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Background: Knowledge transfer is very important in knowledge-intensive organisations in
both developed and developing countries. A knowledge-intensive organisation is an
organisation whose operations depend on specialised knowledge. Knowledge-intensive
organisations lose intellectual property when experienced employees retire from their jobs. To
avoid knowledge loss, skills and expertise should be transferred from experts to non-experts
on time. Knowledge transfer tools allow sharing of tacit knowledge between and amongst
staff members. The study provides an analysis and review of the most effective knowledge
transfer tools in knowledge-intensive organisations because an organisation’s success is based
on its ability to transfer knowledge.

Objectives: The study had two main objectives: to identify and review knowledge transfer
tools used in knowledge-intensive organisations and to recommend the best knowledge
transfer tool that can be used in organisations for the purpose of enhanced competitive
advantage.

Method: A well-structured questionnaire was used to collect quantitative data from the
research participants in knowledge-intensive organisations in Namibia.

Results: The results indicate that the most effective knowledge transfer tool in knowledge-
intensive organisations is a community of practice; 40% of the participants considered the tool
effective, and 27% considered it to be very effective. This was followed by the mentoring tool,
which was ranked 54% effective and 11% very effective by the participants because it exposes
mentees to new ideas and new ways of thinking. Storytelling was ranked 28% effective and
17% very effective because it is a natural learning process. Succession plans were ranked 21%
effective and 12% very effective because having succession plans in place on time is essential
for organisational success. Coaching and knowledge repositories were ranked below 20% on
knowledge transfer effectiveness. From the findings, we conclude that the most effective tool
for knowledge transfer in knowledge-intensive organisations is communities of practice (CoP)
followed by mentoring, storytelling, succession plans, coaching and finally knowledge
repositories.

Conclusion: The most effective knowledge transfer tool in knowledge-intensive
organisations is Communities of Practice, followed by mentoring, storytelling, succession
plans and lastly coaching. Communities of Practice are important for knowledge transfer
in that they encourage and promote teamwork through discussions and knowledge
sharing amongst employees. The study therefore recommends the creation of such
Communities of Practice in knowledge-intensive organisations for effective knowledge
transfer and sharing.

Keywords: communities of practice; coaching; knowledge repositories; knowledge transfer;
mentoring; storytelling; succession planning.

Introduction

Knowledge is an organisation’s largest asset, and it must be managed effectively. Knowledge can
be obtained either by transmission from the person who has it, by instruction or by extracting it
from experience (Kim, Byung & Lee 2012). The European Framework for Knowledge Management
(2015) define knowledge as an amalgamation of data and information, where expert opinion and
experience are added to result in a valued asset that could be used to improve an organisation’s
decision-making capabilities. Data is described by Pearlson and Saunders (2004) as discrete and
objective facts that are not organised and processed and do not have any specific meaning.
Information is data that have been shaped into a form that is meaningful and useful to humans.
Turban, Rainer and Potter (2005) stress that knowledge is data and/or information that has been
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processed and organised to convey understanding,
experience and expertise as they apply to a current problem.
Thus, knowledge consists of a mixture of information, values,
rules and experiences from different sources. The much-
needed knowledge resides in the heads of people, and it
greatly influences organisational success.

According to Lievre and Tang (2015), knowledge transfer
activities help employees to transfer expertise to others on time.
During knowledge transfer, people collaborate and exchange
important ideas. Some of the knowledge transfer tools or
activities commonly used in knowledge-intensive organisations
include communities of practice (CoP), succession plans,
coaching, storytelling, knowledge repositories, mentoring and
job rotation, amongst others (Wenger 2014; Whyte & Classen
2012). Knowledge transfer activities are necessary and can be
fixed into the organisational structures and processes. We can
therefore infer that knowledge transfer activities allow sharing
of important knowledge in organisations, a point that Reiche
(2011) also emphasises.

This review only looks at the knowledge transfer tools or
activities that might accelerate innovation and boost
productivity in knowledge-intensive organisations. It is
important to highlight here that the knowledge transfer tools
analysed and discussed here are not the end-all. The research
was conducted with the following aims and objectives:

* to identify and review the knowledge transfer tools used
in knowledge-intensive organisations

* to analyse and recommend the best knowledge transfer
tool that canbe used in knowledge-intensive organisations
for the purpose of enhanced competitive advantage.

