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Abstract-This paper discusses the relationship between knowledge management, knowledge management systems 
and competitive advantage for the Information Communication and Technology segment in South Africa. Particular 
focus was given to start-ups within established corporates and how the corporate could function as a business 
incubator for the start-up and leverage Knowledge Management Systems to enable the start up to gain competitive 
advantage. A specific corporate was chosen and a qualitative method was used with surveys and interviews conducted 
across the relevant areas of the organisation to elicit and analyse performance metrics before and after the 
implementation of Knowledge Management Systems. The results of the research showed that there is a correlation 
between Knowledge Management Systems and competitive advantage and that established businesses can utilize a 
Knowledge Management framework to act as an incubator for the start-up and facilitate its capability to gain 
competitive advantage. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Motivated by more challenging consumers, rivalry, 
and declining economies, organisations are searching 
for novel techniques to create and sustain a 
competitive advantage. Historic endeavours have 
focused internally within the business for 
enhancements, on areas such as quality management, 
reengineering, downscaling, and restructuring. 
However in the current climate, a major source of 
competitive advantage will emanate from external 
orientation toward end users, as shown by the many 
requests for organisations to compete on superior 
customer value. While the rationale for these requests 
are sound, the insinuations for managing 
organisations through this process remains obscure. 
This paper endeavours to address the question of how 
an organisation can utilise Knowledge Management 
(KM) to gain competitive advantage. It presents 
frameworks about value, value learning, and the 
cognate skills that managers will require to engender 
and implement superior value strategies utilizing 
Knowledge Management Systems(KMS). In 
addition, the significance of this research from a 
socio-economic perspective was that in a developing 
economy such as South Africa with low employment 
rates and economic growth, start-up businesses 
provide the vehicle for employment and economic 
stimulus. It is thus critical that these start ups are 
afforded every opportunity to succeed and become 
sustainable.  
The contribution of this research is thus wider than 
the organisations itself and extends to a national and 
possibly international level in terms of identifying the 
KM frameworks and business models to enable the 
startups to flourish and contribute to socio-economic 
development. 

Problem statement 
A recent survey in the ICT service provider industry 
in South Africa highlighted the fact that most 
organisations understand the value a KMS strategy 
can add to a business. However, only a few percent 
knew how to develop such a strategy. What was seen 
most often is that organisations have made an attempt 
to develop only some of the steps and have become 
frustrated because they have not seen the results from 
their endeavours and in many cases give up. Given 
the current industry position where price is elastic and 
cannot be used as a sustainable competitive 
advantage ICT service providers are forced to turn to 
innovate new ways to achieve competitive advantage. 
One of these is customer experience strategies and the 
enabler for this is KMS. Further to this, some ICT 
companies are not aware of the enablers of a superior 
competitive advantage and this research aims to 
investigate the use of KMS as an enabler for 
Competitive Advantage. 
Research objectives 
The main question of this research is to determine if 
there is a link between implementing a Knowledge 
Management System (KMS) and Competitive 
Advantage (CA). 
Contribution to the existing body of knowledge  
This research addressed at a high level the KMS that 
are available and the proposed ideal KMS to enable 
competitive advantage. This research addressed the 
lack of a competent KMS strategy in the ICT sector. 
Therefore the aim of the study is to use qualitative 
analysis to verify if a link exists between KMS and 
CA. 
Delimitations of the study 
This research will be limited to the ICT service 
provider industry in Gauteng specifically for Telkom. 
Gauteng which means "place of gold”, is one of the 
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nine provinces of South Africa. It was formed after 
South Africa's first all-race elections on 27 April 
1994. Gauteng is the smallest province in South 
Africa, accounting for only 1.5% of the land area. 
Nevertheless, it is highly urbanised, containing the 
country's largest city, Johannesburg, its 
administrative capital, Pretoria. As of 2015, it has a 
population of nearly 13.2 million, making it the most 
populous province in South Africa. The research 
concentrated on the specific sectors of the 
organisation that are responsible for KMS strategies 
to investigate how these areas of the organisation can 
use KMS to create a competitive advantage. For 
example the call centres and other self service 
capabilities and systems such as web portals that are 
used for customer support. Furthermore due to the 
scope of the geographical area in which Telkom 
operates the study will focus primarily the Gauteng 
province. 
 
II. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Knowledge management 
There is no general definition of KM, just as there is 
no consensus as to what makes up cognizance in the 
first place. Due to this, it is best to view KM in the 
broadest context. Briefly verbalized, KM is the 
process through which firms engender value from 
their intellectual property. Often, engendering value 
from such IPR involves sharing them among 
employees, departments and even with other 
companies in an effort to devise best practices. The 
preferred definition for this research is that 
Knowledge Management is the explicit, systematic 
supervision over vital knowledge - including its 
procedures of formation, organisation, distribution 
and use.(Source: 
http://www.skyrme.com/resource/kmbasics.htm- 
Adapted from Tiwana 2nd Ed) 
 

 Explicit - classifying known concepts 
 Systematic – Allowing for random events 

will not produce the desired results 
 Vital Knowledge – Resource constraints 

require focus on specific items 
 Procedures – Utilising the inherent tools of 

the KM discipline 
 
Knowledge Management Systems  
KMS encompass any Info Tech system that enables 
the storing and retrieval of knowledge, enables 
collaborative enhancement, searches for sources of 
knowledge, facilitates data mining, acquires and 
enables data usage, or in any other way enhances the 
KM process (Adapted from Frost, 2012).Frost (2012) 
cites that the problem with defining KMS as above is 
that the definition is still somewhat vague as 
currently there is no consensus for a proper definition 
of KMS, and with this same vein there is also no 
consensus for KM definitions. The problem is 

exacerbated as KM is usually a cross sectional 
activity in organisations hence drawing a boundary is 
often difficult.  
 
James Robertson (2007) argues that KMS should not 
be thought of in real terms because although enabled 
using technology, it is not strictly technology, and 
rationale about KMS creates a perception it is 
omnipotent solution.  
 
He states, that efforts should rather be focused on 
assessing the capabilities of the underlying systems 
which will be used to execute the business processes. 
For the purpose of this paper these systems are 
grouped into the following categories (adapted from 
Gupta and Sharma, 2005). 

 KM2 and Groupware  
 Extranet and intranet  
 Warehousing and mining of data and OLAP 
 Document management 
 Content management  
 Decision Support Systems 

 
Competitive Advantage and Sustained 
Competitive Advantage  
This objective of this paper was to examine 
theoretical associations and qualitatively study the 
relation amongst KM/KMS capability and CA. We 
have discussed KM and KMS in the previous 
sections, consequently, the appraisal of theory 
henceforth focusses on discussing Competitive and 
Sustained Competitive Advantage.Since the 
literature is not meant to be an exhaustive study on 
Competitive Advantage and Sustained Competitive 
Advantage (SCA) only the literature relevant to 
this research objective is highlighted. 
 
Nguyen (2010) cites that the theory of CA is 
attributed to Chamberlain (1932), however Selznik 
(1958) is credited with connecting advantage with 
capability. The subsequent development emanated 
when Hofer (1978) defined CA as the sole point an 
organisation cultivates regarding its rivals through 
its forms of resource placement. Porter (2012) 
supplied the latest view of a concept which viewed 
CA as a reliant factor to be addressed as a strategic 
requirement. Porter (2012) showed the link 
between performance and CA.   
 
Barney (1991) and Nguyen (2010) state that while 
an advantage occurs either by applying a value-
creating approach that is unique or through the 
superior implementation of a strategy which is 
non-unique, it is continued when rivals are 
incapable of duplicating the profits of this strategy. 
Figure 1 below is one of many models that depict 
the various stages involved in CA.  
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Source:http://marketingdirector.com/competitive-
advantage/) 

