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Editorial

By Steffen Doberstein

Although internationalization and globalization have become key topics over the past years, little attention
has been given to these issues in knowledge management literature. However, we think international
knowledge management will become more and more a daily task. International teams are a big challenge for
knowledge managers. That’s why we chose the topic for the current Open Journal edition:

Knowledge Management Beyond Borders - Globalization and Cultural Identity

International topic – international language, the articles submitted for this Open Journal were supposed to be
written in English to reach a broad international audience. However, we must admit that we did not attract
the international knowledge management community’s attention as we wished for. A large number of this
Open Journal’s articles were written by authors whose native tongue is German. Anyway, this Open Journal
is published for an international audience. Or is international knowledge management not as specific as we
thought? I was surprised finding “old friends” of knowledge management among those who submitted a
paper. The described problems are very similar to the problems within a “national” organization. And if
authors refer to problems with international aspects, the solution, too, is already well-known. Of course,
typical problems do not disappear and why should someone reinvent the wheel, if there is a proper solution?
Let us cite two of the authors. Norbert Herrmann: “As a German in southern Africa, the author implicitly
uncovers ‘cultural differences’ but also uncovers barriers concerning technology, content, processes and
routines, some of them interlinked to ‘cultural differences’.“ M./Fegerl/W.Wieden: “Experts from specific
domains such as biology or measurement technology did not face serious problems in negotiating
knowledge standards within their domain across cultural boundaries, but often had difficulty to make their
expertise accessible to experts from other domains (non-experts from their point of view).”

After all, I think we do not need a new theory for handling knowledge transfer problems between different
national cultures, but it is very helpful to have the experiences of practiced people (at best the predecessor).
However, form your own opinion and read the chosen papers.

Most of articles are case studies. The authors are practitioners and write about their (subjective) experiences
in international projects or international organizations but with profound theoretical knowledge.

Enjoy our Open Journal of (International) Knowledge Management and learn from the experiences of others!
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Barriers in Intercultural Knowledge Sharing. Learning’s From an
International Plant Engineering Project

By Ines Kaps

Abstract

Fast reaction to changing customer requirements and the profitable exploitation and management of existing
knowledge is becoming a competitive advantage for companies. In order to manage knowledge, employees
need to be willing to share their experience first. Cultural differences in terms of the communication style
(explicit or implicit communication in low or high context cultures) or perception of risk or power often hinder
people in sharing their knowledge. Trust is therefore a key dimension in knowledge sharing. Hence these
barriers may hinder people in understanding each other’s knowledge and experience.

Cultural trainings, adapted processes and meeting styles that meet the different requirements of high- and
low-context cultures can improve the outcome of international projects.

Systems and processes may support knowledge management initiatives but the key drivers are building trust
and commitment and highlighting successes and results of these initiatives (e.g.: a faster development of a
customer solution).

1 Introduction

A UK based research company, that is part of an international engineering company (approximately. 400
employees) holds more than 350 patents, whereas its German based mother company (ca. 32 000
employees) holds around 55 000 patents (Kaps-Mladenoff, 2009). The approaches of exploiting this tangible
knowledge differ, amongst other factors, due to the different perceptions of risk in setting up companies.
Setting up a business in Anglo-Saxon Countries is less bureaucratic than in Alemannic countries (based on
the author’s experience of setting up businesses in Germany and UK).

A German based plant engineering company struggles to present and unfold the knowledge of an
international project team in order to efficiently complete the project. The understanding of the predominantly
French and German project team of what was said and meant is different.

These two examples show, that knowledge management is a very broad topic from using the individual’s
knowledge to perform a task to exploit a tangible patent. Hence knowledge management can be aligned to a
specific role within a business, such as a knowledge management department, it can be in the hands of
human resources that is responsible for the development of people’s capabilities and competences through
trainings or it can be linked to IT. Here knowledge management or often more precisely document
management is focused on implementing processes and systems for capturing what is written. In some
companies, knowledge is managed in innovation and research departments where experience and insights
create new technologies, patents for example.

