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Abstract 
 

The purpose of this study was to explore how knowledge and management of knowledge 

is experienced and perceived at a consultancy firm and derive from the experiences of the 

participants when portraying the phenomenon of knowledge in such a setting. Aspects 

covered in this research are individual and collective knowledge, the complexity of 

project-based organisations and the different ways of perceiving knowledge (structural 

and practice). All of these aspects were accounted for in order to gain a deeper 

understanding of the experiences of the consultants, the knowledge environment at a 

consultancy firm, and how knowledge can be managed in such a setting.  

 

The research was inspired by my personal/professional experience of knowledge at a 

consultancy firm where I, prior to this research, was given the task of re-designing the 

content management system. In the initial planning phase I recognised a need to find out 

more about the way the consultants were working, how they used knowledge and how 

they perceived the knowledge had been managed.  

 

Qualitative data was collected through individual and group interviews and the 

philosophical tradition of phenomenology was derived from.  

 

The findings from the interviews showed three main themes of how knowledge was 

perceived; 1) ways of working (differing experiences depending on the context of internal 

or external work or individual or group project assignments), 2) the knowledge culture 

and 3) the process and structure of knowledge management at the firm.  

 

Based on the findings it is concluded that regardless of practice based knowledge sharing 

the project-based setting of consultancies requires more, it requires some documentation 

in order to enable collective knowledge through embedded artefacts. It can also be 

concluded that the lack of structure or processes contributes to further complexity which 

would suggest that implementing structure through for example a process oriented 

approach would ease the process of knowledge management and improve the perception 

of knowledge at the consultancy firm.  
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1 Introduction 
This chapter introduces the topic chosen for this research presenting the background, 

justification, purpose and the research questions that aim to be answered. The chapter also 

contains a disposition of content.  

 

1.1 Background and Research Problem 
 

Since the 1990s a trend has appeared of a decrease in labour-intensive work and an increase of 

knowledge-intensive work (OECD, 1996). This trend is ever-growing and has created new 

trends such as the demand for intellectual capital as a competitive advantage as well as an 

increased demand for innovation and organisational learning. Workers are now expected to be 

knowledgeable, experts and professionals. An example of the view on labour versus 

knowledge-intensive work is expressed by Styhre (2011, p.20)  “if operations can be highly 

standardized and subject to programmed behaviour they are not, by definition, professional”. It 

is safe to say that knowledge, as it is seen today, has become a powerful, precious asset for 

businesses of any and every kind. 

 

An industry that, along with many others, lives off of knowledge is the consulting industry. In 

consulting firms knowledge is a key factor for success both externally in projects and within 

the organisation, “knowledge, capabilities, and resources of the firm are built up through the 

execution of major projects” (Hobday 2000, p.5). Knowledge playing such an important part in 

the day to day business makes it a critical factor to get right. However, succeeding in the 

management of knowledge requires an understanding of the knowledge that is to be managed, 

understanding what goes on behind the concept of knowledge. Knowledge is often seen as 

something static, possessed, a commodity that needs to be collected in order to create value. 

There is another aspect of knowledge that encompasses the tacitness of knowing and knowing 

in practice, aspects that are difficult to capture but nonetheless bring value.  

 

My experience of knowledge at a consultancy firm has inspired this research. Prior to the 

research I was given the task of redesigning the content management system at a firm where I 

am employed as a consultant. When I began planning this work I felt the need to find out more 

about the way the consultants were working, how they used knowledge, what they needed to 

know and how they perceived the way that knowledge was being managed. The complexities 

at a consultancy firm are multiple, the project based environment, the experienced, determine 

consultants that each have their way of working and also the fact that although the practical 

knowledge is important there is also importance in documentation/references.  The complexity 

of knowledge at consulting firms and the importance of a holistic approach to knowledge 

management in such an environment is what triggered my interest as a researcher to study the 

phenomenon of knowledge at a consultancy firm and how this knowledge can be managed. 

 

 

 

 



    
 

 

Subsequently, this research acknowledges the concept of knowing as an integral part of 

knowledge and knowledge management and recognises the importance of adopting a holistic 

approach to the management of knowledge in order to develop and change the prejudice of 

knowledge management towards a concept that includes the aspects of knowing and 

knowledge, both theoretical and practical.  

 

1.2 Purpose and Research Questions 
 

The purpose of this study is to explore how knowledge and management of knowledge is 

experienced and perceived at a consultancy firm and derive from the experiences of the 

participants when portraying the phenomenon of knowledge at a consultancy firm.  

 

The research questions are formulated as follows: 

 

1) How is knowledge perceived and experienced at a consultancy firm? 

2) How can knowledge be managed in such a setting? 

 

The research questions have been formulated from a qualitative perspective where the aim of 

the research is primarily to explore and understand. The research is work-based, meaning that 

the study is performed in the researcher’s work environment subsequently deriving from the 

experiences of colleagues.  

 

1.3 Topic Justification 
 

There are three layers to the justification of this thesis, knowledge or knowing as a field of 

research, consulting firm as a research setting and finally the choice of phenomenology.  

 

Knowledge and management of knowledge are overall well researched fields, most likely 

because of the complexity of the topic and the differing theories that have defined and re-

defined the way knowledge is perceived in different areas of research. Knowledge management 

literature generally makes a distinction between knowledge and knowing, meaning that 

knowledge is “separable from knowing, and thus action” (Eberhagen 2011, p.110). Separating 

practical knowledge, which is “not susceptible to systematisation in the same way as theoretical 

knowledge” makes the idea of managing knowledge much simpler (Göranzon, Ennals and 

Hammeron, 2006, p.192). Managing theoretical knowledge or explicit knowledge is simple 

compared to managing knowing in practice- to manage a person’s experiences, thoughts, skills 

and competencies could be deemed very difficult. This is most likely the reason why the 

mainstream knowledge management strategy is focused on the explicit, formulated, knowledge 

that is easily managed and shared. This research explores the phenomenon of knowledge at a 

consulting firm and how this knowledge can be managed through a holistic perspective by 

acknowledging the dual need of recognising the tacit aspect of knowing in practice and the need 

for documenting knowledge.  



    
 

 

The second layer, consulting firm as a research setting, is justified by the sheer complexity of 

the consulting environment, especially from a knowledge or ways of working context. A great 

deal of studies and researchers have focused on aspects such as innovation through knowledge 

management in consulting firms (Taminiau, Smit and de Lange, 2009; Zhou and Li, 2012) and 

knowledge sharing across projects (Newell, 2009; 2003 and Dalkir, 2011). For example Sue 

Newell (2009) and Dalkir (2011) both focus on knowledge sharing in and across projects and 

project-based organisations however both have the view of knowledge management as a static 

management practice. That is, they both value the structural approach of codifying knowledge 

as an asset, albeit the knowledge having been collected from collaboration exercise, community 

of practice and the like the knowledge is still collected and codified. Mueller et al. (2010, p. 

481) however recognise, to a greater extent, knowing in practice and the tacitness of knowledge 

in knowledge management and highlight the distinction between knowledge and knowing: 

 

Knowledge, consisting of a tacit and explicit dimension, is ‘something that is 

possessed’ –either by individuals or collectives. The process of knowing does not 

refer to knowledge being used in action, but to knowledge ‘that is part of the 

action’ of individuals and groups 

 

This study is conducted at a consultancy firm where the most common form of working is in 

projects, subsequently, consultancies carry similar attributes to project-based organisations. A 

common definition of project-based organisations (PBOs) is, “organisations in which the 

majority of products or services are produced through projects for either internal or external 

customers” (Pemsel and Wiewiora 2013, p.31). Knowledge management is complex enough 

with the different aspects of managing knowledge that can be considered, however, managing 

knowledge in a PBO environment would seem even more complex. Unlike a standard 

organizational structure a PBO has to consider knowledge sharing across projects as well as the 

internal knowledge sharing outside of the projects. This research explores the perception of 

knowledge and the management of knowledge in this environment, recognising both concepts 

of knowledge and knowing.  

 

The last layer is phenomenology, a method of research that embodies the perceptions of 

participants and the experience of a phenomenon, in this case knowledge and management of 

knowledge at a consultancy firm. When searching articles and studies deriving from 

phenomenology it is clear that the philosophical tradition has not been fully established in the 

field of informatics, rather, it is very common in the fields of psychology and medical sciences 

(nursing) (Tuohy et al., 2013; Perry, 2014). Exploring knowledge as a phenomenon gives a 

qualitative and most likely holistic view of how consultants perceive the phenomenon in the 

complex environment of a consulting firm and in projects on client sites. As the study derives 

from the idea that managing knowledge requires a holistic take it is justifiable that a qualitative 

approach of this exploratory nature be taken in order to understand fully the environment and 

perceptions of the phenomenon in the chosen environment.  

 



    
 

 

1.4 Significance of the Study 
 

The thesis will contribute to the field of informatics by exploring and understanding the 

complexity of working with and managing knowledge in consultancy firms. The study will 

more specifically contribute to the in-depth analysis of how knowledge in its complexity is 

perceived contributing to a further understanding of how knowledge can be managed. 

Additionally the use of a phenomenological approach in the case of knowledge studies can be 

proven to be useful and inspire future research with a phenomenological focus.  

 

1.5 Disposition 
 

The thesis will include six chapters, the roadmap below provides an overview of the relation 

between the different parts of the thesis. The literature review provides a basis for the entire 

thesis and research and the following chapters are in chronological order finishing off with a 

conclusion that ties the thesis together. A summary of the purpose of each chapter is also 

provided under each heading throughout the thesis and an overview of the purposes of each 

chapter is provided below.  

 

 

 
Figure 1: Roadmap of the disposition of the thesis 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

This chapter introduces the topic chosen for this research presenting the background, 

justification, purpose and the research questions that aim to be answered. The chapter also 

contains a disposition of content.  

 

Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

This chapter will present a theoretical background of knowing, individual and collective 

knowledge and different perspectives on knowing and knowledge. The review of the literature 

is an important part of understanding the topic in order to be able to fully explore it. 

 

Chapter 3 - Methodology 

This chapter describes the chosen research methodology in terms of the chosen philosophical 

tradition, method of inquiry and analysis. Chapter three also tackles the topic of the researcher’s 

role in this research which is an important aspect in this study.  

 

Chapter 4 – Empirical Findings 

This chapter presents the findings from the group interviews and the individual interviews 

that have been carried out for this research.  

 

Chapter 5 – Discussion 

The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the findings from the research perspective, the 

employees’ perspectives and with the use of relevant literature, theories and other perspectives 

as a point of reference to the case at hand. 

 

Chapter 6 – Conclusion 

The concluding chapter summarizes the research and discusses the research as a whole. 

  



    
 

 

2 Literature Review 
This chapter will present a theoretical background of knowing, individual and collective 

knowledge and different perspectives on knowing and knowledge. The review of the literature 

is an important part of understanding the topic in order to be able to fully explore it. 

 

The unit of study for this thesis is knowledge management at a consultancy firm. Subsequently 

it is of great interest and importance to introduce, in detail, the concepts of knowing and 

different theories of knowledge as well as theories of management of knowledge. 

 

2.1 Knowing and Knowledge – A Historical Perspective 
 

Interestingly the idea and concept of knowledge, from a historic perspective, can been 

correlated to the history of religion where questions of existence nurtured the discussion of 

knowing and being. Religion also gave birth to records and scriptures that can be read to this 

day from centuries back in time, as far back as from the earliest civilisations of Mesopotamia 

(Adventures of Sinuhe).  

