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Abstract 
Knowledge Management (KM) is the process through which organizations generate value from their 
intellectual and knowledge-based assets.  As part of a doctorate study in the area of KM it was 
necessary to examine a number of epistemologies, research methods and techniques and identify 
from these the ones most appropriate to use in a Knowledge Management doctorate.  Thus, a survey 
was conducted amongst a number of published papers in the area of KM to establish research 
practices.  The results of this survey are presented and discussed herewith in lieu with research 
methods’ theoretical concepts. 
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1 KM INTRODUCTION 
There may not be a universal definition of Knowledge Management (KM), but in a broader context this 
may be defined as the process through which organizations generate value from their intellectual and 
knowledge-based assets [1, 2].  Most often, generating value from such assets involves sharing 
among employees, departments and even with other companies in an effort to devise best practices.  
In other words, it is your firm's system for capturing, managing and re-using the knowledge that 
resides in electronic documents on your network or, more important, the tacit knowledge1 that is in 
your employees’ heads.  The key point for modern businesses is to be able to analyze all of the 
accumulated data and convert it into knowledge that will be easily located and readily available and 
will have case relevance and usage effectiveness.   

The use of KM in the business era is not entirely new.  The initial tasks of knowledge management 
which include the collection and storage of knowledge in databases are dated back to the Industrial 
age when various organizations had the need to archive as mush descriptive information as possible 
about their business processes. What is considered relatively new is the management of knowledge 
using the aid of information technology [3].  In fact, in our modern knowledge economy, where 
knowledge is greatly valued, knowledge management is one of the most common catchphrases used 
by vendors to get the attention of corporate executives. 

Knowledge management is characterized by the following four basic activities: 1) Knowledge 
acquisition, 2) Knowledge analysis, 3) Knowledge preservation, 4) Knowledge utilization.  At first, 
knowledge must be acquired either through the process of learning or through the process of 
identification. Then knowledge is analyzed, organized and stored.  Finally, it is called upon and used 
at any time and on any subject of interest. 

Knowledge Management research focuses on the development and efficient deployment of a system 
of technologies necessary for the delivery of strategically useful knowledge and expertise, the 
availability of which facilitates effective collaboration and timely decision-making [4]. 

2 RESEARCH METHODS: THE BASICS 
Epistemology is the branch of philosophy that studies the nature of knowledge, its presuppositions and 
foundations, and its extent and validity.  By considering the specific characteristics of each 
epistemology, a researcher is required to select the one(s) that are most applicable to use in each 
particular research study.  Epistemologies are then paired with research methodologies.  A research 
methodology is the general plan of what has to be done in order to answer the research questions set.  
It addresses issues such as the specific sources from which data will be collected, constraints to be 

                                                
1 Tacit knowledge refers to the knowledge, which cannot be readily or easily written down, primarily because it is based on 

skills.  It is the know-how contained in people’s heads [9]. 
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encountered, as well as research tactics, such as data collection and data analysis methods to be 
used [5].   

Epistemologies have been classified by different researchers according to a number of characteristics.  
One such classification made by Gill and Johnson [6] is presented in Table 1 below. 

Table 1.  . Classification of Methodologies; Source: (Gill & Johnson, 2002) 

Prescriptive, 
deductive, 
obtrusive 
‘from the 

inside’ 

 

Analytical Surveys, 
Experimental Research 
Design (concerned with 

precision) 

Action Research 

 

(concerned with 
utilization) 

Descriptive, 
inductive, 

unobtrusive 
‘from the 

inside’ 

Descriptive Survey 
Research Design 

(concerned with 
generality) 

Ethnography 

(concerned with 
character of context) 

General, extensive                Particular, intensive 

Once a researcher identifies the epistemology(ies) appropriate for each particular study the concern is 
shift to the selection of the particular methodology(ies)/tools which will allow the materialization of the 
research objectives.  With certain tools best serving the interpretivist/hermeneutic (qualitative) 
research strategy, others being more appropriate for the positivist/empiricist (quantitative) strategy and 
some being identified to be offering to both strategies, a researcher has great choice of tools to use 
(see Table 2. Epistemologies and Associated Methodologies of Hussey and Hussey). 

