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ABSTRACT 

 
 
Knowledge is considered nowadays as the main source of competitive advantage and, 
therefore, its appropriate application has been gaining great attention. The present study 
focuses on the use of integrative mechanisms in consulting firms as part of the knowledge 
application process during the action-planning stage of projects. Concepts such as 
knowledge, types of knowledge and Knowledge Management processes are clarified and 
then developed in a consulting firm context, in order to identify the advantages and 
disadvantages that this type of project-based organisations has due to the important role that 
knowledge plays in the consulting process. Furthermore, two main paradigms of 
Knowledge Management in consulting firms are developed based on a synthesis of the 
relevant literature. Next, different views of Knowledge Integration are exposed and the four 
mechanisms for Knowledge Integration proposed by Grant are assigned to each paradigm. 
These paradigms are used as theoretical base for the research and as selection criteria of 
two representative consulting firms, which constitute the unit of analysis of a qualitative 
study, which aims to rank the importance of the above mentioned Knowledge Integration 
mechanisms in the action-planning stage of the consulting project life-cycle. 
 
The research approach is deductive and subjective in terms of ontology. Critical realism 
more closely represents the study in terms of epistemology and the main sample 
characteristics are non-probabilistic, purposive and heterogeneous. The data are collected 
through surveys and semi-structured interviews and are analysed following a commonly 
accepted qualitative data analysis method.  
 
The study results regard the ranking of the four integrative mechanisms in terms of their 
usefulness during the action-planning stage of consulting projects. The results cannot be 
generalised due to the sample characteristics but they qualitatively reflect the importance of 
mechanisms for integration of knowledge in these two firms during this particular stage. By 
doing so, the study implies that, although the two consulting firms represent different 
paradigms of Knowledge Management, they have a similar predisposition to give priority 
to a certain Knowledge Integration mechanism against another. 
 
 
Keywords: knowledge, knowledge management, knowledge integration, consulting 
firms, knowledge integration mechanisms.  
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DEFINITION OF BASIC TERMS 

 
 
Knowledge:  According to Oxford Dictionary (2009), Knowledge is defined as 
“information and skills acquired through experience or education”. However, for the 
purpose of the present research, knowledge is defined based on Nonaka’s (1994) seminal 
work, according to which knowledge is a “justified true belief” . This stance is more 
appropriate since it emphasises on the difference that exists between information and 
knowledge itself. The first one is only a flow of messages, while the second is created and 
organised by the flow of information, anchored on the commitment and beliefs of its holder 
(Nonaka, 1994; p.15). 
 

Knowledge Management (KM): A business process, through which firms create and use 
their institutional or collective knowledge. Knowledge Management includes three sub-
processes: organisational learning, knowledge production and knowledge distribution 
(Sarvary, 1999; p.95) 

Knowledge Integration (KI): Process of combining the knowledge of two specialists in 
order to develop the organisational capabilities (Grant, 1996). 

Project: A temporary endeavour undertaken to create a unique product or service. 
Temporary means that every project has a definite beginning and a definite end. Unique 
means that the product or service is different in some distinguishing way from all similar 
products or services. (PMI, 1996). 

Project Based Organisation (PBO): An organisation where projects are the primary unit 
for production, organisation, innovation and competition (Hobday, 2000; p.874). 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 
 
The present research question emerged gradually beginning from reviewing the literature 
on Project-Based Organisations (PBOs). The authors’ attention was drawn by the various 
challenges PBOs face today, one major of which is Knowledge Integration (Grant, 1996). 
In this type of organisations it is hard to integrate knowledge effectively and in a systematic 
way even though several methods are being tried. Costly lessons learned from completed 
projects stay with the individuals who participated in the project’s life-cycle and thus 
valuable knowledge is hindered from being disseminated within the PBO and used in 
consequent projects (Grant, 1996b; Hobday, 2000). 
However, from the resource-based view of the firm, major source of competitive advantage 
is Knowledge Integration (Grant, 1996). Growing emphasis is given on intellectual capital 
and firms are devoting great efforts and investments on increasing this. Effective 
Knowledge Management is an imperative but the means are not widely known. In many 
cases, by simply storing big amounts of knowledge within an organisation, valuable time is 
lost and costs increase while effective knowledge application remains a mystery (Dunford, 
2000). It is not surprising that the literature on Knowledge Management processes is vast 
when it comes to creation and transfer of knowledge and significantly less when it comes to 
its application, vital part of which is Knowledge Integration (Nonaka, 1996; Grant, 1996). 

It is moreover significant that some firms require greater efforts than others to integrate 
knowledge. This is either because of the type of their activities, e.g. service providers with 
greater amount of tacit knowledge being communicated, or because of the type of their 
structure, e.g. PBOs, which by definition lack in learning silos, namely structures that can 
facilitate communication of lessons learned among different project teams (Hobday, 2000). 
Next, seeking to identify best practices, it seems appropriate to search which mechanisms 
the most successful of these more knowledge-dependent firms employ. 

Therefore, the methods applied to integrate knowledge in the consulting industry are of 
great interest. In particular, consulting firms are not only service providers structured 
usually as PBOs but they also rely directly and heavily on knowledge for making profits. 
Since they even advise customers on how to integrate knowledge in their organisations, 
consulting firms are in the greatest need for effective Knowledge Integration and 
simultaneously one expects them to have the greatest potential for doing so (Sarvary, 1999; 
Dunford, 2000).  

Special attention is given to the action-planning stage of consulting intervention and this is 
because it is in this stage that the maximum assimilation of integrated expertise knowledge 
is required. In particular, during the action-planning stage, different scenarios are developed 
that could possibly lead to the solution of the previously identified problem (Kurb, 2002). 
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The development of scenarios is one of the most knowledge-intensive processes and 
requires the most effective integration of expert knowledge possible. Consequently, this 
stage is extremely critical for the successful outcome of a consulting intervention and 
justifiably is the focus of the research.   

Which Knowledge Integration mechanisms do consulting firms consider more useful during 
the action-planning stage of their project life-cycle? 

This question will become the driver of the literature review in order to build an appropriate 
theoretical framework for the research. A deeper understanding of knowledge, its 
management, its processes and mechanisms for its integration as well as of the nature and 
processes of consulting profession will provide the theoretical support needed to identify 
the key elements that are needed to be compared between the academics’ and practitioners’ 
view of Knowledge Integration. The last step is to compare and ask practitioners which 
mechanisms among the ones identified in the literature are more useful in the context where 
they develop their activity. Consequently, the present research aims to conduct a gap 
analysis; namely to identify the distance between theory and practice on Knowledge 
Integration mechanisms. 

The unit of analysis are two consulting firms, which are selected following a purposive and 
maximum variation approach. The two firms, one in Mexico and the other in Greece, are 
chosen as representative of the two main Knowledge Integration paradigms, which emerged 
after reviewing the relevant literature. 

By conducting this gap analysis, it is expected not only to confirm that Knowledge 
Integration mechanisms presented in the literature are being currently used by practitioners, 
but also to identify which are more suitable for a certain type of consulting firm in a 
specific stage of the consulting project life-cycle.  

Therefore, the contribution of the present study is related to the identification of the role of 
each integrative mechanism in two different types of consulting firms. Thus the study 
results can be potentially useful for both practitioners and academics to the extent that they 
qualitatively reflect the particular Knowledge Management process during the particular 
stage. Nevertheless, the results cannot be generalised. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
 
The literature review is conducted following a generic-to-specific approach. First, the terms 
knowledge, Knowledge Management, and Knowledge Management process, with 
particular emphasis on Knowledge Integration are defined. Second, consulting firms are 
described in terms of their structure and their nature as project-based organisations, their 
project life-cycle and relevant characteristics. Finally, the relationship of consulting firms 
and Knowledge Integration is defined. In this part an integration of theoretical frameworks 
in order to develop a wide classification of consulting firms is pursued. This identification 
of types of consulting firms is further utilized to classify the firms that are object of the 
research and it is also used as the basis of comparison for the gap analysis. 
The academic sources that are used for this review have been classified depending on their 
relevance to the subject and have been ranked by number of citations.  

The present literature review leads to several propositions as a result of the synthesis of the 
knowledge accumulated along this process. These propositions are summarised in Section 
3, where implications from the complete literature review are taken as the base for further 
steps of the research. 
 
 

2.1 Knowledge and Knowledge Management 

 

2.1.1 Knowledge 

 

Prior to presenting the different perspectives on Knowledge Management definition, as well 
as the different approaches that practitioners and academics have given to this subject, it is 
important to understand the role of knowledge in a fast-moving and increasingly 
competitive world, where a firm’s only enduring source of advantage is its knowledge: in 
its tacit form held by its employees as well as in its explicit form kept in its databases 
(Birkinshaw, 2001). In addition, knowledge is perceived nowadays as the most 
strategically-significant resource of the firms (Grant, 1996). Academics argue that the core 
activities of a firm, what a firm chooses to produce and sell, as well as the boundaries of a 
firm, are strongly determined by the knowledge available in it (Prencipe, 2001). 

According to Nonaka’s (1994) seminal work, knowledge is a “justified true belief” . This 
emphasises on the difference that exists between information and knowledge itself. The 
first one is only a flow of messages, while the second is created and organised by the flow 
of information, anchored on the commitment and beliefs of its holder (Nonaka, 1994; p.15). 
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Furthermore, according to several authors, knowledge can be classified as tacit (or of 
practice) and explicit (or of theory) (Nonaka, 1994; Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; and Werr 
and Stjernberg, 2003). Explicit knowledge can be formally codified (numbers, facts) and 
therefore is suitable for fast transfer and storage. On the other hand tacit knowledge, which 
is found in individuals’ understandings and actions, is normally part of the individual 
experience and is hard to be expressed, transferred or stored in verbal or written form. 
Nevertheless tacit knowledge is often considered as highly relevant in terms of value given 
to solve new problems (Werr and Stjernberg, 2003). Due to its nature, tacit knowledge 
cannot be effectively spread by codified systems (Dunford, 2000). Consequently, some 
authors support that the transformation of tacit knowledge to explicit (namely its 
codification and storage in a database) should not be pursued, since it implies a certain 
amount of valuable knowledge loss during the process. These authors rather suggest that 
social practices can optimally facilitate the transfer and integration of this type of 
knowledge (Bresnen et al., 2003). However, there is extensive literature concerning the 
indistinctive conversion of both, tacit and explicit knowledge, and four mechanisms of 
knowledge conversion (socialization, combination, externalization and internalization) are 
proposed depending on the four different options of conversion between tacit and explicit 
knowledge (Nonaka, 1994). 

In an organisational environment, knowledge is created around a dynamic interaction 
between the two dimensions of knowledge transfer: transformations from tacit to explicit 
knowledge and vice-versa; and is transferred between individuals, groups, organisational 
and inter-organisational levels (Nonaka, 1994 cited in Grant, 1996). However, in order to 
create value, knowledge needs to have five different characteristics exposed by Grant 
(1996b): It has to be transferable; it has to have the ability to be aggregated by the 
knowledge of the recipient, it has to be appropriable, due to the limitations of humans to 
acquire and become experts in all knowledge available, it has to be specialized, and it has to 
be useful for the creation of new knowledge. 
 
 

2.1.2 Organisational Knowledge and Organisational Learning 

 
As argued by Spender (1996) the distinction between the concepts of organisational 
knowledge and organisational learning is often unclear in literature. From a pluralistic 
viewpoint and with the help of philosophy and psychology it can be argued that knowledge, 
learning and memory are highly interdependent and can only be thought in relation to each 
other. Considering the definition of knowledge as well as the different types of knowledge 
as presented in the previous section, thus leads to defining organisational learning as “the 
outcome of the interplay between the conscious and automatic types of knowledge, and 
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between the individual and collective types of knowledge as they interact through the social 
processes of the collective, such as teamwork” (Spender, 1996). 
 
 

2.1.3 Definition of Knowledge Management 

 
Knowledge Management (KM), as distinct field of management, started to gain attention in 
the last two decades. Some authors argue that KM, as known today, emerged at the 
beginning of the 90’s, and ever since it has strengthen its position in the literature and 
among practitioners until becoming well-established, with its own dedicated consulting 
firms, journals and management gurus (Birkinshaw, 2001; Prusak, 2001). It is important to 
clarify that Knowledge Management can easily be misunderstood as information creation 
and management rather than knowledge creation, gathering, management and appropriate 
use (Gold et al., 2001). In raw terms, information, such as this in any newspaper or news 
broadcasting channel can be considered as a message sent and understood by a recipient. 
On the other hand, knowledge is the psychological result of perception, learning and 
reasoning. Moreover, Knowledge Management also takes into consideration the appropriate 
use of knowledge as a mean to create value in an organisation. Building upon this idea, any 
organisation that deals with a changing environment in a dynamic way has to be able to 
create information and knowledge, but the creation is not enough, therefore this knowledge 
needs to be managed and used appropriately in order to be of value to the organisation 
(Nonaka, 1994). 
 
 

2.1.4 Different Perspectives of Knowledge Management 

 
Knowledge Management can be seen from different angles depending upon the point of 
view of the author, some may consider it as a business process, through which firms create 
and use their institutional or collective knowledge, and includes three sub-processes: 
organisational learning to acquire knowledge or experience accumulation, knowledge 
production to transform data into knowledge or knowledge articulation and finally 
knowledge distribution or codification, to give access to others in the organisation (Sarvary, 
1999; Zollo and Winter, 2001; and Prencipe, 2001). 
A different perspective of KM is to see it as a set of techniques that are applied in an 
organisation. In this matter Birinshaw (2001) relates KM to the efforts that an organisation 
undertakes to encourage individuals to interact and work together on projects, and to share 
their ideas on a regular basis. His perspective also takes into consideration that systems are 
needed to codify the knowledge of individuals, in order to make it accessible and 
potentially useful for others within the organisation. Finally Birinshaw (2001) also 
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recognizes the need of organisations to get knowledge not only within them but also 
outside their boundaries in order to renew and update their current knowledge. 

Three major schools of thought in KM have been summarized by Earl (2001), and each one 
represents a different approach depending on the focus that is given on Knowledge 
Management, as well as on the goal that the organisations belonging to each school seek to 
achieve. Figure 1 below recapitulates the different perspectives. 

