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Cultural Pre-requisites for Knowledge Sharing  

in Inter-organizational Project Teams 

 

Abstract 

Especially, SMEs cannot only rely on the knowledge and creativity of members due to their 

small size. Rather, they engage in inter-organizational project teams in order to satisfy their 

customers. Although SMEs are said not to implement knowledge management practices 

systematically, knowledge activities still take place. However, knowledge sharing is a delicate 

process, even more across organizational boundaries due to a lack of control and high risks. 

Therefore, favorable cultural antecedents are needed to positively influence the willingness 

and capability to share knowledge with project team members originating from different 

companies. Existing studies concerning knowledge cultures have discovered isolated cultural 

values favorable for individual knowledge sharing in intra-organizational contexts and large 

enterprises. However, studies taking cultural elements, boundary spanning knowledge 

sharing, and SMEs into consideration are still missing. To close this gap, a qualitative and 

inductive study has been conducted in five German SMEs. We researched cultural 

antecedents for knowledge sharing in inter-organizational project teams. The results provided 

by the analysis technique of GABEK® indicate that knowledge sharing between SMEs takes 

place and that several cultural elements foster knowledge sharing across boundaries. The 

discovered cultural pre-requisites only partly overlap with existing studies of knowledge 

cultures in intra-organizational contexts.  
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1. Introduction 

 

For organizations, knowledge constitutes an important intangible asset. Consequently, they 

pay particular attention to knowledge processes and knowledge management as important 

enablers for company success and competitive advantage (see e.g., Grant, 1996; Spender, 

1996). In the last decades, knowledge management has received considerable attention from 

both practitioners and researchers (see e.g., studies conducted by Serenko & Bontis, 2004; 

Matzler et al., 2005). Especially, knowledge sharing is a central process of managing 

knowledge because it is needed for innovation (e.g., Brown & Eisenhardt, 1995; Verona et al., 

2006), organizational learning (Senge, 2006), and the development of capabilities and best 

practices (von Krogh, 1998; Argote et al., 2000). According to Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) 

knowledge sharing is a prerequisite for converting general ideas and concepts into products 

and services. Consequently, companies capable of transferring knowledge successfully from 

one unit to another can be expected to perform better.  

 

Especially in times of a highly competitive business setting, it is essential that companies 

continuously share knowledge in order to sustain the pace of innovation – resulting for 

example from fast changing technologies and customer needs (Badaracco, 1991; Drucker, 

1993). Therefore, companies cannot only rely on the knowledge and creativity of members of 

the R&D or marketing department, but have to open the innovation process (Chesbrough, 

2003). Large companies introduce interdisciplinary work groups where people are sharing 

their knowledge and expertise in order to cope with complex tasks in the workplaces (see 

Grant, 1996). However, small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) do often not have the 

possibilities to exhibit all required experiences and expertise within their organizational 
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boundaries (Nunes et al., 2006). Therefore, inter-organizational collaboration is needed to 

satisfy customer needs (Panteli & Sockalingam, 2005).  

 

Knowledge sharing is not easy between organizations. Even in intra-organizational settings 

knowledge sharing is seen as a fragile process comprising conflict of interest among the 

individuals involved (von Krogh et al., 1994; von Krogh, 1998). Numerous elements 

influence the decision whether to share or conceal knowledge (e.g. Cabrera & Cabrera, 2002; 

von Krogh, 2002). Maximizing individual pay-off may evoke an individual’s reluctance to 

share knowledge. Also, personality and goal orientations influence knowledge sharing 

processes (Matzler et al., 2008; Müller & Matzler, 2008). Furthermore, knowledge is context 

specific, embedded in social and organizational practices and relationships, and constructed 

through complex processes of social negotiation and interpretation among the participants 

involved (Brown & Duguid, 1998; Lam, 2000; Wenger & Snyder, 2000; Tsoukas & 

Vladimirou, 2001; Swan et al., 2002; Elkjær, 2003; Gherardi, 2005). Thus, knowledge sharing 

depends on the characteristics of knowledge (Polanyi, 1966), the properties of managerial 

actions (Cabrera et al., 2006), the properties of the environment (e.g. corporate culture; Ipe, 

2003; Alavi et al., 2005), and the properties of the companies (Argote et al., 2000). 

 

Although the research agenda regarding knowledge management has already dealt with many 

and diverse issues (for an overview see e.g., Eisenhardt & Santos, 2002), there are still gaps. 

