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ABSTRACT 

There is little empirical research that has explored the relationships among employee 

turnover, tacit knowledge, knowledge management, and the effectiveness of operations in 

non-academic units in universities to support student success. This study explored the 

issue of tacit knowledge loss due to employee turnover and the application of knowledge 

management processes and strategies in higher education. Four research questions were 

developed to explore the non-academic lead administrator’s perception of the role of tacit 

knowledge in the performance of their unit, the current practices that support the 

retention of tacit knowledge within the unit, the elements in the environment that prevent 

the retention of tacit knowledge, and the elements in the environment that support the 

retention of tacit knowledge. The institution selected for this study was a medium-sized, 

four-year, primarily residential, public university in the Southern United States. 

Participants were chosen through a purposive sampling. There was a 21% response rate; a 

total of 12 individuals whose roles at the institution indicated they were full-time staff 

members with leadership responsibilities within the unit in which they were employed 

agreed to participate in the study. This qualitative study was guided by the constructivist 

paradigm. A semi-structured interview was used as the main method of data collection. 

All interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed using a two-level coding- open 

coding and axial coding.  

The results indicated that tacit knowledge influences the quality of the services provided 

and that tacit knowledge is key in fully learning to be efficient at any role in the non-

academic units. Further, it was found that the practices to retain explicit knowledge are 
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more formalized than those used to share tacit knowledge and that there is a lack of 

procedures to preserve tacit knowledge when employees depart. Lead administrators 

identified multiple factors that support the retention of tacit knowledge including 

communication and trust, effective communication, leadership, and culture. Factors 

identified as preventing the retention of tacit knowledge were information hoarding, 

individualized staff responsibilities within units, personalities, and lack of time to 

implement practices. Three recommendations to assist higher education practitioners in 

developing and implementing practices that strengthen and improve the sharing and 

retention of tacit knowledge were suggested. These recommendations are (a) ensure that 

specific preconditions exists within the unit, (b) gain a holistic understanding of the 

nature of knowledge and knowledge management, and (c) develop and implement 

purposeful mentoring practices.  

 



1 

 

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Higher education institutions establish their position among other competitors by 

maintaining a set of quality and standards (Bernhard, 2009). Internal and external 

pressures, however, are constantly influencing institutional efficiency, forcing colleges 

and universities to use intellectual and human capital to increase their ability to innovate 

and accomplish goals (Coukos-Semmel, 2003; DeLong, 2004; McAdam & Reid, 2000; 

Weingertner, 2011).  As a result, the number of staff members in areas in student 

development and student affairs is growing in support of assisting in carrying out the 

institutional mission (Weingertner, 2011). A majority of these staff members possess 

knowledge that is specialized and interdisciplinary in nature, which leads them to develop 

important knowledge and relationships that are difficult to duplicate (DeLong, 2004). The 

professional staffs in these non-academic units, thus, have a great impact on student 

success and retention; however, according to a study conducted by Cornerstone 

OnDemand and Ellucian (2016), attracting and retaining employees is a common 

challenge in higher education institutions. A total of 59% of the institutions surveyed in 

the study reported struggles in retaining faculty, and 41% of the total respondents 

indicated that turnover for staff was above average at their specific college or university. 

More specifically, the average national turnover rate, specifically for higher education 

institution employees, was 12.8% for 2015 (Compdata Surveys, 2015). In regard to the 

study university, turnover rates for non-faculty increased from 14.92% during the fiscal 

year 2014 to 16.15% during the fiscal year 2015 (Employee Turnover, 2015). These 
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specific attrition patterns are concerning and associated with a variety of hidden costs for 

the non-academic units and the institution as a whole. Not only is the trend showing that 

the institution is losing employees critical to the success of students, employees are 

taking with them critical knowledge and expertise relevant to the effectiveness of the 

non-academic units.   

The practical applications for the management of knowledge, explicit and tacit, 

are gaining acceptance in the field of education (Petrides & Nodine, 2003). However, the 

existent research on the transfer and retention of tacit knowledge in higher education is 

limited (Blankenship & Ruona, 2009; Coukos-Semmel, 2003; Santo, 2005).  Aside from 

a few articles in business journals specifically written about the presence and 

management of tacit knowledge, there has not been much peer-reviewed research 

published specifically addressing the issue in relevance to colleges and universities. 

Knowledge management is a popular business theory that is gaining acceptance in the 

field of education (Coukos-Sennel, 2003; Petrides & Nodine, 2003; Serban & Luan, 

2002; Steyn, 2003. Its application to the organizational setting suggests that the internal 

and external forces of influence must be addressed by learning to maximize resources and 

knowledge-based activities through the development and implementation of processes, 

structures, and cultures that improve the creation, sharing, and retention of knowledge 

(Fibuch & Van Way, 2011; Lee & Roth, 2009; Martz & Sheperd, 2003; Noe, 2013; 

Stenmark, 2001).  

 The terms information and knowledge, although not synonyms, are commonly 

used interchangeably. Information lacks context, but once it has been put into context 
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through individual experience it becomes knowledge. Knowledge, consecutively, is given 

value based upon its application for effective decision-making (DeLong, 2004). As a 

result of its influence, knowledge has become a central force in the competitive 

advantage of organizations (Brewer & Brewer, 2010; Cuokos-Semmel, 2003; Halding-

Herrgard, 2000; Jain, 2012; Kogut & Zander, 1992; Martz & Sheperd, 2003; Merriam & 

Bierema, 2014; Nonaka, Konno, & Toyama, 2001; Steyn, 2004; Tilak, 2002). Knowledge 

is said to exist in two forms: explicit and tacit (Coukos-Semmel, 2003; Nonaka et al., 

2001; Rashid, Hassan, & Al- Oqaily, 2015). Further, in the organizational setting, four 

types of knowledge interact with each other at all times: (a) human knowledge, (b) social 

knowledge, (c) cultural knowledge, and (d) structured knowledge (DeLong, 2004).  Both 

tacit knowledge and human knowledge or human capital are the terms of relevance for 

this study as they encompass the work-related individual knowledge such as skill. More 

specifically, tacit knowledge is the focus of this study because knowledge in this specific 

form is unique and hard to replicate; therefore, it is said to be at the core of the 

competitive advantage in organizations (Berman,  Down, & Hill, 2002; Brewer & 

Brewer; 2010; Calo, 2008; Coukos-Semmel, 2003; Eaves, 2014; Omerzel & Guley, 2011; 

Rashid et al., 2015). Michael Polanyi (1966) first articulated the term of tacit knowledge 

as that knowledge that is present in the way individuals possess and execute a skill and 

not codified.  

Effective practices of retention and transference of tacit knowledge across 

organizations are not always evident (Disterer, 2001; Jain, 2012; Serban & Luan, 2002; 

Steyn, 2004). The transference of tacit knowledge is challenging due to its individualistic 
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nature (Kabir, 2013; Martz & Sheperd, 2003; Omerzel & Guley, 2011; Stenmark, 2001).  

Therefore, addressing the challenge requires, among other things, the improvement of 

management practices and the presence of a culture that supports knowledge sharing 

(DeLong, 2004). 

Statement of the Problem 

 The loss of tacit knowledge resulting from non-faculty staff turnover at a public 

four-year university could result in a decreased capacity for effective action and decision 

making at the non-academic units, thus affecting student support services necessary for 

student success. Although research has shown that lead administrators understand the 

importance of knowledge management, knowledge retention, and knowledge transfer 

initiatives, such practices are not commonly implemented in higher education institutions 

(Calo, 2008; Coukos-Semmel, 2003; DeLong, 2004; Vilet, 2012). Higher education 

administration practitioners must develop proactive approaches that prevent the loss of 

unrecoverable knowledge needed to sustain efficiency levels, innovate, and support the 

institutional mission.  

Tacit knowledge is critical for the sustainability and productivity of units and 

institutions as a whole; yet, extensive study of its retention and transference has not been 

a priority for higher education scholars. Aside from a scarce number of articles written 

about the retention of tacit knowledge in specific units of higher education institutions, 

the peer-reviewed publications addressing the issues in tacit knowledge retention, tacit 

knowledge loss, and tacit knowledge transference in the college and university settings 

are limited. Perhaps, a valid explanation for the lack of research available on tacit 
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knowledge retention and tacit knowledge transfer practices lies in the fact that, as 

suggested by Nonaka and Takeuchi (Micklethwait & Woolridge, 1997), Western 

management is heavily influenced by the scientific management model and more 

invested in managing explicit forms of knowledge.  

According to DeLong (2004), employee turnover, the aging workforce 

population, and the increasing complexity of knowledge are shaping the workplace. 

These forces, if not understood in relation to knowledge, could become detrimental and 

result in the loss of unrecoverable knowledge valuable for steady operations, efficient 

procedures, and competitive advantage (Calo, 2008; Haldin-Herrgard, 2000; Noe, 2013; 

Omerzel & Guley, 2011; Rashid et al., 2015; Serban & Luan, 2002).  Higher education 

institutions cannot effectively compete in a knowledge-based economy without effective 

knowledge retention practices that support long-term strategies for growth and 

development while preventing operational disruptions and loss of competitive advantage. 

Thus, lead administrators in higher education institutions must understand that “lost 

knowledge directly threatens the existing capabilities that many organizations need in 

order to sustain their current performance levels, much less to innovate and grow” 

(DeLong, 2004, pp. 7–8).  

The academic research addressing the use of tacit knowledge to encourage 

innovation, improve services, or achieve competitive advantage in higher education 

institutions is limited (Kidwell, Vander Linde, & Johnson, 2000). To be more specific, 

there is a gap in available academic research that addresses the issue of loss of tacit 

knowledge as it influences higher education administration. Through a solution-oriented 
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knowledge management approach that focuses on tacit knowledge transfer practices in 

the American higher education system, the current study attempts to create a foundation 

for addressing a problem in practice common across higher education institution: tacit 

knowledge loss resulting from the departure of valuable employees.   

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of the study is to explore the perceptions of lead administrators about 

practices that pertain to the retention of tacit knowledge within their non-academic units 

at a medium-sized, public university. Specifically, the current research seeks to explore 

two elements: (a) the administrators’ perception of the role tacit knowledge has in the 

performance of their unit, and (b) the factors that influence the retention of tacit 

knowledge within the non-academic unit. 

Research Questions 

Specifically, there are four research questions that will be answered by the current study:  

1. What are perceptions of lead administrators on the role of tacit knowledge in 

their non-academic unit’s performance? 

2. What are the perceptions of lead administrators on current practices to retain 

tacit knowledge within their non-academic unit? 

3. What are the perceptions of lead administrators on the factors that support the 

retention of tacit knowledge within their non-academic unit? 

4. What are the perceptions of lead administrators on the factors that prevent the 

retention of tacit knowledge within their non-academic unit? 
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Significance of the Study 

There is little empirical research that has explored the relationships among 

employee turnover, tacit knowledge, knowledge management, and the effectiveness of 

operations in non-academic units in universities to support student success. This study 

begins filling the research void by exploring (a) faculty and non-faculty employee 

turnover rates in higher education, (b) factors influencing employee turnover at 

universities, (c) tacit knowledge loss due to employee turnover, and (d) the application of 

knowledge management processes and strategies in higher education. Because turnover is 

inevitable, this study leaves the exploration of employee retention practices for future 

research efforts and directed its focus towards the exploration of the tacit knowledge 

transfer process. 

Summary of Conceptual Framework 

 The current study is influenced by the contributions of Michael Polanyi (1962, 

1966) on tacit knowledge, Ikujiro Nonaka (1994, 2007) on knowledge management and 

knowledge creation, and David DeLong (2004) on knowledge retention and knowledge 

transfer. The conceptualization of tacit knowledge by Polanyi (1962) serves as the 

foundation for the work on knowledge management and creation developed by Nonaka 

(1994), specifically citing Japanese companies. Further, DeLong (2004) provided insight 

into the practical application of knowledge retention and knowledge transfer practices 

that take into account challenges across multiple business segments. Although knowledge 

management is used as the main conceptual framework that guides this study, these 
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central concepts provide a framework for the exploration of the issue of tacit knowledge 

retention and transfer in higher education institutions.  

Summary of Methodology 

The current study is qualitative in nature. Qualitative approaches are described as 

those that guide the understanding and exploration of the meanings attributed to a human 

or social problem (Creswell, 2013. In this study, the practices pertaining to the retention 

of tacit knowledge within non-academic units at a medium-sized, public university were 

explored through the perceptions of lead administrators. In order to explore the current 

practices reported by non-academic unit leaders in addressing the retention of valuable 

tacit knowledge within their units, a semi-structured interview was used as the main 

method of data collection.  

Four research questions were developed to explore the non-academic lead 

administrator’s perception of the role of tacit knowledge in the performance of their unit, 

the current practices that support the retention of tacit knowledge within the unit, the 

elements in the environment that prevent the retention of tacit knowledge, and the 

elements in the environment that support the retention of tacit knowledge. The institution 

selected for this study was a medium-sized, four-year, primarily residential, public 

university in the Southern United States (Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 

Teaching, 2011). 

In regard to the sampling, the selection was purposive. The Texas Tribune (2017) 

database was used as a starting point to identify the names of the employees at the 

institution who would be of interest for this research. The information gathered through 
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The Texas Tribune and the university’s website was used to identify individuals whose 

roles at the institution indicated that they were full-time staff members with leadership 

responsibilities within the non-academic unit in which they were employed. The total 

number of potential participants was narrowed down to 56 individuals. A total of 12 

participants were interviewed. Notes were taken and stored in a safe location to protect 

the raw data and the privacy of the participants. All interviews were audio recorded and 

transcribed by the researcher using Transcribe, an audio-transcription 2016 web 

application by Wreally Studios Inc. Transcriptions were completed within one week of 

conducting the interview and sent to the participants for approval and for member 

checking. Once the respondents approved their interview transcript, the data analysis 

process began. The coding process occurred in two phases: open coding and axial coding.  

Lastly, trustworthiness in this study was ensured by addressing conditions to increase 

credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.   

Definition of Terms 

There is a set of terms that are of high relevance for this study. The concepts that 

guide this research are defined as follows. 

Information. Information consists of the data or messages that are structured in a 

transferrable manner but lack the context and value that is only given by the 

interpretation of the user (Burton-Jones, 1999; DeLong, 2004; Nonaka et al., 2001).  In 

defining the concept of information in terms that are relevant to the participants when 

conducting interviews, information will be referred to as the “data that is structured so 
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that is transferrable, but its immediate value depends on the potential user’s ability to 

sort, interpret, and integrate it with their own experience” (DeLong, 2004, p. 22).  

Knowledge. Knowledge is the information that is put into context through 

experience, interpretation, and reflection by an individual (Burton-Jones, 1999; Coukos-

Semmel, 2003; Nonaka et al., 2001). In defining the concept of knowledge in terms that 

are relevant to the participants when conducting interviews, knowledge will be referred to 

as the “facts or procedures that individuals or teams of employees know or know how to 

do (human and social knowledge); also a company’s rules, processes, tools, and routines 

(structured knowledge)” (Noe, 2013, p. 490).  

Knowledge management. Knowledge management, as defined by Noe (2013), is 

“the process of enhancing company performance by designing and implementing tools, 

processes, systems, structures, and cultures to improve the creating, sharing, and use of 

knowledge” (p. 490). 

Knowledge loss. Knowledge loss or lost knowledge is defined as “the decreased 

capacity for effective action or decision making in a specific organizational context” 

(DeLong, 2004, p. 21). 

Knowledge transfer. The process of sharing knowledge between individuals or 

groups within an institution is commonly referred to as transferring knowledge (Diseter, 

2001). 

Lead administrator. For the purposes of this study, a lead administrator is an 

individual whose title suggests that he or she manages or oversees a non-academic unit. 
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Non-academic unit. A non-academic unit is that which supports and assists, 

whether directly or indirectly, faculty and students in reaching their goals and the goals of 

the institution (Weingartner, 2011).   

Tacit knowledge. Tacit knowledge is the knowledge that results from informal 

learning and personal experiences, is difficult to codify and record, and is extremely 

challenging to communicate (Coukos-Semmel, 2003; Noe, 2013; Nonaka et al., 2001; 

Santo, 2005; Serban & Luan, 2002). In defining the concept of tacit knowledge in terms 

that are relevant to the participants when conducting interviews, tacit knowledge will be 

referred to as the “personal knowledge that is based in individual experience and that is 

difficult to explain to others” (Noe, 2013, p. 494).  

Turnover. The term turnover, or separations, is defined by the Bureau of Labor 

Statistics ( 2016) Job Openings and Labor Turnout Survey (JOLTS, n.d.) as the employee 

or employees who were separated from the payroll during a given time period. This 

definition includes quits, layoffs and discharges, and other separations such as 

retirements, transfers to other locations, deaths, or separation due to employee disability.   

Assumptions 

This study is guided by the following assumptions: 

1. Individuals employed at the non-academic units possess tacit knowledge. 

2. Tacit knowledge makes up the majority of the knowledge lost in organizations 

(Calo, 2008; Vilet, 2012). 
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3. “Lost knowledge directly threatens the existing capabilities that many 

organizations need in order to sustain their current performance levels, much 

less to innovate and grow” (DeLong, 2004, pp. 7–8). 

4. Tacit knowledge cannot be taught, it can only be acquired through personal 

efforts and shared through joint activities rather than verbal or written 

instruction (Nonaka & Konno, 1998; Polanyi, 1966). 

Limitations of the Study 

The current study is phenomenological in nature. Phenomenological studies have 

limited transferability to other higher education institutions. Because the results are 

unique to the institution studied, transferability is limited. However, the researcher takes 

responsibility for providing as much contextual information as possible to enable higher 

education administration practitioners or researchers to decide whether the study is 

applicable to other institutions. Nevertheless, this research has the potential of providing 

an understanding of an issue on which studies taking place at other higher education 

institutions can be built and compared. 

Delimitations of the Study 

This study has the following delimitations: 

1. Only non-academic unit administrators are participants.  

2. Only non-academic unit administrators at one institution are participants.  

3. Only tacit knowledge possessed by individuals is relevant to this study. 

4. Explicit forms of knowledge are not discussed.  
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Overview of the Remainder of the Study 

The remainder chapters in this study serve as support for this research. Chapter II 

presents a review of the literature that served to elaborate the research question and 

develop the methodology. Chapter III in this study details the methodology and type of 

study. In Chapter IV and Chapter V, the findings of the study and a discussion of the 

findings will be presented. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

Postsecondary institutions are facing pressures to exploit the properties of 

intangible assets. Higher education institutions assert their position among other higher 

education providers by maintaining a set of quality and standards (Bernhard, 2009). 

Universities are constantly under internal pressures to increase revenues, decrease 

expenses, improve quality, and build a strong reputation (Dickeson, 2010). At the same 

time, problems such as inadequate funding, lack of understanding in regard to 

institutional goals, and underprepared personnel influence the ability of the institution to 

function more efficiently (Weingertner, 2011). These pressures, problems, and influences 

affecting efficiency result in the need for the use of intellectual capital and knowledge to 

maintain ideal performance levels, grow, and innovate while increasing the ability to 

accomplish the institutional mission and tackle obstacles (Coukos-Semmel, 2003; 

DeLong, 2004; McAdam & Reid, 2000; Weingertner, 2011).   

These demands and concerns for effectiveness, however, are not a recent 

phenomena. The growth of higher education that occurred during the University 

Transformation Era from 1870 to 1944 and the expansion of all aspects of the higher 

education systems during the following 30 years of the Mass Higher Education Era set 

the stage for the prominence of terms such as accountability, efficiency, effectiveness, 

assessment, and equity (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  Today, the term corporatism is 

commonly used to define higher education in business terms rather than student learning 

outcomes. Corporatism is usually manifested through the increased use of accountability 
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measures and performance indicators that link decisions to budgetary constraints (Cohen 

& Kisker, 2010).  

Similarly, to other business enterprises, staff members in non-academic units at 

higher education institutions range from individuals whose roles are to perform 

conventional tasks to those who are members of interdisciplinary professions 

(Weingartner, 2011). Dickeson (2010) has suggested that the recent growth seen in 

support staff personnel and nonteaching staff is necessary to handle compliance 

requirements, meet students’ non-academic and co-curricular expectations, maintain a set 

of quality and standards relevant for competitive advantage, and most importantly, offer 

student support services of quality.  Based on their roles and responsibilities, staff 

members are considered knowledge workers. Knowledge workers are “employees who 

contribute to the company not through manual labor, but through what they know, 

perhaps about customers or a specialized body of knowledge” (Noe, 2013, pp. 18–19). 

According to Noe (2013), knowledge workers possess knowledge that is specialized and 

much more interdisciplinary, requiring the integration of a variety of subjects. Because 

knowledge workers are constantly engaged in interdisciplinary environments, they 

develop important knowledge and relationships with experts that are hard to duplicate if 

they leave the institution (DeLong, 2004).  

Unfortunately, there is little empirical research that has explored the relationships 

among employee turnover, tacit knowledge, knowledge management, and the 

effectiveness of operations in non-academic units in universities to support student 

success. This study begins filling the research void by exploring (a) faculty and non-
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faculty employee turnover rates in higher education, (b) factors influencing turnover at 

universities, (c) tacit knowledge loss due to employee turnover, and (d) the application of 

knowledge management processes and strategies in higher education. Because turnover is 

inevitable, this study leaves the exploration of employee retention practices for future 

research efforts and directs its focus towards the exploration of the tacit knowledge 

transfer process. 

The loss of tacit knowledge resulting from non-faculty staff turnover at a public 

four-year university could result in a decreased capacity for effective action and decision 

making at the non-academic units, thus affecting student support services necessary for 

student success. Although research has shown that lead administrators understand the 

importance of knowledge management, knowledge retention, and knowledge transfer 

initiatives, such practices are not commonly implemented in higher education institutions 

(Calo, 2008; Coukos-Semmel, 2003; DeLong, 2004; Vilet, 2012). Higher education 

administration practitioners, then, must begin developing proactive approaches that 

prevent the loss of unrecoverable knowledge needed to sustain efficiency levels, 

innovate, and support the institutional mission. 

The current study was developed under four main assumptions based on the 

review of the literature available. It is assumed that the individuals employed at the non-

academic units possess tacit knowledge, that tacit knowledge makes up the majority of 

the knowledge lost in organizations (Calo, 2008; Vilet, 2012), and that “lost knowledge 

directly threatens the existing capabilities that many organizations need in order to 

sustain their current performance levels” (DeLong, 2004, pp. 7–8). Last but equally as 
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important, this study assumes that tacit knowledge cannot be taught; rather, tacit 

knowledge can only be acquired through personal efforts and shared through joint 

activities (Nonaka & Konno, 1998; Polanyi, 1966).  

With that said, the purpose of the current study was to explore the perceptions of 

lead administrators about practices pertaining to the retention of tacit knowledge within 

their non-academic units at a medium-sized public university. Specifically, the current 

research sought to explore two elements: (a) the administrators’ perception of the role 

tacit knowledge has in the performance of their unit, and (b) the factors that influence the 

retention of tacit knowledge within the non-academic unit. For the purposes of this study, 

tacit knowledge is defined as the knowledge that results from informal learning and 

personal experiences, is difficult to codify and record, and is extremely challenging to 

communicate (Coukos-Semmel, 2003; Noe, 2013; Nonaka, Konno, & Toyama, 2001; 

Santo, 2005; Serban & Luan, 2002). Tacit knowledge is the “personal knowledge that is 

based in individual experience and that is difficult to explain to others” (Noe, 2013, p. 

494). Knowledge retention is defined as the action-oriented solution to the problem of 

knowledge loss (DeLong, 2004).  These definitions of tacit knowledge and knowledge 

retention guide this research study and will be reviewed in more detail later in this 

chapter.   

The literature relevant to this study is presented in the following sections: (a) 

employee turnover rates in higher education; (b) hidden costs of employee turnover; (c) a 

review of knowledge and its two forms: explicit and tacit; (d) knowledge management; 

(e) knowledge management, knowledge management processes, and knowledge 



Texas Tech University, Nancy Garcia, December 2017 

 

18 

 

management strategies; (f) knowledge management in higher education; (g) leadership 

and culture strategies of knowledge management at non-academic units; and (h) tacit 

knowledge transfer processes.  

Employee Turnover in Higher Education 

Although all students and institutions are different, student retention and student 

success are commonly shared issues at any college or university campus. Postsecondary 

institutions provide a significant amount of interventions and strategies needed to support 

student success; however, what they do not do is what tends to matter the most. To put it 

in another terms, the institutions that have low student retention rates usually lack quality 

in their support services and/or do not serve the students who need the most help (The 

Educational Policy Institute, 2008). Because student retention and student success are 

tied, to a degree, to non-academic support, higher education institutions need to ensure 

that the students have information and resources available to them (Worley, 2012). For 

these reasons, the quality of services provided by the staff in non-academic units, or non-

faculty staff, play an important role in the ability of the institutions to support, engage, 

and retain students; non-academic staff constantly help create the student experience on 

campus (Worley, 2012). 

The growth in importance of areas in student development and student support 

has resulted in an increase in non-academic programs and units across college and 

university campuses. The goal of non-academic units in higher education institutions is 

to, directly or indirectly, support and assist faculty, students, and the institution in 

achieving their goals (Weingartner, 2011). With that said, non-academic programs and 
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units vary in their focus and evolve to deal with the many issues students face but 

generally include financial aid services; initiatives and programs related to enrollment 

management; campus alcohol, substance abuse, and programs and policies related to drug 

education; student conduct; student discipline; student learning outcomes assessment; 

child care programs; student government; student organizations, fraternities, and 

sororities; residence halls; diversity and inclusion programs and initiatives; academic 

support services; academic advising; international student programs; athletics; student 

health; counseling; disability services; career planning; and veterans services (Dickeson, 

2010).   

Faculty and, most importantly, professional staff in these non-academic units have 

a great impact on student success and retention; however, according to a study conducted 

by Cornerstone OnDemand and Ellucian (2016), attracting and retaining employees is a 

common challenge in higher education institutions. A total of 59% of the institutions 

surveyed in the study reported struggles in retaining faculty and 69% reported struggles 

in retaining staff members; 41% of the total respondents indicated that turnover for staff 

is above average at their specific college or university. Though turnover is normal and 

unavoidable, leadership at colleges and universities must become cognizant of costs 

associated with the loss of non-academic staff given the role they play in the 

effectiveness of their units and the success of students. The atmosphere and climate of the 

university is reflected in the way students are treated, offered support, and develop peer 

relations on campus, all of which are important to the self-esteem and confidence a 

student generates. Thus, it is important to develop a strong and supportive atmosphere 
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with comprehensive support services, support from faculty, and most importantly, make 

use of proactive tactics for the retention of dedicated professional non-faculty staff 

(Clewell & Ficklen, 1986).  

Effectiveness and efficiency are challenging to conceptualize in regard to higher 

education. Colleges and universities have internal and external constituents who differ in 

notions of what an effective institution should be. As such, students, parents, faculty, 

administrators, and community members generally evaluate higher education institutions 

based on the type of results delivered to meet their unique expectations (Bess & Dee, 

2012b). Nevertheless, Cohen and Kisker (2010) defined efficiency as an index of how 

well an institution uses its funds and resources in relation to the outcomes achieved; 

efficiency is associated with productivity. With the intention of providing a starting point 

for developing effective initiatives for student retention and student success, the 

Educational Policy Institute (2008) had suggested that institutions must begin by (a) 

determining who needs assistance on campus, (b) reviewing current services on campus 

to determine their efficiency and effectiveness, (c) improving the services that matter, and 

(d) researching effective practices that could be applied to build a better college or 

university. Although there are a variety of actions an institution can take to improve 

student retention, this study focused on the practices of services non-academic units to 

maintain the effectiveness and efficacy, considering the challenges in staff retention and 

the hidden costs of employee turnover in higher education.  

