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Abstract  

Title: Knowledge transfer between projects – Exploring the receiver’s perspective 

Authors: Nathalie Haglund and Frida Wåhlberg 

Supervisor: Karin Bredin 

Background: How to facilitate the knowledge transfer between projects is a field that has 

obtained a lot of attention in research. Despite this wide attention, many organizations 

still experience difficulties to efficiently transfer knowledge between their projects and 

thus the problems still remain, which appears contradictory. Previous research has had a 

tendency to assume that all knowledge can be articulated and codified, which has resulted 

in that solutions to these problems often have been directed towards the side in the transfer 

that creates the supply of knowledge. However, limited research has taken the receiver of 

the knowledge into consideration when analyzing these difficulties, who is considered to 

be equally influential to motivate a transfer.   

Purpose: The purpose of this study is to increase the understanding of the challenges 

concerning the knowledge transfer from past to future projects, by exploring the 

importance of incorporating the receiver’s perspective in the analysis of knowledge 

transfer practices.  

Methodology: This study has applied a qualitative research methodology where the 

empirical data has been obtained through an interview-study with nine onsite interviews 

in two different firms, ABB and SIEMENS. Furthermore, documents were studied in 

order to compliment and increase the understanding of the information provided in the 

interviews.  

Conclusions: By incorporating the receiver in the analysis we can conclude that the 

practices applied are not efficient in actually transferring the complete knowledge. 

Herewith, socialization becomes vital as a complement to these practices in order to also 

transfer the ‘hidden’ explicit knowledge as well as tacit knowledge that the receiver is in 

need of. The findings thus demonstrate the importance of taking the nature of knowledge 

into account when investigating the challenges with current knowledge transfer practices. 

Keywords: Project-based organization; Knowledge transfer; Knowledge; Explicit 

knowledge; Tacit knowledge  
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1. Introduction  

This section provides the reader with an introductory discussion about the area of 

research chosen for this study. The nature of knowledge and the role of the receiver in 

the knowledge transfer that previous research often have failed to incorporate, are here 

addressed and highlighted. This is, then, followed by the purpose and the research 

questions that have guided the execution of this study. 

 

The role of knowledge in organizations and its importance in order to develop sustainable 

competitive advantages has drawn a lot of attention in the last decades (see e.g. Grant, 

1996; Landaeta, 2008). For example, Grant (1996) emphasizes that knowledge can be 

considered as the most important organizational resource from a strategic point of view, 

this since knowledge is more difficult for other organizations to imitate than for example 

technology and other tangible resources (King & Zeithaml, 2003). At the same time many 

organizations are adopting their operations in a more project oriented manner in order to 

incorporate more flexibility in the overall organization (Schindler & Eppler, 2003; 

Williams, 2004; Newell, 2004; Lindkvist, 2004), mainly because of an increased need to 

rapidly be able to adapt to new demands and conditions in the market (Sydow, Lindkvist 

& DeFillippi, 2004). Organizations that are adopting this project approach are often 

referred to as project-based organizations (PBOs) and have been expressed to be an ideal 

organizational form for integrating knowledge and varied domains of expertise existing 

in the organization (Sydow et al., 2004; Söderlund, 2008). 

 

Although these organizations conduct their core activities in temporary projects, it is 

common that these projects co-exist with more permanent structures in the organization 

(Lindkvist, 2004; Bredin, 2008). According to Arvidsson (2009), this means that PBOs 

intend to take advantage of the flexibility that these temporary projects allow for, while 

also having the support of more permanent and stable organizational structures. The 

temporary nature of projects however increases the need to develop organizational 

capabilities in order to efficiently manage the knowledge transfer between the projects 

(Schindler & Eppler, 2003; Lin, Geng & Whinston, 2005). Having in mind that 
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knowledge has been suggested to be one of the strongest competitive advantages in 

today’s business environment (Landaeta, 2008), this implies that an efficient use of the 

knowledge gained from previous projects is a prerequisite for these organizations to 

sustain this competitiveness in the long-term (Williams, 2004; Love, Fong & Irani, 2005; 

Paranagamage, Carrillo, Ruikar & Fuller, 2012). This is considered to be particularly 

essential when it comes to different types of development projects or projects that in one 

way or another are related to previous projects and are intended to develop the output 

further (Bowen, Clark, Holloway & Wheelwright, 1994a). The reuse of the knowledge 

acquired in previous projects, i.e. learn from both failures and successes that have 

occurred, is thus vital in order to make the project process more efficient (Busby, 1999; 

Williams, 2004; Love et al., 2005).  

 

Driven by the ambition to enhance the performance of PBOs, much attention has been 

paid to the understanding of the concept of knowledge transfer in these types of 

organizations. Some scholars have focused primarily on explaining the importance of  

transferring knowledge in order to successfully carry out projects (see e.g. Kotnour, 1999; 

Williams, 2004; Scarbrough, Swan, Laurent, Bresnen, Edelman & Newell, 2004), while 

others have primarily addressed the issue of how to manage this process efficiently (see 

e.g. Von Zedtwitz, 2003; Newell, 2004; Anbari, Carayannis & Voetsch, 2008). 

Regardless of the efforts made and the wide attention this topic has historically gained in 

both theoretical literature as well as in empirically based research, progress in facilitating 

the knowledge transfer between projects seems to be limited. Many firms still experience 

problems of transferring knowledge from one project to the next (Newell, 2004; Hall, 

2012; Hartmann & Dorée, 2015), thus the difficulties still remain. Thereby, although 

scholars have tried to come up with solutions of how to overcome the difficulties of 

transferring knowledge, one can still wonder why this problem is still that widespread 

among organizations.  

 

In addition to identifying difficulties associated with knowledge transfer, previous 

research has also explored various means to evaluate and retain the knowledge acquired 

in projects, such as different types of post-project reviews (see e.g. Kotnour, 1999; Von 

Zedtwitz, 2003; Newell, 2004; Koners & Goffin, 2007; Goffin & Koners, 2011). A 
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predominant part of previous research, however, often unintentionally adopt a perspective 

on the nature of knowledge that assumes that all knowledge can be articulated and easily 

transferred to others through the process of codification. We argue, in agreement with 

Hartmann and Dorée (2015), that especially this core assumption that knowledge is a 

transferable asset can in one way explain the moderate progress in understanding and 

improving knowledge transfer practices. To clarify, we do not dismiss this perspective on 

the nature of knowledge, but we believe as Polanyi (1966) highlights, that all knowledge 

contains a certain level of tacitness which influences the possibilities to transfer the 

knowledge and how this transfer is best accomplished. When a predominant part of the 

knowledge is tacit, it is not possible to rely on the codification of the knowledge since 

tacit knowledge cannot easily be explained and codified (Kogut & Zander, 1992; 

Williams, 2008).  

 

Nevertheless, departing from the assumption that knowledge can be treated as a 

commodity that is contextually independent, prior studies have thereby addressed the 

difficulties in knowledge transfer by focusing on improving current knowledge transfer 

practices of the retention and storage of the knowledge acquired (see e.g. Von Zedtwitz, 

2003; Koners & Goffin, 2007; Paranagamage et al., 2012). Herewith, research have then 

often directed the solutions towards the side of the knowledge transfer that accounts for 

the creation of the supply of knowledge available for others to exploit. However, as stated 

by Lin et al. (2005), in order for a transfer to occur it is also required that someone 

demands the knowledge that is available and that ought to be transferred. Here it becomes 

apparent that there are two sides that need to be taken into consideration when 

investigating knowledge transfer – the sender and the receiver of knowledge – where both 

have a determinant role in the execution of a transfer (Szulanski, 1996; Davenport & 

Prusak, 1998; Vining, 2003; Lin et al., 2005; Easterby-Smith, 2008).  

 

Although the role of the receiver has been identified and obtained attention in research 

on knowledge transfer, the incorporation of the receiver’s perspective when analyzing the 

difficulties has often been excluded in both the literature and in practice (Newell, 2004). 

For this reason, this study focuses on understanding the challenges of knowledge transfer 

between projects in PBOs by incorporating the perspective of the receiver. Consequently, 
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the results of this investigation are relevant for researchers and practitioners since it 

intends to analyze the receiver’s perception of current knowledge transfer practices, 

which future research within the field of project management ought to recognize and take 

into consideration.    

 

1.1 Purpose and research questions 

The purpose of this study is to increase the understanding of the challenges concerning 

the knowledge transfer from past to future projects, by exploring the importance of 

incorporating the receiver’s perspective in the analysis of knowledge transfer practices.  

 

The two following research questions will guide the execution of this study: 

 What obstacles do project workers, being both senders and receivers in knowledge 

transfer processes, experience with current knowledge transfer practices? 

 How do current knowledge transfer practices relate to the explicit and tacit 

dimensions of the knowledge that intends to be transferred? 
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2. Methodology 

In this section the research methodology applied in this study will be presented. The first 

part of this section describes and motivates for the choice of research approach. 

Thereafter, the research design will be explained, where the selection of respondents and 

organizations will be revealed and motivated. Lastly, the analytical process that has been 

conducted throughout the study will be presented, followed by the ethical principles that 

have been taken into account. As Guba and Lincoln (1985) and the Swedish Research 

Council (2011) stress, a study’s scientific quality and credibility depends on the way the 

researchers thoroughly describe the choices made in the research process. For this 

reason, along with the description of the research methodology applied, aspects 

concerning quality and trustworthiness will be discussed continuously throughout this 

chapter. 

 

2.1 Research approach 

Project management is a field that has been widely studied and more specifically the area 

concerning knowledge transfer between projects has been highlighted from various 

perspectives (see e.g. Schindler & Eppler, 2003; Newell, 2004; Love et al., 2005; Newell 

et al., 2006; Goffin & Koners, 2011; Pemsel & Müller, 2012; Hartmann & Dorée, 2015). 

In order to get an overview of this field of research, the initial phase of this study consisted 

of interpreting and reflecting upon the existing research within the field of project 

management. This to obtain a greater comprehension of the direction in previous studies, 

and also get a perception of what existing research might have failed to recognize when 

investigating the challenges of knowledge transfer. The predominate keywords used 

were: Project management, Knowledge management, Lessons learned, Knowledge 

transfer, The market of knowledge and Project-based organizations. From this initial 

literature review it became apparent that research explaining the difficulties of 

transferring knowledge between projects, often fail to incorporate the receiver’s 

perspective (Newell, 2004). With regard to this, an explorative approach was adopted in 

this study, with the intention to reveal new knowledge about these challenges by primarily 
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targeting the viewpoint of the receiver that has previously often been excluded (see e.g. 

Jacobsen, 2002; Patton, 2002).  

 

A study of this kind requires, according to Jacobsen (2002), a research methodology that 

enables an in-depth study of the phenomenon and that further allows for flexibility in the 

research process, as well as provides a nuanced description of the investigated 

phenomenon, and for this reason a qualitative research methodology was applied in this 

study (see e.g. Jacobsen, 2002; Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2007). Furthermore, having in 

mind that knowledge transfer includes both a sender and a receiver and that a successful 

transfer is dependent on their respective engagement, this means that the knowledge 

transfer is affected by the actions of individuals. In order to accomplish an understanding 

of a situation dependent on individuals’ actions, Arbnor and Bjerke (1994) stress that it 

is crucial to have the individuals’ perspective as a point of departure. For this reason, we 

argue that the best understanding of the transfer of knowledge between projects is 

obtained through conversations with people who have practical experiences from working 

in projects. The empirical base of this study, therefore, consists of qualitative interviews 

where the respondents communicate their perception of the knowledge transfer between 

projects and the current knowledge transfer practices implemented in the organizations.  

 

In order to conduct an extended analysis of what was provided through the empirical 

research, it was important to analyze the content of what was stated by the respondents 

and put it in a theoretical context (see e.g. Bryman & Bell, 2011). Herewith, an 

interpretative approach was embraced since it enables a profound comprehension of the 

respondent’s subjective perception of the phenomenon (Jacobsen, 2002). This means that 

when conducting this research, the empirical findings have constituted the foundation of 

the discussion and conclusions, which also characterizes an inductive approach (see e.g. 

Bryman & Bell, 2013). Having an inductive approach is, according to Jacobsen (2002), 

common in qualitative research with an explorative character. This since an explorative 

approach needs an open-mind to what is provided through the empirical research and it 

should not in advance be the theories that serve as the point of departure (Bryman & Bell, 

2013). Hereby, it is apparent that although the initial phase of our research process 
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consisted of interpreting previous research, the inductive approach has been the dominant 

one throughout the study due to its explorative nature.   

 

Nevertheless, as Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007) highlight, it is common that studies 

aiming to develop unexplored research fields, often shuttle between the empirical findings 

and theoretical material. This is apparent after the first analysis of the empirical findings, 

where a second literature review was conducted due to the rise of new patterns of the 

nature of knowledge and its influence on the transfer of knowledge from the receiver's 

perspective. Thereof, the literature review was extended to also include keywords such 

as: Tacit knowledge, Explicit knowledge and Knowledge conversion. The possibility to 

change direction in this way is, according to both Jacobsen (2002) and Bryman and Bell 

(2013), one of the main advantages when using a qualitative research methodology. 

Although this flexibility in the research process can be viewed as a strength of the type 

of research methodology chosen for this study, both Patton (2002) and Bryman and Bell 

(2013) explain that it is problematic to generalize the results generated by a qualitative 

study beyond the very situation from where they were found. This study, however, intends 

to enlighten a perspective of the knowledge transfer that in previous research often has 

been excluded. Thereby, the aim is not to generate a result that is valid for all project-

oriented organizations of this kind. The ambition is instead to contribute to a development 

of the theories where the results of this study demonstrate a new angel that future research, 

as well as organizations, may incorporate.  

