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Abstract 
This paper is a case study investigating Knowledge Strategies in Service Industries. The 
study defines two research questions with the aim to explore (1) what drives Knowledge-
Intensive Business Service (KIBS) firms active in the information technology sector to see 
knowledge as strategically important and (2) how do these firms work with knowledge 
strategies.  

The study, in regards to the first research question, indicates that four drivers make KIBS 
firms to see knowledge as strategically important. Three of these drivers are related to the 
link between “What firm must do” to “What firm must know”. 

 Knowledge requested by customers 
 The need to expand into new business areas 
 The need to attract new personnel  

The fourth driver is related to the link between “What firm know” and “What firm can do” 
and here the study shows that this link is created by Knowledge cross-pollination.  

The results indicates that firms set a higher focus on the link “What firm must do” - “What 
firm must know” compared with the link “What firm know” - “What firm can do”. This 
imbalance of focus may create reactive firms since their knowledge strategies are mainly 
based upon needs of customers or other stakeholders instead of what they can do based on 
their knowledge.  

The way firms work with knowledge strategies is studied through a process oriented 
vocabulary, where the theoretical framework includes a strategy-as-practice approach (SAP) 
that emphasizes processes and especially highlights the importance of the practitioners, 
practices and praxis in these processes. The results of the study indicate that few persons, 
practitioners, are involved in knowledge strategy work. At the same time the results 
indicates that it first may appear that KIBS firms address the knowledge strategy in the 
same way for example by using practices such as gap analysis. However, the fact that 
various practitioners are involved affects the firms’ praxis. Therefore, praxis differs even 
though the tools used by the firms are the same. This leads to different content, meaning 
and output of for example strategically oriented meetings.  

This study can serve as a contribution to the field of SAP. It contributes to our 
understanding of how knowledge strategies and business strategies are intertwined. Also, 
the results have theoretical implications since the study shows that similar tools can be used 
with different approaches resulting in different praxis. This due to the fact that different 
practitioners are active and perform different activities, thus praxis varies even though the 
tools are the same.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
1.1 Knowledge as core asset 

The knowledge economy, which is a broad economy in respect of different markets and 

includes several different sectors, is defined according to Powell & Snellman (2004) “as 

production and services based on knowledge-intensive activities that contribute to an accelerated pace of 

technological and scientific advance as well as equally rapid obsolescence”.  

The large expansion of the knowledge economy has been driven by the development of 

information and computer technologies (Powell & Snellman, 2004) and has introduced 

a market for firms that offer knowledge as their core asset to its clients. The firms 

focusing on knowledge as their core asset are referred to as Knowledge-Intensive 

Business Services (KIBS) and these firms base their offering upon intellectual assets 

which are characterized by a high level of innovation and the scientific level of its 

outputs (Lazzarotti & Pizzurno, 2010). According to Huggins (2011) the market for 

KIBS firms is one of the fastest growing markets in the developing economies and 

KIBS firms supply products and services in several different sectors, such as "computer 

services, R&D services, legal, accountancy and management services, architecture, engineering and 

technical services, advertising and market research".  

According to Huggins (2011) it is the increased importance of knowledge that is forcing 

firms to have a good knowledge capacity and ability to access and combine knowledge 

effectively since this ability will determine their competitiveness. This is confirmed by 

Zack (1999) who argues that knowledge can be considered the most important strategic 

resource there is since a firm’s ability to acquire, integrate, store, share and apply its 

knowledge will provide value to its customers and thereby create a competitive 

advantage.  

The importance of knowledge for the economy has been steadily growing since the 

1960’s but still the models used to manage knowledge strategies are weak. The 

traditional models used for managing knowledge strategies do not link knowledge 

strategies with business strategies in a clear manner. This poor linkage causes a poor 

correlation between knowledge strategy results and business strategy results. At the 
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same time, the traditional models do not consider knowledge as a core asset for a firm 

even though it can be the main service or product provided by the firm. This makes it 

difficult for firms since they do not have effective working models to support them in 

their strategy making (Powell & Snellman, 2004). This is especially true for firms that are 

knowledge intensive firms, according to Scarso & Bolisani (2010, p. 161), who state “the 

models for helping companies to formulate strategies that explicitly consider knowledge as a core 

component are still lacking. In particular, there is the need to link the company’s knowledge strategy 

with its “general” corporate or business strategy. This is true for all companies, but especially for those 

whose activities are, by nature, knowledge intensive”.  

Exploring the work of KIBS firms may improve our understanding of how they 

formulate and use strategies around knowledge. Such improved understanding can 

support the development of KIBS strategies for offering knowledge as their core asset. 

1.2 Research question 
The objective of this study is to explore what drives KIBS firms to see knowledge as 

strategically important for their business and how these KIBS firms choose to work 

with knowledge to strategically approach these drivers. To explore this objective we will 

use the knowledge-based view as a theoretical foundation to understand what 

knowledge is, to be able to explore the drivers for these firms, which see knowledge as 

strategically important. Strategy-as-practice (SAP) will be used as the theoretical 

foundation to explore the way the firms strategically choose to work with knowledge, to 

find out who are involved in knowledge work, what tools or constructs are used and 

how these tools or constructs are used by those involved in the strategic work. 

The research questions formulated to explore the objective of this study are:  

i. What drives KIBS firms to see knowledge as strategically important?  

ii. How do KIBS firms work with knowledge? 

1.3 Constraints 
The study has utilized some constraints to narrow the field of study in three dimensions. 

The first constraint is that the study only includes firms which are part of a European 

funded research program where the project has the goal to improve the firms’ 
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competiveness by improving their strategies for knowledge management (Business 

Region Gothenburg, 2013). The reason for selecting firms from this project is that these 

firms have identified the need to improve their knowledge strategies and they have been 

working with this issue for some time.  

Secondly, we have chosen to reduce the spectra of different firms to include only KIBS 

firms, i.e. firms working with knowledge as a core asset  (Miles, et al., 1995). The reason 

for limiting the study to KIBS firms is the high correlation between their knowledge 

strategies and business strategies, and that the nature of their business is to provide 

knowledge as its core asset (Scarso & Bolisani, 2010). With this high correlation, we 

believe that the presence of a link between knowledge strategies and business strategies 

can be made more obvious. 

The third constraint of the study is the selection of only KIBS firms active in the 

information technology service sector. The reason for this is that this specific selection 

of KIBS firms has high requirements to continuously seek new knowledge given the fast 

development of information technology (Huggins, 2011). 

1.4 Structure 
This Master’s thesis is formed of several parts. The first part is a theory section 

describing first the characteristics of knowledge, followed by an outline of what drives 

firms to see knowledge as a revenue resource and a business strategy. The theory part 

closes with a description of how to work with strategy from a SAP perspective.  

The next part describes the methodology used and details the qualitative research 

approach adopted within this study. The section explains how the data was collected 

through interviews, observation and literature research. This section also details the 

limitations identified in the study.  

In part three we present our findings from the data collected through interviews, 

observations and document analysis. The data is presented using a descriptive approach 

i.e. as descriptions of the discussions taking place in the interviews, of notes taken 

during observations and presentation of results of the literature research.  
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This is followed by a discussion section, which includes a discussion analyzing the 

research questions and the theoretical foundation. 