                 SCHOOL 
 

ATTRIBUTE 

TECHNOCRATIC ECONOMIC BEHAVIORAL 

SYSTEMS CARTOGRAPHIC ENGINEERING COMMERCIAL ORGANISATIONAL SPATIAL STRATEGIC 

FOCUS Technology Maps Processes Income Networks Space Mindset 

AIM 
Knowledge 

Bases 
Knowledge 
Directories 

Knowledge 
Flows 

Knowledge Assets Knowledge Pooling 
Knowledge 
Exchange 

Knowledge 
Capabilities 

UNIT Domain Enterprise Activity Know-how Communities Place Business 

EXAMPLE 
Xerox 
Shorko 
Firms 

Bain & Co 
AT&T 

HP 
Frito-Lay 

Dow Chemical 
IBM 

BP Amoco 
Shell 

Skandia 
British Airways 

Skandia 
Unilever 

CRITICAL 
SUCCESS 
FACTORS 

Content 
Validation 
Incentives 
to Provide 
Content 

Culture/Incentives 
to share 

Knowledge 
Networks to 

Connect People 

Knowledge 
Learning and 
Information 
Unrestricted 
Distribution 

Specialist Teams 
Institutionalised 

Process 

Sociable Culture 
Knowledge 

Intermediaries 

Design for 
Purpose 

Encouragement 

Rhetoric 
Artefacts 

PRINCIPAL IT 
CONTRIBUTION  

Knowledge-
based 

Systems 

Profiles and 
Directories on 

Internets 

Shared 
Databases 

Intellectual Asset 
Register and 

Processing System 

Groupware and 
Intranets 

Access and 
Representational 

Tools 
Eclectic 

“PHILOSOPHY” Codification Connectivity Capability Commercialisation Collaboration Contactivity Consciousness 

Figure 1. Schools of Knowledge Management.  
Source: Earl (2001). 

 
According to Earl (2001), it is important to clarify that none of the schools can be 
considered as better than the others but other factors such as the current situation of the 
organisation, the structure that it has, the systems that it already uses, the purpose that KM 
seeks to serve as well as the type of knowledge that they are looking to manage affect the 
approach that organisations decide to follow. 
A divergence point among all the perspectives could be that some authors see the 
knowledge source as the organisation itself; however others disagree with this assumption. 
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As Simon (1991) cited in Grant (1996b) argues, organisations can learn only through their 
members or through investing on new members who have knowledge which organisations 
did not have before. 

Knowledge Management in general terms has evolved from a simplistic approach of 
appointing a Chief Knowledge Officer (CKO) to deal with the job of exploiting all the 
knowledge temporarily found in an organisation to a more elaborated group of schools of 
thoughts that investigate the most efficient way to manage knowledge. As presented 
analytically in the last section, two main strategies for Knowledge Management have been 
identified by Hansen et al. (1999), and are closely related to the type of knowledge that is 
being managed. The first one is called knowledge personalisation strategy and this type of 
strategy is mainly used when the type of knowledge that is managed is tacit or directly 
connected to the person who developed it, and is shared through direct person-to-person 
interaction. The second one, knowledge codification strategy, applies better to explicit 
knowledge that can be carefully codified and stored in databases. 

However, many times managers have failed in implementing KM practices in their 
organisations, and regarding this matter Birkinshaw (2001) has identified four factors that 
affect a successful KM approach: 

1) The inability of organisations to recognise that knowledge is already being managed 
in an organisation whether they methodically implement a KM System or not. The 
important element about managing knowledge is not a matter of doing it or not, but 
rather it is a matter of doing it efficiently. 

2) Knowledge Management is sometimes about facilitating the interaction of people 
and should not be considered as a substitute of social interaction. On the contrary, 
existent forms of social interaction among employees can offer the necessary 
grounds for facilitating different Knowledge Management processes.  

3) Organisations focus on knowledge reutilization rather than knowledge generation. 
4) Most of KM techniques tend to assemble traditional management techniques since 

they both deal with the same fundamental managerial challenges. 
 
 

2.1.5 Relevance of a Knowledge Management Approach and Consulting 

Firms 

 
The unit of analysis of the present research is the consulting firm. The management 
consulting industry is selected because in this specific industry, the main competitive 
capability, as well as the core product, which is selling business solutions to other 
organisations, are directly related to knowledge itself (Sarvary, 1999; Dunford, 2000) and 
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are frequently described as the archetype of the knowledge organisation (Alvesson, 1993, 
1995; Starbuck, 1992; both cited in Werr and Stjernberg, 2003). In addition to this, 
consulting firms have had to overcome a structure-related disadvantage, which is that they 
are mostly organised by projects. According to the literature, this type of organisations 
lacks in organisational mechanisms for the transfer and integration of knowledge among 
projects and experts (Brusoni et al., 1998 cited in Prencipe, 2001). However, since 
consulting firms’ core business is to sell knowledge itself, they have invented and 
developed interesting mechanisms, tools and practices that can be highly relevant to other 
types of organisations (especially project-based ones) which are seeking ways to manage 
knowledge efficiently. It is thus considered potentially useful to identify what has 
successfully facilitated KM in consulting firms. Given the dissatisfaction in terms of 
current means to manage knowledge in many organisations the above becomes especially 
significant. Besides, according to Birkinshaw (2001), a study conducted from Bain & Co 
found that the majority of firms have a ‘below average’ level of satisfaction in terms of how 
the knowledge is managed and another study conducted by Ruggles (1998) cited by 
Birkinshaw (2001) found that only 13% of respondents were satisfied with the ability to 
transfer existing knowledge within their organisation. 
Moreover it is appropriate to highlight the differences that consulting firms present 
compared to other types of organisations regarding KM. In management consulting, the 
most valuable knowledge is originated almost entirely from customer assignments, while 
firms in other industries often acquire their knowledge through internal experience or 
outside source (Sarvary, 1999). Consulting firms have been also developing sophisticated 
Knowledge Management Systems (KMS) for their own organisations to manage 
knowledge and to provide their customers with KM solutions. This trend of adoption of 
KMS in consulting has been increasing since the ‘90’s, where investments to improve their 
Knowledge Management capabilities have been also increased, supported mainly by the 
advances of IT technologies consolidated during those years. This helped significantly to 
improve the communication mechanisms that are required for the creation, transfer and 
application of knowledge (Sarvary, 1999; Alavi cited in Dunford, 2000; Alavi and Leiden, 
2001). 
 
 

2.1.6 Tools, Mechanisms and Activities for Effective Knowledge 

Management in Consulting Firms 

 
As mentioned before, knowledge and its application on solutions for customer–firms is 
vital for consulting firms. Therefore formal and informal structures have been adapted by 
them, since a large part of Knowledge Management consists of facilitating the natural 
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interactions between people in an organisation in order to let knowledge, both tacit and 
explicit, flow among employees (Birkinshaw, 2001).  

These structures try to facilitate the flow of tacit knowledge especially, since this is usually 
more valuable but also harder to codify and transfer. An example on how tacit knowledge 
can be used is McKinsey’s ‘Yellow Pages’, which is in accordance with the cartographic 
approach of the technocratic school of theory in Knowledge Management identified by Earl 
(2001). In particular, McKinsey & Company is a global strategy consulting firm and their 
‘Yellow Pages’ effort aims to map the different areas of expertise of the firm’s consultants 
and gather the different profiles together (Birkinshaw, 2001). Then when needed, a 
consultant dealing with a certain issue can search through these pages to get in contact with 
other people within the organisation in the entire world who had already dealt with this type 
of issue. By doing this, some sort of ‘face-to-face’ interaction is promoted, and the loss of 
tacit knowledge is minimized. These structures play a key role in the flow of knowledge, 
and are characterised by flexibility that encourages sharing and collaboration across 
boundaries and the supply chain (Gold et al., 2001). 

However, a clear drawback emerges by using this scheme. In particular it is efficient in the 
short and medium term in order to achieve the use of existent knowledge within employees 
in the organisation but, once a key employee leaves the organisation, they take a great 
amount of knowledge with them. Therefore consulting firms also stress the importance of 
distillating this knowledge into a more explicit one, for storage and future transfer. In this 
matter, tools such as databases, the creation of cases, research centres, centres of 
excellence, creation and sharing of methodologies, and the development and utilization of 
best practices are commonly mentioned in literature as effective ways to store, transfer and 
promote the usage of knowledge for value creation (Davenport and Hansen, 1998; Barlett, 
1998 both cited in Dunford, 2000; Birkinshaw, 2001; and Werr and Stjernberg, 2003). 

In addition, culture is described as a great enhancer (or hinderer) of effective Knowledge 
Management. Golden et al. (2001) argue that dialogue among individuals, as well as 
employee interaction both formally and informally need to be encouraged in order to 
promote the flow of knowledge and enable the learning process. In this matter, Ayas and 
Zeniuk (2001) point out the need to deliberately cross the boundaries of individual teams or 
groups that belong to certain project to achieve cross-project and cross-functional share of 
knowledge gathered through the experience gained while dealing with customers requests 
in a consulting firm. 
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2.1.7 Challenges for Consulting Firms while Managing Knowledge 

 
After demonstrating the importance of knowledge and its effective management, as well as 
the different approaches towards managing knowledge in the consulting industry, it would 
be useful to point out the current challenges that consulting firms are facing nowadays, in 
order to clarify the focus of the study proposed for this dissertation. 

An effective Knowledge Management is dependent on the input and the quality of 
information that is feeding a Knowledge Management System (Dunford, 2000). When the 
knowledge feeding the system is not relevant or of insufficient quality, the outcome of any 
system will be equally irrelevant and low-quality. Another important challenge that 
consulting firms face is finding the time to feed the system. Regarding this matter 
Davenport and Hansen (1998) cited in Dunford (2000) remark the fact that sometimes 
results-driven business days leave few time to stop and analyse and synthesise the 
knowledge gained after any project because consultants are already working on the next 
one. It is important therefore that the appropriate time is given to this basic step in 
Knowledge Management. Dunford (2000) also argues that in a consulting environment, the 
reward structures within the organisation encourage individual performance over sharing, 
and this upholds the practice of keeping knowledge for them as a means to gain power and 
respect. 

Once the feeding of appropriate knowledge of a Knowledge Management System is done, 
the utilization of this system itself becomes a challenge. Sometimes KMSs are not used 
because the databases are fed without thoughtfully set criteria and the amount of data there 
overwhelms the consultants or is of no practical use. This challenge is already being dealt 
by consulting firms, which use some sort of filtering method either with the help of experts 
or by selecting specific topics to feed the system. On the downside filtering requires more 
time and resources (Dunford, 2000). 

It is also important that consulting firms, as PBOs, measure the success of the projects they 
undertake not only by the performance delivered to the customers, but as Arthur et al. 
(2001) propose, also by the level of learning that the organisation gets after completing a 
certain project. This implies a change of mindset on how to measure the success achieved 
by the projects undertaken by consulting firms, giving equal importance to the delivery of 
results (or performance) and the knowledge abstracted from its implementation (or 
learning). Figure 2 summarizes this idea in four different quadrants.  
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Figure 2. A Typology of Project Outcomes. 

Source: Arthur et al, (2001). 
 

Arthur et al define successful projects as these where not only performance is high but also 
there is a high degree of learning for both the organisation and the team members. Some 
authors have developed this idea, by emphasising that it is not only needed that the 
organisation learns from each project, but also that the organisation applies these lessons in 
future projects, as well as that the knowledge created is disseminated throughout the 
organisational life (Grant, 1996; Hobday, 2000). 

Alavi and Leidner (2001) identify three main processes in Knowledge Management, 
namely creation, transfer and application of knowledge, which is consisted of Knowledge 
Integration and utilization. This is illustrated in Figure 3. 
 
 

2.2 Knowledge Integration 

 

Knowledge Integration as part of Knowledge Management is considered by some authors 
as the essence of the organisational capability (Grant, 1996, 1996b) and consists of setting 
together knowledge held in the mind of one specialist with knowledge held in the mind of 
another in order to benefit from and act according to the outcome of the combined output. It 
is not just the sum of the two but usually less because it emphasizes on minimum 
knowledge sharing required for maximum combined knowledge outcome. In particular 
integration of knowledge does not imply that each specialist learns everything that the other 
knows, since it would be extremely difficult and expensive. Besides, sharing all knowledge 
available among individuals would be impossible (Grant, 1996). On the contrary, it refers 
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to mechanisms, through which knowledge is combined in an as efficient and less time 
consuming way as possible. Thus through integration mechanisms, it is ensured that the 
maximum relevant knowledge, that is available throughout an organisation, is combined in 
the minimum possible duration. 
The fact that some authors focus more on the ability to create and transfer knowledge, 
whereas they overlook how it can be applied properly leaves the chance to investigate 
further Knowledge Integration as part of knowledge application process. Therefore this 
study focuses on this particular part of Knowledge Management as shown in the figure 
below, where it is illustrated how integration, defined generally as the act of combining 
parts to make a unified whole, is part of the knowledge application process, which in turn 
along with creation and transfer constitute the processes of Knowledge Management 
(Prusak, 2001). 

Moreover, this research particularly focuses on Knowledge Integration mechanisms 
adapted during the action-planning stage of the project life-cycle in consulting firms 
(Figure 6). These mechanisms constitute the knowledge infrastructure capability and are 
divided in technological, structural and cultural. In order to illustrate this, the figure 
developed by Gold et al. (2001) has been used as base. 

 
Figure 3. Research Focus in Knowledge Management Theory. 

Based on figure presented by Gold et al. (2001). 
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This figure graphically displays how Knowledge Management is divided in processes and 
infrastructure. The three main processes of Knowledge Management are creation, transfer 
and application. The latter one, as explained previously, is of great interest especially 
because the greatest part of the existing literature has focused on the first two. Application 
process can be then divided in Knowledge Integration and Knowledge Utilisation. 
Integration of Knowledge has been chosen as focus of study along with its interaction with 
the infrastructure level of Knowledge Management. 
 
