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Abstract 
Knowledge Management (KM) favours knowledge as an asset that organizations must 
proactively share with all stakeholders. However, in reality managers are fearful of their 
firm’s core competency knowledge being exploited by competitors. This restriction 
presents KM as a “romantic” business strategy, because cases of unrestricted knowledge-
sharing among stakeholders such as managers, staff, customers, and business partners, 
the public and competitors are rare.  This study provides an empirical qualitative analysis 
of knowledge-sharing. Empirical data were collected through in-depth interviews with 
senior executives and specialist staff, field observations and analysis of company 
documents. Results found that managers are passionate advocates of environmental 
sustainability and therefore ardently share their knowledge and beliefs to promote and 
achieve environmental sustainability objectives. The findings support the notion that 
environmental sustainability knowledge is a strategic organizational resource that 
enables NTOs to implement environmental sustainability practices and to achieve their 
marketing objectives. 
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Introduction 
Knowledge Management (KM) theory posits that knowledge is the most valuable of all 
organizational assets in the current knowledge economy (Barney, 1991). Core competency 
knowledge (Leonard-Barton, 1992) must be shared internally and externally in order for 
knowledge to be considered as the most critical business asset (Grant, 1996). This form of 
knowledge provides firms with sustainable competitive advantage and the ability to innovate 
processes and products (Leonard-Barton, 1992). In reality, managers are reluctant to share 
specific business and technical knowledge openly, both within and beyond their organizational 
boundaries. Cases of open, core competency knowledge dissemination with staff, customers, 
business partners, competitors and the public (hereafter referred to as ‘stakeholders’) are 
extremely rare in the KM and Marketing literature. In the current era of increased 
environmental concern, environmental sustainability is becoming a strategic marketing 
imperative for business and research, especially in the context of depleted resources, increased 
energy costs, increased level of pollution, and damage to the natural environment (Ip-Soo-
Ching & Zyngier, 2014). The sharing of environmental sustainability knowledge demonstrates 
that knowledge from a KM paradigm can be shared generously and effectively among 
stakeholders because the aim of Nature-Based Tourism Operators (NTOs) is to care for and 
protect the natural environment. This research investigates environmental sustainability 
knowledge using a KM approach among NTOs because they depend on the sustained quality 
of the natural environment for their existence and success. 

The Knowledge-Based View (KBV) of the firm suggests that intellectual resources are the 
most valuable organizational assets because they generate sustainable competitive advantage 
(Alavi, Kayworth, & Leidner, 2005). In the current era of greater focus by businesses on 
environmental sustainability strategies, the KBV of the firm has developed to encompass 
environmental sustainability (Ip-Soo-Ching & Zyngier, 2014). Nature-based Tourism 
Operators (NTOs) operate and depend on the natural environment for ongoing success. They 
create knowledge of environmental sustainability (hereafter, Environmental Sustainability 
Knowledge) which is defined in this research as knowledge of protecting the natural 
environment within an environmentally-focused mindset. NTOs rely on their environmental 
sustainability knowledge to operate in the natural environment. It allows them to reduce their 
impact on the natural environment, attain competitive advantage, and added benefits such as 
recognition for promoting environmental causes. Environmental sustainability knowledge 
resides within individuals at NTOs (leaders, specialist staff, and team members who are 
focused on managing environmental sustainability programs), where their primary role is the 
sharing and application of the knowledge that is created within the firm. Most organizations 
now recognize the critical importance of sharing knowledge within their value chain but are 
reluctant to do so (Spender 1993). This attitude prevents firms in many industries access to a 
unified knowledge base. By sharing their environmental sustainability knowledge with 
stakeholders, NTOs are able to integrate their knowledge. The findings of this research reveal 
that environmental sustainability knowledge is benevolently shared by NTOs among 
stakeholders, including local communities.  
 