Table 2.  Epistemologies and Associated Methodologies; 
 Source:  Hussey & Hussey, 1997 [7] adaptation 

Positivistic/Empiricist Paradigm (Quantitative) Interpretivist/Hermeneutic Paradigm (Qualitative) 

Cross Sectional Studies 
Experimental Studies 
Longitudinal Studies 

Surveys 
Mechanical Observations 

Simulations 
Action Research 

Case Studies 

Action Research 
Case Studies 

Grounded Theory 
Ethnography 

Feministic Perspective 
Hermeneutics 
Focus Groups 

Individual Depth Interviews 
Human Observations 

Soft Systems 

Finally, a study of other research conducted in the area and a critical view of the epistemologies, 
methodologies and tools/techniques used by other researchers in the same field can prove to be very 
useful and wise in finalizing ones decision regarding the research plan.  Thus, in the next section we 
present a survey conducted on KM research methods preferred by KM researchers.   

3 THE SURVEY 
In search of the epistemology, research method(s), and technique(s) most appropriate for an applied 
doctorate study on knowledge management, it was decided to investigate common practices of KM 
researchers.  This led to the initiation of a survey among researchers active in the area of Knowledge 
Management.  A total of 40 journal articles all published in 10 refereed academic journals with most of 
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them published in the Journal of Knowledge Management2 from 1999-2006 were used as the sample 
of the survey.  These were investigated in terms of the epistemology, research methodology, and data 
gathering techniques used.  The detailed findings of the survey can be seen in Table 3 – A study of 
KM conducted research. 

4 SURVEY RESULTS 
As seen in Table 3 which presents the survey results most of the papers published in the area of 
Knowledge Management (KM) start off with a basic literature review (24 out of 40 papers - 60%); this 
is of course common practice among researchers in most disciplines.  From there on they proceed to 
discuss the research problem theoretically by considering the current theory and attempting to extend 
it with more analysis and the development of new models and frameworks to simplify and exemplify 
issues relating to KM.  Between the remaining 5/16 papers, or a 31% (12.5% of the total), make use of 
a questionnaire to complete a quantitative survey; 1 paper of the 16, or a 6% (2.5% of the total) 
performs a qualitative survey; 5 papers of the 16, or a 31% (12.5% of the total) use case studies and 
collect data mainly through interviews.  A very small number, only 3 papers of the 16, or a 19% (7.5% 
of the total), report using a variety of data collection techniques to satisfy different research 
methodologies.  From the total of 40 papers 8 papers (20%) mention using other epistemologies. 

Table 3.  Survey results in the area of Knowledge Management 

Article 
No. 

Type Journal 
published 

Year of 
Publication 

Mention of 
epistemology 

used 

Mention of 
methodology 

used 

Data gathering techniques used 

1 R 1 2005 None None Document analysis, semi-
structured interviews 

My comments: Qualitative analysis – Empirical/Analytic 

2 - 1 2002 None None Literature review 

Theory building (new value adding KM framework) 
3 - 1 2003 None None Literature review, analysis 

Historical to contemporary perspective 

4 - 1 2003 None None Literature review 

Process and strategy building 

5 - 1 2003 None Survey Qualitative questionnaire analysis 

Hypothesis testing 

6 - 1 2003 Empirical 
analysis 

Exploratory 
and 

quantitative 
survey, 

ethnography
, social 

constructioni
st 

Quantitative questionnaire 
analysis; workshop  (ethnographic 

data), literature review, 
quantitative survey  

Separate theory building and theory testing research methodology 

7 - 1 2003 None None Market research 

Market surveyed for KM software systems and technology 

8 - 2 2004 None Field 
research: 
Surveys, 

Case studies 

Semi-structured interviews, 
questionnaires, rapid prototyping, 

user- and expert-based 
evaluations 

Longitudinal literature reviews 
Case studies - workshops 

9 - 2 2004 None None Literature review 
  
                                                
2 Consistently ranked first in the Global Ranking of Knowledge Management and Intellectual Capital Journals  
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Discussion, strategy, preparatory work 

