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Abstract: While the importance of Knowledge Management (KM) initiatives is
obvious today, successfully implementing KM initiatives still poses a challenge. In
this contribution we argue that an overview and integration of existing knowledge
about success factors is missing and is part of the problem. Consequently we show
the results of a literature review on KM success factor literature. Out of 180
publications that deal with success factors, we determined the nine most relevant
publications that can be seen as representative. Homogenizing the nine different
publications’ terminology, we identified twelve commonly used success factors
and elaborate their interpretation with respect to their contribution to KM success.
As a first, qualitative step towards showing the dependency between the twelve
success factors we propose to arrange them in a three-dimensional model.

1 Introduction

Next to the “classical” resources land, labor, and capital, knowledge has today become a
critical determinant for the success of many organizations [20; 24; 23]. Core processes
have become increasingly knowledge-intensive and management has become aware of
the need to effectively manage and leverage knowledge. While the transformation
towards increasingly knowledge-intense work, especially in highly developed
economies, is a development that is not questioned anymore, implementing KM
initiatives successfully still poses a challenge. The factors leading to successful
implementations are not obvious to most companies that strive to improve their
knowledge management approach. One reason for the lack of transparency in this field
stems from the diversity of different research areas that contribute to a holistic
understanding and with it, the complexity of KM projects. Disciplines as diverse as
psychology, philosophy, sociology, ethics, economy, business administration,
management science, computer science, and information systems concern themselves
with KM in general and with its success in particular [15; 5; 27]. Going along with this
diversity, there is also a fair number of publications that try to pinpoint the factors of
knowledge management initiatives that predominantly contribute to their success. These
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articles, case studies and reports each represent a valuable source of experience and
information. However, an integrated view that takes the most important results into
account is missing. This is especially relevant for practitioners who are unlikely to read
the large amount of available literature. This is why this contribution aims at unifying
the most important literature on success factors for knowledge management initiatives.
The rest of the contribution is structured as follows. In chapter two we elaborate the
research methodology we used to obtain our results. In the subsequent chapter we
discuss our findings from the literature review. Chapter four proposes a model to
structure the identified success factors. The paper concludes with a summary and an
outlook.

2 Research Methodology

This contribution builds upon an extensive literature review following the methodology
proposed by Baker [4], Watson and Webster [36], Torraco [35] and Fettke [16]. The
search for relevant publications started with well-established literature on foundations of
KM including among others [12], [30], [31], [33], and [26] and also by searching for
KM review articles of respected conferences and journals. The goal of this initial step
was to find the right terms to use for the tailored search for knowledge management
success factors.

The literature review uses the iterative concept-centric approach described by Watson
and Webster [36]. In comparison to other literature review methodologies, the concept-
driven approach categorizes and structures the literature around identified phenomena
and concepts and does not focus on compiling mere summaries, which is often the case
in e.g. author-centric reviews [36]. The main resources for identifying the available
literature included:

e Electronic libraries such as the Gateway Bayern and the local university’s
Online Public Access Catalog (OPAC) especially for monographs.

e The DocumentWEB and DBIS electronic journal and magazine system to
access journal articles and magazines. The main keywords applied for searching
were “Knowledge Management” and “Wissensmanagement”.

e The EBSCO Host database was used to identify journal articles and additionally
utilized to perform forward and backward searches. The search terms consisted
of  Critical/Key/Success Factors + Knowledge Management/KM,
Erfolgsfaktoren + Waissensmanagement/WM, Sins/Barriers + Knowledge
Management/KM, Barrieren + Wissensmanagement/WM, and literature review,
and were applied in all possible combinations.

e The search engine Google and its literature search engine GoogleScholar were
also used with the same keywords to identify additional journal papers and
conferences.
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After analyzing the titles and abstracts and performing forward and backward searches
more than 180 sources were downloaded or physically acquired. Once an article was
identified in an accessible journal, a systematic spanning search was conducted in order
to identify other suitable sources within the rest of the volumes and issues of the same
journal. Some of the more widely known journals and conference proceedings included:

e Journals: MIS Quarterly, Journal of Computer Information Systems, California
Management Review, Harvard Business Review, IBM Systems Journal, Journal
of Knowledge Management, and Knowledge & Process Management.

® Conferences: Professionelles Wissensmanagement — Erfahrungen und Visionen
(2003-2009), International Scientific Conference Knowledge-Based Economy
(2005), First World Summit on the Knowledge Society (2008).

The selected publications vary with respect to their research objective, applied
methodology, and in their final results. They range from pure qualitative and quantitative
studies, to studies that use a combined approach by succeeding an initial qualitative
research phase by an empirical interview or questionnaire-based evaluation. The studies
were conducted either by professionals who have prior working experience in KM or
researchers that focus on success factor analysis for knowledge management projects.

