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The transition to hybrid work has challenged the traditional mechanisms of knowledge 

transfer in software engineering. While explicit knowledge moves easily through digital 

channels, tacit knowledge—the unwritten rules, cultural nuances, and professional craft—

has historically relied on physical proximity and “osmotic” communication. This thesis 

investigates how IT consultants navigate the lifecycle of tacit knowledge when co-location 

is limited. 

The study employs a qualitative single case study design. Data was collected through semi-

structured interviews with 10 IT consultants, ranging from junior developers to unit leads. 

The analysis utilized thematic analysis within the framework of the SECI model of 

knowledge creation. 



The key finding is a fundamental shift from passive osmosis to active intentionality. The 

results show that “digital osmosis” does not exist; in a hybrid environment, knowledge 

transfer requires deliberate, scheduled actions. Consultants have adopted strategies such as 

“fly on the wall” observation to acquire client culture, “open huddles” to simulate peer co-

presence, and “active verification” techniques to ensure knowledge transfer to clients. 

The study concludes that successful hybrid work requires organizations to treat social 

interaction as critical infrastructure. Leadership must actively construct psychological safety 

to overcome the high threshold of digital communication. Theoretically, the study extends 

the concept of the boundary spanner to include bridging the “digital gap” in trust and 

communication. 

. 

 

  



8 
 

 

Table of contents 

 

Abstract 

 
1 Introduction ...................................................................................................... 11 

2 Background and Literature Review ................................................................. 13 
2.1 Theoretical Foundations of Organizational Knowledge ....................................... 13 

2.1.1 The tacit-explicit knowledge spectrum ..................................................................... 13 
2.1.2 The SECI model of knowledge creation .................................................................. 14 

2.2 Knowledge Transfer Mechanisms in Technical Environments ............................ 15 
2.2.1 Formal structures: communities of practice and knowledge management systems 15 
2.2.2 Informal and collaborative practices in software engineering .................................. 16 

2.3 The IT Consultant as a Boundary-Spanning Knowledge Broker ......................... 17 
2.3.1 The Role of Boundary Spanners in Organizations .................................................. 17 
2.3.2 Trust and psychological safety ................................................................................ 18 

2.4 The Hybrid Work Paradigm and its Impact on Collaboration .............................. 19 
2.4.1 A spectrum of hybrid arrangements ......................................................................... 19 
2.4.2 The challenge of replicating spontaneous interaction .............................................. 20 
2.4.3 The limits of digital communication: media richness ................................................ 20 
2.4.4 The loss of “osmosis” and serendipity ..................................................................... 21 

2.5 Synthesis and Identification of the Research Gap .............................................. 23 

3 Research Methodology ................................................................................... 24 
3.1 The case company .............................................................................................. 24 
3.2 Research Questions and Objectives ................................................................... 24 
3.3 Research Design ................................................................................................. 26 

3.3.1 Research approach ................................................................................................. 26 
3.3.2 Data collection ......................................................................................................... 26 
3.3.3 Sampling strategy .................................................................................................... 27 
3.3.4 Data analysis ........................................................................................................... 29 

4 Results ............................................................................................................ 31 
4.1 The Foundation: Consultant Meta-Skills ............................................................. 32 

4.1.1 Empathy and active listening as strategic tools ....................................................... 32 
4.1.2 Communication and articulation .............................................................................. 33 
4.1.3 Situational awareness and managing uncertainty ................................................... 34 
4.1.4 Professional courage and integrity .......................................................................... 34 

4.2 Acquiring Knowledge from Clients (RQ1) ........................................................... 35 
4.2.1 The shift from passive osmosis to active investigation ............................................ 35 
4.2.2 “Fly on the wall”: virtual observation strategies ........................................................ 36 
4.2.3 Uncovering the “real need” through provocation ..................................................... 37 
4.2.4 Digital signals as cultural indicators ......................................................................... 37 
4.2.5 The criticality of initial face-to-face contact .............................................................. 38 



9 
 

 

4.3 Sharing Knowledge with Peers (RQ2) ................................................................ 38 
4.3.1 From Spontaneous Osmosis to Structured Mentoring ............................................. 39 
4.3.2 Virtual Co-Working: The “Open Huddle” .................................................................. 39 
4.3.3 The risks of digital communication: misinterpretation and silence ........................... 40 
4.3.4 Overcoming the threshold through vulnerability ...................................................... 41 

4.4 Transferring Knowledge to Clients (RQ3) ........................................................... 41 
4.4.1 The “black hole” of remote feedback ....................................................................... 42 
4.4.2 Techniques for active verification ............................................................................ 42 
4.4.3 Documentation as a silent teacher .......................................................................... 43 

4.5 Synthesis of Analytical Themes .......................................................................... 44 
4.5.1 From osmosis to intentionality: the shift to active agency ........................................ 44 
4.5.2 Trust as digital currency and psychological safety .................................................. 45 
4.5.3 Reading the digital room: interpreting silence and signals ...................................... 46 
4.5.4 Hybrid co-presence: redefining “being there” .......................................................... 47 

5 Discussion ....................................................................................................... 48 
5.1 Acquiring Knowledge: The End of Passive Osmosis (RQ1) ............................... 48 
5.2 Sharing Knowledge: Virtual Co-presence and Safety (RQ2) .............................. 49 
5.3 Transferring Knowledge: Overcoming the Black Hole (RQ3) .............................. 50 
5.4 Synthesis: The Boundary Spanner in the Hybrid Era .......................................... 51 
5.5 Managerial Implications ...................................................................................... 52 
5.6 Limitations ........................................................................................................... 52 
5.7 Suggestions for Future Research ....................................................................... 53 

6 Conclusions ..................................................................................................... 54 

7 References ...................................................................................................... 57 
 

 

Appendices 

Appendix 1. Interview protocol 

Appendix 2. Coding Framework and Reference Counts   



10 
 

 

DECLARATIONS 

 

Turnitin 

The originality of this thesis has been reviewed with the Turnitin similarity checking service.   

AI usage 

The author of the thesis, Antti Halmetoja, used the following AI-tools during the preparation 

of the thesis: 

Google Gemini 2.5 Pro 

Purpose of use:  

Proof-reading, structuring text 

NOTE! Record all the AI tools you have used in the same way. 

Responsibility 

The author, Antti Halmetoja, takes full responsibility for the content of this thesis and has 

reviewed and edited the content generated by the possible use of AI tools. 

 

  



11 
 

 

1  Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic fundamentally reshaped the landscape of knowledge work. For 

the software industry, this transformation has been particularly profound, setting hybrid 

work as the new operational standard (Russo et al., 2021; Smite et al., 2023). A recent survey 

found that only 3% of developers plan to return to the office full-time, with the vast majority 

favouring a hybrid approach (Smite et al., 2023). This shift is not toward a single, uniform 

model but rather a spectrum of flexible work arrangements where teams operate with varying 

degrees of co-location and synchronicity. 

While this newfound flexibility offers significant benefits, it also poses critical challenges to 

one of the most vital organizational processes: knowledge transfer. The transfer of explicit 

knowledge—information that can be easily codified in documents, specifications, or project 

management tools—is relatively well-supported by modern digital collaboration platforms. 

However, a more complex and pressing issue lies with the transfer of tacit knowledge (Ryan 

& O’Connor, 2013). First coined by philosopher Michael Polanyi, tacit knowledge is the 

deeply personal, experience-based expertise that is difficult to articulate, famously 

summarized by the idea that “we can know more than we can tell” (Polanyi, 1983). This is 

the intuitive know-how that enables seasoned professionals to solve novel problems, 

navigate complex social dynamics, and make effective decisions with incomplete 

information. 

Traditionally, the transfer of this knowledge has relied heavily on informal, in-person 

interactions like mentorship, observation, and spontaneous unscheduled meetings (Takpuie 

& Tanner, 2016; Sporsem et al., 2023). The reduction of physical co-location in hybrid 

models directly threatens these critical, informal learning channels. 

This thesis focuses on a group for whom this challenge is particularly acute: IT consultants. 

Unlike stable, in-house teams, consultants operate as external experts who must manage a 

complex, multi-directional flow of knowledge. This exchange is multifaceted: it involves 

absorbing the client's unique contextual and cultural knowledge, circulating the professional 

craft and 'war stories' among peers, and imparting enabling expertise back to the client. This 

positions the consultant as a critical "knowledge broker" or boundary spanner (Pawlowski 
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& Robey, 2004), making them an ideal case for studying the pressures that hybrid 

workplaces place on tacit knowledge transfer. 

While recent literature has extensively examined the impact of hybrid work on software 

developer productivity and well-being (e.g., Russo et al., 2021; Smite et al., 2023), these 

studies predominantly focus on stable, in-house teams with established social networks. 

Similarly, while knowledge transfer in agile teams has been widely studied (Ryan & 

O’Connor, 2013), previous research has largely assumed a co-located environment where 

'osmotic' communication is possible. 

Consequently, a specific research gap remains regarding external practitioners. There is a 

scarcity of empirical research addressing how IT consultants—who operate as transient 

'boundary spanners' without long-term socialization—navigate the transfer of tacit 

knowledge when the traditional physical channels are unavailable. This thesis aims to bridge 

this gap by decoding the unwritten rules of this specific process.  
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2  Background and Literature Review 

This chapter establishes the theoretical framework for the study. It begins by exploring the 

fundamental concepts of organizational knowledge, distinguishing between tacit and explicit 

forms, and examining the SECI model of knowledge creation. Subsequently, the focus shifts 

to the specific context of software engineering and the role of the IT consultant as a 

knowledge broker. Finally, the chapter analyses the paradigm shift brought by hybrid work, 

highlighting the specific challenges it poses to traditional knowledge transfer mechanisms. 

2.1  Theoretical Foundations of Organizational Knowledge 

To understand how knowledge flows in a consulting context, the nature of knowledge needs 

to be defined. This section outlines the core theoretical concepts that underpin organizational 

learning. It distinguishes between codifiable, explicit information and the more elusive tacit 

knowledge, and presents Nonaka and Takeuchi's model for how these two forms interact to 

create new knowledge. 

2.1.1  The tacit-explicit knowledge spectrum 

A foundational concept in organizational learning is the distinction between two types of 

human knowledge, namely explicit and tacit knowledge. The term tacit knowledge was first 

articulated by philosopher Michael Polanyi, who argued that human expertise is deeply 

personal, context-specific, and difficult to formalize, famously stating that we can know 

more than we can tell (Polanyi, 1983). For an IT consultant, this is the intuitive know-how—

such as debugging a complex system based on a gut feeling, navigating a client's internal 

politics, or knowing exactly who to ask for a piece of unwritten information. 

In contrast, explicit knowledge is that which can be readily codified, documented, and 

transferred through formal language. It is the know-what found in technical specifications, 

project plans in Jira, and internal documentation in Confluence. This distinction was later 

popularized in the business context by Nonaka and Takeuchi (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995), 

who argued that the most innovative companies are those that master the dynamic interplay 
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between both forms of knowledge. Understanding this spectrum is critical for this study, as 

the shift to hybrid engagements primarily disrupts the informal, experience-based channels 

through which a consultant's most valuable tacit knowledge is transferred.  