 

It can be argued, however, that the concept of knowledge and knowing was truly born with 

philosophy and the Greeks. Democrates was a materialist who believed that all things; 

knowledge and soul, are built up from atoms. In contrast to this view of knowledge and being 

Aristotle believed that knowledge derived solely from senses. Plato disagreed to both these 

views and believed that knowledge does not derive from senses alone as they are too unreliable 

but instead from ideas and collective participation, “there is individual existence, but it is what 

it is essentially by its participation in the ideas which … constitutes true being.” (Stark 1998, 

p.41) 

 

Immanuel Kant, an 18th century renowned philosopher, had a similar outlook on the theory of 

knowledge to Plato, he too believed that senses cannot on their own constitute knowledge, 

“even if knowledge begins with sense experience it does not stem exclusively from it” 

(Hartnack 1967, p.13). However unlike Plato who placed importance on participation, Kant 

focused on experience and objective judgement as important factors constituting knowledge. 

As an empiricist, Kant’s theory of knowledge can be summarised as departing from two main 

aspects; content and form. Kant “maintains that the content of knowledge is supplied by sensory 

experience, but in harmony with rationalism he maintains that the form (or structure) of 

knowledge is supplied by the mind” (Jerry 1967, p.189). The focus of Kant’s theory was fore 

mostly on empirical knowledge where experience and categorisation are key elements, 

subsequently, departing from senses alone is too much of a subjective approach in Kant’s 

opinion and cannot be derived from when studying empirical knowledge.  

 

Knowledge or more accurately the concept of knowing has been discussed to great extents by 

philosophers over time however the discussion took a turn to becoming more focused and 

specific when Polanyi entered the field.  

 



    
 

 

Michael Polanyi (1966, p.4) wrote the known expression, “we can know more than we can tell.” 

By this he meant that there is a form of knowledge that is difficult to express or define, 

sometimes we simply just know. When teaching a child how to ride a bike one does not teach 

them by giving them a lesson in physics and the theory of motion, the child sits on the saddle 

and tries until he/she can ride the bike through a somewhat painful process of trial and error 

and a lot of practice. The knowledge that the child gains once he/she can ride the bike is most 

likely not codified and the knowledge is not passed on through a step by step instruction on 

paper but through the same process of exposing the next person to the process of trial and error. 

An even better example is one that Polanyi (1966, p.4-5) describes, recognising a face in a 

crowd. We do not know exactly how we recognise the face, we may not be able to explain how, 

we simply do, in other words, “we remain ever unable to say all that we know” (Polanyi 1958, 

p.95).  

 

Polanyi’s philosophy is that knowledge is present all the time however it may be present to 

different extents, the different degrees of knowing vary from such that cannot be formulated at 

all and such that can be formulated and communicated.  

 

Whereas Kant’s and Polanyi's theories of knowledge are just that, theoretical, there is another 

take on knowledge presented as a model by Nonaka and Takeuchi (Dalkir 2011, p.66). 

According to Nonaka and Takeuchi there are "four modes of knowledge conversion"(Dalkir 

2011, p.66) the first mode is the tacit to tacit mode of knowledge sharing through socialization 

(social interactions). The second mode is tacit to explicit knowledge sharing which implies that 

the individuals have acquired an ability to "articulate the knowledge and know-how" (Dalkir 

2011, p.67). This model will be presented in further detail in section 2.2.1. 

 

Newell et al (2009) discuss further the concept of knowledge from an interesting perspective. 

According to the authors the notion of what knowledge is (the definition of knowledge) can be 

categorised into either something that people have (“posses”) or something that people do 

(“practice”) (Newell et al., 2009, p.6). Newell et al. (2009) continue to state that this division 

of knowledge definition also defines from what perspective we see and analyse knowledge, 

subsequently this choice (possessive or practice) affects which “strategies, tools and practices” 

are chosen by the company or management in the process of knowledge management. The 

differing takes on knowledge are discussed in further detail in the following section. 

 

2.2 Knowledge as Possessive or Practiced 
 

Newell (2009) argues that there are two main ways of perceiving and categorising knowledge; 

structural (possessive) or practice perspective. The two ways of looking at knowledge are very 

different from each other, below, a presentation and discussion of the two is provided.  

 

 

 



    
 

 

2.2.1 Structural Perspective 

 

The structural perspective can be traced back to Polanyi (1958, 1966) and his depiction of 

personal knowledge where it is indicated that knowledge can be expressed or possessed. Where 

knowledge is either difficult to communicate or “spelled out or codified” (Newell et al., 2009, 

p.7).  

 

One of the most renowned frameworks within the area of knowledge management is Nonaka’s 

SECI model of knowledge creation. Here the model will be presented as a representative of the 

structural perspective. The purpose of the model is to demonstrate how knowledge is created 

through different processes and transformations deriving from the explicit and tacit form of 

categorising knowledge. Nonaka’s “four modes of knowledge conversion” include 1) 

socialisation 2) externalisation 3) combination and finally 4) internalisation. The figure below 

shows the interaction of the four.  

 

 

Socialisation is characterised by the tacit to tacit form of sharing knowledge where new tacit 

knowledge is created through the sharing of a shared experience. An example of this is the use 

of mentor and apprentice for training where knowledge is created and transferred through 

showing and doing (mimicking). Externalisation on the other hand is where knowledge is 

created through the conversion of tacit knowledge to explicit knowledge, that is to say, 

knowledge is articulated or codified and made available for others to use through manuals or 

the like. Capturing knowledge within the firm so that it does not disappear out of the door when 

the employee walks out can be a trigger for the externalisation mode – “knowledge walkouts” 

(Avison and Fitzgerald 2006, p.93).  

Combination and internalisation derives from explicit knowledge where combination is the 

sharing of two explicit forms of knowledge for example through sharing notes. Whereas 

Figure 2: Knowledge creating spiral, SECI (adapted from Nonaka, 

Toyama & Konno 2000, p.12). 



    
 

 

internalisation is the conversion of explicit knowledge to tacit, enacting what has been 

articulated in, for example, guidelines or instructions –“learning by doing” (Nonaka, Toyama 

and Konno 2000, p.10). Key to this model and way of seeing knowledge creation is context, 

according to Nonaka there needs to be a context for knowledge to be created, “there is no 

knowledge without place” (Nonaka, Toyama and Konno 2000, p.14; Newell et al., 2009, p.8,). 

The place and context is named ‘ba’ by Nonaka and is the Japanese word for place, however it 

does not only mean a physical place but also a non-physical time and space in which context 

can be found or made (Nonaka, Toyama and Konno 2000, p.14). The SECI model derives from 

the idea that knowledge is transferred from person to person and from person to inter-

organisational structures much like a commodity that is traded. This is the reason why the model 

belongs to the structural perspective of knowledge management.  

 

As with any perspective or approach there are criticisms that need to be considered, with the 

structural perspective there is mainly critique of its one-dimensional view of knowledge that 

excludes the subjective and “dynamic nature” of it (Newell et al., 2009, p.12). Another critique 

is that knowledge is seen as a commodity, as mentioned previously, and that it just as a 

commodity can be acquired. However, and this is where the critique plays in, if knowledge is 

seen as a commodity or a resource it may be believed that “like other resources the aim is to 

accumulate it and move it around for the good of the organisation” however knowledge is not 

“valuable in itself” but only where it is applied and re-used (Newell et al., 2009, p.12-13).  

 
2.2.2 Practice Perspective    

 

The second perspective of knowledge and knowledge work is practice, this perspective is 

different from the first in that it does not see knowledge or knowing as an artefact or a 

possession but rather as an activity, and a social one at that. The practice perspective is about 

interpreting knowledge and knowing in a social context and how a group comes together to 

solve a problem or discuss a situation. There is focus on ‘sense making’ as an activity where 

individuals come together to understand or make sense of the world (Newell et al., 2009, p.14).  

This perspective incorporates and highlights the aspects that the structural perspective was 

partly lacking and that is the view of knowledge and knowing as: 

 

Equivocal – subject to different meanings and interpretations 

Dynamic – accepted meanings can change as actors and contexts change 

Context-dependant – difficult, if not impossible, to separate from the 

concept in which it is produced.  

    (Newell et al., 2009, p.14). 

 

This view of knowledge does not perceive it as being either explicit or tacit and it cannot be 

handed over or transferred in the same way that the structural perspective argues.  

Knowledge from a practice perspective assumes that knowledge is derived from interaction, 

collaboration and a joint discussion and experience, another expression for this is knowing in 

practice. It could also be defined according to Mueller et al. (2010, p.481) definition of knowing 

in practice as knowledge “that is part of the action” and not used in action.  



    
 

 

2.2.2.1 Reflection in Practice 

 

Donald Schön has an interesting take on knowing in practice where he develops the idea of 

knowing in practice to reflection in practice. According to Schön (1995) knowing in practice 

or knowing in action derives from Polanyi’s idea of tacit knowing which is something that 

Schön believes we cannot do without. Knowing in action in the sense that Polanyi describes it 

is part of our everyday lives, “it makes up the great bulk of what we know how to do in everyday 

and professional life” (Schön 1995, p.30). However, according to Schön (1995, p.30) we also 

have the “ability to reflect-in-action to generate new knowing”, by this he means that while we 

are doing what we know we can reflect in the moment of the doing and react in the moment or 

in the “action-present” (Schön 1983, p.62). This process of reflection-in-action “begins with a 

spontaneous performance” and after the performance or action we are also able to reflect-on-

action, reflecting on what we have done and learning from this (Schön 1995, p.30).  

 

Schön also introduces an interesting notion that “as a practice becomes more repetitive and 

routine, and as knowing-in-practice becomes increasingly tacit and spontaneous, the 

practitioner may miss important opportunities to think about what he is doing” (Schön 1983, 

p.61). What Schön addresses is the issue of repetitive practice becoming an inhibitor of 

questioning the practice and therefore inhibiting the creation of new knowledge. Applying this 

to a consultancy firm the consultants could get stuck in the routine of a project and their own 

routines to the extent that they forget to question or reflect upon the practice or knowing of 

what they are doing in the project. Forgetting this places a challenge on the possibility of reusing 

their knowledge from the project and the translation of the lessons learned from the project in 

to the consultancy firm (and to colleagues).  

 

Conclusively, knowledge does not have to be codified for it to be valuable, on the contrary, the 

most valuable knowledge is that which is derived from the pure collaboration of stakeholders 

who interpret and partake in a sense making of a situation or a problem that needs to be solved.  

 

2.3 Collective Knowledge 
 

Knowledge and knowing can be a very individual matter and a complex one at that as presented 

in earlier chapters however there is another layer - collective knowledge. Collective knowledge 

is according to Hecker (2012) a difficult concept to define which may be the reason for the 

deficiency of clear and concise definitions of what collective knowledge entails.  

 

More specifically Hecker (2012, p.424)  emphasises that the concept of collective knowledge 

in contrast to and in relation to individual knowledge has not been sufficiently researched, 

creating uncertainty as to what is meant when the term collective is used. Is collective the sum 

of all individuals in a group or community or is it a cultural conformity to the same ideas and 

practices? In this section theories of collective knowledge are presented and discussed. 