 

2.2 Research design 

As stated above, the empirical base of this study consists of qualitative interviews, and 

more specifically interviews with members of project-based organizations. We argue that 

since the success of a knowledge transfer is influenced by the actions of individuals, 

interviews allow for a deeper understanding of the respondent’s perception of the 

challenges of transferring knowledge between projects. Although the knowledge supplied 

can be analyzed by primarily focusing on the content of current knowledge transfer 

practices, we believe that when having the receiver’s perspective as the point of departure 

it becomes vital to make use of a research design that creates a possibility to get an insight 
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into the receiver’s perception of these current practices. Hence, it is required to engage in 

conversations in order to obtain a deeper comprehension of their subjective perception of 

the knowledge transfer practices. Notwithstanding, a risk related to interviews is 

misinterpretations of the information obtained (Bryman & Bell, 2013). In order to reduce 

this risk, all of the interviews were recorded to avoid a loss of information and also make 

it possible to interpret the information multiple times throughout the study. Furthermore, 

to a greater extent enable an objective interpretation of the information provided by the 

respondents, both the researchers were present during the interview sessions. By being 

two researchers throughout the entire research process, this enabled us to continuously 

discuss emerging findings and interpretations in order to avoid that our subjective values 

would have a too large influence on the findings, and in turn this increases the authenticity 

of the results (see e.g. Guba & Lincoln, 1985). 

 

In addition, making use of an interview-study as the research design was also based on 

the same reason for why the qualitative research methodology was chosen, i.e. allow for 

flexibility in the research process (see e.g. Jacobsen, 2002; Bryman & Bell, 2013). 

According to Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), when the respondents’ perceptions and 

interpretations of a phenomenon guide the research, it is not possible in advance to define 

the direction of the respondents’ answers. For that reason, semi-structured interviews 

were conducted in each case to allow more agile conversations (Kvale & Brinkmann, 

2009), which means that each interview were non-identical. As stated by both Eisenhardt 

(1989) and Bryman and Bell (2013), this contingency is primarily advantageous when 

conducting an exploratory study, where the purpose is to reveal new knowledge about a 

particular phenomenon, since it enables the finding of unexpected aspects that the 

researchers have not previously reflected upon. Although the flexibility was the main 

reason for choosing a semi-structured interview design, it was also considered important 

to have a certain structure in order to obtain the information necessary to fulfill the 

purpose and hence not deviate from the area of interest (see e.g. Eisenhardt, 1989). 

Therefore, the interviews followed a pre-designed interview-guide that addressed 

different aspects of projects, the project process and knowledge transfer (see Appendix 

2), where each interview lasted between 45-60 minutes and were conducted onsite.  
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Furthermore, in order to enhance the confidence in the empirical findings, the empirical 

data were triangulated, meaning that more than one method was used when collecting the 

data (see e.g. Bryman, 2003). The interviews were thereby supplemented with project 

reviews and other project documentations in order to strengthen the empirical findings 

and gain additional insights regarding the challenges of knowledge transfer. The reviews 

demonstrate the knowledge supplied through databases, whereas the other documents 

provided the study with a greater understanding of the project process. These 

complementing documents allow for a more extensive analysis of the empirical findings 

and reinforce the information given in the interviews, which enhances the credibility of 

the information collected in this study (see e.g. Eisenhardt, 1989). These documents are, 

however, confidential and therefore in the section where the empirical findings are 

described, only the information that we got permission to publish can be found.  

 

2.2.1 Selection of organizations and respondents  

Pettigrew (1990) stresses the importance of finding organizations and respondents that 

have great experience of the phenomenon to be studied. Since the research design chosen 

is an interview-study, the selection of appropriate respondents was the most important 

part of the research. The study is, therefore, based on the information provided from these 

individuals. However, having in mind that we aim to investigate particularly how 

knowledge transfer between projects is managed in project-based organizations, the 

selection of appropriate organizations was also essential. Even though the accessibility to 

the organizations included in the study was partly influential, Eisenhardt (1989) 

highlights that the selection of organizations is an important part of the investigative 

process since it affects the study's results and outcomes. Thereby, the purposive sampling 

was the most influential when selecting the appropriate project-based organizations for 

this study (see e.g. Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

 

Although a single-firm study could have been an option for addressing the purpose of this 

research, the risk of obtaining firm-specific results increases when only one firm 

constitutes the foundation of an entire study. To prevent this, two firms were selected in 

order to incorporate a wider scope in this research, namely ABB and SIEMENS. 
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However, note that the purpose for using two firms was not with an intention to set the 

results against each other, i.e. the conclusions have not evolved from a comparable study. 

Instead, the firms chosen share similar characteristics that we found essential in order to 

enable an analysis of these two firms as one entity, and to furthermore create a more 

profound ground for theory development (see e.g. Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Both 

firms are large well-established industrial enterprises, performing their business on an 

international scale. The firms were selected based on their level of experience from 

working in a project oriented manner, which is in line with Pettigrew’s (1990) previous 

statement. The project oriented features that can characterize both firms, i.e. a significant 

amount of the core activities are executed in projects (see e.g. Söderlund & Tell, 2009), 

made them valuable sources of information in the realization of this very study.  

 

When selecting the different respondents in each of the firms, the purposive sampling 

also served as the main strategy (Bryman & Bell, 2013). Both Eisenhardt and Graebner 

(2007) and Jacobsen (2002) highlight that when selecting respondents it is crucial to find 

individuals who possess the knowledge that is relevant for the research. Therefore, in 

order to find suitable respondents, the personal contacts within both firms were provided 

the following criteria: First of all, the individuals needed to have practical experience 

from working in projects. Secondly, since this study aims to increase the understanding 

of the challenges with knowledge transfer, it was also essential to speak with individuals 

who would allow for the phenomenon to be studied from various perspectives. Thereby, 

a criteria was to include respondents with different level of authority and experience in 

order to get a more nuanced perception and deeper understanding of this phenomenon 

(see e.g. Eisenhardt, 1989; Jacobsen, 2002; Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Although the 

variation was of interest in some aspects, we found it vital that all respondents worked/had 

worked in different types of development projects, since a successful knowledge transfer 

is of particular importance within these types of projects (Bowen et al., 1994a). This then 

represent the third criteria in the selection process.  

 

Through this selection process a total of nine individuals with different responsibilities 

and experiences of working in development projects were chosen for the interviews (see 

Table 1: Respondents). When carrying out the interviews it appeared early in the process 
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that the respondents shared similar opinions regarding knowledge transfer between 

projects. Therefore, after five interviews no new information relevant for addressing the 

purpose had appeared and we had reached an empirical saturation. However, we found it 

essential to expand the number of respondents from both firms in order to confirm this 

saturation and increase the trustworthiness of our findings (see e.g. Guba & Lincoln, 

1985) and at the same time ensure a balanced selection of respondents.  

 

RESPONDENTS LEVEL OF EXPERIENCE 

SIEMENS  

Project member 1 
Long time experience from working as a specialist within 

different development projects 

Project member 2 Experience of working in two development projects 

Project member 3 
Recently recruited and has experiences specifically from the 

start-up phase of the projects 

Project manager 1 
Experience from working as a project manager and project 

member in different development projects 

Project manager 2 
Experience from working as a manager and project manager of 

various development projects 

  

ABB  

Project manager 3 
Long time experience as project manager within different 

commercial projects 

Department 

manager 

Experience from management, project manager and responsible 

for a project management office 

Project member 4 
Long time experience of working in different types of projects 

as a consultant and also as a permanent employee 

Project  member 5 Experience of working in different types of projects 

 

Table 1: Respondents  
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2.3 Transcription of empirical data and method of analysis   

According to Eisenhardt (1989), when conducting research that aims to reveal new 

knowledge of a phenomenon, the analytical process of the data collected constitutes the 

foundation. Also, Jacobsen (2002) highlights that from collecting the empirical data to 

the final analysis of the study, an analytical approach should continuously be practiced. 

In order to thoroughly describe how the analytical process in this very study was 

accomplished the process is illustrated below. 

 

Figure 1: The analytical process 

Source: Own illustration  

The transcription process of the interviews was conducted after each session to start the 

analytical process in an early stage in the research. Taking into consideration the inductive 

approach that has carried the study forward, it was important to start processing the 

interviews and the documents early to enable an adaptation of the execution of the study 

according to new interesting findings (see e.g. Bryman & Bell, 2013). By starting the 

analytical process at this stage of the research, allowed for new patterns regarding the 

nature of knowledge and its influences on the transfer of knowledge to be detected and 

thus a second literature review was conducted, which is in line with Jacobsen’s (2002) 

recommendations. According to the scholar, it is advantageous to make an initial 

theoretical analysis of the data collected in order to early link theoretical concepts with 

what emerged from the empirical research process. When all the interviews were 

transcribed a further analysis was carried out by reviewing the transcriptions in an attempt 

to create a deeper understanding of the material. Thereafter, different categories were 

created in order to facilitate the processing of the empirical material collected and to 

detect common patterns that would help to analyze the challenges of transferring 

knowledge. This part of the analytical process can thus be compared to what Jacobsen 

(2002) denominates as categorization. Some categories were based on the knowledge 

Transcription Categorization
Empirical 
findings

Discussion
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transfer practices that have been frequently emphasized in theories and were also 

recurrent in the interviews. These categories were for example knowledge transfer 

through meetings and project documentation, i.e. formal ways to capture and transfer the 

knowledge acquired in a project. However, others were primarily empirically generated 

and based on the patterns that were recurrent in all of the interviews, e.g. knowledge 

transfer through the use of personal networks.  

 

The categories that arose from this part of the analytical process also served as the base 

for how the chapter of the empirical findings was constructed. The first two parts of the 

chapter represent formal ways for evaluating and retaining the knowledge acquired in 

projects, which both previous research as well as the respondents expressed as common. 

This means that the formation of these parts were mainly theoretically influenced. 

However, considering the inductive orientation of this study, and the aim to develop the 

theories within this field of research, the empirical material must also be allowed to take 

place and influence the design of the study (Bryman & Bell, 2013). The last part of this 

chapter, therefore, represent a more informal way of transferring knowledge within 

organizations that was highlighted by all of the respondents. Consequently, all parts of 

the chapter of the empirical findings describe different aspects of the knowledge transfer 

that can be found in project-based organizations, where the empirical material from the 

two firms are presented as one entity. Furthermore, in the formation of this chapter, the 

recommendation from Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007) was taken into consideration. The 

scholars stress that quotations and other empirical evidence, such as documentations, 

should be incorporated in order to give the reader a full and credible picture of the 

empirical part of the research. When carrying out an extensive and detailed presentation 

of the empirical findings, the trustworthiness of a particular study increases according to 

Guba and Lincoln (1985), since it allows other readers to estimate the transferability of 

the results beyond the very context investigated.  

 

When structuring the chapter where the empirical findings are analyzed, i.e. the 

discussion, the illustration of the knowledge transfer flow presented in the final part of 

the theoretical framework served as the foundation. Since the theoretical framework has 

evolved through two literature reviews, where the second was carried out after the rise of 
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new patterns of the nature of knowledge and its influence on the knowledge transfer, the 

illustration that serves as the base for the analysis has thereby been formed through a 

combination of empirical findings and theoretical concepts. By this we mean that through 

the inductive approach of this study, we were able to put together two research fields that 

rarely have been analyzed in conjunction, namely the research field of project 

management and the research field of knowledge. Departing from the illustration, the 

discussion starts of by explaining the obstacles with knowledge transfer perceived by the 

sender since this participant also has a great influence on the efficiency of this transfer. 

Nevertheless, considering that the aim of this study is to explore the importance of 

incorporating the receiver's perspective when analyzing knowledge transfer practices, the 

two remaining parts of the chapter focus on this particular participant. Firstly, the 

receiver's perception of the difficulties of transferring knowledge through the current 

knowledge transfer practices is analyzed. Secondly, with regard to the knowledge 

requested by the receiver the discussion is then extended to also incorporate and 

investigate the impact that the nature of knowledge has on the efficiency of these 

knowledge transfer practices. In order to support the discussion and the interpretations 

made, quotations from the empirical findings are recurrent also in this chapter, which then 

again follows the recommendation by Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007). 

 

2.4 Ethical aspects  

When carrying out research, authors such as Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) and Bryman 

and Bell (2013) emphasize the importance of considering the ethical aspects when 

handling and collecting the empirical data. Following the suggestions from the Swedish 

Research Council1 (2011) for carrying out a research ethically, we found it crucial to 

provide our respondents with important information and be transparent throughout the 

whole process. In the first contact with the respondents we informed them about the 

purpose and the design of the study as we provided them with an information document 

with an extended description of the study (see Appendix 1). In this document it was 

further explained that all material collected, both from the interviews as well as the 

                                                           
1 Report written by Vetenskapsrådet in English and thereby their international denomination is used. 
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complementing documents, would only be used for research purpose and it was also 

described for whom the study’s conclusions and result can be useful. Furthermore, the 

respondents were informed about the intended duration of the interviews and that their 

participation was voluntary and that they were free to discontinue at any time without 

further explanation. With their consent, we also expressed a will to record the interviews 

in order to make it easier for us to listen and participate in the conversations, but also to 

have the opportunity to analyze the information later on in the research process. All of 

the information that was provided to the respondents in the first contact, represents 

important aspects in what is denominated as informed consent (see e.g. Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009; Swedish Research Council, 2011).  

