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Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to describe the main obstacles for innovation in Dutch

consultancy firms by focusing on the strength of informal knowledge sharing as an avenue for innovation.

Design/methodology/approach – This paper is the result of an empirical study based on in-depth

interviews with 29 consultants in the Netherlands.

Findings – The process of innovation can be problematic in consultancy firms. Consultants do simply

not find the time to innovate, since they are mainly rewarded for client related work (billable hours). In

order to innovate consultants need to share knowledge with clients, colleague consultants and their

experienced superiors. The knowledge sharing routes the consultant can use, as described in this

paper, are: codified, formal knowledge and informal knowledge sharing. This paper claims that the most

fruitful route to innovation is informal knowledge sharing.

Originality/value – The importance of informal knowledge is supported by Hofstede’s description of the

Dutch business culture as being feminine, cultivating low power distance (low degree of inequality) and

being highly individualistic. However, despite the support of the Dutch cultural setting, which supports

informal knowledge sharing, this research describes the lack of management support in the innovation

process as one of the main barriers to innovation.
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Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction

Resources for which firms compete are increasingly likely to be knowledge rather than the

ownership of land and access to capital (Dunford, 2000). There is a large amount of

literature, which takes the knowledge-based view of the firm (Grant, 1996; Teece et al., 1997;

Van den Bosch et al., 2005; Leiponen, 2006). The idea is that a firm’s capability to learn and

to adapt to its changing environment is considered essential for its survival. According to

Kim and Lee (2006), the exchange of knowledge and the development of a collective

knowledge management system enhance organizational learning, which in turn leads to

innovation and creative imitation. The importance of knowledge as a primordial commodity

for which firms compete explains the rapid expansion in the last decade.

This paper focuses on the knowledge sharing capability of consultancy firms. Consultants

continuously emphasize the need to innovate in their advice to their clients. Within the

consultancy sector, one of main core competences of consultants is to deliver the latest

advice and to implement knowledge based on practical and scientific sources.

However, one can question whether consultancy firms themselves are adequately organized

to stimulate knowledge sharing and innovation within the boundaries of their own firms.

Within a consultancy firm, there may be a tension between maximizing one’s own perceived

competencies and maximizing the organizational level knowledge base of the organization

(Dunford, 2000). Some researchers state that the focus on innovation is negligible within the

consultancy firms (Leiponen, 2006; Swan et al., 1999). The focus on innovation in
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consultancy often has an ad hoc character. Knowledge sharing within the consultancy is

described by Leiponen (2006) as a paradox: on the one hand there is a lack of attention

attributed to the importance of knowledge sharing; on the other hand, the managers do see

the need and urgency of the importance of knowledge sharing.

A main difficulty in researching innovation within the consultancy sector, resides in the fact

that innovation in the service sector is much more difficult to pinpoint than for example the

more tangible innovation process in manufacturing firms. The innovation in the service

sector, such as consultancy is often made in co-production or co-creation with the client (Van

de Aa and Elfring, 2002). Very often the new combination of services can be of general

application to the consultancy sector, as well as knowledge from various areas being

re-combined to give new insights. This is in addition to the usual co-operation with the

customers.

The term innovation is ambiguous; this is particularly the case for innovation with the

consultancy sector. Some speak of innovation if the consultancy product is completely new

while others speak of innovation in the case of a specific product being applied in a new

context (new industry) or even when it is simply applied to a new client. Different authors use

different definitions of innovation; this causes uncertainty. Garcia and Callantone (2002) show

that 65 years of research on the concept of innovation has resulted in a large variety of

definitions of innovation; there is also uncertainty on how to operationalize the term innovation

and innovative capacity. The difference between incremental and radical innovation does not

solve this problem. Van den Bosch et al.(2005), inspired by the work of James March, point to

the distinction between exploration and exploitation: ‘‘Exploration includes activities such as

search, experimentation, discovery and innovation, while exploitation involves imitation

refining and adapting existing knowledge’’ (Van den Bosch et al., 2005, p. 26).

There is also discussion about where innovation might come from. The role of the client in the

consultant-client relationship is present in two phases of the innovation process. First of all,

clients are highly valuable sources of inspiration for innovation for consultancies. Sivula et al.

