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Abstract 
 

Purpose The purpose of this case study is to understand how inter-organizational knowledge 

management is conducted in an economic association by analysing how different actor representatives 

perceive the inter-organizational collaboration.  

 
Design/methodology/approach The method of this study is qualitative, with a single case study of an 

economic association in Dalarna, Sweden. The interviews were of semi-structured character. A total of 

nine respondents were interviewed; four respondents from private member organizations, three 

respondents from public member organizations and two respondents employed by the economic 

association.  

 
Findings and conclusion Six themes were found that together answers the purpose of this study. These 

themes are personalization, codification, collaboration, conditions, capabilities and challenges. The 

personalization strategy from the knowledge management framework by Hansen et al (1999) is 

suggested to be the main strategy in the case of the economic association, while the codification strategy 

is the supporting strategy working in relation to each other. In order to use those strategies in this inter-

organizational context, four other themes are added in a model created by the authors of this study. The 

four additional themes need to be taken in consideration and as the theme capabilities points out; the 

inter-organizational collaboration gives not only challenges, but also opportunities for the participating 

organizations. Furthermore, the conditions and the reasons for collaborating can be used for improving 

the structure of an inter-organizational collaboration. 

 
Practical Information A Swedish economic association can be described as a legal entity which 

involves a minimum of three partners, with a common interest and where all members of the economic 

association are required to participate in the activities of the economic association. 

 
Originality/Value This study contributes to the field of inter-organizational knowledge management 

by providing insight from a Swedish economic association perspective. There is an apparent gap pointed 

out between theory driven and practical driven research, where this single case study aims to contribute 

to the practical field of applying inter-organizational knowledge management perspective into a real 

case scenario. The case is particularly interesting to study since there are 33 organizations involved in 

knowledge management, with knowledge bases of both private and public sectors, small- and middle-

sized organizations and from different branches. 

 
Keywords: Inter-organizational knowledge management, economic association, regional development, 

knowledge sharing, knowledge creation, knowledge reuse, trust, collaboration. 
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1. Background  
Knowledge management is described as the creation and sharing of knowledge in the 

organizations (Law, 2009) and has been recognized to be essential for organization’s success, 

survival and growth (Aleksić-Mirić, 2014; Hislop, 2013). Knowledge management is an area 

that is complex to handle according to Chong, Chong and Gan (2011), where many researchers 

and organizations have tried and failed to manage organizational knowledge. Most of the 

research within knowledge management is made from an intra-organizational perspective 

(Aleksić-Mirić, 2014; Chen, Lin & Yen, 2014; Hislop, 2013), in other words, within the 

organization. Furthermore, most of the research is done on a level that is not suitable from a 

practitioner’s perspective, which means that it can be hard to access and use for the 

organization; creating a distance between the researchers and the organizations that will use it 

(Massaro, Handley, Bagnoli & Dumay, 2016).  

 

To make it even more complex, knowledge management can also be used across organizational 

borders where two or more organizations can work together in order to learn from each other 

and to develop their knowledge (Mircea, 2015; Aleksić-Mirić, 2014). This is called inter-

organizational knowledge management and adds even more challenges since, for example, 

there can be a lack of a common ground and differences in the organizational cultures (ibid). 

Previous research done by Aleksić-Mirić, 2014; Chen, Lin & Yen, 2014; Hislop, 2013 shows 

that inter-organizational knowledge management is still under researched. 

 

Imagine a context in which you cannot solely study inter-organizational knowledge 

management between two organizations, but where 33 organizations work together with the 

goal to learn from each other and to develop the organizations by sharing and creating 

knowledge together. This context is arguably unique and was studied through the form of a 

single case study of an economic association that gathers 33 member organizations from both 

public- and private sectors, small- and middle-sized organizations and from different branches.  

 

Before continuing to the research purpose and research questions, a short description of the 

unique context of investigation, a Swedish economic association and the inherent case, will be 

presented to give the reader a background to what a Swedish economic association is defined 

to be. After this explanation, the Swedish economic association will be referred to as the 

economic association.  
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To start with, a Swedish economic association is a legal entity that is described as suitable for 

partnership involving three or more three partners with a common interest from an economical 

perspective (Bolagsverket, 2019a), and is thereby inter-organizational in its nature (cf. Mircea, 

2015). The partners could be either companies, people or associations (Verksamt, 2019). Much 

like a traditional limited company, the economic association is responsible to produce an annual 

report and keep accounting records. All members of the economic association are required to 

participate in the economic activities of the association and are required to pay membership 

dues. However, the members have no responsibility for debts tied to the economic association. 

(Bolagsverket, 2019b) 

 

The inter-organizational case in this context, Rekryteringslots, is the economic association that 

is used for this single case study. The economic association was created to meet the need for 

competences and skills within the region Dalarna, Sweden (Rekryteringslots, 2019b; 

Rekryteringslots, 2019d) and is aimed at focusing on knowledge management tasks (cf. 

Kaschig, Maier & Sandow, 2016). The age of the working population is considered to be high 

in this region (Arbetsförmedlingen, 2019) and therefore there is a need to manage the 

knowledge available in an effective way for a sustainable regional development. To work with 

knowledge management from a regional development perspective, and to learn and develop 

together, is pointed out as important for the regions’ competitive edge and innovation (Martins 

& Ling, 2017). To enable this collective development and learning process, collaborative 

workspaces can be used where inter-organizational networks are supported and a physical 

location is created for dissemination, evaluation and creation of knowledge (ibid). The main 

idea of the economic association can be argued to match the idea described above, where the 

economic association serves as a link between organizations in the region to collaborate by 

sharing knowledge and experiences (Rekryteringslots, 2019c). 

 

The unique context and case can be connected to a recent trend in which there is a growth to 

form partnerships, creating alliances and form collaborations between organizations, especially 

in relation to knowledge management (cf. Martins & Ling, 2017; Winkelen, 2010). These 

collaborations are often a result from a communicative non-formalized process focusing on 

negotiations, whilst alliances tend to be more formalized through contractual or cooperative 

agreements (Winkelen, 2010). For Rekryteringslots, it is communicated that the central idea 

and foundation of the economic association is to take care of the members’ interests and needs. 

It is also stated on the economic association’s webpage that it is about give and take, each 



 

8 
 

member should actively collaborate, share knowledge and experiences (Rekryteringslots, 

2019b). Knowledge and experience sharing are pointed out as important by Winkelen (2010) 

who argues that the benefits for entering an alliance is to exploit resources, area of strengths, to 

learn and develop expertise based on the knowledge of other organizations in the alliance. 

 

Formalized alliances aim at learning from each other’s organizations, Martins and Ling (2017) 

pointed out that collaboration over organizational borders is something that can increase the 

organization’s knowledge base and competitive edge. This has sparked an interest among 

organizations and this interest has increased during the last decade, in line with the growing 

awareness among organizations that they need to continuously develop (cf. Mircea, 2015; 

Aleksić-Mirić 2014; Hislop, 2013). Since the development of the organization is positively 

affected by being exposed to other organization’s knowledge bases (Aleksić-Mirić, 2014), it is 

particularly interesting to study this specific case where member organizations with different 

knowledge bases collaborate. This case involves member organizations with knowledge bases 

of both private and public sectors, small- and middle-sized organizations and from different 

branches. 

 

The different knowledge bases give the collaboration opportunities, such as the possibility to 

extend the knowledge base for each organization of the collaboration (Kaschig et al, 2016) 

which in turn can increase the competitive edge as discussed earlier. The collaboration over 

organizational borders also brings challenges which can be exemplified as lack of shared 

identity, common values and established trust (Hislop, 2013). 

 

Taking these perspectives of inter-organizational knowledge management into account, this 

makes the context of the case both interesting and important for further research, which leads 

to the purpose of this study: 

 

1.1 Research purpose and research questions 

The purpose of this case study is to understand how inter-organizational knowledge 

management is conducted in an economic association by analysing how different actor 

representatives perceive the inter-organizational collaboration.  

 

The actor representatives in this study is from here mentioned as the member organizations and 

operation managers since this are their respective roles in the economic association. 

 

To answer the research purpose, the following two research questions are formulated:  
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Research question 1:  

How do an economic association work with inter-organizational knowledge management?  

 

The first research question allows us to analyse the context of an economic association from a 

knowledge management perspective. By doing so, an understanding regarding how an 

economic association works with inter-organizational knowledge management can be achieved.  

 

Research question 2:  

What are the challenges and opportunities connected to the inter-organizational knowledge 

management in an economic association?  

 

The second research question allows us to further analyse the knowledge management strategy 

as perceived by the actor representatives of an economic association. By doing so, an 

understanding of the challenges and opportunities of inter-organizational knowledge 

management can be achieved.  

 

These two research questions contribute to the identified practical gap found by Massaro, 

Handley, Bagnoli & Dumay (2016), to further understand inter-organizational knowledge 

management from a practical perspective.    
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2. Conceptual framework 
The focus of this study is inter-organizational knowledge management within an economic 

association. This chapter includes an overview of inter-organizational knowledge management, 

which is identified as the main concept connected to this study. Followed by the chapters; 

challenges of inter-organizational knowledge management, strategies for knowledge 

management and ending with relationship and trust. 

 

2.1 Inter-organizational knowledge management 
Inter-organizational knowledge management is a complex process where knowledge is shared 

across the organization´s borders and is considered to be more complex and difficult to handle 

than within the organization (Mircea, 2015). The interest for managing knowledge on an inter-

organizational level is increasing in line with the growing awareness among organizations that 

they need to use their knowledge and continuously develop through learning, which makes it 

an important area to study (Mircea, 2015; Aleksić-Mirić, 2014; Hislop, 2013). 

 

Knowledge has been and continues to be the most important asset to manage within the 

organization (Mircea, 2015). However, knowledge is not just seen as an asset. It is also a source 

used for organizations and individuals for improving and is not limited to a single type of 

organization; it transcends over private and public sectors and is therefore necessary and 

important to manage (ibid). An example for how to share knowledge between organizations is 

to work together on a specific task where the intention can be to learn by doing the specific task 

together. By working together, the organizations are exposed to new knowledge bases and 

experiences which can lead to development of the organization (Aleksić-Mirić, 2014). 

 

Both the organizations and the individuals are important for the creation of new knowledge, 

since it is the social interaction among individuals and organizations that creates knowledge. 

Knowledge can be divided into tacit and explicit knowledge, where the tacit knowledge is 

personal and hard to share. Examples of tacit knowledge are experiences, subjective insights, 

tips and tricks (Nonaka, Toyama & Konno, 2000). The tacit knowledge is difficult to 

communicate to others and is deeply rooted in for example values, emotions, procedures and/or 

routines. The explicit knowledge on the other hand, is easy to share and can be transferred and 

systematically codified into documents, manuals and databases (Mabey & Zhao, 2017; Mircea, 

2015; Nonaka et al, 2000). The difference can be described as formal and informal knowledge 

where explicit is formal knowledge and tacit is informal knowledge (Nonaka et al, 2000). 
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According to Mabey and Zhao (2017), the usage of knowledge is considered to be significant 

to create a competitive advantage for the organizations. Knowledge is essential for most 

organizations and it is important for the organization to form conditions that allows individual 

knowledge to be used on a collective level (ibid). 

 

Organization’s use of external knowledge to boost their internal knowledge creation is linked 

to a growing trend of engagement in inter-organizational learning, which in turn sets demands 

on organizations knowledge management capacity. Building these capabilities, are linked to 

process development of integration, invention, retention and reactivation of knowledge. 

(Martins & Ling, 2017). According to Usman, Ahmad and Burgoyne (2018), one of the 

motivators for organizations to engage in inter-organizational collaboration is to get the 

opportunity to share and create new knowledge for the future. By using the knowledge within 

the inter-organizational collaboration, the existing capabilities and practices can be improved 

(ibid). The regional development can also be positively affected and improved by inter-

organizational knowledge management, since the collective development are important for the 

regions competitive edge and innovation (Martins & Ling, 2017). 

 

What have been present for the last decade is that organizations are increasing their 

collaboration as a means to facilitate learning which is seen as a key for organizations to become 

more innovative and increase their competitive edge (Martins & Ling, 2017). To learn through 

networks have also been identified as a mean for organizations to increase their knowledge and 

capacity (Martins & Ling, 2017; Mircea, 2015; Aleksić-Mirić, 2014). 

 

2.2 Challenges of inter-organizational knowledge management 
Reasons why knowledge management across organizational boarders is more complex is stated 

to be lack of common values, shared identity and established trust. Additional difficulties can 

be the lack of shared language, misunderstandings created by varied language skills and 

limitations in people’s language competencies (Hislop, 2013). The sharing of the tacit 

knowledge is pinpointed be most affected by these difficulties (Mircea, 2015; Hislop, 2013) 

since communication abilities and organizational culture may differ between the organizations 

(Mircea, 2015).  

 

Another challenge with inter-organizational knowledge sharing is stated to be the paradox that 

organizations can be facing due to the contradicting factor of sharing unique knowledge 

resources to other organizations which on the other hand can affect the unique competitive edge 
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of the organization (Loebbecke, Fenema & Powell, 2016). The knowledge sharing can benefit 

their own organization but in the same time be something that lower the organizations 

competitive advantage, since unique knowledge might be shared to other organizations (ibid). 

On the other hand, it is pointed out that the increased knowledge that the sharing of knowledge 

between organizations can result in, could be a way to strengthen the competitive advantage 

(Loebbecke et al, 2016; Massaro et al, 2016). 

 

2.3 Strategies for knowledge management 
The view of knowledge management can be divided into two main perspectives, the practice-

based perspective and the objectivist perspective. The main difference between those views are 

that they aim to conceptualize the processes differently, where objectivist perspective highlights 

collection and codification of knowledge in order to encourage storing and reuse of knowledge. 

The practice-based perspective on the other hand, concentrate on the knowledge processes by 

interaction and communication between individuals (Hislop, 2013). Our interpretation is that 

this can be connected to the perspective dividing knowledge into tacit and explicit knowledge.  