Knowledge can be described as being intangible, fluid, personal, elusive, and invisible and ever evolving
(Gorelick, 2005). Consequently knowledge management is a framework that uses systems, processes,
people and a culture that manages this intangible asset. Organisational knowledge management focuses on
supporting employees so that they can use what they know (Widén-Wulff, 2007) for realising the
organisation’s objectives.
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This framework is embedded not only in a company’s culture, where trust and learning are key elements
influencing employees’ readiness to share their knowledge, learning’s and errors. A company culture does
not stand on its own, but it is influenced by the culture of the county and by the individual cultures of the
employees. Figure 1 shows the interdependence of people, processes and systems embedded within a
culture.

The figure also shows, that the major factors in knowledge management are people and processes. IT
systems play a minor apart but can support implementing holistic solutions.

Culture has an influence on all three elements. On people, when it comes to the awareness of cultural
differences; on processes, when it comes to following processes strictly and on systems when it comes to
accepting new technologies. Cultural barriers in knowledge sharing can be seen in these areas.

2 Culture and Knowledge Sharing

Among others, Edward T Hall, Geert Hofstede and Alfons Trompenaar have developed concepts to analyse
the differences of cultures on international levels. These concepts shortly described in the next part highlight
key elements of two cultures: the French and the German culture that are important for an international
plant-engineering project.

2.1 Concepts of cultural analysis

Hall’s (http://changingminds.org/explanations/culture/hall_culture.htm) differentiation of high and low context
cultures has two specific areas the focus on communication and information: “Overtness of messages” and
the “use of non-verbal communication”. Table 1 links the factors overtness of messages and use of non-
verbal communication to the high- and low-context cultures.

People

ProcessesSystems

KM

Culture

Figure 1: Knowledge Management Framework (Adapted Gorelick, 2005)
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Factor High-context culture Low-context culture

Overtness of
messages

Many covert and implicit messages, with
use of metaphor and reading between
the lines.

Many overt and explicit
messages that are simple and
clear.

Use of non-verbal
communication

Much nonverbal communication More focus on verbal
communication than body
language

Table 1: Hall on High and Low Context Cultures:
http://changingminds.org/explanations/culture/hall_culture.htm

These two dimensions have a very direct influence on how people share and communicate their knowledge.
High-context cultures may use stories and metaphors in explaining a learning situation whereas low context
cultures may uses tables and figures for underlining arguments. Non-verbal communication may require
regular physical meetings for developing relationships and exchanging information whereas the focus on
verbal communication leads to written emails and phone calls.

Example: An international plant engineering project team has two project directors: a French and a German.
These two directors communicate in different ways. The French project director communicates more verbally
and between meetings with key stakeholders, whereas the German project director writes status reports
supported with detailed task lists and project plans. Depending on the stakeholder’s culture these two
approaches are perceived as either too vague or too detailed.

Trompenaar’s dimensions on ‘Inner-directed vs. Outer-directed’ can be linked to Hall’s low and high context
culture where high context cultures would say that “thinking is the most powerful tool and that considered
ideas and intuitive approaches are the best way” (implicit and non verbal communication)
(http://changingminds.org/explanations/culture/trompenaars_culture.htm) to achieve results. This means also
that ‘Outer-directed’ cultures (low context cultures) are seeking data in the outer world.

Hofstede’s power and uncertainty dimensions can also be seen as major influences on communication and
information sharing. Cultures with a high power distance factor (e.g.: France 68 of 100 points) prefer
centralized and top-down approaches, whereas low power distance companies prefer equality (e.g.: German
35 of 100 points) (http://www.geert-hofstede.com/hofstede_dimensions.php?culture1=34&culture2=33).
Uncertainty avoidance can be seen in the extent of rules and bureaucracy that a culture establishes to deal
with unfamiliar situations. Hofstede also suggests that uncertainty-avoiding cultures express their emotions
more openly than uncertainty accepting cultures (e.g.: France: 86; Germany: 65).

