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Abstract 
This paper presents a brief literature review of sticky knowledge and both Knowledge Management (KM) 

and Human Resource Management (HRM). It also presents the link between these two concepts. The 
paper also explores the role of KM and HRM both in sustaining Intellectual Capital (IC) within an 

organistion, particularly in the case of hiring for employees’ replacement. Further, it also explains the 

relationship of HRM’s main domains such as: selection, training, appraisal and rewards with KM in detail 

and their roles in the effective installation of KM system. Based on the literature review, it argues that a 
new worker could be transformed to a knowledge-worker if appropriate transition processes were in place 

for knowledge retention and captured from out-going employee. This paper also confirms that the 

learning organizational structure provides conducive environment for employees to realise his/her 
potentials.  
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1. Sticky Knowledge and the Organisational Challenges of Knowledge Transfer 
 

Knowledge has two widely known formats, explicit and tacit, as defined by Polanyi (1964).  Explicit 
knowledge and tacit knowledge are differentiated by the degree to which they are quantifiable (with 

explicit knowledge generally being more quantitative, and tacit more qualitative) and by their ease of 

transfer from one person or group to another.  Explicit knowledge can be expressed in words and numbers 
and is presented in a format that can be easily shared and transferred between people in many forms, such 

as data, specifications, manuals, and so forth.  On the other hand, tacit knowledge, which is often difficult 

to share or transfer, comes in forms such as insights, intuitions, and hunches. Tacit knowledge must be 

somehow converted into a form that can be understood explicitly in order to be transferred.  Nonaka 
(1994) identified four potential methods of knowledge transfer: socialization (from tacit to tacit); 

externalization (from tacit to explicit); internalization (from explicit to tacit) and combination (from 

explicit to explicit). Nonaka (1994) defined externalization as a way of converting tacit knowledge into 
words or visual concepts to make it easier to understand.  

 

In human resources management (HRM), one of the primary challenges is to facilitate the transfer of 
knowledge between employees (and from management to those who work for them) via use of any of 
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these aforementioned means. Szulanski (2003) has described the issue of why knowledge does not flow 

within organisations: in effect, people “stick” to their knowledge, and are unwilling to either reconsider 
their positions or share what they know with others. In response to this phenomenon, HR managers could 

help management adopt a broader organisational perspective with an eye toward emphasising the 

importance of knowledge retention. Knowledge retention is supported by the key element that will spur 

thriving organisations in the future: the ability to train and then retain top-flight talent. Accordingly, this 
paper confronts the challenge of knowledge transfer, with the term “sticky knowledge” used to describe 

knowledge that is difficult to transfer, either for some reason related to the method of transfer or due to 

organisational challenges. It’s the role of HRM to help surmount these challenges.   
 

 

2. Defining “Sticky Knowledge” In Depth 
 

Eric von Hippel (1994) defined stickiness of information as the “incremental cost of transferring a given 

unit of information in a form usable by the recipient”. Sticky knowledge is also defined as knowledge that 
is hard to move or costly to transfer. Knowledge transfer has been defined as an activity that facilitates 

knowledge movement in any organisation (Bou-Llusar et al., 2006). 

 
Knowledge stickiness negatively affects an organisation’s performance and has far reaching effects on 

organisational decision-making, organisational memory, and administrative services. Accordingly, ease of 

knowledge transfer can be expected to lead to improvements in an organisation’s decision-making 

capabilities and administrative services. Organisational memory is also better preserved in an 
environment that promotes knowledge transfer, partly because staff turnover is mitigated by environments 

that facilitate knowledge preservation. In the end, all of these are important because product development 

cycle time and competitive capacity improves with staff retention. Furthermore, employee satisfaction has 
been shown to be related to positive communication, knowledge sharing, and knowledge transparency 

and retention within an organisation. (Kidwell et al., 2000, Jennex et al., 2009, Maqsood, 2006). 

 
Gabriel Szulanski was one of the earliest researchers who studied the nature of sticky knowledge in depth. 