 

Informed consent also implies that the respondents should be informed of the degree of 

confidentiality regarding the data provided (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Bryman & Bell, 

2013). In the initial contact, as well as during the interviews, it was explained that the 

respondents’ answers would be kept confidential throughout the study unless nothing else 

agreed. Although permission was given to publish the names of the two firms, it was 

requested by the respondents to have their names confidential. Furthermore, as expressed 

by the Swedish Research Council (2011, p. 67), “confidentiality entails protection from 

unauthorized individuals gaining access to the information, but the research group can 

use code keys to associate information or samples with specific individuals”. Herewith, 

we made the choice to refer to the respondents according to their job position, but we 

chose not to describe their respective departments or the divisions they are part of in order 

to minimize the risk of the respondents being unintentionally identified.  

 

After the collection of the empirical data was made and thereafter transcribed, the material 

was sent to each of the respondents in order to ensure that we had understood them 

correctly and to give them the opportunity to correct misinterpretations or clarify 

ambiguous answers, which is in line with the recommendations from Vetenskapsrådet 

(2002). In addition, Vetenskapsrådet (2002) highlights that before research is published 

it is also essential to give the respondents the opportunity to take part of the final report, 

in our case the chapter of the empirical findings. This was of particular importance in this 

study since the interviews were conducted in Swedish and thus the information and quotes 
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used in the chapter are freely translated into English. This type of validation of the 

information provided by the respondents includes obtaining a confirmation that the 

interpretation and the description that the researchers intend to convey through the study 

is also consistent with the respondents’ thoughts (Bryman & Bell, 2013). After some 

revision of the translated quotes was made, the respondents approved the information and 

the final quotes in the chapter where the information from the interviews and 

complementing documents are presented. The fact that the chapter of the empirical 

findings was sent to the respondents increases the trustworthiness of the study since it 

gives the respondents the opportunity to review and approve that the interpretations made 

are correct (Guba & Lincoln, 1985).  
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3. Theoretical framework 

In order to create a solid theoretical base for this study it was considered important to 

undertake an extensive collection of information from different sources, which is also 

suggested by Eisenhardt (1989). Due to the complexity of the phenomenon that is studied, 

the theoretical framework will therefore serve two purposes: Firstly, it will work as a 

support for the reader and clarify some crucial concepts in order to facilitate the overall 

understanding of the field of research. Secondly, it will provide a basis for the analysis 

of the empirical findings in order to deepen the understanding concerning the difficulties 

of knowledge transfer between projects. The last part of this section is completed with a 

final illustration in which the relation between the concepts described in the theoretical 

framework are presented, which also constitute the foundation of the analysis of the 

empirical findings. 

 

3.1 The project-based organization  

The project-based organization (PBO) has received increased attention for being an ideal 

organizational form for the management and integration of diverse expertise and 

specialized knowledge (Sydow et al., 2004; Söderlund, 2008). These organizations carry 

out most of their activities or core operations in projects (Lindkvist, 2004), implying that 

“[...] the knowledge, capabilities, and resources of the firm are built up through the 

execution of major projects” (Hobday, 2000, p. 874-875). Oxford English Dictionary 

(2015) defines a project as “a collaborative enterprise, freq. involving research or design, 

that is carefully planned to achieve a particular aim”, but the concept ‘project’ in an 

organization can, however, mean a variety of different activities, from smaller internal 

projects to larger international ones (Turner, 1999). The mutual characteristic shared by 

most types of projects is their limited time of existence, i.e. a project can be considered 

being a temporary constellation of people striving towards a common goal (DeFillippi & 

Arthur, 1998; Hobday, 2000; Tell & Söderlund, 2001). It has been highlighted that by 

adopting a project approach firms become more flexible and change adept due to the 

possibility of creating new temporary organizational structures, in which different 
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specialized skills and cross-functional expertise are brought together (Hobday, 2000; 

Prencipe & Tell, 2001; Sydow et al., 2004; Lindkvist, 2004; Söderlund, 2008). 

 

Although the temporary nature of projects can be viewed as a common feature that does 

not mean that more permanent structures and non-project features cannot be found within 

PBOs (Hobday, 2000; Lindkvist, 2004; Bredin, 2008; Arvidsson, 2009). As indicated by 

for example Sydow et al. (2004), within these organizations projects are likely to be 

embedded in more permanent settings, thus meaning that PBOs “[…] aim to combine the 

advantages of permanent and repetitive structures while taking advantage of the 

flexibility that is inherent to temporary structures” (Arvidsson, 2009, p.98). With this 

view, the definition of PBOs in this study therefore does not include the ‘single-project 

firm’ as defined by Whitley (2006); “in which the company as a legal and financial entity 

becomes project specific, and is often dissolved upon successful completion of project 

goals” (p. 78). Whitley’s type of project organization can be found when for example 

multiple companies work jointly in a project to produce a good or service, for example in 

construction, but when the specific project is finished the organization cease to exist (see 

e.g. Gann & Salter, 2000; Bakker, Cambré, & Raab, 2011). Instead, our definition of 

PBOs rather refers to the description used by scholars such as Lindkvist (2004) and 

Bredin (2008), who acknowledge the permanent organizational setting as a distinctive 

feature for PBOs (see also Arvidsson, 2009). 

 

Furthermore, considering that most of the core operations in these organizations are 

carried out in project form, it is possible to compare our description of PBOs to the results 

found by Söderlund and Tell (2009). Their study demonstrates how these organizations 

operate projects on a repetitive basis and thus develop the knowledge needed to handle 

problems and project related issues. In turn it implies that an efficient use of the 

knowledge gained from previous projects, is a prerequisite for these organizations to 

sustain a competitive advantage in the long-term (Love, Fong & Irani, 2005). 

Nevertheless, as argued by for example Joshi, Sarker and Sarker (2007) the transfer of 

knowledge does not only rely on the experience of working in project form, it is also 

dependent on the characteristic of the knowledge transferred. For this reason, in order to 

comprehend the transfer of knowledge and the challenges that might arise, it is important 
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to first understand the nature of knowledge, the different types of knowledge and their 

respective characteristics. 

 

3.2 The nature of knowledge: explicit and tacit  

Various ways can be used to describe knowledge, for example Nonaka, Toyama and 

Konno (2000) define knowledge as a “justified true belief”. Davenport and Prusak (1998), 

on the other hand, have a more extended explanation and include the different contexts 

where knowledge appears: 

“Knowledge is a fluid mix of framed experience, values, contextual 

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

incorporating new experiences and information. It originates and applies in 

the minds of knowers. In organizations, it often becomes embedded not only 

in documents or repositories but also in organizational routines, processes, 

practices, and norms. “ 

(Davenport & Prusak, 1998, p. 5) 

At the same time, the same scholars also express that knowledge is complex and 

unpredictable, which makes it troublesome to define it concretely. In the literature, 

however, two predominant dimensions have been recognized in which knowledge can be 

separated in accordance to its characteristics: the explicit dimension and the tacit 

dimension (see e.g. Davenport & Prusak, 1998; Lam, 2000; Nonaka et al., 2000; Pemsel 

& Müller, 2012). Explicit knowledge is of the type that can easily be formulated, described 

and codified (Nonaka et al., 2000). Koskinen, Pihlanto and Vanharanta (2003) explain 

that this type of knowledge entails factual information that can for example manifest as 

technical guidelines, material specific data, documents or other descriptions of tools and 

procedures within the organization. This implies that explicit knowledge can easily be 

stored in the form of documentations and thus transferred independently of the subject 

that created the knowledge in the first place (Lam, 2000; Goffin & Koners, 2011). 

 

However, as Lam (2000) argues, all kind of knowledge cannot be explained and codified 

easily, thus revealing the nature of the second dimension of knowledge - tacit knowledge. 
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The term tacit knowledge was first introduced by Polanyi in 1958, where he argued that 

it is not possible to explain and describe all that is known. Until today his view of this 

type of knowledge is still shared among many scholars and the famous quote: “[...] we 

can know more than we can tell” (Polanyi, 1966, p. 4) is recurrent in contemporary studies 

when referring to tacit knowledge. Opposed to explicit knowledge, tacit knowledge 

cannot simply be articulated and communicated to others (Nonaka et al., 2000; Goffin & 

Koners, 2011). It is instead highly personal and contextually dependent, implying that it 

can only be obtained through experiential learning with a close interaction with the 

knowing individual (Lam, 2000; Nonaka et al., 2000). 

 

Although it is possible to distinguish explicit knowledge from tacit knowledge by viewing 

their different characteristics, that should not be misinterpreted as representing an 

either/or state (see e.g. Grant, 2007). According to Polanyi (1966), all knowledge consists 

of some tacit dimensions. The level of tacitness is something that varies, and is further 

what influences the capability to transfer the knowledge. An example may best describe 

this: “Art which cannot be specified in detail cannot be transferred by prescription, since 

no prescription for it exists. It can be passed on only by example from master to 

apprentice.” (Polanyi, 1958 cited by Grant, 2007, p. 175). From the example provided it 

becomes clear that some knowledge might be limited to the degree that it can be 

transferred and by how this transfer is best accomplished. With this in mind, when relying 

on the codification of knowledge there is, then, a need to recognize the amount of 

knowledge lost in the process of transformation (Kogut & Zander, 1992; Williams, 2008). 

In other words, all knowledge might not be transferred since some of the knowledge 

unfortunately remains stored in the minds of the people because of its level of tacitness 

(Pemsel & Müller, 2012; Shokri-Ghasabeh & Chileshe, 2014). 

 

Since the transfer is influenced by the tacit dimension of the knowledge that ought to be 

transferred, Nonaka (1994) identified that social interactions are a vital part in order to 

make the transfer successful. By this the scholar means that the tacit part of the knowledge 

can be transferred through sharing experiences or learning through practice and 

demonstrations, i.e. learning by experience (see e.g. Nonaka et al., 2000). As a result, 

socialization that allows for more informal meetings, conversations and practices to take 



 

 

21 
 

place is often expressed to be a useful way to better comprehend the tacit dimensions of 

the knowledge (see e.g. Goffin, Koners, Baxter & Van der Hoven, 2010; Kasper, Lehrer, 

Mühlbacher & Müller, 2013). Nevertheless, the transfer of knowledge is not only 

dependent on the characteristics of the knowledge transferred, it is also affected by the 

relationship between the participants involved in the knowledge transfer (Joshi et al., 

2007). Therefore, the following section will describe the market of knowledge in which 

these participants can be identified, their respective characteristics and influence on the 

knowledge transfer.  

 

3.3 The market of knowledge  

When explaining how knowledge is transferred, many scholars have departed from an 

idea that there exists a so called knowledge market within each organization (Davenport 

& Prusak, 1998; Vining, 2003; Lin et al., 2005; Easterby-Smith et al., 2008). These 

scholars explain that this internal knowledge market is affected by the same forces as a 

regular market of goods and services, i.e. supply and demand (Davenport & Prusak, 

1998). Although this approach has been widely used in previous studies, contemporary 

studies have demonstrated a skepticism concerning how this approach handles knowledge 

and views the relationship between the participants involved in the transfer (see e.g. 

Hartmann & Dorée, 2015). This market approach treats knowledge as a transferable asset 

that can easily be codified and transferred independently from its context, i.e. the 

approach relies to a great extent on the retention and transfer of explicit knowledge 

(Hartmann & Dorée, 2015). 

 

However as previously explained, there is knowledge that is hard to articulate and write 

down, meaning that there might be some limitations to the degree that the knowledge can 

be transferred through codification (see e.g. Polanyi, 1966; Lam, 2000). The tacit 

dimension of knowledge that influences the way the knowledge can be transferred, is 

according to Polanyi (1966) something that all knowledge contains to some degree. This 

would therefore imply that although some parts of the knowledge can be made explicit, 

there are others that might not. Herewith, this means that in general all parts of the 

knowledge cannot be treated like a commodity, which is disregarded in the market 
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approach. Consequently, Hartmann and Dorée (2015) state that since this approach 

excludes the tacitness of knowledge and treats all knowledge as transferable through 

explicit means, it also embraces a static view of knowledge transfer. Referring to the 

previous section, various scholars have identified that social interactions and learning 

through experience are useful practices to successfully transfer and understand the tacit 

dimension of knowledge (see e.g. Polanyi, 1966; Nonaka, 1994; Goffin et al., 2010; 

Kasper et al., 2013). In that way, knowledge and the transfer of knowledge should, then, 

be seen as more dynamic which is further highlighted by Hartmann and Dorée (2015). In 

line with their argument, this study will therefore not apply this static view, instead the 

tacit dimensions of knowledge are acknowledged and incorporated in the theoretical 

foundation. 

 

Even though the way the market approach treats knowledge is criticized, the idea 

concerning the participants involved in the knowledge transfer is something that can be 

applied in a more dynamic view. In both the static and the dynamic view, the idea of there 

being multiple participants involved in a knowledge transfer is present (see e.g. Lin et al., 

2005; Hartmann & Dorée, 2015). However, the extent of the interaction between these 

participants is what distinguishes the one view from the other, this due to the different 

perceptions of the nature of knowledge and the transferability of knowledge through 

codification. Although this study will not apply the static view’s perception of the nature 

of knowledge, some of the concepts concerning the participants engaged in the knowledge 

transfer from the market perspective will be used. This because the market approach 

provides a concrete and understandable picture of the participants who are taking part of 

and have an impact on the transfer of knowledge.   

