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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1. General 

The literature survey is very important for conducting a research as it 

lays the foundation of the research. It helps to understand the current body of 

knowledge-what already has been done, suggest paths to take, to improve the 

existing knowledge, and to lay down the plan for finding a solution for the 

research problem. We used the World Wide Web for finding much information 

about the knowledge management, especially those related to the objectives of 

this research. The following sections will explain the main findings on various 

thoughts of several gurus, their proposed models and systems in knowledge 

management. This literature review was done for fulfilling three objectives.  

The first objective was to gather general introduction to the subject 

and give a background to the subject. This will be discussed and analyzed 

critically in order to show the extent of literature available on the subject. The first 

part of the literature review is basically on forming the definitions of key terms 

used in the research. The theoretical definitions of the main terms will be 

explained. As many terms and areas have different definitions from various 

researchers, the idea is not to stick to a specific definition but to get to know the 

broader view of each definition.  

The second objective of the literature survey is to discuss the cultural, 

people and technological aspects of the knowledge management. This view will 

be important during formalizing the research model in the next chapter. The found 

literature also showed lot of arguments on various aspects of the knowledge 

management. Some say it is similar to the information management. This war of 

thoughts is discussed in a separate section of the literature review. 

The third aim of the literature survey is to find the availability of a 

KM capability assessment model. Although there was no literature found in the 

local context about assessing the knowledge management capabilities in Sri 

Lankan software development companies, few related articles were found from 

researches done in other countries. Many of them describe the importance of 

managing the knowledge and effective ways to do it.  They explain several 
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models to implement knowledge management within organizations in general. But 

literature on ways to measure the capability of managing knowledge in software 

development companies was difficult to find. 

2.2. What is Knowledge? 

2.2.1. General Meaning 

The oxford dictionary definition states that knowledge is “facts, 

information, and skills acquired through experience or education” (Oxford, 2003). 

Davenport and Prusak have given a similar definition on knowledge with claim 

that knowledge is “a fluid mix of framed experience, values, contextual 

information, and expert insight that provides a framework for evaluating and 

incorporating new experiences and information” (Davenport and Prusak, 1998). 

When we start learning about ‘knowledge’, it is found that the study 

of the nature and origin of knowledge is called epistemology, and goes back to the 

ancient Greek period (Stenmark, 2002). There are various definitions for 

knowledge. This can be readily seen when reading literature on knowledge. It 

seems that no two authors can agree on a definition. The data, information, 

experience, facts, know-how all are related terms of knowledge. Different authors 

have combined those terms in various manners to define the term ‘knowledge’. To 

demonstrate the ambiguity of knowledge, several definitions are presented below. 

Knowledge management guru Nonaka has stated philosophical view 

on knowledge by giving knowledge as “a multifaceted concept with multi-layered 

meanings”. He also adopts the definition of knowledge as “justified true belief” 

(Nonaka, 1994).  

Gill describes how knowledge has progressed during recent years. In 

the pre-industrial era, knowledge was the ‘skill’. In the industrial era it was 

changed to ‘knowledge of technology’. In the productions era it was considered as 

‘knowledge of a production resource’. When the management revolution 

happened it transferred to ‘knowledge as an organizational resource’ (Gill, 2002).  

To summarize the concept of knowledge, it is clear many authors have 

defined it in different forms. It is demonstrated from the variety of definitions 
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given above that are closely related. Hence we conclude that knowledge is a 

complex abstract word that can be interpreted in many different ways. Knowledge 

is often substituted for data and information. But most authors agree that 

knowledge has greater depth than information or data. 

After having a general understanding on the definition of knowledge, 

it is interesting to find out two types of knowledge that are found from the 

literature. That categorization actually gives another important dimension to the 

knowledge. Two types of knowledge are tacit and explicit which are discussed 

below. 

