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Abstract

Recently, customer knowledge management has been widely recognized as a determinant of business
performance. However, knowledge of customers that the organization gathers is useless unless it is shared
internally. Sharing of this knowledge among organizational members will greatly strengthen the competitiveness
of the organization, which makes it possible to take advantage of the competitive dynamics in the business
environment. Although the importance of knowledge sharing especially the one that is related to customers has
long been recognized by the community of researchers, investigation in this area is very limited. Therefore, the
present study was conducted to investigate the relationship between Customer Knowledge Management
dimensions, which consist of knowledge for customers, knowledge about customers, knowledge from the
customer and knowledge sharing among insurance companies in Malaysia. A total of 180 managers of insurance
companies in Malaysia participated in the survey. The results show that the three knowledge dimensions are
positively and significantly related to knowledge sharing. Moreover, the results indicate that the insurance
companies have implemented knowledge sharing practices especially in securing and managing their customer
data to ensure the currency, accuracy, uniqueness and completeness of the customer data. Finally, research and
practical implications are discussed.

Keywords: customer knowledge management (CKM), knowledge, knowledge sharing (KS), performance
1. Introduction

Knowledge has been widely recognized as a determinant of organizational performance. Business capability and
effectiveness require an effective sharing of resources and knowledge. In particular, Knowledge sharing among
different companies and departments can improve organizational processes since intangible knowledge plays an
important role in achieving competitive advantage. According to Abdul Kadir (2010), business main objective
for existence is to gain competitive advantage in the marketplace. Nowadays, the elements of competitiveness in
the organization have gradually shifted from labor and capital emphases to its unique and sustainable resource,
which is knowledge. The 21st century will be the century of knowledge, where the ability to control and manage
knowledge effectively plays an important role in maintaining the company's competitive advantage and survival.
Therefore, Customer Knowledge Management (CKM) is regarded as a competitive asset in creating value for the
organization.

In CKM setting, knowledge sharing between organizations internally and externally will greatly enhance the
core competitiveness of the organization, which makes it possible to bring dynamic competitive advantages into
full play in market development and technology. In other words, research on CKM and knowledge sharing
within organizations is very important. Currently, knowledge has become the most powerful asset in the world.
Therefore, it is mandatory to take advantage of the knowledge that resides in the organization. Knowledge is
power, so what people know and what they know is a valuable asset to them personally and to the company.
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Therefore, knowledge sharing is needed to give businesses a competitive edge they need to survive in a
challenging economy. Knowledge must be shared among employees to support corporate vision and mission.
Thus, knowledge is considered as a key driver of any successful business today.

It is inevitable that knowledge sharing among employees in organization provides clear benefits for the people
and better business performance for the organization. Many organizations begin to realize that keeping data and
information without sharing them is not enough to maintain a competitive edge in the business world. As a result,
knowledge of the organization's assets must be shared and managed by the organization in order to become
competitive. Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to investigate the relationship between CKM and knowledge
sharing.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Knowledge Based View

Knowledge-based view (KBV) of the firm is derived from the resource-based view (RBV) of the firm. It claims
that knowledge is the main source of productive firm (Grant, 1996; Spender & Grant, 1996; Von Krogh & Roos,
1996; Liebeskind, 1996). The KBV of the firm focuses on knowledge as the most important strategic firm’s
resource. It is not surprising that knowledge sharing has gained wide attention from the past strategic
management literature. A concept of knowledge sharing, particularly addressed in the strategic management
literature, is the realization of competitive advantage through effective sharing of knowledge.

Organizational knowledge sharing is a key component of this view because researchers have found that sharing
knowledge is the key to organizational productivity (Almeida & Kogut, 1999; Hansen, 2002; Kostova, 1999).
According to Davenport and Prusak (1998), unlike material assets that depreciate in value with use, knowledge
assets appreciate in value with the use of new ideas and shared knowledge stays with the giver while enriching
the receiver. Hence, with an effective sharing process an organization can develop its knowledge base and
enhance its competitiveness (Andrews & Deiahaye, 2000; McEvily & Chakravarthy, 2002).

