantifiable results and not to lack of success. Others who planned to upgrade did not 

do so – or at least they postponed their plans – due to the financial crisis (which 

started around the end of 2007 and was still recognisable in 2009). Within R14’s 

company, for example, there was a KM competence centre at the beginning of this 

century, whereas nowadays there is no explicit force dealing with KM. It seems that 

companies which understood (or at least believed in) the benefit of KM were not 

only applying KM on a company-wide basis, but also streamlined their KM efforts 

towards increased customer satisfaction. The vast majority of KM initiatives, 

however, are based on individual enthusiasm and isolated, non-strategic, non-

company-wide KM methods. Often, their supervisors support the efforts of these 

individuals, but these individuals still have to perform non-KM-related tasks (i.e. 

they are “part-time” KM-responsible). The freedom to follow one’s own ideas can 

also be found in the statement of R8, who indicated that this level of personal 

freedom is essential for knowledge development in order to share: 

 

“…practice-oriented knowledge that drives the success of our sales reps.” 

 

However, this kind of freedom also has a negative effect, as good KM then depends 

largely on the efforts of motivated individuals having to act without clear managerial 

guidance and direction. R14 asserts that: 
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“It is the engagement of a these few responsible colleagues making the 

difference.” 

 

Overall, most researched companies do not have dedicated full-time KM personnel at 

their disposal. This result is confirmed by a study conducted amongst Portuguese 

banks (Curado, 2008, p. 148). The following statement from R9 seems symptomatic 

within companies without a clear KM vision: 

 

“I get paid to perform certain tasks. KM is not included in these tasks. If I 

consider KM important, my boss allows me to care about KM stuff once/as 

long as the tasks I get paid for are done. Hence, it is up to my own initiative 

and effort to bring KM within my environment to the next level. Once I can 

report success stories to my boss, he will change my duties accordingly and 

include KM stuff. Only then will I receive a budget (time + money) to 

continue and bring KM even further and to a broader audience.” 

 

Within R14’s company, on the other hand, management attention is not received by 

telling success stories: 

 

“You will only get management board attention, i.e. a budget, if the guy you 

talk to is affected. Furthermore, the shorter the timeframe that management 

considers relevant for cost/benefit-ratios, the less KM spending you’ll find.” 

 

In addition, it is worth pointing out that although many KM efforts were actually 

initiated by the HR department (e.g. R12, R9), many KM methods were IT-based and 
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lack company-wide management. If KM was practised company-wide, methods were 

used for specific reasons and purposes, one of which included exploration. If applied 

only locally, KM was used for exploitation only. Nevertheless, KM scientific 

theories were very often ignored or even unknown. Most companies deliberately 

chose certain KM methods but applied them rather randomly to isolated areas – 

based on the already indicated personal initiative and involvement of a few selective 

employees. In some cases, contributors to the knowledge base of a company were 

rewarded for their work knowledge. R8 and R13’s companies offered incentives to 

guest speakers at their corporate universities, while R3’s firm recognised the benefit 

of experts and their contribution to the company’s knowledge base by providing 

them with additional holidays. These are clear indicators for management 

commitment and strategic focus. Finally, many companies apply KM methods (i) 

without recognising that they do so and thus, (ii) lacking basic as well as background 

knowledge that would be important to acquire a better understanding of the bigger 

picture behind certain KM methods. 

 

The above diversity corresponds with recent research results acknowledging a rather 

heterogeneous development – some financial organisations do not practise KM 

comprehensively, while others in the same disciplines do take this course 

(Jayasundara, 2008, p. 69). The following sections of this chapter detail the findings, 

corresponding analysis and conclusions. 
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4.3 Knowledge, Knowledge Domains & Exploitation versus 

Exploration 

The following two subsections provide an in-depth insight into the findings regarding 

complex knowledge and k-domains in connection with the way firms use them – 

exploitive and/or explorative. Due to the high degree of interdependence between 

these terms, they are analysed jointly within this section. 

 

4.3.1 Data Analysis: Knowledge, K-Domains & Exploitation versus 

Exploration 

There was no unique definition of knowledge across the researched firms. 

Sometimes, there was not even an explicit definition within a single firm. Hence, 

clear-cut definitions of the term “knowledge” were exceptionally rare amongst the 

participants in this research. The advantage of holding such a definition concerning 

the choice of the right KM methods, or even for choosing appropriate KM strategic 

directions, was not recognised. Nevertheless, all firms understood the concept of 

codification, and some of these included aspects of learning in their understanding of 

knowledge. There was only one source (R6’s organisation) using a dichotomy 

common and respected within academic literature, distinguishing between tacit and 

explicit knowledge: 

 

“Explicit information-like knowledge is stored in order to ease its sharing, 

while implicit knowledge is kept in the form of processes, routines and 

projects. However, we currently do not actively manage such forms of 

implicit knowledge.” 
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One firm (R2) used a strict definition of knowledge and even applied it to different 

KM methods. R2 states: 

 

“We distinguish between ‘knowledge’ and ‘learning’. This distinction 

determines the usage of either sharing knowledge or imparting learning.” 

 

R3 – from the same company as R2 – added detail to the company’s former and 

current approach to share knowledge and to provide employees with means to learn: 

 

“We make our experts write down their knowledge in order to be able to 

provide young professionals with a structured approach when starting self-

studies. However, since it is hard for experts to write down their intuitions 

and gut feelings, we combined these self-studies with face-to-face sessions, 

where the experts answered questions and moderated training sessions. This 

approach was a real success story! 

 

“However, with internet applications coming up and KM budgets decreasing, 

computer-based training courses replaced structured documents and face-to-

face sessions. Now, all the intuition and gut feeling of the expert is not shared 

anymore.” 

 

Such a differentiation reveals that the oft-cited distinction between data, information 

and knowledge is somewhat inapplicable in this case, as information is part of both 
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sharing knowledge and imparting learning; a circumstance recognised also by other 

scholars (Earl, 2001, p. 218). 

 

The reason for this multitude of definitions, and why scientific-oriented definitions 

tend not to be used within the financial services industry within German-speaking 

countries, is best summarised by the following statement from R3: 

 

“From a practitioner’s point of view, it is simply not possible to separate 

things into explicit and implicit knowledge – they co-exist. There is always a 

bit of both in every aspect when talking about how to store and share 

knowledge or define ways to manage knowledge sharing and storing. Take, 

for example, expert knowledge – there is always implicit and explicit 

knowledge combined within the knowledge stock of such a person. 

 

“On a theoretical level, when my team tries to identify ways on how to assure 

knowledge sharing and storing is applied within the company, we do, of 

course, respect, for example, implicit and explicit knowledge. Therefore, for 

developing and defining measures, those theoretical models are of 

importance. Practitioners, however, don’t care at all about [Probst’s] building 

blocks, so you always have to arrange KM topics in a way far away from 

theory in order to reach the practitioners.” 

 

In general, the researched companies defined knowledge in terms of their value chain 

and never in terms of any scientific-oriented way or dichotomy. One banking firm 

(R10), for instance, distinguished between banking knowledge, product knowledge, 
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expert knowledge, user manuals, sales knowledge and other knowledge. Another 

source, R6, defined customer, product, process knowledge and knowledge regarding 

tools provided by external partners. These distinctions are a first and important step 

towards the ability to identify necessary core knowledge, important value-adding 

knowledge and innovation-oriented knowledge (Zack, 1999a, p. 133). In this respect, 

R8’s company actually had a multidimensional approach: 

 

“Within our model, we mainly distinguish between ‘knowledge’ and 

‘learning’. But on a daily basis, it is rather about how to handle explicit and 

implicit knowledge. Finally, we recognise knowledge of strategic importance, 

market knowledge and innovative knowledge.” 

 

The recognition of different forms of knowledge, together with acknowledging a 

knowledge lifecycle, are important steps towards k-domains. The firm of R2 even 

recognises and applies a knowledge lifecycle:  

 

“It often starts with vaguely formulated research questions regarding a 

specific topic, which then leads to a structured approach for 

distributing/spreading gained information and knowledge. Once such 

knowledge is not used or needed anymore, it is archived or even deleted.” 

 

In this respect, R8 confirms: 

 

“Yes, due to our tracking of articles and documents we are able to see that 

knowledge is rather unstructured and implicit in the beginning – it reaches a 
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state where things are pretty clear but yet interesting for others, unless it 

finally becomes rather invaluable for the users. However, we don’t yet really 

actively act in accordance with such a lifecycle.” 

 

This statement discloses the need to constantly, or at least periodically, redefine k-

domains as well as their value for the future of the company. Just like knowledge 

changes in an evolutionary, sometimes revolutionary way, k-domains within a firm 

have a lifecycle. Thus, this acts as the basis to apply strategy-oriented KM and the 

starting point for identifying k-domains. Although every participating firm, when 

asked explicitly, acknowledges the value of defining different k-domains and treating 

them in different ways, not every participating firm included these thoughts in their 

KM initiative. This can be interpreted as a first indication of the lack of awareness of 

firms regarding knowing and incorporating well-founded basics of KM from both 

academic and managerial literature. 

 

On the other hand, some firms used the concept of defining k-domains, and actually 

applied different KM methods to different k-domains but without really recognising 

them or formulating them as “their” structured approach (e.g. R4). In this respect, 

one source (R6) formulates: 

 

“Such a distinction is not only important for the involved employees, as it 

stresses their benefit, but also in order to proceed strategically about 

knowledge as such.” 
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While within R14’s organisation nine “core themes” around products and processes 

were identified as important k-domains, R3 holds some thirteen different k-domains. 

Six had to be closed (in some cases, only after several years), as the knowledge was 

no longer necessary or because the community within a domain did not produce the 

expected added value. Apart from the closure of some domains, others were 

reorganised, re-shaped or given a new focus. R3 stated: 

 

“It is absolutely normal that domains show such a lifecycle. Especially when 

certain knowledge becomes available on the market, so that you can buy it, k-

domains are less useful. As soon as certain knowledge becomes freely 

available on the market, the internal knowledge within such a field becomes 

less important.” 

 

This statement is a key claim of the RBV and KBV (see sections 2.2.2 and 2.2.3) and 

in line with Lepak & Snell’s (2003) work, which concludes that general knowledge 

is highly mobile whereas firm-specific knowledge is subject to high knowledge-

sharing concerns (p. 136). Consequently, for general knowledge, it is often not 

necessary to promote specific KM methods, as they are already represented in good 

quality and quantity across the firm. 

 

Gardner (2009) points out that anything presently not done is an innovation 

opportunity (p. 6), regardless of whether it is small, breakthrough or even 

revolutionary (p. 5). Studies show that firm size, industry or research and 

development effort are, per se, not of higher importance for innovation than a good 

KM set-up (Asgeirsdottir, 2006, p. 22). Innovation cannot be handled or even forced 
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into a management toolbox style (Gardner, 2009, p. xiii; Amin & Cohendet, 2004, p. 

114). However, communities are a core building block for corporate innovation and 

creativity (Amin & Cohendet, 2004, p. 112; Powell, Koput & Smith-Doerr, 1996, p. 

142). Thus, using communities, innovation is no longer limited to research and 

development, but happens in small teams across the organisation (Amin & Cohendet, 

2004, p. 70). Interestingly, a few companies recognised the linkage between KM, 

innovation and employee suggestion systems. R14 thought about putting the 

employee suggestion system together with the KM group, but given overall 

company-wide turbulences and a diminished KM department, this idea was not put 

into action. In any case, even those not linking ideas and innovation with KM 

recognise the benefit, and make use of an employee suggestion system (e.g. R12). 

Two companies (R7 and R3) explicitly included innovation in their KM efforts. R3 

stated: 

 

“Innovation management is also part of KM. Innovation can only happen 

based on good KM. As such, innovation is THE driver for KM. While the 

overall KM budget did suffer within the last five to seven years, the 

management of innovation – now being an organisational part of KM – is 

explicitly fostered by the higher management, and a budget for this segment 

of KM has increased ever since.” 

 

With respect to innovation and generating new knowledge, R8 states: 
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“The articles posted within our KM portal – most of them with a rather 

popular, boulevard press-like taste and not written in a purely informative or 

even academic style – are an important source for idea creation and sharing.” 

 

He (R8) adds: 

 

“For me personally, innovation doesn’t end when a new product is ready-to-

market. It only ends when our sales force is actually well trained to sell the 

new product. That is my understanding of time-to-market. We are able to 

train our complete sales force with a new product within two days.” 

 

These statements are important indications for linking information, knowledge, 

innovation and learning, and point vividly towards KM as an interdepartmental task.  

 

4.3.2 Conclusion: Knowledge, K-Domains & Exploration versus Exploitation 

In summary, some researched firms used the term “knowledge” rather 

indiscriminately, without being aware of the fact that any differentiation might lead 

to a clearer picture on which KM methods to apply. On the other hand, some 

companies used a definition of knowledge, but any such definition was not to be 

found in the academic literature. This study revealed that any definition of 

knowledge has to be made by the firm itself, and those firms using their own specific 

definition often incorporate their value chain as well as their products. Hence, these 

definitions will be applicable only to that very firm and not to any other. One way of 

identifying necessary knowledge (both in the sense of existing or required 

knowledge) is to shift from viewing a job or task as the unit of analysis towards the 
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knowledge necessary for the proper execution of said job or task (Lepak & Snell, 

2003, p. 128). Within such an identification phase, the main focus lies on the 

strategic value and uniqueness of knowledge within a given context, as well as on its 

potential contribution to competitive advantage (Lepak & Snell, 2003, p. 138), 

leading to a distinction of core knowledge, important value-adding knowledge and 

innovation-oriented knowledge (Zack, 1999a, p. 133). Moreover, a few firms 

constructed their definitions of knowledge around the actual knowledge needed, as 

well as its value for the company. Some firms even understood that knowledge has a 

lifecycle and thus is not static, leading towards the necessity of any KM model being 

able to reflect any such dynamics. 

 

It became clear that firms applying KM strategically understood that it is not done 

for the sake of it, but linked either with a customer-focused and distribution- or sales-

oriented approach or in terms of providing a solid basis for innovation. In this 

respect, KM, learning, innovation and exploration are intertwined. This is also 

recognised by a number of scholars, e.g. Holmqvist (2003, p. 107), Hatch & Dyer 

(2003, p. 1158) and Brown & Duguid (1991, p. 40), and partly reflected within the 

definitions of the term “knowledge” used by some companies (e.g. R2, R8), as well 

as by the fact that some of the researched companies (e.g. R12, R14) defined the 

company’s employee suggestion system as being part of their KM initiative. 

 

One of the key principles in the strategic management of knowledge is devising a 

way to structure a firm into sub-units that focus on different areas of knowledge 

(Casselman & Samson, 2007, p. 74). Von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben (2001) refer to 

this kind of structuring as the “concept of k-domains” (p. 421). In this respect, 
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Casselman & Samson (2007) view von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben’s (2001) approach as 

“potentially powerful,” as the disaggregation into manageable knowledge 

components, referred to as k-domains, allows the application of different strategic 

goals in terms of knowledge transfer and knowledge creation to each of the domains 

(p. 72). If distinguishing between different areas for applying KM with different 

intentions, some firms do – either with full awareness or rather unknowingly – apply 

the concept of k-domains. Any such k-domain is then used either to exploit existing 

knowledge or to explore new knowledge. This is highlighted in section 4.7, where 

different communities and subject areas clearly mark the concept of k-domains set-

up with different intentions (oriented either towards exploration or exploitation).  

 

Although exploration and exploitation co-exist (Uotila, Maula, Keil & Zahra, 2009, 

p. 221; Zollo & Winter, 2005, p. 609), choosing the right mix of the two elements 

has to be made in accordance with the overall strategy. Especially for firms with low 

performance and/or a strategy to increase market share, an aggressive knowledge 

strategy in order to gain competitive advantages might work best (Zack, 1999a, p. 

140). In addition, stable and mature industries might be better off sticking to refining 

existing k-domains instead of stressing the establishment of new ones (von Krogh, 

Nonaka & Aben, 2001, p. 426; van den Bosch, Volberda & de Boer, 1999, p. 553). 

Uotila, Maula, Keil & Zahra (2009) add that the right balance between exploration 

and exploitation might be less important within environments of low technological 

dynamism (p. 228). Nevertheless, they conclude that some 80% of the researched 

firms within their study don´t pay the necessary attention to exploration (Uotila, 

Maula, Keil & Zahra, 2009, p. 229). 
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Hence, for a dynamic sector like financial services, a certain amount of k-domains 

dealing with exploration and innovation are inevitable. However, none of the 

researched companies used the concept of distinguishing between exploration and 

exploitation strategically or actively. Nevertheless, what some researched companies 

do undertake has to be interpreted as showing clear signs of a distinction between 

explorative and exploitive communities and/or k-domains, especially retail-focused 

firms that use an exploitive approach in an attempt to increase efficiency and 

effectiveness. However, this statement must not automatically lead to the hypothesis 

that wholesale-oriented companies stress exploration; even a wholesale-oriented, 

German-speaking financial services company (e.g. R3) stresses exploitation. Hence, 

while there is a clear trend amongst retail-focused firms, there is no clear trend at all 

amongst wholesale-oriented firms.  

 

As such, it appears as if KM is understood as being limited to exploiting existing 

knowledge. Interestingly, those researched companies linking KM and innovation 

(e.g. by including the employee suggestion system under the umbrella of their KM 

initiative) unfortunately did not establish supporting k-domains to actively increase 

explorative knowledge. That said, one exception was identified within this study, 

namely for R14, where “impulses regarding explorative k-domains from outside” the 

company are important indicators for exploring new themes. 
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4.4 KM Strategies 

The following two subsections provide an in-depth insight into findings regarding the 

way the researched firms made use of a KM strategy and/or integrated it into the 

overall strategic management of the firm. 

 

4.4.1 Data Analysis: KM Strategies 

Most researched firms respected the term “knowledge” or even “knowledge 

management” within their corporate strategy on a formal footing. However, most of 

these did not act upon it; they did not have derived strategic KM targets or even a 

KM strategy (e.g. R6). Representatively, R3 comments: 

 

“If we have some 60 slides on strategic management, one slide – utmost – is 

dedicated to the strategic value of KM.” 

 

What kind of knowledge is important or not is not determined in a vacuum. It 

depends upon not only the company’s targets, but also on the market – customers and 

competitors. Hence, a company needs to find out about its own knowledge-related 

strengths (S) and weaknesses (W), as well as the knowledge-related opportunities 

(O) and threats (T) existing in the company’s market (Zack, 1999a, p. 130). None of 

the researched firms went as far as to include a knowledge-based (k-based) SWOT 

into their KM approach. Given that there was hardly an explicit KM strategy in 

place, it becomes understandable that no firm felt the need or valued the advantage of 

a k-based SWOT. Although R9 stated that they do not actively/consciously apply 

such a knowledge-driven SWOT analysis, still the respondent was convinced that it 
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was indirectly applied within the company by “highly committed senior employees” 

and their “eyes and ears within the market”. Regarding the added value of a k-based 

SWOT analysis, R2 responded (a company not practicing k-based SWOT analysis): 

 

“This kind of analysis can be very helpful if it results in the definition of 

corresponding measures. It is also a good instrument to get a better 

understanding about other companies – as a benchmark.” 

 

With respect to identifying knowledge-relevant topics of strategic importance, KM 

workshops are an important means for executives to come up with an inventory of, as 

well as future needs for, knowledge (Earl, 2001, p. 228). This is reflected in the way 

R8’s company works. First, workshops, and if considered relevant working groups – 

in the sense of CoPs – are institutionalised. 

 

Less than thirty per cent of the researched companies made use of a firm-wide KM 

platform (portals respectively), as they were not merely IT solutions with database 

character, but “implemented KM strategies.” These companies approached KM 

strategically on a company-wide basis. One firm’s participant (R4) commented:  

 

“The main purpose of the new platform is the competence increase of our 

customer representatives by hierarchy-crossing ‘learning communities’ as 

part of the company-wide strategy to increase market as well as customer 

acceptance of/for our products in order to strengthen our position in the 

market.” 
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The official statement of the managing board of this company underlines the 

strategic focus, as it adds: 

 

“... the medium- to long-term goal of the platform is to increase customer 

satisfaction and an overall positive business development.” 

 

In this respect, R7 states almost the same strategic aims (interestingly, both financial 

services firms operate in the same regions and markets offering similar products with 

similar success, being of comparable size regarding the number of offices and 

locations as well as number of employees): 

 

“Our goal is to secure, strengthen and efficiently use our most important 

resource: knowledge. This aims at our customer relationships and, thus, at our 

declared strategic target of sustainable financial strength.” 