Theoretical framework and
literature review

Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) classify knowledge into two
specific categories: ‘tacit’” and ‘explicit’. Tacit knowledge is
resident in an individual’s mind. Tacit knowledge is deeply
rooted in an individual’s experiences, ideals, values and
emotions (Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995:8). Explicit knowledge
refers to knowledge that can be expressed and explained
meaningfully in words and numbers (Davenport & Prusak
2000). Explicit knowledge can be communicated to other
parties, and it can be processed by humans or machines
programmed to perform the tasks. It is vital to understand
these two types of knowledge and the mechanisms
organisations engage to manage them. Becerra-Fernandez
and Sabherwal (2010) made the useful observation that it was
difficult to explicate tacit knowledge and then make it
accessible for use by others.

Tacit knowledge can be transferred through mentorship and
coaching (Davenport & Prusak 2000). With explicit
knowledge, knowledge transfer is performed via services
and documented processes, through which one appropriates
the protocols and eventually takes ownership of this explicit
knowledge. Knowledge transfer involves the focussed and
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purposeful communication of knowledge from the sender to
a known receiver (King 2006). Knowledge transfer is
considered by Knowledge Management (KM) practitioners
as an integral part of every organisation. Knowledge
Management practitioners (Grant 1996; Jang & Ko 2014;
Leibowitz 2012; Liu 2016; Nonaka & Takeuchi 1994) concur
that for knowledge to have an organisational impact, it must
be transferred or shared. Kalling (2003) maintains that the
organisation’s success can be based on its ability to transfer
knowledge. In line with this view, Hendriks (2009) contends
that knowledge transfer provides opportunities to enhance
the organisation’s competitive advantage.

Literature review

McDonald and Cater-Steel (2016) describe CoP as an integrated
approach for transferring knowledge through formal and/or
informal groups. Schiavone (2013) adds that CoP can be
formally established or can evolve spontaneously. Wenger
(2014) adds that CoP are powerful manifestations of informal
learning. Communities of practice are therefore effective
knowledge transfer tools, as they permit employees to manage
change by clarifying their roles in those organisations. These
CoP have the ability to link professionals for knowledge-
sharing purposes in knowledge-intensive organisations. A CoP
can be Information Technology (IT)-based or non-IT, depending
on the characteristic considerations of the community members
(Heeyoung & Ilsang 2014). According to Durst and Wilhelm
(2012), succession plans identify and develop employees to fill
in positions in organisations at the right time. Knowledge-
intensive organisations lose the knowledge and skills of experts
when they retire from their jobs. Rothwell (2010) argues that the
heart of succession plans is the epicentre of KM. Succession
plans are an ongoing process that focusses on the knowledge
transfer necessitated by an ageing workforce. Knowledge
transfer through succession plans represents a proactive step
towards employee empowerment, which leads to increased
organisational responsiveness.