 

The definition of knowledge management comes in many different versions; in this study the 

definition below is used: 

 
“The creation and sharing of knowledge in an organization. Knowledge management is a relatively new concept 

and there are many different definitions. Successful knowledge management initiatives will typically lead to 

improved employee involvement, improved individual and organizational creativity, and enhanced 

intrapreneurship and innovation” (Law, 2009) 
 

As seen in the text above, the definition points out that knowledge management is something 

that happens within the organization, in other words intra-organizational, rather than across 

organizational boarders, also known as inter-organizational. It can be argued that even if this is 

the case, most of the theory within intra-organizational knowledge management can be applied 

to inter-organizational knowledge management, if only the potential challenges is considered 

and handled. 

 

A well-recognized framework for knowledge management strategy have been created by 

Hansen et al (1999). The main arguments for choosing to include this model in this study is 

because the framework arguably is still relevant and continuous to influence the field of 

knowledge management (Hislop, 2013). The model also includes the Human Resources (HR) 

dimension, which is seemingly relevant given that the economic association consists of 

representatives that are all linked to HR for their respective organization (Rekryteringslots, 
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2019f). Finally, the model is based on the intra-organizational perspective as the Hansen et al 

article describes different organizations and their individual knowledge management practices, 

but it is noted for being applicable to all organizations (Hansen et al, 1999). Table 1 as seen 

below, is the Hansen et al (1999) knowledge management framework as visualized by Hislop 

(2013). In this framework the explicit knowledge can be connected to the codification strategy, 

while the personalization strategy is focusing on tacit knowledge. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

The codification versus personalization framework (Hansen et al, 1999) explains different 

knowledge strategies that can be used, divided into two different strategies, codification and 

personalization. The organization’s need for strategy depends on its competitive advantage, if 

it is considered as knowledge creation or knowledge reuse. The strategies are most often used 

together, where one is the main strategy and the other one is a supporting strategy to the other 

one. The ultimate relationship between those strategies are stated to be an 80/20-mix. (Hansen 

et al, 1999) 

 

Relating to inter-organizational knowledge management, it can be argued that even if this 

framework is created for the intra-organizational perspective, it can also be used for the inter-

organizational perspective. When using the framework for the inter-organizational perspective, 

the user needs to make sure that the strategy that is chosen (codification or personalization) is 

suitable for the entire collaboration rather than individual organizations. A challenge with this 

can be that the business-knowledge link, in other words, the competitive advantage, can be 

Table 1. Hansen et al - codification versus personalization framework (Hislop, 2013). 
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different depending on the organization. However, one of the reasons to collaborate over 

organizational boarders is the common interest according to Usman et al (2018). The business-

knowledge link in an inter-organizational context can be argued to derive from the common 

interest that is the reason for the organizations to collaborate. According to Hansen et al (1999), 

these strategies can co-exist which according to the authors of this study can be seen as lowering 

the need for specifying which business-knowledge link the strategy should determine from. 

Nevertheless, one of the strategies should be the main strategy, preferably used to 80 %. 

 

As seen in the table 1 above, the two strategies are codification and personalization. The 

codification strategy focuses on knowledge reuse and states that the key is to create ways to 

store codified knowledge, such as in databases or knowledge libraries. By encourage sharing 

of knowledge by transferring it from people to documents, the knowledge becomes easier to 

find, access and reuse which can lead to reduced costs in terms of less work and decreased need 

for time of communication between people. (Dingsøyr, Røyrvik, & Djarraya, 2005; Hansen et 

al, 1999)  

 

The personalization strategy on the other hand focuses on knowledge creation, the competitive 

advantage of innovation and by applying an approach where knowledge is considered to be 

embedded in people rather than something that can be codified, and therefore the knowledge 

sharing needs to be improved by emphasizing human interactions to ensure that the knowledge 

can be shared from people to people (Dingsøyr et al, 2005; Hansen et al, 1999). The focus in 

this strategy is on tacit knowledge that is hard to share, which can make the process slow and 

expensive. Nevertheless, it is pointed out that the complexity and richness in the knowledge 

shared can give the organization a competitive advantage since the tacit knowledge can give a 

higher value for the receiver than the explicit knowledge. (Hansen et al, 1999) 

 

To facilitate both strategies in the model, there are different ways to train and motivate people 

to manage and develop the knowledge. Information and communication technology (ICT) can 

be used as an effective tool, but in different ways. ICT can either be used as support for the 

codification strategy by building libraries of knowledge or searchable documents, while it on 

the other hand can support the personalization strategy by improving the way people can 

connect to each other and communicate for example online via video conference or through 

telephone or e-mail. (Hansen et al, 1999) 
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Similarities can be seen in theory from the inter-organizational knowledge management 

perspective, where it is stated that sharing of explicit knowledge can be done by handbooks, 

procedures and training programmes where ICT can be used, since it is time efficient and easily 

accessible. On the other hand, tacit knowledge that is not as easily shared through ICT since it 

requires socialization amongst individuals and active involvement. Ways for sharing tacit 

knowledge are usually conducted in formal and informal meetings, observations and discussion, 

which needs to be done by individuals from the different organizations. The interaction amongst 

individuals are pointed out as essential for knowledge sharing, which is seemingly evident even 

when the codifying of knowledge takes place; by involving individuals to codify knowledge, it 

is easier for the individual to understand the codification of the knowledge. When there is an 

understanding for the codified knowledge, the individual can assist and increase the knowledge 

reuse of the new inter-organizational knowledge in the own organization. (Usman et al, 2018) 

 

The knowledge reuse through sharing of knowledge and the creation of knowledge is two of 

the central concepts of the knowledge management framework and is therefore further 

explained in the text below. This is done by first introducing the perspective of collective 

knowledge creation and then going into knowledge sharing. 

 

Regarding knowledge creation, there are many views on how knowledge creation could be 

defined, one viewpoint is related to the theory of experiential learning, where learning is 

described as “the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of 

experience” (Kolb, 1984, p 38).  It is pointed out by Nonaka (1994) that creation of knowledge 

is a continuous dialogue between tacit and explicit knowledge and that even since ideas are 

created in the minds of the individual, it is the interaction between individuals that plays a 

critical role for developing those ideas.  

 

Collective knowledge creation can be described as an improvement of the knowledge base, 

built upon explicit and tacit knowledge derived from individuals that teams up for a joint 

purpose; such as in communities or networks (Kaschig, Maier & Sandow, 2016). A perspective 

described by Kaschig et al (2016), is that collective knowledge creation can be derived from a 

common purpose; to solve issues, to coordinate and to formulate answers relevant to the group 

of individuals. Collective knowledge creation usually takes place under informal forms, with 

one example being that individuals can use their organizational and individual knowledge base 

to contribute to the collective knowledge creation. A way to achieve collective knowledge 

creation is through knowledge activities, namely focusing on what people do rather than on 



 

16 
 

what they know. What is seemingly important for collective knowledge creation, is that 

knowledge activities should be aimed to take place in an open culture, with an emphasis to let 

people collaborate and interact (Kaschig et al, 2016). This open culture is also pinpointed from 

the perspective of Hansen et al (1999); being important for network creation and as a factor for 

implementing personalization strategies for knowledge management. 

 

Kaschig et al (2016) states that knowledge activities are essential for enabling knowledge 

creation and are described as all activities that supports the knowledge creation. As a mean to 

stimulate collective knowledge creation, knowledge activities are seemingly important, with 

Kaschig et al (2016) having found support for both organizational processes allowing to engage 

in knowledge creation along with workspace to perform knowledge activities as two significant 

factors that have impact on knowledge creation. It is also pointed out by Massaro et al (2016) 

that knowledge creation is affected by social interaction in a positive way which can result in a 

richer outcome of the knowledge creation process. 

 

Going further into knowledge sharing, it can be described as a process where knowledge is 

shared between for example individuals (Hislop, 2013). When starting to share knowledge, the 

explicit knowledge is the first type of knowledge to share. When the relationship where the 

knowledge sharing takes place is further developed, a second phase of knowledge sharing starts. 

As a result of a deepened relationship, tacit knowledge can be shared. (Anderson & Hardwick, 

2017) 

 

Knowledge sharing have proven to be of importance to improve innovation and knowledge 

capabilities within organizations to achieve organizational success. A key is to leverage skills 

of others either by transferring their new acquired or existing knowledge, across or within 

organizations (Chong, Chong & Gan, 2011). However, there are problems identified with 

knowledge sharing, one major aspect being the effectiveness of leveraging knowledge to 

improve business performance. Uncertainty, lack of motivation, ineffective communication 

channels and loss of knowledge due to exiting employees are factors that can impact knowledge 

sharing negatively. The lack of ability of using and applying acquired knowledge have also 

been identified as a challenge. (ibid) 
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2.4 Relationship and trust  
It can be argued that the relation between individuals are important for both knowledge creation 

and knowledge sharing, which is also pointed out by several researchers (Anderson & 

Hardwick, 2017; Hislop, 2013; Chong et al, 2011; Hansen et al, 1999). One key factor is the 

importance of trust in the relation when collaborating, creating and sharing knowledge. 

Especially in inter-organizational relationships when the collaboration takes place over 

organizational boarders. (Anderson & Hardwick, 2017; Chen, Lin & Yen, 2014). Mircea (2015, 

p 58) argues that trust should be seen as a “catalyst that enables strategic business interactions 

and knowledge sharing between organizations”. It affects the state of willingness to correspond 

and interact in order to achieve common results between organizations, it is also important for 

building long term partnerships (Mircea, 2015). Trust is according to Usman et al (2018) 

essential for guiding the inter-organizational collaboration of the types of knowledge that 

should be shared. Trust affects both capabilities and learning in a knowledge sharing context, 

underpinning that the purpose of collaborating in knowledge sharing practices dictates what 

type of knowledge that is shared (ibid). 

 

Battistella, Toni and Pillon (2015) also found that trust is the key for knowledge sharing 

between organizations. Their view of the importance of trust can be related to partnership and 

obligations within a relationship, as trust is recognized as a means to facilitate inter-

organizational knowledge sharing. Another factor that is significant, is that the willingness to 

understand new knowledge is linked to trust; as it is a decision among the organizations 

involved to share knowledge, it must also be valued and recognized accordingly. Actors need 

to be reliable and have a sense of reciprocity, otherwise the knowledge transfer will be affected 

negatively and can ultimately fail. (ibid) 

 

Hislop (2013) states that trust is significant from a behavioural perspective, where a trusting 

relationship is centred around mutual benefit and the belief that people will honour their 

commitments. Battistella et al (2015) described that an actor that have a central placement in a 

knowledge transferring context, tend to assimilate a mediating position; which is essential for 

enabling knowledge sharing and help the social network by identifying information that is 

relevant. Anderson and Hardwick (2017) states that trust can be defined and interpreted in 

different ways, which could be interpreted as being part of a bigger meaning; trust is seemingly 

part of people’s capability and reliability. They found trust to be essential for knowledge sharing 

since it enhances and benefits sharing of tacit knowledge and have a seemingly positive impact 

on innovation (ibid).  
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3. Research methodology 
This section outlines the research design that was used for this study. Below in figure 1, the 

overall research method is illustrated, and the key steps are described in text in the remainder 

of the chapter. 

 

 

 

 
3.1 Research approach 
For this study, a single case study of an economic association was conducted; this approach is 

valuable to use when the aim is to understand what is happening in a real life situation and to 

seek new insights in the phenomena (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2016), which in this study 

focus on inter-organizational knowledge management. As Saunders et al (2016) states about 

case study, this approach requires that the authors strive to understand the dynamics of the topic. 

This is done by using semi-structured interviews as the primary source of data, together with 

secondary data that is collected from the economic association to be able to use triangulation. 

The triangulation is further described in chapter 3.5.1. 

  

Figure 1. Research Design (by authors, 2019). 
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3.1.1 Case selection 

The selected case is an economic association that works through the collaboration of 33 

members consisting public and private organizations within Dalarna, Sweden. Rekryteringslots 

was originally founded in 2003, starting out as a project initiative within the topic of 

“Development and Growth in Dalarna”. After the project finished, Rekryteringslots was 

founded as an economic association on January 1, 2006. (Rekryteringslots, 2019a)  

 

The structure of the economic association can be seen in the figure 2, showing that the economic 

association is composed by two main areas and managed by two functions. The board of the 

economic association have the formal responsibility to manage the economic association 

interests, whilst the operation managers are responsible to manage the working group (the 

reference group) and the two networks. The working group are mandatory to participate in for 

those who have accepted to be part of the working groups. The networks are voluntary to 

participate in, where the HR manager network only is available for the HR managers of the 

member organizations whilst the broad HR network are open for other representatives sent from 

the member organizations (it is also open for the HR managers). (Empirical findings from 

respondent 1 and 5) 

 
 

 

 

Figure 2. Overview of the economic association (by authors, 2019). 



 

20 
 

The reason for selecting this specific case is because it can be argued to be a unique opportunity 

to study inter-organizational knowledge management where 33 organizations are working 

together from the broad background of public and private sector, small- and middle-sized 

organizations and from different branches. The broad and spread background among the 

organizations can bring challenges and opportunities when working together which makes it 

interesting to study. 

 

3.2 Data collection 
The primary data of this study consists of data collected by conducting semi-structured 

interviews. Before doing the interviews, an interview guide was created and tested through a 

pilot study that is explained further below. 

 

3.2.1 Pilot study 

In order to test that the interview guide was constructed in an understandable manner, a pilot 

study was carried out by conducting one interview with a person outside of the economic 

association. The pilot study was conducted to get an estimation of time needed to collect data, 

comments on the interview questions (wording and language) and test the chosen data 

collection technique of semi-structured interview. The outcome of the pilot study was that it 

took 76 minutes to conduct, which was well within the estimated timeframe of 90 minutes. 

Accordingly, the pilot study helped by improving two of the interview questions by making 

them more open-ended. In addition to the pilot study, the interview guide was also discussed 

with the authors’ supervisor; which was helpful when formulating the semi-structured 

questions. Based on the input from the pilot study and the supervisor, some changes was made 

to the amount of interview questions by reducing the number of questions and to move some of 

the questions to potential follow-up questions. The order of the questions was changed with the 

purpose to first talk about the background and then going into knowledge management. 

 

3.2.2 Interview guide 

The questions in the interview guide were designed to be of open character, in addition a number 

of follow-up questions was available depending on how talkative the respondents were. The 

main focus with the interview guide was to create interview questions that would help to answer 

the research purpose and the research questions. 

