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In the fierce competition of today‟s business world an organization‟s capacity to learn 

maybe its only competitive advantage. 

 

This research aims at increasing the understanding on how organizational learning 

from the customer happens in technology companies. In doing so it provides a 

synthesized definition of organizational learning and investigates processes of 

organizational learning within technology companies. A qualitative research method 

and in-depth interviews with different sized high technology companies, as applied 

here, enables in-depth study of the learning processes. 

 

Research contributes to the understanding of what type of knowledge firms acquire, 

how new knowledge is transferred and used in a learning firm‟s routines and 

processes. 

 

Research findings show that SMEs and large size companies also, depending on their 

position in the software value chain, consider different knowledge types as most 

important and that they use different learning methods to acquire knowledge from 

their customers.  
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В условиях жесткой конкуренции современного делового мира способность 

организации к обучению может быть единственным конкурентным 

преимуществом. 

 

Данное исследование направлено на расширение понимания того, каким 

образом в технологических компаниях происходит организационное обучение 

при взаимодействии с клиентами. В работе приведено синтезированное 

определение организационного обучения и изучены процессы 

организационного обучения в технологических компаниях. Посредством 

качественного метода исследования и глубинных интервью с представителями 

высокотехнологичных компаниий разного размера гарантируется 

всесторонность изучения процессов обучения. 

 

Исследование вносит вклад в понимание того, какой тип знаний извлекают 

обучающиеся компании и каким образом новое знание передается и 

используется в их бизнес процессах и практиках работы. 

 

Результаты исследования показывают, что представители малого и среднего 

бизнесса наряду с предприятиями крупного размера, выделяют разные типы 

знаний и используют разные методы для приобретения новых знаний от 

клиентов в зависимости от своего положения в цепочке создания стоимости 

программного обеспечения. 
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1 Introduction 

 

This master's thesis examines how and why organizational learning occurs in 

interaction with the customer in the context of technology companies. 

The fierce competition in the modern business world puts pressure on the companies. 

Consequently that increases the need for organizations to learn and manage 

relationships. Subsequently partners and customers could be seen as essential sources 

of new knowledge (Grand-Baden-Fuller, 2004). 

An organization‟s capacity to learn maybe its only sustainable competitive advantage 

(De Geus, 1988; Stata, 1989). Wick and Leon put it more bluntly by warning 

managers that organizations must either „learn or die‟ (1993, p.19). 

The theoretical underpinnings of this thesis are based on the organizational learning 

framework developed by Crossan et al. (1999) and inter-organizational knowledge 

creation model by M. Holmquist (1999). Having viewed the organizational learning 

phenomenon from the perspective of strategic renewal, they offer a broad and 

comprehensive perspective.  

Market orientation and organizational learning were connected based on theoretical 

underpinnings by Slater & Narver (2000) and Day (2000).  

1.1  Background 

 

The current business environment is demanding much more from companies than 

ever before. Organizations need to change, learn and innovate in order to achieve and 

maintain competitiveness. Utilizing information and knowledge assets has become a 

must in innovation based competition (Davenport & Harris, 2007). To produce 
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innovations effectively, organizations need to operate in partnerships. The complexity 

of products and services has increased because of the need to satisfy various customer 

requirements. This means for the organizations an integration of a broad set of 

specialized skills, and complementary strengths are often sought from partners as 

each organization concentrates on its own core competencies. 

1.2 The research objective and research questions 

 

The aim of this thesis is to find out how technology companies learn from the 

customer. Specifically, what kind of knowledge companies acquire, how this new 

knowledge is distributed in company and how a company uses this new knowledge. 

The main research question and the sub-questions are presented in Table 1. 

 

 
 
 

 

How and why does 

the technology firm 

learn from the 

customer?  

What is a technology firm‟s motivation for learning? 

What type of knowledge do technology firms acquire? 

How is knowledge transferred to the learning technology 

firm? 

How is customer knowledge used in a technology firm‟s 

practices, routines and behavior? 

Table 1 Main research question and sub-questions 

 

The study makes a conceptual contribution to the literature on organizational learning 

by providing a critical review of the state-of-the-art literature on organizational 

learning. There area of organizational learning in SME high-tech companies is less 

researched in general. 
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It also contributes to the field of organizational learning by offering new insights on 

differences in learning among small and big enterprises and empirical support to the 

organizational learning models developed by Crossan (Crossan et al., 1995) and  

Holmquist (Holmquist, 1999). 

The research makes managerial contributions by offering ideas on how organizational 

learning processes could be organized better in firms. 

1.3 Definitions 

 

In this section, definitions for the most critical concepts of this study are established. 

Concept Definition Authors 

Organizational 

 Learning 

(OL) 

Organizational learning is defined as acquisition of 

know-how, understanding, techniques and practices 

which are new to the organization, and as a result of 

this acquisition, the rules and processes, i.e. the 

behavior of the organization is changed. 

Agyris &  

Schön (1996) 

Learning 

Process 

OL process is defined e.g. as continuous activities 

of gathering, analyzing, disseminating, or as the 

"SECI process" of socializing, externalizing, 

combining and internalizing knowledge. Learning 

process can be explorative or exploitative as it can 

be examined at different levels of actors from 

individuals to inter-organizational relationships.  

Nonaka and 

Takeuchi 

 (1995) 

Organizational 

Learning 

 as a Dynamic 

Process 

Organizational learning is multilevel and occurs by 

individuals, groups and organizations through four 

processes comprising cognitive processes of 

intuiting, interpreting, integrating and 

institutionalizing knowledge. Intuiting and 

interpreting occur at the individual level, 

interpreting and integrating occur at the group level, 

and integrating and institutionalizing occur at the 

organizational level. 

Crossan et all. 

 (1999) 
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Learning 

Actors 

Organizational level always starts from individuals, 

but also involves groups, organizations and inter-

organizational relationships. Therefore learning 

actors can be individuals, groups, organizations and 

inter-organizational networks. 

Argyris 

(1991), 

Crossan et al. 

(1999) 

Tacit and 

Explicit 

Knowledge 

Tacit knowledge refers to the type of knowledge 

that is produced in explorative OL by individuals, 

whereas explicit knowledge means such knowledge 

that has been disseminated and documented in an 

organization. 

Nonaka  

(1991) 

Market 

Orientation 

Market orientation is a combination of customer 

and competitor orientation and inter-functional 

coordination. The primary focus of a market 

orientation is on creating customer value, which is 

based on knowledge derived from customer and 

competitor analyses.  

Slater & 

Narver (1990) 

Table 2 Definitions of the key concepts of the study 

 

1.4 Scope and limitations 

 

In this section, a description of the research area and the level of study are given to 

offer a more focused picture of the research and its limitations.  

This thesis builds on the knowledge-based view of firms as repositories of knowledge 

and competencies and a systematic view on learning (Argyris & Schön, 1996).  

In this thesis learning is discussed mainly on the inter-organizational level. Learning 

is not restricted to specific learning events such as distance learning, e-training or 

distributed meetings supported by technology, but rather as how learning is occurring 

as part of the daily operations of a company. 

Since the focus of the research is at the inter-organizational level, the research is 

limited to business-to-business interaction. 
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1.5 The structure of the thesis 

 

  

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 Outline of the study 

The outline of this study is depicted in Figure 1. In this introductory Chapter 1 the 

objectives, main research questions, scope and limitations are presented. In Chapter 2 

research methodological foundations and choices are presented. Then in Chapter 3 

the main literature concepts are presented and finally the theoretical framework of the 

thesis is drawn together. Chapter 4 includes case study analyses and cross case 

analyses. And in Chapter 5 key findings and answers to research questions are 

presented.  

1. Introduction 

3. Literature Analyses on 

Organizational Learning 

4. Empirical Study: 

Organizational Learning From 

Customer Interaction 

 (The case studies and 

analyses) 

5. Key Findings of the Study 

2. Research Methodology and 

Design 
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2 Research Design 

 

The overall research strategy for this thesis is explanatory and descriptive, multiple 

case study. In this context, the term “explanatory” means explaining phenomenon and 

the complex processes behind it. 

2.1 The research approach and method 

 

According to Rowley (Rowley, 2002) the research design represents the logic that 

links the data to be collected to the conclusions and back to the initial research 

questions, thus ensuring coherence. It could also be seen as an action plan for getting 

from the questions to the conclusions, involving defining the research questions, 

appreciating how to establish validity, and selecting a research strategy.  

The methodological choices are based on the research goals and questions as well as 

the characteristics of the research context (technological companies). 

Qualitative research 

Qualitative research offers a chance to develop increased understanding of complex 

and multidimensional issues in a specific context. The qualitative approach was as 

well considered appropriate given the aim of answering “how” and “why” questions 

(Yin, 2003). 

Qualitative research is a research approach that can be used in various fields for 

various kinds of research problems. The terminology is wide, partly overlapping and 

unestablished, although it has been used in different forms for many decades. (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2000) 



7 

 

 

 

Some special features of qualitative research are according to Eskola & Suoranta 

(1998): first; the data collection method, which concentrates on collecting data in a 

text form, second; the research plan which evolves through the whole process, third; 

the participation of research subjects, fourth the selection of the few interesting cases 

and a deep analysis of these, fifth; the data analysis that tries to understand the 

essence of the phenomenon, sixth;  research without hypothesis or pre-assumptions, 

seventh; the freedom of the researcher and subjectivity, and eighth; relying on 

narrative material. 

Case study approach 

For the empirical part of the study I adopted a case-study approach in order to tackle 

the phenomenon in real-life organizational contexts. In particular, the cases concern 

the questions how and why organizational learning from the customer happens. 

Generally, case studies are observations of real-life events that are not controlled, the 

aim being to understand current and complex social phenomena through the posing of 

“How” and “Why” questions (Yin, 2003). 

A related advantage is that case studies may help people to understand a certain 

theoretical viewpoint, thus adding depth and dimension to theoretical understanding 

(Donmoyer, 2000). The choices of research methodology are illustrated in Figure 1 

below. 
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Research approach  

Research method 

Data collection approach 

Data collection method 

Analysis approach 

Analysis method 

 

Figure 2 Summary of the research approach and methods (Lampela, 2009 p. 45) 

The problem with cases studies in general is that the results as such cannot be 

generalized to other populations since they are based on a specific set of variables in a 

specific environmental context. However, it is possible to make analytical 

generalizations, i.e. generalizations in terms of theoretical propositions based on case 

studies (Yin, 2009, p. 21) 

2.2 The data collection process 

 

2.2.1 Literature review 

 

The research process started with a literature review. In this thesis the literature 

review represents analyses of prior academic research. The articles included in the 

review were screened from the international journal databases ABI and EBSCOHost. 

The terms used in the search were “organizational learning”, “knowledge creation”, 

“learning from customer” and their combinations.  

   Qualitative research 

       Case study 

        Interview 

 
Theme interview 

   Interpretative 

 Content analysis 
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The development of the theoretical framework was based on existing literature on the 

topic of organizational learning . 

2.2.2 The collection of the empirical data  

 

In-depth Interviews 

The interviewees were chosen on the basis of fitting the research scope: technology 

firms and willingness to participate in the research. It was not easy to arrange the 

interviews, mainly for two reasons: 1) companies cited the confidentiality and non-

disclosure agreements with customers 2) as interviews were to be held in English, a 

language barrier could have prevented some. Eventually the selection was largely 

based on the availability of interviewees. However, companies which agreed to 

participate seemed to be interested in taking part in the research (see Appendix II for 

the list of interviewees and companies). 

Small and medium size firms‟ interviewees were managing directors (decision 

makers); from the bigger firms‟ project managers responsible for the projects with 

customers. The interviews were semi-structured in a sense that there was a question 

list prepared in advance (see Appendix I for the research questions), but the order of 

questions sometimes were changed or additional questions asked depending on the 

interviewer‟s responses and situation. Three of the interviews were made in Tampere 

and one in Helsinki. Interviews were conducted during November and December 

2010.  

The interviews lasted from 45 minutes to 1 hour. The interview atmosphere was 

relaxed and based on good will from both sides. All the interviews were made in the 

companies‟ premises, in the conference or meeting rooms and one in the cafeteria. 

