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Abstract

Purpose – This paper aims to analyse and discuss five longitudinal case studies in which the authors

have investigated how, in a specific subset of the creative industry, i.e. the arts and crafts organizations,

knowledge can be systematized and transferred, becoming a real source of competitive advantage.

Design/methodology/approach – As no prior empirical research on the relationship among

knowledge, knowledge transfer the role of craftsmen is available, an exploratory, qualitative research

design seems advisable to study the phenomenon in detail. In setting up a multiple case study, the

authors established a sampling frame of criteria associated with the theoretical background and research

interest of this study: the case firms had to be arts and crafts organizations well-known for the high quality

and value of their artifacts and have a solid reputation for preserving the tradition and the uniqueness of

their manufacturing processes.

Findings – It has emerged the importance of craftsmen within arts and crafts organizations, whose

know-how and technical skills are high valued by colleagues, by the market (customers), within the

society and the territory where they operate. The knowledge acquired and retained by the craftsmen

becomes therefore crucial for the survival of the arts and crafts organizations and for their profitability in

the long term.

Research limitations/implications – From the empirical investigation, it has emerged a certain

unawareness at managerial level of the strategic relevance of the craftsmen knowhow and skills and of

how to practically and effectively transfer their knowledge to a future generation of young craftsmen to

continue to satisfy a unique and exclusive market demand. Furthermore, it has emerged the lack of a

common knowledge transfer policy to different organizations. Therefore, it has not been possible to

define a standard framework for the knowledge transfer process because it is influenced by the

organizational structure, the management style of the organization owner (very often a family that retains

the totality of the organization shares/quota), the social context and the territory where the organization is

located, as well as the target market and the specific niche of customers who buy the organization’s

products. This result represents a potential threat for the survival of arts and crafts organizations in the

long run.

Practical implications – A common result that has emerged is that craftsmen play a crucial role for the

success of arts and crafts organizations, through the creation and production of exclusive, high value

products; hence, it is crucial to preserve and transfer properly their knowhow and skills. This result is

particularly relevant for the world of practice: in a time where globalization demands for the relocation of

production processes and technology automates several job tasks, the variegated world of arts and

crafts, where the handmade abilities and skills of craftsmen cannot be replicate, imitate or standardize,

becomes extremely important for the economy of several countries, amongwhich Italy.

Social implications – At social level, the activity of arts and crafts organizations help preserve the

uniqueness and exclusivity of the heritage and culture of the territory where they are located, and reflect

the tradition of such territory, the knowhow and ability of its inhabitants and help preserve this unique

reservoir of competences and knowhow.
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Originality/value – The contribution builds on the lack of practical understanding of the relationship

between knowledge and the role played by craftsmen in the knowledge transfer process within arts and

crafts organizations, and how effective such process is realized. This because despite the interest of

many authors toward both knowledge management and transfer within the creative industry, there is a

lack of studies aimed at linking systematically these two research areas. This is a relevant issue since

knowledge in creative industriesmainly refers to the traditions and values at the basis of an organization’s

culture, tends to manifest itself in a tacit way and is difficult to analyze because it mainly exists in the mind

of individuals as the result of their working experience not expressed in an explicit form.

Keywords Knowledge transfer, Knowledge management, Arts and crafts organizations, Craftsmen

Paper type Case study

1. Introduction

This study analyses and discusses five longitudinal case studies in which the authors have

investigated how, in a specific subset of the creative industry, i.e. the arts and crafts

organizations, knowledge can be systematized and transferred, becoming a real source of

competitive advantage.

With “creative industry”, to the extent of the present contribution, we refer to the definition

given by the Creative Industries Task Force Mapping Document (2000), according to which

the creative industry refers to “activities that have their origins in individual creativity, skill

and talent and which have the potential for wealth and job creation through the generation

and exploitation of intellectual property”; while with “arts and crafts organizations” is

intended a specific subset of the creative industry, mainly related to the production of high

symbolic value artifacts, resulted of largely manual (handmade) processes obtained

thorough the work of high-skilled craftsmen.

To the extent of the present study, the issue of knowledge transfer in arts and crafts

organizations gains importance because in this specific setting products are mostly

handmade, making the knowledge of craftsmen of extreme importance for the

organizational success, as well as knowledge transfer between craftsmen, their team of

assistants and next generation of employees vital for organizational survival in the long run.

