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Introduction

Knowledge and its importance for humanity are nothing new—even in
prehistoric times, those who had knowledge of finding food or seeking shelter
had a better chance of survival than those who did not. Despite the passage of
many thousands of years, the ability to create, store, develop, apply and
transmit knowledge is still the key driving force of human life, as well as the
basis of the civilization development of mankind. Society develops through
learning and passing knowledge to younger generations, as well as embedding
knowledge in tangible and intangible objects. At the stage of the industrial
revolution, knowledge was mainly contained in technological solutions and
manufactured products, and nowadays it is more and more often embedded in
intangible solutions that are difficult to assess.

One of the main features of the knowledge-based economy is the growing
importance of services in developed countries, especially knowledge-intensive
business services (Ciriaci & Palma, 2016). To bring new products and processes
to the market, companies nowadays need a broad set of skills and knowledge
which they often do not have in their resources and which they have to look for
externally. They are helped by companies offering knowledge-intensive
business services (KIBS), filling the gaps in the knowledge and skills of their
clients while allowing them to optimally use their own resources for other

purposes. Therefore, over the past 20 years, researchers and policymakers have
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shown a growing interest in knowledge-intensive business services, mainly due
to the growing number of companies offering such services and the growing
demand for them. Moreover, such services significantly contribute to the
productivity of the industries they serve (Miles, 2005). The aspects related to
the functioning of this type of companies have so far been rarely discussed; the
main research perspective covered macroeconomic issues related to the entire
sector of knowledge-intensive business services.

The subject of interest of this book is knowledge and its flows in small- and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) offering knowledge-intensive business
services (KIBS). The main goal of the work was is to present the theoretical
foundations and empirical findings regarding knowledge and knowledge flows
in the area of knowledge management, to contribute to the development of
management theory in this selected area. The study attempts to
comprehensively discuss the phenomenon of knowledge flows taking place
both inside small- and medium-sized companies offering knowledge-intensive
business services (KIBS SMEs) and between KIBS SMEs and their broadly
understood environment, and to explain the importance of knowledge and its
impact on the competitive advantage of these companies.

This topic was taken up by the author for several reasons. First, there are still
few publications on knowledge and knowledge management in small- and
medium-sized enterprises. This topic is best researched in large, mainly
international organizations (e.g. HP, Ernst & Young), which often conduct
research themselves to be able to better manage their knowledge. The issues of
knowledge and knowledge management in large companies have already been
quite thoroughly researched and described, while in small- and medium-sized
companies they are still an under-explored topic. Secondly, KIBS SMEs are
relatively poorly understood in the area of their operations and management
methods, including knowledge management. Research on the importance of
knowledge and its particular types and knowledge management in this type of
companies is still in the preliminary phase and there are few publications
dealing with this subject. Third, for companies in the knowledge-intensive
business services sector, the importance of knowledge is crucial, which justifies
research into how these companies perceive knowledge and its impact on their

competitive position, and how knowledge flows within, and between the

4715 22.09.2021, 08:49



e.Proofing | Springer https://eproofing.springer.com/books_v3/printpage.php?token=kZN Vk...

environment. The subject of knowledge flows is poorly researched in the
literature on the subject, and it should be expected that knowledge flows should
be a natural phenomenon in companies offering knowledge-intensive business
services. On the one hand, organizations of this type store knowledge in the
form of knowledge resources, and on the other hand, they constantly need to
gain new knowledge, link it with the possessed knowledge and transform into a
constantly improving offer for their clients.