 

The beginning of the interview guide included questions connected to background information 

of the respondent and its organization, those questions were close-ended aiming to understand 
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their area of responsibility and if the member are new or have had a long engagement in the 

economic association, for example. The questions are based on the theoretical concepts stated 

in the conceptual framework. The authors created the questions with the research purpose and 

research questions in mind and by using the theoretical framework as a base for knowledge in 

the field of study. Some of the questions were based on concepts that could have been unknown 

for the respondents, depending on their previous experience and knowledge of the concept of 

knowledge management. To give a common ground of understanding of these concepts, one 

definition was used to help the respondents to understand the questions; which can be seen in 

the interview guide attached in appendix 1. 

 

3.2.3 Sample selection 

The sampling used in this study is categorized as strategic sampling; which is common to use 

within qualitative research when the purpose is to strategically select participants that are 

relevant based on the current research questions (Bryman, 2016). This technique is appropriate 

to use since the purpose with this study is to explain how inter-organizational knowledge 

management is conducted within an economic association. 

 

The authors reached out to the economic association and were given access to interview seven 

out of 33 members together with the two employees working within the economic association, 

a total of nine interviews were conducted. The economic association delivered a list, that had 

been approved by the board of the economic association, consisting members that the authors 

used to schedule interviews with. The list consisted more than just seven members, but a total 

of nine interviews where estimated to be enough to reach data saturation, given the restriction 

on time. The authors voiced the need of members from both private and public sectors to get 

the broader perspective on inter-organizational knowledge management, ending up with three 

respondents from public sector organizations and four from the private sector. 

 

3.2.4 Primary data 

To schedule the interviews, the authors send each member an e-mail on March 29, 2019, with 

a short presentation of the authors, together with information about the study and the letter of 

consent for data collection, this material is found in appendix 2. Four days later, on April 3 the 

authors started to call each potential respondent to schedule the interviews. All organizations 

that were contacted agreed to participate in the interviews. The interviews were conducted 

individually with the two employees in addition with seven members of the economic 

association. If data saturation would not have been reached after the scheduled interviews, an 
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agreement was made with the economic association to be given further access to their members 

if needed. During the interviews, the authors were encouraged to get back to the respondents if 

more questions were needed, however, this was not deemed as necessary after completion of 

the interviews. 

 

The interviews were conducted individually with the nine respondents, both authors were 

present in all the interviews. The interviews were recorded with a digital audio-recorder in order 

to enable the production of transcriptions from each interview. The interviews took place 

between April 4 – 15, 2019, at each member organization’s office in the area of Dalarna, 

Sweden. 

 

The forms of the interviews were face-to-face interviews, which in turn were conducted in 

Swedish. Stated by Polkinghorne (2005), it is desirable for data collection in qualitative 

research to have the participants’ welfare as a primary concern; to listen to their needs and 

desires. One of the needs that have been identified is the need for the interviews to be in 

Swedish. The native language of the authors and respondents is Swedish; thus, the interviews 

are conducted in Swedish to ensure the data quality. 

 

The duration of the interviews had an average of 69 minutes. The member organization 

respondents are all working within HR, with the main similarity of having an extensive HR 

responsibility (all except for one having the title of HR manager). The two respondents working 

for the economic association had the same type of position, labelled as operation managers. The 

interviews were done anonymously, but information about the organization’s and the 

respondents years of engagement in the economic association was asked about and included in 

the transcription of the interviews. Short information of the respondents, when the interview 

took place and how long they were can be found in appendix 3. 

 

3.2.5 Secondary data 

The secondary data consists of information about the economic association; which included 

webpage information and the regulations for the economic association. The data were collected 

from the webpage and from one of the operation managers of the economic association and are 

used for the triangulation together with the collected primary data. 
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3.3 Transcription 
The transcription phase included both authors dividing the task of transcribing the audio-

recorded interviews. The material was transcribed and the first step in the analysis is done in 

Swedish while in the second step, the codes and citations used was translated to English and 

included in the thesis (see table 2, 3 and 4). In order to ensure the quality of the translation 

process, both authors were involved in the translation by one of the authors doing the draft of 

the translation and the other author checking it and discussing it with the first author to interpret 

the translations in the same way. The fact that the material is translated from Swedish to English 

is highlighted in the thesis in order to be transparent about possible issues of translated material. 

 

3.4 Data analysis 
Template analysis is used for this study. The way of conducting a template analysis according 

to Saunders et al (2016), starts by coding parts of the data available before creating a list of 

themes and codes. The authors noted before the start that Saunders et al (2016, p 590) raised a 

warning of the form of analysis being focused on “applying the template to the data rather than 

using the data to develop the template”. This was helpful for the authors to stay on track by 

focusing on the data to develop the template, and not the other way around. Each of the 

transcriptions was therefore handled as a single unit during analysis. 

 

The data analysis of this study started by examining the transcription of the first interview 

thoroughly with the aim to be familiarized with the data. An initial coding then took place to 

identify main themes based on the transcription, two main themes were used that are theoretical 

driven, namely the main themes codification and personalization. The next step was to put these 

codes into a hierarchical order (categories and under-categories) and as Saunders et al (2016) 

points out, it was likely that the hierarchical order would be arranged and rearranged until key 

concepts are derived from the transcripts and coding. This evidently happened in this study due 

to the decision of creating an initial coding and hierarchical structure based on the first interview 

(out of nine in total), all in accordance with the iterative approach of the data analysis method. 

 

In the final template there are six themes where two of them (personalization and codification) 

are theoretical driven from the model by Hansen et al (1999) while the other four themes are 

empirically driven, i.e. found in the empirical results. Those four are collaboration, conditions, 

capabilities and challenges. Regarding the last theme, challenges, it is partly theoretical driven 

and partly empirical driven. The four themes, the 4Cs, will be further explained in the analysis 

based on the empirical findings and with support from the theoretical framework of this study. 
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3.5 Data quality 
Data quality issues connected to semi-structured interviews and secondary data can be related 

to reliability, forms of bias, generalizability and validity (Saunders, 2016), which is further 

discussed below. To be aware of the risks and how they can be mitigated is important in order 

to prevent potential issues, therefore the authors of this study have identified the risk areas 

below and describing how they are handled in the study. 

 

3.5.1 Triangulation 

For this study, triangulation was chosen for validating the primary data from the conducted 

interviews and compare them to the to the secondary data derived from the regulations of the 

economic association. The main reason for this was due to the fact that an official source was 

deemed as necessary in order to verify the respondents’ answers, for improving or questioning 

the validity of the answers. According to Saunders et al (2016), triangulation is an option to use 

for assessing different sources of data in relation to each other to validate interpretation of the 

data; adding depth and richness to the research. In this study, the secondary data provided 

insight into the formal regulations of the economic association, adding perspective of the 

formalities and obligations linked between the economic association and its members. This 

material was valuable when analyzing the respondents answers in relation to the secondary data, 

which allowed verification of the areas of assessing the respondents picture of the economic 

association, about the membership and the obligations linked to the members. The outcome of 

the triangulation was written within the context of the analysis, and not separated as a single 

outcome or entity. 

 

3.5.2 Reliability and generalizability 

The purpose of this case study is to understand how inter-organizational knowledge 

management is conducted in an economic association, rather than to generalize or be able to 

replicate the result, which differs from quantitative studies. Although, to gain as high reliability 

as possible, the study was carefully described in the method section of this study. Concerning 

the analysis, it was conducted separately by the authors in a first step, and then compared and 

discussed with the aim to increase the validity. By doing the analysis separately, the authors 

could discuss differences in the individual analysis in order to lower the risk for incorrect 

interpretation of the transcripts and by that increase the validity. Regarding the generalizability 

of the study, it is limited due to the fact that it only processes one economic association and 

seven out of its 33 members, where the aim is to gain deeper understanding rather than the 

possibility to generalize to an entire population.  
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3.5.3 Possible respondent bias, interviewer bias and validity 

To overcome bias connected to the respondents, anonymity was guaranteed. Furthermore, the 

interviews took place in an appropriate location, chosen by the respondents to make the 

respondent as comfortable as possible in the interview situation. All the respondents decided to 

book a meeting room near their member organization’s offices that was, according to the 

authors of this study, appropriate for the purpose and quiet enough to be able to conduct and 

record the interview. 

 

Possible bias connected to the interviewers was reduced by making sure that the interviewers 

were well prepared regarding knowledge of the subject, interview guide with relevant questions 

divided into themes in a logical order and that the interviewers tried to be as neutral as possible 

during the interviews without being a less active listener. To increase the validity, the 

respondents got information about the main themes before the interview and were asked 

clarifying questions during the interview, when needed. 

 

3.6 Ethical aspects 
This study aims to follow the directions given by Vetenskapsrådet (Swedish Research Council) 

regarding following a good research practice to be able to maintain a high ethical standard. A 

summary of Vetenskapsrådet guidelines regarding a good research practice is presented below: 

 
“1) You shall tell the truth about your research. 2) You shall consciously review and report the basic premises of 

your studies. 3) You shall openly account for your methods and results. 4) You shall openly account for your 

commercial interests and other associations. 5) You shall not make unauthorised use of the research results of 

others. 6) You shall keep your research organised, for example through documentation and filing. 7) You shall 

strive to conduct your research without doing harm to people, animals or the environment. 8) You shall be fair in 

your judgement of others’ research.” (Vetenskapsrådet, p 10, 2017) 

 

The research in this study includes interviews with participants in the economic association and 

because the participants are individuals within EU, this study follow the recommendations by 

the university regarding handling GDPR (General Data Protection Regulation) in student work. 

The respondents were informed two times before the interviews about their rights and the 

purpose with this study, in an email before the interview took place but also during the actual 

time for interview. The respondents got information about GDPR and were asked to give their 

permission to take part in the study and to be recorded, which all respondents agreed to. The 

template with information and request for permission is attached as appendix 2. 
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4. Empirical findings 
In this section the empirics are presented, first a summary of the secondary data and then a 

summary of the primary data that is derived from the interviews with the nine respondents, 

describing how the economic association is working with inter-organizational knowledge 

management.  

 

4.1 Empirical results secondary data 
Three paragraphs are used as secondary data from the regulations of the economic association; 

explaining the purpose, view on members and stated obligations for the members in the 

economic association. The selected paragraphs are used as a part of the triangulation in this 

study. The material is translated from Swedish to English and a summary is seen below, the full 

paragraphs are attached in appendix 4. 

 

The economic association goal is to ensure that its members can recruit key competencies in 

the region of Dalarna, emphasizing on the members’ different economic interests and activities 

that enables the member organizations of recruiting people. One of the keys for enabling 

recruitment of people, is to engage in activities that makes it easier for the recruited persons 

family to establish themselves in Dalarna. Within the economic association, collaboration and 

sharing of experience within the field of HR are vital. This is facilitated by the operation 

managers, whom have a responsibility to keep member organizations informed about 

recruitment needs, temporary competency needs or possibilities for short-term work placements 

for partners of the recruited person. This includes collaboration with the county employment 

board and employment agencies together with other public agencies to promote recruitment 

measures for the economic association and its members. (Rekryteringslots, 2019e) 

 

Becoming a member is dictated by the board that manages the economic association. The 

economic association shall be opened to employers and other legal entities within Dalarna. 

Within the membership, it is stated that the members have an active role in participating in the 

activities of the economic association, whilst being responsible to comply with the regulation 

together with the policy. (Rekryteringslots, 2019e) 
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4.2 Presentation of the respondents in the study 
 

Economic Association 

 

The first group (respondents 1 and 5) involves the two employees of the economic association, 

one of the employees have been working since the economic association was founded, the other 

one have been working since early 2018. The title of the employees are operation managers and 

they are working halftime each within the economic association and halftime with other 

projects. 

 

The public organizations 
 

The second group (respondents 2, 4 and 8) involves respondents from three public 

organizations. The respondents are experienced members that have been involved in the 

economic association in at least five years in different ways (i.e. as a participant in reference 

group, board member or participant in the networks).  

 

The private organizations 

 

The third group (respondents 3, 6, 7 and 9) involves respondents from four private 

organizations, where all four respondents are experienced members of the economic association 

with at least five years of experience of being involved in economic association in different 

ways (i.e. as a participant in reference group, board member or participant in the networks). 

 

4.3 Empirical results primary data  

In this chapter, the empirical results from the interviews are presented, where the citations are 

mixed with explaining text from the authors of this study. 

 

In all interviews it is pointed out that one part of the knowledge sharing is based on experience, 

some respondents also include for example that it is considered as inspiration and tips and tricks. 

The sharing of this type of knowledge is done mainly by discussions, networking and the 

forthcoming mentorship programme. Not all the shared knowledge is used by the respondents, 

but several of the respondents pointing out that they use bits of the shared knowledge together 

with their existing knowledge.  

 
“this is to help each other, to help develop each other, it is often the same type of questions that people are thinking 

about, no matter if it is a private or public employer” – respondent 1 
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“that we meet under a topic .. still does not limit .. because then it is free discussion, and then it comes up 

something, and you hear someone else say something, and then it awakens a new thought and .. I think it is what 

is the added value that .. some members they does not go to the meetings and so .. eh .. but I think that it gives as 

well an input, to wake up new thoughts and ideas, as well: oh well, can you do that too? Well, but maybe we can 

try it too? Without it being ... complicated and advanced .. like: can we yes but then maybe we can?” 

 – respondent 2 

 
 “..I certainly believe that it is a source for increasing the competence, by sharing experience and ideas of how to 

handle different situations and that you actually get it externally...” – respondent 7 

 
”.. You can always share tips and tricks.. It can contribute to something and does not become as strict. Some 

[people] might think that a process is some type of company secret, which I don’t think it is.. and I believe that big 

companies can afford to work with processes and that they might have a excellence-team which could share a lot 

of information about how they have developed their performance management [process], or talent management 

[process] or whatever.. *silence* that might be the reason why you don’t share processes, that it is easier to give 

examples of things that have happened, how you have solved something or general examples..” – respondent 3 

 

The combination of shared knowledge and existing knowledge can be seen as a creation of new 

knowledge, which is stated to be created for example through brainstorming sessions and joint 

training, where the members within the economic association participate in a training session 

with an external teacher or lecturer, where the external knowledge becomes new knowledge for 

the members. 

 
“we conduct some joint training from time to time, that’s where the explicit knowledge come from..” 