The relevance of Knowledge Integration is widely developed based on Grant’s (1996) 
work. He firmly argues that Integration of Knowledge is relevant for any kind of 
organisation because any other alternative becomes too inefficient. According to Grant, it is 
not feasible that each expert tries to learn the knowledge possessed by other experts. 
Moreover, as previously discussed, information is not knowledge and information alone 
does not create value in any kind of organisation. Moreover, it is important to remark that 
knowledge by itself is not a source of competitive advantage, but only what it can be done 
with this knowledge. Hence the significance of Knowledge Integration as source of this 
competitive advantage (Grant, 1996). Additionally, as previously discussed, tacit 
knowledge is considered to be the most valuable since it is attached as the holder’s 
experience enriched by the context when it occurred. But this richness of details and 
context makes this type of knowledge difficult to codify and transfer. Consequently, 
integration provides a cost-efficient way to exploit the tacit knowledge that exists in an 
organisation (Grant, 1996b). 
 
 

2.2.1 Mechanisms for Knowledge Integration 

 
After the relevance of Knowledge Integration, as a key piece of Knowledge Application in 
the Knowledge Management process, has been established, it is worthwhile to mention the 
mechanisms that facilitate this integration as identified by Grant (1996) and Grant (1996b) 
and summarized below in Figure 4. 
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Rules & Directives 
/ Direction 

Rules and Directives are impersonal approaches, which provide a 
low-cost way to communicate knowledge among specialists and a 
larger number of persons in an organisation.  
E.g. plans, schedules, forecasts, rules, policies, procedures, 
standardized information and communication systems 

Routines 

Routines offer a mechanism for coordination and integration of tacit 
knowledge that is not dependent on the need for communication of 
knowledge in explicit form. Therefore, the loss of tacit knowledge 
implied by direction can be possibly reduced.  
E.g. cleaning or other repetitive operations of fast food restaurants. 

Sequencing 

Sequencing constitutes one of the simplest Knowledge Integration 
means and it is more applicable to production lines, where specialist 
input is applied in a certain time slot within a time pattern. Not 
always applicable to consulting firms, especially when their 
activities and the inputs from the specialist are required during 
different times along the projects. It is similar with setting 
milestones. 

Group Problem 
Solving and 

Decision Making 

Group problem solving and decision making is an appropriate 
Knowledge Integration mechanism when it comes to unusual, 
complex and important tasks, which may require more personnel 
and communication intensive forms of integration. Costs of 
communication and learning are though higher than in the above 
mentioned mechanisms.  
E.g. brainstorming. 

Figure 4. Knowledge Integration Mechanisms.  
Source: based on Grant (1996, 1996b) 

 
It is expected that the first three Knowledge Integration mechanisms presented by Gant 
(1996) are more suitable for repetitive business tasks in a consulting firm, such as how to 
conduct a market analysis or how to design a sales organisation, where experts in the 
subject can adapt directions and routines for new-comers to absorb and implement.  
 
For instance, Werr and Stjernberg (2003), who conducted interviews with two global 
consulting firms’ offices in Sweden, found out that this type of direction and routines were 
commonly known as methods. These methods were used by new entrants as a sort of 
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backbone or platform, which they later built on to work on solutions for organisations. 
Besides, the existence of these pre-established methods improved the communication and 
transfer of knowledge within the organisation by creating a common language among 
employees with different experience backgrounds and levels.  
 
However, many times consulting firms have to give solutions to complex and/or novel 
issues, and therefore group problem solving needs to take place. This mechanism is costly 
in terms of time used and, according to Grant (1996); it also requires that three elements are 
well rooted in the organisation in order to do it properly. These are the following: 
 
1) High level of common knowledge, in order to enable appropriate communication among 

several experts. If specialised knowledge has to be transformed into common 
knowledge, this implies a certain level of information loss. The magnitude of this loss 
depends upon the level of common knowledge throughout the organisation. Related to a 
consulting firm, the wider the range of experts among a team, the more complex will it 
become to achieve certain level of common knowledge and consequently Knowledge 
Integration and communication may become more unproductive. 

2) High frequency and variability of task performance; if a task is performed repeatedly, 
higher level of Knowledge Integration can occur. 

3) Organisational structure which facilitates communication successfully and helps in 
minimizing the time needed for integration. The goal should be to have such a structure 
that reduces the extent and intensity of communication needed to achieve Knowledge 
Integration. 

This obviously provides some challenges for the consulting firms, since the tasks involved 
especially in the action-planning stage many times require a wide range of experts (hence 
without a common language) with a high variability in tasks from one project to another. 
Constant training and standardization of language used among experts is a tool that 
consulting firms have used to overcome these hurdles (Werr and Stjernberg, 2003). 
Regarding this matter, Bresnen et al. (2003) emphasised on the importance of an 
appropriate Knowledge Management approach in a structure such as the one consulting 
firms have. The challenge for these types of organisations is that projects may differ 
substantially from one to another, and there are also discontinuities in the personnel 
involved in projects and even within the same project life-cycle. Hence, it becomes hard to 
develop routines that can maximise the flow of knowledge, its integration and capture the 
knowledge of a project for the following. 
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2.2.2 Different Views of Knowledge Integration 

 
A different stream on Knowledge Integration comes from authors such as Kay (1979), 
Levitt and March (1988) both cited in Distillo (2004) and Boisot (1995). Their approach 
refers to a singular way of integrating knowledge; namely through knowledge transfer. 
However, it is proven to be difficult and expensive in terms of required resources for 
organisations to integrate knowledge in this way, and, departing from the idea that the most 
valuable knowledge is tacit, the transfer has been mainly limited to explicit knowledge. In 
general this stream seeks to increase the degree of knowledge being transferred among 
individuals and thus opposes to Grant’s view, which aims at minimising the quantity of 
knowledge transferred and the time needed through the four mechanisms proposed. 
 
On the other hand, a similar approach towards Grant’s four mechanisms can be also found 
in the literature, suggesting the minimisation of transfer. However, this minimisation is 
pursued mainly by the interaction of the organisational members, fitting mainly in the 
fourth and last mechanism of group problem solving. The main difference here is that the 
knowledge is integrated as well on a day-to-day basis among groups in an organisation or 
throughout communities of practice rather than only for specific goals as in the group 
problem solving mechanisms proposed by Grant (Brown and Duguid, 1991; Wegner, 1998 
both cited in Distillo, 2004). 
 
From a broader perspective, and based on the management literature, Cowat et al. (2000) 
propose the dissemination of codified knowledge as an effective means for Knowledge 
Integration in an organisation. This thought, however, faces the challenges previously 
mentioned, which are based on the nature of the explicit knowledge that can be easily 
codified as well as the loss that tacit knowledge undergoes while transformed into explicit. 
 
Grant’s mechanisms for Knowledge Integration are selected as a framework for this study 
due to its robustness and inclusive perspective that considers both tacit-based and explicit-
based mechanisms for Knowledge Integration. 
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2.3 CONSULTING FIRMS 

 
At this point an overview of the literature regarding consulting praxis is necessary in order 
to understand the role of Knowledge Management and particularly the process of 
integrating knowledge in consulting firms. Therefore, it is essential to delineate the 
environment, by defining consulting firms, their structure and their activities as well as to 
clarify the position Knowledge Integration holds within them. Particular attention will be 
given to identify the mechanisms that the literature suggests for integration of knowledge in 
consulting firms. 
 
 

2.3.1 The Consulting Profession 

 
In their effort to define management consulting, numerous authors provide different 
perspectives of the field by emphasizing on different aspects. Two basic categories are 
identified, namely a broad functional view of consulting and a narrower one, which refers 
to particular characteristics assigned exclusively to consultants i.e. a professional service 
and a method of providing practical advice and help (Kurb, 2002). On the other hand, 
distinctions should also be made from service providers, mentors, counsellors and coaches 
(Kakabadse et al., 2006). 
 
The Institute of Management Consultants in the USA proposes the following definition of 
management consultant: 
“A management consultant is a professional who, for a fee, provides independent and 
objective advice to management of client organizations to define and achieve their goals 
through improved utilization of resources. He or she may do this by diagnosing problems 
and/or opportunities, recommending solutions, and helping implement improvement”. 
 
Moreover, the International Council of Management Consulting Institutes (ICMCI) as cited 
in Kurb (2002) defines management consulting as follows:  
“Management consulting is the provision of independent advice and assistance about the 
process of management to clients with management responsibilities”.  
 
Both definitions imply the importance of Knowledge Integration in management 
consulting. This is because both advice and managerial assistance, which are the services 
that consultants deliver and which are core elements of these definitions, are knowledge-
intensive activities. It is apparent that the outcome of consulting efforts highly depends on 
the knowledge available during the action-planning stage of the consulting project life-
cycle. This knowledge, as argued previously, is accumulated through Knowledge 
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Integration mechanisms. Therefore the need of consultants to be able to integrate 
effectively the greatest and most relevant knowledge possible in order to deliver the 
required results or the importance of the existence of effective Knowledge Integration 
mechanisms becomes evident and derives directly from the definition of management 
consulting. 
 
 

2.3.2 Consulting Firms as Project-Based Organisations 

Due to the various contexts within which consulting firms’ customers operate, a high 
degree of flexibility and responsiveness is required on behalf of the consulting firms. 
Therefore, the majority of the latter is structured as Project-Based Organisations. The 
common characteristics and challenges that this type of organisational structure faces 
related to Knowledge Management are presented below. 
 
By definition, a Project-Based Organisation (PBO) is an organisation where projects are the 
primary unit for production, innovation and competition (Hobday, 2000). PBOs are 
normally associated with private manufacturing enterprises; however, a wider range of 
industries is adopting this type of structure, such as legal advisory firms, consulting firms, 
marketing and advertising firms and the film industry. According to Galbraith (1971) PBOs 
facilitate the coordination among experts to achieve on time completion and meet target 
budgets. These organisations are quick to react and to tackle problems. 

Depending on the prioritisation given to projects, PBOs range from pure project-based 
organisations, where projects are the only structural form that supports the organisation, to 
project matrixes, where projects and functional activities have the same level of priority 
within the organisation (Hobday, 2000). The following table helps for a better 
understanding of the different types of structures. Organisations that resemble images D, E, 
and F are considered as PBOs for the purpose of this research. These three types of 
organisational structures have as common attribute that projects are of greater importance 
for the organisation than functional departments. The organisational structure represented 
by image F can be considered as the extreme, where only projects constitute the whole 
structure of the organisation. Whereas images E and D gradually balance the relevance that 
projects have compared to the functional areas of the organisation. In organisations, whose 
structure is represented by image D, both projects and functional departments have the 
same degree of importance. 
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Figure 5. Different Types of Organisational Structures 
Source: Hobday, 2000. 

 
These three types of structures are considered here as PBOs because in practice a very 
small number of organisations in the consulting industry follows such a strict configuration. 
To support this idea, Keegan and Turner (2002) identified, after an empirical study, which 
was conducted on twenty two PBOs, that the dominant pattern is that experts are in 
functional posts, and, at an appropriate time, they are called for a certain project but, once 
they provided their contribution as experts, they go back to their functional posts.  

Equally important are the two main classifications literature makes for PBOs depending on 
the nature of the projects undertaken. According to Archibald cited in Keegan and Turner 
(2002), there are two types of project-based organisations. The main differentiating factor 
between them is whether the product or service is sold into an external market or an internal 
market. In the case of consulting firms, focus lays on services and tools developed by these 
organisations to address internal needs, since the mechanisms for internal Knowledge 
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Integration, which are adapted during the action-planning stage of their project life-cycle, 
are analysed in the present study. 
 
Numerous challenges PBOs face are presented in the literature; these are mainly related to 
the nature of the structure of an organisation that is based on projects. Several authors 
(Hobday, 2000; Bresnen et al., 2004 cited in Thiry and Deguire, 2007) have identified that 
a major challenge for this type of organisations is to overcome the difficulties that they face 
in their efforts to manage knowledge effectively and communicate knowledge throughout 
the organisation. This issue is again related to the structure that a PBO has, where no 
learning silos exist, and therefore sometimes PBOs lack in space and time to share 
knowledge and experience from projects. Building on this idea, Gann and Salter (2000) 
argue that PBOs struggle to manage their innovation process due to the discontinuous 
nature of the project-based production that is frequently characterised by broken learning 
and feedback loops. In the study conducted by these authors, a clear mismatch appears to 
exist between the knowledge acquired and used in inter-organisational project processes. 
This idea that knowledge is created and provides feedback inside the project members but 
not among different projects is also shared by Lindkvist (2008). He suggests that in this 
type of organisations, a lot of reflection and learning takes place within the projects, 
however all this knowledge remains localized and as an individualized experience, being 
transformed into tacit knowledge of the participants. Keegan’s and Turner’s (2002) 
empirical study comes to add on this as it suggests that, once the knowledge remains in the 
individuals who participated in the projects, they then go back to their functional posts. Due 
to lack of an appropriate Knowledge Management System for storage, transfer and 
application of the knowledge and individualised experience of the project participants, the 
organisation will only be able to utilize this knowledge when the same persons are called 
on duty for another project. Furthermore, PBOs also struggle with the integration of 
resources in a horizontal way among the different projects and programmes within the 
portfolio (Thiry and Deguire, 2007). Kodama (2007) additionally refers to the challenge of 
integrating knowledge since in PBOs it is held by individuals inside and outside the 
organisation. Therefore, effective Knowledge Management can help to improve this 
integration by successfully utilising lessons learned from previous projects into new ones. 

Given the above presented need of an effective Knowledge Management System in a PBO 
and the potential capabilities of Knowledge Integration mechanisms between projects, as 
previously discussed, optimization of resources used can be achieved. Thus, if knowledge 
is appropriately used, it can become a source of competitive advantage for this type of 
organisations (Birkinshaw, 2001). 

Besides, PBOs have still a long way to go to improve their Knowledge Management 
efforts, since as mentioned by Gann and Salter (2000), despite the adoption of certain 
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Knowledge Management tools, such as skills networks, databases, socializing activities and 
workshops; limited success has been achieved so far. Nevertheless, consulting firms are 
expected to be in a better position than the average PBO due to the nature of the profession 
as previously described.  
 