Especially regarding cultural antecedents, research has mainly dealt with intra-organizational 

knowledge sharing in large corporations (see e.g., Davenport et al., 1998; Gupta & 

Govindarajan, 2000a; Oliver & Kandadi, 2006) providing a rather homogeneous cultural 

setting (Trice & Beyer, 1984; Schein, 1996). Furthermore, knowledge sharing between 

companies is also mainly researched in large companies (Willem & Buelens, 2009). Insights 
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into cultural antecedents for inter-organizational knowledge sharing activities of SMEs are 

still missing.  

 

This study aims at discovering cultural pre-requisites for knowledge sharing in inter-

organizational project teams. Therefore, a qualitative study in five German SMEs operating in 

marketing and media was conducted. The marketing and media agency collaborates with a 

computer animation SME, a digital print SME, an audiovisual production SME and a 

broadcasting station in order to serve their customers. Using interviews, observations, 

discussions and additional company documents, we provide insights into cultural antecedents 

that foster inter-organizational knowledge sharing. Our results show that SMEs engage in 

inter-organizational knowledge sharing. These activities take place although there are no 

standardized procedures. Certain values and manifestations enable this inter-organizational 

knowledge sharing activities. Furthermore, our results show that introducing and living a 

knowledge culture is not only a responsibility of the management but of all employees. 

 

In the following, we first provide the theoretical basis regarding knowledge sharing, 

especially across organizational boundaries and inter-organizational project teams. Second, 

we provide an overview of existing research about cultural pre-requisites for knowledge 

sharing. We then explain the design of our empirical study. The results are shown by means 

of figures derived from the analysis with the methodology of GABEK®, which will be 

discussed in detail. Finally, we summarize and discuss the results of our study providing 

theoretical and managerial implications.  

 

2. Knowledge Sharing in Inter-organizational Contexts and SMEs 
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In the last decades, knowledge sharing has received considerable attention (Eisenhardt & 

Santos, 2002) because it is seen as the antecedent for innovation, organizational learning, 

development of new skills and capabilities, increase of the company’s productivity, and 

maintenance of competitive advantages (Leonard-Barton, 1995; von Krogh, 1998; Mooradian 

et al., 2006; Senge, 2006; Chua & Pan, 2008). Thus, the ability of transferring knowledge 

from one person or unit to another significantly contributes to the organizational performance 

of firms (Argote et al., 2000). At first, research mainly dealt with knowledge transfer. 

Following the “computational paradigm”, knowledge management focused on the explicit 

dimension of knowledge relying heavily on ICT for its diffusion and storage (Hazlett et al., 

2005). However, with the shift towards action orientation and social construction of 

knowledge (Stehr, 1992; von Krogh et al., 1994), knowledge management now focuses more 

on the “organic paradigm” (Hazlett et al., 2005). This dynamic approach draws the attention 

to the tacit dimension of knowledge (Polanyi, 1966) and addresses people-centric problems, 

such as motivation, as well as situational and organizational factors (von Krogh et al., 1994), 

such as cultural issues. Consequently, knowledge sharing is more than transferring 

information, it is defined as „…the provision or receipt of task information, know-how, and 

feedback regarding a product or procedure” (Cummings, 2004), which implies that sharing 

knowledge is a social, interactive and complex process including tacit and explicit knowledge 

(Polanyi, 1966). Thus, knowledge sharing involves at least two persons: the sender, who is 

willing and able to share knowledge, and the receiver, who is willing and able to combine this 

new knowledge with his or her existing knowledge and use it. 

 

Previous research mostly studied knowledge sharing within companies (Eisenhardt & Santos, 

2002; van Wijk et al., 2007). Nevertheless, as knowledge is distributed not only within 

companies (Tsoukas, 1996) but also between companies, strategic alliances for knowledge 

sharing become more and more important (Panteli & Sockalingam, 2005; van Wijk et al., 
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2007) requiring a network analysis of knowledge management (Powell et al., 1996; Dyer & 

Singh, 1998; Brown & Duguid, 2001). Independent companies engage in “enduring 

transactions, flows, and linkages” (Oliver, 1990) and networks in order to explore a market 

(Kasper-Fuehrer & Ashkanasy, 2001), to get access to a wider pool of knowledge, or to 

generate ideas and solve problems (Weck & Blomqvist, 2008). Therefore, partners in strategic 

alliances are expected to share their skills and knowledge (Alavi & Leidner, 2001; Panteli & 

Sockalingam, 2005), also by using collaborative tools (see vitual teams; Majchrzak et al., 

2000). It is assumed that this inter-organizational knowledge sharing has positive effects on 

project performance (Ngai et al., 2008). However, inter-organizational collaboration also has 

disadvantages, like increased costs and risks due to a lack of control (Williams, 2005). 