The term turnover, or separations, is defined by the Bureau of Labor Statistics (, 

2016) Job Openings and Labor Turnout Survey (JOLTS, n.d.) as the employee or 
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employees who were separated from the payroll during a given time period. This 

definition includes quits, layoffs and discharges, and other separations such as 

retirements, transfers to other locations, deaths, or separation due to employee disability.  

JOLTS, unfortunately, does not report on turnover rates by occupation; JOLTS 

exclusively reports on turnover rates of industries. Thus, colleges and universities, 

whether privately- or publicly-owned and operated, are grouped in the Educational 

Services sector along with other subsectors of the industry. Because the Educational 

Services sector is also part of the Education and Health Services sector, the average 

national turnover rate of 2.5% for the year 2015 reported by JOLTS does not depict the 

national turnover rate specifically for higher education institutions. The results of the 

Compensation Data Colleges & Universities national survey by Compdata Surveys 

(2015), in contrast, presented a more accurate depiction; the consulting firm surveyed 338 

higher education institutions that, altogether, employed 460,000 individuals across the 

nation. The average national turnover rate specifically for higher education institution 

employees was 12.8% for the year 2015 (Compdata Surveys, 2015). The average national 

turnover rate, although with a slight increase, remained consistent from the reported 

12.5% for the year 2014.  

Perhaps, more relevant to explore for this study is the turnover rate at the 

particular institution for the current research. The four-year, public university selected for 

this research study is part of one of the largest systems of higher education in the nation; 

with this in mind, the turnover rates for the system were also explored for comparison 

purposes. The Turnover Report (2015) reported a total turnover rate of 14.27% for the 
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university system during the fiscal year 2015, which was slightly lower than the rate 

reported in previous years. The turnover rates for the fiscal years 2014 and 2013 were 

14.35% and 18.04%, respectively. The study university registered the fourth-lowest 

turnover of all university system institutions with 12.28% for the fiscal year 2015.  

Longevity and salary played an important role in employee turnover across the 

university system. The highest turnover rates occurred for individuals with less than five 

years of service and for employees earning less than $40,000 per year. Further, the 

turnover rates for the System slightly decreased from 15.72% and 10.74% during the 

fiscal year 2014 to 15.63% and 10.71% for the fiscal year 2015 for non-faculty and 

faculty employees, respectively (Employee Turnover, 2015). The highest turnover rate 

across the System, 21.23%, occurred among individuals who had longevity of two to five 

years. In regard to the study university, there was a decrease in turnover rates for faculty 

from the fiscal year 2014 (9.09%) to the fiscal year 2015 (5.48%). In contrast, there was 

an increase on turnover rates for non-faculty from 14.92% during the fiscal year 2014 to 

16.15% during the fiscal year 2015 (Employee Turnover, 2015). Similar to the trend 

across the System, the highest turnover rate, 20.14%, occurred among individuals who 

had longevity of two to five years.  

The turnover rate for the entire university system for the fiscal year 2015 was 

higher than the national average; yet, the turnover rate for the study university was 

slightly lower than the national average during the same period. The turnover rates for the 

study university, in comparison to the turnover rates for the entire university system, 

were lower. Considering that the study university registered the fourth-lowest turnover of 
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all System members, its overall turnover rate was lower than the national average, and its 

turnover rates were mostly lower than those of the university system, it can be easily 

deduced that there are no major issues with turnover to address at the study university. 

However, a detailed examination of the data brought to light the fact that the University’s 

turnover rates for non-faculty had increased from fiscal year 2014 to fiscal year 2015, 

ultimately exceeding the non-faculty turnover rates for the university system. In contrast, 

the faculty turnover rates had decreased significantly from fiscal year 2014 to fiscal year 

2015 to almost half of the total turnover rate for faculty in the System. In simpler terms, 

more faculty are staying and even more non-faculty staff are leaving the University.  

These specific attrition patterns are concerning and translate to a variety of hidden 

costs for the non-academic units and the institution as a whole. Not only is the turnover 

of employees at the institution critical to the success of students, employees who leave 

take with them critical knowledge and expertise relevant to the effectiveness of the non-

academic units; simply put, turnover translates into knowledge shortage. The solution to 

the challenges that organizations face due to turnover resides not in focusing on the staff 

shortages but rather in focusing on the threat of lost knowledge and its impact on the 

overall productivity of the organization (DeLong, 2004). Student support services and 

staff at non-academic units have a positive influence on student success; yet, the 

increasing non-faculty turnover rates at the study university may translate into the loss of 

valuable tacit knowledge relevant for the effectiveness of the services provided by the 

unit. Before exploring the approaches to prevent the knowledge loss, it is of relevance for 

the understanding of turnover in higher education institutions to review the factors 
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influencing an employee’s decision to leave the institution and the hidden costs of 

turnover in more detail.  

Employee Turnover and Knowledge Loss  

Employee retention is critical to the success and stability of institutional processes 

and student support services in higher education; yet, employee turnover is inevitable 

(Brewer & Brewer, 2010; Powell, 2010; Samuel & Chipunza, 2013). Today, work is 

knowledge-intensive, interdisciplinary, and requires the integration of expertise from a 

wide range of subjects (DeLong, 2004). Inevitably, professionals involved in these work 

environments develop a unique set of practical knowledge, skills, expertise, and 

relationships that is hard to replicate; this knowledge is referred to as tacit knowledge. 

Unfortunately, no institution is immune to the loss of valuable tacit knowledge that 

results from the departure of experienced personnel (Brewer & Brewer; 2010; Coukos-

Semmel, 2003; Hollenweger, 2013; Noe, 2013; Omerzel & Guley, 2011; Santo, 2005; 

Serban & Luan, 2002; The Conference Board, 2008).  

Lost knowledge is defined as “the decreased capacity for effective action or 

decision making in a specific organizational context” (DeLong, 2004, p. 21). Although 

the knowledge loss problem is difficult to quantify, it is known that administrators and 

staff who leave higher education institutions take a substantial amount of knowledge 

relevant to their work, the organization, and other operations that is difficult to duplicate 

(Peña, 2013, 2014). The loss of knowledge, in turn, threatens institutional competitive 

advantage.  
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Competitiveness, or competitive advantage, is defined as “the ability to provide 

products and services, as effectively as, or more effectively and efficiently than the 

relevant competitors” (Omerzel & Gulev, 2011, p. 339). Competitive advantage develops 

when organizations use the intangible assets available in unique ways (Coukos-Semmel, 

2003; Droege & Hoobler, 2003; Middaugh, 2010; Noe, 2013). Noe (2013) classified the 

intangible assets in an organization as (a) human capital, (b) customer capital, (c) social 

capital, and (d) intellectual capital. These intangible assets encompass a variety of 

elements at different levels. For instance, human capital is the sum of all attributes, life 

experiences, knowledge, innovation, energy, and enthusiasm that employees invest in an 

organization; customer capital encompasses the relationships built with people inside and 

outside the company to accomplish specific goals; social capital involves only the 

relationships among employees within the company; and intellectual capital involves the 

knowledge, creativity, productivity, and services provided by the employees. Although 

all the intangible assets positively influence competitive advantage, this study only 

focused on the tacit knowledge possessed by employees, which generates intellectual 

capital valuable to the institution. Employee turnover could result in the loss of 

unrecoverable knowledge necessary to create intellectual capital and value for the 

development of competitive advantage (Calo, 2008; Haldin-Herrgard, 2000; Noe, 2013; 

Omerzel & Guley, 2011; Rashid, Hassan & Al-Oqaily, 2015; Serban & Luan, 2002). 

With this in mind, the issue of knowledge loss is approached in this study as a 

consequence of employee turnover and a threat to competitive advantage. 



Texas Tech University, Nancy Garcia, December 2017 

 

26 

 

Overall, employee turnover in higher education institutions can be attributed to 

two factors: (a) an employee’s sense of value at the institution, and (b) employee 

engagement. However, these themes do not account for the demographic trends in the 

nation that have created an environment in which many organizations will soon face, or 

are already facing, a high rate of retirement (Calo, 2008; DeLong, 2004; Droege & 

Hoobler, 2003; The Conference Board, 2008). In this study, an employee’s sense of 

value, employee engagement, and the aging population approaching retirement are 

considered influencing factors in employee turnover rates in higher education.  

 Research studies have shown that employees leave their positions because they 

lack a sense of value; they feel undervalued. Professional staff members in non-academic 

units are generally educated and have extensive training but are paid minimal salaries, 

which may create the sense that the department has not invested in the individual as much 

as the individual has invested in the unit (Worley, 2012). Accordingly, the highest 

turnover rates reported in both the university system and the study university occurred for 

individuals earning less than $40,000 per year (Employee Turnover, 2015). A study done 

at multiple higher education institution also suggests that a significant portion of the 

challenges in employee retention are due to compensation rates; although workplace 

culture, workload, and competition from other colleges and universities are also factors 

(Cornerstone OnDemand & Ellucian, 2016).  

Though salary and other extrinsic factors are linked to employee turnover, 

intrinsic factors are said to have a stronger influence. Figueroa (2015) found that low 

engagement, low organizational commitment, poor sense of value, little growth 
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opportunities, and a void of staff development are all factors that adversely affect the 

retention of staff in higher education institutions. A specific case is that of Stanford 

University. In 2001, according to Trei (2001), Stanford had a turnover rate for non-

academic staff that was almost twice the national average and costing the institution an 

estimated $68 million annually. The continued increase on turnover rates at Stanford was 

partially attributed to salary but mostly to a lack of career progression, job recognition, 

and issues with job supervision.  

Another study conducted by Human Capital Media Research and Advisory Group 

suggested that faculty and staff disengagement resulting from the lack of professional 

development opportunities and overwhelming workloads leads to high employee turnover 

rates in higher education institutions; further, 80% of the respondents agreed that there is 

a direct correlation between staff engagement and staff retention (Cornerstone 

OnDemand & Ellucian, 2016). Additionally, Cornerstone OnDemand and Ellucian 

(2016) reported that higher education institutions that offer development opportunities for 

their employees are approximately twice as likely to have fewer turnovers than those 

institutions that do not offer similar opportunities.  

Employee turnover is expensive and, though it is not possible to eliminate it, 

employers could invest in recognizing the factors of influence to proactively develop 

initiatives that reduce employee turnover; however, the exploration of employee retention 

practices was not the focus of this study. Rather, the factors that influence employee 

turnover are presented to provide a holistic understanding of the issue in higher education 

institutions.  
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In addition to an employee’s sense of value and employee engagement, employee 

retirement represents a challenge to employee retention. There is a growing number of 

organizations that will face significant losses due to the retirement of an aging workforce 

(Calo, 2008; DeLong, 2004; Droege & Hoobler, 2003; The Conference Board, 2008). 

According to the Insured Retirement Institute (2016), there are about 76 million Baby 

Boomers in the United States who will retire at a rate of 10,000 per day through at least 

the year 2030. Though some of the sudden losses due to turnover cannot be predicted, 

losses that result from retirement can be predicted and controlled (DeLong, 2004). With 

that said, because tacit knowledge is necessary for competitive advantage, it is wise for 

organizations to focus on capturing and transferring knowledge before it is lost (The 

Conference Board, 2008). However, organizations that wish to create effective 

knowledge transfer programs must find ways to retain the knowledgeable employees long 

enough to transfer the knowledge they possess (MacMillan, 2008). Succession planning 

programs may provide a viable solution for this issue. However, it is important to keep in 

mind that, although succession planning processes are needed to retain employees and 

slow down turnover, they are not sufficient for building long-term workforce capabilities 

(DeLong, 2004).  

Nevertheless, companies that understand the trends in the workforce will invest in 

solutions and initiatives to prevent knowledge loss from employee turnover and 

retirement. For instance, executives at American Express put together an internal team to 

anticipate problems that could stem from shifts in the workplace and propose solutions. 

MacMillan (2008) has explained that the team discovered that the company had done 
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little to retain the knowledge that future retirees would be taking with them and, if lost, 

that knowledge would be costly, if not impossible, to replace. The leadership at American 

Express understood that retiring employees needed incentives and time to infuse the 

company with their knowledge and that the employees’ expertise needed to be translated 

in a way that was appealing to younger generations receiving it. Most importantly, 

management understood that not all knowledge was valuable and not all retiring 

employees possessed valuable knowledge. Once these parameters were identified, a 

phased-retirement program initiative was launched. Rather than retiring and leaving the 

company at once, participants of the phased-retirement program gave up their daily 

responsibilities gradually and began mentoring and teaching classes to their successors. 

The benefits of this initiative were such that the phased-retirement program received 

support across the company because it allowed retirees to pursue their personal passion, 

leave their legacy with the company, help shape the next generation of leaders, and help 

American Express avoid the emotional and financial hurdles that come alongside 

retirement (MacMillan, 2008).    

Unfortunately, not all leaders at organizations perceive a sense of urgency to take 

proactive action, even when it is evident that knowledge is being lost with employee 

departures (Calo, 2008; DeLong, 2004; Vilet, 2012). Through a study conducted at the 

University of Zambia, senior management staff attributed their employee turnover to 

retirements, resignations, and deaths (Wamundila & Ngulube, 2011). Not only were they 

aware that employees were leaving, they knew that knowledge was also being lost, 

disrupting the services provided by the university, overworking available staff, and 
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increasing the lack of effective and efficient operational continuity. Wamundila and 

Ngulube (2011) have indicated that most respondents reported an awareness of loss of 

knowledge occurrences, yet no strategies for knowledge retention were in place at the 

institution.  

Similarly, Peña’s (2012) study conducted at the University of Texas at El Paso 

indicated that the employees at the institutions believed that what they had learned during 

their time at the institution was of value for business continuity and business processes. 

The participants also considered that the loss of knowledge would become a critical issue 

if not addressed by leadership and that it would be challenging to find employees with 

similar skills and knowledge to replace them if they left. The employees, however, 

reported that the institution had no formal plan to minimize the amount of knowledge that 

could potentially be lost.  

 Employee turnover represents more than challenges resulting from the loss of 

employees. Employee turnover also translates into knowledge loss. As established 

throughout this section, there are three main factors that are linked to employee turnover. 

However, only the knowledge loss due to retirement can be somehow predicted and 

managed. Before digging deeper into managing the loss of knowledge, it is important to 

gain an understanding of knowledge and its dualistic nature.  

Knowledge 

In everyday language, individuals use knowledge and information 

interchangeably; however, in order to begin to understand knowledge management it is 

important to establish what constitutes knowledge and what falls under the category of 
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information. The term information refers to the “data that is structured so that is 

transferrable, but its immediate value depends on the potential user’s ability to sort, 

interpret, and integrate it with their own experience” (DeLong, 2004, p. 22). Information 

is essentially found in answers to the questions “who,” “what,” “where,” “when,” and 

“how many” (Frost, 2001). Knowledge, on the other hand, is the information that guides 

and informs decisions after it is put into context through experience, interpretation, and 

reflection by an individual (Burton-Jones, 1999; Coukos-Semmel, 2003; Kidwell,  

Vander Linde, & Johnson, 2000; Nonaka et al., 2001). In the organizational setting, 

knowledge is present in the “facts or procedures that individuals or teams of employees 

know or know how to do (human and social knowledge); also a company’s rules, 

processes, tools, and routines (structured knowledge)” (Noe, 2013, p. 490).  Having 

established the boundaries between knowledge and information, the rest of this study 

focused on examining the different forms in which knowledge exists and the multiple 

ways in which it can be accessed, shared, and combined.  

The Different Types of Knowledge: Explicit and Tacit  

An essential step for knowledge management is distinguishing between various 

types of knowledge. Within business and knowledge management, two types of 

knowledge are usually defined: explicit and tacit (Coukos-Semmel, 2003; Nonaka et al., 

2001; Rashid et al., 2015). See Figure 2.1 for a visual of tacit and explicit knowledge.  
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Tacit and Explicit Knowledge 

 

Figure 2.1. Tacit and Explicit Knowledge. From “Applying Corporate Knowledge 

Management Practices in Higher Education,” by J. J. Kidwell, K. M. VanderLinde, and 

S. L. Johnson, 2000, EDUCAUSE Quarterly, 4, p. 29. Copyright 2000 by EDUCAUSE 

Quarterly. Reprinted with permission. 

Over time, knowledge has been the subject of cognitive theories, instructional 

design theories, and epistemological points of view. It has generally been approached 

from a learning and instruction perspective and classified by a set of properties and 

qualities attributed to it (Merriam & Bierema, 2014). Some of these classifications 

include the following: (a) generic and domain specific knowledge, (b) formal and 

informal knowledge, (c) conceptual and procedural knowledge, (d) tacit and explicit 

knowledge, (e) tacit, explicit, and implicit knowledge, (f) strategic knowledge, and (g) 

organizational knowledge, among others (DeLong, 2004; Merriam & Bierema, 2014; 

Noe, 2013).  
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Explicit knowledge. This type of knowledge is well-documented, easily 

articulated, easily replicated, transferred between individuals effortlessly, and is likely to 

remain in the organization even after employees depart (Coukos-Semmel, 2003; Goffin, 

Koners, Baxter, & van der Hoven, 2010; Noe, 2013; Stenmark, 2001; Steyn, 2004).  

Explicit knowledge is the result of experiences of formal learning; it is systematic; and it 

takes the shape of policies, procedures, checklists, flowcharts, business plans, databases, 

and directories (Coukos-Semmel, 2003; Noe, 2013; Santo, 2005). From a managerial 

perspective, the greatest challenge that the management of explicit knowledge poses is 

ensuring that people have access to the knowledge they need; that relevant knowledge is 

stored; and that the knowledge is constantly reviewed, updated, or discarded based on the 

organizational needs (Frost, 2010).   

Tacit knowledge. Tacit knowledge is the result of informal learning, personal 

experiences and interactions accumulated over time (Goffin et al., 2010; Noe, 2013; 

Nonaka et al., 2001; Polanyi, 1966; Rashig, Hassan & Al-Oqaily, 2015; Turner, 2013). In 

contrast to explicit knowledge, tacit knowledge is difficult to codify, record, and 

extremely challenging to communicate (Coukos-Semmel, 2003; Noe, 2013; Nonaka et 

al., 2001; Santo, 2005; Serban & Luan, 2002). The Division for Public Administration 

and Development Management of the United Nations Department of Economic and 

Social Affairs (2005) in the Understanding Knowledge Societies report has defined tacit 

knowledge as  

a fluid mix of framed experiences, values, contextual information and expert 

insights that provides an individual with a framework for evaluating and 

incorporating new experiences and information. Tacit knowledge is information 

combined with experience, context, interpretation and judgement. It is acquired 
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through one’s own experience or reflections on the experiences of others. It is 

intangible, without boundaries and dynamic. It is highly personal and hard to 

formalize, making it difficult to communicate or share with others. Subjective 

insights, institutions and hunches all fall into the category of tacit knowledge. (p. 

xvi) 

The concept of tacit knowing was established by Polanyi (1962) through his 

Personal Knowledge: Toward a Post-Critical Philosophy work in which he sought to 

reject the ideal of scientific inquiry by suggesting that personal commitment plays an 

important role in the practice of science. Polanyi’s work constructed a framework for the 

concept that has been widely discussed among philosophers, epistemologists, 

theologians, social scientists, behavioral scientists, and educational researchers and 

studied in the context of the arts, theology, social sciences, nursing, and education fields 

(Toom, 2012).  

The foundation of Polanyi’s (1966) work is in the assumption “that the aim of a 

skillful performance is achieved by the observance of a set of rules which are not known 

as such to the person following them” (p. 49). With this, Polanyi suggested that an 

individual executes skills based on a set of rules that are not acknowledged. He argued 

that tacit knowledge is present in the way individuals possess and execute a skill and 

“know how to carry out performances as a whole and also know how to carry out the 

elementary acts which constitute them, though cannot tell what these acts are” (p. 4).  

Further, Polanyi (1966) suggested that individuals make sense of their 

experiences through participation and connoisseurship and pre-suppositions or pre-

conceived notions developed through languages serve as an interpretative framework: 

We assimilate most of these pre-suppositions by learning to speak in a certain 

language, in which there are names for various kinds of objects, names by which 

objects can be classified, making such distinctions as between past and present, 
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living and dead, healthy and sick, and thousands of others. . . . The curious thing 

is that we have no clear knowledge of what our pre-suppositions are and when we 

try to formulate them they appear quite unconvincing. (p. 59)   

Because individuals are generally not aware of the tacit knowledge they possess, 

it is only through the assimilation of a specific framework or context that they make 

sense of their experience. Thus, acquiring tacit knowledge may be challenging if 

individuals do not possess a similar range of pre-suppositions relevant to their 

environment or in similitude with those sharing their knowledge that can serve as an 

interpretative framework. Polanyi (1966) stated that what “cannot be specified in detail 

cannot be transmitted by prescription, since no prescription for it exists. It can be passed 

on only by example from master to apprentice” (p. 53).  

Taking another position, DeLong (2004) has suggested that describing knowledge 

as either explicit or tacit is an oversimplification that is misleading when capturing 

knowledge is an organizational objective. Rather, he has recommended the use of a 

distinction of forms of knowledge that include explicit, implicit, and truly tacit in order to 

make effective decisions in regard to knowledge transfer practices in organizations. 

According to DeLong, “Characterizing all knowledge that is not already codified in 

documents or databases as ‘tacit’ does not recognize that knowledge that is not explicit 

can exist in at least four different states” (p. 84). The four types of knowledge that are not 

codified include the following: (a) implicit rule-based knowledge, (b) implicit know-how, 

(c) tacit know-how, and (d) deep tacit knowledge. Implicit rule-based knowledge is fact-

based knowledge that has not been articulated; implicit know-how, though not normally 

made explicit, can readily be transferred. Both implicit rule-based knowledge and 

implicit know-how, although not codified, can potentially be codified if needed. Tacit 
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know-how and deep tacit knowledge represent true tacit knowledge that is difficult to 

verbalize and transfer to others.  

Tacit know-how “involves pattern recognition, it is acquired through cumulative 

experience, it operates unconsciously in the background, it is difficult and almost 

impossible to articulate, and it forms the basis of valuable individual skills” (Berman, 

Down, & Hill, 2002, p. 15). Deep tacit knowledge, in contrast, is collectively developed 

and used when people in close relationships rely upon one another to contribute missing 

information in their own retrieval in order to accomplish a task (Eaves, 2014; Martz & 

Sheperd, 2003; Merriam & Bierema, 2014; Noe, 2013; Weick & Roberts, 1993). 

Collective tacit knowledge is diffused between the individuals in a team making the task 

completion process dependent upon the performance of the individuals and their 

interpretation of personal responsibilities. Because collective tacit knowledge is most 

valuable when used in context (Armstrong & Mahum, 2008; Toom, 2012), its overall 

integrity is threatened by employee retirement and turnover (Berman et al, 2002). 

Understanding these concepts, as presented by DeLong, is important in the general scope 

of knowledge transfer research and in identifying different types of non-codified 

knowledge. This specific study, however, focused only on the tacit know-how type of 

non-codified knowledge. The term tacit knowledge will be used when referring to tacit 

know-how.    

Conceptual Framework: Knowledge Management 

 Knowledge management (KM), as defined by Noe (2013), is “the process of 

enhancing company performance by designing and implementing tools, processes, 
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systems, structures, and cultures to improve the creating, sharing, and use of knowledge” 

(p. 490). KM is a popular business theory that suggests that organizations must address 

internal and external forces of influence by learning to maximize their resources and 

knowledge-based activities (Coukos-Semmel, 2003; Fibuch & Van Way, 2011; Lee & 

Roth, 2009; Martz & Sheperd, 2003; Serban & Luan; 2002; Stenmark, 2001). According 

to Frost (2001), KM helps leaders understand (a) what the organization knows, (b) where 

the knowledge is located, (c) in what forms the knowledge is stored, (d) how to transfer 

the knowledge to relevant people in order to take advantage of it, and (e) the need to 

assess the actual know-how versus the organization’s needs and plan accordingly. In sum, 

KM focuses on knowledge as an asset, enabling the organization to exploit what it is 

known.  

The literature on the nature of KM suggests that there is not a solid agreement on 

the essence of the model’s approach. As Rowley (2000) suggested, KM has roots in 

information management, knowledge processing, social construction, and organizational 

learning. In most companies, KM practices are assigned to the information technology 

departments. Nonaka and Konno (1998), however, has put forth that companies and 

leaders that treat KM as just another branch of IT lack an understanding of how human 

beings learn and create. His position has been that knowledge is self-renewing, produced 

and consumed simultaneously, and created by humans acting in relationships with each 

other. Unlike other resources, he has said that the value of knowledge increases, not 

depletes, with its use (Nonaka & Konno, 1998).   Given the uncertainty of the economy, 

practices of KM based on new knowledge creation and effective models of knowledge-



Texas Tech University, Nancy Garcia, December 2017 

 

38 

 

creating companies are necessary to support the ability, sustain development, and avoid a 

decrease in capacity for effective action or decision making (DeLong, 2004; Quintas, 

2002). With that said, the complexity of knowledge and its value to the efficacy of non-

academic units in universities in the United States (US) is better understood by using 

KM, as approached by Nonaka, as the conceptual framework for this study.  

Knowledge Management Processes 

 The processes of KM harness and leverage the knowledge that is necessary to 

develop the intellectual capital that organizations need in order to operate, grow, and 

remain competitive (Coukos-Semmel, 2003). There are three processes in KM: (a) 

knowledge codification, (b) knowledge creation, and (c) knowledge sharing. Although 

the three processes are important for KM, only the processes of knowledge creation and 

knowledge sharing are of relevance to this study.  

 Knowledge codification. The process of knowledge codification refers to the 

translation of data and information into symbols that can be interpreted by other 

individuals (Coukos-Semmel, 2003). Explicit forms of knowledge already exist in a 

codified way. Tacit knowledge, on the other hand, is generally said to exist in a form that 

is not codified. However, implicit rule-based knowledge and implicit know-how 

knowledge can be codified through the process of externalization discussed under the 

knowledge-creation process.  

Knowledge creation. The ability to create new knowledge is at the heart of an 

organization’s competitive advantage (Quintas, 2002). Knowledge creation is a KM 

process concerned with continuous transfer, combination, and conversion of both tacit 
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and explicit knowledge as users interact (Frost, 2001). With that said, Nonaka (1994, 

2007) has promoted that creating new knowledge is not simply dependent upon 

processing objective information and explicit knowledge but it is also dependent upon the 

tacit subjective insights of individual employees, their personal commitment, and their 

sense of identity with the company.  

Human knowledge creation is the main characteristic of a knowledge-creating 

company. A knowledge-creating company, a concept developed by Nonaka, “resembles 

the kind of community in which generosity is prevalent, people feel recognized as distinct 

individuals, and informal, honest communication is commonplace” (Helgesen, 2008, p. 

4). With that said, Nonaka created the Japanese term ba to describe the specific field or 

space in which two or more people freely and openly share what they know to create 

something new by fully immersing themselves in the task at stake; ba is not a term that 

exists in isolation (Helgesen, 2008).  