Example: The project organisation in an international plant engineering projects is hierarchical on the French
side, where the French project director is involved in detailed decisions, whereas the project structure on the
German side is a matrix structure where the project director is involved in high level interest conflicts due to
the matrix structure.

These three approaches of analysis suggest that culture has a major influence on how people deal with
communication, information hence knowledge.
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Knowledge Management in Virtual Communities

By Dirk Langenberg and Melanie Welker

Abstract

People with common interests meet in communities to exchange their knowledge. Today, these communities
are organized virtually in the internet. Geographical as well as cultural borders do not exist anymore –
theoretically. In practise, these communities need support for their communication and their knowledge
transfer in order to keep the members together. This paper summarizes the main results of a study, which
analyses the cultural differences of communities in different regions of the world. Further on it describes
possibilities, how software solutions support the collaborative work in transcultural communities and how a
future solution might look like.

1 Background

Part of many discussions in the press, in the TV, but also in weblogs or social networks, today´s keyword is
“globalization” and its various aspects and influences on economical events and behaviour. Nowadays, there
exist visible tendencies in the development of mergers, acquisitions and co-operations of enterprises from
different branches. More and more of these mergers and acquisitions operate and take place in an
international context. The “global” thinking is lively embedded in smaller, locally concentrated but also in
transnational-oriented enterprises. Over the last years, the possibilities to communicate between enterprises,
organizations, research institutions and universities have enlarged and intensified. As per Xing founder (a
social network to establish business contacts) “everyone knows everyone through maximum six corners. [...]
if everyone knows everyone through six corners, the whole implicit and explicit knowledge of the world
should be available through maximum six corners at the same time.” (Knoof 2007, 44). Employees or
resources as the ones who are strongly involved into this communication seem to be more and more
important. Only with global knowledge transfer and intercultural communication across borders and
countries, they can face today´s challenges. Therefore, human-beings and resources can be seen as key
elements in organizations and their economic success.

In the context of knowledge management a wide variety of different virtual communities in the internet can be
found. For example newsgroups, social networks and weblogs just to name some of them. People from
different countries and cultures who are interested in exchanging on topics or ideas have the chance to get
in contact with each other through these virtual communities. Even though these methods and tools have
been developed in the global environment, today´s requirements for knowledge management communities
have changed during the last years.

On the one hand, they should support the international cross links (economical, technical and social)
between organizations and therefore enable or facilitate knowledge transfer activities within these
organizations. On the other hand, they should also try to minimize geographical distance and language
barriers between users and overcome intercultural barriers and communication problems within these
cultures. Technically speaking, there exist different tools for these requirements in knowledge management
communities, one of them will be presented later.

When treating topics like globalization as part of new working conditions, modern communication
technologies and resources of organizations in the centre of all that - the impact of intercultural behaviour
and cultural differences cannot be excluded. The “cultural distance” (Haghirian 2004, 40), as well as
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“different languages (...) and country-specific interpretations” (Reisach 2008, 106) can play a certain role in
cyberspace communication, because they might have a strong influence on the communication itself. As part
of a study in 2009, altogether 25 knowledge management communities have been analysed regarding more
than 11 cultural oriented success indicators. Through this international comparison of knowledge
management communities, the classification of cultural areas by Hall and Hofstede could be proved.

The following chapter deepens the classification of cultural areas by Hall and Hofstede by highlighting
different cultures, behaviour and relationships (paragraph 2). Different cultures and cultural backgrounds do
have an influence on communication in general, but furthermore on communication in virtual surroundings.
With respect to these different situations, the authors propose software functionalities which can face these
changing requirements (paragraph 3). Finally, this study shows first results of the realisation of a knowledge
management and collaboration service (paragraph 4).