2.2.2. Tacit Knowledge 

Tacit knowledge is a form of knowledge that cannot be expressed in 

formalized way. By definition, tacit knowledge is knowledge that people carry in 

their minds and is, therefore, difficult to access. Often, people are not aware of the 

knowledge they possess or how it can be valuable to others. Tacit knowledge is 

considered more valuable because it provides context for people, places, ideas, 

and experiences. Effective transfer of tacit knowledge generally requires extensive 

personal contact, communication and trust. 

 The famous researcher, Polanyi has used the term tacit knowledge in 

one of his books “The Tacit Dimension “ in 1966, and he justifies the phrase with 

the well cited quote “we know more than we can tell”. He has defined it as “what 

people know’ – which cannot be articulated, abstracted, codified, captured and 

stored” (Polanyi, 1966). This means that we cannot express what we know, and 

we will never be able to articulate what we hold internally. Tacit knowledge is 

therefore that which is difficult to formalize and articulate. It is personal, and 

specific to a context. This means that the same information or data can be formed 

to create different knowledge, when interpreted by two people. Hence it adds a 

human dependency to the knowledge; hence it becomes more and more 

complicated to manage. 

Tacit knowledge consists often of habits and culture that we do not 

recognize. It refers to a knowledge which is only known by an individual and that 

is difficult to communicate to the rest of an organization. Hence the tacit aspects 
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of knowledge cannot be codified, but can only be transmitted via training or 

gained through personal experience. Since the tacit knowledge is personalized in 

nature, it will be interpreted by second person, based on his regional, 

organizational or social culture. Also it is difficult to share with people not 

embedded in that same culture.  

Tacit knowledge has been described as "know-how". It is not the 

"know-what" [facts], "know-why" [science] or "know-who" [networking]. It 

involves learning and skill but not in a way that can be written down. Tacit 

knowledge has been found to be a crucial input to the innovation process. An 

organization’s ability to innovate depends on its level of tacit knowledge of how 

to innovate. (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995) They say “Tacit knowledge may seem a 

simple idea but its implications are large and far reaching. If important knowledge 

is tacit, then it cannot be effectively spread through an organization. This means 

that useful knowledge will not be able to reach those who need it without direct, 

face-to-face contact.”  

It also means that training newcomers in an organization becomes 

more time consuming, because they must be given time to learn on their own 

while doing, which reduces overall efficiency. In order to collect and spread tacit 

knowledge, organizations must invest greatly in the human capital of its members. 

2.2.3. Explicit Knowledge 

Explicit knowledge is knowledge that can be formalized and 

expressed, through things such as formulae, training documents, instruction 

manuals, software systems etc. This form of knowledge is the opposite of the tacit 

knowledge. Nonaka and Takeuchi define explicit knowledge as “knowledge that 

is transmittable in a formal, systematic language” (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). 

This means that as a result explicit knowledge is easier to store and share. But 

many authors consider it is not important as tacit knowledge. 
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2.3. What is Knowledge Management? 

After gathering the facts about knowledge, then it is important to 

know what is meant by managing knowledge. From the literature it is clear that 

various forms of definitions again exist for knowledge management as well. It 

should be noted that different view points exist even to argue it is as a new label 

for information management; some say it is simply about keeping document 

repositories. Others take it more seriously by suggesting it is an essential function 

within an organization. Some others almost deny it actually exists. In this section 

different definitions of knowledge management will be given in order to 

demonstrate multiple views. 

Malhotra takes a relatively strategic view of knowledge management 

(Malhotra 1997, 1998). He defines it in the following terms: "Knowledge 

Management caters to the critical issues of organizational adoption, survival and 

competence in the face of increasingly discontinuous environmental change. 

Essentially, it embodies organizational processes that seek synergistic 

combination of data and information processing capacity of information 

technologies, and the creative and innovative capacity of human beings." 

Paul M. Hildreth and Chris Kimble have argued that some knowledge 

cannot be captured (Hildreth & Kimble, 2002). They say that knowledge 

management is essentially about people aspect of management. They focus on 

managing the less structured soft knowledge. They further describe knowledge 

management as an expansion of artificial intelligence, where “knowledge is 

viewed as information”. This shows that knowledge management extends to areas 

that relates to different academic domains. 