 – respondent 8 

 
 “Sometimes we arrange joint training and customized solutions that we do together with the members, something 

that they might not be able to do themselves.. then we can be cost efficient and smooth, I think that is good that if 

there is a need then we can make it together and transfer that knowledge to them.. That the possibility is there, a 

lot of times it can be perceived as a barrier because it is too expensive or that you can’t put it together when it’s 

needed..” – respondent 5 

 
“I believe that knowledge is part of exchanging information.. Knowledge is about increasing the level, that 1 + 1 

does not just equal two, that it can be something more.. something more emerges from it..” – respondent 2  

 
“..if I can add it to my own reality, then there can be new knowledge that grows of course” – respondent 4 

 

It is stated by one of the respondents that the network meetings often start with a presentation 

that are used to introduce the topic, and then to lead the group of participants into discussions 

in smaller groups.  

 
"..it usually happens that it is some kind of lecture where we tell a little bit like; this is how we work in a specific 

topic, and then we are discussing it further in smaller groups" – respondent 8 

 

Another example of creation of new knowledge is pointed out to be the process where the 

forthcoming mentorship programme was created. The idea came from members of one of the 

working groups in the economic association and an additional working group was created to 
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work out a suggestion of arrangement of the programme. This was done initially by 

brainstorming and then formalized by one of the operation managers doing a sum up of the 

thoughts and after this a final version was created, that later on will be evaluated.  

 
”It was in the reference group, if I recall correctly that is where we started to talk about it, and then there were 

driven people whom.. “okay, let’s look for a setup” and then it just happened...”  – respondent 9 

 

The first mentorship programme will start in the end of August and continue 9 months, with 14 

pairs of mentors and mentees. The first round of the mentorship programme will focus on 

leadership where the mentors will be experienced leaders within the member organizations and 

the mentees will be new or future leaders within the member organizations. To spread the 

knowledge over public/private sectors, the mentors from the public sector will be matched with 

a mentee from the private sector and the other way around. 

 
“.. This working group that we have are also trying to match [mentorship] couples.. and what we are trying to do 

is to have one [person] from the private [sector] and one from the public [sector], that is how [we intend] for all 

[mentor] couples..” – respondent 1  

 

In one point of view, it is the mentorship programme itself that creates new knowledge, as 

respondent 4 and respondent 5 states. In another point of view, the creation of the mentorship 

programme is the actual creation of new knowledge, as pointed out by respondent 7. 

 
“I think about this with the mentorship, we have been discussing it for quite some time .. What comes up now .. So 

well, it is new [knowledge] based on having been discussions .. but .. It will be new knowledge of it, eventually .. 

hopefully” – respondent 4 

 
“I hope and believe that the mentorpart [mentorship] could be one [way for creating new knowledge].” – 

respondent 5 

 
 “..it was very open like that, under the direction of the operation managers.. this wish [about the mentorship 

programme] has come, and the working group consist of those who want to participate and help to make it good 

.. and then we all got to speak and tell us about our experiences and we got to discuss and predict how a good 

setup could look, who should be included, how big should it be, what is the economic associations role in it? So 

that .. about so .. then we should have a pre-meeting, there .. I don't know which ones to be with .. I will in any 

case be here in May, and meet the operation managers and talk about a first meeting for mentors, that is, what is 

included in the role, what is expected of you and what can you do” – respondent 7 

 

In several of the interviews, the respondents bring up that one type of knowledge that is shared 

is the knowledge about the current state in the region, meaning that the other members of the 

economic association share information about their situation, for example what is on the top of 

the agenda, if they are facing any challenges and so on. This knowledge can be used for at least 

two purposes, one way is to help other members by being informed and inform prospective 

employees they meet about different offers, as stated by respondent 8 when discussing the 
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importance of regional knowledge when going to company events together as the economic 

association, also supported by respondent 5:  

 
“..then you have to try and present this for prospective employees as well .. and then it will be all things, we have 

a great deal to offer from different employers and if there is someone who perhaps is more interested in weekly 

working hours, then maybe there is some municipality that has it and we may have something else and maybe 

more like that .. so I think that it is positive that there are so many different variants depending on what one is 

interested in..” – respondent 8 

 
“It can be everything from how we are going to handle the competency need.. it is many things, that we are missing 

teachers, we are missing people within healthcare..” – respondent 5 

 

Respondent 8 also points out that knowledge about the current state in the region can be used 

to become aware of differences in salaries and conditions in the region. This knowledge can 

then be used to be able to find strategies and work to become a more attractive employer. 

 
"..it may be that the salaries or conditions are different, and it is like this that it makes you become a little aware 

of what it looks like, but it can be little rumors also; yes but there and there you earn so much and then I can 

confirm if it really is so or if it is in a different way .. or benefits or such things, but I do not feel that it is something 

negative so, I think if we work together to get people from outside Dalarna so.. ” – respondent 8 

 

“the offer as well, there are many who talk about it, it is difficult to find the right skills right now and then you 

have to look at it and how to work with it as well .. to attract, what are we, who are we unique and what have 

others that are unique?” – respondent 8 

 

“it gives a lot to our plan for recruitment, employer branding..” – respondent 3 

 

Moreover, regarding sensitive matters, it is stated by the main part of the respondents that this 

is something that also is shared within the economic association. Examples of this is that 

members dare to share even what that are less good at, as pointed out by respondent 5 and 

respondent 1: 

 
“.. people dare.. to be open in front of others, when you have a lot of knowledge sharing, that you dare to say what 

you are good at and less good at..” – respondent 5 

 
 “Dare to be open and tell that.. we handled this in a crazy way.. we should have done it this way..”  

– respondent 1 

 

This is not the only examples of members sharing experiences where they have handled less 

good, and according to respondent 1 this is something that leads the other members to think 

about their own situations, how they would handle the issue and that this starts discussions 

about the subject. To be able to share this type of knowledge it is important to build an 

environment where people dare to speak, which is pointed out also by respondent 8 that states 

that: 
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“It is important that it is a safe environment and that you feel safe in it and in the group, and I think that it is that, 

and then that you take up, that if someone tells something sensitive.. that it stays there .. it is very important to be 

able to help someone in their situation that it [the sensitive sharing] is not carried on and .. but trust and so..” 

 – respondent 8 

 

What is stated by many of the respondents, is that this type of knowledge requires certain type 

of circumstances, for example, the experience and knowledge that is considered as sensitive, is 

more often shared in the HR manager network, which is smaller and with a higher continuity 

than the other network, the broad HR network. 

 
“At one point we were at a member organization and there was.. eh.. an incident that had happened, that was very 

sensitive, then it becomes a different discussion.. How they managed the employees, how it felt, how it was 

experienced.. Perhaps you get down a bit more on the depth, compared to the broad [network]..” – respondent 5 

 

When discussing different types of knowledge that is shared, respondents are talking about that 

some knowledge is shared through the webpage and e-mail. This is for example processes, 

documents and PowerPoint presentations. 

 
“The broad [network].. we are so many there.. It is not explicit, it is more about knowledge sharing, and we share 

our PPTs, if someone have a presentation then it is sent out, but we check with the maker of the presentation that 

it is okay before we send it out. We send documents and so on.. On the HR manager network, it is not to the same 

extent, we do not document as much, it is also more implicitly that “we are HR managers and we can talk more in 

confidence”, we do not take as much notes and we do not send out documentation from these meetings..” – 

respondent 5 

 
"I do not feel that there is too many mails [coming from the economic association], it is mailing about network 

meetings and arrangements for the year and business, ehm like this I think it is so good, the business plan for 2019 

.. this is like a summary of everything, I think it is very good.." – respondent 8 

 

Regarding the importance of documentation of shared knowledge, there are some members that 

think that it is a good idea and asks for material, whilst some think that it is unnecessary or even 

that it can inhibit the sharing of knowledge. 

 
“personally no I don’t think so .. I’m probably more .. there and then .. I also think a lot that my work life looks 

like that today.. that is then it is the next thing and then we run on .. it's like not so much space to go back, and 

back the band” – respondent 2 

 
“For me it would have done it anyway, if you should .. if someone want to document it, then you think for a little 

more maybe .. what you say .. you do not know how it spreads...” – respondent 4 

 
“You want to see concrete examples, we arranged one [meeting] here and then I showed how we are working with 

compensation and benefits, our grading structure, how I map it to different salary levels and remuneration 

packages..” – respondent 6 

 

As seen above, it is pointed out once again that there is a difference in what type of knowledge 

that is shared in the network for the HR managers and the broad HR network. Some of the 
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activities are open for all employees, as for example when the economic association does 

company events together. Those activities are continuously evaluated by the operation 

managers and the member organizations to be able to improve, but one important thing is also 

stated to be to take care of the experience and the know-how from those company events, how 

they were conducted, what was good and less good to be able to replicate the event or improve 

it. Those company events are a part of the economic associations joint profiling activities, which 

seems to be successful and also have been recognized from outside of the region. 

 
”To begin with we have the network meetings, where some question can arise and where we create collaboration.. 

This is what we have done, so this is something that we share, it happen from time to time.. And then we collaborate 

with fairs and those types of things.. Both [respondent 1] and [respondent 5] are fantastic people that put it 

together.. And within recruitment, there we have the reference group whom works tight with pilot newcomers.. 

And we have a need for this type of competency.. It is about what you want to do with it, it is up to us members” – 

respondent 9 

 
”.. And an interest for what type of people we have here in the region, and what we want to recruit... So we have 

very good discussion in the forums that we are part of, it leads to input on what we have in the region, what we 

need and what we wish for.. I am thinking that when we started the Romme Alpin activity, we had to reflect on 

what the different member organizations actually are in need of.. And then we had to communicate it in order to 

be able to help each other..” – respondent 3 

 
”I was actually participating in another network meeting in Stockholm and at that meeting I met a person from 

Västmanland I think.. That had been skiing up at Romme, and she works with HR and had seen it.. and she said 

that, “and then you have this [the economic association], and it seems really good!” and it is from Västmanland 

that we have received some of ideas from, and that was really fun to hear, that she had noticed that from the ski 

lift..” – respondent 8 

 

Regarding the question about if it is voluntary to share knowledge within the economic 

association, all the respondents answering that it is. 

 
“You can’t force someone to share, and I have not experienced that as a problem” –  respondent 1 

 
“It is absolutely voluntary...” –  respondent 5 

 

It is also evident by the empirics that there is no formalized reward system in the economic 

association when it comes to knowledge sharing, other than credit by word for doing a good 

job. 

 
“No reward more than [that we] try to highlight those whom you think are working more successfully in different 

ways..” – respondent 1 

 
“.. That you really say “thank you so much”, that you show gratitude with words..” – respondent 5 

 

The knowledge shared in the economic association is pointed out to be on a non-complicated 

and non-advanced level, which is seen as positive and accessible. It is also stated to be important 
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that the members dare to think outside the box to be able to contribute to sharing and creation 

of knowledge within the economic association.  

 
“Well, can you do that too? Well, but maybe we can try it too? Without it being ... complicated and advanced .. 

like: can we? yes but then maybe we can? It becomes like close and the feeling that it is not like; yes but now we 

went to Stockholm and then someone stood on a stage and said something .. and then it was like a bit advanced, 

complicated and maybe academic and as it maybe inaccessible .. but I really believe that like .. this is it being 

local can make it feel a little easier ..” – respondent 2 

 
“there it is really important that you can talk openly in that room: ah but I still think we could .. that you are a 

little free in the thought .. ehm .. and also that you feel that if I say this now, I do not bind myself to anything then 

but if you dare to try some thoughts .. ” – respondent 2 

 

The main part of the respondents pointing out the operation managers as important for the 

economic association and as one of the reasons why the members feel that they want to 

participate and share. They are described as the neutral part that creates trust, relationships and 

are considered as the “engine” that makes sure that things are happening and developing.  

 
".. it is a neutral party with [in the meeting], she sits there and she listens in and .. it becomes an non-aligned part 

that holds it together" – respondent 3 

 
 “she is this red thread all the time, so as well as when different organizations change some players over the years 

and so there she still remains .. and then I think that yes there are some that are replaced as well but she still holds 

direction, somehow ..” – respondent 2 

 
“She gives a good bottom for the meeting, like that .. So that you feel that you know why you are there, what we 

should do... we are quite stressed in this professional category, you jump from one thing to another, so that 

sometimes you come in and just .. what am I really about to do? Then she makes sure she catches in, calms down, 

and .. gives a good start..” – respondent 4 

 

One of the operation managers points out the trust and integrity as an important part of the 

operation managers role in the economic association, which is confirmed by the other operation 

manager. 

 
“It has to do with quality, which can be interpreted in many ways; to have quality and professionalism in a given 

task, that the members can testify that the operation managers stand for what they are doing, that they are open 

about it. To have integrity and not forward things that are intendent to stay with the operation managers; which 

is very important since the operation managers have access to a lot of information and that they have many points 

of contact with the members. The members need to trust the operation managers, which is something that needs 

to be built. It is about daring to get to know each other. There is a turnover of people in the economic association, 

and one of the biggest challenges is to build trust under these circumstances.” – respondent 1 

 
“We don’t walk around and ask “what issues do you have?”.. they.. it just comes up spontaneously... And as soon 

as somebody opens up just a little, someone else will open up too..” – respondent 5 

 

One of the reasons for joining is because of the networks. The economic association is 

considered to be a high quality network that have a good coverage in the region. It is created 
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for the region and its members, where the operation managers have an essential role for the 

success. 

 
“My picture is that [the economic association] is very well managed.. but a lot of that comes down to the role of 

[the operation managers], it counts on one person and that feels a bit sensitive.. They work very professional and 

successful with small resources. They operate multiple network that I believe are very important from an HR-

perspective in the region. They are always professional; it feels very professional. I have been part of Stockholm-

based networks, which have all been good, but this [the economic association] is by no means less good, the 

sharing in the networks are very good.. I think that you get a lot in return for the resource that you put in, that is 

my picture..” – respondent 4 

 

A spin-off effect from participating in the networks, are that it can build relationships that 

reaches outside the economic association. Opening a new dimension for sharing knowledge and 

the discussions taking place in the networks is important from other perspectives as well, it is a 

place for meeting other people, to go outside of the organizational boarders with a relevant 

purpose. 