10 - 1 2004 None Explorative: 
Case studies, 
models 

Case studies(4): 20 panel 
interviews 

11 - 1 2000 None None Literature review 

Theory development 

12 - 1 2002 None Survey 
(quantitative) 

Questionnaire 

 

13 - 1 2003 None None Literature review 

Theoretical 

14 - 1 2001 Empirical Quantitative 
survey, 
Participative 
workshops 
(qualitative), 
social 
constructionist 

Questionnaire, participative 
workshops 

15 - 1 2003 None None Literature survey 

Literature survey and analysis leading to building new strategy  

16 - 1 2004 None Survey Literature  

 

17 - 1 2000 None Case studies 
(12) 

Interviews 

12 companies of different sizes were studied 

18 C 1 2006 None None Literature review 

Critique on literature reviewed; proposal of framework 

19 G 1 2005 None None Review of published works 
(papers, books, reports, web 

sites) 

 

20 - 3 2000 None None Secondary data, literature 
 

21 - 4 2003 None None Secondary data, literature 

 

22 - 5 2000 Applied None Literature 

 

23 R 1 2006 None Quantitative 
survey 

Interviews with questionnaires 
(15) 

 

24 - 6 1999 None None Literature 
New theory development 

25 T 1 2004 None None Literature 

New theory development 

26 - 7 2002 None None Literature 

Theoretical, process described, product listing 

27 - 1 2003 None None Literature 

Discussion, approach built-up 

28 - 8 1999 Holistic 
approach 

None Literature review 

New KM model created 
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29 C 1 2006 None Case study Community meetings, formal in-
depth interviews 

 

30 - 1 2004 None None Literature 

A KM architecture is proposed based on the behaviour theory of the firm.  Includes examples 

31 CS 1 2005 None Secondary 
data using 

case studies 
(5) 

Case analysis 

Inductive analysis was performed on the 5 case-studies found in the literature 

32 - 1 2004 None None Review of published works 
(papers, books, reports, web 

sites) 
 

33 R 1 2005 Hypothesis 
testing 

Survey 
(quantitative) 

Best practices examination; 
convenience sample – mail 

questionnaire 
 

34 R 1 2005 Empirical Survey 
(quantitative) 

Questionnaire 

 

35 - 1 2004 None None Literature 

Theory development 

36 R 9 2006 Interpretitivis
t approach 

Qualitative: 
Case 

studies(2) 

Interviews, concept mapping 

 

37 - 10 2001 None None Literature 

Theory development 

38 - 3 2003 None None Literature 
Theory development 

39 L 7 2005 Empirical Survey 
(Quantitative) 

Literature review; Questionnaire 

Theory development 

40 R 1 2006 None None Literature 

Interdisciplinary – prototype  

Article Type: - Not mentioned; R- Research Article; C-Conceptual paper;  G-General Review; T-
Theoretical paper; CS-Case Study 

Journal Published: 1-Journal of Knowledge Management; 2-International Journal of Operations & 
Production Management; 3-The International Journal of Educational Management; 4-Library Review; 
5-On the Horizon; 6-The Leadership & Organization Development Journal; 7-Industrial Management & 
Data Systems; 8-The Learning Organization; 9-Journal of Documentation; 10-Journal of Management 
Development 

Note:  The papers used to complete the above table are listed below.  

Knowledge Management Articles 

1 Edge, K. (2005) ‘Powerful public sector knowledge management: a school district example’, 
Journal of Knowledge Management, Volume 9(6), pp.42-52 

2 Lytras, M., Pouloudi, A., Poulymenakou, A. (2002) ‘Knowledge management convergence – 
expanding learning frontiers’, Journal of Knowledge Management, Volume 6(1), pp.40-51 
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3 Kakabadse, K.N., Kakabadse, A., Kouzmin, A. (2003) ‘Reviewing the knowledge  management 
literature: towards a taxonomy’, Journal of Knowledge Management, Volume 7(4), pp.75-91 