Coaching is a knowledge transfer tool that focusses on
immediate problems and opportunities. Abbott (2014) argues
that coaching entails guiding the trainee so as to fuse the
operational knowledge that increases organisational
performance. Management Mentors (2019) underscore the
significance of coaching to perfect employee skills in an
organisation. Stuhlmann (2012) defines storytelling as
narratives that constitute operational knowledge. Research
by Whyte and Classen (2012) proves that storytelling is a
vital tool for transferring tacit knowledge, allowing sharing
of deeper knowledge, which may boost the organisation’s
knowledge. An organisation that shares knowledge amongst
its staff will certainly benefit from the knowledge-sharing
efforts. Leblanc and Hogg (2010) argue that storytelling as a
knowledge transfer technique allows organisations to
discover tacit knowledge, as it is a natural learning process.
Moreover, storytelling can be used to share lessons learnt
from projects with coworkers who did not participate in the
activity. Thus, storytelling can be used to build a shared
understanding amongst employees in an organisation.
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As defined by Leibowitz (2012), knowledge repositories are
online storehouses of expertise and documentation about a
particular domain. Knowledge repositories can be considered
online self-help, as they make it easy to find relevant
information and resources. Liu (2016) advises that organisations
must develop means of documenting organisational
knowledge. Relational databases are some of the technologies
commonly used in building knowledge repositories for
increased organisational efficiency. The American Productivity
and Quality Center (APQC) (2010) adds that knowledge
repositories support artificial intelligence technologies,
including those used for electronic discussion groups, decision
support systems, databases, expert systems and best practices.
Mentoring is also considered a vital tool for knowledge
transfer from experts to non-experts (Young 2013). The main
aim of mentoring is to encourage that the individual reflect on
thejob asawhole (Rooney 2014). Inmost modern organisations,
mentoring creates an organisational culture, which improves
organisational performance. Knowledge transfer is highly
likely to take place in a decentralised organisational structure,
a point which is quite consistent in the literature (Liu 2016).
Thus, mentoring provides specialised socialisation and
personal support to facilitate knowledge transfer amongst
employees.

The passion to share by and amongst the employees is very
important for improving organisational performance (Wang &
Noe 2010). Knowledge sharing and transfer generates new
ideas, increases operational efficiency and helps employees to
stay motivated. These knowledge-transferring activities
should be linked to a proper organisational strategy that is
aligned with the organisational objectives. The strategy should
be based on the best possible design for creating, maintaining,
transferring and applying organisational knowledge to reach
the defined goals as advised by Grant (1996). From the
submissions by various authors above, it becomes very clear
that knowledge transfer simulates growth and innovation in
organisations. Liu (2016) is of the view that knowledge transfer
reduces the loss of an organisation’s know-how.

Research design and methodology

A survey strategy was used to collect data from purposefully
selected research participants in Namibia, a developing
country in southern Africa. The participants were drawn
from selected public and private knowledge-intensive
organisations in Namibia. Quantitative data were collected
by using paper-based questionnaires and analysed by using
the Microsoft Office Excel 2016 package. Tests for internal

TABLE 1: Effectiveness of knowledge transfer activities (N = 112).

Page 3 of 6 . Original Research

consistency were performed to increase the validity and
reliability of the findings. The sample had 112 participants
from the knowledge-intensive organisations identified, and
interestingly, the response rate was 100%.

Results and discussion

The participants responded to the questions asked as shown
in Table 1. The question asked was ‘How effective are the
following activities for knowledge in your
organisation?’ The question sought to measure the usefulness
of the knowledge transfer tools in the selected public and
private organisations.

transfer

According to the data shown in Table 1, the most effective
knowledge transfer activity is a CoP, which was classified as
very effective (27%) and effective (40%) by the participants.
This was followed by mentoring, which was ranked based on
a percentage as very effective (11%) and effective (54%).
Succession plans were ranked based on a percentage as very
effective (12%) and effective (21%). Storytelling was also
considered an effective knowledge transfer tool, with 17% of
the participants considering the tool as effective and 28% as
very effective. Coaching and knowledge repositories were
not considered very useful tools for knowledge transfer, and
both had less than 20% representation. The following sections
present and analyse the information in Table 1 in the form of
pie charts for each knowledge transfer tool or activity.

Communities of practice

According to the data gathered from the participants and
presented in Figure 1, CoP were found to be effective in
organisations by 40% of the participants. This was followed
by 27% of the participants who considered CoP as very
effective. It emerged that 24% of the participants had no
opinion on the effectiveness of CoP; 6% and 3% considered
CoP as somewhat effective and not effective, respectively.
Considering a CoP 40% effective as adjudged by the
participants might mean that the participants to some
extent share a common sense of purpose. According to
Jang and Ko (2014), knowledge assessment determines the
need for a CoP, with its three elements of the domain, the
community and the practice. Community of practice
objectives should be established and linked to the
organisational objectives. Membership penetration and
growth should be analysed in a CoP to see how the
community has grown. A knowledge transfer activity does
not assess whether learning occurs, perhaps that is why