The interviews were recorded and transcribed. All the interviewed participants were 

sent the whole transcribed text for review and comments on the transcribed text as 
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well as for possible additions. The interviewees‟ response to the transcribed text was 

generally positive. 

Data Reduction and Analysis 

The aim in case-study analysis is to develop an understanding of the case through 

interpreting the gathered empirical data (Stake, 1995). The analysis in this study was 

concentrated on the interview materials, while additional materials were also utilized. 

In this research the data reduction process was as follows: The majority of the data 

was collected by 1) in-depth interviews, which were tape recorded and 2) transcribed 

to text. The interviews made some 15-20 pages of text each. The researcher then 3) 

read the text and 4) classified interview data into themes. The themes were derived on 

the basis of existing theories found in the literature. Finally the process continued 

with a 5) cross case comparison during which the themes and dimensions were 

further analyzed. 

2.2.3 Validity and reliability 

 

Yin (2003) suggests four methods for ensuring reliability and validity of an 

explanatory case study research. First, construct validity is established if the 

operational measures for the concepts of the study are relevant to the objectives of the 

study. 

Second, internal validity means explaining the causal relationships that emerge in the 

study. One of this study‟s main goals is to deliver explanations to the established 

research problem and research questions.  

Third, external validity means establishing the domain to which the study‟s findings 

can be generalized. A relevant way for ensuring external validity of this study is by 
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establishing several units of analysis, i.e. cases, for ensuring a holistic research 

approach.  

Fourth, reliability means that other researchers can replicate the study with similar 

results. 
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3 The Theoretical Foundation for Organizational Learning 

from Customer Interaction  

 

This chapter presents the literature analysis of organizational learning that forms the 

theoretical framework for the thesis. The selection of literature is derived from the 

goals and research questions, and the analysis focuses on the central notions and 

concepts of the organizational learning theory. Organizational learning, as one of the 

key research domains within organizational studies forms an extensive field. In order 

to make its review feasible and effective, an organizing framework is needed, and 

therefore, the theoretical framework of the study is given at the end of the chapter. 

To build the framework, first the organizational learning synthesized definition is 

constructed. 

3.1 Organizational learning 

 

When discussing inter-organizational learning the starting point is to define what 

organizational learning is. 

Organizational learning is defined as acquisition of know-how, understanding, 

techniques and practices which are new to the organization, and as a result of this 

acquisition, the rules and processes, i.e. the behavior of the organization is changed 

(Agyris & Schön, 1996). 

Organizational learning can be defined as a dynamic process of creation, acquisition 

and integration of knowledge aimed at the development of recourses and capabilities 

that contribute to better organizational performance. (Lopez et al., 2005, p. 228). 
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Although the concept of organizational learning dates back to the 1960s (Fiol & 

Lyles, 1985), it became firmly established in the management studies literature in the 

early 1990s (Crossan & Guatto, 1996). Organizational learning has drawn the 

attention of scholars from disparate disciplines, consultants and practitioners, and this 

has resulted in a plurality of perspectives (Easterby-Smith & Araujo, 1999). As Table 

2 suggests, a diversity of perspectives have been used to look at organizational 

learning issues. In addition, the terms knowledge and learning are often used 

interchangeably, leading to further conceptual confusion. Uses of the term vary 

widely, from the learning of individuals in the organizational context to an 

organizational-level process that is distinct from individual learning.  

 

 

Author(s) Definition 

Argyris and 

Schön 

(1978) 

Organizational learning is a process of detecting and correcting errors. 

Cavaleri and 

Fearon 

(1996) 

Organizational learning is the purposeful creation of shared meaning 

derived from the common experiences of people in organizations. 

Crossan et. 

al., (1995) 

Learning is a process of change in cognition and behavior, and it does 

not necessarily follow that these changes will directly enhance 

performance. 

Daft and 

Weick 

(1984) 

Organizational learning is knowledge about the interrelationships 

between the organization‟s action and the environment. 

Day (1994) Organizational learning is comprised of the following processes: 

open-minded inquiry, informed interpretations and accessible 

memory. 
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Author(s) Definition 

Fiol and 

Lyles (1985) 

Organizational learning means the process of improving actions 

through better knowledge and understanding. 

Garvin 

(1993) 

A learning organization is an organization skilled in creating, 

acquiring and transferring knowledge, and at modifying its behavior to 

reflect new knowledge and insights. 

Huber 

(1991) 

An entity learns if, through its processing of information, the range of 

its potential behaviors is changed. 

Kim (1993) Organizational learning is defined as increasing an organization's 

capacity to take effective action. 

Lee et al. 

(1992) 

The organizational learning process is viewed as a cyclical one in 

which individuals‟ actions lead to organizational interactions with the 

environment. Environmental responses are interpreted by individuals 

who learn by updating their beliefs about cause-effect relationships. 

Levinthal 

and March 

(1993) 

Organizational learning copes with the problem of balancing the 

competing goals of developing new knowledge and exploiting current 

competencies in the face of the dynamic tendencies to emphasize one 

or the other. 

Levitt and 

March 

(1988) 

 Organizations are seen as learning by encoding inferences from 

history into routines that guide behavior. 

Marquardt 

(1996) 

An organization which learns powerfully and collectively and is 

continually transforming itself to better collect, manage, and use 

knowledge for success. 

Meyer-

Dohm 

(1992) 

Organizational learning is the continuous testing and transforming of 

experience into shared knowledge that the organization access and 

uses to achieve its core purpose. 

Miller 

(1996) 

Learning is to be distinguished from decision making. The former 

increases organizational knowledge, the later need not. Learning may 

in fact occur long before, or long after, action is taken. 



15 

 

 

 

Author(s) Definition 

Mills and 

Friesen 

(1992) 

A learning organization sustains internal innovation with the 

immediate goals of improving quality, enhancing customer or supplier 

relationships, or more effectively executing business strategy, and the 

ultimate objective of sustaining profitability. 

Nadler et al. 

(1992) 

Learning requires an environment in which the results of experiments 

are sought after, examined and disseminated throughout the 

organization. 

Senge (1990) Learning organizations are organizations where people continually 

expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new 

and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective 

aspirations are set free and where people are continually learning how 

to learn together. 

Slater and 

Narver 

(1995) 

At its most basic definition, organizational learning is the 

development of new knowledge or insights that have the potential to 

influence behavior. 

Schwandt 

and 

Marquardt 

(2000) 

Organizational learning represents a complex interrelationship 

between people their actions, symbols, and processes within the 

organization. 

Stata (1989) Organizational learning is the principal process by which innovation 

occurs. In fact, I would argue that the rate at which individuals and 

organizations learn may become the only sustainable competitive 

advantage, especially in knowledge-intensive industries. 

Table 3 Definitions of organizational learning (Crossan et al., 2002, p. 439) 

 

As we can see from Table 2 most researchers agree that organizational learning is a 

process. Argyris and Schön (1978) speak about learning as process of detecting and 

correcting errors, Crossan et al. (1995) speaks about process of change in cognition 

and behavior of an organization, Lee at al. (1992) views learning as a process where 

individual‟s actions lead to organizational interactions with the environment. Dafk 
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and Weick (1984) as well speak about interrelationships between the organization‟s 

action and the environment.  

Many authors as well speak about change: behavior of organization changes (Argyris 

and Schön, 1996, Crossan et al. 1995) change in cognition and behavior of an 

organization, Hubber (1991): An entity learns, if through its processing of 

information, the range of its potential behavior is changed, Kim (1993) organizational 

learning is defined as increasing an organization's capacity to take effective action.  

And finally the learning process can be divided into different phases described by 

Marquardt (1996) as collection, management and use of knowledge and by Meyer-

Dohm (1992) as transforming experience into shared knowledge that an organization 

can access and use for its core purpose, Nadler et al. (1992) learning requires an 

environment in which the results of experiments are sought after, examined and 

disseminated throughout the organization. 

Therefore we can draw on a synthesized definition that organizational learning is a 

process of interaction with the environment due to which the behavior of an 

organization changes. The process has certain phases which will be revealed in later 

chapters.  
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3.2  Approaches to organizational learning 

 

Organizational learning and various organizational learning approaches can be 

thought to consist of and be based on some basic or fundamental concepts and types 

of learning. These concepts are briefly introduced in this section. 

3.2.1 Behavioral and cognitive learning 

 

According to pedagogical literature concerning mainly learning on the individual 

level, learning theories have traditionally been divided into two different categories, 

depending on how learning is seen to take place. According to the behaviorist view, 

learning requires an observable change in behavior. In the cognitive view, however, 

an explicit change in behavior is not necessary for learning to have occurred. The 

cognitivists state that a change on cognitive level, potentially leading to a change in 

behavior, is enough for learning to have occurred. (Lampela and Kärkkäinen, 2009) 

On an organizational level, there are also rather diverse views on the topic of when an 

organization learns. One rather common conception in the literature is that 

organizations learn when their knowledge in the form of rules and standard operating 

procedures changes, i.e. their actual behavior changes (Holmqvist, 1999).  

3.2.2 Framework for organizational learning types 

 

Traditionally, organizational learning has been discussed starting from the model of 

single and double loop learning presented by Argyris & Schön (1978). According to 

Argyris, learning is not just about new insights or ideas, but also about detecting and 

correcting errors. As a result of his research, Argyris discovered that after detecting 
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an error, humans could learn in two ways that are radically different. For instance, a 

manager in an organization can, after making a mistake, just alter the behavior which 

he called “single-loop learning”, or alternatively, more radically they can amend the 

master or framework which acts as a guide for action in the future which is called 

“double-loop learning” (see Figure 1). 

               Governing Values                   Action                    Consequences 

               (master programs)                 Strategies 

 

                                                                 Single-loop Learning                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

 

 

 

 

 

 

Crossan (1995) presents an organizational learning framework in which cognitive and 

behavioral changes are combined. The framework is illustrated in Figure 4 and 

explained in detail according to Crossan (1995) in the following. 

  

 

                                              Double-loop Learning 

Figure 3 Single and double loop learning 

Source: Argyris (1993, p50) 
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                         No  

                     learning 

Forced learning 

Blocked learning           

                

                   Integrative learning 

Experimen

tal learning 

Anticipatory 

learning 

Figure 4 An integrative model of learning outcomes (Crossan et al., 1995) 

 

When both cognitive change and behavioral change are missing, the framework 

suggests that no learning has occurred at all. On the other hand, when both cognitive 

and behavioral changes happen, this seen as integrated learning. There are also 

different degrees of cognitive and behavioral change pictured in the other quadrants 

of Figure 2, as well as differences in the durability of the changes that are result of 

learning. Integrated learning can be seen as the most desirable, because its effects are 

relatively permanent. 

Forced learning, in the top right section, occurs when there is a change in behavior 

but no cognitive change. The learner (the learning organization) has been forced to 

change, but does not change its own cognitive models. In experimental learning, the 

learner suspends its beliefs to try a new behavior. If the experience with the new 

behavior is positive, experimental learning can develop into integrated learning, 

where change in behavior also leads to rather permanent change in cognition. 

Blocked learning, presented in the lower left section, involves cognitive changes that 

do not lead to behavior changes, because some conditions exist in an organization 

which prohibits the change on a behavioral level. Blocked learning cannot be 

observed from outside and may not even be conscious. Anticipatory learning, in 
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contrast, has changed the learners and may result in a change in behavior or actions 

later and therefore turn into integrated learning. This means that the organization has 

some internalized knowledge that recognizes it as potentially useful. Integrated 

learning, as described above, is learning that combines both cognitive and behavioral 

change. To achieve sustainable changes as a result of learning, there is a need for 

balance between cognitive and behavioral components of learning. 

3.2.3 Organizational learning theories and approaches from an inter-

organizational perspective 

 

Theory/ 

perspective  

(Authors) 

Following factors 

emphasized 

 in effective learning 

Implications for inter-firm 

learning 

Conversion of 

explicit and tacit 

knowledge 

(Nonaka & 

Takeuchi, 1995; 

Holmqvist, 1999) 

Key to knowledge creation is in 

the mobilization of 

organizational tacit 

knowledge and in the 

conversion of different 

knowledge types, the tacit and 

explicit (i.e. knowledge creation 

processes).  

Knowledge creation processes are 

needed also between organizations.  

Holmqvist (1999) explored eight 

conversion processes in inter-

organizational knowledge creation 

in particular, in the context of the  

case Scandinavian PC Systems. 