This work combines three important research areas, namely: (1) knowledge as a
key resource, (2) knowledge processes (including its flows) and (3) knowledge
management (Fig. 1). The discussed topic is up-to-date, and an additional,
significant value of the study is undertaking research in the KIBS sector.
Despite a significant increase in interest in KIBS companies and their role in
the economy, the number of studies devoted to this issue is still small compared
to the number of studies dealing with manufacturing companies (Muller &
Doloreux, 2009). An additional justification for the subject matter of this book
1s the desire willingness to fill the research gap relating to KIBS companies in
the economies referred to as emerging markets, which include the Polish
economy. As noted by Muller and Doloreux (2009), out of 82 publications
published up to 2005 and analysed in their bibliometric study, only two
concerned Central and Eastern Europe. Even though more than a decade has
passed since then, and there are studies on emerging markets in Asia (e.g. Liu,
2009; Wong & Singh, 2004), the number of literature on KIBS companies in
emerging markets in Central and Eastern Europe is very limited (exceptions
include, e.g. Balaz, 2004). Similar conclusions can be drawn on the basis of the
analysis conducted by Scarso (2015) in which the author analysed 190 articles
on KIBS from 87 journals. Of these studies, only five concerned Eastern
Europe. The-above All this confirms that the research in this area is practically
unexplored.

Fig. 1

Research areas discussed in this study. Source: Author’s own illustration
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Context of KIBS SMEs

Knowledge as
a key resource

Knowledge processes
(mainly knowledge
flows)

Knowledge
management

AQ1

Two areas can be distinguished in the book: theoretical and empirical.
Theoretical considerations, based on a literature review, made it possible to
explain and organize the existing achievements in the area of knowledge
management and the sector of knowledge-intensive business services, and
thus—to identify a research gap. Particular attention was paid to the aspect of
knowledge transfer, which was the starting point for creating the concept of
knowledge flows. The effect of theoretical considerations is the concept of
knowledge flows, along with its foundations and implications. The developed
theoretical concept of knowledge flows, including characteristics of flows, the
taxonomy of their dimensions, types of flows, as well as factors determining
individual types, were verified in small- and medium-sized companies offering
knowledge-intensive business services. The empirical research was aimed at
achieving the following research goals:
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* diagnosis of the most important types of knowledge used by KIBS
companies;

* identifying types of knowledge that affect the competitive position of KIBS
companies;

« diagnosis of ways of perceiving and using knowledge by companies
offering knowledge-intensive business services;

* identification and characterization of knowledge flows within the
organization and between the inside and outside of KIBS;

« diagnosis of potential factors influencing particular types of flows;

* developing a conceptual model for knowledge and its flows in KIBS
companies.

The work consists of six chapters, preceded by an introduction and ended with
a part containing a discussion of the research results and conclusions and
recommendations, as well as indicating the limitations and future directions of
research. The first chapter presents selected issues related to knowledge and
knowledge management in companies. First, various definitions of knowledge
were discussed, and afterward a definition used for the book was proposed. A
set of knowledge characteristics and typologies were also developed, and the
potential impact of knowledge on the competitive advantage of the organization
was explained. This chapter also provides a synthetic overview of the
approaches to knowledge management along with their comparison. The
presentation of the concept of knowledge management provided a broad
background for the concept of knowledge flows.

In the second chapter, the concept of knowledge flow has been presented and
defined by the author. Since the concept of knowledge flow is poorly
established in the management literature, its theoretical foundations were
developed and the taxonomy of knowledge flows was proposed, together with
the potential factors influencing the flow of knowledge within the organization
and between the organization and its environment. The concept of knowledge
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flows was created in response to the challenges which contemporary
organizations have to face, which include, among others: the need to obtain
knowledge “on-demand” and its availability here and now, whenever it is
needed; strong connection of knowledge (especially tacit knowledge) with the
minds of employees who have it and may, for example, not want to share it;
locating knowledge in different places in the organization; high level of
formalization or structuring of solutions in the KM area, which are often not
available to small- and medium-sized organizations (e.g. due to the costs of
their implementation and maintenance); often exaggerated focus on solutions in
the area of information technology (IT), which are becoming more and more
available, while forgetting about the basic methods of transferring knowledge
(e.g. through conversations); the importance of an organizational culture
conducive to the exchange of knowledge.

The third chapter presents the definitional issues and the characteristics of
knowledge-intensive business services. An attempt was made to organize and
define such terms as knowledge-intensive business services, a company
offering knowledge-intensive business services or the sector of knowledge-
intensive business services. Based on the available literature, the most
important aspects related to the definition and classification of KIBS sector
services were discussed, and the potential reasons for the growing importance
of companies in this sector were analysed. A literature review revealed
numerous discrepancies in the definition of these key terms by various KIBS
researchers.