(2001), De Brentani (2001) and Von Hippel (1988) are amongst those researchers who claim

that valuable knowledge for innovations can be gained from clients. Ambrosini and Bowman

(2001) also mention that uncodified or tacit knowledge from customers has properties that

facilitate business service firms gaining and sustaining a competitive advantage. This

implies that if the consultancy firm aims at delivering the latest insights andmodels, constant

attention must be paid to the development of innovative developments.

Silvula et al., (2001) on their side, found that knowledge sharing occurs best within a

client-consultant relationship in circumstances particularly where the relationship is long

term and intensive. But the client is ultimately also the site in which new consultancy must be

tested and implemented. If a new innovative product makes no sense to a client it makes no

business sense. The client can therefore be a starting point of an innovative process, but

also the end point of the innovation process.

Heusinkveld and Benders (2005) describe the innovation process – in terms of new concept

development – as a contested commodification. A consultant has to fight for support

internally to develop its new consultancy idea into a commodity. They call this process the

process of legitimation. The consultant has to legitimize the need for the new idea to survive.

Our research question is therefore: What is the origin of innovations[1] in consultancy? And

how can innovations within consultancy be facilitated?

‘‘ One can question whether consultancy firms themselves are
adequately organized to stimulate knowledge sharing and
innovation within the boundaries of their own firms. ’’
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The next part deals with knowledge sharing and will be followed by a more detailed

elaboration of the notions of formal and informal knowledge sharing. Then, a short

description will be given on the methods for the empirical part of the research. This will be

followed by the presentation of the findings. Lastly, the analysis, conclusion and implications

for research and business will be presented.

2. The importance of knowledge sharing

Consultants might fail to share knowledge actively within their business. A consultant can

refuse to do so, because he[2] tries to conceal valuable knowledge from colleagues. In case

a consultant sees the need to share knowledge, he might simply have no time to do so,

because most of his time is spent on his client-related work, or because of the absence of a

proper knowledge management system.

The lack of knowledge sharing implies a large financial risk. Since, if the consultant decides

to leave the company, his ideas and knowledge will also leave the company. The consultant

will have a first mover advantage if the consultant starts his own company. The consultant

can also join a competitor who can acquire this knowledge. ‘‘Much of the key knowledge is

held by individuals unless there is some structure to retain it within the organizational

memory’’ (Dunford, 2000, p. 296). Dunford cites Pasternack and Viscio: ‘‘when a person

leaves the organization a mass of knowledge goes right out the door with that person’’

(Pasternack and Viscio, 1998, p. 96 in Dunford, 2000, p. 296).

However, what is of importance is to focus on the settings that will enlarge the opportunities

for knowledge sharing. In consultancy, as described by Werr and Sjernberg (2003) tacit and

explicit knowledge sharing go had in hand.

2.1. Formal and informal knowledge sharing

In this research, the concept of knowledge sharing will be described as a continuum with, at

the two extremes: formal knowledge sharing; and informal knowledge sharing.

2.1.1. Formal knowledge sharing. Formal knowledge sharing comprises all the forms of

knowledge sharing that are institutionalized by management. These are resources, services

and activities, which are designed by the company or organized with the aim of knowledge

sharing or of learning from each other (organizational learning). According to Nonaka (1994)

formal exchange mechanisms, such as procedure, formal language, and the exchange of

handbooks will ensure that people will exchange and combine their explicit knowledge. Other

examples of formal knowledge sharing are meetings and organized brainstorm sessions. A

culture, which makes sure that explicit knowledge is shared does not preclude the sharing of

implicit knowledge. An example is an in-house training with an emphasis on observation.

Examples of formalized codified knowledge produced within the consultancy sector are

described byWerr and Sjernberg (2003). These aremethods and tools and cases. They also

describe the need for informal knowledge sharing (the importance of experiences) but this

will be described in the next section.

Methods and tools are a source of codified knowledge to which all consultants working in the

same firm can refer. These methods and tools (or toolkits) provide guidelines – or broad

methods – and standards on how to plan and execute consultancy projects. Development

andmaintenance are carried out by practising consultants (Werr and Sjernberg, 2003, p. 889).

Cases are codified previous projects, which consultants can refer to. Often, a distinction is

made between regular cases and best practices. The cases are stored in a worldwide

database into which consultants can easily search and they are often used as starting point

for a project (e.g. how proposals are designed).