 

2.3.3 Common Areas of Consulting Intervention 

 
In order to understand the role of Knowledge Integration mechanisms in consulting firms, it 
is also necessary to consider the content that these mechanisms integrate. It is worthwhile, 
therefore, to review the areas of consulting intervention. These are divided into two many 
categories; namely into these that focus on strategy and these that focus on operations. As 
shown later, the area of focus a consulting firm selects, defines to a great extend the 
integration mechanisms used within its Knowledge Management System. The most 
common management areas that consulting firms are asked to intervene include general and 
strategic management, information technology, financial management, marketing and 
distribution management, e-business, operations management, human resource 
management, Knowledge Management, productivity and performance improvement, total 
quality management, firm transformation as well as social role and responsibility of 
business. They also provide services for small business management and development, 
informal-sector entrepreneurs and public sector customers (Kurb, 2002). The wide range of 
consulting services has resulted in specialisation of most consulting firms in two or three 
major areas.  
 
 

2.3.4 The Consulting Process 

 
The present study focuses on the action-planning stage of the consulting project life-cycle. 
The latter is presented by Kurb (2002) in “Management consulting: A guide to the 
profession” published by the International Labour Office and consists of five main stages as 
shown below, in Figure 6.  
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Figure 6. The Consulting Project Life

 
These five stages are entry, diagnosis, action
Entry refers to the preliminary period of the consulting project and it includes the initial 
communication between the consulting firm and the customer as well as the mutually 
accepted definition of the problem and the intervention’s scope. This stage ends with the 
signing of the contracts. Diagnosis is operational in nature and it entails an examination in 
depth of the problem and its root causes as well as any factors that might help to its 
solution. During diagnosis the five main problem characteristics are sought to be ide
namely substance or identity, organisational and physical location, problem ownership, 
absolute and relative magnitude as well as time perspective. 
 
The third stage of consulting projects, which is the focus of the present research, is called 
action-planning and refers to the development of different scenarios for the solution of the 
previously identified problem. The development of scenarios is a knowledge intensive 
process and requires the most effective integration of expert knowledge possible.
reason why the particular stage presents greater interest for Knowledge Integration 
mechanisms. The scenarios are discussed with the customer, and once the latter chooses the 
most promising one, the project team is getting prepared for the imp
is the fourth in the consulting project life
efforts (from the consulting team and the customer) towards the execution of the planned 

IMPLEMENTA

5. 
TERMINATION

                                                MECHANISMS FOR EFFECTIVE KNOWLEDGE INTEGRATION IN CONSULTING FIRMS

Figure 6. The Consulting Project Life-Cycle.  
Source: Based on Kurb (2002). 

These five stages are entry, diagnosis, action-planning, implementation and termination. 
preliminary period of the consulting project and it includes the initial 

communication between the consulting firm and the customer as well as the mutually 
accepted definition of the problem and the intervention’s scope. This stage ends with the 

the contracts. Diagnosis is operational in nature and it entails an examination in 
depth of the problem and its root causes as well as any factors that might help to its 
solution. During diagnosis the five main problem characteristics are sought to be ide
namely substance or identity, organisational and physical location, problem ownership, 
absolute and relative magnitude as well as time perspective.  

The third stage of consulting projects, which is the focus of the present research, is called 
planning and refers to the development of different scenarios for the solution of the 

previously identified problem. The development of scenarios is a knowledge intensive 
process and requires the most effective integration of expert knowledge possible.
reason why the particular stage presents greater interest for Knowledge Integration 
mechanisms. The scenarios are discussed with the customer, and once the latter chooses the 
most promising one, the project team is getting prepared for the implementation stage. This 
is the fourth in the consulting project life-cycle and it includes the maximum coordinated 
efforts (from the consulting team and the customer) towards the execution of the planned 
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planning, implementation and termination. 
preliminary period of the consulting project and it includes the initial 

communication between the consulting firm and the customer as well as the mutually 
accepted definition of the problem and the intervention’s scope. This stage ends with the 

the contracts. Diagnosis is operational in nature and it entails an examination in 
depth of the problem and its root causes as well as any factors that might help to its 
solution. During diagnosis the five main problem characteristics are sought to be identified; 
namely substance or identity, organisational and physical location, problem ownership, 

The third stage of consulting projects, which is the focus of the present research, is called 
planning and refers to the development of different scenarios for the solution of the 

previously identified problem. The development of scenarios is a knowledge intensive 
process and requires the most effective integration of expert knowledge possible. This is the 
reason why the particular stage presents greater interest for Knowledge Integration 
mechanisms. The scenarios are discussed with the customer, and once the latter chooses the 
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efforts (from the consulting team and the customer) towards the execution of the planned 
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changes. The final stage is called termination and refers to the closure of the consulting 
intervention similarly to the closure of projects in the general project management theory. 
 
Although project life-cycle is similar in most consulting firms, the type of solutions 
provided differs. Consulting solutions can be classified into two main categories; namely 
customised (tailor-made) and generic (all-fit) solutions. Regarding generic solutions, 
Crucini and Kipping (2001) refer to a “translation process” where consultants need to 
adjust pre-existing models to specific customer contexts. These two types seem to be linked 
with the Knowledge Management strategy that a particular consulting firm chooses, as 
presented by Hansen et al., (1999) and discussed later in section 2.3.7. A further distinction 
made by Kurb (2002) refers to technical and human approach in problem solving. 
 
 

2.3.5 Consultant’s Role and Required Skills 

 
In order to understand the significance of effective Knowledge Integration within a 
consulting firm it is additionally necessary to investigate the consultant’s role, the 
customer’s expectations and the required set of skills consultants need to demonstrate.  
 
As reasons for hiring a consulting firm, literature mainly points out the rapid changing 
environment, which either causes insecurity to managers, who need to justify their choices, 
or leaves them little time to tackle long-term strategic issues. Additionally, Kakabadse et al. 
(2006) refer to the psychological dimension of consulting intervention, namely the 
psychological need to have the expert’s opinion on issues that matter the most for a firm. 
Pellegrinelli (2002), after studying the relationship between consultants and their 
customers, presents several types of conflicting situations, which arise throughout the 
process, and emphasises on the importance of building a relationship of mutual trust before 
proceeding to intervention. Stumpf and Longman (2000) add on this when arguing that it is 
the consultant’s responsibility to establish a favourable audience and they describe different 
stages, through which this is achievable. 

However, there is certain ambiguity when it comes to consultant’s role. According to 
Kakabadse et al. (2006) a consultant is seen as an expert (Schein, 1988), a coach (Werr et 
al., 1997) or a doctor (Schein, 1988). As shown below, there is lack of consensus in the 
literature as some authors argue that consultants have a single role while others, who are 
more persuasive, support that there are multiple roles to be fulfilled, some of which might 
be informal but play a decisive role. 
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Author Focus Relevance to the research 

Argyris and Schön (1996) 
Consultants as agents 
of change 

Business consultancy is a process through which 
organisations learn. Business consultants are 
perceived as agents of change. 

Kaarst-Brown (1999) Role of consultants 

There are five symbolic roles of the external 
consultant. External consultants when called in to 
work on an assignment are actually being manipulated 
by their client, whose agenda has already been set in 
advance. 

Kinsely (1979) 
Role performance 
fluctuation 

In business services, one must be aware that 
employees’ and managers’ efficiency fluctuates on a 
day-to-day basis. 

Kubr (1996) Role of consultants 
Consultants have two basic roles: resource role and 
process role. 

Lindon (1995) Role of consultants 
Consultants’ role is to help managers to understand 
their problem, while not being responsible for solving 
it. 

Lippitt and Lippitt (1986) 
 
 

Role of consultants 
There is no established role in business consultancy. 
Consultants fulfil a number of roles that they judge to 
be appropriate for the client’s situation. 

McKinley and Scherer 
(2000) 

Consultants are 
agents of change 

Consultants’ writings on organisational changes drive 
top executives to restructure organisations. 

Pellegrinelli  
(2002, p. 353) 

Consultant/client 
relationship 

Investigated the interplay and tensions of consulting 
interventions. 

Schein (1988) 
Role of consultants 
in the consultancy 
process 

There are three types of consultancy: the expert, the 
doctor/patient relationship, and the “process 
consultation”. Schein focused his research on the role 
that “consultation process” plays on organisational 
development. 

Steele (1975) 
The learning process 
in consulting 

“Learning is the essence of consulting” (Steele, 1975, 
p.190). 

Walker and Massey 
(1999) 

Skills transfer in 
consulting 

Business consultancy is about transferring skills to 
both organisations and managers. 

Williams (2001) 
Client’s role in 
consulting 

Consultants’ esoteric language gives meaning to 
concepts and actually helps managers to understand 
better the problems they are facing. 

Figure 7. Consultant’s Role in the Literature 
Source: Kakabadse et al. (2006, p.421). 
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It is commonly accepted that consulting mainly includes transfer of knowledge (Kurb, 
2002). Consultants are also viewed as facilitators of organisational learning and 
organisational change (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995). On the other hand, according to the 
findings of Kakabadse et al. (2006), consultants’ own view of their role is not homogenous 
but they generally consent on their goal of “moving the client forward”. 
 
When it comes to the skills the consultant’s profession requires, there is a great range to 
mention. Analytical and problem-solving skills, industry relevant experience, interpersonal 
communication and objectivity are perceived as the most essential for consultants 
(Kakabadse et al., 2006). Effective management of customer expectations is additionally 
considered as a key aspect of successful consultancy (Ojasalo, 2001). This is because it is 
perceived as decisive for the characterisation of the outcome as successful or not. Besides, 
the customer does not always realise which are their real needs, as argued by Stumpf and 
Longman (2000). This leads to the necessity that consultants are proactive and consider 
several subsequent steps their customers will need to take (Kubr, 2002). The above indicate 
the importance of knowledge in consulting profession. 
 
It is worthwhile to mention the basic points of criticism towards the consulting profession, 
as this seems to be expressed by a significant number of authors. The basis of criticism on 
the nature of the profession lays on the paradox that “business consultants must provide 
their clients with new and creative solutions to problems which are not new and to which 
solutions are known by everyone” (Kakabadse et al, 2006; p. 424). Opponents thus argue 
that consultants are often of low moral as well as they are abusing their power over the 
customer organisation and all this under the cover of “consultobabble” (Williams and 
Rattray, 2004). This is supported by their increased control over the situation due to the 
uncertain environment, the customer’s lack of expertise and their high level of involvement. 
They are presented, thus, as of opportunistic and arrogant behaviour, pursuing their own 
interests. That is mainly keeping a customer for the longer period possible (Shapiro et al., 
1993) and using superficial standardised solutions, which cannot deliver the needed results 
(Bloch, 1999). 
 
On the other hand, consultants might get trapped in the expectations, which their customers 
have regarding a high level of expertise on their side and thus might be obliged to use 
perplexing jargon, which in turn might lead to confusion and failure (Crucini and Kipping, 
2001). Besides, there is also the possibility of the customer hiring a consultant to use them 
as a scapegoat or for hidden political purposes and in certain cases the manipulation of 
consultants is commonly recognised (Kaarst-Brown, 1999). 
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2.3.6 Knowledge Management and Knowledge Integration in Consulting 

Firms 

 
The importance of effective management of knowledge is most evident in consulting firms, 
where knowledge is “the core asset” (Hansen et al., 1999). Sarvary (1999) sees KM as the 
“basic production technology” of consulting firms and emphasises on the vital importance 
of effective Knowledge Integration as part of the application process, which he names 
“collective knowledge base”.  It is worth quoting Sarvary (1999; p.97) on this: 
“For the consulting firm, it is now no longer enough to show that it has engagement teams 
working for hundreds of large corporations in tens of different industries on multiple 
continents. The firm must also show that it is capable of synthesizing this experience and 
bringing the result to the client. In other words, the firm must demonstrate the power of its 
collective knowledge base. This requires experience (exposure to many real life problems); 
synthesis (ability to adapt known solutions to new problems); and availability (ability to 
distribute the firm's knowledge)”. 
 
It appears that the primary focus of a consulting firm, either on strategic issues or on 
operational ones, defines its other characteristics to a great extend. In particular, according 
to Sarvary (1999), the experience gained from the initial practice of a consulting firm has 
proved to define its future choices, including Knowledge Management strategy and 
Knowledge Integration mechanisms. 
 
Moreover, Hansen et al. (1999) found that successful consulting firms, depending on their 
competitive strategy, follow majorly one of the two main types of strategy for managing 
knowledge using the other as supportive. The first type is codification strategy and refers to 
centrally gathered codified knowledge in the form of database, which is accessible to 
everyone in the firm through a computer network. The other type is personalization strategy 
and views knowledge as essentially linked with the individual, who holds it and, thus, 
personal contact is required for its transfer. Additionally, Sarvary (1999) refers to the 
influence of other factors on Knowledge Management and Knowledge Management 
strategy; namely the size and the quality of customer-base as well as the customer’s 
expectations about the effectiveness of the Knowledge Management System of the 
consulting firm and the timely adoption of Knowledge Management methods. 
 
Based on the contribution of these authors to the research of Knowledge Management 
within consulting firms, two types of Knowledge Management approach can be identified 
in consulting firms. These two types represent two extremes and in reality most consulting 
firms stand somewhere in between. However, as Hansen et al. (1999) argue, successful 
consulting firms follow primarily the one of the two and use the other much less and only 
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as supportive. These two paradigms are presented below, in Figure 8, which represents the 
abstraction of the literature previously reviewed by the authors and which is going to be 
further used in this study to classify the type of the firms being analysed. 
 

 
Area of Consulting 

Strategy Operations 

Dominant Knowledge Type Tacit  Explicit  

Context Depedence Rather High Rather Low 

Competitive Strategy Personalisation Codification 

Value Proposition 
Creative, analytically 
rigorous advice on high level 
strategic problems. 

High quality, reliable and fast 
information-systems implementation. 