People are important to knowledge sharing and the sustenance of a competitive advantage is grounded in the
KBYV of the firm. When the managers of the organizations manage the knowledge of their company internally,
they create tangible goods and intangible structure as a better process and a new design for the product (Grant,
1991). When they managed to exploit the knowledge, in delivering goods and services, they also create
intangible structure, such as explicit knowledge, customer relationship, reputation and new experience for the
customers (Grant, 1991). This process of knowledge sharing, both within and outside the organization becomes a
critical factor for the organizational performance and this is exactly the way sharing knowledge is conceptualized
for the purpose of this paper.

2.2 Customer Knowledge Management (CKM)

Customer Knowledge Management (CKM) refers to the management of customer knowledge (Rowley, 2002).
By understanding the customers’ needs and wants, it is important for businesses to streamline processes,
products and services in order to build sustainable customer relationships. However, this understanding must be
shared among departments because organization consists of interdependent units, working together to serve the
customers. Sharing the customer knowledge as one type of knowledge sharing can help firms to identify present
and latent customer needs. Until now, most companies have focused on collecting vast amounts of data about
their customers, but they do not know how to deal with them (Davenport, 2001).

The concept of CKM has been firstly advocated by Gibbert, Leibold, and Probst (2002), who describe CKM as
the strategic process by which cutting edge companies emancipate their customers from passive recipient of
products and services, to empowerment as knowledge partners. They said that CKM is about getting, sharing,
and expanding customer knowledge that resides in, to both customer and corporate benefits. It can take the form
of prosumerism, joint innovation, with team-based learning, communities of practice, and joint intellectual
property (IP) management. In their paper, CKM reflects customer knowledge management, the knowledge that
resides in the client, in contrast to the knowledge of the customer, which is the classical knowledge used in
Customer Relationship Management (CRM) system. The second is Gebert, Gelb, Kolbe, and Brenner (2002)
from University of St. Gallen, who develop their CKM concept through reflections on CRM and the use of
knowledge gathered to support business processes. The task of CKM, as highlighted by them, is to design the
knowledge flow inside and between the CRM processes and to allocate relevant knowledge gained from
customer-related processes to others. Three main dimensions of CK are classified in their studies known as
knowledge for customers, knowledge about customers, and knowledge from customers.

Knowledge about customers refers to customer segments and individual customers. It can be captured through
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customer surveys, service management and customer complaints. It is accumulated to understand motivations
and to address customers in a personalized way. Knowledge about customers also includes demographic data,
customer history, contacts, needs, expectations and buying patterns. It is necessary to manage data on a
continuous basis; otherwise, they quickly become worthless. Knowledge about customers should lead to
improvements in the effectiveness and efficiency of the internal business processes, for examples, the
productivity of customer service representative; the reduction in learning curve, and the acceleration of product
and service projection.

Knowledge for customers is generated in the process within the enterprise, such as research and development. It
is required in the CRM process to meet the needs of customer. In other words, this knowledge is produced from
organizations to customers and suppliers. For example, the organization will provide knowledge about product
and knowledge about market and suppliers to customers so that the customers become aware of the current trend
in the market.

Knowledge from customers is the knowledge captured from the customer database. Customers get their own
expertise while using the product or service at the same time improving the customer experience with the firm.
During the interaction with the customer, this knowledge can be gathered to feed continuous improvement, such
as improvements or new product development. No matter what the client knowledge is collected, it is important
to manage and organize it properly. As a result, organization can develop partnerships with customers to produce
innovative products and services that can improve organizational performance.

The three types of knowledge flows deliver significant short-term as well as long term benefits for the
organization. Furthermore, the knowledge gained from communication with the customers will usually lead to an
increase in overall organizational services and products. It also helps the organization to better serve the needs of
clients and enables them to better understand the needs of customers. In addition, being in touch with clients may
help in addressing some of the customers’ concern. However, all three streams of customer knowledge must be
shared within the organization to achieve organizational effectiveness.