3 Findings

Our goal was to identify the core factors that influence KM initiatives’ success. While all
analyzed publications discuss success factors, the nine publications shown in Table 1 are
most often cited in KM-related publications and also cover the remaining publications’
proposed success factors. Therefore, they can be regarded as central and the further
analysis focuses on these publications. Extracting the nine publication’s proposed
success factors, we could distinguish a total of twelve success factors. Table 1 shows
which of the nine core contributions proposes which success factor. Whenever different
terminology was used for the same concept we adopted the most frequently used
terminology. In the following we elaborate on each success factor’s interpretation.

Strategy: A clear, well-planned, competitive and innovative KM strategy is one of the
central means for achieving successful KM projects [28; 14]. It needs to be tightly
integrated into the business strategy of an organization. The organization’s strategic
context provides guidance to identify KM initiatives that support its purpose and
mission, strengthen its competitive position and create shareholder value [17; 8; 38; 15].

Management Leadership and Support: Management leadership and support are
essential pillars and initiators for almost any business initiative within organizations [18;
2]. Their impact is even more pronounced and important to the success of KM projects,
since KM initiatives are fundamentally change management projects [20; 22; 11; 29]. As
part of these initiatives, change often occurs in habits and processes, the corporate
culture as well as in the underlying information technology and KMS. Managers act as
role models and should therefore authentically display the behavior they are trying to
promote.
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Table 1: The extracted success factors for Knowledge Management initiatives and their discussion
in the source publications

Measurement: Failing to institutionalize appropriate measurement activities increases
the likelihood for KM initiatives to not reach their desired goals and this way to be
considered unsuccessful [31; 37]. KM measurement is required to demonstrate the added
business value and advantages of a KM project to the organization’s management and
other stakeholders. Without this evidence leadership support and belief will diminish and
required resources will not be granted [1; 31]. The difficulty of implementing suitable
measurement vehicles in organizations has been widely addressed [22; 31; 33; 27].
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Organizational Culture: When launching KM initiatives the influence of culture should
not be underestimated, since it strongly determines the effects of other factors such as IT
support and management techniques [29]. While being a key success factors for KM
initiatives, a knowledge-friendly culture is difficult to develop and entails a lengthy
process if it does not already exist at least in basic form [9; 11; 37]. Based on their study
of KM projects Davenport et al. [11] claim that projects which do not fit the culture of an
organization will most likely not thrive. In a suitable culture new ideas, insights, and
knowledge are valued highly and it fosters their creation, sharing, and application [37].
Another fundamental aspect of a knowledge-friendly culture is trust [34; 19].

Organizational Infrastructure and Roles: A central reason for knowledge not being
managed well is the lack of clearly defined and established responsibilities [12]. For KM
initiatives to be successful, it is imperative that organizations create a proper
infrastructure and appropriate roles. Establishing lasting responsibilities and ownership
in addition to making departments and employees accountable ensures the realization of
KM missions and planned campaigns [18; 37; 26]. Davenport and Prusak think that “[...]
the most successful organizations are those in which KM is part of everyone’s job” [12].
The setup of an organizational knowledge infrastructure involves not only the
introduction of different roles. Also, the incorporation of a KM department and its place
within the organization needs to be addressed. Possible organizational locations of CKOs
are within IS/IT, Human Resources, or Business Management departments [28; 12].

Knowledge Structure & Ontologies: Establishing a common vocabulary plays a key
role in enabling an organization’s members to communicate and collaborate with each
other. For KM initiatives to be successful it is vital for employees to share this common
understanding and “be on the same page” when confronted with knowledge-intensive
activities during their daily routines. Davenport and Prusak [4] offer support for this
argument. They found that companies who had conducted successful knowledge
management projects were also the ones where the concepts of knowledge and KM were
well-understood among the employees. Knowledge can be fuzzy and is often closely
linked to the people who hold it. On the other hand there should be generally accepted
structures to help the transfer of knowledge. Finding the right balance and supporting a
common understanding is critical for the success of KM projects [11]. Additionally, as
the organizational knowledge is changing over time the knowledge structure needs to be
adapted accordingly to reflect the current usage pattern of the stakeholders [11].

Processes and Workflows: The development and execution of KM processes is
fundamental for organizations in order (if they want) to be successful in KM [37]. If
established in a way that fits the organization’s needs and its business situation the KM
processes ensure an effective and efficient usage of an organization’s knowledge [20;
14]. In order to understand which processes an organization should support most, the
interplay of KM processes needs to be looked at and mapped to the organization’s setup.
KM processes along with their relationship among each other can be found in [3], [25]
and [4; 33], of which the last mentioned enjoys most attention in the German-speaking
KM community.
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Information Technology and Knowledge Management Systems: The suitability and
efficiency of IT systems and more specifically KM systems influence the success of KM
initiatives. Often they function as key enablers for solving some of the inherent
challenges organizations have to face when dealing with organizational knowledge and
the implementation of KM initiatives [4; 37].

