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Knowledge Management Process:
a theoretical-conceptual research

O Processo de Gestao do Conhecimento: uma pesquisa
tedrico-conceitual

Rodrigo Valio Dominguez Gonzalez'
Manoel Fernando Martins?

Abstract: Knowledge Management (KM) is a subject that has aroused the interest of many researchers in the last
decade, being great part of contributions driven by steps, named KM process. Because it is an embracing theme,
publications about KM process have multidisciplinary contributions and, thus, this research aims to conceptualize
this process, analyzing the main approach that guides the study of each stage, and also, to raise the main publications
on the subject, classifying them as to their contribution area. To reach these goals, this article is oriented by a
theoretical-conceptual research, in which 71 articles were studied. The results indicate that the KM process consists of
four stages: acquisition, storage, distribution, and use of knowledge. In the acquisition phase, the studied themes are
organizational learning, knowledge inception, creative process and knowledge transformation. In the storage phase,
the contributions deal with a person, an organization and information technology, while in the distribution phase
the studies concentrate in social contact themes, practice community and sharing via information technology. And,
finally, in the use phase, we address the form of use, dynamic capacity and retrieval and knowledge transformation.

Keywords: Knowledge management process; Knowledge acquisition; Knowledge storage; Knowledge distribution;
Uses of knowledge; Theoretical-conceptual research.

Resumo: A4 gestio do Conhecimento (GC) é um tema que vem despertando o interesse de muitos pesquisadores nas
ultimas décadas, sendo grande parte das contribui¢ées orientadas por etapas, denominadas processo de GC. Por se
tratar de um tema abrangente, as publica¢ées sobre o processo de GC apresentam contribui¢des multidisciplinares
e, desta forma, esta pesquisa tem por objetivo conceituar este processo, analisando as principais abordagens que
orientam o estudo de cada etapa, e, também, levantar as principais publicagdes que tratam do tema, classificando-as
quanto a sua darea de contribui¢do. Para alcangar estes objetivos, este artigo é orientado por uma pesquisa
teorico-conceitual, na qual foram estudados 71 artigos. Os resultados desta pesquisa apontam que o processo de
GC é constituido de quatro etapas: aquisi¢do, armazenamento, distribuigdo e utiliza¢do do conhecimento. Na fase de
aquisicdo, as temdticas estudadas sdo aprendizagem organizacional, absor¢do de conhecimento, processo criativo
e transformacado do conhecimento. Na fase de armazenamento, as contribuigées tratam do individuo, organizagdo e
tecnologia da informagdo, enquanto na fase de distribui¢cdo os estudos concentram-se nas tematicas contato social,
comunidade de pratica e compartilhamento via tecnologia de informacgao. E, por fim, na fase de utilizagdo, sdo
abordados os temas forma de utilizagdo, capacidade dindmica e recuperagdo e transforma¢do do conhecimento.

Palavras-chave: Processo de gestdo do conhecimento; Aquisi¢do de conhecimento; Armazenamento de conhecimento;
Distribui¢dao de conhecimento,; Utilizag¢do de conhecimento, Pesquisa teorico-conceitual.

1 Introduction

Organizational knowledge is considered, nowadays,
an asset that, although intangible, generates competitive
advantage to the organization. To Grant (1996),
competitive advantage is reached through continuous
improvement and process innovation and of product,
and knowledge is the organizational resource that

allows the organization to develop activities of
improvement and innovation.

The evolution itself of the concept of company
theory shows a paradigm change regarding the
importance of knowledge. Grant (1996) and Kogut &
Zander (1992) argue that this evolution comes from
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a vision in which profitability is explained based
on existing productive factors, to a vision based on
knowledge, constituting the theory based on knowledge
according to which the competitive advantage of an
organization is subjected to knowledge.

Although many of its central points are not new
to the academic world, the study of Knowledge
Management (KM) is a recent concept, discussed
more fully in the 1990s, treated as a process that
promotes the flow of knowledge between individuals
and groups within the organization, consisting of
four main steps: acquisition, storage, distribution
and use of knowledge (Durst & Edvardsson, 2012;
Liao et al., 2011; Argote et al., 2003; Cormican &
O’Sullivan, 2003).

The main purpose of this article is to discuss,
from a theoretical background, the steps that make
up the KM process in organizations, and in addition,
examine the aspects that deal with each stage of this
process and classify the main theme of references
around these perspectives.

There are two main perspectives of study on the
KM process. The first, referred to in this article as
flow based on organizational development, focuses
on increasing the knowledge storage and reuse of
the knowledge repository (Gonzalez et al., 2014).
In this perspective, KM refers to the development
of methods, tools, techniques and organizational
values that promote the flow of knowledge between
individuals and the retrieval, processing, and use of
this knowledge in improving and innovating activities
(Yang, 2010). The second important area, called
process-based flow, has as its main interest the study
of the contribution of Information Technology (IT) as
amechanism to stimulate the creativity of individuals
to develop new values to the business (Teece, 2007).

This way, organizations need to prepare themselves
internally so that knowledge can circulate among
individuals and, in addition, be used in actions that
result in some kind of improvement. Around this
context, emerges the question that guides this article:
“How is the process of knowledge management in
organizations, considering the perspectives aimed
at organizational development and processes”? And
yet: “What are the main aspects that relate to each
phase of the KM process”?

2 Methodology

This article presents an exploratory research to
highlight the practices related to the KM process, using
theoretical and conceptual methodology. The purpose
of this methodology is to build an overview of the
subject, providing a basis for future studies that seek
to improve the available concepts (Forza, 2002).

According to Miguel (2007), the main purpose of
a theoretical-conceptual survey involves performing
conceptual modeling to enable identification,

understanding, and monitoring of the development
of a particular field of knowledge, raising prospects
for future work. This research conducts a broad
theoretical survey to elucidate the steps that constitute
the process of KM in organizations and, subsequently,
an analysis of the main objectives are carried out, as
well as of the main organizational actions involving
each phase of the KM process.

