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ABSTRACT 
 
Knowledge has become the most important source of competitive advantage for organizations 
in the modern business environment. Therefore, knowledge management has become an 
important topic, which stimulates a high interest among practitioners and researchers. The 
transfer of knowledge throughout the organization is one of the most important knowledge 
management processes, as it allows organizations to use lessons of past experience and 
preserve the learned knowledge for future projects, enhancing their efficiency and 
competitiveness. Nevertheless, in modern organizations the knowledge transfer process meets 
challenges such as lack of time for its practice, as well as the unwillingness and difficulty of 
members of the organization to share knowledge with others. Previous studies show that the 
knowledge transfer process meets additional challenges in small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs), which possess insufficient resources to ensure an efficient knowledge 
transfer. Moreover, the knowledge transfer process is very important for project-based 
organizations, where projects may be isolated in their operations from each other. Insufficient 
knowledge transfer in project-based organizations can lead project managers to repeat the 
same mistakes or “reinvent the wheel” from project to project. Despite the significant 
importance of SMEs in the worldwide economy and their increasing tendency towards a 
project-based organizational structure researchers have not focused on the transfer of 
knowledge in project-based SMEs.  
 
The current research aims to increase the understanding of how knowledge is transferred in 
project-based SMEs and which projects lessons-learned are transferred between project 
managers. Project lessons-learned are considered as one of the most important knowledge 
gained in projects, therefore the focus of this study will be on this type of knowledge. Seven 
in-depth interviews were held with project-managers of different project-based SMEs aiming 
to identify the knowledge practices they perform, the type of project lessons-learned (PLL) 
that are transferred among project managers, and the process of identification and transfer of 
PLL in project-based SMEs. As a result of the study it was found that knowledge transfer, as 
well as PLL transfer, in project-based SMEs is done mostly through oral communication 
forms during formal and informal meetings. Only in rare cases knowledge, as well as PLL, is 
transferred in the form of documents or an internal information system. Knowledge transfer in 
SMEs with or without project-based structure share common challenges, however an 
additional challenge was identified for project-based SMEs. It was found in the study that 
project-based SMEs knowledge in tacit, explicit, individual and collective forms. It was also 
found that PLL as such are rarely identified in project-based SMEs, as there is also no formal 
procedure for PLL identification process. In some cases where PLL were identified, they were 
mostly about technical project issues and project management issues. 
Key words: knowledge transfer, knowledge transfer process, project-based organizations, 
small and medium-sized enterprises, explicit and tacit knowledge, project lessons learned.  
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1. Introduction  
 

The purpose of this introductory chapter is to make the reader familiar with the phenomenon 
of knowledge transfer in project-based organizations. This chapter discusses the importance 
of project lessons learned that are transferred between project managers. Consequently, the 
discussion introduces the concept of knowledge transfer in project-based organizations, 
leading towards the problem definition, research objective and research setting of the thesis. 

1.1. Background 

1.1.1. Knowledge Management  
 

Nowadays most organizations understand the importance of knowledge and the management 
of knowledge. (Akhavan and Jafari, 2006, p 99). Knowledge has become the most important 
strategic factor in in the modern business environment in the last years (Spender, 1996, p.47), 
and continues to be one of the dominant topics among management researchers (Matzler et 
al., 2008, p. 302). Currently, knowledge itself has developed into an interdisciplinary subject 
that can be met in a variety of literature from business strategy to health care and it was 
claimed to be an essential asset and a source of competitive advantage for organizations 
(Milton et al.,1999, cited in Beveren, 2002, p. 18). Moreover, Knowledge Management 
(henceforth KM) is considered as a tool for the achievement of organizational objectives and 
high performance (Halawi, Aronson and McCarthy 2005, p. 75).  
 
Along with knowledge management, nowadays projects play an important role in business. 
For the last years an increasing amount of companies have adopted a project-based 
organizational structure as projects are considered to be flexible instruments for design 
thinking and systematizing complex processes such as creativity and innovation - the main 
characteristics companies have to possess in the current highly changing and competitive 
business environment (Serrat, 2012, p. 4). A project-based organization (henceforth PBO) 
most likely will operate more than one project at a given time and might be required to carry 
out similar types of activities in different projects (Naaranoja, 2009, p. 142). This suggests the 
need for a KM process. Knowledge is now perceived by most PBOs as a vital organizational 
resource and a source of business excellence. Therefore, PBOs face a serious KM need in 
their projects in order to be efficient and compete in the current business environment (Ajmal 
& Koskinen, 2008, p.7).   
 
According to Alavi and Leidner (2001, p. 116), KM is a complete and organizationally 
specified process for acquiring, organizing, and communicating both tacit and explicit 
knowledge so that others can use that knowledge to become more effective and productive. 
Knowledge is context specific, as it depends on a particular time and space. Without being put 
into a context, it is just information, not knowledge. Information becomes knowledge when it 



 2 

is interpreted by individuals and given a context and anchored in the beliefs and commitments 
of individuals (Nonaka et al., 2001, p. 153). Davenport et al., (1998, p. 43) come up with a 
similar definition, where knowledge is considered as a combination of information and gained 
experience. Furthermore, knowledge that is new to an organization has to either be invented 
internally, or acquired from external sources. For the current research we take the point of 
view of Nonaka et al. (2001, p. 148) and Davenport et al. (1998, p. 43) and consider the KM 
as a process and organizational knowledge as a combination of relevant information and 
gained experience, and focus on KM, created within the organization as it will help us to 
answer the research question. 
Among a variety of classifications given by researchers to KM processes, the most recent is 
the one presented by Durst and Edvardsson (2012, p. 868), who consider that KM process can 
be analysed by means of four dimensions: knowledge identification, knowledge storage, 
knowledge transfer and knowledge utilization. Many researches highlight knowledge transfer 
(henceforth KT) as the most important process as it enables transfer of knowledge to locations 
where it is needed and can be used (Bhatt 2001, p.72). Problematically, PBOs, when running 
the projects, tend to repeat the same mistakes too often from project to project because of the 
lack of effective knowledge transfer (Desouza and Evaristo 2006, p. 418; Landaeta 2008, 
p.31).  Lack of efficient knowledge transfer causes, in effect, unnecessary reinventions, errors, 
and time wastage.  Therefore, the important but problematic topic of KT in PBOs is of high 
interest among current literature. 
 

1.1.2. Knowledge Transfer in Project-Based Organisations 
  
Knowledge transfer can provide many advantages to the PBOs. Researchers and practitioners 
have both indicated the need for knowledge transfer within and between projects as it helps 
organizations to use their resources more wisely, increase firms’ profitability and encourages 
innovations (Baccarini 1999, p. 28; Bower and Walker 2007, p. 51; Kotnour 1999, p. 36; 
Schindler and Eppler 2003, p. 221; Walker 2004, p. 32). Despite a project’s uniqueness, 
project experiences can be reused in other projects, providing valuable lessons. For this 
reason, it is important to transfer knowledge across projects in order to avoid unnecessary 
reinventions of what has been already done (Carrillo 2005, p. 134). 
 
However, there are certain challenges of KT in PBOs, which prevent its effective functioning 
in project-based environment. Most of the challenges occur due to the intrinsic characteristics 
of a ‘project’ (Naaranoja, 2009, p. 283).  Projects often operate as separate units and are often 
geographically dispersed. This causes a lack of communication links between projects and in 
effect hinders the knowledge transfer (Hobday, 2000, p. 881).  Furthermore, projects are 
temporary endeavors (Lindner & Wald, 2010, p. 9), which means that after the closure of the 
project, employees can move on to the next project without reflecting on past failures and 
achievements, so that their experience together with the lessons-learned are dispersed (Boh, 
2007, p. 28; Kasvi et. al., 2003, p. 571). Consequently, knowledge acquired during one project 
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is not effectively transferred and utilised by other projects. When a new project starts, there is 
a tendency to reinvent the process, rather than learn from the experiences of previous projects 
(Prusak 1997, p. 164). Therefore, to overcome the challenges of KT in PBOs, created by 
projects’ apartness and uniqueness, organizations need “the explicit governance and 
management of knowledge transfer” (Foss et. al., 2009, p. 3) to make knowledge preserved 
and easily accessible. Companies could save considerable costs caused by redundant work 
and the repetition of mistakes, if they master the project KT (Schindler and Eppler 2003, p. 
225).   
 
Knowledge at the project level can be explicit or tacit. Explicit knowledge are the lessons 
learned from past projects experience that were previously codified and documented by way 
of certain procedures, policies and rules. It is knowledge that can be made explicit by means 
of a verbal statement, which means that explicitness is a matter of the subject being able to 
present information through communication forms: oral or verbal (Dummett 1991, p. 176). 
Hence, explicit type of knowledge is easier to save and disseminate between projects, 
therefore it is considered to be more effective and useful for the organization as it can be 
reused to solve many similar types of problems (Hansen et al., 1999, p.106-116). However, 
tacit knowledge plays an important role as it stimulates innovations and know-how in 
organizations (Rudiger and Vanini 1998, p. 475). Tacit knowledge is not communicated in a 
‘‘language’’, it is not codified personal knowledge, which is hard to formalize – it is rooted in 
action, procedures, commitment, values and emotions and is acquired by sharing experiences, 
by observation and imitation (Kikoski and Kikoski, 2004, p. 168; Hall and Andriani, 2002, p. 
35).  Rudiger and Vanini (1998, p. 475) note that tacit knowledge enables an increased 
perception of ideas. Therefore, it stimulates creativity and has a positive effect on business 
activities.  
 
Tacit and explicit knowledge are complementary, which means both types of knowledge are 
essential to knowledge creation. Explicit knowledge without tacit insight quickly looses its 
meaning; at the same time tacit knowledge, which does not become documented, can be lost 
forever. Knowledge is created through interactions between tacit and explicit knowledge and 
not from either tacit or explicit knowledge alone; therefore it is important to ensure that both 
types of knowledge complement each other in the organizations (Nonaka et al. 2001, p. 51). 
Competitive advantage by means of KM will only be gained if companies value their tacit 
knowledge the way they value explicit and if they manage them in a correct way.  
However, when it comes to knowledge transfer, it is important to keep in mind that all 
organizational knowledge that can be transferred through communication forms is explicit, 
while the rest of the knowledge is tacit (Nonaka, 1998, p.14-37). Explicit knowledge can be 
transferred using written (documents, manuals, books, journals, mass media, copyright, 
patents etc.) and oral (facilitating meetings, group discussions, formal and informal 
communication) communication forms (Nonaka, 1998, p.14-37). Nevertheless, if tacit 
knowledge is transferred through any communication forms, it becomes explicit. However, 
tacit knowledge can be transferred through coping or imitating another person behavior, or 
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can be ‘‘acquired via the informal take-up of learned behavior and procedures’’ by one person 
from another (Howells, 1996, p. 92). Consequently, it is highly important to understand and 
identify which knowledge in projects is usually transferred and which knowledge stays tacit to 
ensure that the “crucial‟ tacit knowledge becomes explicit, hence preserved for future 
projects.   
 
All knowledge that is transferred in PBOs is may be important for future projects, however 
the key knowledge is considered to be the Project Lessons Learned (henceforth PLL). PLL are 
defined as key project experiences, which have certain general business relevance for future 
projects. They have been validated by the project team and represent a consensus on key 
issues that should be considered in future projects (Project Management Institute 2004). 
However, in literature PLL have a more wide definition than only a type of knowledge 
organizations possess; they are also defined as a process, a tool or a method, which is 
performed or used by the project team with the aim to receive PLL as an outcome (Milton, 
2010, p. 639). This process of PLL identification receives different names in practice and 
theory – most common way to call it in literature is PLL identification process (Disterer, 
2002, p 512-520), however, in practice companies usually use variety of definitions, such as 
project appraisal, project assessment, project evaluation or review, project audit or health 
check to name few. The Project Management Institute (PMI) is one of the world's leading 
professional membership association for project, program and portfolio management. The 
PMI developed a Guide to the Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK® Guide, 
5th ed., 2013) which presents a set of standard terminology and guidelines for project 
management, and defines PLL as the learning gained from the process of performing the 
project, which concerns the following main spheres: context of the project in general, project 
management (in time, in cost, in quality, in scope), stakeholder management (sponsors, 
customers, suppliers etc), and inside project communication. Each of these spheres is 
followed by specific questions to be answered in order to identify both positive and negative 
PLL as well as benefits and suggestions on how the identified PLL may be used in the future. 
PLL are explicit by their nature, as it is knowledge that was agreed by the project team in oral 
or written form (Wiewiora et al, 2009, p. 4). As all explicit knowledge, PLL are transferred in 
PBOs by different types of oral and written communication forms. According to the Project 
Management Institute (PMI), PLL should constitute valuable knowledge for current and 
future projects and should be comprehensively transferred (Office of Government Commerce 
UK 2005; Project Management Institute 2004). If preserved and transferred properly, the PLL 
provide a powerful  method of sharing ideas for improving work processes, operations, 
decision making and worker performance through every phase of a project, avoiding 
unnecessary reinventions that are time consuming and costly (Carrillo 2005, p. 175). 
Therefore, PLL are important knowledge to be considered when studying KT in PBOs. The 
focus of this research will be on this type of knowledge (PLL). We consider PLL as a type of 
knowledge as well as the process to obtain them, which is the way PLL are defined in 
literature and practice.  
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Despite the fact that KT occurs between all members of different projects, project managers 
typically have a high status and so play an important role as connectors between projects and 
the organization and across projects (Eskerod and Skriver 2007, p. 11; Loo 2002, p. 96), 
facilitating inter-project knowledge transfer. A project manager is typically engaged into the 
project processes and tasks, dealing with project team members as well as coping with a 
variety of stakeholders within and outside the organization (Turner and Muller 2003, p. 598). 
A project manager’s KT responsibilities, according to the Guide to the Project Management 
Body of Knowledge (PMBOK® Guide, 5th ed., 2013), are to produce PLL and to manage 
project communication. Project managers are in the center of the executive project network; 
and as such have knowledge about the main project issues. Therefore, it is relevant to research 
the PLL transfer directly between project managers within the organization.   
Kotnour (1999, p. 36) mentioned that PLL can become a valuable source of knowledge during 
all project phases. However, PLL as such are usually created when project is accomplished as 
PLL includes final understanding of what went well and what bad, when project was already 
done and it outcome is already known.  Consequently, PLL transfer between project managers 
should be studied at the end phase of the project, which can be different in different types of 
projects. According to Belanger (1998, p 61-71), certain project tasks are completed at end of 
a project phase and the project manager reviews the outcomes. At this point an evaluation is 
necessary to be conducted in order to evaluate it success and/or learn from its history.  
Therefore, the current study has a focus on PLL transfer during the project, at the end of 
certain project phase, which can be different in each company. 
 
Not surprisingly, the topic of project lessons learned transfer in PBOs attracts researchers’ 
attention as it helps to understand which knowledge becomes PLL and which remains tacit 
and can be potentially lost (Jones & Leonard, 2009, p. 31). A clear understanding of which 
knowledge in PBOs becomes PLL (in oral or written communication form) and which does 
not, will help to define the necessary move from tacit knowledge to explicit PLL. This can 
potentially solve the challenge of KT in PBO of “reinventing the wheel‟ as the most crucial 
tacit knowledge will be documented for future practices. However, the research in this theme 
has not differentiated between small and medium-sized PBOs and large PBOs. According to 
Durst and Edvardsson (2012, p. 880) several studies have been done on KM and KT in 
project-based organizations, however, there is a tendency to focus on large businesses and 
neglect small and medium-sized PBOs. Therefore, KT between small and medium-sized 
PBOs can be considered as an opportunity in KM and project management literature.  
 

1.2. Research Context: Small and Medium-Seized Enterprises with project-based 
organisational structure. 

 
The empirical context chosen for this research are small and medium-sized (henceforth 
SMEs) PBOs. The definition of SMEs adopted in this research is provided by the European 
Commission (2005) which stipulates that micro enterprises have fewer than ten employees, a 
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maximum turnover of 2 EUR million; small enterprises have 10-49 employees, a turnover of 
less than 10 EUR million, and medium-sized firms have 50-250 employees, and a turnover of 
no more than 50 EUR million. However, for the purpose of this research the micro enterprises 
will be neglected, as KM is extremely simplified and does not meet significant challenges as 
knowledge is shared among less than 10 employees (Durst and Edvardsson, 2012, p. 880).    
According to Beesley and Cooper (2008, p 48-62), KT in large companies is usually an 
organized strategic process, which is supported by certain organizational investments, 
responsible employees, software and numerous group discussions and formal meetings, 
aiming to share the knowledge.  However, due to the limited resources SMEs possess, KT in 
SMEs is performed differently than it is in large companies. Previous research on KT in 
SMEs has shown that SMEs face unique KT challenges, which are distinct from those of large 
organizations and mostly lie in the type of knowledge in SMEs (Durst and Edvardsson, 2012, 
p. 880-881). Project-based SMEs were chosen as context for this research for several reasons. 
First, in SMEs most of knowledge remains tacit. SMEs’ day-to-day business operations 
specifically require close attention, which often results in situations where insufficient time is 
available for strategic issues (Hofer and Charan, 1984, p. 7) such as knowledge transfer. This, 
in conjunction with a lack of financial resources and expertise frequently results in knowledge 
being kept in the minds of the employees rather than physically stored (Bridge et al., 2003, p. 
325; Wong and Aspinwall, 2004, p. 48). Thus, in SMEs the capturing of tacit knowledge 
embodied in other employees more often happens through imitating and through applying 
minor improvements based on learning-by-doing technics (Senker, 1993, p. 214), which 
increases challenges of KT to future projects. Therefore, possessing most of its knowledge in 
a tacit form, it is more crucial for project-based SMEs than for large PBOs to identify which 
knowledge remains tacit and which becomes explicit PLL in order to assure the most 
significant tacit PLL are stored for future practices, thus become explicit.   
Additionally, explicit knowledge in SMEs is usually transferred in oral communication form 
(Durst and Edvardsson, 2012, p 881), which means can be easily lost if not captured and 
stored. Unlike in large enterprises, which have more formalized procedures for 
communication within the organization such as regular structured meetings, reports and 
memorandums, the most common communication forms in SMEs are informal, which may 
happen in corridors (Wong and Aspinwall, 2004, p. 48) or at organization members’ birthday 
parties (Durst and Wilhelm, 2012, p. 639). In other words, transferring most of their explicit 
knowledge through informal oral communication forms, SMEs appear to be weaker than large 
enterprises on the practice of formal and systematic channels of oral communication forms 
within organizational members (Durst and Edvardsson, 2012, p 881). However, formal and 
systematic channels of oral communication forms, such as group discussions, workshops and 
brainstorming sessions, are considered to be a useful and most common technique for moving 
knowledge from oral to written communication form, increasing possibility to be stored for 
future practices. They are also considered a common technique of moving tacit knowledge to 
explicit, as in workshops and brainstorming sessions participants discuss and analyze tacit 
knowledge embodied in persons’ minds, turning them into explicit (Sutton and Hargadon, 
1996,p. 230). Hence, due to the weakly developed oral communication forms, through which 
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most of SMEs’ explicit knowledge is transferred, there is a higher risk for SMEs not to turn 
their tacit knowledge into explicit, therefore not to transfer important PLL to other projects. 
Consequently, there is a need to study KT particularly in project-based SMEs in order to 
provide them with relevant information for proper tacit and explicit knowledge facilitation.     

1.3. Research Question 
 
The previous argumentation along with the empirical context leads to the research question of 
this study formulated as following: 
   

• How is knowledge transferred in project-based SMEs and which project 
lessons learned (PLL) are transferred between project managers? 

1.4. Research Purpose  
 
The overall purpose of the study has been formulated as following: 

• Increase understanding of the KT process in project-based SMEs. 
 
In order to address the research purpose several sub-purposes were developed: 

• Identify the KT practices in project-based SMEs.  
• Identify what types of PLL are transferred between project managers in 

project-based SMEs.  
• Identify the process of identification and transfer of PLL in project based 

SMEs  
 

The research purpose will be achieved through interviews, conducted with project managers 
of project-based SMEs.  

1.5. Limitations of the study 
 
The research has theoretical and practical limitations. In order to keep it in the indicated 
scope, only KT will be considered out of other KM processes. Moreover, due to the 
significant amount of definitions developed by literature in the KM and PBOs areas, this 
study will concentrate on the most commonly accepted definitions of KM and PBO fields, 
which will be explained in detail following chapters. Furthermore, for the reasons indicated in 
paragraph 1.1.2, the current research is focused on project lessons learned (PLL) which is 
shared among project managers. However, there will be no differentiation made between the 
quality and quantity of knowledge transferred when defining PLL. Additionally, only project-
based SMEs will be analysed in this study according to the reasons indicated in paragraph 1.2. 
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2. Research Methodology 
 

The aim of this chapter is to introduce how we as authors approach the phenomena we are 
studying. By explaining our preconceptions, research philosophy, approach and perspectives, 
our intention is to facilitate a critical examination of the material that is produced. This 
chapter concludes with a reflection on the theoretical frame of reference’s acquisition. 

2.1. Preconceptions 
 
As stated by Malterud, (2001, p. 483-483), researchers’ background and preconceptions affect 
what they choose to investigate, the angle of investigation, the methods judged most adequate 
for this purpose, the findings considered most appropriate, and the framing and 
communication of conclusions. Therefore it is important to highlight our preconceptions as 
authors in order to facilitate the reader’s critical reflection upon the contribution of this thesis. 
There is a risk that the decisions we made during this research could be influenced by our 
comprehension of reality. However, we understand this dilemma and will constantly reflect 
upon the impact of our preconceptions during the research process.  
Apart from our mutual studies of project management, we both have working experience in 
SMEs: mostly medium-sized companies of around 50-100 employees. One of us also had the 
experience of working in a project-based international large organization and had opportunity 
to observe KT between projects in this type of company, which allowed us to compare the 
processes and notice some differences.  Due to the reduced number of people and limited 
resources, knowledge in project-based SMEs, was mostly tacit, provoking most of the crucial 
knowledge to be lost when a project was finished. The opposite situation was noticed in the 
large company, where more of the knowledge was explicit.  These observed differences 
stimulate us to think on the importance of tracing which knowledge becomes explicit (in oral 
or written communication forms) and which stays tacit in project-based SMEs in order to 
timely convert it from tacit to explicit and be able to save it for further practices. 
Unfortunately, our not extensive work experience does not permit us to conduct any 
generalization. Moreover, the work experience we had is limited to operational functions 
(project management and marketing) and was not directly connected to knowledge 
management.  Consequently, we believe that it is important to mention our preconceptions as 
they may have an impact on our critical reflection of the theoretical framework and the 
empirical data of this thesis. Despite the fact, that our analysis and conclusions are aimed to 
be grounded on the theoretical framework instead of our subjective opinions, we want to 
encourage the reader to take into account our preconceptions when evaluating the contribution 
of our research. 
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2.2. Research philosophy and approach 

2.2.1. Reality and researchers’ role 
 
The purpose of this thesis is to increase understanding of the KT process in project-based 
SMEs. By understanding the meaning of the responses provided by the research respondents 
we aim to concentrate on their subjective reality. We believe that each individual within the 
company will eventually determine, explain and give personal meaning to such studied 
concepts as project lessons learned, knowledge transfer, explicit and tacit knowledge. 
Therefore, we possess a subjective ontological stance that considers social phenomena to be a 
result of individuals’ conceptualizations of reality and their subsequent behaviour (Saunders 
et al., 2009, p. 111).  Hence, in our study we emphasize interpretations of the world by small 
groups collectively or explore individuals’ interpretations and perceptions of phenomena 
(Hodgkinson & Starkey, 2012, p. 608; Snape & Spencer 2003, p. 13, 16).    
 