2.1.2  The SECI model of knowledge creation 

Building on the tacit-explicit distinction, Nonaka and Takeuchi (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 

1995) proposed their seminal SECI model to explain how organizational knowledge is 

created and amplified. They argue that knowledge is not a static resource but is created 

through a dynamic, social interaction between tacit and explicit forms. This interaction 

occurs through four distinct modes of knowledge conversion: 

1. Socialization (tacit to tacit): This is the process of sharing tacit knowledge through 

direct, shared experiences like observation, imitation, and practice. It's the most 

fundamental mode of knowledge creation, as it relies on a shared context where 

individuals can interact face-to-face. A classic example is an apprentice learning a 

craft from a master, or as seen in the Matsushita case, engineers apprenticing with a 

master baker to learn the tacit skill of dough-kneading., 

2. Externalization (tacit to explicit): This is the quintessential knowledge-creation 

process where personal, tacit knowledge is articulated into explicit concepts using 

metaphors, analogies, hypotheses, or models. It is the critical step where an 

individual's insight becomes communicable to the group. The Honda City 

development team, for instance, externalized their vision for a new car through the 

metaphor Automobile Evolution and the concept Tall Boy. 

3. Combination (explicit to explicit): This mode involves systemizing concepts by 

combining different bodies of explicit knowledge, often through documents, 

meetings, or databases. For example, middle managers might break down a corporate 

vision into operational plans, or a team might synthesize market data and technical 

specifications to create a new product concept.  

4. Internalization (explicit to tacit): This involves embodying explicit knowledge, 

turning it back into tacit knowledge through learning by doing. When experiences 

are internalized, they enrich an individual's tacit knowledge base. This occurs when 



15 
 

 

employees read a manual and then practice a new skill until it becomes second nature, 

or as seen at GE, when a development team studies a database of customer 

complaints to internalize user experiences. 

Crucially, Nonaka and Takeuchi argue that these four modes are not isolated events but form 

a continuous knowledge spiral. Knowledge creation begins with an individual's tacit insight 

(socialization), which is then articulated (externalization), combined with other knowledge 

(combination), and finally internalized by the organization, creating a new, shared tacit 

knowledge base at a higher level, from which the spiral can begin again. 

For this thesis, the SECI model is a critical framework because it highlights the central 

importance of Socialization—the mode of knowledge transfer most dependent on shared 

context and experience. The primary challenge posed by hybrid work, particularly for IT 

consultants, is the disruption of this foundational Socialization process, which threatens to 

stall the entire knowledge-creating spiral. 

 

2.2  Knowledge Transfer Mechanisms in Technical Environments 

Software engineering is inherently a knowledge-intensive activity where the primary capital 

is intellectual rather than physical. The effective transfer of knowledge between team 

members is therefore a critical determinant of project success. In technical environments, 

this exchange is rarely a linear process. Instead, it occurs through a complex mix of codified 

processes and social interactions. This section explores the dual nature of these mechanisms, 

examining how organizations utilize both formal structures, such as documentation and 

communities, and informal, collaborative practices to facilitate the flow of expertise. 

2.2.1  Formal structures: communities of practice and knowledge management 

systems 

In software engineering organizations, formal documentation is often insufficient for 

capturing complex problem-solving skills. To bridge this gap, organizations rely on 

Communities of Practice (CoP). Defined by Lave and Wenger (Lave and Wenger, 1991), a 
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CoP is a group of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn 

how to do it better as they interact regularly. In IT consulting, CoPs (often called “guilds” 

or “chapters”) serve as the primary vessel for socialization, allowing consultants to share 

“war stories” and best practices that transcend specific client projects (Wenger, McDermott 

and Snyder, 2002). These structures provide a formal container for the informal exchange of 

tacit knowledge, enabling junior consultants to move from the periphery of the community 

toward the centre through legitimate peripheral participation. 

2.2.2  Informal and collaborative practices in software engineering 

Ideally, software development relies heavily on collaborative practices that facilitate real-

time knowledge transfer. Techniques such as pair programming and code reviews are not 

merely quality assurance tools but potent mechanisms for peer-to-peer learning. Williams 

and Kessler (Williams and Kessler, 2000) argue that pair programming acts as a continuous 

feedback loop where tacit knowledge—such as debugging strategies and coding style—is 

transferred simply by observing a partner. Similarly, informal “water cooler” conversations 

have traditionally allowed developers to coordinate work and share latent knowledge without 

formal meetings. In a co-located environment, these practices create a high-bandwidth 

channel for tacit knowledge transfer, often described as “osmotic communication” 

(Cockburn, 2004). 

Research on globally distributed software teams has long established that successful 

knowledge transfer relies on social ties. Kotlarsky and Oshri (2005) found that “social ties” 

are the primary mechanism for bridging the gap between distributed developers. They argue 

that knowing a colleague personally creates a “transactive memory system”—knowing who 

knows what—and lowers the barrier to contact. Without these social rituals, distributed 

teams struggle to share complex technical knowledge, as the interpersonal channel required 

to carry that knowledge remains unbuilt. 

Empirical studies in software engineering confirm the critical role of social interaction in 

tacit knowledge transfer. Ryan and O’Connor (2013) found that in agile teams, tacit 

knowledge is primarily acquired through direct social interaction and shared problem-

solving rather than documentation. They argue that agile ceremonies, such as daily stand-

ups, serve as essential 'knowledge reservoirs' where tacit knowledge is externalized. This 
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highlights the risk posed by hybrid work: if these social rituals become purely administrative 

status updates, the channel for tacit knowledge transfer is severed.  

Effective knowledge transfer relies not only on the willingness to share but also on the 

awareness of where expertise resides. This collective awareness is known as a Transactive 

Memory System (TMS)—essentially, the group's knowledge of 'who knows what.' Tang, 

Mu, and MacLachlan (2015) demonstrate that the development of a robust TMS is heavily 

dependent on communication quality and interpersonal trust. They argue that trust acts as a 

mediating factor; without high-quality communication that builds trust, team members 

cannot effectively map the expertise of their colleagues. In distributed environments, where 

communication channels are often lean and instrumental, the natural formation of this shared 

meta-knowledge is at risk, potentially leaving individuals isolated from the organization's 

collective intelligence. 

Recent studies on pair programming in hybrid settings (Tkalich et al., 2022) suggest that 

continuous audio-video connections can effectively simulate physical proximity, allowing 

for the transfer of tacit technical knowledge even across distributed locations. 

2.3  The IT Consultant as a Boundary-Spanning Knowledge Broker 

Within the broader landscape of knowledge work, the IT consultant occupies a distinct and 

challenging position. Unlike internal employees who operate within a single organizational 

culture, consultants must navigate the interface between their own firm and the client 

organizations. This role requires more than just technical proficiency; it demands the ability 

to bridge organizational boundaries, translate requirements across different contexts, and 

rapidly integrate into new social systems. This section analyses the consultant's role as a 

'boundary spanner' and examines the interpersonal dynamics, particularly trust, that enable 

them to function effectively as knowledge brokers. 

2.3.1  The Role of Boundary Spanners in Organizations 

IT consultants occupy a unique position as boundary spanners—individuals who operate at 

the interface between their own organization and the client organization (Levina and Vaast, 
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2005). Unlike in-house developers, boundary spanners must rapidly acquire the contextual 

knowledge of a new environment to be effective. They act as knowledge brokers, translating 

technical possibilities into business value for the client while simultaneously bringing 

external best practices into the client organization. This dual role requires high adaptability, 

as the consultant lacks the long-term socialization of an internal employee and must rely on 

accelerated learning strategies to grasp the client’s “unwritten rules” and political landscape 

(Pawlowski and Robey, 2004). 

2.3.2  Trust and psychological safety 

While trust is foundational, in a learning context, it manifests specifically as psychological 

safety. Defined by Edmondson (Edmondson, 1999), psychological safety is a shared belief 

that the team is safe for interpersonal risk-taking. In practice, this means feeling confident 

that one will not be embarrassed, rejected, or punished for speaking up, asking questions, or 

admitting errors. For IT consultants, asking for help or admitting ignorance regarding a new 

technology represents a significant interpersonal risk. 

Recent research suggests that hybrid environments may erode psychological safety by 

removing the subtle, informal cues that normally signal acceptance. Tkalich et al. (Tkalich 

et al., 2024)  found that going remote can negatively impact psychological safety if not 

actively managed, as the lack of spontaneous interactions reduces the opportunities to build 

the necessary interpersonal trust. In a digital text-based channel (e.g., Slack), silence can be 

ambiguous: it may signify agreement, busyness, or judgment. Without the reassuring non-

verbal feedback of a physical room, the threshold to ask for help increases, potentially 

hindering the flow of tacit knowledge among peers. 

In the context of temporary or distributed teams, traditional trust-building is often too slow. 

Järvenpää and Leidner (1999) introduced the concept of 'swift trust', which is depersonalized 

and action-oriented. It relies on early, visible communication and the assumption of 

competence, rather than long-term interpersonal bonding. This concept is particularly 

relevant for consultants who must establish credibility rapidly in new client environments. 
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2.4  The Hybrid Work Paradigm and its Impact on Collaboration 

The transition to hybrid work represents one of the most significant shifts in the history of 

software development. Moving away from the default of full-time co-location, organizations 

have adopted models that blend remote and on-site work in various configurations. While 

this shift offers flexibility, it fundamentally alters the landscape of collaboration by 

introducing physical and temporal distance between team members. This section 

investigates the spectrum of hybrid arrangements and analyses how this new paradigm 

impacts the traditional mechanisms of interaction, particularly the spontaneous exchanges 

that have historically underpinned tacit knowledge transfer.  

The transition has not been uniform; Kemell and Saarikallio (2023) note that hybrid work 

practices in software engineering are still emergent and highly varied. Organizations are 

currently in a phase of experimentation, seeking to balance the flexibility demanded by 

developers with the collaboration needs of complex system development. 

2.4.1  A spectrum of hybrid arrangements 

The concept of “hybrid work” is often treated as a monolith, but in practice, it encompasses 

a wide variety of arrangements. Smite et al. (Smite et al., 2023) characterize this as a 

spectrum rather than a single model. This spectrum ranges from flexible hybrid teams, where 

individuals act with high autonomy regarding their location, to partially aligned teams, 

where specific days or sub-groups are synchronized to be on-site simultaneously. At the far 

end are variegated teams, which may operate across different time zones and locations with 

little physical overlap. Understanding where a team sits on this spectrum is critical, as the 

strategies for knowledge transfer must be tailored to the specific degree of synchronicity and 

co-location available. 

The shift to hybrid work has measurably altered communication patterns in software 

engineering. In a large-scale study of Microsoft developers during the transition to remote 

work, Ford et al. (2021) observed a shift from synchronous, spontaneous interactions to 

scheduled, short meetings. They found that while individual productivity remained stable, 

the “collaborative time” became fragmented. This structural change validates the need for 
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active agency: since spontaneous connection slots are removed, they are replaced by a 

calendar filled with intentional, often 30-minute operational checkpoints. 

Furthermore, Conboy et al. (2023) challenge the binary definition of hybrid work (home vs. 

office). They argue that successful hybrid models must move beyond location to focus on 

how work is coordinated and presence is experienced, suggesting that digital tools can create 

forms of presence that transcend physical proximity. 

2.4.2  The challenge of replicating spontaneous interaction 

In a traditional co-located environment, information often flows through “osmosis”—

background listening and chance encounters at the coffee machine. This serendipitous 

interaction allows for the transfer of tacit knowledge without formal intent (Sporsem et al., 

2023). In hybrid models, this channel is severely constricted. Virtual “rooms” and scheduled 

meetings often fail to replicate the high-bandwidth, low-friction nature of physical presence. 