We finish with a few key conclusions and a discussion of ideas for further study based 

upon our results. 
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2. THEORY 
2.1 Knowledge 

2.1.1 Elements of knowledge 
Knowledge is identified as the most important asset for a firm by Nonaka and Takeuchi 

(1995) when they presented how competence was developed within the Japanese 

industry. This knowledge can be divided in two different types, formal or explicit 

knowledge, and tacit knowledge. Explicit knowledge is the kind of knowledge that is 

acquired from books, teaching, reports etc. and the importance of explicit knowledge 

has grown the last decades (Zack, 1999). This growing importance can be seen in the 

rising educational requirements on students around the world, particularly so in fields 

such as law or administration. The other type of knowledge, tacit knowledge, is more 

amorphous in nature. In some cases this type of knowledge is also described as “know-

how” or “experience” since it is usually gained through processes such as ‘learning-by-

doing’ or through routine work (Miles, et al., 1995).  

Knowledge services that are based upon tacit knowledge usually give a firm a 

competitive advantage since it is difficult for the competitor to obtain the same tacit 

knowledge without having the same opportunity to obtain the same know-how or 

experience. Firms that hold tacit knowledge obtain a more sustainable competitive 

advantage than if the same advantage were based upon explicit knowledge (Grant, 

1996).  

Knowledge itself, whether explicit or tacit, will improve the competiveness of a firm in 

relation to its competitors. The reason for this is that a firm which has gained more 

knowledge about a specific field, or a subject, compared to its competitors improves its 

opportunities to learn more since the more a firm knows the more it can learn. This 

implies that the sustainability of a firm’s knowledge advantage in relation to a 

competitor is related to how much more the firm knows than the competitor and how 

quickly the competitor is able to gain similar levels of knowledge (Zack, 1999).  

In the work by Johannessen (1999) tacit knowledge is developed further into three 

categories: skills, familiarity and judgment. The author is basing his view upon a 
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sociological and philosophical aspect of knowledge, commonly thought of as the 

‘master and apprentice view’ applicable to the domain of practical knowledge. Such 

categorization of knowledge aims to build a structure showing what knowledge is. 

Nonaka et al. (2013) add to this structure claiming that all types of knowledge consist in 

some part of tacit knowledge. This complex structure makes it very difficult, or 

impossible, for a firm to exploit or explore all types of knowledge since they are all 

integrated with each other.  

2.1.2 The knowledge-based view 
The traditional strategic perspective is that barriers to entry into the market for a firm in 

the service sector are small since the core asset, i.e. knowledge, resides in the individual 

employees. By attracting highly skilled staff a competitor can enter a new market and 

such individuals can be found either through recruiting or company mergers (Porter & 

Caves, R.E., 1977). Based upon this traditional strategic perspective, a firm will strive for 

high supplier power, i.e. superior business performance, and from a knowledge 

perspective, a firm achieves superior performance through the micro forces Resource 

Scarcity and Unique Knowledge, defined by Grundy (2006). The micro forces for a 

knowledge-based firm as defined by this author are based on the five forces that create a 

high competitive advantage, as defined by Porter (1985). 

The strategic perspective above is based upon an equilibrium-based economy where the 

strategic vision for a firm is formed with the assumption that superior performance is 

achieved by developing and defending profitable positions in attractive industries 

(Porter, 1985). The dynamic behaviors within the business environment are increasing 

due to the frequent and rapid changes in the technology and information sector. The 

rapid changes mean that the sustainability of the superior performance of a firm at any 

given strategic position needs to questioned due to this dynamic behavior, according to 

Eisenhardt & Santos (2000). Such dynamic behavior means that the superior 

performance present at one point in time is no guarantee for superior performance over 

time (Grant, 1996). Eisenhardt & Santos (2000) continue to argue that competitive 

advantage is related to the organizational and managerial processes defined as Dynamic 

Capabilities, referring to a firm’s capability to address rapidly changing environments 

through integration, and building and reconfiguring internal and external knowledge.  
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This perspective of dynamical capabilities is one of two fundamental characteristics of 

the knowledge-based view according to Eisenhardt & Santos (2000). The second 

fundamental characteristic is organizational learning, which is based upon the learning 

processes that are used for growing organizations. These processes create new 

knowledge (Penrose, 1959) together with those organizational routines which are seen 

as the basis for a collective learning in organizations, according to Cyert & March 

(1963).  

Organizational learning can be seen as an adaptive change process where new 

knowledge is mixed with past experience when new routines are modified, supported by 

organizational memory (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). Brown & Duguid (1991) propose a 

unified view of working, learning and innovation and argue that learning is obtained 

through daily work. This implies that the acquisition of new knowledge is a social 

construct and part of working practices. Based upon this point of view Eisenhardt & 

Santos (2000) argues that “organizational learning and innovation implies a view of organizations 

as multiple communities-of-practice. Each community-of -practice is engaging in experimental and 

interpretative activities with the environment from which sensemaking emerges, leading to adaptive 

behavior”. 

From a knowledge-based view, knowledge cannot be seen as something that can be 

divided into different types. The knowledge-based view takes the definition of 

knowledge a step even further, beyond the point of view that knowledge is something 

that can be structured into different elements such as tacit or explicit forms, and instead 

treat knowledge more as the ‘phenomenon of knowing’ (Eisenhardt & Santos, 2000). 

2.2 Knowledge as strategy  
A firm’s strategic business position is linked to the knowledge it owns. This link sets 

requirements on the knowledge a firm needs to have to meet its strategic business 

position, since regardless of what technologies, markets, processes or services a firm 

utilizes, it will require knowledge to use them. Vice versa, the available knowledge 

within a firm will define what technologies, markets, processes or services it will be able 

to deliver on. This limitation means that a firm must make strategic decisions on what 
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technologies, markets, processes or services opportunities are optimal for exploiting 

using the firm’s existing knowledge (Zack, 1999). 

This link between business strategy and knowledge will require a firm to create a 

knowledge strategy to facilitate reaching its strategic business goals. Depending on the 

perspective taken by the firm, two different directions can be taken when creating a 

knowledge strategy. The first way is to look at knowledge as a resource within the firm. 

Taking this perspective, the objective of a knowledge strategy will be to define choices 

and set plans that determine the firm’s knowledge base. The knowledge strategy in this 

case will then become a strategy for knowledge management (Scarso & Bolisani, 2010). 

To identify the needs from a business strategic point of view, such a knowledge strategy 

will include application of traditional tools such as SWOT-analysis to understand the 

opportunities and manage its knowledge and skills to provide superior services and 

achieve a competitive advantage (Zack, 1999). 