Knowledge management is inherited from many related disciplines. 

Originally knowledge management draws from a wide range of disciplines and 

technologies such as cognitive science (The science of studying about mind and 

intelligence), organizational science, expert systems, knowledge base and artificial 

intelligence, library and information science, technical writing, relational and 

object databases, decision support systems and document .Most of the theories of 

knowledge management have been initially formulated in those disciplines. In last 
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decade many theorists have introduced their own findings to make knowledge 

management a vast area that spreads across many domains and disciplines. 

Wigg says “Knowledge management is a conceptual framework that 

encompasses all activities and perspectives required for gaining an overview of 

creating, dealing with and benefiting from the company’s knowledge assets and 

their particular role in support of the company’s business and operations” (Wigg, 

1995).  

All above definitions of knowledge management suggest us that, it 

spreads across wide areas of fields; has managerial aspect for correct use; relates 

to human culture and attitude; can take technological aid for implementation. It 

definitely is a vital factor for organizations to survive in the ever changing 

competitive business context. 

 

2.4. Knowledge versus Organizational Culture 

What is organizational culture? Organizational culture is about the 

people and environment within an organization. It includes how people work 

together, team structures and their attitude and feelings of people on the various 

aspects of the organization. Many authors cite that it is absolutely essential to 

create a culture in an organization which is open to change, in order for effective 

knowledge management. 

Kafantaris (Kafantaris, 2002) states that “an organization should 

promote an environment where people are rewarded and recognized for creating 

and sharing tacit knowledge through social interaction and continuous learning”. 

A similar view is given by Ford and Chan (Ford and Chan, 2002). 

They claim that the success of knowledge management practice depends on the 

type of organizational culture.  

Davenport and Prusak state that there are a set of fundamental 

principles for creating an organizational culture that is ideal for knowledge 

transfer, which include trust, common cultures, vocabularies and frames of 

reference, amongst others (Davenport and Prusak, 1998). Davenport and Grover 
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(Davenport and Grover, 2001) discuss the need to introduce knowledge 

management into people’s everyday working lives. They emphasize that 

knowledge management should become an integrated function in the culture of an 

organization that every worker has a chance to contribute in their jobs.  

Malhotra (Malhotra, 1998) discusses about knowledge workers in the 

organizations, and says “they need to be comfortable with self-control and self-

learning. In other words, they would need to take higher degree of responsibility 

and authority, as well as capability and intelligence for handling both”  

A study done by Anna Dening (Anna D, 2003), shows that there is a 

language dependency in knowledge management practice. She has surveyed 

English and French speaking communities separately to prove that language 

dependency in knowledge management is vital. 

2.5. The Use of Technology in Knowledge Management  

Malhotra (Malhotra, 1998) discusses how technology can aid 

knowledge management. He says that “the latest advances of information 

technology facilitate the processes such as gathering, analyzing, summarizing or 

distribution of information. That is the explicit knowledge can be managed with 

technology”. He argues that the most important thing to consider is how this 

knowledge is translated into actionable knowledge that is mapped to the actual 

business context. Having the technologies doesn't necessarily ensure creativity 

and innovation that is necessary for organizational competence. He says “KM is 

not limited to collecting information from various domain experts and creating 

databases supported by organizational intranets. It is defined in terms of 

determining the individual knowledge needs of every employee and then 

satisfying that knowledge need”. 

Stenmark supports the use of technology in knowledge management, 

and says that “information technology environments such as intranets may be 

utilized to establish a virtual meeting place where communities of practice can 

engage in dialogue and collaboration. The intranets must be designed to support 

not only the informational aspects but also include people by making salient 

networks of users with similar interests and allow these to communicate and 
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collaborate” (Stenmark, 2002). He also emphasizes the ‘people’ aspect of the 

organization; even though how advance technology is used in the organization to 

mange the knowledge. This viewpoint clearly indicates the capability to manage 

knowledge will depend on to what extent the technology is used by the 

organization for effective communication among employees.  