The environmental impacts of tourism on the natural environment 
The tourism industry is dependent on the ongoing quality of the natural environment in which 
it operates (Williams & Ponsford, 2009). In particular, tourism activities such as scuba diving 
and coastal activities are heavily dependent on the natural environment for sustainable success 
(Flagestad & Hope, 2001). The favorable natural environmental quality of beaches, coral reefs, 
mountains, deserts, forests and other types of wilderness areas form the key attractions of 
destinations that tourists have come to enjoy (Hall, 1998). Mathison and Walls (1982) 
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demonstrated that the natural environment is the foundation of a tourism destination because 
in the absence of an attractive environment, there would be very few tourism attractions. 
Environmental sustainability knowledge provides NTOs with the awareness of the impact of 
their business operations on the natural environment, combined with their belief in and passion 
for environmental sustainability.  
 
Research methodology 
Research in environmental sustainability knowledge-sharing in the fields of Knowledge 
Management, Environmental Sustainability and Tourism is underdeveloped (Ruhanen and 
Cooper 2004). We believe that it would be inappropriate to design and implement a quantitative 
research methodology to investigate the phenomena of open knowledge-sharing of 
environmental sustainability. A quantitative research methodology was initially considered to 
investigate environmental sustainability knowledge-sharing activities among stakeholders on 
account of ease-of-access to these research populations. However, approaching competitors of 
NTOs and the general public would have presented accessibility and privacy issues. As such, 
an interpretative and qualitative research approach was deemed to be more appropriate to 
investigating the phenomena of environmental sustainability knowledge-sharing. Information 
and insights from the research population, comprising of senior management and technical 
staff, were collected through on-site in-depth interviews. Ethnographical observations were 
necessary to investigate environmental sustainability knowledge-sharing. Ethnography 
provides researchers the opportunity to observe a phenomenon unhindered and with the 
participants’ trust (Rakic and Chambers 2009; O’Gorman). Employing a qualitative and case 
study research method is highly applicable in Knowledge Management, Environmental 
Sustainability and Tourism (Mason & Pauleen, 2003). Furthermore, the case study approach is 
a valid research method when seeking answers to questions of “why” and “how” associated 
with investigator(s) who have little control over events of contemporary phenomenon within a 
real-life context (Yin, 1984). Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007) provide further support by 
suggesting that case studies provide richness in data collection, analysis and discussion that 
support the building of a new theory based on emergent phenomena in a particular context, 
such as environmental sustainability knowledge-sharing. For the nature of this research, it was 
important for the researchers to have contextual materials to describe the particular setting of 
each case and access to a wide array of information, in order to provide an in-depth illustration 
for the reader (Creswell, 1998).  
 
Research propositions 
This research presents the following two research questions: 
 
Q1: Why is environmental sustainability knowledge a core capability of Nature-Based Tourism 
Operators (NTO)? 
Q2: How NTO managers share their environmental sustainability knowledge with stakeholders 
(staff, customers, business partners, competitors and the public)? 
 
Findings 
 The importance of environmental sustainability knowledge for Nature-based Tourism 
Operators (NTOs) 
The natural environments in which NTOs operate are recognized as vital to their success. NTO 
leaders believe that they are responsible for the maintenance and protection of the natural 
environment. Consequently, NTO leaders recognize environmental sustainability knowledge 
as a strategic resource that allows them to operate responsibly and successfully in the natural 
environment. Therefore, NTOs benefit from environmental sustainability knowledge as a 
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strategic asset. NTO leaders identified environmental sustainability knowledge as a resource 
that is integral to their overall business operations. Based on the combined responses from NTO 
leaders, environmental sustainability knowledge serves their organizations in their 
environmental sustainability implementations, business operations, marketing, publicity, 
customer satisfaction and preservation the natural environment for future generations. In 
addition, environmental sustainability knowledge enables NTOs to choose the right technology 
and processes to implement environmental sustainability programs efficiently. Evidence 
obtained from the respondents reveals the critical importance of environmental sustainability 
knowledge for NTOs in their operation within the natural environment. Respondents at the 
Great Barrier Reef explained that they would not be able to operate within the Great Barrier 
Reef without this knowledge, as there are heavy penalties for not complying with 
environmental laws. Since environmental sustainability knowledge is a critical knowledge 
resource for NTOs, self-interest for business survival in the competitive tourism industry 
should prevent managers from sharing critical knowledge with stakeholders. However, the 
respondents all agreed that without environmental sustainability knowledge, an NTO would 
not be able to operate sustainably and efficiently. NTOs managers do share environmental 
sustainability knowledge with stakeholders, demonstrating that managers can indeed share 
knowledge openly within a competitive industry, to the benefit of all. 
 