Interestingly, Nonaka (2007) believed that the concept of ba has been difficult for 

Western companies to adopt in daily practice because management in American 

organizations is mostly rooted in scientific practices. These ideas will be discussed in 

more detail in the following section of this chapter. Nonaka considered that the goal of a 

knowledge-creating company is to encourage frequent dialogue and communication. 

Consequently, these elements create a common ground among employees and facilitate 

tacit knowledge transfer. In a knowledge-creating company, the relationships between the 

individual, the group, and the organizations are a central focus for KM (Quintas, 2002). 



Texas Tech University, Nancy Garcia, December 2017 

 

40 

 

Although Nonaka’s approach to KM was developed under the influence of the structure 

in manufacturing companies, the concepts are relevant to all organizations.  

Nonaka (1994) introduced the SECI model in which he proposed four ways that 

both knowledge types, tacit and explicit, can be combined and converted in an 

organization. Nonaka and Konno (1998) suggested that the creation of new knowledge in 

the organizational setting was led by the conjunction of (a) patterns and behaviors, and 

(b) existing tacit or explicit knowledge. The four modes of knowledge creation that are 

led by the conjunction of patterns and behaviors and the existing tacit and explicit 

knowledge are socialization, externalization, combination, and internalization. See Figure 

2.2. for a visual of the SECI mode of knowledge creation.    

Modes of Knowledge Creation 

 

Figure 2.2. Modes of Knowledge Creation. Reprinted from “A Dynamic Theory of 

Organizational Knowledge Creation,” by I. Nonaka, 1994, Organization Science, 5(1), p. 

19. Copyright 1994 by Organization Science. Reprinted with permission.  

Socialization. The transference of tacit knowledge occurs through socialization. 

This concept is defined as “the process of creating tacit knowledge through shared 
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experiences” (Nonaka, 1994, p. 19). Socialization enables the exchange of tacit 

knowledge through joint activities rather than verbal or written instruction (Nonaka & 

Konno, 1998). Socialization allows peers to understand tasks through practice and 

through demonstrations performed by experts; therefore, transferring tacit knowledge 

(Nonaka et al. 2001). Because physical proximity is key to socialization, examples in 

practice include the traditional apprenticeships and informal meetings in which 

participants practice, imitate, and observe, thus creating common tacit knowledge.  

 Externalization. The second mode, externalization, is the conversion of tacit 

knowledge to explicit knowledge (Nonaka, 1994).  Specifically, Nonaka et al. (2001) said 

that, through the externalization mode of conversion, 

Knowledge becomes crystallized, thus able to be shared by others, and becomes 

the basis of new knowledge. Through externalization, tacit knowledge is 

expressed and translated into such forms as metaphors, concepts, hypothesis, 

diagrams, models, or prototypes so that it can be understood by others. (p. 16) 

 

Externalization requires inductive and deductive analysis and reasoning. Those 

involved in the conversion of tacit knowledge to explicit knowledge must (a) develop 

techniques that enable individuals to express personal ideas through deductive and 

inductive analysis and (b) engage in the translation of tacit knowledge into readily 

understandable forms through inductive or deductive reasoning (Nonaka et al., 2001).  

Externalization, however, is not an appropriate approach to situations in which 

knowledge is very context dependent and the context is difficult to transfer. Sholla and 

Nazari (2011) claimed, “It can be very dangerous to reuse knowledge without analyzing 

it critically” (p. 57).   
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Combination. Through the mode of combination, explicit knowledge is converted 

into a more complex set of explicit knowledge by means of communication, diffusion, 

and systematization (Nonaka & Konno, 1998; Nonaka et al., 2001). In practice, the 

conversion mode of combination relies on three main processes: (a) explicit knowledge is 

collected from within or outside the organization and then combined, (b) new explicit 

knowledge is disseminated throughout the organization through meetings and 

presentations, and (c) explicit knowledge is edited or processed within the organization to 

make it more usable (Nonaka et al., 2001).  

Internalization. The conversion of explicit knowledge into tacit knowledge 

occurs though internalization (Nonaka, 1994). In practice, the commonly used concept of 

“learning by doing” refers to the internalization mode of knowledge conversion (Nonaka 

et al., 2001). In order to understand internalization, one must understand the two 

dimensions on which the process relies, (a) explicit knowledge must be embodied into 

action and practice while actualizing methods in regard to practice, strategy, innovation, 

and improvement and (b) explicit knowledge can be embodied through activities that 

trigger learning through experience (Nonaka et al., 2001). 

Knowledge sharing. The process of knowledge sharing and knowledge creation 

go hand in hand—new knowledge is created as knowledge is shared (Frost, 2001). 

However, the process of knowledge sharing depends on the willingness of knowledge 

workers to participate. Thus, knowledge sharing is a process of KM upon which the 

majority of the practices depend (Coukos-Semmel, 2003). Knowledge sharing between 

individuals and groups within an institution can also be referred to as knowledge transfer 
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(Diseter, 2001). The transfer of tacit knowledge between people is slow and uncertain, 

which makes tacit knowledge transfer a difficult aspect of KM (Calo, 2008). Tacit 

knowledge transfer, to avoid tacit knowledge loss as a consequence of employee 

turnover, is the main focus of the current study.  

Knowledge Management Strategies 

 The strategies of KM streamline and enhance the KM processes (Coukos-

Semmel, 2003). More specifically, strategies in KM represent the options available to 

enhance the processes of knowledge codification, knowledge creation, and knowledge 

sharing. According to DeLong (2004), KM strategies can be grouped into the term of 

knowledge retention. Knowledge retention is defined as a proactive action-oriented 

strategy to preserve an organization’s capacity for effective action and decision making 

(DeLong, 2004). As a part of KM, knowledge retention strategies help leaders identify 

the knowledge resources that are at risk of being lost due to employee turnover.  

KM strategies and knowledge retention help create an environment conducive to 

knowledge codification, knowledge creation, and knowledge sharing processes at any 

organization. With that said, the four KM strategies are culture, leadership, technology, 

and measurement. Although all four strategies are of equal importance, this study will 

only focus on the culture and leadership strategies of KM; the KM strategies of 

technology and measurement will only be briefly reviewed.  

 Culture. Culture, as a strategy of KM, refers to the knowledge-sharing climate of 

the organization (Coukos-Semmel, 2003). Culture includes thoughts and forms of speech. 

In universities, some examples of culture include the existence of communities of 
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practice, committees, staff development, and other training opportunities. Culture as a 

strategy of KM will be reviewed in more detail later in this chapter.  

 Leadership. Leadership, in regard to KM, refers to the ability that an 

organization has to align KM to the organizational strategy, promote the value of KM 

practices, communicate strategies, facilitate approaches, and assess the impact of KM in 

the institution through strategic planning (Coukos-Semmel, 2003). The concept of 

leadership as a strategy for KM is of high relevance to this study.   

 Technology. The infrastructure of tools, systems, platforms, and other automated 

solutions whose purpose is to enhance the development, application, and distribution of 

knowledge are referred to as technology in KM (Coukos-Semmel, 2003). Although 

technology is an important strategy for KM, the concept will not be reviewed in detail.  

 Measurement. The measurement strategy of KM refers to the assessment of KM 

and their relationship to organizational performance (Coukos-Semmel, 2003). The 

concept of measurement is only presented to create a holistic understanding of KM and 

its components. Measurement, as a strategy of KM, is not of relevance to this study.  

Knowledge Management in Higher Education  

Universities are regarded to be in the knowledge business and, thus, they are 

exposed constantly to marketplace pressures similar to those of other businesses. 

Consequently, it is reasonable to consider the application of KM approaches in higher 

education as long as those are purposefully categorized based on the objectives of such 

(Rowley, 2000). These objectives vary according to the institutional needs and may 

include creating knowledge repositories, improving knowledge access, enhancing the 
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knowledge environment, and managing knowledge as an asset. In this research, the 

exploration of KM in higher education institutions will focus on managing knowledge as 

an asset for competitive advantage.   

The academic research addressing the use of tacit knowledge to encourage 

innovation, improve services, or achieve competitive advantage in higher education 

institutions is limited (Kidwell et al., 2000). To be more specific, there is a gap in 

available academic research that addresses the issue of loss of tacit knowledge as it 

influences higher education administration. Through a solution-oriented knowledge 

management approach that focuses on tacit knowledge transfer practices in the American 

higher education system, the current study attempts to create a foundation for addressing 

a problem in practice common across higher education institution: tacit knowledge loss 

resulting from the departure of valuable employees.   

To gain a holistic understanding of the gap in research, it is relevant to present the 

arguments of two Japanese management thinkers, Nonaka and Takeuchi, in regard to KM 

in the Western and Japanese cultures. In an article written by Micklethwait and 

Woolridge (1997,  Nonaka and Takeuchi suggested that Western firms are well ahead of 

Japanese companies in managing explicit knowledge but they argued that Japanese firms 

are better at managing the tacit knowledge that is generated almost daily by workers and 

passed on to others on a regular basis. They noted that an employee who can share his or 

her tacit knowledge is a source of competitive advantage for the unit or firm as a whole. 

The main argument provided by Nonaka and Takeuchi is that tacit knowledge is always 
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present, and although the company does not have to create it, barriers need to be removed 

to facilitate its sharing and transfer.  

The importance of KM practices in higher education based on processes of 

knowledge creation and sharing, as suggested by Nonaka, becomes more evident after 

understanding the historical context under which management practices have been 

developed. As the nation industrialized and the American university system evolved, 

higher education institutions were affected by the ideas and emphasis on functional 

organization present in business and industry (Cohen & Kinsker, 2010). In theUS, 

research and practices in regard to efficiency improvement began during the Progressive 

Era, from 1890 to 1932 (Bess & Dee, 2012b). In the early 20th century, industries began 

to adopt Frederick Taylor’s scientific management theory and recommendations (Bess & 

Dee, 2012b). The application of the scientific management theory promised to “double 

the productivity of the average man engaged in industrial work” (Taylor, 1911, p. 142) by 

asserting that “every single act of every workman can be reduced to a science” (Taylor, 

1911, p. 64). As such, the attempts of industrial firms to become more efficient by 

reducing costs associated with specific levels resulted in new expectations of 

accountability and effectiveness.  

Community colleges and universities were held to the same standard. However, 

practices of scientific management were truly and solely applicable to manufacturing 

companies.  
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The scientific management theory postulated:  

1. Managers must analyze tasks to find ways in which they can be performed 

faster and better to increase production.  

2. Workers should be trained as to how to best complete a task and must 

follow the adopted practice.  

3. Workers must be paid based on what they produce.  

4. Planning the tasks is the manager’s responsibility. (Taylor, 1911) 

The scientific management approach provided management with the capacity to analyze, 

predict, and control behaviors within complex organizations, assuming that the 

environment was predictable, certain, and controllable. It also suggested that the only 

useful knowledge was static and present in the form of codified procedures or universal 

principles (Freedman, 1992; Nonaka, 2007). Although Taylor’s ideas contributed to a 

massive increase of productivity and effectiveness at the time, today’s fast-changing 

markets require organizations to adapt to change quickly and rethink the fundamental 

elements of scientific management (Freedman, 1992).  

Since the era of scientific management, people have assumed that explicit 

knowledge is more reliable and accurate than tacit knowledge, thus limiting their 

capabilities by defining their competency by their ability to rank high in metrics 

(Helgesen, 2008). Nonaka (2007), heavily influenced by Polanyi, criticized the scientific 

management model used by Western organizations and claimed that knowledge is the 

only sure source of lasting competitive advantage given the uncertainty of an economy in 

which markets shift constantly, competitors multiply quickly, and products and services 
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become obsolete overnight. Quintas (2002) suggested that innovation is essential for 

competitive advantage, “In many sectors competitive advantage increasingly occurs 

through innovation, whether in products, processes or services. Innovation, which by 

definition is concerned with the new, depends on knowledge creation as well as 

application” (p. 6). Thus, tacit knowledge is key for innovation (Helgesen, 2008; Nonaka, 

2007). 

Though the application of KM practices is slowly gaining acceptance in higher 

education administration, the practices developed mostly focus on managing the explicit 

forms of knowledge. Proof of the skewed focus on explicit knowledge and data used to 

influence the decision-making process and encourage innovation in higher education are 

the publications and work conducted by the Institute for the Study of Knowledge 

Management in Education. Additionally, higher education institutions across the country 

have received grants to implement KM practices  

 Cuyahoga Community College in Cleveland, Ohio received funding to 

hire a chief knowledge officer to improve knowledge sharing across the 

institution.  

 Jackson State University in Jackson, Mississippi received a grant from the 

U.S. Department of Education to hire a vice president for KM systems and 

support staff.  

 Foothill de Anza Community College in Cupertino, California received a 

grant to implement KM practices to enhance evaluation of outcomes. 

(Petrides & Nodine, 2003).  
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Further, the work conducted by Coukos-Semmel (2003) supported the findings presented 

by Petrides and Nodine (2003) that indicated that technology is the most commonly used 

strategy for managing knowledge across universities. Instructional technology (IT) 

resources can be an important part of any knowledge retention strategy, but leaders must 

be careful not to view technology as the solution to the knowledge loss problem 

(DeLong, 2004). Generally, higher education institutions have invested in costly software 

seeking to generate data that can be applied to improve organizational performance. 

However, software implementation and data generation alone do not improve outcomes 

in knowledge sharing (Disterer, 2001; Petrides & Nodine, 2003). Rather, technology can 

be used as the facilitator to initiate and sustain social interactions that encourage 

knowledge transfer (Stenmark, 2001). This is not to say that a focus on explicit KM is of 

minimal importance, but to demonstrate that there is a gap in KM research that addresses 

tacit forms of knowledge.  

Nonaka (1994) explored how Japanese companies develop innovative products 

and services by harnessing the power of knowledge creation through the study of firms 

such as Toyota, Honda, Canon, Seven-Eleven Japan. His research has opened up the 

stage for a new understanding of how to best utilize human capital today. Nonaka created 

a KM model that is universal by fostering the assumption that successful organizations 

are those that rely on continuous innovation by consistently creating new knowledge, 

disseminating it, and adapting quickly to changes. As more companies recognize the 

value of human capital, Nonaka’s concept of a knowledge-creating company has become 

more relevant and applicable to a wide range of fields (Helgesen, 2008). 
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Lastly, the findings of a study conducted by Coukos-Semmel (2003) indicated 

that public universities in the US engage in knowledge transfer practices at a higher level 

than private universities. This finding is attributed to the continued pressures for efficacy 

and quality from the public sector. In light of these pressures, knowledge becomes a key 

asset in effective decision-making and action (Petrides & Nodine, 2003). With that said, 

the application of KM practices, as suggested by Nonaka, has become even more relevant 

to public universities and this study. The strategies of leadership and culture and the 

knowledge-transfer process will be reviewed in more detail, given that they build the 

framework of KM in relevance to this study.  

Non-Academic Unit Leadership and Culture  

It is clear from the literature that, despite its value, leaders lack understanding of 

the nature of knowledge and KM as referenced by Nonaka (2007). As Quintas (2002) has 

similarly suggested,  

Managers and organizations have to develop their understanding of knowledge 

itself. This means understanding the dynamic process of knowing, and the 

processes of knowledge creation, sharing, transformation and application. This 

requires, first, an acknowledgement of the challenges posed by the characteristics 

of knowledge. Not least, much of the knowledge upon which organizations rely is 

tacit- it is knowledge that resides within the heads and motor neurone systems of 

employees and has not been codified or made explicit. Such knowledge is not 

available to the wider organization, and managers may not be aware of its 

existence or its importance until employees leave the organization. (p. 10) 

 

Quintas’ (2002) statement illustrates the influence managers and leadership have 

in the process of KM. However, the concerns of leadership and administration in regard 

to the strategic implications of losing knowledge are heavily influenced by role and 

position in the hierarchy (DeLong, 2004). For instance, senior executives and 
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administrators are more likely to be concerned with the implications of lost knowledge 

that threatens the overall organizational performance, while middle managers and unit 

leaders are more likely to be concerned with losing intellectual capital possessed by 

individuals and small groups within their unit. Although important to investigate, the 

focus of this study is not at the organizational level. The focus of this study is only at the 

individual and group level and emphasizes the importance of middle management 

involvement in the development of practices of KM and knowledge transfer processes to 

prevent knowledge loss.  

In order for knowledge-based organizations to benefit from knowledge-transfer 

practices, the following preconditions must exist (a) management support, (b) 

performance-related rewards, (c) culture and environment, and (d) policies and practices 

that influence employee’s behavior (Calo, 2008; Kidwell et al., 2000; Rowey, 2000).  

These preconditions are likely to influence the environment and the likelihood of 

employees’ willingness to participate in the KM practices. Universities need strong 

strategic leadership to implement and sustain KM practices. Leadership must be willing 

to communicate with employees, coordinate the KM processes, encourage knowledge 

transfer, understand the value of knowledge, and link employees who can potentially 

share knowledge and expertise (Coukos-Semmel, 2003).  

Most employee behavior is determined by the organizational culture, which 

influences individual’s willingness to transfer knowledge (Calo, 2008).  Therefore, 

implementing KM practices is challenging when non-collaboration is the norm at the 

organization or within the group. Knowledge transfer is more likely to occur in 
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communities that need to share knowledge to accomplish a common goal, have 

knowledge-sharing norms in place, and have a leader who is willing to support the efforts 

(Petrides & Nodine, 2003). 

Creating an organizational culture in which employees openly share all forms of 

knowledge begins by discussing the issues that may affect the environment (Richey & 

Lathrop, 2014). Employee turnover, in the case of this study, creates challenges to the 

integrity of institutional collective knowledge and increases the risk of losing tacit 

knowledge. Because knowledge retention and turnover are closely connected, 

organizations must create a working environment that minimizes the attrition of 

employees who have a history of high performance while creating a culture that makes 

knowledge acquisition, sharing, and reuse part of daily functions (DeLong, 2004). 

Realistically, not all environments are conducive for knowledge transfer, and not 

all employees have knowledge-sharing intentions. Because tacit knowledge is difficult to 

transfer, employees need incentives to want to pass it on (Calo, 2008). Support from 

leadership, then, is key to moving from the “knowledge is power” paradigm to “access is 

power” (Richey & Lathrop, 2014).  Knowledge enforces spheres of influence because it 

is used to improve the decision-making processes (Disterer, 2001).  Consequently, 

knowledge has a bargaining power that may influence the decision to share it or hoard it 

based on individual intentions (Eaves, 2014; Richey & Lathrop, 2014; Zhu, Zhang, 

Zhang, Wang, & Liu, 2015). Historically, knowledge has been paralleled with power 

(Jain, 2012; Rowley, 2000; Stenmark, 2001; Tilak, 2002), so someone who passes on 

knowledge to another individual shares the exclusiveness of the influence possessed. 
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This, for some people, may translate into the potential of losing job security and, 

consequently, decrease their willingness to share knowledge with other individuals 

(Brewer & Brewer, 2010; Disterer, 2001; Jain, 2012; Zhu et al., 2015). 

Jain (2012) has explained that hoarding of knowledge may be a result of 

organizational growth that occurs when individual “vested interests occupy 

predominance over organizational interest” (p. 751), further leading to “predominance of 

hoarding over sharing” (p. 751). Eaves (2014) defined knowledge hoarding as “the 

passive accumulation of knowledge which may or may not be shared in the future” 

(p.70). Watson and Hewitt (2006) have further argued that sharing of knowledge is an 

altruistic act because it is done for the benefit of others in the organization. Ideally, in an 

environment conducive for knowledge sharing, the staff would recognize that working as 

a team, without hoarding vital pieces of knowledge, results in more productivity than that 

resulting from working individually (Disterer, 2001).  

Based on the results reported by Coukos-Semmel (2003), as universities develop a 

strategy to implement KM practices that include knowledge transfer, leaders must focus 

on utilizing a comprehensive approach. Leaders who are interested in strategically 

managing knowledge must begin by assessing the current state of practices; they must 

know where their unit stands before they determine where they are going in regard to 

knowledge transfer practices. Thus, this study facilitates the development of a plan of 

action to encourage tacit knowledge transfer within non-academic units with an 

exploration of the perceptions of lead administrators on the (a) role of tacit knowledge in 

the unit’s performance, (b) current practices to retain tacit knowledge, (c) factors that 
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support the retention of tacit knowledge, and (d) factors that prevent the retention of tacit 

knowledge.  

Tacit Knowledge Transfer 

Transition and changes occur consistently at universities. At the heart of every 

transition are people who may possess a specific knowledge and people who need to 

possess a specific knowledge. Transitions, regardless of their nature, create the need for 

knowledge transfer. The effectiveness of knowledge transfer processes is dependent upon 

the capability of the leadership to identify the employees who possess critical knowledge, 

the knowledge characteristics, and the characteristics of the individuals sharing the 

knowledge (Eaves, 2014; Zhu et al., 2015). Zhu et al. (2015) has classified employees in 

any given organization into three classes: employees who do not possess tacit knowledge, 

employees with tacit knowledge but without tacit knowledge transfer intentions, and 

employees with tacit knowledge and transfer intentions. With that said, higher education 

institutions’ leaders must take steps to develop practices for successfully transferring vital 

knowledge from specific key individuals to other members of the workforce to avoid the 

loss of unrecoverable knowledge after experienced employees depart (Calo, 2008; 

Haldin-Herrgard, 2000; Noe, 2013; Omerzel & Guley, 2011; Rashid et al., 2015; Serban 

& Luan, 2002). 

The strategies to retain knowledge vary based on the priorities of the 

organizations. Effective practices of tacit knowledge transference can generally be found 

in organizations that consistently promote learning, offer employees the opportunity for 

professional development, and encourage social networks within the institution. 
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However, although institutions have attempted to improve their capacity to share 

knowledge among faculty, learners, staff, and practitioners, the knowledge in colleges 

and universities is still primarily embedded in faculty, researchers, texts, and traditional 

publications (Norris, Mason, Robson, Lefrere, & Collier, 2003).  As a consequence, the 

loss of knowledge due to turnovers remains generally unaddressed.  

Although the use of knowledge transfer practices varies from organization to 

organization and each approach serves a different purpose based on specific needs, there 

are common practices across the board. According to DeLong (2004), five of the most 

widely used knowledge transfer practices are (a) interviews/videotaping, (b) training, (c) 

storytelling, (d) mentoring, and (e) communities of practice. According to Polanyi 

(1966), tacit knowledge cannot be taught nor codified; it can only be acquired through 

personal efforts. Thus, based on the SECI model of knowledge creation, socialization is 

the most effective mode to transfer tacit knowledge through shared experiences and joint 

activities rather than verbal or written instruction. Taking these facts into consideration, 

only communities of practice, storytelling, and mentoring have become relevant to this 

study.  

Communities of Practice 

Polanyi (1962) has suggested that fellowship and communication are vital to 

encourage the sharing of experiences within a group. Communities of practice are 

informal networks of employees who share similar interests and problems; they can be a 

valuable approach to transferring and retaining knowledge (DeLong, 2004). Communities 

of practice are defined by Noe (2013) as “groups of employees who work together, learn 
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from each other, and develop a common understanding of how to get work 

accomplished” (p. 178). The main idea of communities of practice is that learning occurs 

on the job through social interaction (Noe, 2013). Nonaka et al. (2001) has referred to 

communities of practice in terms of the socialization mode of conversion in the 

knowledge creation process.   

Organizations have naturally occurring communities of practice that are the result 

of relationships between employees and the environment in which they work (Noe, 2013; 

Noe, Hollenbeck, Gerhart, & Wright, 2003).  At Cuyahoga Community College in Ohio, 

for example, faculty and staff who share common interests on a specific topic have 

created communities of practice to learn from each other. Further, they are able to address 

challenges and advise colleagues and create new processes while developing ownership 

of such. According to those involved, the most significant participation and contributions 

have resulted from seasoned faculty and staff, from whom new employees have the 

opportunity to learn (Petrides & Nodine, 2003). Communities of practice are effective for 

learning and for improving the performance at work; however, because participation is 

mostly voluntary, some employees may not share their knowledge unless their 

organization promotes their involvement (Noe, 2013).  Because tacit knowledge is 

disseminated through direct contact with individuals, considering employee relationships 

and interactions is crucial for this study (Patton, 2013; Peña, 2014; Meister & Willyerd, 

2009).  
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Storytelling 

Storytelling is useful for conveying events that require interpretation and is an 

effective method for quickly assimilating new learning (DeLong, 2004). An article 

written by Patton (2013), it is said that Bethel University in Minnesota had over 20 

administrative and faculty committees that made decisions on a wide variety of topics 

and through which institutional collective tacit knowledge was captured. These 

committees were comprised of groups of young faculty and staff and employees who 

were either tenured or had been part of the institution for decades. The mix of employee 

experiences ensured a proper flow and sharing of information, stories, key processes, and 

events between generations in the workforce. The effectiveness of this process, as 

explained by Patton (2013), was clearly illustrated during the review of the tenure and 

promotion processes at the university. The committee that had been charged with the task 

had no understanding of original processes and how they had been put in place. 

Fortunately, an employee who had been at the institution for over 30 years had enough 

background information, old documents, and could recall conversations about the 

processes and the origins. With this tacit knowledge, the reasoning behind the decisions 

that were made in the past, the committee was able to change long-standing policies 

(Patton, 2013).   

Based on this case, Patton (2013) suggested that higher education institutions 

could benefit from employees sharing details related to the projects on which they have 

worked, key documents they have created and made available, the context or intent 

behind the processes and policies developed and the individuals who have been involved 
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in significant policies and procedures. Although storytelling does not create tacit 

knowledge through collaboration and socialization, it is still a method that could be 

utilized to transfer specific types of non-codified knowledge in order to generate context.  

Mentoring 

Polanyi (1962) suggested that the articulation of tacit knowledge is restricted to 

forms of speech and individuals wishing to transmit and willing to receive information. 

Specifically, he said, “Spoken communication is the successful application by two 

persons of the linguistic knowledge and skill acquired by such apprenticeship, one person 

wishing to transmit, the other willing to receive information” (Polanyi, 1962, p. 206).  

DeLong (2004) suggested,  

One-on-one coaching or apprenticeships would seem to be a logical choice for

 transferring important tacit and implicit knowledge from experienced employees. 

 But, in practice, many organizations today find this method difficult to sustain 

 because they are so resource constrained that it is hard to get experts to take the 

 time to adequately train their successors. (p. 51) 

 

Mentoring, nevertheless, is key in tacit knowledge transfer. Mentoring is a low-

cost method of grooming employees in the workplace and transferring knowledge 

(Richey & Lathrop, 2014). A mentor, as defined by Noe (2013), is an experienced 

employee who helps to shape and develop a less experienced employee and has specific 

personality characteristics of value for the organization. Managing the personal 

knowledge of individuals through mentoring and coaching requires the identification of 

the knowledge possessed and the environment in which employees interact in order to 

arrange appropriate interactions that prompt learning and knowledge transfer between 

individuals (Omerzel & Gulev, 2011). For instance, according to Richey and Lathrop 
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(2014), the knowledge transfer in various university libraries is encouraged to happen 

from one generation to another and through collaboration, mentoring, and cross-training.  

A mentoring relationship, oftentimes, is developed as an institutional effort to 

bring together senior employees and less experienced ones (Noe, 2013). In dealing with 

multiple generations in the workplace, Peña (2014) suggested that a successful approach 

to addressing the risk of losing valuable knowledge is to promote mentoring relationships 

that enlist the assistance of employees who will be retiring soon and younger ones. 