Methods, tools and cases must be adapted each time a consultant is involved in a new

assignments. A main problem remains: how to generalize a specific case to a more general

level which other consultant can learn from. In other words, consultants state that it takes

them too much effort to generate more general knowledge from their idiosyncratic

knowledge acquired at the client sites. Werr and Sjernberg suggest the process of leverage
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and extension. Leverage is, as described, the process of making individual knowledge

available for organizational needs, while extension is the transfer of knowledge through

shared knowledge. Often, this comes down to a senior consultant transferring to a junior

consultant through intensive coaching. The problem of codification of knowledge might be

solved by the ‘‘contextualising’’. The consultant has to write a short report on the context in

which the knowledge was generated and to which ends it can and cannot be used. The

project manager of a client service team might be the appropriate person to carry-out this

activity. There is a problem however of information overload and work overload: a consultant

does often not find the time to codify his/her knowledge.

Therefore, because of the volume of information available, consultants sometimes rely on

interpersonal consultants to get advice. More focus is therefore needed on such

interpersonal knowledge sharing.

2.1.2. Informal knowledge sharing. With regard to informal knowledge sharing the literature

often refers to informal networks and informal communication (Awazu, 2004; Bresnen et al.,

2003). In existing research there seems to be an overlap between informal knowledge

sharing, informal communication and the conceptualization of an informal network.

Argote et al. (2003) claim that business relations between colleagues, and friendship

relationships (close ties) between the members, will enlarge the possibility of knowledge

exchange. Von Krogh et al.(2000) state that trust and openness in the business culture

are preconditions for knowledge exchange. Sturdy et al., (2006) describe the

importance of informal settings such as lunches, drinks and dinners. These informal

meetings have proven to facilitate smooth knowledge exchange between consultants

and their clients.

Swap et al. (2001) suggest that often interorganizational knowledge is unconsciously

exchanged by employees, incorporation having unconsciously taken place through informal

interaction. This implies that the transfer of knowledge can also take place even where there

is no the specific intention to do so. Truran (1998) suggests that intraorganizational

communication has changed tremendously in the last decade. He states that half of the

knowledge exchange is taking place through informal channels (‘‘ad hoc channels’’) for

example through telephone or mail. Von Krogh et al.(2000) also found that the greater part of

knowledge sharing takes place informally, even in organizations in which knowledge sharing

is highly institutionalized.

The experience of colleagues is also described as an important source of knowledge in

consultancy by Werr and Stjernberg (2003). Exchange of ideas is important in deciding how

to design and carry out consultancy projects (Werr and Stjernberg, 2003, p. 893). But in

particular for the more creative ideas the exchange of experience is important:

Exchange of experiences also took place in more informal arenas, such as spontaneous hallway

meetings or over a cup of coffee. The experience gained by individuals in their practice was

shared among colleagues as stories about concrete cases. This knowledge was a large extent

tacit, but transformed in part into articulate knowledge through the process of sharing. Extension

of experimental knowledge to organizational level was a question of creating arenas for

interaction between consultants possessing, as well as needing, this type of knowledge (Werr

and Stjernberg, 2003, p. 894).

Informal knowledge sharing will be defined as all forms of knowledge sharing which exist

alongside all the institutionalized forms of knowledge sharing. It relates to resources,

services and activities, which are used to facilitate knowledge exchange, but are not

necessary designed for that purpose. Examples of knowledge sharing are the conversations

and exchange of ideas at the coffee machine, dinners, lunches, and when commuting

together to work or to a client. One would expect that in a sector such as consultancy where

consultants talk a lot, they would prefer to share knowledge orally.

Figure 1 shows a continuum of typical types of knowledge sharing: from formal to informal,

common in consultancy.
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2.2. The routes of knowledge sharing to enhance innovation

The process of knowledge acquiring and sharing between consultants can be depicted in

different ways. Figure 2 represents different routes to attain and acquire knowledge and to

share it.

The route depicted in 2.1 is a route proposed by Johnson et al. (2002). This route leads to the

accumulation of knowledge. An example of the collecting of knowledge is the accumulation

of best practices and methods and tools and codified cases/best practices stored in a

database which will lead to new innovative ideas (Werr and Stjernberg, 2003). This route

works only partially in a consultancy, since consultants do not have a great tendency to write

down all their knowledge and experiences on paper or in a database (Sivula et al., 2001) and

information within this sector is often quickly outdated as well as very context and business

specific. The amount of codification is however also dependent on the institutional setting. It

depends on the institutional setting in which the consultancy firm operates. A consultancy

firm specializing in law is more inclined to codify its knowledge base (Robertson et al., 2003)

than, for example, a strategy consultancy firm.