Consequently, the threshold for initiating communication rises; a consultant does not simply 

“turn around” to ask a question but must deliberately craft a message or book a meeting, 

transforming communication from impulsive to instrumental. 

Underlying the challenges of media richness is the concept of “grounding” introduced by 

Clark and Brennan (1991). Grounding refers to the mutual process by which participants in 

a conversation establish that they have been understood. In face-to-face settings, grounding 

is efficient due to concurrent feedback (nodding, confused looks). In text-based or remote 

communication, the “cost of grounding” increases significantly. Participants must expend 

more effort to verify understanding, often leading to a phenomenon where people assume 

understanding has occurred when it has not, simply to avoid the high effort of typing out 

clarifying questions 

2.4.3  The limits of digital communication: media richness 

The preference for rich communication channels is deeply rooted in software engineering 

tradition. The Manifesto for Agile Software Development (Beck et al., 2001) explicitly states 

that “the most efficient and effective method of conveying information... is face-to-face 

conversation.” Hybrid work directly challenges this foundational principle, forcing 
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organizations to find digital substitutes for a mechanism that was originally designed to be 

physical.  

To understand the challenges of transferring tacit knowledge remotely, it is necessary to look 

at the properties of the communication channels themselves. Media Richness Theory (Daft 

and Lengel, 1986) posits that communication media vary in their capacity to process rich 

information. “Rich” media, such as face-to-face interaction, offer immediate feedback, 

multiple cues (body language, tone), and personal focus. “Lean” media, such as documents 

or emails, lack these dimensions. 

The theory suggests that highly equivocal tasks—such as sensing a client's hidden political 

landscape or mentoring a junior colleague on “soft skills”—require rich media to be 

effective. Attempting to transfer such complex, tacit knowledge through lean media (e.g., 

chat messages) often leads to failure or misunderstanding. This theoretical lens helps explain 

why “reading the room” is significantly more cognitively demanding in a hybrid setting, 

where the “bandwidth” of social signals is compressed. 

Building on Media Richness, Media Synchronicity Theory (MST) (Dennis et al., 2008) 

provides a more nuanced lens for software engineering contexts. It argues that 

communication performance depends on matching the media's capabilities to the 

“communication process.” 

• Conveyance: Asynchronous tools (like Jira or Slack) are superior for transmitting 

explicit information without interruption. 

• Convergence: Synchronous tools (like face-to-face or video) are required when the 

goal is to resolve ambiguity or agree on a meaning. 

In hybrid consulting, a misalignment often occurs. Consultants attempt to achieve 

convergence (e.g., understanding a client's vague requirement) using conveyance tools (e.g., 

email or chat), leading to the “misinterpretation” cycles identified in this study. 

2.4.4  The loss of “osmosis” and serendipity 

Traditional knowledge transfer in software engineering has relied heavily on what is often 

termed “osmotic communication”—the passive absorption of information by being 
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physically near others within the same room (Cockburn, 2004). In an open-plan office, a 

developer might overhear a senior architect explaining a solution or notice a colleague 

struggling with a task. These instances of serendipitous interaction allow for knowledge 

transfer without formal scheduling. 

In a hybrid environment, this passive channel is largely eliminated. Sporsem et al. (2023) 

note that in hybrid work, unscheduled meetings require new digital mechanisms to replicate 

the fluidity of co-located interactions. Interactions become predominantly instrumental and 

scheduled. Ford et al. (2021) found that while planned meetings can sustain explicit 

knowledge transfer, the loss of unplanned encounters threatens the transfer of tacit 

knowledge, forcing professionals to replace passive observation with active, intentional 

communication strategies. 

The challenge of “osmosis” is particularly acute for newcomers. In a study of remote 

onboarding during the pandemic, Rodeghero et al. (2021) found that new developers 

struggled significantly with asking for help, fearing they would be perceived as incompetent 

if they interrupted colleagues digitally. They identified that without visual cues of 

“busyness” (e.g., seeing a colleague with headphones on), newcomers often defaulted to 

silence. This validates the “threshold of asking” phenomenon, suggesting that in hybrid 

environments, the lack of visibility creates a barrier to the informal mentorship that junior 

consultants rely on. 

Beyond physical distance, the temporal structure of work creates barriers. Ryan and 

O’Connor (2012) identified time pressure as one of the most significant impediments to tacit 

knowledge sharing in software teams. They argue that sharing tacit knowledge requires 

“slack time”—unstructured moments for narration and reflection. In hybrid environments, 

where calendars are often packed with back-to-back operational meetings to compensate for 

the lack of visibility, this necessary slack time is squeezed out, effectively blocking the 

transfer of deep expertise even if the technological channels exist. 

This loss of proximity threatens organizational culture. Sundari et al. (2024) argue that in 

the hybrid era, corporate culture and social interaction do not sustain themselves but require 

deliberate reconstruction to prevent social fragmentation. Without active intervention, the 

'glue' of organizational belonging weakens, making it difficult for new employees to absorb 

the unwritten values of the company. 
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2.5  Synthesis and Identification of the Research Gap 

While the SECI model provides a robust framework for understanding knowledge creation 

(Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995), and the general challenges of hybrid work in software 

engineering are increasingly documented (e.g., Smite et al., 2023; Tkalich et al., 2024), a 

significant gap remains regarding the specific context of IT consulting. Consultants face a 

"double burden": they must navigate the hybrid challenges of their own firm while 

simultaneously decoding the hybrid culture of their client. 

 

Existing literature predominantly examines hybrid work through the lens of an internal 

employee who benefits from a stable social network and established cultural understanding 

(see, for example, Ford et al., 2021). However, there is a scarcity of empirical research 

applying these frameworks to the boundary spanner (Levina & Vaast, 2005) in a hybrid 

context. Unlike in-house developers, these professionals lack long-term socialization and 

must rapidly acquire and transfer tacit knowledge across organizational borders. This thesis 

aims to bridge this gap by exploring how consultants actively reconstruct the "osmotic" 

layers of knowledge transfer that are lost in hybrid work. 
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3  Research Methodology 

This section outlines the methodological blueprint for the study. A qualitative, single case 

study design was chosen to conduct an in-depth investigation of the complex, real-world 

phenomenon of tacit knowledge transfer within a specific IT consulting firm. This approach 

is well-suited for exploring nuanced social processes and is a common and accepted method 

for this type of research in software engineering. The following subsections detail the 

research approach, data collection methods, and the strategy for data analysis. 

3.1  The case company 

The case company is a mid-sized IT consultancy headquartered in Finland but operates 

globally, with offices located in multiple countries. It employs approximately 300 people in 

Finland, 700 globally. It specializes in software development, cloud, DevOps and managed 

services. The author works at the company as a senior consultant, which provided access to 

internal communication channels and facilitated the identification of relevant interview 

candidates.  

3.2  Research Questions and Objectives 

The primary aim of this thesis was to investigate the lifecycle of tacit knowledge for IT 

consultants working in hybrid environments. Specifically, the study sought to explore the 

emergent strategies, challenges, and mechanisms that govern how different forms of this 

critical, unwritten knowledge are managed across distinct channels: from clients, among 

peers, and back to clients. 

The overarching research objective was to understand how IT consultants navigate the 

lifecycle of acquiring, sharing, and transferring tacit knowledge—the “unwritten rules”—

of their work in a hybrid setting. To provide a structured and in-depth analysis of this 

objective, the study addressed three research questions, each corresponding to a key phase 

of the knowledge lifecycle. 
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The first research question, RQ1, focused on the acquisition phase: What strategies do IT 

consultants use to acquire client contextual knowledge in hybrid settings? This question 

explored how consultants grasp a client's culture and hidden needs when physical 

observation is limited. 

The second research question, RQ2, addressed internal knowledge sharing: How is 

experiential knowledge shared among consultant peers when physical co-location is limited? 

This examined the mechanisms for maintaining professional craft and mentoring junior 

colleagues without spontaneous office interactions. 

Finally, the third research question, RQ3, investigated the transfer of expertise back to 

the client: How do consultants ensure the effective transfer of tacit expertise to clients 

remotely? This question focused on the methods used to overcome the lack of non-verbal 

feedback in remote training and guidance. By answering these three questions, this thesis 

constructed a holistic understanding of the central research problem. 

Research questions are visualized in the following figure (Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. Research question visualization of  
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3.3  Research Design 

This section outlines the comprehensive research design employed to investigate the transfer 

of tacit knowledge in a hybrid consulting environment. The design serves as the 

methodological blueprint for the study, detailing the chosen qualitative approach, the 

specific data collection techniques used to gather empirical evidence, the sampling strategy 

for participant selection, and the systematic procedures applied for data analysis. The 

following subsections provide a detailed description of each of these components. 

3.3.1  Research approach 

This study adopted a qualitative research approach, rooted in an interpretivist paradigm. The 

goal of interpretivism is not to find a single, objective truth but to understand the world 

through the subjective experiences and interpretations of the people living in it. This is the 

most appropriate lens for this thesis, as tacit knowledge itself is personal, context-dependent, 

and constructed through social interaction. Specifically, the research is structured as a single 

case study. This design is particularly well-suited for investigating a contemporary 

phenomenon in-depth and within its real-world context, especially when the boundaries 

between the phenomenon and that context are not clear (Runeson & Höst, 2009; Yin, 2018). 

The research sought to understand the how and why behind the strategies and challenges 

consultants face, which requires a deep exploration of their personal narratives and lived 

experiences. 

3.3.2  Data collection 

The primary data for this case study was collected through semi-structured interviews. This 

method was chosen because it provided a balance between the structure of a pre-defined 

interview guide and the flexibility to ask follow-up questions and probe for deeper insights 

(Creswell and Poth, 2025). This adaptability is essential for decoding the unwritten rules, as 

it allows the researcher to explore unexpected avenues and elicit the rich stories that reveal 

tacit knowledge in action.  
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The interviews were conducted between October 2025 and November 2025 using Microsoft 

Teams. The platform's built-in transcription feature was utilized for the initial text 

generation, after which the author manually listened to the recordings to verify accuracy, 

correct transcription errors, and anonymize sensitive organizational details. The interviews 

lasted 38-65 minutes and were audio-recorded with the explicit consent of each participant. 

The full interview guide can be found in Appendix A. 

3.3.3  Sampling strategy 

A purposive sampling strategy was employed to select participants. Unlike random 

sampling, which seeks statistical representativeness, purposive sampling aims to select 

information-rich individuals who can provide the most valuable insights into the research 

questions (Patton, 2015). 

The participants were selected using a combination of direct identification and snowball 

sampling. The author utilized their position within the case company to initially identify 

candidates known for their diverse experience levels and varying work modes. Additionally, 

a trusted senior colleague acted as a key informant, recommending specific consultants who 

possessed deep insight into the organizational culture but might have otherwise been 

overlooked. This dual approach ensured access to a sample that represented a wide range of 

perspectives within the firm, rather than relying solely on the author's immediate network. 

A final sample of 10 IT consultants was recruited. The selection was guided by the following 

criteria to ensure a diverse and comprehensive dataset: 

1. Experience level: A mix of junior, mid-level, and senior consultants was selected to 

capture perspectives from different career stages and to contrast those who learned 

the trade in a traditional office versus those who onboarded remotely. 

2. Project diversity: Participants were chosen based on their work history in varied 

client projects, ranging from long-term, full-time assignments to fast-paced, 

concurrent engagements involving multiple clients. 