Therefore, previous research suggests that many companies are reluctant to share knowledge 

because they view it as their property (Wood & Gray, 1991), are afraid of free-riding 

activities (Cabrera & Cabrera, 2002), and fear inefficient knowledge flows (Dyer & Nobeoka, 

2000). Decisive factors for successful knowledge dissemination between companies are 

partner similarity (Darr & Kurtzberg, 2000), expectations and trust (Panteli & Sockalingam, 

2005), tie strength (Hansen, 1999; Ngai et al., 2008), and interaction intensity (Ngai et al., 

2008). Regarding the sharing of tacit knowledge, a shared system of meaning among the 

inter-organizational project team members is essential (Galunic & Rodan, 1998). 

Furthermore, structural dimensions (e.g. coordination, centralization, formalization and 

specialization) have an impact on knowledge sharing (Willem & Buelens, 2009). Also 

differences in national cultures influence how effectively knowledge can be shared (Kostova, 

1999; Nissen, 2007). Regarding cultural values, trust, curiosity and respect for diversity have 

been discovered to be significant in inter-organizational knowledge dissemination (Hartley & 

Benington, 2006).  
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Despite this complex handling of inter-organizational knowledge transfer, many SMEs are 

engaging in cross-boundary knowledge sharing activities (Grotz & Braun, 1993). SMEs are 

characterized by a small size resulting in a lack of capabilities, market power and other 

resources that large enterprises have. They are deficient in knowledge, skills, funds, and 

people (Knight, 2000; Sawers et al., 2008). Therefore, they are trying to compensate these 

constraints and mobilize complementary resources and capabilities by effectively developing 

network relationships (Coviello et al., 1998). One possibility to establish alliances are inter-

organizational project teams. These project teams are permanent or semi-permanent teams to 

which individuals originating from different companies are assigned. Group members interact 

regularly in order to achieve a certain goal before a certain deadline (Wenger & Snyder, 2000; 

Wang, 2001; Du Plessis & Hoole, 2006). If inter-organizational project teams work on 

different projects over a period of time, they are said to establish a set of goals and procedures 

to interact in a timely and effective manner (see also project partnering; Cowan et al., 1992). 

 

Nevertheless, SMEs and SME-networks are still not in the focus of knowledge management 

research. As SMEs are attributed with a lack of formal approaches to knowledge transfer, 

storage, or evaluation, this area is underresearched (McAdam & Reid, 2001; Nunes et al., 

2006). It is also assumed that SMEs do not take up systematic knowledge management 

practices because they do not expect immediate results and advantages from formal 

knowledge management initiatives (Kerste & Muizer, 2002). However, SMEs need 

knowledge and skills as much as any other company in a globalized world; perhaps even more 

because of the problems with few staff, the consequences of high staff turnover and 

tendencies of knowledge retention (Nunes et al., 2006). Thus, SMEs might be more willing to 

engage in inter-organizational cooperation and networks (Desouza & Awazu, 2006), such as 

inter-organizational project teams for knowledge sharing. However, as the participating 

companies have different corporate cultures (Chatman & Jehn, 1994) and knowledge sharing 
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depends on cultural characteristics (De Long & Fahey, 2000; Alavi et al., 2005; Ardichvili et 

al., 2006), knowledge sharing is a delicate process in this setting. 

 

3. Cultural Pre-requisites for Knowledge Sharing 

 

Corporate culture enables the understanding of patterns and orderliness of behavior. 

Consequently, cultural elements helps to comprehend why different initiatives succeed or fail 

in companies (Smircich, 1983; Denison, 1990). We define corporate culture according to the 

“dynamic perspective” (Sackmann, 1991; Hatch, 1993) as „… the basic beliefs commonly-

held and learned by a group, that govern the group member’s perception, thoughts, feelings 

and actions and that are typical for the group as a whole.“ (Sackmann, 2003: 59). Thus, we 

regard corporate culture in a holistic way including manifestations, basic assumptions, and 

shared values. These cultural elements influence the thinking, behavior and feelings of 

employees (Sackmann, 1991; Schein, 1992), but the dynamic perspective of corporate culture 

also acknowledges that cultural elements are influenced by all company members (Martin et 

al., 1985; Golden, 1992; Alvesson, 2002). Due to these shared cultural values, coordination, 

internal control, focus on common goals, motivation, and identification can be gained, which 

might positively influence the company’s performance (Wilkins & Ouchi, 1983; Barney, 

1986; Saffold, 1988).  