The nine potential causes for internal knowledge stickiness were elucidated by him as follows  (Szulanski, 

1996) :  

 
1. Casual ambiguity:  Unknown reasons or uncertainty behind successful or failed knowledge 

transfer are the main causes of causal ambiguity. Szulanski hypothesized that greater causal 

ambiguity led to greater difficulty in knowledge transfer.  
2. Unprovenness: Defining this factor as the lack of a proven record of past usefulness of the 

knowledge that was selected for transfer, Szulanski hypothesised that without a proven record of 

utility it is difficult to select the right knowledge to transfer (Szulanski, 1996) 

3. Lack of source of knowledge’s motivation: Many people who hold knowledge are unwilling to 
share it with others due to the fear of losing power or position. One of the most critical factors of 

knowledge stickiness is caused by the knowledge source’s “unwillingness to share knowledge”. 

Szulanski linked the lack of motivation of the knowledge holder to share his/her knowledge with 
knowledge stickiness.  

4. Credibility of the source: The knowledge source’s perceived credibility or lack thereof is a factor 

that might cause knowledge stickiness. Trustworthy sources are more likely to facilitate effective 
knowledge transfer.    

5. Lack of motivation: The person to whom the knowledge is to be transferred may not care to learn. 

This can halt the transfer of knowledge.  

6. Lack of absorptive capacity: Sometimes, a person is willing to receive knowledge, but there are 
other barriers. The knowledge recipient may not have adequate prior knowledge to make best use 

of it, or may not recognise sources of support for implementing the knowledge into practice. This 



  

lack of absorptive capacity can paralyse the transfer and application of new knowledge, 

increasing costs and delaying completion of knowledge transfer.  
7. Lack of retentive capacity:  Knowledge retention means “embedding knowledge in a repository 

so that it exhibits some persistence over time”  (Argote et al., 2003). The ability to retain the core 

details of transferred knowledge is the most effective evidence of successful knowledge 

transferring (Szulanski, 1996). In this case, the repository can be an individual like a staff 
member in an organisation, or an information system. Szulanski hypothesized that stickiness 

would be increased in the absence of this ability. 

8. Barren organisational context: In some cases, the culture or governance of an organisation 
inhibits knowledge sharing. Szulanski likened the organisation that facilitates knowledge transfer 

with an eye toward innovation as a fertile land that facilitates the growth of plants. Conversely, 

organisations that hinder the development of knowledge transfer are said by him to be barren. The 
issues that can be linked to the organisational context of knowledge transfer include 

organisational culture, formal structure and systems, and the sources of coordination and 

expertise (Szulanski, 1996).  

9. Arduous relationship: Transferring knowledge depends on the interactions of two parties. 
Usually, the human factor plays a major role in these interactions directly or indirectly.  When 

intimacy (in the sense of trust) and an ease of communication exists between the source and the 

recipient, transferring knowledge is not an issue. An arduous relationship between the source and 
the recipient (for example, a relationship that’s laborious and distant) might interfere with 

knowledge transfer.  

 
Szulanski’s findings can be summed up with the observation that each of them has to do with failed 

relationships of one sort or another. The relationships could be categorised, if one wished, as individual-

to-individual relationships (for example, as in the case of arduous relationship), as individual-to-group 

relationships (for example, in cases where a new employee is requiring that large amounts of knowledge 
be transferred by a group of other employees and is effectively interacting with the whole organisation), 

and as group interaction (the role of corporate culture in knowledge transfer).  

 
For HRM, the relevance is that some of these 9 items are more often found to impede knowledge transfer 

within organisations than are others. Identifying the factors that most often confound knowledge transfer 

is a necessity to effectively running an organisation, and is therefore vital to HRM. Szulanski performed 

this work by studying more than 120 “best practices” within 8 firms in order to explore the contributions 
of the previous factors on knowledge transfer and sticky knowledge. He found that the three largest 

contributors to sticky knowledge are: lack of absorptive capacity by the recipient; causal ambiguity; and 

the arduous relationship between the information source and recipient.    
 

The first and last of these three “knowledge barriers” are directly linked to the human factor that informs 

all communications. In this case, the relationships are between the employees of an organisation (the 
source(s) and the recipient(s) of the knowledge). This links with the responsibility of HR departments to 

the extent that HR is responsible to some degree for all employees within an organisation.  