The other way is to look at knowledge strategy as part of the business strategy i.e. to see 

how knowledge can be used to fit into the business strategy. Zack (1999, p. 131) state 

that “every strategic position is linked to some set of intellectual resources and capabilities. That is, 

given what the firm believes it must do to compete, there are some things it must know and know how to 

do. The strategic choices that companies make — regarding technologies, products, services, markets, 

processes have a profound influence on the knowledge, skills, and core competencies required to compete 

and excel in an industry. On the other hand, what a firm does know and knows how to do limits the 

ways it can actually compete. The firm, given what it knows, must identify the best product and market 

opportunities for exploiting that knowledge”. This second perspective is more appropriate for 

KIBS firms according to Scarso & Bolisani (2010) since the KIBS firms acquire, 

transform and provide its knowledge together with its customers.  

A model by Zack (1999) can be used to describe links between knowledge strategy and 

business strategy and how they interact with each other. See Figure 1 
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Figure 1 Linkage between knowledge strategy and business strategy (Zack, 1999) 

The model in Figure 1 shows that if a firm identifies a need, for example from customer 

feedback, this need is transformed into a need for knowledge within the firm i.e. a 

knowledge gap is identified. On the other hand, if the firm identifies knowledge or 

combinations of different sorts of knowledge, which can be transferred into a new 

offering, this new offering will affect the firm’s strategic position, i.e. a strategic gap can 

be closed. For KIBS firm both transformations are important and they need to find a 

way of working which supports both of these transformations. In our discussion, when 

exploring our first research question, this model from Zack (Developing a Knowledge 

Strategy, 1999) will be used to illustrate KIBS firms’ drivers for seeing knowledge as 

strategically important. 

2.3 Knowledge strategy work 
Lately research has focused on activity and practice-based research, when studying 

strategic management in a research area called strategy-as-practice (SAP). This field of 

research has revealed that strategy work, or strategizing, relies on practices that affect 

both process and the outcome of processes. The benefit of SAP theory is that it 

complements the models of decision-making commonly used when studying strategies, 

since SAP has its base more in sociological research than in economic research (Vaara & 

Whittington, 2012). 

SAP utilizes more engagement than more traditional theories used for strategy making 

research. SAP also broadens the spectra of the range of outcomes, especially with regard 
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to performance. This has, for example, extended the sectorial scope of strategic 

management by moving the scope beyond profit-seeking firms and into non-profit-

seeking firms. It has also been able to extend the methodologies used by moving  from 

traditional statistical studies to various qualitative methods (Vaara & Whittington, 2012). 

Vaara & Whitington (2012) continue to argue that SAP studies have extended the 

traditional strategy research by identifying more light practices, which have passed 

unnoticed in historical strategy research. These light practices have a large effect, which 

was not visible before. This means that with a SAP approach it is possible to connect 

the micro-level analysis with macro-level considerations to explain strategic actions and 

broaden the range of different outcomes. 

As pointed out above, SAP theory has its basis in the process approach of strategy 

making. It is, however, influenced by other approaches, such as decision-making, 

planning, sense-making, and middle-manager strategizing. Vaara & Whittington (2012) 

describe four distinctive features, which SAP brings to the field of strategy research.  

The first feature SAP brings is its ability to study social aspects and not only economic 

aspects. Secondly, it broadens the scope of what strategy research can explain. Thirdly, it 

has widened the types of organizations studied, and finally, it has brought qualitative 

studies into the field of strategy research.  

When studying SAP theory, Whittington (2006) argues that strategy making consist of 

three elements:  

 Practices, which refer to tools, norms and procedures. 

 Practitioners, which refer to actors, who all offer their entry and choice of study of 

strategy making.  

 Praxis, which refers to activities where the practitioners utilize the practices. 

The first element is practices. These are the tools or artifacts that people (practitioners) 

are using (praxis) when creating strategy and they are grouped in three types. The first 

type of tools comprises the rational administrative practices that include planning, 

budgets, forecasts, performance indicators and targets. The second type comprises the 

discursive practices, which provide language and symbols to use when working with 
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strategies. The final type of practices comprises those practices that provide 

opportunities to work with strategies, such as meetings or workshops, and this type of 

practices are referred to as episodes (Jarzabkowski, Strategy as practice, 2005). 

Looking at the practitioner helps us see strategy through the eyes of those that are 

involved in creating it, as we can see them as individuals formed by social circumstances. 

Through studying the practitioners we can see what work they do, with whom they 

interact and how they think. 

When studying praxis, you study strategy as the flow of organizational activities. These 

activities include different parts related to each other, such as “Process & Content” or 

“Thinking & Acting”, where all these activities are part of a whole.  

For example a firm’s strategy may consist of some Content that is an output of the 

firm’s Process. This Content is then fed back as input into the Process, which once 

again will shape the Content.  

From the praxis perspective you go beyond studying “Content & Process” or “Thinking 

& Acting” as two separate things, instead you study the flow of these parts to 

understand how they together shape the strategy 

When all these elements coincide, that is, when the practitioners use practices and create 

praxis, an incident occurs, which is referred to as strategizing. A number of these small 

incidents, where strategizing occurs, take place continuously within an organization 

working with a strategy. It can be a meeting where a small number in a forecast is 

discussed, or in workshop discussing whether a lunch seminar should be planned or not. 

In these examples of incidents the “Content & Process” or “Thinking & Acting” are 

difficult to separate, and the incident will interact with other incidents, which in turn will 

interact with new incidents creating a net of strategizing incidents. By studying these 

strategizing incidents to understand how they interact, we can understand how a strategy 

is shaped (Jarzabkowski, 2005). 

The four features that SAP provides makes it well suited as theoretical foundation for 

studying knowledge. Especially if you take the knowledge-based view perspective and 

look at the dynamic capabilities of the business environment and organizational 
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learning. This gives a “view of organizations as complex adaptive systems, where meaning is socially 

constructed through ongoing activities of semi-autonomous groups”, according to Eisenhardt & 

Santos (2000). This thesis will use the elements Practices, Praxis and Practitioners when 

exploring the second research question, “How do KIBS firms work with knowledge”. 
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3. METHOD 
3.1 Approach 

This paper is using the single case design in accordance with Yin (2009, p. 46) where the 

study is explorative in its nature. The study is based upon data from three firms, A, B 

and C, that all are part of a knowledge development project aiming to improve each 

firm’s knowledge strategies. The firms’ profiles show some differences regarding size, 

age and offering. The firms have between 25 to 75 employees and all are active in the 

information technology service sector. The firms have their main offices in the Western 

region of Sweden and their customers are mainly located in Sweden. Firms B and C are 

service firms providing contractors and managing projects for their customers in the 

area of information technology, while firm A is providing services AND products in the 

area of information technology. Firms A and B have been active in the KIBS sector for 

more than 10 years while firm C has been active less than five years. Our in-depth 

interviews have all taken place at these three firms, named A, B and C in the study.  

The study has used an explorative approach, collecting data from interviews, 

observations and documents. With reference to Yin (2009, pp. 48-49), the case studied 

is a mix between an average case and a revelatory case since the firms studied are KIBS 

firms facing normal challenges in their work to design knowledge strategies. At the same 

time the case is a revelatory case since all firms have been part of a project to develop 

knowledge strategies, which was running from February 2011 to May 2013.  