During the process of data collection from the studied organizations and it’s further analysis, 
we believe that we, as researchers, and the phenomena that are to be examined, are 
interconnected and can have an impact on each other through the research process (Snape & 
Spencer, 2003, p. 13).  Therefore, the reality about the studied phenomenon we present is 
affected by our interpretations of the respondents’ replies. We also believe that we as the 
researchers need to explore and understand “motives, actions and intentions” of social actors 
as well as interpret them in a meaningful way. Therefore, the study will take an interpretivist 
epistemological stance, in which we aim to interpret the respondents answers and points of 
view in order to understand their meaning and fulfill the purpose of the research.  

2.2.2. Research approach 
 

When the research philosophy is defined it is important to choose the right research approach 
for this particular study. According to Easterby-Smith et al. (2008, cited in Saunders et al., 
2009, p. 126) the choice of the research approach “will shed light on a number of matters such 
as: what data will be required to answer the research question and how will it be analyzed”. 
The main aim of this thesis is to increase understanding of the KT process in project-based 
SMEs. As it was explained in the Introduction chapter, previous research has been done in 
this topic, however, most of it is limited by the organizational context, neglecting the project 
context. Moreover, to the best of our understanding, this previous research has not 
differentiated on SMEs and LEs characteristics, which, according to the literature, have many 
distinctions in terms of KT processes (Durst & Edvardsson, 2012, p. 882).  On the one hand, 
due to the lack of specific literature regarding the transfer of PLL in SMEs, it is impossible to 
formulate a precise hypothesis to be tested in a practical environment. On the other hand, it is 
feasible to form a framework of reference about potential PLL transfer between project 
managers in project-based SMEs. Therefore, this framework will be applied as a guidance to 
investigate which knowledge is considered as project lessons learned (PLL), how the 
indicated PLL are transferred to other project managers, and which knowledge is not 
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indicated as PLL, hence, remains tacit. We expect that the empirical investigation will 
increase understanding of KT process in project-based SMEs and allow us to make certain 
conclusions on explicit PLL transfer in project-based SMEs.   
An inductive approach better suits our study compared to a deductive approach, as inductive 
approach is “usually defined as inference from the particular to the general” (Ormerod, 2010, 
p. 1210), pointing that specific explorations can add some more general conclusions to the 
researched topic, such as KT in PBOs. Moreover, one of the strengths of the inductive 
approach is the possibility to gain a better understanding of the phenomena rather than to 
describe it (Bryman & Bell, 2011, pp. 10-11), what is inherent to deductive approach. 
Therefore, the inductive approach is considered as more relevant for this type of research and 
it is in line with the interpretivist philosophy underpinning this study. Nevertheless, we do not 
expect that the result of the current study will be a new theory, which is generated as the result 
of the research. However, according to Ormerod (2010, p. 1211), the outcome of the inductive 
approach cannot necessary be a new theory, but a strong contribution to the development of 
the existed theory. This is what we expect to achieve with the current study.  
Additionally, despite the fact that this work begins with a broad frame of reference obtained 
by literature review, it does not play the role of rigid theory, nor a hypothesis that can be 
tested. Instead, it is used as a starting point to provide some general pre-assumptions of PLL 
and explicit KT in project-based SMEs. In other words, our thesis possesses more 
characteristics of inductive study; however it still has some elements of deductive approach. 
As it is noticed by Bryman and Bell (2011, p.13) “just as deduction entails an element of 
induction, the inductive process is likely to entail a modicum of deduction”.  
 

2.3. Theoretical frame of reference 

2.3.1. Acquisition of the theoretical framework 
 
In order to increase understanding of the KT process in project-based SMEs among project 
managers in project based SMEs, it is necessary to have a solid theoretical frame of reference 
as a basis for the research. The theoretical chapter of this thesis focuses on two main areas. 
Within the literature of Knowledge Management (KM), we explore the process of Knowledge 
Transfer (KT) and the development of KM in Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs). 
Furthermore, within Project Management literature, we explore the development of 
Knowledge Management (KM) and the Knowledge Transfer (KT) process of Project Lessons 
Learned (PLL) within the Project Based Organisation (PBO).  The combination of these two 
main areas of literature provides a solid base for the empirical investigation and the further 
analysis and discussion of the findings of this research.  

2.3.2. Theory sources and criticism 
 
The theoretical framework was developed using the search engines accessible through Umea 
University’s library resources (primarily EBSCO HOST, Academic Search Elite, Business 
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Source Premier, and E-Journals) as well as Heriot Watt University’s library resources 
(Discovery search engine).  

Peer-reviewed scientific and academic articles were considered as main source of literature as 
they are considered to contain more updated information on the research topics, are published 
on a more frequent basis and increase the academic significance of the theoretical framework. 
The search was performed using key words such as “knowledge management”, ”knowledge 
transfer”, “small and medium enterprises”, “SMEs” “project -based organizations”, “project 
lessons learned”, and “projects”.  The pre-selection of the relevant articles was performed by 
reading the abstracts, parts of the introduction and parts of the conclusion to understand the 
purpose of the articles, its main findings and conclusions. Based on this overview, we 
identified the gap in the existing literature that this research wants to contribute to, which is 
explained in the introduction chapter.  

Once having selected the relevant articles for this research, they were read and reviewed in-
depth, focusing on the KT process of PLL in project-based SMEs. In most of the selected 
articles notes and summaries were made, also highlighting relevant quotes. The references 
and bibliography in the selected texts were reviewed, which lead us to other articles that were 
also reviewed in-depth and were found to be significant for this research.    

It is important to note that we as the researchers play an active role in this thesis as we are 
accounted for the interpretation of the literature selected in the theoretical framework. In this 
role, we interpret the interpretations of other authors in the context of concepts, theories and 
literature (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 35). Due to our age and our amount of experience in the 
field of KM and KT, our interpretations might be biased, however, they were performed to the 
best of their understanding. Regarding the selected articles, special attention was put to the 
most current ones as to the date of this thesis, which were mainly published from 2007 
onwards. It is important to note that due the practicality of the concept of PLL which is one of 
the main focus of this thesis, sources such as the Guide to the Project Management Body of 
Knowledge (PMBOK® Guide, 5th ed., 2013) and the PMI were considered. The Project 
Management Institute (PMI) is a professional membership association for the project, 
program and portfolio management profession, and in their Guide to the Project Management 
Body of Knowledge (PMBOK® Guide, 5th ed., 2013), they present a set of standard 
terminology and guidelines for project management. They both address the practical concept 
of PLL. These sources provide practical concepts, tools and guidelines which are normally 
familiar to project managers, however, they are not academic sources, therefore their main 
objective is not merely to gain more knowledge. Their purpose is somewhat oriented to 
increasing its association of members and commercial purposes, hence the information 
contained in them can be biased. Nonetheless, as project managers are normally familiar with 
PMI and the Guide to the Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK® Guide, 5th 
ed., 2013), they were considered as sources of information regarding the PLL.  
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3. Theoretical framework 
 

In this chapter, the theoretical frame of reference will be established. First, knowledge 
transfer as a knowledge management process and its realization in SMEs will be examined. 
Then, project based organizations will be introduced and analyzed in terms of knowledge 
management, with a focus on project lessons learned as the most important knowledge in 
PBOs. Finally, knowledge transfer in SMEs and project lessons learned in project based 
organizations will be interconnected ending with a discussion on explicit and tacit PLL 
transfer in the context of project bases SMEs. 

 

3.1. Knowledge Management concept 
 

3.1.1. Knowledge and knowledge management 
 
In the modern business environment, knowledge is considered as a key strategic resource 
(Daud 2008, p. 171). However, it is important to note the difference between information and 
knowledge. Information becomes knowledge when it is interpreted by individuals and given a 
context (Nonaka et al., 2001, p.286). Knowledge is context specific. Davenport et al., (1998, 
p. 43) consider knowledge as a combination of information and gained experience. This 
research adopts this definition, considering knowledge as a combination of relevant 
information and gained experience, created by individuals within the organization. 
 
In order to create and sustain competitive advantage, organizations are required to exploit 
their unique knowledge and enhance their ability to learn faster than their competitors (Grant, 
1997, p. 451). The effectiveness in the transfer of knowledge within a firm can greatly affect 
its competitiveness and performance. Daud (2008, p. 174) states that KM is a process of 
“systematically managing and leveraging knowledge” and suggests that KM should be one of 
the main strategic management practices in an organization, as it is an enabler of 
organizational learning. 
 
In the introductory chapter the classification of KM processes as identification, storage, 
transfer and utilization was presented (Durst and Edvardsson, 2012, p. 892), stating that most 
researchers highlight knowledge transfer (KT) as the key process (Bhatt 2001, p. 71). Daud 
(2008, p. 175) state that “KM is about the process of creation, sharing and use of knowledge 
within the firm”, and consider ` as the process of “creating, acquiring, and transferring 
knowledge”, therefore “modifying behaviour to reflect new knowledge and insights”. 
According to Jerez-Gómez et. al. (2005, p. 716) organizational learning is the capability of an 
organization to create, acquire, transfer, and integrate knowledge in order to adjust its 
behavior and enhance its performance. Ajmal and Koskinen (2008, p.12) mention that 
knowledge can be initiated at the individual, group and organisational levels, while Jerez-
Gómez et. al. (2005, p. 716) claim that knowledge is collected by individuals and then 
transferred to group and organizational levels, creating ‘collective knowledge’ that changes 
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the organisation’s culture as well as processes. According to the author, this collective 
knowledge also influences the individuals’ knowledge acquisition and how its shared by 
them, as what is already known by certain individuals in the organisation determines what 
other individuals can learn.   
The flow of information from individual to collective knowledge goes through the steps of 
acquisition, transfer and integration, the transfer stage being crucial in this process. Van den 
Hooff & de Ridder (2004, p. 118) state that individuals are to exchange their knowledge first 
in order for it to become organisational knowledge. Similarly, Wang & Noe (2010, p. 116) 
recognize the effect of KT among individuals on team and organizational level knowledge. 
Knowledge is principally retained and used by individuals, and it is through interaction that 
the benefits of this knowledge can be seized for the organisation (Fernie et. al., 2003, p. 179).  
This interction of knowledge transfer can be among different members of the organisation; 
from the organisation to project managers, from project managers to their project teams, from 
project teams to other functional areas of the organisation such as procurement or human 
resources, etc. In this research, the focus is on the transfer of knowledge among project 
managers, which will ultimately become organisational learning as PLL to be considered for 
future projects. From the literature review on KM presented above, it is clear that the KT 
process is remarkably important within KM and crucial to generate organisatinal learning.  
 

3.1.2. Knowledge Transfer (KT) 
 
In the literature on KM the concept of KT is presented as a key process in KM. Matzler et al. 
(2007, p. 303) define KT as “transferring knowledge from one specific context into another”. 
Foss et. al. (2009, p. 4) consider knowledge transfer as the knowledge received and sent 
among individuals, implying that KT includes giving and also receiving knowledge. 
Similarly, Van den Hooff and de Ridder (2004, p.118) identify two elements of KT 
“knowledge donating, communicating to others what one's personal intellectual capital is, and 
knowledge collecting, consulting colleagues in order to get them to share their intellectual 
capital”.  Other authors such as Wang & Noe (2010, p. 123) argue that KT is only concerned 
with the providing of knowledge, and that the seeking of knowledge is a separate part of the 
knowledge exchange. Wang & Noe (2010, p. 125) view KT as the contribution of information 
and know how to collaborate with others to develop ideas and solve problems. KT in KM 
literature is also sometimes named as “knowledge sharing” (Boh, 2006, p. 28; Chai et. al. 
2003), which usually possess the same meaning as knowledge transfer. However, KT is a 
more commonly used definition (Argote and Ingram 2000, p. 151), therefore it is applied in 
the current research.  Therefore, for the purposes of this research, KT is considered as giving 
and receiving knowledge from other project managers in the organization.  

It is important to note the nature of the knowledge that is transferred. According to Wang & 
Noe (2010, p. 117) knowledge is not based only on information, but also includes know-how; 
however, information and knowledge is often referred to interchangeably in KT. For the 
purpose of this research, knowledge will be considered as defined by Wang & Noe (2010, p. 
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117), who state that knowledge is the “information processed by individuals including ideas, 
facts, expertise, and judgments relevant for individual, team, and organizational 
performance”. 

A distinction of the types of knowledge being transferred is more relevant for this research as, 
according to Matzler et al. (2008, p. 303), different types of knowledge affect how it is 
transferred, how it is captured or retained and the ease with which it can flow across the 
organization. Cabrera and Cabrera (2002, p. 690) propose a typology of knowledge as being 
tacit or explicit in the way it is articulated, and as individual or collective in the way it is 
aggregated. Explicit knowledge involves facts, frameworks, rules or concepts that can 
actually be articulated. Knowledge can be made explicit by means of a verbal statement, 
which means that explicitness is a matter of the subject being able to present information in 
oral or verbal form (Dummett 1991, p. 187). On the other hand, tacit knowledge is difficult to 
express and communicate in a formal way; it is normally personal knowledge that depends on 
the context such as skills and capabilities (Fernie et. al., 2003, p. 179). According to Kikoski 
and Kikoski (2004, p. 66) tacit knowledge is ‘‘what is unsaid and unexpressed”. Rosenberg 
(1982, p. 143) characterizes tacit knowledge as ‘‘the knowledge of techniques, methods and 
designs that work in certain ways and with certain consequences, even when one cannot 
explain exactly why’’. Kikoski and Kikoski (2004, p. 67) noted that tacit knowledge is 
“embodied in an individual’s education, natural talent, experience and judgment, for example 
an experienced venture capitalist’s tacit knowledge tells which of two business plans is 
superior for investment”.  The distinction between tacit and explicit knowledge is especially 
important in KT, however, Matzler et al. (2008, p. 303) explain that knowledge normally has 
components of both in different magnitude. The knowledge that is transferred through 
communication forms is explicit, while tacit knowledge can be transferred through one person 
to another by observing and then coping or imitating the behavior. The importance of 
searching ways to capture and transfer tacit knowledge has been recognized by researchers 
(Geisler, 2007, p. 472) and represents the main challenge for KT efforts in organizations 
(Riege, 2005, p. 23). This is mainly due to the nature of this type of knowledge, which is 
“hard to extract from the owner” (Fernie et. al., 2003, p. 180), thus difficult to transfer. 
Organizations are therefore suggested to engage in the identification of tacit knowledge so 
that it can later become explicit and can thus be transferred through communication forms, 
which increases the possibility of being retained and used for future practices.  

Furthermore, knowledge can be individual or collective in terms of the how extensively it is 
aggregated. Individual knowledge is possessed by one person, while collective knowledge is 
integrated within a group of people and its interactions (Cabrera and Cabrera, 2002, p. 690).  
Snider and Nissen’s (2003, p. 7) offer another perspective on the classification of knowledge, 
which is transferred, as being “knowledge as solution”, “knowledge as experience” and 
“knowledge as socially created” depending on its purpose. The first one focuses on the 
transfer of knowledge in real time and required to help solve problems at an operational level, 
the second focuses on “capturing and accumulating knowledge for the future use” and the last 
one focuses on the creation and transfer of knowledge through interpersonal social 
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relationships. This research will consider elements of the three different classifications, as the 
PLL transferred between project managers may help to solve operative problems, may be 
captured in written communication forms and may be transferred through interpersonal 
relationships - oral communication forms.  

Knowledge can be transferred between projects in oral and written communication forms 
(Wenger 1999, p 318). According to Wenger (1999, p 318), in oral communication the spoken 
word is the main code of the communication. Usual channels of oral communication are 
phone, video, and face-to-face conversations (Guo, Sanchez, 2005, p. 77-110). Oral 
communication form can be formal and informal (Kraut, 2002, p. 46). According to Kraut 
(2002), formal oral communication form commonly take place by facilitating meetings, group 
discussions or brainstorming sessions; informal oral communication form usually happens 
during lunch, coffee breaks, in the office’s corridors (Wong and Aspinwall, 2004, p. 49) or at 
organization members’ birthday parties (Durst and Wilhelm, 2012, p. 883). There are some 
advantages of oral communication over written communication, for example the speed of 
conveying the information and feedback (Crampton, Suzanne et al, 1998, p. 278). The 
disadvantage, however, is the possibility of distorting the original message. In the business 
world oral communication plays a great role. However, written communication, compared to 
oral communication, is tangible and therefore makes it easier to verify the data (Wenger 1999, 
p 318). According to Wenger (1999, p 318), written communication form is usually presented 
in organizations in form of emails, documents, manuals, books, journals, mass media, 
copyright, patents etc. One of its disadvantages is that it takes more time compared to oral 
communication and there is not a direct feedback (Driskill, Goldstein, 1986, p. 41-56). The 
written form of communication is attached to some sort of technology which enables us to 
convey the information (on PC, paper, pen etc.). Both written and oral (formal and informal) 
communication forms play an important role in organizational KT (Wenger 1999, p 318). 
 
For the purpose of this research it is also important to present the different KT strategies 
developed by Hansen et. al. (1999, p.1-2), as the project managers may use one or another to 
transfer their knowledge. These are codification and personalization. The former refers to 
knowledge that is codified and stored in systems or databases that can be consulted by anyone 
in the organization (Goodman & Darr, 1998, p. 428). The latter refers to knowledge that lays 
in the mind of the person who developed and owns it, and is acquired or exchanged through 
coping or imitating. Personalization KT strategy also includes knowledge that is verbally 
communicated and is transferred through interaction with other individuals (Hansen et. al. 
1999, pp. 1-2). On the one hand, codification allows the storage and potential transfer of large 
amounts of knowledge and it can be easily accessed, while it does not allow for interaction 
with the knowledge creator and customization of solutions to other contexts. On the other 
hand, personalization’s main strength is that through interaction among individuals 
knowledge can be interpreted and restructured as needed, while the disadvantage is that its 
dependent on the knowledge owner, and he/she may not be open to sharing and transferring it 
to others due to issues such as reputation and esteem (Boh, 2007, p. 43). Ruuska & Vartiainen 
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(2005, p.376) noted that both of these strategies are used to a certain degree in organizations, 
which is relevant to this research as project managers may use one or the other.  
 

3.1.3. KM and KT in SMEs  
 

KM has been studied extensively, however, the focus in mainly on large businesses and does 
not consider the differences and particular situation of SMEs, even though they represent the 
majority of enterprises in the current worldwide economy. The European Commission (2005) 
stipulates that micro enterprises have fewer than ten employees, a maximum turnover of 2 
EUR million; small enterprises have 10-49 employees, a turnover of less than 10 EUR 
million, and medium-sized firms have 50-250 employees, and a turnover of no more than 50 
EUR million. The operation of SMEs’ requires close attention, which often results in a lack of 
time available for strategic issues such as KM. This in coincidence with scarce financial 
resources and expertise often causes most knowledge to being kept in the minds of some key 
employees and the owner, instead of being documented or shared throughout the organization, 
hence not becoming organizational knowledge (Bridge et al., 2003, p. 187).  
 
Differences and between SME and LE and its challenges for KM and KT 
 

KM involves the administration of the organization’s knowledge assets, which include 
databases, documents, policies, procedures, as well as expertise and experience from 
individual workers (Durham, 2004, p.28). Most of KM literature was developed in large 
enterprises, whose structure and resources allow for the implementation of formal processes 
and procedures for KM. However, KM practices in SMEs differ from large enterprises due to 
factors such as constraints in time and resources, and it’s carried out in a rather unstructured 
and informal way where oral communication outweighs formal and documented forms of 
communication.   

Daud (2008, p.171) carried out a research on how KM is applied on the regular operation 
of SMEs and LEs, and how this practice impacts their performance, concluding that the 
transfer of knowledge throughout the organization has in fact a positive effect on its 
performance. This conclusion has profound practical implications, as organizations in the 
modern business environment seek to develop competitive advantages that enhance their 
performance. Other authors such as Durst and Edvardsson (2012, p 892) found differences 
between SMEs and LEs, stating that SMEs face issues such as resource constraints that 
implies that erroneous decisions will have a higher impact in SMEs than would in LEs. This 
same author discussed that SMEs generally have a flat structure and an “organic, free-floating 
management style that encourages entrepreneurship and innovation” They tend to be 
informal, non-bureaucratic and there are few rules. Control is normally held by the owner and 
there is a lack of formal policies. Chen et al (2006, p. 18), studied the needs and practices of 
KT throughout the organization and concluded that SMEs “have very strong needs for 
external knowledge and inter-organizational knowledge transfer” stating that due to the nature 

http://www.emeraldinsight.com.proxy.ub.umu.se/action/doSearch?ContribStored=Runar+Edvardsson%2C+I
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and size of SMEs it is necessary for them to acquire and transfer knowledge from outside the 
firm, such as consultants and specialists. 
Other authors have focused on the challenges that SMEs face regarding KM, which are 
different from those of LEs. The literature on SMEs suggests that researchers tend to apply 
KM approaches for SMEs that were originally developed for larger firms rather than SMEs 
Durst and Edvardsson (2012, p 889) state that KM in SMEs has shown many differences 
compared to larger firms. Most SMEs have no explicit policy targeted at strategic KM, and 
they normally view KM on an operational level. Additionally, SMEs emphasise on 
management of tacit knowledge more than larger firms, and communication channels in 
SMEs are more likely to be between firms, rather than internal to the organisation. The SME 
sector is weaker than larger firms on formal and systematic discussion in order to share tacit 
knowledge, since larger firms are stronger in the implementation of formal KM strategy. Most 
SMEs adopt short-term unstructured ways towards organisational learning, and managers in 
smaller firms tend to prevent the outflow of knowledge from the company and thereby block 
knowledge sharing (Beijerse, 2000, p. 171; McAdam and Reid, 2001, p. 235; Corso et al., 
2003, p. 49) 

Activities related to knowledge management, such as knowledge transfer, are time consuming 
and require a certain level of trust. Slow staff turnover, which is normally a characteristic of 
SMEs, can positively contribute to those efforts (Durst and Wilhelm, 2011, 641). Curran and 
Blackburn (2001, p. 125) notice that what is often overlooked when researching SMEs is the 
issue of heterogeneity. SMEs are difficult to compare due to their differences in size, business 
sector and market share among others, making the notion of a single knowledge management 
approach almost impossible. Chirico (2008, p. 447) presents an interesting perspective on 
family owned SMEs. It concludes that family firms uses various means to transfer knowledge 
between generations: trust between family members, commitment to the family business, and 
seeking experience from outside through training or working.  