Exploitative and 

explorative  

learning 

(March 1991, 

Noteboom, 2004) 

Organizational learning occurs 

primarily via organizational 

routines (i.e. actions, 

procedures, norms and models). 

These can be divided according 

to their purpose for improving 

the existing operations of the 

system (exploitation) and for the 

purpose of increasing the 

capacity to create (exploration) 

and should be properly 

balanced. 

Both routines for exploitation and 

exploration are needed in order to 

assure the continuity of the life-

cycle of inter-organizational 

relationships. 

 

The proper balance between 

exploitation and exploration is 

important and it varies in the 

different stages of the network 

relationship. 
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Theory/ 

perspective  

(Authors) 

Following factors 

emphasized 

 in effective learning 

Implications for inter-firm 

learning 

Absorptive 

capacity, relative 

absorptive 

capacity 

(Cohen and 

Levinthal, 1990; 

Lane and 

Lubatkin, 1998; 

Dyer and Singh, 

1998) 

Previous knowledge enhances 

the learning of similar 

knowledge. Learning is most 

effective when the new 

knowledge to be assimilated is 

related to the existing 

knowledge. 

Student firms have the greatest 

potential to learn from teachers with 

similar basic knowledge but 

different specialized knowledge.  

 

Inter-organizational routines can be 

made more effective by enhancing 

partner-specific absorptive capacity 

(ability to absorb knowledge from a  

specific partner). 

Organizational 

memory 

 (Walsh and 

Ungson,  1991; 

Moorman and 

Miner, 1997; 

Koistinen, 2003) 

Organizations are assumed to 

create, use and store information 

and knowledge in a similar way 

to individuals.  

Learning occurs via doing and 

experiencing and is stored in 

organizational work and core 

processes, as well as e.g. 

products and services. 

Significant effort should be focused 

on the creation of inter-

organizational routines and work 

processes and e.g. the creation of 

formal and informal networks 

between the co-operating 

companies. 

Also more static forms of memory 

such as databases etc. should be 

developed between organizations. 

System thinking 

(Senge, 1990, 

Sterman, 2000, 

Agyris, 1977, 

1999) 

Interactions and 

interdependencies  

are an important focus of 

interest in learning. Feedback is 

an essential prerequisite for 

effective learning. It is important 

to recognize the whole structure 

of an organizational system. 

Identification of virtuous and 

vicious loops. Capability of 

systems thinking enhances the 

capability for double-loop 

learning. 

All the parties in a network should 

have a common and in-depth 

understanding of their mutual 

interdependencies and the larger 

system of which they are a part. 

 

Continuous, regular feedback and 

approaches that support the 

utilization of feedback are 

important. 

Dynamic 

capabilities 

(Teece et al., 

1997, Dyer and 

Singh, 1998) 

Based on the idea of 

complementary assets and 

continuous ability to renew and 

adapt competencies through 

learning. 

Firm's critical resources may extend 

beyond firm boundaries (Dyer and 

Singh, 1998). Partnerships enable 

inter-firm learning by helping to 

recognize dysfunctional routines 

and develop them. 

Table 4 Different viewpoints on inter-organizational learning and their implications 

and supporting practices (Lampela & Kärkkäinen, 2009, p136) 
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All the above mentioned views on learning have their own interpretation of what is 

seen as important in learning, this enables a many sided picture of the learning 

phenomenon.  

To understand the phenomenon of organizational learning from the customer, we 

need to use theories which explain the “nature of knowledge”: conversion of tacit and 

explicit knowledge (Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995; Holmquist, 1999) as these processes 

happens between the organizations. 

3.2.4 Levels of learning 

 

In the Table 4 the differences of levels of learning are shown by the level of the 

learner and the context of the learning. In the table both dimensions start from the 

individual and end to the network/inter-organizational level. 
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Table 5 Cross-tabulation of level of learner and context of learning. (Louise Knight, 

2002, p. 438) 
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Evidence of organizational learning within a dyad 

Given a view of organizational learning outcomes being cognitive or behavioral 

changes or both (Crossan et al., 1995), then the evidence of change in the collective 

or coordinated practices across the organization (e.g. norms, shared interpretations, 

routines) due to the cooperation with another organization would support the notion 

that the organization has learned.  

In this research the level of learner is the organization and the context of learning is 

the dyad. The phenomenon of interest is an organization which learns within a dyad. 

3.3 Organizational learning processes 

 

Organizational learning processes form the core element in understanding 

organizational learning. In this chapter I‟ll discuss the selected key approaches to 

organizational learning processes. 

Concerning organizations, it is of central importance to create organizational 

knowledge for two reasons. First, for individuals to be able to cooperate efficiently, 

they need to have a certain degree of mutual knowledge. If every individual„s 

knowledge remained concealed within the individual, it would be unfeasible to 

conduct even the simplest activity in a coordinated way. Therefore, knowledge has to 

be integrated into organizational rules, routines, and other hierarchical structures 

(Grant, 1996). 

Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) elaborated knowledge creation theory by introducing 

notions of tacit and explicit knowledge and a 4 stage interaction process: 

Socialization, Externalization, Internalization, Combining. 
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Figure 5 Processes of creating knowledge in a “traditional” organization (Holmqvist, 

1999, p. 423) 

 

Nonaka et al. (1998, 22) suggested that knowledge is “created by means of 

interactions among individuals or between individuals and their environments”. They 

name the context of knowledge creation as “ba” which means a “place” in Japanese. 

This is an open place where boundaries can change quickly and where members 

create new knowledge. It refers to four types of places of learning: originating, 

dialoguing, systemizing and exercising. In the originating and dialoguing ba, personal 

face to face communication is required because the creation of new knowledge is 

based on tacit knowledge. The systemizing ba means knowledge delivery channels 

for knowledge types that can be shared through such media as documents, email, 

groupware, intranet, newsgroups etc. The systemizing and exercising ba can be 

virtual places with no personal interaction between creation of knowledge. (Nonaka 

et al. 1998, pp. 24-26) 
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Organizational knowledge creation involves a continuous interplay between tacit and 

explicit knowledge. Tacit knowledge is hard to formalize, making it difficult to 

communicate or share with others. Tacit knowledge involves intangible factors 

embedded in personal beliefs, experiences, and values. Explicit knowledge is 

systematic and easily communicated in the form of hard data or codified procedures. 

Often there will be a strong tacit dimension associated with how to use and 

implement explicit knowledge. (Inkpen, 1996) 

3.3.1 SECI knowledge creation process used in inter-organizational 

learning framework 

 

Mikael Holmqvist (1999) also addressed the issue of inter-organizational learning. He 

used the Nonaka and Takeuchi knowledge creation theory, which was meant 

primarily for organizational learning, and by introducing there an extra dimension 

made it usable for inter-organizational learning. 

He focuses on four modes of knowledge conversion aiming at creating organizational 

knowledge: socialization, articulation, combination, and internationalization (see 

Figure 5): 

1) Socialization: from individual tacit knowledge to organizational tacit 

knowledge. Knowledge is thus exchanged through joint activities, such as 

“being together, spending time, living in the same environment rather than 

through written or verbal instructions” (Nonaka and Konno, 1998, 3). 

2) Articulation: from individual tacit knowledge to organizational explicit 

knowledge. This is the articulation of individually held tacit knowledge into 

explicit concepts using analogies, metaphors, models, concepts, etc.. The 

articulation mechanism is typically triggered by dialogue or collective 
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reflection. The resulting outcome is stored in the organization‟s artificial 

memory, such as files and written standard operating procedures. 

3) Combination: from individual explicit knowledge to organizational explicit 

knowledge. Here social processes are used to combine different aspects of 

explicit knowledge, email, telephone, etc. Knowledge is objective, represented 

in manuals, blue prints, files, etc., and can be transferred among participants; 

it may be stored in the organization‟s artificial memories. 

4) Internalization: from individual explicit knowledge to organizational tacit 

knowledge. Explicit knowledge held by single individuals, for example the 

CEO‟s vision of value-creation, is distributed orally and through written 

mediums to the organization‟s members in order for them to “acquire” the 

same knowledge, which would transform individually held explicit 

knowledge into mutual knowledge. 

However, to regard partnerships as enterprises of coherently bounded entities 

engaging in cooperative relationships with other complete entities is a view that needs 

to be developed and given nuance if we are to fully appreciate the intricacies of how 

firms and partnerships interact in an increasingly interconnected world. 

In essence, organizations are always in the midst of various partnership relations; in 

some of them they have a leader role while in others they play a more participatory 

part. In contemporary business, organizations are becoming imaginary entities of 

complex partnership relations. Consequently, their value-creation and learning can 

never be seen as an isolated activity, but as the result of an infinitely large collective 

of joint forces. Accordingly, knowledge of organizations is not to be found “inside” 

organizations only (i.e. intra-organizational knowledge), but in higher aggregates of 

entities as well (i.e. inter-organizational knowledge). (Holmquist, 1999) 
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Traditional versus virtual organizations 

Holmqvist introduces the term virtual organizations, speaking about the knowledge 

creation processes in inter-organizational networks. Knowledge in imaginary 

organizations consists of these two types as well, but incorporates a third repository 

of knowledge too: inter-organizational knowledge, represented by joint rules and joint 

routines, i.e. the imaginary organization‟s specific knowledge.  

Knowledge in imaginary organizations is in essence created through eight processes 

of knowledge conversions grounded in two knowledge repositories: individual 

knowledge and organizational knowledge. Four modes of knowledge conversions 

from individual knowledge to inter-organizational knowledge can be described. 

These are labeled socialization (I), articulation (I), combination (I), and 

internalization (I), described with the four longer arrows in Figure 6. Four modes of 

knowledge conversions from organization specific knowledge to inter-organizational 

knowledge can, in consequence of this also be depicted: socialization (II), articulation 

(II), combination (II), and internalization (II). (Holmquist, 1999). 
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Figure 6 Framework of learning in imaginary organizations (Holmqvist, 1999, p. 

428) 

 

3.3.2 Organizational learning as a dynamic process 

 

Crossan et al. (1999) conceptualized a holistic organizational learning process, which 

integrated organizational learning modes, actors and processes in a single model 

(Figure 6). Crossan et al. (1999) suggested that organizational learning is multilevel 

and occurs by individuals, groups and organizations through four processes 

comprising cognitive processes of intuiting, interpreting, integrating and 

institutionalizing knowledge. Intuiting and interpreting occur at the individual level, 

interpreting and integrating occur at the group level, and integrating and 

institutionalizing occur at the organizational level (see Table 4). 
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Level                 Process                                    Inputs/Outcomes 

                                                                                       Experiences 

Individual          Intuiting                                      Images 

                                                                              Metaphors 

 

                              Interpreting                                 Language 

                                                                               Cognitive map 

                                                                               Conversation/dialogue 

 

Group                 Integrating                                  Shared understandings 

                                                                               Mutual adjustment 

                                                                               Interactive systems 

 

Organization     Institutionalizing                          Routines 

                                                                               Diagnostic systems 

                                                                               Rules and procedures 

 

Table 6 Learning/renewal in organizations, four processes through three levels 

(Crossan et al., 1999, pp. 525) 

 

According to Crossan et al. (1999), intuition occurs subconsciously at individual 

level, whereas interpreting and integrating are necessary to share the ideas further 

with the other members of the organization. Institutionalization is a means for 

organizations to leverage the learning of the individual members. Structures, systems 

and procedures provide a context for interactions, 
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Figure 7 Organizational learning as a dynamic process. (Crossan et al., 1999, p. 532) 

 

Organizational learning is a dynamic process. Not only does learning occur over time 

and across levels, but it also creates a tension between assimilating new learning 

(feed forward) and exploiting or using what has already been learned (feedback). 

Crossan et al. (1999). The following provides a brief overview of their 4I framework. 

Overview of the 4I Framework 

Crossan et al. explain organizational learning as a dynamic process of strategy 

renewal occurring across three levels of the organization: individual, group and 

organizational. There are four key premises from the foundation for their framework. 

First, organizational learning involves a tension between assimilating new learning 

(exploration) and using what has already been learned (exploitation). Second, 
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organizational learning is multi-level: individual, group, and organization. Third, 

these three levels of organizational learning are linked by four broad categories of 

social and psychological process: intuiting, interpreting, integrating, and 

institutionalizing (4I‟s). Finally, cognition is seen to affect action (and vice versa). 

