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Diplomats and permanent local staff manage the operations of a foreign 

mission (Menon, 2001). The diplomatic staff sent from the home country carry out 

the foreign missions’ main priorities. The 1961 Vienna Convention describes these 

main “diplomatic functions” as representing, protecting, negotiating, ascertaining, 

and promoting. The local staff fill specialist, service, administrative, and technical 

roles. They “provide valuable service that could not be duplicated” in terms of 

handling local bureaucracies, understanding culture and politics, offering language 

services with specific dialects, and developing contacts (Sciolino, 1987). Local staff 

also form a bridge between the foreign mission and the local populace and prevent 

the foreign mission from becoming “a closed fortress.” Given their permanent 

positions, they are also viewed as the foreign mission’s organizational memory. 

 

From this staffing infrastructure, models of diplomacy have emerged and 

evolved from a “club” to a “network” (Heine, 2008). In the club model, diplomats 

engaged with high-ranking government officials, other diplomats, important 

businesspeople, and occasionally the press to deliver a speech or official interview. 

In this model, diplomats work only with esteemed individuals from their own inner 

circle in order to negotiate agreements between sovereign states.  

 

Technology has, however, pushed diplomacy toward a network model with 

greater involvement of diverse players in the host country (Heine, 2008). The club-

model has evolved into a flatter network of individuals whose main diplomatic 

activity is a bilateral exchange of information that lays the foundation for 

international cooperation. The specialized nature of these exchanges have often 

resulted in other government agencies maintaining an international presence at 

foreign missions. Traditional diplomatic staff must therefore learn from more 

people than before in order to understand the technical nature of the foreign 

mission’s substantive activities.  

 

Foreign ministries rotate diplomats every few years in order to provide the 

diplomat with a breadth of international experience and prevent “localitis” (Menon, 

2001). Localitis is when a diplomat adopts a non-neutral position toward the host 

nation. These rotations, however, come at the cost of the diplomat’s local expertise, 

which goes to waste if the foreign mission does not retain it (Hogan et. al., 1991). 

For example, a specialized local unit, like a nation’s diplomatic liaisons covering 
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the World Trade Organization in Geneva, can suffer from a severe lack of continuity 

due to rotations (Shaffer, 2006). By the time the next diplomat can become versed 

in these specialized, local matters, he or she is rotated to another unrelated post. 

  

4. Propositions of knowledge management in the foreign mission setting 

Six propositions emerge from the data. They describe foreign missions’ knowledge 

management processes in terms of specific procedures occurring both just prior to 

a diplomatic rotation and on a day to day basis. The propositions indicate that both 

processes for knowledge management (i.e. creation, retention, transfer, application) 

and an infrastructure for knowledge management (i.e. technology, culture, informal 

& formal structures) must exist and work in unison in order to achieve effective 

knowledge management (See Appendix 9.7). As shown in the framework, the 

processes depend upon infrastructural support, which serves as the foundation for 

knowledge management effectiveness. The infrastructure, however, cannot manage 

knowledge alone. It needs processes that leverage it. When the infrastructure and 

processes work together cohesively, the foreign mission’s procedures effectively 

manage their staff’s knowledge both just prior to a rotation and on an ongoing basis. 

 

The propositions indicate that knowledge management at foreign missions 

is a challenge. In one pattern, knowledge management procedures appear to have 

been developed without an infrastructure upon which they can be successfully 

performed. In another pattern, an inferior infrastructure impedes the execution of 

certain knowledge management processes altogether. An organization’s knowledge 

management program requires mature processes and a developed infrastructure in 

order to be effective (Gold et. al., 2001). The following propositions provide greater 

detail on the aforementioned patterns by describing the actual procedures which 

accomplish knowledge management at foreign missions. 

4.1 Foreign missions maintain knowledge management infrastructure that retains 

explicit knowledge; however, their procedures do not retain all the explicit 

knowledge that can actually be codified and stored. 

“Presumably a filing and records system exists, but my records and [the 

foreign mission’s] are very different.” – A senior diplomat from Europe 

The interviewees met during this study each described archiving systems and 

intranets that they utilize regularly in their day to day work. These systems maintain 
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all diplomatic cables, reports, whitepapers, notes, rules, and guidebooks. Many of 

the intranets described during this study also contain biographies and directories for 

a foreign mission’s staff to facilitate contact across foreign missions. Many foreign 

missions also have customer relationship management software where staff can add 

profiles and share impressions, opinions, and notes on external contacts. Further, 

diplomatic cables sent from the foreign mission to the ministry can be often tagged 

according to their themes and re-accessed by the sender, receiver, and other 

individuals with security clearance. “It should work like Google, but unfortunately 

it’s not that user friendly,” described one senior western European diplomat.  

 

 While the majority of foreign missions appear to have electronic storage 

systems, the Asian embassy met during this study lacked an online archive. Staff 

here were required to maintain their own records and provide these to colleagues 

upon request. To reduce complexity, staff maintained “watered down” versions of 

their work in order to retain a record of knowledge and information that was simpler 

and faster to provide to colleagues, according to one senior diplomat. Another North 

American diplomat similarly described their stored electronic records as lacking the 

full complexity of the foreign mission’s knowledge, but this was due to a simple 

lack of time. He explained, “We are so busy that it is tough to talk, let alone sit 

down and create documents. Some specifics just are not going to get written down.”  

 

 Both diplomatic and local staff of the foreign missions with electronic filing 

systems also explained a lack of clarity and guidance as to what knowledge should 

be stored on the intranet versus what should remain in private files. One Western 

European embassy attributed this to the transition from an archivist-managed 

system to one that is staff-run. This incongruity between what is shared versus what 

should be shared “puts the staff at risk to repeating the same mistakes from the 

past,” according to a local hire. A local hire of another European embassy described 

the knowledge on their intranet as “somewhat of a dump” that is “decentralized and 

lacking structure.” The local hire explained the uncertainty: “It’s like ‘should this 

be on the shared database or not?’ We all use it in a different way.” A junior North 

American diplomat noted that uncertainty as to what should be stored has led to 

wasted time and inaccuracies on the intranet. He explained, “You really have to go 

through and see what is up to date and useful. Some documents never get updated. 

You can find staff biographies that are five years old.” 
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Still, one local hire at a European embassy that maintained an archivist to 

manage its electronic system acknowledged this codification problem is more due 

to the nature of diplomatic communication rather than a cultural or structural issue 

about what knowledge should be stored. She explained, “In the cables and notes, 

[diplomats] express the most important things in a few lines, but after a one-hour 

meeting, for example, there is actually a lot more [knowledge] to share.”  

4.2 Creating the knowledge used in traditional “diplomatic work” requires 

application of both tacit and explicit knowledge. 

“In my work, the database provides content and some basis, but 

collaboration with colleagues is the most important.” – A junior diplomat 

from an eastern European embassy 

Whether it was writing diplomatic cables, commercial services, administering 

protocol at official events, or developing agreements, the diplomats met during this 

study describe other people as the greatest resource in accomplishing their day to 

day work. That is not to say explicit knowledge is overlooked. In terms of activities 

like cable writing, for example, interviewees describe templates and checklists 

which exist on their intranets and provide guidelines on the cable’s format. When 

it comes to the cable’s content, the writing process also includes consultation of 

previous cables and reports stored internally in order to gain context.  

 

According to nearly all of the staff interviewed who write diplomatic cables 

as part of their job, the substantive knowledge in the cable is created via 

interpersonal interactions. One senior North American diplomat explained, “90% 

of the cable is based on what people have said.” According to the diplomatic 

interviewees, the typical chain of events for procuring knowledge for a diplomatic 

cable includes a review of the online guidelines, internal reports and cables, and 

public documents, followed by procurement of information and substantive 

knowledge from colleagues and external contacts via formal and informal meetings.  

 

The cable writing process itself is similarly dependent on frequent 

collaboration. Once the knowledge is procured, the cable author writes drafts which 

receive edits, comments, and suggestions from each level of the foreign mission’s 

hierarchy before finally reaching the ambassador for further editing and eventual 

approval. These edits and comments often include feedback on content, length, 

0985456GRA 19502



 

41 

succinctness, and voice. In the foreign missions reached in this study, none had 

strict guidelines to these stylistic elements. Rather, as one European diplomat 

described, “Cable writing is learned through experience and getting back harsh 

comments.” An experienced European ambassador of a different nationality even 

described one of his top responsibilities as “showing young diplomats how to write.”  