 
”Within HR it is really beneficial, especially the network meetings from my perspective.. It gives so much to meet 

other and get input on how to handle different things, or just listen to the discussion..” – respondent 8 

 
“..I certainly believe that it is a source for increasing the competence, by sharing experience and ideas of how to 

handle different situations and that you actually get it externally...” – respondent 7  
 
“it happens, absolutely.. and then we can come with input on themes that can be discussed, that could give different 

types of knowledge- and experience sharing..” – respondent 8 

 
”[The climate in the HR manager network] is warm.. It is something that you can see that benefits the network, 

people are very open from my perspective.. with their questions, experiences, the climate is okay.. Like “now you 

and I find something in common, shall we take a fika on Friday so that we can go through it”. It is very helpful, 

that you help if you can, and when you can..” – respondent 9 

 

One other benefit, as stated by respondent 3, is that the economic association is a channel that 

can be used in order to get access to knowledge that other member organizations tend to be 

better on. Not everyone has the same knowledge base and sharing of their own in return for 

other knowledge is beneficial. Other members highlight the benefits of the economic 

association in relation to economic aspects too.  

 
“.. If I need to talk to a battery expert, then I will call [company x].. and that is.. there can be specific areas of 

interest, then this becomes highly interesting, or that you can see how they are producing if you are experience 

issues in your own organization, then it is good if there are similarities in the processes..” – respondent 3 

 
“.. I get a lot from discussing with [company y] when it comes to recruitment of operators, because we have a 

similar flow.. It becomes really hard to discuss with other [if they don’t have a similar flow]..” – respondent 3  

 
“I see it as a good, close and cheap way for competency development.. Business intelligence..” – respondent 4 
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Other members have slightly different opinions on why the economic association started and 

what the focus should be about, which in the example below describing piloting newcomers as 

the core idea and the networks being more of a spin-off effect. Pilot newcomers are one of the 

services offered from the economic association to the member organizations, which is a service 

that the members can use when they recruit from outside the region. This service is then offered 

to the new employee, called the newcomer, to help the newcomer to establish in the new region. 

This service is mainly directed towards newcomers with a partner or a family where the 

economic association helps the partner to find a job in the region and help the family with 

practical issues as advises for example regarding childcare. 

 
“.. We have talked about how it all started and we need to remember why we started, it was this project connected 

to piloting newcomers as a service and that is the core, and the will from the membership organizations to do 

something more and something different.. And then we have the network meetings, which is something that have 

been discussed, also in the board [for the economic association] and yes.. however, this is not the reason for our 

[the economic association] existence. We understand but in the same time it is a spin-off effect from the economic 

association, and the aim is not to… Because networks is something that you build by yourself, and then we have 

these arranged meetings which are very highly regarded.. but there cannot be more of them, because their [the 

operation managers] time is limited too.. The need for piloting newcomers as service demands a lot of time..” – 

respondent 6  

 
 “I think that is the pilot newcomers service, I believe that it is very good. We have different competencies that 

moves, moves here for that special job, and it is fairly common that the one who moves also have somebody.. it is 

not that easy to get a job, and if you are well educated and so on.. then it is a great opportunity, to have special 

access to these organizations.. That is something that I believe is very good..” – respondent 2 

 

From an organizational perspective, it is believed that it adds something extra with enabling the 

service of pilot newcomers, for other members the service of pilot newcomers is not that much 

in demand.  

 
“It gives us credibility as an organization” – respondent 2  

 
“I mean that you need to think about the region” – respondent 2  

 
“For our part, it is not that much about getting help with pilot newcomers’, because we tend to recruit mostly from 

the region and locally. For me, it is about the networks..” – respondent 4 

 

One of the opportunities with being a member of the economic association is that the member 

organizations tend to help each other in different ways. One example that is mentioned from 

one of the respondents, is what the economic association have done when two of their member 

organizations were facing down-sizing and redundancies as a consequence. Two main 

initiatives have taken place, which is confirmed by respondent 5, where the member 

organizations teamed up to assist two of their member organizations that were facing down-

sizing of their operations in Dalarna. What they did was to conduct two meetings with affected 
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employees, where they got the chance to meet other employers and to introduce themselves; 

ultimately leading to some of them getting new jobs at other member organizations. 

 
 “There have been at least two occasions when the economic association have teamed up to help members when 

they have been affected by down-sizing. What the economic association did was to arrange events where the 

employees from the organizations affected by the down-sizing, got to meet other member organizations and a lot 

of the employees affected got other job offers as a consequence” – respondent 1 

“.. when they have been hanging with their heads and said that everything is so hard and nothing works… when 

everything is heavy, then I have been able to transfer back that on this specific company they have done the same 

and then they thought about it like this..” – respondent 4 

 
“We have arranged activities connected to down-sizing on at least two occasions, it is all about helping each other 

when things are not going well..” – respondent 1 

 
“When [two of the member organizations] had to terminate contracts for a fair amount of white collars.. then we 

gathered some of our member organization that wanted to, and went there to have… a sort of mingle with the 

employees that were put on notice.. which turned out to be highly appreciated..” – respondent 1  

 

As it turned out, these activities arranged by the economic association were arguably successful 

and important to keep the competency in the region.  

 
“I know that there were a lot of them whom found other jobs, and that many of them found their jobs at our member 

organizations, so that is nice..” – respondent 1 

 
“We want to keep the competency in the region..” – respondent 1 

 

The economic association is considered to be a place where professionals can meet up for 

discussions, sharing of experience and sharing of knowledge. Being part of the economic 

association is important for getting outside of the own organization, it enables external input 

and it is also a source for getting a regional perspective on the challenges and competency needs 

that are present in the region. 

 
“Then again I feel that.. yes.. knowledge is part of being here [at the member organization], but it is also about 

contribute with new knowledge and learnings, if you come from the outside then it is quite simple, but if you have 

been here for a long time.. Then it is necessary to walk outside of the gate and discuss these questions.. it is different 

and very important for us..” – respondent 3 

 
“it becomes an arena to meet I think .. ehm .. it is very important to get meeting places to meet and get to know 

different HR people, and it then does that you can more easily contact or so, and spin on it” – respondent 8 
 
”.. and an interest for what type of people we have here in the region, and what we want to recruit... So we have 

very good discussion in the forums that we are part of, it leads to input on what we have in the region, what we 

need and what we wish for.. I am thinking that when we started the Romme Alpin activity, we had to reflect on 

what the different member organizations actually are in need of.. And then we had to communicate it in order to 

be able to help each other..” – respondent 3 

 

What is evident in the interviews, is that there are many benefits of joining the network. But 

there are also reasons that arguably goes beyond, with an example being that there is a common 
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way established among the respondent that their organizations have an impact for the region 

and that there is an interest in further develop what the region is. A lot of the respondents points 

out the added value that the economic association is giving, on top of what they formally offer.  

 
 “I believe that knowledge is part of exchanging information.. Knowledge is about increasing the level, that 1 + 1 

does not just equal two, that it can be something more.. something more emerges from it..” – respondent 2 

 

One of the opportunities with the membership of the economic association is that it allows 

member organizations to increase their knowledge by having their employees participating in 

knowledge sharing activities, which could later be returned to their own organization. The 

forms of how to share knowledge to the member organizations differs between the respondents 

where some is positive while other respondents are more skeptic about the process of sharing 

knowledge to their own organization from the economic association: 

 
“.. It feels like, everything that I suggest is something that gets through...” – respondent 3  

 
“I have been able to share other experiences of change management to my management team..”  

– respondent 4 

 
“Not in a.. systematic, thoughtful way, but I’m thinking that it should be seen in action, but we.. no, nothing yet..” 

– respondent 7 

 
"I think a lot of the knowledge stays with the representative of the membership organization, even since it could 

be to more use for the others [in the membership organization]" – respondent 5 

 

Regarding if there are any differences in how public and private organization share their 

knowledge, most of the respondents states that the answer is no: 

 
”No, I have not noticed that, but I do know that there are different regulations.. but no, it is nothing that I have 

experienced in the meetings” – respondent 8  

 

The role of the members in the economic association is discussed. The operation managers tend 

strive to give a picture of the member’s role in the economic association. From the member 

organizations, it also seems to be about whom they are sending to represent them in the 

economic association.  

 
“.. in the same way as new members are entering [into the economic association] or as new members of the board, 

or new members in the reference group; we try to talk to them to give our picture of; your role here and what is 

important to think about.. – respondent 1  

 
“One of the most interesting things are how they see their own role and their responsibility in enabling a well-

functioning collaboration...” – respondent 1  
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“This is one of the questions where I think that we need to make a reboot, and.. gather whom we are, which roles 

we have and also what type of engagement we have..” – respondent 2 [internal perspective]  

 
“I believe it is more related to the people.. and less depending on what type of organization.. It is more about 

whom you are as a person, if you are open and.. I’m thinking that you can have different benefits, if you are open 

and are willing to talk and share and listen, or if you are more withdrawn..” – respondent 2 

 

It is essential that the themes for the meetings are good enough to attract the members to join, 

a factor that makes it harder for smaller organizations is that they do not have the same type of 

resources as the bigger organizations; that there could be cases were only one person is 

responsible for all HR-questions in the organization, which making it hard from a time 

perspective to actually prioritize meetings. 

 
“… and I have not understood what the reference group is about, I was asked about [joining] it but declined due 

to time constraints…” – respondent 7 

 
“.. it is always the time factor that dictates if we can participate …” – respondent 7 

 

One of the operation managers have been around for a long time, joining back in 2003 when 

the economic association was a project and from the inception of the economic association in 

2006. All respondents testify that the particular operation manager is responsible for many of 

the achievements and progress that the economic association have reached. 

 

That one of the operation managers have been working for the economic association since the 

start, is pointed out to be a success factor. Several of the respondents states that there is a fear 

of losing this continuance and how it would affect the economic association. If the economic 

association would lose the operation managers continuance; no plans are in place for how to 

handle this, other than that there are two operation managers working jointly. A factor that sets 

limitations for the economic association, is the fact that there are two employees working only 

50 % each. This factor sets limitation from the perspective that no additional work tasks can be 

added to an already filled schedule, without increasing the time or employees working for the 

economic association. 

 

What is argued for, is that the operation managers have an important role.  

 
“I want to be very clear that [the operation managers] are the red thread, which is what enables development.. 

[of the economic association]” – respondent 2 
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There are different views on what would impact knowledge sharing, but one factor that the 

respondents have different views on is if competitive companies would join the economic 

association.  

 
“we are so many different ehm .. businesses and industries so it is not really the competitive situation .. but it is 

clear if you need an economist so you need an economist, it is the same equally for everyone but it has not .. no I 

do not think that we have turned about a skill in this way ..” – respondent 9 

 
“we try not to allow it to be competing companies, it should be sufficiently high and transparent to be able to 

share knowledge without it being perceived as a competitive situation ..” – respondent 6 

 

Another factor that could impact the sharing of knowledge, is if the number of members grows. 

Most of the respondents think that this would have a negative impact on the economic 

association but there are some respondents that is pointing out that it could have a positive 

impact as well. 

 
”[Growing rate of members] Yes I believe it impacts, I believe that it is good that it is not the same people all the 

time, actually, because it always comes in somebody with a different perspective or from another branch.. and it 

has its benefits that we have some many branches, so you get a good insight and knowledge from others.” – 

respondent 9  

 
”The challenge can be that the network becomes thinner and not as deep, if the network becomes bigger [increased 

number of member organizations]” – respondent 4 

 
“I have talked about that it is a good atmosphere and that we can be open, it becomes rather impersonal the bigger 

it becomes, that is the risk and it might be something that is not wanted, because that is where the competitors are 

too..” – respondent 9  
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5. Analysis 
This section aims to analyze the empirical findings that are presented in chapter 4 together with 

the conceptual framework presented in chapter 2. The analysis begins with describing the 

research purpose and research questions, followed up by six sections derived from the themes 

from table 2, 3 and 4 of the template analysis. The comparison between the conceptual 

framework and empirical findings in the analysis, provides the foundation needed to answer the 

research questions, which is presented in chapter 6 - conclusion.  

 

With the purpose of this case study focusing on understanding how inter-organizational 

knowledge-management is conducted in an economic association, the analysis will focus on 

how different actor representatives perceives these practices in the economic association. The 

first research question aims to give understanding in how the economic association work with 

inter-organizational knowledge management, whilst the second research question aims to 

describe the challenges and opportunities that are connected to the inter-organizational 

knowledge management in the economic association.  

 

The analysis section is structured as 5.1. Personalization, 5.2. Codification, 5.3. Collaboration, 

5.4. Conditions, 5.5. Capabilities and 5.6. Challenges. The two first themes, personalization and 

codification, are theoretical driven from the knowledge management framework by Hansen et 

al (1999), presented in the theoretical framework. The three following themes; collaboration, 

conditions, capabilities are empirical, but will be connected to the theoretical framework in the 

analysis. Regarding the last theme, challenges, it is partly theoretical driven since it is clear 

from the theoretical framework that the organizational boarders creates challenges, but it is 

developed by the empirics where the challenges perceived by the actor representatives in the 

economic association are identified. This means that the theme titled challenges, is both 

theoretical and empirical driven. We will use those six themes as topics during the analysis to 

understand how inter-organizational knowledge management is conducted in the economic 

association. The themes will be analyzed individually below and then used together when 

answering the research questions in the conclusion. 
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Themes Categories Labels 

Personalization 
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

Knowledge sharing Experience, advice, tips and tricks 
Current state in the region 
Sensitive matters 
Activities for knowledge sharing (discussion, 
networking, mentorship) 

Knowledge creation 
  
  

Brainstorming 
Mentorship programme (new knowledge 
through the creation of the mentorship 
programme) 
Joint training (external knowledge becomes new 
knowledge for the economic association) 
  

Codification 
  
  
  
  

Documentation ICT; webpage, e-mail  

Knowledge sharing E.g. processes, documents, PowerPoint 
presentations 
Presentations as a start of discussion, leading 
into tacit knowledge sharing 

Knowledge reuse  How company events were conducted (know-
how)  
Themes for the network meetings (economic 
association)  

 

 

5.1 Personalization 
The theme personalization derives from the personalization strategy in the knowledge 

management framework by Hansen et al (1999). This strategy is interpreted to be the main 

strategy of the economic association and focusing on sharing of tacit knowledge and knowledge 

creation which also is the categories in this theme, as seen in table 2. From the interviews it is 

clear that there are a lot of knowledge sharing going on in the economic association and that it 

is done mainly by sharing tacit knowledge in terms of experience, advice, tips and tricks, but 

also through sharing knowledge that gives the members a view of the current state in the region.  