The survey was conducted through literature review,
including articles of major journals that deal with the
subject of knowledge management. The selection
of journals surveyed took into account two factors:
the JCR index of the journal and the theme covered
by the journal. Regarding journals that deal with
various issues including knowledge management,
such as management, operations management and
information system, we considered the JCR index
greater than 1.0. The research was focused on the
following databases: Elsevier, Emerald, Informs Pubs
Online, and Inderscience. The choice of databases
considered the theme treated by the journals, in this
case, information and knowledge and managerial
sciences. The survey also found journals that deal
exclusively with issues related to KM. The latter
group includes: Journal of Knowledge Management,
International Journal of Knowledge Management,
and International Journal of Knowledge Management
Studies. Table 1 summarizes the number of articles
surveyed per journal, totalizing 71 articles.

Within these journals, we used as criterion for
search the following keywords: knowledge acquisition,
knowledge storage, knowledge distribution, knowledge
sharing, knowledge utilization, organizational
learning, knowledge absorption, knowledge
transformation, community of practice, knowledge
exploitation, knowledge exploration, and dynamic
capacity. Figure 1 illustrates the model that guides
the theoretical-conceptual survey of this article.

3 Knowledge in the organizational
context

Due to its intangible and directly related to the
human mind nature, it is difficult to precisely define
knowledge. According to Kakabadse et al. (2003),
the terms “knowledge” and “information” are used
interchangeably, however, it is useful to distinguish
them. The chain of knowledge is a flow consisted of
data-information-realization-action/reflection-wisdom
(Figure 2).

Knowledge, therefore, is developed through an
evolutionary cycle. From the observation and data
organization, begins a process of learning, in which
from structured data, attains the particular knowledge,
i.e., belonging to an individual or group of individuals.
This process ends with the gain of wisdom by the
individual, who grows with experience. At the
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Table 1. Number of articles surveyed per journal.

Journal Quantity
Academy of Management Review 2
Administrative Science Quarterly 2
European Journal of Innovation Management 1
Industrial Management & Data system 2
Industrial Marketing Management 1
International Journal of Information Management 1
International Journal of Knowledge Management 2
International Journal of Operations & Production Management 1
International Journal of Production Economics 1
International Journal of Technology Management 1
Journal of Business Research 5
Journal of Information Science 3
Journal of Information Technology 1
Journal of Knowledge Management 16
Journal of Management Information Systems 2
Journal of Management Studies 4
Journal of Organizational Change Management 1
Management Science 2
Mis Quarterly 2
Organization Science 13
Organization Studies 1
Sloan Management Review 1
Strategic Management Journal 4
Technovation 1
The Journal of Management Development 1
Total 71
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Figure 1. Research design. Source: Kakabadse et al. (2003).

same time, it starts the process of routine, which
begins with data about a specific context of a given
organization, and then the practice reaches a certain
task (Kakabadse et al., 2003).

The knowledge classification in the explicit and
tacit dimensions was, initially proposed by Polanyi
(1967). The explicit portion refers to formalized

knowledge, expressed in the form of data, formulas,
specifications, manuals and procedures (Kogut &
Zander, 1992). Tacit knowledge, on the other hand,
is defined by Polanyi as non-verbalized, intuitive
knowledge. Spender (1996) suggests that tacit
knowledge is best defined as knowledge that has not
yet been abstracted from the practice.
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Figure 2. Stages and evolution of the knowledge dimension. Source: Magnier-Watanable & Senoo (2008).

Deep understanding of what is the tacit and explicit
knowledge to adopt initiatives for KM is extremely
important. If the explicit part of knowledge is most
valued by these initiatives, the company can minimize
KM to procedures related to information system.
However, when the two portions of knowledge are
dealt with in a coordinated and combined manner,
the organization can achieve sustainable competitive
advantage (Tsoukas, 1996).

Explicit knowledge is considered the best way
to impart knowledge (Sveiby, 1997). However,
this feature makes it susceptible to imitation by
competitors, which makes it fragile as the sole
source of competitive advantage of organizations, for
presenting low degree of appropriateness (Nelson &
Winter, 1982). Tacit knowledge, in turn, is practical,
intrinsic to people, non-transferable and specific
to context, therefore, of difficult formulation and
communication. It is through this knowledge that
the organization can generate innovation and new
knowledge (Molina et al., 2010; Nelson & Winter,
1982). Because it is a concept closely related to the
human ability to perform tasks, tacit knowledge has
been used to support the core competencies settings
and organizational skills (Molina et al., 2010; Prahalad
& Hamel, 1990).

Tsoukas (1996) states that the two types of
knowledge, tacit and explicit, are mutually constituted
and essentially inseparable. In particular, the author
argues that tacit knowledge is a component contained
in all knowledge and that they should not be analyzed
in isolation. Such interaction between tacit and explicit
can be demonstrated in models of knowledge creation
as the “knowledge spiral”, proposed by Nonaka &
Takeuchi (1995), which proposes the conversion of
knowledge in tacit to explicit state.

Therefore, knowledge is an asset that the organization
develops over time through organized action of
its individuals within a context that permeates the
organization. It is up to the organization to identify
the two types of knowledge (tacit and explicit) and

develop a process to manage this asset, i.e., the KM
process.

4 Management of Knowledge
Process

In the literature, the importance of KM as a tool to
achieve competitive advantage is a consolidated fact.
All organizations need to mobilize their knowledge
to promote and support their strategies, and KM
indicates the system of organization and mobilization
of knowledge acquired by the organization. From the
point of view of literature review, it is possible to
list different models that address the control group
(Table 2).

These different models point to a variety of issues
around KM. The models can be analyzed in two main
areas. The first refers to KM as a restricted subject to
IT scope. One of the main problems about IT on the
KM contribution is the difficulty and/or impossibility
to register the tacit knowledge of individuals, because
itis impossible, according to the author, to absorb or
scan the content of human mind and store it inside
a database (Bhatt, 2002). Regarding the importance
of tacit knowledge, the author argues:

The effective knowledge creation, specifically tacit,
depends on strong relationships between members of
the organization [...] Knowledge management should
focus its efforts on tacit knowledge, experimenting
with new organizational structures, culture and
reward systems to increase social relations in such
away that implicit knowledge is expressed, shared,
and argued (Bhatt, 2002, p. 36).