3. Hybrid work arrangement: The sample included a mix of consultants who work 

predominantly remotely, those with a hybrid schedule, and those with a strong 

preference for on-site presence (see Table 1). 
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Table 1. Interviewees 

ID Role / Title Experience 
(consulting) 

Primary 
work mode 

Notes on work context 

Interviewee 0 
H0 

Unit lead <10 years Hybrid Manages multiple teams 
across different cities; 
long history of both onsite 
and remote work. 

Interviewee 1 
H1 

Consultant >5 years Fully remote Works 100% remotely 
from home; clients located 
abroad 

Interviewee 2 
H2 

Lead 
consultant 

<10 years Hybrid Previous experience 
mostly on-site; currently 
works in a hybrid model. 

Interviewee 3 
H3 

Team lead <10 years Hybrid Manages a large team; 
strong background in 
traditional on-site work 
(98% on-site pre-covid). 

Interviewee 4 
H4 

Senior 
consultant 

>5 years Client-hybrid Works 100% allocated to 
one client; follows client's 
mandate of 3 office 
days/week. 

Interviewee 5 
H5 

Lead 
consultant 

<10 years Office-first Prefers working from the 
consultancy’s own office 
(4+days/week);client work 
is hybrid. 

Interviewee 6 
H6 

Lead 
consultant 

<10 years Hybrid Focus on coaching and 
assessments; long 
experience with both 
traditional and modern 
models 

Interviewee 7 
H7 

Senior 
consultant 

<10 years Fully remote 100% remote work; visits 
office very rarely (2–3 
times total). 

Interviewee 8 
H8 

Senior 
consultant 

5–10 years Hybrid Focus on processes and 
coaching; mostly remote 
but visits office 
occasionally 

Interviewee 
H9 

Team lead >5 years Office-first Works primarily from the 
office (4 days/week) to 
support the team; team 
members are 
hybrid/remote. 
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3.3.4  Data analysis 

The data analysis followed an iterative coding process using NVivo software (Lumivero, 

2023). The study adhered to the widely accepted six-phase framework developed by Braun 

and Clarke (2006) and adapting guidelines for thematic synthesis in software engineering 

(Cruzes & Dybå, 2011). The analysis proceeded through the following phases: 

1. Familiarization with the data: The transcripts were read and re-read to gain a deep 

and holistic understanding of the content before any formal coding began. 

2. Generating initial codes: Open coding was applied to the raw transcripts to 

systematically identify recurring concepts and relevant segments (e.g., 'camera 

usage', 'digital silence'). 

3. Searching for themes: The initial codes were clustered into broader, potential themes 

that captured patterns of meaning. A codebook (see Appendix 2) was created and 

maintained to ensure consistency. 

4. Reviewing themes: The themes were checked against the coded data and the entire 

dataset to ensure they were coherent and representative of the participants' views. 

5. Defining and naming themes: The scope of each theme was refined. In this study, 

themes were categorized into two levels: structural themes (mapped to the specific 

Research Questions) and cross-cutting analytical themes (capturing overarching 

phenomena like 'Active Agency'). 

6. Producing the report: The analysed themes were woven into the coherent narrative 

presented in Chapter 4. 

To illustrate this analytical process, consider the emergence of the theme regarding peer 

learning. During the familiarization phase, a recurring pattern of “simulated presence” was 

noted. For instance, Interviewee 7 described keeping a continuous audio connection open 

with a colleague: “It is even easier [remotely]... when you can chatter in your own room 

completely in peace... just the two of you in one huddle”. 

In the open coding phase, this specific segment was labelled with the initial code “Virtual 

co-working (Open Huddle)”. Simultaneously, other segments describing scheduled check-

ins were coded as “Structured Mentoring”. In the theme definition phase, these codes were 
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clustered together to form the structural theme 'Sharing Knowledge with Peers'. 

Furthermore, the underlying characteristic of these practices—using technology to simulate 

physical proximity—contributed to the formation of the cross-cutting analytical theme 

'Hybrid Co-presence'. 

It should be noted that the frequencies presented in the Results chapter refer to the number 

of participants who expressed a specific sentiment, derived from synthesizing multiple 

related codes. Therefore, these figures may not directly correspond to the raw reference 

counts of individual codes listed in the Codebook (Appendix 2), as themes were often 

constructed by aggregating several distinct but conceptually linked codes. Throughout this 

process, all data was anonymized to protect participant confidentiality. 
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4  Results 

This chapter presents the findings from the empirical study based on ten semi-structured 

interviews. To provide a clear and logical narrative, the results are structured into three 

distinct parts: 

1. The Foundation (Section 4.1): First, the analysis defines what constitutes the tacit 

knowledge of a consultant. This section establishes the essential “meta-skills” (such 

as empathy and situational awareness) that act as the currency of knowledge transfer. 

2. Structural Findings (Sections 4.2–4.4): These sections directly answer the Research 

Questions, analysing how knowledge flows through specific channels: acquiring it 

from clients (RQ1), sharing it among peers (RQ2), and transferring it back to clients 

(RQ3). 

3. Analytical Synthesis (Section 4.5): Finally, the chapter identifies the cross-cutting 

themes that manifest across all research boundaries. These analytical themes explain 

the fundamental shifts in work—such as the need for active agency—that affect all 

three knowledge flows simultaneously.  

Summary of the questions and findings can be found in Table 2. 

Table 2. Summary of research questions and findings 

Research question Key challenge identified Key strategy / finding 

RQ1: Acquiring  

(client knowledge) 

“Passive osmosis” is 

blocked; cannot sense 

culture or hidden needs 

easily. 

Active Investigation: “Fly 

on the wall” observation, 

booking 1:1 intros, 

“provoking correction” 

with visual aids. 

RQ2: Sharing  

(peer knowledge) 

High threshold to ask for 

help in public channels; 

fear of “looking stupid.” 

Virtual Co-presence: Using 

“Open Huddles” to 

simulate a shared room. 

Leaders modeling 
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vulnerability to build 

safety. 

RQ3: Transferring  

(to client) 

The “Black Hole” of 

remote feedback; silence 

does not mean 

understanding. 

Active Verification: The 

“Driver Method” (client 

hands-on) and “Explain-

Back” technique. 

 

4.1  The Foundation: Consultant Meta-Skills 

Before analysing the specific mechanisms of knowledge flow in a hybrid environment, it is 

essential to establish what constitutes the “professional craft” of a consultant. The empirical 

data reveals a strong consensus: while technical substance (such as coding proficiency or 

tool mastery) is a prerequisite, the true tacit knowledge of a consultant lies in a specific set 

of meta-skills. Consistently across the interviews, several participants identified these non-

technical attributes as the primary differentiator between a junior developer and a trusted 

advisor. 

4.1.1  Empathy and active listening as strategic tools 

The most frequently cited meta-skill, mentioned by nearly every senior consultant, was 

empathy. In the context of this study, empathy was not defined merely as an emotional state, 

but as a strategic professional tool used to suppress one’s own expertise momentarily to fully 

understand the client’s context. 

Interviewee 3, a Team Lead with over 12 years of experience, argued that empathy is the 

single most critical non-technical skill. They defined it as the cognitive ability to detach from 

one's own technical agenda to adopt the client's worldview: 

“One skill a good consultant needs is empathy... the skill and desire to step 

into the client's shoes.” (Interviewee 3)  

This capability is particularly vital in the early stages of a project, where the risk of solving 

the “wrong problem” is highest. Three senior consultants (H5, H6, H9) independently 
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highlighted a common pitfall among less experienced consultants: the urge to demonstrate 

competence by offering solutions before fully diagnosing the situation. Interviewee 6, a Lead 

Consultant specializing in assessments, offered a detailed description of this dynamic. They 

noted that jumping to conclusions destroys trust, as it signals to the client that the consultant 

is offering a generic, “one-size-fits-all” solution rather than a tailored one: 

“A typical mistake for consultants when they go into a client situation is that 

they start advising the client immediately. [...] It conveys an image to the client 

that here is just one one-size-fits-all solution that is now being offered to them 

too. ... You must first be very interested in the customer, regardless of whether 

that new information changes your opinion on how to proceed.” (Interviewee 

6)  

In a hybrid environment, where physical cues are limited, this listening skill extends to 

“reading between the lines.” Interviewee 5 described this as the ability to interpret silence 

and nuances in digital communication, suggesting that empathy in a remote setting requires 

a heightened sensitivity to what is not said. 

4.1.2  Communication and articulation 

Beyond listening, the ability to articulate complex ideas clearly was identified as a core 

competence by half of the participants (H1, H2, H3, H5, H7). In a consulting role, technical 

excellence is of little value if it cannot be communicated to stakeholders who may lack 

technical depth. 

Interviewee 2, a DevOps Lead, emphasized that modern consulting requires a specific type 

of professional extroversion. This does not necessarily mean being the loudest person in the 

room, but rather having the courage to explain the reasoning behind technical decisions: 

“You have to be able to be extroverted enough to be able to tell what you are 

doing and why you are doing it.” (Interviewee 2)  

This skill is closely linked to the ability to ask the right questions. Interviewee 8 noted that 

“reading people” and guiding them to reveal necessary information is a specific skill set 

required to extract requirements from a client who may not know how to articulate them. 
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This involves navigating organizational hierarchies and adjusting the communication style 

depending on whether one is speaking to a developer or a C-level executive. 

4.1.3  Situational awareness and managing uncertainty 

Consultants often operate in environments characterized by incomplete information, high 

pressure, and shifting priorities. A critical meta-skill identified by four participants (H1, H5, 

H6, H8) is the ability to tolerate uncertainty and maintain professional composure—

described by Interviewee 6 as “keeping one’s head cool” even when the solution is not 

immediately apparent. 

This involves a delicate balance of honesty and reassurance. Interviewee 1 offered a concrete 

strategy for managing client expectations in high-pressure situations. They argued that a 

consultant should never blindly say “I don't know,” as it erodes confidence. Instead, the 

uncertainty should be framed as a task to be solved, leveraging the collective intelligence of 

the consultancy firm: 

“Don't say 'I don't know' or 'I can't' to the client. You are not alone... say 'this 

sounds like a very difficult thing, and I will find out and get back to you'.” 

(Interviewee 1)  

Interviewee 5 referred to this as “stress management capabilities,” noting that while 

individuals handle pressure differently, the ability to shield the client from one's own internal 

panic is non-negotiable. 

4.1.4  Professional courage and integrity 

Finally, three interviewees (H1, H5, H9) emphasized that a “good consultant” is not merely 

a “yes-person” who executes orders. Professional integrity involves the courage to challenge 

the client when their requests might lead to suboptimal outcomes. 

Interviewee 1 was particularly vocal about this, framing it as a professional duty. They 

argued that if a consultant sees a client making a mistake, silence is a failure of service. 

However, this challenge must be constructive and backed by expertise: 
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“Don't be afraid to speak directly about things... if the customer is wrong, it 

belongs to consultancy work to tell them... 'a task is wrong, don't do it that 

way, do it this way instead'.” (Interviewee 1)  

This requires a high degree of prioritization skill and the ability to distinguish between what 

is urgent and what is important, as noted by Interviewee 9. By challenging the client 

constructively, the consultant shifts the relationship from a transactional service provider to 

a trusted advisor. 