 

There are activities taking place in the economic association to facilitate the knowledge sharing 

and knowledge creation, examples are discussions, networking and a future mentorship 

programme. These types of activities can be linked to what Kaschig et al (2016) describes as 

knowledge activities, which are important for collective knowledge creation where the 

individuals contribute with their own and their organizational knowledge base. A common 

denominator for those activities is that they require social interaction, which is pointed out as 

essential for the personalization strategy (Hansen et al, 1999). The interaction between 

Table 2. Overview of coding procedure, theme 1 and 2 (by authors, 2019). 

 



 

42 
 

individuals positively affect the sharing and creation of knowledge which is also supported by 

several other researchers (Usman et al, 2018; Massaro et al, 2016; Nonaka et al, 2000).  

 

Going further into the area of knowledge creation, the mentorship programme is seen as an 

outcome of knowledge creation since it is created by the member organizations in the economic 

association by sharing experience and brainstorming ideas. Furthermore, table 2 also points to 

activities for knowledge sharing; which can be connected to the personalization strategy’s 

knowledge process that is to improve social processes that enabling sharing of tacit knowledge, 

such as experiences which is pointed out to be an essential part in the creation of the mentorship 

programme. This is an example where knowledge is shared between organizations by working 

on a specific task together, leading to knowledge creation in the form of a mentorship 

programme. We believe that this is a good example of how organization can learn and develop 

together by exchanging their individual and organizational knowledge, which is supported by 

Aleksić-Mirić (2014). Accordingly, there is also an intention behind how the mentor and 

mentees are divided when it comes to representation from sectors. Respondent 1 states that 

there is a goal of having one of the mentors coming from the private sector, and a mentee from 

the public sector and vice versa. An outcome for this type of knowledge creation can be that 

the organizations are developed since they are exposed to each other’s different knowledge 

bases and experiences (ibid), which can be argued being the case in the knowledge management 

of the economic association. 

 

That sharing of knowledge also are present in a combination of tacit and explicit knowledge 

can be seen in the examples when the respondents are talking about discussions. It is pointed 

out that the sharing of knowledge often starts with explicit knowledge, when for example a 

topic is introduced by using a PowerPoint presentation, but that the knowledge shared changing 

character from being explicit knowledge to tacit knowledge when discussing in smaller groups. 

According to respondent 8, these smaller groups are usually divided after a topic is introduced 

to the network, which later leads into discussion amongst the participants in smaller groups. A 

theoretical connection can be seen to the statement of Anderson and Hardwick (2017), where it 

is suggested that explicit knowledge is the type of knowledge that is shared in the initial part of 

a relationship but when the relationship gets deeper, the tacit knowledge sharing can begin. 

 

Going further into combining new and existing knowledge for the creation of knowledge, it is 

showcased by conducting joint training initiatives. Some of the factors behind this are stated to 

be an economic perspective where this is more cost efficient when member organizations want 
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individuals to acquire knowledge, but that it is arguably more cost efficient to share that cost 

between members of the economic association. As respondent 8 notes, it is also a source for 

explicit knowledge for the members, which can be argued to be confirmed through the theory 

by Usman et al (2018) that is stating that training programmes can be a source for sharing 

explicit knowledge. This way of sharing knowledge does also relate back to the previously 

described case where explicit knowledge could act as a starting point for sharing of tacit 

knowledge. In turn, tacit knowledge sharing requires a deepened relationship, which can be 

seen in the examples where the respondents pointing out the HR manager network as the 

network where knowledge sharing of more sensitive character is going on. Reasons for that is 

stated to be that this network are smaller and with a higher continuance than the broad HR 

network, which makes it easier to connect and build relationships in the group. Hansen et al 

(1999) described that tacit knowledge requires socialization, which can be argued to be fulfilled 

by the networks in the economic association. 

 

5.2 Codification 
The second theme is codification, which is the second knowledge strategy apart from the 

personalization. The codification strategy is centered around knowledge reuse, which in turn 

are enabled by documenting knowledge; usually by the way of transferring knowledge from 

people to documents. Thus, enabling knowledge reuse and ultimately knowledge sharing.  

 

During the interviews it was noted that documentation and knowledge reuse was not a primary 

concern for neither the member organizations or the operation managers, but that it does take 

place and the way for handling documentation can be seen in table 2, under the theme 

codification. Regarding the codifying of knowledge, there are different opinions on how this is 

handled in the economic association. There are examples of respondents stating that this is not 

occurring, whilst other see it. Those whom states that it is not occurring, believes that if 

codification of knowledge through documentation of the network meetings would take place; 

it would affect the sharing of knowledge negatively since it could make people share less and 

inhibit the knowledge sharing. One example is stated by respondent 4 who points out that there 

is a risk that the sharing gets hindered by people thinking about what they say if they know that 

it is documented, since they do not know how the documentation will be spread. 

 

In the knowledge management framework by Hansen et al (1999) it is a recommendation that 

one strategy should be used as a main strategy to approximately 80 % whilst the other strategy 

should be used as a supporting strategy to approximately 20 %. This can be seen as being 
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suitable even for the economic association since the respondents perceive that the codifying of 

knowledge happens to some extent today but also that the current usage is satisfying for their 

needs. 

 

The main documentation being shared in the economic association, is arguably PowerPoint 

presentation from the broad HR network. These are distributed by the operation managers, 

whom in turn asks for permission of this from the member organization being creator of the 

presentation. The member organization can then approve or disapprove of this, but also adjust 

the presentation before it is sent out. The economic association claims no ownership of shared 

material, however the operation managers can share notes from meetings and networks. 

 

The difference between the broad HR network and the HR manager network is evidently when 

assessing the type of knowledge being shared. The broad HR network tend to be more open 

about sharing explicit knowledge, such as documents, processes and presentation while the HR 

manager network rather focus on sharing of tacit knowledge. An interesting aspect is that 

sharing of explicit knowledge can be a catalyst for sharing of tacit knowledge, as in the example 

about discussions presented in the chapter personalization above. In that example a combination 

of explicit and tacit knowledge sharing is used as a mean to start discussions and experience 

sharing.  

 

Regarding knowledge reuse, it does occur but on a limited basis, as described in table 2. An 

example given by one of the operation managers, are about the network meetings and joint 

profiling activities that they conduct. As it shows, the operation managers document topics of 

meetings and agenda in order to enable knowledge reuse when needed. Some activities, such 

as the company event “Romme activity”, have been re-occurring for the last years; this is 

arguably an example of knowledge reuse where the knowledge about how it was arranged have 

been codified by the operation managers in order to use it the year after. Even if some examples 

are given by the respondents it is clear that the documentation and knowledge reuse in the 

economic association rarely occurs.  
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5.3 Collaboration 
The third theme that we have identified is collaboration, this theme aims to describe the reasons 

why organizations chose to collaborate with other organizations; inter-organizationally. These 

reasons can be seen in table 3 and are further explained in this section. 

 

What we have found is that the reason for joining differs between the organizations where some 

organizations for example value the network the most while other organizations value the pilot 

newcomers service most. Some of the member organizations argues that their organization is 

small, and that external input and networks are vital in order to perform their duties. The 

networks are highly beneficial in terms of providing an arena of other HR professionals and 

where discussions with external parts in the same type of position can take place. This reasoning 

regarding external input can be connected to what Nonaka et al (2000) states regarding 

knowledge creation, namely that it is the interaction between individuals and organizations that 

creates knowledge. Furthermore, it is stated that to be exposed to another organization’s 

knowledge base can increase the knowledge and strengthen the organization (Aleksić-Mirić, 

2014). This can be argued to be of even higher importance in smaller organizations where the 

input of new knowledge can be less than in a bigger organization and where the departments 

can be small and the employees few. 

 

That different organizations have different knowledge bases is pointed out in the interviews as 

a benefit that the member organizations can access. It is also described as a good, close and 

cheap way for competency development by respondent 4. This can be seen as an empirical 

evidence to what have been stated by Martins and Ling (2017), that the collaboration can be 

seen as a key to become more innovative and as something that can increase the organization 

competitive edge by increasing the organizations knowledge and capacity. Other member 

organizations state that they are fairly big and that they have a strong internal network within 

their organization, arguing that the networks are not the most important reason for joining the 

economic association. They are arguably more interested in the benefits of being able to provide 

their newly hired people with the additional service of piloting newcomers and their partners. 

 

What is evident for both small- and middle-sized organizations are the fact that it is pointed out 

that they can achieve more if they collaborate and work together, even if there can be differences 

between the main reasons for joining the economic association. The creation of the economic 

association started with the purpose of working together with the challenges of having 

competences and skills present within Dalarna for successful regional development 
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(Rekryteringslots, 2019b; Rekryteringslots, 2019d). The common denominator is the belief that 

they can achieve more together, than on their own and one reason to go into collaboration is to 

be able to help each other. This can be supported by Usman et al (2018) that states that one of 

the motivations collaborate over organizational boarders are to prepare for the future by 

improving the capabilities and practices of the organization.  

 

Another reason is pointed out to be to join forces for market the region and the member 

organizations, where we can see examples of joint marketing initiatives where the organizations 

within the economic association goes to company event together, joint under one name, as 

Rekryteringslots Dalarna. To do this together can be argued to strengthen the common values 

and shared identity which is pointed out as a potential barrier for knowledge management over 

organizational boarders (Hislop, 2013). By working together during those joint marketing 

initiatives can be argued as something that increases the sharing of tacit knowledge which is 

pointed out to be the hardest knowledge to share (Mircea, 2015; Hislop, 2013) and is also a 

strategy that can be used to learn from each other (Aleksić-Mirić, 2014).  

 

In the interviews it is pointed out that the company events are an opportunity where you can 

learn to know the other organizations and that you need to reflect what the other organizations 

needs to be able to help each other during the events. This can be argued to be one of the 

examples where interaction between member organizations is enabled which in turn have a 

positive effect on knowledge creation (Massaro et al, 2016; Nonaka, 1994). Furthermore, since 

the focus is set on the company event and not specific knowledge creation and knowledge 

sharing, it can be seen as an informal area where collective knowledge creation is enabled when 

the individuals are allowed to collaborate and interact, which can be supported by Kaschig et 

al (2016) that point out the informal forms and open culture as enablers for collective 

knowledge creation. 

 

Last but not least, to develop the region have initially been the core idea behind the project that 

later became the economic association, which is still highly relevant today. Support for this can 

be found in the interviews where it is pointed out that the regions development is one of the 

reasons why the organizations within the economic association works together by try to “keep 

the knowledge in the region” (respondent 1) and to “work together to get people from outside 

Dalarna” (respondent 8). This also can be seen as a shared value that enables the knowledge 

management (Hislop, 2013) within the economic association and that in turn strengthen the 

regions competitive edge and innovation (Martins & Ling, 2017). 
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5.4 Conditions 
To be successful in the inter-organizational knowledge management within the economic 

association we have identified a theme called conditions. This is derived from the empirics of 

the case study of the economic association, where a total of four categories and a number of 

labels have been identified as crucial for creating the conditions needed to succeed. These 

categories and labels can be seen in table 3, under the theme conditions. 

 

To begin with, it is evident in the economic association, that sharing of knowledge is considered 

to be voluntary by all the respondents. One of the operation managers are vocal about that there 

is no way that the economic association can force someone to share, which in turn have not 

been an obvious problem according to the operation manager. However, the regulations of the 

economic association are very specific on the members’ responsibilities; that the member shall 

actively participate in order for the economic association to fulfill its purpose. Going back to 

the idea of the economic association, one of the core elements is to share knowledge and 

experience (Rekryteringslots, 2019c). In other words, there is a criterion for the membership 

stating that active participation is mandatory; but it does not specify to what extent. According 

to Bolagsverket (2019b), it is mandatory for members within the economic association to 

participate in the activities of the association, which in turn can explain the regulation of 

participation. Even if there is an explicit regulation for participation in the sharing of activities, 

it is still very much interpreted to be voluntary by the respondents. 

 

Our interpretation is that there is not a problem with the contribution to the aim of the economic 

association today, and this can be argued to be an effect of a trusting relationship being existent. 

Hislop (2013) described trust from a behavioral perspective with the mutual benefit and 

honoring of commitments as two of the main factors for trust. It can be argued that the 

impression of a voluntary perspective of sharing knowledge and experience is a vital part for 

creating a condition to participate in the activities of knowledge sharing in the economic 

association. Even if participation is regulated, it is considered to be voluntary due to the nature 

of the trusting relationship amongst the respondents; where it is considered to be a condition 

for participating in the activities of the economic association. 
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Table 3. Overview of coding procedure, theme 3 and 4 (by authors, 2019). 

 

 

Themes Categories Labels 

Collaboration 

  

  

  

  

  

Reason to collaborate Network 

Help each other  

Joint marketing initiative  

Reason to meet other professionals (and share knowledge, especially important for small organization)  

Pilot newcomers 

Interest in developing the region  

Conditions Voluntary  Knowledge sharing should be voluntary  

Climate  Safe environment; people dare to speak  

Non-complicated and non-advance level  

Dare to think outside the box  

Operation manager Neutral partner; creates trust and relationship, are considered the "motor" of the network, induction, 

constant  

Rules of the game  

The members 

  

Trust 

The individual (openness, participation, engagement) 
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Battistella et al (2015) argued that trust is important for inter-organizational knowledge sharing 

and that the sharing of knowledge should be valued and recognized, whilst the economic 

association highlights the members’ importance for reaching the goals of the economic 

association and encourages knowledge sharing as part of their regulations. As both respondent 

1 and 5 points out, they use informal ways to value and recognize the members’ knowledge 

sharing and creation. Examples are to give credits by word for doing a good job which can be 

seen as an example in line with the reasoning of Battistella et al (2015). 