The reason for applying an explorative approach to this study was to explore how the 

firms where working with their knowledge strategies rather than to measure the 

relationship between strategy and outcome. As described in the introduction, a 

knowledge strategy is crucial for a KIBS firm, yet many KIBS firms struggle with their 

strategies and feel that they could do better. The explorative approach will improve the 

possibility to understand the practices, praxis and practitioners within a firm and how 

they develop the strategies through strategizing work. 
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3.2 Literature review 
An academic literature review with regard to knowledge strategies for KIBS firms was 

performed to understand what work has been done in studying these types of firms. 

The literature review found various publications related to KIBS firms and relevant 

references were further studied. By following references in the identified publications, 

additional related publications where identified and studied. This resulted in a better 

understanding of the weaknesses in strategy making in firms who have knowledge as a 

core asset. 

In addition an academic literature review on knowledge and knowledge-based views was 

undertaken to understand better the concept of knowledge. Following references in the 

identified publications additional publications where identified and studied. The articles 

and books gave us knowledge of the concept and usage of tacit knowledge and how this 

affects strategy-making.  

An academic literature review has been conducted in the relevant theoretical area of 

SAP. The review had its origin in an article from Whittington (2006) and by following 

the references linked to and from the article more relevant articles where identified. This 

academic review resulted in a number of interesting and valid publications which were 

using SAP. The materials spread from articles discussing the theoretical foundation as 

such, to articles discussing empirical studies showing the strength of the theory. The 

main strength of SAP when studying knowledge strategies is the qualitative approach. 

This makes it possible to study the light practices and social aspects of knowledge 

strategy making. The articles identified described the theory both in terms of strengths 

and weaknesses but also showed cases where SAP had been applied. This gave us a 

good understanding of how to usefully apply the SAP theoretical perspective in this 

study. 

3.3 Data collection 
The data in this study was collected from three sources of information with the purpose 

of triangulating the data in accordance with recommendations by Yin (2009, p. 116). 

The data contains information on how to explore the way to work with knowledge as a 

strategy in the studied firms. Three sources for collecting data have been used. The first 

source is interviews with representatives from the firms and the project. The second 
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source is observations from a seminar where firms were interviewed about their 

experience of participating in the knowledge development project (hence called ‘the 

project’). Finally, documents have been analyzed describing how to develop knowledge 

strategies in the form of standards and books from the project. 

Firstly, our study has explored the different firms’ ambitions for a knowledge strategy to 

understand the reasons the firm would have to put energy and investments into this. 

Secondly, the study has explored how the firms work with their existing knowledge 

strategy, and who is involved in this strategy work. This data collection structure gives 

the following sub-sections:  

 Knowledge as a strategy 

 Knowledge strategy work 

One interview with each one of the firms has been conducted, and through the 

interviews with the three firms data was collected to understand similarities and 

differences between the firms with regards to praxis, practices and practitioners. A 

fourth interview was conducted with representatives from the project to understand the 

foundation of the information presented to the firms during the project. This 

information was what the firms used to develop knowledge strategies during the project. 

The interviews with the three KIBS firms were in-depth interviews (Yin, 2009). The 

interviewees were employees with good knowledge about the specific firm’s knowledge 

strategies and they had all been part of the project. Each interview was following a 

manuscript (semi-structured) with the target to collect data to understand the Practices, 

Praxis and Practitioners present in each firm’s strategy making. The interview around 

the project was conducted with people responsible both for forming and managing the 

project. 

The second source of information was observations of a firm presenting its experience 

of working with knowledge strategies. The data collected during the observations helped 

us to understand how a firm, from their own perspective, described their strategy 

making with regard to knowledge. 
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The third source of information is texts in form of standards and books used within the 

project to form and inspire the firms when they developed their knowledge strategies. 

The texts gave us an understanding of what kind of information the firms used as 

starting point to get inspired when they started the project. 

3.4 Study limitations and data validity 
The knowledge development project included 62 firms where 7 firms were categorized 

as KIBS firms. Three of these KIBS firms gave us access to conduct in-depth 

interviews. The study includes only one person’s perspective and story from each firm. 

However, the interviewees were familiar with the firm’s knowledge work and were able 

to describe the processes we were interested in helping us fulfill the aim of the study. 

Nevertheless, the small number of in-depth interviews limits the data and reduces the 

possibility of more general conclusions. 
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4. FINDINGS 
4.1 Knowledge as a strategy 

In this section of the study we explore what has influenced the firms’ understanding of 

knowledge strategy as important. We structure these influencing factors into three 

groups: the Knowledge development project, Technology drivers and Business drivers. 

For the Knowledge development project we look at how the standards provided by the 

project influenced the firms and how they were used. In the sections on technology and 

business drivers we look into how these drivers influence firms’ knowledge strategies. 

4.1.1 Knowledge development project 
The knowledge development project’s main objective was expressed as “To create an 

infrastructure for knowledge development and to increase the actual knowledge on individual, regional 

and business level” (Business Region Gothenburg, 2013). Focus was on knowledge supply, 

not knowledge development. The approach taken by the project was to integrate 

knowledge supply into the firms’ daily business and to avoid seeing knowledge as an 

educational activity only. Another approach has been to move from quantity to quality 

of knowledge supply, with the goal to create value for the firms’ business. The target 

group for the project were small and medium firms (<249 employees), and emerging 

firms with a potential to succeed.  

The firms’ participation in the knowledge development project was supported in 

different ways by the project organization. It provided coaches and networks to the 

firms and introduced the Swedish Standard Competence Management System - 

Requirements (Swedish Standards Institute, 2009). It was not mandatory for the firms to 

adopt this standard but it served as guidance for those firms that needed it when 

developing their knowledge strategies. In this way the standard served as a driver for 

understanding the importance of knowledge strategies and the perception of such 

strategies. 
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The standard provides 

process requirements for a 

management system with the 

purpose to supply 

knowledge. The standard 

can be seen as a complement 

to the ISO 9001 standard 

(Swedish Standards Institute, 

2000). 

The standard is based upon a 

management system model 

containing two main loops, one business loop and one knowledge supply loop. The 

purpose with the business loop is to plan, implement and follow up the business 

activities with management of the firm. The business loop contains four main activities: 

 The Business planning process, which investigates the firm’s business and 

provides prerequisites and strategies, and looks at how to improve the business 

from a knowledge perspective 

 The Business needs process, which secures the requirements from customers 

and stakeholders 

 The Business results process, which contains measures, achievements, 

continuous improvements and effect of knowledge supply from a business 

perspective.  

The purpose with the knowledge supply loop is to improve the organizational abilities 

to reach the goals and contains four main activities: 

 The Management responsibility process, which defines prerequisites and 

acceptance of the organization and individuals to achieve the goals.  

 The Resources Management process, which secures available resources to 

manage and implement the knowledge supply process. 

Figure 2 Management system model for knowledge supply 
(Swedish Standards Institute, 2009)  
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 The Knowledge supply process, which is responsible for the supply of needed 

knowledge 

 The Follow up and improvement process, which is responsible for performing 

internal audits and work with continuous improvements of the processes. 