There is a trade-off; too much knowledge sharing can be negative and can hurt the

performance of a company (Haas and Hansen, 2005). Knowledge sharing might also lead to

giving away power and influence (Dunford, 2000). Consultants do frequently go to trainings

and workshops, but there the knowledge often goes in one direction only. Managers and

partners encourage the codification of knowledge by consultants in ICT-systems or in

knowledge-sharing meetings, but if consultants omit to do this, they are not penalized.

Figures 2.2 and 2.3 offer a third possibility of knowledge sharing, namely the direct sharing

between consultants of tacit and explicit knowledge (Koskinen, 2003; Johnson et al., 2002).

This process facilitates knowledge transfer and due to the constant interaction between tacit

Figure 1 The continuum formal knowledge sharing to informal knowledge sharing

Figure 2 The different routes of knowledge
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and explicit knowledge, it will lead to the development of new and innovative ideas

(Ambrosini and Bowman, 2001).

In Figure 2.2, the focus is on formal knowledge sharing. Knowledge is shared during

institutionalized activities such as meetings and workshops. This exchange of knowledge

will facilitate the learning process between the participants.

In Figure 2.3, informal knowledge is at central stage. Due to its easy accessibility and free

character one can expect that this form of knowledge sharingmay lead tomany new creative

ideas. Informal knowledge may led to formal knowledge sharing, for example where the

consultant introduces his/her idea into a formal setting of knowledge sharing, such as a

meeting with the managing partners. In such a case, if the partners support this new idea (in

terms of providing resources and time) then the idea can be worked out in much more detail

and in a concrete form which may eventually lead to a new product or process or the

commodification of new concept development (Heusinkveld and Benders, 2005).

3. Methodology

This research is explorative in nature because there is limited research on informal

knowledge sharing within the consultancy sector. It is unclear for example to what extent

knowledge sharing is a strategy used by management in order to better carry out services

(content oriented) or whether knowledge sharing aims at creating a fertile ground to develop

new ideas and work them out (future oriented).

This research is mainly based on in-depth interviews. In total there were 29 interviews with

Dutch consultants. Therefore, one has to bear in mind Hofstede’s (1993) description of the

Dutch business culture. He describes the Dutch business culture as being a feminine culture

(high on quality of life, maintaining warm personal relationships and service, among other

aspects). Conversely, it scores low on the masculinity dimension (low in assertiveness,

performance and success and competition). The Dutch business culture scores also high on

the dimension of individualism and is low in the power distance dimension, next to other less

salient characteristics.

The interviews were carried out in two phases. The first round of interviews (2002-2003) (nine

in total) concerned the issue of the extent to which the knowledge acquired at client sites

was explicitly used by consultants to innovate their consultancy products. The second round

of interviews was a sequential extension of the first case (end 2006-beginning 2007). It

involved 20 consultants in total. This time the focus was on knowledge sharing between

consultants within the boundaries of the consultancy firms. The consultancy firms varied in

background, size and character (see Table I). As Heusinkveld and Benders (2005, p. 291),

the authors hoped that by variation of the settings the authors would obtain a fuller (more

diverse) picture of the elements at play in the innovation process.

Even though some questions focused on the process of codification of knowledge, the focus

was mainly on knowledge sharing in informal settings.

A consultancy firm in this paper is defined as a firm that calls itself a consultancy firm, and

also a firm which positions itself as a consultant on the market. The consultants interviewed

worked in strategy consultancy, operational consultancy and financial services consultancy.

The length of the interviews was on average 90 minutes. The interviews were recorded with

an audio recorder and then transcribed. The information was analyzed and the main quotes

regarding knowledge sharing and innovation were collected and compared. Since only one

consultant was interviewed in each firm, the authors cannot claim that the consultants’ views

represent the firms they work for.

In addition to the interviews that took place with the consultants, meetings were held with

three specialists in the field of consultancy and innovation. These persons were contacted

because of their knowledge of the field, and their vision and practical suggestions.