 

Furthermore, another likely explanation for the feeling that it is voluntary to share can be argued 

to be connected to the viewpoint of climate in the economic association. This is arguably tied 

to the individuals whom are representing their member organizations in the economic 

association, as respondent 2 states that it depends on what type of person that is present, how 

open that person are and how willing that person are to share and to listen. Support to this can 

be found by Nonaka et al (2000), whom express the importance of the social interaction among 

individuals and organizations for knowledge creation. It can therefore be argued that if the 

person is not willing to share and listen, the interaction will be less and in turn the knowledge 

creation is affected negatively. According to respondent 9, the perception is that people are 

open and that there is warm climate in the economic association. It is considered to be important 

that the climate is safe; that people actually dare to speak and share knowledge in an easy way. 

Respondent 8 confirm that this is the case in the economic association since people dare to be 

open and also dare to be open about what they might be good and less good at. 

 

Common difficulties for knowledge sharing according to Hislop (2013) are often related to 

language skills and limitation of peoples’ language competencies. Respondent 2 addresses that 

that the economic association focuses on the local arena and that the sense of the network is 

that it is not complicated and advanced, it is at a level that makes it feel easy to talk and where 

the atmosphere can be interpreted to be open and that the participants are able to be free in the 

thought when discussing. By running these networks in a manner where the climate is open and 

the discussions is not on an advanced level; being more easy going, are arguably important 

factors that make the communication easier between the member organizations and creates a 

climate where knowledge sharing are encouraged to and that can take place. 

 

In order to facilitate a climate that is open and warm, some of the respondents highlights the 

role of the operation managers for facilitating the networks and the reference group. The 

operation managers are considered to be the neutral part that is essential for creating 
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relationships, trust and integrity amongst the members of the economic association. 

Furthermore, they are considered to be the engine of the economic association, they are the first 

point of contact and they are the ones who structures the networks/work groups and induct new 

members into the economic association. The importance of the operation managers’ role in the 

economic association can be found to have support by Kaschig et al (2016), stating that 

collective knowledge creation can be enabled by stimulating the people through an open culture 

and allow them to interact with each other, which is arguably the case here. As noted by 

respondent 1, the operation managers tend to talk to the members to give them information 

about their role and areas that are important to think about; with one of the most important 

things is to highlight the members’ role for a well-functioning collaboration. One of the main 

challenges for the operation managers, is to create trusting relationships when there is turnover 

of people in the economic association. 

 

The importance of trust for inter-organizational relationships should not be underestimated, 

which is strongly supported by Anderson and Hardwick (2017); Hislop (2013); Chong et al 

(2011); Hansen et al (1999). The interpretation by respondent 4, is that the operation managers 

works very well given that they have limited time and resources; comparing to other 

professional networks. Battistella et al (2015) argued that an actor in a knowledge transferring 

context are likely to take on a mediating position, this is considered to be essential for enabling 

both networks and knowledge sharing amongst the participants, which arguably supports the 

argument presented by the different respondents concerning the operation managers. We 

therefore suggest that the importance of the operation manager is high since the operation 

manager is pointed out as the facilitator for enabling relationships within the economic 

association. The operation manager also uses different types of activities to enable sharing of 

knowledge, as an example: when presentation of explicit knowledge is used to create a common 

ground that then can lead to discussions in smaller groups, where tacit knowledge also can be 

shared. 

 

To conclude, we have found that there are four main factors in this single case study that is 

apparent to enable the conditions needed for favoring inter-organizational knowledge 

management. The first one is that knowledge sharing is interpreted as being voluntary, the 

second is that the climate in the economic association is favorable for knowledge sharing, the 

third is the members and their personalities for contribution, and finally, the fourth factor is the 

operation managers whom play an important role for creating trust, relationships and guidance 
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for the members within the economic association. There is also support found for this line of 

argument by Mabey and Zhao (2017), stating that the use of individual knowledge needs formed 

conditions in order to use the knowledge in a collective context. 

 

5.5 Capabilities  
The last sentence in the theme collaboration pinpoints the outcome that the shared values in the 

economic association can give, another outcome is the positive force that is created by the 

collaboration within the economic association. One example is where the collaboration is 

recognized outside the region as a successful initiative as in the example where respondent 8 

got a positive comment about the economic association when visiting a network in Stockholm, 

Sweden.  

 

The region is not only strengthened because it is recognized, it is also strengthened by the fact 

that the knowledge sharing and knowledge creation going on in the economic association is 

developing the competence in the region. Chong et al (2011) recognized that knowledge sharing 

is important for building capabilities and for achieving organizational success, whilst Martins 

and Ling (2017) pointing out that learning and developing together is pivotal for regional 

development which can both be connected to the way the economic association contribute to 

the region. 

 

The joint training in the economic association is described as cost efficient and smooth, 

something that arguably develop the regions competence as well since it enables external input 

in terms of an external teacher or lecturer. An outcome of the economic association is by 

respondent 4 described as a competency development that is good, close and cheap, and another 

respondent (5) points out that the joint training that is taking place is an example of competency 

development that would not have been possible to do by the organizations themselves. This line 

of argument find support from Usman et al (2018), whom describes the motivators for engaging 

in inter-organisational collaborations as a means for creating and sharing knowledge of new 

knowledge. What is arguably the case for the economic association is that inter-organizational 

knowledge management increase capabilities for the member organizations, these can be seen 

in table 4.  

 

The second main argument for increasing the capabilities of the member organizations, are 

linked to the areas of knowledge; these are recognized as spin-off effects. One thing that is 

evident is that some of the respondents’ states that knowledge sharing can continue beyond the 
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structured meetings arranged by the economic association, since with new connections comes 

new ways of accessing knowledge. That the knowledge sharing continues beyond the structured 

meetings can be seen as an effect of the relationships that are built within the economic 

association. The relationships are pointed out as essential for knowledge sharing and especially 

the sharing of tacit knowledge as pointed out by Anderson and Hardwick (2017). When the 

relationship gets deeper it enables the sharing of tacit knowledge, rather than only explicit 

knowledge in the beginning of the relationship (ibid). 

 

Another spin-off effect is that the knowledge sharing within the economic association can also 

be shared back to the member organizations, this could be in the form of market knowledge of 

the region about competency needs or in other areas. This is arguably an opportunity and a 

possible capability, but it is also an area that can be improved since it differs between the 

organizations how well this is done. Some respondents point out that they have a structured 

way to take the knowledge back to the own organization and spread it there. On the other hand, 

some respondents’ pinpoints this as an area where they are lacking today. 

 

That the knowledge that is shared is not applied in a satisfying way and that is not used to 

improve the business performance is something that is pointed out as a challenge by Chong et 

al (2011). Reasons for a lacking effectiveness of knowledge sharing back to the own 

organization can be uncertainty, lack of motivation, ineffective communication channels and 

loss of knowledge if employees quit from the organization (ibid). A suggestion to the economic 

association is therefore to enable sharing of knowledge within this specific area among the 

member organizations from the ones who do this successful to the one the ones that are 

struggling with this task. This idea can be interpreted as a collective way of development, which 

is recognized by Martins and Ling (2017) to be of importance for regional development and 

inter-organizational knowledge management. By doing this, the capability will be strengthened 

and the knowledge will flow more easy back to the member organizations. 

 

Finally, an interesting observation is a spin-off effect that can be seen when member 

organizations are being affected by down-sizing and redundancies. The economic association 

have on at least two occasions been helpful by working together to handle the issue of keeping 

competence in the region. This can also be seen as import from the regional perspective, since 

the competence and the collaboration between different competences is pointed out as important 

for the regions development and innovation (Martins & Ling, 2017). 
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5.6 Challenges 
However, the member organizations are likely to be affected by challenges connected to the 

inter-organizational knowledge management taking place.  

 

From the empirical perspective, a number of challenges were identified in the case of the 

economic association. Factors concerning the membership, fears and barriers were listed, as 

seen in table 4. Regarding membership, some of the challenges were identified as lack of clarity 

for the role of the members; their rights and obligations within the economic association. It was 

also identified that different organizations were in need of different services, where most of the 

respondents pointed out that the needs depend on the size of the organization. The capacity their 

own organization have affects their needs for services offered from the economic association. 

Respondent 2 for example states that it is the pilot newcomers that is the main reason for joining 

while respondent 4 points out the networks as the main reason. 

 

Another challenge that were identified is the engagement of the members that are present at 

networks since this, for example, is essential for knowledge creation which is argued for in the 

example about knowledge creation under the theme collaboration. The lack of motivation for 

participating in knowledge sharing can be one the reason for low engagement which is pointed 

out as a challenge connected to knowledge sharing according to Chong et al (2011). If the 

motivation is low it can also affect the respondents will to make time for, and to prioritize, 

participation in knowledge sharing and knowledge creation activities within the economic 

association. This is pinpointed as a challenge in the interviews. 

 

In the category fears, we identified that the growing number of members could influence the 

quality in the economic association negatively since to many member organizations could make 

the collaboration impersonal. Another fear is that a growing number of members could lead to 

the presence of competitive organizations in the economic association, that in turn could impact 

the transparency and climate negatively. This is pointed out as a potential fear of several 

members but are in the same time highlighted that it is not the case today.  
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Themes Categories Labels 

 Capabilities 

  

  

  

  

  

  

The region Do good, positive force and marketing for the region and the member organizations  

Spin-off effects 

  

  

  

 

Knowledge sharing can continue beyond structured meetings within economic association 

Access to knowledge (various members are expert in different areas) 

Knowledge sharing can continue back to the own organization 

Help each other in difficult situations e.g. help during reorganizations 

Market knowledge in the region 

Challenges 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

Membership Clarify the role of the members, rights and obligations 

All services within the economic association are not used 

Ensure that member organizations send committed individuals with mandate  

Different views on the continuity vs discontinuity of participation in the networks  

Prioritize engagement and meetings (harder for smaller organisations to find time) 

Different view on competition for key competence (might inhibit knowledge sharing) 

Fears Fear of losing their continuance 

Growing number of members might lower the quality, risk for impersonal networks 

Fear of competitive companies impact on transparency and climate  

Barriers 

  

  

Time is limited  

Knowledge sharing depending on who is in the room, if there is trust 

Documentation may inhibit knowledge sharing 

Table 4. Overview of coding procedure, theme 5 and 6 (by authors, 2019). 
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The last fear identified are the fear of losing the continuance of the operation managers, which 

is pointed out in several examples as important for the climate in the economic association and 

in turn for the knowledge sharing and knowledge creation. The importance of the operation 

managers is highlighted many times during the interviews and is also further analysed in under 

the chapter conditions which is found above. The limited time that the operation managers 

actually have to fulfill their role in the economic association are one of the barriers identified 

for knowledge sharing and knowledge creation. On top of this, knowledge sharing is depending 

on the level of trust, which can vary depending on whom that attends the different networks. 

Last but not least, documentation is pointed out as something that may inhibit tacit knowledge 

sharing, due to members being cautious on what to share because they might be unsure on what 

they actually are allowed to share from their member organizations. 

 

From a theoretical point of view, there are many different challenges identified for inter-

organizational knowledge management. First and foremost, before a collaboration can take 

place inter-organizationally, there is a need for a common interest amongst the collaborators 

(Usman et al, 2018). Even if there is a common interest, it is stated that the lack of common 

ground is one of the core challenges for inter-organizational knowledge management (Mircea, 

2015; Aleksić-Mirić, 2014). The common ground can be considered to be the organizational 

culture, values and trust; which can be very different in an inter-organizational context where 

the involved organizations do not have a common ground to begin with (Hislop, 2013). Trust 

is highly influential for inter-organizational knowledge management, both Anderson and 

Hardwick (2017) and Chen et al (2014) acknowledged this and its importance for building 

relations for collaboration by sharing and creating knowledge. There is also a paradox linked 

to the sharing of knowledge in an inter-organizational context; Loebbecke et al (2016) argued 

that the competitive edge can be in diminished among organizations due to the knowledge 

sharing paradox of giving away unique knowledge that was the key reason for having a 

competitive edge against other organizations.  

 

What this chapter of challenges state, can be interpreted that there are challenges that can be 

considered as a natural part of inter-organizational knowledge management. Most of these 

factors are part of the dynamics that is, more or less, an arguably natural event due to the fact 

that inter-organizational knowledge management takes place over organizational boarders. 

Some of those challenges were already pointed out in the theory and that is the reason why this 

theme is both theoretical driven and empirical driven. 
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6. Conclusion 
The purpose of this case study was to understand how inter-organizational knowledge 

management is conducted in an economic association by analysing how different actor 

representatives perceive the inter-organizational collaboration.  

 

The research questions to be answered in this study was: 

 

Research question 1:  

How do an economic association work with inter-organizational knowledge management? 

 

Research question 2:  

What are the challenges and opportunities connected to the inter-organizational knowledge 

management in an economic association? 

 

These questions are answered followed by each other, where the first research question will be 

answered by presenting our interpretation of the themes personalization and codification 

together with the themes collaboration and conditions. The second research question will be 

answered when presenting our interpretation of the themes capabilities and challenges, 

ultimately presenting a model that can be used for inter-organizational knowledge management 

where all themes are included. 

 

6.1 Conclusion of research question 1 
As an outcome from the analysis, we have created a model with the purpose to visualize how 

we understand the inter-organizational knowledge management of the economic association. 

To explain the model, the two strategies from the knowledge management framework by 

Hansen et al (1999) are the start of the model. Either strategy could be used single handily, or 

as a combined strategy for knowledge management. 

 

The personalization strategy is suggested to be the main strategy in the case of the economic 

association, while the codification strategy is the supporting strategy. The recommendation by 

Hansen et al (1999) are that the relation between the strategies should be 80 % for the main 

strategy and 20 % for the supporting strategy, we agree that this is suitable even for the 

economic association since this is approximately the case today and are interpreted to be an 

arrangement that is suitable according to the respondents. However, we have not been able to 

identify the percentage usage but our interpretation is that the respondents perceive that the 
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personalization strategy is the primary strategy. Both strategies are present in the economic 

association as illustrated in figure 3. 

 

 

 

 

 

Our findings show that most of the knowledge shared in the economic association is tacit 

knowledge and it is shared between the individuals when they interact with each other. When 

explicit knowledge is shared, it is usually in the form of cases, processes and presentations, 

which is used as a starter for the sharing of tacit knowledge through collaboration, experience- 

and knowledge sharing in smaller groups. 