2 Classification of cultural areas by Hall and Hofstede

To prove, whether cultural differences and country-specific interpretations have an influence on
communication, the classification of cultural areas by Hall and Hofstede can be one possibility. The three
dimensions help to detect a possible relation between the handling with modern communication technologies
in the internet and cultural behaviour of people from different countries.

The first dimension to classify cultures is called Individualism – Collectivism (see table one). This dimension
illustrates the impact of the individual or the group within a culture and to what extent they can belong to a
social structure. The second dimension Monochronic – Polychronic describes the relation to time and the
handling with time (see table two). And the third dimension Low Context – High Context shows behaviour
and attitudes towards information gathering and the usage of communication tools and how different cultures
use modern technologies (see table three).

Individualism Collectivism
Autonomy, Identity from the individual Integration into networks, social environment gives

identity

Loose connection between people, personal
responsibility

Integration into strong, bonding groups, protection

Direct, open, honest, sincere Indirect, not linear, prefer harmony

e.g. USA and Europe e.g. Spain, Latin America, Asia
Table 1: Individualism – Collectivism (according to Hofstede)

Monochronic Polychronic
Time is linear Time is not linear

Exact planning, interruptions should be avoided Improvisation, interruptions are normal

Several actions are executed one after another Several actions can be executed in parallel

Analytical, systematically, punctual Intuitive, unpunctual

e.g. USA, Northern Europe, Germany e.g. Spain, France, Italy, Asia
Table 2: Monocronic – Polycronic (according to Hall)
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Low Context High Context
Communication is explicit Communication more implicit, much information to

be found in the context

Direct, clear way of communication Indirect, ambiguous way of communication

Specific need in information Specific need in social interaction, wide network

Short and loose interpersonal relations Long and deeper interpersonal relations

Internet use: person - message – interaction Internet use: person - person - interaction

Search for information through click on hyperlinks Use of comments, feedback, online discussions,
newsgroups

e.g. USA, Northern Europe, Germany
Switzerland

e.g. Spain, France, Italy, Asia, Latin America

Table 3: Low Context – High Contect (according to Hall)

3 Role of software as a supporting tool for Internet communities

3.1 Aspects of possible support

Virtual communities like the Community of Knowledge (Community of Knowledge, 2011) consist of a large
number of people, who are communicating in the internet and exchange views on specific subjects. They are
similar to virtual organizations (VO) in many aspects. VO is a temporary consortium or alliance of companies
that work together with a common goal (Dryndos, et al., 2008). Both, VOs as well as communities need
support for data sharing, for communication and for sharing of resources across organizational borders. In
the case of VOs various collaboration platforms are established, which provide most of these functionalities
(Hayka, Langenberg, & Stark, 2010). However, communities are using wikis, forums, and newsgroups,
today. We propose several possibilities for additional support which can be adopted from virtual
organizations.

Support for virtual communities by using collaboration and knowledge management software platforms has
to meet several challenges. Firstly, communication between the community members has to be improved to
reduce the geographical and cultural distances. Secondly, simplified and effective sharing of knowledge has
to be enabled. A structured knowledge base is an important step to (re)use common knowledge. Thirdly,
management of a community has to be simplified. Figure summarizes the different possibilities for software
support in Internet communities.
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Figure 1: Software assistance for knowledge management and collaboration in Internet communities

3.2 Support for communication

When we take a look at the communication aspects, we see at first the current Web 2.0 communication
technologies. Especially the internet-based communities ask for the integration of these tools (weblogs, RSS
and Twitter-Feeds) into their collaboration environment. These tools help to reduce the distance between the
community members virtually and to enable more interactions and spontaneous discussions. Of course,
“traditional” communication tools are needed, too. To send email messages is still required. For the
communication it is important, to provide diverse solutions in the common platform because of the different
cultures. For example the collectivism cultures choose approaches for open discussion in their groups. Other
cultures are more focussed on the individual by using direct email or weblogs, which are focussed on the
author’s opinion.