In the arts and crafts industry indeed, more than in the creative industry in general, the

analysis of knowledge and knowledge transfer is important for its tacit connotation, though

this kind of knowledge is hard to connect to performance results, because it mainly exists in

the mind of craftsmen as the result of their working experience (Høgseth, 2013).

Despite the interest of many authors toward both knowledge management and transfer

within the creative industry (Lampel and Germain, 2016; Klamer, 2012; King et al., 2008;

Tsoukas, 2003; Lambooy, 2002; Boisot, 2002; Nonaka and Teece, 2001; Rodgers et al.,

2000; Dixon, 2000; Seltzer and Bentley, 1999), there is a lack of studies aimed at linking

systematically these two research areas (Manfredi Latilla et al., 2018). This is a relevant

issue since knowledge in creative industries mainly refers to the traditions and values at the

basis of an organization’s culture (Schein, 2004), tends to manifest itself in a tacit way

(Venkitachalam and Busch, 2012) and is difficult to analyze because it mainly exists in the

mind of individuals as the result of their working experience (Harlow, 2008) not expressed in

an explicit form (Von Krogh et al., 2000). Tacit knowledge in arts and crafts organizations is

hard to articulate and requires observation, demonstration and experience for its transfer

(Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995). Nevertheless, it has a real tangible impact on organizational

behaviors and becomes a determinant of organizational performance (Nonaka and Teece,

2001; Schein, 1996; Byles et al., 1991; Koberg and Chusmir, 1987; Barney, 1986), making

its transfer crucial for organizational survival and growth.

At the core of the knowledge transfer process within the subset of arts & crafts

organizations are the craftsmen, real “masters of art” capable of using the “intelligence of

the hand”, the “passion of the heart” and the “creativity of the mind” (i.e. their “tacit
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knowledge”) (Shils, 1981; Schein, 2004) to acquire an aura of excellence and to confer

exclusivity to products that enjoy a unique positioning in international markets (Sennett,

2008). Craftsmen’s knowledge can hence be considered a real financial resource

(Davenport and Prusak, 2000) so that underlining the value of such knowledge and its

transfer becomes relevant for the survival and growth of arts and crafts organizations.

Nevertheless, in the contest of arts and crafts organizations, there is a lack of practical

understanding of the relationship between knowledge and the role of craftsmen in the

knowledge transfer process (Manfredi Latilla et al., 2018). See Figure 1 for a graphical

visualization of the research context.

With this regard, the present empirical contribution is built on the analysis of five case

studies with the aim of investigating how knowledge transfer is effectively realized and

which is the role of craftsmen in the knowledge transfer process. A qualitative approach has

been chosen as it facilitates the understanding of complex phenomena such the ones

under investigation (Yin, 2009; Fleming, 2001; Levinthal, 1997) and helps enriching existing

theory with new insights from real-world cases to make theoretical generalization to the

existing body of research concerned with knowledge transfer in the specific subset of arts

and crafts organizations. From the analysis, several arguments of debate relevant to the

craftsmen’s knowledge, their role within arts and crafts organizations and the overall

knowledge transfer process have been derived, which will be discussed in Section 4.

Overall, the study is structured as follow: Section 2 reviews the literature on knowledge

management and transfer within arts and crafts organization; Section 3 describes the

methodology adopted and the structure of the data collection phase; Section 4 provides

and discusses findings, while Section 5 concludes the multiple case study analysis.

2. Literature review

2.1 Knowledge management and transfer

Knowledge management and transfer are popular topics in several extant literatures

including strategic management and organizational theory as well as information systems

(De Massis et al., 2016; Joia and Lemos, 2010; Ajith Kumar and Ganesh, 2009; Foss and

Pedersen, 2002; Alavi and Leidner, 2001). Knowledge, indeed, is a primary asset in modern

economy, specifically when it refers to creative industry, where it is mainly the result of

individual inspirations, abilities and talents, able to create wealth and employment through

Figure 1 The context of the research

KNOWLEDGE CRAFTSMEN 

ARTS & CRAFTS 
ORGANIZATIONS

Strategic resource retained 
by craftsmen

Players in the 
knowledge transfer 

process

? ?

KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER

How knowledge transfer is realized?
Which is the role of craftsmen in the knowledge transfer process?
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the generation and exploitation of intellectual skills and craftsmanship abilities (Hennekam

and Bennett, 2017; Lampel and Germain, 2016; Stock et al., 2013; Lord and Ranft, 2000;

O’Reilly et al., 1991).

It is in the mid-1990s that the theme of knowledge management and transfer became

relevant in research on management and organizational behavior. Pulic (1998), for example,

stressed the need for organizations to efficiently and effectively locate, capture and share

their knowledge and skills to maintain competitiveness. Seltzer and Bentley (1999)

emphasized the role of knowledge as a primary resource of the “creative age” (as the

authors define the current historical period) and analyzed the internal profound changes the

organizations require to survive this “creative age”. Osterloh and Frey (2000) identified

knowledge, knowledge generation and knowledge transfer as essential for the acquisition

of organizational competitive advantages, while Chen and Fong (2015) stated that

“knowledge management is a discipline possibly impacting organizational competitiveness

and innovation”. Specifically, managing organizational knowledge involves developing new

content or replacing existing content within the organization’s tacit and explicit knowledge

(Pentland, 1995). Through social and collaborative processes as well as individual’s

cognitive processes, knowledge is created, shared, amplified, enlarged and justified in

organizational settings (Nonaka, 1994). This model views organizational knowledge

management as involving a continuous interplay between the tacit and explicit dimensions

of knowledge and a growing spiral flow as knowledge moves through individual, group and

organizational levels (Alavi and Leidner, 2001).

Within the specific subset of arts and crafts organizations, then, the knowledge-based

activities of craftsmen, their unique skills and capabilities are primary functions having a

huge impact on the creation of competitive advantage through the development of

exclusive handmade artifacts. To this extent, an organization owning and managing

effectively its knowledge as well as recognizing it as a critical resource to be transferred,

can build a solid and recognizable corporate and brand identity, leveraging on a unique

heritage made of quality and creativity (Davenport and Prusak, 2000). Knowledge,

therefore, can be considered a strategic organizational resource, to be properly managed

and transferred among the employees and to the new generation of employees.

Knowledge transfer, on the other hand, pertains to an articulated process of sharing values,

purposes, common belief as well as a specific know-how embedded in the organizational

processes and in the ability of its workers (Dasgupta and David, 1994; David and Foray,

1995; Cowan and Foray, 1996; Ajith Kumar and Ganesh, 2009). Some scholars have

defined knowledge transfer as the process through which one unit (e.g. group, department

or division) is affected by the experience of another (Argote and Ingram, 2000; Inkpen and

Tsang, 2005; Watson and Hewett, 2006). Other scholars (i.e. Darr and Kurtzberg, 2000,

p. 29) have defined knowledge transfer as an event through which one entity learns from the

experience of another, suggesting thereby that the effect of one unit on another is in terms

of the learning that the second unit experiences. According to Foss and Pedersen (2002),

knowledge transfer is not an in toto replication of knowledge in a new location. Rather, it

involves the modification of some existing knowledge to a different context – “what is

transferred is (usually) not the underlying knowledge but rather applications of this

knowledge in the form of solutions to specific problems” (Foss and Pedersen, p. 54).

Therefore, knowledge transfer can be interpreted as “a process of exchange of explicit or

tacit knowledge between two agents, during which one agent purposefully receives and

uses the knowledge provided by another” (Ajith Kumar and Ganesh, 2009, p. 163).

Several other scholars (Klammer and Gueldenberg, 2018; Savino et al., 2017; Cohen and

Bacdayan, 1994; Huber, 1991; Levitt and March, 1988; Nelson and Winter, 1982) have

underlined the importance of understanding how employees acquire, learn, process, retain,

unlearn, codify and finally transfer their knowledge and know-how, especially when tacit,

with other employees within the organization and eventually with other organizations. This
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because the knowledge management approach adopted by companies as well as their

organizational structures are relevant elements for the success of tacit knowledge transfer

(Joia and Lemos, 2010). Tacit knowledge, indeed, on the one hand can arise to the level of

a proper organizational know-how, becoming a real source of competitive advantage

relevant to be transferred (Grant, 1996). On the other hand, being not-codified, it exists only

in the minds of individuals as the result of their working experiences and is linked to their

understanding of the contexts of action, feelings and insights that can hardly be understood

by those who do not share that same working experience (Foos et al., 2006).