 

3.3.1 The participants  

Lin et al. (2005) explain that within the knowledge market there are two main participants 

that can be identified; the individuals that supply the knowledge and the individuals that 

demand it. Various scholars often refer to these participants differently - sender and 

receiver (Lin et al., 2005), recipient and donor (Easterby-Smith et al., 2008), supplier and 

user (Vining, 2003), seller and buyer (Davenport & Prusak, 1998) - but the basic idea 
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remains the same. When referring in this study to the participants involved in the 

knowledge transfer, the terms sender and receiver by Lin et al. (2005) are used. Although 

these two concepts will represent the two main participants within the knowledge market, 

the content of the other denominations are also incorporated within the same descriptions. 

 

The sender can be described as the individual who has some type of knowledge that can 

be of interest to acquire by another individual, i.e. by the receiver (Davenport & Prusak, 

1998; Vining, 2003; Lin et al., 2005). Note that the denomination ‘receiver’ in this context 

should not be misinterpreted by the name as playing a passive role in the execution of a 

transfer. The receiver is in other words the one that actively demands the knowledge, 

based on what that individual believes can be useful and thereby derive value from 

(Davenport & Prusak, 1998). This implies that both the sender and the receiver need to 

be active in their respective roles in order for a transfer to occur (see e.g. Davenport & 

Prusak, 1998). Although the sender and receiver have different roles, Davenport and 

Prusak (1998) point out that these do not have to be separated and predetermined, the 

same individual can act as both the sender and the receiver depending on the context.  

 

Lin et al. (2005) explain that both parties are engaging in a transfer dependent on their 

expectations since it is not possible to know the value of a knowledge transfer in advance. 

These expectations in turn are created by the set of information available for the sender 

and receiver concerning: the type of knowledge, the level of competence of the sender, 

the context where the knowledge is applied, the coherence between the two participants’ 

utilization of the knowledge and lastly the relation between them two (Lin et al., 2005). 

However, like Vining (2003) stresses, the information can sometimes be asymmetric 

between the sender and the receiver regarding the quality of the knowledge that is 

available. This in turn influences the perceived benefits of engaging in a transfer and as 

Szulanski (1996, p. 28) points out, a transfer of knowledge can only occur “when both a 

need and the knowledge to meet that need coexist within the organization”. The author is 

supported by Lin et al. (2005) who describe that in order for a transfer to occur it is 

required that someone demands the knowledge and that someone possesses what is 

demanded. With this in mind, it can be stated that the knowledge transfer is also affected 
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by the participants’ respective interest and incentive to participate in the transfer of 

knowledge between the parties. 

 

3.3.2 Prerequisites for knowledge transfer  

Various scholars (see e.g. Szulanski, 1996; Bakker et al., 2011) have suggested that for a 

transfer to take place, the sender has to be motivated to share the knowledge that he/she 

is endowed with, while at the same time the receiver needs to be able to make use of the 

knowledge, which Szulanski (1996) and Bakker et al. (2011) denominate as having an 

absorptive capacity. Although the concepts of motivation and absorptive capacity have 

in previous studies mainly been used to describe the transfer of knowledge in inter-

organizational projects (see e.g. Lane, Salk & Lyles, 2001; Bakker et al., 2011), other 

studies have found that these concepts also have an important part in increasing intra-

organizational knowledge transfer (Szulanski, 1996; Gupta & Govindarajan, 2000). 

 

As stated by both Szulanski (1996) and Bakker et al. (2011), the sender’s willingness to 

share its knowledge with others is understandably a crucial part for a knowledge transfer 

to occur, particularly since the sender is the participant who possesses the knowledge. If 

the sender for some reason is unwilling to share crucial knowledge, a transfer will not be 

possible. Szulanski (1996) explains that a reluctance to sharing may come from a fear of 

losing the ownership of valuable knowledge, or it may come from an unwillingness to 

devote the time required to support the transfer, especially if the time spent is not 

adequately rewarded or valued. Nevertheless, as the author also highlights, if the receiver 

on the other hand is reluctant to accept knowledge from another participant, that also 

prevents a transfer to occur. With this in mind, along with what was previously explained 

regarding the active role of the receiver, this also implies that the interest and motivation 

of the receiver to engage in the transfer becomes equally important as the sender’s. 

 

Van Wijk, Jansen and Lyles (2008) highlight that the other prerequisite for the transfer of 

knowledge, i.e. the capacity to absorb knowledge, can be seen as one of the key factors 

to ensure an efficient knowledge transfer. The absorptive capacity refers to the receiver’s 

ability to value, assimilate and apply new knowledge (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990; 
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Szulanski, 1996; Bakker et al., 2011). Cohen and Levinthal (1990) suggest that the 

absorptive capacity to a great extent depends on the degree of prior related knowledge. 

This means that a lack of preexisting knowledge can sometimes be the reason why the 

willingness to engage in a transfer is not enough for the knowledge transfer to take place 

(Cohen & Levinthal, 1990; Szulanski, 1996). Nevertheless, having an absorptive capacity 

is not only essential for the receiver. Easterby-Smith et al. (2008) explain that in order for 

a transfer to occur, the capacity to absorb knowledge is equally important from the 

sender’s perspective. Here the absorptive capacity rather relates to the sender’s ability to 

estimate the value of the knowledge that ought to be transferred to the receiver, and 

furthermore have the capacity to disseminate the knowledge within its own barriers 

(Easterby-Smith et al., 2008). If viewing the sender’s ability to estimate the value of the 

knowledge in combination with how the receiver’s prior knowledge influences the 

knowledge transfer, Davenport and Prusak (1998) emphasize the importance of adjusting 

the knowledge that is intended to be transferred to the context. The same scholars explain 

that this will enable the receiver to better take advantage of the knowledge transferred, 

which in turn creates a greater balance between the knowledge that is demanded by the 

receiver and the knowledge supplied by the sender.  

 

From this it can be argued that the transfer of knowledge depends both on the relationship 

between sender and receiver and on the estimated value of the knowledge transferred (Lin 

et al., 2005). Nevertheless, as Joshi et al. (2007) state, the transfer is also influenced by 

the characteristics of the specific sending and receiving units. In general it is common 

that the participants in the knowledge transfer are associated with sole individuals, as for 

example in the market approach (see e.g. Lin et al., 2005). However, when investigating 

knowledge transfer in PBOs, and more specifically knowledge transfer between projects, 

we have to acknowledge that the projects consist of multiple individuals and thus, the 

projects themselves can also be viewed as larger sending and receiving units. This means 

that the knowledge transfer is on the one hand influenced by the relationship between the 

specific projects, but on the other it is also highly dependent on the practices that the 

organizations have implemented in order to facilitate the transfer from one project to the 

next (see e.g. Love et al., 2005).  
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3.4 Knowledge transfer practices 

As highlighted by Love et al. (2005), projects can and should learn from the experiences 

from previous projects. By doing that, projects do not need to start entirely from scratch 

and can also avoid repeating mistakes made in the past (Busby, 1999). Using the 

knowledge gained, i.e. learn from failures or successes that have occurred, can be of great 

importance for the outcome of a project and the long-term sustainability of an 

organization (Williams, 2004; Love et al., 2005). With this, scholars such as 

Paranagamage et al. (2012), describe the significance of undertaking different efforts to 

effectively capture, manage, store and disseminate the knowledge gained from each 

project. 

 

In organizations today it has, therefore, become increasingly common to establish 

practices that aim to evaluate and retain the knowledge acquired in a project so it can be 

utilized by others (Newell, 2004; Paranagamage et al., 2012). Highlighted by for example 

Kotnour (1999), these different practices are mostly conducted once a project has reached 

its end and are intended to identify what worked and what did not work during the project. 

In the literature, as well as in organizations, these practices are sometimes referred to 

differently – after action reviews, project end reviews, post-project reviews – but the basic 

idea remains the same (Newell, 2004). Previous studies focused on these reviews as tools 

for the transfer of knowledge, have for the most part viewed the evaluation and retention 

of the knowledge gained as being interconnected (see e.g. Von Zedtwitz, 2003; Schindler 

& Eppler, 2003; Newell, 2004; Koners & Goffin, 2007; Goffin & Koners, 2011). It has 

thereby been recurrent in the literature to treat the evaluation and retention as one single 

process and not separate the one from the other. Even though this has been the most 

common way to describe these reviews and practices, the following sections will instead 

treat the evaluation (meetings) and the retention of the knowledge acquired (project 

documentations) separately in order to simplify the understanding of the process of 

knowledge transfer between projects. 
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3.4.1 Evaluation – Meetings  

When a project is terminated it is common in many organizations, especially within 

project-based organizations, to organize a meeting to evaluate the project (Kotnour, 

1999). Here, different aspects of the project are discussed in order to learn for the future 

and improve the processes (Bowen, Clark, Holloway & Wheelwright, 1994b). The 

participants get a chance to highlight negative and positive parts of the project, pose 

questions, reflect upon the process and further discuss and share experiences among each 

other (see e.g. Von Zedtwitz, 2003). Herewith, what can be understood is that these 

meetings do not only play a crucial role in evaluating the particular project, they also 

create a platform for sharing the knowledge accumulated among the participants (Koners 

& Goffin, 2007). The structure of these meetings, however, varies and depends on factors 

such as: the size of the project, the project’s significance for the overall performance and 

the management philosophy of the firm (Von Zedtwitz, 2003). Also, as Koners and Goffin 

(2007) explain, the people that participate in these meetings can differ depending on the 

type of project. Sometimes the full project team is present, in some cases just parts of the 

core project team and sometimes even higher levels from the management team or other 

related project teams are included. 

 

For a successful evaluation to take place, some key factors are important, as Von Zedtwitz 

(2003) stresses; (1) Having a clear goal of what ought to be accomplished with the 

evaluation, (2) preparing the team to discuss and to pose questions concerning the project, 

(3) dedicating enough time and (4) selecting an appropriate environment for the meeting. 

The level of formality in these meetings can, however, differ and sometimes it is 

accomplished in the form of more informal face-to-face interactions between colleagues 

who share experiences with each other (Von Zedtwitz, 2003). Nonetheless, Von Zedtwitz 

(2003) points out that, even though these evaluations not necessarily need to be highly 

formalized and can be accomplished through informal meetings, the results should be 

transcribed or documented to make the knowledge available for others. 
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3.4.2 Retention – Project documentation  

Project documentations have been described to be a good way to make the knowledge 

available for the overall organization, and more specifically facilitate the knowledge 

transfer between projects (Kotnour, 1999; Keegan & Turner, 2001; Von Zedtwitz, 2003; 

Schindler & Eppler, 2003; Newell, 2004; Koners & Goffin, 2007; Goffin & Koners, 

2011). Koners and Goffin (2007) explain that the documentations, as well as the 

evaluations leading to the documentation, should primarily be used to identify relevant 

experiences that can be useful for other projects. Herewith, Von Zedtwitz (2003) states 

that it is important for these kind of project documentations to capture learnings from 

both failed and successful projects, in order to acquire all relevant experiences that can 

affect the success of future projects. This is also supported by Thomas (2014) who 

emphasizes the importance of documenting all learnings from a project to first, encourage 

desirable outcomes to be repeated, and secondly, avoid the repetition of undesirable 

outcomes. 

 

When thinking about what ought to be documented questions such as “what was learned 

about the project in general?”, “what went well?”, “what did not go well?” and “what 

needs to change?” are some that can be considered (see e.g. Schindler & Eppler, 2003; 

Thomas, 2014). These type of questions form the content that is sometimes referred to as 

‘lessons learned’, also defined as “key project experiences which have a certain general 

business relevance for future projects” (Schindler & Eppler, 2003, p. 220). From this it 

can be stated that the documentations created represent a “formal review of the project 

that examines the lessons that may be learned and used to benefit future projects” (Von 

Zedtwitz, 2003, p.43). As can be concluded, the first step when creating these kind of 

documentations is for the project team to discuss and capture the learnings that have taken 

place during the projects. The second part is to codify this knowledge and allow for it to 

be available for others in the organization (Newell, 2004; Thomas, 2014). 

 

Database for storage 

When the knowledge gained from a project has been captured and transcribed, the project 

documentations should then be entered in a database (Newell, 2004). According to 

Newell (2004), these databases are typically computer-based, meaning that other project 
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managers and team members can access these documentations by either searching for the 

project title or specific keywords (Keegan & Turner, 2001; Newell, Bresnen, Edelman, 

Scarborough & Swan, 2006). Storing the knowledge acquired in a database, i.e. making 

it available for others, enables future projects to make more accurate estimations and 

formulate a project plan that takes into account learnings from previous projects (Anbari 

et al., 2008). Anbari et al. (2008) further highlight that this database is an important 

resource from which other projects can acquire the knowledge necessary to avoid 

repeating the same mistakes as others. The utilization of the documentations stored is 

significant for the success of subsequent projects and for the competitiveness of the 

organization (Anbari et al., 2008). Therefore, it can be stated that these kind of 

‘knowledge’ databases can only be considered to be value-adding when/if all employees 

have direct access to them and actually use them (Tobin, 1997 in Smith, 2001). 