 



    
 

 

A popular framework for identifying different forms of knowledge is Spender’s (1996) 

framework (pictured below). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Spender’s framework implies that knowledge exists outside of the individual and therefore 

stands out from other knowledge frameworks (Spender, 1996). Deriving from this framework 

Spender identifies that the combination of social and implicit knowledge substitutes collective 

knowledge which he believes to be the most precious of all forms (Spender, 1996). The reason 

for collective knowledge being so important is the notion that collective knowledge is difficult 

to replicate as it is born from culture and therefore difficult to imitate. Deriving from this 

pluralistic approach of the framework allows for cross-border analysis of the different 

categories of knowledge and their relations to collective knowledge, providing a way to see the 

role of the individual in the collective (Hecker 2012, p.425).  

 

The SECI model shows the transformation of explicit to tacit knowledge in four differing 

stages, although it focuses on the individual knowledge creation process it is nonetheless 

possible to draw parallels to Spender’s framework for collective knowledge. Spender’s 

framework depicts the interaction and transformation of individual and social knowing in 

relation to explicit or implicit knowledge sharing.  

Much like the SECI model, Spender’s framework encompasses intellectual capital and the 

transformation of intellectual capital between the individual and collective.  

 

However, Spender’s framework also acknowledges that knowledge exists outside of the 

individual (Spender, 1996). Spender (1996) also identifies that the combination of social and 

implicit knowledge substitutes collective knowledge which he believes to be the most precious 

of all forms (ibid.). The reason for collective knowledge being so important is the notion that 

collective knowledge is difficult to replicate as it is born from culture and therefore difficult to 

Figure 3: Spender's framework (adapted from Spender 1996, p.52) 



    
 

 

imitate. In the case of consultancy firms there are several individuals that are most probably 

used to working independently in project teams or individually which can make the transition 

to the collective more complex, especially if there are no guidelines as to how and when this 

should occur. Spender emphasises that although a firm may have established a knowledge 

sharing culture this does not automatically translate into collective knowledge. However when 

the relationship between individual and collective knowledge has been identified the culture 

helps to clarify the role of the individual in the collective. 

 

Spender views intellectual capital as a key element of identifying the individual layer of the 

collective knowledge however a development of this model is provided by Vandaie (2007).  

 

 

Vandaie (2007, p.2) argues that the evolved model (pictured in Figure 4) , “goes beyond the 

argument that organizational knowledge and intellectual capital is of two static types of explicit 

and tacit. It proposes that the intellectual capital in the organization is maintained and leveraged 

through the interaction of all elements along the two coordinates.”  

This take on Spender’s framework can also be seen in Hecker’s (2012, p. 426-429) analysis of 

collective knowledge where three main categories are identified; “collective knowledge as 

shared knowledge”, “collective knowledge as complementary knowledge” and “collective 

knowledge as knowledge embedded in collective artefacts”. Shared knowledge entails just that, 

the shared knowledge by a group of people where the knowledge usually derives from two 

sources “common experiences and knowledge-sharing activities” (Hecker 2012, p.426). The 

knowledge sharing represents the sum of the knowledge of all individuals in the group, in 

contrast the second category of collective knowledge entails the complementary nature of the 

collective knowledge. In this category the group of people complement each other in their 

Figure 4: Spender's framework re-worked by Vandaie  (adapted from Vandaie 

(2007, p.2). 



    
 

 

specific knowledge creating a larger worth, in other words “the collective group ‘knows’ more 

than its individuals independently summed together and this ‘surplus’…forms its collective 

knowledge” (Hecker 2012, p.427-428).  The last category of knowledge embedded in artefacts 

entails that collective knowledge derives from “collectively owned, tangible representations 

such as documents and databases….technology, prototypes, products…” (Hecker 2012, p.429). 

 

The three categories incorporate the dynamic between tacit and explicit knowledge and the 

relation between individual and collective as the adapted model by Vandaie (2007) depicts. The 

consensus between the authors is clear, collective knowledge in an organisational environment 

cannot only constitute cultural elements and individual participation, it must also incorporate 

formalisation of the knowledge that is created and shared in order for a collective ownership of 

that knowledge and for an organisational worth or intellectual capital to be present.  

 

The difficulty in choosing a pluralistic epistemology of the concept of collective knowledge 

may be the reason why it has been so scarcely studied from an individual’s perspective. 

Deriving from the notion that both tacit and explicit knowledge are key components as well as 

the constant interrelation between individual and collective with the additional layers of culture, 

both internally and externally (formal and informal) create several layers of complexity that are 

not explored thoroughly if pluralism is not applied.  

 

2.4 Knowledge in Project-Based Organisations 
 

The unit of study for this research is a consultancy firm where the main part of the work is in 

project-form both internally and externally at client sites. Because of the project oriented way 

of working at the consultancy it is relevant to look at theories of project-based organisations. 

Newell et al. (2009) dedicates a chapter to knowledge work at project-based organisations  

 

Knowledge sharing in projects is dependent on the individuals involved in the project and how 

the project is characterised. According to Newell et al. (2009, p.106) the dynamic of the project 

is dependent on if the project members feel that they are part of a team or not.  

 

 

In order for the members to identify themselves as part of a (psychological) team they need to 

experience some of the following aspects: 

 Shared identity – all members perceive themselves as part of a unity 

 Common goal – all members are working towards a common goal 

 Interdependence – all members have to contribute towards the task in 

some way 

 Personal interaction – members communicate and share information with 

each other 

 Mutual influence – each member influences every other member 

 

(Newell et al 2009, p.106-107) 



    
 

 

 

The difference between a team that includes all the aspects mentioned above and a project is, 

according to Newell et al. (2009, p.107) that projects are “often very temporary, fluid, 

interrupted and distributed”. A project may not allow for the time to build the personal 

interaction and therefore the members of a project may work in silos until the project is 

completed only contributing with knowledge of their speciality in order for the success of a 

project. An important difference that should be highlighted is that between organisational 

knowledge and learning and project knowledge and learning. Whereas the organisational level 

of learning is “focused on repeatability” the focus of the project level of learning is the opposite, 

here “experimentation and knowledge creation is required, because a project is trying to create 

new solutions to problems or opportunities” (Newell et al., 2009, p.109).  

 

Parallels can be drawn to the theories of collective knowledge where knowledge is shared in 

the collective, complemented in collective and/or collected in embedded artefacts. A project is 

most likely to complement in collective as project groups are more often than not put together 

based on their differing and complementing competencies. A team on the other hand may be 

more prone to sharing in collective as team members influence each other and create a common 

goal so that the knowledge that is shared is the sum of all the members in the team. The parallel 

to the embedded artefacts can be seen in the organisational level of learning where the 

knowledge that has been shared or complemented needs to be repeatable and traceable.  

 

2.4.1 Professionalism 

 

Professionalism as a concept intertwines with other concepts such as knowing in practice and 

know-how. The concept also ties in a great deal with the discussion of project-based 

organisations and consulting firms as this is an industry that houses both professionals and 

professionalism. Styhre (2011, p.8) argues that: 

 

“Concept of practice is used to connect professionals and their entrenched domain 

of knowledge. Professional practice is shaped and formed by the sharing of 

knowledge in a variety of settings and conditions. Using theories of practice to 

understand professional work, and more specific the day-to-day work where skills, 

know-how and expertise are mobilized and further developed and used both to 

accomplish organisational goals and objectives and to further justify the role and 

status of professionals.” 

 

The essence of professionalism is therefore the specific, know-how and expertise within a 

specific area or profession. Additionally, due to their expertise, professionals are expected to 

perform “trained judgements- judgements based on shared professional know-how and 

expertise” (Styhre 2011, p.20). Styhre (2011) also discusses three elements of professionalism, 

for example academic credentials and entrance barriers to the profession. These guidelines are 

found in the consulting industry which is a reason why Styhre (2011) chose to study a consulting 

firm as one of the three units of study.   



    
 

 

 

There are interesting takes on the concept of professionalism and surrounding concepts. For 

example Schön (1995), as presented previously in connection to reflection in action, discusses 

professionals who become repetitive in their work and who, as a consequence, forget to reflect 

upon their work or knowing in practice. Bo Göranzon (2007) argues that professionals create 

an inner picture or understanding of their expertise that they derive from in their daily work or 

when solving issues. This inner picture lays the foundation of their practical intellect and 

facilitates the reflection that Schön (1995) speaks of. This tacit know-how is far more important 

and value creating than theoretical knowledge or technical solutions (Göranzon 2007, 112-113).  

 

Göranzon (2007) has focused a great deal on the relation between practical (human) intellect 

and technology and the pre-conception of a co-dependence thereinbetween. What Göranzon 

(2007) argues is that the inner picture, mentioned previously, can rarely be replaced by 

technology. The know-how of people, professionals, is more valuable and contributes to deeper 

understanding and analytical abilities incorporating experience and context which technology 

cannot.  

 

Göranzon (2007 p. 83) presents three categorisations of knowledge; 

 

1) Propositional or theoretical knowledge 

2) Skill or practical knowledge 

3) Knowledge of familiarity 

 

Skill or practical knowledge is knowledge that is born from practicing and socialising, most 

likely in a work environment. For example learning how to assemble by observing other 

colleagues and learning by trial and error, in time the routine of assembling leads to a skill in 

this. Practical knowledge also focuses on the collective knowledge of people at a workplace 

who practice the same skill or competence. Once there is a practical knowledge there is also 

knowledge of familiarity, according to Göranzon (2007, p.117) this encompasses the practical 

knowledge and the cultural context in which the knowledge is practiced.  

Propositional or theoretical knowledge is knowledge that has been formalised in methods, 

policies, guidelines and the like. According to Göranzon (2007) these three categories of 

knowledge interrelate, subsequently not one of these can be removed without affecting the other 

two. In other words, if skill and knowledge of familiarity are removed from a firm the 

theoretical knowledge will disappear with them (Göranzon 2007, p.118).  

 

2.5 Concluding Remarks 
 

The literature presented in this section will be derived from when analysing and discussing the 

findings from the research. The literature will be most helpful in understanding the context in 

which the consultants perceive knowledge and the complexity of managing knowledge on 

different levels with several aspects in mind such as individual and collective knowledge, the 

complexity of project-based organisation which characterises a consultancy firm and the 



    
 

 

different ways of perceiving knowledge in itself- structural and practice.  All of these aspects 

will be accounted for in the discussion in order to gain a deeper understanding of the 

experiences of the consultants, the knowledge environment at a consultancy firm, and how 

knowledge can be managed in such an environment.  

  



    
 

 

3 Methodology 
This chapter describes the chosen research methodology in terms of the chosen philosophical 

tradition, method of inquiry and analysis. Chapter three also tackles the topic of the 

researcher’s role in this research which is an important aspect in this study.  

 

Depending on the philosophical tradition and the choice of method and tools for a research the 

results differ greatly. A positivistic research may provide numeric results of the decrease in 

infant mortality while a qualitative study may explore the underlying reasons for this trend. It 

is therefore important to clarify the standpoint of the research and the underlying philosophical 

views that will permeate the research. Creswell (2009, p.6) argues that the “types of beliefs held 

by individual researchers will often lead to embracing a qualitative, quantitative or mixed 

methods approach in their research”. Once the nature of the study has been established 

(qualitative, quantitative or mixed method) the researcher then decides on the type of study that 

will be conducted in the context of one of the three approaches. The strategy of inquiry is 

therefore the type of study and is chosen in line with the philosophical approach.  