Figure 1: Stages of competitive advantage 
 
The Knowledge Based View of Competitive 
Advantage 
While companies engage in physical, abstract and 
combinations of their facilities when compiling 
and deploying strategies, there are intangible 
resources that are more significant and more 
probable for obtaining advantage over rivals. These 
types of resources cannot be identified and 
observed easily by rivals because they are 
exceptional as well challenging to reproduce.Porter 
(2011) states that the businesses that build the 
strategies on these classes of assets outclass rivals 
using blueprints built using tangible classes.  
Nguyen (2010) cites that the elusive classes of 
resources used to enable CA encompass “buyer 
belief, product image, and regulation of supply, 
corporate philosophy, people and leadership 
skills”Knowledge is in the same space as fiscal, 
people, and other assets but its uniqueness is that it 
compounds with usage (Duffy,2000).  
Nonaka, (2000) describe company exclusive 
resources of knowledge crucial for producing 
benefits, comprising supply chain type processes 
while regulating the knowledge generating 
processes, thus there is continuous development 
(Mousta, 2009).Furthermore, contrasting classical 
assets, knowledge cannot simply be bought in a 
package. This skill is challenging to handover 
between companies due to contract and handover 
expenses and moreover due to its tacit nature. 
Knowledge, specifically tacit knowledge, is 
distinctive, thus, tough, if not difficult, to 
reproduce. To acquire comparable knowledge, the 
corporation’s rivals must participate in comparable 
practices, however acquiring knowledge via 
experience takes time (Nguyen 2010).  
 
Social Capital Theory and Knowledge 
Management 
The preceding discussions addressed two core 
disciplines: KM and strategic management with an 
emphasis on origins of CA. This part will assess 
the relationship among the 2 core subjects to 

examine the transitional area of achieving a CA 
using KM as an enabler for the business. 
Specifically, conceptual frameworks are discussed 
and a theoretical framework is derived to illustrate 
an ideal KM framework to enable CA. 
 
Boland (1995) defines social capital as “the 
accumulation of real and likely resources inside the 
firm, obtainable through, and attained from the 
associations held by the stakeholder‟. By changing 
the circumstances required for the method of 
interchange and amalgamation to happen inside the 
social settings of the firm, social capital enables the 
growth of knowledgeable capital.  
 
As per Cohen (1990), 4 criterions are to be 
satisfied to allow the incidence of exchange and 
combination. Firstly, a chance for the combining 
and interchange needs to be present which 
indicates social data availability and its likelihood 
to use various types of knowledge. Secondly, 
participants need to be presented with the prospect 
and anticipate their contribution to add value. 
 
 Lastly, participants should see this chance as 
meaningful, and ultimately the potential to 
combine and exchange knowledge must be present. 
Arguments by Gold (2001) are that the firm must 
have the required capabilities and skills to handle 
knowledge successfully, for example 
organisational structure and culture, as well as 
people and systems.  
 

 
Figure 2: KM capability and CA of a firm 

 
Resource Based View of KM 
Grant (2010) suggests “although resources form 
the foundation of abilities, these abilities form the 
primary source of advantage”. It is stressed that for 
attaining Sustained CA out of the pool of assets 
rests in the aptitude to incorporate various means 
to create resilient organisational proficiencies.  
The firm’s resource based view, combined with a 
knowledge-based outlook, stresses the optimum 
methods of managing people’s tasks and 
assimilating their knowledge (Lopez 2005). Edgar 
(2001) states efficiency in how companies 
influence or mix available pools of KM to derive a 
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distinctive knowledge management ability to 
govern the holistic efficacy. To summarise, 
organisations are capable of differentiating on the 
foundation of their crucial resources of KM skills 
which are difficult to obtain and challenging to 
copy, thus, creating a sustained CA.  
 
The above section discussed how knowledge can 
be viewed as a resource and the proceeding section 
looks at the dynamic characteristic of knowledge 
and how it links back to the dynamic view of 
competitive advantage thus reinforcing the notion 
that knowledge is both a resource and dynamic 
which can enable CA when the dynamic capability 
view of CA is utilised.  
 