For the last years most companies have adopted a project-based approach of organizational 
structure (Serrat, 2012, p. 4), including SMEs. According to Ajmal & Koskinen (2008, p.7), 
PBOs face a serious KM need in their projects in order to be efficient and compete in the 
current business environment. Therefore for the current research it is important to explore in 
more detail PBOs, KM and KT in PBOs. 

3.2. Project Management  

3.2.1. Projects and Project Management 
 
There are many definitions on projects found in literature; the one selected to define projects 
in this thesis is the one presented by Turner and Müller (2003, p. 552). These authors describe 
a project as “a temporary organization to which resources are assigned to undertake a unique, 
novel and transient endeavor managing the inherent uncertainty and need for integration in 
order to deliver beneficial objectives of change" (2003, p.7). According to Sandhu and 

http://www.emeraldinsight.com.proxy.ub.umu.se/action/doSearch?ContribStored=Runar+Edvardsson%2C+I
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Naaranoja (2010), the major characteristics of a ‘project’ are: (1) uniqueness, (2) complexity 
and (3) discontinuity. A project is unique in the sense that every project differs from another 
in its size, type, customers, suppliers, volume, price and so on. It is complex in terms of the 
technical knowledge, financial knowledge and political and social factors involved. Finally, it 
is discontinuous in terms of the economic relations between the suppliers and customers. 
PBOs usually base their activities on two or more projects, which require common project 
management (Mintzberg, 2009, p.267). The term project management refers to the application 
of knowledge, skills, tools, and techniques to project activities and processes in order to meet 
or exceed stakeholders’ needs and expectations with respect to that project. The term project 
management is also sometimes used to describe the organizational approach to the 
management of ongoing operations (Lewis, 2006, p.110).  
 
Projects, as short-term organizations, engage substantial knowledge dispensation. During the 
execution of a project, teams of individuals from diverse professions with different knowledge 
work collectively under time and budget constraints to create a new product, process, or 
service. From this perspective, one might say that a project manager's primary task is to 
manage expired knowledge bases of the team members and stakeholders so that they combine 
in the best possible way to successfully accomplish their assignment. Team members 
individually and collectively have to learn new knowledge, transfer their knowledge to others, 
and create new-shared understandings at the right times and for the right cost. Thus, the 
notions of KM and learning are extremely related to the success of any project (Reich, 2007, 
p. 18).  
 
In recent years a significant increase in operations through projects can be observed among 
companies of different industries and size (Prencipe and Tell 2001, p. 1381). Managers have 
started to integrate projects into organizational practices and structure in different scale, 
forming project-based organizations.  

3.2.2. Project-based organizations  
 
In spite of the fact that the definition of a project-based organisation (PBO) seems to be 
intuitively clear, in literature there can be found several similar yet different comprehensions 
of this concept. Ajmal, Helo and Kekäle, (2010, p. 157) refer to it as a project-based business, 
instead of a PBO, and defined it as a firm that is simultaneously engaged in several projects. 
Koskinen (2010, p. 260) used the term project-based company to describe ‘organizations in 
which the majority of products are made against bespoke designs for customers’. While 
Lampel and Jha (2007, p.81) define PBOs as organizations where main operations are 
transformed to support projects. Thiry and Deguire (2006, p. 6) outlined different views on 
the mentioned terminology presented by different authors. Thus, according to Hobday (2000, 
cited in Thiry and Deguire, 2006, p. 650) there are two types of project organizations: project-
led organizations, in which not all of the organizational activities are based on projects, but 
only part of them, therefore some coordination across project lines occurs, and project-based 
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organizations, where ‘the project is the primary business mechanism for coordinating and 
integrating all the main business functions of the firm with no formal functional coordination 
across project lines’. Huemann et al (2007, p. 318) named project-led organizations as project 
oriented organizations, however, the identical meaning and definition of the term was 
provided. For this research we adopt the PBO term meaning the project-based organization as 
well as the project-led organization, as it is also considered in theory. In other words, we refer 
to organization as PBO if all it activities are based on projects as well as if only part of it 
activities are based on projects due to the fact that for the current study it is not important the 
number of the projects an organization has, but the KT among these projects, even if there are 
few of them. That means that if a PBO has at least one separated project with the project team 
not involved in other organizational activities, the challenges of KT can already take place in 
this situation.  
 
According to Turner (1999, p. 590), project-based structures possess various advantages. In a 
project-based structure employees are specifically assigned to a project and report directly to 
the project manager (Thiry, 2006, p. 5). The project manager is responsible for the 
performance appraisal and career development of all project team members while they 
participate on the project. This leads to an increase in project loyalty. Complete project line 
authority over project efforts allow the project manager to have strong project controls and a 
centralized line of communication (Bredin, 2006, p. 5). This leads to a rapid reaction time and 
improved responsiveness. Moreover, project teams develop a strong sense of project 
identification and ownership, with deep loyalty efforts to the project and a good 
understanding of the nature of the project’s activities, missions or goals (Thiry, Deguire, 
2006, p. 3).   
Among variety of benefits the PBOs structure possesses, there are also some important 
challenges. First of all there is a tendency to ineffective use of resources (Jamieson, Morris, 
2004, p. 7). According to the author, in PBOs the duplication of resources can occur, since 
scare resources must be duplicated on different projects. Human resources can also be used 
ineffective as project team members are generally dedicated to one project at a time, even 
though they may rarely be needed on a full-time basis over the life cycle of the project (Thiry, 
Deguir, 2006, p. 2). Also, Lindkvist (2004, p. 14) made an emphasis that a PBO is extremely 
dependent on the abilities and knowledge of its project teams to self-organize and execute the 
work. Besides, this author observed that during the change process, the employees including 
project managers, felt disoriented as a result of the dissolution of the functional units and line 
of command where they work. At the end, project works like a “mini-society”, where 
governance is established and people are motivated and perform their activities in a self-
organized manner - the new organization generated processes of mindful, flexible action and 
interaction (Ajmal, Koskinen, 2008, p.7-15). Another challenge lies in limited opportunities 
of PBOs for knowledge transfer between projects. Being autonomic units, projects usually 
lack sufficient knowledge transfer between project teams and project managers.  In order to 
transfer and utilize knowledge from one project to another and to share knowledge between 
project members, knowledge transfer ‘arenas’ have to be available (Nonaka et al., 2001, p. 
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187; Engeström, 2000, p. 159). With a recent phenomenon of shifting towards knowledge 
economy, where knowledge is considered as the most important resource for businesses (e.g., 
Drucker, 1993, p. 78; Senge, 1990, p. 287; Goh and Ryan, 2008, p. 235), it is not surprising 
that PBOs have also found that some traditional sources of competitive advantages, such as 
low costs, have been replaced by knowledge as the key source of competitive advantage. It is 
clearly noticeable that the importance of KT in PBOs and the challenges they encounter has 
been widely researched in modern literature.  

3.2.3. Projects and KM 
 
The context of a project surely adds complexity to the KM (Reich, 2007, p. 12). According to 
Reich (2007, p. 12), in project management, the major characteristics of a ‘project’ present 
challenges for knowledge transfer:  
• Because of the uniqueness, it is extremely challenging to create a lessons-learned system;  
• Complexity has resulted in a multifold stakeholder participation and huge knowledge 
sharing demand within a project;  
• Discontinuity forces the stakeholders to always learn the new settings of stakeholders and 
the constraints of the project. 
Hobday (2000, p. 882) states that in PBOs, the main organizational units are projects that 
often cooperate as separate endeavors and are often geographically dispersed. This causes a 
lack of communication links between projects and in effect hinders the knowledge transfer 
and learning process causing “learning closure‟ and lack of cross-project learning and 
communication (Hobday 2000, p. 884). Knowledge acquired during one project is not 
effectively transferred and utilized by other projects. When a new project starts, there is a 
tendency to reinvent the process, rather than learn from the experiences of previous projects 
(Prusak 1997, p 123). Companies could save considerable costs caused by redundant work 
and the repetition of mistakes, if they master the project learning cycle (Schindler and Eppler 
2003, p. 221). Collyer (2000) found that more than 75% of business projects fail and the main 
reason for that was a lack of internal communications and knowledge sharing between 
projects. There is empirical evidence that supports that the effective transfer of knowledge 
across projects would reduce the organizational costs of duplicating efforts for the same 
problem solving (Boh, 2007, p. 37).  Consequently, the main challenge of KM in PBOs lies in 
the knowledge transfer phase. Once a project finishes, the knowledge created should then be 
transferred to the organization as a whole, for the purpose of organizational learning, and 
contributing in this way for a common knowledge-basis across projects. 
 

3.2.4. KT in project-based organisations (PBOs) 
 
Knowledge transfer in PBOs, as it is in other type of organisations, can be analysed upon 
“codification versus personalization” dimensions, which distinguishes between mechanisms 
that enable the sharing of codified knowledge (i.e. explicit in written communication form) 
versus personalised (i.e. explicit in oral communication form and tacit knowledge) (Boh, 
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2007, p. 39; Hansen et al., 1999, p. 113; Liebowitz & Megbolugbe, 2003, p. 193). As it is 
explained in section 3.1 (“Knowledge Management concept”), organizational knowledge can 
be tacit and explicit. According to Boh (2007, p. 37), that division applies to PBOs as well, 
where most of knowledge appears tacit, however turns to explicit by means of transferring it 
in oral or written communicational forms. Tacit knowledge is difficult to articulate, 
communicate and store, it is non-codified content, is located exclusively in the human mind, 
can be communicated through face-to-face contact and storytelling, and is “owned” by the 
organization and its members (Nonaka and Konno, 1998, p. 42). On the other hand, explicit 
knowledge is easy to articulate, communicate and store (Kikoski and Kikoski, 2004, p. 123); 
knowledge can be made explicit by means of a verbal statement, its content also can be 
codified, it is located in “tools” like computers or artifacts, it can be communicated through 
information technology and other archives, and is “owned” solely by the organization 
(Dummet, 1991, p. 318). Based on these characteristics, it is suggested that managers should 
follow two different strategies to manage knowledge transfer (Hansen, Nohria, & Tierney, 
1999, p. 114). The personalization strategy, which tends to focus on tacit knowledge and oral 
communication forms of explicit knowledge, addresses the storage of knowledge in human 
minds and its transferred through a person-to-person interface (e.g., through activities like 
storytelling) in the case of oral explicit knowledge, or its exchanged or acquired through 
coping or imitating in the case of tacit knowledge (Hansen, Nohria, & Tierney, 1999, p. 112). 
On the other hand, the codification strategy, which focuses mainly on written communication 
form of explicit knowledge, allows knowledge to be carefully codified and stored in databases 
where it can be made easily available to use (e.g., through IT applications) (Goodman & Darr, 
1998, p. 430). Both codification and personalization KT strategies have been recognized and 
applied in project environments as well (Ruuska & Vartiainen, 2005, p. 374; Boh, 2007, p. 
30).  

3.2.5. Project Lessons Learned (PLL) as a type of knowledge  
 
In PBOs, the most important knowledge to be transferred is considered project lessons learned 
(henceforth, PLL). PLL are defined as key project experiences and knowledge, which have 
certain general business relevance for future projects (Koners, Zedtitz, 2001, p. 243). They 
usually are validated by a project team and represent a consensus on key issues that should be 
considered in future projects (Project Management Institute 2004). According to project 
management methodologies, PLL should constitute valuable knowledge for current and future 
projects and should be comprehensively transferred (Office of Government Commerce UK 
2005; Project Management Institute 2004). The aim for PLL is to capture the positive and 
negative aspects of projects in order to learn from the experiences (Kotnour 1999, p. 36), 
therefore avoiding unnecessary reinventions that are time consuming and costly (Carrillo 
2005, p. 152). The lessons learned can become a valuable knowledge source during the 
planning phases for other projects (Kotnour 1999, p. 34). The risk of knowledge loss at a 
project’s end is a serious problem for organizations. The Guide to the Project Management 
Body of Knowledge (PMBOK® Guide, 5th ed., 2013) has acknowledged the importance of 
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the transfer of lessons learned by identifying project management processes during which the 
transfer of lessons learned should occur. Moreover, practitioners constantly talk about the 
importance of lessons learned. Nevertheless the process of documenting and transferring PLL 
does not occur effectively, as there is still a lack of effective approaches on producing and 
transferring PLL beyond the project.  
 
PLL can be also transferred through oral and written communication form as usual explicit 
knowledge. As with usual explicit knowledge, PLL transfer through oral communication form 
usually happens in formal (facilitating meetings, group discussions, brainstorming sessions 
etc.) and informal (during the launches, in corridors, at organization members’ birthday 
parties) ways (Kraut, 2002, p. 37). PLL that are transferred through written communication 
form are usually presented in organizations in form of documents, manuals, books, emails, 
journals, mass media, copyright, patents etc.  
Being a complex definition, PLL also represents a process of PLL identification, which is 
important to study. 

3.2.6. Project Lessons Learned (PLL) as a process of PLL identification 
 
The project lessons learned identification is addressed in various project management guides, 
standards, methodologies and maturity models. Over the last decade the Guide to the Project 
Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK® Guide, 5th ed., 2013) has increased the 
references to the term lessons learned. In this guide there is a focus on process improvement 
as a result of lessons learned (Project Management Institute, 2008). It is important to note that 
‘lessons learned’ is not discussed anywhere except for a glossary description (Project 
Management Institute, 2008). Reich and Wee (2006, p. 24) recommend that the PMBOK 
Guide should be “...transformed into a true knowledge guide - both imparting and recognizing 
the knowledge needed to complete projects successfully.” The Project Management Institute’s 
OPM3 Organizational Project Management Maturity Model (Project Management Institute, 
2008, p. 11-26) also addresses lessons learned, however, there is less guidance than that 
provided in the Guide to the Project Management Body of Knowledge. The Office of 
Government Commerce PRINCE2 (Project Management Institute, 2008, p. 12) encourages 
project teams to “...learn from previous experience: lessons are sought, recorded and acted 
upon throughout the life of the project”. PRINCE2 has a single process for recording lessons 
learned (lessons learned log) and reporting on them (lessons learned report). O’Dell and 
Hubert (2011, p. 69) stated that the PLL approach typically focuses on a few key questions: 

- What was supposed to happen? 
- What actually happened? 
- Why was there a difference or variation? 
- Who else needs to know this information? 

As shown in Table 1, commonly used synonyms for lessons learned include project 
assessments, project reviews, project completion audits, post mortems, reviews, appraisals, 
after-action reviews, debriefings and post-implementation evaluations (Disterer, 2002, p. 
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517). The topic of lessons learned is gaining in importance (Crawford et al., 2006, p. 182), yet 
remains in its infancy. The project management literature describes lessons learned as 
practices that are quality improvement oriented and help correct process efficiency and 
effectiveness problems in a timely manner (Schindler, 2003, p. 222; Kotnour, 1999, p. 34; 
Kamara et al., 2002, p. 59; Koners and Goffin, 2007, p.253), help deliver more successful 
projects, improve customer satisfaction (Kotnour, 1999, p. 36), and help participants learn 
about successful and unsuccessful practices involving dissemination and sharing functions 
(Busby, 1999, p. 26) and involving both inter-and intra-project learning (Kotnour, 1999, p. 
37).  
 

 
Table 1. Commonly used synonyms for PLL 
 

3.3. Summary of theoretical framework 
 
As it was discussed in the theoretical framework chapter, this research adopts knowledge 
definition as a combination of relevant information and gained experience, created by 
individuals within the organisation. PBOs were also described, emphasizing the existing 
challenges of KT in them. According to Hobday (2000, p. 882), knowledge acquired during 
one project is not effectively transferred and utilized by other projects. When a new project 
starts, there is a tendency to reinvent the process, rather than learn from the experiences of 
previous projects (Prusak 1997, p. 183). PLL were defined as the most important knowledge 
in PBOs, using definitions provided by Koners and Zedtitz (2001, p. 129) as well as by the 
Project Management Institute (2004). According to the literature, PLL are key project 
experiences and knowledge, which have certain general business relevance for future projects 
and are identified at the end of a project.  
 
Additionally, the differentiation of knowledge was made on tacit and explicit (Cabrera and 
Cabrera, 2002, p. 690). The knowledge, which is transferred through communication forms is 
explicit, while tacit knowledge can be transferred from one person to another by observation, 
coping, and imitating the behavior. It was emphasized that PLL are explicit knowledge as 
they are transferred through communication forms. It was also noticed that the transfer of 
organizational knowledge, including PLL, can be done using codification and personalization 
KT strategies. The former refers to knowledge that is codified and stored in systems or 
databases and that can be transferred through written communication form (Goodman & Darr, 
1998, p. 429). The latter refers to knowledge that is orally communicated and is transferred 
through conversations with other individuals (Hansen et. al. 1999, p. 1-2). The personalization 
KT strategy also refers to tacit knowledge that is contained in the mind of the persons who 
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own it, and is not transferred through any communication form but through coping or 
imitating their behavior.  
 
The representation of tacit vs explicit knowledge, codification vs personalization KT 
strategies and PLL is combined in a framework and shown in Figure 1. 
 

 
Figure 1. Summary of knowledge types, KT strategies and PLL 

 
KT in SMEs was also defined, emphasizing that the SME sector is weaker than larger firms 
on formal and systematic discussion in order to share tacit knowledge, since larger firms are 
stronger in the implementation of formal KM strategy. It was also explained that most SMEs 
adopt short-term unstructured ways towards KM and KT, and managers in smaller firms tend 
to prevent the outflow of knowledge from the company and thereby block knowledge transfer 
(Beijerse, 2000, p. 172; McAdam and Reid, 2001, p. 239; Corso et al., 2003, p. 49). The 
theoretical framework draws the weaknesses of KT, as well as of the PLL transfer in PBOs 
and SMEs and attempts to point the reader’s attention on the importance to study KT and PLL 
transfer in organizations in project-based SMEs.  
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4. Research strategy   
    
The aim of this chapter is to provide an explanation of the strategy of the current research. 
The chosen research design and research method will be explained along with collection of 
empirical material, followed by the interview respondent selection criteria. The interview 
respondents will be also introduced. Additionally, the interview guides and themes will be 
presented and the interview limitations and empirical material processing will be briefly 
explained. Finally, it will be explained how the credibility, transferability, dependability, and 
confirmability of this study has been enhanced. Ethical considerations are included 
continuously when they arise.   
 

4.1. Research design 
 
Research design is “the logical sequence that connects empirical data to a study’s initial 
research questions and, ultimately, to its conclusions” (Yin, 2009, p. 26). Remenyi et al. 
(1998, p. 34) define research design as the structure of any scientific work, which gives 
direction and systematizes the research. According to Saunders et. al (2009, p. 141), all 
research strategies are equally good, however the choice of it for certain research depends on 
its ability to help in answering the research question and achieve the research purpose. The 
research question of this study is how knowledge is transferred in project-based SMEs and 
which project lessons learned (PLL) are transferred between project managers. By answering 
this question we, as the researchers, aspire to increase understanding of the KT process in 
project-based SMEs. In literature, studies with this type of research question and purpose are 
called exploratory as they are conducted for a problem that has not been clearly defined 
(Shields, 2013, p. 13). Exploratory research "seeks to find out how people get along in the 
setting under question, what meanings they give to their actions, and what issues concern 
them. The goal is to learn 'what is going on here?' and to investigate social phenomena 
without explicit expectations" (Russell K. Schutt, 5th ed.). Aside from the research question, 
Yin (2009, p. 8) proposes to choose a research design based on three main criteria of 
differentiation between various research methods: the nature of the research question, the 
researcher’s degree of control over the behavioral events and the temporal nature of the data – 
historical vs. contemporary. We as authors have no control on actual behavioral events as we 
do not work in the organizations of our respondents, neither were we involved in any projects 
they have ever led. Therefore, we do not have any control or influence on KT between our 
respondents and other project managers of project-based SMEs. Moreover, as the researchers, 
we are interested in information in one point of time, rather than historical processes and 
changes in behaviors over time. Assessing the current study based on the proposed criteria, as 
well as the research question and purpose, the research method was selected, which assumes 
empirical material collection from more than one case at a single point of time, which then 
will be examined to detect some patterns of association or shed the light on peculiarities of 
PLL transfer in project-based SMEs. When empirical material is collected, the organizational 
setting and its context will not be in focus as it has no influence on the research findings and 
is not important to be considered as far as the chosen organization is project-based SME.   
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As it was mentioned in the theoretical framework chapter, there is a lack of consistency 
regarding the terms used for project lessons learned: PLL are usually named in different ways 
and various frameworks are used to identify PLL. Therefore, we decided to base our research 
method on in-depth interviews with project managers to identify what is considered by them 
as PLL and how the indicated PLL were transferred (if it happened) to other project 
managers. This approach allows us to evaluate PLL transfer in project-based SMEs in a better 
way, as we will have a common understanding with the project manager respondents on 
which organizational type of knowledge is indicated as PLL in each particular case. Based on 
a common understanding of PLL for each particular organization, we will identify the 
communication forms by which the indicated PLL are transferred. Therefore, it can be 
concluded that we do not adhere to any concrete existing type of research design, but apply 
some characteristics of case study and cross sectional design in order to use the most 
appropriate approach to answer our research question and achieve the research goal of the 
study.   
 
The advantage of the chosen research approach is that it allows examining the phenomenon in 
detail, which is vital for its understanding. We aim to conduct in-depth semi-structured 
interviews with project managers of project-based SMEs in order to increase the 
understanding of social situations that are “too complex for survey or experiments” (Yin, 
2009, p. 18). The analysis of great amount of information gained in in-depth semi-interviews 
is expected to provide important insights, new theoretical ideas and/or new explanations of 
the phenomenon that can lead to new research questions (Orum, 2001, p. 1510; Saunders et. 
al., 2009, p. 147), which is in line with our inductive research approach.  
 
The disadvantage of the current research approach is that the collection of information via 
interviews takes a lot of time and the results are too “massive”. In order to minimize these 
drawbacks, certain rules for information collection have been set and a particular data analysis 
and presentation methods chosen, which will be explained further in the study (see Chapter 
4.4 – 4.9). 

4.2. Time horizons 
 
The purpose of the research is to increase the understanding of the KT process in project-
based SMEs and we aim to do so by studying transfer of PLL – a knowledge that is only 
known after the projects’ completion. Therefore, the study will provide a snapshot of the 
projects, taken on their closure stage. At that time, the respondents would have a broad 
overview of the projects execution and a deeper understanding gained in the form of lessons 
learned. However, other knowledge and lessons identified during the project life cycle as well 
as the changes that take place will undoubtedly be in scope of interest. That is mainly 
determined by the characteristics of long term-projects (1 year and more), where lessons can 
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be identified after certain project stage. In addition, given the time boundaries of the study, it 
would not have been possible to pursue a longitudinal study. 

4.3. Research method for empirical material collection  
 
Quantitative and qualitative research have common elements as they both produce large 
amount of information, which is intended to find a response to research questions by “relating 
data and analysis to the research literature”, and are interested in variation, frequency, 
transparency, and errors (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 60). Nevertheless, they also have a lot of 
distinctions. The main distinction is that quantitative research implies “any data collection 
technique or data analysis procedure that generates or uses numerical data” while in 
qualitative research non-numerical empirical material is generated and analyzed (Saunders et. 
al., 2009, p. 151). Taking into account the nature of the research question and research 
purpose of the current study, it is evident that a qualitative research is more appropriate.  
 