 

Conclusively, a research design according to Creswell (2009, p.5) should include three key 

components; a philosophy or worldview, strategies of inquiry, and specific methods. In the 

following sections each component is presented and discussed and an argumentation for why 

this component was chosen over many others is presented.  

 

3.1 Philosophical Tradition and Strategy of Inquiry 
 

The aim of this study is to explore how knowledge is experienced and perceived at a project-

based firm and derive from the experiences of the participants when portraying the phenomenon 

of knowledge in such a setting. As the study is aimed at exploring the topic and understanding 

it I as the researcher must have an open take and not follow any model or template but instead 

allow myself to see the current situation as it is, in its own environment and from this see 

possible patterns. The results have to speak for themselves in the sense that they will not be 

predefined or hypothesised but found by listening and speaking to the employees.  

 
3.1.1 Phenomenology 

 

Phenomenology is an interpretive method of inquiry and will be derived from throughout this 

research. Phenomenology stems from Husserl and Heidegger’s theories of “describing a 

phenomenon in its purest form as it occurs, before being corrupted by attitudes, prejudices and 

other influencing factors” (Tuohy et al., 2013, p.2). Creswell (2009, p.13) describes 

phenomenology to be a strategy of inquiry “in which the research identifies the essence of 

human experiences about a phenomenon as described by participants.” Hart presents several 

assumptions that make up the essence of phenomenology, two assumptions that I find most 

representative of the approach are stated as follows:  

 



    
 

 

 “Phenomenology rejects the distinction between how things appear to 

us and how they may really be; perception does not stand as an inferior 

version of reality but it is itself a part of (constitutive) reality”. 

 

“Knowledge in everyday life is not chaotic, random or disorganized, but 

only appears that way if viewed from an idealized model of rationality as 

proposed by science.” 

 

   Hart (2012, p.210-11) 

 

The above quotes not only represent the definition of phenomenology but also represent and 

characterise the nature of this study.  

 

A thought that is triggered by the second quote is the classical misconception that if models and 

formulas are not used and clear comparisons cannot be made then it is not science – a positivist 

view. However, when studying people in their own environment it would be disruptive to do so 

through the application and restraint of models and the like. And as Hart (2012, p.211) argues 

it is not the phenomenon or people themselves that are chaotic but the way in which the people 

and phenomenon  are studied that can make them seem chaotic, just like putting on a pair of 

pink sunglasses makes the world seem pink. Trying to fit in a behaviour or phenomenon or just 

simple group dynamics into a predefined model can make the situation seem chaotic if the 

model does not allow for these characteristics to be free. Restraining something natural makes 

it chaotic in the eye of the beholder.  

 

This approach encourages the researcher to be “aware of their biases and try to set them aside 

as much as possible” (Tuohy et al., 2013, p.2). This is certainly a very challenging task. Setting 

aside biases is difficult in its own right, let alone being aware of them, which would be the first 

challenge; defining or locating your biases.  

  

Phenomenology, according to Gill (2014, p.131), is a “powerful tool for scholars seeking to 

examine and explore how individuals subjectively experience and give meaning to particular 

phenomena”. In this study phenomenology will be used in order to portray the told experiences 

of the participants from their own perspective and derive from these when studying the 

phenomenon of knowledge at a project-based firm. By using the unaltered experiences and 

perceptions of the consultants and presenting it in a thematic structure the reader gains a first-

hand insight to the phenomenon studied.  

 

3.2 Research Setting 
 

The research was conducted at the researcher’s workplace which is a consulting firm. In the 

following section a presentation of the unit of study is provided in order for an overview and 

context of the research setting.  



    
 

 

The unit of study will be referred to as “the firm” throughout the research in order to not disclose 

the name of the firm.  Also, throughout the thesis the term client site will refer to clients of ‘the 

firm’.  

 
3.2.1 Unit of Study - The Firm 

 

The research was conducted at a consultancy firm specialising in IT management and which 

delivers advisory services and solutions (knowledge) on a day-to-day basis through the 

consultants that represent the firm on client sites. The firm has approximately one hundred 

employees spread across four countries of which Sweden is one of the countries, where the 

study took place. There are three regions in Sweden (one office in each region); Stockholm, 

Gothenburg and Malmö. Each regional office has a regional manager. There is also a 

management team in Sweden where regional managers, and managers from other business areas 

such as sales and marketing are members.  

 

The firm was started a few years ago with only a few employees and has, over the past few 

years, grown in a rapid pace. The headquarters moved from Gothenburg to Stockholm in the 

early development of the firm and the number of clients to the firm has increased rapidly, also 

allowing for the number of employees to increase over the years.  

 

3.2.2 Knowledge Management at the Firm 

 

The background of this firm in terms of knowledge management is characterised by several 

attempts of implementing new tools or improving existing tools while the firm has grown 

throughout the years. The latest initiative to implement a knowledge management strategy was 

in 2012 when a strategy was formulated and communicated within the management team, the 

actual implementation was spread over a longer period of a few months or so where changes 

and adjustments were made in the tool that was used then and is still used today (SharePoint). 

The objective that was stated in 2012 was “create a method and knowledge sharing solution 

providing direct value to the firm value proposition” (quoted from internal documentation- See 

appendix A).  

 

Several activities were performed as a part of the initiative: 

 A new SharePoint structure was developed. 

 

 Discussions were initiated on a Knowledge Sharing site in SharePoint where it was 

thought that consultants would discuss assignments, amongst other things.  

 

 Governance was planned on two levels, the regional managers (with regards to ensuring 

that the consultants posted documents in SharePoint) and a SharePoint owner who 

administered the platform.  

 



    
 

 

The KM implementation of 2012 produced a structure in SharePoint that is present to this day 

which was and is, according to myself as employee, very confusing. The reason for this is 

because two different methods were used, first of all there was an attempt to tag everything in 

order to create different views. However, this was discarded and instead a classic folder 

structure was created causing two different layers with the tagging which in turn caused a very 

complex layout. Because of this there has been a sense of irritation around SharePoint (also 

called GAIA). There has been so much irritation that whenever GAIA is mentioned comments 

of ridicule and discontent come after.  

 

For the sake of clarity the tools used at the firm are presented below, however, the choice of  

tools or any other details concerning the tools will not be analysed in this research.  

 

SharePoint- Content management tool (repository). The consultants use SharePoint (called 

GAIA) as the main platform for storing and sharing documents (sales presentations, client 

material, etc.).  

 

Yammer- Collaboration platform. Besides SharePoint the consultants use Yammer which is the 

main communication and collaboration platform, here they can ask questions and share 

knowledge as well as internal updates about seminars or pictures from conferences.  

 

The current situation during the course of this research was that management (management 

team, described previously) had decided to attempt a revamp of the ‘old’ content management 

system in order to take steps toward a more organised management of knowledge. The aim of 

the initiative this time around was to ensure that the tool is simple to use so that it facilitates 

sharing instead of inhibiting it. In a general sense the initiative was much like the previous 

implementation from 2012 with regards to the plan of action for SharePoint, creating a better 

structure. However, a crucial difference this time around is the involvement of the consultants 

in the initial design phase and the identified importance of the knowledge sharing culture. My 

role in this initiative was to implement an updated and improved version of the content 

management tool (GAIA). More on my role in this and as a researcher is presented in the next 

section.  

 

3.3  Method for Data Collection 
 

The purpose of this study was to explore how knowledge and the management of knowledge is 

experienced and perceived at a consultancy firm and derive from the experiences of the 

participants when portraying the phenomenon of knowledge at a consultancy firm. 

 

The research collected and derived from qualitative data in order to gain a greater understanding 

of the topic and situation at hand. According to Jacobsen (2002) qualitative data contributes to 

the researcher’s understanding of the situation and its meaning, while quantitative data operates 

with numbers and sizes, qualitative data operates with meaning.  



    
 

 

Meaning which is mostly portrayed through speech and action. There are several positive 

aspects with qualitative data collection and analysis, for example there is emphasis on detail, 

nuances and the uniqueness of each and every participant. Also, according to Jacobsen (2002) 

a real and more truthful understanding of the phenomenon or situation” is possible. There are 

also negative aspects of choosing qualitative method, amongst these is the aspect that it is 

resource demanding and time consuming, which could jeopardise the whole research as time is 

of an essence and the participants are not available.  

 

Qualitative data was collected through individual and group interviews. The group interviews 

were in this case held at two of the Swedish offices; Gothenburg and Stockholm and included 

all (all that can attend) employees. Individual interviews were held with the members of the 

firm who could not partake in the group interview/s.  

 
3.3.1 Individual Interviews 

 

The individual interviews were chosen as a result of two factors; firstly it proved to be difficult 

to arrange a day when everyone could participate in a group interview and secondly it was 

apparent that individual interviews would be necessary to get deeper into the topic at hand, the 

phenomenon of knowledge at a consultancy firm, and find out how each individual experiences 

this phenomenon.  

 

The interviews were unstructured interviews with a set theme (see Appendix B). The interviews 

took approximately one hour each. The reason for the choice of unstructured interviews was 

the aim to keep the interviews as free from structure as possible in order to facilitate open 

thinking and to not guide the interviewee in any directions but to instead let him or her lead me 

as the researcher in the direction of their thoughts.  

 

Date Data Collection  Duration (hrs.) 

2014-03-31 Interview 1 1 

2014-04-02 Interview 2 45 min 

2014-03-03 Interview 3 1,5 

2014-03-03 Interview 4 1 

2014-04-14 Interview 5 30 

2014-04-07 Interview 6 1 

2014-04-21 Interview 7 0,5(continued interview with interviewee nr.5) 

2014-04-21 Interview 8 1 (continues interview with interviewee nr.3) 

2014-04-22 Interview 9 0,5(continued interview with interviewee nr.4) 
Table 1: Individual interviews- summary 

 

 

 

 



    
 

 

3.3.2 Group Interviews 

 

Three group interviews were booked, one for the management team, one for the Stockholm 

office and one for the Gothenburg office. Three (out of nine) participants partook in the 

management team group interview, five (out of thirteen) partook in the Gothenburg group 

interview and the Stockholm group interview was transformed to single interviews as it proved 

difficult to find a day when everyone could attend. The time planned for the Stockholm 

(management team) group interview was two hours however it took two and a half hours. And 

the group interview in Gothenburg was three hours long.  

 

The group interviews had two purposes, the first was to communicate the knowledge 

management strategy, which was my assignment as employee and the second purpose was to 

collect the experiences and perceptions of knowledge from the consultants for this research.  

 

The group interviews commenced with the knowledge management strategy implementation 

and finished with the open questions formulated for the purpose of this research – how do you 

all work today? What is the routine when starting and finishing a project and everything there 

in between?  

 

Date Data Collection  No. of participants Duration (hrs.) 

2014-03-27 Group interview 1 3 2,5 

2014-04-07 Group interview 2 5 3 
Table 2: Group interviews- summary 

 
3.3.3 Interview Procedure for Both Individual and Group 

 

In this section the interview procedure is presented, the procedure applies to both the 

individual and group interviews.  