4.2  Acquiring Knowledge from Clients (RQ1) 

The first research question examined how consultants acquire contextual and cultural 

knowledge from clients when physical presence is limited. This includes understanding 

“unwritten rules”, power dynamics, and the true business needs underlying technical 

requests. The data reveals a fundamental shift in how this knowledge is gathered: while on-

site work allows for passive absorption, hybrid work demands active investigation. 

4.2.1  The shift from passive osmosis to active investigation 

Almost all participants (9/10) acknowledged that in a traditional, co-located environment, 

acquiring tacit knowledge happens largely through what Cockburn (2004) terms “osmosis.” 

Interviewee 0, a Unit Lead with over 20 years of experience, vividly described this process 

as “absorbing the culture every day,” picking up on informal norms—such as festive 

traditions like eating gingerbread on a specific date—that are never written down in official 

documentation. 

In a hybrid or remote setting, participants unanimously agreed that this passive channel is 

effectively blocked. Interactions are often limited to formal meetings with strict agendas, 

leaving little room for the spontaneous observations that characterize on-site work. 

Interviewee 4 articulated the danger of this isolation with particular clarity. They noted that 

without physical presence, a consultant risks remaining a superficial external resource rather 

than a strategic partner: 
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“It is really hard purely remotely. [...] You easily just become the kind of 

consultant who practically just does the assigned tickets and stops there. It is 

quite difficult to get deeper below the surface [of the organization] there.” 

(Interviewee 4)  

To compensate for this loss, consultants have had to adopt proactive, detective-like 

strategies. Instead of waiting to meet stakeholders organically, they must actively schedule 

specific “get-to-know-you” calls. Interviewee 9 described a systematic strategy of 

interviewing previous consultants and setting up one-on-one meetings with various client 

stakeholders purely to understand the context. This represents a significant shift in the 

consultant's daily workflow: information that used to be “free” (obtained by walking into a 

room) now has a transaction cost of scheduling and initiation. 

4.2.2  “Fly on the wall”: virtual observation strategies  

Despite the lack of physical presence, two senior consultants (H5, H9) described utilizing 

virtual substitutes for observation. The “fly on the wall” technique (“kärpäsenä katossa”) 

involves joining client meetings as a silent observer specifically to listen to the tone, power 

dynamics, and decision-making styles without actively participating. 

Interviewee 9 explained that even without an active role, participating in these meetings 

allows the consultant to sense the atmosphere and learn the “language” of the client: 

“I would go to the client's meetings as a fly on the wall... even if we can't be 

there at the water cooler... you see quite a lot just by going into these meetings 

for a moment to listen and learn a little about the doing.” (Interviewee 9)  

However, the limitations of this method were also noted. Interviewee 5 pointed out that in a 

physical setting, one might accidentally overhear a critical conversation between colleagues 

that reveals a hidden problem. In a remote setting, these “happy accidents” do not occur; the 

consultant only hears what is discussed in the meetings they are explicitly invited to. 
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4.2.3  Uncovering the “real need” through provocation 

A recurring theme, mentioned by five interviewees (H1, H2, H3, H5, H8), was that the 

client's stated request rarely matches their actual underlying need. Interviewee 3 noted that 

“very rarely is the client's request what they actually need”. In a face-to-face setting, a 

consultant might uncover the true need through informal discussions or by observing the 

client's daily struggles. In a hybrid environment, where such cues are missing, consultants 

must use more deliberate techniques to validate the need. 

One such technique emerging from the data is “provoking correction.” Since clients may 

struggle to articulate their tacit needs remotely, consultants sometimes make educated 

assumptions or draw diagrams to provoke a response. Interviewee 8 described this method 

as a way to bypass the client's inability to explain abstract processes. By presenting a visual 

model that is likely incorrect, the consultant forces the client to correct them, thereby 

revealing the truth: 

“I sometimes use a method where I make assumptions myself; I draw it out and 

show it to the client. Then they can start saying, 'well, yes like that, but not 

actually like this.' [...] The best way sometimes to bring those hidden things to 

light is to make assumptions so that someone can shoot them down.” 

(Interviewee 8)  

This visual aid serves as a boundary object that facilitates the externalization of the client's 

tacit knowledge, which might otherwise remain hidden in a purely verbal remote exchange. 

4.2.4  Digital signals as cultural indicators 

In the absence of physical body language, consultants have learned to interpret “digital 

signals” as proxies for organizational culture. Two specific indicators emerged repeatedly 

from the data: camera usage and instant messaging habits. 

1. Camera Usage: The use of video cameras was identified as a significant cultural 

signal. A “sea of black screens” is often interpreted by consultants as a sign of low 

engagement, strict hierarchy, or a lack of psychological safety. Interviewee 8 noted 
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that asking a client to turn on their camera can be perceived as a “challenge to their 

culture of being invisible” 

2. Instant Messaging: Interviewee 5 highlighted that the usage patterns of tools like 

Slack or Teams—whether discussions are open or siloed, and how quickly people 

reply—serve as a major indicator of the client's organizational culture. This digital 

behaviour often reveals more about the organization's agility and trust levels than 

their official values statement. 

4.2.5  The criticality of initial face-to-face contact 

While ongoing work can be managed remotely, there was a strong consensus (8/10 

participants) on the value of physical presence at the beginning of a project. Interviewees 4, 

5, and 9 explicitly stated that building the initial trust required to access tacit knowledge is 

significantly faster and more effective face-to-face. 

Interviewee 9 stated that for new customer relationships, arranging an initial face-to-face 

meeting is crucial because seeing a person “live” creates a sense of belonging and lowers the 

threshold for future cooperation. Similarly, Interviewee 4 noted that true integration into the 

client team happens most easily when present on-site, as remote introductions often remain 

superficial. This suggests that while the maintenance of knowledge flow can be digitized, 

the establishment of the social capital required for tacit knowledge transfer still benefits 

heavily from physical proximity. 

4.3  Sharing Knowledge with Peers (RQ2) 

The second research question addressed how consultants maintain their professional craft 

and learn from each other when they are physically separated. The data indicates a significant 

divergence in experiences: while spontaneous, “over-the-shoulder” learning has diminished, 

it has been replaced by structured digital interactions and, in some cases, novel forms of 

virtual co-presence that simulate the intimacy of a shared office. 
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4.3.1  From Spontaneous Osmosis to Structured Mentoring 

In a traditional office environment, knowledge sharing often occurred as a byproduct of 

proximity. Four participants (H0, H1, H6, H8) explicitly contrasted the ease of asking quick 

questions in a physical office with the friction of remote interaction. Interviewee 6, a Lead 

Consultant with extensive pre-pandemic experience, noted that the “master-apprentice” 

model still exists but can no longer rely on physical proximity; instead, it must be 

orchestrated through calendar invitations and specific roles. 

To bridge this gap, the organization has formalized support structures. Interviewee 1 (Junior 

Consultant) highlighted the “Buddy system” as a critical mechanism for onboarding, where 

a new employee is paired with a more experienced colleague to shadow meetings and 

navigate the unwritten rules of the company. Similarly, Interviewee 8 (Senior Advisor) 

described a weekly, scheduled one-hour mentoring session as a vital lifeline for professional 

growth. They noted that without this recurring calendar booking, the exchange of deep 

expertise—such as discussing difficult client cases—would likely not happen amidst the 

daily rush of tasks. This suggests a shift from opportunistic learning (asking when 

convenient) to scheduled learning (asking when booked). 

4.3.2  Virtual Co-Working: The “Open Huddle” 

One of the most novel findings, highlighted particularly by Interviewee 7, was the concept 

of “virtual co-presence.” While the lack of a shared physical room is often seen as a deficit, 

some consultants have turned digital tools into a superior alternative. Interviewee 7, a Senior 

Consultant working 100% remotely, described a practice of keeping an video and audio 

connection (Slack Huddle) open for extended periods with a junior colleague while both 

worked on separate tasks. 

This creates a virtual shared office where the threshold to speak is non-existent. Interviewee 

7 argued that for dyadic knowledge sharing, this method is actually more effective than a 

physical open-plan office, as it offers the intimacy of a private room without the distractions 

of a crowd: 
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“It is funny that it is even easier [remotely] than in the client's open office, 

when you can chatter in your own room completely in peace... just the two of 

you in one Huddle. In an open office [on-site], it starts to be raspy for others.” 

(Interviewee 7)  

This finding challenges the assumption that face-to-face interaction is always the gold 

standard for tacit knowledge transfer. In specific contexts, digital tools can provide a “hyper-

private” space that facilitates continuous, low-threshold mentoring better than a physical 

environment. 

4.3.3  The risks of digital communication: misinterpretation and silence 

Despite these innovative tools, a major barrier remains: the psychological threshold to 

communicate is perceived to be higher in a hybrid environment. Five participants (H0, H2, 

H4, H6, H9) discussed the difficulties of initiating contact digitally. This was attributed to 

two primary factors: the fear of interrupting colleagues and the risk of digital 

misinterpretation. 

Interviewee 2 (DevOps Lead) provided a vivid example of how text-based communication 

lacks the “softeners” of human interaction. They highlighted that in a text channel a simple 

question can be interpreted as aggression. Without tone of voice or facial expressions, 

brevity is often mistaken for hostility. Interviewee 2 recounted a specific case where asking 

“Why?” without emojis was taken as a personal attack, escalating to the point where the 

entire communication channel was considered “toxic” and became silent: 

“If you just go and ask 'Why?' with a question mark in Slack, someone can take 

it extremely personally, like 'now I am being challenged'... [In one case] we 

had a situation where our Slack was considered so toxic that nobody answered 

anything there anymore.” (Interviewee 2)  

This illustrates a critical vulnerability of hybrid knowledge sharing: if the communication 

channel is perceived as unsafe or prone to conflict, knowledge transfer stops completely. 
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In addition to conflict avoidance, the fear of “looking stupid” in a public channel was a 

recurring theme. Posting a question to a workspace with hundreds of colleagues requires a 

level of confidence that junior consultants often lack. Interviewee 0 described the feeling of 

embarrassment after realizing a mistake was visible to everyone in a public chat. Similarly, 

Interviewee 4 noted that this threshold is particularly high for consultants from cultures with 

high power distance or those working offshore, who may be “too cautious” to ask questions 

in a text-based digital channel.  

4.3.4  Overcoming the threshold through vulnerability 

To lower these barriers—both the fear of incompetence and the fear of conflict—the data 

suggests that psychological safety must be actively constructed by leadership. It is not 

enough to say “the door is open”; leaders must demonstrate it. 

Interviewee 9 (Team Lead) described a deliberate strategy of using their own vulnerability 

to model the desired behaviour. By publicly admitting mistakes and asking for help in group 

channels, the leader signals that the environment is safe for learning: 

“I try to strive for the fact that when I make a mistake or I need help, I raise 

my hand... so that it might encourage others to notice that hey, you could get 

help from this group. ... I put myself on the line a little bit, like 'could someone 

please, please jump in'.” (Interviewee 9)  

This indicates that in a hybrid environment, the transfer of tacit knowledge—such as how to 

handle uncertainty—is heavily dependent on the emotional culture of the team. When 

physical cues of safety are missing, they must be replaced by explicit acts of vulnerability 

and support. 

4.4  Transferring Knowledge to Clients (RQ3) 

The third research question explored how consultants ensure that their expertise is 

effectively transferred to the client's organization. In a traditional setting, a consultant could 

gauge understanding from subtle non-verbal cues—a furrowed brow, a nod, or a hesitant 
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look. In a hybrid environment, these feedback loops are often broken, forcing consultants to 

replace implicit observation with explicit verification techniques.  