2.2 Knowledge transfer in arts and crafts organizations

Argote and Ingram (2000) provided a knowledge transfer framework which holds that

knowledge in an organization is embedded in three basic elements – its members, tools

and tasks – and the various sub-networks formed by combining or crossing these elements.

According to the framework of Argote and Ingram, knowledge transfer through the

movement of members (employees) refers to transfer that happens when knowledge that

resides in a person is transferred to another person. Knowledge transfer through the

movement of tools (i.e. technology and industrial equipment) is reflected in work on

technology transfer (Berry, 2003). Knowledge transfer through the movement of tasks

usually happens when an existing firm opens a branch, a subsidiary or a franchise outlet.

In the context of arts and crafts organizations, knowledge transfer is mainly realized through

the movement of members and tools. With this regard, the role of craftsmen has become

central in academic research as more than a decade, when scholars studying the

organizational decision making process started to attribute great relevance to the role of

knowledge and its transfer, emphasizing the prominent role covered by craftsmen in the

knowledge transfer process (Argote and Ingram, 2000). Knowledge, in this contest, is

mainly tacit and pertains to the traditions of the organization itself (Messeni Petruzzelli and

Albino, 2012) as well as to the long-standing traditions and practices of certain

communities, which have often been passed orally from generation to generation (Shils,

1981). It is hence important to enable and facilitate the transfer of craftsmen’s knowledge,

since such knowledge becomes a powerful and unique source of organizational

performance in the present time, allowing arts and crafts organizations to leverage on their

reservoir of knowledge, traditions (both internal and related to the territory the organizations

belong to) and on the skills of their craftsmen to foster growth and market visibility (Kotlar

et al., 2018; Messeni Petruzzelli and Savino, 2014; Heeley and Jacobson, 2008).

Specifically, it is in the context of arts and crafts organizations that craftsmen play a central

role in the knowledge creation and transfer, and the way they interact with each other helps

generate new organizational artifacts, i.e. all the visible, audible and tangible aspects of the

organizational culture, which can be considered the result of the employees’ knowledge

inside the organization (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; Pratt and Rafaeli, 2001, 1997;

Kaufmann, 2004). Craftsmen’s knowledge, in its essence of being mainly tacit, is what gives

exclusivity and uniqueness to their work (Sennett, 2008). It is built on traditions extensively

validated and transferred over time, a key element that allows arts and crafts organizations

to develop innovation characterized by uniqueness and to produce exclusive artifacts, to

the point that the osmosis between tradition and innovation appears to be an essential

element (Kotlar et al., 2018; De Massis et al., 2016; Di Minin and Faems, 2013). Knowledge-

based activities of craftsmen, hence, have a huge impact on the creation of competitive

advantage through the development of unique and exclusive artifacts.

3. Methodology

In answering the research question, i.e. how in the context of arts and crafts organizations,

knowledge can be managed and transferred becoming a real source of competitive

advantage, we chose to adopt an exploratory, qualitative research design to study the
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phenomenon in detail since no prior empirical research on the relationship among

knowledge, knowledge transfer the role of craftsmen is available (Eisenhardt, 1989). Thus,

we aim at enriching existing theory with new insights from real-world cases comparing five

different organizations in a search for similarities and differences to finally make theoretical

generalization to the existing body of research concerned with knowledge transfer in the

specific subset of creative industry, i.e. arts and crafts organizations. That is, the findings

can be used to further develop theoretical ideas regarding knowledge, knowledge transfer

and the role of craftsmen in arts and crafts industry, but not to make generalization claims to

any populations of firms or markets.

In setting up the multiple case study (Yin, 2009), we established a sampling frame of criteria

associated with the theoretical background and research interest of our study:

� The case firms had to be arts and crafts organizations well-known for the high quality

and value of their artifacts.

� The case firms had to have a solid reputation for preserving the tradition and the

uniqueness of their manufacturing processes.

Organizations were finally selected for convenience, i.e. for their alignment with the interests

and activities of the private foundation sponsoring the research. Five organizations meeting

these criteria were identified and contacted (i.e. Organization R; Organization V;

Organization B; Organization C; Organization RE., by the initial letters of each organization).

For confidentiality reasons, their names are disguised. Appendix 1 provides a brief

description of the selected organizations.

