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Abstract 

Intangible assets - knowledge, brands and human resources, among others - are seen as 
the main drivers of economic growth and innovation. The development of knowledge assets 
promote the emergence of unique and distinctive knowledge bases that contribute to firm 
competitive advantage. In an attempt to achieve the proclaimed benefits several organizations 
sought to implement initiatives within the scope of knowledge management (KM). However, not 
infrequently the results of these initiatives were far below expectations.  

The present study derives from the premise that a better understanding of knowledge 
processes antecedents (or enablers) is crucial for the improvement of behaviour and 
organisational performance. This study intends to explore the role of human resources 
management (HRM) as KM antecedent. Our analysis will focus on the HRM practices that best 
facilitate knowledge application. For this purpose, based on the review literature we developed a 
theoretical model to explore causal relationships between HRM practices and knowledge 
application.The identifiedpractices are expected to promote: social relationships and trust among 
employees; collaboration; organizational commitment and alignment; and human capital 
development. 

 
Introduction 

 
Nowadays intangible assets - knowledge, brands and human resources, among others - are 

seen as the main drivers of economic growth and innovation. In increasingly global economies, 
featured by international competition and rapidly changing, learning and innovation are crucial 
for organisational success.Theorists such as Teece[1] and Grant [2] claim that the development of 
knowledge assets has become the mostimportant source of sustainable competitive advantage and 
economic value. 

In an attempt to achieve the proclaimed benefits several organizations sought to 
implement initiatives within the scope of knowledge management (KM). However and despite 
their best efforts, the result of those initiatives does not always meet expectations.The question is 
no longer whether to manage knowledge processes, but how to manage it effectively to reach 
higher performances. 

Fahey and Prusak[3] analysed the major errors in KM implementations. According to 
these authors, the emphasis on knowledge stock to the detriment of knowledge flows, as well as 
replacing human interaction for technological contact were some of the factors that inhibited the 
success of the first KM initiatives. 
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Therefore, several authors have been advocating the need to face KM in a broader 
perspective. In fact, narrower approaches typically fail to create and encourage organisational 
environments that foster continuous knowledge development. It is now widely accepted that an 
effective KM, i.e. a KM practice driven by knowledge creation, must be supported by a set of 
facilitating factors. 

For a large number of researchers human resource management (HRM) is considered a 
relevant KM enabler. While there are other antecedents equally important, such as organisational 
culture among others, the fact remains that KM depends fundamentally on the interactions 
between people, tools and organisational routines. Hence, people play a central role in knowledge 
processes. These knowledge processes include the identification, creation, storage, sharing and 
using of knowledge. While the analysed studies focus their analysis on knowledge creation and 
sharing, it seems to us that it is equally important to analyse other processes associated with KM. 

If people learn, create and share knowledge collectively through social interactions, it is 
important that human resource practices (HRP) are geared towards maximizing the knowledge 
flows. Therefore, our analysis will focus on exploring the relationship between HRM and KM, 
with focus on the HRM practices that best facilitate knowledge application. 

Based on the review literature we identified a set of HRP that improve knowledge flows. 
This study intends to extend the previous research by developing a theoretical model to explore 
causal relationships between HRP and knowledge application. The results will provide insights 
into the influences of HRP on enhancing an effective KM. 

 
The social side of knowledge management 

 
Knowledge is considered a key strategic resource, however many organizations are still 

facing some difficulties in managing this resource. Unlike traditional activities, knowledge 
activities cannot be easily decomposed. Employees need to collaborate with each other in order to 
perform highly interdependent tasks and solve interdisciplinary problems [4]. 

In addition to the change in nature of activities themselves, the plurality of interpretations 
about KM concept may also have influenced the success of its implementation. For Davenport 
and Prusak[5]KM consists of a set of processes and means for creating, utilising and 
disseminating knowledge throughout the organization. However, the most recent definitions also 
emphasise the social and relational issues underlying KM. For instance, Allee[6] affirms that KM 
practice should prioritise and support processes designed to create, maintain, share and renew 
organizational knowledge so as to boost the potential for economic growth whether through 
creating value or improving performance levels. 

This positioning encloses a conception of knowledge quite distinct from that associated 
with the first initiatives of KM. In these initiatives knowledge could be easily separated from its 
owners and stored in large repositories that facilitated its further use.In contrast, the latest 
conceptions believe that knowledge is inseparable from its holders. With this change of paradigm 
it is assumed that the KM is not confined tothe use of the existing knowledge. Instead new 
knowledge creation is a key facet to achieve greater organisational performances. 

According to this perspective knowledge creation and sharing involves a large amount of 
social interaction and face-to-face communication[7,8]. In this sense, knowledge acquisition and 
sharing occur essentially in two ways: immersion in practice and observation [9]; and social 
interaction, i.e. interactions that increase the levels of trust and favour shared values or other 
components tacit  [10]. 



People are at the centre of KM processes. They are the ones transforming their individual 
knowledge and skills in organisational knowledge, which in turn translates into organisational 
performances. However, this only happens in organisations where there is an organizational 
context that fosters the emergence of new ideas and the generation of new knowledge. 