 
3.3.3.1 Before the Interview 

 

Prior to the actual interview the interviewees received an invitation with a time, place and a 

short description of the purpose of the interview. The purpose was stated to firstly be to present 

the first draft of the knowledge management strategy and secondly to discuss their perception 

of knowledge at the firm and their ways of working.  

 

3.3.3.2 During the Interview 

 

At the beginning of the interview the interviewee(s) were presented with the knowledge 

management strategy draft. The lifecycle (see Figure 5) was presented, describing the different 

stages from project to formulating lessons learnt, to sharing the knowledge from the project, to 

adopting this knowledge and finally re-using the knowledge in a new project. This was 

discussed shortly and from this discussion the second purpose of the interview was presented. 

The presentation of the strategy triggered the interviewee in many cases and was a good ice-



    
 

 

breaker for the second purpose of the interview which was to explore the ways of working at 

the firm and the phenomenon of knowledge and knowledge management at a consulting firm.  

 

 
Figure 5: Knowledge Management Strategy at The Firm (adapted from the original presentation of the KM strategy) 

 

In the group interviews my role, as a researcher, was to facilitate discussion and knowledge 

sharing. The main aim of the group interview was therefore a “mutual learning process” where 

the participants and the researcher learn from each other (Brandt, Binder and Sanders 2012, 

p.6). The same goes for the individual interviews that were conducted, my role as employee 

enabled a deeper discussion in the topic while my role as a researcher ensured the discussions 

were held in line with the purpose. 

 

During the individual and group interviews with the participating employees of the firm it was 

also important that I kept my role as researcher and not as much the colleague in mind. My role 

as the employee would without doubt have preconceptions as to what the interviewee may think 

or answer and also react to the answers given with bias. This could have also lead to bias notes 

being taken, that is, only noting down what I as the employee (and second hand as the 

researcher) believed as important or relevant. This was avoided by taking notes of everything 

that is said as a researcher (and second hand as the employee).  

 
3.3.3.3 After the Interview 

 

The interviews were carried out in both Swedish or English as there are English-speaking 

consultants at the firm. The interviews that were carried out in Swedish were therefore 

translated. The translation was verified with the interviewee prior to inclusion in the thesis in 

order to validate that the message that the interviewee wanted to convey was put forward and 

in order to eliminate any misunderstandings or the like.  

 
3.3.4 Sampling 

 

The choice of participants for this research was based on the aim to involve all employees of 

the Swedish firm in order to gain an all-encompassing and truthful understanding of the 



    
 

 

situation. All employees were informed of this research and everyone in the Swedish 

organisation received invites to participate in the research. The choice of participants could 

therefore not be categorised as “random” as the target group was the whole Swedish firm 

(Jacobsen, 2002). It could not either be stated that the participants were chosen in any sense 

because the research was dependant on the employee’s ability to participate (time restriction). 

The interviewees were chosen based on a few factors such as availability, ability to provide rich 

and descriptive information, and the nature of their assignment or role. The last factor proved 

to be an important one once a few of the interviews were conducted because the views of the 

employee and the information they had to share was dependant on the nature of their assignment 

(line role, project of more than two people, and projects of one or two only).  

 

Subsequently during the course of the research the choice of participants became like the 

snowball effect that Jacobsen (2002, p.201) describes where the researcher begins with 

interviewing a person who may be a key informant and who directs the researcher in the 

direction of people who may have even more to tell. In this case several interviews were booked 

before and after the group interviews and along the way more interviews were booked some of 

which were a result of a recommendation from an employee who has worked with or is working 

with someone else who has simply stated that ‘this person can tell you what they thought of the 

same project and how we did there, I can only tell you what I thought of it’.   

 

3.4 Data Analysis 

 

In this section the steps taken to analyse the data collected are presented. In line with the 

phenomenological approach of this research the chosen steps of analysis include the 

phenomenological method of reduction, below five steps adopted from Hycner’s (1999 cited in 

Groenwald, 2004) five step approach to analysis is presented. 

 

1. Bracketing and Phenomenological Reduction 

Looking at the phenomenon “in its own right with its own meaning” (Fouche, 1993). Here it is 

important that the research moves any pre-conception or beliefs to the side so that no bias affects 

the extraction of the phenomenon. Once this has been done the data can be studied for units of 

meaning. 

 

The interview material was collected during each interview and consisted of both what the 

interviewees’ responses were as well as my notes during the interview (notes on the 

environment, the feelings and my thoughts and preconceptions as researcher and employee).  

The importance of having both aspects of the interview (the interviewee and researcher’s) at 

hand for the analysis was so that the phenomenon could be analysed in its own right, as 

mentioned previously. This material was then the basis for the next step of the analysis. 

 

 

 

 



    
 

 

2. Delineating Units of Meaning 

At this stage “statements that are seen to illuminate the researched phenomenon were extracted 

or isolated” (Groenwald 2004, p.18). Here key words, phrases or other units of meaning were 

collected/extracted from the collected data. 

 

The units of meaning were clustered in order to be presented thematically in the empirical 

findings. Comments from the interviews that all touched upon the same topic were clustered. 

For example the differing ways of working were highlighted by the consultants as important 

factors to take into consideration when discussing knowledge and management of knowledge 

at a consultancy firm. Therefore, the two identified forms of working (internal and external) are 

presented under the theme “ways of working”.  

 

3. Thematise Through Clustering of Units of Meaning 

Once the units of meaning had been identified they were clustered into themes. Here the themes 

should not be pre-defined but rather the material should speak for itself and therefore the themes 

were drawn from the patterns of the data collected. In summary, units of meaning that bare 

similarity can be clustered into a theme. The themes were derived from when presenting the 

empirical findings.  

 

Clustering of the units of meaning was carried out by recognising the pattern of reoccurring 

subjects, for example the reoccurrence of the subject of internal versus external ways of 

working and line roles versus project roles were all reoccurring in the theme of ways of working 

which made this a logical theme to have in the findings to portray what the respondents felt was 

important within this line of thought. Below, a diagram is provided to show the build-up of 

different themes.  

 

 



    
 

 

 
Figure 6: Data analysis summary deriving from Hycner's method of data analysis 

 

4. Summarise and Validate the Interview Material 

In order to ensure that the perception and experience from each interviewee was captured 

correctly a summary of the interview material was shared with the interviewee in order to get 

approval of the content. This was also done as an ethical precaution. 

 

5. Finally, Highlight Common Themes for all the Interviews Ready for Presentation 

Once the data had been organised and the summaries had been validated the material as a whole 

is analysed, lifting common themes as well as “the unique or minority voices” (Groenwald 

2004, p.21). The general/common themes was derived from when presenting the portrayed 

phenomenon” (Groenwald 2004, p.21).  

 

The analysis of the current situation was, as mentioned, gathered from the group and individual 

interviews and, from these, patterns were identified representing the current situation. The 

analysis of the data is therefore not structured in the sense that a model is applied but rather the 

results speak for themselves.  

 

Conclusively, throughout the research I had to be open to all possibilities and changes that may 

occur or opinions that may be aired so that my subjective view as an employee would not affect 

the research and the participants but instead enable a better collaboration and action of change 

with regards to the issue at hand. 
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3.4.2 Ethical Considerations 

 

The nature of the study entails a need for thought through ethical considerations in order to 

protect the participating employees, the management team, the firm and the researcher. 

Creswell (2009, p.87) argues that “researchers need to protect their research participants, 

develop a trust with them; promote the integrity of the research; guard against misconduct and 

impropriety that might reflect on their organisations or institutions”. Identifying the possible 

ethical dilemmas ensures a sense of awareness and helps to prevent breaching of the ethical 

codes. The following issues are identified: 

 

 Participants may hold a negative view of the processes at the firm. These views will be 

protected and not disclosed together with a name, unless it is permitted by the owner of 

the view. 

 Participants may hold sensitive information about clients. Again, this information will 

not be disclosed.  

 The well-being of the firm must be protected throughout the study 

 

Measures were taken to protect the participants and the firm: 

 

 The participants obtained confidentiality throughout the whole procedure and thus the 

participants details were not be disclosed at any time. In the analysis chapter there was 

some need for the use of quotations to strengthen the grounds of the findings and views 

of the employees, in these cases the relevant participants were contacted and asked for 

permission to quote them. 

 

 The firm was kept anonymous throughout the research.  

 

 Each participant had the choice to not participate and terminate their participation at any 

point in the research.  

 
3.4.3 Role of the Researcher 

 

According to Creswell (2009, p.179-180) the role of the researcher can affect the study in many 

ways. When it comes to observations the researcher “may be seen as intrusive” and thus this 

may affect the outcome of the study. With interviews the “researchers presence may bias 

responses” (Creswell 2009, p.179-180). As I, the researcher, will be doing the research from 

within the company where I work, I will not only take on the role as researcher but also as an 

employee. This could cause some bias and conflicts between my role as researcher and 

employee. However, with the use of phenomenology the subjectivity is controlled as the 

worldview emphasises the removal of preconceptions and bias, in order to focus on the told 

experiences of the participants. 

 



    
 

 

Before this research was initiated my role was solely the role of an employee at the firm where 

I was given the task of updating the content management system that was in place at the time 

as there were issues with the structure and design of it. The planning of this task was initiated 

as an employee and in this role I found it relevant and important to find out more about how the 

consultants actually used this content management system. It was of interest to find out how 

this system could be adapted to the needs of the consultants by finding out their ways of 

working, this way they would be more prone to using the system. At this point my role as 

researcher commenced as I initiated a research idea where this could be explored further.  

 

3.4.3.1 Role of the Researcher and Employee in the Interviews 

 

Along with the use of interviews and group interviews I also kept a journal of the entire process 

from the planning stages to the finish in order to keep track of changes, decisions and feelings.  

 

It was also deemed important to take into consideration the extent of the researcher’s 

involvement in the interview and group interviews, for example the extent of involvement in 

the discussions. If I as the researcher were to get too involved in the discussions with my 

opinions and standpoints that I have as an employee it may have affected the views of the 

interviewees and may therefore also have led to invalid or unrepresentative results. To avoid 

this, I maintained a mediating role and facilitated the discussion without intervening or 

intruding on the participants own thoughts and views. I ensured that this was withheld by 

writing down whenever a bias, personal or any other thought that may have affected the 

participants occurred and kept these thoughts as just that, thoughts on paper or in a log book 

shared with the supervisor. This way I was able to reflect upon these thoughts after the 

interviews and compare them to the discussions and thoughts that were brought up, in turn 

highlighting the differences or similarities between my views and the participative employees’ 

views.  

 
3.4.4  Trustworthiness 

 

In qualitative research there are other factors than validity and reliability that are derived from 

when assessing the trustworthiness of the study. These factors are; credibility, confirmability, 

dependability and transferability. All four factors are presented and discussed below.  

 



    
 

 

 
Figure 7: Provisions that may be made by a Qualitative Researcher Wishing to Address Guba’s Four Criteria (Shenton 

2004, p.73). 

Credibility is the equivalent of ensuring objectivity of the research, to ensure this, “steps must 

be taken to help ensure as far as possible that the work’s findings are the result of the 

experiences and ideas of the informants, rather than the characteristics and preferences of the 

researcher” (Shenton 2004, p.72). To ensure this the experiences of the consultants are 

presented as they were told in order to re-tell the experiences as correctly as possible. The 

interpretation of the experiences (subjectivity of the research) is kept separate from what the 

consultants have shared.  