3.1 Data analysis

Data were gathered through semi-structured interviews with executives, craftsmen (i.e.

owner of the tacit knowledge within the organizations) and young employees (i.e.

employees with less than 3 years of working experience in the organization and less than

32years old). Interviews with executives were finalized to gain a strategic overview of the

organization management with regards to the exclusivity of the goods sold, the strength of

the brand and its impact on the business. Interviews with craftsmen were intended to

analyze the knowledge transfer process at operational level; interviews with young

employees were intended to understand how each organization transfers its (tacit)

knowledge to young generation to preserve over time the value of its traditions and heritage.

Overall, interviews aimed at investigating the role of the craftsmen within each organization

and the related knowledge transfer process.

Interviews were performed over a 5months period in the first semester of 2018 and were

transcribed verbatim to allow for subsequent analysis and complemented through

extensive desk research (e.g. websites, media reports and press releases) to ensure

credibility through triangulation (Jick, 1979). Two interview protocols were adopted, one

with questions intended for executives (Appendix 2); one with questions intended for

craftsmen and young employees (Appendix 3). Interviewees were encouraged to respond

freely to the questions and to enrich their answers with additional information and personal

feelings related to their working dimension to facilitate the story telling of their working

experience and the description of the way they perceive their role, the knowledge

management inside the organization and its transfer (Spradley, 1979). Specifically,

craftsmen were asked to reflect on their key competences and the knowledge required to

perform their tasks; how they acquired such knowledge and skills and how they transfer

them to young employees.

The number of interviews has been determined in line with the theoretical saturation, i.e.

interviews have been conducted with executive, craftsmen and young employees till

the information gathered has been considered sufficient and no further relevant
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information could have been added by additional interviews (Strauss and Corbin,

1990). Overall, eight executives (among which one chief executive officer, two plant

production directors, two organization owners, one HR director and one administrative

director); 7 craftsmen and 5 young employees were interviewed, for a total of 20

interviews over a sample of five organizations. Craftsmen and young employees to

interview were selected with the support of the organizations’ executives, in line with the

intent and the objective of the research.

Consistent with the multiple-case analysis method (Eisenhardt, 1989), we began by

synthesizing the data for each firm into individual case histories. Hence, data collected

were analyzed for each case in isolation and condensed into a case write-up. Then, we

asked to the interviewees to review their cases, which enabled us to complete the write-

up and to eliminate some of the biases associated with retrospective interviews

(Silverman, 2000). Once we had developed the individual case histories, we used them

for two types of analysis: within-case and cross-case. Within-case analysis centered on

uncovering how each organization realized the knowledge transfer process internally

and how it managed its knowledge. After we had a good understanding of each case,

we then began cross-case analysis to distill category-specific characteristics and

corroborate the initial findings (Eisenhardt, 1989; Ozcan and Eisenhardt, 2009). Tables

and color-coding were used to identify important similarities across the cases (Rafaeli

and Vilnai-Yavetz, 2004). Then, we went back and forth between the initial findings and

the original data to clarify specific details and to reach a consistent picture

(Frankenberger et al., 2014).

Through the analysis of the information gathered, it was possible to answer to the research

question and create a theoretical framework able to offer a process model of the knowledge

transfer process in arts and crafts organizations (Figures 2 and 3).

Figure 2 A processmodel of the knowledge transfer process in arts & crafts organizations

CCCKNOWLEDGE TO BE TRANSFERRED CRAFTSMEN REPOSITORY OF 
KNOWLEDGE

TRANSFER PROCESS AND TIMING FURTHER DEVELOPMENT
FUTURI

� Establishment of an internal 
training school

� Creation of “ad hoc” training path

� Improvement or establishment of 
internal policies

� Increase awareness of the 
organization artifacts on the 
destination market/clients

� Create partnership with schools, 
local and administrative bodies 

� Craftsmen knowhow:
o Production Processes
o Job phases and 

methodologies
� Corporate/Brand identity
� Relationship with the territory, the 

market, the external society

� Knowledge subject of transfer:
o Techniques
o Know-how
o Manual skills
o History
o Traditions
o Skills and abilities that belong to the 

organization heritage and traditions
o Skills and abilities learnt “on the 

field”

Activities that enable and facilitate the transfer

� Codified activities:
o Training school and courses 

inside the organization;
o Training school and courses 

outside the organization
� Non-codified activities:

o Observations
o Listening
o Sharing experiences
o Sharing knowledge
o Working together
o Building relationship

Timing of the process:
� Throughout the operational activities / 

no structured approach
� Identify specific moment to realize 

knowledge transfer
� Dedicate specific activities (and space, 

if required) to realize knowledge 
transfer
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4. Findings and discussion

To understand the role of craftsmen in arts and crafts organizations, we identified the

peculiarities of their knowledge to analyze how such knowledge is acquired and then

transferred from one craftsman to another along either a tacit or a codified transfer process.

