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ABSTRACT

Togetherwiththerecognitionofsuccessfulknowledgetransferasanimportantgrowthstrategyfor
smallandmedium-sizedsoftwarefirms,questionsrelatedtotheknowledge-basedresourceshave
emerged,includingwhatandwhereknowledgeisandhowcapabilitiesmayinfluenceknowledge
transferine-commercesoftwareprojects.Thisstudyprovidesadeeperunderstandingoftherelevance
ofknowledgetransferinsuchprojects.Theresearchfindingsidentifythechallengesoftransferring
thistacitknowledgeacrosssuchprojectsandevenwithintheuserorganizationsaswell.Inaddition
tothetechnologyknowledgeandtheabsorptivecapabilitiesperspectives,thisstudyconsidersthe
marketknowledgeandtheassociatedmarketingcapabilitiesasthealternativeinputtosuchprojects.
Mostimportantly,itoffersaclearguidetoprojectmanagersintheirteambuildingandrecruiting.By
usingrigoroustheoreticaldeductionsandempiricalsupportfromthecasestudies,thestudyprovides
significantresearchcontributionstotheacademiciansandtheimplicationsforthepractitionersof
softwareprojects.
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INTRodUCTIoN

Smallandmedium-sizedenterprises(SMEs)inthesoftwareindustryoftenmustcooperatewithother
technicallyadvancedfirmstoobtainknowledge,butasuccessfulknowledgetransferdependsonthe
receiver’sownknowledge-basedresourcesandcapabilities(Ratnasingam,2005).Atleastthreekey
participantsengageinmostcooperativeknowledgetransferprojects: thesender(e.g., technically
advanced firm), the receiver (e.g., focal project team), and the user organization that ultimately
employsthedevelopede-commercesoftware(Haines&Goodhue,2003).Inthisscenario,transfer
performancereferstothereceiver’sabilitytogainknowledge-basedresourcesprovidedbythesender
(Grant,1996)byinternalizingthoseresourcesintoitsownknowledgesystem.

63



Journal of Global Information Management
Volume 25 • Issue 3 • July-September 2017

64

Mosttheoreticalliteraturerelatedtosuchtransfersfocusesontraditionalapproachesthatmeasure
institutional,motivational,orpragmaticefficiency(Szulanski,Cappetta,&Jensen,2004),aswell
as the receiver’s resources and capabilities (Ethiraj, Kale, Krishnan, & Singh, 2005). However,
these approaches suffer from limited applicability in e-commerce software contexts, where user
organizationssimultaneouslyundertakeinterlinkedbusinessactivities(Malhotra,Gosain,&Sawy,
2005).Therefore, thisstudyof thee-commercesoftware industry focuseson theknowledgeand
capabilitiesthatreceiversneedandtheinvestments,intermsofmoney,time,managerialinsights,
andeffort,theymustdevotetoobtainthem.

We investigate twomain researchquestions:Whatkindsofknowledgeare located inwhich
places,andhowdocapabilitiesinfluenceknowledgetransfer?Toanswerthesequestions,werelyon
in-depthinterviews,processanalysis,anddocumentationanalysisinthecontextofknowledgerelated
toe-commercesoftware.Thedetailedinterviewswereconductedinourcasestudiesofcooperative
e-commerce software firms in Taiwan. These Taiwanese cases are appropriate for the study of
knowledgetransferforseveralreasons.First,softwarefirmsinTaiwanarealmostallSMEs.Second,
thegrowthofTaiwan’se-commercesoftwareindustrycontinuestodependmainlyonknowledge
transfersfromforeign,technicallyadvancedpartners.

Thisstudyprovidesadeeperunderstandingoftherelevanceofknowledgetransferinthecontext
ofe-commercesoftware.Inthenextsection,wethereforeoutlinetheliteraturepertainingtoknowledge
transfer,capabilities,ande-commercesoftwareprojects.Next,weexplainourcasestudiesofthree
Taiwanesefirms,whichproducefindingswithnotableimplicationsandcontributionsforbothresearch
andpractice.Wealsonotelimitationsanddirectionsforresearch.

LITERATURE REVIEw

Knowledge Transfer
In the extension of the resource-based view that is referred to as the knowledge-based view,
knowledgeisacriticalcompetitivecompetencethatthefirmstrategicallysetsasitslong-termgoal
(Grant,2016).Thiscompetitivenessrequiredknowledgeextendsbeyondtraditionalconcernsabout
strategicmanagement,strategicchoice,orcompetitiveadvantage(Grant,1996).Knowledgeisoften
transferredfromfirmtofirm.Forareceiver,aknowledgetransfer,ratherthandiffusion,enables
ittoexploitdiverseexchangesandtherebygainsuperiorknowledge.However,severalfactorscan
hindersuchtransfers,includingthenatureoftheknowledge,whichcanbeeithercodifiedortacit
(Bennett,1998;Grimaldi&Torrisi,2001;Nonaka&Takeuchi,1995;Osterloh&Frey,2000).Each
knowledgetyperelatestouniquecasual,ambiguous(Simonin,1999),andtransferable(Grant,1996)
elementsacrossparticipants,space,andtime.Ingeneral,tacitknowledgerefersto“knowinghow,”
whereascodifiedknowledgeindicates“knowingthat”(Lubit,2001).Thus,theknowledgetypesare
notsubstitutesbutrathercomplements(Cohendet&Meyer-Krahmer,2001)andoftencoexistduring
theprocessofknowledgetransfer.

The literature demonstrates that knowledge transfer depends on the interfirm networks and
personnelmobilitythatexistbetweenasenderandareceiver,mergersorverticalintegrationbya
receiver,searchandinformationseeking,aswellastraininginthetransferprocess,andthefeatures
of the user organization and receivers in terms of their competition, customer segments, and
environmentalturbulence(Argote,McEvily&Reagans,2003).Moreover,previousresearchaddresses
participants’culturaldifferences,organizationalsimilarity,trust,interactionfrequency(Javidan,Stahl,
Brodbeck&Wilderom,2005),technologicaldistance(Phene&Madhok,2005),projectmanagement
capabilities,absorptivecapacity(Cohen&Levinthal,1990),andtraining(Lin,Geng,&Whinston,
2005)asfactorsthatmightdescribechallengestoknowledgetransfer.
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