In the interview with people from the knowledge development project some explorative 

results were presented. They said that firms’ capability to manage fast-paced changes in 

technology was highly significant for adopting knowledge strategies. The results from 

the project indicate that firms active in business areas subjected to fast-paced changes 

working with continuous changes have adopted knowledge supply tactics, such as high 

attraction and development of knowledge to a higher degree. The reason for this is that 

firms operating in a fast-changing business environment require just in time learning. 

These firms’ recruitment profile is also different, as the focus is more on individual 

competences and abilities to acquire new knowledge rather than deep formal knowledge. 

4.1.2 Technology as a driver for knowledge strategy 
All three firms explain that fast-changing technology is forcing them to constantly 

develop new knowledge. The pace of the changes has increased over the last few years 

according to firm A, since the end-user has become more eager to adapt new 

technology. This is confirmed by firm B which gives as an example the mobile web 

which was introduced in 2007 and now is requested by everybody. Also, firm C has 

identified that knowledge requirements on consultants have increased over the last 

years.  

Firm A made a major investment in the beginning of the 21st century when all system 

developers were trained in the .NET technology. But the pace of change in technology 

have caused firm A to change that strategy and instead take smaller and more frequent 

knowledge development steps. These steps target fewer people and in more specific 

technology areas, which have been selected based on interest and needs of customers.  

The strategy at firm C is to respond quickly to changes and different customers’ needs 

through engaged employees, which is achieved by a flat organization simplifying 

decision-making and improving flexibility.  
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4.1.3 Business drivers 
Knowledge strategies are also influenced by business drivers, according to the firms. 

Firm C’s main business objective for the first few years has been to grow the turnover. 

This objective drove the firm to recruit many engineers, with the consequence that the 

strategy for what knowledge to recruit for was mainly based upon two requirements. 

Most important was customer needs, i.e. what knowledge would the firm need to 

acquire to meet the requests from different customers. Secondly, there was a strategic 

need to expand the business into new areas and this defined what knowledge was 

needed to get customers in new business areas.  

Another business perspective was expressed by firm A, stated that the knowledge 

planning performed by manager and employee was not connected to the firm’s business 

goals. The lack of connection between knowledge and business strategies caused the 

knowledge planning to be based on individual needs only. Individual knowledge 

planning included mainly training courses, usually with technical content which mainly 

addressed needs identified by the individual technicians based upon their identification 

of a knowledge gap. This was also the situation for firm C, whose main objective of its 

knowledge planning was based around individual needs. Firm A expressed that this 

situation had a negative effect on them, and that their competiveness was affected 

through the unstructured approach, which resulted in a low brand value to their 

customers. 

Firm B was different, compared to firm A and C, since they had identified early on 

strategies for knowledge as being of high importance for competitiveness. Firm B 

explained that the customer satisfaction was key and that it was the total experience for 

the customer that was of greatest value. The technical solution was only a part of that 

total experience. Firm B had a motto, “a better experience”, which permeated the entire 

organization. To address the objective to deliver a total experience, firm B created 

knowledge strategies based around a project perspective and the customer deliverables. 

In this way, explained firm B, they knew that if there was a knowledge gap identified 

between a customer need and the firm’s knowledge level, the managers would create a 

plan to acquire the needed knowledge. 
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A third business influencer that drives a firm to see knowledge as strategically important 

is the need to recruit skilled resources. The reason for this is that potential employees 

are attracted to firms that have established knowledge strategies since they can secure 

their personal knowledge development and employability, according to firm B. Firm B 

said that the main focus for the knowledge strategies was to attract skilled resources 

since the employees and their knowledge are the greatest asset of the firm. If the 

employees take part in the knowledge development of the firm, their external view of 

the firm would support the business. Firm C, which worked to create interest in the firm 

with help of networks such as LinkedIn and Facebook also confirmed this. The 

professional network LinkedIn and social network Facebook are used by the firm for 

several different reasons, such as advertising for new employees, profiling the firm and 

external communication with the market. In addition, dedicated interest groups on these 

networks were arranged for premium customers. 

When it comes to recruiting and what type of knowledge the potential employees should 

have, firm B explained that in addition to formal education it was the passion and 

interest in technology that was most important. One reason for this is that passion and 

interest in technology, together with participation, are part of the firm’s core values. 

One example how a knowledge strategy can be used to attract new personnel is the 

cooperation between firm B and the professional art school with regard to their web 

development program. The CEO takes an active part in the government board of the 

program, with the goal to increase the quality of the education and to share the firm’s 

knowledge. In return the engagement gives them the possibility to recruit young skilled 

students.  

Another example where the recruiting strategy and knowledge strategy is supporting 

each other is when the employees’ personal networking is used to secure new 

knowledge. To attract new knowledge the firm must reach for knowledge outside the 

ordinary network since the networks among the employees and management usually 

have the same education and similar profile and background as themselves. The strategy 

is therefore to reach personnel coming from other universities or cities, to achieve a 

more dynamic organization and a wider knowledge base, according to firm C. 
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To conclude, in this section we have explored how the firms interviewed see three 

business influencers that drive the firms to see knowledge as strategically important. The 

first driver is the need to expand into new business areas. The second driver is that a 

bad and unstructured knowledge strategy affect quality of services and thereby the brand 

value. The third driver is to attract skilled personnel. 

4.2 Knowledge strategy work 
Firm A has taken the approach to set up a knowledge supply academy to manage the 

firm’s knowledge strategy together with an organizational change introducing a Business 

Area Manager. The reason for the Business Area Manager is to create a role that is able 

to see the complete business and acquire the required knowledge to improve the 

business based on customers’ actual needs. The knowledge supply academy is a 

platform that includes roles, responsibilities, resources and methodology with the 

purpose to secure the knowledge strategy within the firm. The platform, which is based 

upon the standard Strategic Knowledge Supply (Swedish Standards Institute, 2009) 

includes both education and recruitment. The knowledge supply academy is managed by 

a Knowledge Coach, who has the responsibility of supplying knowledge, and ensuring 

the implementation of the decided knowledge strategies. The focus area for the 

Knowledge Coach is to develop and recruit new knowledge, where the highest priority 

and focus is the development of knowledge through courses and job training. The 

Knowledge Coach reports to the CEO.  

Firm A’s emphasis is a method to identify knowledge areas that needs to be improved 

through reviews. The Business Area Manager work together with the senior 

management to perform a gap analysis between identified customer needs and the 

present knowledge levels within the firm, and the results initiate the review. The 

identified knowledge gap, between the knowledge requested by the customers and 

knowledge residing in the firm, is fed into a business plan. A review is then conducted 

by the Business Area Manager together with the organization to identify what 

knowledge is required to fulfill the business plan. The required knowledge is then 

mapped towards the knowledge requirements for each defined role within the 

organization. 
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The next step of the review is to consolidate the identified knowledge requirements into 

a knowledge plan, including a budget for the knowledge improvement activities required 

for each role. The budget is considering the number of persons and amount of time 

required to close the identified knowledge gap in order to reach the business goals. 

Once the knowledge plan is defined, a knowledge profile is created at an individual level 

by the employee’s manager, with both formal and functional requirements with a 50/50 

share of each requirement.  