 

The success of knowledge management initiatives is influenced by cultural perceptions in the 

company (Davenport et al., 1998). Consequently the terms “knowledge culture” (Oliver & 

Kandadi, 2006), “learning culture” (Schein, 1992), and “knowledge-friendly culture” 

(Davenport et al., 1998) were coined. Corporate values and manifestations influence if, how, 

and which kind of knowledge is shared (De Long & Fahey, 2000; McDermott & O'Dell, 

2001; King, 2006). However, cultural perceptions are also influenced by actions if they have 
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proven successful. Therefore, good experiences with the introduction of a knowledge 

management system might change the values towards knowledge processes (Dixon, 2000). 

Previous research identified several corporate values and manifestations that influence 

knowledge management activities within companies (see also Figure 1). Favorable values are 

for example care (von Krogh, 1998; Zárraga & Bonache, 2005), trust (Levin & Cross, 2004; 

Renzl, 2008), team orientation (Alavi et al., 2005; Jones et al., 2006), autonomy (Jamrog et 

al., 2006), risk orientation (Park et al., 2004), fairness (Bock et al., 2005), long-term 

orientation (Jones et al., 2006), openness (Kayworth & Leidner, 2003), and learning 

orientation (Brachos et al., 2007). Favorable manifestations for knowledge sharing and 

creation are for example means for communication (Al-Alawi et al., 2007; Chen & Huang, 

2007), incentive systems (Oliver & Kandadi, 2006), top management commitment (Gupta & 

Govindarajan, 2000b), a knowledge vision (Gold et al., 2001; McDermott & O'Dell, 2001), IT 

(Moffett et al., 2002; Oliver & Kandadi, 2006; Yeh et al., 2006; Al-Alawi et al., 2007), 

resources (Lin, 2006; Oliver & Kandadi, 2006), and processes (Oliver & Kandadi, 2006).  
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Basic Assumptions and Values

Prosociale Norms (care) 
Trust
Teamorientation, Collaboration
Autonomy, Freedom, Flexibility
Decision Making
Risk Taking, Toleration of 

Failures , Problem Solving
Sociability
Fairness
Long Term Orientation
Openness
Innovativeness
Process Orientation, Internal

Orientation
Change Orientation Adaptiveness
Learning Orientation
Solidarity
Diversity
Employee Orientation
Loyalty

Communication, Interaction
Incentive System
Leadership, Commitment
Knowledge Vision
Knowledge Aims
Structures
ICT
Teamwork 
Resources
Empowerment
Processes
Recruiting
Common Language

Manifestations

Knowlege
processes

Knowledge Culture

Quietness
Aggressivness
Competitiveness
Rule-obeying
Determination
Predictability
Performance Orientation
Innovativeness
Informality
Diversity
Respect of Individual Rights
Direct Conflicts
Stability
Social Responsibility
Cautiousness
Conflict Avoidance

(+) (-)

 

Figure 1. Cultural pre-requisites for knowledge processes 1 

 

However, detailed studies how which kind of cultural elements influence knowledge sharing 

activities in inter-organizational project teams are missing. Furthermore, existing studies 

mainly address the Northern-American or Asian countries (Connelly & Kelloway, 2003; 

Alavi et al., 2005; Bock et al., 2005; Lin, 2006) leaving out potential differences due to 

national culture variations (Hofstede, 2001). 

 

4. Aim of the Study, Research Setting and Study Design 

 

                                                 
1 (based on Schein, 1992; von Krogh, 1998; Gupta & Govindarajan, 2000b; Gold et al., 2001; Moffett et al., 
2002; Connelly & Kelloway, 2003; Janz & Prasarnphanich, 2003; Kayworth & Leidner, 2003; Park et al., 2004; 
Alavi et al., 2005; Bock et al., 2005; Zárraga & Bonache, 2005; Collins & Smith, 2006; Jamrog et al., 2006; 
Jones et al., 2006; Lin, 2006; Oliver & Kandadi, 2006; Yeh et al., 2006; Al-Alawi et al., 2007; Brachos et al., 
2007; Chen & Huang, 2007). 
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This study aims at discovering which cultural values and manifestations (positively and 

negatively) influence knowledge sharing processes in inter-organizational project teams. As 

no previous results are available in this business setting, a qualitative and inductive research 

design was applied (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2003; Maxwell, 2008). We identified a German 

marketing and media agency with six permanent employees (for promotion activities about 

200 temporary employees are available). The company is specialized in ethno-marketing for 

German-Turkish advertising campaigns. They are conducting event-, print-, and multi-media- 

projects including project leadership, project management and customer services. This SME 

conducts its projects in cooperation with a computer animation company, a digital print 

company, an audiovisual production firm, and a broadcasting station forming inter-

organizational project teams.  