 

Another firm relying on platform-based KM, that of respondent R4, (using virtual 

communities, news groups and discussion forums) prescribed the benefit for the 

customer representatives, underlining the advantage of reducing operational risks 

(e.g. when dealing with customers and/or products) as well as quality-increasing and 

cost-cutting effects. Interestingly, much of the user interaction with the platform 

happened outside typical working/office hours, a fact highlighting user acceptance: 

 

“Our system is also heavily used in the evenings – from home.” (R4) 
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These statements are in line with those of other financial firms such as the African 

Development Bank (2008), which points towards the importance “to enhance the 

development effectiveness of the bank’s operations” (ADB, 2008, p. iii). As well as 

Jayasundara’s research results (2008), “the overall aim… is to enhance their 

customer satisfaction and increase revenue as a result” (p. 73). 

 

The targets and strategic statements made by these firms underline the tactical 

importance of company-wide KM or – put another way – the added value KM can 

bring to support overall strategic targets. With respect to the overall organisational 

and managerial positioning of KM, R8 concludes: 

 

”To put KM and learning into the hands of the HR department is as right or 

wrong as putting it into any other organisational unit; it either has to develop 

a clear strategic or a distribution-oriented focus in order to add value. This is 

more important than where to formally stick KM.” 

 

In this respect, R7 states: 

 

“We are not only working on knowledge contents, but at the same time on 

processes, knowledge-increasing attitudes among co-workers and on 

knowledge infrastructure.” 

 

This complexity of organisational interfaces underlines the cross-functional aspect of 

KM and the need to organise it as a department in its own right. This is supported by 

the African Development Bank (2008), which makes clear that KM is not the sole 
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domain of any particular organisational unit – it cuts across all of them (ADB, 2008, 

p. 3). 

 

Regarding the task of operationalising strategic targets, R8 states: 

 

“We have a strategic agenda which includes KM targets. These targets are 

transferred in key performance indicators, and those are controlled and 

evaluated on a quarterly basis to check whether we are still on track or 

whether we need to align our targets.” 

 

However, R8 continues to say that it is of the utmost importance that the KM 

department is informed of new management strategies and initiatives as soon as 

possible, in order to align their work accordingly. (Incidentally, this is a point R8 

planned to enhance in the future.) 

 

Remarkably, only one firm (R4) actually included prospective users into the planning 

of a KM initiative, and only one other company (R5) actually conducted a structured 

survey to gain an understanding on why users make use of the KM system. Informal 

and isolated feedback, however, is a common means for understanding the problems 

of users and what they consider as additional benefit regarding KM initiatives. R6, 

for example, does this regularly with “key players.” The feedback (informally or 

formally) provided highlights that the requirements (i) to share experience with 

colleagues and (ii) to inform oneself about a certain topic are the main reasons for 
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using KM systems. The benefits commonly stated for the users of these three 

companies (R4, R5, R6) – according to their statements – are
21

: 

 

� access to information 

� access to new ideas/not having to reinvent the wheel 

� answers to problems/questions 

� finding experts 

� saving time (to find information, solutions and/or experts) 

� possibility of exchanging different views on the same topic 

 

These statements are in line with those collected by other companies as well as 

scholars (Becker, 2007, p. 43; Thompson, 2005, p. 161). Interestingly, companies 

with a company-wide focus and those that ask users for feedback were convinced the 

most of the added value of their initiative. 

 

4.4.2 Conclusion: KM Strategy 

Before being able to determine a KM strategy, a firm needs to know more about its 

strengths and weaknesses, as well as those of its competitors. Hence, it needs to 

consider market orientation in order to realise benefits (Wang, Hult, Ketchen & 

Ahmed, 2009, p. 99). Market orientation is about collecting intelligence on customer 

needs as well as the external forces shaping those needs. Hence, this can be 

understood as the missing link between KM and performance (Wang, Hult, Ketchen 

& Ahmed, 2009, p. 100), which points clearly towards a knowledge-based SWOT. 

                                                 

21
 Unfortunately, it was not possible to get to know what the users of the KM system at their firm 

mentioned concerning things not working well. 



163 
 

Although such a k-based SWOT is considered an important means to be able to use 

the respective results to determine a KM strategy, none of the researched companies 

actually made use of this instrument. This underlines the statement of Zack, McKeen 

& Singh (2009) that what firms think is important and what really is important 

differs (p. 402). While it is acceptable for those companies without a clear company-

wide KM focus not to apply a k-based SWOT, the reason for this lies simply in the 

fact that none of these firms had ever heard about it. While the SECI model of 

Nonaka (1994) and the KM building blocks of Probst, Raub & Romhardt (2000) are 

– superficially – known, any additional scholars in the field are rather unknown to 

those practitioners included in this study. 

 

Nevertheless, firms do understand the importance of market-oriented KM – even 

without a predetermined KM strategy. Consequently, KM managers and strategic 

management leaders have to work hand in hand (as done by R8), which will lead to a 

state whereby what a company needs to know and what it needs to accomplish will 

be more in line with what a company does know and is able to accomplish (Zack, 

1999a, p. 135). However, only in the case where a company wants to develop a 

knowledge strategy as part of the overall strategic efforts of the firm can a k-based 

SWOT be deemed both sensible and worth the effort. 

 

The research showed that financial firms within the retail sector (high volumes of 

customer interaction) consider KM as a means to differentiate from the rest and add 

value to the firm as well as to the customers. Such a clear focus was not visible 

within the globalised and less retail-focused German-speaking financial services 

companies. When less retail-focused firms use KM company-wide, it is done to 
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enrich global operations with the necessary local knowledge to keep the company as 

a whole on the same knowledge level as much as possible. In one case, the necessity 

to combine “local banking” and “global knowledge sharing” even led to a 

reorganisation of two departments (financial cooperation and financial development) 

within the firm, and KM became an important part of these new entities. Hence, 

strategic KM targets are important for focusing KM efforts. Only then does it 

become possible to define KM-related goals regarding customer satisfaction, 

increased sales reps success or such like. The organisational location of any KM 

initiative or KM department seems to be less of an issue, as it is, once more, handled 

differently by different firms. In this respect, it is definitely not enough to let KM 

depend upon the high (or low) engagement of isolated individuals, as indicated in 

section 4.2. If only applied randomly by individuals, according to Crossan, Lane & 

White (1999), no feedback learning from the group level back to the single 

individual, but only feed forward learning, is possible (p. 524) – see also section 

2.4.2 of this thesis. Consequently, KM would be used only “half way” and, 

consequently, ignore much of the potential and benefit (while still hitting the full 

amount of costs on the balance sheet). 

 

 

 



165 
 

4.5 KM models 

The following two subsections provide an in-depth insight into the findings regarding 

the way the researched firms are aware of and make use of KM models.  

 

4.5.1 Data Analysis: KM models 

With respect to KM models, it is necessary to distinguish between scientific models 

and in-house models. Hence, this data analysis section is split into the following two 

subsections. 

 

4.5.1.1 Existing Scientific Models 

It is significant that many respondents were not really and/or deeply aware of the 

academic approaches towards KM. In addition, even if they were aware, they tended 

to leave these approaches rather untouched – as already highlighted in section 4.4. In 

this respect, the transfer of science into praxis is (yet) outstanding. The bottom line is 

that the respondents stated that academic literature might be useful as a first starting 

point, but never as a useful model to be transferred into practice. In this respect, the 

head of KM of one firm (R3) states: 

 

“On a theoretical level, when my team tries to identify ways on how to assure 

knowledge sharing and storing is applied within the company, we do, of 

course, respect theoretical concepts and definitions. But it is simply 

impossible to try to apply this academic-oriented language when actually 

talking about it with other departments. Hence, knowing these concepts is of 

value for our department. But it is also vital to “translate” these concepts into 
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the everyday language and practice of those who are supposed to apply these 

concepts.” 

 

The above message fits the statement of R6: 

 

“In general, we follow the line of thought of Probst, Raub & Romhardt. 

However, it is never explicitly named as ‘the model of Probst, Raub & 

Romhardt’ when we talk about it.” 

 

This is also in line with the statement of R8: 

 

“Our sales force is not interested in theories or theoreticians; they are 

interested in their sales figures and how to improve them. Hence, even within 

the KM department, KM theory is mentioned maybe once a year, e.g. ‘the 

model of Probst, Raub & Romhardt’, but not more often.” 

 

Interestingly, although these respondents indicated a certain lack of practicability of 

scientifically oriented KM models, it remains unclear what exactly hinders them in 

using, or at least adapting, existing (scientific) models. The only KM strategy 

followed by some respondents is the codification approach made popular by Hansen, 

Nohria & Tierney’s (1999) work (p. 108). Yet again, though, those applying 

codification would not connect it with the names Hansen, Nohria & Tierney, or know 

about personalisation as the other part of their (1999) work – see also section 2.4.1.3. 

One important explanation for both the codification approach and not knowing 

Hansen, Nohria & Tierney (1999) is based on the heavy usage of IT, which leads to a 
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codification approach, as IT “is already there” and not a dedicated and actively 

chosen codification strategy, since codification is the better choice between 

codification and personalisation. 

 

4.5.1.2 In-house models
22

 

Two participating companies had their own KM models in place. For R7, the model 

was a structured co-existence of different KM methods, consisting mainly of 

database-like solutions, networks as well as communities and explicit, manifold 

management attention (e.g. KM steering at board level, KM sponsors at board level 

and a KM unit with an explicit KM strategy). This company was actually the only 

researched firm with a detailed and serious management set-up geared especially 

toward KM. 

 

The KM components of R7’s company model were structured around the following 

dimensions: (i) knowledge content and structure, (ii) knowledge processes, (iii) 

knowledge culture, and (iv) knowledge infrastructure and media. These dimensions 

were kept together by three pillars: (i) sales and marketing, (ii) learning and (iii) 

administration – all interacting with each other. The model is focused on serving the 

firm’s consultants in order to provide user-oriented knowledge regarding products 

and services and easy knowledge sharing, as well as networking by both traditional 

means and a modern (Web 2.0) ICT infrastructure. Each consultant is enabled to file, 

find and share knowledge easily. In addition, learning (about products and services in 

                                                 

22
 In order to assure anonymity, the models are only briefly described and no diagrams provided – as 

for both companies, their model can also be found on the internet, which would undermine anonymity 

within the context of this thesis. 
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connection with important background knowledge) as well as communication are 

supported by collaboration and networking as important means to link KM, learning 

and innovation. Apart from the clear focus on the work of the firm’s consultants, R7 

was convinced that increased efficiency was not only limited to the work of the 

consultants, but also recognisable on the administrative and managerial sides of the 

company. 

 

Supporting the firm’s KM model, R7 states: 

 

“We have a multitude of methods to capture knowledge, make it available for 

others and to generate new knowledge. However, it is not enough to save 

information in databases. There have to be structures and processes aiming at 

a more comprehensive usage of knowledge as well as the closing of 

knowledge gaps. This is why we are not only working on knowledge content, 

but also at the same time on processes, knowledge-increasing attitudes among 

co-workers and on knowledge infrastructure.” 

 

Given the importance of communities and networks, R7’s company model is in line 

with the recommended KM model as part of this study (see section 5.3). In addition, 

the concept of k-domains as well as a distinction between exploration and 

exploitation exists, based on a firm-specific definition of knowledge. However, the 

concept of differentiating strategically between different kinds of knowledge, or the 

provision of clear guidance on whether to stress exploration or exploitation in a given 

k-domain, is not followed (as admitted by R7). Unfortunately, a k-based SWOT has 

not been applied, but due to the firm’s openness towards new markets and products, 
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co-operation with companies and learning firms, a profound understanding of the 

firm’s k-based strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats is present (although 

there is still room for development). Consequently, R7’s company model does not 

stand in contrast, but can be interpreted as being in line with the proposed KM model 

as part of this study. 

 

The second company using a KM model, R8’s firm, did not compromise in its 

dedication to KM-oriented management at board level. The KM model can be 

described as being a well thought through linkage between the firm’s operations 

(being highly sales driven), its efforts to support learning and the KM methods used. 

Their approach included a working definition of knowledge serving as a basis for 

both understanding knowledge flows and necessary KM methods, which were 

mapped into the greater context of the firm’s overall “raison d’être”. No other 

company amongst those researched within the context of this thesis understood how 

to integrate strategic equirements seamlessly, both within and outside the context of 

KM, in order to optimise knowledge sharing and knowledge generation. 

 

4.5.2 Conclusion: KM models 

As indicated by Reinmann-Rothmeier (2001), this research confirmed that only a 

very limited number of academic KM models are known by practitioners (p. 8). 

Despite this, none of these models is practised. Hence, what can be termed “well-

known KM theories” in the academic literature – see section 2.4– are highly 

disregarded within practice. The question that needs to be asked (which is actually a 

research question in its own right and therefore only slightly touched on within this 

study) is “why?” One important indication found within this study is the high 
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idiosyncratic character of each firm in terms of (i) its operations and processes, (ii) 

its overall goals, (iii) its KM goals, (iv) its understanding of valuable knowledge and 

(v) its understanding on how to support as well as increase knowledge sharing. 

 

The only two models found amongst the researched German-speaking financial 

services companies underline the highly idiosyncratic character indicated in the last 

paragraph, as they have nothing in common apart from a truly firm-specific set-up. 

Consequently, both models were developed in-house, showing no relation to any of 

the well-known academic KM models. At best, these two models show a tendency 

towards cherry picking from different scholars – a highly practical approach also 

followed within the propositional KM model offered in section 2.6.3 of this thesis, 

which aims at utmost flexibility to allow easy adoption of the different idiosyncrasies 

of different firms, and responds to change in a routine manner. From a high-level 

perspective, these approaches are well in line with the overall claims of the RBV and 

the KBV (see sections 2.2.2 and 2.2.3). However, these concepts are not known to 

these two firms. 
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4.6 KM Methods 

The following two subsections provide an in-depth insight into the findings regarding 

the way the researched firms are aware of and make use of KM methods. Due to the 

exceptional importance of the concept of communities, they are separated from this 

section and discussed in a separate section (see section 4.7). 

 

4.6.1 Data Analysis: KM Methods 

Company-wide KM initiatives were only to be found within about one-third of the 

researched German-speaking financial firms. Nevertheless, (isolated) KM methods 

were commonly used by some of the researched companies including best practices 

and lessons learned, quality circles, process diagrams, “who is who” directories, 

intranet-based wikis,
23

 CoPs as well as CoIs. For instance, R14’s firm, which as a 

financial services company can be understood as a rather representative case amongst 

the researched firms, was not even running a dedicated KM unit, although the KM 

methods applied within the company included (i) an employee suggestion system, 

(ii) discussion forums, (iii) learning and training, (iv) monthly brown bag sessions, 

(v) best practices and lessons learned within project management and (vi) policy 

compliance.  

 

Best practices and lessons learned are often listed as important contributors to KM, 

since they directly influence the speed and quality of work – the wheel does not have 

to be reinvented and trial and error reduce any inaccuracies going forward (Becker, 

                                                 

23
 To be understood as Wikipedia-based solutions for information and knowledge retrieval. 
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2007, p. 43). For Patton (2001), best practices and lessons learned refer to the same 

thing, and any practically relevant distinction is academic (p. 330). Following this 

line of thought (as any distinction is beyond the context of this study, as KM 

methods are outside the main focus), best practices and lessons learned can be 

defined as non-random activities of a recurring nature, with a certain level of routine 

embedded in (social) structures (Berends, Boersma & Weggeman, 2003, p. 1042) 

based on extrapolated principals from multiple sources, in order to increase 

cumulative knowledge (Patton, 2001, p. 334). Based on the research findings, 

Patton’s (2001) statement that a distinction between best practices and lessons 

learned is rather academic (p. 330) has to be regarded as incorrect. While best 

practices show how to standardise a certain task or process, lessons learned include 

not only how things are done in the right manner, but also document what went 

wrong and how any risks or pitfalls can be avoided. Hence, lessons learned provide a 

more complete picture about any task or process, as the downsides are also 

mentioned. 

 

Lessons learned and best practices are especially popular in the area of project 

management, where one researched company (R7) also used debriefings. This fact 

clearly points towards using specific KM methods for specific areas within the firm. 

R14’s company, for example, ceased its KM initiative but continued to practise KM 

within project management. In particular, the institutionalisation of lessons learned, 

explicitly including not only the project team but also the project owner, was a major 

topic within R14’s organisation. 

 



173 
 

Yet another variation was found amongst the researched firms. Within R8’s 

company, best practices were achieved mainly by word of mouth: 

 

“Our area managers know exactly how their sales reps work and how they 

achieve best results. This information is then spread amongst other area 

managers as well as their superiors, then these best practices land with the 

KM department and are published. In addition, our guest speakers are 

encouraged to spread best practices during their lessons at our corporate 

university.” 

 

This example shows that, although no structured or actively followed approach for 

capturing best practices exists, it is still possible to get to know them and make them 

available to others. Interestingly, R8 continues: 

 

“The articles about best practices also serve the purpose of being an important 

base for coming up with new ideas. These new ideas are then spread by 

responding to or commenting on such an article.” 

 

Therefore, the rather unstructured approach in identifying and sharing best practices 

has the advantage of allowing the freedom to formulate new ideas, which leads to a 

state where knowledge sharing and the creation of new knowledge become close 

neighbours. 

 

However, there is also a voice, in this case R3, raising doubts about the concepts of 

lessons learned and best practices: 
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“We tried to institutionalise lessons learned, but it didn’t work. The 

responsible persons rush so fast into the next project that the past is ignored.” 

 

In addition, the best practices approach did not work. R3 continues: 

 

“Best practices always have a negative touch. The one presenting them is 

always said to be a Smart Alec. Anyway, how do you want to control that 

those best practices are really followed? Do you want to punish those not 

following best practices?” 

 

For this reason, this company offered what they refer to as “winks and tips,” or 

guidelines as an indirect form of making use of best practice knowledge, but did not 

try to collect and spread best practices. 

 

Interestingly, one respondent (R6) understood that methods like best practices are 

more like an “organisational matter of course” than an explicit means within the 

spectrum of KM methods. On the other hand, this very same respondent considered 

the “who is who” or “who knows what” kinds of directories clearly within the scope 

of KM. This view underlines an overall trend towards IT-based solutions and 

information-like explicit knowledge being visible within the researched firms. In 

addition, and once more within this research, it became clear that many more 

companies applied KM methods, although they sometimes do not recognise them as 

such, while what was done in practice did at least undergo slight amendments to fit 

firm-specific settings. 
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4.6.2 Conclusion: KM Methods 

As King & Zeithaml (2003) demonstrate, knowledge resources are at least industry-

specific, and in some cases even organisation-specific (p. 763). Thus, efforts to 

generate broad knowledge resource clusters across industries are misleading (King & 

Zeithaml, 2003, p. 769), as different professions have different ways of creating and 

sharing knowledge. Consequently, the context within each single profession has to be 

considered (Robertson, Scarbrough & Swan, 2003, p. 836) when deciding which KM 

methods fit best. Since a company comprises different professionals, a single method 

regarding the creation and transfer of knowledge is not sufficient (Robertson, 

Scarbrough & Swan, 2003, p. 852). In addition, a single KM method may or may not 

be successful; however, applying a wider range of KM methods does not only 

increase chances for success, but also makes such success much more predictable 

(Gardner, 2009, p. 2). Hence, intra-firm differences in knowledge, and consequently 

its management, are unavoidable. It is therefore important to (i) offer and (ii) apply 

different KM methods within different departments and/or groups of professionals. 

The research shows, indeed, that certain KM methods are used within certain areas 

(e.g. best practices within project management). In addition, KM methods receive 

slight adjustments in order to fit firm-specific requirements. Conversely, many other 

KM methods are used without actually knowing that what is done should be, and can 

safely be, interpreted more in the light of KM. 

 

Best practices and lessons learned were often found amongst the researched firms as 

important contributors to KM, since these KM methods directly influence the speed 

and quality of work – the wheel does not have to be reinvented and trial and error 

reduce the error going forward (Becker, 2007, p. 43). Hence, it is equally important 
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to capture not only successes but also failures in order to increase understanding and 

minimise efforts to reinvent the wheel (Thomke, 2006, p. 261). As such, it is also 

important to transfer any knowledge about mistakes and failures into opportunities 

for learning, knowledge sharing and creation (Madsen, Desai, 2010, p. 451). 