2.3 Customer Knowledge Management and Knowledge Sharing (KS)

By definition, CKM is about gaining, sharing, and expanding the knowledge that resides in customers for the
benefit of both customers and organization (Gibbert et al., 2002). Yang and Wu (2008) define knowledge sharing
as an activity in which knowledge of a person, a group or an organization is transferred or spread to other people,
another group or organization. Knowledge sharing enables managers to ensure individual learning throughout
the company and to integrate the practical applications of the outcome. In addition, the people in an organization,
by way of sharing thoughts, beliefs, knowledge and experience, can create mutual understanding. This approach
not only increases the capacity of workers, but also contributes to overall organizational effectiveness and
profitability.

Knowledge sharing refers to a process organized through various modes of communication that pass on the
knowledge to the members in the best time, place and form (Zhang, Liu & Xiao, 2008). In addition, the sharing
process consists of collecting, organizing and conversing knowledge from one to another (Van den Hooff & De
Ridder, 2004). Thus, if knowledge is properly managed, knowledge sharing can greatly improve the quality of
work and decision making skills, problem-solving competencies that will benefit the organization at large (Syed
Omar & Rowland, 2004; Yang, 2007).

Knowledge sharing also refers to a process of interpersonal interaction in which the exchange of knowledge
occurs (Fatt & Khin, 2010; Makela & Brewster, 2009; Okyere-Kwakye & Nor, 2011). Previous studies were
conducted to understand the dimensions of knowledge sharing. For examples, trust among individuals (Wang,
Liang & Chen, 2010), leadership styles (Liu & Phillips, 2011) and network connectivity (Makela & Brewster,
2009). On the other hand, several studies have shown that knowledge sharing is important for a variety of
organizational phenomena, such as service innovation (Cavusgil, Calantone & Zhao, 2003), employee
satisfaction (Ku & Fan, 2009) and new product development (Hansen, 1999).

In a dynamic business environment, employees must have sufficient knowledge of target customers in order to
satisfy them (Desarbo, Jedidi & Sinha, 2001). Knowing the needs of customers, firms can deliver superior
customer value (Zhou, Brown & Dev, 2009). It is argued that firms need to encourage knowledge sharing among
employees (McLean, 2005) because relevant feedback from knowledgeable colleagues is crucial in
understanding customers’ demand and expectations. This sharing of knowledge improves employees’
innovativeness and performance. Thus, firms should encourage employees to share their knowledge regarding
the selling practices, strengths and weaknesses of their firm’s competitors (Tsiotsou, 2010; Zhou, Brown & Dev,
2009). Sharing of this knowledge can help employees to develop products and services that are competitive
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(Sorensen, 2009) and responsive to customers’ needs (Jaworski & Kohli, 1990).
2.4 Knowledge for Customer and Performance

Knowledge for customers is transmitted from one direction to support the organization, customers and to make
customers better understand the products the organization offers (Gebert et al., 2002; Smith & McKeen, 2005).
This knowledge flow produces greater value when it exists (Ma & Qi, 2009). It helps organizations to retain
current customers and subsequently improve the organization profits. Knowledge sharing is an important step in
customer knowledge management (Ma & Qi, 2009). Organization must develop an effective knowledge sharing
process and encourage its employees and partners to share knowledge about customers, competitors, markets,
and products (Bock & Kim, 2002). The sharing should also involve the higher level officials in the organizations
because they could use this knowledge to make product related decisions (Garcia & Annabi, 2002). Based on the
discussion, the following hypothesis is developed:

H1: Knowledge for customers positively influences knowledge sharing.
2.5 Knowledge about Customers and Performance

Knowledge about customers is a firm’s understanding on the background of clients, needs and preferences for
product features (Chen & Su, 2006). Customers interact with organizations through a variety of different
channels such as email and Facebook. When the knowledge about customers has been captured based on the
types of channels they interact, organization can share and segment their customers according to their unique
profiles and also determine the types of relationship with them. Therefore, the use and share of customer
database are very important to keep and update all knowledge about customers. According to Ma and Qi (2009),
the process of sharing knowledge about customers is the process of learning. The purpose of customer
knowledge sharing is to promote the knowledge flow in organizations among its member to make them more
knowledgeable. Based on the above discussion, the following hypothesis is suggested:

H2: Knowledge about customers positively influences knowledge sharing.
2.6 Knowledge from Customers and Performance