 

For data collection, we used interviews, observations, group discussions and documents (see 

method triangulation) (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2003; Maxwell, 2008). More precisely, we 

developed an interview guideline in order to examine the perception of cross-boundary 

knowledge sharing. We asked 17 interviewees (for an overview regarding their characteristics 

see also Table 1) questions about their inter-organizational project teams, how knowledge 

sharing within the inter-organizational project teams takes place, how it worked, which 

factors enabled/hindered knowledge sharing, and how they describe their company. We 

observed cultural manifestations using field notes and analyzed the companies’ mission 

statement and code of conduct (as far as available). After transcription and the first data 

analysis, group discussions were initiated to validate the results with the perceptions of the 

project teams. 

Table 1. Characteristics of interviewees 

Criteria No. of Interviewees 
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Male 7 

Female 10 

Project team member 12 

Project team leader (CEOs) 5 

Marketing and media agency 5 

Cooperation partner 1 (computer animation) 4 

Cooperation partner 2 (digital print) 1 

Cooperation partner 3 (audiovisual production) 6 

Cooperation partner 4 (broadcasting station) 1 

 

For data analysis, we used GABEK® (“GAnzheitliche BEwältigung von Komplexität“ - 

Holistic Processing of Linguistic Complexity © Josef ZELGER, Innsbruck). GABEK® was 

developed by Zelger (2008), takes the theory of linguistic gestalten 

(“Wahrnehmungsgestalten” - perceptive appearances - by Stumpf, 1939) as its theoretical and 

methodological basis and is embedded in the software WinRelan® (Windows Relation 

Analysis) (Zelger & Oberprantacher, 2002). This method supports researchers with a number 

of analysis steps in order to systematize unordered linguistic texts. The aim is to identify 

potentially significant knowledge and to provide a transparent organization of contents. The 

advantage of WinRelan® in comparison to other qualitative data analysis software for content 

analysis of text data (CAQDAS) (Lewins & Silver, 2006) is that it goes beyond the 

administration, coding and categorization of data. GABEK® takes both syntax and semantics 

into account (Zelger, 2000) developing a rule-based network of data. WinRelan® integrates 

the methodical procedure as well as quantitative elements such as cluster analysis known from 

multivariate data analysis (Hair Jr. et al., 2006). The advantage of GABEK® is grounded in 

its accuracy generated though a rule-based framework. It allows for the elaboration of 
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individual problems as well as advancing to more abstract levels of analysis (Buber & Kraler, 

2000). Figure 2 describes our research framework using GABEK®. 

 

Methodological Frame: Problem Definition/Research Question(s) & Appropriate Research Design
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Figure 2. Research framework using GABEK® (Buber & Kraler, 2000)  

 

Two persons conducted the coding of the interview, observation, group discussion, and 

document data individually. Therefore, we first reduced the collected data by dividing the 

texts into text units. The advantage is that we had smaller entities of text for the coding 

sessions. This division of text units is also rule based: the length of one text unit is determined 

by its meaningfulness and the number of concepts (keywords) included (for an overview of 

defining text units see Buber & Kraler, 2000). In total, we had 824 text units. The first coding 

was based on established concepts derived from the literature (Maxwell, 2008), such as 

characteristics of a knowledge culture. Following grounded theory, additional categories were 

inductively developed from the data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). We coded all text units with 
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three to nine keywords. We continuously negotiated the meaning of the discovered concepts 

and checked with the primary texts in order to ensure inter-rater reliability and validity of the 

interpretation (Maxwell, 2008). Thus, the relevant topics regarding the research questions 

were identified and could be illustrated with linguistic nets. The nodes of the net are 

keywords; the connections between the keywords indicate sentences in which the referring 

pair of keywords occur. The linguistic net represents a map for orientation. In Figure 3, the 

most important concepts regarding inter-organizational knowledge sharing are shown (each 

line is substantiated by seven and more texts - see numbers along lines). Consequently, the 

CEOs, availability of contact persons, communication via phone and email, meetings, and 

misunderstanding are related with inter-organizational knowledge sharing. Furthermore, 

project and company success, idea generation, and cooperation are associated with the term. 

 

inter-organizational 
know ledge sharing

availability of contact 
person

CEO

idea generation

meeting

email

phone

misunderstanding

project 
success

company success

direct know ledge 
sharing

cooperation

10

12
8

36

7

15
10

17

17

21

8

22

19

14

17

14

8

20

65

29

15

19

7

15

13

9

 

Figure 3. Linguistic net (extract), inter-organizational knowledge sharing, n ≥ 7 
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By means of causal coding and derived causal nets (Zelger & Oberprantacher, 2002), an 

understanding of how the mentioned factors influence inter-organizational knowledge sharing 

can be shown. The different arrows show which kind of relationship exists between the items: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Results 

 

Based on the method of GABEK®, we selected central issues regarding cultural pre-requisites 

for knowledge sharing in inter-organizational project teams. It is important why the 

companies under study engaged in inter-organizational cooperation, how knowledge sharing 

across companies takes place, and which cultural influence factors are decisive. We show our 

results by means of linguistic and causal nets as described above. 