Additionally, one of the authors spent a period of four months as an intern and was therefore

capable of making observations on knowledge sharing between consultants.
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4. Results

4.1. Innovation is the eye of the beholder (first and second round of interviews)

Consultants confirmed that knowledge is a very important resource for innovation for them. The

consultants perceived innovation in different ways. Some consultants described innovation as

something completely new. For some, innovation has to be a radically new service.

Everyone claims that he is strong enough to really come up with something new but in reality,

everyone is imitating one another.

Most often the newness of the consultancy advice is often regarded with scepticism.

There is little that is really invented and originally new.

However, mostly consultants defined the concept of innovations from the client perspective:

If you are a consultant then you link the demand for innovation with the demand of the client.

Or as another consultant stated:

It was to be new for the client. It must be useful for the client.

Another consultant restates that the knowledge acquired in dealing with one client can be

recycled:

To see if there are better ways to use the knowledge one had acquired at one client and to try to

implement it at another organisation/client.

4.2. The origins of innovation

Since the consultant spends a lot of time at the client site one can ask the question: does the

knowledge acquired by the consultant at the client site stimulate new service product

development? In fact this is rarely the case. As a consultant stated:

From existing clients you do not get many ideas, they just add to your revenues. From new clients

in new contexts I do get new insights. The service delivery is built on the same steps, but these

steps have to be walked different.

Table I Consultants who participated in the first and second round of interviews

First round of interviews Second round of interviews

AT Kearney Accenture
Atos KPMG Consultinga Atos Origin
Bain & Company Boer & Croon
Boer & Croon Management Consultants Cap Gemini
Nextrategy CCC
PricewaterhouseCoopers Consultingb C&S consulting
Turner The Change Company
Twynstra Work Innovation Deloitte
VODW Ernst & Young

House of Performance
Klokslag 7
KPMG
Magnus
Nextrategy
Ordina
Pentascope
Price Waterhouse Coopers
Salesfocus
Twynstra the Bridge

Notes: aAtos Origin and KPMG are separated and became respectively Atos Origin and KPMG;
bNow IBM
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Another consultant stated:

Thinking beyond the assignment and realising the commercial potential of your gained insights is

difficult. It is even harder for employees who did not co-operate in the service project.

A next difficulty is that knowledge gained is not ready for use immediately; it has to be

translated. The knowledge is gained in a specific context, in which all kinds of ambiguous

words are used. To translate the gained knowledge means that the knowledge has to be

presented in a manner so that others can understand it too and use it as well. The difficulties

reside in taking out the specialties of a project and generalizing it in such a way as to be able

to share the valuable knowledge obtained:

It is quite hard to explain what your service project is about, let alone making clear what you have

learned from the service delivery. Therefore personal contact with colleagues is very important

because slides are just slides, there is a certain limit to words and text.

Another respondent said:

In the normal business planning from project to project there is no space for the creative process

that is necessary for the birth and development of an idea.

There are hours, which are not spent at the client site or which do not directly relate to the

client assigned or to a client project, the so-called non-billable hours. The non-billable hours

are often filled with the exchange of ideas and experiences with colleagues.

Consultants do not really like to write things down, even though there are many ICT

applications and software which can facilitate the storing, structuring, searching and

dispersion of knowledge. The codification of knowledge can be problem for consultancy,

since it takes a lot of time and consultants are encouraged to assign the hours in relating to

clients’ projects.

The remaining part of the results will firstly focus on the question of knowledge sharing, and

in particular the importance of informal knowledge sharing, as a potential avenue for creative

and new service development. Secondly, the authors focus on the mechanisms which

facilitate or hinder informal knowledge sharing, and in particular the authors focus on the role

of management in this process.

4.3. The knowledge routes (second round of interviews and observations)

The creation of new ideas often takes place within the informal network. To give an example,

what follows is based on observation in one of the participating consultancy firms. During a

lunch, two consultants told the other consultants that they would be going to a symposium on

health care, in which they could present themselves as a new player in the market. Three

other consultants at the lunch said that they would like to come up with an authentic/original

marketing proposal, in order to position themselves on the market. Different types of

marketing techniques were discussed in more detail and soon different options were

discussed in more detail. The best options were written down on paper and a few days later

discussed in a meeting with the partners. The partners were enthusiastic about this new

marketing approach and gave their approval. In this example what is important to note is that

consultants need the consent of partners to spend their time to work out an innovative idea:

Yes, if you have a good idea then you can always ask a colleague to have a look at it. If he or she

likes it you can always go then to partners/managers.