The second, in turn, considers organizational
development, emphasizing structure and organizational
culture as facilitating the interaction between individuals,
enhancing knowledge sharing (Rowley, 2001).

Although many publications emphasize the
information system processes for the conduct of KM,
this cannot be mistaken with a vast electronic library
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Table 2. Models for Knowledge Management.

Author

Models

Poynder (1998)

- KM is a topic restricted to IT, having as central topics computer network and group ware;

- KM is a matter relating to human resources with an emphasis on organizational culture and

the formation of working groups;

- KM depends on the development of organizational processes that promote the capture,
evaluation and measurement of know-how of the organization.

Swan et al. (1999) - Models based on IT are focused on intensive processing and dissemination of information;
- Community-based models emphasize dialogue and collaboration networks. The purpose of
these models is the exploitation of knowledge, based primarily on the interaction between

individuals.

Alvesson &
Kérreman (2001)

KM models are established from the combination of two elements: the interaction of media
(social and techno structure) and the management mode of intervention (coordination and

control). From these two axes, the authors define four models:
- Community-based models, derived from social interaction and managerial intervention.

Emphasis on the sharing of ideas;

- Models based on normative control, arising from the social interaction and managerial
intervention. Emphasis on the regulatory control. The organizational culture acts as a

repository of knowledge;

- Models based on stored experiences, arising from the interaction based on techno structure
and coordination based on management intervention. Emphasis on the formation of a

“library” of knowledge;

- Models based on rules and modes of action, arising from the interaction based on techno
structure, and control based on management intervention. Emphasis on the development of
templates that describe specific modes of action.

Lee & Kim (2001) - Management model: it has as central element the development of the “knowledge worker”,
also including leadership, autonomy, performance measures and reward, organizational

structure and culture;

- Technical model: it has as central element IT. This perspective emphasizes the facilitation of
the process of storage and distribution of knowledge through KM systems, including data
mining, discussion forums, internet and intranet.

Schultze &
Leidner (2002)

- Goal Model: knowledge is seen as an object to be discovered. Knowledge is identified in a
variety of ways and places, and acts in the coding technology of this knowledge;

- Subjective model: knowledge is inherently identified and related to human experience
through social practice, as seen in communities of practice (Brown & Duguid, 2001;

Thompson & Walsham (2004).

that stores information. The focus of KM process is
on connecting people, causing them to think and act
together (Alvesson & Kérreman, 2001; Bhatt, 2002).

The KM must match IT with business processes,
constituting an activity that develops, stores, and
transfers knowledge, in order to provide the members
of the organization information necessary to make
correct decisions (Pinho et al., 2012; Hung et al., 2005).

KM models based on IT secure the knowledge
from static information, neglecting the role that
individuals have about this process (Sveiby, 1997).

Alavi & Leidner (2001), Pinho et al. (2012),
Liao et al. (2011), Cormican & O’Sullivan (2003),
and Vorakulpipat & Rezgui (2008) treat KM as a
process with specific phases, which have as main
objective the dissemination of knowledge for later
reuse by other individuals and groups, and subsequent
transformation of their content, generating new
knowledge.

Magnier-Watanable & Senoo (2008) propose a
model (Figure 3) surrounding the organizational
characteristics and KM process. The phases of the
KM process described by Magnier-Watanable and
Senoo are used in the remainder of the article, since
it is present in line with the KM models described
by other authors. The organizational characteristics,
according to the authors, include the structure (vertical
and horizontal), the form of association (individual and
collective), the relationship type (systematic and ad
hoc), and strategy (reactive and innovative). The KM
process consists of the following stages: acquisition
(focused and opportunistic), storage (private and
public), diffusion (prescriptive and adaptative), and
application (exploitation and exploration) of tacit and
explicit knowledge in order to support the innovative
organizational process.

Each of the organizational characteristics impacts
more directly on one of the four phases of the KM
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Organizational Characteristics
Structure Affiliation Relationship Strategy
Vertical Horizontal | Individual | Collective | Systematic | Ad hoc Reactive | Innovative
Focused |Opportunist| Prvate Public  |Prescriptive | Adaptive | Exploitative| Explorative
Acquisition Storage Distribution Use
Knowledge Management Process

Figure 3. Model for Knowledge Management.

process. Structures with many hierarchical levels
tend to practice a KM-based encoding; and less rigid
structure hierarchically practices a KM focused on
the sharing of tacit knowledge, based on personal
relationships (Merat & Bo, 2013).

Membership relates to how the employee feels as a
member of an organization, i.e., belonging to a social
context (Pinho et al., 2012; Brown & Duguid, 2001),
directly interferes in the knowledge storage process.
The relationship, which deals with the communication
process within the organization, ranges between
systematic (formal and interdepartmental relations) and
ad hoc (informal and interdepartmental relations), and
interferes with the process of distribution of knowledge
(Boh et al., 2013). The type of strategy of the firm,
which ranges between reactive (conservative and
aiming to maintain the status quo of the organization)
and innovative (proactive and aiming to promote
organizational results), interferes with the process
of knowledge use (Holmqvist, 2004).

The success of initiatives aimed at KM is
conditioned to the ability of the organization to
promote the continued institutionalization of
knowledge (Crossan et al., 1999; Grant, 1996) from
the retrieve of the knowledge originated in subjects
to later retain it in their organizational memory, in a
process comprising the steps of acquisition, storage,
distribution, and use of knowledge. The following
sections consist of a conceptual survey on each of
these four steps comprising the KM process.

4.1 Knowledge acquisition

The acquisition relates to the intra-organizational
process that facilitates the creation of tacit and explicit
knowledge, starting from individuals and integrating
the organizational level as well as the identification
and absorption of information and external knowledge
source (Gold et al., 2001; Huber, 1991), therefore,
this study assumes that acquisition is the creation
of knowledge within the organization through a
learning process, and also the acquisition of external

knowledge, originated in associative action with other
organizations, business consulting, and universities.