Knowledge-sharing of environmental sustainability with staff 
The notion of knowledge-sharing with staff seems self-evident, however many organizations 
experience significant difficulties in generating the enthusiasm and trust needed to effectively 
share knowledge among staff (Husted & Michailova, 2002; Iskoujina & Roberts, 2015). NTOs 
dedicate themselves in educating their staff in environmental sustainability through education 
and training. Often staff have a lack of environmental sustainability motivation and knowledge 
upon commencing their employment, therefore NTOs are obliged to educate them to ensure 
their organisation’s survival and sustained competitive advantage. Critics may caution such 
open knowledge-sharing among staff.  The argument may also be made that NTOs do not 
openly share their environmental sustainability knowledge in a benign environment but are 
forced to do so due to lack of staff motivation and education, and for business survival. 
Nevertheless, the authors found that managers and staff do indeed share environmental 
sustainability knowledge openly within an organizational environment in which the enrichment 
of environmental knowledge is highly valued. NTO staff vary in their level of environmental 
sustainability motivation and education upon commencing their employment. Their managers 
believe that they should be trained in environmental sustainability; thus NTOs share 
environmental sustainability openly among staff by educating them about CO2 emissions, 
resource consumptions and nature documentaries and having Organisational structure and 
teams such as Green Teams.   
 
 Knowledge-sharing of environmental sustainability with customers 
Organisations share knowledge with customers for the purpose of providing product 
information, building brands, delivering customer satisfaction and maintaining relationship 
(Sveiby 2001; Im & Rai 2007). There is no question that NTOs build their brands, reputations 
and market positioning through their active environmental sustainability knowledge-sharing 
activities with customers. As environmental sustainability knowledge is a core competency for 
NTOs, questions could be raised as to why they freely share their environmental sustainability 
knowledge of operating in the natural environment. Some critics may say this is for the self-
serving purpose of NTOs positioning themselves as responsible environmental sustainability 
stewards in their customers’ minds. However, NTOs have additional objectives that compel 
them to openly and generously share their core competency knowledge with customers. The 
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NTO owners in this research are passionate believers of environmental sustainability while at 
the same time being tourism entrepreneurs who want their customers to experience and enjoy 
the natural environment during their sojourn (Lundberg, Friedman & Wall-Reinius, 2014). 
NTOs believe they should educate customers about how to appreciate and maintain the natural 
environment. They are aware that most of their customers live in urbanized areas and have 
sparse interaction with the natural environment which is usually only experienced during 
holidays. Therefore, NTO owners take the opportunity to educate customers about reducing 
CO2 emissions, recycling, gardening, biodiversity and living sustainably.  The authors find 
ample evidence that NTOs openly share their environmental sustainability with customers, and 
not from motivations that could be associated with branding, market positioning and publicity 
objectives. The knowledge that customers obtain from their vacations enables them to 
understand, appreciate and even become advocates of environmental sustainability. 
Experiential tourism (Curtin, 2005) is reinforced by the environmental sustainability 
knowledge provided by NTOs.  
 