Knowledge transfer efforts, such as mentorship, however, “need to shift from a major 

emphasis on older workers about to retire and focus on receivers, who are often younger 

workers from different generations” (The Conference Board, 2008, p. 11). Mentorship 

and coaching requires involvement from all parties in the process. Tailoring the messages 

of Baby Boomers to reach Millennials requires creative and innovative approaches. Older 

employees and retirees may need to learn new teaching tools, media systems and 

processes, or other visual representations (MacMillan, 2008, The Conference Board, 

2008). At the same time, younger employees could assist in identifying defining the 

information and delivery approaches they believe would be needed in the future 

(MacMillan, 2008).  

Cross-generational interactions. Currently, there are as many as five 

generations working side by side, each with different skills and knowledge levels (Patton, 

2013; Peña, 2014). These generations include: Traditionalists, born prior to 1946; Baby 

Boomers, born between 1946 and 1964; Gen X, born between 1965 and 1976; 

Millennials, born between 1977 and 1997; and Gen 2020, born after 1997 (Meister & 
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Willyerd, 2009). In the year 2015, the Millennial generation surpassed the Baby Boomer 

generation as the largest living (Fry, 2015). As Baby Boomers are surpassed by 

Millennials in numbers, they are also ceding the majority of the workforce to them. In 

essence, the entire Gen X has been skipped due to its smaller size, and it is likely that it 

will never represent the workforce majority. This fact is of significance to this study 

considering the changes to knowledge and workplace dynamics that it represents.  

Millennials are generally technologically savvy and value diversity; they prefer 

constant feedback and communication in the workplace, expect their managers to be the 

ones responsible for their professional development, and prefer to learn by experience 

while constructing understanding through multiple sources (Boogaard, 2015; The 

Conference Board, 2008). Millennials are also said to be extremely open-minded, goal-

oriented, multi-taskers, and believe that important messages should be conveyed in 

person (Boogaard, 2015).  

Baby Boomers, on the other hand, did not grow up with computers and are 

considered to be digital immigrants; they are characterized by their competitiveness and 

the desire to be recognized for their contributions and experience. Because they were 

educated through formal classroom instruction and traditional texts, they prefer their 

learning materials to be formal and deductive (Boogaard, 2015; The Conference Board, 

2008). 

Baby Boomers have built ownership over their knowledge, which may create 

reservations in sharing it with others (The Conference Board, 2008). When they share 

knowledge, however, Baby Boomers wish to build relationships and trust, believing that 
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the effort to share their experience will be worthwhile and the knowledge will be useful; 

they like to feel valued by the organization (Boogaard, 2015; The Conference Board, 

2008). In contrast, the lifelong use of technology and open access to information to which 

Millennials have been exposed is likely to lead them to be more inclined to share 

knowledge more freely (The Conference Board, 2008). 

Although combining different perspectives and approaches in the workplace 

could be challenging for administrators, mastering a balance of managing workforce 

differences could yield positive results for institutional performance. The combined 

knowledge accumulated by Baby Boomers and the skills possessed by Millennials can 

complement each other and create a diverse and accomplished team that shares 

knowledge and fills in the gaps for each other. There is no doubt, however, that 

Millennials who are new to the workforce or employees who are less experienced will 

need a certain amount of direction and supervision that can be provided by 

knowledgeable Baby Boomers or experienced employees. Many Baby Boomers have 

spent their entire career with one organization, building a tremendous amount of 

knowledge about how things work, how to get things done, and who to go to when 

problems arise. This means that this practical knowledge will be extremely hard to 

replace because it has been created in an era of unprecedented technological and 

scientific advantages (DeLong, 2004). Mentorship programs between older and younger 

employees, then, become an effective method to have two different groups communicate 

and openly share knowledge while learning from each other (Boogaard, 2015).  
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Summary 

The growth in importance of areas of student support has resulted in an increase 

in non-academic programs and units across college and university campuses to assist, 

directly or indirectly, in carrying out the goals of faculty, students, and the institution 

(Weingartner, 2011). Professional staff in these non-academic units have had a great 

impact on student success and retention; however, according to a study conducted by 

Cornerstone OnDemand and Ellucian (2016), attracting and retaining employees has been 

a common challenge in higher education institutions. A total of 59% of the institutions 

surveyed in the study reported struggles in retaining faculty, and 41% of the total 

respondents indicated that turnover for staff is above average at their specific college or 

university. The average national turnover rate specifically for higher education institution 

employees was 12.8% for the year 2015 (Compdata Surveys, 2015). In regard to the 

study university, there was a decrease on faculty turnover rates: from 9.09% in 2014 to 

5.48% in 2015. In contrast, there was an increase in turnover rates for non-faculty: from 

14.92% in 2014 to 16.15% in 2015 (Employee Turnover, 2015). These specific attrition 

patterns are concerning and amount to a variety of hidden costs for the non-academic 

units and the institution as a whole. Not only is the loss of employees critical to the 

success of students, these exiting employees take with them critical knowledge and 

expertise relevant to the effectiveness of the non-academic units. Simply put, labor 

shortage translates into knowledge shortage.  

The application of KM practices is gaining acceptance in the higher education 

field (Petrides & Nodine, 2003). However, based on the literature reviewed for this study, 
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the pool of peer-reviewed research available is small. Tacit knowledge makes up the 

majority of knowledge within an organization (Burton-Jones, 1999; Calo, 2008; Vilet, 

2012). Yet, the study of the retention and transference of tacit knowledge has not been a 

priority for higher education scholars in the past. Leadership in colleges and universities 

must understand that “lost knowledge directly threatens the existing capabilities that 

many organizations need in order to sustain their current performance levels, much less to 

innovate and grow” (DeLong, 2004, pp. 7-8).  

Higher education institutions cannot effectively compete in a knowledge-based 

economy without effective knowledge-retention practices that support long-term 

strategies for growth and development while preventing operational disruptions and loss 

of competitive advantage. The current study sought to inform future knowledge-retention 

practices and knowledge-transfer processes in non-academic units at higher education 

institutions. Because the concerns of leadership in regard to the strategic implications that 

knowledge retention and knowledge transference are heavily influenced by their role and 

position at the institution, this study was geared towards understanding knowledge 

retention and transference at the individual and group levels only.  

The purpose of the study IS to explore the perceptions of lead administrators 

about practices pertaining to the retention of tacit knowledge within their non-academic 

units at a medium-sized public university. Specifically, the current research explores two 

elements (a) the administrators’ perception of the role tacit knowledge has in the 

performance of their unit, and (b) the factors that influence the retention of tacit 

knowledge within the non-academic unit. 
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A review of the literature available on the topic was presented in the following 

sections: (a) employee turnover rates in higher education; (b) hidden costs of employee 

turnover; (c) a review of knowledge and its two forms: explicit and tacit; (d) KM; (e) 

KM, KM processes, and KM strategies; (f) KM in higher education, (g) leadership and 

culture strategies of KM at non-academic units, and (h) tacit knowledge transfer 

processes.  

Knowledge is used in a different context at every institution; therefore, there is no 

definite solution to the problem of knowledge loss. The ultimate answer to approaching 

the knowledge loss problem with knowledge retention initiatives needs to come from 

within the institution itself. However, this research study has identified a set of variables 

that needs to be considered to undertake an approach to knowledge retention at any 

institution. According to DeLong (2004), effective knowledge retention practices require 

an approach that integrates elements of a human resources infrastructure and culture, 

along with the most appropriate transfer practices given the types of knowledge involved. 

Any practice should be supported by IT applications where they can be helpful. 

Employee departures and the loss of the tacit knowledge they possess are 

inevitable (Brewer & Brewer; 2010; Coukos-Semmel, 2003; Hollenweger, 2013; Noe, 

2013; Omerzel & Guley, 2011; Santo, 2005; Serban & Luan, 2002; The Conference 

Board, 2008). Because knowledge is continuously being lost, determining which 

knowledge once lost could undermine the organizational strategies is one of the first steps 

to developing an effective retention strategy. DeLong (2004) indicated that knowledge 

loss (a) reduces the capacity to innovate, (b) threatens the ability to pursue growth 
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strategies, (c) reduces efficiency, (d) can give competitors a competitive advantage, and 

(e) increases vulnerability.  

Delong (2004) also indicated that the two factors that increase the threat of 

knowledge loss are (a) an aging population and (b) the complexity of knowledge. These 

factors, especially the aging population, create interplay between employee retirement, 

employee retention, and employee recruitment that needs to be considered in developing 

knowledge transfer practices and improving employee interactions that encourage 

knowledge sharing. The four initiatives that have been identified as shaping the 

organization’s retention strategies include (a) human resource practices, (b) knowledge 

transfer practices, (c) IT applications, and (d) knowledge recovery initiatives. However, 

for the purposes of this study, only human resource practices and knowledge transfer 

practices are relevant.  

Polanyi (1962) had further indicated that the articulation of tacit knowledge is 

restricted to spoken communication and individual sharing intentions. Related studies 

have also shown that the tacit knowledge transference process is influenced by the 

characteristics of the knowledge, the characteristics of the network of individuals sharing 

and receiving the knowledge, and individual’s sharing intentions (Eaves, 2014; Richey & 

Lathrop, 2014; Zhu et al., 2015). Tacit knowledge transfer practices that influence 

knowledge retention, therefore, must include elements of storytelling, mentoring and 

coaching, and communities of practice. 

Communities of practice and mentoring are a key element for the understanding 

of cross-generational interactions in the workplace. Personal dynamics and 
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communication between generations may influence the knowledge-transfer process. 

Because most of the knowledge transfer in organizations is cross-generational, it is 

important to focus on the individual characteristics of those sharing and those receiving 

knowledge in order to create effective practices that encourage learning and the creation 

of new knowledge (The Conference Board, 2008).  

Knowledge-transfer efforts need to focus on the receivers who are often younger 

workers from different generations, rather than the older workers who are about to retire 

(The Conference Board, 2008). In other words, transferring knowledge from Baby 

Boomers and adapting it to reach Millennials requires creative and innovative approaches 

that are applicable to their learning methods; older employees and retirees may need to 

learn new teaching tools, media systems and processes, or other visual representations 

(MacMillan, 2008, The Conference Board, 2008).  

This study was developed under the main assumption that the individuals 

employed at the non-academic units possess tacit knowledge. It also assumed, based on 

the literature, that tacit knowledge makes up the majority of the knowledge lost in 

organizations (Calo, 2008; Vilet, 2012) and that “lost knowledge directly threatens the 

existing capabilities that many organizations need in order to sustain their current 

performance levels” (DeLong, 2004, pp. 7-8). Last but not least important, it was 

assumed that tacit knowledge cannot be taught; it can only be acquired through personal 

efforts and shared through joint activities rather than verbal or written instruction 

(Nonaka & Konno, 1998; Polanyi, 1966). 
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Although it is known that the development of effective practices of tacit 

knowledge retention and transference is of relevance for the competitive advantage in 

higher education institutions, effective practices are not always evident (Disterer, 2001; 

Jain, 2012; Serban & Luan, 2002; Steyn, 2004). The transference of tacit knowledge is 

challenging due to its individualistic nature (Kabir, 2013; Martz & Sheperd, 2003; 

Omerzel & Guley, 2011; Stenmark, 2001).  Addressing the challenge requires, among 

other things, the improvement of management practices and the presence of a culture that 

retains valuable employees (DeLong, 2004).  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Chapter III presents the methodology that was used for the current research study. 

The purpose of the study was to explore the perceptions of lead administrators about 

practices pertaining to the retention of tacit knowledge within their non-academic units at 

a medium-sized public university. Specifically, the current research sought to explore two 

elements: (a) the administrators’ perceptions of the role tacit knowledge has had in the 

performance of their unit, and (b) the factors that have influenced the retention of tacit 

knowledge within the non-academic unit. The research questions, research design, study 

setting, participants and sampling, data collection and data analysis procedures, and 

context will be offered in detail below.  

Research Questions 

The central research question that guided this study focused on the existent 

practices to retain tacit knowledge. Specifically, four research questions were answered 

by the current study:  

1. What are perceptions of lead administrators on the role of tacit knowledge in 

their non-academic unit’s performance? 

2. What are the perceptions of lead administrators on current practices to retain 

tacit knowledge within their non-academic unit? 

3. What are the perceptions of lead administrators on the factors that support the 

retention of tacit knowledge within their non-academic unit? 
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4. What are the perceptions of lead administrators on the factors that prevent the 

retention of tacit knowledge within their non-academic unit? 

Research Design 

A qualitative approach has been deemed appropriate for this study in order to 

explore the practices pertaining to the retention of tacit knowledge within non-academic 

units at a medium-sized public university through the perceptions of lead administrators.  

Creswell (2013) described qualitative research as the research that guides the 

understanding and the exploration of the meanings attributed to a human or social 

problem. Qualitative approaches to research are commonly used in fields such as 

education, nursing, psychology, sociology, general social sciences, and anthropology 

(Creswell, Hanson, Clark Plano, & Morales, 2007). A specific definition of qualitative 

research was offered by Denzin and Lincoln (2005), 

Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It 

consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible. 

These practices transform the world. They turn the world into a series of 

representations, including field notes, interviews, conversations, photographs, 

recordings, and memos to the self. At this level, qualitative research involves an 

interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world. This means that qualitative 

researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or 

interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them. (p. 3) 

Additionally, Creswell (2013) listed a set of common identifiers of qualitative 

research that complements the definition presented above. Among these characteristics 

are (a) the collection of data in qualitative research occurs in a natural setting where the 

participants experience the issue under study, (b) the researchers are a key instrument to 

the collection of data, (c) qualitative research includes the gathering of multiple sets of 

data rather than relying in only one source, (d) qualitative research employs reasoning 
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through inductive and deductive logic, and (e) qualitative research encourages the 

development of a complex picture of the problem under study (pp. 45−47). The attributes 

of qualitative research and their specific application to this study will be reviewed in 

detail in the following sections.   

Establishing the Paradigm 

 Qualitative researchers focus on the nature of reality that has been constructed 

socially and seek to understand how social experiences are created and given meaning 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Consistent with the focus of qualitative research, the 

constructivist paradigm seeks to reconcile different conceptualizations of reality and 

create a set of beliefs in which an organization can base actions (Bess & Dee, 2012a). 

More specifically, the constructivist paradigm suggests that individuals possess 

experiences and knowledge that have been created through unique personal and 

professional interactions. As such, in the current study, lead administrators have 

constructed a reality about tacit knowledge through their unique experiences, perceptions, 

and observations. 

 The constructivist paradigm guided this qualitative study. It assumes that the 

participants possess experiences and knowledge vital to the organization and that have 

been created through unique personal and professional interactions. Further, the social 

constructivism inquiry is characterized by (a) being largely inductive, (b) focusing on 

searching for complex views rather than specific ideas, (c) generating meaning from the 

data collected, and (d) rejecting generalizable truths (Brookfield, 2005; Creswell, 2014; 

Merriam & Bierema, 2014).  Social constructivism denies the existence of only one 
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reality; therefore, because an objective reality does not exist, members of a working 

community must construct their individual realities based on their personal and 

professional experiences and beliefs (Bess & Dee, 2012b). Under the constructivist 

paradigm, formal and informal learning occur in contexts that are specific to the 

situations and the learning processes are mediated by physical, psychological, and 

cultural tools (Creswell, 2014; Merriam & Bierema, 2014).  

Models of knowledge management, knowledge transfer, and knowledge retention, 

based on constructivism, address knowledge as inherently associated with the social and 

learning processes of the organization (McAdam & Reid, 2000; Steyn, 2004). Individuals 

go through experiences differently and at different points of time with a different context, 

which creates a variation in levels and contents of perceptions of tacit knowledge 

possessed (Armstrong & Mahmud, 2008). Thus, when studying knowledge, the discourse 

has abandoned a positivistic view and acknowledged that there are many forms of human 

knowledge (Stenmark, 2001). Constructivist researchers perceive knowledge as 

constructed by the individual learner as he or she attempts to make sense of an experience 

(Merriam & Bierema, 2014).  

Constructivism 

The foundational idea of the constructivist paradigm is derived from 

constructivism which suggests that knowledge has an adaptive function. The theory of 

constructivism was developed by Jean Piaget (2013) who modified the concept of 

adaptation to provide a meaning for the relationship between an individual’s cognitive 

structure and their experiential world. Under this concept, what is seen, heard, and felt is 



Texas Tech University, Nancy Garcia, December 2017 

 

72 

 

the result of personal activities and is specific to individual’s perception. Piaget implied 

that human beings do not have access to an objective reality because they are constantly 

constructing a new version of it (Twomey Fosnot, 1996).  

According to Merriam and Bierema (2014), constructivism “is less a single theory 

of learning than a collection of perspectives all of which share the common assumption 

that learning is how people make sense of their experience—learning is the construction 

of meaning from experience” (p. 34).  Further, as people attempt to make sense of their 

experiences, they construct knowledge (McAdam & Reid, 2000; Merriam & Bierema, 

2014; Polanyi, 1966; Steyn, 2004).  

Relevant to this study was the environment to which individuals are exposed: 

organizational culture. Because constructivism highlights the importance of the 

environment, employee behavior is in great part determined by the institutional culture 

(Calo, 2008; Glasersfeld, 1996). Thus, the successful capture and transfer of tacit 

knowledge will not occur if an organization’s environment does not encourage and 

support the process.  Therefore, it is of value to understand the influence of the 

environment in the construction of knowledge. The constructivist model separates 

environment into two distinct meanings,  

On the one hand, when we speak of ourselves, environment refers to the totality 

of permanent objects and their relations that we have abstracted from the flow of 

our experience. On the other, whenever we focus our attention on a particular 

item, environment refers to the surroundings of the item we have isolated, and we 

tend to forget that both the item and its surroundings are parts of our own 

experienced field, not an observer-independent objective world. (Glasersfeld, 

1996, p. 5)  

With that said, knowledge is not a function of time, but a function of environment 

and experiences, especially in the workplace. A study conducted by Armstrong and 
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Mahmud (2008) has provided evidence that tacit knowledge is independent of the length 

of people’s general work experience, but closely associated with matching work 

functions to the work context. Results of the study also suggest that tacit knowledge 

acquired through experience may be influenced by individual learning styles and the 

degree to which these are consonant with the work context. Thus, taking the element of 

the environment into account, the factors that have influenced the retention of tacit 

knowledge within the non-academic units were explored through the perceptions of lead 

administrators.   

Constructivism provides the foundation for the understanding of adult learning 

(Merriam & Bierema, 2014). Individual learning, especially learning in the workplace, is 

situated, meaning that employees learn their jobs by using the tools available to them as 

well as interacting with other employees. Thus, according to Merriam and Bierema 

(2014), maximized learning and instruction occur via mentorship and communities of 

practice when learning is approached through the constructivist lens.   

In addition to encouraging the construction of tacit knowledge through informal 

learning, communities of practice and, more specifically, mentoring are low-cost methods 

of grooming new generations in the workplace and transferring tacit knowledge (Richey 

& Lathrop, 2014). Mentoring relationships, oftentimes, are developed through 

institutional efforts to bring together senior employees and less experienced ones (Noe, 

2013). With that said, methods of learning and delivery become a key element for the 

understanding of interactions in the workplace and interactions within the communities of 

practice.  
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Learning 

Noe (2013) defined learning in the organizational setting as “employees acquiring 

knowledge, skills, competencies, attitudes, or behaviors” (p. 8). A learning organization 

“embraces a culture of lifelong learning, enabling all employees to acquire and share 

knowledge continually. Improvements in product or service quality do not stop when 

formal training is completed” (Noe, 2013, p. 20). Learning within an organization may 

occur formally and informally. Formal learning occurs through required professional 

training and is usually sponsored through the organization (Merriam & Bierema, 2014; 

Noe, 2013). Informal learning, on the other hand, occurs on a daily basis through 

employee-initiated learning and unplanned interactions with peers (Merriam & Bierema, 

2014; Noe, 2013).  

Training and development are forms of formal learning. Both require the 

organization’s planned efforts to facilitate the learning of competencies that lead to 

employees mastering a specific type of knowledge. Training, however, is more geared 

towards facilitating job-related competencies that will be used on a day-to-day basis, 

while learning through development is geared towards facilitating the knowledge that can 

potentially help employees in the future (Noe, 2013).  

Informal learning, on the other hand, leads to the creation of tacit knowledge 

(Merriam & Bierema, 2014; Noe, 2013). Informal learning is initiated by the individual, 

motivated by the desire to innovate, occurs without a trainer, and involves casual 

interactions with peers (Noe, 2013). Noe (2013) estimated that informal learning 

accounts for over 75% of the learning that occurs within organizations.  
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There are five principles for practice in regard to informal learning that have been 

derived from constructivism:  

1. Learning requires self-organization and invention from the learner thus 

learners must be allowed to ask their own questions and develop their own 

hypotheses.  

2. Learners must be allowed to explore, generate, and discuss both affirming and 

contradictory possibilities.  

3. Learning is driven by reflection.  

4. Thinking is furthered by dialogue.  

5. Learning encourages the development of structures. (Twomey Fosnot, 1996)   

These five practices require the learner to be fully engaged in the process in order to 

benefit from the learning process.  

The major source of differences in the knowledge possessed by individuals 

originates in the way the learning has occurred (Armstrong & Mahmud, 2008). Learning 

is said to be a function of age and teaching methods (The Conference Board, 2008). 

Therefore, personal dynamics and communication between generations may influence the 

learning process. Most of the knowledge transfer in organizations is informal and cross-

generational; therefore, it is important to focus on the individual characteristics of those 

sharing and those receiving knowledge in order to create effective practices that 

encourage learning (The Conference Board, 2008). The element of cross-generational 

interactions in non-academic units to encourage tacit knowledge retention, as suggested 
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by constructivism and the constructivist paradigm, were explored through the perceptions 

of lead administrators.  

Conceptual Framework 

 Although qualitative research does not hinge upon a theoretical framework or a 

conceptual framework, it can indeed be guided by them. The current study was 

influenced by the contributions of Michael Polanyi (1962, 1966) on tacit knowledge, 

Ikujiro Nonaka (1994, 2007) on knowledge management and knowledge creation, and 

David DeLong (2004) on knowledge retention and knowledge transfer.  Specifically, 

knowledge management was used as the conceptual framework that guided this study.  

 Polanyi (1962) defined the concept of tacit knowledge or tacit knowing by 

claiming that complete objectivity, especially in the sciences, is unrealistic. The 

foundation of Polanyi’s (1966) work is the assumption “that the aim of a skillful 

performance is achieved by the observance of a set of rules which are not known as such 

to the person following them” (p. 49).  In other words, individuals possess and execute 

skills without assimilation of such; yet, the tacit knowledge possessed can only be 

assimilated through specific contexts or frameworks. Further, Polanyi (1966) suggests 

that tacit knowledge must be shared from master to apprentice within a specific context 

and environment relevant to both individuals, otherwise the interpretation will not be 

accurate. Thus, articulating and sharing tacit knowledge is restricted to forms of speech, 

forms of learning, and the environment. Tacit knowledge is based on personal 

experience, can only be acquired through personal efforts, is intangible and dynamic, and 
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incorporates individual judgment (U.N. Department of Economic and Social Affairs- 

Division for Public Administration and Development Management, 2005). 

 Nonaka (1994, 2007) was heavily influenced by Polanyi’s definition of tacit 

knowledge. He addressed its practicality by suggesting that tacit knowledge is the only 

source of competitive advantage given the fluidity of the economy and markets. Nonaka 

created a knowledge-management model based on the assumption that successful 

organizations are those that rely on continuous innovation by consistently creating new 

knowledge through tacit subjective insights, disseminating it, and adapting quickly to 

changes. More specifically, he developed a knowledge-creation model involving four 

modes of conversion: (a) socialization, (b) externalization, (c) internalization, and (d) 

combination. For the purpose of this study, the mode of socialization became the most 

relevant in exploring the retention of tacit knowledge.  

 Although Nonaka’s (1994, 2007) work was heavily based on Japanese companies, 

it gave birth to a knowledge-management model that is applicable to any organization. 

DeLong (2004), similarly, highlighted the importance of knowledge acquisition or 

creation. Yet, DeLong’s work went on to further explore knowledge-retention practices 

that could potentially assist organizations in adapting to changes and responding to 

internal and external challenges. DeLong presented four initiatives that shape an 

organization’s knowledge-retention strategy, yet tacit knowledge transfer is the only 

practice relevant to this study. 
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Type of Study 

The design for this study was phenomenological. Although studies with a 

phenomenological design are not guided by a specific theory, this study used social 

constructivism as a framework to understand the participants’ perceptions. Studies that 

are phenomenological in nature attempt to build on the experiences reported by the 

participants in order to construct a detailed description of the phenomena being studied 

(Creswell, 2014). Phenomenological approaches to research are commonly used in fields 

of education, the social sciences, and the health sciences (Creswell, 2013).   

 Phenomenology has a strong philosophical component and draws heavily on the 

work of the German mathematician Edmund Husserl (Creswell, 2013). The philosophical 

assumptions and the application of phenomenology as a methodology share the 

understanding that phenomenology is the study of the experiences lived by individuals, 

the realization that these experiences are conscious, and the development of descriptions 

of these experiences (Creswell, 2013).  

Based on the compilation of features of phenomenological studies provided by 

Creswell (2013), this type of study was deemed appropriate given the fact that the non-

academic unit lead administrators have experienced, at one point, the loss of tacit 

knowledge relevant to the performance of the unit. According to Creswell (2013), 

considering the philosophical context of phenomenology, the lived experiences of 

individuals, whether subjective or objective, are important in exploring the perceptions of 

non-academic unit leaders in regard to the current practices for the retention of valuable 

tacit knowledge. Because the employee’s role in the unit, as well as his or her personal 
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and professional interests, and the employee’s individual perceptions of the work 

environment have an effect on the willingness to share knowledge considered important; 

the exploration of the perceptions of non-academic unit leaders was key to this study.  

Instrumentation 

Qualitative researchers collect data through examining documents, observing 

behaviors, or interviewing participants rather than relying on preexisting questionnaires 

or other types of instrumentation (Creswell, 2013).  In qualitative studies, the researcher 

is considered the primary instrument (Creswell, 2014) and data are commonly gathered 

through interviews (Orcher, 2005).   

In phenomenological studies, the procedures for data collection involve 

interviewing individuals who have experienced the phenomena under investigation 

(Creswell, 2013). In order to explore the current practices reported by non-academic unit 

leaders in addressing to the retention of valuable tacit knowledge within their units, a 

semi-structured interview was used as the main instrument. Because the interview was 

semi-structured in nature, probing questions or additional questions were incorporated, as 

needed, to follow-up on a response or gather deeper insight into an issue (Orcher, 2005).  

The four research questions that guided this research study were used as criteria to 

generate the interview questions. For each of the research questions, a set of general 

interview questions was developed; probing questions were incorporated when 

considered necessary by the researcher, throughout the interview process. The alignment 

of interview questions with each of the research questions is as follows: 
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RQ 1. What are perceptions of the administrators on the role of tacit knowledge 

in their non-academic unit’s performance? 

IQ 1. What is your understanding of tacit knowledge?  

IQ 2. Explain how tacit knowledge is used for the general performance 

of your unit. 