While pursuing the research purpose, we will gain insight on the individual’s subjective 
perception of PLL and their transfer between project managers. We believe that it is important 
to understand how the individuals perceive reality in their communities and organizations 
according to the issues we aspire to investigate. Our goal is not to quantify the respondents’ 
perceptions of PLL and their transfer between project managers; we rather wish to trace 
generalities and/or contradicting points of views in the answers of the respondents and the 
SME they represent. In order to understand and analyse the argumentation of respondents, we 
will use an interpretative approach.  
 
Referring to what was noticed above, we have chosen a qualitative study approach. 
Qualitative research concentrates on exploring individuals in their “natural settings, 
attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to 
them” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 3). Furthermore, this approach can allow to understand the 
meaning of PLL that project managers perceive and therefore allow us, as researchers, to 
recognize a certain pattern of knowledge transfer which is used by different respondents, 
creating an understanding of the issues researched. Adding to that, the qualitative approach 
will allow us to gain the subjective comprehension and perception of the individuals who will 
be involved in the research. Therefore, we will use a qualitative empirical collection method 
to answer the research question. 
 
According to Yin (2009, pp. 114-115), there are different types of methods for qualitative 
empirical material collection, which have both advantages and disadvantages.  Analyzing the 
methods and their characteristics, we can confirm that the most appropriate method for the 
empirical material collection of this research is in depth interviews, as they are appropriate 
when the research purpose is to investigate issues in detail, and to understand the decision and 
outcomes of specific processes (Lewis, 2003, p. 60).  
 



 28 

Semi-structured interviews 
 
An interview is a “purposeful discussion between two or more people” (Kahn & Cannell, 
1957, p. 278; cited in Saunders et al., 2009, p. 318), which is more commonly used to collect 
empirical material in qualitative research as it allows researchers to collect valid and reliable 
material to fulfill the aim of their research (ibid, p. 318).  Yin (2009, p. 108) underlines their 
appropriateness for researches where it is important to gain understanding of individuals’ 
insight. Saunders et al. (2009, pp. 323-324) notice that the semi-structured interview is the 
type of interview most often used in explanatory studies, as it enables researchers both to 
deduce connections between variables and to study an individual’s position and point of view 
towards certain decisions. Adding to that, semi-structured interviews are advised in the 
investigation of complex phenomena as they provide an opportunity for researchers to gain 
particular and coherent empirical material when asking open-ended questions (Ibid, p. 323). 
Despite the fact that several specific pre-identified topics and questions are planned to be 
addressed, the unstructured essence of the interviews will enable us to direct the conversation 
towards new topics of interest that can appear from the participants’ responses and be 
beneficial for answering the research question. New knowledge may rise in the areas that are 
not highly supported by theory or empirical records, as it is the case of PLL transfer in 
project-based SMEs. Furthermore, the dialogue between researchers and the respondents can 
increase the trust of the interviewee; therefore reducing their unwillingness to reveal certain 
information (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 324). 
In the current research, semi-structured interviews will be organized with project managers of 
several different project-based SMEs. We, as researchers, will strive to understand how 
knowledge is transferred in project-based SMEs and which project lessons learned (PLL) are 
transferred between project managers. To avoid response biases, all questions in the 
interviews will be open-ended and will not comprise leading elements as they aim to balance 
between positive and negative experience of the respondents (Appendix 1). 
 

4.4. Company choice criteria  
 
The sampling methods have a significant role in providing credibility to the research. As 
Miles & Huberman (1994, p. 27) noticed “your [sampling] choices place limits on the 
conclusions you can draw, and on how confident you and others feel about them”. The chosen 
sampling method should correspond to the research question, research approach, research 
strategy, type of gathered empirical material and the chosen method of analysis. According to 
Miles & Huberman (1994, p. 187) various sampling methods exist. In order to choose the 
research sample for the current study, we set a number of prescribed selection criteria. When 
we found respondents that met the established criteria, we also used snowball-sampling 
strategy, approaching other organizations that were recommended by them and could 
potentially be suitable respondents that also met the selection criteria.  The criteria are 
explained as follows: 
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Criterion 1. SME, neglecting micro enterprises 
To achieve the purpose of this research it is important to ensure that the selected sample 
contained only SMEs. To follow this criterion we adhered to the definition of SMEs provided 
by European Commission (2005). As it was stated in theoretical framework, the micro 
enterprises are excluded from the research sample, as KM is extremely simplified and does 
not meet significant challenges as knowledge is shared among less than 10 employees (Durst 
and Edvardsson, 2012, p. 880).    
 
Criterion 2. Project-based organizational structure 
The interest of the current research is focused on project-based organizations. Therefore, all 
companies selected as a research sample should have all or part of their activities done 
through projects. The projects can be of different size; however, the total number of 
employees of the company should be in the boundaries of SME definition.  
 
Criterion 3. Diversity of country of origin and industry 
It was desirable to select companies of different industries and geographical locations in order 
to have a diverse outlook on the observed phenomenon. At the same time it was important to 
choose project-based SMEs that have some notion of KM and KT and can easily understand 
the questions and provide a good explanation of their experience. As Ritchie et al. (2003, p. 
83) argue, it is important that “the sample is as diverse as possible within the boundaries of 
the defined group” to make sure that different inputs and insights were gathered.  
 
Considering the identified sample selection criteria, thousands of companies around the world 
were qualified to take part in our research.  

4.5. Respondent selection criteria 

4.5.1. Respondent type 
 
A set of criteria was established also for the individual respondents to guarantee that they had 
the competence required to answer our questions accurately.  
 
Criterion 1. Project managers of SMEs 
The target respondents for the current study were project managers of SMEs at national 
and/or international level, as the research question is to find out what project lessons learned 
(PLL) are transferred precisely between project managers. Moreover, there was a greater 
possibility that project managers were more familiar with and involved in the KT processes, 
especially PLL transfer, with regards to the whole organization. Project managers of the 
selected companies could lead teams of different size and locations.   
 
Criterion 2. Diversity of respondents 
We aimed to select respondents who lead different types of projects in terms of scope, 
activities, participants, implementation, location and other project characteristics. We also 
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intended to select project managers of different level of experience – ones who coordinated 
numerous projects simultaneously and had significant work experience, as well as others 
whose work experience was more limited and coordinated at least one project.  It was 
important that the respondents had already accomplished projects or had the projects on their 
closure phase as PLL are usually identified at that time. Finally, respondents needed to be 
willing to participate in a long interview and to talk openly about their experience.  
 
Criterion 3. English, Spanish or Ukranian speaking 
As authors of the study we personally interviewed the research participants. Both of us are 
fluent in English, additionally one of us has Spanish and the other Ukranian as mother 
tongues. Therefore, to a gain profound understanding of the responses of the participants, it 
was vital to select respondents who were also fluent in English, Spanish or Ukrainian. The 
selection of the language to perform the interview was made by each respondent, which were 
encouraged to do it in English as first choice but could decide to do it in Spanish or Ukranian 
if they felt more comfortable, as it was in our interest to capture as much meaning and insight 
as possible from their responses. Only one respondent required the interview to be in Spanish.  
 
Analysing the defined criteria for companies and respondents selection, it is important to 
emphasize the limitations of the choice. Aiming to create diverse sample, we interviewed 
people from different continents with different project management level and experience, 
most of them managing from 4 to 8 projects simultaneously and with around 2 to 25 years of 
experience. This diversity could result in the situation that the empirical material collected 
from each interview would not be comparable. However, most of the respondents were 
previously knowledgeable about KM, KT and PLL transfer; therefore we noticed that they 
were aware of the issues discussed during the interview. Moreover, our target was not to 
generate a common experience of PLL transfer between project managers, neither we aimed 
to present the results as common truth. Nevertheless, we noticed a lot of similarities in the 
respondents’ answers about KT, especially PLL transfer, however the nature of our sample 
restrict us for further generalization. 
 
Taking these criteria into account, we made sure that all of them were fulfilled by the 
respondents before conducting the interviews.  

4.5.2. Respondent selection  
 
With the aim to create diverse sample for current study, we wanted also to include in our 
research sample local respondents from Umea, therefore we contacted the Chamber of 
Commerce of the Umea region and the office of Economic Affairs of Umea city. In the 
Chamber of Commerce we got a list of companies located in the region and we made a filter 
of those who most probably had a project based organisational structure (for that we analysed 
industry and type of product or service the company delivers). Searching on the website of the 
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selected companies we found their email address and sent to them emails with the description 
of the research. However, none of the companies replied to our letter.  
In order to select respondents who satisfied our criteria and ensured their diversity, we 
decided to contact companies and single individuals all around the world through a popular 
social network called LinkedIn. Using this social network, we filtered companies who 
satisfied our sample criteria and wrote them emails proposing to participate in our study. One 
company positively responded to our enquiry, showing the willingness to participate in the 
research. We also received two negative respond letters, in which project managers explained 
their inability to conduct the interviews due to their busy agenda; however, from the other 
companies we contacted we did not receive any response. We also placed online 
advertisements in several groups of KM in LinkedIn with the description of our research and 
we got response from five people whose profile matched our requirements, therefore were 
selected them for our research sample. Moreover, we asked our respondents to recommend 
other possible candidates whose profile is suitable for our research and that way received one 
other research participant. The respondent selection process allowed all our respondents to 
provided deep, solid insights for our study.   
 
A limitation of the chosen approach of respondents selection was be evidenced in one case 
where the company itself did the selection of project manager to be interviewed. One of the 
managers of the SMEs we contacted chose the project manager from their company to be 
interviewed (Miki Querner was chosen for the interview by a manager from People-Made 
Company). Consequently, there is the risk that the manager created a biased view of their 
operations when selecting the interview respondent for the study. Nevertheless, during the 
interview we had the impression that the respondent provided honest answers and did not try 
to alter their KT process or neglect its challenges in her organization. Moreover, most of the 
respondents initially contacted us to participate in our research, which shows their interest in 
our study and reveals no reason for them to hide the truth. Therefore, we consider this 
limitation with no strong influence on our study. 

4.6. Interview respondents and companies 
 
Following the sampling process presented above, Table 2 represents the list of project 
managers and their companies that were chosen for the research. In order to support 
maximum variation, we selected project managers from different countries and continents 
who work in companies of different industries. Due to the ethical considerations, the 
surnames of some respondents as well as the companies they are working in are not will not 
disclosed, as they asked to remain anonymous. 
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Code Name Position Company Location Activity/ 
Industry 

Interview 
Time 

R1 Javier 
(surname 
not 
provided) 

Project 
Manager 

Not 
provided 

San Jose, 
Costa Rica. 

Machinery 
production and 
design 

36m 

R2 Miki 
Querner 

Project 
Manager 
(Account 
Director)  

People 
made  

London, 
UK. 

Brand 
management 
and market 
positioning  

18m 

R3 Javier 
Riaño 

Project 
Manager 

Denokinn Bilbao, 
Spain 

Social 
innovation 
projects 

34m 

R4 Inna 
(Surname 
not 
provided) 

Project 
Manager 

Not 
mentioned 

Basel, 
Switzerland 

Market research 26m 

R5 Gerardo 
Suarez 

Project 
Manager 

Eco vive 
housing 

Queretaro, 
Mexico 

Household 
construction 
projects 

17m 

R6 Harold 
Steinvorth 

Project 
Manager 

Enertiva San Jose, 
Costa Rica 

Solar energy 
projects 

23m 

R7 Victor 
Villagomez 

Project 
Manager   

Not 
mentioned 

Toluca, 
Mexico 

Financial 
investments 

19m 

Table 2 Interview respondents and companies 

Analysing Table 2, we can see that the research sample consists of respondents from South 
and Central America and Europe. The industries of the companies also highly vary. All 
fulfilled the main criteria of the sample selection. A more detailed introduction to the 
companies, the respondents and their projects is given below.  

4.7. Description of the respondents 
 
Javier 
Javier asked to remain confidential his surname and the name of the Company he is working 
in. Javier is from Costa Rica and has worked for a local project-based SME (less than 250 
employees in total) for more than three years. Being a mechanical engineer, he works as a 
project coordinator and equipment engineer and is in charge of maintenance of equipment and 
coordination of projects for processes improvement. In average he manages around 6 projects 
simultaneously. Each project involves around 10 employees as a project team. The projects he 
manages consist of separate core teams, which include employees of different areas of the 
company. The projects operate autonomic with each other and the companies headquarter, 
which is located in United States.  
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Miki Querner 
Miki is from UK, London, and she works for a local branding agency People-Made 
(www.people-made.com). The Company provides consultancy for businesses in the area of 
brand strategy, brand-led transformation, employer brand and service experience. Consulting 
on brand development many famous companies such as Virgin, British Airways, 
Ernst&Young, RBS, Unilever and others, People-Made Company remains an SME with 
around 200 employees in total.  
Miki has 10 years of experience in leading projects in the branding consultancy industry, and 
now holds a position of an account director. The projects she leads aim to provide consultancy 
for companies from diverse industries, such as luxury fashion or internal culture. Her project 
teams consist of different team members as they serve for different companies; each project 
team usually consist of 3 to 4 members. The headquarters of the company is located in 
London, where Miki works. 
 
Javier Riaño 
Javier is from Spain and currently works for Denokinn, which has around 200 employees and 
bases its work on projects cooperating with partners all around the world. It operates in the 
sphere of social innovations and aims to create a network between students, researchers and 
companies or agencies in order to solve real social or business challenges through 
innovations. The Company works with 37 Universities and 140 partner companies all around 
the world. 
Javier has 16 years of experience in innovation management and currently occupies the 
position of innovation and knowledge management director. Currently he runs one project of 
of knowledge development, KT and innovation with a team of 13 members. The project deals 
closely with partners of all around Europe and includes partners among Universities, learning 
programs (Socrates, Erasmus, Leonardo), companies and social funds. Javier works in the 
headquarter of the Company, which are in Spain.  
 
Inna 
Inna asked to remain confidential her surname and the name of the company she works in. 
The Company’s headquarter is in Switzerland, where Inna’s office is located. It is a research 
agency of around 200 employees, which provides market research for companies of various 
industries, such as pharmaceutical, and food and beverages industries. The clients of the 
Company are geographically dispersed all around Europe. 
Inna has 6 years of work experience on project leading positions. Her projects deal with 
conducting market research and studies on clients’ demand. Usually Inna leads around 5 
projects simultaneously; the projects are highly autonomic as they are organised for needs of 
different clients, which can be located in different European countries. The project teams 
usually consist of 4-5 people.  
 
 
 

http://www.people-made.com/
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Gerardo Suarez  
Gerardo works in a medium-sized Company of around 50 employees. The Company’s name 
is Eco Vive and it is headquartered in Toluca city, Mexico. Eco Vive Company executes 
projects in the house-building industry. Eco Vive subcontracts other companies to execute 
certain construction works such as electricity and water systems provision, which enables the 
company to remain being an SME.  
Gerardo Suarez is a mechanical engineer with a Master Degree in Industrial Engineering from 
UC Berkeley University, California, USA. Gerardo has 25 years of work experience in 
project-based SMEs of construction industry. Currently, he leads 2 housing projects of around 
12 team members.  
 
Harold Steinvorth 
Harold works in Enertiva (http://enertiva.com), a company that operates in the solar energy 
industry and is based in Costa Rica. Its main operations are to execute projects for the 
delivering and installation of solar energy systems for private and governmental clients. The 
Company’s clients are geographically dispersed along Costa Rica.  
Harold is in charge of planning and executing the installation process and delivering the 
project to the client. He is involved in all the process, and is responsible for a certain region in 
Costa Rica. Currently, he leads 5 projects simultaneously, which are currently on different 
project stages and functioning separately. The teams Harold leads vary with each project, but 
in general consist of 5 people. Harold works in the company’s headquarter.  
 
Victor Villagomez  
Victor asked to remain confidential the name of the company he works in. It is a small 
investment management company, which is based in Toluca, Mexico. It consists of around 50 
financial consultants who provide support in investment management to their clients. The 
Company’s clients are private individuals as well as businesses. The Company operates only 
in Mexico, however has clients all around the country. 
Victor obtained and MBA Diploma in Germany and has background in Industrial 
Engineering. He has 5 years of work experience as a project leader in the large international 
company Alpa and 2 years of project leading experience in project-based SME, where he 
currently works. He leads 5 projects with around 3 team members in each project. All his 
projects are based in the company’s headquarter in Mexico City. Victor’s projects aim to 
increase efficiency and revenue of the investments of different clients of his company. All the 
projects operate autonomic as they serve to the need of different clients. 
 

4.8. Interview guide design  
 
An interview guide serves as a “the brief list of memory prompts of areas to be covered that is 
often employed in unstructured interviewing or to the somewhat more structured list of issues 
to be addressed or questions to be asked in semi-structured interviewing” (Bryman & Bell, 
2011, p. 473). An interview guide of this type has been created for the current study and can 

http://enertiva.com/
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be found in the Appendix 1. In correspondence to Bryman and Bell (2011, p. 474) 
recommendations to interview guides, it starts with introductory questions about the interview 
participants, the projects they have managed and their project teams. In order to answer the 
research question the interview guide also contains specific topics to be covered during the 
conversation. The guide is structured but rather serves as a reminder of the different themes 
we aim to discuss. Directing certain order of the questions from the beginning, we were 
flexible in changing it during the interview process and the questions itself were neither 
exclusive nor leading.  
 
According to Creswell (2007, p. 198), one of the most important components of interviewing 
is to develop effective research questions, which form the interview guide. When creating the 
interview guide we followed the recommendations provided by McNamara (2009 p. 3). This 
author indicates that effectively developed questions for a research interview include the 
following elements: “(a) wording should be open-ended; (b) questions should be as neutral as 
possible and do not have leading element; (c) questions should be asked one at a time; (d) 
questions should be worded clearly; and (e) be careful asking "why" questions”. In order to 
make open-ended questions we used such words in questions as “How?”, “Please, describe”, 
“What” etc. and tried to let the respondents choose their own terms when answering the 
questions. Also, when we felt we needed more information on a certain question, we asked 
respondents some of the following clarifying questions: “Would you give me an example?”, 
“Can you elaborate on that idea?”,  “Would you explain that further?”, “Is there anything 
else?”, which helped us to have deep answers. To avoid leading elements in the questions, we 
did not use the evocative, judgmental wording, or any wording that might influence their 
answers. 
 
When the questions for the interview guide were created, we conducted a pilot test as it is 
recommended by Kvale (2007, 79). The pilot test aimed to assist us in realizing if there were 
flaws, limitations, or other weaknesses in the interview guide and allowed us to make 
necessary corrections in it. The pilot test was performed with students from our study 
programme, who had work experience as a project manager of project-based SME. When the 
pilot test was done several corrections to the interview guide were implemented. 
 
The interview guide consists of six main themes, which are named Introduction, Knowledge 
Transfer, PLL as a type of knowledge and PLL transfer, Process of PLL identification, Tacit 
knowledge, and closure questions. Each theme consists of several questions on different 
subtopics. A detailed description of the theme’s goals is provided below.  
 
Theme 1 – Introduction 
The research topic and its main purpose were introduced to the respondents, several 
introductory questions were asked about the respondents’ past experience as well as the 
current projects they lead.  The introductory questions aimed to collect empirical material 
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about the respondents itself, their managerial level, the type of industry they were working in, 
and the type of projects they were involved in or currently managing.  
 
Theme 2 – Knowledge Transfer 
This theme aimed to identify the types of knowledge project managers usually transfer and 
how they usually do it. The information gathered from project managers on this theme had to 
provide us with understanding of the types of knowledge that are transferred between project 
managers, the regularity, ways, conditions and circumstances of the knowledge transfer 
process as well as the possible challenges the respondents encounter when transferring 
knowledge. 
 
Theme 3 - PLL as a type of knowledge and PLL transfer  
When understanding of KT process was gained, we switched to questions about PLL itself. 
This theme served to identify which PLL are transferred between projects managers and how. 
Project managers were asked which PLL they identify, if they do so, and which of them are 
transferred to other project managers and how it is done. Some questions covered in this 
theme had the objective to understand through which communication forms (oral vs written; 
formal vs informal) the PLL were usually transferred. 
 
Theme 4 - Process of PLL identification 
This theme aimed to identify how project managers perform the process of PLL identification. 
To understand that, questions were asked about regularity and formality of the PLL 
identification process, the main participants of PLL identification, the characteristics of the 
process and its outputs. 
 
Theme 5 - Tacit knowledge 
Being an important type of knowledge, this theme had the goal to understand if knowledge 
gained by project managers was obtained through coping or imitating other project managers’ 
skills and know-how, as well as if the knowledge was obtained through other possible ways of 
knowledge transfer other than oral and written communication forms. This theme includes 
questions about the process of tacit knowledge transfer, its regularity and conditions, as well 
as which tacit knowledge is actually transferred. However, none of the questions contained 
academic definitions (such as tacit or explicit knowledge), which could have probably not 
been understood by the respondents or might have confused them.  
 
Theme 6 - Closure questions 
This theme aimed to gain understanding of the respondents’ personal opinion on the process 
of KT, PLL and PLL transfer, tacit knowledge transfer between project managers. The project 
managers were also asked to provide examples from their experience to support their 
arguments. Finally, we showed our appreciation for their participation in our study.  
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4.9. Interview procedures 
 
Due to the geographical dispersion of the interview respondents, all interviews were 
conducted via the software Skype as a voice call. This method of interviewing can be 
compared to telephone type of interviewing and has several advantages. First of all, due to the 
fact that interviews were not done in person and consisted of open questions, where most of 
the conversation time was assigned for the respondents’ answers, the influence of our 
opinions as researchers were minimal. Moreover, the use of online software for interview 
purposes is very budget efficient and we had no need to travel to other countries to conduct 
the interviews. It is fair to notice that the current research would not be possible to conduct 
without use of online software as interview participants are geographical disperse and travel 
costs to meet them or regular telephone interviews demand a high cost. 
 
Despite of the important advantages of phone-type interviewing mentioned above, there are 
also some limitations. One of the main problems we encountered during Skype calls were 
flaws of internet connection, which caused the Skype call to end during the conversation. That 
can cause the respondent to loose the line of thought when the following re-calling takes long. 
According to (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 207) one of the drawbacks of phone interviews is that 
it is often impossible to ensure that the interview participant is the correct person. However, in 
our case all participants were interested in the topic and agreed to participate in our study 
voluntarily without any reward expected, hence we can conclude that we interviewed the 
correct individuals. As stated by (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 489), one of the main 
disadvantages of phone interview is the difficulty to set a personal contact and observe the 
body language of the respondents. Personal contact is important as it increases the level of 
trust during the discussion and in most of the cases assures open and honest conversation 
where a lot of information can be gathered. The possibility to observe body language is also 
another important source of information to gain insight, which sometimes can say more than 
words. As researchers we are aware of these drawbacks of phone interviews, as sometimes it 
was not easy to interpret correctly the reason of some pauses that respondents made. 
However, it is also important to emphasize that no signs of distrust were noticed. Instead, 
respondents were open in sharing their experience and most of the time the interviews 
exceeded the allocated time slot. Moreover, from the tone of voice and its changes it was 
possible to understand emotions and reactions that the respondents experienced. To add more, 
the respondents were offered to keep their name and name of their company confidential 
(some of respondents chose so), which allowed them to speak honestly on the asked topics. 
As authors, we believe that establishing a trustful conversation was especially important as 
the respondents were asked questions related to negative experiences in PLL transfer. 
  