Not only does learning occur over time and across levels, but it also creates a tension 

between assimilating new learning (feed-forward) and exploiting or using what has 

been learned (feed-back). The concurrent nature of the feed-forward and feed-back 

processes creates a tension, which can be understood by arraying the levels against 

one another (Crossan et al., 1999, p.532) 

Crossan et al., (2002) refers to the learning residing within the level as to stock of 

learning. These stocks can be distinguished from flow of learning across levels to 

create a feed-forward and feed-back. The process of learning is thought of as a flow. 

The Strategic Learning Assessment Map (SLAM) proposed by Crossan et al. (2002) 

contains five theoretical constructs: three learning stocks- individual, group and 

organization; and two learning flows- feed-forward and feed-back.  

Individual Level Learning 

At the individual level, „intuiting‟ is the process of developing new insights. The 

process of intuiting recognizes the role of tacit knowledge and expertise. Nonaka and 

Takeuchi‟s (1995) research into the conversion of tacit to explicit knowledge 

represents an important contribution in describing how intuition becomes more 

explicit, and how it is shared with others. Through interpreting, individuals develop 

cognitive maps (Huff, 1990) about the various domains in which they operate. These 

cognitive maps can be thought of as the stocks of individual learning.  
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According to Crossan et al. (2002, pp. 442) individual competences can be specific to 

a job context and may not be transferable to another context. Interpreting requires 

more than competence and capability, however. It requires both motivation, and 

direction or focus. It is this nexus between what individuals can do (capability), what 

they want to do (motivation), and what they need to do (focus) that enhances 

individual learning (Watkins and Marsick, 1993). 

According to Crossan et al. (2002, p. 443) the individual learning construct captures 

the process of intuiting and interpreting. As described previously, it focuses on the 

generation of new insights, taking actions that are experimental in nature, breaking 

out of traditional mind-sets to see things in new and different ways, scanning the 

external environment, developing the competences to do one‟s job, having a sense of 

pride and ownership in one‟s work, and being aware of the critical issues that affect 

one‟s work, all at the level of the individual. Individual level learning: individual 

competence, capability, and motivation to undertake the required tasks. 

Group Level Learning 

Group learning involves the sharing of individual interpretations to develop a 

common understanding. We use the term group learning to represent this process 

rather than the more commonly used term of team learning. In many cases there is no 

team, but simply a group of individuals who struggle to develop a shared 

understanding (Crossan et al., 1995).  

Dialogue has been identified as a key aspect of integrating process (Watkins and 

Marsick, 1993) through the dialogue among group members the shared understanding 

or collective mind develops. In dialog groups explore complex difficult issues from 

many points of view. Individuals suspend their assumptions, but they communicate 
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their assumptions freely. It is through the continuing conversation among members of 

the community that the shared understanding or collective mind develops. 

According to Crossan et al. (2002, p 443), group learning captures the process of 

integrating. It includes such elements as effectively working in groups, having 

productive meetings, having the right people to address the issues, and encompasses 

key elements of dialogue including being prepared to share successes and failures, 

encouraging diversity, and effective conflict resolution. It is defined as follows: group 

level learning: Group dynamics and the development of shared understanding. 

Organizational Level Learning 

There are different views regarding the nature of learning at the organization level. 

Some theorists view the organization as a collection of individuals (human 

perspective), while others view it as the systems, structures, and procedures of the 

organization (non-human perspective). For those who view it as a collection of 

individuals, a distinction is often made about exactly who is represented in that 

collection: all members of the organization, or only the senior management group, 

sometimes referred to as the dominant coalition. 

Crossan et al. (1999) have suggested that the organization level is more than large-

scale shared understanding. It represents the translation of shared understanding into 

new products, processes, procedures, structures and strategy. It is the non-human 

artifacts of the organization that endure even though individuals may leave. 

Furthermore, the organizational level captures the elements of strategic alignment. 

Ultimately, if organizational learning is to provide a sustainable competitive 

advantage (De Geus, 1988) it needs to be linked to a competitive premise. Since the 

competitive landscape is constantly shifting, organizations need the capacity to renew 

themselves in a strategic sense. 
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According to Crossan et al. (2002) Organizational level learning is an alignment 

between the non-human storehouses of learning including systems, structure, 

strategy, procedures, and culture, given the competitive environment. Organizational 

learning is not simply whether individuals have learned something new, whether the 

organization is skilled at processing information, or whether the organization is 

skilled at developing new products; it needs to be applied to a strategic context. 

Organization level learning involves embedding individual and group learning into 

the non-human aspects of the organization including systems, structures, procedures 

and strategy.  In this case the stock of learning is what he referred to as the 

organizational memory. Furthermore, this embedded learning needs to be aligned so 

that systems, structures, and procedures support a strategic orientation that positions 

an organization well within its competitive environment (Crossan et al. 2002, p. 444). 

Organizational level learning: Alignment between the non-human storehouses of 

learning including systems, structure, strategy, procedures, and culture, given the 

competitive environment (Crossan et al., 2002, pp. 444). 

The three cells in each of the off-diagonal areas in Figure 7 can be combined to 

capture the feed-forward flow of learning from the individual to group and 

organization (upper right), and the feed-back flow from the organization to the 

individual and group (lower left). 

The concurrent activities of feed forward and feed-back are key elements of strategic 

renewal. Renewal harmonizes continuity and change at the level of the enterprise. 

Organizational learning requires organizations to explore and learn new ways, while 

concurrently exploiting that which has already been learned (March, 1991). Crossan 

et al. (1999) note in p.522: “Recognizing and managing the tension between 
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exploration and exploitation is one of the critical challenges of renewal and hence a 

central requirement in a theory of organizational learning.”  

Feed-forward Learning: whether and how individual learning feeds forward into 

group learning and learning at the organizational level (e.g. changes to structure, 

systems, products, strategy, procedures, and culture). 

Feed-back Learning: Whether and how the learning that is embedded in the 

organization (e.g. systems, structure, and strategy) affects individual and group 

learning.  

Vera and Crossan (2004) proposed that the organizational learning mode is subject to 

the specific leadership style of culture that management of a firm pursues. They 

argued that earlier research on organizational learning has predominantly been 

associated with “transformational leadership style” in which vision and change are 

recognized as key attributes of organizational learning. However, developing this 

conventional view further, they suggested that top executives should master not only 

transformational, but also “transactional leadership style” that calls for strengthening 

an organization‟s culture, strategy and structure. According to Vera and Crossan, 

management should apply either style depending on the circumstances. 

Vera and Crossan (2004, p. 228) found out that “feed-forward organizational 

learning” (Crossan et al, 1999) can be facilitated by leadership which is characterized 

by effective communication of an organization‟s vision which inspires employees to 

“break through learning boundaries and share their learning experiences both within 

and across departments”. This type of leadership and behavior is welcome at early 

stages of an organization‟s life or at the times of poor performance. On the other 

hand, transactional leadership means refreshing past experiences, and encouraging 

employees to make the best use of the organization‟s existing products, culture, 
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strategy and processes. This kind of leadership is exercised through communication 

norms and values, incremental changes and efficiency when the market environment 

is maturing and stabilizing or a firm‟s performance is satisfactory. 

3.3.3 Nature of knowledge 

 

For every case study company, firstly knowledge the company has gained from the 

customer during the project will be presented and analyzed. Main knowledge 

acquired and its interlinked characteristics are briefly discussed before: Tacitness, 

Complexity, Value and Partner Specificity. 

Tacitness and Contextuality 

Tacit knowledge is knowledge that is difficult to articulate in a meaningful and 

complete way from one individual to another (Teece 2000a, Kogut-Zander 1996). 

Tacitness is an essential element in the acquisition of knowledge: it has been argued 

to be one of the most important factors affecting the difficulty of knowledge 

acquisition due to its embeddedness in the specific context (Szulanski 1996). The 

more tacit the knowledge is, the more difficult both organizations involved are likely 

to find it to understand its essence. 

Complexity 

Complexity refers to the number of interdependent routines, individuals, and 

technologies linked to a particular form of knowledge. With complexity it is more a 

question of the difficulty of integration and the development of common 

understanding. (Zander-Kogut, 1995) 
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Value and Partner Specificity 

Value, is closely related to the level of diffusion in different contexts.  

Specificity, the more closely the knowledge is linked to the specific environment and 

task, the more tacit is likely to be. Value and specificity is discussed together as they 

are closely interrelated. (Boisot, 1998) 

Kogut & Zander (Table 7) differentiate between knowledge types and distinguish 

between personal, group, organizational, and network knowledge.  

  Individual Group Organization Network 

Information -facts -who knows 

what 

-profits 

-accounting 

data 

-formal & 

informal 

structure 

-prices 

-whom to 

contact 

-who has what 

Know-how -skill of how to 

communicate 

-problem 

solving 

-recipes of 

organizing 

such as 

Taylorist 

methods or 

craft 

production  

-higher-order 

organizing 

principles of 

how to 

coordinate 

groups and 

transfer 

knowledge 

-how to 

cooperate 

-how to sell 

and buy 

Table 7 Distinguishing between personal, group, organization and network 

knowledge (Kogut & Zander, 1992, p. 388)  
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3.4  Organizational learning and the customer 

 

Organizational learning has been studied in the context of markets, for instance by 

Day (1994, 2000) and Slater and Narver (1995, 2000) and others. 

Day observes that loyal customers are more profitable than price sensitive switchers 

and also committed relationships are among the most durable of competitive 

advantages, because they are hard for competitors to understand, to copy or to 

displace (Day, 2000). 

A position of superior customer value is achieved when the seller creates more value 

for the customer than does a competitor. Customer satisfaction leads to customer 

retention. According to some consultants‟ estimates, it costs up to 5 times as much to 

make a sale to a new customer as it does to make an additional sale to an existing 

customer. A firm‟s sales will not increase faster than its competitor's unless it is 

creating more value for customers than the competition. 

From above it is logical to assume that a firm wants to guarantee customer 

satisfaction by creating value for the customer. It can only be achieved by sufficient 

understanding of the customer. Narver & Slater claim that customer value is created, 

based on analysis of knowledge derived from customers (Narver & Slater 1990, 

p.21). Customer specific knowledge takes different forms. It may be explicit or tacit. 

Explicit knowledge is transferable in formal, systematic language, also via 

intermediary IT system for example (Dawson, 2000, p.17). According to Day, tacit 

knowledge is the most influential knowledge needed in developing capabilities in 

customer relationships (Day 1994). Lane and Lubatkin (1998) also stated that while 

observable as explicit, knowledge may be relatively easy to obtain through passive 

efforts, such as reading trade journals or more active methods such as benchmarking, 

interactive learning allows firms to get close enough to acquire not just observable, 
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but deeper tacit components of knowledge. The only way to import tacit knowledge is 

through direct personal interaction.  

3.4.1 Market orientation 

 

In their article Slater and Narver (1995) connect market orientation and learning 

organization. Because of its external emphasis on developing information about 

customers and competitors, the market-driven business is well positioned to 

anticipate the developing needs of its customers and respond to them through the 

addition of innovative products and services. The primary focus of a market 

orientation is on creating customer value, which is based on knowledge derived from 

customer and competitor analyses. Customer orientation is a set of behaviors and 

beliefs that places a priority on customers‟ interests and continuously creates superior 

customer value (Narver & Slater 1990, p.21). 

According to Narver and Slater, for an organization to achieve consistently above-

normal market performance, it must create a sustainable competitive advantage. That 

is to create a superior sustainable value for its customers. A position of superior 

customer value is achieved when the seller creates more value for the customer than 

does the competitor. This is most easily showed when a customer conducts a net 

present value (NPV) analysis for the purchase of a new peace of equipment. 