 

 Other diplomatic work like commercial services have been similarly 

described. One commercial officer described his business development work as 

“opportunity driven” and based on a “learned understanding” of both nations’ 

priorities and goals, rather than any prescribed marketing method. One of his 

colleagues elaborated, “Company information is one thing, but knowing how to use 

it to benefit [the home nation] is the real knowledge.” This embassy also follows 

the 70/20/10 formula where 70% of knowledge comes from on the job experience, 

20% comes from others, and only 10% comes from formal training. 

 

 Experience-based knowledge appears to trump explicit guidelines for 

diplomatic protocol as well. Extensive guidelines and rules for diplomatic protocol 

exist and are publicly available (U.S. Department of State, 2011). These documents 

provide instructions on everything from writing a letter to planning a party within 

the diplomatic realm. Despite the prevalence of these guides, staff in charge of 

protocol describe experience and interactions as the key to the job. One local hire 

who handled protocol at an Asian embassy described, “The protocol person needs 

knowledge in the local area and the local contacts. You don’t get that in a guide 

book.” Another local hire who handled protocol at a European embassy explained, 

“The handbooks do not teach you what to do if the guest of honor shows up late. 

You have to trust abilities that have [developed] through many situations.”     

4.3 Creating the knowledge used in traditional “consular work” rests more so on 

applying explicit knowledge rather than tacit. 

“Written guidelines are more important for consular work. Diplomatic is 

more based on gut feelings.” – Diplomat from a small European embassy  

During the interviews, a distinction emerged between a foreign mission’s 

diplomatic work versus its consular and administrative work in that the latter relies 

more heavily on formal guidelines and rules. Several local hires at small foreign 

missions indicated that lack of structure was challenging when they came into their 
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administrative roles. Some even lacked a formal job description. “It was a mess,” 

described one local hire at an Asian embassy. “I built the position from scratch.” 

 

To learn their tasks, the local hires explained how they contacted fellow 

foreign missions and local authorities and documented procedures on how to run 

the organization, developing operational items like accounting and tax systems, 

contact lists, and vendor relationships. “In the beginning, there is a lot learning by 

doing,” explained a South American local hire. Once established, however, the 

existing codified knowledge appeared to drive administrative operations forward. 

This local hire commented further, “I recently talked to my predecessor’s 

predecessor, and she said ‘You are the person whose name I see on all of the 

internal handbooks!’.” Another local hire in charge of administration at a larger 

embassy similarly described her work, “It is the kind of job when you do the same 

over and over according to the procedures, but you develop an expertise.” 

 

 Consular services, such as the approval of a visa or passport, stem from 

dense written statutes or codes, which the applicants must meet. Those with 

experience in consular affairs who participated in this study expressed a reliance on 

procedures and guidelines in completing their day to day work. Staff also receive 

formal training on the detailed steps and procedures taken to process a consular 

request. One South American local hire explained, “For the consular affairs, it is 

more organized, systematic, and specific. If you need a visa, for example, then 

provide the following things.” The guidelines and statutes for many consular 

services like passport and visa processing can be found on the foreign ministry’s 

intranet and include each step for fulfilling the service. Another European diplomat 

explained, “The steps for something simple like a new passport are online.”  

 

Still, consular services are not always just a simple process of checking 

items from a detailed list. According to the interviewees, tacit knowledge plays an 

important role as not all cases are clear. One European diplomat explained, “We are 

trained on what to do if there is anything irregular in a certain case.” Another 

North American diplomat described the statutory language that governs consular 

affairs as “subjective terminology” that must be interpreted through experience and 

local knowledge. He explained, “Determining whether a visa applicant has ‘strong 

economic ties’ to their country, for example, varies from case to case.”  
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Likewise reducing the dense statute or guidelines to a more useful form also 

requires tacit, experience-based understanding of which parts of the code are most 

useful for the work and the specific foreign mission. A colleague in the same North 

American embassy explained, “We often break down the statute into cheat sheets 

based on the most useful information for us and the country we are in.” 

4.4 Foreign missions’ structures and activities support socialization, which is the 

staff’s preferred method for knowledge transfer and creation.  

“Why go on our intranet and search when I can call a colleague or 

contact?” –junior diplomat at a European embassy 

When asked if they were more inclined to speak to a knowledgeable contact or 

colleague or consult written materials on a subject, all of the interviewees indicated 

a preference toward socialization. “[The infrastructure of codified knowledge] is 

imposed on us entirely,” described one senior European diplomat. 

  

The interviewees were clear in their preference of creating and transferring 

knowledge through their foreign missions’ developed formal and informal social 

structures and activities. Interviewees emphasized that structures for collaboration 

were important throughout their entire rotation but became especially relevant 

during periods of personnel shifts, change of ambassador, and regime change in the 

home or local government. These structures include weekly or monthly (depending 

on embassy size) all-staff meetings (where individuals explain current priorities and 

receive priorities from the ministry), frequent interdepartmental meetings 

(depending on embassy size), lunch briefings with presentations, small team 

meetings, structured feedback sessions, and to a lesser extent video conferencing 

with other foreign missions on topics of joint relevance. These formal meetings are 

accompanied by informal ones such as coffee or lunch breaks and ad hoc drop-ins. 

“Open door policy” was a term that consistently surfaced throughout the interviews. 

“There is a skeleton of infrastructure that fills long term continuity needs, but the 

social fiber within our ministry has been developed over hundreds of years and is 

the most important,” explained one European ambassador.  

 

That is not to say that old reports, cables, and notes on the foreign mission’s 

intranet are not regularly consulted in the creation of new knowledge. Both the 

diplomats and local staff who participated in the study acknowledged the stored 
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documents’ usefulness; however, as one diplomat from North America explained, 

“topics change so rapidly that sometimes it is just easier to go out and find new 

information.” Other documents such as daily distributions of translated local news 

articles were considered less relevant sources of knowledge than colleagues. A 

senior diplomat from North America explained, “The daily newsletter contains 

topics which are usually not relevant to my focus area. I would rather ask a locally 

engaged colleague about [his or her] opinion on something in the news.”  

 

In summing up the social nature of diplomatic work, one local hire at a 

European embassy described the situation: “If you could read a book or talk to three 

people who read the book, we would typically choose the three people.” Another 

senior European diplomat described the propensity toward socialization over 

written documents as due to the nature of the work. “Our job is to advise ministers. 

It is communicative in nature, and we get our knowledge the same way.” 

4.5 Foreign missions’ organizational culture is not always conducive to the 

socialization and collaboration that support knowledge transfer, creation, 

retention, and application. 

“In many embassies, it can be very hierarchical”. – A diplomat from a 

North American foreign mission.  

The participants in this study acknowledge the important role that socialization 

plays in creating, transferring, retaining, and applying knowledge within the foreign 

mission and ministry. Still, many of the diplomats and locally engaged staff who 

participated in this study have experienced an organizational culture that actually 

inhibits these social and collaborative knowledge management processes. 

 

 One of the most common factors expressed was that the foreign mission’s 

hierarchical culture and strict adherence to tradition and protocol inhibited 

collaboration and work. One European local hire explained, “There is a clear 

hierarchy so culturally you feel pushed down a bit.” Another local hire from an 

Asian embassy explained how the hierarchy negatively impacted collaboration: 

“The local hires sat in one area and the diplomats in another…Office politics and 

egos really prevented any ‘great knowledge transfer’ between us.” The choice of 

ambassador also seemed to play a role in how flat or hierarchical the foreign mission 

operates socially. “The culture depends on the person in charge,” explained one 
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North American diplomat. “Right now we have an open relationship with the 

ambassador, but the next one could be different and that makes it difficult.” 

  

 Another cultural dynamic hindering the foreign missions’ knowledge 

management processes was the competitive nature of the staff. One European local 

hire explained, “Experienced diplomats do not want to show weakness. If they show 

a lack of knowledge, it could be held against them.” With individuals competing 

for seniority and desirable future rotations often being based on performance, this 

competitive environment and mistrust reduce the potential for true collaboration. 

The European local hire furthered, “It has to do with the person sharing the 

knowledge and their self-interest. ‘How much do I want them to know? What do I 

need to keep for myself?’” The knowledge holder is not the only one at fault though. 

Foreign missions’ competitive culture also results in wasted time. A diplomat from 

Europe explained, “People would take so much time gathering knowledge 

individually before just asking for help in order to appear as smart as possible.” 

 

 One final dynamic mentioned by several interviewees described the 

entrenched nature of some locally engaged employees as inhibiting collaboration 

and the generation of new ideas. One European local hire explained the context 

around such longevity: “The embassy does a lot to keep the local hires happy, 

because of their experience and deep relationships with contacts. The person before 

me worked at the embassy for 22 years.” While most acknowledged that these 

tenures benefitted knowledge retention, a local hire in charge of administration at a 

North American embassy explained, “[The job] can be hierarchical and repetitive. 