Especially servere crisis can be a source of strong positive impetus (Sosna, Trevinyo-

Rodriguez & Velamuri, 2010, p. 397). Ideally, these mistakes and failures will be 

documented and shared (Akbar, 2003, p. 2017). For this reason, some of the 

researched companies used lessons learned, as this KM method offers the capture of 

success stories and failures. Werr & Stjernberg (2003) identify the documentation of 

previous projects as a starting point for a specific task in hand, providing a base that 

avoids running into traps others have already run into, although re-usage is always 

subject to adaptation to the current task (p. 891). Accordingly, the usage of 

documentation often leads to personal contact and thus a more personal transfer of 

experience and knowledge (Werr & Stjernberg, 2003, p. 892).  

 

The large number of researched firms using these two methods reflects the above 

summary of best practices and lessons learned. Practice amongst the researched firms 

indicates clearly the importance and acceptance of best practices and lessons learned 

as means of transferring knowledge. In particular, the project management domain is 

very often targeted when best practices and lessons learned are at stake. For 

Anantatmula & Kanungo (2008), the reason why major successes through these KM 

methods appear so often in project management is explained by the fact that projects 

often accomplish the strategic objectives and goals of organisations – KM can help to 

minimise these uncertainties by storing and sharing knowledge of past and present 

projects. Such availability helps a firm to increase risk awareness and support the 
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development of project risk mitigation strategies (p. 358). Furthermore, as indicated 

in the last paragraph, for R14, lessons learned include the documentation of obstacles 

faced within a project via a final project report that explicates what went wrong and 

what worked well, assuring that both participants of the project but – more 

importantly – any (future) projects may draw from prior experience made within the 

firm. 

 

As indicated earlier, it is not part of this research to define specific KM methods. 

However, both best practices and lessons learned could be handled (i) as KM 

methods in their own right, (ii) become part of k-domain-specific communities or 

(iii) be defined as communities with a special task. The latter two points especially 

hint towards an important link between KM methods and communities. This linkage 

is supported by the research findings, as it is not always clear whether a community 

is responsible for spreading best practices or best practices are spread by well-

structured and organised departments. Nevertheless, it indicates the certain “special 

role” that best practices and lessons learned – together with the concept of 

communities, which is to be detailed in the following section – take amongst existing 

KM methods. 
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4.7 Communities 

Although one could well argue that communities are nothing more than one of many 

KM methods, they are important not only as a means of capturing knowledge with a 

high degree on tacitness (Lindkvist, 2005, p. 1190; Orlikowski, 2002, p. 250), and 

thus provide a clear demarcation against IT-driven, technocratic solutions, but also a 

cornerstone of many KM models (Nonaka, 1994, p. 23; Brown & Duguid, 1991, p. 

54; Zander & Kogut, 1995, p. 76; Brown & Duguid, 1998, p. 97). The following 

subsections provide an in-depth insight into the findings regarding the way the 

researched firms understand and make use of communities. 

 

4.7.1 Data Analysis I (financial services): (Virtual) Communities 

The space to broaden the rather fixed organisation, with a flexible secondary 

organisational layer taking the form of KM-based communities (e.g. CoPs or CoIs), 

was used within all of the researched companies, especially when KM played a 

company-wide role and/or when the company had a KM strategic focus. 

Nevertheless, yet again, some companies did not recognise that they actually do have 

and apply the concept of communities as a means for conducting KM. 

 

In general, the linkage between any of the recognised forms of communities and the 

primary organisation was perceived as unproblematic by the researched firms, e.g. 

the connection between scientific-oriented teams and sales representatives or virtual 

communities for an increased knowledge transfer was working fine. R3’s company 

was running some thirteen different communities. Six had to be closed (in some 

cases, after only a few years), as the knowledge was no longer necessary or because 
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the community within a domain did not produce the expected benefit. Apart from 

closing such communities, some were reorganised, re-shaped or given a new focus. 

R3 stated: 

 

“It is absolutely normal that communities show such a lifecycle.” 

 

For one company – R7’s – the usage of communities was a major part of its KM 

initiative. This company actually understood the necessity of using temporary KM 

communities, while at the same time maintaining fixed expert communities. 

 

“We currently operate over fifty expert communities with some 650 

employees in over twenty countries. Each employee dedicates a certain 

portion of his/her working time to develop new knowledge and act as a 

subject matter expert.” 

 

This clearly shows that this company distinguished between different k-domains 

(subject areas) and differentiated between core knowledge – with fixed communities 

and areas where the outcome and benefit for the company were either uncertain or 

only temporarily very high. These distinctions led to an understanding of k-domains 

as being either important for knowledge exploitation or knowledge exploration. 

Actually, R7’s company actively conducted both. In addition, it shows that the 

concepts of k-domains and communities are intertwined inasmuch that what a 

community does can be interpreted as being k-domain-specific. On the other hand, 

just because a community deals with a certain subject does not necessarily make it a 

k-domain in its own right. In some cases, a k-domain can only be identified and 
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established after successful completion of the work of a community (e.g. if a 

community gathers and details information and knowledge about a totally new 

domain). 

 

For R8, communities and their value-adding potential do not stop at the company 

gates – regular meetings with universities and non-profit organisations and quarterly 

workshops with other companies using the same KM (content management) system 

to share experiences – tacit knowledge – are highly valued. Thus, communities 

should also include entities other than the firm’s employees, such as external 

partners, suppliers or customers. This is also suggested within academic literature 

(Azadegana & Dooley, 2010, p. 488; Gurgul, Enkel, Rumyantseva & Ulrich, 2007, p. 

62; von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben, 2001, p. 427). 

 

However, R3, whose company is a global player with many offices around the world 

and some 13 k-domains, stresses that even this coin has two sides. While knowledge 

providers consider knowledge sharing as a kind of a burden, knowledge receivers 

highly value the insights gained: 

 

“We found out that the headquarters is more bound to hard facts regarding the 

added value of communities like, for example, money spent or resources 

needed, while isolated experts and their direct supervisors spread around the 

world always highly appreciated any chance to team up, participate in 

communities or be part of networks.” 
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R3 continued by drawing the picture of experts being responsible for a certain k-

domain, while at the same time having to deal with new knowledge fields:  

 

“These experts are some 98% responsible for their existing domains and 2% 

for sub-themes dealing with yet unexplored domains. In these cases, their 

bosses are highly alerted if such an expert all of a sudden spends more than 

those two per cent on the new topic, starting to moan that there is simply no 

time to be dedicated to such new fields of interest.” 

 

This comment reveals that communities have to be understood not only as a means to 

bring new insights to the outer regions of a globally acting company, but also as 

small cost centres. However, it also shows that R3 understands that communities are 

not only a means for exploiting existing knowledge, but also exploring new 

knowledge – even when the share of exploration is small. 

 

If the term “community” includes virtual communities,
24

 then four more companies 

(R4, R5, R10, and R14) were making use of this instrument (three of these 

companies also used of company-wide KM including strategic targets). These 

companies used virtual communities and news/discussion groups as an easy means to 

bring knowledge providers and knowledge searchers together.  

 

                                                 

24
 One might even see virtual communities as part of section 4.9 (KM and IT). However, making 

virtual communities a part of the communities section emphasises its social aspects including social 

interaction. 
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“The main advantage of these groups or communities is the quick and easy 

linkage of a topic with the corresponding expert. Furthermore, it is not 

necessary anymore to ‘force’ experts to write all their knowledge down and 

keep it up-to-date. It is sufficient for the expert to provide a generic/high-level 

introduction into a topic. Only when he is asked explicitly for details, for 

example in the form of a discussion (thread) going on, does he provide his 

latest and best knowledge on that topic.” (R4) 

This is a very interesting statement, as it avoids writing down too much or rather 

irrelevant information into a document (since the prospective users of such a 

document are not really known) and keeping it updated. If someone is looking for 

something special on a topic, he/she can simply choose his/her topic and then scan 

through the threads available. If the statements within a thread seem outdated or 

dubious, the author can be contacted or the thread can simply be reactivated by 

posting new/further questions.  

 

In this respect, R7 understood that “blindly” filing any kind of knowledge and trying 

to keep it in stock is a misleading approach. Hence, each filed document is linked to 

a mechanism allowing a knowledge-seeker to judge the content (e.g. by means of 

feedback and evaluation forms). In addition, at R4’s company, a topic can only be 

initiated within a news or discussion group when generic but necessary 

documentation, as well as important references to further readings (e.g. hyperlinks), 

are provided in order to assure a certain level of quality. This allows interested 

colleagues to get a first grip prior to participating actively in the group. 
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“These rather static elements are then enriched by the dynamics of the 

discussion within the group. This combination assures a high quality 

interaction as well as a high learning curve.” (R4) 

 

These communities are accessible for every colleague. There has even been one case 

where such an open community led to a closed community with a clearly defined 

number of members (R4). In this respect, R8 recognised the difference between CoIs 

and CoPs as follows: 

“In general, we start with workshops accessible for everybody interested. If 

the workshop reveals that something is worth following up, a working group 

in the form of a CoP is formed. The main difference is that a CoP constitutes 

mainly experts.” 

 

This distinction follows the line of thought (and evidence) of scholars such as 

Lindkvist (2005, p. 1189) or Enkel, Back & von Krogh (2007, p. 10). Typical CoIs 

found within the researched companies are regular meetings dealing with dedicated 

topics, taking the form of brown bag sessions (R14 – taking place once a month) or 

“lunch lecture” sessions (R12 – taking place every three months), which are part of 

their KM initiative. Attendance within both companies is on a voluntary basis. 

Although within R12’s firm neither the generic term “communities” nor 

“communities of interest” is known, information and knowledge sharing happen 

regularly but differently on different organisational levels: departmental meetings are 

more formal with less knowledge but more information sharing. Team meetings, on 

the other hand, are more knowledge-oriented. On occasion, meeting minutes are 

made for team meetings, especially for the purpose of providing information for 
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holiday replacements. Such a differentiation points towards using different sorts of 

communities with different aims. 

 

When confronted with the idea of virtual communities, one expert (R1) was 

apprehensive with respect to aspects related to German laws regulating privacy and 

working time. Some firms, through the involvement or even control of the German 

government, might interpret any involvement or activity in virtual communities as 

additional working time or even overtime. Hence, allowing employees to access the 

portal from home is not possible for these types of financial firms. Furthermore, 

protection of the individual’s privacy has to be assured, making it impossible to mark 

any statement made within a virtual community with the author’s ID. 

 

“In both cases, the works council
25

 would heavily object and prevent us from 

implementing such a solution.” (R1) 

 

Nevertheless, even apart from works council-related issues, banking regulation is 

strict on customer data safety; R8 asserted that the regulations on customer data 

safety hinder a more efficient use of Web2.0
26

 functionality (like, for instance, 

sharing customer data electronically amongst colleagues). 

 

                                                 

25
 A works council can be defined as an organised group within a company consisting of 

representatives of employees and employers that regularly discuss and agree upon working conditions 

(e.g. grievances or wages). 

26
 Web2.0 is commonly regarded as using intranet/internet technology while explicitly taking 

advantage of all kinds of supporting ITC methods such as video streaming, audio streaming, etc. 



185 
 

In addition, R9 stated that time restrictions for employees were responsible for the 

failure of the concept of communities within the company: 

 

“Our senior staff simply didn’t have the time to attend these expert 

communities/workshops. Our workforce is simply not staffed to allow experts 

to spend sufficient time with these things. We even tried to make these expert 

communities more attractive by getting well-known and reputed guest 

speakers into these communities. Still, the concept of expert communities 

didn’t work and the main reason was lack of time, daily work plus KM-

related stuff is too much for most of us – regardless of personal willingness.” 

 

These two replies indicate that communities – virtual or not – are not a workable 

solution for every company. Forums live and die through the active participation of 

people; hence, smaller firms with fewer employees, or brand new forums unknown 

to employees, lack the necessary momentum to create the critical mass to make any 

such forum a success. In addition, R3 adds: 

 

“It has to be decided by the management to which extent such communities 

are able to make decisions or whether the outcome is more of an advisory 

character.” 

 

An important countermeasure is to define the role of such a community clearly 

(Thompson, 2005, p. 162), while at the same time granting it a certain period before 

expecting results (Soda, Usai & Zaheer, 2004, p. 893). The issues regarding 

management attention, decision-making and clearly defined roles within a 
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community are subject to further discussions in the following subsections, while 

taking a deeper insight into the functioning of CoPs. 

 

4.7.2 Data Analysis II (participatory observation): Communities 

An important way of assessing the benefit of a community is to listen in a systematic 

way to the stories of participants and employees in close contact with communities 

(Wenger & Snyder, 2000, p. 144). Hence, this study includes a third phase, wherein 

participatory observation was used to gain a better understanding of communities. As 

indicated in section 3.4.2.1, this shift of the level of analysis is in accordance with 

and can be justified by the overall research aim. After a brief description of the 

setting, the following subsections detail the findings. 

 

4.7.2.1 Generic Findings 

The main outcome of the participatory observation – to be detailed in the following 

subsections – can be summarised as follows: if knowledge transfer is defined as the 

process through which one unit (e.g. individual, group, department or division) is 

affected by the experience of another, then the main aim is for the recipient to 

experience an increase in knowledge and/or performance (Argote & Ingram, 2000, p. 

151). In this case, without any doubt, the main target has been reached on an almost 

daily basis.  

 

It showed that the value of documentation lay in its use at the beginning of a 

common task in order to provide a common understanding. In addition, at the end of 

an achieved task, proper documentation helped to increase efficiency (e.g. when 

others want to learn or have to become acquainted with a topic). However, in the 
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meantime, between the very beginning and the very end of a common task, it was 

proved that value chain-oriented discussions, passing knowledge mainly from 

bankers to BAs and then on to developers, or vice versa, were the most fruitful and at 

the same time the most important. This was highlighted, for example, by the fact that 

the DB Administrators (DBA) at the very end of the value chain were bored and non-

participatory – indicated by the DBA raising his hand, as shown in section 4.7.2.1, 

the most often. This could be interpreted as an indication of value chain-driven 

interaction – a topic detailed in section 4.7.2.3. In addition, the research revealed the 

necessity for team building and trust, recognised by the fact that even within this 

rather small group of nine people, subgroups emerged (detailed in section 4.7.2.3), 

and by the fact that different qualitative achievements were made within the team 

depending mainly on the locus of decision-making lying either inside or outside the 

unit. 

 

Although five different job descriptions could be identified (bankers, business 

analysts, software developers, GUI developers, and database administrators), two 

subgroups emerged, namely bankers and IT (consisting of the rest of the job 

descriptions involved). This overall set-up is rather typical for IT-related issues 

within a financial services company
27

. It is noteworthy that the literature does not 

provide a clear-cut definition on whether it should be referred to as a “project team”, 

“cross functional team” or CoP (Hildreth, Kimble & Wright, 2000, p. 29). Plaskoff 

                                                 

27
 The researcher can look back on over 10 years’ experience as a consultant to the banking industry 

within the credit risk domain. The structures of the teams – even including the different offices for 

bankers and IT staff – were always similar. Hence, although findings within these sections are based 

on a single case, it has to be regarded as – at least in terms of quantity – being the most important one, 

as this kind of working group (or project or community of practice) is to be found very often within 

financial services companies. 
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(2003) defines this kind of group as a “working community” (p. 169). In von 

Krogh’s terms (2005), it is a CoP whereby members share working activities and 

engagement over a certain period by working together and creating a common 

language, identity, norms and values (p. 377). In this respect, Hildreth, Kimble & 

Wright (2000) acknowledge that a project team can become a CoP depending on the 

influence of formal hierarchy and legitimation (p. 30). Finally, Wasko & Faraj 

(2005) characterise a CoP as a tightly knit group engaged in a shared practice, 

knowing each other and working together (p. 37). Based on these definitions, the 

team observed can be understood as being a CoP. Nevertheless, it has to be 

acknowledged that the usage of the term is “very diverse” (Cox, 2005, p. 527). 

 

While bankers and technologists (i.e. BAs, GUI and software developers, as well as 

database administrators) were using separate offices, even in different buildings, the 

technologists shared the same office space. Hence, software developers would sit in 

the same office as GUI developers or database administrators, with a high chance of 

meeting in the hallway or the kitchen to share departmental gossip as well as 

business and/or task-related information and knowledge. Conversely, opportunities 

for interaction between bankers and IT were dictated by business needs, and 

therefore reduced to actual tasks at hand including pre-scheduled meetings. Hence, 

differences in roles and status were not greatly pronounced among the different 

technologists (on the IT side), but ever-present between bankers and technologists.  

 

The participatory observation showed that within a group of IT specialists and 

banking specialists – joining efforts to transform business and IT requirements into a 

credit risk management application – it took some three iterations (meetings taking 
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the form of question and answer sessions) in order to get the members to the same 

knowledge level and a joint understanding. Although the number of participants did 

not directly influence the length of a meeting, a missing member often led to a 

repetition of certain topics, with more or less the same set of actors and questions 

once a missing member returned. Ignoring missing team members during the daily 

meetings, it seems as if asking within the group (instead of communicating 

individually outside of the group meeting) has the advantage that questions are not 

forgotten (but raised almost at the very moment they cross one’s mind), and answers 

given need to be presented only one time (within the group) instead of multiple 

times. However, the benefit of a reply is not equally high for each member of the 

group, and not every member of the group is interested in the answer offered. 

Regarding the achieved results, and especially the speed with which they were 

achieved per se and without considering their quality, there was no clear, 

recognisable sign that the group was faster or slower compared to achieving the same 

results without those daily meetings (which would have resulted in more formalised 

meetings as well as more documentation and a much stricter line of command and 

communication between business and IT). This indicates that CoPs may not achieve 

results faster. Hence, the focus lies on quality and not on time. 

 

When discussing “optimal” team size while trying to account for involved costs (like 

getting all members to the same place or discussions still being fruitful for all 

members, while still allowing each member to participate actively, for example), the 

group considered a team of between five and nine people as “right sized”. In this 

respect, however, there is one thing to bear in mind: as long as it is more a question 

of one knowledgeable person informing others, team size is not that much of an 
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issue. However, as soon as it is about generating new knowledge, discussing issues 

or making decisions, team size tends to decrease – a comment correctly made by one 

of the team members (PO4)
28

.  

 

One of the important disadvantages occurred whenever a team member was unable 

to participate in the daily meetings, in which case this person was left either in the 

dark regarding the latest developments or details had to be repeated within the daily 

meetings. While the advantages seem to outweigh the disadvantages, it is a fine line 

between the advantage of gaining new insights about a complex topic on an almost 

daily basis due to ongoing interaction and the rather boring repetition of insights due 

to missing members or the insufficient ability to make a decision. In this respect, one 

member (PO1) confessed that he sometimes tended to hold back regarding informing 

the group about a probable solution too soon, and started to analyse it on his own 

first. Only once he could provide certain proof for his concept would he present his 

solution to the group. PO1, states: 

 

“If I present my ideas too fast to the group, I lose control over it. As long as I 

am working on it on my own, I stay in charge and can evaluate the pros and 

cons rather than having the group decide.” 

 

                                                 

28
 Whereas the abbreviation “R” is used within this thesis to indicate a respondent during the empirical 

research phases one and/or two, the abbreviation “PO” refers to a respondent of research phase three 

(participatory observation). 
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4.7.2.2 Solution Generation versus Problem Solving 

The participatory observation revealed that it is important to differentiate between 

the ability of the team to find solutions for a problem and actually solving the 

problem. It was easy to note that brainstormed, group-wide discussions to generate 

new ideas or find different solutions for a problem were highly successful in terms of 

the quality and quantity of the alternatives found – simply by the richness of the 

different educational backgrounds of team members combined with their vast array 

of experience. However, the decision on one of these alternatives and the 

implementation of it thereafter was often sub-optimal in different ways. First, it 

showed that as soon as the group identified different solutions, these were then 

evaluated in a rather negative way, as it was more important to recognise reasons 

against it rather than why it would work better. Second, it became obvious that 

solution evaluation and problem solving were based on the least common 

denominator, as it was “negotiated” between the participants rather than requested, or 

envisioned by those with a better standing within the value chain or the specific 

topic. Hence, solution generation should be left in the hands of the whole group. 

However, as soon as it comes down to decision-making it seems as if the group as a 

whole becomes inferior and should leave decision-making to a smaller subgroup, or 

even to a single person within the group. Subsection 4.7.2.5 will discuss this point 

regarding decision-making in more detail. 

 

The main advantage of the daily meetings was the encouragement to apply teamwork 

and two-way communication, something perceived as very positive by all members 

of the team. Many of the outcomes of the daily meetings were incorporated into the 

daily work of each participating member, often within the same day. For example, 



192 
 

there was a longer lasting discussion on how to show a certain result. The topic was 

highly complex, but due to the daily meetings the future GUI was built step-by-step, 

always showing the latest advancements at the next daily meeting. Hence, the new 

insights gained during the meetings fed back almost instantly into the greater whole 

of the commonly targeted achievements and tasks at hand. 