Economic value for the customer is created when the present value of the cash 

inflows from increased revenues exceeds the present value of the cash outflows from 

the investment in the equipment and the associated operating costs. A seller creates 

superior value when the customer‟s NPV from purchasing the seller‟s offering is 

greater than the NPV from purchasing any competitor's offering (Narver & Slater, 

2000). 
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Specifically, customer orientation is the sufficient understanding of one‟s target 

buyers to be able to create superior value for them continuously. A customer 

orientation requires that the seller understands a buyer‟s entire chain (Day and 

Wensley, 1988), not only as it is today, but also as it will evolve over time when 

subject to internal and market dynamics. The desire to achieve this drives an 

organization to create and maintain a culture that will produce the necessary market 

oriented behavior from employees (Narver & Slater, 1990) 

Narver and Slater maintain that for a business to maximize its long run profits, it must 

continuously create superior value for its target customers. To create continuous 

superior values for customers, a business must be customer oriented, competitor 

oriented, and interfunctionally coordinated. The three behavioral components are, on 

average, of equal importance; hence market orientation is represented in Figure 8 as 

an equilateral triangle.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Figure 8 Market orientation (Narver & Slater, 1990, p 23.). 
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Narver and Slater‟s (1990) model of market orientation consists of three conceptually 

closely related and equally important behavioral constituents; customer orientation, 

competitor orientation and inter-functional coordination, which yield a uni-

dimensional second factor (market orientation). 

Definitions of customer orientation 

In their article Kwaku and Satyendra (1998) present the following customer 

orientation definitions found in the literature: 

 the dissemination of information about customers throughout an organization, 

formulation of strategies and tactics to satisfy market needs inter-functionally 

and achievement of a sense of company-wide commitment to these plans 

(Shapiro, 1988); 

 Kohli and Jaworski (1990) suggest that customer orientation represents the 

degree to which customer information is both collected and used by the 

business unit; 

 “The organizational culture that most effectively creates the necessary 

behaviors for the creation of superior value for buyers” (Narver & Slater, 

1990); 

 Ruekert (1992) defines this orientation as the “degree to which the 

organization obtains and uses information from customers, develops a strategy 

which will meet customer needs, and implements that strategy by being 

responsive to customers‟ needs and wants”; 
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 “The set of beliefs that puts the customer‟s interest first, while not excluding 

those of all other stakeholders such as owners, managers, employees, in order 

to develop a long term profitable enterprise” (Deshpande et al., 1993). 

According to the above mentioned authors, customer orientation is an integral 

component of a general, underlying organizational culture and, thus, attention to 

information about customers‟ needs should be considered alongside the basic set of 

values and beliefs that are likely to reinforce such a customer focus and permeate the 

firm (Kwaku & Satyendra, 1998, p. 386). 

Customer orientation - performance link 

It is well established among marketing theorists that firms which focus their activities 

on the needs of their customers, i.e. behave in a customer-orientated way, perform 

better than those companies that do not (Donavan et al., 2004). 

The studies by Narver and Slater (1990) and Jarowski and Kohli (1993) empirically 

substantiate the economic potential of a firm‟s customer orientation. 

According to Kwaku and Satyendra, a firm‟s level of customer orientation is 

positively related to its performance measured by: (a) new product success; (b) sales 

growth; (c) ROI. There is a positive link between the extent of adoption of innovation 

orientation and the degree of customer orientation in SMEs (Kwaku & Satyendra, 

1998). 

Building long-term relationships is considered an essential precondition for the 

economic survival and success of most service firms today (e.g. Berry, 1995). 

While the construct of customer satisfaction focuses on the services and products 

delivered by the firm, service research has demonstrated that the development of 
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long-term relationships is also influenced by social aspects (Goodwin and Gremler, 

1996). 

Market-focused intelligence generation strategy is focused on acquiring information 

about customers‟ expressed and latent needs, and competitors‟ capabilities and 

strategies. Market driven organizations develop new intelligence about market 

requirements and how best to meet or exceed them through superior capabilities at 

marketing sensing, customer linking, and channel bonding (Day, 1994). Market 

focused businesses employ high touch techniques such as working closely with lead 

customers and with channel members, visiting customers to thoroughly understand 

their needs and self-critical benchmarking of customer value creation process of best-

in-class organizations (Day, 1994). 

However, the evaluation of how customer orientated an organization is should come 

from its customers rather than merely from the company itself. 

According to Slater and Narver market orientation must be complemented by 

entrepreneurship and appropriate organizational structures and processes for higher-

order learning to occur. A market orientated culture can achieve maximum 

effectiveness only if it is complemented by a spirit of entrepreneurship and 

appropriate organizational climate, namely structures, processes, and incentives for 

operationalizing the cultural values. (Slater & Narver, 1995) 

The same notion is carried by Yli-Renko et al. (2001) who argue that aspects of social 

capital (social interaction, relationship quality, and network ties) embedded in 

relationships of young technology based firms with key customers increase the young 

firms‟ knowledge from the relationship with a big firm, and that knowledge 

acquisition may be then exploited for competitive advantage through new product 

creation, enhanced technological distinctiveness. 
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Summary 

 

In Chapter 3.4 a link between organizational learning and customer orientation of the 

firm was established. For a firm to create superior value for its customers it has to 

learn from the customers and this is the way to ensure long term profitability of the 

firm.  

3.5  Summary and Theoretical Framework 

 

 Conceptual Framework  

In the Figure 9, below the conceptual framework of the thesis is presented. It is based 

on the synthesis of theoretical concepts found in the organizational learning literature 

(Sub-chapters 2.3.1 and 2.3.2). Organizational learning from the customer is viewed 

as a process. The process is going to be analyzed based on the SECI framework 

developed by Nonaka and Takeychi (1995) and adopted to inter-organizational 

learning by Holmqvist (1999). To understand how the knowledge is disseminated 

from the key individuals (Boundary Spanner‟s A, B in Figure 9) to the whole 

organization the 4I‟s framework developed by Crossan et al. (1999) will be used. 

Boundary Spanner is an individual champion active in the inter-organizational 

interface (see for example Davenport and Prusak, 1998)  

In order to understand the question on why firms are engaged in learning from the 

customer the insights of Narver and Slater (1990) are used (see sub chapter 3.4). 

Thesis analyses technological software companies, therefore their industry specifics 

and roles are briefly described in sub chapter 4.1.  
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Figure 9 Conceptual framework 
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4 Empirical Study: Organizational Learning from 

Customer Interaction 

 

In this chapter, the selected case firms and their organizational learning will be 

described and analyzed from a holistic viewpoint. The interviewees‟ direct quotations 

will be marked in italic font and analyses in normal font for clarity. Following Yin 

(2003), the comparative analysis of multiple cases will be done after the analysis of 

each case on a one-by-one basis. 

Firstly, for every case study company, knowledge the company has gained from the 

customer during the specific project will be presented and analyzed. 

Secondly, the interviews will be analyzed based on the main theoretical concepts and 

processes discussed in the Chapter 3: Customer Orientation, Learning as a Dynamic 

Process and the Inter-Organizational SECI learning process. 

Institutionalizing process 

Is based on the organizational learning part of the Crossan 4 I‟s model (see sub 

chapter 3.3.2) on how an organization learns on an organizational level by 

institutionalizing knowledge into routines, diagnostic systems, rules and procedures. 

Inter-Organizational SECI process 

Is based on the Holmquist model (see sub chapter 3.3.1) SECI knowledge creation 

model implies the processes of socialization (I), articulation (I), combination (I), and 

internalization (I), which extends also to the inter-organizational level and is 

manifested by joint rules (explicit knowledge) and joint routines (tacit knowledge).  
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Customer orientation analysis 

Is based on how well the customer information is collected and disseminated 

throughout the organization, how the organization is being responsive to customer 

needs and wants. 

4.1 Software industry structure 

 

 

 

Figure 10 Software value chain (Messerschmitt & Szyperski, 2004). 

 

Understanding the nature of software business requires examining how the industry is 

structured. Messerschmitt and Szyperski (2004) propose following partitioning for 

the software industry (see Figure 10). Industry consultants play an important role in 

the crystallization of vertical industry domain knowledge or horizontal business 
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application needs into software requirements and features. Application software 

suppliers implement the software, market the software for multiple end-user 

organizations and specialize in certain technical competences and processes for 

maximizing operational efficiency and quality of software.  Infrastructure software 

suppliers provides software for application developers and operators.  

Several independent software suppliers may team-up with one infrastructure software 

supplier. System integrators acquire and integrate software from several vendors, 

install and test the interoperability and functionality of the newly combined system. 

While system integrators concentrate on technical aspects, business consultants 

facilitate the adaptation of software in a particular firm addressing the special 

organizational issues and needs (Messerschmitt & Szyperski, 2004).  

Two kinds of service providers should be distinguished from each other in software 

industry: application service providers that license and operate applications and 

infrastructure service providers who purchase and operate the hardware and software 

infrastructure. Information content suppliers process and aggregate information to 

correspond to the needs of customers (Messerschmitt & Szyperski, 2004). 

Software development is highly interactive knowledge work performed mainly in 

interdependent teams where the most important resource is expertise, e.g. 

programming. The software development teams resemble temporary groups i.e. “a set 

of diversely skilled people working together on a complex task over a limited period 

of time” (Goodman & Goodman 1976, p. 494 cited in Blomqvist p. 200). 

The interviewed companies represent different roles in the software supply chain. 

Arch Red is an application software supplier; Company A is an infrastructure 

software supplier; Digia is an industry consultant, system integrator, application 

service provider (ASP) and infrastructure service provider (ISP) and Accenture 
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performs as industry and business consultants, system integrators, and infrastructure 

service providers.  

Relationship with a customer 

The interviewed companies all are independent entities from the customer, not joint 

ventures, intra-organizational co-operation nor post merger. The relationship with the 

customer was co-operational (contract based) and on-going.  

4.2  Case Arch Red 

 

In this case study, organizational learning at Arch Red Oy is presented and analyzed. 

Arch Red Oy represents a small size technology company in the sample. Arch Red 

has a role of application software supplier in the software supply chain. The core 

competences of application software suppliers are technical knowledge and project 

management skills in software development (Messerschmitt & Szyperski, 2004). 

4.2.1 About Arch Red  

 

Arch Red Oy was founded in 2003 as a spin out from Tampere University of 

Technology, Institute of Communications Engineering. The company is offering 

Wireless LAN authentication products to service provider companies. Since its 

foundation the company has been gradually growing and increasing its revenue 

stream. This fiscal year the company expects to reach more than one hundred 

thousand euro in revenues. Arch Red has four founding members and two full time 

employees. The company is located in Tampere Technopolis premises. The 

company‟s managing director Karri Huhtanen was interviewed.  Arch Red is a small 

company with only four people working there. An interview with Arch Red was easy 

to arrange, because the managing director is working closely with TUT and student 



51 

 

 

 

life was still very familiar to him. The project concluded for the LUT was taken as a 

basis for case study analysis. 

4.2.2 Types and characteristics of acquired knowledge in Arch Red 

 

From Table 10 we can see that most knowledge Arch Red received from the 

particular customer in one project could be divided into three different types: 1) 

product-development and product specific knowledge 2) industry related knowledge 

3) technical knowledge. 

The product development related knowledge was very closely related to project tasks, 

for example, configuration that is needed to connect a radio server to active directory, 

or integrating a new feature into the existing product line.  

Industry related knowledge. The knowledge that this certain feature could be 

generally useful and offered to other customers was acquired during this project and 

was considered very important by Arch Red. A lot of focus and attention is used by 

Arch Red to learn about the possibility to “generalize” that is to understand if this or 

that feature is useful to more than one customer and if so, the feature gets integrated 

into the new product line. 

Technical knowledge was acquired related to Wi-Fi network equipment and others. 

As shown in Table 10 some knowledge was considered more complex than highly 

tacit.  

Some knowledge got transferred from tacit to explicit by the documentation of 

technical knowledge to a wiki and a sharing wiki was also used as a communication 

tool to communicate with the customer. 
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The making of the whole wireless authentication product is done by one or two 

people therefore extensive specification and documentation is not needed. 

Nevertheless this is learning by doing and thus could be considered tacit. 