The target for firm A is to do a review of their knowledge strategies once a year 

including internal improvements of the knowledge supply academy. As input for the 

improvement of the knowledge supply academy, the employees conduct a survey on the 

performance of the Knowledge Coach. In addition to the employee survey, there is 

discussion between employees and management regarding each role from a knowledge 

perspective. The management team reviews the feedback and makes adjustments to the 

knowledge supply academy, the knowledge strategies and/or the organization. 

Firm B also explained in the interview that an organizational change to create a matrix 

organization between the three geographical business areas and the five knowledge areas 

had been done. The purpose of the organizational change was to improve the 

management of their knowledge strategies. The five different areas of knowledge are 

seen as strategically important for the firm from a knowledge perspective. The areas are 

defined following a system development lifecycle, starting with the Strategy phase, 

followed by the Concept and the Implementation phases, and ending with the 

Maintenance phase. The fifth knowledge area, Project Management, is needed 

throughout the whole project lifecycle. A knowledge development group governs a 

knowledge area with the responsibility to develop business strategies and knowledge 

strategies for that area, to improve productivity, and to develop new services. The group 

is also responsible for developing and documenting the way of work is done through 

process descriptions. The knowledge development group consists of one member from 

each business and knowledge area and the group meets six times per year. The members 
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of the group are called Competence Area Leaders and they have about one day a week 

of their time dedicated to knowledge development.  

Firm B is also emphasizing a review method for establishing a knowledge strategy for 

each knowledge area through analyzing customer needs and available knowledge. The 

analysis of customer needs takes place in the fourth quarter and is performed by each 

knowledge development group, identifying needs for each area. The outcome of the 

analysis is used as input to identify the gap between customer need and internally 

available knowledge. The results from the gap analysis serve as input to the task of 

updating the knowledge strategies, with the identification of how to acquire the needed 

knowledge in terms of what to develop internally, what to recruit for and what to bring 

in on a temporary basis. 

Based on this knowledge strategy, the personal development planning takes place the 

first quarter of the year where the employee and his/her manager agree on which 

knowledge development activities to focus on. The activities decided upon are 

documented in the personal knowledge development plan. The objective of this plan is 

to ensure that the customers’ knowledge needs are met. 

In addition to establishing the knowledge strategy, the knowledge development group 

has the task of analyzing competitors and to investigate new technologies. This includes 

investigation of available education and ensuring certification of employees, as required 

by the market. The knowledge development groups also manage the requirements on a 

specific professional knowledge profile, i.e. what is the required level of knowledge for a 

software engineer in the firm. The Competence Area Leaders have the responsibility to 

ensure the implementation of the knowledge strategy as regards their knowledge areas 

within their business areas. 

At firm C, knowledge strategies are defined in the business plan and based upon a gap 

analysis between the customers’ knowledge needs and the firm’s available knowledge. 

The gap analysis is done by the management group, which consists of the CEO, one 

manager and one finance manager. Normally the gap analysis takes place on a day 

dedicated to strategy work. Input to the gap analysis starts with collection of the 

customers’ knowledge requirements during the last quarter. The needs are identified 
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through customer feedback and with help of different customer surveys and ongoing 

assignments. In addition to customer feedback, information obtained through different 

sales activities also serve as input to the picture of the customers’ knowledge needs. The 

sales activities, as performed by managers and employees, are important for 

understanding customer needs. Employees who have assignments at different customer 

sites can assist with securing the continuation of their ongoing assignments and thus 

help implement the knowledge strategy to some extent. This is because they have the 

opportunity to investigate and identify how new business opportunities require new 

knowledge needs, or how current knowledge can be used for new business 

opportunities with existing customers. They also support the knowledge strategy in the 

short and long term by providing feedback to their managers on the customer’s own 

knowledge strategies. 

Before firm C decides what knowledge is to be developed, they look at several 

customers to identify similar needs. The final decision on what knowledge to develop is 

taken by the management group in the first quarter, based upon on the results from the 

gap analysis and the identification of similar needs with customers.  

4.3 Knowledge transfer and networks 
Firm B uses knowledge seminars to secure knowledge transfer among the employees. 

These knowledge seminars occur once a month and some of them are mandatory while 

others are voluntary. The knowledge seminars usually take place in the afternoon and 

include a social event that gives the employees an opportunity to meet colleagues from 

different knowledge areas. The Competence Area Leader plans and runs the seminars 

and the goal is to also distribute them over the internet across the organization, so that 

those who cannot be there can check them out online. In addition to the knowledge 

seminars, a Knowledge and Quality manager develops processes and methods to secure 

knowledge transfer within the organization. 

At firm C knowledge transfer among the employees is dependent on each individual and 

their activities. A big focus for firm C has been to develop tools to support interaction 

between employees. Examples of such tools are intranet and wiki pages for information 

on recommended solutions and other types of support that enhance continuous 
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learning and knowledge transfer. Another method used for knowledge transfer is 

technology seminars over the lunch hour. All employees are invited to take part in these 

seminars where one employee presents a project, a new technology or other another 

subject of general interest. This method stimulates knowledge transfer and networking 

within the company; six sessions are run every year.  

Firm C also use a novel method for knowledge transfer and ways to find new solutions 

they call cross-pollination. This means that different employees with different 

background, business experience and education meet to “shake the box and see what 

comes out”. By mixing knowledge and discussing diverse topics they come up with new 

ideas or new ways to use existing solutions, for example in another business area.  

Another type of knowledge transfer is knowledge networking with knowledge groups 

outside the organization. Firm C see this as strategically important to attract staff from 

outside the normal network of contacts and from other areas. Firm C believe that a 

more dynamic organization is created and a wider knowledge-base is achieved if 

employees have a good mix of experience and knowledge. The CEO says that “the 

established networks within the region and universities are like duck ponds since they 

get too few influences from external parties”. Firm B sees knowledge networks as 

strategically important for accessing necessary knowledge and not be limited by 

geography. 

In the interview no data was identified showing firm A encouraging knowledge transfer with 
specific activities. 
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5. ANALYSIS OF RESULTS 
In this section, we will discuss the findings, which we have presented in the previous 

section, based on the theoretical concepts we have described in the theory section. 

5.1 Knowledge as a strategy 

5.1.1 Business-to-knowledge linkage 
In the theory, section a model (Zack, 1999) was presented that explains the linkage 

between a firm’s business strategies and knowledge strategies. The model shows that the 

linkage is bi-directional meaning that business strategy drives knowledge strategy and 

vice versa. Zack states that (1999, p. 131) “every strategic position is linked to some set of 

intellectual resources and capabilities. That is, given what the firm believes it must do to compete, there 

are some things it must know and know how to do.” This means that it is as important for a 

firm to understand “What firm must know” to be able to deliver “What firm must do” 

as it is to understand “What firm can do” based upon “What firm knows”. See Figure 1 

Linkage between knowledge strategy and business strategy . 

Based on the analysis of firms A, B and C regarding how their business strategies are 

related to their knowledge strategies, i.e. how “What firm must do” relates to “What 

firm must know”, three drivers have been identified: 

 Knowledge requested by customers 

 The need to expand into new business areas 

 The need to attract new personnel (new knowledge in order to generate new 

business) 

Knowledge requested by the customers of the KIBS firms is used as input by the firms 

when defining their knowledge strategies. According to the firms, this is related to the 

fast-paced changes of information technology. This is causing a dynamic behavior 

within the business environment, as described by Eisenhardt & Santos (2000). This 

dynamic behavior is illustrated by the frequent changes of customers’ knowledge needs.  