 

4.7.2.3 Team structure issues – including subgroups 

In general, the overall participation rate was always high; often, from the nine 

participants, six to eight actively discussed the necessary issues. This is an important 

indicator for the benefit of and for each participant. Such active participation helps to 

understand and respect all the different knowledge backgrounds and expert views 

within the discussion or problem-solving phases. However, it became obvious that in 

the beginning of the life of the CoP it was very hard for certain team members to (i) 

discuss issues or (ii) provide information or knowledge in an addressee-oriented way; 

some members were not able to adjust the level of detail and/or the 

language/vocabulary used in order to assure that the counterpart was reached in the 

most appropriate way. Hence, certain issues were discussed in much more detail than 

necessary. It is up to the single team member to learn to restrict him- or herself. This 

is especially valid for the early days within the life of the community, as it is 

especially hard at this stage to find a commonly accepted language (Alavi & Leidner, 

2001, p. 126; Crossan, Lane & White, 1999, p. 528; McFadyen & Cannella, 2004, p. 

744). Nevertheless, it is doubtful whether the whole group needs to be informed (i) 

always and (ii) in detail about the activities of other team members. Some knowledge 

of a single member is simply not of importance for all members (ignoring time 
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constraints, which even add to the point that not everybody needs to know 

everything). PO6 commented: 

 

“Personally, I tend to believe that it is better to clarify things after the 

meeting, which would then include only the necessary subgroup, and then 

illuminate the group with the outcome of the meeting the next day during the 

daily group meeting.” 

 

Interestingly, this statement was made by a DBA, who, as already indicated in 

section 4.7.2.1, is typically the first to be bored and to raise his hand in order to 

indicate that a certain topic has lost interest for the whole group. Thus, his statement, 

together with his position within the group, provides an indication for value chain-

driven interaction, inasmuch that the need to discuss issues, commonly solving 

problems and intensive interaction amongst team members is higher at the start of the 

value chain than it is at the end. 

 

The last paragraph revealed that it takes time before roles, responsibilities and trust 

enable the team to perform effectively and efficiently. Hence, teambuilding 

processes (norming/ storming/ forming/ performing – according to Tuckman, 1965, 

p. 396) are important drivers for the performance, outcome and added value of the 

team (Rico, Sanchez-Manzanares, Gil & Gibson, 2008, p. 176; Orlikowski, 2002, p. 

268; Chong, 2006, p. 246). Storming was still obvious until the end of September, 

although all employees were already part of the company/team. For example, 

although many members tended to ask others for a rather brief description in order to 

keep the time of the meeting rather short, once it was their own turn discussions and 
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questions were all of a sudden important enough to be time consuming. In mid-

October, a certain form of trust appeared within the group and a routine was 

established, recognisable by the fact that documentation was no longer considered 

the main source of information or part of the knowledge base – hardly any team 

member relied on reading existing documentation (discussions seemed to be more 

preferred). After this point, inter-group communication and common understanding 

were good enough, meaning that they did not have to wait until things were written 

down to act upon them; things that required explicit attention and formal 

documentation in the beginning were handled much more on the personal/colleague-

level.  

In any case, proper documentation was generally only available once all the team 

members had a common understanding, and only after all problems were solved. It 

was obvious that good documentation was always late – communication was not 

only faster, but also the first means for understanding and solving a problem. This 

underlines the importance of communication within the team. Nonetheless, in order 

to get a first common basis, already existing documentation could have been used 

more, e.g. as a first base for a common understanding – including a commonly 

understandable language. In this respect, certain questions or issues could have been 

kept outside the meeting, as written information known to and available for all team 

members already existed (e.g. the existance of documents providing specifications on 

how to handle certain issues). 

 

The findings of the last two paragraphs are in line with those of scholars within the 

field (Rico, Sanchez-Manzanares, Gil & Gibson, 2008, p. 176; Orlikowski, 2002, p. 

268; Chong, 2006, p. 246; Werr & Stjernberg, 2003, p. 897). Firms contain multiple 
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groups of professionals, specialists and experts, all possessing different kinds of 

knowledge. These professional groups produce strong social and cognitive 

boundaries (Ferlie, Fitzgerald, Wood & Hawkins, 2005, p. 131), which will not be 

torn down by documents. It is important to communicate constantly with each other 

on a working basis. In addition, along with such continued communication, there 

exists a governance of how knowledge is shared, and changes transferred over the 

course of a relationship (Williams, 2007, p. 881). Amid & Cohendet (2004) produce 

evidence that social interaction, and not any given cultural aspects or forms of trust, 

are important for the success of CoPs (p. 78), although the way in which employees 

communicate with each other is very much part of a firm’s culture. Werr & 

Stjernberg (2003) summarise the above by stating that documentation has to be 

understood more as a “point of departure”, which, together with personal contact, 

allows the transfer of tacit knowledge “with all its idiosyncrasies” (p. 897). 

 

Interestingly, even daily team meetings could not prevent the emergence of 

subgroups, where information was shared faster and where probable solutions were 

discussed and found prior to daily meetings. These subgroup meetings were 

necessary to resolve special issues where only a limited number of team members 

possessed the necessary knowledge to add value to any discussion or solution. Once 

a resolution was found, the whole team was informed within the next team meeting. 

Hence, a 100% approximation regarding the overall knowledge base is not given – at 

least not on the time axis. These subgroups were found within the same group of 

professions (bankers with bankers, developers with developers, etc.), but even more 

so between colleagues, where one has to rely on the results of the other before being 

able to start his/her own work, i.e. bankers discussing issues with BAs or developers 



196 
 

solving problems directly with BAs without getting in touch with bankers first. 

Hence, the value chain influenced subgrouping much more than profession. 

Consequently, the profession-based subgroup was rather stable (and finally received 

reinforcement by different working locations/offices for different professions), while 

the value chain groups formed and reformed in accordance with the tasks at hand. 

There were, of course, colleagues who shared deeper relationships with each other 

than with other colleagues; in addition, some colleagues shared the same office. 

Although both are valid and important reasons for intra-group dynamics, these issues 

were almost invisible within this participatory observation. Within these small 

subgroups – often consisting of only two to four persons – knowledge sharing (as 

opposed to information sharing) happened not only faster, prior to the daily 

meetings, but also on a more intense and freer basis. This resulted, sometimes, in a 

certain knowledge advantage that a subgroup could realise. While in the beginning, 

this “knowledge advantage” lasted up to a few days or sometimes even one week, 

improved communication within the team reduced this knowledge gap down to less 

than eight working hours (one day). 

 

In the very end, the strict boundary between business and IT remained, and was only 

penetrated slightly. Hence, the ties between these two subgroups did increase. 

However, this is exactly the intention of secondary organisations: intensify inter-

group activity while simultaneously sticking to and not undermining existing 

organisational structures. As a result, the implications for the organisational structure 

were positive and not counterproductive. Overall, the single team member was much 

better informed and used of more knowledge than at an earlier point in time. 
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Some scholars indicate the necessity of fluctuation in order to let new knowledge 

intrude into the team (Cohendet, 2006, p. 103; Berman, Down & Hill, 2002, p. 27), 

while others stress the necessity of team stability (Rico, Sanchez-Manzanares, Gil & 

Gibson, 2008, p. 164; Amin & Cohendet, 2004, p. 82) – see also section 2.5.1.1. For 

PO2, the question regarding team fluctuation or team stability depended upon the 

task. PO1 added:  

 

“It can become very expensive to mix teams too often, even if it is rather easy 

to provide new team members with tasks to be taken over by them. 

Nevertheless, new staff brings in new perspectives. So, I think a low and very 

limited fluctuation is helpful.” 

 

Bringing both the aspect of costs for new team members and the positive effect of 

new perspectives provided by new team members in line results in a community, 

where personnel changes are bound to the necessity to bring in new members with 

the right expertise for a given task to be completed. As long as an assignment can be 

handled by the expertise of a given community, while at the same time assuming 

there are always tasks where a (slightly) different expertise is necessary or becomes 

unnecessary, this is the best way for a community to perform. 

 

4.7.2.4 Complexity + Novelty 

Comparing the time a group meeting took (between 30 to 90 minutes), it became 

obvious that it was longer when a new topic was presented/discussed. After a topic 

had been discussed within two to four meetings, a common knowledge level (or the 

same level of understanding) was achieved, profound enough to handle a subject. 
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Once the main and most obvious open issues were settled, such a topic no longer 

required that much time. Any further questions were then discussed individually 

and/or in subgroups. Information and knowledge flows were especially high when 

new topics or unknown facts/details were discussed. Moreover, one could actually 

feel the knowledge gap between different team members (with different knowledge 

backgrounds and expertise) becoming smaller with each daily discussion. In the 

beginning, repetition increased overall common knowledge and closed the 

knowledge gap. After a certain period, though, it became harder to identify new 

knowledge. Any subsequent returns – for the group as such, but not for single 

individuals – started to decline. This phenomenon is reflected by the concept of 

learning curves (Berman, Down & Hill, 2002, p. 16; Alavi & Leidner, 2001, p. 122). 

However, it is important to add that most of the time new tasks were added to the 

team so that the knowledge sharing as well as knowledge creation phases started 

constantly anew. 

 

Interaction following the sharing process differed for information and knowledge: 

while the former was a statement made by one member of the team taken by the rest 

of the group, knowledge sharing always led to a set of questions in order to gain 

either a better or a deeper understanding. Hence, the time needed to “process” 

received information was much lower than the time required to understand 

knowledge shared by others. In this respect, the two keywords are ‘complexity’ and 

‘novelty’, since novelties on the level of information or without complexity need less 

communication and consume less time within the group meetings than complex, new 

and unstructured issues. This underlines that certain types of knowledge diffuse 

slower than others do (McEvily & Chakravarthy, 2002, p. 302). 
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On a few occasions, issues that seemed like a big obstacle to a single member of the 

team turned out to be much less dramatic after discussing possible alternatives and 

then coming to a conclusion within the CoP; the combination of sharing knowledge 

and information with problem solving fused learning and doing together, which 

underlines the statement that innovation, work and learning are intertwined (Brown 

& Duguid, 1991, p. 40). In addition, this approach guaranteed a true transfer 

including forward and backward (loop) learning (Crossan & Berdrow, 2003, p. 1091) 

– insights from the individual to the team and feedback from the team to the 

individual. In the beginning, discussing a new topic with a common understanding 

and a common language had to be established, and the tacit knowledge of any 

individual was hard to formulate. However, actively sharing knowledge enabled the 

individual to better articulate situations and/or problems, leading finally to increased 

capabilities that influenced situations and problem-solving (Nonaka, von Krogh & 

Voelpel, 2006, p. 1182). In this respect, group members were made aware that CoPs 

are the right choice when new solutions are sought, but not for routine tasks. 

 

On occasion, certain issues were discussed further in smaller groups of people 

actually engaged with a certain task. Remarkably, there was only one occasion where 

there was more than one issue left open within the group meeting that needed further 

discussion among only a selected number of group members. One of these led to 

three meetings that took place one after the other, right after the group meeting. The 

first of these still included seven out of eight members, the second only four out of 

eight and the last three out of the eight. Interestingly, all three bankers were part of 

each of the three meetings, which leads to an indication that those at the forefront of 

the value chain are always – or at least the most often – included. This indication is 
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also in line with the finding made in section 4.7.2.3 that those at the end of the value 

chain – in this case the DBAs – were most often excluded. However, it is also a valid 

conclusion that knowledge is valued differently by different users. 

 

4.7.2.5 Power versus Quality 

One important part of every community, necessary for its smooth functioning, is the 

way decision-making is kept and allowed (Haas, 2006b, p. 1181), either within or 

outside of the community. The organisational set-up to deal with the question of who 

is allowed to make which decisions directly influences the quality of these decisions. 

For PO1, the main difference of a community compared to the rest of the 

organisation lies within the fact that a community (of practice) has the power to 

make decisions. In this respect, PO1 concludes that the lack of information flow from 

the team back to the management team is the main reason for regular line 

management meetings: 

 

“The managers simply don’t possess the experts’ knowledge. That is why 

each expert has to regularly report to his boss. Within a community all the 

necessary knowledge, and at the same time the necessary power to make 

decisions, is bundled.” 

 

He (PO1) continues: 

 

“Our daily meetings are also about power and control. Sometimes the focus 

shifts from information and knowledge flow towards a controlling institution. 

I expect from our daily meeting that decisions are made by the group – after 
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information and knowledge is commonly shared and individually processed. 

As soon as those providing important knowledge are not allowed to act or 

decide accordingly, information and knowledge flows are hindered.” 

 

In addition, it was recognisable that whenever this kind of incoherence between 

working knowledge/expertise and the freedom to decide occurred, the results and 

decisions made led to dissatisfaction within the group and often to certain 

discussions amongst subgroups. Especially since these discussions never influenced 

the decision made or the way the quality of these decisions was perceived, they have 

to be regarded as costly and time wasting – with their only purpose being to allow 

certain team members to “blow off steam”, but nothing more. 

 

Consequently, it is important to allow members of CoPs to act in accordance with 

their shared and gained knowledge rather than “just” reduce their freedom to the 

preparation and submission for a decision. Although group members as well as 

superiors outside the group, responsible for the achievements of the CoP, considered 

it as important to leave the power to decide within the team and not stress hierarchy 

within the CoP, this was not always practised. Hence, hierarchical supervisor-

subordinate relationships, sometimes even with a high degree of supervision from 

outside the community, are not appropriate for self-regulated CoPs, as they 

undermine decision-making within the team. PO 1 confirms this statement: 

 

“The team should be allowed to harvest whatever they grow, whether it be 

honour or fustigation.” 
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Although the group commonly highlighted the benefit of not having to spread 

information and knowledge, or to solve the same problem more than once (as these 

issues were most often resolved within the group), together with the ability to use 

brainstorming as a method to develop new insights it became clear that the agreed 

upon solution was sometimes of rather unsatisfactory quality. It seems as if this fact 

is owed to the event that too many different experts – all with reasonable doubts from 

their personal perspective – combined with the notion that the right to decide often 

comes from outside the community, led to solutions oriented towards the lowest risk, 

ignoring well-founded chances. Hence, the least common denominator was 

sometimes the finally agreed upon solution (as already indicated in section 4.7.2.2). 

One team member, PO4, stressed: 

 

“Sarcastically spoken, the more I bring in my own ideas regarding a given 

problem I face rather than just taking the ideas of others, the more I am forced 

to deliver doubtful quality – especially when the final call lies outside our 

group.” 

 

The next higher management level (not being part of the daily meetings) had much 

less relevant information and knowledge about any of the topics discussed. This 

negatively influenced their decisions, finally leading to inferior quality. Conversely, 

whenever the decision was actually left to the group, some members of the team 

reported to have agreed upon very satisfying ways forward. Consequently, what 

limits the quality is not the group as such, but the lack of trust and control from 

outside the group – the higher these two factors, the smaller the least common 

denominator. Nevertheless, according to the group, regardless of whether decisions 
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are taken from within or outside the group, the simple fact that possible solutions are 

discussed within the group minimises the risk of false decisions. Therefore, it is not 

only a limiting factor to quality, but also still a good way to avoid the risk of false 

decisions. 

 

When the group as a whole was asked whether problem-solving can – in certain 

instances – be interpreted as the ability to innovate, the responses were twofold. 

While most members of the team equated good problem solving and well-fitting 

solutions with innovation, others understood the CoPs and advances made as the 

normal way of daily work and not “innovation”. However, the reason for the latter 

opinion might be based on the incorrect understanding that even small improvements 

can be understood as innovations (Gardner, 2009, p. 5). In this respect, none of the 

group members left any doubt that they were convinced that the community as such 

is a good place in which to generate knowledge. 

 

Asked whether the knowledge-seeker is supposed to make the first step towards the 

knowledge-keeper in order to get certain information and share knowledge, or vice 

versa, the group clearly indicated that it is doubtlessly up to the knowledge-seeker to 

make himself heard and keep digging until he gets the desired information. 

Nevertheless, one respondent, PO3, made clear that in certain cases it is up to the 

knowledge-keeper to assure that the right information, for example in order to get a 

truly well-founded basis for making decisions, is passed to the knowledge-seeker “on 

a silver tablet”. This insight into the CoP studied by means of participatory 

observation within this study draws an important line towards the findings made with 

virtual communities and the concept that a knowledge-keeper’s documentation 
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always faces the risk of not providing what the knowledge-seeker is looking for. 

Hence, it might in fact be best (as indicated in section 4.7.1 by R4) when only a 

certain basis of knowledge is provided by the knowledge-keeper, instead of trying to 

keep any kind of knowledge on stock. 

 

4.7.3 Conclusion: Communities 

As valuable knowledge needs to circulate (Brown & Duguid, 2000, p. 76), and since 

the increase in organisational knowledge increases the efficiency of actions for both 

sources and recipients of knowledge (Makino & Inkpen, 2005, p. 245), communities 

are an important means of assuring such circulation. The empirical research of 

German-speaking financial services firms, and especially the participatory 

observation of this study, underlined the positive effect on both knowledge-provider 

(the one sharing his/her knowledge) and knowledge-receiver (the one 

receiving/gaining new knowledge) in terms of the overall increase of a team’s 

knowledge base. 

 

In summary, it is clear that, especially for decentralised companies with local offices 

spread all over the world, communities are an important means of sharing knowledge 

and common understanding. Moreover, of course, it is also important to recognise 

that it takes resources (mainly time and money) to staff these communities, too. 

Hence, the advantages of specialisation and division of labour are offset partly by the 

costs of knowledge sharing (Grant, 1996, p. 114). Thus, sharing knowledge across 

subunits can also be a burden and impede performance (Haas & Hansen, 2005, p. 1), 

as it requires both the source and the receiver to invest time as well as other 

resources (Kachra & White, 2008, p. 426). The researched companies reflected these 
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issues to a certain extent, as not all of these firms successfully applied the concepts 

of CoPs and/or CoIs, as some clearly indicated cost and time constraints. In this 

respect, it is important to recognise that CoPs are the right choice when new 

solutions are sought and quality is the aim, whereas for routine tasks and in order to 

save time it is inappropriate to use communities. However, it is highly important to 

allow communities to make decisions and let them reap what they sow. 

 

The empirical part of this study revealed that depending on the importance of 

knowledge, as well as depending on the topic/domain, temporary and fixed 

communities are used. Consequently, once agreeing to the fact that there exist 

different types of knowledge which defuse at different speeds and with different 

levels of effort (Tsai, 2002, p. 189), certain types of communities must consequently 

be better suited than others regarding knowledge transfer and/or knowledge creation 

(Enkel, Back & von Krogh, 2007, p. 10). In addition, the way communities are 

defined and organised is important in order to assure a smooth inter-community 

knowledge transfer (McDermott & Archibald, 2010, p. 85; Plaskoff, 2003, p. 169). 

Communities of interest are less bound to add value; however, management also 

supports them less (e.g. in terms of providing resources). CoPs are bound to rather 

clear targets, but also need to be given certain freedoms to make decisions on behalf 

of (and to the benefit of) the company. Regardless of the type of community, for R14 

as well as PO1, their freedom is of utmost importance to achieve good results. 

Hence, ideally, communities should act without remarkable management directives 

or control from outside the community, which is also backed by the literature (Amin 

& Cohendet, 2004, p. 76; Adair, 2004, p. 570). Although a recent study by 
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McDermott & Archibald (2010) underlines the necessity for a certain level of 

managerial attention (p. 87). 

 

Explored by participatory observation, the main advantages of CoPs are the 

following: (i) knowledge gaps are closed rather quickly within the team, leading to a 

state where those working on a certain task obtain the necessary insight to handle the 

task and (ii) CoPs increase problem-solving capability as well as the ability to 

innovate. It became obvious that communities have the power to spread knowledge 

faster than documents, without creating unnecessary tension between the primary 

organisation of a firm and the secondary organisational layer created by the usage of 

communities. However, these advantages seem to be bound to two important 

conditions: (i) in order to achieve these advantages, team stability is important and 

(ii) furthermore, it is important to provide the group with clear targets to reach and 

the power to make decisions (management have to put trust in the community and 

allow the group to make decisions). The following paragraphs detail these findings. 