4.4.1  The “black hole” of remote feedback 

A major challenge identified by six participants (H0, H1, H2, H4, H6, H9) in remote training 

and mentoring is the lack of immediate feedback. Consultants described the experience of 

speaking to a silent audience with cameras turned off as “shouting into a black hole.” 

Without visual or auditory confirmation, it is impossible to know if the client is listening, 

multitasking, confused, or even absent. 

Interviewee 4 (Senior Consultant) described the difficulty of assessing the impact of a 

knowledge-sharing session when the audience remains invisible and silent. Even after the 

session, there is a lingering uncertainty about whether any knowledge was actually 

transferred. They noted that silence often masks a lack of understanding: 

“It is really hard. I have been in situations where the audience doesn't 

necessarily ask anything. [...] I would say that almost always there are people 

who either didn't follow at all or, if they did, didn't understand. ... It is just 

really hard to verify that the learning goes through.” (Interviewee 4)  

This “digital silence” is often interpreted as a signal of disengagement or a lack of 

psychological safety. Interviewee 9 noted that in a large remote meeting, the threshold to 

speak up is significantly higher than in a physical room. If no one asks questions, it might 

not mean everything is clear; it might mean no one dares to be the first to admit they are lost. 

4.4.2  Techniques for active verification 

To counter the passivity often present in remote sessions, consultants have moved from 

traditional lecturing to strategies of active verification. Since they cannot rely on the client 

to voluntarily signal a lack of understanding, consultants must facilitate interaction through 

specific techniques that compel participation. 
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One effective strategy identified is to reverse the roles using a “driver” approach. Instead of 

demonstrating a task on their own screen, the consultant asks the client to share their screen 

and perform the task themselves while receiving guidance. Interviewee 5 echoed this 

sentiment, noting that getting the client to “do it with my help” is the only way to reveal the 

granular details and potential misunderstandings that would otherwise remain hidden until 

the consultant has left the project. 

Beyond hands-on exercises, consultants utilize communication techniques to break the 

illusion of understanding in verbal exchanges. The “explain-back” method involves asking 

the client to summarize the plan or concept in their own words rather than simply confirming 

they understood. Interviewee 7 described this practice as essential for verifying alignment, 

noting that it forces the client to process the information actively: 

“If I have to be absolutely sure, I ask, 'Could you explain back to me what our 

plan was now?' It usually integrates the client's view when they have to 

formulate it themselves what we are going to do, and then we can verify it.” 

(Interviewee 7)  

Finally, to address the threshold for participation in larger group settings, consultants utilize 

structural changes such as breakout rooms. Interviewee 9 noted that while silence is easy to 

maintain in a group of twenty, it becomes socially difficult in a group of three. By breaking 

a large audience into smaller units, the consultant creates a space where “it is harder not to 

speak,” thereby forcing the kind of tacit knowledge exchange and question-asking that would 

typically be inhibited in a large, silent remote hall. 

4.4.3  Documentation as a silent teacher 

Interviewees 5 and 7 emphasized that the role of documentation has shifted from a formality 

to a critical lifeline. In a hybrid world, where one cannot always ask a quick question from 

a busy colleague, documentation must be “browsable” and solution-oriented. Interviewee 5 

emphasized that documentation must be written for the user who has a problem now, using 

clear headings and “1-2-3” lists, because “people do not read documents properly”. This 

suggests that in the absence of a physical mentor, the documentation itself must take on the 

role of the silent instructor. 
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4.5  Synthesis of Analytical Themes 

While the previous sections (4.2–4.4) addressed the specific Research Questions regarding 

the structural flows of knowledge, the data analysis revealed four overarching phenomena 

that cannot be contained within a single research question. These are termed analytical 

themes because they cut across the boundaries of the specific knowledge flows. 

The analysis showed that whether a consultant is learning from a client (RQ1), mentoring a 

peer (RQ2), or teaching a user (RQ3), the underlying challenges and solutions are 

fundamentally similar. This section synthesizes these cross-cutting themes to explain the 

fundamental nature of the hybrid work transformation. 

4.5.1  From osmosis to intentionality: the shift to active agency 

A dominant theme, identified across almost all interviews, was the collapse of passive 

information gathering mechanisms. In traditional co-located work, knowledge transfer often 

occurred through “osmosis”—consultants absorbed the client’s culture, hierarchy, and tacit 

needs simply by breathing the same air, overhearing corridor conversations, or observing 

who went to lunch with whom. 

In the hybrid model, this passive channel was described as “blocked” or “non-existent” by 

all participants. Interviewee 0, a Unit Lead with two decades of experience, contrasted this 

sharply with the past, noting that without physical presence, one misses the “unwritten rules” 

like festive traditions or subtle power dynamics that never appear in documentation. 

The data reveals a universal shift towards what can be termed “active agency.” Consultants 

across all experience levels described a new reality where nothing happens by accident; 

every interaction requires a deliberate decision and an active initiation. Information that used 

to be “free” (obtained by walking into a room) now has a transaction cost of scheduling. 

Interviewee 3 (Team Lead) captured the sentiment shared by the senior cohort (H0, H3, H5, 

H6, H9), arguing that the concept of “quality time” is a fallacy in hybrid work; relationships 

are built only through the intentional investment of actual, calendar-booked time: 

“There is no such thing as quality time. There is only time. And that is the 

measurable factor that I think facilitates success in client projects. If [co-
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location] is not possible... then there is no other option but to book enough 

time for calls, discussions, inquiries, and questions. You just have to invest 

time in understanding the client's environment and culture.” (Interviewee 3)  

This need for structure was not just a preference but a survival mechanism for maintaining 

professional relationships. Interviewee 9 emphasized that maintaining a pulse on the team’s 

well-being is impossible without a rigorous calendar structure. In a physical office, a 

manager might notice if a team member looks stressed; remotely, that signal is lost unless a 

meeting is scheduled specifically to receive it. The consensus is clear: in a hybrid 

environment, consultants must replace the lost “osmosis” with deliberate, calendar-based 

actions. 

4.5.2  Trust as digital currency and psychological safety 

The second cross-cutting theme is the elevated role of trust as the prerequisite for all digital 

communication. Eight out of ten participants explicitly linked the lack of physical proximity 

to a higher threshold for communication. The analysis reveals a clear correlation: as physical 

cues disappear, the need for psychological safety increases. Without a foundation of trust, 

digital communication channels become “transactional” at best and “toxic” at worst, 

inhibiting the flow of tacit knowledge. 

Several participants (H0, H2, H4, H9) noted that the threshold to ask for help or admit 

ignorance is significantly higher in a digital text-based channel than in a physical room. 

Interviewee 4 provided a critical insight regarding cultural differences, noting that this 

barrier is particularly high for consultants from cultures with high power distance or for those 

working offshore, who may feel too cautious to disrupt a public channel with a question. 

To counteract this, leadership figures (H2, H3, H9) emphasized the need to actively construct 

psychological safety. As detailed in Section 4.3.4, Interviewee 9 described a deliberate 

strategy of 'putting oneself on the line' by publicly admitting mistakes. This act of modelled 

vulnerability serves as a powerful signal that the digital space is safe for learning, effectively 

lowering the social threshold for others to ask for help.  

Furthermore, there was near-universal agreement (9/10) that initial face-to-face contact 

remains the most efficient “accelerator” for trust. Interviewee 2 articulated the view shared 
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by the majority: once a personal connection is established physically—even just once—it 

changes the nature of all subsequent digital interactions. The “digital currency” of trust 

allows the consultant to operate more freely, ask difficult questions, and navigate conflicts 

that would otherwise stall a purely remote relationship. 

4.5.3  Reading the digital room: interpreting silence and signals 

With the loss of physical body language, consultants have had to develop a new sensory 

apparatus. Senior consultants (H5, H6, H8, H9) in particular highlighted “reading the digital 

room” as a critical new meta-skill. The analysis shows that “digital silence” and technical 

artifacts (such as camera usage or response latency) have become the primary indicators of 

organizational culture and project health. 

The most prominent signal, cited by five interviewees, was camera usage. A “sea of black 

screens” was never interpreted neutrally; instead, it was consistently decoded as a signal of 

disengagement (H4, H9), hierarchy (H5), or a “culture of invisibility” (H8). Interviewee 8 

framed the act of asking a client to turn on a camera not as a technical request, but as a 

significant cultural challenge that tests the organization's openness: 

“If I ask them to turn on the camera, I would be challenging their culture of 

being invisible.” (Interviewee 8)  

Similarly, Interviewees 2 and 4 independently highlighted how text-based communication 

has become a minefield of potential misinterpretation. Without tone of voice, brevity is often 

mistaken for hostility or passive-aggression. Interviewee 4 described a situation where a 

manager’s concise writing style was interpreted as “toxic” by remote team members, 

whereas those who sat next to him in the office knew him to be cheerful and supportive. This 

finding suggests that a significant portion of a consultant's energy in a hybrid model is spent 

on “repair work”—ensuring that the emotional intent of a message is received correctly 

across the digital divide. 
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4.5.4  Hybrid co-presence: redefining “being there” 

Finally, while most findings highlighted the deficits of remote work, a distinct sub-group of 

participants (H3, H4, H7) pointed towards an evolution of work that surpasses traditional 

co-location. This theme challenges the binary distinction between “being present” and 

“being remote.” 

Interviewee 7 (Fully Remote) provided the strongest evidence for “hybrid co-presence” 

through the use of “open huddles”—keeping an audio line open for hours while working on 

separate tasks. While this practice was not universal, those who used it described it as 

superior to the physical office. Interviewee 7 argued that it offers the intimacy of a private 

room without the noise distractions of an open-plan office, a sentiment echoed by 

Interviewee 4, who noted that digital tools allow for faster screen-sharing and debugging 

than physical proximity. 

“It is funny that it is even easier [remotely] than in the client's open office, 

when you can chatter in your own room completely in peace... just the two of 

you in one Huddle. In an open office, it starts to be raspy for others.” 

(Interviewee 7)  

This finding indicates a divergence in the data: while the majority still view physical 

presence as the gold standard for trust (see 4.5.2), a growing minority of technically oriented 

consultants have found ways to replicate “osmotic” conditions digitally. This suggests that 

for specific tasks, “presence” is increasingly defined by bandwidth and accessibility rather 

than physical location. 
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5  Discussion 

This study aimed to decode the “unwritten rules” of IT consulting in a hybrid environment. 

The primary objective was to understand how the tacit knowledge critical to a consultant's 

work—learning a client's culture, sharing professional craft, and transferring expertise—is 

navigated when physical co-location is no longer the default. While previous research has 

addressed general challenges of remote work, this study focused specifically on the 

boundary-spanning role of the consultant, who must bridge organizational gaps without the 

benefit of long-term socialization. 

The core finding of this thesis is a fundamental shift in the mechanism of knowledge transfer: 

from passive osmosis to active intentionality. The following sections discuss this 

transformation in relation to the three research questions and evaluate the theoretical 

implications, limitations, and future directions of the study. 

5.1  Acquiring Knowledge: The End of Passive Osmosis (RQ1) 

The first research question asked: What strategies do IT consultants use to acquire client 

contextual knowledge in hybrid settings? 