After a while, you could get demotivated.” With such attitudes prevailing, a local 

hire from another European embassy found it difficult to work with unhappy local 

hires. She explained, “Diplomacy is not glamorous like it was…The salary is not 

great, and [the local hires] are bitter, complaining… For a young, new employee 

trying to bring new ideas, they do not want to hear it.” A local hire from a different 

European embassy attributed her skepticism toward collaboration and 

experimentation to the local hires’ longevity. She explained, “I heard stories about 

my predecessor’s mistakes. I did not want to be the one they talk about next.” 

 

Despite these dynamics of hierarchy, entrenchment, and competition 

negatively affecting organizational culture, it did appear that the interviewees 
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enjoyed generally good working relationships within their current foreign mission. 

For example, during the study’s two group interviews, participants communicated 

as trusting, respected peers despite holding different diplomatic ranks. Still, given 

the rotational aspect of diplomatic work, it should not be surprising that embassy 

staff encounter periods where organizational culture is suboptimal for some of the 

more social knowledge management processes. 

4.6 Foreign ministries have specific procedures to transfer and retain a diplomat’s 

knowledge, both on an ongoing basis and just prior a rotation; however, the foreign 

missions’ formal structures and culture do not always support consistent, 

standardized, and successful implementation of these procedures. 

“Sharing of knowledge was not just mandatory but in the diplomats’ 

interest, because they were rotating themselves and also needing that 

information from their next post.” – Senior diplomat at an Asian embassy 

Through the interviews, six distinct procedures to transfer and retain a departing 

diplomat’s knowledge emerged. A written handover that described responsibilities, 

tasks, and contacts; an overlapping period between the predecessor and successor; 

and exit interviews all occur just prior to rotation. Other procedures and resources 

like a report summarizing the foreign mission’s main activities and priorities; 

locally engaged staff who substantively collaborate with diplomats; and desk 

officers at the ministry receive and retain a diplomat’s local knowledge throughout 

his or her entire tenure. No foreign ministries formally required all six procedures, 

but some did require a selection of them. Others only suggested they take place 

informally and provided little structure for accomplishing the procedures. 

4.6.1 Written handover of job-related responsibilities, tasks, and contacts 

 Both the diplomats and local hires of all the nations reached in this study 

described a “will”, “memo”, “letter”, “email” or “written handover” as an important 

aspect of both transferring knowledge to a successor and retaining knowledge 

within a foreign mission prior to rotation. The formality and necessity of this written 

documentation, however, varied greatly among nations. One western European 

diplomat described not only what content was required in the document but also 

how her embassy utilized the knowledge. She explained, “You write down what’s 

on the agenda, everything you do in your job, and even the contacts with opinions 

on what to watch out for and who is a priority. Then all heads of sections have the 

responsibility to manage that item as a real record of what is currently important.”  
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A local hire at an Asian embassy was required to complete a similar 

document for her successor, but she described a different scenario in terms of 

structures retaining her knowledge. She added, “To what extent this [document] 

was utilized by the next person or the embassy I have no idea.” Another diplomat 

from a North American embassy described the written handoff to his successor as 

“just to be nice”, “not statutorily required”, and “taking two seconds to describe the 

job and contacts.” One senior European diplomat described the lack of rules and 

formality around the written handoff within his foreign ministry by simply saying, 

“Sometimes it happens; sometimes it doesn’t.”  

4.6.2 Periods of overlap and “shadowing” between successor and predecessor 

All of the individuals met in connection with this study expressed how, prior to a 

rotation, diplomats can arrange an overlapping period of one day to several weeks. 

Here, the successor can observe and learn from the predecessor who acts as host. 

During these periods, the parties review all relevant projects, files, responsibilities, 

and contacts. Meetings and work-related social gatherings are attended together to 

provide the successor with introductions and first hand observation of how to work 

in the new country. One Eastern European diplomat described the importance of 

this overlap, saying, “The documents provided the basis, but the period of 

observation was the most important in learning the new job.”  

 

Despite the perceived importance of an overlap period between successor 

and predecessor, the activity’s implementation was inconsistent across the foreign 

missions. Several embassies described this overlap as part of the ministry’s “formal 

structure” before rotations and indicated that one to two weeks overlap was 

common. On the other hand, one senior North American diplomat explained a lack 

of formal structures supporting their overlap period. He said, “You may get three 

days of overlap about 50% of the time. It is a definite disadvantage when the overlap 

does not occur.” According to another North American diplomat, whether or not an 

overlap period occurs may depend on the importance of the post and position. He 

explained, “There is a one week minimum required shadowing in priority posts but 

in non-priority posts it just depends on time.” A local hire at a South American 

embassy questioned what was achieved during her embassy’s overlap periods. She 

said, “The diplomats very rarely get an overlap, but if they do it is one to two days 

that are less about learning and more about getting settled into the new country.” 
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4.6.3 Exit interviews 

The participants in several foreign missions also described exit interviews as a 

standard activity to provide feedback and insight just prior to rotation. According 

to the interviewees who discussed exit interviews, they occur at all levels within the 

foreign mission and help leadership to learn operationally what was unsuccessful, 

what functioned well, how was collaboration with colleagues and external contacts, 

and how was the overall working environment. While this sounds like an important 

activity to retain the departing diplomats’ impressions and improve operations, one 

junior North American diplomat noted how mistrust in the culture and structures 

supporting the interview reduced the benefit of the step. He explained, “Diplomacy 

is a small community…There is a lot of dishonesty in these interviews, because 

nobody wants to piss off other people and then have to work with them again or be 

seen as a complainer.” For this reason, another senior European diplomat found the 

exit interviews rather unhelpful. He explained, “99% of exit interviews are positive 

appraisals, because the easy solution is always to appraise someone middle of the 

road. It doesn’t create any problems, but it doesn’t help us improve either.”  

4.6.4 Annual report detailing the foreign mission’s workflow 

Another source of codified knowledge that incoming diplomats and other new staff 

could utilize was an embassy-wide annual report. Only two of the nine nations met 

during this study referenced an embassy annual report as an important, required 

resource for retaining staff’s local knowledge. According to one North American 

diplomat whose ministry required an embassy-wide annual report, the document 

“summarize(s) and capture(s) all of the work we have been doing.” A senior 

diplomat within the Asian embassy reached in this study described how the reports 

could pinpoint individual staff contributions. He explained, “Each staff member 

summarizes the reports and work they completed throughout the year…The annual 

reports drive the preparation for anyone new.” 

4.6.5 Cross-staffed teams of diplomatic staff and local hires 

Another way to retain the local knowledge of diplomatic staff is collaboration and 

interaction between the diplomatic and locally-engaged employees. All of the 

foreign missions reached during this study employed local hires who worked beside 

the diplomatic staff throughout their entire tenure in the foreign mission. During 

this study’s interviews, many diplomats referred to their local hire colleagues as the 
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foreign mission’s “continuity”, “repository of knowledge”, “institutional 

knowledge”, and “organizational memory” due to the close collaboration between 

both groups and the local hires’ longevity, which “last[s] for decades”, according 

to one of them. One European diplomat described the embassy’s reliance on local 

hires’ cultural knowledge by explaining, “I cannot do my job without the local staff. 

The local knowledge is so valuable, because it helps to understand the actual 

situation beside from just reporting facts.” A local hire working in the same 

embassy’s commercial section explained her contribution: “The diplomats come in 

with the ideas that the ministry want, and I come in with the strategy on how this 

could be done locally. It could be very different from country to country.”  

 

One junior North American diplomat described how his embassy’s 

organizational structures promoted collaboration between local hires and diplomats. 

He explained, “We have four diplomats and three local hires. We share all the local 

hires for our different topics so instead of working with one ‘main’ local hire on all 

of my topics, I work with three.” One of the local hires in that same North American 

embassy tended to agree: “We work in teams every day. We share offices and have 

a total open door policy.” Another junior diplomat working in consular services at 

a different North American embassy described a similar organizational structure 

that provides close collaboration. He explained, “I work with local staff every day. 

They do everything. I do the visa interview and check eligibilities, but they do all 

the behind the scenes stuff to get things done.” 