 

Berman, Down & Hill (2002) argue that a team’s capability to increase the overall 

stock of tacit knowledge is especially high at the beginning, but once a “collective 

mind” is formed it becomes hard to influence based on additional experience 

(Berman, Down & Hill, 2002, p. 17), so team performance tends to decrease 

(Berman, Down & Hill, 2002, p. 27). Hence, community members need to change 

and/or the communities need to be time-restricted. On the one hand, this is suitably 

in line with the findings made within this study and shows that knowledge and thus 

k-domains as well as CoPs and CoIs have a lifecycle (e.g. R2 and R3 – both from the 

same company). On the other hand, however, the research revealed that team 
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stability is important, which is at the very least a strong indication that it takes a 

“very long” time before any such situation, where hardly any new knowledge 

intrudes into the community, is given, especially when the task of any such a 

community changes over time. Hence, it is a situation of neither bringing in new 

members nor time-restricting the membership of individual members; rather, and 

much more practically, it is a question of providing a community with a certain task 

and staffing accordingly. This view – amongst others – is acknowledged by the fact 

that stability in terms of, say, composition and duration is an important precondition 

for its usefulness (Amin & Cohendet, 2004, p. 82). As a result, within grown and 

stable structures, anticipation of what team members are likely to do and how they 

will absorb knowledge (by direct/indirect communication or rather via 

documentation) positively influences the team’s task completion (Rico, Sanchez-

Manzanares, Gil & Gibson, 2008, p. 164). Nonetheless, anticipation is only one 

aspect of “implicit coordination” within a team, as a second component is the 

constant “dynamic adjustment” of team members to adapt their behaviour mutually 

(Rico, Sanchez-Manzanares, Gil & Gibson, 2008, p. 165). This factor, found within 

the researched companies, can be highlighted further by an increased common 

understanding, better communication and the move away from relying on documents 

and instead towards trust in a colleague’s abilities and statements. 

 

Any discussion about quality and as much decision-making as possible should be 

made by the CoP itself. This view receives support by the work of Haas (2006b, p. 

1181). Such self-organisation allows people to act as freely as possible, but at the 

same time it might be necessary to exclude each member of the community on an 

equal basis, as there exist clear indications that it might then result in inferior quality 
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and solutions. In this respect, it is important to understand that there is no “one best 

way” for communities to function, and that poorly reflected solutions could lead to 

undesired outcomes (Scarso, Bolisani & Salvador, 2009, p. 433). 

 

It seems as if virtual communities in particular provide a means to stick – to a certain 

extent – to a rather IT-driven approach, while at the same time allowing social 

interaction and lowering the necessity to attempt to keep knowledge on stock in the 

form of databases. In particular, the problem of keeping these database-like records 

up to date points towards an interesting combination of communities with portals – 

as seen with one respondent offering virtual communities (any knowledge sharing 

activities are only useful if that knowledge is then also (re-)used). Such knowledge 

reuse can affect both efficiency and accuracy (Watson & Hewett, 2006, p. 146). 

Consequently, Watson & Hewett (2006) define two key factors for knowledge 

sharing: (i) the willingness of individuals to share knowledge and (ii) the rate at 

which individuals access and reuse knowledge (p. 141). This highlights the problem 

of knowledge providers anticipating the needs of any future knowledge receiver, in 

order to assure high access and re-usage rates – something that is virtually 

impossible. In this respect, Turner & Makhija (2006) consider the knowledge base of 

the knowledge-seeker as an important factor in limiting understanding and 

interpretation of what a knowledge-provider offers (p. 202). Virtual communities 

offer the possibility to free any knowledge-provider from the necessity of writing 

down absolutely everything they know, and instead concentrate on what the 

knowledge-receiver really needs and requests. As indicated in section 4.7.1, 

communities are tightly linked to k-domains as well as certain KM methods, e.g. best 

practices and lessons learned. Due to their multiple possibilities of usage, 
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communities can exist within, but also outside of, existing k-domains (e.g. if there is 

a new area of interest yet too new to be part of a k-domain or where it is yet to be 

decided if it makes sense to define a k-domain around such a new area). 

 

In order to increase overall attractiveness and to assure high user frequencies within 

the KM platform, R4’s company even offers chats with prominent experts on a 

regular basis. Using “traditional” means of IT and enriching them with “modern” 

features (like, for instance, video streaming and chances to chat or e-mail) helps to 

create as much social interactivity as possible. This is also the chosen approach of a 

Scandinavian banking group (OP Banking Group, Finland). One important part of 

their KM initiative is so-called “learning meetings”, which make all attendees into 

knowledge providers and knowledge seekers alike (OP, 2005, p. 80). These meetings 

consciously make use of modern communication – ICT. Nevertheless, it is important 

to understand that IT is one enabler and not the main component within a KM 

initiative (Scarso, Bolisani & Salvador, 2009, p. 434; Fahey & Prusak, 1998, p. 273). 

 

 

4.8 Processes 

The following two subsections provide an in-depth insight into the findings regarding 

the way the researched firms understood the role of KM in terms of supporting and 

enhancing a firm’s processes. 

 



210 
 

4.8.1 Data Analysis: Processes 

KM has always been responsible for processes, especially on learning and 

knowledge-intensive work processes (van der Spek & Spijkervet, 1997, p. 47). 

Knowledge manifested in processes allows others to use such knowledge without 

knowing it, simply by adhering to the process (van der Spek & Spijkervet, 1997, p. 

37). Two of the researched companies stressed the importance of supporting 

processes by means of KM. For R13, KM’s main purpose and raison d’être within 

the bank is to improve existing processes. Accordingly, R13 states: 

 

“The ongoing desire to optimise existing processes is the only way for us as a 

KM team to be heard and accepted within the company.” 

 

This statement is – to a certain extent – also an important justification for R14, who 

actually created a process portal as part of the overall KM initiative of the bank. In 

addition, R14 points out: 

 

“Let’s face it, financial firms don’t have research and development 

departments; they are not knowledge intensive as such. Within financial 

firms, processes and IT are important.” 

 

These two respondents provide an indication of the generic problem of KM within 

the researched German-speaking financial services companies, since it is often 

difficult for a KM department to become a fully accepted and at the same time 

integrated part of a firm’s operations. At times, it can be hard to convince the 

employees of the added value of any KM initiative or KM method, especially when it 
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comes along with additional work for the individual or a required change regarding 

the way in which individuals do things. This is highlighted by R4, who stresses the 

negative emotions of employees being asked to change their working habits due to 

KM. 

 

In a wider context, at R12’s company, process-responsible experts meet regularly in 

order to share experiences and align local processes accordingly. This, in fact, can be 

interpreted in two ways: (i) R12 uses CoPs and (ii) the company (represented by 

these expert meetings) identifies best practices. However, neither of these terms is 

actively used nor recognised as such by R12. In addition, R13 uses best practices in 

order to optimise the firm’s existing processes. Accordingly, even when the sole 

focus of a KM department is to enhance a firm’s existing processes, there are clear 

indications that important and well-known KM methods are part of such a narrowly 

focused KM approach. 

 

4.8.2 Conclusion: Processes 

On a generic level, processes relevant to KM link information and the firm’s sources 

of revenue, its products and services (Grover & Davenport, 2001, p. 7). For some 

researched companies KM includes efforts to document and optimise processes, 

which is in line with the proposals of some scholars in the field, highlighting a 

possible orientation towards knowledge-intensive business processes or even 

process-driven KM (Maier & Remus, 2003, p. 67). 

 

The overall problem of KM departments becoming an integral part of a firm seems to 

be especially valid when they are used mainly as a means to enhance a firm’s 
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existing processes, although, according to the RBV (see section 2.2.2), there exists a 

high potential for establishing sustained competitive advantages by organising 

business processes efficiently and effectively (Barney & Wright, 1998, p. 43). 

Finally, it is obvious that practitioners make use of KM methods without sometimes 

knowing it. 

 

 

4.9 Knowledge Management and Information Technology 

The following two subsections provide an in-depth insight into the findings regarding 

the way the researched firms make use of information (and communication) 

technology (in a technocratic rather than sociological approach, which were dealt 

with in the previous sections of this study). 

 

4.9.1 Data Analysis: Knowledge Management + Information Technology 

When it comes to the role of IT within KM, Zack (1999b) concludes that (i) 

obtaining knowledge, (ii) defining, storing and linking knowledge-related digital 

items, (iii) seeking and identifying content and (iv) expressing the content are of 

major importance (p. 50). This is very close to the description of the approach 

followed by R6, even though R6 had never heard of Zack before being asked as part 

of this study. This shows, once more, that some companies follow scientific theory 

without knowing it. 

 

For R14, the possibilities ICT provides are “gigantic”, as these can combine 

organisational learning and KM in the form of computer-based as well as web-based 
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learning/training including experience sharing and expert-led discussion forums. 

Nevertheless, many IT-driven initiatives within the researched companies face the 

problem of maintaining and keeping their content up to date, as well as allowing easy 

access and providing an easy way of finding relevant information and knowledge. In 

this respect, R6 states:  

 

“It is actually the huge amount of data combined with the problem of having 

redundant data (which is finally recognised as a data quality issue) that leads 

to sub-optimal usage of the system. We are simply not able to provide the 

potential users with suitable categories to support their information search.”  

 

This firm is currently countering this issue by creating a single point of entry to the 

different data sources, by using a “more powerful” search engine. However, it is 

doubtful that this solution will solve the issue of data quality, especially in terms of 

value for knowledge seekers and the overall actuality of the information to be found.  

 

In detail, many users in the researched firms were unhappy about the vast amount of 

information. Consequently, one company provides a selective entry into its KM 

portal by defining profile-based user groups, in order to offer a well arranged entry 

and avoid information overload. In this respect, R8 adds: 

 

“It is extremely difficult – if KM hasn’t started on the green field – to 

integrate the different technologies and multitude of systems… historically 

grown databases lead to a multitude of different information/knowledge 

containers.” 
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In addition, R8’s company provides the users of its KM portal with a personalised 

information ticker. On a regular basis, video streams with subject matter experts are 

added to the portal, along with a direct link to the e-mail address of the expert, 

allowing the placing of questions. The expert base currently consists of twelve 

domains. R8’s company’s portal consists of three pillars: (i) the entrance page, 

consisting solely of a search field (no extensive navigation offered, no multitude of 

topics offered – just a simple search field: this points towards the self-esteem that the 

search engine produces excellent results), (ii) an article-based portal consisting of 

popular topics written in a rather boulevard-style and (iii) a learning portal. Within 

R8’s firm, all new documents and articles within the KM platform are tracked. They 

know when an article is new, when it is read, which articles have not been read at all 

and which have been in the database for more than 12 months without updates. Even 

the breadcrumbs
29

 and click statistics are analysed. R8 states: 

 

“On average, each article or document gets updated two or three times per 

year. Each of our sales force consults the database about three times per day 

and spends on average five minutes per topic.” 

 

Given the overwhelming amount of documents, and recognising a certain declining 

benefit of such a vast amount of documentation, R14 actually got his company’s KM 

system authors and actual readers together to obtain a better picture of how content 

should be structured, in order to assure that it is actually read. This exercise showed 

                                                 

29
 This term is derived from the fairy tale “Hansel and Gretel”, and refers to the fact that each user 

leaves a tracking record that can be followed and evaluated. 
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that the database was greatly overcrowded, with some 8,000 pages of policy 

instructions available for the employees. In this context, the style and structure, as 

well as the “hot topics”, were revised. A team of (senior) professionals dedicate 10 – 

20% of their time to establishing the content and keeping it up to date. For R14, there 

even exists the level of “power users”, who are allowed to spend some 20 – 25% of 

their time on KM-related content. The way these database-like KM repositories are 

handled is in line with the findings of Fong & Choi (2009), whereby a specific staff 

member is dedicated to updating and maintaining the validity of databases and/or 

libraries (p. 121). However, R14 states that many readers “misuse” those experts as a 

kind of “hotline”. R12, facing similar issues, adds: 

 

“Unfortunately, people don't really use the intranet – they prefer to call. This 

costs [these senior professionals] a lot of time.” 

 

However, this response ignores the benefit any such call provides (as a well-

informed knowledge seeker might then inform others and increase knowledge 

diffusion, thus reducing future phone calls). In addition, it might point at topics not 

appropriate for publishing on the intranet without providing further support and 

guidance, or it may simply point towards the need to review the content. In this 

context, and with respect to database-like KM methods, R9 reports: 

 

“Companies making use of an up-to-date, cutting-edge, state of the art 

intranet do not need KM methods to deal with explicit knowledge. These 

companies already have all their explicit knowledge readily available to their 

employees. Only if the intranet is of poor quality, due to lousy search engines 
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or simply lacking content, things like an additional wiki make sense and add 

value.” 

 

This statement highlights the core problem of (strictly and solely) following a 

codification strategy, because no matter whether it is referred to as a database, wiki 

or intranet, if the content is not properly structured and up-to-date it is rather useless 

or will not be(come) an accepted means for information and knowledge retrieval for 

employees. 

 

Finally, the research showed that often each department has its own solution. Both 

R9 and R12’s companies, for example, make use of HR and sales force information- 

(not knowledge) driven platforms – each being totally separated from the other. 

Within R14’s firm, a similar picture can be found, since training and organisation, as 

well as the portal for wholesale sales reps, are not linked. However, there is one firm 

(R10) that used to rely heavily on saving and archiving information but has more 

recently moved towards a more “employee- and communication-centric” approach, 

in order to avoid overly technocratic KM approaches and counter their weaknesses. 

A development in line with Figure 2.4 reveals that their KM understanding has 

actually achieved a higher level. 

 

4.9.2 Conclusion: Knowledge Management + Information Technology 

Many consultancies misuse the term ‘KM’ to repackage IT products under a new 

label (Scarbrough & Swan, 2005, p. 500). On the other hand, ICT is constantly 

changing and increasing, providing new possibilities to solve (long) existing 

problems. Hence, Scarso, Bolisani & Salvador (2009) recognise the controversial 
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role of enabling technologies (p. 432). The popular phrase “if only we knew all we 

actually know”
30

 (O’Dell & Grayson, 1998, p. 154) led often towards the solution of 

enhancing techniques for search and retrieval (Brown & Duguid, 1998, p. 98) 

amongst the researched companies. However, relying too much on technology does 

not only equate knowledge and information (Brown & Duguid, 1998, p. 101), but 

also undermines social aspects and contexts, as it focuses primarily on individuals 

and explicit information (Brown & Duguid, 1998, p. 105). This tunnelled focus on IT 

leading towards the stressing of information instead of knowledge and a lack of 

social aspects was found within those researched companies relying solely on IT. 

 

The value of stored knowledge depends upon the perceived value of the retriever of 

such knowledge (Carlile & Rebentisch, 2003, p. 1181), and thus is context-related 

(Schulz, 2003, p. 442). Exactly for these reasons, trying to put knowledge on stock in 

a database style is neither sufficient nor efficient. This view is supported by the fact 

that any (past) knowledge needs to be adapted to a certain degree in order to fit to 

new problems. However, it is hardly possible for any author of a document to 

anticipate its future use and context. This circumstance is understood by some of the 

researched companies, while others still expect that better and more sophisticated 

means of IT can solve this problem. Consequently, purely IT-driven approaches 

treating knowledge like something that can be written down and kept in databases 

not only ignore tacit knowledge, but also face the problems of (i) offering knowledge 

searchers appropriate information as well as (ii) assuring that this information is not 

outdated.  

                                                 

30
 Apart from O’Dell & Grayson’s (1998) work, this phrase was heard or seen within three of the 

researched companies: R4, R11, R13. 
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Thus, documentation, has to be understood more as a “point of departure”, which, 

together with personal contact allows the transfer of tacit knowledge “with all its 

idiosyncrasies” (Werr & Stjernberg, 2003, p. 897). As detailed in section 4.7.1, the 

combination of mainstream IT and web-based knowledge portals in order to integrate 

social aspects encourages staff to capture and share knowledge, in order to improve 

quality effectively by producing and using knowledge (ADB, 2008, p. 4). 

 

 

4.10 Stated Obstacles 

There is no qualitative research without conflicting evidence and/or rival 

explanations (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 279). In this respect, it is important to 

remain open for dis-confirming evidence (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 246) as 

deviant cases, i.e. those not fitting the predefined scheme require revision and re-

thinking. Thus, they actually enlarge the study (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 208). 

The following subsections detail the observed obstacles stated by the participants of 

this study, as far as it has not already been dealt with in any of the previous sections 

of Chapter 4. 

 

4.10.1 Data Analysis: Stated Obstacles 

As part of the second phase of this study (semi-structured in-depth interviews), a few 

respondents raised concerns regarding obstacles they faced within the KM initiative 

of their company. These stated obstacles can be subsumed into (i) cultural, (ii) 

motivational, (iii) monetary and (iv) anything that can be interpreted as “lack of 

focus and understanding”. Although the first three issues were left explicitly outside 
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of this thesis (see section 1.5), these are briefly mentioned in order to provide a well 

rounded and holistic picture of the state of KM within German-speaking financial 

services companies. 

 

R1 recognised a culture of “failure avoidance” as a hindrance for KM efforts. The 

employees were simply too scared to make mistakes in case they received negative 

feedback or punishment by their superiors. However, KM is not only about sharing 

success stories, but also about avoiding making the same mistakes again (Becker, 

2007, p. 43; Scarbrough, 2003, p. 510; Gottschalk, 2002, p. 192). Hence, using, for 

example, the KM method of lessons learned (see also section 4.6) is an appropriate 

means to capture both failure and success. 

 

Second, we take a brief look at motivational issues. Within R1’s company, the KM 

initiative had to be ceased as the “passive resistance” of the employees as well as 

lower level management was too great to make it work. Neither the employees nor 

lower management were interested (or motivated) in KM, or at least in supporting 

new KM methods. This points towards change management literature, which is 

clearly not part of this study. However, both motivation and culture can be 

influenced by Management by Knowledge Objectives (MbKO). In this respect, 

MbKO is a means of influencing the behaviour of employees (Probst, Raub & 

Romhardt, 2000, p. 88) as part of the overall management by objectives (MbO)
31

 

                                                 

31
 An MbO can be understood as a systematic approach to agree upon short-term performance targets 

between a manager and his/her subordinates. It includes periodic discussion and evaluation of the 

performance made with regards to the set targets. 
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framework. Unfortunately, while MbO is a widely used management practice at the 

researched firms, MbKO is not explicitly practised
32

. Rxx indicates: 

“Some of our managers might add knowledge objectives and targets to the 

MbO of certain individuals, but these targets are more about courses and 

learning and rather not about knowledge sharing or even generating new 

knowledge.” 

 

In this respect, R1 states that MbKO is only actually of any added value when 

superiors are willing to judge their employees in a negative way and where such 

MbKO is part of career planning, which is not the case in R1’s company. 

 

“If the ‘culture of criticism’ isn’t established, MbKO is rather useless.” 

 

Third, we look at costs. For R8, the costs and time necessary for the concept of 

communities are too high to be borne. In this respect, both R3 and R14 add that costs 

are often too high while the benefit is not quantifiable (irrespectively, R3 is using 

KM methods strategically and even adopted the formal organisation in one instance. 

Although Un & Cuervo-Cazurra (2004) acknowledges that the concept of 

communities might not be worth the effort for smaller companies (p. 39), it has to be 

mentioned that both R3 and R14 work for rather large companies with over 1,000 

employees. Hence, the argument about costs either appears to be a lame excuse or 

                                                 

32
 In fact, a quick search on Google Scholar (www.scholar.google.com) made on 19 May 2010 

revealed only 48 results. Interestingly, all of the resulting papers and books were written by German-

speaking authors. Consequently, it seems that the concept of MbKO is yet not really known or 

accepted outside German-speaking academics. On the other hand, as indicated in section 2.4.1.1, 

Probst, Raub & Romhardt’s (2000) book is part of required – or at least requested – literature at many 

universities outside Germany when it comes to KM. 
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proves the lack of understanding regarding the concept of communities. In addition, 

just because of the anticipated high costs of maintaining communities, it is not 

necessary to ignore or skip any kind of KM, as it offers a wide range of KM 

methods. 

 

Apart from the above received obstacles and hindrances to successfully conducting 

KM – or simply successfully applying certain KM methods – two respondents (R12 

and R9) criticised the lack of clear regulation about who does what within a KM 

initiative, as well as the fact that senior management seemed simply too busy to 

participate in KM methods. This points towards a lack of management attention and 

an overall company-wide structured approach towards KM. This is consistent with 

the work of some scholars in the field (Chong, 2006, p. 247; Watson & Hewett, 

2004, p. 164; Adair, 2004, p. 572; Rousseau, 1997, p. 526). On the borderline 

between cultural and motivational issues, together with the identified lack of 

management attention, questions dealing with power as well as trust are found. 