The first group of references which deals with the
acquisition of knowledge focuses its attention on the
learning process. Zollo & Winter (2002) state that
the learning process is responsible for two sets of
organizational activities: operational routine, which
deals with the firm’s functionality, and dynamic
capabilities that enable improvement (routine
modification). Routines are stable behavior patterns
that characterize the organizational reactions from a
variety of internal or external stimuli, generating two
patterns of behavior. The first involves performing
procedures previously known in order to generate income
for the organization, i.e., to use the organizational
capabilities (Grant, 1996). The second aims to
establish changes in routines in order to increase the
competitive advantage (Teece et al., 1997).

The accumulation of experience is the process
by which organizational routines are developed and
established within the organization and accumulate
tacit knowledge. This process of accumulation of
knowledge, called cumulative, makes the organization
able to develop innovations, proposing technological
advances (Anand et al., 2010; Teece, 2007).

The cumulative depends on the organizational capacity
to absorb knowledge, which is the second group of
publications that deal with the acquisition process.
Absorption refers to the ability of an organization to
recognize the value of certain knowledge, assimilate it,
and apply it in order to obtain competitive advantage
(Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). According to the authors,
the fundamental notion of this concept focuses on the
fact that organizations need to access their primary
knowledge to assimilate and use new knowledge, i.e.,
the primary accumulation of knowledge increases
the potential for future learning.

While organizations with higher absorption
capacity tend to be more dynamic (Teece et al., 1997;
Volberda et al., 2010), i.e., able to exploit opportunities
in the environment, regardless of the actual performance,
organizations with lower absorption capacity tend to
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be more reactive, as they seek ways to correct their
faults, based on performance standards that do not
mean technological advancement. The organizational
reactivity and proactivity concepts are long-term,
i.e., firms that reach a proactive level, for example,
remain this way for their own aspiration to research
new opportunities (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990).

The third group of references emphasizes the role
of'the creative process within an organization, which
starts from the moment that knowledge is identified
as a problem solution. In cases in which the degree of
innovation is too low or the dependence of expertise
is stable, simple knowledge transformation can be
sufficient strategy for sharing knowledge among
individuals, groups, and organization. In cases in
which the rate of innovation is high, the specialized
knowledge requires transformation to be integrated
(Carlile & Rebentisch, 2003).

Finally, the fourth group of references dealing with
the knowledge acquisition process emphasizes the role
of knowledge transformation. Transformation involves
specialization in two directions: “specialization within”
and “specialization through” (Carlile & Rebentisch,
2003). The first deals with the development and
improvement of knowledge, while the second refers
to the integration of different specialized knowledge.
For the authors, the bottleneck for the transfer of
knowledge is in “specialization through” due to the
difficulty in establishing a common language.

Nonaka & Takeuchi (1995) point out that the
creation is directly linked to the development of
spaces that promote interaction between individuals,
which are called “ba”, including physical and virtual
aspects of the organization that stimulate the creation

Table 3. Articles related to knowledge acquisition.

of knowledge. For the authors, these spaces should
provide experience sharing conditions, the articulation
of mental models of individuals via dialogue, the
systematization of knowledge and, finally, the
incorporation of explicit knowledge.

Thus, references dealing with the knowledge
acquisition process work their contributions to four
major issues: organizational learning, creative process
of individuals and groups within the organization,
transforming the organizational knowledge, and
knowledge absorption. Table 3 summarizes the
contribution of the areas of the articles researched.

4.2 Knowledge storage

The knowledge storage stage refers to the
organizational memory formation process, in which
knowledge is formally stored in physical memory
systems and informally retained as values, rules and
beliefs that are associated to culture and organizational
structure (Alavi & Leidner, 2001; Argote et al.,
2003). Walsh & Ungson (1991, p. 61) emphasize
the importance of this phase, defining organizational
memory as follows: “[...] stored information from
an organization’s history that can be expressed to
bear on present decisions [...]”, i.e., it is information
stored about history of the organization, which are
considered in these decisions.

Grant (1996) points out that the main role of
the firm is the integration of individual specialized
knowledge, and that hierarchical coordination of the
firm failures in the integration process. The firm, in
this context, has connotation of knowledge repository
(Grant, 1996), characterized as a physical location

Article Learning

Organizational

Creative
Process

Knowledge
Absorption

Knowledge
Transformation

Zollo & Winter (2002)

Sheng & Chien (2016)

Chung et al. (2015)

Teece et al. (1997)

Eisenhardt & Martin (2000)
Augier & Teece (2009)
Volberda et al. (2010)

Liao et al. (2010)

Lopez & Esteves (2012)
Pacharapha & Ractham (2012)
Rusly et al. (2015)

Cohen & Levinthal (1990)
Anand et al. (2010)

Carlile & Rebentisch (2003)
Nonaka & Takeuchi (1995)
Gonzalvez et al. (2014) X

XK R X

el

X

XK KKK X X
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that supports creation and development, providing
a social context.

The organization stores knowledge in different
ways. Walsh & Ungson (1991) identify five types
of knowledge repositories (“bias”). The first is the
individuals who compose the organization, which are
based on their experiences and direct observations.
Culture defines the way of thinking and feeling the
problems by individuals. The third repository is
the transformation process that occurs through the
development, selection, and analysis of new working
methods, which are subsequently socialized. Structure
stores the set of rules, hierarchies, and attributes
that define the functional model of the organization.
Finally, ecology helps in the sharing process within
the organization.

Lin (2007) explains that knowledge storage implies
in a conversion process involving organization,
structuring, storage and, finally, the combination of
knowledge in order to facilitate future use by those
concerned. Thus, information technology (IT) appears
as a key tool in this phase, offering three applications:
(i) encoding and knowledge sharing; (ii) creation
of corporate knowledge directories; (iii) creation of
networks of knowledge (Alavi & Leidner, 2001).

However, authors such as Rowley (2001), Thompson
& Walsham (2004) and Huysman & Wulf (2006)
attenuate the importance of the IT in knowledge
retention phase. Huysman & Wulf (2006) explain that
organizations need to create a culture that encourages
knowledge sharing. According to Rowley (2001), not
all tacit knowledge must necessarily be transformed
into explicit, since these two types of knowledge are
complementary and interdependent (Gao et al., 2008).
Rowley (2001, p. 234) still ponders: “Not all tacit
knowledge needs to be made explicit; the organization
needs to develop a shared understanding of which
types of knowledge need to be articulated and shared.