 

Table 8 Knowledge gained by Arch Red from the customer 

 

4.2.3 Learning in Arch Red 

 

Customer orientation 

In one of the first sentences the director of Arch Red stressed that learning from the 

customer is important for the firm. The director said, that they are learning from the 

Type of 

Knowledge 

More specific areas of knowledge 
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Knowledge 

Related to 

product,  product 

integration, 

configuration 

Additional features to the product  X X 

Different contract structure (support 

contracts) 
  X 

Which hardware connects best with what  X X 

Knowledge of 

the industry 

(“generalization” 

of the case 

knowledge) 

Documentation of the technical 

knowledge for later use in internal wiki 
 X X 

New feature integrated to this product line X X  

Knowledge of the customer business 

environment 

X   

Customer 

specific 

knowledge 

Connecting different customer 

departments 
  X 

Communicating in a new way, sharing 

wiki with the customer 
  X 
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customers: “So we can recognize some patterns the customer has there, and see what 

problems we could solve with our own existing products or develop a new product to 

solve a certain customer problem “. 

Being a small company Arch Red is also very flexible in making suitable contracts 

for customers, by offering cheaper, few hour support contracts in addition to main 

product contracts. This way, according to Karri, during the supporting hours his 

company has a chance to learn about the supported companies‟ problems: when the 

customers have some needs, we encourage them to contact us. So that we can, for 

example, solve that inside the support contract. Or even if it’s not inside the support 

contract, then maybe we can have another project there, we can build that solution 

for them. 

Institutionalizing Processes 

 

Very importantly Arch Red is actually generalizing from what it learned from one 

customer. If they notice that the customer had some kind of specific problem, which 

Arch Red solved then in later interactions with other existing or future customers 

Arch Red tries to offer that solution: “and if, we recognize, it's this kind of general 

pattern, then we try to, after the project, to generalize that and see, that if we have 

also other customers, that could benefit from this kind of solution or they would need 

this, so we may for example find that.” 

In encountering new problems or challenges or new applications of existing 

technologies Arch Red is transforming their newly acquired tacit knowledge into 

explicit: “we document it into our company's own wiki, where we store all this kind of 

nice recipes and information how to solve a certain kind of problems”…” so that, 

next time we don’t have to spend so much time learning to do it, we can just follow 

the recipe, doing things like that” 
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Arch Red is also enhancing its line of products by complementing them with the 

features that were found useful through interaction with existing customers: “we 

already had the product; it didn’t have this feature, so we learned how to do this 

feature and integrated it into this same product so that it stayed in the product line. 

So it was not a special version done for that particular organization. But instead it 

was generalized product that we could also sell to other customers, because we 

recognized that also they might have need to utilize this kind of feature”. 

Inter-Organizational SECI Processes    

 

Here is the example of Combination (I) Figure 6. The company is utilizing wiki, IRC 

chat, Skype and emails for their communication. Quick and daily communication is 

arranged through IRC chat and a wiki is used to collect data: “one who finds this 

configuration, documents it in the wiki, where we can all then check that OK, here is 

this kind of configuration. The author might then tell it in the IRC, “OK, I did this 

kind of thing, and you can see it from the wiki “. Employees of the company, because 

of their small number can share new information on a wiki very efficiently. 

Here the example of Combination (II) Figure 6. Sometimes a wiki for the customer is 

used also: “So we can utilize that one to share information and for example, to 

document customer infrastructure there. So we have also the access to that wiki and 

we can document that why this is so and why this is so and so on. And the customer 

can check there and even comment on things there. With some customers we utilize 

also wikis to kind of get the project going and find out the requirements and stuff like 

that.” 

The director and other employees are very active in seeking new information in their 

field. All employees are learning by themselves by reading blogs and technology 

articles; utilize also Google Reader to share information amongst themselves.  
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4.3  Case Company A 

 

In this case study, organizational learning at Company A' site in Finland is presented 

and analyzed. Company A company represents a middle sized technology company. 

4.3.1 About Company A  

 

The company has more than one thousand employees around the world. In Finland, 

Tampere site there are more than thirty employees. Tampere site was acquired by 

Company A three years ago. The Tampere site performs as a vendor for the particular 

satellite navigation subsystem that they do and develop on the site. The site manager 

within the company was interviewed. Company A is functioning as an infrastructure 

software supplier. 

4.3.2 Types and characteristics of acquired knowledge in Company A  

 

The knowledge gained could be roughly divided into three specific areas: 1) product 

specific, 2) industry specific and 3) customer specific knowledge.  

Product specific is the kind of knowledge which was considered highly valued and 

the main learning outcome was about “generalization”, how much the new features of 

the product would be useful to the end customer. Because Company A is only a 
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system producer it does not have the direct contact with the end customer, therefore 

only through the business customer who has direct contact with the customers can 

they get that knowledge. It is also considered tacit knowledge.  

Industry specific knowledge, for Company A, similarly to Arch Red, is knowledge 

which could be desired by the industry, by other customers was very important. The 

new feature‟s “generalization” could only be possible due to the feedback from 

customers, as Company A works with B2B segment and therefore has no direct 

contact with the end users of the product. 

Customer specific knowledge, customer needs and “the way they wanted the things to 

be done” is considered the main knowledge by Company A. This kind of knowledge 

could be described as highly tacit. Testing related knowledge was valuable given the 

more general principles of software testing. Testing knowledge is not considered 

tacit, but complex. Company A is doing testing of its own, but it was important to 

perform the testing at least at the same level as the customer. 

Company A also mention that they got more communication capabilities from that 

project. This knowledge is considered tacit, but not complex or highly partner 

specific. 
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End product 

knowledge  

New feature developments X X X  

How this new feature would be used X X X  

Use of end product X  X  

Industry specific 

knowledge 

Which features could be generalized X X X  

Customer specific 

knowledge 

Which way customer wants things to be 

done 
X X X  

Testing procedures  X X  

Integration with customers platform  X X  

Customers culture / work culture X  X  

Communication capabilities X    

Table 9 Knowledge gained  by Company A from the customer  

 

4.3.3 Learning in Company A 

 

Customer Orientation 

Company A is truly high-tech company. They work in the software development 

area. The uniqueness of the company was acknowledged and understood by the 

director: “Our company is a special case, […] because this is a high-tech company. “ 

And hence interviewee regarded learning plays a very high role in the company‟s life: 

“The whole reason for existence is in one sense learning”, “so in one sense we need 

to continuously learn about new things, then invent new things on top of those and 

then learn more. And we have to shift, our focus every now and then, which means 

learning about new areas that we have not really touched before.” 
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Learning from the customer is viewed as an important part and in particularly 

learning about customer wants and needs: “Often it’s that we have to have a 

discussion with them, to know what they actually need and what they want. So we 

have to learn that in the deeper sense. Not just an overall thing, but the details.” 

This learning is deemed crucial for the company, because company A is only 

producing the subsystem and not the whole product. Therefore they need a customer 

to tell them if this particular feature will be useful for the market: “But we need the 

customer to tell us whether is actually going to be useful […] customer maybe is able 

to say in two minutes in discussion that: look, this feature will never be useful, 

because of the following reasons. And we could not know the reasons if they were 

specific to the bigger picture.” 

Institutionalization process 

The learning from the customer is not only required to satisfy the existing customer: 

“Especially, we try to learn from them the kind of stuff that would be useful with 

other customers also. That’s always been a goal in this matter.”   

Through the insights from the customer, company A is able to enrich an existing 

product line, which could be offered to other customers:” the [features] that seemed 

more generally useful or more universal or indeed things, that came from several 

customers, we would then integrate them into the product standard features, knowing 

that the future customers would likely either be able to use them or even require that 

they are there. So this whole operation, if we go beyond the scope on this one 

customer has always been the major driver for product specification and product 

features and details”. 

For the A company the key knowledge from the customer would be to determine if 

the new features would be generally useful and: “So then the learning here was, that 
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they basic told us how this product that we were not making would be able to utilize 

the features. And then we would realize that, “oh yeah, it is generally useful” and 

other companies, competitors of this customer would be able use it too.” The results 

would sometimes are quite significant: “it's a standard feature in all our marketing 

material right now”, “is heavily marketed, it gets its own slide in the customer 

presentations and things like that.” 

Inter-Organizational SECI Processes 

The learning from the customer would be facilitated by very efficient communication 

system, between the customer and company A. The project started with a face to face 

meeting of the relevant people involved in the project. Where it was also laid the 

foundations so that people knew who to contact on special issues: “the primary 

reason for the face to face meetings is for people to know each other.” People were 

connected this way, and then they had weekly engineering teleconferences which is 

an example of joint routine and Socialization (II) process see Figure 6, which were 

participated in by all people involved and the issues were gathered through the whole 

week and presented there. As well, engineer to engineer contacts through email: “we 

have specific engineers dedicate to this. And customer has some. And they were on 

discussions with each other, on daily basis or hourly basis if need be.” The director 

said: “And the communication was very effective. It of course had to be organized in 

a way that would be effective.” The information to the team was shared by the one or 

two individuals who participated in the discussion. 

Learning Actors 

Most of the company‟s employees are design engineers, and the director was sure that 

company‟s learning depended on the individual, personal learning. He stated that: “If 

the individuals do not learn there is no organizational learning. “ Director assumed 

strongly that individual learning in the company belonged to the job description and 

the that employees were accustomed to learning by their choice: “They already, 
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generally speaking, accustomed to learning new things […] When you've gone to 

school for 20 years already, you might as well continue within your job. So people 

are already accustomed to the fact that yes, they need to learn new things all the time. 
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4.4  Case Digia 

 

In this case study, organizational learning at Digia Oy is presented and analyzed. 

 

4.4.1 About Digia 

 

Digia is the result of the merger of two companies: SysOpen Plc, founded in 1990, 

and Digia Inc., founded in 1997, which merged on a combination of merger 

agreements in 2005. Now-a-days the company's business spans through the areas of 

IT consulting, Business Intelligence and ERP solutions. Digia has more than 1600 

employees, and operates in Finland, Russia, Sweden and China among other 

countries. The senior manager in the Tampere office was interviewed. Digia is 

functioning as an Industry consultant, system integrator, application service provider, 

infrastructure service provider. 
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4.4.2 Types and characteristics of the acquired knowledge in Digia 

 

Table 10 Knowledge gained by Digia from the customer 

 

Digia in this project is creating a customer‟s manufacturing execution software based 

on their needs and requirements, which provided the basis for the needs and areas of 

knowledge acquisition. The knowledge gained by Digia can be roughly divided into 

three different types: 1) System specific knowledge 2) Industry specific knowledge 3) 

Customer specific knowledge. 

First, the system specific knowledge was related to various issues: the development of 

specific solutions and systems for the customer, and the way in which they were 

supposed to be developed. The system‟s technical knowledge and how to design user 

interface was related more to Digia, but the knowledge about how systems were 

supposed to work and usability was more with the customers‟ organization. The main 

focus was to understand how a system Digia was developing would support business 

processes. 

Type of 

Knowledge 
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System specific 

knowledge 

Newest Microsoft Technology  X  

Industry specific 

knowledge 

Industry business logic X X X 

Customer specific 

knowledge 

Understanding the business principles and 

business processes of the customer 
X X X 

How they do their work X X X 

Communication X X X 
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Digia also acquired knowledge which was industry specific. On the very basic level it 

meant the understanding of how the industry‟s business logic works. What are 

important processes to integrate into the system? This meant that Digia was able to 

gain understanding of the issues that are important and business critical within the 

industry. 

Finally, there was also a certain amount of customer-specific knowledge acquired. 

This was related to the systems and operational processes, as well as an aspect of 

social interaction.  

The acquired knowledge was mainly tacit and related mainly to understanding of 

industry specifics, customer manufacturing processes and social relationships.  

4.4.3 Learning in Digia 

 

Customer Orientation 

During the interview with the senior manager it became apparent that for Digia the  

learning process is very important: “technology-wise the learning happens usually we 

get the impulse from the customer that we have to make something, make our systems 

support something, and then we have to learn the technology ourselves, but the 

impulse comes from the customer, “Hey we cannot do this with our current 

technology!” And we have to learn something new”. Though Digia are experts in 

technology this insight clearly demonstrates the customer focused orientation. 

The main knowledge Digia is expecting to get from the customer is knowledge about 

customer's processes and business: “So the biggest learning steps are in 

understanding the customer business and how to improve the customer's own 

processes.” At the moment one of Digia‟s projects is implementation of a 

manufacturing execution software (MESS) for a customer. The customers of this 
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product are major manufacturing plants. The goal of the project is: “goal is to build a 

system that is based on the customer needs” and “we cannot make a manufacturing 

execution system if we don't know how the customer works”.  