The findings demonstrate that the traditional channel for acquiring tacit knowledge—

physical osmosis—has effectively collapsed in the hybrid model. In co-located settings, 

consultants could passively absorb the “air” of the client organization, picking up on 

unwritten rules and hierarchies through serendipitous observation. This aligns with 

Cockburn’s (2004) concept of “osmotic communication,” where information flows into the 

background hearing of team members. This study confirms that in a hybrid environment, 

this background channel is silent; there are no accidental encounters that reveal 

organizational culture. 

To bridge this gap, this study identifies a novel behavioural adaptation: Active Agency. 

Consultants have moved from being passive observers to active investigators. Strategies 

such as “fly on the wall” observation in meetings and proactively booking “get-to-know-

you” calls represent a structural replacement for lost serendipity. This supports the findings 
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of Sporsem et al. (2023), who noted that hybrid interactions become predominantly 

instrumental. However, this study extends that observation by showing how boundary 

spanners (Levina & Vaast, 2005) specifically use this instrumentality to survive. Successful 

consultants explicitly re-inject serendipity through calendar-based structures, transforming 

socialization from a passive benefit into an active work task. 

A key novel finding in this area is the technique of “provoking correction.” Consultants 

described deliberately creating visual assumptions or diagrams of client processes to force 

the client to correct them. This serves as a powerful mechanism for Externalization in the 

SECI model (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995), forcing the client to articulate tacit knowledge that 

they could not otherwise verbalize. This finding validates Media Richness Theory (Daft & 

Lengel, 1986) in a modern context: since lean digital channels lack the nuance for vague 

discussions, consultants must use explicit artifacts (diagrams) to trigger the necessary high-

bandwidth feedback. 

The necessity of scheduling aligns with Ryan and O’Connor’s (2012) finding that time 

pressure is a primary barrier to tacit knowledge sharing. The “active agency” observed in 

this study—such as booking explicit 1:1 sessions—can be interpreted as a strategy to 

artificially create the “slack time” that the hybrid environment otherwise eliminates. 

Consultants are effectively battling the tendency of hybrid work to fill every minute with 

operational efficiency at the cost of knowledge transfer. 

5.2  Sharing Knowledge: Virtual Co-presence and Safety (RQ2) 

The second research question asked: How is experiential knowledge shared among 

consultant peers when physical co-location is limited? 

The results indicate that peer-to-peer learning has bifurcated into two distinct paths: formal 

mentoring structures and new forms of virtual presence. A significant barrier identified was 

the increased threshold to ask for help. The study found that in text-based digital channels, 

the fear of “looking stupid” or being misinterpreted is significantly higher than in face-to-

face interactions. This strongly supports Edmondson’s (1999) theory of psychological safety 

and confirms recent findings by Tkalich et al. (2024) that remote work erodes this safety by 

removing non-verbal reassurance. This aligns with the concept of 'swift trust' proposed by 
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Järvenpää and Leidner (1999), who argued that in temporary global virtual teams, trust must 

be actively signalled through rapid communication and reliable action rather than slowly 

built through interpersonal relationships. 

However, this study offers a counter-narrative to the view that remote work inevitably 

degrades collaboration. The emergence of “open huddles”—where colleagues keep an audio 

and video line open for hours while working on separate tasks—suggests that digital tools 

can create a form of “hybrid co-presence” that replicates the low-friction availability of a 

physical office without its distractions. This challenges traditional definitions of co-location 

and aligns with Conboy et al. (2023), who argue that presence should be defined by 

accessibility rather than location. For boundary-spanning consultants, these virtual rooms 

serve as a critical “lifeline” to their home organization, enabling the transfer of professional 

craft that would otherwise be lost. 

The difficulty of locating expertise in a hybrid environment can be further explained through 

the lens of Transactive Memory Systems (TMS). As identified by Tang et al. (2015), 

trustworthy communication is a prerequisite for a functioning TMS. The empirical findings 

of this study (RQ2) suggest that the shift to hybrid work disrupted the informal 

communication loops that previously maintained this collective map of expertise. Without 

the ability to observe colleagues' work 'over the shoulder,' the consultants' internal map of 

who knows what degraded. Consequently, the high threshold to ask for help was not just a 

matter of psychological safety but also a structural failure of the TMS: consultants struggled 

not only with how to ask, but whom to ask, forcing them into the 'active agency' of 

broadcasting questions to large, anonymous channels. 

5.3  Transferring Knowledge: Overcoming the Black Hole (RQ3) 

The third research question asked: How do consultants ensure the effective transfer of tacit 

expertise to clients remotely? 

The study revealed that remote training often feels like “shouting into a black hole” due to 

the lack of non-verbal feedback. This validates Media Richness Theory (Daft & Lengel, 

1986), which posits that lean media (such as video calls with cameras off) are insufficient 

for transferring complex, ambiguous information. The lack of visual cues disrupts the 
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“grounding” process described by Clark and Brennan (1991), making it difficult to verify 

mutual understanding. 

To overcome this, consultants have adopted active verification techniques, such as the 

“driver method” that forces the client to share their screen and do the work, and “explain-

back” (asking the client to summarize). These findings suggest that in hybrid consulting, the 

responsibility for ensuring learning has shifted from the learner (who observes) to the teacher 

(who must actively verify). This creates a more structured, albeit more labor-intensive, form 

of Internalization (SECI model), ensuring that explicit instruction is converted into tacit 

know-how through forced practice. 

5.4  Synthesis: The Boundary Spanner in the Hybrid Era 

Theoretically, this thesis contributes to the literature by contextualizing the role of the IT 

consultant as a hybrid boundary spanner (Levina & Vaast, 2005). In a traditional setting, the 

boundary spanner bridged organizational cultures. In the hybrid era, they must also bridge 

the digital gap. 

The study shows that successful consultants are those who consciously construct the “social 

infrastructure” that the physical office used to provide for free. They treat trust as a digital 

currency that must be earned through high-bandwidth interactions (face-to-face or video) 

before it can be spent on lean channels (chat). This implies that “hybrid work” is not merely 

a location policy but a distinct skill set requiring high emotional intelligence and proactive 

communication management. 

Finally, this study bridges the gap between the mechanical view of knowledge transfer (SECI 

model) and the human-centric view of professional services. While the SECI model 

describes how knowledge converts, this study suggests that trust serves as the prerequisite 

infrastructure for this conversion to happen in a hybrid setting. Without the "swift trust" 

established through active agency and psychological safety, the Socialization and 

Externalization phases of the SECI model are blocked. Thus, for the boundary-spanning 

consultant, building social capital is not separate from technical work; it is the enabling 

mechanism that allows technical knowledge to flow. 
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5.5  Managerial Implications 

The findings of this study have direct implications for organizational leadership. The primary 

insight is that in a hybrid environment, social interaction and knowledge transfer can no 

longer be treated as "slack time" or left to chance. They must be treated as critical 

organizational infrastructure. 

First, organizations must formalize the informal. The "osmotic" transfer of tacit knowledge 

that occurred naturally in physical offices has collapsed. To replicate it, companies should 

institutionalize practices like "Open Huddles" (virtual co-working) and structured mentoring 

sessions. These should not be lucky accidents dependent on individual initiative but 

standardized parts of the project lifecycle. For example, allocating explicit budget and hours 

for "non-billable" internal networking is essential for maintaining the Transactive Memory 

System (knowing who knows what). 

Second, active agency must be trained, not just assumed. The study reveals that successful 

consultants actively construct their social environment. However, organizations cannot 

assume that all employees, particularly juniors, possess the confidence or skill to do this. 

Onboarding programs should specifically train consultants in "digital agency"—how to 

proactively book time, how to "read the digital room," and how to utilize lean channels 

effectively. 

Third, leadership must model vulnerability to build the infrastructure for trust. Since 

psychological safety is the "bandwidth" of hybrid work, leaders have a structural 

responsibility to lower the threshold for asking questions. By publicly admitting mistakes 

and asking for help in digital channels, leaders signal that the environment is safe for 

learning, thereby enabling the Socialization phase of the SECI model to function even 

without physical proximity. 

5.6  Limitations 

While this study provides valuable insights, several limitations must be acknowledged to 

contextualize the findings. 
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First, the research was conducted as a single case study within one specific IT consulting 

firm. While this allowed for deep access to participants and a rich understanding of the 

context, it limits the generalizability of the results. The specific organizational culture, tools, 

and practices of the case company may not be representative of the entire IT consulting 

industry. 

Second, the study was situated in Finland, a country characterized by a relatively low power 

distance and a high-trust work culture. The strategies identified—such as juniors creating 

“open huddles” with seniors or consultants challenging clients through “provoking 

correction”—might not be applicable or culturally appropriate in more hierarchical or low-

trust environments. 

Third, there is a potential for researcher bias. The author works at the case company, which 

facilitated access but also creates a risk of interpreting data through pre-existing 

assumptions. To mitigate this, a rigorous coding process was used, but the influence of the 

insider perspective cannot be entirely eliminated. 

Fourth, a significant limitation regarding the validity of the results is the composition of the 

sample. As detailed in Table 1, nine out of ten interviewees held Senior, Lead, or Unit Lead 

positions. While this provided deep expert insight into effective survival strategies, it 

introduces a "survivorship bias." The strategies identified—such as "Active Agency" and 

"Provoking Correction"—reflect the capabilities of experienced professionals who have 

already mastered the trade. Consequently, the results may not fully capture the struggles of 

junior consultants who lack the professional confidence or established networks to act with 

such agency. Therefore, the findings should be interpreted as "expert strategies for hybrid 

work" rather than a universal description of the consultant experience. 

Finally, the sample size of 10 consultants, while sufficient for qualitative saturation in this 

context, is small. The study captures the subjective experiences of these individuals but 

cannot claim statistical representativeness. 

5.7  Suggestions for Future Research 

The findings of this study open several avenues for future research. 
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• Longitudinal impact on competence: This study focused on the immediate 

experiences of consultants. A critical area for future research would be a longitudinal 

study examining the long-term impact of hybrid work on the professional 

development of junior consultants. Does the “active agency” model produce the same 

depth of expertise over 5–10 years as the traditional “osmosis” model? 

• Quantitative validation: Future studies could employ quantitative methods to validate 

the correlation between specific hybrid practices (e.g., frequency of open huddles) 

and objective measures of team velocity or developer well-being, utilizing 

multidimensional frameworks such as SPACE (Storey et al., 2021). 

• Cross-cultural comparison: Given the cultural specificity of the current study, it 

would be valuable to replicate this research in different cultural contexts (e.g., high 

power distance cultures) to see if the strategies for building digital trust and safety 

differ. 

• The role of onboarding: The study highlighted onboarding as a critical pain point. 

Dedicated research into “remote-first onboarding” for consultants—specifically 

focusing on how to build the initial social capital required for knowledge sharing—

would be highly relevant for the industry. 

6  Conclusions 

The transition to hybrid work has fundamentally altered the landscape of IT consulting, a 

profession historically reliant on the transfer of tacit knowledge through physical proximity. 

This thesis set out to investigate how consultants navigate the lifecycle of this “unwritten” 

knowledge—acquiring it from clients, sharing it with peers, and transferring it back to client 

organizations—when physical co-location is no longer the default norm. Based on a 

qualitative single case study of 10 IT consultants, the research concludes that the primary 

mechanism of tacit knowledge transfer has shifted from passive osmosis to active 

intentionality. In a traditional office, knowledge was absorbed through the environment; in 

a hybrid setting, it must be actively constructed through scheduled interactions and deliberate 

verification techniques. 
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The findings reveal that “digital osmosis” does not exist. Instead, consultants have had to 

adopt active agency to sustain the flow of knowledge. In acquiring knowledge from clients, 

passive observation has been replaced by “active detective work,” utilizing techniques such 

as stakeholder mapping and “provoking correction” to uncover hidden needs. Similarly, peer 

learning has moved from spontaneous “over-the-shoulder” advice to structured mechanisms 

like virtual “open huddles” that simulate co-presence. Finally, to overcome the “black hole” 

of remote feedback, consultants have adopted active verification methods, such as the 

“driver method,” to ensure expertise is truly transferred. 