 

Confirmability can be defined as “the degree to which the results of the study are based on the 

research purpose and not altered due to researcher bias” (Given 2008, p.113). In this study 

individual and group interviews are used and there are follow-up interviews to ensure that what 

I as the researcher have noted down during the interview was in line with what they wanted to 

share and not a misinterpretation.  

 

Dependability ensures that the study that is being carried out can be replicated by another 

research, although not necessarily with the same results (Shenton 2004, p.71). Dependability is 

achieved by providing detailed accounts of the research design process and the actual 

interviews.   

 

Transferability is characterised by the importance of providing a context and a detailed 

description of the phenomenon being studied so that other researchers can derive from or seek 



    
 

 

inspiration from the study and “compare the instances of the phenomenon described in the 

research report with those that they have seen emerge in their situations” (Shenton 2004, s70). 

Transferability in this study will be achieved by incorporating a rigorous theoretical context 

and also a presentation of the firm and the firm’s history of knowledge management 

implementations.  

 

Examples of possible provisions made during this study according to Guba’s Four Criteria 

(Shenton 2014, p.73): 

 

 Triangulation is applied by using different methods of data collection including both 

individual and group interviews. 

 Snowball sampling within the predefined unit of study. 

 Examination of previous research and theories within perspectives of knowing and 

knowledge to frame the findings. 

 The procedure of the research is documented from start to end including the planning 

stages, the choice of literature, the group interview planning, and thoughts throughout 

the research as an employee and a researcher and finally the analysis of the results 

(Creswell 2009, p.192). The more information that is included in the procedure the 

easier it is to re-do or compare the study and thus it also ensure the consistency of the 

approach. 

 

  



    
 

 

4 Empirical Findings 
This chapter presents the findings from the group interviews and the individual interviews 

that have been carried out for this research.  

 

4.1 Ways of Working 
 

It became clear, after the first interviews, that there are several ways of working at the firm. 

These different ways of working need to be clarified, interpretations of the differing definitions 

described below are strengthened through input from the employees.  

 
4.1.1 External Work 

 

External work includes all work in the form of projects that are performed externally at a client 

site. However, the ways of external working can be characterised as either in a classic project 

form or as a line-work form. The first alternative (project form) is what is commonly perceived 

as consulting work at a client site where either a single consultant or a project group from the 

consulting firm work in project form. With the term project the following is meant; “a specific 

purpose or result in mind, a defined period in which it will be carried out with a defined budget 

and most likely the consultants are chosen for their specific knowledge and/or skills” (Adapted 

from the description of what a project is from three different consultants). The other form of 

external work (line-work) has fewer similarities to the project form previously presented. Line-

work is characterised by one or more consultant/s “filling a line-role position” at the client site 

while a successor is found or to establish the new line role (Consultant 9).  

 

4.1.2 Internal Work 
 

Internal work includes everything that is carried out within the consultancy firm which is not 

connected to the external project or client. There are two main forms of internal work, internal 

projects and miscellaneous activities. Internal projects are initiatives that are in project form 

with a defined group of consultants working towards a goal, for example the formulation of a 

new knowledge management strategy or the planning of a conference. The miscellaneous 

activities includes the time the consultant has to socialise with colleagues, be at the office for 

administrative tasks (monthly reports or the like) and reflective time at the office.  Reflective 

time at the office encompasses reflection of the external work (at the client site), the reflection 

of the assignment is important in order to see new solutions and find other ways of dealing with 

issues or problems.  

 

During the workshops and interviews it became clear to the interviewees that it is not possible 

to speak about knowledge sharing or knowledge processes in a general sense because it was 

made clear that being in a project is very different from being in a line-role.  

Even though the transfer of knowledge is the same the context in which it takes place, the 

demand for knowledge, the process of commencing and closing assignments/roles, is different 

and should therefore, according to the participating employees be treated differently.  



    
 

 

 

“When talking about the way we work I think it is important to make a distinction between 

project work and line-work”  

(Consultant 9) 

 

The way the consultants experienced ways of working at the firm and at the client site was 

dependant on the context of which they were working, if it was in a line role or a project as 

mentioned above or if the interviewee was on an assignment on their own or in a project team. 

A common feeling of those who have had or are in individual assignments (on their own) has 

been the feeling that they have delivered, not that they are representing the firm. The 

interviewees who were on assignments on their own also tended to experience this with a 

negative connotation, with slight bitterness in the tone when stating for example: 

 

“’Company name’ hasn’t delivered, I as an individual have delivered, that’s what I feel.”  

(Consultant 12) 

 

Interviewees who have been or are part of a project team experienced the idea of working in a 

team differently depending on the environment, one consultant was in a project team but they 

delivered their expertise individually: 

 

“I’m in a project team and we work well together but we have different roles so it’s not much 

of a team really.”  

(Consultant 12) 

 

The consultants were unanimous in their perception of the ways of working at the firm and it 

was especially clear with those who were in the same situation, for example had line-roles 

instead of project roles. For example, another consultant shared an experience of how several 

individuals in differing individual assignments (line work assignments) created a team feeling 

by meeting and sharing their work experience: 

 

“At the client site we are a few people in line roles but we work separately. I deliver 

individually. But we have started to meet and discuss what we are all doing in our different 

roles to gain an overview of what the company is doing there” 

(Consultant 11) 

 

With regards to consultants in line roles the general finding was that they found themselves 

more focused on the client than on their ‘home firm’ and felt little attachment to the firm as 

most of their time is spent at the client site.  

 

“Line-work and projects are very different, being in line-work creates a whole different way of 

working in relation to ‘company name’ because we are never there. Being at the client site all 

the time and not in a project where you meet others from ‘company name’ makes it difficult to 

maintain the feeling of responsibility to ‘report’ back to the firm and engage in what is going 

on there with regards to for example GAIA or Yammer or anything else.”  

(Consultant 13) 

 



    
 

 

4.2 The Knowledge Culture 
 

The second theme derived from the interviews is the knowledge culture at the firm. The 

interviewees were unanimous in the perception of several different aspects contributing to the 

culture at the firm; different tools (content management system and collaboration platform), the 

knowledge sharing culture connected to the usage or opinions towards the tools at the firm, the 

communication and involvement around knowledge management and tools at the firm and 

finally, the diversity of people employed at the firm. All of the consultants have very different 

backgrounds, from different consulting firms or companies and so this contributes to differing 

perceptions of how knowledge can or should be handled.   

 
4.2.1 The Perception of the Tools (Content Management and Collaboration Tools) 

 

When booking the interviews for this research the first response to the initiative was along the 

lines of ‘not another take on improving the knowledge management at this firm’. This coloured 

most of the interviews, and the first few minutes were spent on the topic of ‘implementing 

knowledge management can never be a successful project’ during which a great deal of 

frustration emerged filling the room with a certain energy of despair.  

 

The knowledge management strategy at the firm has been ongoing for a while now with several 

changes and bumps along the way that have prolonged the initiative and caused frustration 

within the firm. The focus has mainly been directed to the tool at hand which has in this case 

been SharePoint, also referred to as GAIA. The frustration has for example been directed at the 

structure of SharePoint, the difficulty of finding documents and generally not seeing the benefits 

in using the tool. 

 

“I can’t find what I need so I don’t bother looking anymore.” (Consultant 2) 

  

“It is not the natural choice for collaboration.”      (Consultant 1) 

 

“It saves med time to just google it instead of searching in SharePoint” (Consultant 1) 

 

Most of the interviewees expressed that if they need any form of information or knowledge they 

do not turn to the tool available as demonstrated in the above comments. However, it was also 

made clear by almost all the interviews that although they are not doing what is expected of 

them (searching the firm’s repository) they have not been instructed of what actually is expected 

of them.  

 

“It’s not SharePoint or Yammer that is the problem, it is actually using the tools, uploading 

documents and prioritizing this that is the problem. I don’t take the time to do this, especially 

if I don’t have to.”  

(Consultant 1) 

 

In the midst of all the efforts to improve SharePoint a new tool has been introduced; Yammer. 

Yammer being a new tool has created somewhat of a divide between the consultants that use it 



    
 

 

and those who do not. Some perceive it to be a tool that suddenly, from nowhere, was being 

used, so there is an uncertainty of when and how to use it, as, again, no information was 

communicated as to what this new tool was for and how to use it (in what circumstances). 

 

“I don’t see the point in it to be honest” (Consultant 6) 

 

“When did we start using Yammer? Did we get any information about it?” (Consultant 8) 

 

“Yammer is good but I’m not sure how we can gain valuable information or knowledge from 

using it. I mean, posting funny pictures is maybe not the most valuable to us”  

(Consultant 9) 

 

However, some were more positive to the additional tool because they prefer the more relaxed 

form of informal communication between colleagues. 

 

“I think it is great! I can follow what others are up to and discuss there instead of emailing 

where it is difficult to follow the discussion.”  

(Consultant 7) 

 

It is noticed during the interviews that the views of ways of sharing knowledge differs, for 

example some of the interviewees are enthusiastic to the idea of have an informal platform to 

communicate and share experiences or ask for advice (Yammer) whereas others see more of a 

benefit from searching for information in a repository without having to ask others. 

 
4.2.2 Communication and Involvement 

 

The communication of why sharing knowledge is valuable has according to the consultants not 

occurred. The consultants have experienced that they, the ones who are to share the knowledge, 

have not been included in the process of formulating how knowledge should be shared, how 

the ways of working could be formulated or which tools they want to use.  

 

“In the previous implementation of knowledge management we were not informed or included 

in the process. One person had the main responsibility of structuring SharePoint and this 

person did a lot of research and extensive work but it was too complex, too much at once. There 

was no process to it, no communication.” 

(Consultant 3) 

 

 

The culture at the firm has, from the start, been intimate as it has been so small. The lack of 

involvement and communication, as perceived by the consultants, has ultimately affected the 

consultants’ preconceptions of the new attempt to implement a knowledge management 

strategy.  

 

“Why would it work this time if it hasn’t worked before?”(Consultant 4) 

 

“We would prefer that it takes time than rushing yet another time” (Consultant 2) 

 



    
 

 

Something that has been experienced positively however is that although there has not been a 

clear communication as to what is expected of them the informal culture at the firm has 

prevailed and laid the foundation of the knowledge sharing as it is today.  

 

4.2.3 The People and the Past Help Form the Culture 

 

The range of backgrounds from differing consulting firms or other companies has contributed 

to a wide range of experiences in ways of working and how other firms have managed 

knowledge. For example some consultants shared earlier information about their previous 

employers’ KM strategy and ways of working and in all cases the consultants stated “we 

shouldn’t try to be like them”.  The different experiences have created differing perceptions of 

how knowledge can or should be managed at this firm.  

 

“Most of us want to share, as a firm we like to help each other so that is not the issue I think, I 

think we just need guidance as to how, where and when to share. Maybe defining what it is that 

we could or should do, like a process, so that all this communication is not wasted, there is so 

much there to take from.”  

(Consultant 10) 

 

“It is easiest to just call the person who you know holds the information you need, it saves me 

time instead of trying to find something on GAIA”  

(Consultant 5) 

 

“If I want some help or advice for a project I send an email to all offices and wait for a reply.”  