Dynamic Capability View of KM 
Within today’s dynamic markets, organisations are 
competing on different levels and domains and not 
just on the ability to exploit their resources and 
capabilities. Firms are also contending on their 
capability to continually reinvent and grow 
resources and competences (Pisano 1997), 
allowing the organisation to adapt to varying 
situations (Summer 2003), thus, obtaining and 
supporting a CA.Nielsen (2006) states that when 
implementing knowledge strategies, non-static 
competencies can be viewed as cohesive groups of 
KM events which alter, reintroduce, and harness 
the capabilities which are knowledge-based, 
corresponding to improvement of knowledge 
abilities. Neil (2006) cites that it can be said that 
KM is a dynamic capability since it centers around 
the use of KM-based resources and also on the 
formation and blend of knowledge. Additionally, 
KM skills generate a flow between the company’s 
pool of knowledge, aiding in capability creation 
and utilisation, thus, compounding the formation of 
organisational value.Thus, KM resources and 
abilities are accepted to be pivotal to the 
establishment of CA in the changing markets 
(Prashant, 1994). 
Knowledge and its Role in Competitive 
Advantage 
To obtain a sustainable competitive advantage, a 
firm must ‘perfect’ ways to create, disseminate and 
use knowledge within its domain and master ways 
to link KM to business processes. Also a critical 
concept is a manager that must understand the 
types of knowledge they need to seek in order to 
improve organisational activity to achieve viable 
advantage. Porter (2012) cites that in recent times, 
knowledge significance in organisations is being 
viewed as a core principle of CA and this is 
stressed by strategic management principles. A 
classical description of CA emphasises the position 
of the firm in the segment and stresses using 
economies of scale against rivals to achieve CA. 
Conventionally, firms can also obtain SCA through 
securing resources. However, it must not be easy 

for rivals to copy these resources. A fundamental 
origin of competitive advantage can be 
organisational knowledge since it is challenging to 
copy and usually comes with experience over time. 
To realise a sustainable benefit, one primary 
function of KM was examined and showed that 
KM has strengthened core skills, thus enabling a 
CA and guaranteeing the advantage is sustainable. 
The next section looks at examples where 
knowledge is used to enable a competitive 
advantage. It provides two high level scenarios and 
is not meant to be an exhaustive list but rather an 
example of the conceptual frameworks. 
 
The Competitive Advantage from Knowledge 
Management Systems 
Lado (1992) cites that proactive proficiencies are 
acquired technology and people assets. Elusive 
resources such as knowledge have the prospective 
for yielding financial benefit. Technology based 
tools can be used to drive the accrual, collecting 
and consumption of data by employing the intrinsic 
abilities of the KMS. The role of KMS in the 
creation of competitive advantage would be as 
follows: 
 Streamlining gathering of information from 

within the organisation; 
 Simplifying accumulating of information 

external to the organisation; and 
 Translating data to useful knowledge and 

information. 
 
Competencies based on transformation capabilities 
(called TBC) include: structural superiority, just in 
time engineering, inventory streamlining. This 
allows firms to acquire an advantage over their 
rivals. KMS tools can guarantee outstanding 
customer service and increased product quality to 
realise a high net promoter score due to customer 
loyalty thereby create a fruitful partnership with 
customers and suppliers. T-Mobile (an ICT 
provider), for example, used KMS to enhance 
promoter numbers and loyalty from customers. By 
developing a web based quotation service, enabling 
customers to view prices and order services using 
an online self-service portal. This allows customers 
to transact and communicate with experts without 
having to go in store. Both customers and the 
company realises savings which contributes to CA 
for the company. 
 
III. RESEARCH DESIGN AND 
METHODOLOGY 
 
The ontology of the research as defined by the 
literature (Saunders, 2009 and Gorman, 2014), was 
subjective. This aligned with the view of business 
research and the entities being a result of the 
participants own perception of reality. The 
epistemology of the research was based around 



International Journal of Management and Applied Science, ISSN: 2394-7926                                                    Volume-3, Issue-8, Aug.-2017 
http://iraj.in 