4 Salisbury, W.M. (2003) ‘Putting theory into practice to build knowledge management systems’, 
Journal of Knowledge Management, Volume 7(2), pp.128-141 

5 Mason, D., Pauleen, D.J. (2003) ‘Perceptions of knowledge management: a qualitative 
analysis’, Journal of Knowledge Management, Volume 7(4), pp.38-48 

6 Moffett, S., McAdam, R., Parkinson, S. (2003) ‘An empirical analysis of knowledge management 
applications’, Journal of Knowledge Management, Volume 7(3), pp.6-26 

7 Lindvall, M., Rus, I., Sinha, S.S. (2003) ‘Software systems support for knowledge management’, 
Journal of Knowledge Management, Volume 7(5), pp.137-150 

8 Siemieniuch, C.E., Sinclair, M.A. (2004) ‘CLEVER: a process framework for knowledge lifecycle 
management’, International Journal of Operations & Production Management, Volume 24(11), 
pp.1104-1125 

9 Siemieniuch, C.E., Sinclair, M.A. (2004) ‘A framework for organizational readiness for 
knowledge management’, International Journal of Operations & Production Management, 
Volume 24(1), pp.79-98 

10 Lettieri, E., Borga, F., Savoldelli, A. (2004) ‘Knowledge management in non-profit 
organizations’, Journal of Knowledge Management, Volume 8(6), pp.16-30 

11 Soliman, F., Spooner, K. (2000) ‘Strategies for implementing knowledge management: role of 
human resources management’, Journal of Knowledge Management, Volume 4(4), pp.337-345 

12 Yahya, S., Wee-Keat, G. (2002) ‘Managing human resources toward achieving knowledge 
management’, Journal of Knowledge Management, Volume 6(5), pp.457-468 

13 Perez, J.R., Ordóñez de Pablos, P. (2003) ‘Knowledge management and organizational 
competitiveness: a framework for human capital analysis’, Journal of Knowledge Management, 
Volume 7(3), pp.82-91 

14 McAdam, R., Reid, R. (2001) ‘SME and large organisation perceptions of knowledge 
management: comparisons and contrasts’, Journal of Knowledge Management, Volume 5(3), 
pp.231-241 

15 Campos, E.B., Sánchez, M.P.S (2003) ‘Knowledge management in the emerging strategic 
business process: information, complexity and imagination’, Journal of Knowledge 
Management, Volume 7(2), pp.5-17 

16 Wong, K.Y., Aspinwall, E. (2004) ‘Characterizing knowledge management in the small business 
environment’, Journal of Knowledge Management, Volume 8(3), pp.44-61 

17 Uit Beijerse, R.P. (2000) ‘Knowledge management in small and medium-sized companies: 
knowledge management for entrepreneurs’, Journal of Knowledge Management, Volume 4(2), 
pp.162-179 

18 Lytras, M., Pouloudi, A. (2006) ‘Towards the development of a novel taxonomy of knowledge 
management systems from a learning perspective: an integrated approach to learning and 
knowledge infrastructures’, Journal of Knowledge Management, Volume 10(6), pp.64-80 

19 Metaxiotis, K., Ergazakis, K., Psarras, J. (2005) ‘Exploring the world of knowledge 
management: agreements and disagreements in the academic/practitioner community’, Journal 
of Knowledge Management, Volume 9(2), pp.6-18 

20 Rowley, J. (2000) ‘Is higher education ready for knowledge management?’, The International 
Journal of Educational Management, Volume 14(7), pp.325-333 

21 Koenig, M.E.D. (2003) ‘Knowledge management, user education and librarianship’, Library 
Review, Volume 52(1), pp.10-17 

22 Rooney, D. (2000) ‘Knowledge Management in Universities: A Strategic Approach’, On the 
Horizon, pp.11-13 

23 Wang, J., Peters, H.P., Guan, J. (2006) ‘Factors influencing knowledge productivity in German 
research groups: lessons for developing countries’, Journal of Knowledge Management, 
Volume 10(4), pp.113-126 
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24 Hong, J.C., Kuo, C.L. (1999) ‘Knowledge management in the learning organization’, The 
Leadership & Organization Development Journal, Volume 20(4), pp.207-215 