Common patterns emerged from the empirical research that helped identify the craftsmen’s

key characteristics and that are in line with the ones identified by the academic literature

(Stock et al., 2013; Lord and Ranft, 2000; O’Reilly et al., 1991) where the craftsman is

described as a “masters of art”, capable of using the “intelligence of the hand”, the

“passion of the heart” and the “creativity of the mind” (Shils, 1981; Schein, 2004) to acquire

an aura of excellence and to confer exclusivity to products that enjoy a unique positioning in

international markets (Sennett, 2008). It has indeed emerged that the craftsman is

perceived as a fundamental resource for the organizations where he/she operates, able to

add value to the artifacts he/she realizes through his/her unique skills and ability in the

hand-made process.

We have briefly summarized the key features related to the craftsmen’s knowledge deriving

from the interviews’ coding process and its triangulation with the literature review in Table I;

while the information collected with regard to the role and relevance of craftsmen for each

organization has been summarized in Table II.

Apart from the common peculiarities, the craftsman’s specific role and function change

according to each organization analyzed, where he/she can be perceived more as a

symbol of the tradition and heritage of the organization (e.g. Organization R,

organization B); as a master of the production process (e.g. Organization V,

organization C); as source of creativity and inspiration (e.g. organization C); as a

resource for the territory to which the organization belongs (e.g. organization RE,

organization V); as the real differential value for the whole organization (e.g.

Figure 3 The key elements that identify the knowledge transfer process within arts & crafts organizations

�Iden�fy the future of the knowledge transfer process

Iden�fy third par�es, external to the organiza�on, with whom eventually to liaise in defining the knowledge transfer process

Iden�fy the receivers of the knowledge transfer process

Be aware of what is being transferred, that may be related to a specific technical know-how, a produc�on process, or more generally to the 
corporate iden�fy and brand awareness

Iden�fy the most suitable ways to realize the knowledge transfer process, e.g. through codified process or internally in a tacit way

Define the goal of the knowledge transfer process, for example related to the transfer of specific set of skills that represent a compe��ve advantage 
for the organiza�on and/or belong to its corporate iden�ty, which dis�nguishes one organiza�on from the others

Iden�fy the strategic premises to the knowledge transfer, i.e. the intrinsic mo�va�on at organiza�onal level to transfer a specific know-how from 
cra�sman to cra�sman
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organization B). It can therefore be recognized the craftsman’s relevance within the arts

and crafts organizations as the figure able to realize unique artifacts, expression of the

tradition and heritage of the organization, as well as the depository of the relevant

knowledge and skills which differentiate the organization from the competitive

environment and confer exclusivity and uniqueness to its artifacts.

The above findings allowed to narrow the research on the knowledge transfer process

within the arts and crafts organizations, i.e. how the craftsmen’s knowledge is being

transferred. We hence tried to understand the ways through which knowledge transfer

can be effective realized in line with the peculiarities of each organization, investigating

the relationship among the exclusivity of the artifacts realized, the tradition and

knowhow that each organization tries to preserve and transfer. This process helped

understanding the effectiveness of the knowledge transfer for arts and crafts

organizations and to consolidate a holistic view on the overall knowledge transfer

process with regard to:

1. the specific knowledge to be transferred;

2. the people (craftsmen) repository of such knowledge;

3. the timing of the transfer;

4. how the transfer is effectively realized; and

5. the future of the knowledge transfer within the organization investigated.