 

3.5 Criticism towards current knowledge transfer practices  

As known, having an efficient management of the knowledge acquired within each 

project has become an important part for the future success of firms (Schindler & Eppler, 

2003; Williams, 2004; Love et al., 2005). Although some scholars have expressed the 

positive impact of making use of different types of project reviews to transfer knowledge 

within the organization, there are simultaneously others that disagree and highlight the 

downsides (see e.g. Von Zedtwitz, 2003; Newell, 2004; Williams, 2008; Goffin & 

Koners, 2011; Pemsel & Müller, 2012; Hartmann & Dorée, 2015). For example, Von 

Zedtwitz (2003) explains that these practices are often viewed as an additional obligation 

forced by the project management department in the organization. This means that the 

individuals conducting the reviews sometimes do not understand the purpose (Ruikar, 

Anumba & Egbu, 2007), and it can therefore be difficult for them to determine the 

usability of the knowledge for subsequent projects (Williams, 2008; Hartmann & Dorée, 

2015). In addition, it has also been expressed that these practices are inefficient and time-

consuming (see e.g. Busby, 1999; Keegan & Turner, 2001; Shokri-Ghasabeh & Chileshe, 

2014; Hartmann & Dorée, 2015). Projects are often performed according to a tight time 

schedule where team members, close to the ending of one project, are rapidly allocated 

to new projects. The time required to create valuable assessments of what has been done 
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in a project is, therefore, sometimes non-existing or becomes deprioritized (Keegan & 

Turner, 2001), which implies that useful knowledge from the project is in risk to get lost 

(Smith, 2001). 

 

While lack of time and purpose have been highlighted as causing difficulties when 

applying these practices, most studies direct criticism towards the retention part of the 

practices. As for example Pemsel and Müller (2012, p. 868) state: “Explicit documents, 

like lessons learned, guidelines and standards often are considered necessary but the 

usability of them regarded limited”. When producing these documentations the main 

focus is at times on describing the project’s results and to demonstrate different business 

figures, but descriptions of issues that arose during the project and how these issues were 

addressed are sometimes omitted (Schindler & Eppler, 2003). Von Zedtwitz (2003) and 

Newell (2004), further argue that the information provided is at times not complete or do 

not contain an accurate explanation of the cause-and-effect relation of different actions 

and their outcomes during a project. In turn this means that although documentations are 

available in different databases for other projects to use, the risk of repeating the same 

mistakes is still present due to the fact that important information is missing (see e.g. 

Busby, 1999). 

 

Nevertheless, both Keegan and Turner (2001) and Newell (2004) point out that, even 

when these databases contain useful documentations over project learnings and 

experiences from many projects, these particular databases are sometimes limited to the 

extent that they are actually used by the people in the organization. These scholars further 

explain that this is mainly because people do not know how to access the databases or 

what to search for in order to find the relevant documentations. For this reason, it has 

been found that instead of using these databases people choose to search for solutions to 

particular problems by reaching out to their social networks, i.e. asking people they know 

how they solved similar problems in the past  (Newell, 2004). Von Zedtwitz (2003), 

however, emphasizes that the absence of relevant information and the accessibility to the 

documentations are not always the main issues with these practices. Instead he highlights 

the fact that not all information provided might be useful since “it is difficult, if not 

impossible, to generalize insights so that they can be applied to a wide range of projects” 
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(Von Zedtwitz, 2003, p. 45). Herewith a tradeoff arises – whether the documentations 

should focus on general project learnings that might be applied in all types of projects, or 

if these should be more project specific and thus the usability for other projects becomes 

limited (see e.g. Bresnen, Edelman, Newell, Scarbrough & Swan, 2003). 

 

3.6 Knowledge transfer from one project to the next 

The figure below explains how the concepts presented in the theoretical framework 

interrelate, this in order to understand the knowledge transfer process and the components 

involved. Furthermore, this figure also constitute the foundation when analyzing the 

findings generated from the empirical research.  

 

 

Figure 2: The knowledge transfer flow 

Source: Own illustration  

 

As was previously explained, there are two main participants that can be identified in the 

knowledge transfer: the sender and the receiver (Davenport & Prusak, 1998; Vining, 

2003; Lin et al., 2005). In order for a transfer to occur it is crucial that the sender is willing 

to share its knowledge with others, in other words the sender has to be motivated to 

engage in the knowledge transfer (Szulanski, 1996, Bakker et al., 2011). At the same time, 

considering the receiver is the one that actively demands the knowledge, the interest and 

motivation of the receiver to engage in the transfer becomes equally important as the 

sender’s (Szulanski, 1996). From this it becomes clear that both the sender and the 
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receiver need to be active in their respective roles in order for a transfer to take place (see 

e.g. Davenport & Prusak, 1998). This is also apparent in the figure where the knowledge 

transfer, from the sender to the receiver, is illustrated like a flow instead of being isolated 

parts in the transfer. Furthermore, having in mind that the receiver is the one that is 

expected to make use of the knowledge that is being transferred, it thereby becomes vital 

that the receiver also has the ability to value, assimilate and apply the knowledge that is 

being transferred, which was previously referred to as having an absorptive capacity 

(Cohen & Levinthal, 1990; Szulanski, 1996; Bakker et al., 2011). The absorptive capacity 

can also be found in the case of the sender, but here this capacity rather relates to an ability 

to estimate the value of the knowledge that ought to be transferred (Easterby-Smith et al., 

2008) and for this reason this capacity will instead be referred to as value estimation 

capacity (see Sender in Figure 2).  

 

From an organizational point of view, in order to support the knowledge transfer between 

these participants there are various practices that can be implemented (see e.g. Newell, 

2004; Love et al., 2005; Paranagamage et al., 2012). Recurrent in the literature, 

knowledge transfer tools such as meetings and project documentations have often been 

highlighted as appropriate means to evaluate and retain the knowledge acquired so it can 

be utilized by others (see e.g. Von Zedtwitz, 2003; Newell, 2004; Koners & Goffin, 2007; 

Goffin & Koners, 2011). Nevertheless, a successful knowledge transfer is not only 

dependent on the current knowledge transfer practices applied by the organizations, it is 

also highly influenced by the nature of knowledge. This in turn means that the transfer of 

knowledge from one project to the next has to be investigated from a more fundamental 

perspective.  

 

Highlighted previously, the knowledge that can be found in this transfer consists of both 

explicit and tacit dimensions (see e.g. Davenport & Prusak, 1998; Lam, 2000; Nonaka et 

al., 2000; Pemsel & Müller, 2012). The explicit knowledge can with simplicity be 

formulated and codified, whereas the tacit knowledge on the contrary requires close 

interaction and learning by experience in order to be transferred (Nonaka et al., 2000, 

Goffin et al., 2010; Kasper et al., 2013). Although it is possible to distinguish these two 

from one another, this should not be misinterpreted as being an either/or state. By this we 
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mean that all knowledge contains some tacit dimensions, which in turn implies that the 

level of tacitness influences the ability to transfer the knowledge and how this transfer is 

best accomplished (see e.g. Polanyi, 1966; Nonaka et al., 2000; Shokri-Ghasabeh & 

Chileshe, 2014). With this in mind, when investigating knowledge transfer in an 

organization it becomes essential to not only take into consideration that there are two 

main participants involved, but also have in mind that the explicit and tacit dimensions of 

the knowledge that is intended to be transferred influence whether or not the transfer is 

successful.  
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4. Empirical findings  

In this section the findings obtained through the interviews will be demonstrated 

according to the different categories, i.e. meetings, project documentations and personal 

networks. As described in the methodology section, the first two parts in the following 

section were mainly theoretically influenced, but was also highlighted by the respondents 

as common formal approaches to facilitate the knowledge transfer, which have been 

implemented on an organizational level. The final part in this section were primarily 

empirically generated and represent a more informal way of transferring knowledge 

within the organizations that was recurrent in all of the interviews.  

 

Taking advantage of the knowledge gained in previous projects, to then make use of it in 

subsequent ones, is something that all respondents expressed as a crucial part for the 

success of a project. The ability to transfer knowledge between projects enhances the 

project efficiency and can further decrease the risk of repeating mistakes made in the past 

or to ‘reinvent the wheel’. One of the project members expressed it as following: “You 

can do your own job much faster if you try to learn from what others have done” (Project 

member 1, freely translated from Swedish). It is clear that most of the respondents are 

well aware of the importance of knowledge and it appears to be an issue widely discussed 

within the organizations. 

“Knowledge is important for us but we are insufficiently careful with it and 

that is dangerous. It is a challenge and therefore we talk a lot about it but it 

is extremely difficult to grasp how we should handle it” 

(Project manager 2) 

In order to favor an efficient transfer of knowledge between projects, the organizations 

have implemented different approaches to enable that others can take part of and use the 

knowledge acquired in a project. These approaches are foremost described as more formal 

elements that have been imposed and defined at an organizational level. The respondents, 

however, expressed that there are also other approaches that they themselves consider 

being more useful and appropriate for facilitating the knowledge transfer between 
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projects. Thereby, the following sections describe both the formal approaches 

implemented by the organization as well as the more informal ones that were highlighted 

by the respondents. 

 

4.1 Meetings  

In the end of each project it is common to organize a meeting where the project team has 

the opportunity to evaluate and discuss everything related to the particular project and the 

project process, both negative and positive aspects. This is an attempt, implemented on 

an organizational level, to facilitate the knowledge transfer within the organization and 

thereby improve the potential for future project success. However, as was highlighted by 

some of the respondents, the content in these meetings often varies and it is usually the 

project manager who determines the structure and focus. For this reason, although it 

should be clear what the intentions are with these meetings and what ought to be achieved 

in the end, the respondents expressed that at times it can be hard to understand what can 

actually be derived from these evaluation meetings. The meetings are instead often 

viewed as a point in the project process that the team members do because they have to.  

“It all depends on how you are as a project manager, what you want to 

evaluate. Sometimes there is a clear idea what they [the project managers] 

want to accomplish and sometimes not, but it's something you have to do and 

therefore you do it.” 

(Project member 5) 

The respondents also expressed that the intense business environment with tight time 

schedules and deadlines, makes it hard to dedicate enough time for these evaluation 

meetings. The only time when these evaluative activities are highly prioritized is when 

something has gone very wrong in one project. The fact that these meetings are often 

given low priority because of the lack of time and understanding of the purpose, was 

something that was mentioned by most of the respondents where project manager 3 

expressed it as following:  

"It is my personal opinion that it is rare that the people you have called for a 

meeting actually show up to the meeting. [...] It's not really a priority for some 
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reason. […] You can always organize a meeting and go through the lessons 

learned at certain times, but people get tired of such things when it is not part 

of their regular job. Priority is instead given to other things and it is easy to 

not give priority to things you do not believe you will have any use of or 

benefit from.“ 

The department manager also agreed that these activities are time-consuming but 

highlighted that it is important to devote sufficient time since valuable knowledge and 

insights for other projects can be attained. For this reason, it becomes important that the 

management in the organization understands the value of such activities and emphasizes 

its priority. Considering that these evaluation meetings have been defined at an 

organizational level, the support of the management is essential because “[…] if the 

management prioritizes to keep costs down then it is other things that might not be 

prioritized” (Project member 4). Due to the tendency of deprioritizing these evaluation 

meetings, one of the project managers believed that more implicit ways to pass on the 

knowledge should be encouraged in order to facilitate the knowledge transfer from one 

project to another.  

“I think it [knowledge transfer practice] must be integrated in the project 

processes so that it is carried out automatically. You cannot have it separated, 

it should be built in and just be present, meaning that you cannot avoid it.” 

(Project manager 3) 

Project manager 3 further highlighted the need of incorporating similar meetings also in 

the start-up phase of a project. This is mainly because the learnings from the ‘end’ 

evaluation meetings are sometimes limited to the extent that they are actually discussed 

among the team members and then applied during the new project. It was expressed that 

the members constituting the new project team certainly possess a lot of knowledge and 

experience from working in other projects that can probably also be of relevance for this 

new one. In agreement with project manager 3, one of the project members expressed:  

“What's missing really is when you start up projects, to do the same thing [as 

in the end of a project] - go through the lessons learned from earlier. This is 

something you do not do very frequently. Not in a structured way and it 
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depends much on the project manager if it is done. But if there would be more 

structure then it would be more likely to reuse things [knowledge from 

previous projects]. Now, it is just at the end and the risk is that you forget till 

the next time you want to start up a project.” 

(Project member 4) 

Although some obstacles and difficulties with these evaluation meetings were expressed 

by the respondents, it was nonetheless highlighted that these meetings actually serve as a 

good platform for knowledge to be shared and transferred. Project member 4 described 

the meetings as being more educational, where “[…] you get to discuss and listen to 

others and hopefully you will learn something and have it in your head until the next time 

you are involved [in a project]”. By discussing different project related issues and 

listening to other people’s stories it does not only help to stimulate the learning within the 

own project team, it also serves as a good way to cope with the knowledge transfer to 

future projects, as project member 5 explained: 

“The main thing is what someone has learned in the team and during the 

project process, and this is something that can be brought to the next project. 

But it may not be something that needs to be documented, instead you 

probably only need to discuss this in the team so everyone can capture it and 

use it later on.” 

The evaluation meetings also create, for the team members, a final opportunity to 

socialize and get to know one another before they are reassigned to continue their work 

in another project. Herewith, the respondents emphasized that these meetings help to 

develop a social network that can be found very valuable to have in the future. This social 

network can namely be useful in for example the start-up phase of new projects, since 

then you know who might have been part of similar projects before and it becomes 

possible to receive valuable input already in the initial part of the project process. As 

expressed by project member 5:  

“[...] in every project you are involved in you are building experiences and 

creating networks. With that you know which colleagues that might have been 

part of similar projects in the past. You can then call this person before the 
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project starts and check a little bit what went well, what went badly and what 

to think of when starting the project.” 