 

5.1 Reasons for inter-organizational cooperation 

The companies under study cooperate because they are small companies with about three to 

ten employees (see also Figure 4). Thus, the companies are missing competencies they need 

for serving their customers on schedule, especially if the projects are rather complex. They 

chose these companies as cooperation partners because they like their partners (sympathy), 

share a common understanding regarding customer needs and conduct of project work, value 

the openness of their project partners regarding new ideas, and feel a kind of proximity, which 

Favorable influence
Unfavorable influence

If A grows, also B applies
If A decreases, also B decreases

If C grows, thenD decreases

If C decreases,thenD grows

If A grows, also B 
If A 

If C 

If C 

BA

C D
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is also reflected in the direct and informal way they communicate with each other. As the 

companies cooperate for a long period of time, they have developed trust and know that their 

partners are trustworthy. Thus, they do not record all projects in contracts. Based on the long 

relationship and the importance of the exchange of private knowledge, friendships are 

established, which positively influence the cooperation. This cooperation is needed in order to 

achieve project and company success, which is influenced by the reasonable division of 

project tasks, the availability of contact persons to coordinate the different tasks, the direct 

knowledge sharing, and idea generation of the project partners. In the past, cooperation with 

other companies were ceased because they did not show initiatives to serve customer needs 

and stole ideas from their project partners. 

 

cooperation

idea generation

division of w ork

company success

availability of 
contact person

friendship

steal ideas

no initiative

missing 
competencies

proximity

openness

sympathy

small company

contract

trustw orthiness

same 
understanding

trust

direct know ledge 
sharing

private know ledge  
sharing

on schedule

long cooperation

project 
success  

Figure 4. Causal net, cooperation, n ≥ 3 
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5.2 Inter-organizational knowledge sharing and its benefits 

To communicate across organizational boundaries is essential because project tasks are 

divided according to project partners’ expertise (see also Figure 5). Inter-organizational 

knowledge sharing mainly takes place via email, especially when documentation is needed. 

However, as written communication often creates misunderstandings, project partners share 

their knowledge using the phone and meetings. All interview partners confirmed that they 

prefer direct knowledge sharing because it is more efficient. If persons are able to ask 

questions and give feedback, a common understanding is detected more easily. If project 

partners are collocated in one room, they can solve problems together and accomplish their 

tasks jointly. Direct inter-organizational knowledge sharing does not solely include project 

relevant knowledge and information but also private knowledge.  

 

inter-organizational 
know ledge sharing

documentation

meeting

email

phone

misunderstanding
division of w ork

joint task accomplishment

project 
success

same 
understanding

direct know ledge sharing

private know ledge 
sharing

4

5

10

4

4

17

21

8

14

5

14

84

4

65

4

13

4

 

Figure 5. Linguistic net (extract), inter-organizational knowledge sharing, n ≥ 4 

 

As inter-organizational knowledge sharing establishes a common knowledge basis where 

everyone has the same knowledge, communication is easy because persons share a common 

understanding (see Figure 6). By means of knowledge sharing across organizational 

boundaries, project teams are able to define the scale of the project, find solutions, avoid 
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misunderstandings, discuss project details, and if necessary changes. Furthermore, regular 

meetings project team members enables them to detect mistakes and find solutions in order to 

correct them. This is also necessary to work on schedule and meet the requirements, which 

leads to project success. If projects were successful, employees are more motivated to engage 

in future project as well as in inter-organizational knowledge sharing. 