 

 

3. The role of Human Resource management (HRM) in facilitating knowledge transfer  

 
As was described earlier, Szulanski (2003) states that, one of the main reasons knowledge does not flow 

within organisations is that people “stick” to their knowledge. HRM has a major role in facilitating 

knowledge transfer, then, through the management of people. Butler & Roch-Tarry (2002) mentioned that 

facilitating knowledge flow amongst employees in order to avoid knowledge loss could be considered a 
key issue for succession planning.  HR departments will not be responsible for the establishment of KM 

in organisations; their role is to facilitate the movement of knowledge and assist in the transformational 

process of knowledge transfer by performing their regular activities. However, HR managers should look 



  

differently at their job responsibilities and keep an eye on the big picture of knowledge retention in order 

to act as a strategic partner for organisations.  
 

The general role and responsibilities of an HR department have been shown to be flexible enough to assist 

in knowledge transfer and, accordingly, in maintaining the competitive advantage of an organisation.  

According to Storey (1989), the traditional HRM domains revolve around selection, training, appraisal, 
rewards, and performance management systems. These HRM domains take a “different colour” when 

they contribute to organisational knowledge assets (Narasimha, 2000). According to Storey and Quintas 

(2001), HR professionals confront five key challenges in dealing with knowledge: developing and 
sustaining the knowledge culture within an organisation, accessing employees’ tacit knowledge, securing 

trust and commitment between employees, handling non-traditional employees such as knowledge 

workers, and “handling the organisational vulnerabilities arising out of a heavy dependence on key 
knowledge workers” (Afiouni, 2007). Gourlay (2001) suggested that HR departments have to play “the 

leading role” in facilitating knowledge management and transfer in an organisation to enable the 

organisation to maximise the benefit of this knowledge. 

 
Thite (2004) argued that HR management functions need a transformation in dealing with employees in 

order to achieve a sustainability of intellectual capital (IC). He also considered IC as a competitive 

advantage in the knowledge economy.  
 

As mentioned before, most of the factors that cause knowledge stickiness are directly related to the 

knowledge source and recipient. As described by Phaladi (2011), some employees are scared to share 
their knowledge because of “the fear of a reduced ability to perform and value to the organisation”. 

Accordingly, retaining needed knowledge from departing employees requires a holistic approach. HR 

departments must create the needed infrastructure for knowledge retention.  

 
All the discussion thus far highlights issues related to employees more than knowledge systems, and 

suggests that HRM strategies need to be equipped with knowledge processes in order to achieve effective 

knowledge management. The next few sections evaluate HRM domains and their effects on knowledge 
management. 

 

3.1 Recruitment and selecting 

 
Recruitment can be considered as “a knowledge acquisition technique” that involves the determination of 

requirements related to organisational knowledge and the selection and hiring of individuals deemed to 

possess such knowledge. Consideration of the requirements of organisational knowledge in the 
recruitment and selection of hires was recommended as an organisational best practice by DeLong (2008). 

Many organisations adopt highly advanced and complex methods of selecting and recruiting employees to 

attract the best talent in the market.  However, this is not the best way for facilitating knowledge 
management.  Many studies have shown that selecting the best talent in the market cannot guarantee 

knowledge sharing.  Rather, gaining commitment from both the source and recipient of knowledge in a 

knowledge sharing arrangement should be the focus (Narasimha, 2000, Argote et al., 2000, DeLong, 

2008). Furthermore, the social skill of having the propensity to share and develop is another important 
issue behind effective knowledge transfer and management.  

 

The selection of individuals with competent skills and the right attitude is essential for creating 
knowledgeable teams (or a knowledge repository).  Highly innovative selection processes have been 

introduced that are technologically sound and efficient (Scarbrough, 2003).  Selection processes are 

highly customised to the job descriptions and corresponding skills and competencies that ensure the right 
candidates are hired for the job.  However, such customized selection processes can conceal certain 

employee behaviours (Narasimha, 2000). Another implication for appropriate selection is the person-

organisation (PO) fit, which intends to ensure that the perceived values of the new staff are similar to the 



  

organisational values or, at least, can be adjusted according to the organisational culture.  Such non-job-

related criteria are usually assessed through face-to-face interviews, which do not possess absolute 
predictive validity (Chatman, 1991).  Moreover, such selective hiring procedures can slow down or even 

obstruct knowledge sharing between individuals from different departments (Currie & Kerrin, 2003).  