 

Structures and culture supporting deep collaboration between local hires and 

diplomatic staff was not, however, common across all of the foreign missions 

reached in this study. One local hire at a European embassy described a difference 

in the level of collaboration between local hires with substantive “advisor” roles 

and local hires in more administrative positions. She explained, “There are two 

levels: the locally employed who work closely with the diplomatic staff and the 

consular and administrative local staff who are happy when they’re kept in the loop 

during weekly meetings.”  The local hire at the South American embassy 

interviewed during this study explained her interaction with diplomats as more 

practical than substantive. She explained, “[Diplomats] will rely a lot more on local 

staff regarding how the country works, practical things. In terms of their jobs and 

relevant subject matter, they would rely on old cables.” The local staff of the Asian 
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embassy interviewed during this study expressed a similar division in the work. She 

explained, “You have the diplomatic core and the local staff who are supporting 

and maybe collaborating substantively on communications…Diplomats came to me 

for cultural references and language tips, but we were divided into different 

departments…I sat across from the only other local hire in the embassy.” 

4.6.6 Desk officers 

Desk officers are typically diplomats or civil servants who sit at the ministry and 

are charged with oversight of relations with a particular country or subject area 

(Menon, 2001). Several interviewees described the desk as the “institutional 

memory” of their foreign mission, because the desk receives and retains all reports, 

cables, and messages between the foreign mission and ministry. One senior western 

European diplomat described her posting’s specialized desk officer as “the line 

manager of all institutional knowledge regarding [X country].” One Asian diplomat 

interviewed in connection with this study explained how a desk officer in his 

ministry specializes to maintain the institutional knowledge of a country: “A person 

who is finished in an embassy will then come home and be assigned to that country’s 

desk. He will rotate back and forth to another consulate in that country or the 

embassy again to really develop the specialized knowledge.”  

 

Structures supporting continuity and specialization, however, are not the 

practice of all ministries. In other ministries, a posting to a desk serves as another 

temporary diplomatic rotation. A North American diplomat working in this type of 

system explained, “Some desks are so important that they will have a full-time non-

diplomatic officer who develops long-term knowledge of that country. For others, 

it may be a diplomat spread across several countries who then rotates out or may 

go on leave without an available replacement. Then the knowledge gets lost.”  

 

5. Analysis 

This section analyzes the study’s propositions in terms of relevant literature. Rather 

than reviewing each proposition individually, they will be analyzed collectively 

under the broader categories of the foreign mission’s culture, technology, and 

structures for knowledge management. This analytical structure is in line with the 

study’s main framework (See Appendix 9.7), because the knowledge management 

infrastructure and knowledge management processes (which the propositions 
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describe), are all deeply interconnected in establishing knowledge management 

effectiveness. In the propositions, the reason why a certain knowledge management 

process was effective or ineffective existed within the foreign mission’s knowledge 

management infrastructure. Thus, the foreign missions’ technology, culture, and 

organizational structures are the ideal units of analysis for this section.  

 

The literature on knowledge management also confirms the deep ties 

between knowledge management processes and infrastructure (i.e. Gold et. al., 

2001). Given the scarce literature available connecting foreign missions and 

strategic management and this study’s inductive approach, it is impractical to 

analyze the propositions under a different theoretical lens. Further, by analyzing the 

study’s more intangible, process-oriented propositions under related, concrete units 

like the technology, structure, and culture for knowledge management, it will be 

easier to link the theoretical implications that result from this section’s analysis to 

next section’s practical recommendations for managing knowledge. 

5.1 The technology for knowledge management at foreign missions 

The existence of a system or database where the knowledge from cables, reports, 

guidelines, and other documents can be stored and re-accessed indicates that foreign 

ministries aim to deliver services through knowledge reuse (Alavi & Leidner, 

2001). Reuse of centrally available knowledge can help organizations to deliver its 

services faster and cheaper (Hansen et. al., 1999). It was not surprising to find that 

a foreign missions’ consular and administrative work rely heavily on these codified 

guidelines, because many of these activities, like processing a straightforward 

passport or registering diplomats with local authorities, will require identical steps 

in each case. By referring to established guidelines instead of undertaking each visa 

or administrative task from the start, the foreign mission can service constituents 

more efficiently and at a lower cost. 

  

 The fact that the majority of diplomats and local hires met during this study 

identified uncertainties and inconsistencies around what knowledge could and 

should be stored on the intranet indicates, however, that there may be overemphasis 

on the technology at the expense of well-defined knowledge retention structures 

and roles (Zack, 1999). Without clear responsibilities and leadership guiding the 

knowledge database, an organization’s knowledge may not be fully captured, 
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correctly stored for future reuse, or appropriately presented upon contextual search. 

Users may turn to one another for help rather than consulting available documents 

that could answer the same question. These issues can, in turn, overcome the cost-

savings and time efficiencies that knowledge systems should create for the foreign 

mission. Among the propositions, this lack of standard procedures for knowledge 

retention was both surprising and not surprising. On one end, foreign missions are 

geographically diverse, and a central organ that captures and organizes these 

dispersed sources of knowledge could be expected. At the same time, diplomacy 

dates back to the 14th century. It should not be surprising that such a classic 

profession may initially struggle with technological adaptation. 

 

A lack of codification of knowledge also becomes problematic when 

codification’s benefits would outweigh it costs, yet the act does not occur (Cowan 

et. al., 2000). The foreign missions whose staff attributed a lack of codification to 

time constraints, uncertainty or frustration with the intranet functionality, or just 

unwillingness are particularly at risk here. When codifiable knowledge is not made 

explicit and accessible, an organization may, through turnover, “forget” what it 

previously “knew” and could have “remembered”. The organization becomes 

susceptible to repeating the same mistakes or wasting time on generating a solution, 

which previously existed. This lost, experience-based knowledge must also be 

replaced at some cost. The foreign missions’ rotational staffing increases the 

likelihood of these problematic knowledge-loss situations (Matusik & Hill, 1998). 

 

Still, the fact that some interviewees felt that certain knowledge went 

uncodified in their foreign mission may not always be a major concern, because it 

is not always possible to transform all aspects of knowledge into codified form 

(Johnson et. al., 2002). Different types of knowledge have different degrees of 

codifiability. For example, a foreign mission may be able to codify their opinion on 

the host country’s environmental regulations into a report; however, the report 

writer’s ability to draw conclusions based on prevalent laws and culture remains 

personal knowledge. Though the report writer’s analytical process could be 

partially explained, it is unlikely that the written explanation contains all of the 

writer’s experience-based, subconscious knowledge on how to analyze. Therefore, 

foregoing the codification of this type of knowledge is not as problematic as failing 

to codify the step by step, repeatable procedure of creating a passport, for example. 
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5.2 The culture for knowledge management at foreign missions 

A collaborative culture can support the experiential and interactional aspects of 

many knowledge management activities (Gold et. al., 2001). Organizational culture 

provides the context for social interaction by setting the rules, norms, and penalties 

under which people interact (De Long & Fahey, 2000). A developed social culture 

characterized by safe, mutual exchanges of experience, emotions, and thought will 

support all types of knowledge creation (Nonaka & Konno, 1998). For example, the 

foreign missions’ constructive feedback on cables facilitates not only diplomats 

becoming better writers but also managers becoming better mentors and editors. 

This culture of collaboration, trust, and learning with respect to diplomatic writing 

can lead to overall effective knowledge management within a foreign mission if it 

extends to other activities (Lee & Choi, 2003). A culture that stifles collaboration, 

on the other hand, could potentially impede knowledge management processes.   

 

Organizational culture may differ between departments, groups, and 

individuals within an organization (Alavi, Kayworth, & Leidner, 2005). The flat, 

collaborative, “open-door” culture that interviewees described was in some 

instances paralleled with descriptions of a hierarchical culture by colleagues of the 

same foreign mission. Some local hires mentioned restrictions on working with 

high-ranking diplomats. This hierarchy undermines knowledge transfer and 

impedes opportunities for new knowledge creation and application by restricting 

collaboration between distant groups that likely carry non-redundant knowledge 

(Levin & Cross, 2004). Local hires have also been described as a critical source of 

the foreign mission’s knowledge continuity. When a hierarchical culture 

undermines opportunities for collaboration between permanent and temporary staff, 

like the local hires and diplomats here, organizations may miss an opportunity to 

retain the temporary workers’ tacit knowledge (Droege & Hoobler, 2003).  

 

Likewise, when the organizational culture appears to value personal 

knowledge by rewarding more knowledgeable individuals with better opportunities 

over others, individuals will hold knowledge to themselves (De Long & Fahey, 

2000). Diplomats are intelligent, career-oriented professionals who pass rigorous 

screenings to enter their foreign ministries (Chen, 2015). Desirable postings are 

highly sought after, and past accomplishments are considered in the selection 

process. The highly competitive culture that was described at some of the foreign 
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missions could hinder the quality of knowledge creation, retention, transfer, and 

application as individuals may not be forthcoming with what they know during 

collaboration (De Long & Fahey, 2000). The foreign mission then stores a sub-

optimal knowledge product in its remaining staff and systems, while the truly 

knowledgeable staff member rotates out. Future work on the same topic may then 

be developed from the weaker knowledge source. A culture where colleagues 

withhold knowledge from each other is especially problematic in this foreign 

mission setting, because this study’s interviewees all expressed a preference to 

obtaining knowledge from colleagues and contacts over written sources. 