All the interviews were recorded with the permission of each interviewee. That fact can 
represent a limitation to the empirical material as some interview participants might not be 
used to being recorded, therefore affecting their responses. Nevertheless, we noticed that all 
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respondents spoke openly during the interviews and, on our opinion, the recording did not 
pose any issue.  
 
Keeping in mind the differences in time zone and highly tight schedule of the respondents, we 
tried to schedule the interviews by proposing several time options in the standard GMT 
(Greenwich Mean Time) format beforehand, trying mostly to adapt to the respondents’ 
agendas. Although we asked to speak to each project manager for at least 40 minutes, the 
respondents had the possibility to decide the duration of the interview by themselves. This 
caused the variance in interviews duration from between 17 to 36 minutes. Both of us actively 
participated in the interview by asking questions from our interview guide. It was agreed not 
to allocate concrete questions to each of us prior to the interviews therefore both of us had a 
possibility to ask clarifications or additional questions that we felt were appropriate to the 
different situations. The project managers were notified that they had no commitments to 
answer all questions asked. Six of seven interviews were conducted in English and one in 
Spanish language. The recordings have been accessed only by us and the collected data is 
planned to be used only by us as the researchers and is not planned for any other use outside 
this particular research. When the purpose of our research was introduced, each interview 
participant was given the option to remain anonymous, which some of them chose to.  
 
In order to ensure logic and conformity of the questions, we tested our interview guide prior 
to the interviews were conducted with project managers. This helped us to make all necessary 
corrections to the interview guide to obtain the needed information, but at the same time to 
make the questions easy to answer.  However, we did not send our interview guide to the 
respondents and neither did they request to see it beforehand. According to the time each 
project manager could dedicate to us, we adjusted the questions asked, aiming to still cover all 
the important areas. All respondents were open to answer more questions by email in case any 
clarification was needed. When all interviews were conducted, we considered that the 
research themes were satisfactorily covered and the received answers could serve as the 
empirical material for the analysis to answer the research question and fulfill the overall 
purpose of the study.  

4.10. Ethical considerations 
 
Saunders et al. (2009, p. 168) state that during the last years the issue of research ethics 
became predominant in the research community. According to this author, it is of high 
importance to be aware about ethics when conducting a research as every research process 
consists of parts which are matters of ethical considerations. Ethics is a “a code of conduct or 
experienced societal norm of behavior while conducting research” (Sekaran, 2003, p. 17). 
According to Saunders et al. (2009, p. 398), ethics is a proper attitude and behavior to the 
right of individuals or organizations who are involved in research. Many authors provide 
different classification of ethical principles; however, most of them consist on the following 
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issues: “informed consent, deception, privacy and confidentiality and accuracy” (Denzin and 
Lincoln, 2011, p. 144).  
 
In order to ensure the execution of ethical considerations in this research, several activities 
were done: 
Each of the respondents was introduced to the topic of the research, its nature, and the 
research question and purpose before the interviews were conducted. The respondents were 
also informed that they were allowed to withdraw from the interview at any point if they 
chose to. Moreover, the project managers had the possibility not to answer a certain question 
or not to go into further details on a question they found uncomfortable.  
 
At the beginning of the interviews each respondent was proposed to remain anonymous on his 
or her personal name and to the name of the organization they are working in. However, only 
two of them decided to keep their surnames and names of their organizations in secret. We do 
not mention their personal information in the current research and keep confidentiality of their 
record. The permission for the recording of the interviews was also asked at the beginning of 
the interview, and all respondents agreed to be recorded.   
 
Any personal information or other records that can be related to the interviewees’ identity or 
their organization are not mentioned in the research. Following the recommendations of 
Bryman and Bell (2011, p. 140), all personal information was deducted from the content of 
interviews aiming to increase protection of the data. Throughout the research we considered 
the importance of ethical considerations and we aimed to follow them thoroughly to build a 
trustful relationship with the respondents and to deliver a research of high ethical standards.  
 

4.11. Empirical material processing 
 
As (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 481; Saunders et. al., 2009, p. 341) note, after performing the in- 
depth interviews, which were recorded and transcribed, we obtained accurate empirical 
material for further analysis and we were able to use the respondents’ quotations to show our 
findings to other researchers. In order to organize the obtained empirical material, we used the 
structure of the theoretical framework, as well as the figure in the theoretical chapter summary 
(see Chapter 3, Figure 1). We divided the empirical results presentation according to four 
main categories: KT practices in project-based SMEs, PLL as a type of knowledge in project-
based SMEs, PLL as process of PLL identification in project-based SMEs, and PLL transfer 
in project-based SMEs.  The transcripts were revised and the answers from the respondents 
were allocated to its corresponding category, generating also sub-topics in each category. 
 
After the first screening of the transcripts, a detailed review was done several times. This 
helped to ensure a proper distribution of the empirical findings according to the identified 
categories. In some categories, repeated fragments of quotes by respondents can be found as 
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they were relevant for each of them or they served to explain the setting. This approach 
helped to ensure that no important idea expressed by the respondents would be disregarded. 
After that, the empirical material in each category was allocated to smaller sub-topics. This 
division was done according to the theory provided in the theoretical framework chapter as 
well as certain topic distinctions that were made by respondents. Thus, the ‘KT practices in 
project-based SMEs’ category was divided on sub-topics according to the types of knowledge 
that are transferred as well as challenges of KT process. The ‘PLL as a type of knowledge in 
project-based SMEs category’ and ‘PLL as process of PLL identification in project-based 
SMEs category’ were not divided for sub-topics as they contain practical information of the 
differences between types of PLL and the processes of PLL identification that exist in the 
studied organizations, which were possible to present in logical and coherent manner without 
the need of division into sub-topics. The ‘PLL transfer in project-based SMEs’ category was 
divided according to the theoretical framework on sub-topics such as oral and written 
communication forms, formal and informal oral communication forms. This category was 
also divided according to distinctions of PLL transfer made by respondents on sub-topics such 
as ‘team meetings’, ‘individual meetings’, ‘meetings with the client’ and ‘Documentation’. 
When all the relevant answers and phrases from the respondents were allocated to each 
category and sub-topic, they were reviewed again and ranged in logical order.  

4.11.1. Results presentation 
 
The empirical findings are introduced corresponding to the theoretical framework in Chapter 
3 and grouped according to the identified categories and sub-topics. As authors, we tried to 
incorporate as many respondents’ quotes as possible in order to show the reality as closely as 
the project managers see it, showing their views and opinions on the studied subject. This 
approach helped us to present the interviewees’ original views on the issues discussed and 
reduce any subjective influence from us as authors. Despite the fact that respondents’ 
language sometimes took informal ways or was grammatically improper, we tried not to 
change it, and limited the corrections only to exclude repeated or not suitable material or 
adding words that describe the context or complete the phrase (in the chapter marked as ‘[ ]’).  
 
It is also important to emphasize that the length of a quote from the respondents does not 
necessarily represent the level of its importance to the topic. Some quotes were longer than 
others due to the complexity of the question and the need to describe the context of certain 
situation or provide concrete examples. Moreover, some respondents used more words to 
describe the same situation or issue. In many cases the results of the findings are not possible 
to quantify, for example, saying that “half of project managers agreed”, as the respondents 
referred to their unique experience and situation, which directed the conversation to different 
aspects of the same issue. Nevertheless, this fact does not represent a problem for the current 
research as it aims not to generalize the findings but rather to identify the potential 
interpretation and explanation of KT in project-based SMEs. 
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4.11.2. Result analysis 
 
In order to analyze the results, we performed a thematic analysis. According to Boyatzis 
(1998, p.129), thematic analysis is a process of “reviewing gathered empirical material, notes 
taking and sorting it into categories”. This author indicated that this type of analysis ”helps 
researchers move their analysis from a broad reading of the data towards discovering patterns 
and developing themes”. Roulston (2001, p.297) noticed that thematic analysis is very 
common among researchers who conduct qualitative research as it provides flexibility and 
allows the researcher to “get closer to the data” and develop a deep assessment of the content. 
Based on the scheme of thematic analysis we compared the empirical material with the 
theoretical framework. The knowledge that is transferred, the way the transfer is done, and the 
challenges of its transfer in project-based SMEs were identified and classified according to 
tacit or explicit, and individual or collective knowledge types. Additionally, PLL as a type of 
knowledge and PLL as a process of PLL identification were summarized and compared 
according to the characteristics of PLL mentioned in the theoretical framework chapter. 
Finally, the PLL transfer among project managers in project-based SMEs was identified and 
grouped according to the types of communication form used for their transfer. In addition, a 
deep analysis was made by conducting a comparison of the overall empirical findings to the 
theoretical framework, aiming to discover if the PLL transfer and KT in general in project-
based SMEs meet the challenges we assumed when analyzing the existing literature; and how 
the KT transfer is done, focusing on PLL transfer between project managers in project-based 
SMEs.  

4.12. Truth criteria 
 
A qualitative research should be assessed according to the criteria of trustworthiness, which 
includes credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Bryman & Bell, 2011, 
p. 395). The credibility of the current study is strengthened by the selected research design 
and research strategy, which were appropriate to answer the research question. Semi-
structured interviews allowed us to clarify all nuances of the issues discussed which were not 
fully clear, as well as asking the respondents if our questions were correctly understood by 
them. Additionally, the respondents offered us to contact them after the interview was 
finished in case any clarification on their responses was needed. However, due to the properly 
developed interview guide and the effective interviews conducted we did not feel the need to 
do so. Therefore, we can conclude that the credibility of the research is high. 
 
Bryman & Bell (2011, p. 398) describe transferability of research as the “possibility to get the 
same findings in another research context or in the same context, but at a different point of 
time”. In order to increase the transferability of the current study, a diverse sample was 
selected, which includes individuals from different nationalities, countries, work experience 
and types of organizations. The diversity of the research sample increases and strengthens the 
transferability of the results. Additionally, in each interview the project managers were asked 
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to recall examples of previous projects that they led in other project-based SME, before 
joining the company they are currently working in. The responses where project managers 
referred to their past experiences in similar project-based SMEs showed commonalities with 
their current experience, showing that in the same context but in different point of time the 
KT process and PLL transfer was mostly the same. 
 
Saunders et. al. (2009, p. 321) state that in qualitative research dependability is a criteria 
which is very similar to reliability and checks whether similar findings can be revealed when 
the same research is conducted. However, Bryman & Bell (2011, p. 408) indicate that it is 
almost impossible to ensure a high level of dependability in qualitative research, as the results 
will depend highly on the research context, which changes constantly. Nevertheless, to 
increase dependability, we tried to explain in great detail the theoretical underpinnings of the 
studied problem and presented as much as possible the quotations provided by our 
respondents, with the intention of helping the reader to have a profound understanding of the 
context of this research and to evaluate the logic of the analysis of the collected empirical 
material.   
 
According to Bryman & Bell (2011, p. 395) confirmability criteria evaluates the research on 
its objectivity. We as authors notice that it is very difficult to analyze the research staying 
totally objective. Nevertheless, to increase the confirmability of the current study, we asked 
open-ended questions in the interviews in order to minimize any bias towards a certain 
answer. Additionally, we conducted interviews via telephone, which, according to Bryman & 
Bell, (2011, p. 207), reduces the influence of the researchers on the interviewees and their 
answers provided to compare to face-to-face interviews. In our study we tried to avoid our 
subjective influence on the respondents, thus achieving the confirmability criteria. 
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5. Empirical findings  
 
The purpose of this chapter is to present the empirical findings of the research on KT process 
in project based SMEs and the identification and transfer of PLL, showing similitudes and 
contradictions with theory identified in the interviewees’ responses. Furthermore, the data 
will be analysed to serve as basis for the conclusions.  

A total of seven respondents from project-based SMEs were interviewed for this research.  
Table 2 below presents basic information about the respondents and the companies they 
represent.   

Code Name Position Company Location Activity/ 
Industry 

Interview 
Time 

R1 Javier 
(surname 
not 
provided) 

Project 
Manager 

Not 
provided 

San Jose, 
Costa Rica. 

Machinery 
production and 
design 

36m 

R2 Miki 
Querner 

Project 
Manager 
(Account 
Director)  

People 
made  

London, 
UK. 

Brand 
management 
and market 
positioning  

18m 

R3 Javier 
Riaño 

Project 
Manager 

Denokinn Bilbao, 
Spain 

Social 
innovation 
projects 

34m 

R4 Inna 
(Surname 
not 
provided) 

Project 
Manager 

Not 
mentioned 

Basel, 
Switzerland 

Market 
research 

26m 

R5 Gerardo 
Suarez 

Project 
Manager 

Eco vive 
housing 

Queretaro, 
Mexico 

Household 
construction 
projects 

17m 

R6 Harold 
Steinvorth 

Project 
Manager 

Enertiva San Jose, 
Costa Rica 

Solar energy 
projects 

23m 

R7 Victor 
Villagomez 

Project 
Manager   

Not 
mentioned 

Toluca, 
Mexico 

Financial 
investments 

19m 

Table 2. Interview respondents and companies 
 
The respondents will be referenced by the short code listed in Table 2 for practical purposes. 
For example, the quotes by the third respondent will be indicated by “[R3]”. 

The results will be presented following the structure of the theoretical framework, providing 
the answers to the research sub-purposes: Identify how the KT process is performed, identify 
the PLL that are transferred between project managers and identify oral and/or written 
communication forms of PLL transfer between project managers in project-based SMEs. 
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5.1. KT practices in project-based SMEs 
 
The KT practices are perceived as an important issue for the analyzed project based SME’s. 
This is made clear by R5, who said that “the company I currently work for is young, but that 
doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t do this practice (KT)” [R5]. However, even though the 
respondents are aware of the importance of KT, in general they do not have a formalized 
practice or specific process implemented in their organizations:  

 “In the beginning there was nothing available [referring to KM] [….] when 
starting a project I was told to go to this other guy that was managing projects before 
and he would tell me you have to do this and that, so somehow [this information] was 
[transferred] from the experience of other project managers individually” (R1) 

R3 and R7 supported that by saying: 

“Its not formalized yet [KT process] […] if we have resources, yes, 
[formalizing a KT transfer process] but we are now working hard to get the results 
first […] [even though] we are working in innovation development and transfer, 
within the company we don’t transfer this kind of knowledge, we have a lot of 
documents, a lot of workshops but we have to improve our KM and KT inside our 
company” (R3).  

 “We don’t have this established as a standard procedure, I developed it as a 
personal procedure for me to take to a good end of my projects, I developed my own 
process, how to evaluate them and keep this knowledge for further projects” (R7).  

However, in all of the cases the companies perform their KT process by conducting formal or 
informal meetings, in which people from different areas of the organization share their ideas, 
concerns and experiences about the projects they participate in (R1, R2, R4, R6, R7). There 
was no observed homogeneity regarding the phase of the project they do them on, 
nonetheless, they normally happen during the project. For example:   

“We have a kick-off meeting to establish all the objectives of the project, also 
closure meetings to evaluate whether we achieved the objectives or not, what were the 
problems, how we solved them […] in these meetings participate people from other 
departments to analyse the whole project, to know which were the key points, the good 
and wrong things […] we are trying to establish a weekly meeting to talk about the 
whole business projects and information that we are working on” (R7).  

It is evident that the organisations that participated in the research promote regular meetings 
for their KT process. In some cases, the meetings were promoted especially when the projects 
had problems. R1 stressed the fact that in his organisation the general management would pay 
close attention to a project and organise meetings to transfer information and knowledge 
about it mostly when it has operational problems, such as delays: “they have periodical 
evaluations to see if the project is on track or delayed […] if the project is on track, they don’t 
pay attention, but if its delayed then you have to explain month by month why” (R1). 
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Similarly, R4 identified that the meetings would happen when mistakes were identified with 
the aim of correcting them, but not focusing on the KT that could be gained from this: “if 
something goes wrong everybody will be focused, like fire fighting, they just make sure things 
are done […] correct the mistakes […]nobody will pay attention on how much we can learn 
from that” (R4).  
 
It was noticed that none of the respondents mentioned that they considered knowledge from 
previous projects in their kick-off meetings of new projects or the regular meetings they 
perform during the execution of the projects. However, R5 identified this need: “we are 
aware that we have to do it [KT process] to transfer knowledge to future projects” (R5) 

5.1.1. Tacit and explicit knowledge transferred in the KT process 
 
The analyzed project based SMEs promote formal and informal interactions among their 
members (R1, R2, R4, R5, R6, R7) in which explicit knowledge is shared. None of the 
respondents talked about the difference between tacit and explicit knowledge. In general there 
is not an awareness of whether tacit or explicit knowledge is transferred. Only one respondent 
recognized the concept of tacit and explicit knowledge:  
 

“[you need] particularly to share the knowledge using teams to transfer the 
tacit knowledge, not just to share the explicit [knowledge], to share the tacit 
knowledge[…] the most important knowledge that you have is not formal, I think the 
best way to transfer this type of knowledge is team work, develop projects in 
cooperation, make conversations, take a coffee with someone and explain what are 
you doing[...] informal ways are the best to transfer tacit knowledge[…] tacit 
knowledge is not formalized, it is not in the papers or in the books, you can explain 
your tacit knowledge using storytelling, but it is really difficult to write your tacit 
knowledge” (R3) 

For R3, the most important knowledge is tacit and he considers it as informal, and suggests 
that the best way to transfer it is through team work. R7 commented that “it is important then 
to transfer the knowledge [to others in the organisation] instead of leaving it in the minds of 
the employees. For sure, it’s really needed” referring to tacit knowledge as the one that stays 
in the mind of the employees, however, he did not defined it as such. 

Project-based SMEs may have a certain amount of tacit knowledge, however, interviewed 
project-managers did not discuss tacit knowledge a lot with us. Answering on the question 
about the examples when knowledge was hard to transfer, such as personal skills, 
competences and know-how, project managers mostly stressed that it extists but usually is 
solved by scheduling meetings, where those type of knowledge is discussed and transferred to 
others. For example, R4 noticed “if I need something I will look for it and actively ask 
questions […] you can speak to your colleagues who may have experience and may give you 
feedback […] it’s a lot about actively looking for information and learning”. 

5.1.2. Individual and collective knowledge in the KT process  
 
In the analyzed project based SME, we identified both individual and collective knowledge in 
the KT process. The respondents acknowledged that most of the information they needed or 
used to execute their projects was gathered from various individuals (R1, R4, R5, R6, R7). 
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The following quotes give an insight into this fact: 

“To execute projects you learn from the know how of other project managers, 
or other people in the floor […] when I started working I didn’t know exactly where to 
start, basically I went to another PM and he told me you have to do this and that […] 
so it was information that was held in people not in software specifically […] also in 
my case I have been asked from other people how to do certain things […] it is 
something that it is not clear in paper, is something that is dependent on my 
knowledge and other peoples knowledge”(R1) 

For R2 it was usually managing director, from whom most of knowledge was 
received: 

“Newcomers receive knowledge to do projects through meetings and trainings 
with the managing director” (R2) 

R4 noticed that it is personal responsibility of an employee ‘to find’ the knowledge needed: 

“ [how we gather K] depends on the person, if he is observant and takes 
knowledge from others by coping their behaviour or he approaches the person and 
asks for advice” (R4) […] when I don’t know how to approach certain thing I look for 
someone who had experience on that and may share his knowledge to me […] it’s a lot 
about seeking for information” (R4)  

An important part of the KT process is done from individual to individual through oral 
communication forms of explicit knowledge. However, a strong emphasis on transferring 
collective knowledge among groups was also found in the research. All of the respondents 
mention the importance of transferring knowledge to their groups or teams and all of them 
had regular team meetings in which knowledge was transferred (R1, R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7) 
showing a strong sense of collective KT in their organizations that can be confirmed with the 
following quotes:  

“ [the intention is] not only to rely on one manager, but on several, so they all 
would have the information…. We would have weekly meetings within the core team, 
the idea is that we all as a team learn… me as a project manager will share with 
others something that happened in my experience so others in the core team will 
learn… the culture of the company will know about this things so [the knowledge] is 
not dependant on one person but on the whole team (R1)  

R4 supported R1 mentioning team meetings, which often take place for knowledge transfer: 

 “it is kind of pulling the knowledge from your team, so if I need something I 
will look for it and actively ask questions […] you can speak to your colleagues who 
may have experience and may give you feedback […] it’s a lot about actively looking 
for information and learning [within the team] […] normally we try to involve people 
and engage with them during specially those weekly meetings, talk to them, try to 
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communicate what we know already and share it openly … it is about discussions and 
open communication [in the team], either in formal meetings or in the corridors” (R4) 

It was noticed that regarding both individual and collective knowledge, there is a general 
awareness of the importance of having a process of documentation (R1, R3, R4, R5, R7) 
however, few informal efforts such as meeting summaries and emails are done by the 
analyzed project based SMEs and there is a general lack of formal initiatives to document 
their knowledge: 

“We would like to have some standardized documentation, right now it is not 
available, but that’s the point where we want to arrive […]we have no documentation 
available, and the minutes are only available for the core team […]It would be 
important to have at least a guideline documented” (R1) 

R6 noticed that they do not have formal documentation for KT as well: 

 “Not a formal document, there is no (formal) record, we just talk about it, 
distribute the tasks, so no document […] our manager insists that we use the email, 
most things that I tell my colleagues is orally, not in a memo or something like that, we 
have to improve that, we know” (R6) 

5.1.3. Challenges in the KT process  
 

5.1.3.1 Project based SMEs’ day-to-day operation restrains of KT  

All respondents agreed that the daily operations and activities in their companies restrict the 
KT process in various ways. R1 commented that in his organization “[the meetings for KT] 
were not a priority, the attendance was low, the sharing of the knowledge is not something 
that people are interested in, they are interested in doing their operational everyday things, 
sharing knowledge would be a waste of time… we are trying to change it in the culture of the 
company, but it will take a long time” (R1). Similarly, R4 recognizes that “many times the KT 
is forgotten” especially when the project presents no problems: “as long as you execute the 
project well and the client is happy it’s a done deal”. Additionally, R4 supports the idea that 
the team members are “normally so busy that don’t have time to talk to each other about 
certain things, so definitely the everyday activities sometimes don’t leave room for KT”. Other 
respondents had a similar point of view: 

“Yeah, definitely, with everyday activities there is no time for KT (R6). 