However, certain job descriptions have to adhere to specific skills.  In such cases, codified knowledge can 

be of great assistance in knowledge transfer to individuals from other functions.   
 

Ultimately, the main idea behind a selection process that keeps knowledge management in mind is that 

the value perception of the hired individuals should fit with the organisation’s values.  This requires 
highly selective hiring, which will also aid in higher level of knowledge management, as hypothesised by 

Har et al. (2010).  With this in mind, HR managers must keep many questions top of mind when selecting 

new team members for an organisation. What about the commitment of the new team member to sharing 
their knowledge when they leave the organisation? What is the ability of the new team member to absorb 

knowledge? The management and other important personnel involved with the hiring of the new team 

member must also be sensitive to these issues. The intellectual and the personal compatibility between the 

new and the old employees play a significant role in facilitating the transfer of sticky knowledge.  
 

3.2 Training and development 

 
Training is a process that directly connects HR personnel with other employees in order to source 

knowledge transfer, which stands at the core of any knowledge management process. Training plays an 

important role in the development of the three dimensions of organisational knowledge: breadth/depth of 
knowledge, competence, and exploratory/exploitative knowledge (Narasimha, 2000). Training provides 

an opportunity to improve employee performance through work-related knowledge and skill-development 

(Swanson, 1999). Tacit and explicit knowledge related to skill-specific work can be transferred through 

systematic and frequent training (Robertson and Hammersley, 2000). Har et al. (2010) hypothesised that 
training leads to higher knowledge transfer. Frequent training that supplements organisational knowledge 

can be accomplished by creating a learning culture and improves competitiveness, enhances technical and 

social learning, results in knowledge acquisition outside one’s main domain, and improves overall 
business performance. Training on documentation is a great way to transfer knowledge.  

 

3.3 Performance management 

 
Performance management processes can make an important contribution to knowledge management by 

setting behavioural expectations related to knowledge-sharing, ensuring that actual behaviours are 

reviewed and establishing appropriate financial or non-financial rewards (Armstrong, 2006). Performance 
appraisals are a key employee performance assessment process and aim to provide role and goal clarity to 

individuals.  Soliman and Spooner (2000) posited that employee performance evaluations can help drive 

knowledge management by providing feedback for leadership, enhancing the decision making capabilities 
of individuals, creating interpersonal relationships, minimizing high turnover and absenteeism, and 

clarifying roles and goals. Performance appraisals should be designed to evaluate the degree to which 

certain competencies are used; this can help drive the proper direction for further training and 

development (Narasimha, 2000). 
 

Armstrong (2006) explains that performance management processes by HR can make an important 

contribution to knowledge management by providing definitions of behavioural expectations related to 
knowledge management, and by ensuring that actual behaviours are reviewed and, where appropriate, 

rewarded by financial or non-financial means.   

 
Performance appraisals can also be used to evaluate knowledge sharing practices of employees.  

Moreover, a good performance appraisal system can help align individual actions and knowledge to 

organisational strategies (Burkland, 2009). Strategies of employee selection and training assist in 



  

acquisition and development of individual knowledge and experiences for the organisation, which can be 

moulded to match the organisational strategies through performance management systems.  Performance 
management also helps in the effective review of the selection of (and requirements for) training 

strategies (Burkland, 2009). Therefore, an effective performance appraisal system enhances the 

knowledge creation and sharing process, which can result in a higher level of knowledge management 

(Har et al., 2010). 
 

3.4 Rewards and Knowledge Management 

 
Employees must be motivated to improve knowledge sharing, and rewards and recognition must improve 

employee motivation and commitment. Numerous researchers have emphasised that reward structures are 

necessary to recognise optimal learning and knowledge sharing behaviours in order to motivate people to 
communicate and share knowledge (Har et al., 2010, Bartol and Srivastava, 2002, Storey and Quintas, 

2001).  Motivation by rewards and recognitions will assist in encouraging innovation in different aspects 

such as products, services, or communication style between staff. Knowledge sharing that is backed by a 

reward system is an excellent tool to install knowledge management in an organisational culture through 
group performance, knowledge sharing, and innovative thinking (Yahya and Goh, 2002). HR departments 

have to assess the ability of each departing staff member to transfer their knowledge to remaining 

workers, and moreover must assess their level of motivation to do so, as motivation is critical in any 
strong knowledge management culture (Gold et al., 2001). 