 Knowledge-sharing of environmental sustainability with competitors 
Organizations are disposed to resist sharing core competency knowledge with competitors on 
account of legitimate or perceived threats of losing competitive advantage (Bock, Zmud, Kim 
& Lee, 2005). Examples of competing organizations preventing their knowledge from being 
appropriated by rival firms are well documented in academic and general literature 
(Leibeskind, 1996; Brown & Duguid, 2001; Farley 2016; Battersby & Danckert 2016). 
Through acquiring the core competency knowledge of competing organizations, a firm can 
obtain critical knowledge of providing superior quality, value and satisfaction to its customers 
(Crane 2005; Jones 2008). The concept of coopetition views rival firms constantly engaged in 
competitive and collaborative activities (Tsai 2002). Unlike other industries, where firms are 
secretive in sharing their core competency knowledge with rivals, this research demonstrates 
that NTOs freely share core competency knowledge of environmental sustainability among 
competing NTOs. The knowledge that is shared keeps the NTOs in the knowledge loop of each 
other’s environmental sustainability activities even though projects, activities and processes 
can be copied. It is clear that NTOs engage in coopetition while they also share environmental 
sustainability knowledge for the sake of collectively protecting the natural environment on 
which they all depend for success. Despite the criticism that NTOs share environmental 
sustainability with rival firms based on collaboration to enlarge their customers’ base and 
market, NTOs openly share their knowledge with their competitors. This therefore cannot be 
dismissed as simply as coopetition. 

Knowledge-sharing of environmental sustainability with communities and the public 
Studies on KM activities between firms and their local communities are limited. NTOs who 
participated in this study stressed that educating the public about environmental sustainability 
is essential because of a general lack of environmental literacy and concern. Local habitants 
are often nonchalant about the natural beauty of their environment. Littering, pollution, 
environmental damage and over-fishing are major environmental problems that are 
encountered by NTOs. NTOs view “the public” as the population of the country in which their 
operations are located, who must not only be educated about environmental sustainability but 
also understand the reasons for learning about environmental sustainability. The respondents 
at Borneo Divers, Explore Asia Tours and Pulau Tiga believed that the public in Malaysia must 
be educated about environmental issues such as littering and illegal fishing. Soneva also 
educates the public about environmental sustainability in the Maldives and Thailand. However, 
the relevancy of environmental sustainability, while gaining recognition in developed 
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economies, is not yet relevant to the public in developing economies such as Malaysia, 
Thailand and Maldives.  

 Limitations and future research directions 
This study has several limitations which could be valuable as avenues for future research. A 
qualitative case study research approach and open-ended in-depth interviews were used in this 
study to identify NTO strategies and practices of environmental sustainability and KM. 
However, qualitative research follows the tradition of impartial observation, analysis and 
reporting of findings; it relates to specific instances and provides a rich understanding of these 
specific instances and cannot be easily generalized in relation to other environments (Schofield, 
2002; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Therefore, it is suggested that future research use a mixed 
method approach, using quantitative scale across industry sectors which will test and strengthen 
the enhanced framework outlined in Figure 1 above. Furthermore, this research was unable to 
clearly quantify all of the nature-based tourism components. Further research in this area 
requires a more precise definition to be broadly accepted and for this definition to be 
operationalized to provide the basis of some measurement procedure.  

 
Conclusion and Managerial Implications 
NTOs want to transform stakeholders into environmental advocates by openly sharing their 
environmental sustainability knowledge; thus protecting the natural environment and ensuring 
ongoing business and ecological success.  Despite NTOs being open to criticism that they share 
environmental sustainability knowledge simply to educate unmotivated and uneducated staff, 
for branding and publicity advantages, coopetition, and corporate social responsibility, the 
study’s findings provide evidence that NTOs share their knowledge openly in the benign 
environment in which environmental sustainability knowledge flourishes. Counter to other 
types of business knowledge (e.g. R&D, manufacturing and financial) which is jealously 
guarded and shared only among trusted stakeholders, environmental sustainability knowledge 
is benevolently shared among stakeholders by NTOs. Knowledge-sharing of environmental 
sustainability in NTOs is driven by their leaders’ belief in, and passion for, the natural 
environment. As NTOs hold deep convictions about environmental sustainability, they believe 
that the associated knowledge must be openly shared among stakeholders for the successful 
implementation of environmental sustainability initiatives. Environmental sustainability 
processes form NTOs core competency knowledge and enable them to, differentiate their 
brands, attract tourists, reduce costs and protect their natural environment, including reducing 
CO2 emissions. In addition, specific to NTOs, environmental sustainability is an ideology and 
objective that requires passion and belief to influence staff, customers and communities. This 
is only possible when managers are passionate believers of environmental sustainability 
themselves and are therefore willing to openly share their knowledge. 
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