 

The codification strategy is used to some extent since some knowledge is codified and stored 

at the economic associations’ webpage. A suggestion for the economic association is to evaluate 

how much this webpage is used since most of the respondents states that they are not sure of 

what the content on this webpage is and if it is used by the member organizations. 

 

A difference can be seen regarding knowledge shared between the HR manager network and 

the broad HR network, where it is stated that it is almost solely the tacit knowledge that is 

shared in the HR manager network while slightly more explicit knowledge is shared in the 

broad HR network. The knowledge that is shared in the HR manager network is also stated to 

be of more sensitive character, which dependence on more deepened and established 

relationships. The knowledge is mainly shared and created through the social interaction 

between the different members in the economic association. For example, this is done by 

discussions, brainstorming, joint training and by presentations with following discussions.   

 

It can be argued that the first two themes, codification and personalization, is the ground where 

the economic associations knowledge management derives from. There are two additional 

themes which are added in order to adapt to an inter-organizational knowledge management 

context, the first theme is collaboration as seen in figure 4. 

 

Regarding the theme collaboration, the reasons to join the economic association are several and 

we see this theme as essential for the organizations to want to join the economic association 

and consequently engage in inter-organizational knowledge management. There are two 

reasons that we consider to be the primary reasons, the first one is the regional development by 

Figure 3. Interaction of the codification and personalization themes (by authors, 2019). 
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working together with questions concerning competence and recruitment. Whilst the second 

reason is that the organizations believe that they can achieve more by working together. 

 

The collaboration takes place on multiple levels of the economic association; the board, the 

working group (reference group) and in the networks (HR manager network / the broad HR 

network). The board is responsible for the economic association, whilst the working group 

(reference group) are responsible for assisting with pilot newcomers and to give input for topics 

such as joint marketing, joint training initiatives and being creative by coming up with ideas 

and fulfil them together with the operation managers. The HR manager network is aimed for 

HR managers from the member organizations, whilst the broad HR network is open to both 

managers and non-managers of the member organizations. Especially the networks of the 

economic association are designated to fulfil the core fundamentals of collaboration, 

knowledge- and experience sharing. Our findings show that the respondents perceive that 

smaller organizations tend to be more interested in the networks, whilst middle-sized 

organisations tend to be more interested in the service of pilot newcomers. For some of the 

smaller organizations, meeting other HR professionals and exchanging knowledge base is more 

important, compared to middle-sized organisations whom already have a strong internal 

network. 

 

 
 

 

The second theme identified in order to adapt to an inter-organizational knowledge management 

context is conditions, as seen below in figure 5. One of the important conditions for the 

economic association is the voluntary perspective, that sharing and creating knowledge cannot 

be forced upon the member organizations. According to the regulations of the economic 

association all member representatives are required to participate to reach the goal with its 

operation; collaborate and share knowledge and experiences. Even if this is regulated, it is 

perceived to be voluntary to participate which in turn is not something that prevents the 

collaboration, knowledge- and experience sharing within the economic association. We believe 

that this is due to the existing trust and open climate for knowledge sharing and knowledge 

Figure 4. Connection between knowledge strategy and collaboration (by authors, 2019). 
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creation between the members. The operation managers have an important role to facilitate a 

climate and be a catalyst for creating trust between the member organizations. The operation 

managers introduce new members, encourage members to share knowledge, manage the 

networks and are considered to be the neutral part that ensure that there is an open climate and 

easy-going discussions. 

 

Apart from the operation managers, it is also argued that the individuals from the member 

organizations are important for creating conditions that are beneficial for knowledge sharing 

and knowledge creation. The individual’s personalities were not further defined rather than if 

you are open and willing to talk and share and listen, or if you are more withdrawn. 

 

 

 

 

6.2 Conclusion of research question 2  
Based on the collaboration and conditions, it is further described that the outcome of the reason 

to collaborate and the right conditions for inter-organizational knowledge management can 

provide additional capabilities; which also can be discussed as being the opportunities of the 

inter-organizational knowledge management. This section about the theme capabilities and the 

next section about challenges will answer the second research question: 

 

Research question 2:  

What are the challenges and opportunities connected to the inter-organizational knowledge 

management in an economic association? 

 

The capabilities, which we also see as the opportunities in relation to the second research 

question, is defined as the potential outcomes that inter-organizational knowledge management 

can give, as seen in figure 6. What we have found is that the knowledge sharing and knowledge 

Figure 5. The reasons and will to collaborate affects the conditions of inter-organizational knowledge 

management (by authors, 2019). 
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creation practices of the economic association gives positive outcome first and foremost since 

it is beneficial for the regions competitive edge. This with a focus on the core ideas behind the 

economic association, which is competence and recruitment for the growth and development of 

the region and the member organizations of the economic association. There are examples that 

lifts the economic aspect for lowering the costs of exchanging knowledge base between the 

members, whilst giving the opportunity to join forces by conduct joint training initiatives for 

instance.  

 

Multiple spin-off effects are identified, one example are that the economic association can be 

considered as an arena where HR professionals can interact and develop relationships, which 

in turn increases the chance for knowledge sharing and knowledge creation outside structured 

meetings of the economic association. As a result from deepened relations, tacit knowledge, 

which is hard to share to begin with, can be more easily shared between the members of the 

economic association. Additionally, knowledge sharing back to the member organizations 

through the individuals represented in the economic association is a likely scenario that adds 

further upon the collective knowledge base of the member organizations. Finally, it is evident 

that the economic association plays an important role for striving to keep competence in the 

region by conducting initiatives to help member organizations whom for example are facing 

redundancies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The final theme identified for inter-organizational knowledge management in this study is 

challenges, which is considered to be a theme that influences the other themes. 

Figure 6. The conditions will determine what capabilities that are enabled through inter-organizational 

knowledge management (by authors, 2019). 
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The theoretical perspective regarding challenges connected to inter-organizational knowledge 

management, lists the lack of common ground, interest, trust and motivation as some of the 

premiere challenges. What we found related to the economic association, is partly connected to 

the theoretical perspective but it also added into other areas. Seen in table 4, the categories 

membership, fears and barriers were interpreted as the main challenges for inter-organizational 

knowledge management in the economic association.  

 

In regards to the membership, there is a lack of clarity for the role of the members. Even if 

knowledge sharing and knowledge creation is considered to be voluntary, there are still a formal 

requirement from the economic association to participate and contribute. This is considered as 

a challenge due to the fact that when different members have different perspectives of their role, 

it affects the relationship building and their role in relation to their commitments. As noted by 

the operation managers, one of their biggest challenges were considered to be linked to building 

trusting relationships with the members. This can also be connected to another challenge for 

the operation managers, which is the time limitation that they have; there limited time sets 

barriers for what is possible to conduct in the economic association, it determines what the 

economic association actually can focus on and how much time they can invest in creating for 

example trusting relationships. When the perspective of the members’ role in the economic 

association differ, it is likely to affect the engagement (prioritizing, participating, contributing) 

of the members and in turn the outcome of knowledge sharing and knowledge creation. 

 

The category fear furthermore was linked to the risk of a growing number of members could 

affect the quality of the network, there are mixed views on this but it can be linked to the 

operation managers biggest challenge of creating trusting relationships; which is key essential 

for the climate for the economic association. The climate is considered to be warm and friendly 

and the risk with more members is that it becomes the opposite, where one respondent for 

example pointing out the fear that it could lead to an impersonal network. An additional 

challenge is that some members views documentation as a potential threat to the knowledge 

sharing; due to the members likely being more careful with what they say. This is more 

connected to the HR manager network than the broad HR network, where the HR manager 

network is more about sharing tacit knowledge compared to the broad HR network which focus 

more on explicit knowledge in comparison. 
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As seen above in figure 7, those six themes are connected to each other and can be used together 

in order to work with inter-organizational knowledge management. By using this model where 

four additional themes are connected to the strategies personalization and codification, we 

suggest that the knowledge management framework by Hansen et al (1999) can be used in an 

inter-organizational context as well. The four additional themes need to be taken in 

consideration and as the theme capabilities points out; the inter-organizational collaboration 

gives not only challenges, but also opportunities for the participating organizations. 

Furthermore, the conditions and the reasons for collaborating can be useful for improving the 

structure of the inter-organizational collaboration. It gives information on what is considered to 

be good, what needs improvement, the role of relationships and the operation managers together 

with the fundamentals of why some organizations choose to become members and that the 

reasons for joining differs but that it is first and foremost about sustainable region development 

and the organizations own development connected to knowledge management.  

 

6.3 Future research 
In this study we have divided the respondents into three actor groups, being the employees of 

the economic association, the public organizations and the private organizations. One finding 

in this study is that the difference in how the private and public sector organizations perceive 

the inter-organizational knowledge management is insignificant. The difference is rather in the 

size of the organization according to the respondents. Since the size of the organization and 

how this factor can affect the inter-organizational knowledge management have not been a 

focus area in this study, it is suggested for future research. 

  

Figure 7. The challenges of inter-organizational knowledge management are likely to affect the conditions and 

reasons to collaborate; which will determine the capabilities (by authors, 2019). 
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Appendix 1. Interview questions 

3 short questions, 9 main questions + potential follow-ups if the main questions are not 

answered. The Swedish version can be showed if requested. 

Background information 

1. What is your main area of responsibility in your organization? 

2. How long have you been involved in Rekryteringslots? 

3. How long has your organization been involved in Rekryteringslots? 

 

4. Tell us about Rekryteringslots, from your perspective? (What is the biggest advantage 

of being a member of Rekryteringslots? Describe the collaboration between 

Rekryteringslots and its members? What do you want from the collaboration?) 

 

Knowledge management 

Read: The interests and needs of our 33 members form the basis of the business, where 

collaboration, knowledge- and experience sharing about competence and recruitment are key 

issues. 

5. Based on this text, what is knowledge for you? 

 

6. How do Rekryteringslots work with knowledge sharing? (Is it voluntary to share? 

Difference between tacit and explicit knowledge?) 

 

7. How do you share knowledge (explicit – for example, internal documents from the 

organization, tacit – for example, personal experience of recruitment) in 

Rekryteringslots? (What kind of knowledge do you share with? Explicit / Tacit? 

Example?) 

 

8. Would you like to give us an example where you in Rekryteringslots have jointly 

created new knowledge? (example? How do you find common areas of interest? Does 

this differ between the organizations?) 
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9. How do you work within Rekryteringslots with saving and reusing knowledge? 

(example?) 

 

10. To Rekryteringslots: How do you promote knowledge sharing? (Do you have any 

ways to reward those in the group who share?) 

 

To Members: What makes you want to share knowledge? 

 

11. Would you like to tell us about an example where you used the collaboration to gain 

knowledge? (in any area?) (do you have an example of knowledge sharing? Have you 

used the network also outside structured meetings? Have you been contacted by 

someone from the network with the request for knowledge sharing?) 

 

12. Do you experience any challenges in sharing knowledge within Rekryteringslots? 

(Can you give examples of this?) (Competition for the same type of key competence?) 

(Time aspect?) (Conditions of the organization?) 

 

13. Is there anything else that you would like to add?  
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Appendix 2. Information to the respondents 
 

Information about a study in collaboration with Rekryteringslots 

 

Thank you for your participation in this study focusing on knowledge management within 

Rekryteringslots. We want to inform you that your participation is voluntary and anonymous. With your 

permission, we will record the interview to transcribe it. The recorded material will be deleted once it is 

transcribed. The material will be used only for this study with an academic purpose during the master 

thesis at Dalarna University will follow the regulations of GDPR (General Data Protection Regulation). 

The years of engagement in Rekryteringslots of you and your organization will be used as background 

information in the study. 

 

You have the right to whenever you want to, until the thesis is handed in for grading (2019-05-15) decide 

not to take part in the study and without giving any reason. 

 

Permission to record the interview (check the box for Yes or No):   

Yes   No  

 

Place and date:  

 

  

Signature              Printed name 

 

If you have any additional questions, do not hesitate to contact us. 

 

Elin Storman and Anders Storman 

h09emsun@du.se, h17stoan@du.se 

 

Dalarna University is responsible for the processing of personal data within the degree project. As a 

participant in the study, according to the Data Protection Ordinance (GDPR), you have the right to 

receive information about how your personal data will be processed. You also have the right to apply 

for a so-called registry extract, and to have any errors corrected. If you have any questions about the 

processing of personal data, you can contact the University's Data Protection Officer, 

dataskydd@du.se. 
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Appendix 3. List of interviews  
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Appendix 4. Selected parts of internal document, regulations for the 

economic association 
 

§ 2 is explaining the purpose of the economic association, § 3 explaining view on members 

within the economic association and § 12 explaining obligations for the members in the 

economic association. The material is translated from Swedish to English. 

§ 2 Purpose  

The purpose of the economic association should be to foster the members’ different economic 

interests through activities that enables recruitment of people, which can be categorized as key 

competencies. The goal is to ensure recruitment of key competencies through actions that makes 

it easier for the family of the recruited person, to establish themselves in Dalarna.  

The economic association should focus on offering support relatives to the recruited person, in 

them strive for job or competency development within Dalarna and/or support in questions 

related to accommodation, schools for children, childcare and so on.  

The economic association shall also stimulate collaboration and sharing of experience within 

Human Resources questions in general, also within recruitment and competency related 

questions between employers in Dalarna, that are members in the economic association or have 

an agreement for collaboration. The members shall also, through the operation managers, or in 

other ways, keep each other informed about recruitment needs, temporary competency needs 

or possibilities for short-term work placements for partners of the recruited person. 

The economic association shall manage the operation based on the mission derived from the 

economic association’s members and employers that have an agreement for collaboration with 

the association. The economic association shall cooperate with the county employment board 

and employment agencies together with other public agencies to promote recruitment measures.  

The economic association shall operate within the framework of aforementioned, similar or 

coherent operations. 

§ 3 Members  

The economic association shall be open to employers and other legal entities within Dalarna, 

that strive for the same purpose as the association. Employers that have an agreement for 

collaboration shall also benefit from the same services as the members. The board manages the 

terms for these.  
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§ 12 Obligations for the members 

- The members shall actively participate in order for the economic association to reach its goal 

with its operations. 

 - The member shall make payments in accordance with the stated regulations for the economic 

association. 

- The members shall comply with the regulations, along with the policy and other decisions 

made at the annual general meeting and board decisions. 

 