To achieve the goal of understanding the customer processes, the project managers 

and engineers actually have visited the manufacturing plant: “Well we had a round 

there and we stop everywhere where there is our system is in use and we stopped and 

watch that how do they actually use the system what is the data that they need in this 

workplace and that and stuff like that and how the material goes from a warehouse to 

tracks and stuff like that”.  

Institutionalizing process 

In Digia learning process is also embedded in the structure of the company: 

“Everybody has to have 2 competence areas. In the every year we have these 

conversations with our superiors and we track this that have you been to the courses 

and is there something you like to learn and stuff like that.” “We have several 

different this like Wiki type of spaces for the documents for sharing the knowledge 

and a really strong education you could say program and we have certified models 

for how to steer the project and we have I guess pretty professional way of handling 

the projects from the early measurement phases to the maintenance phase.” 

Inter-Organizational SECI Process 

The communication is organized effectively and there are constant meetings this way 

individuals' tacit knowledge is transferred to inter-organizational tacit knowledge see 

Socialization (II) in Figure 6: “it's important in this particular project we meet once 

a week with the smaller group and once a month with the larger group and then we 

have of course the steering groups, but that’s not, a different level meeting. Once a 

week we meet with the customer and we constantly speak on the phone many times a 

day and to the different people at the customer side and depending on what's the issue 
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at hand”. In the beginning of the project the customer system design is made and 

then it is transferred to the engineers: “project manager and systems architect they 

plan the processes with the customer and then write the planning documents about it 

and then we have these normal meetings within Digia Projects and the knowledge 

transfers that way”.  
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4.5  Case Accenture 

 In this case study, organizational learning at Accenture is presented and analyzed. 

4.5.1 About Accenture 

 

Accenture is a global management consulting, technology services and outsourcing 

company. Accenture represents the biggest company in the sample, with more than 

215 000 employees around the world, in Finland around 1 500. Accenture is spun off 

from Andersen Consulting, which was spun off from Arthur Andersen. This kind of 

firm provides also system integration services therefore have two types of skilled 

employees: system analysts and business analysts. Of course being the company of 

that size brings new dimensions and complexity to the organizational learning 

subject. Of course being a huge company it can allocate much bigger resources for 

educating its staff: “Last fiscal year we invested something like 600 million dollars to 

learning.” But the employee‟s training structure resembles that of other not so big 

companies represented in the study Digia: “People have a sort of training curriculum 

which contains some mandatory courses which are called core courses, some courses 

which are almost mandatory, and some which are optional and in addition to those 

you can get courses from external vendors if those are relevant to your position. 

[…]We have plenty of classroom courses, internet courses mobile phone we have 

something self-reading and many different types of courses that we have.” 

Accenture‟s role in the software supply chain is as an industry and business 

consultant, system integrator and infrastructure service provider. 

A project manager in Accenture‟s Helsinki‟s office was interviewed. 
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4.5.2 Types and characteristics of acquired knowledge in Accenture 

 

 

Table 11 Knowledge gained by Accenture from the customer 

 

Type of 

Knowledge 

More specific areas of knowledge 
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System specific 

knowledge 

Business logic of the system  X X 

Content related knowledge X X X 

How the system should work X X X 

Requirements of the system X X X 

Newest methodologies, tools  X  

Industry 

specific 

knowledge 

Industry business logic X X X 

Industry terminology X X X 

Future trends in the industry X X X 

Customer 

specific 

knowledge 

Understanding the business principles and 

business processes of customer 
X  X 

How they do their work X X X 

Communication X   

Client‟s culture X   

Outsourcing-

related 

knowledge 

System‟s explanation, education X X X 

System‟s specification  X X X 

Complexity of outsourcing project (e.g., 

coordination of timetables and sourcing) 
X X  
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Accenture was creating a system for pension calculation for its customers, pension 

insurance companies, as a tailored solution based on customer needs and 

requirements. The types of knowledge acquired could be roughly divided into four 

types: 1) system specific knowledge, 2) industry specific knowledge, 3) customer 

specific knowledge and 4) outsourcing specific knowledge. 

System specific knowledge meant that Accenture had to learn about the requirements 

of the system, that they were going to create, how the system should work, and how 

the pensions are calculated in order to automate all the system calculation processes. 

In doing that the project manager decided to use the newest methodologies to make 

the project up and running within first week. 

Industry specific knowledge meant that Accenture had to gain understanding about 

the industry of pension insurance and the business logic of the industry which was 

presented in the over 6 000 pages of requirements to Accenture. Another required 

step was to learn about terminology used in the industry.  

Outsourcing related knowledge was learned through the project if not learned directly 

from the customer. It was the first project that Accenture outsourced to India. And it 

was a tremendous challenge, firstly to educated Indian coding engineers about the 

pension system, then to understand the Indian working culture and keep the smooth 

communication flow between Indian and Finnish offices.   

Customer specific knowledge was related to learning about the working culture of the 

customers. The fact that there were three different customers in this project with three 

different decision making styles meant that Accenture had also significant part to 

learn and this knowledge they gained could be considered rather tacit. 
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4.5.3 Learning in Accenture 

 

Customer Orientation 

The main learned outcomes of the project were customer business industry 

knowledge “and of course we have now learned this pension calculation area so well 

that it here's hardly any vendor who could say the same.” Best practices documented 

and ready for the next project: “So we able to give them a lot of the best practices, 

like for example ramping up the India practice and we already knew everybody from 

there.” 

The other very important learning outcome is good contacts, references: “We are in 

constant communication with our clients. We have projects going on or not. But we 

are keeping in contact with client executives and of course from there we learn a lot 

from you know what’s coming up, what's going on. Sometimes we have even coaches 

inside the company saying maybe now it would be a good time to start thinking about 

this and this kind of proposal.” 

In some cases things even on the political level are learned: “Sometimes we also learn 

about greater things for example about politics. A good example being the pension 

industry which is regulated by the government, we could learn that in what stage 

some laws are being prepared and so on. That kind of knowledge we get from the 

clients.” 

The knowledge transfer between customer and Accenture is facilitated by great 

organized communication: “Those were weekly meetings or sometimes 2 times a 

week. I think most times we had 2 times a week issue meetings where all the client 

experts were present and then they provided those answers.” For complex issues in 

English (the communication language of Indian employees a Finn, Finnish to English 

translator was available: “we had all the time a Finnish expert there with the Indians 
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facilitating the flow of information so that they when they had to ask advice they 

would first ask this Finnish guy if he or she didn’t know they would ask from Finland. 

There we had specific tools and processes to do that the asking and getting the 

response.” 

Institutionalizing Process 

Of course Accenture has well documented and organized methodologies how to run 

projects. The second project which started a year later than this one was already able 

to benefit from the experience of this one. This project was able to transfer best 

practices and best tools and some technical knowledge to the new project. Also 

cultural knowledge from outsourcing and knowledge from the financial sector was 

transferred due to an intensive documentation and institutionalization process. 

Inter-Organizational SECI Process 

The learning process here seems to be very supported by standardization of processes, 

documentation and sharing / easy access which serves as a medium to transfer 

individuals‟ tacit knowledge to organizational or inter-organizational knowledge 

Articulation (I) or Articulation (II): “We have an internal wiki site in our project 

which was the place to share information between different groups. We also have a 

secondary site which was restricted to Accenture so that we could share some 

knowledge that we don’t want the client to see. So you can do a certain amount of 

that kind of management and also our methodology sort of forces you to do.” After 

the project all the information is documented: “then gather all that information all the 

relevant stuff all the deliverables and all that and we store those to our database”, 

“we have a effective network of people that if someone wants to know about that 

subject we have a way to search for those people and get the answers.” It was 

identified as one of the key strengths of the company: “one of the key strengths of our 

company we are very good at sharing that at a global level”.  
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The project discussed in the interview was much more different in its complexity and 

time span, than the projects implemented in the smaller interviewed firms. It lasted 

longer, (more than two years), involved more people (around 100 people from each 

side). There was the extra dimension that it was also an off-shore project and the 

software coding was done in India:” This project was the first one that we delivered, 

the first one in the Finnish [omitted] industry that we delivered using off-shore 

resources.” It also had three customers: “And these clients have very different 

organizational cultures”. 

Educating Indian employees about the product they were creating was also very 

challenging. The most important and challenging thing to learn in this project was the 

business logic of the customers. Only the requirements gathered were more than 

6 000 pages: “They had to learn basically everything and deliver this very, very 

complex business logic so there is some learning there.” 

The second thing was to learn the best tools to use for handling the project: “In 

addition to that as a project manager I was using I tried to use all the latest 

methodologies and latest tools that we have in the company which of course was a bit 

of a risk, but also a learning opportunity and we learned something worked and some 

things didn't work that well. So that was learning for the organization as well.” 

Learning actors 

The learning about other cultures or cultural learning also happened: “Indians 

definitely didn't have any experience working with Finnish people. And there is quite 

a big difference in the culture. So also the cultural learning took place during the 

project. We also learned about working with Indian people.” 
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4.6 Cross-case analysis 

 

In this sub-chapter, the cross-case analysis of the four empirical cases (Arch Red, 

Company A, Digia, and Accenture) will be presented. The analysis is based on the 

factors and processes introduced in the theoretical framework: Learning as a Dynamic 

Process, Inter- Organizational SECI learning process and Customer Orientation. 

Concluding from the narrative evidence there are similarities and differences in 

organizational learning between the case firms. 

4.6.1 Types and characteristics of the acquired knowledge 
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Arc Red Low Moderate Moderate Moderate 

Company A Moderate High High Moderate 

Digia High High High High 

Accenture High High High High 

Table 12 Characteristics of knowledge 

 

In Table 14, types and characteristics of acquired knowledge are presented. In case of 

the two smaller size companies Arch Red and Company A, the amount of acquired 

knowledge and its tacitness was smaller than the middle and big size companies 

Digia and Accenture. Also quite a significant difference was in partner specificity. It 

is observable that for smaller companies‟ partner specificity was not as important as 
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they have tried to build their product offerings and learn to enhance the products they 

offered by new features etc., while two bigger companies were more confident in 

their service offerings and that reflected in a high level of partner specificity.  

Complexity was quite high in all the cases as the selected companies work in the 

technology sector. Complexity issues were coped with by assigning competent 

individuals in the projects. 

Differences in main knowledge gained and different knowledge characteristics also 

explain different position of companies in the supply chain (Table 15).  

 

Table 13 Companies' positions in the software value chain 

 

Table 14 presents the perceived value of the acquired knowledge to the company. It 

shows that product development related knowledge was most valuable to SME 

technology companies. The large companies had more absorption capabilities and 

were able to see high value in all the acquired knowledge.   

Company Position in the software value chain 

Arch Red Application software supplier 

Company A Infrastructure software supplier 

Digia Industry consultant/System Integrators/App service 

provider/Infrastructure service provider 

Accenture Business Consultant/Industry consultant/System 

Integrator/Infrastructure service provider 
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Company & acquired 

knowledge type 

Acquired knowledge 

tacitness 

Acquired knowledge 

value for the company 

Arch Red   

Product-development and 

product configuration 

related 

Moderate High 

Industry specific 

knowledge 

Moderate Moderate 

Customer specific 

knowledge 

Moderate Moderate 

Company A   

Product specific 

knowledge 

High High 

Industry specific 

knowledge 

High High 

Customer specific 

knowledge 

Moderate Moderate 

Digia   

System specific Moderate High 

Industry specific High High 

Customer specific High High 

Accenture   

System specific High High 

Industry specific High High 

Customer specific High High 

Outsourcing specific High High 

Table 14 Value of the acquired knowledge for the case companies 

 

The more tacit the knowledge was acquired, the more there was need for versatile 

learning methods and communication Arch Red and Company A were delivering 

software products in effect were sellers and therefore depended a lot on their 

customers on product related knowledge. Digia and Accenture on the other hand were 
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developing tailor-made systems for customers. Still knowledge acquisition and 

learning had an important role in all four cases. It is noticeable that bigger companies 

perform in significantly more different roles and therefore have by default to acquire 

more versatile knowledge and use more versatile learning methods, (Table 16).  

The amount of acquired tacit knowledge in Arch Red's relationship was relatively low 

as fewer learning methods were used, whereas it was higher in the other companies‟ 

relationships and more versatile learning methods were used. 