IQ 3. What do you consider are examples of tacit knowledge that would 

be hard to replicate if it is lost?  

IQ 4.  What are the rank and responsibilities of the employees who 

possess the tacit knowledge that would be hard to replicate?  

RQ 2. What are the perceptions of the administrators on current practices to retain 

tacit knowledge within their non-academic unit? 

IQ 5.  What do you think is the difference between information and 

knowledge?  

IQ 6.  How is information (not knowledge) shared among workers within 

your unit?  

IQ 7. How is knowledge (not information) shared among workers in 

your unit?  

IQ 8. What opportunities exist for mentoring among employees that 

encourage the sharing of knowledge? 

IQ 9. What opportunities exist for collaboration among employees that 

encourage the sharing of knowledge? 
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IQ 10. What is the procedure with respect to preserving tacit knowledge 

when employees depart? 

RQ 3. What are the perceptions of the administrators on the factors that support 

the retention of tacit knowledge within their non-academic unit? 

IQ 11. How do you build trust among individuals in your unit? 

IQ 12. How is teamwork encouraged within the unit? 

IQ 13. How is communication encouraged within the unit? 

IQ 14. What elements within your unit do you consider support 

knowledge sharing and retention? 

IQ 15. What elements of the institution do you consider support 

knowledge sharing and retention within your unit? 

RQ 4. What are the perceptions of the administrators on the factors that prevent 

the retention of tacit knowledge within their non-academic unit? 

IQ 16. To what extent is information hoarding an issue within the unit? 

IQ 17. What do you consider to be the elements that prevent knowledge 

sharing within your unit? 

 The terms knowledge, information, and tacit knowledge are of high relevance to 

this study; therefore, an important element of the interview process was to determine the 

participants’ understanding of these concepts. The researcher incorporated three 

interview questions—IQ1, IQ6, IQ7—to explore the unit leaders’ understanding of 

knowledge, information, and tacit knowledge. Once the participants provided their 

responses, the researcher defined the concepts in terms that were relevant and applicable 
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to this study yet easy to comprehend. For the purposes of presenting the terms for the 

participants, the term tacit knowledge was defined for the participants as the “personal 

knowledge that is based in individual experience and that is difficult to explain to others” 

(Noe, 2013, p. 494). The term knowledge was defined as the “facts or procedures that 

individuals or teams of employees know or know how to do (human and social 

knowledge); also a company’s rules, processes, tools, and routines (structured 

knowledge)” (Noe, 2013, p. 490). Finally, the term information was defined to the 

participants as the “data that is structured so that it is transferrable, but its immediate 

value depends on the potential user’s ability to sort, interpret, and integrate it with their 

own experience” (DeLong, 2004, p. 22).  

Study Setting  

The institution selected for this study is a medium-sized, four-year, primarily 

residential, public university in the United States (Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching, 2011). According to The Texas Tribune (Year), the institution 

employed 907 individuals- 419 faculty and 487 non-academic staff- and was composed 

of 73 departments-18 academic units and 55 non-academic units- at the time of writing. 

The gender breakdown for employees was 518 females and 389 males. In regard to ethnic 

background, 85.7% (777) employees were White non-Hispanic, 7.2% (65) were Hispanic 

or Latino, 3.5% (32) were Asian, 1.0% (9) were American Indian or Alaskan Native, 

0.1% (1) employee was Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, and 0.1% (1) 

employee was two or more races. In regard to time of employment, a total of 494 (54.4%) 

employees have completed between one and 10 years at the university. A total of 169 
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(18.6%) employees had a length of employment between 10 and 20 years, while 99 

(10.9%) employees had been employed for more than 20 years. A total number of 145 

(15.9%) employees have been employed at the university for one year or less. 

Participants and Sampling 

The sampling for this study was purposive. Orcher (2005) defined purposive 

sampling as handpicking participants “because they have certain characteristics that are 

believed to make them especially good sources of information” (p. 48). Selecting the 

participants that were identified as having a lead administrative role within the non-

academic unit was ideal for the purposes of this study. 

The Texas Tribune (2017) database, last updated on December 1, 2016, contained 

information on 488,896 employees at 72 public entities in the state; these data were 

obtained by requesting salary records from state agencies, public universities, school 

districts, and mass-transit entities through the Texas Public Information Act. The names 

available through this database were used as a starting point for purposive sampling. The 

information gathered through The Texas Tribune was used in conjunction with the 

university’s website to identify individuals whose roles at the institution indicated that 

they were full-time, non-academic unit lead administrators. For the purposes of this 

study, a lead administrator was defined as an individual whose title suggests that he or 

she manages or oversees a non-academic unit. The total number of potential participants 

was 56 out of 907 employees.  

Upon approval by the Texas Tech University’s Human Research Protection 

Program (see Appendix C) and approval from the Institutional Review Board for Human 
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Subjects at the institution being studied, an email requesting participation (see Appendix 

D) and an attachment with the description of the study (see Appendix E) was sent to the 

university email addresses of the 56 potential participants. The email addresses were 

obtained through the faculty and staff directory available on the university’s website. 

Potential participants were instructed to respond via email or call the researcher to 

indicate interest in being part of the study. Within two days from the initial recruitment 

email, eight participants responded to the email, indicating their willingness to 

participate, and the interviews were scheduled to be conducted no later than one week 

after their response. Four participants responded within one week of the initial 

recruitment email, and the interviews were scheduled according to their availability. A 

total of 12 individuals indicated an interest in participating.  

The researcher followed up with confirmation emails to indicate the date, time, 

and location for the interviews. All the interviews were conducted in-person at the 

location of choice of the participants. A total of 12 interviews were conducted; 11 were 

conducted in the participant’s work setting, and one was conducted in a neutral location 

away from the participant’s place of employment.  

As a general rule, it is of more value to select a small sample that reflects the 

diversity of the participants than to study a large sample that is a reflection of a narrow 

segment (Orcher, 2005). The researcher viewed the 21% participation rate as ideal for the 

study to generate a sufficient amount of rich data. Thus, there was no need for the 

researcher to make follow-up phone calls to recruit additional participants.  
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Data Collection 

The interviews were mostly conducted at the participants’ workplace with the 

exception of one participant who chose a neutral location to meet. There were limited 

distractions while conducting the interviews. The participants were reminded that the 

interview would be audio recorded and their participation was voluntary and could be 

stopped at any point if they felt uncomfortable. Although a description of the study had 

already been sent as an attachment with the recruitment email, a printed copy of it was 

provided to the participants before the interview began. Participants also signed an adult 

consent form (see Appendix F) at the beginning of the interview. The researcher followed 

a semi-structured interview protocol (see Appendix G), which allowed her to expand on 

thoughts, comments, and responses provided by the participants. All participants were 

asked the same set of questions based on the semi-structured interview protocol. As 

expected, additional questions were included when conducting specific interviews to get 

clarification on some of their responses. The interviews ranged on duration from 17 

minutes to one hour and 23 minutes. 

Basic demographic information was gathered at the beginning of the interview 

and the description of the study was reviewed again. The questions that were considered 

to be more sensitive in nature were asked at the end of the interview to give the 

participant and the researcher enough time to build rapport, as suggested by Orcher 

(2005). Notes were taken and stored in a safe location to protect the raw data and the 

privacy of the participants.   
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In addition to the interviews, observation and document analysis were used as 

additional sources of data collection. While at the interview, the researcher reviewed 

documents mentioned by the participants and made notes of such. The researcher told the 

participants that the interviews would be transcribed and sent to them via email for 

approval and member checking.  

Data Analysis 

During the course of the interview, notes were kept to document observation in 

regard to the participants and their surroundings. All interviews were audio recorded and 

transcribed by the researcher using the Transcribe (Wreally Studios Inc., 2016) audio-

transcription web application. Transcriptions were completed within one week of 

conducting the interview and sent to the participants for approval and member checking. 

Once the participants approved the interview transcript, the data analysis process began.  

Babbie (2010) warned that, unlike in quantitative research, there are no cut-and-

dried steps for data analysis in qualitative research. The key process of analyzing data in 

qualitative research is coding, which allows for the retrieval of data by topic (Babbie, 

2010). Further, data analysis for phenomenological studies follows systematic procedures 

that help move narrow units of analysis, such as significant statements, to broader units, 

such as detailed descriptions of what was experienced and how it was experienced 

(Creswell, 2013).  

Ideally, the coding process involves six steps. The steps to follow are:  

1. Organize and prepare the data for analysis.  
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2. Read and look over all the data to gain a sense of understanding of the 

general ideas.  

3. Begin the coding process.  

4. Generate a description of the categories and themes for the analysis  

5. Use a narrative passage to interpret the findings of the analysis.  

6. Interpret the findings of the qualitative research and determine what can 

be learned from it. (Creswell, 2014)  

To allow for a faster and more precise retrieval of coded materials, the researcher used 

the qualitative data analysis software atlas.ti (atlas.ti, 2017).    

The coding process occurred in two levels. Open coding was used to organize the 

data during the first level. After reading all the transcripts as a whole, the researcher 

uploaded them to atlas.ti (atlas.ti, 2017) and began the open coding. Open coding is 

described as “the initial classification and labeling of concepts in qualitative data 

analysis. In open coding, the codes are suggested by the researchers’ examination and 

questioning of the data” (Babbie, 2010, p. 401). A total of 69 codes were first used to 

organize the data through open coding. By using atlas.ti (atlas.ti, 2017), the researcher 

was able to compile all the transcripts into one project document while still being able to 

review each transcript individually, if needed. The data were coded and categorized first, 

based on the interview questions asked and the participants’ responses, to begin 

identifying common themes. Once this process was completed for all the transcriptions, 

the second level of coding began.  
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The second level of coding, axial coding, was used to identify the core concepts 

resulting from the interviews (Babbie, 2010). Creswell (2013) suggested that, to begin 

coding the researcher must begin with five or six categories of codes and expand those 

categories when re-reviewing the data. He also suggested that, regardless of the size of 

the data, no more than 25–30 categories and five to six themes should be developed. For 

this study, 69 codes emerged from open coding. For axial coding, these 69 codes were 

added to six specific code groups that were initially defined by the researcher: (a) 

professional background, (b) role of tacit knowledge in the performance of the unit, (c) 

current practices to retain tacit knowledge, (d) factors that support the retention of tacit 

knowledge, (e) factors that prevent the retention of tacit knowledge, and (f) elements not 

considered. Another useful feature of atlast.ti (atlas.ti, 2017) is its capability to generate 

and export a report based on the researcher’s option selections. The researcher exported a 

report of the codes organized by code groups or themes for further review.   

In addition to coding the interview transcripts, the documents provided by the 

participants were also coded to support the information provided in the interviews. 

Having examples of manuals, instruction booklets, and other documents helped the 

researcher gain a broader understanding of the statements made by the participants in 

regard to such materials, which, in turn, improved the researcher’s capacity to 

communicate it with the reader.  

Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness in a research study is important to determine its worth. According 

to Lincoln and Guba (1985), credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability 
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establish the trustworthiness of qualitative studies. Further, they represent the qualitative 

equivalents that parallel traditional validation approaches for quantitative research 

(Creswell, 2014).  These concepts and their application to this study will be reviewed in 

detail to make a case for the trustworthiness of this current research.  

Credibility  

 Credibility, or internal validity as known in quantitative research, deals with 

promoting confidence that the researcher has accurately recorded the phenomena under 

study (Shenton, 2004). Although the number of suggested conditions to ensure credibility 

varies across researchers, the widely used conditions include: (a) the adoption of research 

methods well established, (b) the development of a familiarity with the culture within the 

participants’ organization, (c) random sampling, (d) triangulation, (e) tactics to help 

ensure honest participant responses, (f) iterative questioning, (g) peer scrutiny of the 

research project, (h) reflective commentary, (i) qualifications of the investigator should 

be made known, (j) member checks, (k) detailed description of the phenomena under 

study, and (l) examination of previous research findings (Creswell, 2014; Orcher, 2005; 

Shenton, 2004).   

 The qualitative approach to the current inquiry was phenomenological research. 

Phenomenological studies describe the “common meaning for several individuals of their 

lived experiences of a concept or a phenomenon” (Creswell, 2014, p. 76). With that said, 

the researcher had chosen to focus on the perceptions of lead administrators about 

practices pertaining the retention of tacit knowledge; these perceptions, in 

phenomenology, would be considered the human experience. Further, the data were 
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collected from lead administrators in non-academic units at the public university so that a 

composite description of the essence of the experience for the individuals could be 

developed by the researcher. Thus, by using a phenomenological research approach to 

this qualitative study, the researcher adopted a research method that is well established.  

 Prior to the first data collection, the researcher had a strong familiarity with the 

culture of the participants’ organization, which was gained through consistent and 

prolonged professional interaction with the staff in the university’s non-academic units. 

Although random sampling has been recommended to ensure credibility and prevent 

researcher bias in the selection, the sampling for this study was purposive; a random 

sampling approach would have created difficulties in finding common experiences and 

themes. In order to address the researcher bias, triangulation was key for establishing the 

credibility and confirmability of this study.  

 Triangulation involves the use of multiple and different sources to corroborate the 

evidence (Creswell, 2014; Shenton, 2004). Patton (1999) presented four kinds of 

triangulation to validate qualitative analysis: (a) methods triangulation, (b) triangulation 

of sources, (c) analyst triangulation, and (d) theory/perspective triangulation. While 

methods triangulation helps the researcher examine the consistency of findings generated 

by different data collection methods, triangulation of sources helps the researcher 

examine the consistency of different data sources within the same method. Analyst 

triangulation uses multiple analysts to review the same data, and theory/perspective 

triangulation uses multiple perspectives or theories to interpret the data.  For the purposes 

of this study, the method used was triangulation of sources. For this study, triangulation 
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of sources included (a) observational data and notes gathered by the researcher at the time 

of the interview, and (b) perspectives of several people from different viewpoints, in this 

case lead administrators from different non-academic units, and (c) documents provided 

by the participants as tangible examples. 

 Honest responses from the participants are an important element for credibility. 

Those who met the criteria to be participants in the study were given the option to engage 

in the study; only those who had a genuine interest took part in the interviews. At the 

time of the interview, the participants were encouraged to be honest with their answers. 

Further, the researcher ensured that the participants were confident that the responses 

would be kept anonymous. Perhaps, the most important condition for credibility is 

member checks. Once the interviews had been transcribed, the participants had the 

opportunity to review the transcripts to ensure that the dialogue was perceived as it was 

intended.  Contradictions in individual responses did not emerge throughout the analysis.   

 The ultimate goal of this study was to make a contribution to the pool of academic 

research in the higher education administration field. With that in mind, peer scrutiny is 

of great value at this juncture. Feedback and observations from academics and 

professionals with an interest in the research will only strengthen the study and will 

challenge the researcher to consider other perspectives. At the same time, persistent 

evaluation and refining of the previous research findings in regard to tacit knowledge 

retention practices in non-academic units in universities documented in academic journals 

and other reference sources is taking place.  
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Transferability   

The findings of qualitative research are specific to an environment or a specific 

group of individuals which limits its transferability (Creswell, 2014; Shenton, 2004). 

Knowledge in all its forms and types is used differently at every institution and the 

solution to its loss is not definite. The researcher, however, has taken responsibility of 

providing as descriptive contextual information as possible to enable fellow higher 

education administration practitioners to decide whether the study is transferrable to their 

institutions. Before any attempts of transferability are made, practitioners must consider 

the specifics under which this study was built: a medium-sized, public university and 

purposively chosen participants due to their administrative leadership role at a non-

academic unit. Nevertheless, this research has the potential of providing an understanding 

of an issue on which studies taking place at other higher education institutions can be 

built and compared. 

Dependability  

 Addressing reliability consists of employing techniques to show that the same 

results would repeat under similar conditions, contexts, and participants as the research 

conducted (Shenton, 2004). The nature of qualitative research, however, lends itself to 

provide dependability if specific criterion are met. It is important to provide a detailed 

description of the study design, its implementation, details of the data gathering process, 

and evaluation of the process of inquiry to enable other researchers to repeat the work, 

although they may not necessarily gain the same results (Orcher, 2005). The researcher 

provided details of each of the aforementioned elements throughout this chapter.  
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Confirmability  

 The concept of confirmability in qualitative studies is comparable to objectivity in 

quantitative studies. Shenton (2004) suggested that, to ensure that the findings are the 

result of the participants’ experiences and ideas rather than those of the researcher, 

triangulation must occur. Triangulation of sources was the method chosen by the 

researcher of this study. Triangulation has helped ensure confirmability as well as 

credibility by reducing the researcher’s bias.   

Shenton (2004) has suggested that the qualitative researcher acknowledge the 

beliefs underpinning decisions made and approaches taken in conducting the research 

through an audit trail. The raw data, interview and observation notes, and any other 

documents gathered through the data collection phase were kept for the purposes of 

cross-checking and auditing.  

Context of the Study and Researcher 

Context of the Study 

The institution selected for this study is a medium-sized, four-year, primarily 

residential, public university in the Southern United States. Its administration is divided 

into eight segments: (a) Academic Affairs, (b) Athletics, (c) Business and Finance, (d) 

Diversity and Inclusion, (e) Enrollment Management, (f) Information Technology, (g) 

Institutional Advancement, and (h) Student Affairs.  

Since approximately 2007, the university had experienced a tremendous growth in 

enrollment and infrastructure, which had consequently created plenty of new employment 

opportunities. As new and younger employees have been welcomed to the university, 
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experienced employees have continued to provide support with their knowledge and 

expertise before retiring or moving into new positions. These changes in employee 

demographics, skill level, and knowledge could create challenges to management if not 

addressed properly and timely. These changes could also force teams to reinvent 

processes or policies for which newer employees lack relevant knowledge.  

Context of the Researcher 

 The current study is qualitative in nature. Given the fact that the researcher was 

the main instrument for this type of study, it is beneficial for the reader to understand the 

context of the researcher. The researcher earned a Bachelor of Science degree in mass 

communications with an emphasis in advertising and public relations and a Master of 

Arts degree in mass communications. Through academic and professional involvement, 

the researcher had assisted in conducting multiple academic and market research studies 

that included focus groups, surveys, and personal interviews on various topics. This 

experience had been invaluable and had helped the researcher understand the importance 

of quantitative and qualitative data in the decision-making process whether it involved a 

product promotion or a policy change at a higher education institution.  

 The researcher’s experience in higher education had provided powerful insights in 

administration, management, and leadership. The researcher became interested in the 

topic of preserving the knowledge of several individuals for the performance of a unit 

after, due to a combination of issues, the office in which she was employed became 

understaffed and employees had to undertake additional roles and responsibilities for 

which they had no previous knowledge. For instance, the staff was unaware of many 
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procedures and tasks that had been the responsibility of employees who were no longer in 

the office. After having experienced a period of transition and learning led by the unit’s 

leader, the team adopted a cross-training and knowledge-sharing culture to ensure that, in 

the absence of any employee, the unit could continue to meet its mission.  

 Whilst the knowledge-sharing culture in the unit had proven beneficial and 

increased efficiency, the researcher assumed that this might not be the case in every unit. 

With this in mind, the researcher’s professional experiences shaped her decision to 

conduct this exploratory study.  

Summary 

Chapter III discusses the study’s methodology and the research design. The 

proposed qualitative study used a phenomenological design based on the constructivist 

paradigm to explore the perceptions of lead administrators about practices pertaining to 

the retention of tacit knowledge within their non-academic units at a medium-sized, 

public university. Specifically, the current research sought to explore two elements: (a) 

the administrators’ perception of the role tacit knowledge has had in the performance of 

their unit, and (b) the factors that have influenced the retention of tacit knowledge within 

the non-academic unit. Participants in this study were full-time, non-academic unit 

employees who had been determined to have a lead administrative role in such.  

The data were collected through semi-structured interviews, observations, and 

field notes. A total of 12 participants were interviewed by the researcher. Interviews were 

audio recorded and later transcribed by the researcher. Once the transcriptions were 

completed, the participants were given the opportunity to approve the interview 
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transcripts. The data were coded using atlas.ti (atlas.ti, 2017), first by using an open 

coding method and then through axial coding. Trustworthiness in this study was ensured 

through specific conditions that promoted credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability.   

Chapter IV will present the findings from the data collected. These findings have 

been organized into themes to highlight the participant’s perceptions in regard to the 

practices pertaining to the retention of tacit knowledge within their non-academic unit.  
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

 Chapter IV presents the results of the study conducted. The themes that emerged 

from the data analysis are explored in detail and include: (a) the role of tacit knowledge 

in the performance of non-academic units, (b) the current practices to retain tacit 

knowledge within non-academic units, (c) the factors which support the retention of tacit 

knowledge within non-academic units, and (d) the factors which prevent the retention of 

tacit knowledge within non-academic units.  

The current research on the transference and retention of tacit knowledge in 

higher education is limited (Blankenship & Ruona, 2009; Coukos-Semmel, 2003; Santo, 

2005).  Aside from articles in business journals written about the presence and 

management of tacit knowledge, there is not much peer-reviewed research published 

specifically addressing the issue in relevance to colleges and universities. Therefore, this 

research study sought to explore the loss of tacit knowledge in higher education 

institutions’ non-academic units. Further, this current research illustrates the concept of 

knowledge retention and knowledge transfer processes in relevance to organizational 

effectiveness.  

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of lead administrators 

about practices that pertain to the retention of tacit knowledge within their non-academic 

units at a medium-sized, public university. Specifically, this current research sought to 

explore two elements: (a) the administrators’ perception of the role tacit knowledge has 
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in the performance of their unit, and (b) the factors that influence the retention of tacit 

knowledge within the non-academic unit.  

The current study was guided by four research questions: 

1. What are the perceptions of the administrators on the role of tacit knowledge 

in their non-academic unit’s performance? 

2. What are the perceptions of the administrators on current practices to retain 

tacit knowledge within their non-academic unit? 

3. What are the perceptions of the administrators on the factors which support 

the retention of tacit knowledge within their non-academic unit? 

4. What are the perceptions of the administrators on the factors which prevent 

the retention of tacit knowledge within their non-academic unit? 

Overview of the Institution and Participant Profiles 

 The institution selected for this study was a medium-sized, four-year, primarily 

residential, public university. The institution employed 907 individuals—419 are faculty 

and 487 are non-academic staff—and was composed of 73 departments that ranged in 

team size from 1–47 employees, according to the Texas Tribune (2017). The majority of 

the employees at the institution had a length of employment between one and 10 years. 

The participants in this study were 12 individuals who held a lead administrator position 

at a non-academic unit at the study institution and whose length of employment range 

was 4–27 years. 

Ava had been employed at the university for less than five years and in the 

leadership role for a student support program for three years. She had held two different 
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positions in the unit, including the leadership role, throughout the length of her 

employment. Ava had a team of two full-time employees who managed the day-to-day 

operations of the program that included trips, events, curriculum development, and 

workshops for both high school students and employees who are part of the program. 

Sophia’s total length of employment at the university was six years, three for 

which she had held the leadership role for international programs. Although she had held 

other positions on-campus, at the time of writing her sole role was to lead the program. 

Sophia was the only full-time employee in the unit but regularly employed a part-time 

student worker to assist her. Sophia consistently collaborated with faculty in academic 

departments and colleges and student support units to provide services to currently 

enrolled students.  

Emily, Mia, and Liam have been employed at the university for eight years but 

had been in the leadership role of their respective units for three, four, and five years, 

accordingly. Emily had held two different positions, including her current leadership role, 

in an academic advising unit. She was leading a team of eight full-time and 18 part-time 

employees to manage and coordinate multiple student support programs; advise students 

academically; and share changes in academic policies or regulations with students, 

faculty, and staff. Mia was leading a team of 17 full-time staff and some part-time student 

workers in a student enrollment unit. As some of the main responsibilities of the unit, she 

mentioned travel for recruiting, relationship building with prospective stakeholders, 

campus tours, and data input. Liam was leading the services to special populations unit 

that, in comparison to Emily’s and Mia’s, was much smaller. His team was composed of 
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one additional full-time employee and a part-time student worker. Altogether, the three 

employees in the unit processed the educational benefits for qualified students.  This unit 

was created five years ago; thus, Liam had been in the leadership role for the unit since 

its inception.  

Both Abigail and Isabella had been employed at the university for five years. 

Abigail, alongside Emily, had experience leading an advising unit for the past three 

years; Abigail had held two positions in the unit. Isabella, similarly to Liam, had been in 

the leadership role for efficiency programs since the unit was created three years ago. Her 

responsibilities included the development of programs and curriculum for process 

improvement programs available to the university employees and the coordination of 

process improvement projects.  

Emma was leading a team of five employees in the specialized education unit. 

She had been in the leadership role for four years, yet had been employed at the 

university for 11 years. As with Liam and Isabella, Emma had been responsible for the 

coordination of self-paced, accelerated and semester-based courses since the unit was 

developed. Mason had served the university for 14 years and had been in the leadership 

role of a student enrollment unit for 4 years. He was leading the team alongside Mia. 

Benjamin was coordinating the student retention initiatives for specific undergraduate 

academic programs. He had been employed at the university for 15 years but had been in 

his current leadership role for three. Benjamin was working with two other full-time 

employees who held highly individualized responsibilities. Nevertheless, as a unit, they 

consistently collaborated with other student support units and academic programs.  
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Olivia and Harper had worked at the university for 24 and 27 years, respectively. 

While Olivia had held the leadership role for a student development unit for the 24 years, 

Harper had been in the role for 18 years. In their unit, there were nine full-time and three 

part-time employees. Altogether, they assisted students with job exploration, organized 

job fairs, handled employment for on-campus student jobs, and collected alumni 

employment data.     

Findings of the Study 

 The themes derived from the collected and coded data are presented in this 

section. The four themes were (a) the role of tacit knowledge in the performance of the 

non-academic unit, (b) current practices to retain tacit knowledge within the non-

academic unit, (c) factors that support the retention of tacit knowledge, and (d) factors 

that prevent the retention of tacit knowledge. Each of these themes is described in detail 

along with emergent sub-themes as found and noted throughout the data analysis process.  

After gathering professional background information, the lead administrators 

were asked whether they had an understanding of the concept of tacit knowledge. A 

majority of the participants indicated either not being aware of the term or having never 

heard of it. To be exact, Olivia, Emma, Liam, Mia, Emily, Ava, Mason, and Benjamin 

indicated not having an understanding of the term of tacit knowledge or its definition. On 

the other hand, Harper, Isabella, Sophia, and Abigail indicated being familiar with or 

being aware of the concept. The lead administrators were provided with a consistent 

definition of tacit knowledge prior to continuing with the interview to ensure that there 

was a general understanding of the concept guiding this study.  
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Theme One: Role of Tacit Knowledge in the Performance of the Non-Academic Unit 

In identifying the role of tacit knowledge in the performance of the non-academic 

unit, there was not one consistent and specific role recognized based on the responses 

provided by the lead administrators. Rather, participants reported instances to which the 

significance of tacit knowledge could be attached. Emma, Ava, Sophia, and Mia, said 

that, even though there are manuals, until the individual experiences the task at hand 

there could not possibly be a full understanding of what it takes to perform specific 

responsibilities. Abigail suggested that tacit knowledge takes the role of “unspoken kinds 

of procedures or tasks that had been that way for a long period of time without ever 

thinking why they were that way” [1]. For Benjamin and Isabella, the role of tacit 

knowledge became evident in the way that individuals interact and build relationships 

with students or share experiences. Emily commented on the role of tacit knowledge in 

training and developing a personality in the unit. Specifically, Emily said, 

 Our unit relies very much on tacit knowledge because in regards to training, it is 

 a very hands-on training . . . there is no manual on how to [do the job] . . . you are 

 given specific tools . . . but to really learn how to [do the job], it was about me 

 sitting in to be able to experience conversations to help shape and develop my 

 voice as [an employee at the unit]. [2] 

Although the participants did not attach a specific role to tacit knowledge in the 

performance of the non-academic unit, sub-themes emerged in the analysis. The two sub-

themes that emerged from the participants’ responses throughout the interviews are:  

1. Tacit knowledge influences the quality of services provided.  

2. Tacit knowledge is key in fully learning to be efficient at any role within the 

non-academic units.  