For example, such dynamic behavior forced firm A to adjust its knowledge strategy, 

going from training all the staff on a specific technology to train only a limited number 
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of the firm’s staff on a given technology. The change of strategy had the effect that the 

firm was able to manage the customers’ needs at a lower cost. 

The second driver identified in the findings is the need to expand into new business 

areas, highlighted by the situation in firm C (which has an increased turnover as their 

main objective including the goal to attract more employees with new areas of 

knowledge). This driver generates a demand on the firm to acquire the knowledge that is 

required to be able to deliver ‘What firm must do’ in that specific business area. An 

important need can be, for example, a technology used in the specific area or a 

particular type of experience. This driver is connected to the business plan, as it is 

related to specific knowledge required by a new business area. 

The third driver is how to attract new knowledge. The firms recognize that their 

knowledge strategies, which aim to develop their personnel’s knowledge, will attract the 

sort of individuals that are important for KIBS firms. This leads to a situation where the 

firms’ knowledge and recruitment strategies are tightly linked. The firms in this study 

manage this link in different ways. One difference is their views on need for explicit 

knowledge when recruiting new staff. Firm C has higher requirements on education for 

their recruitment since their customers measure explicit knowledge and therefore 

require formal education. Firm B, on the other hand, is more interested in their potential 

employees’ mindset and interest in technology. Firm A is similar to firm C concerning 

explicit knowledge since their organization is driven by requirements on different roles 

within the firm.  

5.1.2 Knowledge-to- business linkage 
Zack describes (1999, p. 131) that “The firm, given what it knows, must identify the best product 

and market opportunities for exploiting that knowledge” and this is identified in the findings 

through one example based upon “What firm knows” and linked to business strategy 

through “What firm can do”. The example is what we call Knowledge cross-pollination which 

means that people with different knowledge and experiences meet with the purpose of 

together identifying new business opportunities. 

In our study knowledge, cross-pollination is performed by a “Shake the box” method, 

and used by firm C as to analyze and identify “What firm knows”. Using this method 
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the firms aims to see how its knowledge can be transformed into new offerings to the 

customers, or if it can be applied in new business areas. According to Huggins (2011) it 

is important for a KIBS firm to have good capability to combine knowledge effectively 

in order to stay competitive. This means that firms need to work with their available 

knowledge and experience to see if they can combine these into new services or 

offerings, which will improve their competiveness. Firms B and C are both doing so, 

using different methods. Firm B has knowledge cross-pollination built into the 

knowledge development groups, which also have a responsibility to identify business 

opportunities. Firm C use an approach that includes workshops, which are run on an as- 

needs basis where different employees meet to see if new business opportunities can be 

identified. 

In this section, we have seen that the majority of the influencing factors that are linked 

to knowledge strategy are also related to the business-to-knowledge linkage in various 

ways. This is mostly through knowledge requested by customers, followed by the need 

to expand into new business areas and the need to attract new personnel  

5.2 Knowledge strategy work 
In the theory section, we introduced the theoretical concept strategy-as-practice, or 

SAP. The purpose was to enhance our understanding “How KIBS firms work with 

knowledge”. The theory describes three elements, which are involved in strategy work 

and strategizing. These elements are: 

 Practitioners referring to actors which all offer their entry and choice of strategy 

making.  

 Practices, that refers to tools, norms and procedures. 

 Praxis, referring to activities where the practitioners utilize the practices. 

These elements are involved in transforming the drivers for a firm to see knowledge as 

strategically important for strategizing opportunities aiming to create new knowledge or 

new business opportunities depending on the firms’ needs. In this section we will 

explore these elements in order to understand the way the firms work with knowledge 

strategies. First, we will investigate Practitioners, thereafter Practices and finally Praxis.  
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All firms studied in this thesis have either had the aim to implement a strategy based 

upon the knowledge supply standard (Swedish Standards Institute, 2009) or else they 

have concluded that their current way of working already correlates with the standard. 

This means that their approach to work with knowledge strategies has been influenced 

to a high degree by the standard. 

The standard encourages firms to see knowledge as a resource within the firm (Zack, 

1999), however, the standard can easily become a strategy for knowledge management 

which is not optimal for KIBS firms, according to Scarso & Bolisane (2010). The 

reason for this is that the standard is based upon other standards, such as ISO 9001, 

which have their roots in the manufacturing industry.  

5.2.1 Practitioner 
When it comes to practitioners involved in the strategy work the firms have chosen 

different ways. 

Firm A has a clear top down approach where the people involved are different types of 

managers. The Business Area Manager has the responsibility to identify required 

knowledge for the different roles in the organization and the line manager to define the 

knowledge profile for each employee.  

Firm B has introduced a knowledge development group and the members of this group 

are called Competence Area Leaders with responsibility for a specific knowledge area 

and the knowledge strategy for that area. The Competence Area Leaders have the 

responsibility to investigate the market and technology trends and plan for knowledge 

transfer activities. By allowing the Competence Area Leaders to continually work with 

the knowledge strategy they have a possibility to adjust the strategy continually and 

adapt it to the market needs. This is an adaptive approach to organizational learning 

seen from a knowledge perspective (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). 

Firm C also use a group to manage the knowledge strategy work, consisting of 

management and the CEO. The difference between firm C and firm A & B, is that firm 

C utilize all employees to add input to the analysis part of the knowledge strategy work. 

Firm C also involve a type of temporary practitioner, in form of customers, to be a part 
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of the strategy work by letting them give input through sales meetings or through the 

employees working at their sites. 

5.2.2 Practice and praxis 
When talking with the firms it is clear that the majority of input used when working out 

knowledge strategies comes from customer needs. The common practice used to obtain 

this input is some kind of review method involving a gap analysis between customer 

needs and current knowledge levels within the firms. This is also a practice specified 

within the standard (Swedish Standards Institute, 2009). Even though both firms A and 

B use the gap analysis practice, their praxis on doing so is markedly different. In firm A, 

the praxis is built around a top-down approach mainly involving managers as 

practitioners identifying customer needs through gap analysis and transforming these 

needs into knowledge requirements. 

Based upon the result from the gap analysis the firms identify the needs and use a 

knowledge plan practice to document how to acquire the needed knowledge. This is 

also a practice specified within the standard (Swedish Standards Institute, 2009). 

However, some differences have been identified between the firms on how they have 

chosen to form the knowledge plan. Firm A has chosen to target roles in the 

organization while firm B and C target individuals. The difference between the firms is 

that firm A see knowledge mainly as a resource (Zack, 1999) and the strategy will 

therefore have a high correlation to knowledge management (Scarso & Bolisani, 2010). 

The approach taken by firms B and C is a more individual approach, taking into 

consideration each individual’s needs. This approach, to take the individual’s needs into 

account more can have the effect that the knowledge strategy is more integrated with 

the employees’ needs.  