Thus, it is possible to distinguish three main
principles that guide the references of knowledge
storage. The first considers the importance of the

Table 4. Articles related to knowledge storage.

individual as a tacit knowledge retention device, and
thus the constant capacity of the individual is essential
in order to acquire a capacity for increased absorption,
enabling a greater accumulation of knowledge
(Madsen et al., 2003; Gonzalez et al., 2014).

The second major factor in the publications is
the knowledge storage by means of organizational
pathways, called knowledge institutionalization
(Grant, 1996). In this institutionalization process the
importance of structure and organizational culture
as retention vehicles outstands. Thus, culture carries
part of organizational knowledge through the values,
beliefs, and actions that are considered valid between
individuals and groups; and the organizational structure
mobilizes part of knowledge through patterns, routines,
and established hierarchy (Martins & Meyer, 2012;
Levy, 2011).

And IT, in turn, is the third important factor in
publications about knowledge storage. Whereas
knowledge has an explicit portion, capable of encoding
through physical memories, such as databases, IT
acts as a support function in the knowledge storage
process (Alavi & Leidner, 2001). Table 4 classifies
the publications surveyed between these four main
factors related to the knowledge storage.

4.3 Knowledge distribution

Knowledge distribution refers to the process by
which new information from different sources are
shared and eventually can drive the creation of new
knowledge, understanding and information (Huber,
1991). However, according to Lee & Yang (2000,
p- 790), this sharing process requires the organization
to mobilize in order to create a “sharing environment”:
“The most effective way to disseminate knowledge and
best practices is through systematic transfer. This is,
to create a knowledge sharing environment [...]”.

The mere fact that the organization has possession
ofknowledge is insufficient. The organization should
ensure the flow of knowledge in order to enable the

Article Individual Organization Information Technology
Alavi & Leidner (2001) X X X
Argote et al. (2003) X
Walsh & Ungson (1991) X X
Martins & Meyer (2012) X
Levy (2011) X X
Thompson & Walsham (2004) X
Huysman & Wulf (2006) X X
Madsen et al. (2003) X X
El Louadi & Tounsi (2008) X
Yigitcanlar et al. (2007) X X
Gonzalez et al. (2014) X X
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learning process between individuals, resulting in
improved performance (Yuan et al., 2010).

Levine & Prietula (2012) identify four ways to
transfer knowledge. The first, called self-learning,
refers to the knowledge acquired by manual
reports of the firm containing relevant information.
The second form refers to changes that occur due
to contact of individuals of the firm, in a social life
perspective. The performative relations is the third
mode of knowledge transfer and include the specific
knowledge exchanges in a group, coming from
communities of practice which dominate specific
knowledge and a common language (Brown &
Duguid 2001; Lave, 1998). Finally, the fourth form
of distribution of knowledge is based on exchanges
that an organization performs with other companies,
i.e., external knowledge that the organization acquires.
Therefore, the forms of interaction and distribution
of knowledge consider their tacit and explicit state.
Self-learning is basically based on the distribution
via explicit knowledge. However, other forms
highlighted by Levine and Prietula refer to tacit and
explicit knowledge exchanges.

The classification of references dealing with the
distribution of knowledge process will be based on three
aspects: the exchange of experiences and knowledge
between individuals through social contact, in a
perspective of sharing tacit and explicit knowledge;
sharing knowledge via communities of practice; and
distribution of explicit knowledge supported by IT.

Regarding explicit knowledge, it can be shared
by IT systems, but also through social interaction of
people (Argote et al., 2003). People should contribute
to that knowledge to integrate a “knowledge network”,
and IT alone does not depose important barriers to
KM. According to Lee & Yang (2000), IT does not
change the behavior of people, it does not increase
the managerial commitment, and it does not create
a shared understanding among people.

Freeze & Kulkarni (2007) identify four ways in
which knowledge can be found in the organization
(Table 5) and each of these states has specific forms
of distribution.

The term “expertise” is best understood in Portuguese
as the ability to develop certain task. Its transfer
strategy is given by the interaction and collaborative

Table 5. Knowledge distribution modes.

action among individuals and retention is part of a
competence management strategy.

The learned lessons encompass the knowledge
gained when tasks or projects are developed by
individuals, being also treated as “best practices”
or “internal benchmarks” (Alavi & Leidner, 2001).
Once the lesson is learned, the organization has to
research a strategy in order to make this knowledge
explicit, defined with knowledge documents. (Freeze
& Kulkarni (2007).

Much of the developed knowledge is incorporated
by the organization in the form of policies and
procedures, which represent the institutional knowledge
required for efficient and consistent operation of an
organization, in the case of organizational routine
that enables the division and specialization of work
(Dijk et al., 2016; Garicano & Wu, 2012; Nelson &
Winter, 1982).

However, Brown & Duguid (2001) argue that
there are differences between what is written and
what individuals actually perform. This aspect is due
to the fact that these practices and procedures do not
refer simply to the distribution of explicit knowledge.
Freeze & Kulkarni (2007) and Gao et al. (2008) explain
that there is a continuum in which part of the tacit
knowledge is converted to explicit. Between these
two extremes there is a domain of knowledge called
by the authors as implicit or tacit knowledge that is
potentially amenable to explanation, but also still
embedded only in individual expertise, dominated
by a group or community.

In this perspective, communities of practice (CoP)
are examples of groups whose individuals have
an intense exchange of knowledge. The term was,
innovatively treated by Wenger and Lave (Lave,
1998), who highlighted the importance of sharing
information within a group as a means of producing
informal learning, which spreads internally or across
its borders.

The concept of CoP was developed at the
organizational level by Brown & Duguid (2001) in
order to facilitate learning process, dissemination of
knowledge, and formation of identity in organizational
groups. These groups develop a common identity
and a social context that helps in the sharing process.
Collectively, individuals create a vision of the work
and the world that should reflect the organization

Type Nature Source
Expertise Tacit Human experience
Learned lessons Tacit/Implicit Front-line
Documents Explicit Reports (bottom-up)
Policies and procedures Implicit/Explicit Reports (top-down)

Source: Freeze & Kulkarni (2007).
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as a whole, but more intensely reflects a specific
community. Thus, due to behavioral uniqueness
presented by these groups, knowledge can be more
easily shared.