These sub-themes will be explored in detail.      
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 Tacit knowledge influences the quality of services provided. Mason shared that 

tacit knowledge influences the quality of the services that are provided to stakeholders. 

To this regard, he commented: 

Oftentimes, students or prospective students or individuals we interact with would 

ask a question and the question they are asking is, the answer to that question 

would not provide the information they are truly after. . . . So someone who 

doesn’t have much experience in our office would simply answer the question 

being asked…. So it is only through experience and interaction with that that you 

truly understand how to get to the question behind the question. [3] 

 

 The quality of services offered by small non-academic units seems to suffer the 

most when the tacit knowledge that is key for performance is absent, as indicated by 

Sophia. She was the lead administrator in a non-academic unit of only two team 

members: Sophia and a part-time student worker. During the interview, Sophia attributed 

a decline in student participation in international programs to the loss of tacit knowledge 

when changes were made in the leadership of the unit:  

 During both transitions between the first director here and the second one, and her 

 and me, those are the years where, for example, [the student] participation in [our 

 programs] had been the lowest, there had been a big drop. . . .So both times, 

 whenever a new person came, you can see the numbers dropped quite a bit. [4] 

 

Sophia attributed this drop in student participation to the fact that, when a director leaves, 

the new person coming into the position encounters a “learning process that is going to 

take probably a couple of years” [5] and that is similar to “starting from scratch” [6]. 

Sophia also said, “I experienced it, you are trying to learn all these other things and your 

focus at that point is not on doing a good job rather than just figuring it [the job] out” [7]. 

Ava attested to the argument that tacit knowledge possessed by the employees influences 

the services provided and the identity of the programs coordinated. In this case, the 
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services offered to the students through the programs she was coordinating were based on 

relationships that Ava believed were built as a result of tacit knowledge. She said, 

 With the programs that we have, a lot of it is based on a relationship with the 

 students because the stronger the relationship the more comfortable they [the 

 students] feel with us, to come with us to help them with the college application 

 process, financial aid, admissions, scholarships, anything….the students are 

 constantly seeing new faces, they start getting to know somebody and then that 

 person would leave and a new person would come so they have to start all over 

 again. So I think that has created a huge disparity between our students really 

 realizing that they are part of a program and what they are supposed to be doing. 

 With my students, specifically, I have been the same person they have had for 

 four years, but we have had turnover and the students have had issues identifying 

 what the program is about. [8]   

 

 Similarly, when the participants were asked to identify specific examples of tacit 

knowledge that would be really hard to replicate, interpersonal skills were mentioned. 

Universities offer an intangible product that is only developed through interactions with 

multiple stakeholders. As Isabella noted, 

In reality, you are really working with people. If you can’t get people’s buy-in, 

people’s support, then you do not have process improvement because that is not 

going to happen. And so the tacit knowledge you are really passing on is the way 

you have dealt with people and the experiences that you have had, how you have 

handled it, the successes you have had, the failures you have had. To me, that is 

what it would be in this position, is mainly the people-oriented tacit knowledge. 

[9] 

 

 With that said, Emily said, specifically, that what is hard to replicate is the ability 

that someone has to build relationships with students. Benjamin and Emily said that there 

are a lot of skills developed by working with students such as being able to really listen to 

what they are saying, using the right choice of words, and offering personalized advice to 

help them develop the skills to be a successful student. When those interpersonal skills 
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are lost, it could become problematic. Olivia spoke to this challenge in reference to the 

student development unit:  

You can’t write down the relationships that they have built. . . .that they know 

their lives, the ups and downs with each of these employees that they have built a 

relationship with. Whenever [someone new] took over, it was difficult to replicate 

the relationships and the knowledge base that is in that relationship, the 

interpersonal piece. That one you can’t write down. The mechanisms on how you 

do it you can write down and share but the interpersonal piece is something that 

you can’t replicate. [10] 

 

 Other than being aware of the challenges that losing tacit knowledge in the form 

of interpersonal skills could generate, lead administrators commented on the fact that the 

tacit knowledge built by means of longevity could potentially be another type of 

knowledge that would be hard to replace. Mason stated that, as the institution is growing 

and increasing in numbers, the interactions with students and their circumstances become 

more unique and, oftentimes, only someone who has had enough experience can deliver 

the results for which the unit seeks. A more specific instance was further shared by 

Mason: 

We had an [employee] who had been here for 20 years and was a wealth of 

information because they had enough longevity and experience that they had seen 

most scenarios and sometimes those scenarios don’t arise but every four or five 

years so that is really good if you have someone who has seen that not just once. 

They can say, “Yes, I have done this two or three times in the past, so now I know 

what to do.” We try to collect that information as best as we can, and sometimes 

we are able to do that, and sometimes we don’t. [11] 

 

 More participants shared their awareness of similar challenges. Harper, for 

example, said that there was a “lot of longevity” [12] in her non-academic unit and a 

number of things that the team knew because they had been together for over 20 years. 

Olivia believed that “the longer someone has been on the job, the longer this tacit piece 
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becomes apparent in that you just do it because you have always done it” [13]. A 

comparison between turnover and longevity was even made by Harper: “When you have 

a lot of turnover, you lose some things to that, but I don’t think you are going to lose as 

much when you have people in the same roles for a long time” [14]. Olivia supported this 

argument: “The person who has been here the longest is the one who will be the hardest 

to replace. You can just put pecking order to seniority. The longer they have been here, 

the more tacit knowledge they will have” [15].  

 While the negative impact of losing an employee with valuable interpersonal 

skills and/or longevity is considered serious for units that have less than five employees, 

or as Benjamin put it, “Kind of scary when you think about it” [16], losing a lead 

administrator could potentially leave a similar impact in small units. Sophia, Benjamin, 

Liam, Isabella, and Ava indicated that the tacit knowledge that would be hardest to 

replicate would be the tacit knowledge they possess. They also indicated that if they left, 

the tacit knowledge would likely leave with them. Larger units, however, are not exempt 

from the loss of valuable tacit knowledge as a result of the departure of a lead 

administrator or any other valuable employee. As Emily shared, 

Given the people that we have here in the office, if we [were to] ever lose them, 

we would really lose a component….I believe we have experienced that probably 

more so in the past three years. I think we definitely lost some tacit knowledge 

when we lost the last two directors who had experience, and I believe they did a 

really good job to help share and shape that in other [staff members]….So, 

knowing the amount of knowledge that we did lose when we lost those two, it is 

concerning to know how much more you can lose when you lose people [17]. 

 

 Mia summarized the influence that tacit knowledge has on the quality of services 

provided by the non-academic unit “If something catastrophic happened and someone 
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key wasn’t in place . . . that would definitely affect our timeline for [serving] students and 

the timeline for communicating with students, and that would snowball into other effects. 

. . . It could be terrible” [18].  

  Tacit knowledge is key in fully learning to be efficient at any role. Sophia 

shared a specific example based on personal experience in regard to the tacit knowledge 

that is key in fully learning to be efficient at any role. She said: 

Whenever we plan the [service] fair, my first fair was a huge miss. I had no idea 

what I was doing. There were no instructions, there was absolutely nothing, and I 

did not know what to do. So the first one was kind of asking around a couple of 

people trying to figure out what to do….The following fair, for some reason, I had 

already kind of learned or tried to teach myself a little more about it. So I was able 

to contact some providers and make sure I had some information from career 

services, and they told me, “Well, here is something that we do. We offer them 

lunch, so we know they would be more willing to come to campus if we offer 

lunch.” So yes, they passed that information on to me….I have been able to come 

up with a checklist of things that need to be done….but without that, I don’t think 

the next person, I think the next person would be as lost as me until they kind of 

put together the pieces to make more sense of it….There are all of these things 

that you learn because somebody told you. You are kind of just learning because 

they happen to be like that, and you keep using them….I was not able to learn it 

from anybody other than just asking here and there. [19] 

 

 Although being efficient in a role in a non-academic unit at a university can 

encompass multiple factors, Liam believed that the ability to be efficient depends on 

where the individual is coming from and the type of background and skills he or she 

possesses. To this regard, participant Mason said: “That would be a pretty rough start to a 

professional life, if you didn’t have some of the tacit understanding of the process” [20]. 

Even when efforts to document tasks have been made to aid the assimilation of new 

individuals coming to roles in non-academic units, Mia and Sophia said that manuals or 
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files do not make sense until the employee has been at the job for a while or is able to go 

and talk to people to gather helpful background information.  

 Given the fact that some participants indicated that the unit would suffer from the 

loss of tacit knowledge possessed by the director, they were asked to provide an 

approximate estimation of the time it would take someone to gain a considerable amount 

of tacit knowledge to be efficient at the lead administrator role. Mason said,  

I think it takes a year before someone has seen all [the issues and tasks in the role] 

that they need to see, and I think that someone would have to be in the role at 

least two years before they can understand the large items of communication. But, 

I would say that it takes about five years to fully understand. [21] 

 

 Further, Mason made a comment in regard to reaching full efficiency assuming 

the departure of the current leadership. In this regard, he said, 

If we were to assume that, based on the current setup and the current amount of 

information we have right now is equal to 100% efficiency, and we both [director 

and associate director] left and there was no blueprint and no instructions for 

someone to get here, I think that in the first year they would be at 35% efficiency, 

and after year two they would be at 55% efficiency. After that, a 10% increment 

every year over the next five years to be back at 100% efficiency. [22]  

 

 Similarly, Isabella provided an approximate estimation. She said, “With the 

handbook, I would say six months [to learn the job]. Without the handbook, I would say a 

year because they would have to get to know people here at the university alongside 

learning what to do” [23].  

Theme Two: Current Practices to Retain Tacit Knowledge Within the Non-

Academic Unit 

 The second theme explored the current practices to retain tacit knowledge within 

the non-academic unit as reported by the lead administrators. Although some unofficial 
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practices to share tacit knowledge exist, participants generally reported being more 

prepared to share and retain explicit knowledge than tacit knowledge. Two sub-themes 

emerged throughout the data analysis and will be explored in detail:  

1. Practices to retain explicit knowledge are more formalized than those to 

share tacit knowledge.  

2. A lack of procedures to preserve tacit knowledge when employees depart 

exists.  

 Practices to retain explicit knowledge are more formalized than those to 

share tacit knowledge. Across the board, the lead administrators reported the use of two 

practices that are conducive to the sharing of tacit knowledge: (1) mentoring and (2) 

collaboration. However, they also reported the practices to be unofficial rather than 

formalized. Both practices will be analyzed in detail based on the participants’ responses. 

 Although a mentor–mentee relationship “has not been a precedent” [24] in the 

unit, as stated by Emily, those opportunities are available informally through regular 

dialogue and interactions between senior and younger staff. In other instances mentioned 

by Emma, Harper, and Mia, mentoring is the method used to teach each other about 

specific processes that are known by one person but not the entire team to ensure 

consistency and perhaps a certain level of skillset in task completion. As Mia shared, 

“Maybe they [employees] have been told how to make a phone call or what the script of 

the phone call would be, but it is to build a relationship. . . . We work with them on 

building that knowledge” [25]. Another instance of mentoring to share tacit knowledge to 

create consistency and develop a skillset would be that shared by Harper:  
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In my evaluation this last time, one of the things [the director] always has us say 

are frustrations and what can we do to fix them, and one of my frustrations was 

that we were all over the board with what we were telling students about different 

parts of [a process], and that is frustrating for the students. . . . . The way to fix 

that was to have a little conversation. So I put together what would be 

"untaciting" my knowledge; I literally wrote 5 pages of what I look for. I start at 

the top of the resume, and then I work my way down. Initially, I started being 

really direct, and the more I did it, the more conversational I got, and the more I 

talked about the "why," you know, the big picture. I guess, thinking about it now, 

really trying to share my knowledge rather than just saying, "They got to do x, y, 

and z," "They got to do x because . . . and if you did that with y." We had a 

meeting. It was done face to face but then we also got that 5-page document, and 

it was interesting. [26] 

 In a similar regard, Harper and Mason mentioned that job shadowing is a practice 

implemented when new personnel are added to the unit. Harper said that when there is a 

new full-time or part-time employee, he or she “typically spends an hour with everyone 

in the team” [27] to get exposure to the different types of knowledge possessed by the 

rest of the staff including history, progression, and context of tasks in the unit. Mason 

also commented on the importance of shadowing to gain context:  

We have each person come in, and they shadow another individual who can fill in 

the blanks of the context and norms associated with all of those different 

processes. . . . So that person would have a greater understanding of the process as 

a whole empirically. [28] 

 

 Although mentoring and job shadowing were reported to have occurred more 

often when there were changes in personnel, coaching practices were reported to have 

occurred slightly more consistently. Olivia and Liam deduced that sharing tacit 

knowledge occurs by coaching and showing employees how to do things. Liam 

specifically said, “I like to work through things with them too, not hover over their 

shoulder because I am all about independence, and it works for the office if they can gain 

something” [29]. In a more detailed statement in this regard, Olivia commented,  
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What we are going to do is we are going to have a “how it has been done in the 

past” and “this is what it looks like when it was done successfully in the past.” 

We are going to sit down and, for us, we are big checklist people, and provide the 

checklist, and then have the person look at how it is done, and go with them 

through it. The first iteration of what you do, you have somebody who is with you 

doing it. So we describe how you do it. It will be neat if they did it, which is the 

best way to do it. It is that we model what they do. They sit with us. And so, 

whoever the expert is and whatever the task is, you model it, and then the person 

comes in with you, and you are doing the task with them while they do it, and you 

spend several iterations where you are watching them do it and verify that they 

are doing it correctly, and then they get to fly solo. And then you have check-ins 

where you can check in to see how they are doing it. At that point, they should be 

able to see, to have experienced what the task is so they understand it, but you just 

don’t throw them into the deep end. You have to set up a structured environment 

where they get to experience what they are doing before they have to truly own 

100% of the outcome. [30]   

 Nonetheless, close interactions with other staff members are key in encouraging 

approaches to share tacit knowledge with each other; collaboration is important. When 

asked to elaborate on the ways that collaboration has been encouraged in the unit, Abigail 

said, 

I think part of that was sitting together. I think part of that is staff meetings. I 

think part of that is also individual kinds of conversations that occurred, whether 

formally or informally, meaning the staff meetings were the formal conversations 

but there were also the conversations that you had when someone is in your office 

or when you are chatting by the coffee pot about students or those kind of things. 

I think a lot of it was observation, and I think probably the most effective way is 

to just throw them in. . . . We can sit here and talk about it all day but until you 

actually do it, you are not going to have the same understanding or appreciation. 

[31] 

 Certainly, collaboration is a broad term. Yet, Emma, Sophia, Abigail, Mia, Emily, 

and Olivia mainly assigned the concept to group discussions about how situations should 

be dealt with and brainstorming sessions during staff meetings. Isabella believed that it is 

important to encourage people to share their knowledge:  

I think if you have a team of people, the most important thing for me is to use 

their potential, to hear them, to listen, to let them express what they are feeling, 
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what they think will work, what they don’t think will work, letting them know 

their voice matters is important and that I am listening. . . . They can certainly 

bring things to me that I never thought of or experienced their tacit knowledge as 

well. [32] 

 Further, collaboration was linked by Emily to an awareness of programming 

across the unit in order to carry out a specific task or program in the absence of another 

member or, as Harper said, being able to ask for help when needed. Olivia highlighted the 

importance of collaboration:  

In order to be great, we have to let other people see what we are doing because 

sometimes the more you work with it the closer it gets to you, the less aware you 

are of where the air is coming out of the tire. If you let other people see what is 

going on, they can tell you whenever things are getting lopsided or when things 

are not working right. [33] 

 Mentoring and collaboration were the two practices identified to be conducive to 

the sharing of tacit knowledge. Although more formalized practices were reported, they 

are more conducive for the sharing of explicit knowledge.  

 A consistently reported method of sharing knowledge within the non-academic 

units was the use of manuals that included step-by-step guides on key tasks relevant to 

the performance of the unit. Similarly to collaboration, the goal of these manuals—more 

than just sharing information in regard to office standards within the unit, as suggested by 

Mason—is to ensure that tasks will continue to be completed in the absence of an 

employee. As stated by Emma, having the manuals on how to carry out tasks has been 

beneficial in times of transition. At the same time, the fact that instruction manuals have 

been created provides a sense of security for employees as they respond to unexpected 

emergencies. Olivia commented that the critical tasks for each role need to always be put 

in writing. She said, 
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We are really big in providing instruction manuals on how to do whatever the task 

may be. And that you never know, although they may not leave completely, they 

may have a family emergency where they have to leave and we have to pick up in 

the middle of whatever is going on, and so you have a plan for that person having 

interruptions on what they do. For family emergencies, maybe they have surgery, 

an illness, maybe they are out. And if you are planning for those interruptions that 

are going to happen, hopefully, if that person leaves suddenly, you have the basic 

knowledge that you can build. You have the infrastructure to move forward and 

let somebody else become the subject matter expert then. [34]  

 Although Emma and Harper attested to the utility of having manuals for task 

completion in times of transition, the knowledge base collected is not comprehensive. 

Emma said that, even with the manuals, employees still have to “get the sense for it [the 

job] and then know who to ask or where to go” [35]. Similarly, Harper said,  

[Manuals] seem to me like the last resort of a way to doing something, just like 

anyone who reads a book. You can watch videos, you talk to people who know 

how; we tend to get our information so much more orally now than we did 20 

years ago. [36] 

 To ensure that every employee who has an interest is able to access this source of 

explicit knowledge, the manuals and other documents are kept in a central location 

online. Emily also mentioned the use of an electronic handbook: “Most of the 

information is available online. . . . and then, as an office the fact that we compile a lot of 

hard information that we receive from various departments in the electronic handbook, 

which our [staff] has access to” [37]. Similarly, Abigail commented, 

I think the e-Handbook was a big part of that. . . . The handbook was a good start 

in making sure that everybody had the same information all the time. . . . There 

were other things in there too, like the emergency plans and some other things 

that really go into organizational management. . . . That piece was really key in 

making people feel like they had access to whatever they needed. And a lot of it 

wasn’t necessarily secret information; it is just that if you didn’t know where to 

look or kept track of it, it would be that you had access to it. [38] 
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 In regard of other methods, Sophia, Benjamin, Abigail, Harper, Liam, Mia, and 

Mason indicated that a significant portion of the information shared within the non-

academic unit on a regular basis occurs via email. Abigail, Liam, and Mia included staff 

meetings as valuable places to share information. Liam suggested that training modules 

were also effective, and Ava included workshops as an alternative. 

 A lack of procedures to preserve tacit knowledge when employees depart 

exists. Throughout the interview, the lead administrators reported that they did not have a 

system in place to preserve the tacit knowledge in the non-academic unit. Lead 

administrators reported being more prepared to preserve explicit knowledge than tacit 

knowledge when employees depart. As mentioned by Isabella, 

We put that in our files so, when someone comes in after me, they know where it 

is. They can come in, and they can find it. It is actually in the common drive. . . . 

So we have that information, not only the data-driven stuff but also what I would 

do on a normal day, what is my normal day, if there is such thing. You know, if I 

do something monthly, what is that? So, they know exactly what is required of 

them and who to contact. [39]  

 Similarly, Sophia and Mason reported asking for updates, additions, and edits for 

the manuals when employees are transitioning. Olivia reported proactively having 

conversations in the shape of mentoring with employees who depart to ensure that the 

tasks for which that person is responsible continue to be completed. Harper and Ava 

reported exit interviews.  

Theme Three: Factors Which Support the Retention of Tacit Knowledge  

 The third theme explored the perceptions of the lead administrators in regard to 

the factors in the environment that support the retention of tacit knowledge. Four sub-

themes emerged:  
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1. Communication and trust cannot occur independently.  

2. Effective communication supports knowledge sharing and retention.  

3. Leadership is key in fostering an environment conducive of knowledge sharing 

and retention.  

4. The culture in the non-academic unit influences individuals’ willingness to share 

knowledge.  

 Communication and trust cannot occur independently. Lead administrators 

were asked their perception in regard to building trust within the non-academic unit. 

Benjamin said, “We encourage communication by trusting each other, and because of the 

trust that we have developed, that encourages communication” [40].  Similarly, Harper 

said, “Because of the trust, the good will we have as a team, I think there is a desire for 

people to make sure they are not keeping something important a secret” [41]. To further 

support the argument that communication and trust cannot occur independently within a 

team, Abigail commented, 

I think it [trust] is also about communication, to make sure that there are no 

secrets or that there is no perception of secrets. . . . So you have to continually 

work towards preserving clear communication and making sure that everybody is 

on the same page all the time. And that is not just the director telling people what 

to do, it is an exchange that everyone is valued so that they have something to 

add. [42] 

 Building trust was also linked to transparency, as described by Abigail: “The 

more you can share with staff, the more you build that freedom that you are all part of a 

team” [43]. Mason and Emily also believe that trust is built through genuine and open 

opportunities for honest dialogue.  
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 Effective communication supports knowledge sharing and retention. 

Communication was perceived by multiple participants as the most effective way to share 

tacit knowledge within the unit. Emily said, “I think the importance of how quick things 

change in our environment, we rely on each other to share information because of the 

number of people it can impact if we are not communicating effectively” [44]. In asking 

how communication has been encouraged within the non-academic unit, Emma, Abigail, 

Liam, Mason, and Emily claimed that it is important to empower staff to ask questions 

and to have open dialogues. Emily also mentioned that it is important that everyone in the 

team has the opportunity to share “what is going on or something they have experienced 

or if they have concerns about specific policies” [45].  

 Abigail and Emily said that communication was a big component in sharing 

knowledge, but that it also presented challenges because not all individuals have the same 

communication style and may perceive messages differently. Further, Abigail said, 

I think communication styles are so different but I think you just need to continue 

to try to encourage and foster people to communicating. Some people want to 

communicate in writing, some people want to communicate verbally, and some 

people don’t want to communicate. So you have to find ways to get all of those 

people sharing, and I think you have to find the right format. [46] 

 With that said, Isabella commented that, since tacit knowledge is based on 

experience, it is important to share it in a way that people can understand. In other words, 

she suggested that it is important to be aware of learning styles. Isabella said, “Every 

audience is different, every person is different. Some people can learn by seeing, by 

hearing, by doing, and you just have to get to know those people, what works for them, 

and just work accordingly” [47]. Harper’s experience in sharing knowledge supported 

this argument:  
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I tend to give a lot of background when I am trying to tell someone kind of why 

we do something the way we do it, and I think, for some receivers, I think that 

that is really helpful, and I have perceived that for other receivers, they don’t want 

to know, and they just want to know what they need to do right now. [48]  

 Another important component of effective communication, as mentioned by the 

lead administrators, is support from leadership. Emma said,  

I think it is communication, one, and that they know they can come to me with 

problems because I will work with them to help. It is not like, “Well, you figure it 

out yourself.” I do not think that is a good way, so I think that build trust so that 

they know that I understand that there are problems and that sometimes it takes 

more than one person to figure it out. So, maybe, that is the main reason. We are 

pretty frank with our discussion in the group. I think that when they know that 

you are not going to beat around the bush, then they know that what you are 

telling them is honest, good or bad. And that helps. [49]  

 Emily said that employees need to be supported and comfortable otherwise they 

will not communicate or reach out to other team members when a challenge arises. In the 

big realm of things, a non-judgmental relationship encourages trust, which in turn 

encourages communication.   

 Leadership is key in fostering an environment conducive to knowledge 

sharing and retention. Based on the responses from Abigail, Isabella, and Mason, 

creating a unit that is team-based and in which communication flows freely is a function 

of leadership. According to Abigail, “Part of being able to work together started at the top 

and then it became part of the culture” [50]. Similarly, Mason said, 

I think that transparency, genuineness, and a commitment to service are the three 

absolute must haves in a successful office, and I think that starts from the director. 
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It starts at the top, and that commitment provides an environment that will allow 

others to act in the same manner [51].   

 Culture influences individuals’ willingness to share knowledge. Creating a 

culture in which employees feel valued and appreciated to the point that it reduces 

competition among staff and increases the willingness to share knowledge with each 

other is a function of leadership, according to Abigail and Isabella. Olivia spoke to 

creating the right culture in the unit by saying, 

For us, we just start with knowing that it is a safe place to explore and learn. So 

until we create safety in being able to do things that you really do not know how 

to do until you go do it, you have to create a culture where it is safe, because you 

are truly walking in the dark [52]. 

Theme Four: Factors Which Prevent the Retention of Tacit Knowledge  

The fourth theme explored the perceptions of the lead administrators in regard to 

the factors in the environment that prevent the retention of tacit knowledge. Four sub-

themes emerged: 

1. Information hoarding. 

2. Individualized staff responsibilities within units. 

3. Personalities. 

4. Lack of time to implement practices. 

 Information hoarding. In exploring some of the factors considered by the lead 

administrators that prevent the sharing of knowledge, information hoarding was 
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mentioned. More specifically, Mia and Mason indicated that information hoarding had 

been an issue in the past. Mason specifically said,   

It has been an issue, it is something that I have worked diligently to make sure we 

no longer do. . . . That is one of the things I have worked on, that is making sure 

that we are not information hoarders but that we are transparent with what we do 

and how we do it so that one individual is not an irreplaceable or indispensable 

component because that is not a very relaxing position to be in if you are that 

individual who has all that information, because I think that the people around 

here genuinely want to do a good job and they want to serve students. And if they 

have all of that information and no one else can do their job, there is this weight 

that “I can’t take vacation” or “I can’t relax on my vacation.” . . . By the same 

token, the rest of the office feels unable to provide their full ability because they 

are not allowed or have not been provided the understanding to help somebody 

out. [53] 

 Information hoarding, further, was also labeled by some of the participants as the 

downfall of teamwork. Abigail perceived information hoarding as the result of 

insecurities and believed that the issue is usually minimized when people feel secure in 

their jobs and valued by their employers. Recalling one specific experience, Abigail said,  

I have been in that position in the past where you are the only one who knows 

how to do something, and it wasn’t because it was my intention, it was because 

there was nobody else. So then you become very independent; you don’t have 

anyone to share information with, and it becomes a lot of pressure. So you can’t 

take vacation, you can’t leave town and ever feel like you can completely let go 

because you are the only one who knows how to do [that specific task]. [54]   

 Perhaps, it becomes more critical that information hoarding is not an issue in 

small units, as expressed by Liam: “If there was hoarding, nobody else would be able to 

do anything. . . . I like to share, and I like a team that wants to know. I do not want to be 

the only one” [55]. To alleviate the issue, Mia highlighted the importance of documenting 

processes based on her experience gained by leading a unit:  
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We have done a lot of work to make sure that we have processes documented, 

information documented so that we don’t have such a gap if someone leaves or if 

someone comes in that is new, and it allows them to get started a lot faster. [56]   

 Individualized staff responsibilities within units. The lead administrators, 

specifically those with small teams, identified the individualized responsibilities within 

the unit as a factor that negates knowledge sharing by means of cross-training or 

teamwork among employees. Benjamin, for instance, stated,  

We are a team, and we have a great environment in here but everybody just has 

their own set of responsibilities. It is not like in other departments where you 

would have, I do not know, eight faculty members that are all doing the same 

thing just in different classes or in advising services where you have all the 

different advisers and they are all advising and doing the same things and that 

knowledge that one person has would be very valuable for everybody because 

everybody is doing basically what one person is doing. Here, it doesn’t work like 

that. I have knowledge, but it wouldn’t be valuable to share what I am doing 

because the rest of the team would never do it. [57]  

 Personalities. Lead administrators brought up individual personalities when 

being asked if there were additional elements they considered to be preventing the 

sharing of knowledge. Emma, Abigail, Mia, and Mason said that personalities are 

significant factors that influence the sharing of knowledge. Mia said that this factor is 

more noticeable when a person is leaving, as the sharing of knowledge and information 

depends on whether that person has documented processes or taken the time to prepare 

someone else to do the job. Mia said, 

I think that sometimes people’s personalities get in the way of that, where they 

think, “If I teach someone else how to do this, I lose value.” I think that is human 

nature depending on the person. I mean, we really try to discourage that but there 

is going to be some of that because people self-identify with what they do, and so 

if someone else can do the same thing as well or even better, it is threatening. We 

encourage transparency and openness and teamwork and all of that but at the end 

of the day, if there is someone who has that innate need to be the star or the one 
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who knows something. We have dealt with it a lot in the past, not so much now. 