Knowledge from customers consists of customer’s knowledge about products and services, organizations,
customers, competitors’ input for product development and innovation, and their choice of communication
channels (Feng & Tian, 2005). Knowledge from customers can be generated from the data obtained through
direct customer complaints, needs and suggestions. Therefore, the knowledge sharing within organizations can
help organizations to focus on the right market segments and to adopt the appropriate business strategy for
product development and marketing activities (Chen & Su, 2006; Park & Kim, 2003). Tay and Shanks (2001)
acknowledge that the organization can increase the use of customer knowledge to gain competitive advantage.
Moreover, the sharing of knowledge has been developed more recently as a way of fostering collaboration and
idea generation in organizations (Garcia & Annabi, 2002). Based on the above discussion, the following
hypothesis is suggested:

H3: Knowledge from customers positively influences knowledge sharing.

Based on the discussion, the following research framework is proposed to illustrate the relationship between the
independent variables that consist of knowledge for customers, knowledge about customers and knowledge from
customers; and knowledge sharing.

Knowledge for Customers

Knowledge ahout Knowledge Shanng
Custotmers

¥

Knowledge from
Customers

Figure 1. The hypothesized relationship between the CKM dimensions and knowledge sharing
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3. Methodology
3.1 Research Design

The study was conducted specifically to investigate the influence of CKM dimensions on knowledge sharing.
The CKM dimensions that consist of knowledge for customers, knowledge about customers and knowledge from
customers have been identified as the independent variables while knowledge sharing is the dependent variable.
To achieve the objective of the study, a correlational research design was used to investigate the relationship
between the two types of variables.

3.2 Instruments

Initially, a sixty item measurement of Customer Knowledge Management was adapted from Belkahla and Triki
(2011). However, after the review and revision of the original measurement by the experts among the academics
and industrial practitioners, thirty nine items have been adapted and modified to suit the CKM dimensions that
comprise Knowledge for Customers, Knowledge about Customers and Knowledge from Customers.
Respondents were required to answer each item using five-point Likert scale, ranging from 5 = strongly agree to
1 = strongly disagree. Then, the adapted and modified questionnaire was again reviewed by four academicians
who were the experts in the field of CKM and business and by managers who had years of experience in the
sector of insurance and service industries. The feedbacks from the reviewers were collected and some
modifications were subsequently made on the questionnaire. Knowledge sharing measurement was adapted from
Kang, Kim, and Chang (2008). This factor was measured using four items utilizing a five-point Likert scale,
ranging from 5 = strongly agree to 1 = strongly disagree.

3.2.1 Sampling

A comprehensive list of insurance companies in Malaysia serves as the sampling frame in the study. The
sampling frame was obtained from the database of Bank Negara Malaysia. The company size in the sampling
frame, measured in number of employees, ranged from 25 to more than 100. The age of companies spanned from
5 to more than 20 years. The annual revenues of the companies varied from 10 million to more than 50 million.

A stratified random sampling was used to select approximately equal number of managers from each type of
insurance companies. The reasons for using stratified random sampling are; first, there are different categories of
insurance companies; second, each category has elements with similar characteristics within the group and
different characteristics among the groups; and third, by using stratified, the representativeness of the sample can
be assured.

Managers, marketing managers or assistant managers who were knowledgeable about the CKM implementation
in their companies were selected as key informants. Typically, these respondents are senior managers in their
respective organizations.

During the data collection process, a total of 500 sets of questionnaires were distributed to the managers of
insurance companies in Peninsular Malaysia, Sabah and Sarawak. These insurance companies were listed in the
Bank Negara Malaysia databases. However, after the follow up and the lapse of data collection period, a total of
180 managers responded to the given questionnaire, indicating a response rate of 37%.