(Consultant 5) 

 

One of the interviewees stopped for a moment and reflected in silence, looking thoughtful the 

person said; “Before, when we were smaller as a firm, I knew what everyone was doing, where 

they were assigned and what they were good at. But now, I don’t have the same knowledge 

about everyone”. The rapid growth of the firm has made an impact on the culture of the firm as 

it was from the beginning, the firm has grown so quickly that the management and the 

consultants have not had the time to adjust to the new capacity of the firm. Now, with the size 

the firm is now, it is not sufficient to email each other back and forth because version 

management with 20 or so people in one office is impossible (as an example).  

Information does not spread as well anymore because the little circle of people who used to be 

is not anymore, the circle is much bigger and much more spread across the country and different 

external projects.  

 

4.3 Processes and Structure 
 

“We’re making the same mistakes as our clients.”  (Consultant 11) 

 

A common theme amongst all the interviewees is the frustration that ‘we’ as consultants are 

making the same mistakes as ‘our’ clients. Clients usually fail in areas such as communication 

and structure or processes, which is why they seek help from consultants. In this case the 

interviewees chose the word process before structure, this could be symbolic of how they 



    
 

 

perceive the notion of organising key steps or expectations. There was strong dislike to the 

word structure from one interviewee who firmly stated that they were not a fan of structure 

because “it becomes bureaucratic” (Consultant 5).  

 

Although there are no defined ways of planning or working in projects or in line work roles 

there is a common understanding of how it can be done.  For example the pre-project phase of 

planning was perceived in a very similar way amongst almost all the interviewees. The scenario 

is that extensive work is carried out at the beginning of a project to understand what is needed 

for the project delivery, finding templates, important documents such as project scope, finding 

the key stakeholders and much more.  The issue here is not the fact that there is a lot of work 

to do in the pre-project phase but rather the perception that all of this does not have to be done 

from scratch every time. 

 

“It would be nice to standardise some things.”(Consultant 11) 

 

“There is little coordination, so individuals are reinventing something that was already in place 

because of a lack of communication and this mostly affects the on boarding at ‘client name’.”  

(Consultant 11) 

 

Many of the consultants experienced that the lack of established, communicated processes or 

even project methodologies makes it difficult to know what is needed of them. When talking 

about the firm’s knowledge management plans, the consultant’s way of working and the 

knowledge at the firm consultants perceive the lack of a process or defined way of working 

inhibits them to be effective or enthusiastic of the idea of a new knowledge management 

strategy and tool. One of the interviewees stated: 

 

“The need to share knowledge and work with knowledge actively is not anchored in anything 

so I don’t feel the need to comply with it, there is no process so there is nothing that it is 

dependent on. If I don’t upload anything to GAIA or I don’t fill in a project description or 

lessons learned there is no consequence.”  

(Consultant 1. 

  



    
 

 

5 Discussion 
The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the findings from the research perspective, the 

employees’ perspectives and with the use of relevant literature, theories and other perspectives 

as a point of reference to the case at hand.  

 

The aim of this chapter is to discuss the empirical findings with the help from supporting 

literature. The discussion is structured according to the three themes presented in the empirical 

findings chapter; ways of working, the knowledge culture and processes and structure. 

Additionally a discussion with regards to the management of knowledge in the researched 

setting will be presented, deriving from the research findings.   

 

5.1 Ways of Working 
 

The knowledge at the consultancy firm is perceived in different ways depending on the 

environment and context at hand. As mentioned in the findings the ways of working affected 

the way the consultants experienced knowledge and the management of knowledge. Another 

factor was that of their role in the different ways of working, more specifically their role in the 

external projects. 

 

Knowledge sharing in projects is dependent on the individuals involved in the project and how 

the project is characterised. According to Newell et al. (2009, p.106) the dynamic of the project 

is dependent on if the project members feel that they are part of a team or not. An issue that was 

experienced by the interviewees was the lacking of a feeling of being in a team when on 

assignments. As the nature of the assignments was mostly that of individually based 

assignments or roles in projects there was a perception that the individual deliveries on behalf 

of the firm, not that the team delivers or that the firm delivers. In order for the members to 

identify themselves as part of a (psychological) team they would need to experience that the 

project team members have a common goal or are part of a unity (Newell et al., 2009, p.106-

107). Communication is also a key aspect in this, if the project members do not communicate 

outside of their sub-projects or their roles or assignments they will not gain an overview of the 

whole project of which they are all a part of. There may be a tendency to focus solely on one’s 

own assignment.  

 

Consultants that have line roles have more contact with the client than with the firm as there is 

no project group to report back to in the same sense as there is when there is a project. A finding 

was that the consultants in line roles found themselves more focused on the client than on their 

‘home firm’ and felt little attachment to the firm as most of their time is spent at the client site. 

A common feeling was, again, that they did not feel that the firm delivers the solution, the 

individual does.  

 

Whether or not the consultants feel that they are in a psychological team or not can affect the 

ability or will to contribute to collective knowledge.  



    
 

 

The different ways of working demonstrate the constant interchange between individual and 

collective knowledge. The interchange and evolution of individual to collective knowledge can 

either be seen from the perspective of Spender’s (1996) framework which derives from the 

SECI model (commodity based knowledge cycle) or from Vandaie’s (2007) approach which 

breaks the boundaries of knowledge being either explicit or tacit and individual or collective. 

Consultants in projects, regardless of the way of working, share their knowledge in some shape 

or form, whether it be through lessons learned, and uploading unsorted documentation on the 

content management tool or through discussions with colleagues. The interesting aspect here is 

when the knowledge becomes collective. According to Vandaie (2007) there are different forms 

of collective knowledge, deriving from the empirical findings and the literature it would seem 

plausible that collective knowledge is achieved at the firm in the three forms that Vandaie 

(2007, p.2) speaks of in the following ways: 

 

Collective knowledge as shared knowledge- there are knowledge sharing activities such as 

reflection time at the office, conferences/joint firm activities and discussions on the joint 

collaboration tool. The sum of all knowledge contributes to a collective knowledge.  

 

Collective knowledge as complementary knowledge- the consultants at the firm each have a 

speciality or expertise and so there is a great deal of complementary knowledge sharing between 

the consultants in order for projects to be completed successfully, knowledge that one 

consultant holds is most likely going to be useful for another consultant at some point. The mix 

of expertise is what makes the consulting industry valuable and vulnerable at the same time, no 

two consultants have the exact same knowledge or experience.  

 

Collective knowledge as knowledge embedded in collective artefacts- the one place where 

collective knowledge artefacts can be stored is the content management tool (SharePoint). The 

preconceptions of the tool and the view of knowledge affects the usage and in turn the 

usefulness of the tool. Some consultants experience the tool to be useful whereas others prefer 

to reach out to employees on the collaboration tool (Yammer) or via e-mail.  

 

Deriving from Vandaie’s (2007) description of collective knowledge it can be concluded that 

the knowledge sharing at the firm is primarily dependant on the interaction between the 

consultants and not the collection of the knowledge in a system. However, this does not mean 

that there is no need for documented knowledge, on the contrary, the value of the collective 

knowledge would be increased if the traces of the knowledge were stored so that it could be re-

used and referred to.  

 

A detail which I deem important to reflect upon additionally is the reflective time at the office. 

The consultants have the possibility of utilising this time which can be compared to the 

reflection on practice that Schön (1995) speaks of. Reflection on practice encompasses 

reflecting on what we have done and learning from this, an activity that Schön speaks of in 

individual terms but that could also be practiced on collective terms.  



    
 

 

The reflective time at the office could be important to the consultants, in fact, Göranzon (2007) 

argues that the reflective time that is taken when on a coffee break could be the time that is 

needed in order to think of a solution, generate new knowledge and to learn. Being engulfed in 

the same activity in the same setting for some time can induce routine of which Schön (1995) 

also speaks of, routine that can make consultants oversee or simply miss things that could be 

improved or changed because they are blind from the routine.   

 

5.2 The Knowledge Culture 
 

The findings related to culture were found to relate to three main areas of concern; the 

perception of the tools, communication and involvement and finally the people and the past. 

The perception of the tools and the people and the past can be discussed jointly, the relation 

between the two being that the consultants’ past with regards to knowledge management 

strategies at other firms, tools used in their firms and the like contributes to the perception of 

what they wish to have at this firm and how they perceive knowledge and the importance of 

knowledge. A finding in this research is the divide in the firm with regards to the perception of 

the content management and collaboration tools and the goal of implementing a knowledge 

management strategy and subsequently the use of tools. On the one end knowledge management 

is seen from a structural perspective where knowledge is a resource that needs to be acquired 

and multiplied, much like the commodity view of Nonaka, Toyama and Konno (2000) SECI 

model. On the other end knowledge is seen as something that is not stored or owned in any 

sense but rather something that is created in collaboration through discussions and activities, 

much like the practice perspective. According to Newell et al the notion of what knowledge is 

(the definition of knowledge) can be categorised into either something that people have 

(“posses”) or something that people do (“practice”) (Newell et al., 2009, p.6). Newell et al. 

(2009) continue to state that this division of knowledge definition also defines from what 

perspective we see and analyse knowledge, subsequently this choice (possessive or practice) 

affects which “strategies, tools and practices” are chosen by the company or management in the 

process of knowledge management. Conclusively, the two different ways of perceiving 

knowledge produce two very different perceptions and subsequently strategies of how 

knowledge is managed.  

 

Placing importance in the tool, regardless of whether the tools are perceived relevant or useful 

or not could be directing the attention in the wrong direction. Göranzon (2007) speaks a great 

deal about the interaction between humans and computers or technology, arguing that the 

conception that computers can simplify and aid the human in her work is rather a 

misconception. In the case of this research and the findings from the firm at hand a strategy was 

formulated around the tool and not around the people who are to use the tool, presuming that 

the system will help the consultants in their work. What is perceived by the consultant could be 

the complete opposite, in this research the findings show that the tools are perceived to be either 

complex or not of much use meaning that they do not complement or help in their daily way of 

working. In short, the management of knowledge cannot be dependent on or left to a system, 

especially one that is not perceived as helpful.  



    
 

 

 

From what the consultants have conveyed in the interviews it is evident that the knowledge 

culture at the firm from a social aspect is social and implicit which in Spender’s framework 

embodies collective knowledge. In other words, knowledge is mostly being shared implicitly 

without structure and the consultants experience there to be a lack of guidance as to how this 

shared knowledge can be formalised as there is no process for it. The positive aspect of this is 

that there is a collective will to share knowledge and there seems to be a consensus along the 

lines of Hecker’s (2012, p.427-428) thoughts that “the collective group ‘knows’ more than its 

individuals independently summed together and this ‘surplus’…forms its collective 

knowledge”.  The complexity in the case of consultancy firms, and which is confirmed in this 

research, is that there are several individuals that are most probably used to working 

independently in project teams or individually.  

 

There is a culture of helping each other that also fosters collective knowledge. Hecker (2012, 

p.426-429) argues that there are three forms of collective knowledge, in this research the 

experiences of the consultants convey that there a tendency towards the utilisation of the 

competence and the knowledge of all consultants in the form of “collective knowledge as 

complementary knowledge” only. In other words, the consultants see more benefit in 

complementing each other’s expertise where needed instead of sharing knowledge 

spontaneously. The finding could be connected to the aspect of time constraint which is a 

common issue at consulting firms.  