 

A competitive culture also tends to breed mistrust, which can similarly 

reduce the potential benefit of knowledge transfer (Levin & Cross, 2004). Several 

diplomatic interviewees cited mistrust as one reason they did not provide honest 

feedback during the pre-rotation exit interview. Here, the feedback provided in the 

exit interview does not always reflect the diplomat’s true or full knowledge and 

beliefs, because the diplomat fears repercussions of a negative review being made 

public. As the exiting diplomat refrains from giving honest evaluations regarding 

colleagues and operations at the current post, opportunities for individual and 

organizational improvement are missed, because the departing diplomat’s full 

knowledge is not transferred (Tsai, 2001).  

  

Organizational culture does not just impact the social environment for 

knowledge management. The culture can also impact how individuals will utilize 

the knowledge management tools at their disposal (Alavi, Kayworth & Leidner, 

2005). Staff members’ individual attitudes toward the knowledge management 

tools may not be uniform, resulting in intra-organizational usage differences. For 

example, an inconsistent approach to maintaining records emerged at several 

foreign missions. Some staff members appeared to dislike the intranet system, while 

others found it useful. As a result of these cultural perceptions toward the 

knowledge management tools, these foreign ministries likely experience a broad 

spectrum along the quality and frequency of how their individual staff members 

retain knowledge on the public intranet system. 

 

It was rather expected when interviewees expressed a preference to creating, 

applying, retaining, and transferring knowledge through social processes. 
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Diplomats are, after all, skilled communicators. The criticism of organizational 

culture was more surprising, because after describing their appreciation for their 

colleagues, many interviewees later described a hierarchical, competitive culture 

that actually impedes collaboration. This juxtaposition between preferring to 

manage knowledge via socialization yet working in an organizational culture that 

impedes collaboration with others may be the study’s most interesting finding.   

5.3 The organizational structure for knowledge management at foreign missions 

Organizations using temporary workers stand to convert a considerable amount of 

personal tacit knowledge to organization-wide explicit knowledge if they require 

temporary staff to document their approaches, opinions, and viewpoints (i.e. tacit 

knowledge) (Anand, Glick & Manz, 2002). Activities like cable and report writing, 

developing marketing materials, or creating administrative handbooks all result in 

various sets of written documents that can retain staff’s substantive, explicit 

knowledge on a topic but less so their personal, tacit knowledge. 

 

The “written handover” of job-related tasks, responsibilities, and contacts 

shared between the predecessor diplomat and successor, on the other hand, is an 

opportunity for a transfer of more personal, opinion-based, experiential knowledge. 

Here, the successor can learn things that may be omitted from a typical report, like 

which local sources are trustworthy or how the ambassador likes cables written, for 

example. In some foreign ministries, the written handover is a required step that 

management oversees, while others describe it as more of a non-mandatory, 

informal courtesy. Ministries that do not formalize and require the written handover 

may therefore be at risk to lose certain “codifiable” tacit knowledge that the 

successor must re-learn again through experience (Cowan et. al., 2000).  

 

 Similarly, uncodifiable tacit knowledge, which could have been retained, 

escapes the foreign mission when the predecessor and successor fail to arrange a 

period of overlap prior to rotation. According to the majority of interviewees, this 

“shadowing” period is neither required nor standardized by most ministries. Those 

who do not shadow their predecessor start their new job from a disadvantageous 

standpoint, because when organizations set up formal and informal structures that 

encourage socialization and collaboration, they provide a context that supports tacit 

knowledge creation, transfer, retention, and application (Matusik & Hill, 1998). 
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Without a formal overlapping period, the successor misses not only an introduction 

to new contacts but also an opportunity to directly acquire tacit knowledge which 

can only be learned through observing the predecessor. It was surprising to learn 

how many ministries handled simple transition activities like the written handoffs 

and shadowing periods so informally and inconsistently, because these are tools 

used in most professions during turnover (Stovel & Bontis, 2002). Without these 

activities, successors use time learning aspects of their new job which the 

predecessor could have explained. The already finite window of time in which the 

new diplomat can making meaningful contributions to the foreign mission’s 

knowledge base becomes even further reduced. 

 

 An exiting diplomat’s tacit knowledge may also escape the foreign mission 

if structures that support collaboration between diplomats and permanent staff (i.e. 

local hires and desk officers) do not exist. As permanent employees, the local hires 

and desk officer support the foreign mission’s organizational memory (Walsh & 

Ungson, 1991). Their ability to absorb and retain the diplomats’ knowledge depends 

upon the procedures in place that support their interactions. Without established 

procedures for ongoing collaboration between the permanent and temporary 

workforces, the diplomats’ knowledge may not fuse to the organization’s (Matusik 

& Hill, 1998). The knowledge simply disappears with the diplomat upon rotation.  

  

According to the interviewees, reliable and informed local hires and desk 

officers act as an important source of local knowledge for diplomats throughout 

their rotation. Many diplomats interviewed in this study mentioned their close 

collaboration with local hires for not only practicalities like translations but also to 

integrate their local knowledge into the execution of the foreign ministry’s agenda 

in the host country. Several foreign missions designed an organizational structure 

where diplomats worked with not just one but several different local hires in 

different sections such as commercial or cultural affairs. Interviewees also 

mentioned how useful a desk officer can be in understanding long-term local trends.  

 

By implementing organizational structures with rich, repeated collaboration 

between temporary staff and permanent staff, the foreign mission supports the 

creation, transfer, retention, and application of new tacit knowledge through 

socialization (Nonaka, 1994). The rich, mutual exchange of knowledge and shared 
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experience between both parties integrates temporary and permanent staff (Yeh et. 

al., 2007). As the temporary diplomatic staff transfer their tacit knowledge, new 

tacit knowledge is created and retained within the permanent local hires and desk 

officers (Alavi & Leidner, 2001). In turn, the foreign mission’s organizational 

memory develops as permanent staff integrate their new knowledge into the 

organization’s procedures and activities by applying it in different contexts (Walsh 

& Ungson, 1991: Matusik & Hill, 1998). It was therefore surprising to learn that 

not all foreign missions encourage substantial collaboration between permanent 

staff and temporary diplomats since most parties seemed to agree that local hires 

and desk officers support the foreign mission’s organizational memory. 

 

Relational knowledge and substantive knowledge are both critical in the 

successful delivery of services (Sarvary, 1999). Foreign missions’ main activities 

include the delivery of commercial and consular services for businesses and locals, 

in addition to supplying the ministry with local knowledge (Rose, 2007). The 

relational and substantive knowledge utilized in the provision of these services are 

based on the foreign mission’s available stores of both tacit and explicit knowledge 

(Johnson et. al., 2004). Without structures that support the “written handover”, the 

overlapping period, and collaboration with well-informed local hires and desk 

officers, the foreign mission misses opportunities to capture outgoing local tacit and 

explicit knowledge. The newly rotated diplomats therefore miss an opportunity to 

start their job with important relational and substantive knowledge that are critical 

in carrying out the foreign mission’s serviced-oriented tasks. New diplomats are 

instead forced to recreate this knowledge for themselves through many time 

consuming and costly experiences. 

 

6. Implications for practice 

The study’s main framework suggests that a foreign missions’ knowledge 

management effectiveness depends upon the development and synchronization of 

its knowledge management infrastructure and processes (Appendix 9.7). The 

propositions upon which that framework is based, however, indicate that the 

infrastructure and processes are not always in place and working in unison. The 

previous section explained the theoretical implications of such a mismatch in terms 

of the foreign mission’s technology, culture, and organizational structures. This 

section explores how those theoretical implications could be handled in practice.   
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6.1 Foreign missions’ technology for knowledge management in practice 

The problem highlighted by both interviewees and the literature was not a lack of 

public database for knowledge management but rather staff’s inconsistent or 

reluctant use of the existing one. One method to prevent staff’s abandonment or 

inconsistent use of knowledge management IT infrastructure is the introduction of 

a knowledge management officer (Bontis, 2001). This officer manages knowledge 

resources and educates staff on their usage and value. Knowledge officers not only 

manage the training on how to use the knowledge database but also develop 

knowledge directories that can guide interested users to the individuals and content 

needed for their projects. Training individuals on the intranet’s use is important, 

because otherwise they may not see the value in spending time developing its 

content. An early, sophisticated understanding of the system will also transform its 

use into a regular aspect of the job. A common understanding and appreciation of 

the knowledge management databases and software also regulates and standardizes 

its implementation among staff (Alavi, Kayworth & Leidner, 2005).  