Knowledge transfer tool or Very effective Effective No opinion Somewhat effective Not effective
activity n % n % n % n % n %
Communities of practice 30 27 45 40 27 24 7 6 3 3
Succession planning 13 12 24 21 42 38 4 4 29 26
Coaching 5 5 16 14 63 56 17 15 11 10
Storytelling 19 17 31 28 21 19 34 30 7

Knowledge repositories 8 7 6 5 82 73 16 4 0

Mentoring 12 11 61 54 25 22 14 13 0

http://www.sajim.co.za . Open Access
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M 1. Very effective (27%)

M 2. Effective (40%)

1 3. No opinion (24%)

B 4. Somewhat effective (6%)
I 5. Not effective (3%)

2

M 1. Very effective (12%)

M 2. Effective (21%)

1 3. No opinion (37%)

B 4. Somewhat effective (4%)
I 5. Not effective (26%)

3

FIGURE 1: Participants’ opinions of communities of practice as a knowledge
transfer tool (n = 112).

some 3% of the participants considered a CoP as not
effective for transferring knowledge in an organisation.

Succession planning

Succession plans were considered 21% effective by the
participants. Correspondingly, 12% of the participants
reflected that succession plans were very effective, whilst the
other 37% had no opinion on the effectiveness of succession
plans. Moreover, 4% of the participants considered succession
plans as somewhat effective, whilst the other 26% considered
succession plans not effective at all. When employees retire,
organisations face the loss of intellectual and institutional
experience, memory and capital for problem-solving. One
way of overcoming this challenge is to introduce succession
plans to maintain organisational knowledge. Knowledge is
the foundation of human capital, and the ability to attract
and retain knowledge is an important component of
innovation (Young 2013). Succession plans ensure an ongoing
availability of talent. The responses from the participants are
presented in Figure 2.

Coaching

Coaching refers to an interactive process through which
managers aim to solve performance problems (Graduate
Mentoring Guidebook 2015). From the empirical evidence
gathered from the participants, it was found that coaching
was very effective and effective by 14% and 5% of the
respondents, respectively. The main goal of coaching is to
correct inappropriate behaviour, improve performance
and impart practical skills. A small percentage of 10%
considered coaching as not effective, and 15% considered
coaching as somewhat effective. A median percentage
(56%) had no opinion on the effectiveness of coaching.
According to the Management Mentors (2019), coaching is
task oriented and is short term, which is performance
driven. The focus of coaching is on immediate problems
and opportunities; thus coaching increases productivity by
fostering a positive work culture. At individual level,
coaching results in the development of self-awareness

http://www.sajim.co.za . Open Access

FIGURE 2: Participants’ opinions of succession plans for knowledge transfer
(n=112).

M 1. Very effective (5%)

M 2. Effective (14%)

] 3. No opinion (56%)

B 4. Somewhat effective (15%)
I 5. Not effective (10%)

3

FIGURE 3: Participants’ opinions on coaching for knowledge transfer in
organisations (n = 112).

and greater responsibility. Most importantly, coaching
motivates people and facilitates the adoption of a new
organisational culture. The responses elicited from the
participants are presented in Figure 3.

Storytelling

Storytelling is used to transfer experts’ knowledge to the
junior and younger generation of employees (Whyte &
Classen 2012). Moreover, storytelling is used to share lessons
learnt from projects with coworkers and other peers. In this
study, 17% and 28% of the participants considered storytelling
as very effective and effective, respectively. It emerged that
30% of the participants considered storytelling as somewhat
effective. On the other hand, 6% of the participants did not
see storytelling as effective; thus they considered the tool not
effective at all. The actual percentages of the responses from
the participants are shown in Figure 4. According to Whyte
and Classen (2012), storytelling is a vital tool for transferring
tacit knowledge, and it has been found to allow for sharing of
deeper information and knowledge. Arguably, storytelling is
one of the best ways to transfer tacit knowledge, in the sense
that the storyteller is able to transfer knowledge in a way that
people understand easily. Most learning processes take place
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B 1. Very effective (17%)

B 2. Effective (28%)

[ 3. No opinion (19%)

B 4. Somewhat effective (30%)
I 5. Not effective (6%)

3

M 1. Very effective (7%)

M 2. Effective (6%)

[ 3. No opinion (73%)

B 4. Somewhat effective (14%)
I 5. Not effective (0%)

FIGURE 4: Participants’ opinions of storytelling as a knowledge transfer tool
(n=112).

through storytelling; hence, the participants considered the
tool so effective.