Core Competency 
Channelling individual 
expertise 

 Reusing Codified Knowledge 

KM Strategy Person-to-Person People to Documents 

KM System Bottom-up, Decentralised Top-down, Centralised 

Type of Project Teams 
Small teams with high ratio 
of associates to partners 

Large teams with low ratio of 
associates to partners 

Economic Model 
 

Type Expert Economics Reuse Economics 

Concept 
Charge high fees for highly 
customised solutions to 
unique problems. 

Invest once in a knowledge asset; 
reuse it many times 

Focus Maintaining large profit 
margins 

Generating large overall revenues 

Type of Solutions 
Market driven, very reactive 
Customised (Tailor-made) 

Developed models, proactive 
Generic (all-fit) 

Consultant’s Role 
Inventor. Can take initiatives, 
use critical abilities to decide 
on the course of action. 

Implementer. Need to successfully 
reuse knowledge. 

Consultants Required Skills Analytic and creative skills Analytic and general managerial 

HR 

Hire 
M.B.A.s who like problem 
solving and can tolerate 
ambiguity. 

New college graduates able to reuse 
knowledge and implement solutions. 

Train Through one-on-one 
mentoring. 

In groups through computer-based 
distance learning. 
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Reward For directly sharing 
knowledge with others. 

For using and Contributing to 
document databases. 

Connecting Individuals 
Through networks that 
facilitate tacit knowledge 
sharing 

Through large central organisations 

IT Use 
Supportive, used for bringing 
individuals in contact. 

Intense, advanced IT is the basis of 
Knowledge Management. 

Administrative Costs Rather Low Rather High 

Risk Involved Rather Low Rather High 

Monitor and Control 
Capability 

Rather Low Rather High 

Price Charged 
Higher than the other 
category 

Lower than the other category 

Example McKinsey & Company Ernst & Young 

Integration Knowledge 
Major Mechanisms 

Group Problem Solving and 
Decision Making 

Direction, Routines, Sequencing 

Figure 8. The Two Paradigms of Knowledge Management in Consulting Firms. 
Based on Grant (1996, 1996b), Hansen et al., (1999) and Sarvary (1999). 

 
Consulting firms, which belong to the first Knowledge Management paradigm, are based 
majorly on the use of tacit knowledge, which is highly context dependent as main area of 
focus is strategy. The competitive strategy adopted by this kind of consulting firms is 
personalisation. Hansen et al. (1999) state that personalisation strategy indicates that the 
firm’s success is pursued through its emphasis on expertise and tacit knowledge, which is 
closely linked with the knowledge owner, and, thus, requires person-to-person contact for 
its sharing. The target group of this type of consultancy consists of firms that are in need of 
“creative, analytically rigorous advice on high level strategic problems” and call for a 
reactive approach. In order to implement this, there needs to exist small groups of 
consultants with a significant number of experienced professionals as well as effective 
communication channels (possibly but not necessarily through the use of IT). The degree of 
freedom and the encouragement of initiatives and knowledge sharing need also to be 
significant in order to be able to employ the team’s creative skills to the fullest. The KMS is 
consequently decentralised (Sarvary, 1999) and the administrative costs are rather low. The 
ideal type of consultant in this type of firm is characterised (except for problem-solving and 
analytical skills) by innovativeness, broad-mindedness, tolerance to ambiguity and a 
positive attitude for sharing knowledge. The solutions provided by this type of 
consultancies are expected to be tailor-made, as they are customised to fit each particular 
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customer’s context. Additionally, a mentor, who transfers tacit knowledge through personal 
contact, is addressed to each new consultant. As a result, fees charged are high but 
correspond to the level of quality and customised solutions given as well as the level of the 
problem complexity. Thus, these firms, by following a model of “expert economics”, seek 
to make profits through keeping large margins. 
 
Consulting firms belonging to the second Knowledge Management paradigm are based 
majorly on the use of explicit, codified knowledge, which depends less on the particulars of 
the customer context since the main area of focus is operations. The competitive strategy 
adopted by this type of consulting firms is codification. Hansen et al. (1999) state that 
codification strategy indicates that the firm’s success is pursued through its emphasis on 
effectively and proactively reusing codified knowledge. This requires great investments on 
IT infrastructure but its sharing is facilitated in multiple low cost ways; namely, these that 
allow individuals access the collective database. The target group consists of firms, which 
need “high quality, reliable and fast information-systems implementation”. To apply this, 
consulting is practiced by rather big groups of consultants but with a smaller number of 
experienced professionals being necessary. The degree of freedom and the encouragement 
of initiatives and knowledge sharing are not so important here. On the contrary, this type of 
consulting firms needs people capable of effectively using the existent database and 
successfully applying codified knowledge to a particular customer’s context. The KMS is 
consequently centralised, based primarily on IT infrastructure (Sarvary, 1999) and 
administrative costs are much higher. Additionally, connection of individuals is facilitated 
through large central organisations. Consultants in this type of firms are receiving a 
computer-based training and are rewarded for contributing to the codified knowledge pool. 
The solutions provided by this type of consultancies are expected to be standardised, as 
they are mainly developed prior to identifying a particular customer’s problem. As a result, 
fees charged are lower than the first paradigm but can bring equal profits, since they are 
addressed to multiple firm contexts. Thus, these firms, by following a model of “reuse 
economics”, seek to make profits through generating large overall revenues based on their 
all-fit solutions. 
 
 

2.4 Implications for the Research 

 
In an effort to propose which mechanisms of Knowledge Integration are used in which 
Knowledge Management paradigm, it is assumed that tacit knowledge intensive 
consultancies, i.e. those resembling the first paradigm, tend to emphasise on mechanisms of 
sequencing, group problem solving and decision making; while explicit knowledge 
intensive consultancies, i.e. those resembling the second paradigm, tend to emphasise on 
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directives, rules, and routines, These seem aligned with Grant’s (1996, 1996b) proposed 
mechanisms of Knowledge Integration and their characteristics since, as he argues, 
direction and routines are suitable for facilitating the integration of explicit or codified type 
of knowledge, whereas sequencing, group problem solving and decision making methods 
are useful for integration of tacit knowledge. These assumptions are to be confirmed once 
the research is conducted at least for the two organisations subject to the study, since a 
prioritisation of mechanisms in terms of their usefulness is going to be requested. 
 
After reviewing the relevant literature few main propositions arise. It is expected that all 
consulting firms have an efficient Knowledge Management System and Knowledge 
Integration mechanisms are in place. In addition, it is expected that the firms, which are 
chosen to be examined, resemble one of the two Knowledge Management paradigms, 
however, elements of both paradigms should be found. 
  
Therefore, the main outcome of the literature review is that the four mechanisms proposed 
by Grant serve as theoretical framework for the research in order to examine the existence 
of these mechanisms in the two consulting firms under study. Concurrently, through the 
literature review, the stages of the consulting project life-cycle were also exposed and, after 
reviewing each stage, a particular interest was shown to the action-planning stage due to the 
critical role of this stage for the successful outcome of a consulting project and due to the 
importance that Knowledge Integration has during this particular stage.  
 
Finally, an overview of the literature regarding consulting profession and the basic areas of 
consulting intervention enlightened aspects of Knowledge Management in this particular 
industry, which lead to a classification of consulting firms represented in the two 
Knowledge Management paradigms as shown in Figure 8. Assumptions are being made 
based on these characteristics to determine which mechanisms are more suitable than 
others. However, it is through the interviews that each mechanism’s suitability will be 
proven for these two specific consulting firms. The selection of the firms will be made 
based on the characteristics of the two paradigms, in order to take one firm for each 
paradigm. Further explanation on methodology follows in the next section. 
 
Consequently, a broad support has been provided to investigate the research question: 
 
Which Knowledge Integration mechanisms do consulting firms consider more useful during 
the action-planning stage of their project life-cycle? 
 
Overall, the main contribution of this research is expected to be the ranking of Grant’s 
Knowledge Integration mechanisms during the action-planning stage in terms of usefulness 
and contribution to project success in two different consulting firms. These firms have been 



40|                                                MECHANISMS FOR EFFECTIVE KNOWLEDGE INTEGRATION IN CONSULTING FIRMS 

 

selected based on the two major Knowledge Management paradigms, which have been 
synthesised by the authors and constitute the combined output of the literature review.  
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3. METHODOLOGY 

 
 

3.1 Introduction 

 
This section aims to explain the research approach selected to conduct this study. 
Furthermore, the research design is explained in detail with reference to the methodologies 
and tools that are used to gather the information needed to answer the research question 
which Knowledge Integration mechanisms do consulting firms consider more useful during 
the action-planning stage in their project life-cycle? The selection of a certain stance in 
terms of research philosophy, the way the research is designed and the strategy followed 
throughout this process lead to certain limitations. In this case, where the study is 
descriptive, and, due to the nature of the sample, no generalisation is to be expected, but 
rather a rich understanding of the context of Knowledge Integration in two consulting firms 
in Mexico and Greece. Finally, ethical issues regarding the way this study is conducted and 
the information is analysed are clarified in the end of this section, leading to the analysis of 
information gathered and the discussion of findings. 
 
 

3.2 Research Assumptions 

 
Once the literature on Knowledge Management with a particular focus on Knowledge 
Integration is reviewed, Grant’s (1996) typology of mechanisms for Knowledge Integration 
(rules and directives, routines, sequencing and group problem solving/decision making) is 
chosen to be followed. This decision is made based on the number of citations that this 
paper has as well as on the fact that it is appropriate for the purpose and objectives of the 
research being a seminal work. Besides, Grant’s work is taken as reference in Knowledge 
Management theory for integration. For the present study, it is also taken as an assumption 
that any kind of consulting firm uses at least one of the mechanisms presented above, since, 
as previously discussed and based on Sarvary (1999) and Dunford (2000) viewpoints, 
consulting firms’ core business is related by definition to appropriate management of 
knowledge itself. Therefore it is considered valuable to conduct this research in this 
particular type of PBOs rather than in any other. Additionally, the two consulting firms, 
which have been selected as primary sources, are assumed to be representative of the 
paradigms presented in Figure 8. 
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3.3 Purpose of the Research 

 
The main purpose of this study is descriptive; namely to answer the following question: 
Which Knowledge Integration mechanisms do consulting firms consider more useful 
during the action-planning stage in their project life-cycle? Based on this question, this 
study is a formal study and it investigates which mechanisms are more relevant for different 
types of consulting firms to achieve Knowledge Integration; namely which mechanisms of 
Grant’s (1996) typology they adopt due to their effectiveness. This study is also a gap 
analysis in the sense that a comparison is made between theory and practice. In particular, 
the aim is to investigate whether the two paradigms of Knowledge Management in 
consulting firms, as shown in Figure 8, are fairly represented in the two consulting firms in 
Greece and Mexico, from which the primary data are collected and identify possible 
deviations. 
 
 

3.4 Research Philosophy 

 
Based on the view of Saunders et al. (2009) it is considered important, before presenting 
the methods of data collection, to define the authors’ stance on how knowledge is being 
developed in this research. The philosophy that better reflects the present research would be 
realism, since it borrows several elements from both positivist and interpretivist 
approaches. 

In terms of ontology, or how the reality is perceived in this research, a subjective position is 
taken rather than an objective one. The reason is that the mechanisms of Knowledge 
Integration have been previously identified, and the objective is to validate the presence of 
each of them in the two organisations that are the subject of the study, together with a rating 
based on usefulness. By doing so, the subjective perceptions that consultants might have of 
them are not of interest in the first part of the study, where the presence of mechanisms is to 
be validated. Nevertheless, it is important to remark that during the ranking of the 
mechanisms the perception of the interviewee plays a major role as a justification of why 
one mechanism is more useful than another because this is subject to the perception of the 
consultant.  

In terms of epistemology, critical realism better represents this study, since consultants 
from different levels within the organisation are interviewed, and, therefore, the 
understanding of the mechanisms used is expected to be greater once the findings from 
each level are synthesised. In line with this realm of philosophy, two biases that can affect 
the research are to be recognised, namely one related to the number of interviews 
conducted and another related to the difference of cultural experience that exists among the 
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two countries where the research is conducted: Greece and Mexico. Nevertheless, none of 
these biases affects the particular study results since these are not presented as 
representative of a population. 

All the aspects previously mentioned lead to employ a combination of techniques for data 
collection, where both interviews and questionnaires, always in a qualitative context due to 
non-probability sampling, contribute in answering the research question in the two 
organisations. 
 
 

3.5 Research Approach 

 
The research approach of this study is deductive. Deductive approach is appropriate when 
taking into consideration that, following the previous identification of the mechanisms for 
Knowledge Integration in the literature, the existence of these mechanisms in the consulting 
firms is to be verified and ranked. Concurrently, following the typology suggested in Figure 
8, certain mechanisms are expected to appear more frequently depending on the type of 
consulting firm. 

Moreover, inductive approach has been also considered but it is rejected on the grounds 
that first, there is a good theoretical basis for the research conduction; second, a course 
from general, i.e. two main Knowledge Management paradigms in consulting firms, to 
specific, i.e. two representative consulting firms, is overall followed and third, a hypothesis 
is developed in the sense that the Knowledge Integration mechanisms have been assigned 
to each type of consulting firm without prior evidence. 

However, the reader should bear in mind that the present research is not purely deductive 
since it is a qualitative study with results that are not testable and cannot be generalised. 

Additionally, in terms of time horizons when this research is conducted, a cross sectional 
approach is selected since it is more suitable due to time constraints of the project. 
 
 

3.6 Research Design  

 
Research design is the structure that is followed to investigate the research question, and is 
based on the research philosophy and approach (Saunders et al., 2009). Additionally, 
following the classification made by Cooper and Schindler (2001), the main integral 
elements of the design of this research are shown in Figure 9. The study can be described as 
formal since the research question has been crystallized to a significant degree. The data 
collection method is interrogation/communication rather than monitoring since the primary 



44|                                                MECHANISMS FOR EFFECTIVE KNOWLEDGE INTEGRATION IN CONSULTING FIRMS 

 

data are collected based on the feedback given by the participants. Due to the fact that the 
researchers do not have any power on the variables under study the research is also ex post 
facto. Regarding the time dimension, since the study is carried out once only, providing a 
snapshot, it is cross-sectional and, since it attempts to investigate in depth two consulting 
firms, it is a case study rather than a statistical study. The research environment can be 
described as field setting, since it refers to routine operations of the organisations and it is 
not related to laboratory conditions or simulation. Finally, the participants are not 
considered to modify their routine because of the research. 