The CoPs are coordinators of learning, giving
meaning to the work of individuals and the group
identity through active participation of its members.
Thus, the integration of three aspects — learning,
meaning of work, and identity — generates legitimacy
to groups (Hwang et al., 2015).

Thus, it is clear that the knowledge distribution
process has not only the use of IT related to the
dissemination of explicit knowledge, but also involves
organizational routines that enable direct contact
between individuals in order to disseminate the tacit
and implicit portion of knowledge. Table 6 shows
the main publications dealing with the thematic
distribution of knowledge, classified in knowledge
sharing via social contact, sharing through practice
and explicit knowledge, and knowledge sharing
supported by IT.

4.4 Knowledge use

According to Zack (1999), knowledge use is
associated with the ability of individuals of an
organization to locate, access, and use information
and knowledge stored in the formal and informal
organization of memory systems.

Knowledge must be used as the basis for the
development of new knowledge through integration,
innovation, creation, and extension of the existing
knowledge basis, and should still be used as a basis
for decision making. Thus, the use has an exploitative
character of knowledge when through it decision or
improvements are made, using, therefore, the same
knowledge basis; or an explorative character, when
the knowledge basis is used as a primary knowledge
to create new knowledge in an innovative proposal
(Cohen & Levinthal, 1990; Ganzaroli et al., 2016;
Nooteboom et al., 2007).

Table 6. Articles related to knowledge distribution.

For Magnier-Watanable & Senoo (2008), the ways
of using exploitative and explorative knowledge
are directly related to the strategy chosen by the
company: reactive or innovative. The first strategy
exploits existing knowledge, i.e., it is limited to use
knowledge in order to facilitate a defined strategy.
The innovative strategy uses an explorative model
to differently compete in the current market or in
new markets.

Walsh & Ungson (1991) call knowledge use as a
retrieval process, which manifests itself in two levels.
The first, called automatic, refers to the retrieval of
information through routine, using for this purpose
procedures, structure, and a culture ¢ shared among
individuals in their workplaces. The second, called
controlled, is achieved through changes in retention
pathways outlined in the retention process. Since the
retrieval of the information originated in the ecological
transformation phase — structure — is automatic, the
only way to monitor the retrieval is through the
redesign of these retention elements.

The use is based on the way in which the activities
are historically developed in the organization, however,
when the complexity of tasks increases, the use must
be adapted to respond to new situations. This process
requires an interactive effort between research and
evaluation of knowledge and involves two main
phases. The first of them is a “research space”, i.c.,
an effort to pursuit knowledge. From this research
phase, a set of solutions that constitutes the second
phase is developed, in which an alternative should be
selected by means of an evaluation process (Carlile
& Rebentisch, 2003).

With the process of using knowledge and the
reflection on the experiences of the decisions and
actions taken, knowledge can be revised, addressing
an individual learning process which can support
the creation of new knowledge, or replace the
existing knowledge, with a view to dynamic capacity
(Volberda et al., 2010).

Article Social contact

Community of practice Sharing via IT

Levine & Prietula (2012)
Lee & Yang (2000)

Yuan et al. (2010)

Huber (1991)

Freeze & Kulkarni (2007)
Brown & Duguid (2001)
Dijk et al. (2016)

Hwang et al. (2015)

Faraj & Johnson (2011)
Lefebvre et al. (2016)

Ko KK KKK

>

X

XK KX
XK R
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Regarding dynamic capabilities, Teece et al. (1997,
p- 516) define them as ““[...] the ability of the firm to
integrate, build, and reconfigure their internal powers
in order to quickly respond to the environmental
changes”. An important implication of this concept
is that firms compete not only from the perspective
of exploiting their skills already mastered, but also
supporting its competitive strategy in the development
and renewal of their organizational skills. Eisenhardt
& Martin (2000) and Zollo & Winter (2002) cite the
research and development activities, alliances and
acquisitions, technology transfers and routines as
examples of dynamic capabilities.

Grant (1996) and Zollo & Winter (2002) share
the position that the dynamic capabilities originate
from the learning process, constituting a systematic
method for modifying the routine of the firm. Zollo &
Winter (2002) highlight three learning mechanisms that
enable dynamic capabilities: experience accumulation,
knowledge articulation, and knowledge encoding.
These mechanisms constitute a cycle of evolution
of knowledge, i.e., a form of the firm build and
renew knowledge and establish new knowledge to
organizational routines. This cycle puts into practice
the exploration and exploitation in order to seek
solutions to the latent needs of the environment and
convert these solutions into routines.

Thus, references dealing with knowledge use can
be divided into three groups according to the emphasis
of the approach. The first group emphasizes how
to use knowledge, i.e., if the firm uses exploratory
or exploitation approach of knowledge; the second
group addresses the dynamic capability of the firm to
rebuild its skills in a learning process; and the third
deals with the process of retrieval and transformation
of this knowledge in the organization. Table 7 shows
the main citations of this KM phase classified for
these three groups.

Thus, the four stages of the KM process allow the
organization to create, retain, disseminate, and reuse
knowledge, treating it as an asset that can generate

Table 7. Articles related to knowledge use.

competitive advantage. Although not all organizations
have a structured process, the KM may be rooted in
the very conduct and in the organizational context.

5 Analysis

This study was structured around the knowledge
management process. Before starting the discussion
around this process, it is noteworthy that the definition
and classification of knowledge are extremely important.
Knowledge should not be mistaken with information
or data. In fact, knowledge is the final result of an
evolutionary cycle, which requires observation,
evaluation, reflection, and experience, i.e., knowledge,
unlike data and information, only materializes with
human activity (Kakabadse et al., 2003).

Other important characteristics that must be
considered are its classification. Knowledge can be
tacit or explicit, i.e., inherent in human skills and
competencies, or codifiable respectively. Each of
these portions of knowledge (tacit and explicit) has
a different perspective regarding the management
(Tsoukas, 1996). While explicit knowledge can be easily
stored and disseminated through procedures and the
very organizational structure, using IT as a facilitator
of its retention and distribution, tacit knowledge, in
turn, requires organizational development to create
a culture that encourages sharing (Martins & Meyer,
2012), in addition to a structure that facilitates the
integration of individuals and knowledge.