Therefore, it is up to the organisation to create the social and environmental contexts for 
enhancing KM. The KM enablers may be defined as the set of factors deemed critical to KM 
success and incorporate those organizational mechanisms and initiatives driving and encouraging 
the continuous development of knowledge [11]. The literature contains references to countless 
enabling factors while culture is reported in almost all scientific analysis [e.g. 12, 13, 14]. 

The literature also point to the importance of other factors. For Allee[6] KM 
implementation benefits from flexible organisational structures and with few hierarchical levels. 
Birkinshaw and Sheehan [15] stress the importance of work design, experimentation and 
proximity (e.g. open spaces) to turn knowledge into new ideas and innovations. In addition, 
Nonaka[14] points out that a shared context in which everyone clearly understand the importance 
of knowledge processes plays a key role in the success ofKM.Apart from these, the technological 
infrastructure enabling communication and collaboration between people and departments is also 
beneficial when it comes to managing organisational knowledge [e.g. 16]. 

However, the KM enablers are not limited to these factors.The KM implementation often 
requires changing organizational structures, working habits and some organisational routines. It 
is possible that KM implementationinvolves an extensive process of change, in which resistance 
can occur naturally[12]. In this sense, the skills of the organisation's members and leadership are 
equally relevant to the knowledge processes [9]. 

 
Human resources management and Knowledge application 

 
Given the importance of social components associated with KM a better understanding of 

knowledge flows naturally implies the analysis of those factors that precede or support these 
flows. In this context, exploring the link between KM and HRM is crucial booth to a better 
understanding of KM enablers, and to avoid some errors that happened in the past. From a 
conceptual standpoint, this relationship is supported by various organisational and sociological 
theories.  

Based on the resource-based view of the firm Lopez-Cabrales and colleagues [17] 
observed a positive contribution of HRP to the company’s unique and distinctive knowledge 
base. In turn, this knowledge base leads to better performances and strengthens the company’s 
competitive position in the market.The argument underlying this theory is that HRPdesigncan 
influence the propensity to create and share knowledge collectively. 

Strategic human resource scholars have adopted a similar positioning. The assumption 
points that organisations can influence the behaviour and motivation of its members through 
differentHRP. According to these authors not all HRP are equally effective in promoting KM. 
For example, commitment-based human resources practices facilitate the emergence of social 
climates conducive to knowledge sharing and combination [18]. 

Other interesting contributions to explore the linkHRM-KMarise from human capital 
theory. Human capital comprises all human skills and abilities present in the organization, as well 
as its potential for development. In this sense, HRM is critical to ensure that employee’s 
knowledge is shared, thus increasing the existing knowledge base and enhancing organisational 
success[19]. 



In contrast, social capital theory focuses on social issues such as networks of 
relationships. The application of this perspective to the KM is supported by the following 
statement: new knowledge results from the combination and exchange of knowledge and ideas 
among employees[10]. In line with this view HRMshould be guided by a long-term rationale. As 
such the focus of HRP is especially directed towards the development of social aspects - 
socialization, counselling, among others [20]. 

Consistent with this, the social network theory considers that employee’s knowledge is 
shared through formal and/or informal social networks. These researchers tend to emphasise the 
relational aspects. Implicit in this perspective is the notion that work rarely gets performed in 
isolation, thereby a good understanding of whom people turn to for information, decision making, 
organizational sense making, and support is needed to develop effective work practices[21]. 

Together, the approaches mentioned above conceptually support the link HRM-KM. 
Although starting from different assumptions and advancing hypotheses equally distinct, all these 
perspectives point to the importance of social ties, collaboration and interaction among 
employees in order to encourage KM implementation. Therefore, once verified the theoretical 
assumptions of this relationship it is important to understand which combinations of HRP should 
be selected to maximize Knowledge application and knowledge flows. 

 
Knowledge-driven human resources practices (HRP) 

 
Deepening the analysis of HRM as antecedent of KM becomes crucial to understand what 

HRP facilitate the transformation of individual knowledge into organizational knowledge flows. 
In the present study, knowledge-driven HRP include practices to encourage the development of 
employee’s expertise through learning processes, and establishing mechanisms for embedding 
their expertise into organizational knowledge. 

Several scholars argue that the "more is better" – the more HRM practices implemented, 
the better organization performs – does not apply when seeking to improve knowledge flows 
between people[see 22]. Indeed, these authors argue that it is necessary to define which HRM 
practices are relevant to enhance knowledge processes. 

Recent studies have tried to identify what HRP will increase the knowledge stocks and 
flows within organisations. While the exact practices may vary from one study to another, they 
generally conceptualise HRP including three dimensions: selection; training and development; 
and compensation and incentives. 

Minbaeva[23]examine the effect of HRP on knowledge transfer in multinational 
organizations. The author included a combination of the following practices:recruitment and 
selection based on the specific requirements of the job; establishment of objectives and targets for 
the self-development and training of employees; training practices designed to eliminate skills 
gaps; reward employees for the value of their job and their personal contribution to 
organizational performance; and promoting practices combining individual merit and internal 
transfers. This study vaguely refers the importance of practices for improving employee’s 
commitment and involvement. According to Camelo-Ordaz and colleagues [24] the set of 
practices analysed in this study represents de traditional perspective on HRP. Or in other words, 
it comprises HRP designed to foster short-term relationships between employees and the 
organization.  