Nevertheless, as further explained by project manager 1, these networks of people that 

are shaped through the evaluation meetings can also provide guidance to specific reports 

and documentations that were produced in the end of previous projects. Project member 

1 also highlighted that “talking to people is obviously great […] that person might be 

able to tell me where to find certain reports instead of me having to search for them”. As 

the quote indicates, in the end of each evaluation meeting the content of what was 

discussed during the meetings should also be documented so that other people and 

projects that were not participating in the particular meeting can also take part of the 

information and learn from it.   

 

4.2 Project documentations 

The documents that are produced in the end of these evaluation meetings can be of 

different kind and range from being a report or a PowerPoint presentation till sometimes 

being only notes in a word document. Despite some differences, these documents serve a 

similar purpose, namely “[…] to identify success factors and/or improvements as input 

to other projects” (Internal document, project review 1) and usually they address areas 

such as: “What went well and what can be improved?”, “What can we do better in future 

projects?” and “Success factors to consider in future projects” (Internal document, 

project review 2). When starting a project that for example concerns a topic that you have 

limited previous knowledge about, these documentations becomes especially important 

since “you need to understand many things, it is not a straightforward process but at least 

[through the documents] you always have a reference to support your direction” (Project 

member 3). The documentations created in the evaluation meetings are intended to serve 

as a point of reference that other projects can learn from and also make use of the 

knowledge that the documents contain. From a management perspective the department 

manager concluded this by saying that “when new projects start today then we often know 

what problems we have had in the past and therefore we try to refer them [the project 

teams] to lessons learned [the documentations]”.  
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Other respondents also highlighted the positive aspects of using this type of retention 

approach, where project manager 2 and project member 5 both expressed that written 

documents are particularly useful in repetitive projects, since the documentations can 

facilitate the understanding of the connection between past and future projects. Thereby 

also making it more apparent how the knowledge can be applied. This was further 

highlighted by project member 2 who pointed out that documents from previous projects 

also provide you with a solid base to depart from in order to understand what you might 

need to find additional information about. To codify the knowledge gained in a project 

can be described as being a concrete method in order to transfer what is learned in one 

project to future projects. The efficiency and usability of such project reports and 

evaluations were, however, questioned by many of the respondents where project member 

4 expressed it as following: 

“It is very common after the projects to make a lessons learned 

[documentations] and go through what went wrong or less well and what can 

be done better next time. But it is not as common that it is used next time. The 

evaluation is done, but the document that has been produced is not reused in 

the next project.” 

Project manager 2 explained that, the fact that all the projects are unique in one way or 

another makes it hard to know how to adjust the information that is documented so that 

members of other teams find it appealing to read. As project member 1 stated: “maybe 

you should consider both once and twice who will read this and how it can be used”. 

Herewith, the same respondent explained that to make the documents suitable for more 

projects you should not write down too much information or too project specific 

information that can become hard to apply in other projects. It was, however, highlighted 

by other respondents that when having those evaluation meetings ‘today’ it is actually 

quite difficult to estimate the future value of the knowledge that has been acquired in this 

particular project and document it so it is useful for the ‘future’. The value of some 

information and knowledge is easy to assess, document and then transfer to future 

projects, but other knowledge and insights from the projects can be more difficult to pass 

on to subsequent projects.  
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“What we are good at is obviously the drawings from which we build the 

machines. It is more the other kind of knowledge, such as the conclusions, 

testings and calculations, that are more difficult to handle and heavy to 

document and pass on to the next project [...] we write heavy reports but 

usually it is still difficult to pass on that knowledge.” 

(Project manager 2)  

By studying the content of these documentations, this dilemma becomes apparent. 

Sometimes the documentations lack a clear structure and consist of several short 

sentences, and it is often that they contain information that the project team itself 

considered were the most important aspects and learnings to document. For this reason, 

at times when you read through project reports and other evaluation documents ”it mostly 

raises more questions than it sorts things out” (Project manager 2). The department 

manager further highlighted that since everything that is discussed in the evaluation 

meetings is not written down, this makes it troublesome for parties outside of the project 

team, who have not been part of the discussions, to actually understand the documents 

and put the information into a context, which also makes it difficult for them to apply the 

knowledge and learnings in upcoming projects. In accordance, project member 3, who 

recently was employed in one of the firms, explained that it seems like the projects 

sometimes forget what the purpose of these documentations actually is and how the work 

they put into this activity can benefit the entire organization.  

“I have a feeling that they work very much in a team based way, just focusing 

on the project that they are working in but forgetting the whole picture.” 

The department manager believed that the reason why you sometimes do not have in mind 

who will read the documents, originate from a low own self-interest in taking part of what 

other people or projects have documented. “Many are interested in reflecting over what 

they have done themselves, but they are not interested in reading what others have done” 

(Department manager). Nevertheless, other respondents highlighted that their motivation 

and interest to devote the time and energy to write these documentations and reports are 

mainly affected by the fact that they know that nobody will ever read it. “It is not fun 

when you write a lessons learned [documentation] and then it is never anyone who will 
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read it” (Project member 1). In turn, this leads to that instead of dedicating time to these 

activities, other things becomes higher prioritized.  

“Most have in mind that nobody will ever read what I have written right now. 

Should I really spend so much time and energy on it? - No, probably not. 

There are many other things that require my time and energy.” 

(Project member 5) 

Due to the awareness of the limited usage of the documentations and also the low interest 

among other people to actually take part of these documents, the respondents questioned 

what the real purpose is of writing them. For example project manager 2 explained that 

the only time when the documentations are highly prioritized and people put more effort 

into writing them is “when something has gone very wrong that must not be repeated. 

Then we actually make them, but then it becomes a must because it costs too much to 

exclude it”. With this it is apparent that except from the occasions when big mistakes 

have been made in a project, the respondents sometimes do not see what can be derived 

from this activity. When project manager 3 was asked about the purpose of these 

documents the answer was: “Honestly, I do not know. The purpose is really good, but 

then the question is who will actually read it” and also continued by stating that:  

“[...] everything is written down but then I leave it [the document] to the boss 

and he can do what he wants with it. I guess most of it unfortunately ends up 

in the long-term archive. There it does not do any good really so I think this 

document is of limited significance.” 

In addition, just as in the case of the evaluation meetings, it becomes apparent that also 

the documentations are at times given low priority due to the difficulties in understanding 

the real purpose with this activity. Similarly, the time issue that was previously 

highlighted as an obstacle for the evaluation meetings, was likewise mentioned by the 

respondents when talking about the documentations. The tight time schedule of the 

projects often makes the time to write the project documentations limited and “if you get 

a lot more to do, maybe you do not have the time to write the report” (Project member 

1). As explained by one of the project members, the intense business environment 

sometimes leads to that you postpone this particular activity, i.e. postpone the writing 
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procedure of the evaluation, which in turn affects the quality of the documentations 

because some of the knowledge you previously possessed regarding the project is now 

lost.  

“It can happen that you start working on the next project before you started 

to write the report about the previous one. When you postpone the writing of 

the reports, the quality will be affected and after for example two months I 

have forgotten a lot of what I did and the report will of course be quite 

different, which is bad.” 

(Project member 1) 

 

Database for storage 

In order to facilitate the accessibility to these documentations so that the overall 

organization can make use of them, the documents are usually stored in different 

databases. Although the basic idea of having these databases is good, i.e. to make 

information available for everyone, some of the respondents expressed that the general 

knowledge about these databases and the access to them unfortunately are limited. As is 

expressed below: 

“They [the documentations] are on a server where everyone, theoretically, 

can read it. But you need permission to get in and not everyone have that. But 

they could get it if they would ask, but they probably do not know that it [the 

server] exists.” 

                                     (Project member 2) 

 “I do not have access to the system myself. I cannot enter it. I have never 

bothered to fix it, there are other ways I can access it. I know who I can ask 

in that case.” 

(Project member 5) 

It was further explained that even when you know how to access the databases, it can be 

a challenge to search for the documents related to a particular project since you have to 

search according to specific keywords, the project code or the title of the document. All 
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of these search criteria have been formulated by someone and it is not always easy to 

know exactly how that person reasoned when documenting the project learnings.  

“[…] there can be a whole report but then there are only five keywords. Then 

it's not so easy to search for it because it all depends on the keywords that the 

other person has written [...] it is a matter of knowing what you are looking 

for, otherwise it feels like you can get a lot of information, of which 90% is 

bad and 10% is good.” 

(Project member 1) 

Because of the obstacles with the documentations and the accessibility to these documents 

through the databases, the respondents all highlighted that the easiest way to obtain the 

knowledge you need is to talk to your colleagues and make use of your personal network. 

This in turn, describes the more informal approaches that the respondents highlighted as 

appropriate for the facilitation of the transfer of knowledge between projects and within 

the entire organization.   

 

4.3 Personal networks and face-to-face conversations 

Although the project documentations can be used in some situations, it was expressed by 

many of the respondents that they rather talk to people in order to obtain the information 

they need for the projects. Several reasons can be found for why it is more common to 

talk to other colleagues or use the personal network than reading the documents produced. 

First, because it is known that the documentations often lack a clear structure and useable 

information, in other words “a report is of course not as good as talking to the person 

who has actually been involved in producing the report” (Project manager 1). Second, 

due to the challenges that sometimes arise when searching for the documentations in the 

databases there is also a risk that the right and most valuable project information might 

not be found, meaning that “[...] you can get a lot of information, of which 90% is bad 

and 10% is good” (Project member 1). Nonetheless, project member 4 explained that 

talking to others is necessary in order to obtain all of the knowledge that is requested, this 

because there is knowledge that can be hard to codify and write down and therefore this 

knowledge cannot be found in the documentations.  
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“[...] regardless of how much is documented it is impossible to write down 

everything that is in the minds of people. Therefore, it is always valuable to 

make use of the people who have experience that can complement the 

documentation, because I do not think you can replace the documentation 

fully with experienced people.” 

(Project member 4) 

As the quote indicates, these personal networks can also form great complements to the 

databases since these people can help to facilitate the process of finding adequate 

information. According to project manager 1, when you encounter a problem “it usually 

starts with talking to people and then you gather the information you need from these 

databases”. By initially talking to people who have participated in both previous projects 

as well as in other types of projects, there is a good chance that simple mistakes can be 

avoided since you get the opportunity to receive valuable insights from different 

perspectives, as explained by project manager 3:  

“Even if they [the colleagues] are not included in the project, the same 

problems occur in other projects which means that then you can gather and 

create a forum for discussion. That is how you often solve problems here. 

Instead of starting to read or experiment yourself, you go to colleagues and 

discuss.” 

Sharing knowledge and project learnings through face-to-face conversations, i.e. through 

more informal interactions among individuals, further create great preconditions for an 

efficient knowledge transfer to take place. As highlighted by the department manager, “it 

is so difficult to grasp problems by reading about them”, instead there has to be some sort 

of interaction between the individuals to enable a better understanding of the learnings 

from a specific project and how these relate to other projects. Other respondents also 

expressed that face-to-face conversations also gives you the possibility to acquire all of 

the knowledge needed because it creates an opportunity for questions to be asked and 

answered directly.  
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“Talking to people is obviously great. Because then you can find out exactly 

what you want to know[…] That person might be able to tell me what I need 

to know,[...]instead of me having to search for it.” 

(Project member 1) 

“I get the most information from talking to people, it is the best. Because then 

you can directly ask if there is something you do not understand, which is 

much smoother than writing emails to others or looking at old reports.” 

(Project member 2) 

The statement by one of the project managers saying that, “here nobody is reading 

through any documents to find the information, this is instead something that can be found 

in the minds of people” (Project manager 3), demonstrates that the employees in the 

organizations are highly valuable for the firm’s ability to manage the knowledge transfer. 

“To talk about [material] resources that is wrong in our world, here it is the competence 

that is important and to make sure that those who contribute are staying […] it's really 

important” (Project manager 2). Herewith, it is also apparent that in order to ensure an 

efficient knowledge transfer it is crucial that people do not leave after the execution of 

one project. The organizations thereby rely to a great extent on the individuals involved 

in different projects when transferring knowledge from one project to another.  

“A good method to transfer ideas from one project to another is of course 

that the same people who worked in the old project also works in the new [...] 

the best knowledge transfer is that the person remains in the organization and 

is included in the next project.” 

(Project member 1) 

 “It can be difficult to gather all the information you need [by reading 

documents], but it is accomplished by having team members who have worked 

a long time and know where to find it, what information you need to get.” 

(Project manager 1) 

In order to prevent a loss of important project knowledge and learnings if/when the 

individuals are no longer part of the organizations, the respondents emphasized that there 

is a need to find more implicit methods to transfer the knowledge within the organization 
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and between projects. With this, project manager 3 highlighted that “[...] it is very 

important to have an open environment where everyone tries to help” that also allows 

and foster these informal and implicit approaches of knowledge transfer between projects. 

The manager continued by explaining that:  

“We execute many projects so you learn from those different projects and 

then it [the knowledge] is also shared between people. […] whenever there is 

a problem of any kind then you have a group to go to […] and ask "have you 

seen this somewhere before" and discuss with all of them. After talking you 

can go back to the project and solve it.” 