Table I The main characteristic of the craftsman knowledge and skills

Empirical evidence Theoretical evidence from literature review

Technical skills and personal ability; proper know-how Savino et al (2017), Micelli (2011)

Linkage between tradition, innovation and passion for its activity De Massis et al. (2016), Messeni Petruzzelli and Savino (2014),

Stock et al. (2013), Bergadaà (2008)

Symbolic value of the products realized and their exclusive positioning

in the market

Sennett (2008), Micelli (2011), Mazzucotelli Salice (2012)

Quality, authenticity and uniqueness of products realized Bergadaà and Clarac (2007)

Craftsman awareness of his/her capabilities, ability to “dialogue” with

the materials; ability to “craft” the material

Rafaeli and Vilnai-Yavetz (2004), Rafaeli and Pratt (2001)

Table II Role and relevance of craftsmen per each organization

Organization Role of the craftsman Relevance of the craftsman

Organization R He/she represents the tradition of the organization He/she is a reference figure for the

organization and for the market

Organization V He/she is the focal point of the production process He/she is a reference figure for the

organization

Organization C He/she is the source of creativity for the organization He/she is a reference figure for the

organization and for the market

Organization RE He/she plays a crucial role in the production

process, as well as is a key figure for the economy of

the territory that relies on the ability and skills of the

craftsman as a vital economic source

He/she is a reference figure for the

organization and for the territory

Organization B He/she is in charge of the production process, as

well as of the ideation, creation, strategy and training

of young employees

He/she is a reference figure of the

organization, for the market and for the territory
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4.1 The specific knowledge to be transferred

With regard to the specific knowledge to be transferred, the different organizations were

aligned in answering that the knowledge to be transferred is the one that pertains to the

hand-made skills and abilities of craftsmen, to which the tradition and peculiarities of each

organization are related. Here are emblematic the words of the director of production of

organization V, according to whom “the kind of production process we adopt here, mainly

hand-made, allows us to achieve a quality in the final artifact which is not replicable by any

automated or serial production. On this specific quality we build our exclusivity and unique

value proposition, which then allow us to sell our products to a very high price without

suffering the competition from the mass market and from other premium brands which is

known have automated or delocalized their production process. If we gave up the

knowledge of our craftsmen replacing them with standardized production process, not only

we would lose our heritage and exclusivity of our products, but we would lose also the

prestige of our history and dissipate the value of our brand, hence to us is crucial to give

maximum relevance to the knowledge of our craftsmen and find proper way to transfer it”.

4.2 The craftsmen repository of the knowledge to be transferred

With regard to the craftsmen repository of the knowledge to be transferred, here the

answers collected have shown different approach to the management of craftsmen

activities and to the way their knowledge and knowhow is preserved and transferred. This is

in line with the results of scholarly research on knowledge management and transfer, which

reveals the complexity and multi-faceted nature of organizational knowledge, its

management and transfer (Alavi and Leidner, 2001). Knowledge indeed, as highlighted in

the literature review section, can be tacit or explicit, can refer to an object, a cognitive state

or a capability, such the one of craftsmen. Thus, no single optimum approach to

organizational knowledge management and transfer can be developed. With regard to the

case studies here analyzed, the main difference that has emerged is that some

organizations, for example Organization B, are trying to build an internal repository of

knowhow, procedures and processes, writing internal manuals where the activities

executed by craftsmen are transcribed so that new generation of employees have a

physical place inside the organization where to go and read how to execute a specific task

of the production process. This is done also through video recording of specific phase of

the production process, so that seeing on screen the activities of experienced craftsmen

can help new generation to learn and replicate their work. Here are of relevance the words

of the Owner of Organization B, according to whom “the main challenge we face regarding

the activities performed by craftsmen is that such activities are not codified but are just

passed over by craftsmen to new employees or colleagues. This let craftsmen decide on

their own what to transfer and what to retain, mainly for their own proud, and most of all they

are free to choose inside the organization to whom to transfer specific knowhow and skills,

somehow basing their decision on their personal preferences. Hence my goal in the last

years has been to codify the craftsmen’s knowledge and skills, filming their work, having

drawings, sketches and illustrations of the most peculiar phases of their manual activities

and, at the end, allocating a specific area of our headquarters to become the physical

repository of such knowledge, where different (and new) employees can access the

repository of knowhow and skills which pertain to our organization”. On the opposite side,

other organizations, for example organization C, do not care specifically about the role of

craftsmen as repository of the knowledge to be transferred, simply they let craftsmen to

manage in first person the knowledge transfer activities, without having a managerial

commitment to guide such process. In this regard, one of the craftsmen working for