 “The day to day work is really hard and people are busy for sure, but you have 
to leave a time to schedule a weekly or monthly meeting for that (KT) because if you 
do not schedule it you will never have time for it, in my experience what I did is to 
establish a weekly meeting to share information with others” (R7) 
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R5 also acknowledged this challenge and suggested that it is important to find time for KT:    
“I think this is definitely an issue, but as PM we have to find time for people to express and 
share their ideas… a good solution to a problem might come from anyone, not just 
managers… I consider it’s very important to have this open communication so that people 
can share their knowledge and ideas” (R5).  

5.1.3.2 Knowledge that is difficult to transfer  

Most respondents share the perception that there is certain knowledge that is difficult to 
transfer (R1, R3, R4, R5, R7), however, they mentioned different cases:  R5 perceived 
personal expertise as the type of knowledge difficult to transfer: “Yes, [the knowledge, which 
is difficult to transfer] is basically regarding the training that people may have and their 
areas of expertise, we have to have a common language that everybody understands so that 
we can transfer knowledge into other areas” (R5). Moreover, another knowledge that was 
identified as difficult to transfer is the one related to mistakes: “The most difficult questions 
are those about mistakes, it is difficult to share something that we did wrong, it is difficult for 
everybody to admit and share what they did wrong, just the fact of going through that 
explanation and saying this was my fault it is not easy to do, it is something I would prefer not 
to explain and not to share […] Its difficult to share this type of knowledge” (R4). The idea of 
the unwillingness of certain individuals to transfer their knowledge is also confirmed by R7: 
“Yes for sure sometimes it is difficult to transfer knowledge, or to receive it because the 
people sometimes are not open in both cases to receive or to share”. Additionally R5 noticed 
that KT is often prevented on purpose by some individuals who perceive this process as 
threatening for them because their position and value in their organisation depends on the 
knowledge they possess, therefore not willing to transfer it to others: Sometimes people are 
not willing to share and transfer their knowledge, they perceive themselves as valuable for the 
company for what they know and they want to keep it that way, being the only ones to know 
how to do certain thing […] Its difficult to take knowledge from some people. (R5) 
 

          5.1.3.3. People leaving the company or project and taking the knowledge 
with them  
 
In general, the respondents agreed that the threat of people leaving the project or the company 
and taking their knowledge with them had happened in their organizations and that it is a 
challenge they face (R1, R3, R5, R6, R7). Only R6 had not experienced this issue: “We have 
not had an experience like that”(R6). This was a big concern for R7, who said that “it is 
common for sure, it is really difficult for the company and for the members who are still 
working for the project who give continuity to it” and suggested to “document all the 
information so that if this happens it is easy for the new project manager to take control over 
the project” (R7). The same recommendation was made by R5, who considered that this issue 
“is inevitable and has happened, this is why it is important to document so that they [the 
knowledge] become part of the company, because when someone leaves he takes his 
knowledge with him” (R5). 
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R3 considered this as a mayor challenge: “[it happens] in many cases, particularly regarding 
relations, contacts, not just information. You can have many documents, but not knowledge 
[…] I see some situations when a worker leaves, you lose relation capital, social capital, 
knowledge capital, customers capital, so it’s a big challenge (R3). This challenge was also 
acknowledged by R1:“it is something that happens, people change departments, leave the 
company or change role and go away with their knowledge” (R1) 

5.2. PLL as a type of knowledge in project-based SMEs 

5.2.1. Perception of the concept of PLL  
 

The interviewed project managers understand the concept of project lessons learned (PLL), 
however, they identify and perceive it differently. R1 considered PLL as “a guideline, created 
by experienced people; not a standard way of working, but something to aid the project 
manager to do things, so they would know where to go and where to look for information” 
(R1). Additionally, R1 mentioned that “The lessons learned are perceptions in some cases” 
(R1) In contrast, R2 considered PLL as “what went good or bad, agreed in a team” (R2), and 
shared it with the client to “get feedback from them” (R2). In addition, R3 considers PLL as 
reports: “We have some reports and material that we use to share what we are learning” 
(R3), while R4 considers that PLL are “more like a documentation of how to do things in the 
future”(R4). Both R5 and R6 considered PLL as experiences:  “PLL give us the experience of 
what went well and what did not, to try to keep doing what was done right and correct what 
went wrong”(R5), “after one bad experience the team learned the hard way and we changed 
certain processes, so that was [a] our common lesson learned” (R6). R7 considered PLL as 
“a standard procedure”. A very complete explanation of what he considers as PLL is given 
by R5, who sees them as how to do things better and the things that work well: 

“We work towards a continuous improvement, so we see how to do things better every 
time, based on something we have already done we see if we can do it better, or if we 
did something and did not go well, it is also a lesson learned and we will see how to 
do it correctly next time. We decide PLL in a team and than try to replicate successful 
processes and transfer the knowledge of the things that work well so that others can 
implement them. This is where we apply the concept of PLL” (R5)  

5.2.2. Types of PLL identified  
 
The respondents identified a variety of types of PLL, mainly about project management issues 
(sometimes named as business results PLL) (R1, R2, R3, R6, R1), technical issues 
(sometimes named as operational results) (R2, R3, R5, R6, R7), and customer relations (R3, 
R2,). Quotations from the respondents will be shown to support each of the main types.  
 
R3 and R6 identified PLL on project management issues as well as on technical issues:  
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“We have two parts [of lessons learned] in our projects, the project management 
and technical development” (R3)  
 
“Most of the things we have learned are regarding the installation process […] 
every project gives us a new challenge that we can take, since we are growing things 
were lets say trial and error, however, we also learned how to structure ourselves 
and to improve the internal (management) processes within the project […] which 
allowed us to become more structured as a company”(R6) 

 
For R7, the PLL “were mainly about technical [issues], how the project was being developed, 
[but also] on how to sale a project […] I think it was 50-50 on technical side and business 
side” 

PLL related to project management issues were identified by R1, such as project execution in 
time, but were mainly oriented towards the business result: 
 

“the lessons learned only appeared as if you are in time or not” (R1). 
 “the whole evaluation lies on the economic result [...] the board is interested that 
the savings from the project happen as soon as possible [...] they [PLL] are 
completely oriented towards the business result” (R1). 

 
R5 identified PLL related to the organisation’s operative process: “The ones [PLL] we have 
identified are oriented towards operative processes, specifically construction process” (R5).  
R3 also identified PLL in operative process, but in his organisation they are mainly focused 
on the client: “its knowledge transfer [PLL] about the social innovation incubation [process] 
good and bad practices, not about project management […] lessons learned are focused on 
the client, what kind of value proposal we have to give; we try to focus on our customers” 
(R3). Similarly, R4 identified as well PLL related to her organisation’s processes: We have a 
lot of discussions on our processes…its easier to share knowledge about methodology” 
however, she considers that identifying project management PLL is challenging: “when it 
comes to more subjective knowledge like about how to manage the teams [know how] I find it 
personally more difficult”. A diverse PLL identification was shown by R2:“I would say the 
lessons [identified are] regarding our internal process, and also about the client, also 
finance, and that would be it” (R2). 

5.3. PLL identification process in project-based SMEs 
 

Although all the respondents are aware of the importance of identifying PLL, in most of the 
cases PLL were not identified in every project:  
 

“Not every project was reviewed, maybe around 25% of all the projects I’ve 
ever worked on” (R2) 
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R4 mentioned that PLL are not identified for every project in their organisation as well: 
 

 “I think the identification of project lessons was done for about 20%, so its not a lot, 
sometimes its just general knowledge sharing of the processes but you don’t get 
specific learnings from that, if you really go into details it would be just about 15% 
to 20% of the projects we do” (R4) 

All the interviewees recognized that there is not a formal process to identify PLL in their 
organisations (R1, R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7). The identification of PLL happens usually on 
informal meetings during group discussions:“ [The PLL identification process] was more 
informal, there were periods during the project when we would meet as a team to evaluate 
how we are doing but then at the end, it’s a bit of an informal process where we do 
questionnaires and also share them with the client, some time is dedicated [to this] where 
everyone [the team members] is invited for open discussion” (R2) and its normally not 
systematic: I can say that we do not have this process systematized, we do not do it always 
and in the same way” (R5)  
 
However, most of the participants explained that in their organisation they are trying to 
formalise the process of PLL identification (R1, R3, R4, R5, R6) by scheduling regular 
meetings where PLL are discussed (R1, R2, R3, R5, R6) and an effort is made to document 
them (R1, R3, R5, R7). The following quotes support these ideas: “At the beginning there 
was no formal way, but then we started having meeting regularly […] they were meetings 
between people that were managing projects to see lessons learned in terms of documenting 
them” (R1).  

  
In R7’s case, the meetings with other project managers in his company were formal and 
regularly scheduled, however their main aim was not to identify PLL but to discuss general 
issues. “We had a monthly meetings within the sales department with other project managers 
to talk about the whole projects of the company […] it was not directly only to talk about the 
lessons learned from the project but if there was relevant information we shared it in this 
meeting” (R7)  
 
Two respondents noticed that they have formal meetings with their clients where they receive 
feedback from them, and PLL can be identified through this interaction with the client:  

 
“We have client reviews which are not up to project managers but the management 
team who talk to clients and get the feedback on how we work[…] based on that we 
can come back to the projects, we analyse it deeply and get lessons learned from the 
client’s feedback” (R4) 

“ At the end of the project we would evaluate what went good or bad and go to the 
client and get feedback from them” (R2) 
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5.3.1. Challenges of PLL identification process 
 
The lack of a formal process of PLL identification (R1, R3, R4, R5, R6) along with the lack 
of time to schedule and attend formal meetings (R1, R2, R6) were the main general challenges 
identified in the PLL identification process. More specifically, difficulties in this process were 
identified by R3 due to the lack of a “common language” for PLL in order to make them 
understandable for projects’ teams which are geographically dispersed: “There are many 
reports about PLL and project management [...] particularly the transnational projects […] 
you have to use a common language for them which is not easy. Usually we use a heavy 
project management methodology, PMBOK […] we have to use a more flexible methodology” 
(R3). No other respondents mentioned PMBOK as a specific methodology used in their PLL 
identification process. A low motivation to identify PLL was a challenge noticed also by 
R3:“You have to develop the team [in order] to motivate [them] for knowledge [referring to 
PLL]” (R3) 
 
A challenge regarding not the PLL identification but their interpretation was mentioned by 
R1, arguing that an identified PLL can be interpreted or evaluated differently by another 
project manager in another context: “The lessons learned are perceptions in some cases, some 
learns something right now and evaluate other situations with the same eyes, although they 
are different… you have challenges within your group” (R1). 

5.4. PLL transfer in project-based SMEs 
 
The interview participants stressed the importance of transferring PLL (R1, R3, R4, R5, R6, 
R7) among the project team and others who are involved in the project (R1, R2, R4, R5, R6, 
R7). It is clear there is a process of PLL transfer in all the studied organisations, however, 
none of the respondents considered it as formal (R1, R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7) and all of them 
agreed that it is done in both formal and informal meetings (R1, R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7) 
mainly through oral communication form (R1, R2, R4, R5, R6) although some of them have 
also certain methods of written communication form such as reviews, reports and documents 
(R1, R3, R5, R7), however, all of them agree on the importance of increasing the 
documentation of knowledge in their organisations to preserve and use PLL in the future (R1, 
R2, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7) and are working towards it (R1, R3, R5, R7).  The following quotes 
support these general ideas: 
 

“it was more informal [PLL transfer], still at the office, but mostly informal, like 
during coffee” (R2)  

R4 stressed that a lot of knowledge is transferred informally in her SME:  
 
 “its both, its meetings but its also definitely a lot about sharing knowledge [PLL] in just the 
corridors […] very informal discussion between colleagues” (R4) 
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R3 noticed written communication forms of KT in his organisation: 
 

 “we share lessons learned either on the meetings or through documentation […] we 
have some reports and material that we use to share what we are learning (R3) 

 
R5 supported the importance of documenting the knowledge: 

 “we identify and transfer the project lessons learned in an oral way, we require a 
process to have them written down so they can stay in the company, as they are an 
intangible asset of the company” (R5) 

R1 was the only respondent who considered that “the lessons learned are more difficult to 
share with others” (R1).  

5.4.1. PLL transfer through oral communication forms 
 

Oral communication form was found to be the most used by the organisations to transfer 
knowledge and PLL:  
 

“The sharing of lessons learned was mainly done in oral communication […] we 
have a minute (review) after every meeting, which is a short text describing what 
happened in the meeting, but apart from that everything is done orally” (R1) 

 
R4 and R2 also support this finding: 
 

 “It is more oral discussion, its very rare when we create a document […] if it 
doesn’t have an immediate impact on how we do things then its just oral 
conversations and shared verbally” (R4) 

 
 “it was done mostly on conversations and meetings” (R2) 

 
Likewise, R5 and R6 stressed that they mostly transfer knowledge through oral 
communication: 

 
 “It was done orally; we have not documented this process. We identify and transfer 
the lessons learned in an oral way” (R5) 
 
 “The most things that I tell my colleagues are orally” (R6) 

 
R7 also noticed oral communication as the most common way of knowledge transfer, 
however in some cases it turns into a written documentation: 

 
“I think oral communication was more, we would talk to other project managers, 
consult them or help them to solve their issues, or ask them how they were managing 
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the project, and the other 25% I think it was sharing the documents and all the 
information acquired in other projects […] it was done in both cases” (R7) 

 
Within the oral communication forms identified by the respondents, it was found that it could 
be formal, such as organised and scheduled meetings or workshops (R1, R3, R4, R5, R7) and 
informal, such as conversations during lunch, coffee breaks, or in the corridors (R1, R2, R4 
R6).  
 
5.4.1.1. Formal oral communication form 

 
 A) Group meetings 
 
The interview participants perceived that the PLL are mostly transferred through formal 
channel of oral communication form such as group meetings and workshops:  

“It was shared mainly in meetings […] it was more formal, still at the office, but also 
sometimes informal, like during coffee” (R2) 
 
 “We have several workshops to share what we are learning” (R3)  

 
R4 mentioned that formal meetings for project evaluation are regularly scheduled: 

 
 “We have regular meetings with our teams in the office on every other week, we meet 
all together and discuss issues related to our projects” (R4) 
 

R7 and R6 also stressed that they have formal meetings for that purpose: 
 

 “The purpose always is to have a formal meeting” (R7)  
 
 “Its done in formal meetings […] we have an agenda for the meeting and we go point 
by point talking about it. At the beginning we had weekly meetings, then because we 
started to grow we stopped doing them because we didn’t have any time, but it should 
be monthly” (R6) 

 
All respondents agreed that in these formal meetings PLL are transferred, however, in general 
the purpose of the meeting is not specifically to transfer PLL:  

“The formal meetings are not focused only on transfer of lessons learned, but we do 
them regularly” (R2). 

R7 supported the statement of R2: 
“[the meetings] were not directly only to talk about the lessons learned from 

the project but if there was relevant information we shared it in this meeting” (R7)  

 Additionally, the meetings are in general not exclusive to project managers, they are in 
among the project team and others involved in the projects: “in the company we have 
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meetings with managers from different areas, and here is where they share their experiences 
and we can identify the lessons learned” (R5). However, in general at least one project 
manager attends the formal meetings (R1, R5, R6, R7). Only R3 and R7 mentioned that they 
have meetings or workshops with project managers in addition to the meetings with others: 
“We have some regular workshops to transfer the learned lessons; we share the learned 
lessons for the project managers” (R3). In R7’s case, this was done monthly: ‘we had a 
monthly meeting within the sales department with other project managers to talk about the 
whole projects of the company”(R7). 

 
 B) Individual meetings  

 
In addition to formal group meetings, most of the interview participants noticed that they also 
transfer PLL on formally organised individual meetings to give and/or receive certain PLL. 
The respondents mostly agreed that they have to look for the information and knowledge they 
need (R1, R4, R6) by scheduling a meeting to speak to other project team members or others 
in the organisation who have a specific knowledge to get it from them, or vice versa (R1, R5, 
R6, R7): 
 

“ I was told to go to this other guy that was managing projects before and he 
would tell me you have to do this and that, so somehow [this information] was 
[transferred] from the experience of other project managers individually […] so the 
lessons that he learned he shared them with me, we would say things like based on 
my experience you should do like this and that, and also in my case I have been 
asked from other people how to do certain things, I have learned that certain things 
take longer than others and you have to do this or that, its something that its not 
clear in paper, is something that is dependant on my knowledge and other peoples 
knowledge” (R1) 
 

R6 also mentioned that it is common in his practice to have individual face-to-face meetings 
for PLL transfer: 
 

 “We have meeting whenever an issue arises, let’s say we are in the middle of doing 
something and some one asks me if we can have a meeting in half and hour and I say 
yes, just let me finish with this, so its not an informal thing […] we do plan them but 
not with a lot of time ahead […] we don’t have this structured schedule, we have to 
be flexible with our time” (R6) 

 
R4 supported that individual meetings are common for PLL transfer in her organisation as 
well: 

 
 “When I don’t know how to approach certain thing I look for someone who had 
experience on that and may share his knowledge to me…. It’s a lot about seeking for 
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information, if I am looking for the best way to do something then I can just talk to 
and consult my peers and look for their advice […] if I need something I will look for 
it and actively ask questions […] you can speak to you colleagues who may have 
experience and they give you feedback…. It’s a lot about actively looking for 
information and lessons learned” (R4)  

 
             5.4.1.2. Informal oral communication form 
 
Despite the fact that most of respondents noticed that they transfer PLL mostly in formal oral 
communication form, many of them emphasized that PLL are also transferred informally (R1, 
R2, R4, R5, R6), for example, during lunch (R1) or coffee breaks (R4, R3, R2) or “whenever 
you had a chance” (R1). The following quotes show this situation:  
 

“It is both, its meetings but it’s also definitely a lot about sharing lessons 
learned just in the corridors, during lunch or coffee breaks in very informal 
discussions between colleagues” (R4) 

 
R1 also mentioned that in his organisation PLL sometimes are transferred during informal 
meeting:  
 

 “In certain moments it happens informally [PLL transfer] the formal meetings 
were focused on operational aspects…. But when I needed other information I would 
go and speak with people, mostly when it was urgent to know how to do something it 
was informal, find him during lunch or whenever you had a chance [...] It works like 
that, when people require information they go and ask the person who knows” (R1) 

 
R2 stressed that despite the fact that meetings for PLL transfer were informal, they still 
happened at the office: 
 

 “It was more informal, still at the office, but mostly informal, like during coffee” (R2)  
 

R3 supported the idea of informal meetings as a way to transfer PLL: 
 
“ I think the best way to transfer this type of knowledge is […] make conversations, 
take a coffee with someone and explain what are you doing” (R3)  

 
 
 

5.4.2. PLL transfer through written communication forms 
 
All respondents were aware that their PLL transfer is mainly in oral communication forms, 
however, most of them recognized that there is an important need in their organisation to 
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promote and implement more written communication forms (R1, R4, R5, R6). Just a few of 
them currently practice some sort of written communication forms (R1, R3, R5, R7) such as 
meeting reviews (R7, R5, R1) documents (R1, R3, R4, R7) and “power points and word 
reports” (R3). Most of them want to improve this practice (R1, R3, R5, R6, R7): 
 

“We require a process to have them [PLL] written down so they can stay in the 
company, as they are an intangible asset of the company […] we have meetings with 
managers from different areas, and here is where they share their experiences and we 
can identify the lessons learned, but I am aware that we should do this in a more 
formal and documented way, which we are not doing at the moment [...] it’s something 
we absolutely need to do” (R5) 

 
R6 supported the importance of documenting PLL: 
 

 “I would say that is crucial, because oral is the worst way to transfer something, 
especially lessons learned… but in a company you are doing so many things that 
sometimes you forget, so when its written you can always try to find it and see what 
was said for that case” (R6) 
 

R6 noticed that for documenting knowledge it is common to use power points and word 
reports in his organisation: 
 

 “We have some reports and material that we use to share what we are learning, 
particularly power points, and word reports” (R3) 

 
For R1, written forms of PLL transfer just started to develop: 

 
 “It was something that in the future it will be ready[…] It’s not available yet, but we 
are working on it[…]  When I arrived there was nothing available, at this moment it’s 
in the process of being developed […] So we are working on this lessons learned to 
share them with the others” (R1) 

 
R4 described the basic form of written communication, which is used in her organization: 

 
“I think the only documents we have are for transferring lessons learned to new 
people coming on board. There are certain documents that do describe formal 
processes, and don’t give specific advices is more kind of a frame to how to execute 
tasks, not how to lead the project so and they do not contain lessons learned on 
project management  - that is the only type of formalised document that we have.  
Basically to help the project transfer so the new person can know what to do, at least 
whom to ask and approach and then it’s a lot about team support, the documents will 
not provide a lot of details on the project knowledge we had in the past, it would be 
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more about standard procedures to follow, nothing about tips and tricks (referring to 
PLL) that would be more person to person, through the colleagues” (R4) 
 

R7 mentioned that in his organisation the PLL “were shared between the managers of the 
project team individually [in oral form]” however, he developed his own reports and 
documents of the PLL and was willing to share them with other project managers if they 
required them, but it was his initiative, not promoted by the organisation: “if I had the 
opportunity to share it with other project managers […] I would share my documents if it was 
useful for them” (R7). 
 
R5 made a distinction regarding the written communication form practices in his previous 
experience in a medium sized company, in which KT (including PLL transfer) “was done in a 
more formal way” (R5) and documents were generated: 

 
“I have previous experience in a big company where the KT was done in a more 
formal way, however it was not total. We generated documents that allowed 
processes to be standardized, and having this its more difficult to make errors, I had 
the chance to see this in a bigger company context […] all projects are different, but 
having the full picture of the total process helped us to cover most of the 
requirements for a given project […] I can say it is very helpful to preserve this 
information [PLL] […] The company I currently work for is young, but that doesn’t 
mean that we shouldn’t do this practice” (R5) 

 
                5.4.2.1. Documentation 
 
Almost all respondents agreed that there is a need to have a process of documentation of 
knowledge and PLL in their organisations (R1, R3, R4, R5, R6, R7). Some respondents 
acknowledge that they do not document knowledge R2 was the only one who did not mention 
this need. Although in some cases written communication practices are already in place and 
may contain PLL, their main aim is not to document specifically PLL as such. However, there 
is a strong awareness among the respondents of the need to document knowledge and PLL to 
keep it in the organisation and use it for future projects (R1, R3, R4, R6, R7), and most of 
them want to improve this practice (R1, R3, R5, R6, R7) 

 
“We started having meeting regularly once a month […] they were meetings 

between people that were managing projects to see lessons learned in terms of 
documenting them […] It would be like some sort of knowledge management in terms 
of documentation […] the idea was to create a guideline, not a standard way of 
working, but something to aid the project manager to do things, so they would know 
where to go and where to look for information […] this meetings were going on and 
we were including people that were working in projects to have their insights and 
people who had worked before in projects […] to share their experiences in order to 
create a documentation […] it was something that in the future it will be ready […] its 
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not available yet, but we are working on it […] we are working on this lessons learned 
to share them with the others […] we would like to have some standardized 
documentation, right now its not available, but that’s the point where we want to 
arrive […]we depend right now on the know how of others because there is no 
documentation available” (R1) 

R3 referred to documentation as storage of information: “You have to formalize some of the 
information, its clear, you have to develop a good storage to put your information about 
companies, clients, customers” (R5). 