 

 By standardizing the type of content that should be uploaded to the 

centralized intranet, foreign ministries may avoid some of the problems they 

currently experience with their knowledge management systems. Individuals will 

be more likely to uncover solutions to previously solved problems, when the 

solutions are readily available online (Herschel & Nemati, 2000). Past mistakes will 

be less likely repeated, and individuals across the organization struggling with the 

same issue will be less likely to do so in isolation. Further, by ensuring that staff 

understands what knowledge should be stored and how it can be accessed, time will 

be saved. The ministry’s collective knowledge becomes a trusted, readily available 

asset rather than outdated and accessible only after a lengthy search expedition.  

 

The frequent turnover of diplomats in foreign missions heightens the 

importance of consistent and widespread management of knowledge on the intranet 

(Bontis, 2001). Administrative and consular staff’s heavier reliance on codified 

processes and procedures also underscores the need for a force that oversees and 

quality checks the codified knowledge on the intranet. 
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6.2 Foreign missions’ culture for knowledge management in practice 

 When it comes to the culture for knowledge management, the interviewees 

who worked at larger foreign missions tended to characterize their environments as 

at times so hierarchical or competitive that collaboration was impeded. The social 

work environment at several of the smaller foreign missions, on the other hand, 

stand out with practices that other foreign missions may consider implementing, 

even despite their size differences. By actively working to remove this hierarchical 

and competitive culture, foreign missions’ knowledge management processes in 

day to day operations and pre-rotation are supported by a foundation of trust and 

open, mutual exchange (Levin & Cross, 2004). 

 

For example, to increase transparency and collaboration, one small 

European embassy removed all doors, and the ambassador sat amongst staff in an 

open plan. A small, neighboring European embassy even shared the wide open 

office! The ambassador was available for meetings with both local staff and 

diplomats who had relevant requests. By breaking down both the physical and 

psychological barriers of a hierarchy, managers create a collaborative environment 

that supports knowledge creation, transfer, retention, and application at both the 

individual and organizational level (Alavi, Kayworth, & Leidner, 2005). A non-

hierarchical culture also encourages innovation and experimentation. A diplomat 

working at the aforementioned embassy described how the flat, open structure 

promoted new discussion and debate from everyone at the embassy regardless of 

job title. A local hire from the same embassy expressed how she felt free in 

implementing and experimenting with ideas from other embassies. 

 

Ranks exist to distinguish an individual’s place within the diplomatic 

hierarchy (Menon, 2001). Management should, however, strive to minimize these 

hierarchical distinctions when it comes to day to day operations, because doing so 

will promote knowledge management (Alavi, Kayworth & Leidner, 2005). One 

way foreign missions can remove certain embedded hierarchies is through adopting 

a matrix structure for project-work (Larson & Gray, 2011, p.76). Project members 

answer to both a project manager and a functional manager, and the project itself 

defines the roles of the two types of management. For example, in developing a 

high-level export promotion event, support may come from embassy staff working 

in commercial services, protocol, and administration/event planning.  
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The project manager relies on the divisional managers for resources, while 

the divisional managers rely on the project manager to organize those resources (De 

Laat, 1994). While the project manager may come from commercial services, that 

manager works closely with functional staff of other departments who contribute 

their expertise. The new, multiple boss structure and reallocation and recombination 

of certain staff creates a work environment outside of the organization’s traditional 

hierarchy (Larson & Gray, 2011, p.74). 

 

Another interviewee from a small European embassy described her work 

environment as a “family atmosphere”. Here, individual success depends upon that 

of the whole embassy. At this embassy, individuals were willing to candidly share 

knowledge and collaborate regardless of title or position. Shared goals support 

knowledge management in organizations, because the goals tie individuals’ 

interests together (Chan & Chow, 2008). By knowing no one’s self interest will 

affect them adversely, colleagues trust one another. Through this trust, colleagues 

are more likely to share knowledge with one another both vertically and 

horizontally (De Long & Fahey, 2000). By being measured as a group rather than 

individual, diplomatic and local staff at this small embassy both trusted and 

supported each other. To increase trust, small foreign missions could take a similar 

approach, while larger ones could tie an individual’s success and positive review to 

the achievements of the department or group projects upon which they work.  

6.3 Foreign missions’ organizational structures for knowledge management in 

practice 

Organizational structures that support ongoing socialization and collaboration are 

necessary for successful knowledge management (Gold et. al., 2001). Several 

foreign missions stand out in terms of organizational structures that design 

workflows in ways, which encourage meaningful, repeat interactions. One small 

North American embassy, for example, matches local staff to relevant departments 

so that a diplomat with responsibility in three departments, for example, will 

collaborate with three different local hires. Multiple collaborative relationships 

increase the likelihood that a knowledge recipient will have the existing knowledge 

base to both retain and successfully re-apply the sender’s knowledge within the 

organization on an ongoing basis (Szulanski, 1996). At the Asian embassy visited 

during this study, desk officers serve as permanent country experts, and the position 
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is not one short-term rotation. Managers should develop such organizational 

structures, because patterns of rich interaction with well-informed, permanent staff 

will result in knowledge flows that can be retained within the organizational 

memory throughout the diplomat’s entire rotation (Walsh & Ungson, 1991). 

  

In addition, the aforementioned matrix structure could create project teams 

populated with local hires and diplomats from departments that may not regularly 

collaborate (Larson and Gray, 2011). The previously referenced open office layouts 

also tend to increase socialization and contact among distant individuals (Nonaka 

& Konno, 1998). Collaborations among individuals with weak ties are a source of 

non-redundant, new knowledge (Levin & Cross, 2004). Foreign missions should 

consider such organizational structures, because their resulting additional 

collaboration among staff enhances the flow of knowledge (Matusik & Hill, 1998). 

 

Finally, foreign missions that do not require written handoffs and shadowing 

periods between predecessor and successor diplomats should consider formalizing 

these steps. By doing so, foreign missions’ structures and personnel retain 

knowledge at a crucial point in time pre-rotation. The shadowing period is crucial, 

according to one North American ambassador, because “this is the time to learn 

some of the things [the predecessor] does not want to put in writing.” By acquiring 

knowledge through these formal procedures, the successor avoids relearning 

through experience and increases the window of time in which he or she can make 

meaningful contributions to the foreign mission (Stovel & Bontis, 2002). 

 

7. Conclusion  

7.1 Limitations of the study 

The major limitation of this study lies in its exploratory nature. The empirical data 

gathered in this study suggests that mature processes and strong infrastructure for 

knowledge management do not always exist within foreign missions. Without both 

factors working together, implementation of a foreign missions’ procedures for 

knowledge management will be inconsistent and unstandardized. Knowledge 

management as a whole may then be ineffective. In inductive case studies like this 

one, new theoretical propositions emerge that can then be proven or disproven by 

data gathered in deductive studies (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). This study’s 
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propositions and framework for knowledge management effectiveness must be 

rigorously tested deductively in order to truly add to the theoretical discussion of 

knowledge management.   

 

 Another limitation of the study could be its sample. Interviews were 

conducted with nine different embassies during the study, and seven of nine were 

from Europe and North America. If more access had been granted at embassies 

from nations in Africa, Asia, or South America, it is possible that new patterns 

would have emerged in the propositions. Theoretical sampling supported input from 

different nations, but unfortunately, access was not granted. 

 

 One methodological limitation of this study may be the combination of both 

individual and group interviews. In this study, individual interviews were preferred; 

however, group interviews at the same foreign mission were granted upon request. 

Researchers caution against using group interviewees for groups such as co-

workers or family members who share an “affinity base” (Cooper & Schindler, 

2014 p.159). Group effects can also impact a participant’s willingness to speak on 

certain topics (Bryman & Bell, 2015 p. 516). Still, as a single researcher, group 

interviews reduced the time spent on interviews and in some cases, participants 

drew deeper responses from each other. 

 

 Another methodological issue was the inability to record all interviews. 

Most foreign missions did not welcome electronic recording devices on site, and 

instead, notes were taken on computer or by hand during the interview, noting exact 

key quotes. When recording devices were permitted, they were utilized. By only 

taking notes during some interviews, the qualitative data did not always include 

how certain ideas were expressed (Bryman & Bell, 2014 p.482). Further, the focus 

on notation may have resulted in overlooking follow-up question opportunities, and 

the notes could have been influenced by my subliminal biases. The different types 

of qualitative data used in the grounded theory analysis, however, should not be 

problematic as grounded theory analysis can include interview data, field notes, 

observation, photos, recordings, diaries, etc. (Hair Jr., et. al. 2011, p. 276). 
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7.2 Theoretical perspectives and future research 

The present study has investigated strategies for knowledge management in a work 

environment where staff turnover not only frequently occurs but is actually planned 

and coordinated through the use of temporary employees. The study’s empirical 

evidence indicates that in many ways foreign missions employ knowledge 

management procedures that match those employed by the private sector. 

