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ABSTRACT

Bydrawingonthenuancesinmethodologicalresearchliterature,thisqualitativecontentanalysisstudy
investigatedtheresearchproceduresemployedinknowledgemanagement(KM)researchbetween
2009and2014,togainanunderstandingofthemethodologicalchoicesmadebyKMresearchers.
In total, 989 articles published in five leading KM-centric journals were reviewed. The results
revealedthatKMresearchutilisedavarietyofresearchprocedures.Thepredominanceofpositivist
epistemologiesvariedacrossthefivejournals,butmixedmethodsresearchwasnotprevalent.True
totheinterpretivistpresuppositionsofthisstudy,theseresultsarenotdefinitive.Deployingmulti-
methodsmayresultinadeeperunderstandingoftheuseofresearchproceduresinthefield.The
valueofthisstudyliesinthefactthatitwillleadtogreaterknowledgeofresearchmethodologies
inthesubjectfieldandprovideabaselineforfuturestudiesthathaveaninterestinreflectingon
context-specificmethodologicalpractices.
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INTRodUCTIoN

Investigating methodological approaches is a continuing concern in many subject fields. Since
methodologicalrigourdeterminesthequalityofresearch(Collis&Hussey,2009;Gorard,2013),
researchthatisconductedrigorouslyislikelytosupportpracticeandextendthefrontiersofknowledge.
RigorousstudieswereidentifiedattheinceptionoftheKnowledge Management Research and Practice
journalasoneofthestrategiesforensuringthatknowledgemanagement(KM)reliablyinformsKM
practice(Edwardsetal.,2003,p.59).Inmostcases,researchiswellintended,butfailstoyieldthe
desiredoutcomesasaresultofdecisionsconcerningtheresearchdesign.Thus,theresearchdesign
shouldbebothappropriateandsoundifitistoproduceresearchthatistrustworthyandbeneficial
to society.Thisbecomesvery important if the fact thatknowledgemanagement is an“evolving
bodyofconcepts,relationships,strategies,andpractices”(Hornett&Stein,2007,p.1)istakeninto
consideration.Researchonthesefactorsmayhelporganisationstounderstandthesourcesofsustained
competitiveadvantage(Barney,1991),andfacilitatetheoptimumutilizationofalltheresourcesof
theorganization,includingknowledge(Darroch&McNaughton,2003).

KM,with its focusoncreatingcompetitiveadvantage fororganisationsandenhancing their
performance,hasthepotentialtocontributetothedevelopmentanddeliveryofservicesthataddvalue
tosociety.ThatpartlyexplainswhyKMstudiesarepreoccupiedwithexploringandunderstanding
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howorganisations“develop,deploy,exploitandcombine[...]organisationalknowledgeassetsinorder
toupdate,renewandcreateorganisations’capabilities”(Schiuma,2009,p.290).Researchaimedat
exploringandunderstandingKMdynamicsshouldthereforebebasedonrobustandthoroughresearch
procedures.Consequently,itshould“exhibitahighdegreeofmethodologicalfit”(Edmondson&
McManus,2007,p.1155).

Thequalityandrigourofresearchareof theutmost importance if that research is togather
appropriateknowledgeandevidencetosupportpractice.Validresearchevidencereducesthepotential
forpracticetobeshapedbypersonalwhimsanduntestedprocedures.Itwasthereforedecidedto
reviewthechoiceofresearchmethodsinthefieldofKMusingarticlesfromtheJournal of Knowledge 
Management (JKM),Knowledge Management Research and Practice (KMRP), the International 
Journal of Knowledge Management (IJKM),Knowledge and Process Management (KPM)andthe
Journal of Information and Knowledge Management (JIKM)asunitsofanalysis.Thesejournalsare
evidencethattheKMfieldisgrowingandaccumulatingarelativelylargecorpusofknowledge.There
isaneedtomapthevariousdevelopmentsinafieldinordertodeterminethediscipline’sstate-of-
the-artanditsgrowthatdifferenttimes.

Various studies have mapped the territory of research in a wide range of fields in order to
understandtheproductionandutilizationofknowledgeincontext.TheKMfieldisnoexception.
Dwivedietal., (2011)conductedastudyonresearch trends inKMusing thekeywordsearch in
thetitle.Theirsearchstrategymeantthatstudieswithoutthekeywordinthetitlewereexcluded.
Furthermore,theirresearchwaslimitedtoonedatabase.Despitethislimitation,thestudyprovidesa
usefulstartingpointtounderstandtheresearchtrendsinthefield.Although,thenumberofarticles
usedbyDwivedietal.,(2011)were54morethanthoseusedinthecurrentstudy,thecurrentstudy
usedarticlespublishedintheleadingKM-centricjournalsascomparedtothosefromanyjournal,
whichisnotKMspecific.Ofthe1043articlesthatwereanalyzed,Dwivedietal.,(2011)onlyused67
articlesfromjournalsintheKMarea.Thatimpliesthatthescopeofthearticlesmaybealimitation
tothestudy.

Ngulube(2015)alsoconductedastudyofalimitedscopebecauseheusedarticlesthatwere
publishedbetween2009and2013intheJournal of Knowledge Managementtoattendtotheresearch
question.Thestudyoftrendsinonejournalmayfailtogiveacompletepictureassomejournalsmay
bebiasedtowardscoveringcertaingeographicalregionsandresearchorientationsattheexpenseof
others.TheresultscannotalsobegeneralisedtothewholeKMfield.Thesamemaybepartlysaid
inthecaseofthestudybyAlajmiandAlhaji(2018),whichfocusedonarticlesintheJournal of 
Information and Knowledge Management.

AlthoughGu(2004),HolsappleandWu(2008)aswellasSerenkoandBontis(2004)conducted
earlierresearchtounderstandtheresearchtrendsinKM,theirstudieswerenotabletoadequately
maptheutilisationofmixedmethodsresearch(MMR)inthefield.MMRhasbeendescribedasa
thirdmethodologicalmovement (Teddlie&Tashakkori, 2003),which expanded its usebetween
2000and2009(Creswell&PlanoClark,2011;2018).Itisdoubtfulthatstudiesthatwereconducted
before2009canfullycapturetheinfluenceofMMRinaresearchfield.Thisgappartlyjustifiesthe
needforthisstudy.

ThepurposeofthisstudyistocontributetotheliteratureontrendstudiesinKM,andengagewith
otherresearcherswhohaveconductedsimilarstudies.Secondly,itcontributestoresearchpractice
andunderstandingoftheuseofvariousresearchdesignswheninvestigatingKMmatters.Thirdly,it
contributestomappingofthecontoursofthefieldofresearchmethodologyinKMinthewakeof
thethirdmethodologicalmovement.Itisourhopethatthisstudywillprovideasourceofreference
forotherresearchersinterestedinKMresearchmethodologiesandhelptostimulatefurtherthinking
anddebateonthesubject.
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