4. Data Analysis and Findings
4.1 Profile of Respondents

Table 1. The profiles of respondents (N=180)

Frequency %
CKM Implementation
Formal 124 70.5
Informal 33 18.8
No 19 10.8
Job Position
Regional Manager 21 11.7
Branch Manager 86 47.8
Assistant Manager 11 6.1
Branch Executive 45 25
Others 9 5.0
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Length of Service

1-5 years 63 35.0
6 — 10 years 40 222
11— 15 years 29 16.1
16 — 20 years 23 12.8
More than 21 years 16 8.8
Department

Human Resource 31 17.4
Knowledge Management & IT 29 16.3
Marketing 77 433
Others 41 23

Category of insurance

Life 44 24.4
General 92 51.1
Life Takaful 33 18.3
General Takaful 9 5.0
Others 1 0.6
Number of Employees

Less than 25 87 48.6
26175 21 11.8
76 — 100 13 7.3
More than 100 58 324
Company Operating (years)

Less than 5 years 16 9.0
6 years — 10 years 28 15.7
11 years — 20 years 22 12.4
More than 20 years 112 62.9
Organization’s Annual Revenue

Less than RM20 million 19 11.8
RM21m — RM40 million 30 18.5
More than RM40 million 113 69.8

Table 1 shows that the majority of insurance companies implement formal customer knowledge management
which is 70.5%, 18.8% implement informal customer knowledge management and 10.8% does not have
customer knowledge management. The positions held by the respondents are Regional Manager (11.7%), Branch
Manager (47.8%), Assistant Manager (6.1%), Branch Executive (25%), and Others (5%).

Most of the respondents (35.0%) have been working between 1 to 5 years, 22.2% of the respondents have been
working between 6 to 10 years, 16.1% of the respondents have 11 to 15 years working experience, 12.8% of the
respondents have 16 to 20 years of working experience in the business and 4.42% of the respondents have been
working for 21 to 25 years and more than 26 years.

Table 1 also shows that 17.4% of the respondents are attached with the Human Resource Department, 16.3%
with Knowledge Management and Information Technology, 43.3% with Marketing, and 23% with other
departments. General insurance contributes 51.1% to the total category of respondents. It is followed by Life
insurance (24.4%), Life Takaful (18.3%) and General Takaful (5%). From the number of employees it can be
observed that the majority of companies (48.6%) have less than 25 employees, followed by 32.4% of the
companies have more than 100 employees, 11.8% of the companies have 26 to 75 employees, and 7.3% of the
companies have 76 to 100 employees.

Most companies (62.9%) have been operating their business for more than 20 years, 15.7% of the companies
have been in operation for 6 to 10 years, 9% of the companies have less than 5 years of business operation and
6.2% of the companies have been operating for 11 to 15 years. Regarding the annual revenue, majority of the
companies (69.8%) generate more than RM50 million, 11.8% of the companies earn less than RM20 million, and
18.5% of the companies secure between RM21 to RM40 million annual revenue.
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4.2 Reliability, Means, Standard Deviation and the Correlation Analysis Result

Table 2. Reliability, means, standard deviation and the correlation analysis result

No Variable Mean (N=180) SD 1 2 3 4

1 Knowledge for customers 4.01 0.55 (0.80)

2 Knowledge about customers 4.03 0.58  .614%* (0.81)

3 Knowledge from customers 3.81 0.59  .580%* S6T7** (0.89)

4 Knowledge Sharing 4.01 0.54  515**  495%%  514**  (0.82)

Notes: ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed); * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level
(2-tailed); Cronbach’s alphas in the parentheses along the diagonal

Table 2 shows the relationships among CKM dimensions that consist of three customer knowledge constructs
and the relationships between CKM dimensions and knowledge sharing. Each construct has acceptable
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient value which is above 0.60 (Nunnally, 1970). Specifically, the values indicate that
the CKM dimensions and knowledge sharing have high internal consistency (knowledge for customer (0.80),
knowledge about customer (0.81), knowledge from customer (0.89) and knowledge sharing (0.82)). Previous
study by Nejatian et al. (2011) also found that CKM dimensions have very high internal consistency (Knowledge
for Customers = 0.95, Knowledge about Customers = 0.97 and Knowledge from Customers = 0.96) and 0.88 for
knowledge sharing (Kang, Kim & Chang, 2008). Thus, the internal consistency reliability of these measures can
be considered as good.