In contrast, other authors adopted a broader perspective for the analysis of what HRP can 
positively influence knowledge sharing. For instance, Cabrera and Cabrera [19]use the term 
people management.  These authors go beyond traditional HRP, considering other issues such as 



work design, culture and technology. Following their arguments work processes should be 
flexible, interdependent, based on teamwork and may include involvement in communities of 
practice (CoPs).Moreover, issues of perceived justice, involvement in decision-making processes 
and training in the use of technologies are also included in these people management practices. 

Recently a large number of empirical studies provide evidence that commitment-based (or 
high-involvement) HRP encourage knowledge sharing and organisational 
performances[24].These practices generally include a combination of the following: creation of 
growth opportunities through internal labour markets; selection practices based on the fit to the 
company rather than on specific job requirements; compensation practices that focus employee 
motivation on group and organisational outcomes; and training programs and performance 
appraisals designed to promote long-term growth, team building, and the development of firm-
specific knowledge [18,24]. Implicit in these studies is the notion of best practice (“one best 
way”). The corollary of this approach is that the success of KM programmeis achieved through 
gaining the commitment of employees to the programme [20]. 

Returning to the main objective of this study it is therefore necessary to define an 
analytical model integrating the theoretical assumptions to explore the causal relationship 
between HRP and knowledge application in organisations (see Figure I). While the analysed 
studies focus their analysis on knowledge creation and sharing, it seems to us that it is equally 
important to analyse other processes associated with KM.For this purpose we have identified the 
impacts of a set of practices on the identification, creation, sharing and use of knowledge. 
 
Figure I. Knowledge-driven human resources practices 

 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
We believe that in highly globalized environments, based on knowledge and constantly 

changing, the intangible assets are the main sources of competitive advantage and value creation. 



In this context, the proposal of this study was to show how HRM are expected to encourage an 
effective KM through practices designed for this purpose and the dynamics related to them. 

In line with the authors who argue that the "more is better" does not result in effective 
KM we have identified a set of practices which in our understanding go beyond the practices 
traditionally implemented in HRM. Considering the necessary preconditions for the successful 
KM implementation a set of HRP were identified. Hence, these practices are expected to 
promote: social relationships and trust among employees; collaboration;organizational 
commitment and alignment; and human capital development. 

However, our analysis did not focus only on the contribution of HRP to the knowledge 
creation and sharing. Given the diversity of processes associated with KM we have chosen to 
refer to knowledge application, since it is the use of organisational knowledge that enables 
organisations to create value. Moreover, since KM processes are highly interdependent and 
bearing in mind the knowledge life cycle it can be considered that knowledge application 
assumes that the same has been previously created and/or shared. 

This study clearly intends to explore the role of HRM as antecedent and KM enabler. 
Researches on this subject can contribute for two aspects. One contribution relates to the strategic 
human resource management field.Currently HRM is facing the challenge for balancing "value 
and values"[see 25]. Indeed, more than a business partner with a focus on short-term HRM must 
seek to create and to deliver value based on a long-term rationale. Therefore, redirect the HR for 
social and relational issues associated with KM, and thus promoting social capital and value 
creation through knowledge assets, can be one of the possible answers to this challenge. 
Moreover, associating HRM to the effective KM (which translates into innovation and other 
competitive gains) is one way to highlight the tangible impact of HR actions. 

The second contribution is related to the KM view as a system. Given the complexity and 
the diversity of aspects associated with KM, we consider that systems thinking provide a 
foundation that can facilitate such a comprehensive and holistic understanding of KM practice 
[see 29]. In this sense, integrating HRM in this systemic view of KM means understanding how it 
interacts with other antecedents (e.g. technology).And also which synergy effects exist between 
these enablers and the KM process themselves. In turn, such synergy effects allow us to analyse 
the consequents of the KM on organisational performance.  
 
Limitations and Further research 

In order to increase our understanding on this subject further research is needed, 
particularly empirical studies where these practices and dynamics can be tested. Additionally, 
future research should seek to understand how HRP may favour the social and relational 
components underlying external partnerships and alliances. It is widely accepted that KM, ever 
more, encloses a component of inter-organisational relationships with external stakeholders - 
customers, partners, suppliers, research centres, etc.In this sense, the HRM collaborative 
configuration proposed by Lepak and Snell [27] could be a starting point for such research. 

On the other hand the dimension organizational results were not considered in the present 
study. The literature points towards HRM enhancing organisational performance through KM 
and/or innovation [e.g. 29].However, this relationship may not be direct. Or in other words, 
empirical evidence suggests the existence of a variety of factors (e.g. psychological aspects) that 
influence the way in which HRM encourages innovation and GC[24,29]. Therefore, future 
research may look for a more comprehensive approach to understanding how HRM can be 
translated into value. 
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