‘‘ Innovation in the service sector is much more difficult to
pinpoint than, for example, the tangible innovation process in
manufacturing firms. ’’
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The exchange of knowledge and the articulation of new ideas can lead to knowledge

creation:

I proposed a publication database that will be accessible for clients. After I explained my idea to

the managers they were enthusiastic.

4.5. Barriers to innovation

In principle, partners and managers are positive with regard to the creative ideas of their

consultants. A total 88 percent of the respondents (of 20 consultants) state that it is possible

to come up with creative ideas. However, there seems to be a barrier to working out the idea

in a more concrete form. A total 76 percent of the 20 consultants state that there is not

sufficient time and space to work out the ideas within the boundaries of the firm:

No, no room for that, one expects the consultant to be an expert in the service it offers, not to

invent something new.

This view is shared by other consultants:

Sometimes, if the ideas are suitable, for example sometimes ten articles are proposed, one of

them will be worked out in more concrete form.

‘‘The client is the main priority’’ or ‘‘Only if it works for a client’’.

In general, an idea is only worked out if it makes business sense and if it can generate new

business opportunities.

Ideas are worked out if it fits the main street and if it provide revenues.

Themain reason why ideas will not be worked out in detail is that management does not often

give consent to the provision of necessary financial resources. This leads to a situation in

which the consultant has to do it in his own time, with no support from colleagues or without

access to the relevant network:

I always say that if employees have a good idea, develop the idea to the next stage, eventually

without the consent of the manager. It is better to ask for forgiveness afterwards than permission

beforehand.

The lack of structural support can, in the long-term, result in a decrease in the innovative

capacity of consultants. This can be problem, in particular since consultants rarely write

down their knowledge (in this research only 5 percent of the time is spent on this activity).

This means that knowledge is lost when a consultant leaves the company.

5. Analysis

A lack of management support for innovative ideas developed by consultants is a barrier to

innovation and will have an impact on the organizational culture. In such a situation a

consultant does not have sufficient room to elaborate his ideas, and so the innovative

capabilities of the firm will be reduced. As mentioned, there is a risk that consultants will

leave the organization and elaborate his/her idea on their own or implement it in another

organization.

The activities around which knowledge sharing commonly occurs in management

consultancy can be described in diagrammatic form (see Figure 3). It illustrates that in

knowledge sharing there is a flow back and forth between formal and informal knowledge

sharing. It also shows that in order to pursue his/her innovative idea, the consultant has to

convince his/her peers and sell the idea to his/her superior. The acceptance of the superior,

manager, is important to the further elaboration of the idea. As Werr and Stjernberg (2003)

describe, there is a continuous interchange between tacit and explicit knowledge. Both

types of knowledge are valuable, each in its own right.

However, regarding the process of innovation – contrary to mere knowledge sharing – some

consultants state that they are not really supposed to invent or to come up with something

new. Managers are mainly interested in revenues (billable hours). The result is that
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consultants elaborate their new ideas, without the official consent or do it in their free time.

Therefore, the lack of support by managers is often described as problematic.

The innovation process can go back and forth through formal and informal knowledge

sharing activities and in that way the idea can pass through the different hierarchical layers in

the organization. What is of importance is to note is that the owner of the new idea is mostly

heavily involved in a legitimation process (Heusinkveld and Benders, 2005). Of importance

is the internal legitimation effort. This process does not have to go as smoothly as it would in

the case of the launch of a new marketing tool developed during lunchtime followed by shift

support of the management. Their research showed that gaining legitimacy of a new

concept development looks more like a battlefield. The consultant has to deal with a lot of

resistance. Support is required not only from the management team but also from

colleagues/peers. The consultant needs to communicate persuasively to convince others

about the added value of the new concept, if his/her idea/concept is to survive and endure

within the company.

6. Conclusion

This paper has attempted to address the complexity of innovation within consultancy firms.

The complexity resides in the fact that the consultant has to develop his own competences

while at the same time make his knowledge available to the firm he is working for. The reward

system (billable hours, the status of a consultant) is linked to the client base size and not to

the amount of knowledge-sharing activities and does not stimulate innovation. The process

of innovation by consultants is described by some as a battle in a search for internal

legitimation for a new product (Heusinkveld and Benders, 2005). The lack of the time to

Figure 3 The route to innovation in consultancy
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share and work out new ideas during the working hours leaves the consultant no alternative

but to develop new ideas in his own free time.