Knowledge repositories

Leibowitz (2012) defines knowledge repositories as online
storehouses of expertise and documentation about a specific
domain and discipline. Very few of the participants at the
organisations studied had used knowledge repositories,
and because of this, they had no opinion on the effectiveness
of knowledge repositories (73%). Out of the total
participants, 14% considered knowledge repositories as
somewhat effective. Only 6% considered knowledge
repositories as effective. The individual responses about
the effectiveness of knowledge repositories from the
participants are shown in Figure 5. Concisely, knowledge
repositories are private databases that manage enterprise
information. Fromanorganisational perspective, knowledge
repositories make it easy to find relevant information and
knowledge. Knowledge repositories help organisations
connect people with expertise via discussion forums and
online searchable libraries. Some sources, like the Data
Mining Techniques (Alton 2011), refer to knowledge
repositories as data warehouses. Most importantly,
knowledge repositories reduce training time for new staff,
and they also help uncover automation opportunities via
online self-help. Despite all the visible advantages of
knowledge repositories, a great percentage of participants
had no opinion on knowledge repositories.

Mentoring

Mentoring was found to be effective at the specific
organisations studied. In this study, 54% of the participants
considered mentoring as effective because skills have to be
transferred from more experienced workers to less
experienced workers though mentorship. None of the
participants considered mentoring as ineffective. Twenty-
two per cent had no opinion on the effectiveness of mentoring,
and only 11% of the participants considered mentorship as
very effective. The other 13% considered mentoring as
somewhat effective. The actual responses from participants

http://www.sajim.co.za . Open Access

FIGURE 5: Participants’ opinions of knowledge repositories as knowledge
transfer tools (n = 112).

B 1. Very effective (11%)

B 2. Effective (54%)

[ 3. No opinion (22%)

B 4. Somewhat effective (13%)
I 5. Not effective (0%)

FIGURE 6: Participants’ opinions of mentoring as a knowledge transfer tool
(n=112).

are shown in Figure 6. Mentoring provides professional
socialisation to facilitate knowledge transfer in knowledge-
intensive organisations. Mentoring in organisations is needed
to increase skill levels; hence 54% of the participants identified
the tool as effective in knowledge transfer. To the mentees,
mentoring improves self-confidence and encourages
reflection on their practice (Management Mentors 2019). To
the mentors, mentoring provides opportunities for reflecting
on their own practice and enhancing peer recognition.

Conclusion

In knowledge-intensive organisations, it has been found that
the most effective knowledge transfer tool is CoP; 40% of the
participants considered this tool to be effective, and 27%
considered it very effective. Communities of practice are
important for knowledge transfer in that they encourage and
promote teamwork through discussions and knowledge
sharing amongst employees (Wenger 2014). This was followed
by the mentoring tool, which was ranked 54% effective and
11% very effective by the participants. Mentoring exposes
mentees to new ideas and new ways of thinking, which may
accelerate and boost organisational effectiveness. Storytelling
was ranked 28% effective and 17% very effective because it is a
natural teaching and learning tool in organisations, which
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improves communication. Succession plans were ranked 21%
effective and 12% very effective because the loss of
organisational memory should not be underestimated. Having
succession plans in place on time is essential for organisational
success. Coaching and knowledge repositories were ranked
below 20% effective. We can therefore conclude that the most
effective tool for knowledge transfer in knowledge-intensive
organisations is CoP followed by mentoring, storytelling,
succession plans, coaching and finally knowledge repositories.
The study therefore recommends the creation of CoP in
knowledge-intensive organisations for effective knowledge
transfer and knowledge sharing. In a CoP, people collaborate
regularly to share information, improve their skills and actively
work on advancing the general knowledge of the domain.
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