The models that address KM process are structured
preliminarily around this classificatory concept of
knowledge. You can divide the contributions of these
perspectives into two main groups. The first suggests
that KM is a matter related to IT, which, according
Boisot (1998), provides conditions for that knowledge
to become an industrial commodity that provides
profits. Gao et al. (2008) call this predominance of IT
on the KM process as “Hard Track”, which emphasis
is on explicit knowledge.

Form of Use

Article (exploration/ Dynan}ics Knowledge retrie.val
exploitation) capacity and transformation

Ganzaroli et al. (2016) X
Cohen & Levinthal (1990) X X
Walsh & Ungson (1991) X
Nooteboom et al. (2007) X X
Volberda et al. (2010) X
Rothaermel & Alexandre (2009) X X
Martin-de-Castro (2015) X X
Patterson & Ambrosini (2015) X X
Torugsa & O’Donohue (2016) X




Knowledge Management Process...

259

The second group proposes that KM is more focused
on human resource development, emphasizing the
importance of culture and the formation of working
groups. A “positive” organizational culture is key to
promote learning and sharing skills and knowledge
(Irani et al., 2009; Boh et al., 2013). Gao et al. (2008)
and Schultze & Leidner (2002) also emphasize the
need to create a socialization space that fosters the
creation and sharing of knowledge, such as the
“Ba-Space” (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995), communities
of practice (Brown & Duguid, 2001), and the culture
geared to sharing knowledge (Sveiby, 1997), with a
“Soft Track” view (Gao et al., 2008).

The IT must be understood as a KM support tool.
Therefore, organizations should work towards the
construction of an organizational environment that
fosters continuous improvement of individuals, the
exchange of knowledge, and stimulating trial and
error process, encouraging knowledge use. IT must
act as a mechanism facilitating knowledge storage
and distribution processes, increasing the flow of
information between individuals, and aiding in the
retention and institutionalization of knowledge.

Deepening on the characterization of the KM process,
the article defined it through four stages: acquisition,
storage, distribution, and use of knowledge. Because
it is a large, multidisciplinary process, every step
of KM can be studied from different perspectives.
The theoretical framework of this article raised the
main approaches featuring the four stages of the KM
process, listing the main associated articles.

Thus, the publications dealing with the knowledge
acquisition process are focused on four main themes.
The first refers to organizational learning, which deals
with the acquisition as a process of reconfiguration
of internal routines. The second deals with the
ability of the organization in absorbing knowledge.
This capability depends on the presence of primary
knowledge that facilitates the absorption of new
knowledge (Augier & Teece, 2009; Liao et al.,
2010). The third part deals with the creative process,
which depends on the organizational stimulus for the
development of human resources and teamwork that
results in improvements and innovations. And finally,
the transformation of knowledge, mainly approached by
Nonaka & Takeuchi (1995), states that the acquisition
of knowledge is expressed by a transformation process
in which knowledge migrates from explicit state to
implied, a context called “knowledge spiral”, which
depends on creating an organizational context that
encourages interaction between individuals and hence
the sharing of knowledge.

The second stage of the KM process is the storage of
knowledge. This step aims to retrieve learned lessons
and best practices, forming the organizational memory
(Madsen etal., 2003; Levy, 2011). Organizations that
have difficulty in knowledge retention lose part of their

institutional assets, making them less competitive,
since it will occur the loss of primary knowledge,
hindering the absorption of new knowledge and its
dynamic capability. Thus, publications dealing with
knowledge storage are focused on three main factors.
The first refers to the human being, and the organization
must develop its individuals constantly to improve
their respective capacities to absorb new knowledge.
The organization is the second important means of
knowledge retention. At this point, the interest is
primarily focused on organizational culture, which
carries the values, beliefs, and ways of acting of its
individuals, and organizational structure that defines
how decision-making, hierarchy, and organizational
assignments are carried out (Martins & Meyer, 2012;
Gonzalez et al., 2014). Information technology is the
third important factor in publications on knowledge
storage, focusing mainly on technological tools to
facilitate the retention of explicit knowledge (El Louadi
& Tounsi, 2008).

The third stage of the KM process refers to the
distribution of knowledge. At this stage, the focus
is around the sharing and distribution of knowledge
between individuals and groups within the organization.
As in the retention phase, the difference between
implicit and explicit knowledge becomes important
for distributing knowledge. Tacit knowledge is
essentially shared by the interactions and social
contact, which is the first major theme of this stage.
The second theme in publications dealing with the
knowledge distribution refers to the formation of
communities of practice. The first factor, social
contact, is more closely related to the development
of working groups that allow the flow of knowledge
between individuals (Levine & Prietula, 2012).
On the other hand, the communities of practice are
focused on the formation of groups of individuals
who may be physically distant, but who share primary
knowledge, identity, and goals (Brown & Duguid
2001; Dijk et al., 2016). The third relevant factor
to knowledge distribution is the use of IT. At this
point, as well as in relation to knowledge storage,
its contribution is related to the dissemination of
the explicit knowledge stored, and as a facilitator
to the communication of communities of practice.

Finally, the fourth stage of the KM process is
knowledge use. At this stage, interest is focused on
forms of location and access to knowledge created
and stored. It is through the use of retained knowledge
that the organization closes the cycle of knowledge
transformation, since knowledge was created under
certain conditions, stored and distributed among
individuals and, at this point, used for another purpose,
promoting its transformation and the creation of new
knowledge (Ganzaroli et al., 2016). The first topic
addressed in publications refers to the form of use, i.e.,
if the organization exploited acquired knowledge in a
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Table 8. Knowledge Management Process and Organizational Actions.