R1 and R4 recognised that the documents available in their organisation do not include 
project management knowledge: 

“ There are certain documents that do describe formal processes, and don’t 
give specific advices, is more kind of a framework to how to execute tasks, not how to 
lead the project […] that’s the only formalised documents that we have, basically to 
help the project transfer so the new person can know what to do, at least whom to ask 
and approach and then it’s a lot about team support, the documents wont provide a lot 
of details on the project knowledge we had in the past, it would be more about 
standard procedures to follow, nothing about tips and tricks” (R4).  

 “We have a lot of documentation in terms of development of things, but not for 
project management [...] we have documentation of how to do the tasks within the 
project, but the project managers role is not defined by documentation, there is 
knowledge management for that (operational) level but for the higher level there is 
not” (R1) 

In contrast, R6 considers that project management knowledge is documented in his 
organisation: “ [knowledge] about project management we do have it documented because 
since many of this info comes from errors or things that were not done correctly we have this 
documented” (R6).  

R5 emphasized the importance of documenting PLL: “we have meetings with managers from 
different areas, and here is where they share their experiences and we can identify the PLL, 
but I am aware that we should do this in a more formal and documented way, which we are 
not doing at the moment […] its something we absolutely need to do” (R5).   
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6. Analysis of empirical results  
 
In this chapter the empirical results analysis will be presented. The analysis will be grounded 
on the theoretical framework developed in Chapter 3 and follows a thematic analysis of 
categorized empirical findings.  
 
By performing the analysis of empirical results we aim to understand how knowledge is 
transferred in project bsed SMEs and which PLL are transferred between project managers, 
which is the research question of this thesis. In order to do so this analysis will enable us to 
increase understanding of the KT process in project-based SMEs by identifying the KT 
practices in project-based SMEs; by identifying what type of PLL are transferred between 
project managers in project-based SMEs; and by identifying the process of PLL identification 
and transfer in project-based SMEs. 
 
The empirical material collected from respondents will be analyzed using a thematic analysis, 
as it was mentioned in Chapter 4. As Boyatzis (1998, p. 129) indicated, thematic analysis is a 
process that ends with the sorting of relevant empirical material according to identified 
categories. Corresponding to the empirical material presentation in Chapter 5, the analysis 
will be also done according to four identified main categories, which are ‘KT practices in 
project-based SMEs’, ‘PLL as a type of knowledge in project-based SMEs’, ‘PLL as process 
of PLL identification in project-based SMEs’ and ‘PLL transfer in project-based SMEs’. The 
empirical material in each category is compared to the literature review, described in the  
theoretical framework chapter.  

6.1.  KT practices in project-based SMEs 
  
The gathered empirical material showed that in project-based SMEs all project managers 
understand the need and importance of KT, however they also accept that they do not transfer 
knowledge effectively mainly because KT is not an formal and institutionalized process. This 
is confirmed by the response from R7: “We don’t have this established as a standard 
procedure [KT process]”, which is also reflected by R3: “Its not formalized yet [KT process]  
but we have to improve our KM and KT inside our company”. In order to improve KT in their 
work, most of the project managers recognize the need to document knowledge they gained 
during the project experience and store it for future practices, while only some of them 
actually have some sort of documentation. In most of the cases the organizations usually 
promote meetings for KT, and increase their frequency and focus when projects have 
problems, such as delays. R1 clearly indicates this issue when saying that in his organization 
“they have periodical evaluations to see if the project is on track or delayed”. However, in 
most of the cases it is the personal responsibility of the project managers to transfer and use 
the acquired knowledge for future projects, as none of the respondents mentioned that they 
discuss knowledge from previous projects on their meetings of new projects. The current 
study shows that the problems regarding KT in project-based SMEs are similar to those 
presented in SMEs in general. According to Durst and Edvardsson (2012, p 881) all SMEs 
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encounter difficulties when transferring knowledge within the organization, as most of 
knowledge in SMEs is transferred in oral communication form, which means can be easily 
lost if not captured and stored. This was found in the empirical findings, as most respondents 
recognized that knowledge is transferred mainly in oral communication form in formal and 
informal meetings and that very little efforts are done to capture it in terms of documentation. 
This mayor challenges of the KT process in regular SMEs is also present in project-based 
SMEs. 
 
We found that in the studied project-based SMEs the most common KT strategy used was 
personalization as in most cases we studied “knowledge is possessed by members and shared 
through direct person-to-person interaction” (Hansen et. al., 1999, p.1-2). The empirical 
findings show that most of the KT occurs when members of the organization interact and 
transfer knowledge, which also remains then in their heads. Another common challenge then 
for SMEs in general and project-based SMEs is the risk of loosing members with valuable 
knowledge (Bridge et al., 2003, p. 187). This supports the importance for project based SMEs 
to increase their codification of knowledge. Both the personalization and codification KT 
strategies are important for organizations as well as the codification strategy. The codification 
strategy refers to knowledge that is codified and stored in systems or data bases (Goodman & 
Darr, 1998, p. 390). According to Hansen, Nohria and Tierney (1999, p. 39), managers should 
follow these two different strategies to manage knowledge transfer. However, we found that 
personalization strategy is significantly dominant over codification strategy in the studied 
organizations, as most of the respondents noticed that they do not document knowledge. Only 
a few said that they do, but not regularly. That is shown by R6: “..there is no (formal) record, 
we just talk about it [knowledge], distribute the tasks, so no document..” and is supported by 
R1 in respond “We would like to have some standardized documentation, right now it is not 
available”.  
 
Only in rare cases documentation is created after the meetings where knowledge is 
transferred. This document often summarizes the main information and knowledge discussed 
and are codified as a text. Some project managers sometimes use codification KT strategy, as 
the knowledge was “detached from the owner and now can be retrieved by other project-
managers” (Goodman & Darr, 1998, p. 430). However it can be concluded that written 
communication form of KT, or codified KT strategy, is not often used by the studied project-
based SMEs. In general, the project managers tend firstly to transfer the knowledge in oral 
form, to discuss it on meetings, which only in some cases finishes as a codified document and 
stored to be used for future practices.  
 
The consequences of personalization KT strategy domination over codification KT strategy 
for project-based SMEs can lead to the threat of loosing knowledge, forcing project managers 
to ‘reinvent the wheel’ all the time (Carrillo 2005, 138). According to J. Brown and P. Duguid 
(pp. 40–57, 1991), personalization KT strategy often leads to knowledge loss as it is common 
that the knowledge source may leave the organization or is moved to another project and 
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“cannot recollect the details of what was done on a previous project”. Interviewed project 
managers also noticed that knowledge should be codified and preserved for future, especially 
in project-based organizations where it often occurs that team members are reallocated to 
other projects or employees simply leave the organization, taking valuable the knowledge 
with them. This is reflected by R5: “[knowledge loss] is inevitable and has happened, this is 
why it is important to document so that they [the knowledge] become part of the company, 
because when someone leaves he takes his knowledge with him”, and is supported by R3 in 
the respond “I see some situations when a worker leaves, you lose relation capital, social 
capital, knowledge capital, customers capital, so it’s a big challenge”. Therefore, project-
based SMEs should aim to increase the role of codification KT strategy in order to prevent 
knowledge loss, as the dominance of personalization over codification of knowledge in 
project based SMEs suggests that valuable knowledge can be lost for future practices..  
 
It also can be inferred that the theory regarding the KT strategies of personalization and 
codification in SMEs applies as well for project based SMEs, as in project-based SMEs the 
personalization KT strategy is also dominant as it is for SMEs in general (Durst and 
Edvardsson, 2012, p 881). This suggests that more studies should be dedicated to prevent 
knowledge loss in project-based SMEs. Also, it is important to study possibilities of 
increasing the use of codification KT strategy in project-based SMEs. 

6.1.1. Tacit and explicit knowledge transfer in the KT process 
 
The knowledge that was identified during interviews with project managers was defined on 
tacit-explicit dimensions.  
 
On the meetings with the teams as well as individual meetings, the employees of project-base 
SMEs transfer the knowledge about projects issues, their accomplishments and shortcomings. 
Those meetings are also an occasion for them to share new ideas, projects goals, feedback, 
experience and advices. The knowledge they transfer usually relates to technical or 
managerial side of the projects. On informal types of meetings more personal information is 
shared, such as accomplishments, personal evaluation of issues, and individual perceptions.  
  
It can be inferred that most of the knowledge in the organizations is explicit as most of it was 
transferred through oral communication form, such as formal and informal meetings. 
Referring to Dummet (1991, p. 176), explicit knowledge is a type of knowledge that 
“becomes explicit when transferred to other individuals in oral or written forms”. Therefore, 
the most common type of knowledge in project-based SMEs is explicit. It was noticed that 
project-based SMEs may have a certain amount of tacit knowledge, however, most project-
managers did not mention tacit knowledge in the interviews. Only R7 elaborated more on the 
concept of tacit knowledge, saying that “to share the tacit knowledge[…]I think the best way 
to transfer this type of knowledge is team work, develop projects in cooperation, make 
conversations, take a coffee with someone and explain what are you doing”. Others did not 
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use the theoretical concept of tacit or explicit knowledge, however, they explained that in 
order to transfer individual knowledge such as personal skills or know-how they simply 
schedule a meeting for that, therefore making them explicit. That reflects in the answers of R4 
“if I need something I will look for it and actively ask questions […] you can speak to your 
colleagues who may have experience and may give you feedback […] it’s a lot about actively 
looking for information and learning”. Therefore, it can be concluded that despite existence 
of tacit knowledge in project-based SMEs, the interviewed project managers mostly referred 
to explicit knowledge as the main type of knowledge they possess.  
 
However, according to Durst and Edvardsson (2012, p. 880-881), Bridge et al. (2003, p. 188), 
Wong and Aspinwall (2004, p. 390), the most common type of knowledge in SMEs is tacit. 
Nevertheless, due to the fact that our research is focused on SMEs with the project-based 
structure, we found a difference in the types of the knowledge between SMEs with and 
without project-based organizational structure. As noticed by Hobday (2000), projects are 
usually isolated activities in a PBO, the interviewees supported that fact, saying that some of 
their projects were even developing in different geographical locations: cities or countries. 
Therefore, it is hard to transfer knowledge in a tacit way between other project managers or 
project team members as one project team does not interact often with other projects teams. 
As tacit knowledge is transferred through observing others and imitating their skills or know-
how (Kikoski and Kikoski (2004, p. 66), in PBOs the possibilities for tacit knowledge transfer 
through imitating or coping other project team members’ behavior are limited. Hence, we 
found that project’s characteristic such as isolation stimulates the development of mostly 
explicit type of knowledge in project-based SMEs. However, we also found that it highly 
depends on the type of projects and project-based SMEs itself and how closely the projects’ 
teams are able to interact  
 
Along with meetings organized for KT, some project-based SMEs use written communication 
forms such as documentation, which is also an explicit type of knowledge (Dummett, 1991, p. 
176). The documents are normally used to summarize the project issues and solutions 
discussed on the meetings, sometimes collecting PLL. This documented type of knowledge 
could be stored and passed for future projects, what makes it explicit knowledge (Matzler et 
al., 2008, p. 303). The knowledge, which was documented, is more likely will be preserved an 
used for future practices, helping project managers to save their time and budget for repeating 
mistakes (Wenger 1999, p 318). However, documented knowledge is rarely used in studied 
project-based SMEs. 
 
The consequences of explicit knowledge prevailing upon the tacit knowledge for project-
based SMEs are that the past experience and gained knowledge can be potentially “reused to 
solve many similar types of problems in future” (Hansen et al., 1999, p.106-116), providing 
competitive advantages for the organization. However, as most of explicit knowledge that 
project-based SMEs possess exists in oral form, it does not enhance a long term KT and only 
means that the organization will receive advantages of gained past experience only in a short 
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term period, while the obtained knowledge is still fresh in minds the employees who possess 
it and are still working for the organization. Therefore, project-based SMEs should go one 
step further with KT and make an effort to document the knowledge discussed orally in order 
to ensure its conservation for future. This idea is also reflected in the respondent’s answers, 
for example R1 said that “It would be important to have at least a guideline documented”; and 
R6 stated that in his organization there is “Not a formal document, there is no (formal) record 
[...] we have to improve that, we know”.  
 
Regarding theory it can be concluded that possessing most of the knowledge in explicit form, 
project-based SMEs face a different problem to compare to other SMEs, where most of the 
knowledge is tacit (Durst and Edvardsson, 2012, p. 880-881). That means that theory on KM 
and KT for SMEs is not fully applicable for project-based SMEs, and future studies in this 
field should differentiate between SMEs with project-based and non-project-based 
organizational structure. The theory on KM for SMEs is not applicable for all SMEs and 
should differentiate approaches in KT for SMEs with project-based and non-project-based 
organizational structure 

6.1.2. Individual and collective knowledge in the KT process 
 
This research showed that most of the knowledge in the studied project-based SMEs is 
collective, which is normally obtained on meetings. However, the most popular types of 
meetings were individual face-to-face meetings. In order to transfer knowledge, an employee 
usually schedules meeting with a person who possess certain knowledge and share the 
knowledge from individual to individual. In this way the knowledge became collective, but it 
belonged to a small group of people who participated on certain meetings. Individual to 
individual KT can prevent long-term KT as in that way knowledge still stays in minds of 
certain employees, who can leave the company and take their valuable knowledge with them 
(Ajmal and Koskinen, 2008, p.12).  
 
However, all the respondents also noticed that they widely transfer knowledge on group 
meetings which involve representatives of different projects and areas of the organisation 
increasing the collective knowledge as it involve more employees in discussion of certain 
issues. This is supported by R7: “in these meetings participate people from other departments 
to analyse the whole project, to know which were the key points, the good and wrong things”. 
Collective knowledge can change organisational culture and its processes, ensuring a more 
efficient long-term KT among project teams (Jerez-Gómez et. al., 2005, p. 716). Analysing 
the respondents results, we can say that most of the knowledge transferred is collective, 
which, from one point of view, increases the possibility of knowledge to be preserved for 
future practices. However, from another point of view, it is most common that collective 
knowledge in project-based SMEs will bellong to a rather small groups of individuals, and it 
is seldom documented.  
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6.1.3. Challenges for KT in project-based SMEs 
 
Most of the respondents noticed the existence of the number of challenges they meet to 
transfer the knowledge. One of the most common challenge for KT in the studied project-
based SMEs is the strong concentration on the company’s results achieved by the everyday 
activities, which takes a lot of time, leaving little place for KT. R7 clearly supported this 
idea:“normally so busy that don’t have time to talk to each other about certain things, so 
definitely the everyday activities sometimes don’t leave room for KT”. This corresponds with 
the general challenges that SMEs meet regarding KT (Durst and Wilhelm, 2011, p. 641). This 
situation suggests that project-based SMEs are required to prioritize their KT process and 
dedicate certain specific time for it, as they can largely benefit from the transfer of 
knowledge. Another challenge for KT in project-based SMEs lies in the difficulty to find one 
common wording or coding of knowledge. As knowledge is transferred in oral or written 
communication forms to project teams, which can be geographically distant it is sometimes 
not easy to find an explanation to certain knowledge that will be accurately understood by 
different people. Also, some individuals are not willing to transfer certain knowledge as they 
consider it as their personal value, which makes them a valuable and important employee for 
the company. This attitude affects KT and suggests that organisations may need to develop 
certain process or procedure to ensure that important knowledge is actually transferred even 
from individuals with such apathy towards KT. Several respondents also admitted that 
sometimes it is emotionally hard to transfer bad examples, mistakes that they made during the 
project, which also prevents knowledge transfer. This is accurately noted by R4: “The most 
difficult questions are those about mistakes, it is difficult to share something that we did 
wrong, it is difficult for everybody to admit and share what they did wrong, just the fact of 
going through that explanation and saying this was my fault it is not easy to do, it is 
something I would prefer not to explain and not to share […] Its difficult to share this type of 
knowledge”. In this case the organisations might need to create an organisational culture that 
is tolerant to mistakes and allows individuals to openly share their erroneous experiences.  
Due to the fact that knowledge is usually not saved in a written form in project-based SMEs, 
the rather common situation when an employee leaves the company and takes valuable 
knowledge away also poses a threat to project based SMEs to loose knowledge and prevents 
an effective KT. Therefore, it seems critical for them to increase the efforts regarding 
documentation of knowledge to keep it in the organisation.   
 
Comparing KT challenges noticed by respondents of project-based SMEs with KT challenges, 
indicated in KM theory for general SMEs, it can be concluded that additional challenge was 
found in project-based SMEs, which is not mentioned in theory. This challenge is about 
difficulty to find a common wording to efficiently codify knowledge in a way that other 
employees, who can be of different culture and geographical location, would correctly 
interpret it. It seems important to include this challenge in further theory development on 
challenges of KT in SMEs as well as suggestions to overcome this issue. In contrast, the 
challenge that face general SMEs regarding having most of their knowledge as tacit (Hofer 
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and Charan, 1984, p. 8) is not highly relevant for project-based SMEs, where most of the 
knowledge turns to explicit mostly in oral communication form due to autonomy of projects, 
which usually stimulates more communication between projects teams in order to transfer 
knowledge. The research has shown that while project based SMEs share most challenges 
with regular SMEs, there are some challenges that are more specific to project based SMEs. 
Given the relevance of project based SMEs in the modern business activity, we recommend to 
make a distinction between the challenges that are more specific to this type of organizations 

6.2. PLL as a type of knowledge in project-based SMEs 
 
While knowledge is transferred rather widely in project-based SMEs (mostly through oral 
formal communication form, such as meetings), PLL instead are not often identified as such. 
PLL, as they were described in the theoretical framework, are knowledge that summarises key 
project experiences, which are commonly agreed by the project team, have certain business 
relevance for the future projects, and are determined on formal meetings by the project team 
(PMBOK® Guide, 5th ed., 2013). Due to the lack of time that project-based SMEs usually 
encounter regarding KT, project-managers noticed that they do not often identify PLL as 
such, as they usually do not organize meetings specifically to agree commonly on certain 
PLL: :“[the meetings] were not directly only to talk about the lessons learned from the 
project but if there was relevant information we shared it in this meeting” (R7).  

However, employees usually gain lessons learned from the project and transfer them as other 
knowledge. That means, that in project-based SMEs (and might be for all SMEs) the PLL 
concept as it is stated in the theory (PMBOK® Guide, 5th ed., 2013) is not often used due to 
the certain characteristics SMEs possess (lack of time and financial resources). However, 
there is a well established process of KT in the studied project based SMEs in which lessons 
from projects, best practices, and learned experiences are shared regularly in meetings. These 
in some sort can be considered as PLL but do not fit exactly in the definition given by theory, 
which considers them as those which are agreed by the project team. 

The consequences of not identifying PLL in project-based organizations can lead to increase 
of tacit knowledge, as individually identified lessons will stay in minds of employees (Hansen 
et al., 1999, p.106-116). Moreover, when lessons learned where not commonly discussed in a 
team, hence has not become PLL, they can be interpreted differently by each employee as one 
individual may not see the overall picture as it can be seen by all team members in discussion. 
That can lead to biases in the understanding of gained knowledge. Therefore, identification of 
PLL is highly important for an organization (Project Management Institute 2004). 
Additionally, the identification of PLL under the definition provided by theory can draw 
attention to their importance for future practices, enhancing the efforts to preserve them in 
ways such as codification and documentation. R5 supports this idea with the following quote: 
“We require a process to have them [PLL] written down so they can stay in the company, as 
they are an intangible asset of the company […] we have meetings with managers from 
different areas, and here is where they share their experiences and we can identify the lessons 
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learned, but I am aware that we should do this in a more formal and documented way, which 
we are not doing at the moment [...] it’s something we absolutely need to do” (R5).  
 
We recommend project-based SMEs to allocate resources for PLL identification and their 
transfer for future projects, as the obtained PLL can save a lot of organizational resources in 
the future (Carrillo 2005, p. 189). Additionally, we recommend that the theory on PLL should 
develop a practical process of PLL identification for project-based SMEs, which allows to 
establish PLL identification process on a regular basis with less resources to be involved.  
 
Analyzing the perception of PLL concept among the interviewed project-managers, it can be 
concluded that all of the respondents have in general the same perceptions of PLL, which are 
commonly agreed lessons about what went good or bad in the project and are important for 
future business activities; this perception closely corresponds to the one provided by theory 
and expressed by Koners and Zedtitz (2001, p. 249). In some studied project-based SMEs 
PLL are also considered as perceptions, as each person can understand them differently and 
can give different evaluation of them. PLL are also perceived by the interviewed project 
managers as knowledge which is identified along the project in the meetings and interactions 
the project team has with other members of the organization, thus, at the end of the project 
there can be several intermediate PLL identified, which provide lessons learned of certain 
project stages (especially if it is a long-term project with the duration of one or more years, 
for example). This intermediate lessons about the project are definitely valuable knowledge 
that we consider that have the main essence of a project lesson learned, however, they are 
normally not agreed by the project team in specific meetings for their identification. 
 
It can be concluded that despite the fact that PLL as such are rarely identified in project-based 
SMEs, the concept of PLL is understood in practice among studied project-based SMEs in the 
same way as it is stated in theory. This fact makes it possible to compare PLL as a type of 
knowledge and PLL identification process in practice and in theory in order to notice 
differences and provide relevant recommendations.  

6.2.1. Types of PLL identified 
 
In correspondence to the Guide to the Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK® 
Guide, 5th ed., 2013), which mentions a lot of variety of PLL types, project managers of the 
studied SMEs also identify several types of PLL, such as project management issues, 
technical issues and customer relations. The most common types of PLL were about technical 
and project management issues. Technical PLL are mostly concerned about specific 
peculiarities of certain types of projects, which are determined by the industry in which the 
project is realised. As an example, technical types of PLL were named as knowledge about 
installation process (R6, solar energy projects) or house building knowledge (R5, household 
construction projects). Almost all respondents identified technical PLL. Project management 
PLL concern management practices, such as project budget, schedule, quality of operations 
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and project plan development. These types of PLL were identified less often than technical 
PLL. Some respondents also identified PLL regarding customer relations, which are 
concerned with feedback from customers.  
The identified PLL types are diverse, however, the Guide to the Project Management Body of 
Knowledge (PMBOK® Guide, 5th ed., 2013) suggests that there are other types of PLL that 
can be also identified such as those about stakeholder management (sponsors, customers, 
suppliers) and inside project communication, which were not mentioned by the respondents. 
This suggests that the project managers are not aware of the PMBOK methodology regarding 
types of PLL. This may also imply that knowledge on the areas of stakeholder management 
and communication management was not identified and transferred, therefore lost. Similarly, 
it can mean that these areas of PLL which were not mentioned by the respondents may not be 
as important for project based SMEs, however, no firm conclusion on this matter can be 
obtained from the current research. In any case, it is important then for project based SMEs 
that actually identify PLL to be aware of the different types proposed by literature and 
identify all of them. Therefore, our suggestion to project-based SMEs is to apply methodology 
of PLL identification described in a Guide to the Project Management Body of Knowledge 
(PMBOK® Guide, 5th ed., 2013) in order to identify all PLL types to increase effectiveness 
of PLL identification process. 