Category Option 
The degree to which the research question has been 
crystallized 

Formal Study 

The method of data collection Interrogation/communication 

The power of the researcher to produce effects in the 
variables under study 

Ex post facto 

The purpose of the study Descriptive 

The time-dimension Cross-sectional 

The topical scope –breadth and depth– of the study Case study 

The research environment Field setting 

The subjects’ perceptions of research activity Actual routine 

Figure 9. Research Design 
Based on Cooper and Schindler (2001; p.135). 

 
 

3.7 Research Strategy 

 

For this study a combined research strategy will be implemented. In one hand a survey will 
be conducted prior to the interviews in order to get some descriptive and contextual data 
that will help in understanding the current situation regarding integration of knowledge 
within that organisation. This survey is expected to provide a broad view on which 
mechanisms are currently being used in the two consulting firms. A set of four simple 
questions (one for each mechanism) after the socio-demographic data will be given as close 
questions to the interviewees. After this, a question aiming for ranking of the importance of 
each mechanism for the particular consultant is made. 
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Overall, a case study strategy will be developed from the survey and the interviews that 
follow. The case study was selected as strategy because it “involves an empirical 
investigation of a particular contemporary phenomenon within its real life context using 
multiple sources of evidence” (Robson, 2002, p.178 cited in Saunders et al., 2009). The aim 
of this study is to prove the degree of adoption of integration mechanisms in two 
organisations as well as consultants’ perception of their usefulness during the action-
planning stage of their projects. The means to achieve these goals, as further explained 
below, is to critically compare, analyse and synthesise the information obtained regarding 
the focus of the research through surveys, interviews and the collection of secondary 
information from the firms’ websites and news. 

It is remarkable that, by following this strategy, the boundaries between the phenomenon 
being studied and the context are not clearly evident (Yin, 2003, cited in Saunders et al., 
2009). Therefore, no generalisation will come out from this research, but rather a rich 
understanding of the context.   
 
 

3.8 Participants Selection 

 
The research participants’ work for two consulting firms, Firm A is located in Mexico and 
the Firm B is located in Greece. The particular consulting firms, which are the unit of 
analysis of the present research, were chosen based on certain criteria. In particular main 
selection criteria have been relevance to the research objectives, time required and 
accessibility. The authors estimated that the two consulting firms are representative of the 
two main Knowledge Management paradigms illustrated in Figure 8; namely the consulting 
firm in Mexico adopting a codification strategy and the consulting firm in Greece adopting 
a personalisation strategy (maximum variation and judgemental sampling as presented in 
the next section). These two firms were accessible to the authors and thus did not require a 
lot of time to contact them. The interviewees within the consulting firms were selected to 
be representative of different levels in order to approach as many viewpoints as possible. 
Additionally the participants have been suggested by the firms as well-informed on the 
focus of the present research (elite or expert interviewing). 
 
 

3.9 Data Sources/ Sample Characteristics 

 

The data for the present study are collected from both primary and secondary sources. The 
primary sources are the two consulting firms on which the research focuses. As shown in 
Figure 10, main characteristics of the sample are non-probability, purposiveness and 
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maximum variation. The fact that the firms are not chosen statistically at random, since a 
non-probability sampling takes place, does not permit any generalisations. Moreover, 
following a purposive or judgemental sampling rationale, these firms are considered 
appropriate for the question and objectives of the research and are chosen as representative 
of the two main paradigms illustrated in Figure 8 in literature review section. According to 
Saunders et al. (2009) this is suitable when the main intention is to identify key themes or 
patterns and is called heterogeneous or maximum variation sampling.  

 
Figure 10. Sampling Characteristics of the Study 

 
As for the secondary sources, they consist of the firms’ websites and news as well as 
academic journals in order to support the classification of the consulting firms according to 
the paradigms previously stated and to get a better understanding of the projects undertaken 
by each organisation. 
 
 

3.10 Limitations 

 
The major constrain of this research is time. The research design is thus constructed 
accordingly while probability sampling is rejected in order to be able to go in the required 
depth in each case. Consequently, non-probability sampling dictates the majority of 
limitations of the present research. In particular, since the primary data are collected 
through judgemental sampling the study follows a subjective approach in choosing 
samples, namely two consulting firms, which are representative of the two paradigms in 
Figure 8 as well as accessible to the authors. This results to lack of evidence whether the 
mechanisms, which are identified in the two consulting firms and their prioritisation, can be 
found in similar ways in other consulting firms and in what frequency. Additionally and for 
the same reason, the sample’s attributes, namely the Knowledge Integration mechanisms 
identified in each of the two organisations, cannot be considered statistically representative 
of the population, namely of all consulting firms. Taking the previously mentioned under 
consideration, the fact that the two firms are located into two different countries does not 
generate itself any limitation for the research. 
 
 

 

Non-probability Purposive or 
Judgemental

Heterogeneous or 
Maximum Variation
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3.11 Methods of Data Collection 

 

There are many methods for data collection and the selection of the best one depends on the 
goals of the study and the type of information that is needed to answer the research 
question. It is a very important step since it compromises the following analysis and results 
of the study. The method has to be chosen according to the type of answers needed, the 
availability of sources and the time restrictions. The present research has the consulting 
firm as unit of analysis and it follows an interrogation/ communication approach for 
primary data collection. This is because primary data are not collected through observance 
or monitoring but through questioning and then analysing the responses given by the 
participants (Cooper and Schindler, 2006), which are the consulting firm’s employees. 
Consistently with the research purpose and strategy, the elite or expert interviewing method 
is followed, where questions are addressed to well-informed employees. In particular, 
surveys and semi-structured interviews are conducted into one-to-one basis through either 
phone interviews or face-to-face interviews. Following this mixed method, the survey is 
used to initially define and identify the existence of a specific type of mechanism from 
Grant’s (1996) typology and to prioritise each mechanism based on the perceptual 
contribution to Knowledge Integration that it has for the interviewee. The given answer is 
then used as a guidance to continue with questions in the semi-structured interview. Before 
applying the survey and the interview script to the subjects of study, pilot tests were taken 
with one consultant in order to make sure that the questions, which would be asked during 
the interviews, were clear enough. The questions from the surveys and the semi-structured 
interviews, which have been conducted, can be found in the Appendix. 

The main advantage of this method is that it helps in ensuring in a short time that the 
interviewee understands the focus of the research and the content of the mechanisms in 
question. On the whole, it successfully addresses the research question because it covers all 
types of mechanisms suggested by Grant (1996), since it allows for prioritisation of the 
stated mechanisms, which remains a subjective matter collected through the interview. This 
method was also chosen due to the availability of contacts with two participants working in 
the consulting firms under study. Hence, due to time restrictions, these methods provided 
the flexibility and the content needed for the study. The main disadvantage is that it does 
not provide the chance to affirm the response given by a participant e.g. through a second 
round of interviews; however, this is majorly affected by the overall time constraints of the 
research. 
 
The secondary data are collected through reviewing the literature, the firms’ websites and 
the news while seeking information relevant to the research question. 
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3.12 Methods of Data Analysis

 
The data collected for the purpose of the present study is of qualitative nature. As argued by 
Lee and Fielding (2004), there are several analytic frameworks suggested in the literature 
for the qualitative data analysis, from which one should choose the most appropriate for 
their particular research focus and objectives. For the needs of the present research, a thr
step approach is selected, which is used widely for qualitative data analysis resulting from 
interviews (Kakabadse et al., 2006).
 
It important to mention that, qualitative data analysis is not a linear task, but rather an 
iterative and progressive proc
qualitative data analysis process consists of continuously collecting, noticing and thinking 
about the data collected. 
 

Figure 11. The Data Analysis Process 

 
For the purpose of analysis of the information collected, the following model was followed. 
The first step was about taking notes during the interviews and prior to the analysis of the 
transcripts. Once a record was produced, this became the centre of the analysis for the 
study. After this the coding process continued by coding the transcripts into useful 
information that answers the research question. This information was then organised by 
clearing out any irrelevant data and presenting the useful information in tables or o
appropriate forms. During this step the data was categorised through the critical detection 
of common attributes between different elements and the creation of distinct groups or 
categories. In this case the categories were the Knowledge Integration m
for example, the interviewees might call with different names. The next step was to 
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interpret the results by critically reflecting on the relationship between the research 
outcomes and the literature, identifying commonalities, points of contradiction (gap 
analysis between theory and practice) as well as possible areas that need to be further 
investigated. 
 
The study provides qualitative data on the importance of Gant’s Knowledge Integration 
mechanisms during the action-planning stage of a consulting project. During the interviews 
the subjects were asked to rank in a scale from 1 to 4 (1 being the highest and 4 being the 
lowest) each mechanism based on their perception of utility to the action-planning stage of 
a project. This gave ordinal data for each respondent. Then, an average on each of the two 
samples was calculated in order to have a wider view of the ranking given to the 
mechanisms for this stage in each firm. Finally, even though comparisons among the two 
samples cannot be made due to the sample characteristics, similarities and patterns in the 
rankings made by the respondents have been identified. Then cross referencing this to 
additional data collected during the interviews was used in order to be able to conclude 
which mechanisms are considered more important for these two organisations, and to 
briefly outline the reasons why one mechanism got higher rank over the others. 
 
The validity of the lexical analysis can be tested when compared to the original text; 
namely the interview transcripts (Lee and Fielding, 2004), which due to time constraints 
will remain in their original language. The outcomes of the analysis are also compared 
against the initial research question and the degree to which the latter has been answered is 
identified. 
 
 

3.13 Ethical Considerations 

 
The authors’ stance on ethics can be better represented by universalism as classified by 
Bryman and Bell (2007) according to which “ethical precepts should never be broken” 
(Bryman and Bell, 2007; p.129). Moreover the present research is conducted in compliance 
with the Code of Ethics of the Academy of Management (2005). The research question 
emerged logically after reviewing the relevant literature. The consultants, who participate, 
are fully aware of the research focus and objectives and freely provide their own opinion 
based on their experience related to the research question. The principle of confidentiality is 
additionally respected where agreed. Finally data analysis and research findings are 
conducted by following the steps presented above and in general by combining logically 
the available data and without, at least consciously, aiming at a specific outcome 
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4. ANALYSIS, DISCUSSION AND FINDINGS 

 
 

4.1 Introduction 

 
Once the consulting firms were selected in Mexico and Greece, interviews were carried out 
with different consultants and high-level executives in order to answer the research 
question proposed for this study. This chapter aims to present the results from these 
interviews following the order of the research objectives: first, confirming the existence of 
Knowledge Integration mechanisms in consulting firms and second specifying the 
importance given by the interviewees to each mechanism during the action-planning stage 
in their project life-cycle. 
 
Prior to presenting the answers obtained during these interviews and their analysis, a brief 
description of the firms is provided in order to understand the context where these firms 
develop their economical activities and the areas they provide their services. This 
description is then followed by a profile description of the interviewees with general 
information about their positions and roles inside the firm.  
 
 

4.2 Consulting Firm A 

 

4.2.1 Description of Subject of Study: Consulting Firm A (CFA) 

 
This is a firm with over fifty years in the market and presence in fifty four countries around 
the world. The division of Latin America has presence in ten countries in this area, 
including the largest economies such as Brazil, Mexico, Argentina and Chile. In this case 
four members of the Mexican branch of the organisation have been interviewed between 
the 7th to the 11th of December 2009. Interviews were conducted via telephone and recorded 
using specialized software.  
 
The consulting Firm A provides market intelligence solutions for the consumer goods 
industry. The core business of the firm is market research through consumer panels, and the 
interviews were conducted in the food business unit to market analysts, managers and the 
business grouper of the firm, providing a wide range of expertise and insights about how 
the knowledge is integrated in this knowledge driven organisation. Some of the 
interviewees had less than one year in the firm, while the senior ones had already worked in 
it for more than five years. All of them are part of the action-planning stage at different 
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levels of involvement. Subject C and D came from another market research consulting firm, 
whereas for the rest it was their first jobs and they have built careers in the organisation 
ever since. Subject D came from another business unit in Latin-America, and had only three 
years working in the Mexican market. All subjects except A had a master’s degree. Subject 
C had an MBA. 
The distribution of age, area of consulting and role in the organisation is as follows: 

Subject Gender Age 
Years in 
Firm A 

Role 
Area of 

Consulting 

A Female 22 0.5 Analyst (entry) 
Market 

Intelligence 

B Male 27 3 Analyst Sr. 
Market 

Intelligence 

C Male 32 7 
Research 
Manager 

Market 
Intelligence 

D Female 39 11 Grouper 
Market 

Intelligence 

Figure 12. Characteristics of the Interviewees in Firm A. 
 
 

4.2.2 Analysis Based on the Objectives 

 
After describing the organisation where this study is conducted, and presenting the profile 
of the interviewees, the presentation and discussion of the interviews’ results follows. 
 
 

4.2.2.1 Use of Knowledge Integration Mechanisms 

 
For Firm A, in general terms it can be argued that it uses all the mechanisms of Knowledge 
Integration identified in literature. However, not all the respondents were able to identify 
them properly. It is believed that this is due to the level, at which two of them work in the 
firm, leaving them unaware of certain activities where sequencing takes place. Besides the 
level of seniority of interviewees, another factor that affected the identification of 
mechanisms was the names that the organisation uses for each mechanism. It was needed, 
for example, further explanation on mechanisms such as sequencing and group problem 
solving. 
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Subject 
Rules and 
Directives 

Routines Sequencing 
Group 

Problem 
Solving 

A 
 

YES YES NO YES 

B 
 

YES YES NO YES 

C 
 

YES YES YES YES 

D 
 

YES YES YES YES 

Figure 13. Responses on the Use of Knowledge Integration Mechanisms in Firm A. 
 