Consultants are very often very communicative persons. They spend much of their time

talking, presenting and conveying solutions and convincing others. These activities mainly

take place orally. Consultants do not spent much time in the codification of knowledge.

Derived from the particular setting in which consultants operate, the authors state that a

fruitful approach to stimulate innovation is to increase the number of informal knowledge

exchange opportunities between consultants. Innovative ideas are often raised in an

informal knowledge-sharing setting, because of the easy access, and relaxed atmosphere

and because of the lack of formal knowledge sharing. In the long term this will increase the

overall knowledge base of the consultancy base as well as its innovative capacity.

The assumption that knowledge sharing leads automatically to organizational learning and

innovation (Kim and Lee, 2006; Riege, 2005) does not fully apply in the consultancy sector.

There is a one main barrier. For the full development of innovative ideas within the

consultancy sector, management support is needed. This is main the reason for the

structural low attention given to innovation by consultancy firms. Therefore the authors

suggest that it is not the lack of knowledge sharing which is the reason for the lack of

innovation, but the tension between, on the one hand the ample opportunities for knowledge

sharing and, on the other hand the lack of opportunity for working out creative ideas, which

could arise from the knowledge sharing.

It is important for the consultancy firm to stimulate and encourage a culture in which the

sharing of new ideas, which arise from the process of knowledge sharing, takes place with

full support of management. Overall what is needed is a shift in mindset and culture

(Weggeman, 2004) towards a culture of sharing ideas.

7. Future research

This paper is based on an empirical study based on in-depth interviews with 29 consultants

in the Netherlands. More research is needed in other business cultures to be able to

compare and ultimately generalize the main findings.

More research is also needed regarding the position of the knowledge department in

consultancy firms. Some question the effectiveness of such a separate

knowledge/innovation department. According to professor Mathieu Weggeman a

paradigm shift is needed. This paradigm implies a different view on innovation. Instead a

situation is needed in which the consultant is allowed the possibility of getting involved and

thinking of possibilities for continuous improvements. An innovative culture is a culture in

which knowledge sharing and room for creativity is regarded as crucial. This forms an

important factor for the success of innovation (Allied Consultants Europe, 2005).

Research on the impact of leadership on the innovative capability of a consultancy firm is

also an interesting avenue for more research. Leaders must be able to recruit the

appropriate people who will focus on innovation, and in particular, transactional leadership

(Howell and Avollio, 1993) is needed. The leader will play the role of facilitator as well as a

role in which he/she can learn from others.

The hierarchical division of labor makes it possible to leverage the experienced consultants’

knowledge by assigning young, inexperienced (and inexpensive) consultants to carry out a

large part of the consultancy work. The experienced consultants could take a more

monitoring role, attending to a specific project only at key decision points or important client

presentations.

‘‘ The lack of knowledge sharing implies a large financial risk. ’’
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8. Practical implications

A positive climate for innovation should stimulate a culture in which consultants are

competent, and have state-of-the-art knowledge. They should also have the opportunity to

work out new ideas. Management should make sure that the culture is one in which

innovation is stimulated. Management should stimulate social encounters (such as lunches,

drink) as well as enhance the free interchange of ideas, which will encourage a more open,

creative and informal culture. To stimulate such a setting, interior design can enhance

informal networking, for example a lounge room or whiteboards in common rooms.

Also, management should be aware of the barrier which exists between coming up with a

good idea and the possibility of working it out. In the situation where ideas are elaborated in

the consultant’s private time, in the short term there is a positive effect since it does not

impact on the percentage of billable hours. If management does allow more time for

consultants to elaborate the new ideas that new knowledge can generate (regardless of the

applicability in the field and regardless of the fact that a project might fail), then it will also

stimulate innovation by the consultants, which will strengthen the innovative culture of the

firm and will ensure a long-term competitive advantage.

Notes

1. We take a broad perspective on innovation; innovation can encompass these following

characteristics: it can be incremental or radical in nature, can be new to the client, or new to the

market, can based on exploration activities or based on exploitation activities.

2. With he/him we also mean she/her.
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