Procedures for knowledge management discovered in other studies and reviews of 

the private sector have included integrating temporary and permanent workers 

(Matusik & Hill, 1998), exit interviews, periods of overlap (Stovel & Bontis, 2002), 

linking temporary staff’s work to written documents (Anand et. al., 2002), and 

developing a culture of collaboration (Yeh et. al., 2007). Like at the foreign 

missions, implementation of knowledge management procedures at these firms was 

not without flaw. For example, Stovel and Bontis (2002) found that only 35% of 

HR managers in the Canadian financial industry were experienced with knowledge 

management. Thus, in terms of this study’s “side goal” of adding to the 

conversation of whether “government should be run like a business”, it appears that 

both have room for improvement when it comes to knowledge management.  

 

In terms of knowledge management theory, this study concretizes the 

somewhat intangible knowledge management processes of creation, transfer, 

retention, and application. The study identifies and explains the actual procedures, 

resources, and activities which accomplish these processes within foreign missions. 

The study also takes this identification process one step further by distinguishing 

these knowledge management procedures, resources, and activities from one 

another on the basis of timing. Within the propositions, clear distinctions emerged 

between how knowledge was managed on an ongoing basis versus just prior to a 

diplomatic rotation. Some authors have alluded to when certain knowledge 

management processes should occur (i.e. Szulanski, 1996 – knowledge transfer 

should occur after the recipient has established a base of knowledge). This study 

has more explicitly linked exact timing to knowledge management practices by 

identifying when certain procedures occurred during a diplomat’s tenure. 

 

Some procedures, such as cross staffed teams and archiving documents on 

an online system, manage knowledge on an ongoing basis. Others, like the 

shadowing period, increase knowledge management just prior to turnover. By 
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distinguishing knowledge management procedures on the basis of time, 

organizations can be better prepared to capture knowledge throughout a temporary 

employee’s entire tenure within an organization. Future researchers could explore 

whether these knowledge management processes are appropriately timed given an 

individual’s cycle of employment. For example, does meeting and training the 

replacement before the start of employment maximize knowledge transfer or should 

it be done sometime after the replacement has some experience in the position? 

Should the “written handover” of relevant job items occur periodically to 

management rather than just before turnover to the successor? 

 

This study’s propositions also support the current theory that effective 

knowledge management requires support from mature knowledge management 

processes and a developed knowledge management infrastructure (Gold et. al., 

2001). This study’s proposed framework for knowledge management effectiveness 

(Appendix 9.7) takes this theory one step further by characterizing the infrastructure 

for knowledge management as an organization’s foundation toward developing 

processes for knowledge management effectiveness. As described in this study’s 

propositions, ineffective knowledge management processes often stemmed from 

inadequate knowledge management infrastructure. By analyzing the propositions 

according to the foreign missions’ knowledge management infrastructure, this 

study suggests that the key to understanding and improving knowledge 

management processes is optimizing the knowledge management infrastructure. 

From a practical standpoint, this focus on infrastructural optimization may simplify 

knowledge management for organizations. Rather than focusing on intangible 

knowledge management processes, which are personal and difficult to manage, 

organizations can focus time and investments on developing and optimizing more 

concrete technologies, structures, and culture that support these processes.   

 

Finally, and not surprisingly, this study’s propositions provide support to 

the accepted notion that turnover and temporary employment practices impede 

knowledge management in organizations. A turnover event represents a loss of both 

structural and relational knowledge. As indicated in the propositions, it is inevitable 

that certain tacit and even explicit knowledge will exit the organization during 

turnover, even when it can be planned and coordinated.  

 

0985456GRA 19502



 

65 

On the other hand, the sheer number of different procedures, activities, and 

resources for knowledge management uncovered in this study of foreign missions 

may indicate that organizations which use temporary employees are better prepared 

to prevent turnover-based loss of knowledge than one thinks. Here, foreign missions 

cannot prevent staff turnover; it is planned for and part of their operating model. In 

response to this, many have developed mature infrastructure, processes, and 

procedures to manage knowledge both on an ongoing basis and just prior to a 

turnover event. Frequent turnover could actually catalyze investments in knowledge 

management infrastructure, becoming an impetus to knowledge management 

effectiveness rather than an impediment. Future research could be performed to 

assess whether organizations that regularly experience turnover manage knowledge 

more effectively than those where turnover is infrequent. This study’s framework 

for knowledge management effectiveness (Appendix 9.7) could serve as a basis for 

a comparative analysis between organizations with planned turnover versus those 

which employ a permanent workforce.  
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9. Exhibits 

9.1 Study participants by geography  

 # of 

participants 

Interview 

minutes 

# of foreign 

missions 

participating 

# of foreign 

missions 

declined 

Europe 11 486 5 1 

North America 5 224 2 1 

Asia 2 105 1 9 

South America 1 41 1 3 

Africa 0 0 0 4 

Total 19 856 9 18 

9.2 Study cover letter 

BI Norwegian Business School 

37 Nydalen allé 

0484 Oslo 

Date 

 

Dear Ambassador ___________, 

I am a Masters student at BI Norwegian Business School in Oslo, Norway, and I am currently 

conducting my Masters Thesis study with the goal of broadening the academic understanding of 

knowledge management in organizations with rotations / "planned turnover". I want to study 

knowledge management in organizations that have rotations / "planned turnover", because this is 

very common in the field where I will work after graduation – strategy consulting. I also thought it 

would be exciting to study this concept in a context that is atypical for a business school master 

thesis.  

 

This is why I endeavor to study knowledge management within the foreign missions of different 

nations, because governmental foreign ministries often require individuals to work within different 

foreign missions throughout their career. From what I have read and heard, knowledge management 

is a priority within these organizations so I hope to explore how a foreign mission retains local 

knowledge from diplomatic staff who are being rotated to another post. 

 

The goal of this study is not to go “in-depth” regarding IT systems or confidential data storage 

techniques utilized within the foreign mission. I do not want to learn any of the “knowledge” or 

information being managed. Rather, I hope to explore on a more general basis what processes are 

utilized to capture, create, retain, share, and eventually apply the knowledge of those who are 

scheduled to exit the foreign mission. In short, I simply hope to explore the knowledge management 

processes that are both purposefully or perhaps even subliminally in place. 
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Regarding the actual study, I would be interested to interview current staff (two to three individuals 

if possible) to hear about how they have experienced knowledge management while working in 

foreign missions. I have prepared a semi-structured interview guide, which can be sent over in 

advance. Each interview should last around 30 minutes. All responses are confidential. No names 

or affiliations will be mentioned in the study.  

 

The final findings would be a description of the most prevalent knowledge management processes 

in place, in addition to explaining the processes which participants found most effective. I would be 

happy to share my findings afterwards and allow for review prior to submission of the master thesis. 

 

Thank you for considering participation, and I look forward to hearing from you. 

 

Christopher Minora 

MSc Candidate 2017 BI Norwegian Business School 

christopherjminora@gmail.com 

+47 47663439 

 

9.3 Semi-structured interview guide 

Interview guide for diplomatic and local staff 

Introduction 

1. Introduction of interviewer 

2. Introduction to research project and goals 

3. Consent to participation and being recorded  

4. Introduction of interviewee:  

a. Current deployment and role 

b. Number of total deployments / years working in foreign mission 

i. Description of past roles if different than current  

Substantive semi-structured interview questions 

1. How would you describe the different types of knowledge that exist in the embassy 

where you work? 

a. For what reasons do you see the differentiation you previously described? 

2. How would you describe knowledge creation at the embassy where you work? 

a. How often do you collaborate with colleagues? 

b. How would you describe the actual collaboration in terms of activities 

undertaken? 

c. How are the outputs of such collaboration integrated into larger groups and the 

embassy as a whole? 

3. How would you describe knowledge retention at the embassy where you work? 

a. At the individual level? 

b. At the group/departmental level? 

c. At the organizational level? 

d. Would you describe the knowledge retention practices more based on 

“codification” in official documents or “personalization” within the staff? 

i. Why one or the other? 

ii. What type of knowledge is in the codified areas? 

iii. What type of knowledge lies within the people? 

4. How would you describe knowledge transfer at the embassy where you work?  

a. At the individual level? 

b. At the group/departmental level? 
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c. At the organizational level?  