Rules and directives seem to be the most basic and straightforward mechanism for 
Knowledge Integration. The descriptions of the examples by the interviewees are aligned to 
those given by the literature: they range from procedures, rules and policies to 
standardization of the information presented to customers. In general, procedures were 
there to assure the quality of the information given, as well as the collection method of it. It 
is remarkable that this type of mechanism is used the most, not only during the action-
planning stage but also in a wide range of areas, which are indirectly related to the core 
business of consultants. Since the major source of information consists of panels of 
consumers, a large amount of rules and directives are followed from the information 
collectors in order to ensure the quality and objectiveness of the information being 
gathered. 
 
Most of these procedures were in written form as manuals, as compilation of formulas and 
as expected time-frames for completion of a certain task. Subject C mentioned how all 
these rules and directives helped new-comers to learn basic things about how to present 
information, and how to analyse it. However, this subject weighted the importance of 
working experience to gain the sensibility needed to make customised enquiries to their 
current data-base (cross-referencing data) in order to answer more specific customer needs. 
 
It is also worthwhile to remark that during the interview, Subject D developed the idea on 
how these procedures are changed over time, while knowledge integrated through 
mechanisms, such as sequencing and group problem solving, is disseminated in the 
organisation. This confirms that for consulting Firm A, rules and directives are used as the 
means to transform tacit knowledge into explicit for its dissemination throughout the 
organisation. 
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Regarding the analysis of routines as Knowledge Integration mechanism, Subjects A and B 
agreed that manuals are given to new-comers in order to learn how to present information. 
In the firm there are databases with documents from previous projects that are accessible to 
analysts in order to be used as a benchmark. There are also ‘off the record’ tutorials made 
by older analysts that are distributed to the new ones so that they can practice and learn 
faster how to conduct their tasks. When dealing with customers, there are general policies, 
and this action can be associated to rules and directives as previously described. However, 
managers identified that this is more of a personal matter that involves personal learning 
and experience. Therefore, young analysts assist in meetings and presentations for 
customers in order to gain this experience themselves. Subject C identified this action as a 
firm routine that allows Knowledge Integration. 
 
Sequencing is an atypical mechanism, since it was not identified by all the interviewees. 
For instance, the two analysts, who took part in this study, did not relate any of their 
activities to this mechanism. In this particular case, it seems that sequencing as a 
Knowledge Integration mechanism is used on a case-by-case basis, and it does not follow a 
regular frequency. This approach differs from the examples of the literature, especially 
since Grant (1996) identified this mechanism in mass production industries, and in this case 
specialists were not involved in daily activities. Only when a new trend seems to have 
emerged in a panel managed by the consulting firm, specialists are called to give their input 
and identify the different scenarios that might have potential for customers. Subject D 
recognised that the involvement of the Mexican branch in strategic issues was limited, and 
the reason was mainly the customers’ freedom to choose the level of involvement of the 
consulting firm in the customer’s decision making process. In this particular case, Firm’s A 
involvement is usually limited to giving input for decision making rather than undertaking 
decision making itself. 
 
Finally, group problem solving and decision making mechanism was identified by all the 
subjects. It is currently used in the organisation and it occurs in different ways along all 
levels of the business unit. For instance, workers involved in more operational jobs, such as 
data analysts; conduct weekly meetings to update projects development and share obstacles 
encountered during their analysis. Mid-range and top managers are also part of workshops 
on a regular basis to solve problems. For subject C this mechanism is closely related to 
sequencing, based on the contribution of experts to a certain subject in order to solve a 
problem. It is believed that this weak distinction among mechanisms exists due to lack of 
frequency in sequencing activities. 
 
In general terms, all mechanisms to transfer and promote knowledge described in the 
literature (Davenport and Hansen, 1998; Barlett, 1998 both cited in Dunford, 2000; 
Birkinshaw, 2001; Gold at al., 2001; and Werr and Stjernberg, 2003) are identified in Firm 
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A. The mechanisms used and the way they are used resemble the Knowledge Management 
approach of the engineering school, due to the creation and sharing of databases and 
tutorials enriched with elements of the behavioural/organisational school, such as the 
weekly group meetings and the promotion of interaction among different accounts 
(Earl,2001). The non-exclusivity of one school of knowledge management over another 
allows Firm A to adapt their approach towards Knowledge Management and Knowledge 
Integration according to the current structures and main goals that the organisation has. 
 
 

4.2.2.2 Ranking of Mechanisms 

 
After analysing the presence of Grant’s Knowledge Integration mechanisms the 
interviewees were asked to rank the mechanisms in terms of usefulness during the action-
planning stage. The results of this ranking are presented below in Figure 14. 
 

Subject 
Rules and 
Directives 

Routines Sequencing 
Group 

Problem 
Solving 

A 1 3  2 

B 2 3  1 

C 4 3 2 1 

D 4 3 2 1 

Average 2.75 3 2 1.25 

Figure 14. Ranking of Knowledge Integration Mechanisms in Firm A. 
 
Three out of four interviewees assigned the highest mark to group problem solving. This 
was, according to them, due to the great amount of knowledge that can be exchanged in 
these group sessions as well as the participation of experts. Subject A was the only one who 
did not rank number one as the others, this subject gave more importance to rules and 
directives. It is believed that this is due to the very short period of time since the subject 
joined the firm. As she declared, it was very useful after all the amount of information 
given during the introductory sessions and she has been leveraging a lot in this particular 
type of mechanism to achieve the minimum level of common knowledge needed for 
integration to happen (Grant, 1996).  
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It is also worthwhile to remark that the mechanism with the highest rank among the 
interviewees was the one that promotes integration of tacit knowledge with tacit 
knowledge, since it requires the participation of a group of people, each one with different 
background, gathered together to discuss and solve any hurdle presented during the action-
planning stage. Implications of this type of integration are discussed further down in the 
discussion section and as a conclusion pillar. 
 
 

4.3 Consulting Firm B 

 

4.3.1 Description of Subject of Study 

 

Consulting Firm B is a global firm with vast experience in management consulting. It is 
currently providing services to customers in more than fifty countries and employs around 
seven thousand consultants worldwide. The areas, where Firm B specialises, are majorly 
strategy and operational improvement. The Firm also provides services on business 
technology, corporate finance, marketing and organisation. The main industries, from 
which their customers come, are consumer packaged goods, electrical power and natural 
gas, financial services, media and entertainment, metals and mining, petroleum and 
telecommunications. 

The Athens office was established in the previous decade and serves customers from both 
the private and the public sectors in Greece, Cyprus and the South-Eastern Europe. Three 
consultants from the Athens office have been interviewed face-to-face in December 2009. 

All interviewees participate in the action-planning stage of their projects life-cycles but 
each with different level of involvement and responsibility. Subject E gathers data, prepares 
models and solves practical problems. Subject F facilitates group work and has the 
authority to decide upon the most appropriate means to utilise the Firm’s existing 
knowledge while subject G is responsible for the relationship with the customer and overall 
outcome of a project. Figure 15 below illustrates the main characteristics of the three 
interviewees in Firm B. 
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Subject Gender Age 
Years in 
Firm B 

Role 
Area of 

Consulting 

E Male 25 1 Analyst General 

F Male 31 3 Consultant 
Strategy and 
Operations 

G Male 36 7 
Senior 

Consultant 
Strategy and 
Operations 

Figure 15. Characteristics of the Interviewees in Firm B. 
 
 

4.3.2 Analysis Based on the Objectives 

 
As mentioned before, the two main objectives of the surveys and the interviews are to 
identify the existence of Knowledge Integration mechanisms in the Firms under study and 
to rank them. The outcomes from Firm B are presented below. 
 
 

4.3.2.1 Use of Knowledge Integration Mechanisms 

 
According to the interviewees, Firm B uses all four Knowledge Integration mechanisms, 
which are suggested in the literature. The responses given are presented in Figure 16. 
 

Subject 
Rules and 
Directives 

Routines Sequencing 
Group 

Problem 
Solving 

E YES YES YES YES 

F YES YES YES YES 

G YES YES YES YES 

Figure 16. Responses on the Use of Knowledge Integration Mechanisms in Firm B. 
 

Regarding the use of rules and directives, all respondents confirmed the existence of 
various types of them, which are used during the action-planning stage. It is worth-
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mentioning that, while describing this integrative mechanism, the three employees gave 
different answers regarding the special weight it carries. Subject E, who is analyst and 
works for Firm B for almost a year, mentioned that there are certain important procedures 
to be followed, i.e. for data gathering and reporting, which have been introduced to him 
during the initial training in the first months he spent in Firm B. From the point of view of 
subject F, rules and directives are present during the action-planning stage, i.e. standardized 
information used while forming hypotheses, but these are usually supportive only, refer to 
explicit knowledge and are not decisive for the success of a project. Subject G stressed also 
the fact that for the core activities of the action-planning stage rules and directives do not 
play a key role and alternative Knowledge Integration mechanisms are used instead. 

Routines are also present during the action-planning stage in Firm B. Some form of 
manuals, different at each level, regarding usual problems and common practices are 
introduced to the employees once they take on new responsibilities in a project team. 
Interestingly, the type of knowledge transferred resembles more tacit than explicit 
knowledge when it comes to higher levels, i.e. dealing with conflict and handling different 
operating styles, and, according to both subjects F and G, it can be really helpful when a 
real problem occurs. Nevertheless, subject F emphasised that these routines are used as a 
basic collection of available routes to follow and is especially useful when action-planning 
stage requires several meetings with the customer and thus it allows considerable flexibility 
regarding important matters and initiatives for optimal Knowledge Integration. 

Similarly with Firm A, there has been identified certain ambiguity regarding the third 
mechanism, sequencing, and subject E asked for further clarification about the term. This 
again can be explained by the level, at which this employee works. On the contrary subjects 
F and G confirmed its important role and existence in multiple forms but mainly through 
the use of IT. 

Group problem solving constitutes the core integrative mechanism that is used during the 
action-planning stage according to all respondents. The culture of the firm seems to put 
emphasis on the expertise each employee has and on the unique results group work can 
deliver and this is received as such by all three employees. Brainstorming is mentioned as 
the initial means to integrate knowledge at the first part of the action-planning stage and, 
later follow, hypotheses development and several team meetings, some of which with the 
customer. Subject G emphasised on the relation of Firm’s B culture with this mechanism 
and provided examples of group problem solving activities facilitated within cross-regional 
collaborations. 
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4.3.2.2 Ranking of Mechanisms 

 

Subject 
Rules and 
Directives 

Routines Sequencing 
Group 

Problem 
Solving 

E 3 2 4 1 

F 4 3 2 1 

G 4 2 3 1 

Average 3.67 2.33 3 1 

Figure 17. Ranking of Knowledge Integration Mechanisms in Firm B. 
 

Interestingly, both subjects F and G showed some reservation, when asked to rank the four 
mechanisms, and, as subject G explained, he considers all mechanisms equally important 
for Knowledge Integration because he argued that all types of knowledge are needed. As 
later clarified, the ranking made is based on the criterion of which integrative mechanism 
can really make the difference and define the successful outcome of the action-planning 
stage in a greater degree.  

This reminds the researchers of the three types of infrastructure capability, namely 
technological, structural and cultural knowledge, which Gold et al. (2001) mention, as 
shown in Figure 3, and the different use and value that each one has. It is logical that they 
cannot be compared since they are all mutually supportive and inter-dependent as parts of 
the same system. Similarly, Knowledge Integration mechanisms are mutually supportive 
and each one serves a different purpose.  

On the other hand, since Firm B focuses on strategic management, this consensus of the 
respondents on the superiority of the group problem solving mechanism for Knowledge 
Integration is also expected and confirmed by the literature, as illustrated in Figure 8. The 
fact that also respondents from Firm A give priority to the same mechanism, even though 
Firm A, seems to adopt codification Knowledge Management strategy might be explained 
by the general recognition of tacit knowledge as harder to share and apply and the increased 
capability of group problem solving mechanism to facilitate its integration. Additionally, 
considering the psychological aspects, employees should feel more confident to 
communicate and implement tasks in groups and thus have access to the knowledge of 
other experts without obstructions as well as informally share the responsibility during the 
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crucial action-planning stage than through any other integrative mechanism. Nevertheless, 
this is to be investigated and it could be focus of another study. 

Finally, the fact that subject E ranked sequencing with the lower mark indicates that at the 
analyst level employees do not have contact with this type of mechanisms, which is 
expected if one takes into account the basic tasks analysts undertake during the action-
planning stage. Besides, it is to remark that subject F, being responsible for Knowledge 
Management during the action-planning stage, should be regarded as the most reliable 
source to consider. 
 
 

4.4 Discussion 

 

4.4.1 The Knowledge Management Paradigm 

 
After the presentation of the results from the interviews conducted in the two consulting 
firms, it is necessary to proceed to a rigorous comparison against the literature in an attempt 
to answer the research question stated at the beginning of the present study. It is worthwhile 
to mention that, as expected, both organisations have some sort of Knowledge Integration 
mechanisms in place and in particular for the action-planning stage. As suggested by 
Birkinshaw (2001), all organisations are dealing with knowledge whether they are aware of 
it or not. A discussion of the importance of appropriate mechanisms for integration is 
presented in the literature review section and the consultants interviewed in both firms of 
this study recognise its fundamental role for the successful completion of projects and long 
term survival of the organisation. 
 
 

4.4.2 Ranking of Mechanisms 

 
It is important to recall the limitations of the study in terms of sample size and selection, 
which prevent any generalisation of the study results. Having this in mind, there is to 
remark that, in both firms and in terms of mechanisms’ ranking, consultants ranked in 
average higher the group problem solving mechanism. They thus showed preference for 
tacit knowledge in the action-planning stage. This is important since the two consulting 
firms belong to the two extreme paradigms, which are presented in Figure 8. This leads one 
to the consider that, at least for these specific consulting firms, the Knowledge 
Management paradigm followed, the Knowledge Management strategy, the dominant type 
of knowledge used or other variables presented in Figure 8 are of minor importance when it 
comes to the action-planning stage. In other words, the results suggest that for the particular 
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stage in both firms, the importance of the knowledge held in experts’ mind is of great value 
and crucial to achieve the solution of a specific problem, and consequently becomes a great 
firm asset. 
 