 

inter-organizational 
know ledge sharing

discuss changesdiscuss details

mistake detection

find solutions

project 
success

define project scale

same know ledge

correct mistakes

misunderstanding

motivation

cooperation

on schedule

simple 
communication

 

Figure 6. Causal net (extract), inter-organizational knowledge sharing, n ≥ 2 

 

5.3 Cultural pre-requisites for inter-organizational knowledge sharing 

Corporate culture consists of manifestations and values. Therefore, we first present 

manifestations that influence inter-organizational knowledge sharing (as can be seen in Figure 

7). The most important manifestation that leads to inter-organizational knowledge sharing is 

the size of the company. As the companies are rather small, they lack the required expertise 

and are thus dependent on the knowledge of other companies. Consequently, they divide the 

tasks of the project according to their expertise in order to work on schedule. Meeting face to 

face enhances inter-organizational knowledge transfer because the project team members are 
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able to reflect on ideas and diminish misunderstandings that might be caused by 

communication via email. However, inter-organizational knowledge sharing depends on the 

availability of contact persons. If contact persons are not available, e.g. by phone, they need to 

share information by email, which has a positive impact on the documentation of the projects’ 

progress. Enabling factors for inter-organizational knowledge sharing are also the project 

leader, who mostly shares the generated knowledge with the contact persons in the other 

companies, communication capabilities of the persons involved, and common events, which 

allows for the creation of informal relationships also across organizational boundaries. 

Hindering factors are the time pressure project team members face, especially as they work in 

several projects at the same time and have daily work to do as well. Negatively for knowledge 

sharing is also the waiting time if their contact persons are not available.  

 

inter-organizational 
know ledge sharing

reflect ideas

interdependence

availability of 
contact person

meetings

email

phonecommunication 
capabilites

common events

division of w ork

project leader

small company

time pressure

documentation

misunderstanding

on schedule

w aiting

 

Figure 7. Causal net (extract), manifestations and inter-organizational knowledge sharing, 

 n ≥ 3 
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Not only manifestations but also cultural values facilitate inter-organizational knowledge 

sharing. As project team members are not collocated in the same building, everybody has to 

trust each other that the project tasks are accomplished. The relaxed atmosphere and a good 

sense of humor are positive for knowledge sharing because everybody dares to say critical 

issues. Due to their informal relationships and friendship, the atmosphere is also familial and 

emotional which enhances the commitment and trustworthiness of employees. However, as 

there are no standardized rules for inter-organizational knowledge sharing, actions depend on 

the employees’ own initiatives and their creativity to find ways to communicate. Employees 

have to take responsibility and initiate the knowledge sharing processes. Therefore, there a 

orientation to help others is crucial as well as a learning orientation, especially if mistakes 

have to be detected. The openness of and the trust in the project partners decreases the 

willingness to retain knowledge which is favorable for ongoing inter-organizational 

knowledge sharing processes. The only negative factor mentioned, which has been 

experienced in former partnerships, is competitiveness. If partners regard themselves as 

competitors and try to steal ideas, knowledge sharing across boundaries does not take place.  
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Figure 8. Causal net (extract), values and inter-organizational knowledge sharing, 

 n ≥ 3 

 

6. Discussion, Implications and Outlook 

 

The results of this study in five small companies show that certain manifestations and values 

foster knowledge sharing across organizational boundaries and can be regarded as 

characteristics of a knowledge culture favorable for cross-boundary knowledge sharing. Some 

of these characteristics have already been discovered in previous studies regarding favorable 

features for intra-organizational knowledge management initiatives. However, the 

contribution of this study is to find out how inter-organizational knowledge sharing takes 

place between SMEs and which cultural elements are decisive. 

 

The companies under study are SMEs and lack – due to their small size – the necessary 

expertise within their organizational boundaries (see also, Knight, 2000; Nunes et al., 2006; 

Weck & Blomqvist, 2008). Therefore, they engage in inter-organizational project teams in 

order to satisfy their customers (see also, Grotz & Braun, 1993; Panteli & Sockalingam, 

2005). Although no standardized procedures are established to share knowledge across 

boundaries (contrary to project partnering by Cowan et al., 1992), the inter-organizational 

knowledge sharing processes took place. Thus, we propose  

P1: SMEs engage in inter-organizational knowledge sharing due to their small size and 

missing expertise. 

P2: The need to collaborate and the interdependency of project partners have a positive 

influence on inter-organizational knowledge sharing. 

P3: Inter-organizational knowledge sharing enhances project and company success. 
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Characteristic for the collaboration of the studied SMEs is that they prefer ongoing 

relationships and cooperation (see also, Oliver, 1990; Jones et al., 2006). This long-term 

orientation makes boundaries between organizations less important. Consequently, similar 

characteristics facilitating cross-boundary knowledge sharing could be found as in intra-

organizational settings, such as care and the willingness to help each other (von Krogh, 1998; 

Zárraga & Bonache, 2005), trust (Levin & Cross, 2004; Renzl, 2008), openness (Kayworth & 

Leidner, 2003), and learning orientation (Brachos et al., 2007). Also, regarding knowledge 

sharing friendly manifestations this study confirmed that means for communication are 

decisive (see also, Moffett et al., 2002; Oliver & Kandadi, 2006; Yeh et al., 2006; Al-Alawi et 

al., 2007; Chen & Huang, 2007) although the companies used widely established information 

and communication technologies, such as email and the phone. This is contrary to the 

assumption that collaborative tools are used for inter-organizational knowledge transfer 

(Majchrzak et al., 2000). Thus, we propose: 

P4: Care, trust, openness, and learning orientation positively influence inter-

organizational knowledge sharing.  