Davenport and Grover says that “technology can provide assistance in 

knowledge management, but its importance pales in comparison to developing 

knowledge-oriented cultures, motivating individuals to share and use knowledge, 

and encouraging workers to view their jobs in terms of effective knowledge 

management” (Davenport and Grover, 2001).  

2.6. Critical Views on Knowledge Management 

William (Wilson, 2002) says knowledge management is a useless 

exercise. He lists around 20 ‘management fashions’ of the past 50 years, and 

claims that “knowledge management (whatever that is) and information 

management are likely to be the same. He listed many literatures such as Journal 

of Management Information Systems, Wirtschaftsinfomatik, European Journal of 

Information Systems, Praxis, Journal of Management Studies and IBM systems 

Journal and created view against the knowledge management. This implies that 

KM is purely a management fad, and that the author is very skeptical of 

knowledge management. 

At the same time there are many writers and management gurus who 

firmly believe in knowledge management and its applications. This is why we get 

lot of literature on this subject, and it has grown to vast scale. 

Davenport and Grover (Davenport and Grover, 2001) give a very 

optimistic view point stating that “It is increasingly clear that knowledge 

management is here to stay. It is a major part of the business”. They further 

highlight the importance of the posts such as ‘knowledge officer’ in organizations. 
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2.7. Knowledge Management Frameworks 

Derek Binney (Binney, 2001) provides a framework known as “KM 

Spectrum” to help organisations make sense of the large diversity of material 

appearing under the heading of KM, and to help them assess where they are in 

KM terms. His focus is on the KM activities that are being carried out, grouped 

into six categories: 

 

1.      Transactional KM: Knowledge is embedded in technology. 

2.      Analytical KM: Knowledge is derived from external data sources, typically 

focussing on customer-related information. 

3.      Asset Management KM: Explicit management of knowledge assets (often 

created as a by-product of the business) which can be reused in different ways. 

4.      Process-based KM: The codification and improvement of business practice 

and the sharing of these improved processes within the organisation. 

5.      Developmental KM: Building up the capabilities of the organisation's 

knowledge workers through training and staff development. 

6.      Innovation/creation KM: Fostering an environment which promotes the 

creation of new knowledge, for example through R and D and through forming 

teams of people from different disciplines. 

 

For each of these categories of KM, Binney lists several examples of KM Systems 

or approaches that support them. By evaluating the each approach relevant to the 

organization, an overall assessment on knowledge management can be made. The 

approaches under each category are listed in the Table 2.1. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.tlainc.com/articl51.htm#ID_binney2001
http://www.tlainc.com/articl51.htm#ID_kmspectrumtbl1
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Table 2.1: KM Spectrum and Applications  
 

Transactional Case Based Reasoning (CBR)  
Help Desk Applications 
Customer Service Applications 
Order Entry Application  
Service Agent Support Applications 
 

Analytical Data Warehousing 
Data Mining 
Business Intelligence 
Management Information Systems 
Decision Support Systems 
Customer Relationship Management (CRM) 
Competitive Intelligence 
 

Asset 
Management 

Intellectual Property 
Document Management 
Knowledge Valuation 
Knowledge Repositories 
Content Management 
 

Process TQM 
Benchmarking Best Practices 
Quality Management 
Business Process (Re) Engineering 
Process Automation 
Lessons Learned 
Methodology 
SIE/CMM, ISO9xxx, Six Sigma 
 

Developmental Skills Development 
Staff Competencies 
Learning 
Teaching 
Training 
 

Innovation and 
Creation 

Communities 
Collaboration 
Discussion Forums 
Networking 
Virtual Teams 
Research and Development 
Multi-Disciplined Teams 

Source: KM Spectrum - Understanding the KM landscape, Journal of Knowledge 
Management - Volume 5 
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2.8. Assessing the Knowledge Management  

2.8.1. Knowledge Management Capability Check List 

Jim McKeen and Michael Zack (Jim M. and Michael Z, 2003), offer 

the following checklist of 10 critical capabilities that need to be competitive in the 

new knowledge economy.  