So we know just how damaging that can be. [58] 

 Additionally, Abigail mentioned that conflict of personalities and respect may 

also be an issue. Abigail said,  

I think when people have conflict . . . and there is the respect factor, if I don’t 

respect someone, I am going to have a hard time investing in them. That goes the 

other way too, if I don’t feel respected I have a hard time investing. . . . You have 

to have the respect, either “I respect you” or “I feel respected,” which allows you 

to say there’s value on what we have to offer. [59]  

 Lack of time to implement practices. In investigating other factors considered 

by the lead administrators to prevent the sharing of tacit knowledge, Harper and Olivia 

indicated that lack of time to implement practices is a challenge. Specifically, Olivia said, 

“I have to be able to sit down and have meaningful communication opportunities where 

you can share. . . . Expediency is the enemy of being able to [share tacit knowledge] 

[60].”  

Summary 

 Chapter IV presented the findings from the analysis of the data collected for this 

study. Included in this chapter were direct quotations from lead administrators as well as 

their own perceptions and interpretations of the issue of retention of tacit knowledge 

within non-academic units at the public university. The purpose of the study was to 

explore the perceptions of lead administrators about practices that pertain to the retention 

of tacit knowledge within their non-academic units at a medium-sized, public university. 

Specifically, the current research sought to explore two elements: (a) the administrators’ 

perception of the role tacit knowledge has in the performance of their unit, and (b) the 

factors that influence the retention of tacit knowledge within the non-academic unit.  
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 There were four research questions that guided this study and the structure in 

which the findings were presented. A brief summary of the 12 participants was presented 

prior to exploring the findings of the interviews, which were organized by broad themes 

with sub-themes as each emerged. Importantly, a majority of the lead administrators were 

not initially aware of the concept of tacit knowledge. To ensure understanding of the 

main concept of this study, the researcher shared with them a definition of tacit 

knowledge.  

 The first research question was: What are the perceptions of lead administrators 

on the role of tacit knowledge in their non-academic unit’s performance? With that, the 

first theme that emerged was the role of tacit knowledge in the performance of the non-

academic units. Based on the participants’ responses, there is not one specific role in the 

performance of the non-academic unit that can be attached to tacit knowledge; however, 

the lead administrators were able to identify two instances in which tacit knowledge 

becomes key in processes. The two sub-themes that emerged in the interviews were:  

1. Tacit knowledge influences the quality of the services provided.  

2. Tacit knowledge is key in fully learning to be efficient at any role within the non-

academic units.  

The second research question was: What are the perceptions of lead 

administrators on current practices to retain tacit knowledge within their non-academic 

unit? Thus, the second main theme that emerged from the research was the current 

practices to retain tacit knowledge within the non-academic unit; two sub-themes were 

highlighted:  
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1. The practices to retain explicit knowledge are more formalized than those 

to share tacit knowledge.  

2. A lack of procedures to preserve tacit knowledge when employees depart 

exists. 

The third research question was: What are the perceptions of lead administrators 

on the factors that support the retention of tacit knowledge within their non-academic 

unit? For this research question, the main theme explored the factors that support the 

retention of tacit knowledge. For this theme, four sub-themes emerged:  

1. Communication and trust cannot occur independently.  

2. Effective communication supports knowledge sharing and retention.  

3. Leadership is key in fostering an environment conducive of knowledge 

sharing and retention.  

4. The culture in the non-academic unit influences individual’s willingness to 

share knowledge. 

The fourth and final research question was: What are the perceptions of lead 

administrators on the factors that prevent the retention of tacit knowledge within their 

non-academic unit? The fourth theme presented introduced the factors that prevent the 

retention of tacit knowledge. Later, four sub-themes emerged: (a) information hoarding, 

(b) individualized staff responsibilities within units, (c) personalities, and (d) lack of time 

to implement practices.  
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

 Chapter V provides an overview of the study and a discussion of the findings 

derived from the research. In this chapter, implications and recommendations for 

practices in higher education administrations are also discussed. Finally, suggestions for 

future research will be provided.  

Overview of the Study  

 Tacit knowledge is considered to be critical for the sustainability and productivity 

of units and institutions as a whole; yet, the study of tacit knowledge retention and 

transference has not been a priority for higher education administration scholars. The 

majority of peer-reviewed publications that addresses the issues in tacit knowledge 

retention, tacit knowledge loss, and tacit knowledge transference in the college and 

university setting are limited. With that said, research shows that lead administrators 

understand the importance of practices that support the retention of tacit knowledge and 

knowledge management (KM) ; yet, the practices that are implemented are scarce across 

institutions (Calo, 2008; Coukos-Semmel, 2003; DeLong, 2004; Vilet, 2012). Knowledge 

management, as defined by Noe (2013), is “the process of enhancing company 

performance by designing and implementing tools, processes, systems, structures, and 

cultures to improve the creating, sharing, and use of knowledge” (p. 490). 

The purpose of the study was to explore the perceptions of lead administrators 

about practices that pertain to the retention of tacit knowledge within their non-academic 

units at a medium-sized public university. Specifically, the current research sought to 
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explore two elements (a) the administrators’ perceptions of the role tacit knowledge has 

in the performance of their unit, and (b) the factors that influence the retention of tacit 

knowledge within the non-academic unit. Specifically, there were four research questions 

that guided this study:  

1. What are perceptions of lead administrators on the role of tacit knowledge in 

their non-academic unit’s performance? 

2. What are the perceptions of lead administrators on current practices to retain 

tacit knowledge within their non-academic unit? 

3. What are the perceptions of lead administrators on the factors which support 

the retention of tacit knowledge within their non-academic unit? 

4. What are the perceptions of lead administrators on the factors which prevent 

the retention of tacit knowledge within their non-academic unit? 

Study participants included 12 lead administrators, all from non-academic units at 

the institution. In-person interviews were conducted following a protocol and later 

transcribed for analysis. The interviews were analyzed using open coding and then axial 

coding. A discussion of the findings that resulted from the data analysis is presented in 

this chapter.   

Discussion of the Findings 

Role of Tacit Knowledge in the Performance of the Non-Academic Unit 

 Consistent with the research presented by Nonaka (2007) and Quintas (2002) 

suggesting that leaders lack an understanding of the existence of tacit knowledge, the 

majority of the lead administrators interviewed in this study indicated either not being 
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aware of the term or having never heard of it. Once a definition of the term was provided 

to the participants, they were able to identify instances in which the presence and use of 

tacit knowledge was recognized as contributing to the performance of the non-academic 

unit.  

DeLong (2004) claimed that the interdisciplinary, knowledge-intensive work that 

occurs in today’s environment influences the development of a unique set of practical 

knowledge, skills, expertise, and relationships that is hard to replicate. Consistent with 

this statement, the lead administrators mentioned that the tacit knowledge possessed by 

employees in the non-academic unit plays a lead role in the learning process needed to 

fully learn the job responsibilities, the interpersonal interactions with students and 

stakeholders, and in developing a voice as an employee of the unit. It was also mentioned 

that tacit knowledge takes the role in the unspoken procedures or tasks that have occurred 

for a long period of time without ever questioning the reasoning behind such. This 

statement corresponds to one made by Polanyi (1966) who suggested that tacit 

knowledge is present in the way individuals possess and execute a skill and “know how 

to carry out performances as a whole and also know how to carry out the elementary acts 

which constitute them, though . . . cannot tell what these acts are” (p. 4).  

 There are various elements that hinder the ability of an institution or unit to 

function efficiently; among those elements are inadequate funding, lack of connection 

with the institutional goals, and unprepared personnel (Weingertner, 2011). Research 

shows that these pressures can be alleviated by the use of intellectual capital and 

knowledge to maintain ideal levels of performance, growth, and innovation (Coukos-
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Semmel, 2003; DeLong, 2004; McAdam & Reid, 2000; Weingertner, 2011). Consistent 

with the literature, some lead administrators articulated specific instances in which the 

tacit knowledge possessed by their employees helped maintain ideal levels of 

performance in the non-academic unit. For instance, a lead administrator indicated that it 

is only through experience—interactions with multiple students and student situations—

that an employee is able to develop the tacit knowledge necessary to effectively identify 

what information students are seeking by the specific questions they ask. The lead 

administrator mentioned that, oftentimes, stakeholders do not ask the right questions, but 

that it is only through the tacit knowledge that has been gained through experience in the 

unit that allows the employee to decipher the question and provide all the information the 

stakeholder is seeking. The lead administrator stated that someone who does not possess 

that tacit knowledge would be unaware of the “question behind the question” and, thus, 

provide a different quality of service than that of someone with that knowledge.     

 It is important that higher education institutions ensure that the students have 

resources and information available to them to increase student success. However, an 

important finding of this study was that the lead administrators whose teams were 

composed of less than three employees suffered the most when there was a loss of tacit 

knowledge, especially when that loss was the result of a leadership change. The lack of 

funding to hire additional personnel may result in the complete loss of tacit knowledge 

when an employee departs, which could affect the quality of the services provided to 

students and, consequently, a drop in student participation or student satisfaction. As 

Worley (2012) indicated, the quality of student support services plays an important role 



Texas Tech University, Nancy Garcia, December 2017 

 

128 

 

in the ability to engage, support, and retain students; thus, a decrease in performance 

resulted in a decline in quality of services provided to students. The lead administrators 

mentioned, that when someone new comes into a position of leadership with no general 

background knowledge there is a learning process that takes years during which the focus 

is not to serve students but to learn how to meet minimum job expectations.    

 The ability to build relationships was also found to be key in influencing the 

quality of the services provided. Building relationships with students was described by 

some lead administrators as a form of tacit knowledge possessed by employees. 

Similarly, interpersonal skills were mentioned as the type of tacit knowledge that would 

be hard to replicate, as the non-academic units offer an intangible product that is only 

successfully delivered through interactions with multiple stakeholders.  

 Not surprisingly, similar to the statements made by DeLong (2004), some lead 

administrators indicated that their non-academic unit’s ability to provide services of 

quality to stakeholders would be affected if they lost the tacit knowledge possessed by 

employees with longevity. It was indicated by one of the lead administrators that as the 

institution grows and expands, the student situations would become more unique; 

consequently, only a person who has a broad experience would be able to successfully 

handle the student situations at hand. It was even mentioned that much more could be lost 

when an individual who has been in the same role for years departs than when there is 

frequent turnover. It is important to mention that throughout this study, the term turnover 

has been used by the researcher to include quits, layoffs and discharges, and other 
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separations such as retirements, transfers to other locations, deaths, or separation due to 

employee disability.  

Current Practices to Retain Tacit Knowledge within the Non-Academic Unit 

Research has shown that lead administrators understand the importance of 

knowledge management, knowledge retention, and knowledge transfer initiatives but that 

practices associated with such are not commonly implemented in higher education 

institutions (Calo, 2008; Coukos-Semmel, 2003; DeLong, 2004; Vilet, 2012). The 

findings of this study partially support the literature. It is unknown, based on the research 

conducted, whether the lead administrators perceive knowledge management, knowledge 

retention, and knowledge transfer initiatives as important. Yet, it was established that 

practices to retain, transfer, and manage knowledge were not commonly implemented 

and mentoring and collaboration practices conducive for the sharing of tacit knowledge 

exist unofficially and informally.  

Tacit knowledge is accumulated over time as a result of informal learning and 

personal experiences and interactions (Goffin,  Koners, Baxter, & van der Hoven, 2010; 

Noe, 2013; Nonaka, Konno, & Toyama, 2001; Polanyi, 1966; Rashig, Hassan & Al-

Oqaily, 2015; Turner, 2013). Tacit knowledge is said to be information combined with 

experience, context, interpretation, and judgement that it is acquired through one’s own 

experience and reflections on the experiences of other. Consistent with the concept of 

tacit knowledge, mentoring in the form of job shadowing and coaching was reported to 

exist informally, mostly when personnel changes occurred, such as when new employees 

joined the team, or imminent, as in one reported instance when it was known that an 
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employee would soon depart. The term collaboration, on the other hand, was linked by 

one lead administrator to close interactions and dialogue among employees within teams, 

usually a senior and younger staff. This finding supported research that has argued that 

organizations have naturally-occurring communities of practice that are the result of 

relationships between seasoned and new employees and the environment in which they 

work (Noe, 2013; Noe, Hollenbeck, Gerhart, & Wright, 2003; Petrides & Nodine, 2003). 

In describing collaboration methods, staff meetings, formal and informal conversations, 

and cross-training were reported by the lead administrators as current practices in the 

non-academic units.  

Although the practices of mentoring and collaboration were reported to 

unofficially exist as methods of sharing tacit knowledge, the lead administrators reported 

official practices that are more conducive for the sharing and transfer of explicit 

knowledge. Explicit knowledge was defined earlier as the type of knowledge that is well-

documented, easily replicated, transferred between individuals effortlessly, and is likely 

to remain in the organization even after employees depart (Coukos-Semmel, 2003; Goffin 

et al., 2010; Noe, 2013; Stenmark, 2001; Steyn, 2004). A consistently reported method of 

sharing explicit knowledge within the non-academic unit was job description manuals 

and instruction manuals that are kept both in print and in an online common server where 

the information could be accessed by anyone interested. In regard to other methods, 

emails, workshops, training modules, and staff meetings were mentioned. This finding 

supports the research conducted by Coukos-Semmel (2003) and Petrides and Nodine 

(2003) that indicated that practices to retain explicit forms of knowledge are more 
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commonly implemented and supported. These findings support the skewed focus on 

managing explicit forms of knowledge rather than tacit forms. 

Literature shows that not all leaders perceive a sense of urgency to take proactive 

action even when they are witnessing the loss of knowledge (Calo, 2008; DeLong, 2004; 

Peña, 2012; Vilet, 2012; Wamundila & Ngulube, 2011). Consistent with research, the 

lead administrators reported, throughout the interview, not having a system in place to 

preserve the tacit knowledge in the non-academic unit. Lead administrators seemed to be 

more prepared to preserve explicit knowledge than tacit knowledge when employees 

depart; this preservation was carried out by means of updating the manuals and 

handbooks that exist within the unit.  

Factors That Support the Retention of Tacit Knowledge 

 There are four main strategies in knowledge management found in the literature. 

These strategies, according to DeLong (2004), represent the options available to enhance 

knowledge management practices in the organization. More specifically, knowledge 

retention strategies help create an environment that is conducive to knowledge 

codification, knowledge creation, and knowledge sharing. The four knowledge retention 

strategies are (a) culture, (b) leadership, (c) technology, and (d) measurement (DeLong, 

2004). Although all four of the retention strategies are important, culture and leadership 

are the strategies of more relevance for the retention of tacit knowledge. With that said, 

the findings of this study, specifically in regard to the factors that support the retention of 

tacit knowledge, are consistent with the literature. In addition, lead administrators 
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reported that communication and trust are key for knowledge sharing and, thus, 

knowledge retention within the team.  

 Most employee behavior is determined by the organizational culture, which 

influences individual’s willingness to transfer knowledge (Calo, 2008). For the purposes 

of this study, culture was defined as the strategy of knowledge management that refers to 

the knowledge-sharing climate of the organization (Coukos-Semmel, 2003). Throughout 

the study, the lead administrators reported believing that it is important to create a culture 

in which employees feel valued and appreciated. By creating such an environment, they 

believe that employees will feel less pressure to compete with each other and will be 

more likely to share knowledge, especially in the tacit form, with each other. Importantly, 

the participants reported that creating the right culture is a function of leadership. 

Leadership refers to the ability an organization has to align knowledge management to 

the organizational strategy, promote the value of knowledge management practices, 

communication strategies, facilitate approaches, and assess the impact of knowledge 

management in the institution through strategic planning (Coukos-Semmel, 2003). 

Consistent with this research definition, the participants stated that leadership plays a key 

role in fostering an environment that is conducive to knowledge sharing and retention. 

Overall, these findings are supported by research that shows that knowledge transfer is 

more likely to occur in communities that need to share knowledge to accomplish a 

common goal, have knowledge-sharing norms in place, and have a leader who is willing 

to support the efforts (Petrides & Nodine, 2003). 
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 Throughout the interviews, and in various instances, the lead administrators 

referred to the importance of communication to support knowledge sharing and retention. 

Multiple participants perceived that communication is the most effective way to share 

tacit knowledge within the unit. This finding is consistent with the SECI model presented 

by Nonaka (1994); more specifically, the socialization mode of knowledge conversion, as 

presented in chapter 2 of this study. Polanyi (1966) also spoke of forms of oral 

communication and preconceived notions developed through languages that serve as 

interpretative frameworks in the sharing of tacit knowledge. Because individuals are not 

aware of the tacit knowledge they possess, it is only through communicating what they 

know that they make sense of their experience (Polanyi, 1966).  

 However, it is not enough to communicate. Communication methods must be 

effective for successfully sharing knowledge. As stated by Polanyi (1966), acquiring tacit 

knowledge may be challenging if individuals do not possess a similar range of 

presuppositions relevant to their environment or in similitude with those sharing their 

knowledge that can serve as an interpretative framework. The findings of the study are 

consistent with Polanyi’s interpretative framework, presuppositions, and preconceived 

notions. As such, some lead administrators elaborated on the need to understand 

individuals’ communication styles and background knowledge understood prior to 

attempting to communicate messages or transfer any type of knowledge. Although they 

did not speak much in regard of presuppositions and preconceived notions, those 

elements could be considered to exist under the communication umbrella.  
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 It is important to mention that a key element of communication that was 

mentioned by the lead administrators is trust; communication and trust cannot occur 

independently of each other. In other words, participants stated that trust is needed to 

communicate and, in turn, communication is built on trust. By definition, communication 

is an element in the knowledge-sharing climate or the organization that is orchestrated by 

leadership. As stated by Coukos-Semmel (2003), universities need strong, strategic 

leadership to implement and sustain KM practices. Leadership must be willing to 

communicate with employees, coordinate the KM processes, encourage knowledge 

transfer, understand the value of knowledge, and link employees who can potentially 

share knowledge and expertise (Coukos-Semmel, 2003). 

Factors Which Prevent the Retention of Tacit Knowledge  

  In discussing the factors that prevent the retention of tacit knowledge within the 

non-academic unit, four factors were mentioned by the lead administrators. The four 

factors were information hoarding, individualized staff responsibilities within the units, 

personalities, and lack of time to implement practices.  

 Polanyi (1962) suggested that the articulation of tacit knowledge is restricted to 

forms of speech and individuals wishing to transmit and willing to receive information 

and knowledge. Specifically, he said, “Spoken communication is the successful 

application by two persons of the linguistic knowledge and skill acquired by such 

apprenticeship [mentorship], one person wishing to transmit, the other willing to receive 

information” (Polanyi, 1962, p. 206). Communication was mentioned as a key factor that 

supports the retention of tacit knowledge; inversely, the lack of communication is a key 
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factor that prevents the retention of tacit knowledge. Lack of communication may be a 

result of incompatible personalities, as reported by some of the lead administrators.  

Creating knowledge is not simply dependent upon processing objective 

information and explicit knowledge but it is also dependent upon the tacit subjective 

insights of individual employees, their personal commitment, and the sense of identity 

within the company (Nonaka, 1994, 2007). Consistent with research, lead administrators 

considered that individual personalities are influential in deciding which type of 

knowledge to share and how to share it. It was also reported that these same personalities 

could influence information hoarding, thus preventing the sharing of tacit knowledge 

within the non-academic unit. Knowledge enforces spheres of influence because it is used 

to improve the decision-making processes (Disterer, 2001).  Consequently, knowledge 

has a bargaining power that may influence the decision to share it or hoard it based on 

individual intentions (Eaves, 2014; Richey & Lathrop, 2014; Zhu, Zhang, Zhang, Wang, 

& Liu, 2015). Historically, knowledge has been paralleled with power (Jain, 2012; 

Rowley, 2000; Stenmark, 2001; Tilak, 2002), so someone who passes on knowledge to 

another individual shares the exclusiveness of the influence possessed. This, for some 

people, may translate into the potential of losing job security and, consequently, decrease 

their willingness to share knowledge with other individuals (Brewer & Brewer, 2010; 

Disterer, 2001; Jain, 2012; Zhu et al., 2015). Information and knowledge hoarding, based 

on the responses of the lead administrators, is an issue that takes time to resolve. 

Although some of the participants reported the absence of information and knowledge 

hoarding in their non-academic unit, other participants reported the awareness of the 
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presence of this behavior. Information hoarding, interestingly, was reported to be an 

issue, generally in larger units than those that are composed of small teams.  

Consistent with the literature previously presented, the lack of time to implement 

practices for tacit knowledge retention was one the factors reported by the lead 

administrators as preventing the retention of tacit knowledge. DeLong (2004) indicated 

that, although mentoring and coaching seem to be the logical methods of choice to 

transfer tacit knowledge, many organizations find these methods difficult to sustain 

because they are either resource constrained or it is hard to get experts to take the time to 

adequately train their successors.  

Finally, an element that was not considered in the literature reviewed for this 

study was the fact that individualized responsibilities within units may negate practices of 

knowledge sharing and retention, as reported by one of the lead administrators. In other 

words, when responsibilities are so individualized, there may not be a need to share 

knowledge with each other or invest time in cross-training; sharing knowledge with 

members of the team is not as valuable for some teams as it is for others and, therefore, 

does not influence productivity.  

Implications for Higher Education Administration 

 The findings of this study have several implications for higher education 

administration practices. Universities are constantly under pressure, whether internal or 

external, to decrease expenses while increasing revenues and maintaining strong 

reputations (Dickeson, 2010). However, problems, such as inadequate funding, 

underprepared personnel, lack of connection with the institution, or employee turnover, 
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may present challenges to the ability of the institution to function efficiently 

(Weingertner, 2011). While postsecondary institutions utilize a significant amount of 

interventions to influence student success, these challenges already present at the 

institution could influence the quality of the support services or limit the reach to the 

student population being served (The Educational Policy Institute, 2008). Although non-

academic units and student support services vary in their focus and evolve to meet the 

student population needs, the employees in these units have a great impact on student 

success and retention, especially if they have built a wealth of interdisciplinary 

knowledge relevant to the performance of the unit that would be hard to replicate if it 

were lost (DeLong, 2004; Noe, 2013). Undeniably, knowledge is a valuable asset in any 

organization; however, research shows that the practices to manage knowledge are far 

from abundant.  

 In this study, it was found that the lead administrators lacked an understanding of 

the concept of tacit knowledge and the role that it has in the performance of the unit. 

Quintas (2002) suggested that managers have to understand the dynamic processes of 

knowing and knowledge creation by first acknowledging the challenges posed by the 

characteristics of knowledge, especially in the tacit form since it exists in the minds of 

individuals and is not easily accessible. Thus, in order to implement and sustain practices 

in knowledge management, a needed precondition is that leadership understand the value 

of knowledge.  

 Coukos-Semmel (2003) indicated that universities need strong strategic leaders 

who are willing to communicate with employees, coordinate the knowledge management 
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processes, encourage knowledge transfer, and link employees with each other to share 

expertise and knowledge. Calo (2008) suggested that most of an employee’s behavior and 

willingness to share and transfer knowledge is determined by the organizational culture. 

Similarly, knowledge sharing is more likely to occur in teams in which collaboration is 

the norm and there is a need to share knowledge to accomplish common goal (Petrides & 

Nodine, 2003). Thus, as the findings of this study indicate, leadership support is key in 

developing an environment in which knowledge management practices for both tacit 

knowledge and explicit knowledge can exist.  

 Polanyi (1966) suggested that tacit knowledge cannot be taught or codified. 

Instead, tacit knowledge can only be acquired through personal effort. Based on the SECI 

model of knowledge creation, socialization is the most effective mode of sharing and 

creating tacit knowledge as it allows those involved in the process to create tacit 

knowledge through personal experiences and joint activities. Modes of socialization 

reported in this study include mentoring and collaboration. The findings of this study 

suggest that these practices exist unofficially and informally in the higher education 

setting. Given that socializations is the most effective mode of transferring tacit 

knowledge, leaders must be purposeful in developing formal mentoring opportunities 

between seasoned and new employees. 

 Because retirement is the only form of turnover that can be somewhat predicted 

and managed, lead administrators must spend time understanding the trends in the 

workforce within their unit and invest in solutions and initiatives to prevent the 

knowledge loss from employee retirement. The findings of this study indicate an absence 
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of procedures to preserve the tacit knowledge possessed by the employees who depart; 

thus, it is of importance for lead administrators to anticipate the problems that could stem 

from the loss of the knowledge exclusively possessed by employees who depart. 

MacMillan (2008) suggested that, in developing such initiatives, lead administrators must 

consider that not all knowledge is valuable and not all employees possess valuable 

knowledge. In launching knowledge retention initiatives, DeLong (2004) identified other 

elements that need to be considered as variables that will define a unit’s situation: 

employee tenure, attrition rates by length of service, and projected future growth of the 

workforce within the unit. Thus, when it comes to implementation, lead administrators 

who are seeking to improve practices of knowledge retention must do three things: (a) 

determine what knowledge is most at risk, (b) build support for retention initiatives, and 

(c) decide which initiatives to pursue first (DeLong, 2004).  

 Regardless of the environment, threats to knowledge retention programs will 

exist. The lead administrators in this study reported information hoarding, individualized 

responsibilities within the unit, and lack of time to implement practices as currently 

perceived threats to knowledge retention practices. These factors can be grouped under 

culture; thus, it is important that lead administrators recognize that culture will often be a 

barrier to knowledge retention practices and programs. DeLong (2004) suggested that 

lead administrators need a comprehensive understanding of the culture’s norms around 

knowledge use to get a clear picture of the issues that need to be addressed. Ignoring the 

culture will likely result in wasted resources and unsatisfactory short-term solutions to 

knowledge retention.  
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 Sustaining programs in knowledge retention requires new ways of thinking about 

the processes and systems that are already in place. Lead administrators in higher 

education are vital to the development of knowledge retention programs and initiatives; 

thus, their involvement in understanding the nature of knowledge, purposefully 

developing socialization opportunities, anticipating problems that could stem from the 

loss of knowledge possessed by employees, and identifying threats to the knowledge 

retention programs within the unit’s culture is critical.  