Another approach for more interaction inside of the community is to deploy workflows. Today, every member
can create input and it is stored in the knowledge base. Perhaps another member reads and validates it –
but not necessarily. So the quality of knowledge items in these knowledge bases varies a lot. This
phenomenon is visible in most communities, even in the well known Wikipedia community. The
implementation of workflows, which enforce reviews for every article before its publication, involves more
people in the creation process and ensures a higher level of quality of documented knowledge. Finally, the
knowledge becomes more a result of the entire group and new discussions are started. However, workflows
mean a big change in collecting knowledge. Especially internet communities with many volunteers prefer
open and less restrictive publication processes. So workflows have to be implemented in common-sense
and adequate to the behaviour in the community.

Of course, there are other ways to assist interaction between community members. The knowledge platform
could include further functionalities for collaboration. For example, common calendars for meetings and task
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management support the planning of monochromic cultures, tools for surveys and voting realize forming of
opinions in collectivism influenced communities and support for implementing social networks strengthen the
integration into bonding groups.

For acceptance in international communities, it is very important that the common platform is multi lingual. In
many countries it is preferred to use the native language. At least the graphical user interface has to support
different languages. All members should use it intuitively and should feel integrated into the community. For
huge international communities, it is useful to write knowledge articles in different languages. The platform
should support this multi lingual knowledge management.

3.3 Support for collaborative knowledge management and organizational challenges

Main functionality of the software platform is the management of the community’s knowledge. It has to
support collection, structuring and provision of knowledge. There are different approaches for knowledge
management, for example to use a freely semi-structured wiki or a management system for knowledge
articles with predefined structures. The community has to decide which approach is to be used. Independent
of the chosen approach, cross linking between all knowledge items in the platform is important. There are
explicit links, which are set by the users. They describe how articles are connected. Also the members can
connect themselves, like it is known in social platforms. On the other side, there are various implicit links
between knowledge. Categories, tags, or meta information like authors and creation time express
correlations. Especially for the high context cultures this implicit knowledge is interesting, because it
describes the background of an article. It is a challenge for future knowledge management platforms to make
use of this implicit knowledge.

To improve the management of virtual communities, technical barriers have to be solved. Typically, the
maintainers like all members of a community are interested in the domain specific topics – and not in running
an information technology infrastructure. Therefore a ready-to-use solution of a specialized provider is
required. Then the entire community can focus all efforts on their own topics.

4 Future platform for virtual communities

A future platform supports the community in their collaborative work based on the described functions. At
first, currently arising cloud technologies give virtual communities new possibilities to operate their
infrastructure. Cloud computing is a further development of grid computing technologies (Stark, Hayka, &
Langenberg, 2009), which FOSTER defined some years ago as: “Grid Computing is concerned with
coordinated resource sharing and problem solving in dynamic, multi-institutional virtual
organizations.”(Foster, Kesselman, & Tuecke, 2001). Cloud computing shares the same vision (Foster,
Zhao, Raicu, & Lu, 2008). Especially the current trend, providing software as a service (SaaS) on a pay-per-
use basis, is interesting for virtual communities. They can buy the required IT-solution including (virtualized)
hardware, setup, operation and maintenance (backups and security patches), for example a complete
knowledge management and collaboration platform.

The knowledge management system KnowledgeCloud is an example for such a SaaS solution, which is
currently developed in a research project by Pumacy Technologies. Based on the experiences in the
knowledge management area and the know-how gained with the implementation of the knowledge
management software KMmaster (Pumacy Technologies, 2011) Pumacy is developing KnowledgeCloud, a
knowledge management platform with a new architecture based on cloud technologies and providing
collaboration-oriented knowledge management as a service (see Figure ). So it is accessible from
everywhere in the internet and none community member has to host the solution. At the same time, the
availability is much higher than most community members would typically achieve.