Motivation: For KM initiatives to be successful it is vital that organizations motivate
their members to use established infrastructures and systems, to share and apply
knowledge, and to contribute to the enhancement of the common organizational
knowledge base. Members of the organization want to understand how their work
becomes faster, richer, and more rewarding and how the organizational KM efforts
contribute to achieving their project and work objectives more easily and efficiently [32;
22]. Therefore, KM initiatives are most successful when they are part of everyone’s job
[12]. According to Krcmar [23] and Davenport and Prusak [4] members of an
organization are most likely to contribute and share knowledge in the following four
cases 1) when they want to express an altruistic attitude and like to contribute to the
common wellbeing, 2) when they are internally motivated and convinced that sharing is
needed to guarantee the success of the organization 3) when they can increase their own
reputation and have the chance to earn the respect of superiors and peers and 4) when
they can expect concrete immediate or future rewards.

Training: Organizational KM initiatives risk becoming unsuccessful if they fail to
market the purpose of KM efforts and if they do not provide adequate training on how
new systems and procedures should be used [10; 22]. Specifically designed KM
trainings additionally focus on increasing the acceptance of KM initiatives among
employees and to develop their know-how and skills regarding knowledge and KM-
related topics. Employees, who understand the importance of KM, are capable of
performing KM tasks efficiently and with high quality. They can be expected to take on
responsibility for knowledge-related projects and results.

Resources: Successful KM projects are largely dependent upon the amount of available
resources within the organization, since their availability practically governs the quantity
and quality of KM initiatives [20; 37]. Also organizations have to allow their employees
to spend time to identify and acquire existing organizational knowledge and best
practices and to enable them to share and contribute knowledge. When resources within
a company are scarce, a focus on smaller scale KM projects should be set. They should
target the most urgent knowledge-related problem areas and needs of the organization.
Improvement in these areas should have the biggest impact for the organization and can
help in building up trust in the value of future KM projects [11].

Human Resource Management: “Managing knowledge is managing people; managing
people is managing knowledge” [13]. After all, the employees of the organization are the
ones that acquire, identify, develop and apply the organizational knowledge in order to
create value and achieve business objectives. CKOs and knowledge managers who
supervise and conduct KM projects need to be aware of the possible gains offered by
effective Human Resource Management (HRM) and the fact that it has a strong
influence on the sustainability and success of their KM campaigns [10; 37].
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4 Integrated view on success factors

While the analysis of literature in the previous section provided some insight in the
relevant success factors for KM initiatives, the relationship between the factors is not
obvious. To make a first step in this direction, we propose to structure them and in this
way relate them. In KM, the three focus areas persons, organization, and technology
have often been discussed as cornerstones of KM initiatives [7; 6; 23; 27]. In an
organization, these dimensions can be mapped to different areas. While Technology-
centric factors are likely to be implemented by an organization’s IT department, the
Organization-centric tasks are rather to be supported by (senior) management. In contrast
Person-centric success factors strongly depend on the operational level of an
organization. However, no success factor is independent of the others and neither can it
only be associated to one of the three dimensions. Therefore the success factors are
assigned to those parts of the triangle that we believe most influential for their proper
implementation (see Figure 1). Knowing which part(s) of a company is most influential
for a certain success factor helps practitioners to understand where to engage the most
effort. This way the proposed structure of success factors offers practitioners a benefit.
Knowing which part of a company is most influential for a certain success factor helps
them to understand what to focus on.

Organization-centric

Strate
gy Infrastructure and roles ‘

Resources
Measurement

Processes and Workflows

Management Leadership
& Support

Human Resources
Management

Knowledge Structure

Training & Ontologies

i
i

Motivation IT & KM systems

Person-centric Technology-centric

Figure 1: Integrated view on the identified KM success factors

5 Summary and Outlook

In this contribution we argued that an overview and integration of existing literature on
KM success factors is missing. Conducting a literature review, we identified and
described twelve success factors that were discussed in literature. During our review, we
found that especially the technology dimension is often addressed only in limited depth.
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Therefore we see a further contribution to the field in detailing the technology dimension
to a more concrete level by identifying factors that influence KMS success.

To further point out the relationship of KM success factors and their interplay with the
organization we arranged them in a structure that builds upon the three dimensions
person, organization and technology. While we believe that the structure reflects the
interplay considerably well, it might be a valuable next step in the line of KM success
factor research, to find support for the exact arrangement in the structure.
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