Table 15 An overview of the organizational learning methods in the case studies 

It could be also explained by the role that Arch Red performs. As an application 

software supplier its core competences are perceived to be technical skills, also due to 

the small size the company is limited in capabilities to acquire different kinds of 

knowledge. 

Company Type of Knowledge Learning Methods 

Arch Red Product-development-related 

knowledge 

Learning by doing 

Interaction 

Company A Product-development-related 

knowledge 

Customer-specific 

Learning by doing 

Interaction 

Meetings 

Discussions 

Digia Customer-specific related 

knowledge 

Industry-specific knowledge 

System-specific knowledge 

Daily interaction 

Meetings 

Discussions 

Trainings 

Documentation 

Accenture Customer-specific related 

knowledge 

Industry-specific knowledge 

System-specific knowledge 

Outsourcing related 

Documentation 

Trainings 

Daily interaction 

Meetings 

Discussions 
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4.6.2 Learning processes 

 

In this sub-chapter learning processes according to Crossan model (Crossan et al., 

1999) will be analyzed. Based on previous single cases analyses it can be concluded 

that learning was considered important in every interviewed organization. All of the 

case companies tried actively to be involved in the learning from the customer 

process.  

The most useful outcome from the learning from the customer was ability to 

generalize and use the knowledge gained from particular customer to the broader 

market. The insights from the customer about the applicability of the product 

(software) to the market were stressed by directors of Company A and Arch Red who 

were representative of small companies. Digia and Accenture were interested in the 

knowledge related to the whole customer‟s industry and Accenture even strived to 

become expert vendors in that industry, and anticipate and get ready for future 

developments in the industry.  

Institutionalization of acquired knowledge was evident either in the form of new 

products added to the exciting offerings in the case of SMEs or new methodologies 

and routines in the cases of large companies.  

Learning was occurring on all levels of organizations (individual, group, 

organization, inter-organizational). But of course due to the size of organizations, 

different roles in supply chain structure learning was different. It is possible to claim 

that when one of the owners in small company learned something, the whole 

organization has learned, but that is not the case in the bigger organizations (see 

Table 16). 
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Table 16 Main learning characteristics of the case study companies 

 

Joint Routines and Procedures 

As Arch Red and Company A, were relatively young and smaller and open 

organizations, they had to a degree, less of the routines and procedures inside of the 

organization and as well as less routines in the inter-organizational level. 

Nevertheless already Company A had scheduled meetings with the customer every 
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week. Importance of communication with the client was stressed in all the cases, 

which implied also understanding cultural differences in Accenture's case. This 

illustrates the inter-organizational learning process described by Holmquist (1999), 

see chapter 2. 

Exploitation vs. Exploration 

Crossan‟s Organizational learning as a dynamic process model (Crossan et al., 1999) 

addresses the issue of tension between exploitation and exploration of the 

organizational knowledge. From the case organizations and from the knowledge they 

deemed most important it is evident that smaller companies by their nature were more 

inclined to explorative knowledge creation and used customer‟s feedback to improve 

existing product lines, by adding new features etc. The bigger size companies were 

more inclined to an exploitative kind of knowledge and used the “baggage” of 

acquired knowledge to get revenue. Nevertheless all case study companies used both 

learning modes of learning.   

4.6.3 Customer orientation  

 

Every company claimed it was very customer oriented and learning from the 

customer was the key. It is in line with the modern firm paradigms and trends. The 

research findings are in line with those claims. Small firms showed high flexibility in 

learning product related and product specific knowledge and emphasized that 

knowledge as the most important for them. Bigger firms emphasized customer 

business logic and customer specific knowledge, and then industry specific 

knowledge as main kind of knowledge for them. In any case learning from customers 

was obvious and it is possible to talk about broad co-operation or co-creation of 

products in all these cases. 
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5 Key Findings of the Thesis 

 

In this chapter the key findings of the thesis will be summarized. After that the 

theoretical and managerial contributions will be presented and finally the limitations 

and future research will be discussed.  

From the cross case analysis in sub-chapter 4.6 we can see that differences emerged 

in the learning among the studied firms. The main differences appear to be in the 

learning content among small and big firms. While the smaller firms were mostly 

seeking and valuing product related knowledge (see Tables 14 and 15), larger firms 

were more valuing and seeking knowledge about customer, industry, system. Larger 

firms also had more capabilities in codifying and using acquired knowledge. Because 

larger firms performed in the more complex roles they needed to acquire more 

versatile knowledge and had also to use more versatile learning methods. Larger size 

firms also were more inclined to use exploitative type of learning, while smaller firms 

were more flexible and put more emphasis on explorative learning method. 

On the learning process and main question how firms learn from the customer in 

simple terms the process is very much as described in the theoretical part (Crossan 

1999 and Holmquist 1999). 
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5.1 Answers to the research questions 

 

In these sub-chapter answers to the research questions that were posed in the sub-

chapter 1.2 will be provided. 

 
 
 

 

How and why does 

the technology firm 

learn from the 

customer?  

What is a technology firm‟s motivation for learning? 

What type of knowledge do technology firms acquire? 

How knowledge is transferred to the learning technology 

firm? 

How is customer knowledge used in a technology firm‟s 

practices, routines, behavior? 

 

What is a technology firm’s motivation for learning? 

Companies strive to create more value for the customer than the competitors, they do 

it because companies can benefit more from the long term relationship as long term 

customers are more profitable than short term price sensitive switchers (Dyer-Singh, 

1998; Day, 2000).  

In order to create more value for the customer companies needs to learn in the way of 

modifying their procedure and processes, offering new services or products to form a 

better fit with the customer and achieve customer satisfaction (Dyer-Singh, 1998). 

What type of knowledge do technology firms acquire? 

It is possible to state that the knowledge types firms‟ acquired played an important 

role in the firms‟ learning processes. The firms due to their size and different role in 

the software supply chain showed different interest into different kinds of knowledge. 

It is also evident that firms from the customer acquired not only explicit, but also tacit 
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knowledge. The more tacit knowledge was acquired the higher was the need for 

versatility in learning methods and communication. As is also stated in the existing 

literature, more interactive learning is required in order to learn not only observable, 

but also tacit knowledge (Lane & Lubatkin, 1998).  

How knowledge is transferred to the learning technology firm? 

It is not possible to imagine the learning process in such a way as, that somebody 

from a customer company just came and told the knowledge to the person from the 

supplier company. The tacit knowledge cannot be simply transplanted and requires 

intensive efforts in order to develop a true understanding of the acquired knowledge. 

The acquisition of tacit knowledge requires extensive interaction and communication 

and extensive learning methods (close interaction, learning by doing, workshops, 

product / system reviews, personnel exchange). Interaction and learning happens on 

many levels of the firm (engineer level, management level also group, organizational 

and inter-organizational levels).  

The availability of resources, more established learning and relationship-management 

procedures and managerial support allow larger high-technology companies to 

acquire knowledge more effectively than small high-tech companies. 

Furthermore it can be claimed that bigger high-tech companies had the capacity of 

using more interactive learning methods which helped them in the transfer of tacit 

knowledge.  

How is customer knowledge used in a technology firm’s practices, routines, 

behavior? 

Based on the research it can be claimed that new knowledge was institutionalized by 

the companies and became part of their routines, rules and procedures or part of the 
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new product line. This is also the evidence of more intense new knowledge 

interpretation and double loop learning (Argyris, 1993, 50; Crossan et. al., 1995). 

Experience in interaction with a customer is helpful in terms of increasing  company 

capacity to run projects more efficiently, increasing relationship management and 

communication capabilities.   

5.2 Practical relevance, lessons learned and managerial implications 

 

In the following sub-chapter the managerial implications will be discussed.  

For organizations, organizational learning is very important, because only this way 

can they sustain competitive advantage. Learning is extremely important for SMEs 

which are by nature considered fast, flexible and agile in learning. In this research 

learning from the customer in SMEs was also included. The managerial implications 

reached in this study are therefore highly relevant. 

Importance of management support and a clear intent to engage in effective 

learning 

Senior management‟s role in organizational learning as a whole is crucial. In SMEs 

senior management's understanding and position on organizational learning could 

decide organizations' inner culture, openness and learning possibilities for employees. 

It is important that management understands that and supports creation of 

organizational structures for organizational learning, knowledge sharing, and storage.  

The sharing of tacit knowledge should be recognized when developing the ICT 

solutions for the purpose of learning from the customer 
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As research has shown a big part of acquired knowledge is tacit knowledge. That is 

much more difficult knowledge to capture and communicate. Participatory learning 

methods seemed to be more efficient therefore ICT solutions could be implemented 

to foster group interaction and participation (e.g., best practices sharing, commenting, 

improving suggestions etc.) 

Being actively involved in similar kinds of partnerships is likely to increase 

companies’ capabilities to manage partnerships successfully 

This was mentioned in the interviews. Naturally companies‟ involvement in 

partnership increases managers' experience and therefore the chances of success in 

any following relationship, but it is important that the company would not take it for 

granted and would invest in the relationship management, create methods and 

structures for that. It is especially important for small companies as managers there, 

due to being stretched with time and resources, could overlook the relationship 

management aspect. 

Employment of versatile and participatory learning methods 

As a big part of acquired knowledge is tacit, it is worth noting that close interaction, 

learning-by-doing and participatory learning (work-shops, personnel exchanges, 

product / system reviews) methods are more effective in transferring tacit knowledge 

and should be used more extensively. 

Learning process may be affected by knowledge type 

If possible management could try to identify which type of knowledge (customer, 

product, system, industry or other) is the most important for the company in a 
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particular project and then to organize conscious efforts to acquire specifically that 

type of knowledge. 

5.3 Limitations and further research 

 

Further research continuing to work on the research topic could proceed in two ways: 

1) to analyze further how new knowledge is disseminated, used in the learning 

company, as this is still quite an under researched topic and 2) this was beyond the 

scope of this research, but to investigate all the factors affecting learning process 

(what are relationship factors, receiving organizations capabilities, organization 

support structures).  

One of the significant limitations is that in the dyad only one side's learning was 

investigated and interviews made. It would have been significant to investigate also 

the customer's perspectives on learning. 

The limitations of this thesis are also related to the nature of the case-study research. 

This affects the generalizability of the findings which cannot be directly applied to 

any other empirical setting (Yin, 1991).  
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7 Appendices 

 

Appendix 1:  Interview questionnaire 

Introduction: 

1. Please tell shortly the company and your history in this firm as well as present 

responsibilities in the company? 

2. What kind of inter-firm/collaborative projects with customer you were 

involved in? 

Project/projects related: 

3. Please tell about (one) recent/important project(s)? 

a) What was the project about? 

b) What was the goal of the project? 

c) What were each party‟s roles in the project? 

d) What knowledge, competence and resources did parties bring to the 

project? 

4. What was the role of learning in this/ these projects? 

5. What did your company learn new? 

6. Can you please describe how this learning process happened? What types of 

phases/critical factors were involved? 

7. What new knowledge company/people got from the project/customer? 

8. What was the role of the customer? Did customer help with knowledge 

transfer/distribution? 

a) How was the communication arranged? 

b) Did you have common meetings with customer and the people involved in 

the project? 
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c) Did you have informal meetings in the informal surroundings with the 

customer? 

9. What were the learning outcomes like? Concrete/ informal. How was the 

company affected by the new knowledge? 

10. What new knowledge company received? 

11. What kinds of learning related challenges and problems have there been? How 

were these challenges resolved? 

12. How conscious a decision was knowledge acquisition within the partnership? 

13. How mutual was the aim to exchange/acquire knowledge within the 

partnership? 

 

Learning related: 

14. What factors facilitate OL in your company? 

15. What factors hinder OL in your company? 

16. What is the role of your company in supporting OL? 

17. What do you think about further development regarding the OL in your 

company? 

Finishing: 

Anything else related to the research topic? Anybody else you could recommend 

as an interviewee? 
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Appendix 2: List of interviewees 

 

Name Company Position 

Karri Huhtanen Arch Red  Managing Director 

Juha R. Company A Managing Director 

Mikko Lehto Digia Senior Manager 

Janne Ahonen Accenture Senior Manager 

 

 

 

 

 

 