5. How would you describe knowledge application at the embassy where you work?  

a. At the individual level? 

b. At the group/departmental level? 

c. At the organizational level?  

6. How often do you teach colleagues things? 

a. How often do they teach you?  

i. Can you describe the communication process during these types of 

interaction? 

7. Can you describe periods of time when these knowledge management activities become 

particularly prevalent?  

a. Describe specifically the increased activities that occurred. 

8. How does your embassy offer a social environment, which facilitates knowledge 

management processes?  

a. Describe the activities. 

b. Describe the culture. 

9. Explain why any of the following statements resonate with knowledge management 

processes at your embassy.  

a. I collaborate and share many work-related experiences with my colleagues.  

b. I share expertise with colleagues who digest and apply what I explained. 

c. We disseminate external knowledge internally & edit down to what is usable. 

d. I take information from the embassy and attempt to apply it in new contexts.  

 

Conclusion 

1. Review of notes.  

2. Is there anything else you would like to add? 

3. Can you introduce me to a colleague who could also contribute to this study? 

Sources: Argote et. al. (2003); Nonaka (1994); Hansen et. al. (1999) ; Szulanski (1996) ; Nonaka & Konno (1998) 

9.4 Coding of interview data 

Excerpt of interview with full transcription: 

Question Answer Codes 

1 This is an organization with a huge advantage in 

terms of knowledge. The two sides complement 

each other in a way. There’s the ministry who 

sends input and information and the work here is 

to develop the contacts and network locally. It’s 

here where we can, you know, implement the 

knowledge, you know the balance between the 

local field expertise and the specific orders and 

guidelines we get from _______. For example, 

promoting items on the website, on the Facebook, 

developing conferences, all the agendas they have 

here.  

Management 

Implementation 

Orders 

Commercial 

tasks 

 

2 When I started in this job, I got a general 

overview but the rest was developed on the go. 

You know, administrative things that I had not 

been trained on, I was familiar with the general 

stuff but there was not a lot of information so it 

Learning 

Administrative 

Codified 

documents 
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took time to figure this out. Then, you know, 

everything this knowledge was shared in 

documents so that we have it as part of the 

embassy’s record.  

On the other side, I think we have a small team 

here so there’s pretty clear communication 

channels and it’s flat, not some hierarchical place 

where it’s difficult to get input. Um, we get a high 

degree of responsibility here because we’re so 

small so whatever information and knowledge 

that’s obtained, the higher ups will proofread but 

there’s not so many corrections in terms of content 

on the writing. We need the approval of ____ 

before publishing a report, for example, but it’s 

rare they will come back with anything serious. 

When there’s a new ambassador though, then 

there are a lot of changes so it’s about being as 

efficient as possible.  

Challenges 

Storage system 

Size 

Non-

hierarchical 

Collaboration 

Editing  

Management 

Reports 

Periods of 

change 

3 We have rules that say we have to store all 

documented electronically and printed for up to 5 

years. They are really restarting the embassy’s 

printed archive. Clear rules determine what gets 

stored, and there’s all sorts of possible things that 

can be stored. Plus there’s also, everything that 

gets stored it’s possible to tag according to 

searches and it’s classified by number. Copies of 

everything are also sent by post and this is just to 

really assure transparency.  

With the communications that are stored, they are 

really standard. You know, all the ambassadors 

come from the same school so there’s not a ton of 

different styles. And anytime there’s a meeting 

with contacts, that information can be stored in 

the file, the directory, with the different fields to 

help organize what you want to say and what 

you’re looking for. 

Guidelines 

Storage system 

Codified 

documents 

“Google” 

Reports 

Cables 

Communication 

Formal meeting 

CRM Software 

4 Knowledge transfer happens all the time. We 

work in teams everyday, and we’re a young staff 

that’s educated and works really well together. I 

relied a lot to learn from my colleagues when I 

started in different tasks, and it’s easy here just to 

ask a different question. We share offices, and I 

think it’s a complete open door policy where you 

can ask anyone about anything if it’s practical or 

anything. We don’t have interoffice meetings 

though. Those are kind of a waste of time, and 

Collaboration 

Positive 

Open plan 

Open door 

policy 

Formal meeting 
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we all have different schedules so there’s really 

no point I think. If I need to talk to someone, I 

just go ask. We do have a formal group meeting 

every second month but I feel like that is more 

because we have to do it rather than actually 

accomplishing anything in there.  

Informal 

meeting 

 

Excerpt of interview with only notes and quotations: 

Question Answer Codes 

1  Knowledge comes from talking to more 

experienced officers  

 Also found by using the intranet: 

o Intranet is poorly managed though –  

 “You really have to go 

through and see what is up to 

date and useful though. Some 

documents never get updated. 

You can have staff 

biographies that are 5 years 

old.” 

o For instance, I am moving to _______ 

so I am checking people on their 

intranet but it has not been updated  

 I go to look at their 

biographies  

 Consular department 

lacks foreign 

government contacts 

 In my last job at the 

________, we had lists 

of contacts in a 

database like that and 

they were ancient. One 

of my first job was to 

update the database 

and contacts which 

were listed as current 

hadn’t worked in these 

places in years 

o Other things can pretty up to date and 

useful but it’s really necessary to go 

through each item 

o Definitely a very small percentage of 

what’s on the embassy’s intranet may 

be added the official ministry one 

Tacit 

knowledge 

Socialization 

Storage system  

Rotation 

Contacts 

CRM Software 

Problems with 

intranet 

2  Consular work based on a huge statute with 

tons of different sections  

o Huge pain to find stuff 

Guidelines 
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 “We often break down the 

statute into cheat sheets based 

on the most useful 

information for us and the 

country we are in.” 

o Boss has made cheat sheet with 

information to citations for the type of 

relevant visas to find the guidelines 

quickly.  

o Boss sends out to all by email – there 

are dozens of visa classes so every 

once in a while so this helps to figure 

out the ineligibilities and fees because 

all of that information  - literally 

1000s of pages 

 Re-codifying it to being more 

useful instead of looking all 

that stuff up  

  DCM:  

o Goes out of his way to mentor young 

people 

o Taught a lot about how the 

department works and how 

bureaucratic practices gum things up 

o Get out of the bureaucratic processes 

to get things done  

 Learned to work outside of the bureaucratic 

rules and get waivers to this 

 “I call the chargé by his first name” 

Codified 

documents 

K-creation 

K-transfer 

Explicit K 

Collaboration 

Socialization 

Visas 

Tacit K 

Experience 

Hierarchy 

Culture 

 

 

 

3  One of the biggest things is that they try to 

gap it so that people don’t always leave at the 

same time 

o “Ideally, you should always have 

someone more experienced to learn 

from.” 

 2 guys in my position, we should have an 

overlap of 1 year with the colleague so you 

are never full of new employees to the 

embassy  

 “The local hires are important because they 

stay for decades so they are really just the 

institutional knowledge more than we are.”  

o Local staff knows what’s going on 

more than the officers all over the 

world 

 Desk officer org knowledge different levels 

of importance 

o “Some desks are so important that 

they will have a full-time non-

Rotation 

Collaboration 

Overlap 

Local hire 

K-retention 

Org. memory 

Co-

dependence 

Desk officer 

Rotation 

period 

K-retention 
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diplomatic officer who develops long-

term knowledge of that country. But 

for some others, you know it may be 

a diplomat spread across several 

countries who then rotates out or just 

may go on leave without an available 

replacement. Then the knowledge 

gets lost. No one is covering that.”  

 Especially when you change – when you first 

start and when leaving – lots of KM retention  

 There’s all this stuff you have to do tying 

loose ends 

o Plan for handing off responsibilities 

for incoming person – send an email 

with job description, contacts, and 

give the availability, not mandatory 

o Shadowing depends on your post 

 

 

Written 

handover 

Successor 

Rules 

Overlap period 

 

4  Do cross trainings where people work outside 

of their job  

o Cross trainings. If someone works in 

fraud, they can do a 2-month rotation 

in visa 

o Mostly for staffing gaps for more 

flexible workforce 

 Weekly meeting with local staff and we share 

that with them  

 US Gov spends a lot training the local hires, 

a lot 

 “I work with the local staff everyday. They do 

everything. I do the visa interview and check 

the eligibilities but they do all of the behind 

the scenes stuff to all the things done.”  

Collaboration 

Formal 

meetings 

K-transfer 

Trainings  

Local staff 

Visas 
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9.5 Developing concepts and “sub-concepts” within a case 
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9.6 Comparing “case summaries” to develop propositions 
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9.7 A framework for knowledge management effectiveness at foreign missions 
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