P5: SMEs do not heavily invest into new information and communication technologies to 

facilitate inter-organizational knowledge sharing.  

 

However, there are also some special cultural elements needed for inter-organizational 

knowledge sharing. Because the project team members do not belong to the same companies, 

the trustworthiness of the partners has to be evaluated (see lack of control; Williams, 2005). If 

partners are found to be too competitive (Park et al., 2004) or steal ideas (see also, Cabrera & 

Cabrera, 2002), the cooperation ceases immediately. If partners have proven to be 

trustworthy, very strong relationships and even friendship are established in order to facilitate 

an ongoing partnership (see interaction intensity; Ngai et al., 2008). Consequently, the 

companies under study do not use contracts to fix project details. Thus, we propose: 
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P6: Evaluated trustworthiness and friendship have a positive influence on long-term inter-

organizational knowledge sharing. 

P7: Sympathy positively influences inter-organizational knowledge sharing.  

 

Furthermore, leadership and commitment of top-management are decisive (Gupta & 

Govindarajan, 2000b; Connelly & Kelloway, 2003; Jamrog et al., 2006; Lin, 2006; Yeh et al., 

2006). In this study, we could show that in most cross-boundary knowledge sharing activities 

the project leaders were involved. However, in SMEs the hierarchies are rather flat enhancing 

the possibilities to take personal responsibility. If top-management does not interfere into self-

responsible cross-boundary knowledge sharing, employees engage on their own initiatives 

into these activities. Thus, we propose: 

P8: Inter-organizational knowledge sharing mainly takes place via project leaders. 

P9: Personal responsibility and taking own initiative have a positive influence on inter-

organizational knowledge sharing. 

 

A new factor discovered in this study is humor. Interview partners stated that having the same 

kind of humor facilitates inter-organizational knowledge sharing. This is similar to the shared 

system of meaning discovered by Galunic and Rodan (1998) and the cognitive dimension of 

social capital (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). Thus, we propose: 

P10: Sense of humor has a positive influence on inter-organizational knowledge sharing. 

 

Unlike previous studies on intra-organizational knowledge sharing (McDermott & O'Dell, 

2001; Jamrog et al., 2006; Lin, 2006; Oliver & Kandadi, 2006; Yeh et al., 2006; Brachos et 

al., 2007), this study revealed that incentive systems are not needed to facilitate knowledge 

sharing across boundaries. Rather, individuals need to experience that it makes sense to 

engage in this kind of activities, which motivates them intrinsically. Especially, project 
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success motivates employees to further engage in knowledge sharing with their project 

partners. Thus, we propose: 

P11: Intrinsic motivation positively influences knowledge sharing between project teams. 

 

Time is the most important resource for knowledge sharing. As knowledge processes are 

mostly not an official part of the work, time for these activities is not planned (Oliver & 

Kandadi, 2006). The lack of time is worsened if project work is additional to the daily work. 

Nevertheless, knowledge was shared between the companies under study because employees 

felt the need to do this, experienced a decrease of work load if they used their colleagues’ 

knowledge, and felt positive about the reciprocal behavior. Thus, we propose: 

P12: The lack of time negatively influences inter-organizational knowledge sharing. 

 

This study has several implications. Theoretically, we could show how knowledge sharing 

takes place between different SMEs and which cultural elements are decisive for this kind of 

behavior. These cultural pre-requisites differ from existing studies concerning knowledge 

cultures derived from studies in large enterprises. This is also important for managers of 

SMEs, who mainly influence cultural values. However, also employees are responsible to 

shape cultural values important for knowledge sharing (Martin et al., 1985; Golden, 1992). 

This is especially achieved if employee experience a decrease of individual work load and see 

that project are successful due to the ongoing knowledge sharing.  

 

Limitations of the study are that only five SMEs with a limited amount of employees could be 

studied at this level of detail. Further studies are needed to verify if the new relationships 

regarding cultural elements and inter-organizational knowledge sharing are valid for a broader 

variety of companies. The companies under study are Germany based companies; as national 

cultures shape corporate cultures equivalent studies should be repeated in other countries, 
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especially in order to find out if the deviant results regarding supportive and hindering 

cultural elements are based on national differences (Nissen, 2007).  
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