Power and trust, on the other hand, are important variables when dealing with 

decision-making. With regards to the overall locus of decision-making in relation to 

the work of and in communities, power- and trust-related issues became especially 

obvious during the participatory observation phase of this study (see section 4.7.2), 

as it is important to organisationally assure that communities are allowed to make 

their own decisions (Haas, 2006b, p. 1173) and act in what are often referred to as 

“self-managed teams” (Zárraga & Bonache, 2005, p. 661). 
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4.10.2 Conclusion: Stated Obstacles 

The previous subsection listed mainly those obstacles purposely left outside the 

framework of this study (for justification, please see section 1.5). Nevertheless, these 

issues were mentioned, as this might be helpful for the reader to get a better overall 

understanding and to provide a reasonable critique. Given the tight relationship 

between power, trust, a firm’s culture and the way it handles motivational issues, the 

setting of clear targets by managers and the definition of objectives together with 

employees as part of MbKO can help to guide employees of all levels towards the 

firm’s knowledge goals and align any misunderstood behaviour regarding power and 

trust. 

 

How new knowledge is absorbed and interpreted by the individual depends largely 

on the prior knowledge base of the individual receiving new knowledge. Turner & 

Makhija (2006) call this base “a priori knowledge”, which is the filter through which 

any new knowledge has to pass and limits understanding and interpretation (Turner 

& Makhija, 2006, p. 202). For Hansen (1999), (i) the unwillingness to share 

knowledge and (ii) the inability to do so even if the willingness exists are important 

variables to be considered when setting up a KM initiative (p. 87). The latter is often 

defined as “lack of absorptive capacity” (Szulanski & Cappetta, 2005, p. 524; Tsai, 

2001, p. 998). As the research showed, it is important to motivate those contributing 

to the KM initiative – at least in the beginning. Wenger & Snyder (2000) refer to a 

company that paid – for two to three weeks per year – for each participant of a 

community to follow purely community-related tasks. To be allowed to join a 

community, a potential member had to be recognised as an expert. In order to stay 

within a community, a participant had to complete one community-related project 
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per year, e.g. documenting a best practice (p. 144). Other companies, for example 

that of R13, allow those participating the chance to attend an extra conference once a 

year. Hence, apart from the general responsibility of a firm to motivate its 

employees, the “extra mile” gone by many employees contributing to the KM 

initiative of their firm on top of their normal duties is worth some extra motivation, 

too. As a matter of fact, some of the researched firms within this study recognised 

this situation. 

An important obstacle left unrecognised by the participants of this study, but which 

was obvious to the researcher, is the lack of knowledge about KM strategies, KM 

models and KM methods. Both academic as well as available management literature-

oriented books and articles are unknown to most practitioners in the field. This is a 

great hindrance when trying to apply KM, since important basic as well as 

background knowledge is simply not included in the KM efforts of these companies. 

This often led to unexplored potential amongst the researched companies, as some 

KM methods were applied only “half way” or even left out of the scope altogether 

(due to overly stressing the costs while not being fully aware of the benefits).  

 

 

4.11 Conclusion 

Overall, the diversity found corresponds with recent research results acknowledging 

that some financial organisations do not practise KM comprehensively, while other 

financial organisations in the same disciplines do follow this regime (Jayasundara, 

2008, p. 69). The research showed that none of the researched companies has 

absolutely no KM component at all. Every company possesses at least an intranet or 

a portal, uses best practices as well as lessons learned, or applies the concept of 
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communities in one way or the other. However, there are many companies amongst 

the researched German-speaking financial services firms making use of these 

methods without linking them to KM. Often, it is not even obvious to them that they 

are actually using KM methods (e.g. R12 uses CoPs and identifies best practices. 

However, neither of these terms are used actively or even recognised as such by the 

R12 interviewee). In addition, even firms not approaching KM on a company-wide 

basis, which do not attach any strategic meaning to KM, still consider isolated 

measures as operationally striking. 

 

Effective information and communication systems can help to access and acquire 

knowledge more easily and promptly (Zhao & Anand, 2009, p. 968). Properly used, 

ICT has the power to accelerate knowledge-sharing capabilities in both time and 

space dimensions (Mohamed, Stankosky & Murray, 2006, p. 104). ICT supports the 

creation, transfer and application of knowledge in organisations. Sophisticated and 

advanced information technologies (e.g. the internet, intranets, data warehouses, data 

mining techniques and software agents) can systematise, enhance and expedite large-

scale intra- and inter-firm KM (Alavi & Leidner, 2001, p. 108). Nevertheless, the 

research showed that approaches towards KM relying too heavily on ICT often face 

severe problems related to search and retrieval, overall actuality of the information 

stored and the complexity of many different IT systems in their need to be linked and 

unified. Finally, companies starting their KM initiative with heavy IT investment 

begin with high costs, something that can be avoided (or better invested). 

 

Relying too much on technology not only equates knowledge and information 

(Brown & Duguid, 1998, p. 101), but also undermines social aspects and contexts, as 
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it focuses primarily on individuals and explicit information (Brown & Duguid, 1998, 

p. 105). How much IT, and in which parts of a KM initiative it is especially valuable, 

needs to be answered on a context dependency basis and by each individual firm. 

Hence, one size fits all approaches will not work (Mohamed, Stankosky & Murray, 

2006, p. 112). Consequently, the success of IT in KM depends upon the 

idiosyncrasies of each individual firm, and it has to be understood that IT is “just” an 

enabler (Scarso, Bolisani & Salvador, 2009, p. 434; Duncan, 2006, p. 207; Fahey & 

Prusak, 1998, p. 273). 

 

One major obstacle noted by Scarbrough (2003) when setting up a strategic, bank-

wide KM is the absence of strong intra-organisational networks linking the different 

divisions (p. 512). Although only for one company – R7’s – the usage of 

communities is a major part of its KM initiative, many others also make use of the 

concept of communities (in one way or another). One of the strengths of the CoPs 

approach is that it can be applied in a wide range of organisational settings (Roberts, 

2006, p. 634). In this respect, the third phase of the empirical research part of this 

study revealed that communication is most fruitful when interaction amongst team 

members is value chain-driven. However, the probable weakness of communities 

manifested in an imbalance of power and trust within the community, as well as 

when a community interfaces with the primary organisation of a company, has to be 

kept in mind. To counter this imbalance, communities should be allowed not only to 

work, but also to decide independently of the primary organisation, facing minor 

guidance and control from outside the community (Thompson, 2005, p. 151). 
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Any company should understand the concept of communities consisting of both 

temporary as well as fixed communities. Hence, any KM strategy should make use of 

temporary KM communities while at the same time maintaining fixed expert 

communities. This allows for distinguishing between different k-domains (subject 

areas) and between core knowledge – using fixed communities and areas where the 

outcome and benefit for the company are still uncertain or currently very high – 

using temporary communities. These distinctions lead to an understanding of k-

domains as being either important for knowledge exploitation or knowledge 

exploration. In this respect, the research showed clear signs of k-domains serving as 

places to exploit existing knowledge, and yet only weak signs of explicit k-domains 

for exploring new knowledge. It is to be expected that the reason for the lack of k-

domains dealing with exploration lies in the uncertainty of their returns (March, 

1991, p. 85; Levinthal & March, 1993, p 106). However, the findings confirm that 

the researched companies are aware of the fact that k-domains and/or communities 

are sometimes subject to a limited lifetime due to changes in the general knowledge 

needed by the firm or due to the lack of achievements made by these k-domains 

and/or communities. In addition, the research findings regarding k-domains, 

communities and the specific KM methods’ best practices and lessons learned 

revealed that these three topics are highly intertwined and from a practical point of 

view can be difficult to handle separately. 

 

Given the results of Zack, McKeen & Singh’s (2009) study on KM and 

organisational performance, what respondents think is important and what is actually 

important differ significantly (p. 402). This result is reconfirmed by this study and 

can be highlighted by the comment of one participant, in that KM is only practicable 
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within small companies, or the sometimes fuzzy reason given by some respondents 

related to occurring costs. With regards to obstacles to any KM initiative mentioned 

by the participants of this study, it became clear that most of the stated hindrances 

deal with issues outside the remit of this thesis. These hindrances are kept outside in 

order to focus on direct KM-related issues dealing on how to establish strategic KM 

within German-speaking financial services firms without having to dig into fields (i) 

with an overall company-wide focus not being limited to KM (e.g. cost/benefit 

analysis or motivational issues) or (ii) that are too controversial to provide clear 

guidance, without bypassing or ignoring most of the current discussion. These issues 

need to be made the topic of a standalone thesis before they can be safely integrated 

into KM models. 
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5 Summary, Conclusions and Implications 

5.1 Introduction 

The final chapter of this thesis determines distinct contributions to the body of 

knowledge and details these with respect to their implications for theory, 

methodology and practice. In addition, this concluding chapter accounts for the 

critique as well as limitations of this study, and provides direction for future research. 

The following diagram illustrates the structure of this chapter: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.1: Pictorial Representation of Chapter 5 
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5.2 Conclusion regarding each identified aspect 

The following subsections compare the relevant literature, as provided in Chapter 2 

of this thesis, with the findings detailed in Chapter 4 (as far as this has yet not been 

accounted for in Chapter 4).
33

 Hence, the main aim is to show how the findings fit 

into the relevant body of literature and how they provide agreement or disagreement 

accordingly. 

 

5.2.1 Knowledge 

Knowledge can be defined in many different ways, leading to as many different 

conclusions and ways to manage them (see section 2.3). Therefore, the definition of 

knowledge is an important starting point both for setting up a KM strategy and for 

defining the right KM methods. For Fahey & Prusak (1998), not developing a 

working definition of knowledge is actually named as a “sin” concerning KM (p. 

265). The empirical research revealed that the academic definitions of knowledge are 

all unknown, ignored or irrelevant for the practitioners that took part in this study. 

However, the researched firms understood well that a definition of knowledge as 

such is important. Hence, those of the researched firms with a company-wide KM 

focus have their own “working definitions” of knowledge, reflecting the 

idiosyncratic character of the(ir) firm. 

 

Resources that are valuable, rare and inimitable, and which lack substitutes are 

central to competitive advantage (Barney, 1991, p. 112; Barney & Wright, 1998, p. 

                                                 

33
 In order to support readability, the comparison of the literature with the findings starts with a 

sentence beginning: “The empirical research revealed”. 
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37). Knowledge resources have distinctive properties that help create and sustain 

competitive advantage (King & Zeithaml, 2003, p. 764). In this respect, Lepak & 

Snell (2003) conclude that general knowledge is highly mobile, whereas firm-

specific knowledge is subject to high knowledge-sharing concerns (p. 136). 

However, a knowledge-based theory of a firm requires resources that are “defined 

precisely enough to let us see which firm has the more significant knowledge and 

explain how that leads to competitive advantage” (Spender, 1996a, p. 49). Hence, 

knowledge about distinctive properties is required, as their precise definition is the 

basis for a KM model based on Zack’s (1999a) definition of knowledge, as well as 

for understanding the linkage of strategic management with KM and the KM domain 

concept according to Hansen, Nohria & Tierney (1999). The empirical research 

revealed that neither of the researched companies actively manages valuable and rare 

resources, e.g. in order to counter loss of such knowledge or knowledge workers due 

to retirement, resignation by the employee or lay-off by the employer (Held, 2010, p. 

49), or simply spreads any such valuable yet rare knowledge in a structured manner. 

This has to be interpreted as a lack of understanding of KM in the greater context of 

the RBV (see section 2.2.2) and the KBV (see section 2.2.3) as underlying 

frameworks of KM. 

 

Finally, the literature indicates that different types of knowledge diffuse at different 

speeds (McEvily & Chakravarthy, 2002, p. 302). This can be confirmed based on the 

findings of research phase three of this study. 
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5.2.2 Knowledge-based SWOT 

The literature clearly identifies the necessity to apply a knowledge-based SWOT 

analysis when setting up or applying KM on a strategic level (Zack, 1999a, p. 134; 

Probst, Raub, Romhardt, 2000, p. 35; Earl, 2001, p. 229). The empirical research 

revealed that the concept of a k-based SWOT is not applied in practice. However, 

responses show at least a clear indication towards practitioners understanding the 

overall necessity to do so. 

 

5.2.3 KM-strategy and KM-models 

A KM strategy provides guidance on how to deal with knowledge and how to 

facilitate it on a daily basis (Easterby-Smith & Prieto, 2008, p. 241). Williams (2007) 

distinguishes between pure replication and adaptation of knowledge (p. 867). The 

latter has to deal with context dependence, while the first – which could also be 

interpreted as “codification”, to use Hansen, Nohria & Tierney’s (1999) definition (p. 

108) – is a mere copy (Williams, 2007, p. 868). Nevertheless, both positively affect 

efficiency (Williams, 2007, p. 881). In this respect, innovative firms as well as 

companies in turbulent markets need to focus on exploiting new knowledge, whereas 

companies within stable industries and with a good market position may stress the 

exploitation of existing knowledge (von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben, 2001, p. 426; van 

den Bosch, Volberda & de Boer, 1999, p. 553; Zack, 1999a, p. 136). Where external 

environmental uncertainty is high, being explorative about new information and 

knowledge tends to be more important than exploiting existing knowledge. Hence, 

uncertainty needs to be compensated by exploration – not by increasing exploitation 

(Makino & Inkpen, 2005, p. 234). Consequently, for a dynamic sector like financial 
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services, a higher amount of k-domains dealing with exploration and innovation 

seems advisable. 

 

The empirical research revealed that only about one-fifth of the researched firms 

have a clear KM strategy. However, there is no clear strategy on whether more 

exploration or exploitation is necessary for a specific firm in order to support its 

overall corporate strategy. On the other hand, retail-focused financial services firms 

within German-speaking countries demonstrate a unique focus on exploring existing 

knowledge. In addition, codification is a strategy followed by another one-fifth of the 

researched German-speaking financial services companies, mainly by those relying 

on IT as a main component of their KM efforts. Especially retail-focused, German-

speaking financial services companies are convinced that their KM efforts positively 

affect their efficiency. In summary, financial services companies applying KM on a 

strategic level regard their efforts as means of increasing quality, saving time and 

providing customers with additional benefit. However, none of the researched 

companies remarkably stresses explorative means to increase its knowledge base 

towards yet unexplored domains of knowledge. 

 

One reason for the lack of exploration found within German-speaking financial 

services companies is based on the lack of predictability regarding outcomes and 

future value (as already indicated in section 2.4.1.5). In addition, although the 

banking industry is rather turbulent and undergoes constant changes, the position of 

each company within the industry might often be perceived as being rather stable. 

Hence, many companies simply do not feel the pressure to increase exploration and 

stick to risk-averse behaviour. 
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5.2.4 K-domains 

One of the key principles in the strategic management of knowledge is some way of 

structuring a firm into sub-units that focus on different areas of knowledge 

(Casselman & Samson, 2007, p. 74). Von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben (2001) refer to 

this kind of structuring as the “concept of k-domains” (p. 421). In this respect, 

Casselman & Samson (2007) call von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben’s (2001) approach 

“potentially powerful”, as the disaggregation into manageable knowledge 

components, referred to as k-domains, allows the application of different strategic 

goals in terms of knowledge transfer to and knowledge creation for each of the 

domains (p. 72). He & Wong (2004) associate exploration mainly with search, 

discovery, experimentation, risk-taking and innovation, along with exploitation with 

refinement, implementation, efficiency, production and selection. These different 

associations result in different structures (e.g. loosely coupled systems for 

exploration versus tightly coupled systems for exploitation), processes, strategies and 

capabilities (p. 481). Where external environmental uncertainty is high, being 

explorative about new information and knowledge tends to be more important than 

exploiting existing knowledge. Hence, uncertainty needs to be compensated by 

exploration – not by increasing exploitation (Makino & Inkpen, 2005, p. 234) The 

empirical research revealed that the concept of k-domains is partly understood and 

applied – although some companies within this study use  k-domains, the potential of 

these identified k-domains as both a strategically and operationally important driver 

for a firm’s KM initiative is not understood. Consequently, the researched firms 

using the construct of k-domains lack the greater picture in terms of their right usage 

within the overall KM strategy of the firm. One reason for this lack of applying k-

domains strategically is the lack of defining knowledge appropriately – if the 
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researched firms, for example, applied a knowledge definition in line with the 

thoughts of von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben (2001, p. 427) or Zack (1999a, p. 133), a 

well-founded basis would exist to differentiate general knowledge, strategically 

important knowledge and knowledge bearing good future prospects. 

 

5.2.5 Communities 

As indicated in section 2.4.1.1, different forms of communities exist for different 

tasks depending on the characteristics of the communities. In addition, knowledge 

sharing and creation between communities (at group level as opposed to the 

individual level) or back to the organisation are fragile and often fail to provide 

benefits to others (Nonaka, von Krogh & Voelpel, 2006, p. 1183). Hence, there is no 

“one best way” for CoPs to function, and poorly reflected solutions can lead to 

undesired outcomes (Scarso, Bolisani & Salvador, 2009, p. 433). The empirical 

research revealed that, indeed, German-speaking financial services companies make 

intensive use of various forms of communities – sometimes not much more than a 

means to spread information (instead of a locus to generate and share knowledge) – 

which coexist next to the formal primary organisation. However, these communities 

have to be regarded as isolated solutions with no structured way of feeding any 

generated knowledge back to the organisation as a whole. Hence, the researched 

companies within this study do not confirm the findings of Scarso, Bolisani & 

Salvador (2009), which indicate that CoPs become main components within a firm’s 

knowledge strategies (p. 432). The researched companies treat their communities 

rather as something ordinary and part of the “usual business”, instead of something 

special in order to increase knowledge generation and sharing. 
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Regarding the structure of communities, the literature review in section 2.4.1.1 

provides a divided picture. In essence, it is important to find the right mix between a 

stable team and new members frequently joining in. On the one hand, the integration 

of new knowledge from different sources is important for the creation of new 

knowledge (Carlile & Rebentisch, 2003, p. 1181). On the other hand, however, it 

takes time before a team can really perform and produce valuable knowledge 

(Gurgul, Enkel, Rumyantseva & Ulrich, 2007, p. 66; Tuckman, 1965, p. 396). The 

interesting question to ask is at which stage a team should stop relying on existing 

knowledge and switch the focus to the idiosyncrasies of the new situation/problem 

(Haas & Hansen, 2005, p. 5). 

 

The empirical research revealed that it is advisable to create stability and keep either 

the fluctuation of team members very low or even try to abandon fluctuation 

completely in terms of its members, in order to optimise the value a community is 

able to create. Generally, the company’s overall fluctuation rate, together with the 

usage of external consultants, influences the structure of communities too, and 

should be sufficient to account for the need to refresh the team every now and then. 

None of the researched companies actively refreshed the team on purpose just for the 

sake of bringing in new knowledge. If new team members joined, it was mainly 

because the task of the team changed and new knowledge was simply necessary to 

complete a given (new) task successfully. Consequently, one might be tempted to 

regard the academic discussion regarding stable or dynamic teams without 

simultaneously considering (i) the task the team needs to fulfil and (ii) the time the 

team has for fulfilment as rather academic and at best of only limited practical value. 
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Once communities are established, they have to avoid a lack of leadership as well as 

roles and responsibilities within the group, that no learning occurs, that insufficient 

coordination across the firm hinders optimal usage of the achievements of each 

group or that the outcome is not appropriately acknowledged by the management. In 

addition, it is vital to provide interested/participating employees with sufficient time 

to become part of and participate in these groups (Seufert, Back & von Krogh, 2006, 

pp. 113-114). The empirical research revealed that leadership roles as well as 

responsibilities are clear when CoPs are of concern. In addition, networks consist of 

clear structures. On the other hand, communities of interest amongst the researched 

German-speaking financial services firms lack clear leadership, roles and 

responsibilities. In addition, the participatory observation, as an important part of this 

study in order to understand how communities work, revealed that the power to make 

decisions has to be placed within the community and not outside (e.g. by any 

superior trying to manage the community from outside). In line with Brodbeck, 

Kerschreiter, Mojzisch & Schulz-Hardt (2007) it showed that group decision-making 

is not only resulting in higher acceptance but generally in high quality decisions (p. 

459). 

 

Moreover, even if this line of thought appears to be rather revolutionary (and in the 

end impractical), it should not be the team informing the superior and leaving the 

decision with him/her; rather, it should be up to the superior to enrich the team’s 

understanding of the situation with relevant information regarding organisational 

and/or managerial constraints and then letting the team re-decide. The basic idea 

behind this concept is that it is easier to add organisational as well as managerial 

constraints to a solution and rethink such a solution than to throw a solution over the 
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fence and assume that any superior is able to fully understand this solution and on 

top of it incorporate organisational as well as managerial constraints. 