6.3.  PLL identification process in project-based SMEs 
 
Despite the fact that all the interviewed project managers recognize the possible benefits of 
post-project review and PLL identification, they do not use this opportunity widely. Only 
several respondents mentioned that they identify PLL, however none of them identify PLL on 
the regular basis to every project. That reflects in answers of R4: “I think the identification of 
project lessons was done for about 20%, so it’s not a lot”. The project-based SMEs, who 
identified PLL did it only for some projects; however most of respondents said that due to 
lack of time they do not usually identify PLL as such, they transfer knowledge among the 
project team members and others in the organisation in the formal and informal interactions 
they have. In cases when PLL are identified, that process usually happens on organised 
meetings with the project team members and sometimes clients or partners, however the tone 
of meetings is usually informal, what allows all participants of the meeting share ideas and 
knowledge in an open, friendly way. Therefore, in the studied project-based SMEs there is no 
certain established procedure of PLL identification, in which certain questions are asked or a 
project assessment form is filled, nor they have any PLL identification guide to be followed. 
The only formality of PLL identification that was found is scheduling formal meetings for KT 
and an attempt to make them on more regular basis. In one case the formal procedure of PLL 
identification are feedback sessions with the client, follow certain assessment criteria to 
evaluate the project. From one point of view, the absence of a common way of PLL 
identification corresponds to what literature says about PLL identification process, 
mentioning a vast variety of different approaches for PLL identification existed in practice 
(Crawford et al., 2006). However, from the other point of view, in an organization the PLL 
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identification process should be structured and formally established with certain questions to 
be asked, as then it can provide ‘quality improvement and help to correct process efficiency 
and effectiveness problems in a timely manner’ (Schindler, 2003, p. 222; Kotnour, 1999, p. 
34; Kamara et al., 2002, p. 59; Koners and Goffin, 2007, p. 253).   
 
The consequences of the fact that PLL are rarely identified in project-based SMEs can lead to 
the situation where the same mistakes may be repeated from project to project (Milton, 2010, 
p. 34). Moreover, non-structured and informal way of PLL identification process can lead to a 
lack of discussion on important issues, hence the important knowledge can be not identified. 
When  PLL identification process is poorly organized within the organization, as it is in 
studied project-based SMEs  (PLL are identified not regularly and not fully), the organization 
spends certain resources for PLL identification process, however, does not receive all possible 
advantages of it. Therefore, we recommend for project-based SMEs to apply PLL 
identification mechanisms, developed in theory, in order to increase effectiveness of PLL 
identification process. We also suggest them to allocate resources for more regular conduction 
of PLL identification process for each project and to consider it as the investments, which will 
be returned in a form of savings in time or budget, when PLL from past experience is used for 
new projects. 
At the same time by this research we want to stimulate theory on the development of a certain 
process, which will allow project-based SMEs to identify PLL more efficient and on a 
regularly basis, taking into account the limited resources SMEs possess.  

6.3.1. PLL transfer in project-based SMEs 
 
Oral communication form of PLL transfer 
 
We discovered that most of the PLL are transferred through oral formal or oral informal 
communication forms. That usually happens on face-to-face individual formal meetings, 
group formal meetings or informal meetings.   
 
One of the most common type of the meeting in the studied project-based SMEs is face-to-
face meeting with the ‘coach’, a person who possess certain knowledge. Usually, this type of 
meeting is organized on demand and without certain regularity, when an employee requires 
certain knowledge and is advised to contact the coach to receive this knowledge. It can be a 
short meeting aiming just to clarify certain information and ask for advice, or a long meeting 
where they might talk about various issues of the project. The respondents noticed that during 
face-to-face meetings different types of PLL can be transferred – technical or managerial. 
This is supported by R1: “I would go and speak with people […] it was informal, find him 
during lunch or whenever you had a chance [...] It works like that, when people require 
information they go and ask the person who knows” 
 



 70 

Another popular type of meetings where PLL are transferred are group meetings. They 
usually involve representatives of different projects and different areas of the organization 
that are involved in a particular project. They can be strictly fixed in time and regularity, or 
can happen on demand. The respondents admitted that there are certain group meetings that 
happen regularly on a certain date (for example, every week or every month), and there are 
also meetings in between, which are scheduled if there is a need, a problem to solve or issues 
to share.  
 
Informal meetings were also popular in project-based SMEs we studied. They usually happen 
during lunch, coffee breaks. These meetings usually appear spontaneously. However, 
interviewees noticed that if they need certain PLL to be shared from a certain person, in most 
of the cases they schedule a formal meeting: “We have meeting whenever an issue arises, 
let’s say we are in the middle of doing something and some one asks me if we can have a 
meeting in half and hour and I say yes, just let me finish with this, so its not an informal thing 
(R6). The findings on informal oral communication forms of knowledge in the studied 
project-based SMEs are congruent with SME theory, which considers SMEs as informal in 
their KT process, being mainly in oral form, which may happen, for example, in corridors 
(Wong and Aspinwall, 2004). This is supported by R4: “its both, its meetings but its also 
definitely a lot about sharing knowledge [PLL] in just the corridors […] very informal 
discussion between colleagues” 
 
An interesting finding was that most of the PLL in project based SMEs are normally not 
transferred only between project managers. The respondents admitted that the PLL in their 
project-based SME were shared widely between team members of one project or of different 
projects, as well as between project managers and members of other areas of the organization 
who are involved in the project. Usually it was the responsibility of a team member to obtain 
and transfer certain PLL useful for the project, rather than a project manager being in control 
of the PLL transfer to his/her team, to other project managers or to others in the organization. 
 
Written communication form of PLL transfer 
 
Written communication form of PLL transfer is less popular in project-based SMEs than oral. 
In the respondents’ experience only in few cases the formal meetings ended with a document 
containing key points discussed on the meeting. Usually even when a document was created, 
it was shared only with those who attended the meeting, therefore preventing long-term 
knowledge transfer, and transfer to other projects or other areas of the organization. In none of 
the cases the document was saved in an internal system with open access to it for all 
employees. Some project-based SMEs have certain documentation, which contains 
characteristics of how the project should be done from technical point of view. However, 
those types of documents normally do not contain the managerial side of project execution 
and are mostly useful only for new employees of the organization. R1 supports this issue: “We 
have documentation in terms of development of things, but not for project management [...] 
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we have documentation of how to do the tasks within the project, but the project managers 
role is not defined by documentation”  
 
Regardless of the few efforts to transfer knowledge and PLL in written communication forms, 
there is a very strong awareness in the interviewed project managers of the importance and 
need to document this knowledge to keep it in the organisation and use it for future projects. 
Most of them stated that it is very important to do so and want to improve this practice, as R1 
stated: “we would like to have some standardized documentation, right now its not available, 
but that’s the point where we want to arrive” as well as R5:“we have meetings with managers 
from different areas, and here is where they share their experiences and we can identify the 
PLL, but I am aware that we should do this in a more formal and documented way, which we 
are not doing at the moment […] its something we absolutely need to do”.  
While project managers are aware of the importance of documentation of knowledge, there is 
not a formal process promoted by the top management of the project based SMEs to do so. 
This suggests perhaps that the top management is not as aware of its importance as project 
managers, or that they rather use their limited resources in the completion of the daily 
operational activities. Literature on SMEs anticipates this situation as it considers that the 
operation of SMEs’ requires close attention, which often results in a lack of time available for 
strategic issues such as KM. This, in coincidence with scarce financial resources and expertise 
often causes most knowledge to being kept in the minds of some key employees and the 
owner, instead of being documented or shared throughout the organization, hence not 
becoming organizational knowledge (Bridge et al., 2003, p. 187).  
It seems important then that project managers share their idea on the importance of 
documenting knowledge with top managers and others in the organisation that may have the 
authority to implement more structured practices for documentation. 
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7. Conclusion and discussion 
 

The main purpose of the research was to increase the understanding of the KT process in 
project-based SMEs.  
 
The first research sub-purpose was to identify the KT practices in project-based SMEs. Based 
on seven in-depth interviews carried out with project managers of different project-based 
SMEs the following material was found out:  
  
First of all, in project-based SMEs the most common KT strategy is personalisation as most of 
the knowledge is transferred through oral communication form. Although codification 
strategy is also used in project-based SMEs in form of documents created after meetings, it is 
used only in rare cases, not regularly and not for every project. Based on this finding, we 
suggest that project-based SMEs should aim to increase the role of codification KT strategy in 
order to prevent knowledge loss, as the dominance of personalization over codification KT 
strategy in project based SMEs can lead to the loss of valuable knowledge for future practices.  
It was also found that the theory regarding the KT strategies of personalization and 
codification in SMEs applies as well for project based SMEs, as in project-based SMEs the 
personalization KT strategy is also dominant as it is for SMEs in general (Durst and 
Edvardsson, 2012, p 881). This suggests that more studies should be dedicated to prevent 
knowledge loss in project-based SMEs. Also, it is important to study the possibility of 
increasing the use of codification KT strategy in project-based SMEs. 

 
Secondly, it was also found that knowledge which is transferred in project-based SMEs is 
mostly explicit and is transferred in oral communication form, which is different from 
knowledge in general SMEs where most of knowledge is tacit. This means that theory on KM 
for SMEs regarding tacit and explicit knowledge is not applicable for all SMEs and should 
differentiate approaches in KT for SMEs with project-based and non-project-based 
organizational structure for this matter. 

 
Additionally, it was found that KT in project-based SMEs is usually done in formal and 
informal meetings. Those meetings occur regularly, however, in some cases they are more 
focused on projects, which have operational problems such as delays, budget overrun etc. 
Only in rare cases the knowledge from the meetings was documented and preserved for future 
use in form of “meeting’s minutes” or main bullet points. 

 
Also, project-based SMEs mostly possess collective knowledge, rather than individual. This 
collective knowledge is usually obtained on formal and informal meetings and more regularly 
during face-to-face meetings. It was also found that collective knowledge in project-based 
SMEs mostly belongs to a rather small groups of individuals, and it is seldom documented. 
Project-based SMEs should transfer knowledge between groups of more people and strive to 
document the discussed knowledge. 
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Moreover, the research revealed that challenges of KT in project-based SMEs are common to 
those identified in theory for all SMEs. However, the interviewed project managers identified 
one additional challenge, which is the difficulty to find a common wording to efficiently 
codify knowledge the way other employees, who can be of different culture and geographical 
location, would correctly interpret it. Therefore, the research has shown that while project 
based SMEs share most challenges with regular SMEs, there are some challenges that are 
more specific to project-based SMEs. Given the relevance of project-based SMEs in the 
modern business activity, we recommend to make a distinction between the challenges that 
are more specific to this type of organizations. Other common challenges for SMEs with and 
without project-based organizational structure were found as following: lack of time for KT; 
consideration of knowledge as a personal competitive advantage by certain employees; the 
challenge to transfer knowledge regarding personal mistakes. 
 
The second research sub-purpose was to identify what types of PLL are transferred between 
project managers in project-based SMEs. Analyzing the empirical material collected from the 
interviews the following results were found: 
 
First, in project-based SMEs, PLL are perceived among project-managers in the same way as 
they are explained in theory, which are key project knowledge that was commonly agreed by 
the project team. However, it was found that PLL are not often identified as such, as specific 
meetings to agree commonly on certain PLL are not usually organized. However, employees 
usually gain lessons learned from the project and transfer them as knowledge. In project-
based SMEs, the PLL concept as it is stated in the theory (PMBOK® Guide, 5th ed., 2013) is 
not often used due to the certain characteristics SMEs possess. The most important knowledge 
is not identified as PLL and given its importance, thus it can be lost. There seems to be a gap 
between the theoretical concept of PLL and the practice in project-based SMEs as the 
theoretical methodology is not used in practice in project-nased SMEs. Based on that we 
suggest to KM theory and PMI to develop a lighter less costly structure of KM and PLL 
identification and transfer for SMEs.  
Some project-based SMEs identify PLL, however it is usually done not regularly, not for 
every project and not all PLL are usually identified. Taking into consideration that PLL 
identification is highly important for an organization, we recommend for project-based SMEs 
to allocate resources for PLL identification and their transfer for future projects, as the 
obtained PLL can save a lot of organizational resources in future. Additionally, we 
recommend that the theory on PLL should develop a practical process of PLL identification 
for project-based SMEs (and might be for all SMEs), which allows to establish PLL 
identification process on a regular basis with less resources to be involved. 
 
Additionally, it was found that the most common types of PLL identified are about technical 
and project management issues; in more rare cases also PLL on customers relations are also 
identified. However, other types of PLL that are mentioned in theory such as stakeholder 
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management (sponsors, customers, suppliers) or project communication are neglected. Based 
on that we highly suggest to project-based SMEs to apply methodology of PLL identification, 
described in theory (PMBOK® Guide, 5th ed., 2013) in order to identify all PLL types and to 
increase effectiveness of PLL identification process. 
 
The third research sub-purpose was to identify the process of identification and transfer of 
PLL in project based SMEs. The analysis of the empirical material showed the following 
conclusions: 

 
First, in project-based SMEs there is not a formal procedure for PLL identification process, in 
which certain questions are asked or a project assessment form is filled, nor they have any 
PLL identification guide to be followed. It was also found that the PLL methodology 
proposed by the Guide to the Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK® Guide, 
5th ed., 2013) is not applied.  Our recommendation for project-based SMEs is to apply the 
PLL identification mechanisms, developed in theory, in order to increase effectiveness of PLL 
identification process. We also suggest them to allocate resources for a more regular 
conduction of PLL identification process for each project and to consider it as an investment, 
which will be returned in the form of savings in time or budget, when PLL from past 
experience are used for new projects. 

 
Secondly, it was found that in project-based SMEs PLL are mostly transferred through oral 
communication forms. It is done on formal and informal group meetings and formal 
individual meetings with the coach as well as informal individual meetings. The most 
common way of PLL transfer is individual formal meetings with the coach. PLL are rarely 
shared in written communication form such as documentation, which poses a serious threat 
for this knowledge to be lost or taken from the organisation. Based on the fact that orally 
transferred PLL can also be easily lost, we suggest for project-based SMEs to move one step 
further with documenting the discussed PLL and transfer them through written 
communication forms. 
 
Also, in project-based SMEs PLL are usually transferred not only among project managers, 
but usually between all project team members. It was noticed that the normal interaction is 
between the project teams and other members of the organisation from different areas. 
Meetings only among project managers are very rare, and they are not specific for PLL 
identification and transfer. Project managers interact with each other in formal and informal 
interactions in the organisation where they may transfer knowledge and PLL, however it is 
done in an informal and unstructured way. Project managers have the potential to transfer 
useful knowledge to be applied in other projects, so efforts to conduct a KT process 
specifically among PM appears to be important. 

 
The KT and PLL transfer on project-based SMEs discussed above can be summarised 
according to personalisation-codification KT strategy, explicit-tacit KT, types of knowledge 
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and the way they are transferred in project-based SMEs, which is shown in the following 
Table 3.  
 

 
Table 3. Summary of findings 
 
Table 4 shows that project-based SMEs possess knowledge in tacit and explicit forms. 
Explicit knowledge was found as more commonly used in project-based SMEs, as tacit 
knowledge was seldom mentioned. Most of the knowledge, as well as PLL, in project-based 
SMEs is transferred through oral communication form through face-to-face individual formal 
meetings, group formal meetings and informal meetings. Knowledge is rarely transferred 
through written communication forms. 
 

7.1. Theoretical Significance of the Study 
 

The contribution of the current research to KM theory and practice consists on gaining insight 
on KT, specifically in project-based SMEs and providing understanding of following main 
issues: 

- KT, PLL identification and PLL transfer are not highly developed in project-based SMEs. 
Project-based SMEs do not identify PLL regularly, for every project and not all PLL. 

- KT process in project-based SMEs has some differences to KT in general SMEs – 
project-based SMEs possess a lot of explicit knowledge and meet extra challenges in KT.  

- Knowledge, as well as PLL, is mostly transferred through oral communication form in 
project-based SME. 

These theoretical implications stimulate further research and draws areas of improvement in 
KM for project-based SMEs. By conducting this research we showed that current theory on 
KM should consider project-based SMEs differently than large enterprises or general SMEs 
when developing theory on KM. Therefore, this thesis contributed to development of the 
theory in KM by increasing the understanding of KT in project-based SMEs.  
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7.2. Practical Implications 
 
This study increased the understanding of the KT process in project based SMEs. Having 
interviewed project managers from different industries and locations, we got an insight on 
their managerial practices regarding KM, KT and transfer of PLL. The transfer of knowledge 
is a crucial issue for any organisation, and the findings of this research can be useful for other 
managers and organisations.  
 

Managerial implications  
 

KM and KT are perceived as very important for project managers. In this sense, project 
managers should take initiative and leadership to promote the identification of PLL during 
and at the end of the projects they lead, and transfer them among the project team and others 
involved in the project. To support this, PBOs, SMEs and project based SMEs should increase 
their formal efforts and processes to document their PLL and valuable knowledge to preserve 
it for future practices. In order to have more efficient KM, KT and PLL identification 
practices, we suggest managers and project managers to study more in depth the practical 
methodologies developed by the PMI and PMBOK (PMBOK® Guide, 5th ed., 2013) 
regarding these areas, and we suggest organisations to provide training on these 
methodologies as well. The PMI and PMBOK (PMBOK® Guide, 5th ed., 2013) should 
broaden the definition of PLL and include lessons learned throughout the execution of the 
project to be considered as project lessons learned, as it was found that in practice they are 
identified and transferred along the execution of the project. Additionally, the PMI and 
PMBOK (PMBOK® Guide, 5th ed., 2013) should pay closer attention to SMEs practices on 
KM and develop frameworks and methodologies that are more suitable for them given their 
nature. The PMI and PMBOK (PMBOK® Guide, 5th ed., 2013), being focused specifically 
on project management, should also develop a specific and clear methodology or framework 
to ensure that knowledge is transferred among projects in PBOs. We suggest that PBOs 
promote more formal meetings to transfer and document knowledge and PLL among different 
project managers and project teams, in order to have an efficient KT process among projects. 
Finally, SMEs should increase their efforts to document their knowledge to preserve it for 
future practices and transform it into organisational knowledge.  
 

Societal implications  
 
By increasing the understanding of KT process in project based SMEs, this research may be 
useful for other type of organisations that work with projects and/or can be considered small 
and medium organisations in the private, public or governmental sectors. Examples of 
organisations that may benefit from the results of this research are NGOs, voluntary 
organisations, and governmental offices in charge of certain activities that involve projects, 
among others. Moreover, the findings of this research show that there is much that can be 
done to improve the efficiency of SMEs regarding KM and KT, and that there is a certain 
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‘disconnection’ between the practical methodologies found in literature and the actual practice 
in this area. SMEs are a mayor sector of the worldwide economy in general, and they need to 
be paid closer attention by researchers to develop literature suitable for them. Similarly, 
academics in charge of business education should also play closer attention to SMEs and their 
specific needs in terms of the specific education, tools and practices needed to manage them, 
as they employ a large amount of professionals which graduate from universities. In the same 
line, institutions such as the PMI, which develop practical methodologies for project 
management, should consider the specific needs of SMEs. Knowledge is one of the most 
important assets that companies in the modern business world have, and SMEs and project 
based SMEs need to be given the importance they have for the amount of global business they 
represent. On the other hand, it is necessary for the SMEs and project based SMEs to dedicate 
more effort and resources to study and implement the current methodologies available for KM 
and KT, as knowledge id considered by them as a strategic factor. 

8. Limitations and further research 
 
This research has limitations that need to be acknowledged, which represent opportunities for 
further research.  An evident limitation that this research has is that it only considers the 
perspective of project managers, neglecting the points of view and possibly valuable input 
from other members of the organisations such as top managers or members of the project 
team. Further research that involves the whole project team could be developed, as well as 
studying the project team over the duration of certain project. Additionally, our sample was 
broad, as the organisations we studied are located all over the world and work in very 
different industries. Further studies that are more specific to one particular region may be 
conducted, as well as studies that are limited to a certain industry or that perform a 
comparison among industries. This research focused on the identification and transfer of PLL, 
however, further research may focus on a specific type of PLL other type of knowledge. 
Further research can focus specifically on tacit knowledge, as it was found in this research 
that in project based SMEs it is mainly explicit knowledge that is transferred. Another 
interesting area for further research is the factors that enhance or prevent KT in project based 
SMEs, which was out of the scope of this research.  
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APPENDIX 1. Interview Guide 
 
1. Introduction 
1.1. General questions about the respondent  
Can you tell us about yourself?   
What experience do you have in projects in SME’s? 
Approximately how many projects in SMEs have you coordinated in your career? 
1.2. General questions about the current project 
Tells us about the projects or project you are currently managing 

• What are they about?  
• How many team members do you manage?   
• Are you distantly located from the headquarters?  

 
2. KT: 
2.1.What knowledge do you usually transfer between project managers and how? 

 
3. PLL as type of knowledge and PLL transfer (oral vs written communication form; 

formal/informal): 
3.1.About the projects you are currently managing and from your past experience in general, 

did any of these have some type of review/ evaluation of what went well/badly to identify 
the PLL when the project was completed?  

3.2.Approximately what percentage of all projects you have worked with in SMEs had this 
type of project review (PLL identification process) when they were completed? 

3.3.Which knowledge was considered as PLL?   
3.4.In which area or parts of the project were the PLL mostly identified?  
3.5.In the projects where project reviews took place (PLL identification), how (in which way) 

this type of information (PLL) was shared with other project managers?  
3.6.How it was done?  
3.7.How often it was done? 
3.8.Which way of PLL communication was used more often? 
 
4. Process of PLL identification: 
4.1.Can you describe in more detail the process of PLL identification in your company? Is 

there any formal process or way to do so? 
4.2.How would you assess this process (PLL identification) in your company? What type of 

PLL were mainly identified and shared? (business result oriented, process oriented, 
customer oriented…) How do you perceive the quality of PLL that were identified?  

  
5. Tacit knowledge: 
5.1.Do you find these PLL shared to be useful? Is there any type of knowledge that you find 

difficult to communicate with other project managers? What kinds of things would that 
be? 
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5.2.What knowledge do you consider had more impact on the performance of the project: 
knowledge that was transferred in written or oral communication forms, or your personal 
skills and know-how? Can you provide examples 

5.3.Which type of knowledge did you mainly use during the execution of the projects?  
5.4.In your company, is there a process to put into oral or written communication forms the 

know-how and experience of the persons who participate in the projects? 
5.5.How do you usually obtain this type of knowledge that is not taught or communicated in 

the company? 
5.6.Would you say that in your company there is a formal initiative to capture important 

knowledge such as PLL and transfer it within the organization? Or do the everyday 
activities leave no time to do this?  

 
6. Closure questions 
6.1.In your experience has someone with a lot of knowledge left the company and took the 

knowledge with him/her, and how did this affect the project?  
6.2.Do you consider that it is necessary to transfer more knowledge from one project to 

another? Has important knowledge been lost when a project is finished and the team is 
dispersed, that could help in future projects?  
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