25 Cheng, P., Choi, C.J, Cheri, S., Eldomiaty, T.I., Millar, C.J.M. (2004) ‘Knowledge repositories in 
knowledge cities: institutions, conventions and knowledge subnetworks’, Journal of Knowledge 
Management, Volume 8(5), pp.96-106 

26 Wild, R.H., Griggs, K.A., Downing, T. (2002) ‘A framework for e-learning as a tool for knowledge 
management’, Industrial Management & Data Systems, Volume 102(7), pp.371-380 

27 Hwang, A.S. (2003) ‘Training strategies in the management of knowledge’, Journal of 
Knowledge Management, Volume 7(3), pp.92-104 

28 McAdam, R., McCreedy, S. (1999) ‘A critical review of knowledge management models’, The 
Learning Organization, Volume 6(3), pp.91-100 

29 Pavlin, S. (2006) ‘Community of practice in a small research institute’, Journal of Knowledge 
Management, Volume 10(4), pp.136-144 

30 Augier, M., Knudsen, T. (2004) ‘The architecture and design of the knowledge organization’, 
Journal of Knowledge Management, Volume 8(4), pp.6-20 

31 Chua, A., Lam, W. (2005) ‘Why KM projects fail: a multi-case analysis’, Journal of Knowledge 
Management, Volume 9(3), pp.6-17 

32 Ergazakis, K., Metaxiotis, K., Psarras, J. (2004) ‘Towards knowledge cities: conceptual analysis 
and success stories’, Journal of Knowledge Management, Volume 8(5), pp.5-15 

33 Lucas, L.M. (2005) ‘The impact of trust and reputation on the transfer of best practices’, Journal 
of Knowledge Management, Volume 9(4), pp.87-101 

34 Wong, K.Y. (2005) ‘Critical success factors for implementing knowledge management in small 
and medium enterprises’, Industrial Management & Data Systems, Volume 105(3), pp.261-279 

35 Baqir, M.N., Kathawala, Y. (2004) ‘Ba for knowledge cities: a futuristic technology model’, 
Journal of Knowledge Management, Volume 8(5), pp.83-95 

36 Nunes, M.B., Annansingh, F., Eaglestone, B. (2006) ‘Knowledge management issues in 
knowledge-intensive SMEs’, Journal of Documentation, Volume 62(1), pp.101-119 

37 Frey, R. (2001) ‘Knowledge management proposal development, and small businesses’, 
Journal of Management Development, Volume 20(1), pp.38-54 

38 Tippins, M.J. (2003) ‘Implementing knowledge management in academia: teaching the 
teachers’, The International Journal of Educational Management, Volume 17(7), pp.339-345 

39 Wong, K.Y., Aspinwall, E. (2005) ‘An empirical study of the important factors for knowledge-
management adoption in the SME sector’, Journal of Knowledge Management, Volume 9(3), 
pp.64-82 

40 Sasson, J.R., Douglas, I. (2006) ‘A conceptual integration of performance analysis, knowledge 
management, and technology: from concept to prototype’, Journal of Knowledge Management, 
Volume 10(6), pp.81-99 

5 SURVEY CONCLUSION 
An overall conclusion drawn from the conducted survey among published KM papers is that the 
research methods employed in KM research are mostly analytical, conceptual, empirical surveys or 
case studies.  The positivist research paradigm stance seems to be prevailing.  According to this 
paradigm research has a universal rather than an embedded rationality and involves a unitary and 
invariant method rather that a pragmatic diversity of methods [8]. 

6 SUMMARY 
This paper has introduced Knowledge Management (KM) and presented the main research methods 
to include the epistemologies, methodologies, and tools/techniques employed in research.  This 
examination was followed by a study of a number of research articles published in the area of KM in 
order to establish those research methods preferred and most commonly used by KM researchers.  
The conclusion reached from the survey was that in the majority of KM research falls under the 
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positivist/empiricist stance.  This may be attributed to the fact that KM is primarily about people’s 
experiences, know-how and experiential learning.  
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