(Project manager 3) 

Having in mind that it is not only through the formal approaches implemented at an 

organizational level that allows for the knowledge to be transferred from one project to 

another, it also becomes important to acknowledge that the organization learns 

continuously. Although the knowledge evolves within a project and is thus shared among 

the team members of that project, through an open environment it is possible to transfer 

the knowledge acquired to other projects, as well as to the overall organization, in an 

implicit way. Herewith, it can be avoided that the different approaches implemented are 

viewed as forced obligations by the management, and also that the knowledge transfer 

per se is seen as a separate activity that is beyond the individual’s daily workload, which 

was previously highlighted by project manager 3.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

48 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

49 
 

5. Discussion  

In the following section a discussion concerning the findings in the empirical research 

will be carried out with the support of the theoretical framework. The structure follows 

the analytical model over the knowledge transfer flow presented in the end of the 

theoretical framework, where a more detailed description of how the model is used is 

described initially in this section.  

 

Having in mind that there are two main participants that both influence the success of a 

knowledge transfer, and thus affect the efficiency of the flow, it is necessary to start the 

discussion by highlighting the obstacles that the sending unit perceives. Thereby, the first 

part in the discussion addresses the sender’s motivation and value estimation capacity and 

how these factors impact the outcome of the knowledge transfer (see nr. 1 in Figure 3). 

However, considering that our aim is to understand the transfer of knowledge between 

projects by primarily analyzing the perspective of the receiver, the subsequent parts in the 

discussion are therefore centered on this particular participant. Firstly, the receiver’s 

motivation and absorptive capacity are discussed in conjunction with the current 

knowledge transfer practices, this in order to understand how these influence the 

receiver’s commitment to engage in the transfer (see nr. 2). Secondly, the discussion is 

extended to also incorporate the nature of knowledge and investigate its impact on the 

efficiency of the knowledge transfer with regard to the knowledge demanded by the 

receiver (see nr. 3)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: The knowledge transfer flow and the analytical steps  
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5.1 The sending unit’s influence on the knowledge transfer 

The knowledge transfer practices that many organizations have implemented are an 

attempt to capture and disseminate previously gained knowledge so the entire 

organization can benefit from it. An obstacle that, however, has been argued to have an 

impact on the knowledge transfer is primarily related to the time that needs to be dedicated 

for these activities. As highlighted in the interviews, the intense business environment, 

with tight time schedules and deadlines, makes it hard to assign enough time for 

knowledge transfer practices. This has also been one of the biggest criticisms towards 

these practices that previous research has emphasized, namely that they are inefficient 

and time-consuming (see e.g. Keegan & Turner, 2001; Shokri-Ghasabeh & Chileshe, 

2014; Hartmann & Dorée, 2015). With an inability to assign the time required to create 

valuable assessments of what has been done in a project, the risk of losing useful 

knowledge from the project increases which in turn also raises the probability of repeating 

similar mistakes (Busby, 1999; Smith, 2001; Thomas, 2014). Although the time 

influences the efficiency of the knowledge transfer, there are further obstacles that affect 

the sending unit's ability to transfer the knowledge. 

 

From the empirical findings it becomes apparent that the individuals taking part of the 

process of evaluation and retention of the knowledge acquired in a project, sometimes do 

not understand the actual purpose and what can be derived from these activities. The only 

time when the activities are highly prioritized is when something has gone very wrong in 

one project. Besides those occasions, the knowledge transfer practices are mostly 

perceived as additional obligations that are forced by the management in the organization. 

Thereby you do it because you have to and not with the aim to actually transfer the 

knowledge. Other scholars, such as for example Von Zedtwitz (2003), have also 

highlighted this fact and further explained that if the overall purpose is not 

straightforward, this in turn creates difficulties to estimate the future usage of the 

knowledge gained. The ambiguity concerning the purpose of these practices results in 

that they are given less priority, as expressed by project manager 3; “[…] it is easy to not 

give priority to things you do not believe you will have any use of or benefit from“. As a 

consequence, this also decreases the willingness to dedicate sufficient time to support the 

transfer of knowledge, especially if the time devoted is not appraised (see e.g. Szulanski, 
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1996). Considering the statement of project member 5: “Most have in mind that nobody 

will ever read what I have written right now. Should I really spend so much time and 

energy on it? - No, probably not. There are many other things that require my time and 

energy”, this also indicates that, although the sender might have the right capacity to 

estimate the value of the knowledge for others to use, it is rather the sender’s willingness 

and motivation that influence the outcome of the knowledge transfer.  

 

5.2 Taking the receiver's perspective in the knowledge transfer 

Furthermore, as was pointed out by Davenport and Prusak (1998) the same individual 

acting as the sender can in other situations also enter the role as the receiver. This means 

that the mindset of this individual, being the sender, will also influence the way he/she 

acts as the receiver. Having the department manager's quote in mind that “many are 

interested in reflecting over what they have done themselves, but they are not interested 

in reading what others have done”, also implies that with a decreased motivation to 

engage in a knowledge transfer for other reasons than your own self-reflection, the 

interest in taking part of learnings and knowledge gained by others will also be low. A 

further aspect influencing the receiver’s motivation and interest in engaging in the 

knowledge transfer is the quality of the documentations. Although these explicit 

documents are often perceived as essential parts in the knowledge transfer, the receiver 

often knows that the documentations are never enough to actually acquire all of the 

knowledge that is needed (see e.g. Pemsel & Müller, 2012). Expressed in the empirical 

findings, sometimes when reading the documentations you get more confused, meaning 

that the documentations might contain insufficient information and thereby lack complete 

explanations of how actions and outcomes are related, which is in accordance to the 

criticism stated by Von Zedtwitz (2003) and Newell (2004). Consequently, if we consider 

the active role the receiver has demanding the knowledge that is being transferred, this 

means that if the receiver do not see the value of the knowledge supplied a successful 

transfer will never occur (Szulanski, 1996; Davenport & Prusak, 1998; Bakker et al., 

2011).  
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In addition, as was explained by many of the respondents, the meetings that are conducted 

in the end of a project serve as an adequate way to create a platform for knowledge to be 

shared and transferred, which was also highlighted by Koners and Goffin (2007). 

However, in these cases it is the sole project team that participates, meaning that the 

transfer and sharing of the knowledge are taking place between the team members in that 

particular project. These meetings are also intended to form the foundation of the 

documentations that will be available for others. However, mostly they do not contain all 

of what was discussed, instead it is common that the project team members note what 

they consider being the most important information and learnings from the project. If 

viewing this from the receiver's perspective, this fact makes it impossible for those who 

have not been part of the particular project to make use of all of the knowledge that has 

been discussed and shared in these meetings. The focus here is instead on the knowledge 

sharing within the project team and not how this knowledge ought to be transferred and 

applied in other projects, as stated by one of the respondents: “I have a feeling that they 

work very much in a team based way, just focusing on the project that they are working 

in but forgetting the whole picture.” (Project member 3). Herewith, it becomes apparent 

that the project members have a tendency to take little notice of the receivers that act 

outside of the scope of the sole project.  

 

However, it is not always the case that future projects consist of entirely new 

constellations of people. Sometimes, especially within development projects, it is 

common that some of the project members from past projects are also proceeding to future 

related ones, which the respondents highlighted as a useful way to transfer ideas from one 

project to another. Furthermore, continuously during every project, the different team 

members build social networks and project experiences which can be used in order to find 

guidance and input from various perspectives to facilitate the project process (Keegan & 

Turner, 2001; Newell, 2004). For example project member 5 explained that “[...] in every 

project you are involved in you are building experiences and creating networks. With that 

you know which colleagues that might have been part of similar projects in the past […]”. 

This in turn implies that the individuals have a greater network beyond their current 

projects and as the respondents expressed it, it is through their social networks and the 
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more informal interaction with peers that the knowledge is actually shared and 

transferred. 

 

Hereby, it becomes apparent that the demand for documentations to acquire knowledge 

is low, meaning that although the implementation of current practices is a good attempt 

to transfer the knowledge, this is not how this transfer usually takes place in reality. It is 

not through the formal implemented knowledge transfer practices that the knowledge is 

transferred within the organizations. The findings that social networks and informal 

interaction with peers are more efficient than the practices applied, that have also been 

found by others (e.g. Newell, 2004; Williams, 2008; Hartmann & Dorée, 2015). These 

scholars have, however, not extended their discussion beyond these findings and 

investigated the influences of the nature of knowledge in their conclusions. Thereby, in 

the following part of the discussion the current knowledge transfer practices will be 

analyzed by having the nature of knowledge in consideration and further discuss the 

influence of socialization for an efficient knowledge transfer.  

 

5.3 The importance of socialization for the knowledge transfer  

Kogut and Zander (1992) as well as Williams (2008) argue that when relying on 

codification as a mean to transfer the knowledge, it is important to also be aware of the 

amount of knowledge that might be lost in the process of transformation. As was 

highlighted by one of the project managers, some project information and knowledge are 

easier to document than others and thereby it becomes apparent that some of the 

knowledge acquired in the project cannot be found in the documentations. Therefore, 

when making use of documentations as a tool for the knowledge to be transferred, this 

also means that all knowledge might not be transferred since documentations per se only 

account for the knowledge that can easily be formulated and codified, i.e. explicit 

knowledge (see e.g. Lam, 2000; Nonaka et al., 2000, Goffin et al., 2010; Kasper et al., 

2013). This in turn means that the part of the knowledge that accounts for the tacit 

dimensions unfortunately remains stored in the minds of the project team members, this 

since tacit knowledge requires a close interaction with the knowing individual in order to 
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be transferred (see e.g. Polanyi, 1966; Lam, 2000; Nonaka et al., 2000; Pemsel & Müller, 

2012; Shokri-Ghasabeh & Chileshe, 2013).  

 

In the empirical findings this dilemma becomes obvious when the respondents state that 

“here nobody is reading through any documents to find the information, this is instead 

something that can be found in the minds of people” (Project manager 3). However, from 

our findings it is also apparent that it is not only the tacit knowledge that gets lost in the 

codification process, some of the explicit parts of the knowledge unfortunately also 

remains ‘hidden’ until someone asks for it. This is partly because of the sender’s inability 

to sometimes devote the time required to make the documentations complete, but also the 

difficulties to understand and estimate the future value of the knowledge gained in the 

project, results in that the documentations often lack usable information (see e.g. Busby, 

1999; Von Zedtwitz, 2003; Newell, 2004; Ruikar et al., 2007; Williams, 2008). 

Consequently, all of the respondents explained that they rather use their personal network 

or socializing with their colleagues to obtain the knowledge they need and get answers to 

their questions, as for example project member 2 expressed: “I get the most information 

from talking to people, it is the best. Because then you can directly ask if there is 

something you do not understand, which is much smoother than writing emails to others 

or looking at old reports”.  

 

In other words, the storage of documents in different databases implies that there is a 

physical and time-related distance between the sender and the receiver because the 

obtention of the documentations is contextual independent. However, the interaction that 

the respondents describe enable a more direct and active involvement by the sender and 

the receiver in the knowledge transfer. This active engagement from both participants that 

arises through this interaction is, according to Davenport and Prusak (1998), a 

prerequisite for a transfer to take place. It also allows the knowledge to better be adjusted 

to the receiver’s need since the quality of the knowledge transferred can be influenced by 

both participants, thus being a potential solution to Vining’s (2003) and Lin’s et al. (2005) 

concern regarding the low interest of engaging in the transfer because of information 

asymmetry. Through the interaction, the receiver gets the opportunity to pose follow-up 

questions to obtain more complete information from the sender, which then enables the 
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receiver to better take advantage and to make use of the knowledge transferred (see e.g. 

Davenport & Prusak, 1998). The fact that the receiver has the opportunity to influence 

the knowledge that ought to be acquired, makes it easier to recognize the value of the 

knowledge supplied and in turn this increases the motivation to actually engage in the 

particular transfer (cf. Cohen & Levinthal, 1990; Szulanski, 1996; Bakker et al., 2011).  

 

It was particularly highlighted in the interviews, that there is a need to create opportunities 

for informal interactions, i.e. socialization, among the team members to take place early 

in the project process and not only have it formally incorporated in the end of a finished 

project (see also Hartmann & Dorée, 2015). This due to the fact that the people involved 

might possess some of the ‘hidden’ parts of the knowledge that cannot be found in the 

documentations and can be of value for the new projects (see e.g. Pemsel & Müller, 2012; 

Shokri-Ghasabeh & Chileshe, 2013). Nevertheless, it was further expressed by one of the 

project managers that the knowledge transfer practices to facilitate the knowledge transfer 

“[...] must be integrated in the project processes so that it is carried out automatically. 

You cannot have it separated, it should be built in and just be present […]” (Project 

manager 3). This was also found by Hartmann and Dorée (2015, p. 348) in their study 

saying that “the ineffectiveness of learning from projects can be related to the separation 

of the learning from the immediate project work”. Socialization thereby represents an 

implicit way to continuously pass on the knowledge acquired in one project so that it can 

be applied in other projects, and thus facilitate the process of knowledge transfer within 

the organization (see e.g. Nonaka et al., 2000; Goffin et al., 2010; Kasper et al., 2013).  

 

Although socialization can be considered to be an important way to facilitate the 

knowledge transfer between the sender and the receiver, this does not mean that none of 

the knowledge gained in a project can be transferred through documentations. Instead it 

is possible to argue that because of the risk of missing out on the tacit dimensions and the 

‘hidden’ parts of the explicit knowledge when relying on documentations, socialization 

then becomes significant in order to enable a transfer of all of the relevant and essential 

parts of the knowledge (see e.g. Nonaka et al., 2000; Goffin et al., 2010; Kasper et al., 

2013). This indicates that from the receiver’s point of view, other approaches need to be 

taken into consideration in order to create an efficient transfer of knowledge between 
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projects. It is not, however, an either/or state when it comes to applying these different 

approaches. Instead, the current knowledge transfer practices and socialization should be 

considered as complements to each other in order to transfer all of the relevant knowledge 

that have been acquired in a project, which the following statement concludes: “[...] 

regardless of how much is documented it is impossible to write down everything that is 

in the minds of people. Therefore, it is always valuable to make use of the people who 

have experience that can complement the documentation, because I do not think you can 

replace the documentation fully with experienced people.”  (Project member 4). 
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6. Conclusions  

In this section the concluding findings from the previous discussion will be presented, 

where the purpose and the research questions will be addressed. Furthermore, due to the 

empirical ground of this study, practical implications for the management of PBOs will 

be derived. Finally, the limitations of this research along with suggestions for future 

research is announced.  