 

5.2.6 IT / Interactive Platform 

Given that a large amount of the literature around the usage of ICT is dated prior to 

the internet being a real force and well-accepted means of work, it is not really 

surprising that the majority of ICT usage in the context of KM is seen rather 

negatively (Adair, 2004, p. 572; Lee & Cole, 2003, p. 634
34

). However, electronic 

communication means are becoming more and more part of everyday life (Lee & 

Cole, 2003, p. 634). Nowadays, an increasing research area deals with the role of IT 

tools that support and enable KM (Kane & Alavi, 2007, p. 796). However, being an 

innovative financial services firm making the most efficient and effective use of 

technology is only possible when trained and skilled personnel know how to realise 

its benefits (Asgeirsdottir, 2006, p. 21). 

 

The empirical research revealed that a high portion of participants of this study use 

ICT as part of their KM initiative. However, only two of the researched firms had the 

chance to start with their ICT efforts without having to incorporate rather outdated 

legacy systems; most of the other researched companies either clearly stated, or at 

least indicated, the problem of having to link different legacy systems, leading to 

undesired complexity. ICT efforts face the problem of different, sometimes hardly 

compatible hardware and software, making it difficult if not even impossible – even 

for skilled personnel – to realise the full benefits (e.g. in terms of redundant-free 

                                                 

34
 Unfortunately, the authors do not specify whether any such negativity towards the usage of ICT 

originates from practitioners, academics or both. 
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storage, easy access or up-to-date information and knowledge). In this respect, those 

researched companies with a focus on codification (see section 2.4.1.3) confirm 

Hansen, Nohria & Tierney’s (1999) research regarding the usage of IT. Interestingly, 

even those companies facing problems with ICT seem to accept this as something 

that has to be taken for granted, as if it would not be possible to have one (a well 

organised and functioning KM) without the other (problems with ICT). For these 

companies, a shift towards an increased and at the same time structured and 

company-wide approach towards using communities to transport knowledge instead 

of using ICT to store knowledge seems a big step. 

 

The usage of virtual communities that allow the inclusion of hyperlinks in 

documents, or discussion forums allowing the opening of different discussion 

threads, are important means for knowledge distribution, knowledge usage and 

creating new knowledge. However, these rather advanced means of ICT are only 

found within researched firms making use of a company-wide KM initiative. 

Increasing the usage of virtual communities might yet be the missing link of IT-

driven approaches towards KM and the overall concept of communities. 

 

5.2.7 Management 

Nonaka (1994) posits that the typical pyramidal organisational tree structure is a 

good fit neither for knowledge sharing nor for information processing (p. 28). Middle 

management has to transform the vision of top management and, at the same time, 

prioritise the needs of lower management and support those needs accordingly 

(Nonaka, 1994, p. 30). Applying his proposal strictly to knowledge sharing and 

creating, the role of the middle manager would be to identify high potential 
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knowledge (either shared or created) from lower management and check whether it 

suits top management’s vision and is worth spreading insights gained at lower levels 

more widely across the organisation. In order to fulfil this role, communities shall be 

led by members of middle management (Nonaka, 1994, p. 31). 

 

The empirical research revealed that firms stuck to the pyramidal hierarchical 

structure – there was no change in hierarchical structures due to any KM initiative. 

However, whenever one of the researched companies made use of a dedicated KM 

manager, it was then in fact a member of either middle or even top management. 

Nevertheless, it is impractical to have every community led by a member of middle 

management, as the number of communities can be higher than the number of 

managers in the middle management group. However, it would be possible to have 

strategically important or promising communities led by members of middle 

management. Supporting the needs of lower management depended on personal 

access to the management board and happened in different ways. On a case-to-case 

basis, one has to provide management with success stories to get a budget, 

demonstrate a pressing need or simply apply some number crunching showing that 

the benefits exceed the costs. 

 

5.2.8 Conclusion 

Overall, the research findings within German-speaking financial services companies 

underline Jayasundara’s (2008) research results, which state that about two-thirds of 

European banks fail to exploit their intellectual capital effectively by not having a 

KM strategy in place (p. 73). However, what firms do, but firms themselves do not 
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label as KM, can still very well be KM! This circumstance might sometimes make it 

difficult to spot the grand total of a firm’s real KM effort. 

 

The research showed that financial firms within the retail sector (high volumes of 

customer interaction) consider KM as a means to differentiate from the rest and add 

additional value to the firm as well as to its customers. Such a clear focus (on 

exploiting existing knowledge) was not visible within globalised and less retail-

focused German-speaking financial services companies. Although all of the 

researched companies apply certain KM methods, this is often done (i) on a 

departmental level without any relevant linkage to other departments or the 

organisation as such and (ii) sometimes even without knowing that what is done can 

very well be interpreted as being part of KM. Furthermore, two clear trends are 

visible amongst the researched German-speaking financial services companies. First, 

retail-focused companies stressed exploiting existing knowledge, while wholesale-

oriented firms acted rather indifferently regarding exploitation and exploration 

knowledge strategies. Second, wholesale-oriented companies used the concept of 

communities (i) consciously as a KM instrument and (ii) company-wide as a KM 

instrument being part of the firm’s overall KM strategy. This is an important 

summary of the findings, as it explains why many of the researched firms do not act 

in a way proposed by the researchers, as practitioners lack an understanding of KM 

in the greater context of the RBV (see section 2.2.2) and the KBV (see section 2.2.3) 

as underlying frameworks of KM. 
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5.3 Conclusion about the Research Problem 

Especially for those organisations with a need to deliver both globally focused yet 

locally tailored results (Grant & Denzin, 2009, p. 571), the strategic management 

literature considers KM as a critical mission (Haas, 2006a, p. 367). In this respect, 

however, some scholars criticise the general undifferentiatedness of existing 

solutions and models (Birkinshaw & Sheehan, 2002, p. 75; Gault, 2006, p. 76). 

Within all firm specificity and heterogeneity regarding the methods and models used 

by the researched firms, the main commonalities are (i) no company uses just a 

single KM method, as they are simply often not aware of it and (ii) the most 

widespread are forms of communities, best practices as well as lessons learned and 

the concept of k-domains. 
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Combining the theoretical discussion of Chapter 2 with the research findings of 

Chapter 4, while considering the overall framework of Chapter 1, the answer to the 

research question as laid out in Chapter 5 and based on the empirical findings 

analysed in Chapter 4 can be illustrated by the following model: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.2: Strategic Knowledge Management Model - revised 

Knowledge Management Strategy * 

K-based SWOT 

Strategic 

Management 

Knowledge Management Model  
(for the Financial Services Industry) 

Methods * Knowledge Domains Communities 

Definition of Knowledge 

Periodical 

alignment 

Periodical 

alignment 

Knowledge Networks ** 

Inter- and intra-company focus 

(influencing KM strategy and 
k-domains regarding 

explorations and exploitation) 

Communities of Practice *** 

Departmental + divisional focus 

(rather constant members per community / highly 
defined targets / high management attention) 

 
Communities of Interest *** 
Inter- and intra-company focus 

(participation on a voluntary basis / often without clear targets / low management attention) 

* Including IT / ICT support 

** strong intra-organizational networks linking the different divisions are of major importance (Scarbrough, 

2003, p. 512) as facilitating knowledge transfer in the right way can minimize productivity loss, which in 

turn leads to improved organizational performance (Argote, Ingram, Levine & Moreland, 2000, p. 3). 

*** according to Becker, 2007, p. 45; Seufert, Back & von Krogh, 2006, p. 2; Wenger & Snyder, 2000, p. 

141 
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The starting point for any KM initiative has to be a proper evaluation of the firm’s 

inner and outer worlds regarding the values of and capabilities concerning 

knowledge, which have to be brought in line with overall strategic management. 

Only then can a KM strategy be derived that comprises a firm-specific working 

definition of knowledge. Combining the KM strategy with the definition of 

knowledge leads to the selection of certain KM methods fitting certain k-domains. 

This construct – or model – has to be strengthened by the usage of communities and 

networks, along with the appropriate commitment regarding the usage of IT/ICT.  

 

Communities assure the cross-linking of “knowledge islands” in order to stimulate 

usage of knowledge across the firm and to overcome knowledge barriers (Seufert, 

Back & von Krogh, 2006, p. 79). It is important to interweave any form of 

community with others (Amid & Cohendet, 2004, p. 93). Thus, the value of 

knowledge sharing can further be increased by linking groups that are structurally 

diverse in the sense of different locations, functions, reporting structures and tasks to 

be completed (Cummings, 2004, p. 360). Hence, communities are an important 

means in countering the obstacle of strategic KM efforts lacking strong intra-

organisational networks that link the different divisions (Scarbrough, 2003, p. 512). 

One of their main benefits is not having to reorganise or constantly realign the 

existing organisation, as communities can be understood as a secondary 

organisational element. 

 

The model proposed within this thesis is grounded on empirical evidence gained 

during this study. Furthermore, it receives support from other financial firms’ 

statements regarding KM strategy, as it supports a financial services firm’s strategic 
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operational priorities, focusing on issues and challenges faced by the firm, supports 

innovation and adds value to the firm in order to enhance effectiveness, as it explores 

opportunities for synergy as well as cost-effectiveness (ADB, 2008, p. 5). In 

addition, it accounts for the fact that, especially within the banking industry, the 

strategy is often limited by existing organisational structures (De Laurentis, 2005, p. 

5; Yildirim, 2005, p. 32). Despite its grounding in empirical data, it can be argued 

that it is based on academic literature. Hence, recalling the aim of this study to appeal 

to practitioners and academics alike, it is important to provide the following 

enrichments to the model taking the form of supplementing propositions (for 

academics) or practical guidelines (for practitioners), based deeply in the collected 

and analysed data: 

 

General Issues 

� It is important for practitioners to get a broader and at the same time deeper 

understanding of overall KM concepts and KM methods, in order to exploit 

fully their potential. 

� Although it is fine and actually necessary to apply KM methods restrictively, 

these methods still need to be grounded in the overall KM strategy – not 

applied in isolation. 

� Trying to lock tacit knowledge away in databases does not support its 

diffusion, but rather adds to the disappointment of those (i) in search of 

knowledge, (ii) providing knowledge and (iii) maintaining and supporting the 

technical infrastructure. 

� Nevertheless, explicit knowledge can very well be kept in stock and stored in 

databases, especially if its content is kept up-to-date and is easily accessible. 



245 
 

In this respect, a well working and well-accepted intranet solution does not 

necessarily have to be supplemented by a dedicated KM solution (as the 

former is sufficient, as long as it serves the purpose of capturing and 

transferring explicit knowledge only). 

� However, often knowledge is neither tacit nor explicit, but includes both 

aspects at the same time. Hence (as reported by R3), a combination of 

providing documentation but at the same time face-to-face interaction with an 

expert has the power to transfer both tacit and explicit elements of an expert’s 

knowledge. 

� Modern ICT offers an interesting and promising means to share tacit 

knowledge, as the knowledge provider is no longer in need of blindly 

capturing anything any knowledge seeker might be asking for. 

 

Strategy 

� Although a k-based SWOT was not practised by the researched firms, its high 

potential and value were not doubted and, hence, should be part of any firm-

wide KM initiative. 

� Although the initial wish to start a KM initiative amongst the researched 

firms of this study came most of the time from HR departments, KM needs to 

be distributed throughout the organisation, moving away from an isolated 

department or part-time function in order to unleash its potential (in the same 

way in which quality management started out as an isolated department until 

organisations realised this isolation was to the detriment of the function). 

� KM, including any definition of knowledge, has to be defined in line with the 

firm’s strategy and aligned with its value chain. 
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� Although it is fine and actually necessary to apply KM methods restrictively, 

these methods still need to be grounded in the overall KM strategy – not 

applied in isolation. 

 

KM-relevant knowledge lifecycles 

� Knowledge and KM are subject to a knowledge lifecycle, i.e. what used to be 

tacit and rarely available within the organisation can become either irrelevant 

or simply widely known in the (sometimes nearby) future. 

� Given that a knowledge lifecycle exists, it is mandatory not only to apply KM 

methods flexibly and dynamically, but also to align periodically the KM 

efforts of an organisation top-down. Hence, existing definitions of knowledge 

might have to be revised just like the overall KM strategy, which in turn 

might influence the usage of certain KM methods in certain areas.  

� Even if definitions and the overall KM strategy remain unchanged, it might 

still be necessary to adjust the usage of certain KM methods based on a slight 

or even remarkable shift from formerly highly tacit knowledge towards 

explicit knowledge. 

� The concepts of communities and k-domains especially are part of knowledge 

lifecycles, too. 

 

Communities 

� CoPs are the right place to share and generate knowledge. 

� It takes a certain amount of time as well as a stable team before CoPs perform 

at their best. 
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� CoPs are not an appropriate way of saving time, but they do increase quality 

and avoid mistakes and failures when dealing with a specific task. 

� CoPs need to be provided with the freedom to make decisions; nevertheless, 

it is often not appropriate to let each member of the community become part 

of the decision-making process on equal terms. 

� CoPs need to be equipped with the necessary trust (in their decisions) and 

should not be controlled too much from outside. 

� The emergence of temporary subgroups, following the “specialists within a 

team of specialists” approach, seems unavoidable but can be used to the 

benefit of the community to enhance further the quality of any outcome. 

 

K Domains 

� K-domains are most valuable for strategically important knowledge. Hence, 

for basic knowledge and for knowledge where the future value is uncertain, 

CoIs and CoPs are the preferred choice.  

� Although k-domains as well as the concept that communities and exploration 

versus exploitation tendencies are intertwined and may tend to be almost 

inseparable, it is important to create a (working) definition and apply any 

such congruent definition throughout the firm.  
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5.4 Contributions of the Study 

The following subsections detail the contribution of this study to practice, as well as 

the implications for theory and methodology. 

 

5.4.1 Implications for Theory 

The study described within this thesis reveals some consolidated findings in 

accordance with the research question and, hence, with identified gaps within the 

literature to which this study contributes. One implication for theory building is the 

necessity to account for industry-specific KM models or at least model variations – 

something also recognised by the literature, e.g. the works of Becker (2007, p. 57), 

Gault (2006, p. 36) or Birkenshaw & Sheehan (2002, p. 75). This factor becomes 

most clear when comparing a banking corporation with a steel production company. 

Whereas the former relies heavily on the “brainpower” of its employees working in a 

rather unstable and turbulent industry, the latter relies much more on the “muscle 

power” of its employees working in a rather stable industry. Nevertheless, the first 

might not run an explicit research and development department while the latter 

certainly does. 

 

Furthermore, theory has to account for and acknowledge that many more companies 

actually use KM methods than the literature indicates and the firms themselves 

believe, which impacts on the way future models can draw from components already 

existing within the firm and, thus, limits the set-up costs for firms. Opposed to KM 

methods, existing definitions of knowledge and of KM models or KM strategies 

receive rather little attention, if at all, in a practice-oriented world (with the exception 
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of tacit versus explicit knowledge or codification versus personalisation; see sections 

2.3 and 2.4.1.3 for definitions). Hence, an additional and related implication for 

theory is the need for clear, unambiguous language when referring to definitions of 

knowledge, KM methods and KM models, when trying to attract a wider audience. 

Overly idiosyncratic definitions or models are a great hindrance for transporting the 

overall need for each firm to define it at all (or at least adopt existing definitions). In 

addition, what is new and of strategic importance for one company might be basic 

and rather uninteresting for another. Even within the same firm, a given set of 

knowledge might be rare and highly valuable today, but spread quickly and lose 

value fast (Birkinshaw & Sheehan, 2002, p. 75; Zack, 1999a, p. 134). Consequently, 

for Fahey & Prusak (1998), not developing a working definition of knowledge is 

actually named a “sin” with regards to KM (p. 265). If academics prioritise the 

necessity to define knowledge at the start of any KM initiative (Probst, Raub & 

Romhardt, 2002, p. 31; Fahey & Prusak, 1998, p. 265), but then offer definitions not 

suitable for practical purposes and ignore firm-specific idiosyncrasies, one must not 

be surprised that any academic KM model or strategy is not recognised and 

appreciated by practitioners. Perhaps, instead of defining knowledge for 

practitioners, academics should work on providing practitioners with the tools to 

develop their own definition of knowledge. Theory, including KM model building, 

has to account for this situation by developing KM models that offer the necessary 

flexibility to be easily and dynamically adoptable. 

 

Research phase three of this study revealed the emergence of subgroups within a CoP 

of one German-speaking financial services firm. These subgroups influence the way 

the CoP works, as different subgroups show different knowledge diffusion, transfer, 
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and creation. This influences the overall knowledge diffusion, transfer and creation 

of the CoP. Thus, the existence of subgroups within a CoP requires respect and 

taking account of an additional level of analysis when researching into CoPs. 

 

Finally, during the course of this study it became obvious that, from a practitioner's 

point of view, k-domains, communities and specific KM method best practices and 

lessons learned are highly intertwined. In particular, communities are linked with 

best practices and lessons learned, as well as k-domains. As it can become difficult to 

handle these separately in practice, academic scholars need to align them in order to 

provide practicable guidance. The strategic KM model of section 5.3 accounts for 

any such linkage. 

 

5.4.2 Implications for Methodology 

As Patton (1990) notes, “There are no perfect research designs. There are always 

trade-offs” (p. 162). Hence, limitations derive from the conceptual framework (see 

section 1.5) and the study’s research design (see section 3.4). Nevertheless, there are 

ways to limit necessary trade-offs. Being clear about possible trade-offs and not 

limiting the research design to a single method is one important means to counter any 

such weaknesses, especially when using qualitative research approaches. The usage 

of more than one case study research method is found quite often within social 

sciences and fields like KM research (see Appendix 4). On the other hand, embedded 

case study designs with multiple cases and more than one unit of analysis are rare 

(Klein, Tosi & Cannella, 1999, p. 243), but can offer a “veridical account of multi-

level organisational phenomena” (Morgeson & Hofmann, 1999, p. 262). In fact, none 

of the authors of the articles cited in Chapter 2 of this study actually applied 
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embedded research designs.
35

 Hence, this study adds to the point that embedded case 

study designs are worth the additional effort. 

 

Starting the empirical research part of this thesis with qualitative online 

questionnaires can be recommended for qualitative studies (i) in fields where 

participants are (doubtlessly) expected to work with computers anyway and (ii) 

where the aim is to obtain a holistic picture (as opposed to truth seeking). This 

research phase showed that every participant was willing to answer subsequent 

questions – something assuring the right understanding and leading to a successful 

completion of this research phase, with rather minimal time-related efforts. 

 

Another contribution to theory concerns the way of maintaining interviewee 

confidentiality while at the same enriching an article or thesis with quotations of 

these interviewees. Any of the articles referenced within this thesis using interviews 

as a research method and including quotations provided a summary table listing 

interesting additional information about the participants/interviewees in an accurate 

manner, However, only one out of nine articles used a proper, unique identification 

criterion in order to link quotations made with specific participants/interviewees. 

Any other article left the reader at a rather vague level, since a unique linkage 

between a quote and a participant was impossible. 

 

Most articles used job titles (e.g. “senior consultant” or “manager”) or vaguely 

formulated group identifiers (e.g. “member of group A” or simply “a participant”). 

                                                 

35
 See also Appendix 3 for a detailed listing of applied research methods by the authors cited in 

Chapter 2 of this thesis. 
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However, since job titles across different companies may differ drastically
36

, 

referring to job titles seems only justified if all participants are from the same 

company or when job titles including their “standing” are made explicit and 

comparable. Nevertheless, Werlinger, Hawkey, Botta & Beznosov (2009) coded each 

interviewer with a capital “I” (for interview) followed by a running number – e.g. 

“I15” (p. 588). Just like this thesis used a running number plus either “PO” (for 

participatory observation) or “R” (for respondent) as prefix, academic writing should 

always be as explicit as possible and allow a “one-to-one” match between a 

statement and the interviewee quoted. 

 

Finally, it is necessary to note that the response rate to inquiries regarding 

participation in this study (research phase two) based on rather formal, polite and 

informative letters sent to the responsible KM managers remained often unanswered, 

with only very few willing to participate. This was a major thread for this study and 

is generally critical for any study relying on voluntary participators. This drastically 

changed for the better after switching to a rather direct and short question asking for 

participation
37

. Nevertheless, participants of the in-depth semi-structured interview 

were very cautious about agreeing to be audiotaped; in fact, only one out of all 

researched German-speaking financial services firms in research phase two of this 

study accepted. 

                                                 

36
 E.g., there exists the title “Assistant Vice President” at Credit Suisse; this is the lowest of any 

possible titles at Credit Suisse and one must not assume that any managerial responsibility is attached 

to the title; while at other companies an Assistant Vice President is part of upper management. 