 

 

4. Talent Management and Learning Organisation  

 
Talent management is one of the most burning concepts in contemporary management, who is pressured 

by globalisation issues, immense competition in the labour market, vast advancements in information and 

technology, and the enormous struggle to compete in businesses.  According to Serrat (2010), talent 

management refers to “the additional processes and opportunities that an organisation makes available 
strategically to a pool of people who are deemed to have talent”. If talent is not identified and managed by 

the entire management team, not only the human resources management unit, talent may just as well be 

defined as a dormant or untapped quality to be accessed in the future, either in an individual or in the 
collective.  These statements drive home the significance of talent management, which is equivalent to 

knowledge management.  

 

Drucker (2007) refers to knowledge workers, as assets and capital, not labour. Employees with specific 
skills and talents can use their ideas and expertise during turbulent times, which can add great value to 

organisations during such challenging situations (Lawler, 2008). 

“Knowledge work requires continuous learning, and continuous teaching by the knowledge worker” 
(Drucker, 2007). 

 

Talent management of knowledge workers is highly essential as it creates value for their knowledge; it 
creates systems and procedures that track and manage talented personnel.  Bano and colleagues (2010) 

assert that “the organisation which is dealing with the management of talent strategically and purposefully 

explains that how they attract, source, select, develop them by training, and ultimately retain them by 

promoting and rotating them throughout the organisation”  (Bano et al., 2010). Knowledge workers’ 
turnover is a major challenge to firms because when the knowledge workers leave, they take along their 

tacit knowledge.  Even if firms develop highly sophisticated codification processes to tap employee 

knowledge, these processes cannot capture the employees’ willingness, attitude, and passion for 
knowledge.  Hence, the focus of HR towards talent management of knowledgeable workers should 

constitute appropriate selection, rewards, retention, and knowledge management processes. The 

knowledge workers form the human capital that is developed through continuous learning and innovation.  



  

A learning atmosphere that provides flexibility and a holistic learning opportunity for knowledge creation 

and sharing is most favourable for knowledge workers (Storey and Quintas, 2001).  
 

A learning organisation instils learning behaviour in their culture; they have a supportive and encouraging 

leadership; strong information and technology base; strategically aligned rewards and performance 

management systems; and constantly strive for employee retention (Nelson and McCann, 2010).  
Organisational culture influences the behaviours required for knowledge management in four ways. 

Firstly, it educates people about knowledge management and highlights the critical aspects about which 

employees should be informed or knowledgeable. Secondly, it establishes a relationship between 
individual and organisational knowledge.  Thirdly, it creates a framework for network processes that 

foster knowledge sharing and usage. Lastly, it shapes processes for creation, sharing, and usage of new 

knowledge (Long and Fahey, 2000). 
 

 

 

5. Conclusion  
 

Recognising the threat of losing knowledge as caused by the need to replace employees to organisations is 
a critical first step in addressing this phenomenon. Retaining the needed knowledge in organisations relies 

on people and the ability of HR departments to modify human behaviour; in turn, the success of this 

endeavour depends on the commitment of all HR managers as they collaborate with the departing 

employees as well as with the staff that is replacing them. As was discussed earlier in this paper, the HR 
Department should act as a strategic partner for organisations to facilitate knowledge between employees. 

The effectiveness of HRM in facilitating the movement of sticky knowledge, and the role of both 

knowledge management and HRM in supporting employee replacement processes, are parts of a PhD 
study that aims to investigate the Saudi Arabia’s new localisation program “Nitaqat” that aims to replace 

foreign employees in the country with locals “Saudi citizen”. The research will further examine these 

strategies in order to understand the impact of both knowledge management and HRM strategies on 
organisational effectiveness to avoid losing knowledge while maintaining the competitive advantage of 

Intellectual capital. Furthermore, the study will suggest a mechanism to transfer needed knowledge to 

new employees.   
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