 

Our intention was to further the understanding of the challenges concerning the 

knowledge transfer from past to future projects. Drawing upon previous research on 

knowledge transfer practices, we argued for the need of incorporating the receiver’s 

perspective in the analysis of these practices since it has previously often been excluded 

both in literature and in practice. Although this study has departed from the receiver’s 

perspective, it has to be noted that there are two participants that both influence the 

success of a transfer and thereby the obstacles that the sending unit perceives also impact 

the efficiency of the knowledge transfer. In line with the criticism that previous research 

has expressed concerning the practices implemented by many organizations, this study 

demonstrates that the intense business environment has a negative effect on the time that 

the sender perceives is possible to devote to these practices. This time constraint further 

decreases the quality of the knowledge that ought to be transferred and by this it also has 

a negative effect on the receiver’s ability to apply and make use of the knowledge in 

future projects. In addition, the unclear purpose the sender often experiences with these 

knowledge transfer activities, further results in that these activities are often viewed as 

mandatory and forced by the management. Consequently, this unclear purpose also 

affects the sender’s ability to estimate the future value of the knowledge acquired in a 

project and the sender’s motivation to engage in the knowledge transfer, resulting in that 

these activities are sometimes conducted without the main intention to actually transfer 

the knowledge.  
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In addition, although the meetings that are organized in the end of each project give the 

project team the opportunity to discuss everything related to the particular project, this 

indicates that the aim of these kind of activities might not have the main focus on 

transferring knowledge to other projects. The focus here is instead on the knowledge 

sharing within the sole project team, but the overall picture of these knowledge transfer 

practices disappears. Nevertheless, having in mind that the individual being the sender 

can also in the future act as the receiver, these evaluation meetings create a great 

opportunity for the team members to socialize and develop a social network that can be 

found useful when working in future projects. From the receiver’s perspective, this is an 

important step since the documentations available in databases sometimes contain 

insufficient information and might lack proper explanations of how actions and outcomes 

are related. With these personal networks and the possibility to pose questions to 

colleagues, it is possible to create a better balance between the knowledge supplied by 

the sender and the knowledge requested by the receiver, and furthermore also allow the 

receiver to obtain the knowledge that cannot be found in the documentations. Herewith, 

the receiver has the opportunity to influence the quality of the knowledge that is being 

transferred since the knowledge can be better adjusted according to the receiver’s need, 

which further increases the receiver’s interest in engaging in the transfer and the ability 

to value and take advantage of the knowledge transferred.  

 

Through this study we can further claim that when relying on documentations as a tool to 

retain and transfer the knowledge within the organization, both tacit knowledge and some 

of the explicit parts of the knowledge gets lost. This is mainly because everything 

discussed in the meetings are not always documented and thereby the documentations per 

se do not contain all of the knowledge acquired in the project. To clarify, this does not 

imply that the documentations are completely useless when transferring knowledge from 

one project to another. Instead, we argue that in order to acquire all of the relevant 

knowledge from a project, socialization that allows for more informal interaction to take 

place becomes significant. This due to the fact that socialization entails a direct interaction 

between the sender and the receiver, thus leading to an active involvement in the 

knowledge transfer from both participants which has also been described as a prerequisite 

for a successful knowledge transfer.  
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Although socialization can facilitate the knowledge transfer between the sender and the 

receiver, this however does not mean that organizations should apply either socialization 

or current knowledge transfer practices. These approaches should instead be considered 

as complements to each other in order to transfer and acquire all of the relevant 

knowledge. Herewith, our study clearly demonstrates the importance of taking the nature 

of knowledge into account when investigating the challenges with current knowledge 

transfer practices. For this reason, we argue that the insufficient interaction between the 

research field of knowledge and the field of project management might explain the slight 

progress in facilitating the knowledge transfer between projects, and thus this study 

emphasizes an important insight that future research ought to recognize and take into 

consideration.  

 

6.1 Practical implications 

With regard to the empirical ground of this very study, a more solid ground for our 

findings is accomplished since we have been able to describe how the knowledge transfer 

is managed in reality. By this we mean that our study demonstrates empirical evidence of 

the importance of considering the nature of knowledge and the receiver's perspective 

when addressing the difficulties of transferring knowledge, and thereby the conclusions 

have not solely relied on theoretically generated assumptions. Considering this empirical 

orientation, this also implies that practical implications for the management within 

project-based organizations can be derived.  

 

In line with what was highlighted by Hartmann and Dorée (2015), this study suggests that 

managers should rely less on transferring knowledge through documentations stored in 

databases. This is not to say that documentations are completely ineffective means to 

transfer knowledge in project-based organizations, but in order to enable a transfer of all 

of the relevant knowledge for other projects, socialization becomes a vital part and can 

complement with additional knowledge that cannot be found in the documentations. As 

our study demonstrates, due to the fact that a lot of knowledge remains stored in the minds 

of people, there is a need to think strategically when deciding which individuals that 

should be included in the different project teams in order to create opportunities for 
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socialization. This is in turn might lead to two positive outcomes, firstly it provides 

learning possibilities among the team members, since experiences and knowledge that 

have been acquired in other projects can be shared. Secondly, it also enables the team 

members to develop social networks that can be found very valuable when working in 

future projects because then they know who to ask to obtain the knowledge needed for 

these particular projects.  

 

Nevertheless, interaction among team members of a particular project is not the only way 

in which socialization should be encouraged. There is also a need to foster an 

organizational environment where knowledge can be shared continuously in an implicit 

manner between different projects. Hereby, as manager it is crucial to realize that is not 

about dedicating more time for these knowledge transfer practices or imposing additional 

activities for transferring knowledge, instead knowledge transfer should become an 

activity that is taking place automatically within the organization, and is thus not 

perceived as an obligation forced by the management. With an environment that allows 

for informal interactions among individuals to take place automatically, it is possible to 

achieve a more efficient knowledge transfer between projects.  

 

6.2 Limitations and future research  

In order to increase the quality and trustworthiness of a study, the Swedish Research 

Council (2011) emphasizes that a discussion should be carried out concerning the 

limitations of the conclusions made in a particular study. Having in mind that two firms 

and nine individuals constitute the empirical ground in this study, the generalizability of 

the findings is limited and the application of the results in other organizations that have 

also adopted a similar project approach can be difficult to accomplish. However, 

considering that this study aims to enlighten a perspective that in previous research often 

has been excluded, our intention was not to generate a result that is valid for all project-

oriented organizations of this kind. We believe, nonetheless, that in order to verify our 

findings a larger sample of firms, as well as respondents, is required and thereby future 

research should conduct a similar study with a more extended empirical ground. 

Furthermore, since our study has departed from the individuals and their perception of 
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the challenges of knowledge transfer between projects, we have not included an analysis 

concerning the interrelation between their perceptions and the outcome of the projects. 

For this reason, as well as to verify our findings, an alternative would be to conduct a 

longitudinal study that would also allow for a further analysis of the efficiency of the 

knowledge transfer practices implemented and their respective impact on the long-term 

success of the projects.  

 

In this study we have concluded that an efficient knowledge transfer is of particular 

importance with regard to different types of development projects, or projects that in one 

way or another are related to previous projects. However, different projects might benefit 

and use the practices differently depending on for example the repetitiveness of the 

project and its process. Thereby, it seems important to conduct a comparative research on 

different types of projects found within PBOs in order to investigate if the efficiency of 

the knowledge transfer practices is dependent on the type of project. Through a 

comparative study it is further possible to investigate how the type of project relates to 

the explicit and tacit dimensions of the knowledge that needs to be transferred. By this 

we mean that some project might be more dependent on explicit knowledge that can be 

codified and stored in databases, whereas other types of projects might rely to a greater 

extent on tacit knowledge and thus requires other combinations of approaches to enable 

a successful knowledge transfer.  
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samhällsvetenskapliga ämnen. 1st Edition. Lund: Studentlitteratur AB.                

Joshi, K. D., Sarker, S. & Sarker, S. (2007) Knowledge transfer within information 

systems development teams: examining the role of knowledge source attributes. Decision 

Support Systems. Vol. 43, pp. 322–335.      
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Appendix 1  

 

Information to participants 

We are two students studying at the Master’s program in Business Administration at 

Linkoping University, with a focus on strategy and project management. We are at the 

starting point of our thesis, where we want to deepen our knowledge within the field of 

project management and have chosen to write our thesis about project management and 

more specifically about knowledge transfer between projects. The purpose of the study 

is to increase the understanding of the challenges concerning the knowledge transfer 

between projects, i.e. from the termination of one project to the startup of a new project, 

and investigate more in-depth what causes these challenges.  

 

Why do we study this? 

We consider that this topic is of great relevance since it has become more and more 

common that companies structure parts of their organization in projects, this in order to 

increase the flexibility and to effectively integrate different disciplinary expertise. 

Previous studies have mainly focused on explaining the importance of capturing project 

learnings from one project to the next in order to avoid the risk of reinventing the wheel 

or in other words repeating the same mistakes. At the same time, not only researchers in 

the field of Project management but also organizations have developed different tools to 

improve the knowledge transfer between different projects. Despite a considerable focus, 

many organizations still find it difficult to pass on knowledge from completed project to 

future ones. Therefore, we intend in this study to contribute to an increased understanding 

about this type of knowledge transfer, which we believe that both organizations as well 

as future research can benefit from. 

 

Reflect upon question similar to these: 

What is the process like, in the startup phase and termination of a project? How do you 

benefit from the knowledge obtained from previous projects? How do you believe that 

the knowledge transfer works in your organization and in the projects that you have been 
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involved in? According to your own opinion, how can the knowledge transfer between 

projects be improved? Do you document the project learnings from the different projects? 

If yes, is the information within these documents adopted to what future projects and 

members are likely to need? If you encounter a problem that possibly has occurred in a 

previous project, how do you go about acquiring the information you need to solve that 

problem? 

 

Your participation 

Both of us will be present at the interview, which with your consent will be recorded 

(Voice recording). This is to make it easier for us to listen and participate in the 

conversation throughout the execution of the interview, but also to have the opportunity 

to analyze the information later on in the thesis process. At the end of the thesis, all the 

recordings will be deleted. The interview is supposed to last between 45-60 minutes and 

you decide yourself a place that feels comfortable and suitable for an interview.   

Your answers will be handled confidentially, which means that we will be the only ones 

having access to the voice recordings. Our supervisor and other students will thereby only 

get access to the compilation of the empirical material and the analysis. If you wish, we 

can send you the transcribed material in order for you to confirm that we have understood 

you correctly. All material collected will only be used for research purposes and in case 

we would like to use quotes from the interview, your name will not be apparent unless 

nothing else agreed. All participation is voluntary and you may at any time terminate your 

participation without further explanation. 

 

We hope that we have caught your interest and that you have the possibility to contribute 

to our master thesis. For your information, our supervisor is: Karin Bredin, Assistant 

Professor, and Division Manager at Business Administration. Telephone: (013-28 15 58). 

If you have any further questions do not hesitate to contact us! 

 

Nathalie Haglund 076-141 53 30 (natha585@student.liu.se) 

Frida Wåhlberg 070-674 31 15 (friwa330@student.liu.se) 
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Appendix 2 
 

Interview-guide  

 

General questions 

- Can you please tell us about yourself and your role here at the company? 

- What are your experiences with working in projects? 

- What kind of projects are you currently working with? 

 

The projects 

- How large are the projects and what is their usual duration? 

- How are the projects usually organized, i.e. is it one project team that runs the 

project from the beginning to the end, or does the project team change in the 

different phases of the project? 

- Are there any standardized guidelines for how the project process ought to be 

conducted? Or is the process different for each project? 

 

The project process 

- Can you please describe the process that is undertaken in the start-up phase of a 

project? 

o When you have been involved in starting up a project, have you felt the 

need to search for information from previous related projects? 

o If yes, what kind of information were you in need of? Did you find what 

you were looking for? How did you find it? 

- If you encounter a problem that may have arisen in a previous project, how do 

you go about to get the information you need to solve that problem? 

o (if no databases are used) Can you explain what made you exclude the 

usage of this database? 
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- Can you please describe the process that is undertaken in the termination phase 

of a project? 

o Do you have some kind of evaluation/reflection continuously during the 

execution or in the final phase of a project? 

o Can you please describe how these are usually conducted? Or can you 

explain the most recent one you participated in? 

 

The knowledge transfer 

- In general, is it common to carry out some kind of documentation of project 

learnings from the different projects? Databases or something similar? 

o If yes, what do you believe is the purpose of this documentation? Self-

reflection vs. documented for future usage?  

o What is/is not documented? Explain why so? 

- How do you experience the efficiency of the knowledge transfer within your 

company and in the projects that you have been involved in? 

- In your own opinion, how can your company increase the efficiency of the 

knowledge transfer between projects? 

- Is there anything you would like to add? 

 

Thank you for your participation! 

 

 

 

 

 