Phase Central objectives Organizational actions
Acquisition ~ Knowledge creation starting from the skills of - Training of individuals;
individuals (Pacharapha & Ractham, 2012). - Encouraging the trial and error process;
Knowledge acquisition involves the ability of - Development of a culture aimed at learning;
the firm to absorb knowledge from their primary - Hiring and partnerships with other firms;
knowledge basis in a learning perspective (Lopez - Hiring new employees representing new
& Esteves, 2012). The acquisition of knowledge ~ knowledge;
can be seen as a process of transformation in - Acquisition of patents.
which knowledge migrates from its explicit form
to the tacit one (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995)
Storage Retention of knowledge generated by individuals - Identification and registration of best practices;
and socialized in groups (Yigitcanlar et al., - Registration of learned lessons;
2007), forming an organizational memory - Incorporation of knowledge acquired in
(Walsh & Ungson, 1991). Explanation process procedures and rules of the organization;
of tacit knowledge (Nonaka & Takeuchi, - Retention of individuals (tacit knowledge
1995). Development of organizational culture repository);
and structure that represent the routine of the - Development of an organizational culture
company (Madsen et al., 2003). that represents the values and beliefs of the
company;
- Use of IT as a tool for knowledge retention and
training of organizational memory.
Distribution  Dissemination of knowledge between individuals - Disclosure to employees of the retained
through continuous social contact (Levine & knowledge basis;
Prietula, 2012) and of specialized groups that - Development of work in groups;
share a language and objectives, in a community - Development of communities of practice -
of practice approach (Brown & Duguid, 2001). exchange of specialized knowledge;
Using IT as a facilitator of the dissemination - Use IT as a tool for the distribution of
process. organizational knowledge.
Use Knowledge of the firm being exploitative - Creation of problem-solving teams;

(reactive form) or explored (innovative

form) (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). The use

of knowledge in order to rebuild its routines
and skills (Volberda et al., 2010). Retrieval
and transformation of knowledge acquired by
promoting the expansion of the organizational
knowledge base (Walsh & Ungson, 1991)

- Development of activities for improving
products and processes;

- Changes in routines and procedures of the
organization;

- Use of procedures and instructions that
incorporate best practices and learned lessons.

reactive manner, usually related to solving problems
presented by processes; or considers an exploitative
view of knowledge in which the organization innovates
from the consolidated knowledge basis (Cohen &
Levinthal, 1990). The dynamic capability, related
to the organizational capacity to rebuild its skills, is
the second important issue dealt with in the use of
publications. In this context, the interest is related to
the ability of the firm to use the knowledge in order
to be internally modified and respond to new market
demands (Ganzaroli et al., 2016). And finally, retrieval
and transformation of knowledge is the third aspect
studied in the literature. Authors who preliminarily
dealt with the use of this perspective were Walsh &
Ungson (1991), whose main concern is around the
way how retrieval and transformation occur: automatic
or controlled. Automatic retrieval occurs through
the current procedures and organizational structure,

i.e., through organizational routines. In this context,
the authors consider that the routines compose the
knowledge automatically used by the organization.
The controlled retrieval occurs when there is the
transformation of routines, i.e., knowledge is processed
to achieve superior performance.

Table 8 summarizes the main objectives of each
phase of the KM process. In addition, organizational
actions related to each of the stages are listed, which
are dealt with by the references researched in this
article.

6 Final remarks

The knowledge management issue has been
studied by many researchers for some decades. For a
better understanding and analysis, the KM should
be studied as a process consisting of the following
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steps: acquisition, storage, distribution, and use of
knowledge.

Because it is a large, multidisciplinary theme,
each of these phases of the KM process consists
of several themes. This article achieves its goal of
defining the KM process, conceptualizing its stages,
and also identifying the main factors and aspects
that relate each of these steps. Initially, the research
identified the main approaches that support the
models for KM. It is possible to conclude that the
models for KM are guided by two main features,
called “soft track” or concerned models with
organizational development, regarding organizational
culture and structure, skills development, and work
organization. On the other hand, there is the model
of “hard track” type, i.e., models oriented to IT
tools that seek to facilitate the process of storage
and distribution of knowledge.

Regarding the KM process itself, this research has
identified four specific phases: acquisition, storage,
distribution, and use of knowledge. For each phase
we identified factors that influence the research.
In the case of knowledge acquisition, it is concluded
that four themes are dealt with: organizational
learning, absorbing knowledge, creative process, and
transformation of knowledge. Knowledge storage
is studied around the individual, organization, and
information technology. Knowledge distribution,
in turn, is analyzed from the perspective of social
contact, community of practice, and sharing via IT.
Finally, knowledge use is covered around the form
of knowledge use (exploitation or exploration),
dynamic capability, and knowledge transformation
and retrieval.

The article also contributes assessing the main
journals dealing with the KM process, analyzing
71 articles and classifying their contributions regarding
the themes that guide the four phases of the KM
process. Thus, this article is presented as a guide
to KM researchers concerning the identification of
approaches and bibliographies related to the KM
process.

This article meets its goal of mapping phases of the
KM process and identifies two groups of organizational
actions that support this process. The first, also called
“soft”, is concerned with the development of an
organizational context which supports the creation,
dissemination, and use of the acquired knowledge.
The main initiatives that support this action group
are aimed at the training of individuals, involving
the development of new skills, the structuring of
routine work, and problem solving in groups, to
encourage the socialization of knowledge and sharing
of tacit knowledge, development of organizational
routines that incorporate the acquired knowledge,
the development of a culture that encourages the
exchange of knowledge and encouragement and

constant support activities for improvement and
innovation of the processes. These actions involve
the expenditure of time and continuous support of
senior management, as it comes to changing habits
and patterns of organizational behaviors. The second
group, called “hard”, involves the use of IT as a
support mechanism for knowledge distribution and
storage processes.

Therefore, since knowledge has a tacit and an
explicit characteristic, the management process of
this asset requires actions that go beyond the use of
IT, requiring a transformation of the culture and of
the very organizational structure.

Regarding the development of future studies, there
are two types proposed. The first one dealing with the
qualitative form of each of the approaches regarding
the four stages of the KM process, characterizing,
via case study or action research, such approaches.
The second refers to conducting a confirmatory
analysis of the factors identified in each phase of
the KM process, being also an exploratory analysis,
seeking to identify new factors that explain these
steps, using, for that purpose, multivariate data
analysis with confirmatory and exploratory approach
respectively.
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