Firm  Rules and 
Directives 

Routines Sequencing Group 
Problem 
Solving 

A 2.75 3 2 1.25 

B 3.67 2.33 3 1 

Figure 18. Ranking of Knowledge Integration Mechanisms in Both Firms. 
 

This is in accordance with the great emphasis firms in general place today on their 
intellectual capital personified by highly skilled employees. Thus, consultants in the two 
firms assigned the same rank to the interaction of experts during the crucial stage of action-
planning, namely when groups are formed it is recognised as fundamental for effective 
Knowledge Integration.  

However, the implications of these findings compared to the literature are contradictory to 
some extent. In one hand, this interaction allows more tacit knowledge to be used in order 
to solve problems without the need to increase at the same level the common knowledge of 
all participants as well as without risking quality loss through knowledge codification. On 
the other hand, the minimisation of this interaction among people and of the time spent is 
one of the primary goals of Knowledge Integration. Experts group work proves thus to be 
an expensive way to integrate knowledge and might decrease the competitiveness of a firm. 
Therefore, a balance of mechanisms usage is needed in order to ensure that group problem-
solving is used only when the other three mechanisms cannot provide equal value.  

Nevertheless, this balance might not be possible at a stage when effective solutions are 
needed in a short time. Adding to this, the complexity that characterises consulting firms as 
entities, which deal with third parties’ issues and often need to provide customised 
solutions, explains the reason why during this stage costly mechanisms can be justified. In 
these two consulting firms, the value delivered by group problem-solving at this stage 
consists in solving unconventional and complex issues that may arise. Grant (1996) 
recognises the importance of this mechanism and its ability towards integrating tacit 
knowledge, since this type of knowledge becomes the ‘know-how’ and practical knowledge 
consulting firms possess.  

Another interesting finding that was assumed during the literature review was the 
usefulness that the firms assign to the other three mechanisms. In particular for Firm A, 
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rules and routines are considered as an effective way to increase the common knowledge in 
order to achieve their tasks during the action-planning stage. In the literature, Nonaka 
(1994) proposes that both tacit and explicit knowledge can be inter-exchanged through 
different mechanisms. Rules and routines consist the means, by which these two firms 
accumulate tacit knowledge and convert it into explicit. The degree of relevance here is 
more influenced by the type of Knowledge Management paradigm, to which each 
consulting firm belongs.  

Nonetheless, an explanation of the integrative mechanisms’ ranking at the action-planning 
stage may be related to the complexity involved in this stage, and the necessity to deliver 
unambiguous results to customers in order to be able to solve problems that might arise. In 
this matter, rules and routines become a useful but less flexible mechanism, since they do 
not change along with the environment and they are normally not up-to-date in terms of 
experience gained during the personal involvement of participants of a new project. This 
constitutes a disadvantage of rules and routines towards the final outcome of the action-
planning stage. However, consultants recognised their presence and importance and 
consider them the base, over which they built solutions rather than a mechanism that itself 
can produce a final solution. 
 
Finally, sequencing as a mechanism for Knowledge Integration proved to be more relevant 
in the consulting industry as the level of seniority increased. However, no linkage to this 
was found in the literature that has been reviewed for this study and further exploration 
might be worthwhile. A proposition for the interpretation of this phenomenon is that this 
mechanism is particularly useful in mass production industries, where particular inputs 
from experts are compulsory within the frame of a production line. The analogy of this in 
consulting firms could be the validation that senior level consultants give to the material 
prepared by junior level consultants before the delivery of the final results to the customers.  
 
It is relevant to mention that, for Firm A, it is the second more useful mechanism after 
group problem-solving. This mechanism by definition allows the interaction of people, 
hence it facilitates tacit knowledge transfer and, as discussed above, this seems to be a 
valuable characteristic for the action-planning stage. In terms of cost, this mechanism has 
proven to be more efficient, since in Firm A it is only used when extraordinary problems or 
irregular behaviour is observed in the panel and it is not possible to find a solution with 
previous or local knowledge. Since the firms also have structures that allow the compilation 
and sharing of knowledge as found in the literature by Earl (2001) or Birkinshaw (2001) the 
participation of experts from abroad was minimum. 
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5. CONCLUSION 

 
 
In this chapter the research question is once again analysed in order to examine whether an 
answer can be given by the study that has been conducted. Concurrently, Knowledge 
Management literature is contrasted to what it has been observed in the two consulting 
firms in order to provide an additional contribution to Knowledge Management related 
studies. Furthermore, the contribution of both academics and practitioners is revealed, 
where useful findings of the research are linked to both. Finally, areas for further research 
in order to deepen the understanding of Knowledge Integration mechanisms are proposed. 
 
 

5.1 Review of Research Question and Objectives 

 

Which Knowledge Integration mechanisms do consulting firms consider more useful during 
the action-planning stage of their project life-cycle? 

This question, as explained in this paper, required first to have a solid theoretical 
framework to be taken as base of comparison to the practitioners’ point of view. In this 
particular case, Grant’s four mechanisms for Knowledge Integration provided the 
framework due to its extended acceptance in the academia and its inclusive nature 
compared to other points of view on Knowledge Integration. Concurrently, the main 
Knowledge Management trends in consulting firms have been identified through the 
classification of two main paradigms and provided the wider theoretical framework for 
comparison. 

Next, the ranking of mechanisms was pursued for the conduction of a gap analysis between 
what the literature suggests as appropriate Knowledge Integration mechanisms in a specific 
context and what practitioners use during the action-planning stage of a project. In order to 
accomplish this, the two consulting firms chosen were representative of the two paradigms 
referred in Figure 8. The goal was to get one firm from each paradigm in order to get an 
understanding of the two main types of consulting firms and their relationship towards the 
mechanisms previously mentioned. 

Finally, a particular project stage has been chosen first because different Knowledge 
Integration mechanisms are useful at different stages and levels and second because the 
action-planning stage presents the highest interest since it requires the maximum consulting 
effort and defines to a great extend the successful outcome of a project and thus the general 
success of a consulting firm. 
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5.2 Academic and Practical Contribution 

As previously discussed during the research results presentation and their analysis, for the 
particular consulting project stage, mechanisms that favour tacit Knowledge Integration 
were found to be ranked higher by practitioners interviewed for this study regardless the 
type of the consulting firm they work for. It is important to state that the ranking obtained 
in this study cannot prove the superiority or general preference of one mechanism over 
another on a statistical basis, since it represents a rather subjective perception of the people 
that were interviewed and, as explained in the methodology section, the results cannot be 
generalised due to the sample characteristics.  

However, these results are supported by the view academics hold on tacit knowledge as a 
powerful means to solve new problems (Dunford, 2000; Werr and Stjenberg, 2003). 
Particularly in this stage of the consulting project life-cycle, the solution of new problems is 
the raison d’être of the stage and, therefore, the results appear in accordance with this 
statement. Consequently, knowledge integrative mechanisms and their value for 
organisational learning are unquestionable; however, their degree of usefulness depends on 
the purpose of the knowledge application. In other words, preference is given to a certain 
type of knowledge according to the specific task the knowledge is summoned. Thus, for 
these two specific firms, the ranking favoured group problem-solving as the most useful 
mechanism even though the two firms belong to different Knowledge Management 
paradigms. 

The present research results have an impact on academia relevant to the long lasting battle 
among two main stances: one that supports that both tacit and explicit knowledge have the 
same contribution towards an organisation’s competitive advantage; and another that values 
more tacit knowledge since, once the knowledge has become explicit, it lacks in exclusivity 
and it becomes easily obtainable by the competitors. Furthermore, referring to the 
paradigms of Figure 8, this provides evidence that different types of consulting firms may 
not differ radically on the usage of mechanisms, at least at the action-planning stage and, 
therefore, one of the main implications derived from the literature review should be 
reconsidered. 

The authors’ stance on this matter is that it is not possible to generally conclude the 
superiority of one type of knowledge neither the superiority of one integrative mechanism. 
Besides, two of the consultants, who were interviewed in Firm B, were not keen to rank the 
mechanisms since they considered that a balance among them is needed and that each has 
an important role to play. Consequently, for the purpose of drawing a conclusion in this 
study it is important to clarify that the aim has not been to decide on the superiority of a 
mechanism against another but to examine whether a mechanism is perceived as more 
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useful during the action-planning stage in two different types of consulting firms. The 
research outcomes show that, during this stage within the consulting project life-cycle both 
firms prefer group problem-solving although they follow different Knowledge Management 
strategies. Additionally, all the mechanisms used for Knowledge Integration are perceived 
as value adding to different degrees. To confirm this suggestion, further research is 
recommended below. 

On the other hand, the impact for practitioners refers to the provision of insights related to 
this particular stage of the consulting project life-cycle, regardless the type of consulting 
firm, operational or strategic. In particular, this research indicates that it might be more 
suitable to involve the experienced people during this stage rather than leave decisions for 
consulting interventions to other, less creative and less open mechanisms. Namely, since 
tacit knowledge intense mechanisms are preferred from both types of consulting firms 
during the action-planning stage and are considered as more decisive for the project 
outcome, consulting firms should ensure the involvement of employees, who can actually 
contribute the most relevant tacit knowledge available.  
 
Additionally, the research gives a warning to firms regarding the value of experience and 
experienced personnel in the sense that these employees own vital knowledge, which is not 
usually possible to become explicit and thus they should be motivated to stay in a firm the 
longest possible otherwise this knowledge leaves the organisation when they leave.  
 
Finally, the present research can potentially lead to the development of further ways to 
attract talent and consequently knowledge as well as to improve transfer mechanisms. The 
purpose of this would be to reduce the disruption, which is caused by the loss of a key 
employee in a firm that relies on knowledge as much as consulting firms do.  
 
The above mentioned, as discussed next, need to be confirmed by further research, which 
can deliver results that can be generalised. 
 
 

5.3 Further Research 

 

The results obtained during this study are incipient and can be broadly developed. In one 
hand, a quantitative study with the aim to rank the mechanisms during the action-planning 
stage would provide a robust thesis regarding the results obtained here, and would also 
offer to both practitioners and academics a proven fact that would help in developing 
certain skills and tools during the action-planning stage in the consulting project life-cycle. 
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Moreover, the present study could be taken one step forward by analysing the role of 
knowledge integrative mechanisms at different stages during the consulting project life-
cycle in order to examine how the importance and usefulness of the different mechanisms 
change along with the project’s evolving needs. 

Further research could also be conducted with the objective to investigate improved means 
for the transition from tacit to explicit knowledge, which would be less prone to valuable 
information loss. This would  not only lead to cost and duration reduction of the consulting 
projects but it would also encourage a substantial re-allocation of valuable human resources 
within a consulting firm from the entrapment of almost repetitive tasks to the constant 
development of innovative and progressive business solutions. Such findings could 
potentially be useful for any firm that relies heavily on knowledge. 
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APPENDIX 

 
 

Interview:  
Mechanisms for Effective Knowledge Integration during the Action-Planning Stage in 

Consulting Firms 
 
Knowledge Integration is considered in the literature as one of the most important integral 
parts of the organisational capability. It consists of setting together knowledge held in the 
mind of one specialist with knowledge held in the mind of another in order to benefit from 
and act according to the outcome of the combined output. It is important to clarify that 
integration of knowledge does not imply that each specialist learns everything that the other 
knows, since it would be extremely difficult and expensive. On the contrary, it refers to 
mechanisms, through which knowledge is combined in an as efficient and less time 
consuming way as possible. In particular integration mechanisms ensure that the maximum 
relevant knowledge, which is available throughout an organisation, is combined in the 
minimum possible duration. This research particularly focuses on the action-planning stage 
of the project life-cycle in consulting firms.  
 
There are four major mechanisms that have been identified in the academic literature, the 
presence of which we would like to verify in your firm:  
 
Mechanism 
Rules and Directives 

Examples 
Plans,  Standardized Information, Policies, Rules, Schedules, Procedures 
Questions 
In the organisation where you work: 
 
Are there any rules and directives? 
 
(     ) YES      (     ) NO 
 
If the answer is yes, can you briefly describe these rules and directives? (2 min) 
 
If the answer is yes, do you think they are helpful in improving the integration of 
knowledge generated from previous projects? 
 
(     ) YES      (     ) NO 
 
In what way? (4min) 
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Total time: 6 min (Aprox) 
 
Mechanism 
Routines 
Examples 
Manuals to Learn How to Deal with Daily Issues, Procedures for Customer Relationship 
Management or Work Submission 
Questions 
In the organisation where you work: 
 
Are there any routines? 
 
(     ) YES      (     ) NO 
 
If the answer is yes, can you briefly describe these routines? 
(2 min) 
 
If the answer is yes, do you think they are helpful in improving the integration of 
knowledge generated from previous projects? 
 
(     ) YES      (     ) NO 
 
In what way? 
 
(4 min) 
 
Total time: 6 min (Aprox) 
 
Mechanism 
Sequencing 
Examples 
Experts Participation Scheduling 
Questions 
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In the organisation where you work: 
 
Are there any sequencing activities? 
 
(     ) YES      (     ) NO 
 
If the answer is yes, can you briefly describe these sequencing activities? 
 
(2 min) 
 
If the answer is yes, do you think they are helpful in improving the integration of 
knowledge generated from previous projects?  
(     ) YES      (     ) NO 
 
In what way? 
 
(4 min) 
 
Total time: 6 min (Aprox) 
 
Mechanism 
Group Problem Solving and Decision Making 
Examples 
Workshops, Brainstorming 
Questions 
In the organisation where you work: 
 
Are there any group problem solving activities? 
 
(     ) YES      (     ) NO 
 
If the answer is yes, can you briefly describe these activities? 
 
(2 min) 
 
If the answer is yes, do you think they are helpful in improving the integration of 
knowledge generated from previous projects? 
 
(     ) YES      (     ) NO 
 
In what way? 
 
(4 min) 
 
Total time: 6 min (Aprox) 
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Could you rank the four previously described mechanisms in terms of usefulness to 
Knowledge Integration during the action-planning stage? 
 
 Rules and directives 
 Routines 
 Sequencing 
 Group Problem Solving and Decision Making 
 
Estimated time: [24 minutes] 
 
Name:  
Firm: 
Time in the Firm: 
Position: 
 

 