A closer integration can be interpreted as more attractive from a potential employee’s 

point of view when the firm is recruiting, which is stated by the firms. In case the 

knowledge strategy and the business strategy are in line with each other, a closer 

integration may also imply an improved linkage between knowledge and business 

strategies. This since the knowledge strategy is more anchored with the individuals and 

thereby also the business strategy. 
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Both firms B and C highlight that it is strategically important to transfer knowledge 

within the organization but also to receive knowledge from the outside. The firms use 

the same practice, using seminars to transfer knowledge internally in the organization. 

Nevertheless, there are differences in the praxis where firm C use lunch seminars where 

one employee presents on a topic, while firm B run larger events where some seminars 

are mandatory.  

There are also differences in how the firms involve external knowledge networks. The 

praxis in firm B is to use on-line collaboration by participating in different discussion 

groups on the internet. Firm C, on the other hand, prefer local networks where different 

firms meets in person. A possible reason for the difference between the firms can be the 

purpose of using networks. Firm B uses online networks mainly for knowledge 

development and they believe that the local, physical networks do not address their 

needs, while firm C’s purpose is to network with their customers and potential new 

employees. 

In this section, we have seen that there are similarities but also differences between the 

firms when it comes to illustrating how the elements Practitioners, Practices and Praxis 

are at play in strategic work. 

 Firm A has a knowledge management perspective using a top down approach. 

 Firm B has cross-business area approach, applying a continuously adaptive 

process with the help of the knowledge development groups. 

 Firm C has a distributed approach engaging all employees in the strategy work 

and involving temporary practitioners in the form of customers. 
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6. CONCLUSIONS 
The first question in this study was to explore “What drives KIBS firms to see knowledge as 

strategically important?” 

Four drivers have been identified. Three of these drivers are related to the link between 

“What firm must do” and “What firm must know” (Zack, 1999). The results show that 

for KIBS there are at least three drivers that seem to be important in order to uphold 

this link.. 

 Knowledge requested by customers 

 The need to expand into new business areas 

 The need to attract new personnel  

The last driver is related to the link between “What firm know” and “What firm can 

do”. Here the study shows that this link is created by Knowledge cross-pollination, that is, by 

assembling various forms of knowledge e.g. in meetings between actors with different 

experiences and competences. 

This study has explored drivers that force KIBS firms to see knowledge as strategically 

important. The study has thereby enhanced our understanding of how these firms link 

knowledge strategies and business strategies in practice, which is of high importance 

according to Scarso & Bolisani (2010, p. 161). They state that “the models for helping 

companies to formulate strategies that explicitly consider knowledge as a core component are still lacking. 

In particular, there is the need to link the company’s knowledge strategy with its “general” corporate or 

business strategy. This is true for all companies, but especially for those whose activities are, by nature, 

knowledge intensive”. 

The study indicates that firms put a greater focus on the link “What firm must do” - 

“What firm must know” compared to the link “What firm know” - “What firm can do”. 

However, the literature states that the later link is as important as the first link. This 

imbalance of focus may create reactive firms since their knowledge strategies are mainly 

based upon the needs of customers and other stakeholders. In practice, this may lead to 

a reactive firm that does not use the opportunity to be proactive, that is, to find various 

opportunities based on its own current knowledge. 
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The second question this study has explored is “How do KIBS firms’ work with knowledge?” 

It may at first appear that the firms address knowledge strategy in the same way, for 

example, by using the same strategic tools. The result of the study indicates that the 

firms’ main practice is to use gap analysis to identify the target for the knowledge 

strategy and then combine that with a knowledge plan practice to achieve the target. At 

the same time, although results indicate that the firms use the same tools they also 

indicate differences. Using a case study approach has revealed these differences between 

the firms’ daily working practices. In order to thoroughly describe and analyze these 

differences a process-oriented vocabulary has been used. The theoretical framework 

includes the strategy-as-practice approach (SAP) that emphasizes processes, and 

especially highlights the importance of the practitioners, practices and praxis in these 

processes. The combination of a case study approach and SAP helps us go into details. 

The results indicate that few people - practitioners, - are involved in knowledge strategy 

work. The practitioners can be both personnel and actors from other organizations. 

Customers can play an active part in knowledge strategy work as in those cases where 

customer meetings play a crucial role for the KIBS firm. We call these temporarily 

involved practitioners. As mentioned above, practices, that are norms, tools etc., are to 

some extent similar in the studies firms. However, the fact that various practitioners are 

involved affects the firms’ praxis. Therefore, praxis differs even though the tools used 

by the firms are the same. This leads to different content, meaning and output of 

strategically oriented meetings.  

If the knowledge strategy resembles a knowledge management strategy, the firm may 

take a top-down approach where few actors are involved in the work to form the 

knowledge strategy. 

If the knowledge strategy is well anchored in the firm’s daily processes, work with the 

knowledge strategy will also be going on continuously.  

Firms, where all employees are involved in the knowledge strategy work, may show a 

knowledge strategy well anchored in the organization and in line with the business 

strategy.  
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Vaara and Whittington (2012) have indicated a need for more case studies based on 

SAP. This study can serve as a contribution to the field of SAP. SAP has been identified 

as a useful approach to understand how KIBS work in practice. It contributes to our 

understanding of how knowledge strategies and business strategies are intertwined. 

Also, the results have theoretical implications since the study shows that similar tools 

can be used with different approaches resulting in different praxis. This due to the fact 

that different practitioners are active and perform different activities, thus praxis varies 

even though the tools are the same.  
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7. PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS AND FUTURE 

RESEARCH 
For KIBS these results indicate that when formulating and implementing strategies 

related to knowledge, it is important to understand how and when different actors can 

enter and leave the process in order to fertilize it when strategic thinking is put into 

practical situations. This can be especially crucial for activities that are, or should 

become, recurrent in order to stay ahead of changes in the fast moving technology field. 

By involving many practitioners, for example employees and customers, it is easier to 

create involvement. Thus the knowledge strategy can become a part of the business 

strategy and the firm can avoid a situation where the knowledge strategy becomes a 

knowledge management strategy. 

Even though the case study approach has revealed important features of knowledge 

strategies in KIBS, this study is based on a limited number of firms and interviews. 

Therefore, we suggest that future studies should focus on the praxis in more detail in 

order to understand the complex relationships between practitioners (actors) and 

practices (tools) in daily praxis. This can be done by interviewing several practitioners in 

each firm and by observing meetings where tools are discussed and used. Such a study 

would show how various tools are validated and perhaps adjusted over time. Also, a 

study of firms in different stages of knowledge strategy development could indicate 

more clearly the various challenges that the KIBS firm may experience when working 

with knowledge as a strategically important issue. This kind of qualitative study would 

also enhance our knowledge about who the practitioners are in KIBS firms, and to what 

extent they may differ depending on customer categories, life cycle of the firm etc. 

In addition to more in-depth qualitative studies, we would also like to suggest more 

studies based on quantitative methods. A survey of KIBS firm in Sweden can help us to 

explain differences in knowledge strategies created by e.g. geographical dimensions and 

size. 
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