Recommendations for Practice 

Based on the literature and the findings of this study, three recommendations were 

developed to assist higher education practitioners in developing and implementing 

practices that strengthen and improve the sharing and retention of tacit knowledge within 

the non-academic units. It is important to mention that the recommendations proposed 

require customization and long-term commitment; the loss of tacit knowledge, and even 

the loss of explicit knowledge, is not an issue that can be solved overnight. The three 

recommendations developed are:  

1. Ensure that specific preconditions exits within the unit.  

2. Gain a holistic understanding of the nature of knowledge and knowledge 

management.  

3. Develop and implement purposeful mentoring practices.  

Recommendation One: Ensure that Specific Preconditions Exist in the Unit 

Perhaps, ensuring that a set of preconditions exist in the unit is a complex 

recommendation to follow. Nevertheless, these preconditions are just as important, if not 
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more, as the practices. Research shows that in order for knowledge-based organizations 

to benefit from knowledge-transfer practices, the following preconditions must exist: (a) 

management support, (b) performance-related rewards, (c) culture and environment, and 

(d) policies and practices that influence employee’s behavior (Calo, 2008; Kidwell,  

Vander Linde, & Johnson, 2000; Rowey, 2000). The findings of this study also indicate 

that open communication and dialogue with coworkers and with leadership is essential to 

build trust and share knowledge and information with the rest of the team.  

With that said, it is important to note that it is possible that employees notice the 

need for tacit retention and transfer practices before the non-academic unit administrator 

or leader does. In such instances, a culture in which effective and open communication is 

accepted and welcomed will be key.  

If employees feel comfortable enough to address these situations with leadership, 

they will be more likely to suggest practices or initiatives. On the other hand, if 

leadership has not fostered an environment or culture in which employees feel safe 

sharing concerns or thoughts, they will be less likely to address such issues. If this is the 

case, an effective practice that will influence employee’s behavior and encourages 

communication and interaction within the non-academic units, as indicated by some of 

the participants, is holding weekly staff meetings. In these weekly staff meetings, each 

team member would have the opportunity and would be encouraged to openly share 

information or address concerns.  

  Identifying the need for tacit knowledge transfer practices is not enough, support 

from management or leadership is necessary. Formal practices are less likely to be 
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implemented uniformly without support from leadership. Ideally, every unit administrator 

would have an awareness of the degree of tacit knowledge loss within the unit and would 

be supportive of such practices; however, based on the results of this study, the reality is 

different. 

In aims of addressing this issue at a larger scale, it is recommended that policies 

and practices that influence employee’s behavior be implemented throughout the 

institution to ensure that all non-academic unit administrators support tacit knowledge 

retention and transfer practice. As such, a stronger recommendation for upper 

administration rather than for unit leaders that would create long-term results is to form a 

knowledge management team that is committed to train and assist lead administrators in 

developing superior knowledge workers and applying tacit and explicit knowledge 

management practices within the unit.  

Recommendation Two: Gain a Holistic Understanding of the Nature of Knowledge 

and Knowledge Management 

The second recommendation is that lead administrators who wish to implement 

initiatives to retain tacit knowledge need to invest time and resources in understanding 

the nature of knowledge and its dualistic nature. While it is valuable to research the 

terms, Frost (2011) suggests that leaders must gain an understanding of (a) what the 

organization knows, (b) where the knowledge is located, (c) in what forms the knowledge 

is stored, (d) how to transfer the knowledge to relevant people in order to take advantage 

of it, and (e) the need to assess the actual know-how versus the organization’s needs to 



Texas Tech University, Nancy Garcia, December 2017 

 

143 

 

plan accordingly. Such exploration will help lead administrators understand the nature of 

knowledge within the unit they manage.  

In moving forward, it will be also important to identify the knowledge that is at 

risk. DeLong (2004) suggests that to identify the knowledge that is at risk, leaders must 

decide which knowledge is critical for the effective performance of the unit, identify who 

owns that knowledge, and develop an attrition profile to predict retirements and other 

departures. Identifying the knowledge that is at risk can only be done by aligning the skill 

set of the employees with the strategic objectives for the non-academic unit and the 

institution as a whole; this will help lead administrators identify which skills will be 

needed in the future to meet goals and reach competitive advantage. Following an 

exploration of the knowledge that is at risk, it is recommended that lead administrators 

decide which types of support are needed to implement or change practices within the 

unit. 

Recommendation Three: Develop and Implement Purposeful Mentoring Practices 

 As mentioned throughout the literature, turnover is difficult to prevent given the 

many external factors that influence an employee’s decision to leave an organization. 

Sudden losses of employees cannot be predicted; however, employers can estimate the 

number of retirements. The third recommendation is to develop and implement 

purposeful mentoring practices that take into consideration retirement trends. 

It may be challenging to retain employees long enough past retirement or prior to 

a sudden departure to transfer the knowledge they possess (MacMillan, 2008).  Lead 

administrators must then proactively develop practices that can be implemented in daily 



Texas Tech University, Nancy Garcia, December 2017 

 

144 

 

activities. The findings of this study indicate that those practices may already exist 

unofficially in some units; thus, taking the time to formally implement those mentoring 

opportunities where they exist will add value to any tacit knowledge transfer initiative 

that is later developed and implemented by lead administrators.  

It is important that lead administrators distinguish between an employee who is 

retiring and an employee who has accumulated valuable tacit knowledge through 

longevity within the unit and is approaching retirement. With that said and considering 

the national trends in retirement and the findings of this study that indicate the value of 

knowledge gained through longevity, lead administrators and higher education 

administration practitioners must identify two types of  individuals:  (a) those who have 

longevity and valuable knowledge, and (b) those who have longevity, possess valuable 

knowledge, and will soon retire.  

Lead administrators and higher education administration practitioners who wish 

to create effective transfer programs must focus on preserving and transferring valuable 

tacit knowledge possessed by employees with longevity before it is lost. In retaining tacit 

knowledge within the non-academic units, socialization through mentoring and 

collaboration are the best modes of knowledge creation to ensure that the tacit knowledge 

possessed by one individual is easily transferred to another individual. Mentoring 

relationships are usually developed as institutional efforts to bring together senior 

employees or employees who will be retiring soon and those employees who are less 

experienced or younger (Noe, 2003; Peña, 2014). Without such practices, the retention of 

tacit knowledge is unlikely to occur.  
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Suggestions for Future Research  

 The findings of this research study serve as an initial contribution to 

understanding the practices that exist within non-academic units to transfer and retain the 

valuable tacit knowledge possessed by employees. The findings supported the literature 

that highlights the importance of tacit knowledge in the performance of the units, but also 

confirmed that lead administrators are unaware of the existence of this type of knowledge 

until after it is has been lost. Additionally, as most of the literature states, the practices to 

retain tacit knowledge in non-academic units in higher education institutions are not as 

prevalent as those practices to retain the explicit forms of knowledge. Studies with a 

similar approach or focus as those of this study are limited in the literature; thus, this 

study helped highlight some gaps in the research that could influence future research.  

 The issue of tacit knowledge sharing and retention is complex. This study focused 

on the lead administrators perceptions on the issue and explored the existing practices to 

transfer and retain tacit knowledge among the employees of the unit. Thus, the responses 

provided by the lead administrators were mostly focused on the tacit knowledge 

possessed by their employees and their concerns if it were lost. However, some lead 

administrators reported that their units would suffer or had already suffered the most due 

to tacit knowledge lost as a consequence of the departure of the lead administrator. More 

research is needed to determine the circumstances under which the loss of tacit 

knowledge possessed by lead administrators negatively affects the non-academic units. 

Researchers exploring this issue should conduct interviews with personnel at non-

academic units that have undergone transitions in leadership to evaluate the changes in 
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(a) quality of services provided, (b) student participation in programs, and (c) overall 

performance of the unit during the time of transition and new leadership acclimatization. 

This research would be important because it would expose the effects of losing tacit 

knowledge possessed by leadership on the overall performance of the non-academic unit, 

thus informing future practices.  

 Another element that deserves further exploration is the employees’ perceptions 

in regard to the tacit knowledge they possess and whether they believe the leadership 

would struggle if it were lost. The current study explored the lead administrators’ 

perceptions in regard to the current practices pertaining to the retention of tacit 

knowledge within their non-academic units; however, the participants and the researcher 

could only speculate that the employees possessed valuable tacit knowledge relevant to 

the performance of the unit. A valuable study exploring this issue should evaluate the 

longevity of the employees, the type of knowledge they possess, the value that the 

knowledge they possess brings to the unit, and how those specific pieces of valuable 

knowledge are being shared.  By exploring the perceptions of the employees, a more 

holistic perspective could be gained on the existence of tacit knowledge within non-

academic units. The findings of such a study, in combination with the current research, 

could serve as a foundation for a general framework of the knowledge that is at risk in 

non-academic units.  

 Lastly, what makes tacit knowledge valuable is its ability to be used to improve 

the decision-making processes within an organization or a unit. Thus, further studies 

should explore specific instances in which tacit knowledge has proven to be useful for 
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employees or lead administrators in making decisions, improving services, or maintaining 

performance. This study could be carried out at multiple institutions, and the participants 

could include employees and lead administrators in non-academic units. A part of the 

study could compare the situations discussed to identify similarities and differences based 

on type and size of institution and/or non-academic unit. The findings of this study could 

influence the importance given to tacit knowledge once specific and relatable instances 

are reported. 

Limitations 

 This study explored the perceptions of lead administrators in regard to the 

practices to retain tacit knowledge within the non-academic unit at a four-year university. 

Because the results are unique to the institutions studied, they are not transferrable and 

cannot be assumed to be true for other institutions, even when there is a similitude in 

conditions. This study has limited transferability; however, the researcher has provided as 

much contextual information as possible to assist other higher education practitioners and 

scholars in deciding whether the findings are applicable and transferrable to their 

institution.  

Conclusion 

 The number of staff members in areas of student development and student affairs 

in higher education institutions, who assist in carrying out the institutional mission, is 

growing (Weingertner, 2011). The majority of the staff in these units possess knowledge 

that is specialized and interdisciplinary in nature that is hard to duplicate (DeLong, 2004). 

However, attracting and retaining employees is a common challenge in higher education 
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institutions. Nationally, the turnover rate for higher education employees was 12.8% in 

2015 (Compdata Surveys, 2015). According to Cornerstone OnDemand and Ellucian 

(2016), 41% of the higher education institutions have a staff turnover that is above 

average. These attrition rates are not only concerning in regard of employment, 

institutions are losing employees who could be taking with them critical tacit knowledge 

and expertise relevant to the effectiveness of the non-academic units. Tacit knowledge is 

said to be the result of informal learning, personal experiences, and interactions 

accumulated over time (Goffin et al., 2010; Noe, 2013; Nonaka et al., 2001; Polanyi, 

1966; Rashig, Hassan & Al-Oqaily, 2015; Turner, 2013). Because tacit knowledge exists 

only in the mind of the individual, it is important that it is transferred to avoid its loss. At 

the time this study was conducted, there was little empirical research that explored the 

relationship between employee turnover, tacit knowledge, knowledge management, and 

the effectiveness of operations in non-academic units that support student success in 

universities. The purpose of the study was to explore the perceptions of lead 

administrators about practices that pertain to the retention of tacit knowledge within their 

non-academic units at a medium-sized, public university. Specifically, the current 

research sought to explore two elements: (a) the administrators’ perceptions of the role 

tacit knowledge has in the performance of their unit, and (b) the factors that influence the 

retention of tacit knowledge within the non-academic unit. 

A qualitative phenomenological research study based on the constructivist 

paradigm was conducted to explore the lead administrators’ perceptions in regard to 

practices that pertain to the retention of tacit knowledge within their units. The data were 



Texas Tech University, Nancy Garcia, December 2017 

 

149 

 

collected through semi-structured interviews, observations, and field notes. A total of 12 

participants was interviewed by the researcher. Participants in this study were full-time, 

non-academic unit employees who had been determined to have a lead administrative 

role in such. The data analysis consisted of open and axial coding for interpretation. 

Trustworthiness in this study was ensured through specific conditions that promoted 

credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.   

 The overall findings of this study revealed that lead administrators do not have a 

definition for tacit knowledge and, as a consequence, struggle in understanding the role it 

plays in the performance of the unit without being prompted to do so. Once the concept 

of tacit knowledge had been explained to the participants, they were able to identify 

specific instances in which its use and application were apparent. These instances 

included learning of unwritten tasks attached to job responsibilities and interpersonal 

interactions with students and stakeholders and developing a voice as an employee of the 

unit. Lead administrators were able to articulate throughout the interviews that the tacit 

knowledge possessed by the individuals in the non-academic unit influences the quality 

of the services offered, while the loss of this valuable tacit knowledge could result in a 

drop in student participation in programs, decrease on student satisfaction, and adversely 

impact the ability to maintain strong relationships with stakeholders.  

Furthermore, the lead administrators reported that established practices to 

proactively retain, transfer, and manage knowledge were not commonly implemented 

within the units. Although mentoring and collaboration, two approaches that promote the 

retention of tacit knowledge, were present in the non-academic units, the lead 
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administrators reported that opportunities for mentorship and collaboration were neither 

structured nor formal. While practices for the retention of tacit knowledge existed 

unofficially, lead administrators reported the existence of official explicit knowledge 

retention practices in the form of process and job description documentation. Similarly, 

the lead administrators confirmed that a system was not in place for preserving the tacit 

knowledge possessed by individuals who were known to be departing. The factors as the 

lead administrators perceived to support the retention of tacit knowledge were culture and 

leadership while those preventing the retention of tacit knowledge included information 

hoarding, individualized responsibilities within the unit, personalities, and lack of time to 

implement practices. Three recommendations to assist higher education practitioners in 

developing and implementing practices that strengthen and improve the sharing and 

retention of tacit knowledge were suggested. These recommendations are (a) ensure that 

specific preconditions exists within the unit, (b) gain a holistic understanding of the 

nature of knowledge and knowledge management, and (c) develop and implement 

purposeful mentoring practices.  

 In closing, the loss of tacit knowledge resulting from non-faculty staff turnover 

and the lack of practices to manage, retain, and transfer knowledge within non-academic 

units could result in a decreased capacity for effective action and decision making, thus 

affecting students’ support services needed for student success. Ideally, developing and 

implementing practices to share and retain tacit knowledge would be an important task 

for administration. However, as the findings of this study and the literature show, the 

practices to retain and transfer tacit knowledge are time-consuming and complex; thus 
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limits their implementation. The findings, implications, and recommendations provided 

in this study are valuable starting points for the holistic understanding of the nature of 

tacit knowledge and its influence in organizational efficiency. Undoubtedly, leaders must 

begin by placing a value on tacit knowledge and be purposeful in promoting meaningful 

interactions that promote the sharing of tacit knowledge in the workplace.  
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APPENDIX D 

Email Requesting Participation 

Dear (Name):  

My name is Nancy Garcia and I am a current doctoral candidate at Texas Tech 

University in the Higher Education Administration program. I am contacting you to 

request your participation in a research study that seeks to explore the practices 

pertaining the retention of tacit knowledge within non-academic units. Tacit knowledge is 

the personal knowledge that is based in individual experience and that is difficult to 

explain to others. 

If you choose to participate, an interview will be conducted and audio recorded to 

ensure accurate transcription. You may chose a date, time, and place for the interview. 

Although there is no monetary compensation for your participation in this study, you will 

be contributing valuable information that could potentially be used to influence future 

institutional practices. I have attached a Description of the Study for you to review.  

 Please reply directly to this email or contact me via phone at (806) 316-8910 if 

you are interested in participating in this study or if you have any questions. We will set 

an interview date based on your availability. I look forward to hearing from you. 

 

Sincerely,  

Nancy Garcia, M.A. 

nancy.garcia@ttu.edu 

(806) 316-8910  
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APPENDIX E 

Description Of Research Study 

Title of the Study: Exploring the Perceptions of Lead Administrators about Practices 

Pertaining the Retention of Tacit Knowledge within their Non-Academic Units at a 

Medium-Sized Public University 

 

What is the purpose of this research? 

The purpose of the study is to explore the perceptions of lead administrators about 

practices pertaining the retention of tacit knowledge within their non-academic units at a 

medium-sized public university. Specifically, the current research seeks to explore two 

elements: (1) the administrators’ perception of the role tacit knowledge has in the 

performance of their unit, and (2) the factors that influence the retention of tacit 

knowledge within the non-academic unit. 

 

How do I benefit from participating? 

You will be contributing valuable information that could potentially be used to influence 

institutional practices in the future. 

 

Are there any foreseeable risks or discomforts that will result from participation? 

There are no foreseeable risks or discomforts expected from participation. 

 

Are there any costs attached to participating? 

There are no additional costs to you if you choose to participate. 

 

What would I do if I agree to participate? 

You may select a date, time, and location for the interview to be conducted. During the 

interview, you will be asked to share your experiences, thoughts, and perceptions. With 

that said, some questions will be about you, some questions will be about your thoughts 

and perceptions, and some questions will be about your experiences. The interviews will 

be audio recorded in order for us to obtain accurate information and facilitate the 

transcription process.  

 

Can I end my participation at any time? 

Your participation is completely voluntary and you can terminate it at any point. The 

Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board has reviewed the questions to ensure 

they can be answered comfortably. However, if you feel uncomfortable answering any 

question you may choose to skip it. You can also stop answering questions at any point. 

Participation in this study is completely voluntary. If you choose to end participation, the 

data collected will be destroyed and will not be used in the research. New findings 

developed during the course of the interview that may relate to your willingness to continue 

participation will be provided, if applicable.  
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Under which circumstances can the investigator terminate the interview? 

The investigator may terminate the interview if an unexpected an unacceptable level of risk 

is suddenly identified. You will be informed of such.  

 

How long will each interview last? 

The interview will last an approximate of one hour depending on the extent of the 

responses you provide.  

 

How are you protecting my privacy? Will my employer know my responses? 

Your name and responses will not be linked to any documentation. The use of this 

information material for reports, publications, or presentations will never be associated 

with the participants in this study without permission. The only individuals who will have 

access to the data gathered through the interview process are the researchers associated 

with this project; your employer will not know your responses and all related information 

will be stored and kept confidential.   

 

How will this information be used? 
The information collected through this interview will be used as part of a research study 

to fulfill the researcher’s requirements for a degree of Doctor of Education in Higher 

Education. 

 

Who can I contact with questions in regards to this study? 
If you have any questions in regards to this study, you may contact Nancy Garcia at 

nancy.garcia@ttu.edu or (806) 316-8910. You may also contact Dr. Dave Louis, 

Principal Investigator, at dave.louis@ttu.edu or (806) 834-3342. Questions may also be 

directed to the Human Research Protection Program (HRPP), Office of the Vice 

President for Research, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409, (806) 742-2064.   
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APPENDIX F 

Adult Consent Form 

Title of the Study: Exploring the Perceptions of Lead Administrators about Practices 

Pertaining the Retention of Tacit Knowledge within their Non-Academic Units at a 

Medium-Sized Public University 

 

What is the purpose of this research? 

The purpose of the study is to explore the perceptions of lead administrators about 

practices pertaining the retention of tacit knowledge within their non-academic units at a 

medium-sized public university. Specifically, the current research seeks to explore two 

elements: (1) the administrators’ perception of the role tacit knowledge has in the 

performance of their unit, and (2) the factors that influence the retention of tacit 

knowledge within the non-academic unit. 

 

How do I benefit from participating? 

You will be contributing valuable information that could potentially be used to influence 

institutional practices in the future. 

 

Are there any foreseeable risks or discomforts that will result from participation? 

There are no foreseeable risks or discomforts expected from participation. 

 

Are there any costs attached to participating? 

There are no additional costs to you if you choose to participate. 

 

What would I do if I agree to participate? 

You may select a date, time, and location for the interview to be conducted. During the 

interview, you will be asked to share your experiences, thoughts, and perceptions. With 

that said, some questions will be about you, some questions will be about your thoughts 

and perceptions, and some questions will be about your experiences. The interviews will 

be audio recorded in order for us to obtain accurate information and facilitate the 

transcription process.  

 

Can I end my participation at any time? 

Your participation is completely voluntary and you can terminate it at any point. The 

Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board has reviewed the questions to ensure 

they can be answered comfortably. However, if you feel uncomfortable answering any 

question you may choose to skip it. You can also stop answering questions at any point. 

Participation in this study is completely voluntary. If you choose to end participation, the 

data collected will be destroyed and will not be used in the research. New findings 

developed during the course of the interview that may relate to your willingness to continue 

participation will be provided, if applicable.  
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Under which circumstances can the investigator terminate the interview? 

The investigator may terminate the interview if an unexpected an unacceptable level of risk 

is suddenly identified. You will be informed of such.  

 

How long will each interview last? 

The interview will last an approximate of one hour depending on the extent of the 

responses you provide.  

 

How are you protecting my privacy? Will my employer know my responses? 

Your name and responses will not be linked to any documentation. The use of this 

information material for reports, publications, or presentations will never be associated 

with the participants in this study without permission. The only individuals who will have 

access to the data gathered through the interview process are the researchers associated 

with this project; your employer will not know your responses and all related information 

will be stored and kept confidential.   

 

How will this information be used? 
The information collected through this interview will be used as part of a research study 

to fulfill the researcher’s requirements for a degree of Doctor of Education in Higher 

Education. 

 

Who can I contact with questions in regards to this study? 
If you have any questions in regards to this study, you may contact Nancy Garcia at 

nancy.garcia@ttu.edu or (806) 316-8910. You may also contact Dr. Dave Louis, 

Principal Investigator, at dave.louis@ttu.edu or (806) 834-3342. Questions may also be 

directed to the Human Research Protection Program (HRPP), Office of the Vice 

President for Research, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409, (806) 742-2064.   

 

 

 

____________________________________________ _________________ 

Signature      Date 

 

____________________________________________ 

Printed Name 

 

 

This consent form is not valid after February 10, 2018.  
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APPENDIX G 

Interview Protocol 

 

Time of the interview: 

Date: 

Place: 

Interviewer: Nancy Garcia  

Interviewee Pseudonym:  

 

I will begin audio recording at this time. This interview is voluntary and you do not have 

to answer all the questions if you do not feel comfortable. You may quit at any time. A 

pseudonym will be utilized to protect your privacy and you will be given the opportunity 

to review your responses after they have been transcribed.  

 

The following questions will be about you, your thoughts and perceptions, and your 

experiences. We will begin with some questions to determine some professional 

information and unit background. 

1. How long have you been employed at the institution? 

2. How long have you been in the leadership role for the unit? 

3. How many members, full-time or part-time, compose your team? 

4. Please explain some of the responsibilities, programs, or services that are 

fulfilled by your unit. 

5. Please mention the units across the institution with which information is 

shared on a regular basis and explain the type of information that is shared. 
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Let’s begin by identifying some key concepts.  

6. What is your understanding of tacit knowledge? 

 

When we refer to tacit knowledge throughout this interview, we will be referring to the 

personal knowledge that is based in individual experience and that is difficult to explain 

to others.  

The following questions are in regards to your perceptions of the role of tacit knowledge 

in the performance of your unit. 

7. Explain how tacit knowledge is used for the general performance of your unit 

8. What do you consider are examples of tacit knowledge that would be hard to 

replicate if it is lost?  

9. What are the rank and responsibilities of the employees who possess the tacit 

knowledge that would be hard to replicate?   

 

The following questions are in regards to the existent practices that support the transfer 

and retention of tacit knowledge within the non-academic unit. Again, we must define 

some terms first. 

10. What do you think is the difference between information and knowledge? 

 

For the purposed of this study, the term of knowledge will be defined as the facts or 

procedures that individuals or teams of employees know or know how to do (human and 

social knowledge); also a company’s rules, processes, tools, and routines (structured 
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knowledge. The term information will be defined to the participants as the data that is 

structured so that it is transferrable, but its immediate value depends on the potential 

user’s ability to sort, interpret, and integrate it with their own experience. 

 

11. How, is information (not knowledge) shared among workers within your unit?  

12. How is knowledge (not information) shared among workers in your unit?  

13. Are opportunities for mentoring among employees encouraged to share 

knowledge? 

14. Are opportunities for collaboration among employees encouraged to share 

knowledge? 

15. What is the procedure, if any, in regards to preserving valuable knowledge 

when employees depart? 

 

Now, we will talk about the unique elements in the environment that prevent and support 

the retention of tacit knowledge.  

16. How do you build trust among individuals in your unit? 

17. How is team-work encouraged within the unit? 

18. How is communication encouraged within the unit? 

19. What elements within your unit do you consider support knowledge sharing 

and retention? 

20. To what extent is information hoarding an issue within the unit? 
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21. What elements within your unit do you consider prevent knowledge sharing 

and retention? 

 

This concludes the set of questions that were prepared for this interview. Is there anything 

else you would like to add in regards to any of the topics covered? 

 

I thank you for your time. I will transcribe this interview and send it to you for approval.  

 

Audio recording will stop now.   
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[1] Abigail 

Interview 
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[2] Emily 

Interview 
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[3] Mason 

Interview 
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[4] Sophia 

Interview 

Transcript Lines 275-279 

[5] Sophia 

Interview 

Transcript Lines 269-270 

[6] Sophia 

Interview 

Transcript Lines 272 

[7] Sophia 

Interview 
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[8] Ava 

Interview 
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[9] Isabella 

Interview 
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[10] Olivia 

Interview 
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[11] Mason 

Interview 

Transcript Lines 222-228 

[12] Harper 

Interview 
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[13] Olivia 

Interview 

Transcript Lines 113-115 

[14] Harper 

Interview 
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Interview 
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Interview 
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[17] Emily 

Interview 
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Interview 
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Interview 

Transcript Lines 113-114 
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Interview 
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[22] Mason 

Interview 
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Interview 
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[24] Emily 

Interview 
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[25] Mia 

Interview 
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[26] Harper 

Interview 

Transcript Lines 183-196 

[27] Harper 

Interview 

Transcript Line 357 

[28] Mason 

Interview 
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[29] Liam 

Interview 

Transcript Lines 154-156 

[30] Olivia 

Interview 

Transcript Lines 70-83 

[31] Abigail 

Interview 

Transcript Lines 250-258 
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Interview 

Transcript Lines 124-128 

[33] Olivia 

Interview 

Transcript Lines 220-224 

[34] Olivia 

Interview 

Transcript Lines 90-97 

[35] Emma 

Interview 

Transcript Lines 90-91 

[36] Harper 

Interview 

Transcript Lines 173-176 

[37] Emily 

Interview 

Transcript Line 101-105 

[38] Abigail 

Interview 

Transcript Lines 322-331 
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Interview 
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[40] Benjamin 

Interview 
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[44] Emily 
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Interview 

Transcript Lines 166-167 

[46] Abigail 

Interview 

Transcript Lines 365-368 

[47] Isabella 

Interview 

Transcript Lines 146-148 

[48] Harper 

Interview 
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Interview 

Transcript Lines 495-497 

[52] Olivia 

Interview 
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[53] Mason 
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