37
 This short question actually included the rather harsh remark that “everybody should have 

approximately one hour during lunch to answer a few questions”. 
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5.4.3 Implications for Practice 

The study described within this thesis leads to certain practical implications (or even 

recommendations) for the management of knowledge in organisations. For firms, it 

would often be sufficient to be aware of and focus on already existing and applied 

KM methods in order to boost overall KM activity. However, for this to happen it is 

imperative to create a greater awareness amongst practitioners (i) regarding existing 

KM methods and their pros and cons within given circumstances (Politis, 2001, p. 

354) and (ii) how to use them more strategically or at least in a company-wide 

context (instead of an isolated usage within a single department). In this respect, 

practitioners have yet to understand the need to have a better and more detailed 

understanding about the underlying concepts of KM, namely RBV and KBV, in 

order to achieve a higher benefit from their KM initiatives. At first glance, what 

might be termed “nothing new under the sun” from an academic point of view 

concerning the existence or non-existence of KM methods turns out to be a serious 

knowledge gap practitioners still face while applying KM methods and/or KM 

models. This knowledge gap might also be a major variable when KM 

representatives try to become an integrated part of the daily operations within a firm, 

i.e. once benefits and procedures behind certain KM initiatives are better understood, 

it might become easier to convince others and subsequently receive a higher return 

on any KM investment. 

 

A rather small yet remarkable contribution to practice within the field of strategic 

KM at German-speaking financial services companies is embedded in the fact that 

this thesis is written in English (while dealing with German-speaking firms). Even in 

times where international students, as well as theses written in English, are becoming 
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more and more common, this thesis increases the practical understanding of English-

speaking readers regarding the way German-speaking financial services firms deal 

with KM. 

 

 

5.5 Critique & Limitation 

As already emphasised in section 1.5, certain limitations apply. While any of these 

limitations are very important for the failure or success of any KM initiative, they 

were, purposely, left outside this thesis, although these factors might have led to an 

imperfect or even false understanding and conclusions. The main reason behind this 

was the fact that cost/benefit analysis is a subject in its own right, and the questions 

on how to motivate employees or how to generate a reasonable cultural environment 

are generic ones that can be answered outside of the framework of this thesis (again, 

being research questions of their own). 

 

An important limitation to the findings of this research concerning overall 

generalisability results from the circumstance that all of the researched firms had 

more than one thousand employees spread over many offices and locations. Hence, 

findings and conclusions might not fit to small companies. Furthermore, this study 

focused on German-speaking financial services firms, and although most of these 

were acting globally, they might still be subject to cultural norms highly associated 

with German-speaking countries. Consequently, the findings of this study might not 

fit financial services firms with different cultural norms. 
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In general, especially for well-established companies with a long history and 

tradition, just starting with KM, knowledge creation and sharing might be subject to 

certain constraints based on exactly those historical and traditional grounds (Miller, 

Fern & Cardinal, 2007, p. 309). On a more detailed level, Casselman & Samson 

(2007) criticise both Zack’s (1999a) model as well as von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben’s 

(2001) approach as rather limited, due to the lack of structure and boundaries of the 

firm (Casselman & Samson, 2007, p. 72). However, their critique is countered within 

this research by equipping the proposed model with the flexibility and dynamics to 

handle changing structures as well as changing boundaries of the firm. For instance, 

it is easy to include that CoPs or k-domains also include customers and suppliers, 

thus shifting the boundary of the firm. (In anyway, the participation of external 

partners in CoPs or k-domains is explicitly proposed by certain scholars, e.g. 

Azadegana & Dooley (2010, p. 500), Gurgul, Enkel, Rumyantseva & Ulrich (2007, 

p. 62) or von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben (2001, p. 427). 

 

While bearing the overall research question in mind, utmost attention has been 

addressed to the data analysis made as part of research phase three of this study, 

accounting for the non-conformity of data with the level of theory in order to avoid 

erroneous conclusions (Klein, Dansereau & Hall, 1994, p. 215). Although this 

awareness assured the exclusion of wrong conclusions, the results and conclusions 

drawn, however, might be less significant for the overall level of theory than 

indicated within this study. In, addition, although phases two and three especially of 

this study provided rich data, one could argue that it was collected from a relatively 

small number of participants. Furthermore, due to the nature of semi-structured 

interviews, not all topics were discussed with all participants in the same level of 
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detail. As such, findings within this study focused on commonalities (Werlinger, 

Hawkey, Botta & Beznosov, 2009, p. 603) in order to gain a rather holistic picture. 

Consequently, overall generalisation is subject to certain limitations. 

 

 

5.6 Future Research 

As KM is highly practically oriented, future research should be directed (primarily 

but not solely) towards those topics with the highest impact for practice – see section 

5.4.3. It would be interesting to enrich the findings of this research with opinions and 

viewpoints of the highest management level within firms, as this would provide 

important insights into the reasons (i) for not starting or continuing with a company-

wide KM initiative, (ii) why a k-based SWOT is regarded as a valid means to acquire 

an in-depth understanding about the company’s own knowledge compared to the 

knowledge of competitors, although it is not practised or (iii) why many firms lack 

any sort of strategic KM focus. 

 

Although knowledge is still an imperfectly understood and accounted for concept 

(Kahin, 2006, p. IX), additional research should not yet try to establish more 

definitions of knowledge, but to group existing ones. This would make it easier to 

talk about the topic and at the same time increase acceptance of the topic. Finally, 

any such generic definition could eventually be accepted by practitioners and help 

them to “talk the same language” (amongst academics and practitioners). Within the 

same context, existing literature does yet not provide any deeper insights into how 

the maturity of knowledge within a given context and firm changes its overall 

management. Thus, future research should focus on longitudinal studies to capture 
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the interaction between knowledge, its lifecycle and its maturity. Finally, building 

up, maintaining and keeping up KM takes time, might include a certain gap from 

starting the KM initiative and realising benefits and includes sunken costs (Cohendet, 

2006, p. 101). More research is needed to define when the setting up, and which set-

up, is economically reasonable. This is one of the most important questions still to be 

answered, especially for practitioners. 

 

Only recently, CoPs have become the main components of firms’ knowledge 

strategies (Scarso, Bolisani & Salvador, 2009, p. 432). Hence, the social dynamics of 

communities/networks are yet to be understood fully (Amin & Cohendet, 2004, p. 

96). The coexistence of, and interaction between, the primary organisation and 

communities need further examination above all (Cohendet, 2006, p. 97). Hence, 

future research should focus on a more detailed understanding of the necessary 

interaction between a firm’s primary organisation and CoPs (Thompson, 2005, p. 

162). This will provide guidance to practitioners regarding the organisational 

processes leading to the successful creation of such structures (Anand, Gardner & 

Morris, 2007, p. 407). Other areas of future research include the contradiction of 

theory and practice regarding communities as a form of horizontal organisation. In 

theory, communities act on their own behalf and are self-organised and responsible 

for their own risk, whereas contents, targets and especially beginnings and endings 

are not always clearly defined. In contrast, management is highly interested in 

defining and influencing the content, clear targets and being informed about probable 

start and end dates (Gurgul, Enkel, Schulte & Kruse, 2007, p. 44), leading to a 

situation where their interest contradicts what is best for a community. 
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Another important aspect regarding the usage of communities is raised by Un & 

Cuervo-Cazurra (2004), recognising that the costs involved in some forms of 

communities (referred to as “organisation strategy” within their article) are too 

significant to be borne by smaller companies (p. 33). It is therefore necessary to 

elaborate more on the costs and benefits of different forms of communities, 

especially since the KM model to be created as a result of this study is supposed to 

be applicable to global financial services players and small regional financial 

services firms alike. Within the same context, it is also important to learn more about 

the overall impact of different forms of communities and how they work, especially 

how they interact (Cohendet, 2006, p. 97). 

 

Much of the literature regarding the usage of ICT is dated prior to the internet being 

a true force and well-accepted means of work and leisure time. Often, the usage of 

ICT in the context of KM is documented in a rather negative fashion (Lee & Cole, 

2003, p. 634; Alavi & Leidner, 2001, p. 114). However, electronic communication 

means are becoming more and more part of everyday life, overcoming many 

problems associated with distance, time and even technical incompatibility (Newell, 

Scarbrough & Swan, 2001, p. 97). Hence, more research needs to be done on 

analysing social structures (e.g. trust) (Lee & Cole, 2003, p. 634) or, for example, 

establishing to what extent geographic isolation in conjunction with the usage of ICT 

is limiting or supporting the transfer of knowledge (Hansen, 2002, p. 244). Any such 

research actually needs to be conducted frequently, given the constant change and 

continuous advances in ICT that enable greater possibilities than existed with 

previous ICT means (Alavi & Leidner, 2001, p. 115). Hence, neither practitioners 

nor academics can rely on research within this specific area dated older than 5 – 7 
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years (as advances of a certain “breakthrough” character currently happen every 

approximately 5 - 7 years). Especially at the edge of communities and ICT, there is 

yet more research to be undertaken into virtual communities (Wasko & Faraj, 2005, 

p. 36). 

 

Finally, good theory applies to more than the cases presented within this study, 

beyond these local causalities (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 147). Hence, future 

research has to test the theory provided within this thesis (Yin, 2008, p. 44). Thus, 

the model components used within this study could be used to undergo further testing 

against methods other than those used within this study (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 

75). In this respect, Riege’s (2003) remark that qualitative studies seem, amongst 

other reasons, especially suitable for research into KM (p. 75), is countered by Zack, 

McKeen & Singh’s (2009) proposal to increase quantitative empirical research in the 

KM area (p. 392). Hence, quantitative data could help to expand and refine the 

model, or, in addition, to compare or test the proposed model within this study 

against other industries. 

 

 

5.7 Conclusion 

“If KM is the solution, then what is the problem?” (Sambamurthy & Subramani, 

2005, p. 193). The answer to this question is as follows. On a short-term basis, the 

problem is how to compensate for the uneven distribution of knowledge within an 

organisation by actively managing it (Fong & Choi, 2009, p. 111), in order to 

increase the effectiveness and efficiency of a firm’s operations (Peteraf & Barney, 

2003, p. 320; Hansen, Nohria & Tierney, 1999, p. 108). On a long-term basis, KM 
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helps to decrease the rather generic uncertainty about the future and to increase the 

ability to innovate (Roberts & Amit, 2003, p. 108; Earl, 2001, p. 215; Grant, 1991, p. 

132; Enkel, Back, von Krogh, 2007, p. 2). Those firms not respecting or actively 

managing knowledge are most at risk of losing market advantage (Kahin, 2006, p. 5). 

Unlike some other industries – namely manufacturing, the financial service industry 

provides knowledge-based products and services (Shih, Chang & Lin, 2010, p. 75). 

The knowledge required for banking operations is often more complex than in other 

industries ((Shih, Chang & Lin, 2010, p. 76). In this respect, practitioners are keen to 

receive guidance on KM. This is especially so in German-speaking countries, as 

exemplified by one of the latest issues of a practitioners’ magazine on KM, which 

dedicated a whole issue to KM within financial services companies. 

 

As this study revealed, KM methods are used more often than expected (by the 

researcher and the researched companies). The fact that academic literature is often 

unknown to practitioners, but nevertheless applied in practice, indicates that 

academic approaches towards KM are not that far away from practice. However, it is 

vital to understand that at least some 52%
38

 of the literature used within Chapter 2 of 

this thesis is based on either qualitative methods or solely on comparing existing 

literature (see also Appendix 3). This implies that it is actually not simply 

practitioners applying academic approaches “by chance,” but rather academic 

literature being highly influenced by what is practised. 

 

                                                 

38
 As detailed in Appendix 3, it is not 100% precise as some source types were excluded on purpose. 

The 52% are derived as follows: total number of referenced authors = 190; total number of articles = 

147; total number of articles based on either literature review or qualitative methods = 100 (68% of 

147); and 100 out of 190 = 52,6%. 
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A major concern is for firms to understand and use existing methods (i) more from a 

KM perspective, (ii) bundling these isolated methods towards a KM framework 

and/or (iii) spreading these methods company-wide. It is up to the academic 

community to bridge this knowledge gap, not only to increase overall acceptance 

amongst practitioners, but also, mainly, in order to increase the benefit of those 

practitioners actually applying (academic) models and definitions. Consequently, 

from a methodological point of view, stressing qualitative research in KM in order to 

develop new theories, instead of testing existing ones by quantitative means, is still 

appropriate. Even in 2009,
39

 it is still necessary to explore new KM models that are 

accepted by practitioners. Thus, this project does not confirm Zacks, McKeen & 

Singh’s (2009) proposal to stress quantitative research in KM (p. 392). The need for 

yet more practicable KM models is at least partly backed by other scholars in the 

field, e.g. based on criticism regarding the general undifferentiatedness of existing 

solutions and models (Becker, 2007, p. 57; Birkinshaw & Sheehan, 2002, p. 75; 

Gault, 2006, p. 36), the necessity for designing information systems in accordance 

with the nature and types of the firm’s organisational knowledge (Alavi & Leidner, 

2001, p. 115) or the need to define knowledge in a more appropriate manner for 

practitioners (Reinmann-Rothmeier, 2001, p. 8). 

 

The KM model developed as part of this study counters the issues of these scholars 

and starts to close the gap within KM literature; like the lack of properly yet actively 

accounting for firm idiosyncrasies, lack of strategic focus, and the ability to be easily 

adaptable to changing market forces as well as firm specific changes in strategic 

management. This is achieved by grounding the firm’s KM efforts in its overall 

                                                 

39
 November 2009 marks the end of the data collection phase of this study. 
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strategy, enriching it with a k-based SWOT as well as a firm-specific definition of 

knowledge. This basis is then reliant on k-domains as well as communities as main 

drivers, all of which are backed by appropriate KM methods deemed appropriate by 

and for the firm. Finally, ICT will be used mainly for supporting knowledge sharing 

capabilities (Mohamed, Stankosky & Murray, 2006, p. 104), as well as the creation, 

transfer and application of knowledge in organisations (see also the pictorial 

representation of the developed model in section 5.3). 

 

Nevertheless, the success of these components depends upon the proper 

consideration of the idiosyncrasies of each individual firm and a periodical review of 

the right interaction of the model components. Hence, one size fits all approaches 

will not work (Mohamed, Stankosky & Murray, 2006, p. 112).  
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Appendix 2 – Guiding questions 

The following questions were used as a starting point for both the qualitative online 

questionnaire and the semi-structued in-depth interviews (the latter was 

supplemented depending on the answers of the former): 

 

Introduction  

(i) Did you receive, read and understand the consent form and the information sheet?  

(ii) Are there any questions regarding any of the forms?  

 

General & Interviewee 

1) Since when has KM been institutionalised within your company?  

2) What are the main cornerstones / topics / aims of your company’s KM initiative?  

3) How long have you been involved in the KM initiative?  

4) What is your current role within the KM initiative?  

Perception  

5) What are the current obstacles/challenges?  

6) What is currently working very well?  

7) What is the user’s opinion: What is working well, making sense and what is  

perceived as a waste of time/effort?  

8) Do and/or did you capture the users’ opinion via surveys or other formalifed  

procedures – if not, how do you know of the users’ perceptions? 

9) In your opinion, how advanced is the KM model (and/or the KM methods) within 

your bank? 

10) In your opinion, what is needed to bring the KM model (and/or the KM methods) 

of your bank to a higher (more advanced) level? 

Model-building  

11) Is the KM model based on theoretical/scientific models (author’s or model’s 

name,  e.g. Nonaka, knowledge spiral, Münchner Modell, Genfer Modell, etc.)? 
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12) Which KM methods (e.g. lessons leant, best practice, etc.) are included in the 

KM initiative?  

13a) Which KM methods are working very well? 

13b) How do you conclude that they are working well? 

14a) Which KM methods don’t work well? 

14b) How do you conclude that they are not working well? 

15) Do your KM methods or the model explicitly distinguish between knowledge  

sharing and knowledge creation? 

16) Do your KM methods or the model explicitly distinguish between tacit and  

explicit knowledge? 

17) Do your KM methods or the model distinguish between different forms of 

knowledge – if so, which? 

18) Is there a definite definition of knowledge (used all over the firm in order to 

distinguish/elaborate on the best KM-methods)? 

 

Maturity 

19a) Have you already revised/changed/adapted/amended your KM strategy? 

19b) If so, what has changed? 

20a) Have you already revised/changed/adapted/amended the KM methods you 

apply? 

20b) If so, what has changed? 

21) Which maturity level do you think the overall KM initiative at your company has 

reached?  

(0 not existent / 1 initialised / 2 reactive and repeatable / 3 aware and defined / 4 

managed / 5 optimised and constantly improving) 

22b) Why do you think it is not one level better or one level worse?  

 

Strategic KM 

22) Are different methods applied in different departments? 

23) How many hierarchies are there within the KM team? 

24) Do you distinguish between different knowledge domains – which are these? 

25) Do you distinguish between knowledge exploration and exploitation? 
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26) Do you link KM with HR? 

27) Do you think it makes sense to distinguish between exploration and exploitation? 

28) Do you think it makes sense to distinguish between different knowledge 

domains? 

29) Do you have knowledge communities (communities of practice and/or networks 

and/or communities of interest)? 

30) If so, how many do you have and in which areas? 

31) How would you characterise these communities (in terms of administration, 

tasks, members, status, etc.)? 

32) Do you link your knowledge domains with knowledge communities? 

 

Cultural aspects  

33) Does the KM model explicitly deal with cultural aspects?  

34) If so, how? 

35) Does any KM initiative support the necessary cultural change? 

Closing  

36) Do you want to receive a(n anonymised) report of this study?  

37) Are you interested in being included in a second, more sophisticated interview  

   regarding the same study?  

38) Am I allowed to call (or email) in case of questions regarding your answers? 
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Appendix 3 – Analysis of source types and research methods used in 

Chapter 2 

 

The following chart illustrates the composition of sources used within Chapter 2. In 

total, Chapter 2 of this thesis lists 190 different authors using the following sources 

(or types): 

articles

76%

books

7%

PhD-theses

3%

chapters in edited 

books

12%

working papers

2%

 

Figure A3.1: Pictorial Representation of sources used within Chapter 2 
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Drilling down into the research methods applied by authors referenced in Chapter 2, 

a limitation on articles was made (as for other sources it was not always 

comprehensible which research methods were used), leading to the following chart 

(total number of articles: 147): 

quantitative 

research

21%

qualitative 

research

29%

literature review

39%

mixed methods

11%

 

Figure A3.2: Research methods (percentaged) applied per article of Chapter 2 

 

Concerning the cluster of articles based solely on reviewing and synthesizing 

existing literature it has to be said that some 13% focused on developing a model. 

Furthermore, none of the articles based on quantitative methods nor any of those 

articles based on mixed method research did actually develop a KM model. As such, 

“developing a model” is more an exploratory rather than an explanatory research task 

being more often associated with qualitative research (Cooper & Schindler, 2006, p. 

143 or Veal, 2005, p. 172). 
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Appendix 4 – Guiding questions for interviews after participatory 

observation period 

 

1. What are the advantages of the daily meeting?  

2. What are the disadvantages of the daily meeting?  

3. What are the consequences of the daily meeting regarding the ability to solve 

problems?  

4. What are the consequences of the daily meeting regarding the quality of 

solving problems?  

5. In the context of your daily meetings, is it feasible to equalise the ability and 

quality of innovation with the ability and quality of solving problems?  

6. In the context of your daily meetings, is it feasible to use the term 

“knowledge generation” when talking about information and knowledge 

sharing as well as problem solving?  

7. Are there circumstances where such a daily meeting is inappropriate?  

8. What size team do you consider most appropriate/efficient in terms of 

cost/benefit ratio?  

9. How should the ideal team be organised (linked with the existing 

organisation)?  

10. Which statement finds your approval (and why): It is important to change the 

team members periodically in order to attract new knowledge. The costs to 

get these new members to the same knowledge level as the others are lower 

than the additional benefit of new members.  

OR 
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New members slow down the pace, as already solved problems have to be 

discussed again. Any fluctuation in team members has to be avoided in order 

to guarantee optimal results.  

11. Please comment on the following statement: If the whole team discusses a 

problem, the solution is most likely to be a joint effort resulting in the least 

common denominator instead of the best solution for the problem.  

12. Which statement finds your approval (and why): The knowledge provider 

decides how detailed he passes on his knowledge. He controls the quality 

and, as such, the costs.  

OR 

It lies within the responsibility of the knowledge receiver to keep asking until 

he reaches a level that suits him best. Hence, the knowledge receiver controls 

the costs.  

13. Are there any domains/subjects not suited for the daily meeting?  

14. Do you think that the daily meetings have, so far, accelerated the speed with 

which we are making progress, or would we be faster/better without the daily 

meetings?  
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