Theoretically, this study contributes to Knowledge Management literature by 

contextualizing the SECI model for the digital-first environment. The results suggest that the 

Socialization phase—traditionally assumed to require physical proximity—can be sustained 

in a hybrid setting, but only if informal interactions are formalized into structures. 

Furthermore, it redefines the Boundary Spanner role: in a hybrid context, the consultant must 

bridge not only organizational boundaries but also the “digital gap,” translating the silence 

of a remote client into actionable insights. Practically, the study indicates that organizations 

can no longer rely on accidental knowledge transfer. Social structure must be treated as 

critical infrastructure. Leadership must actively construct the “bandwidth” for tacit 

knowledge by fostering psychological safety. When digital channels are “lean” and silence 

is ambiguous, the leader’s role shifts to modelling vulnerability to lower the threshold for 

asking questions. 

The reliability of this study was ensured through a rigorous qualitative process. However, as 

a single case study conducted within a specific IT consulting firm in Finland, the results 

reflect a specific high-trust Nordic organizational culture. The strategies identified here, such 

as challenging the client or admitting mistakes publicly, might not be directly applicable in 

cultures with high power distance or strict hierarchies. Additionally, the sample size of ten 

consultants, while sufficient for qualitative saturation in this context, limits the statistical 

generalizability of the findings. Future research should focus on longitudinal studies to 

examine the long-term impact of these strategies on professional development. It remains to 

be seen whether the “active” strategies identified here are sufficient to build the deep, 

intuitive expertise that senior consultants acquired through decades of physical osmosis. 

Furthermore, quantitative research could validate the correlation between specific hybrid 
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practices, such as the frequency of open huddles, and objective measures of team velocity or 

employee retention. 
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Appendix 1. Interview protocol 

Interview questions 

 

PART 1: INTRODUCTION & WARM-UP 

1. What is your educational background? 

2. Could you briefly describe your current role and typical responsibilities? 

3. How long have you been working as a consultant? 

4. Thinking about your consulting career, has your experience been primarily in 

hybrid/remote models, or do you also have significant experience working in 

traditional, co-located office environments? Note: This is the key question for 

identifying the participant's “bubble” or primary work experience. 

PART 2: SETTING THE CONTEXT 

5. Beyond purely technical skills, what do you believe are the most important non-

technical skills or 'meta-skills' that make someone a “good consultant”? 

 

PART 3: THE CORE EXPERIENCES 

On acquiring knowledge (learning from clients): 

6. When you start with a new client, how do you get a sense of their company culture 

and 'unwritten rules' when you can't be physically present in their office? 

7. Can you share an experience where you realized a client's initial request was not 
their real need? What clues did you pick up on in your hybrid interactions that led 

you to that insight? 

On sharing knowledge (learning from peers): 

8. Thinking about non-technical skills, how do you feel that consultants learn that 
'art' of the job from their peers in our current hybrid setup? 



 

 

9. In your opinion, how are new employees onboarded to the company's 'way of 

working' and these consulting meta-skills, when we are not constantly physically 

together? 

10. When you're facing a challenging, non-technical client situation—like a difficult 

stakeholder or a misaligned project—how do you get help from colleagues? 

11. What challenges do you see when an experienced colleague is leaving, and their 

important, tacit knowledge needs to be transferred to others on the project or team? 

On transferring knowledge (teaching clients): 

12. When you're teaching a client remotely, how do you check that they've truly 
understood it, especially when you can't see their body language? 

13. In your experience, what kinds of things tend to get lost when you're mentoring a 

client without being face-to-face? 

PART 4: REFLECTION & WRAP-UP 

14. What do you see as the single biggest challenge for cultivating and transferring 
the 'craft' of consulting in a hybrid world?  

15. Are there specific situations where you feel a face-to-face meeting is essential? What 

makes those situations different?  

16. How do you think they should be organized in a hybrid model to be most effective? 

Like Office days, etc. 

17. If you had a 'magic wand' and could change one thing about how we learn and share 

these skills, what would it be and why? 

18. Is there anything important about this topic that I haven't asked you that you think I 

should know? 

 

Follow-up questions: 

• “Can you tell me more about that?” 

• “Why was that so important?” 



 

 

• “What was the biggest challenge in that situation?” 

 

Translated to Finnish: 

 

OSA 1: ALOITUS & LÄMMITTELY 

1. Mikä on koulutustaustasi? 

2. Voisitko lyhyesti kuvailla nykyistä rooliasi ja tyypillisiä vastuualueitasi? 

3. Kuinka kauan olet työskennellyt konsulttina? Ja minkälainen työhistoria sinulla on? 

4. Kun ajattelet konsultointiuraasi, onko sinulla pääasiassa kokemusta hybridi-

/etämalleista vai onko sinulla myös kokemusta perinteisistä, yhteisissä toimitiloissa 

tapahtuvista työskentelymalleista? 

OSA 2: KONTEKSTIN ASETTAMINEN 

5. Puhtaasti teknisten taitojen lisäksi, mitkä ovat mielestäsi ne tärkeimmät ei-tekniset 

taidot tai “metataidot”, jotka tekevät henkilöstä “hyvän konsultin”? 

 

OSA 3: YDINKOKEMUKSET 

Tiedon hankkiminen (oppiminen asiakkailta): 

6. Kun aloitat uuden asiakkaan parissa, miten saat käsityksen heidän 

yrityskulttuuristaan tai “kirjoittamattomista säännöistään”, kun et voi olla fyysisesti 

läsnä heidän toimistollaan? 

7. Voitko kertoa kokemuksesta, jossa huomasit, että asiakkaan alkuperäinen pyyntö ei 

ollutkaan heidän todellinen tarpeensa? Mihin vihjeisiin kiinnitit huomiota 

hybridivuorovaikutuksessa, jotka johtivat sinut tähän oivallukseen? 

Tiedon jakaminen (oppiminen kollegoilta): 

8. Kun ajatellaan ei-teknisiä taitoja, miten koet, että konsultit oppivat tämän työn 

“taidon”, tai konsultoinnin taidon kollegoiltaan nykyisessä hybridimallissa?  



 

 

9. Kun kohtaat haastavan, ei-teknisen asiakastilanteen – kuten vaikean sidosryhmän tai 

projektin, joka on menossa väärään suuntaan – miten saat apua kollegoiltasi? 

Tiedon siirtäminen (asiakkaiden opettaminen): 

10. Kun opetat tai ohjeistat asiakasta etänä, miten varmistat, että he ovat todella 

ymmärtäneet asian, erityisesti kun et välttämättä näe heidän kehonkieltään tai kuule 

ääntä? 

11. Mitkä asiat kokemuksesi mukaan yleensä “jäävät pimentoon” tai katoavat matkalla, 

kun mentoroit asiakasta ilman kasvokkain tapahtuvaa vuorovaikutusta? 

 

OSA 4: POHDINTA & YHTEENVETO 

12. Minkä näet suurimpana haasteena konsultoinnin “ammattitaidon” kehittämisessä ja 

siirtämisessä hybridimaailmassa? 

13. Onko olemassa tiettyjä tilanteita, joissa koet kasvokkaisen tapaamisen olevan 

välttämätön tai lähes välttämätön? Mikä tekee niistä tilanteista erilaisia? 

14. Miten nämä välttämättömät kasvokkaiset hetket tulisi mielestäsi järjestää 

hybridimallissa, jotta ne olisivat mahdollisimman tehokkaita?  

15. Jos sinulla olisi “taikasauva” ja voisit muuttaa yhden asian siinä, miten opimme ja 

jaamme näitä taitoja hybridimallissa, mikä se olisi ja miksi? 

 

Onko jotain tärkeää tähän aiheeseen liittyvää, mitä en ole hoksannut kysyä? 

Jatkokysymyksiä: 

“Voitko kertoa tuosta lisää?” 

“Miksi se oli niin tärkeää?” 

“Mikä siinä tilanteessa oli suurin haaste?” 

 

 



 

 

Appendix 2. Coding Framework and Reference Counts 

Name Sources References 

Ammatin oppiminen (Jakaminen) 0 0 
Avun pyytämisen kanavat 4 5 

Avun pyytämisen kynnys 6 6 

Esihenkilön esimerkki 
(Haavoittuvuus) 

1 1 

Mentorointistruktuurit 
(Säännölliset tapaamiset) 

1 1 

Oppiminen seuraamalla 5 5 

Siiloutuminen (haaste) 2 3 

Tiimin dynaamisuus (etänä) 1 2 

Työparimalli (ja vertaisoppiminen) 1 2 

Virtuaalinen rinnakkaintekeminen 1 2 

Analyyttiset teemat 0 0 
Aktiivisen toimijuuden pakko 0 0 

Kärpäsenä katossa (Aktiivinen 
oppiminen) 

1 1 

Mentorointi ei tapahdu itsestään 1 1 

Säännölliset 1-on-1 -
keskustelut 

1 1 

Viestinnän aktiivisuus 1 1 

Digitaalisen hiljaisuuden tulkinta 0 0 

Hiljaisuus koulutuksessa 1 1 

Kamerat kiinni = piilossa 1 1 

Oletus ymmärtämättömyydestä 1 1 

Passiivis-aggressiivisuuden 
tulkinta 

2 2 



 

 

Name Sources References 

Hybridi-läsnäolo 0 0 

Pikaviestin ilmapiirin luojana 1 1 

Säästä puhuminen 
(Jäänmurtaja) 

1 1 

Virtuaalinen huone (Open 
Huddle) 

1 1 

Luottamus ja psykologinen 
turvallisuus 

1 1 

Esihenkilön haavoittuvuus 1 1 

Etä-epäluottamus 1 1 

Kulttuurierot ja kysymisen 
vaikeus 

1 1 

Luottamuksen rakentaminen 
(Lähityön merkitys) 

1 1 

Asiakkaan maailman oppiminen 
(Hankkiminen) 

0 0 

Aikaan investoiminen (projektin 
alussa) 

1 2 

Kameran käyttö kulttuuri-
indikaattorina 

1 1 

Kulttuurin oppimisen vaikeus 
(etänä) 

4 5 

Oletusten tekeminen ja 
haastaminen 

1 1 

Passiivinen osallistuminen 1 1 

Sidosryhmien kartoitus 1 3 

Smalltalkin hyödyntäminen 3 3 

Todellisen tarpeen haastaminen 5 6 

Asiakkaan osaamisen rakentaminen 
(Siirtäminen) 

0 0 



 

 

Name Sources References 

Etäopetuksen haasteet 5 6 

Pienryhmätyöskentely 1 1 

Takaisinselostus (Palautteen 
varmistaminen) 

1 1 

Ymmärryksen varmistaminen 
(etänä) 

6 9 

Konsultin metataidot 0 0 
Empatia ja kuuntelu 3 4 

Kommunikaatiotaidot 2 2 

Kyky haastaa asiakas 1 1 

Kärsivällisyys 1 2 

Tilannetaju ja Epävarmuuden 
hallinta 

3 5 

 


