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Working with national cultures for
better knowledge management
Does national culture have any impact on
knowledge management? As the world of
business becomes increasingly globalised,
it’s a question of more than academic
interest.
Drawing on in-depth interviews with worldclass multinational organisations, research
by Henley’s Knowledge Management Forum
reveals the key cultural characteristics that
most influence knowledge initiatives in five
important global economies.
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Working with national cultures for better knowledge management

“It’s vitally important to take culture into
account; you simply can’t treat the whole
world as if it were Britain or America.”
Carolyn Lees, IT director,
Permira Advisors LLP

Business and businesses are becoming increasingly global. And
from the perspective of enabling everyone to benefit from the
knowledge available, that can bring challenges. For if organisations
struggle – as they often do – to share knowledge among people
located within a single country and culture, then the difficulties of
attempting to do so across widely different countries and cultures
are significantly magnified.

Distance, language and time zones play their part, of course. But
what is often of more concern is the impact of national culture.
Simply put, individuals from different cultures have different
dispositions towards aspects of knowledge management; for
example, from the perspectives of creating and sharing knowledge, to making use of
knowledge that is already available.
Research carried out by members of the Henley Knowledge Management Forum has shed light
on the impact that a number of cultural characteristics have on knowledge management.
Encompassing the United Kingdom, China, Brazil, France and the United States – five countries
already known to have distinctive cultures – the research looked at the impact of culture on six
distinct facets of knowledge management that are important within a multinational organisation:
• Attitudes to knowledge management – covering the extent to which knowledge
management initiatives are welcome (or not).
• Building relationships and networks – examining the extent to which trust and personal
relationships underpin workplace activity.
• Structure, systems and technology – looking at the relative importance and prevalence of
organisational structures, systems and processes.
• Knowledge management and performance measurement – exploring preferred approaches
to measuring the performance of individual employees and what this means in terms of
incentives to engage in good knowledge management practices.
• Introducing knowledge management to the business – covering the way that national
cultural traits influence the introduction of knowledge initiatives to the organisation.
• Knowledge management communication – examining the effectiveness of culturally
influenced approaches to communication.

Cultural characteristics matter
In each case, while the overarching culture of the individual multinational organisation in question
tends to predominate, it is evident that clear differences can nevertheless be seen in the ways that
managers from particular national cultures approach knowledge-related activities. The bottom line:
national cultural characteristics do matter – and when business managers and those involved
specifically in knowledge management initiatives are striving to make change actually happen, then
understanding the impact of these national characteristics can make a significant difference.
Collaboration, insight ... practical value

Co-ordinated by Dr Christine Van Winkelen of Henley Management College, the insights
into the impact of national characteristics on knowledge management that are described
here originated in work undertaken by members of the Henley Knowledge Management
Forum. Drawing on the direct experiences of multinational businesses as diverse as
Unisys, Orange, Getronics, GlaxoSmithKline and Cap Gemini Ernst & Young, the work
was assisted by Forum members from organisations including Nissan, Hyder Consulting,
RWE Thames Water and Barclays.
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French culture and knowledge management

In terms of systems, structure and technology, French
culture exhibited a relatively high level of respect for
standards, and was predisposed to adopt them.
Knowledge databases were valued most when they
incorporated material that added interpretation and
judgement, rather than just simply decontextualised facts.
Brazilian culture and knowledge management

“Even within Europe, we find that national
cultures have an influence on the extent to which
people will reuse and contribute knowledge –
further afield, it’s even more noticeable.”
Birgit Gotthart, European portfolio and knowledge manager,
HP Consulting & Integration

In respect of introducing knowledge management to the
business, an important finding was that change had to be
directed and implemented locally, rather than imposed
from the outside. Highly creative solutions could be
generated by working with the passion and interests of
those involved.
Chinese culture and knowledge management

In terms of Chinese cultural traits, it was evident that communications from respected and
trusted colleagues were valued more than information arriving from unknown colleagues via
impersonal databases or other such means. Chinese people were open to sharing knowledge,
but tended to be polite and keen to avoid controversy. ‘Free-ranging questioning’ was
permissible, but should ideally take place outside formal meetings.
US culture and knowledge management

In terms of attitudes to knowledge management, US culture leads people to be focused on the
delivery of tangible outputs from knowledge and on relatively short-term achievements. It was
evident that people were willing to seek and accept help in order to achieve their task
objectives.
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British culture and knowledge management

British multinational organisations often have sophisticated systems, structures and technology
infrastructures in place, and so are well used to them. On the other hand, the adoption of
these solutions, which could support effective knowledge management, is not ubiquitous, so
the full benefits may possibly not be being achieved. Efforts to enforce the systems may not
always be welcomed and it was found that implementation needs to be handled sensitively as
change management projects.

Broader cross-cultural lessons
Some lessons transcend national boundaries and individual facets of knowledge management.
Distilling the findings further, the Henley research developed four general recommendations
with a broad level of applicability for improving the creation, sharing and utilisation of
knowledge in any culture.

“Different cultures often approach
problems from different angles. Being able
to effectively tap into that difference can
make a huge impact on the value delivered
by knowledge management initiatives.”
Marc Aafjes, global head of knowledge management,
Vodafone Group

Communities of practice

‘Communities of practice’ must be approached differently in each
cultural setting. It may not be reasonable to expect close
relationships between people to form in workplaces in every
country of the world, so in some cases communities of practice will
be ‘halfway houses’, delivering only explicit knowledge exchange,
rather than the more meaningful exchange of tacit knowledge.
Motivating people

People need to be motivated differently in order to persuade
them to engage in knowledge-sharing activities. The whole range
of motivational approaches should be considered – simply
including knowledge management in (say) a management-byobjectives framework may be perfectly adequate in one country,
but not particularly helpful in another.

Where to start

It is realistic to expect that the starting point for knowledge-related initiatives will be different in
each country. It may be a matter of engaging individuals or groups, adopting a structured
approach or a flexible one, emphasising innovation or efficiency. In other words, tapping into
the local cultural dynamics may result in greater success in the long run.
Communicating knowledge management

The way that knowledge management is positioned and communicated within the organisation
also needs to vary. Senior management commitment and endorsement is always likely to be
relevant, but in some countries it is essential. It is realistic to expect that different
communication methods will have varying degrees of effectiveness.

Henley Management College

A business school established 60 years ago by business, for business. Highly pragmatic and relevant programmes are readily
applied back in the working environment, to make a real difference to individuals and organisations. Henley’s Queen’s Award for
Enterprise in the International Trade category recognises our success in exporting management learning around the globe.
Henley Knowledge Management Forum

The Henley Knowledge Management Forum, founded in 2000, is an internationally recognised centre of excellence in knowledge
management. As a membership-based community, it is a magnet for leading business practitioners, world-class academics and
thought leaders who collaborate to develop insights, understanding and practical guidance on knowledge management.
To discuss the benefits of membership for your organisation, contact Dr Christine van Winkelen +44 (0)1628 486849 or Dr Judy
Payne +44 (0)118 947 4652.
For more information visit www.henleymc.ac.uk/kmforum
or email kmadmin@henleymc.ac.uk for an information pack.
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