Correlation was used to describe the strength and direction of the linear relationship between two variables
(Pallant, 2011). The relationship among knowledge for customers, knowledge about customers, knowledge from
customers, and knowledge sharing were investigated using Pearson correlation coefficient. Table 2 indicates that
the correlation values of the variables are between 0.495 and 0.515. The relationships among knowledge for
customers, knowledge about customers, knowledge from customers and knowledge sharing show that there are
strong, positive correlations among the variables.

4.3 Regression Analysis

Multiple regression analysis is used to test the formulated hypothesis. As can be observed from table 3, the
relationship between the independent variables and the dependent variables is significant (F = 32.59, p <.01). In
this research, the value of R? is .36, which means that 36% of the variance in knowledge sharing is significantly
explained by the three independent variables. The three dimensions of customer knowledge management were
found to contribute positively and significantly in explaining the variance in knowledge sharing, which are
knowledge for customers (5 = .24, p < 0.01), knowledge about customers (5 = .20, p < 0.05), and knowledge
from customers (ff = .26, p < 0.01). Therefore, Hypotheses 1, 2 and 3 are supported.

These results are consistent with those from previous studies by Rollins and Halinen (2005) showing that the
organizations should implement inter-functional cooperation wherein customer knowledge is generated and
disseminated within the formal and informal meeting and discussions among employees from different
departments. The findings obtained in the current study further validate the earlier studies on knowledge sharing
such as Bock and Kim (2002) who asserted that an organization must develop an effective knowledge sharing
process and encourage its employees and partners to share knowledge about customers, competitors, markets,
products and so forth. The findings are also consistent with Platts and Yeung (2000) and Cho, Li and Su (2007)
who found that managers most capable of managing others prefer to share their knowledge with others. Riege
(2005) suggested that three important elements of knowledge sharing are individual, structure and technology
would help organization in encouraging knowledge sharing in the organization. Administrative or managerial
control alone does not guarantee successful knowledge sharing (Brown & Duguid, 1991).
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Table 3. The relationship between knowledge for customers, knowledge about customers, knowledge from
customers, and knowledge sharing

Independent Variables Knowledge Sharing
Beta Coefficient

Knowledge for customers 24%*
Knowledge about customers 20%
Knowledge from customers 26%*
R .60

R? .36

Adjusted R? 35

F value 32.59
Sig. F value .000

Note: significant levels: ** p <0.01, * p <0.05

5. Conclusion
5.1 Managerial Implication

In recent years where the market competition is very stiff, most organizations agree that the sharing of
knowledge among employees and clients can provide better CKM performance, thus can bring economic
benefits to companies. Therefore, managers need to develop a successful knowledge-sharing strategy, so that
customer knowledge can be a valuable resource for the company. In addition, it is important for managers to
conceive and implement a culture of knowledge sharing so that employees can understand the importance of
knowledge sharing in the organization and take necessary actions to ensure its effective implementation. Since
the culture of the organization serves as a critical factor to the organization's ability to create value through
leveraging knowledge assets, it is strictly recommended that organizations should put special emphasis on the
sharing of knowledge for the successful implementation of CKM.

CKM implementation in an organization is not an easy task. However, the benefits of knowledge sharing can
have a real impact on organizational performance. By actively involving employees and customers in creating a
two-way flow of knowledge, an organization can have a new source of knowledge that can enhance the
reputation of the business. Finding the right mix of knowledge sharing and right CKM can create a competitive
advantage through the introduction of new products and services that can meet the needs of customers.
Understanding the importance of customer knowledge organization will promote the development of CKM
practice beyond organizational boundaries. This creates a better ability to identify, select, organize, disseminate,
and use customer knowledge and of course CKM is a prerequisite for an organization to succeed.

5.2 Suggestion for Future Research

The main goal of CKM is to acquire, share and transfer individual knowledge and experience and to convert
them into organization's ability. The more individual intellectual capital is converted into the assets of the
organization, the stronger the organization becomes. This study shows that the implementation of CKM will
contribute to the enhancement of knowledge sharing in the organization and certainly this practice will positively
affect organizational performance. For future research, the researchers should look into the strategies that can be
used to enhance knowledge sharing practices that are related to Customer Knowledge Management (CKM). By
focusing on the right strategies of knowledge sharing, organizations are expected to reap the fullest potential of
the CKM implementation.
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