The fourth chapter is a prelude to considerations related to knowledge and its
flows in companies in this sector. It was also aimed to show a solid basis for
undertaking research work. As KIBS companies are dynamically developing in
the economy, contributing to the introduction of innovations not only in their
own area, but also in the companies of their clients, it is worth examining how
they treat their most important resource—knowledge. It should be noted that
the vast majority of publications on companies offering knowledge-intensive
business services analyse them from the perspective of broadly understood
economic sciences, and not management sciences.

The fifth chapter refers to the previous theoretical considerations regarding
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knowledge, its flows and knowledge management in the context of companies
offering knowledge-intensive business services. This chapter also outlines the
main research questions concerning, inter alia, knowledge important from the
point of view of the functioning of KIBS SMEs, how this knowledge affects the
competitive advantage of companies, knowledge flows within KIBS SMEs and
between them and the environment, tools and technologies used for knowledge
flows or factors determining individual types of knowledge flows. Since these
1ssues have not been studied in the literature so far, and are also characterized
by high complexity, it was decided to conduct a case study research, which is
an appropriate choice for developing or testing economic theories. To maintain
methodological rigour, the procedures for collecting and documenting the data
were chosen as recommended (Creswell, 2013, pp. 191-193). The research was
conducted in the spirit of the interpretative paradigm, because its goals included
extending and verifying the theory of knowledge and its flows in KIBS SMEs,
and moreover, in this type of research, the assumption is that “the reality is
constructed and cannot be fathomed out or explained with direct reference to
universal laws” (Brewerton & Millward, 2001, p. 11). In the case of research on
knowledge-related phenomena in the context of KIBS SMEs, many aspects may
be perceived as obvious, and at the same time reaching deeper meanings and
explaining the reasons for this state of affairs play an important role. Another
argument in favour of this paradigm was the author’s knowledge of KIBS
companies, resulting from previous research conducted in such organizations.
In interpretative research, the researcher should be close to the research issue
and analyse the research results in a subjective way (Gupta & Awasthy, 2015, p.
12). All these methodological foundations for the study, as well as the study
itself, were described in this chapter.

In the sixth chapter, the results of empirical research on knowledge and its
flows in companies offering knowledge-intensive business services are
presented. The survey covered a total of 14 companies offering knowledge-
intensive business services, such as advertising services, accounting services,
technical design services and IT services. The obtained empirical material in
combination with the available literature allowed for the verification of the
theoretical framework regarding knowledge and its flows in the surveyed KIBS
companies.
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The last part of the book offers the discussion of the most important research
results and the presentation of a conceptual model covering knowledge and its
flows in KIBS companies. It also presents the limitations of the study and
future research avenues.

The reader should be aware that this book concerns a specific sector of
reality—the reality in which companies from the KIBS SME sector operate.
Although we are currently witnessing a revolution known as Industry 4.0 or the
Internet of Things, one should be aware that the above phenomena do not apply
to all enterprises to the same extent and not all processes in the economy can be
automated. The example of companies from the KIBS SME sector shows that
there are still areas that are not suitable for automation and in which people are
necessary. Helping and advising other entities, while analysing the entire
complexity of their functioning, cannot be addressed with a simple framework.

This work is an improved version of the previous studies. It would not have
been written in its present form if it had not been for the support and valuable
advice of many people. First of all, I would especially like to thank the Editor
of the Book Series, prof. Ettore Bolisani for the possibility to publish this book
and all his help at all the stages, as well as substantive and insightful comments
on the first version of this book. I would also like to express my gratitude to my
colleagues and friends from the International Association for Knowledge
Management, especially to prof. Enrico Scarso for joint adventure on KIBS
examination and to prof. Constantin Bratianu for his support and useful
remarks. Finally, I would like to dedicate this book to my fantastic kids, Ola
and Peter, who bring lots of joy and inspiration to my life.

I would like to wish the readers of this book many insightful experiences while
reading it and I hope that the book will result in new research areas concerning
not only knowledge flows, but also the broadly perceived knowledge-intensive
business services sector.
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services sector.
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