 

1. Does your organization explicitly recognize knowledge as a key element in its 

strategic planning exercises? “. 

2. Does your organization benchmark its strategic knowledge against that of its 

competitors?  

3. Has your organization developed a knowledge strategy that maps knowledge 

to value creation?  

4. Is your organization able to identify internal sources of expertise?  

5. Are your employees valued for what they know?  

6. Does your organization look for opportunities to experiment and learn more 

about customers, products, technologies and internal operations?  

7. Does your organization encourage and reward the sharing of knowledge?  

8. Do you have effective internal procedures for transferring best practices 

throughout the organization?  

9. Is the knowledge management group a recognized source of value creation 

within your organization?  

10. Does your organization exploit external sources of knowledge effectively 

including customer knowledge? 
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2.8.2. Other Findings on Assessing the Knowledge Management 

P. Jackson and J.E Klobas have given a model for knowledge transfer 

and creation in information technology companies. The model has been derived 

from the sociology of knowledge, in particular the work of Berger and Lukmann 

(Berger and Lukmann 1991). Berger and Lukmann had proposed a series of 

processes to describe how the ‘inter-subjective’ gap exists between people when 

the knowledge is shared can be overcome effectively. 

Jackson and Klobas further detail their model, which has five main 

elements namely personal knowledge, externalization, objectivation, legitimating, 

internalization and knowledge creation. Their work is useful to get an idea of 

knowledge transfer but it does not define a way to measure the capability of 

knowledge management as whole (Jackson P, and Klobas J.E. 2003) 

Johanna (Johanna R, 1999) explains several steps a manger should 

take within his organization to form a learning culture. She has stated the 

difference between great managers and lousy managers as the ability to create 

learning culture in their organizations. She further says, “the lousy managers 

repeated their mistakes on project after project; they claimed to want to solve 

problems but didn’t’ take the time to learn how to avoid repeating them”. 

Ravichandran S, Santham R, and Mohomed S (Ravichandran S, 

Santham R and Mohomed S, 2002) highlights their experience of implementing 

knowledge management tools in a company called SSI Technologies. They have 

quantified the benefits derived using a tool based process database for knowledge 

management. 

New Zealand Institute of Management has developed NZIM 

Management Capability Index, which can be used to benchmark the management 

capabilities demonstrated in various business/organizational activities. Even 

though this is not relevant with the knowledge management capabilities, it can be 

used to get an idea of how to derive a knowledge management capability index in 

this research (Matheson, M. 2003). 
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2.9. Use of Literature Review 

While conducting the literature review, it is found that there is a lot of 

literature on how to manage knowledge in organizations in general. Many 

researchers have come up with guidelines for implementing and assessing the 

knowledge management aspects of the organizations. Industry wise, very few 

analysis were found. There was no literature, describing the knowledge 

management aspects of the software development companies in Sri Lanka. But 

followings major facts were gathered from the literature review. 

 

1. Knowledge has different forms to consider – tacit and explicit 

2. Knowledge management acts something like a library in that it provides a 

repository for written information on a given subject, but it also tries to make 

available to the organization as a whole the knowledge that is in people’s 

heads. 

3. This knowledge is the most valuable of all because; it is used in decision 

making. Knowledge management helps to ensure prompt availability, 

accuracy and up to date knowledge 

4. The cultural aspect of the knowledge management is important. Different 

people in different societies will have different attitudes towards knowledge 

management. The cultural values and their thoughts play a vital role. It is a 

crucial factor for capability of knowledge management of the organization. 

5. The infrastructure and organizational business process is also an important 

aspect to be assessed. When it comes to the software development 

organizations, the software development process has to be considered. 

 