 

5.3 Processes and Structure 
 

Although the focus of this thesis was not on processes the findings showed that the consultants 

experienced the lack of structure or a process for knowledge sharing or management at the firm 

affected their perception of the management of knowledge. The lacking of structure led to the 

consultants creating their own individual structures or processes for how they work and how 

they manage their own knowledge.  

 

For example, if there was a project methodology consisting of a guideline of steps and 

documentation that should be completed throughout the course of a project the consultants 

would have had an idea of what documentation is expected from them. It was perceived by 

some that there was a lack of communication as to what was expected of them, especially after 

a completed project which in turn led to little documentation of lessons learnt and most probably 

only informal and implicit sharing of the experiences at the client site. As stated by both Hecker 

(2012), Vandaie (2007) and Newell et al. (2009) although sharing knowing in practice, know-

how or tacit knowledge is valuable there is an additional aspect, which is especially important 

to consulting firms, and that is the documentation of knowledge, lessons learnt and keeping 

records of previous assignments.  

 

This aspect contributes to the complex setting of a consulting firm as there is a need to combine 

the tacit and explicit or structured and practiced aspects of knowing and learning for that matter. 



    
 

 

Although knowledge should not be seen as a commodity (in my opinion), it cannot be denied 

or ignored that in the case of consulting firms knowledge is in fact a commodity that brings 

added value and is ultimately a competitive advantage.  

 

The perceived lack of structure and articulated processes also contributed to the, to some extent, 

negative perceptions of the content management and collaboration tools at the firm. Had there 

been guidelines as to the purpose of the tools and the ways of working with the tools there may 

have been a better experience of the these and of the management of knowledge at the firm. 

 

5.4 Managing Knowledge in a Consulting Environment 
 

Managing knowledge at a consultancy firm can be perceived to be a complex matter. Leiponen 

(2006 cited in Taminiau, Smit and de Lange, 2009, p.43) identifies the paradox of  “on the one 

hand there is a lack of attention attributed to the importance of knowledge sharing; on the other 

hand, the managers do see the need and urgency of the importance of knowledge sharing”. 

Newell et al. (2003, p.158) emphasises the complexity in the following excerpt: 

 

Project-based organisations face substantial obstacles to be overcome in 

capturing knowledge and in the re-cycling of project-based learning that stem 

from the relatively self -contained, idiosyncratic and finite nature of project 

tasks. Inevitable discontinuities occur in the flow of resources—especially 

personnel and information across time and space, from one project to the next. 

Capturing and diffusing knowledge and learning across projects (or even 

between project phases) therefore becomes a major problem, as does avoiding 

the tendency to ‘reinvent the wheel’ when faced with a problem that needs to be 

resolved. 

 

The excerpt summarises several of the issues that face a consulting firm that is characterised as 

a project based organisation. Moving on from the complexity of knowledge to the complexity 

of managing knowledge it is clear that besides the usual rules of management and/or leadership 

such as communication and transparency, managing knowledge requires something more. The 

consultants in this research experienced that if they had some form of structure, guideline or 

project methodology at hand that they could follow they would be able to understand what is 

needed of them, why it is needed and allow them to structure their work accordingly. The lack 

of structure creates a tendency for each consultant to create their own routine and their own 

way of sharing knowledge, splitting the perception of knowledge, the need for it and the culture. 

Managing knowledge, therefore, could benefit from establishing this structure so that there is a 

collective goal for sharing knowledge. A collective goal can be defined through the 

establishment of a process oriented approach to knowledge management, based on the views of 

the consultants with regards to the lack of processes a process-oriented approach to managing 

knowledge is dicussed below.  

  



    
 

 

5.4.1 Process Oriented Approach to Managing Knowledge 

 

Introducing processes in a consulting firm where the consultants are very independent and self-

sustaining could be a challenge. A method of introducing process thinking is presented by 

Davenport (2010, p.28) who highlights that a simple checklist of what has to be done is much 

more effective and has been proven to work very well. Davenport (2010) argues that it is 

important to remember that processes are not flow diagrams where the work is divided into 

sequential steps, this would not encourage the knowledge workers to abide by a process-

oriented approach. For this reason the checklist serves a greater purpose. 

 

Defining a knowledge process instead of implementing a KM strategy per se and deriving from 

a process oriented approach would provide the firm with an overview of the sub processes and 

activities that facilitate the key business process. And, subsequently, enable better 

communication of the purpose and the vision of the different processes incorporating a people 

oriented perspective by focusing on the users or the consultants and the culture of the firm 

instead of deriving from a tool (content management system).  

 

Setting the ways of perceiving knowledge to the side the communication of the need for 

knowledge and knowledge sharing is perceived to be an important factor in order to create a 

feeling of value and enthusiasm amongst the consultants. They have little time to spend on 

knowledge sharing activities however if knowledge sharing becomes part of the informal and 

formal culture at the firm the likelihood of success if far greater. 

 

In summary, the process oriented approach to managing knowledge in a setting such as that of 

a consultancy firm seems to be suitable and the most likely approach.  

 

5.5 Reflections on the Research 
 

The choice of research design for this study showed to be beneficial for several reasons. Firstly 

the collection of data (individual and group interviews) the participants were given the 

opportunity to speak their minds and ventilate their thoughts on their way of working and how 

they have worked with knowledge so far, in a sense empowering them. The aim of the 

individual and group interviews was to collect their perceptions of reality and their views on 

the topic as well as including them in the primary stages of a knowledge management strategy 

and tool implementation. Deriving from a phenomenological standpoint allowed me to see the 

different realities of the participants and explore the subject through their realities and my own 

creating a holistic picture of the situation at hand.  

 

With regards to the interviews I have in hindsight reflected upon the differing positions of the 

interviewees during the interviews. For example the group interview with the management team 

members, in this interview I as an employee was subordinated in the hierarchy. However, as a 

researcher I am their equal, this dual relationship can affect the interplay throughout the 

interview. For example as employee in the interview the management team members could 



    
 

 

have a mission to direct me in line with their wishes for the new strategy and their requests for 

the new setup of the content management tool. Their answers and discussion could be biased 

towards their main underlying intent. On the contrary the interviews with colleagues my role 

as researcher may overpower my role as employee in the interplay between myself and the 

interviewee as they may be careful of what they say in the interviews in case I as the researcher 

judge their thoughts on the phenomenon of knowledge and the management of knowledge at 

the firm. If the study were to be performed again these reflections would be taken into 

consideration.  

 

  



    
 

 

6 Conclusion 
The concluding chapter summarizes the research and discusses the research as a whole. 

 

The purpose of this study was to explore how knowledge and management of knowledge is 

experienced and perceived at a consultancy firm and derive from the experiences of the 

participants when portraying the phenomenon of knowledge in such a setting. Knowledge 

playing such an important part in the day to day business makes it a critical factor to get right. 

However, succeeding in the management of knowledge requires an understanding of the 

knowledge that is to be managed, understanding what goes on behind the concept of knowledge. 

Knowledge is often seen as something static, possessed, a commodity that needs to be collected 

in order to create value. This research has looked into how consultants perceive knowledge and 

knowledge sharing in the project-based environment in which they work where the ways of 

working and the way knowledge is perceived affects the knowledge sharing and subsequently 

how knowledge is managed.   

 

Two research questions have permeated the whole research: 

 

1) How is knowledge perceived and experienced at a consultancy firm? 

2) How can knowledge be managed in such a setting? 

 

The findings from the interviews showed three main themes of how knowledge was perceived; 

the ways of working at the firm, the knowledge culture at the firm, and the process and structure 

aspects of knowledge at the firm. An aspect that overlaps all three areas is the aspect of 

individual and collective knowledge which has also been discussed in the study. From this 

aspect it could be concluded that the knowledge sharing at the firm is primarily dependant on 

the interaction between the consultants and not the collection and storing of the knowledge in 

a system or repository. It could be stated that the complexity of knowledge management lies 

within the problem of capturing individual (and collective) knowledge which gives birth to 

popular  frameworks and models to collect and codify knowledge. However, there is not one 

key that opens all the doors in the case of knowledge management, this research has shown, 

through the documented perceptions of the consultants, that there are several layers to how 

knowledge is perceived and handled at a consulting firm which makes the consulting firm a 

particular complex environment for knowledge sharing. This also creates a complex 

environment to manage knowledge.  

 

Managing knowledge in such a setting has shown to be complex, as stated throughout the 

research. However, deriving from the experiences of the consultants it can be proposed that the 

lack of structure contributes to the complexity, implementing a process and therefore structure 

would make the process of managing knowledge (both structural and practice, explicit and tacit) 

simpler. Not forgetting that the structure would allow the consultants to see the purpose of the 

knowledge activities and improve the perception of knowledge at the consultancy firm.  

 



    
 

 

This research has acknowledged the concept of knowing as an integral part of knowledge and 

knowledge management and has recognised the importance of adopting a holistic approach to 

the management of knowledge in order to develop and change the prejudice of knowledge 

management towards a concept that includes the aspects of knowing and knowledge, both 

theoretical and practical.  

 

In conclusion, knowledge and knowledge management is complex in itself, establishing 

knowledge practices and upholding a knowledge sharing culture at a consultancy firm where 

there are individual needs and ways of working in a project environment adds to the complexity. 

However, by understanding the individuals’ role in the collective and adapting ways of 

managing knowledge according to the different layers of what affects the perception of 

knowledge the management of knowledge can succeed. The most important aspect may be that 

knowledge cannot be managed per se, not in the classical sense of managing. Knowledge in the 

individual and the collective can be inspired, created, organised and maintained. After all, 

sharing knowledge is not a new phenomenon, on the contrary, it is an age old activity that we 

have been practicing for centuries, but never controlled.  

 

6.1 Future Research 
 

The exploration of knowledge at a consultancy firm has opened the field of process-oriented 

knowledge management to me. When searching for literature on the topic it is noticeable that 

little has been studied in that specific area from a knowledge management perspective. Avison 

and Fitzgerald (2006) discuss process oriented knowledge management from an information 

systems development perspective and other researchers have studied the use of knowledge in 

processes not the application of a process-oriented approach to knowledge management. 

However, Davenport (2010) contributed a whole chapter in the Handbook of Business Process 

Management to process-oriented knowledge management where he identifies different uses of 

processes in KM and different process-oriented approaches that can be applied to the 

management of knowledge work.  

 

As it seems to be an unexplored area it would be interesting to research it further and see if 

there are additional aspects that for example Davenport has not considered and possibly delve 

deeper into the cultural aspect of knowledge and knowing deriving from inspirations such as 

Charles Handy1. Culture and psychology has always been an interest of mine and with earlier 

anthropological studies a study over a longer period of time would be of interest.  

 
 

 

                                                 
1 Charles Handy born in 1932 in Ireland is a well-known philosopher who has specialized in organization culture. According 

to Charles Handy’s model, there are four types of culture which the organizations follow: 1) Power 2) Task culture 3) Person 

culture and 3) Role culture (http://www.managementstudyguide.com/charles-handy-model.htm) .  
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Appendices 
 

Appendix A 
Cutting from the Knowledge management strategy presentation at the firm. 

 

 

 

 



    
 

 

Appendices 
 

Appendix B  
Themes for interviews and group interviews 

 

 

 

 Way of working – current way of working at the firm and externally with the client/s. 
o Ways of communication 
o How is knowledge/information retrieved from where or from whom? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 The KM tools 
o Past and current implementations 
o Views 
o improvements 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 



    
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