Knowledge Management Systems and Competitive Advantage 
 

83 

Action Research and an Interpretivist philosophy. 
Given the nature of business research, Saunders 
(2009) has shown that using mixed methods and 
philosophies yields a more holistic outcome and 
analysis. 
After pilot testing final surveys were revised to 
reduce the length to ensure an adequate number of 
valid returns were available, from the final survey, 28 
usable questionnaires were obtained. A series of 
statements regarding KM is presented to the 
respondents. Using a 5 point Likert scale they were 
requested to rank each statement from 1 to 5 where 1 
= strongly agree and 5 = strongly disagree. The aim 
of this was to establish the positive or negative 
association they had with KM. 
The data gathering was conducted using a qualitative 
method where interviews were conducted with the 
participants and surveys were sent out to participants 
who logistically could not be interviewed or preferred 
anonymity, in line with the ethical considerations. 
The data analysis approach primarily used the 
Grounded theory.  
 
IV. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS 
 
This research investigated the role of K M  in 
enabling businesses to gain a CA by testing the 
oretical frame works through questionnaires and 
interviews conducted within ICT South African 
corporate that have implemented KM. The focus 
was on start-up business units within these 
established corporates and the significance of the 
research was to identify enablers to create 
sustainability and enhance the socio-economic 
positions. Several metrics were used to gauge the 
impacts to the business performance before and 
after the implementation of the KM framework 
and the implemented framework was compared to 
the theoretical concept to identify gaps and 
recommend solutions to optimise the benefits.  
The results indicated that the corporate under 
review had established frameworks in line with the 
theoretical concepts discussed above and had 
experienced positive business performance as a 
result. This facilitated the process of unlocking 
and realising CA for the start-up business unit. 
This supported the view that KM and CA have a 
positive relationship. However, while the study 
showed that the theoretical frameworks are 
relevant to the socio economic climate of South 
Africa; there were fundamental factors specific to 
the local environment which must be taken into 
account. For example, the integration of KM 
vertically and horizontally and not just at the 
operational layers where KM is merely an admin 
function. Further to this the local environment 
lacks KM leaders and performance metrics to 
measure the return on investment of implemented 
KM initiatives.  
In terms of the demographics from the sample, out 

of the total of 28 participants, 25.25% were 
academics, 65.65% were practitioners and 10.10% 
were both. Close to half (45%) selected the 
knowledge domain as their primary focus area, 
leaving the rest with a (55%) majority indicating a 
substantial focus on knowledge management. 
From the 28 people surveyed, the bulk were from 
the IT area in the business (35%), followed by 
Business analysis (25%) and engineering (15%). 
Other subject areas represented were: procurement 
(10%), finance (5%) and customer support (10%). 
 
Regarding company culture and views around KM 
- 100% had a shared acknowledgment around the 
difficulty of extracting tacit knowledge while 57% 
had a view that ― the human mind is the only 
source of Knowledge, and that ― the knowledge 
in an organisation extends beyond its people 
(58%), suggestive of an opinion that collective 
knowledge supersedes the sum of the individual 
components.71% were of the view that ― the 
practical implementation of KM must be built 
upon solid theoretical frameworks, while (65%) 
believed ― the foundation of KM must be the 
business processes and not the business structure. 
Moreover, 61% reflected that ― Businesses view 
knowledge management as a technical domain, 
comprising selected strategies unable to assist in 
execution of the chosen systems. 
Based on the theoretical frameworks two main 
gaps are observed with the culture of the 
organisation and employee views on KM. 
 Firstly half view knowledge sources as 

only tacit, being in the minds of the 
experts. This is indicative of a lack of 
systems and repositories for storing and 
sharing data for collaboration. Or it could 
be they were not aware of them.  

 The opinion that business view KM as a 
technical domain. This view goes against 
the core theoretical concept which does not 
view KM as technological. 

 
Regarding enablers of KM  used within the 
Organisation - Intranet (in conjunction with web 
portals and extranet) were cited as having the most 
significance to support KM activities at 85.19%, 
the other answers of high importance were, 
collaboration (51%), automation (40%) and 
software (37%). Analytics (14%), cloud 
computing (14%) and marketing (14%) were 
viewed as significant although with a lower 
ranking. As can be seen from the theoretical 
concepts, the above views which are indicative of 
the strategies implemented within the organisation 
are aligned with the theory. The majority of the 
enablers that are ranked with high significance are 
technology type enablers. The above types of 
technologies which are cited as enablers of the 
KMS strategies have shown to yield a high level 
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of collaboration and support for KM activities. 
Regarding the barriers to Knowledge Retention 
and KMS Implementation - the respondents 
indicated that there were two main barriers to the 
retention of knowledge in the organisation. These 
were lack of information and poor sharing of 
information. A third parameter, information 
overload was presented and they ranked this as 
very low in perfect alignment with the responses 
ranking the two factors above very high. As there 
cannot be an overload of information if there is a 
lack of information. Regarding the barriers to 
KMS implementation, the three main items that 
surfaced were: 
 Altering the behaviour to become 

knowledge centric and sharing 
 No buy in from management 
 Getting beyond the challenges of 

technology 
 

The results indicated a lack of a cultural fit in 
implementing a proper KMS from the employees 
themselves to the management who did not 
support the KMS strategies. The gaps found were 
that there is an indication that knowledge retention 
in the organisation is not adequate or that these 
respondents are not aware of the mechanisms in 
place to facilitate knowledge retention which in its 
own right is also an issue implying lack of 
communication to employees about the available 
systems. The recommendations to address these 
gaps are discussed below. 
 
Recommendations foster a KM centric culture  
Corporate culture is defined as beliefs, practices, 
and features distinctive to an organisation. 
Academics have stressed the importance of 
organisational culture in introducing knowledge 
management in the organisation (Davenport, 
2011). Knowledge matters are closely 
interweaved with organisational philosophy 
(Davenport, 2011). KM in an organisation is 
difficult particularly when the organisation is in 
transition. In order to reshape the organisational 
culture to promote KMS based activities, the 
following needs to be considered: 
 Strengthen the focus on the people; 
 Reduce the power distance that is the 

power users have over the systems; and 
 Reward knowledge based achievements 

 
The difficulties in dealing with culture change can 
be summarised as below:  
• Culture entails reactions that are embedded 

into the firm and organisations are to be 
expected to recall explanations of events 
rather than the actual event; and  

• Culture encompasses untruths. Previous 
trainings are used devoid of understanding 

them and their reasons for being done.  
 
Changing organisational culture is a challenging 
practice which will encounter substantial 
opposition. Its obstinacy is inherent from the fact 
that it is legacy dependent, intertwined into daily 
repetition, and used as learning tools for beginners 
(Beitler 2005). Despite all these hurdles, 
managing culture has to be carried out. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The results of the research indicate that the 
relationship between KM and CA is positive. This 
paper considers knowledge as a vital source of CA 
and an indirect driver of positive socio economic 
development. The value of KM is thus far reaching 
and has significant impacts on a broader scale 
when considered within developing economies. A 
key theme that emerged from the study was that 
environmental conditions in South Africa varied from 
other countries in which the literature was derived 
and this must be taken into account during the stages 
of the KM processes and subsequent implementation. 
 
Future Research 
The scope of this work was limited to ICT based 
service providers and focussed on KMS and CA 
using a combination of a literature survey and 
qualitative analysis to answer the research 
questions.  Future research could carry on 
examining KMS from a social exchange viewpoint 
which can provide understandings that have yet to 
be scrutinised. More research is desirable to classify 
and explore how technology contributes to KMS. 
Additional research is also required to aid in 
understanding the relationship between Net 
Promoter Scores and KMS and how KMS 
contributes to a higher net promoter score. Most of 
the literature studied, were led by electronic systems 
as a chief form of KMS. Future research could 
investigate by what means confrontational or 
personal KMS differ from electronic KMS, and 
which of the two would yield a more desirable 
outcome. Culture, both organisational and societal, 
seems to be a critical success factor for KMS. More 
research is required to help comprehend how a 
KMS culture can be promoted both within an 
organisation but more in terms of the grater socio 
economic landscape. In addition, given the limited 
scope for generalising from this research, it is 
recommended that this study be reiterated, through 
surveying employees from all levels within the 
organisation. It is recommended that a bigger 
sample be used and quantitative analysis be 
performed. 
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