Organization C clearly stated “there is no specific procedure to transfer knowledge, I simply

sit down with other colleagues or new employees doing their apprenticeship here and tell

them what to do and how to do it, showing the detailed phases of the whole production
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process. It is up to me decide how detailed I want to be in revealing the tricks of my activity

and the extent that I want to give to the knowledge transfer process”. Asked on the reason

why the knowledge transfer is managed at craftsmen level and not at managerial level,

preferably in a structured and eventually codified way, one manager of organization C

simply replied that this is their modus operandi, it has always been like that since the

establishment of the company more than fifty years ago and the craftsmen have always

been great in performing their activities and passing over their skills to new generation of

employees, so as a company they rely on this uncodified model and do not consider in the

short term to change their knowledge management and transfer process.

4.3 The timing of the knowledge transfer process

With regard to the timing of the knowledge transfer process, here again our investigation

proved that each organization adopts its own approach in transferring the skills and abilities

of its craftsmen. For organization V, for instance, time is of the essence for the activities

performed by craftsmen, so new employees do not start their work until they have gained all

the training and knowhow required to command properly the skills needed to realize

excellent hand-made artifacts. For other organizations, for example organizations RE and C,

the timing of the knowledge transfer process starts when a new employee is put side by

side to an experienced craftsman, who then spends some hours of his/her job to transfer

his/her knowhow, showing manually how the job is performed and helping the new hired in

his/her activities throughout the first months of employment.

4.4 How the transfer is effectively realized

How the knowledge transfer is effectively realized was the most critical point to address, as

each organization had its own point of view and process of knowledge transfer. This is in

line with what observed by Crossan et al. (1999), who highlighted how the knowledge

owners, i.e. the repository of the knowledge to be transferred, no longer think consciously

about action. “Having been in the same, or similar, situations and recognizing the pattern,

the expert knows, almost spontaneously, what to do. Indeed, if asked to explain their

actions, experts may be unable to do so” (Crossan et al., p. 526). Knowledge to be

transferred, therefore, in a simple way can be thought of as unconscious recollection. This

helps explain why knowledge retained by craftsmen in arts and crafts organizations is so

hard to transfer from one person to another. It is indeed highly subjective, deeply rooted in

individual experiences, and very difficult to surface, examine and explain.

Organization B, for example, apart from building an internal repository of knowhow,

procedures and processes as highlighted above in point (2), is also partnering with external

training schools to give more breadth and scope to the overall knowledge transfer process,

with the intent of making the knowhow and skills of its craftsmen the main (intangible) asset

of the organization. The goal of Organization B is indeed, as noted by the CEO, “to create

an osmosis between the internal repository of knowhow and the external world of

knowledge, represented by schools where to learn the theoretical construct and framework

of the craftsmen activities, as well as new skills and modern technologies that may help

refining and improving the overall production process, which remains mainly hand-made”.

Attending external training courses would help indeed craftsmen to update their knowhow

while remaining up-to-date with all the aspects that characterize their work, this because if

on one side working manually may not seem an activity subject to the technological

obsolescence, on the other side technology helps craftsmen in several activities, e.g. the

cutting of leather hides and the stitching phase of final products, hence specific training

delivered by third parties may represent an opportunity to learn new skills that would help

continuously increase the overall quality of the products realized. Organization RE, with this

regard, has developed its own approach to knowledge transfer, institutionalizing the role of

the “tutor”, i.e. a craftsman, usually a senior with a proved field experience, responsible for
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transferring knowledge to the new generation of employees but also internally among other

craftsmen. There is no formal coding of knowledge to be transferred, but at least

Organization RE has institutionalized a modus operandi, according to which specific

figures, i.e. tutors, are formally responsible for the overall knowledge transfer process and

for coordinating the activities of new entrants or other employees within the organization.

This approach, if on one side lacks all the formalities and the proper structure of a codified

process, on the other side brings order inside the organization, recognizing in the tutor the

figure with the official role of repository of the organizational knowhow, and hence the formal

duty of transferring such knowhow to other employees. On the other hand, organization V in

the transfer process very often relies also on the know-how and skills of former craftsmen

who, even though already retired from their job, continue to act as mentor of young

generation of employees, being involved in specific session where knowledge and skills are

shared between the young generation and the old one, whose representatives are treated

with great respect and consideration. Here the element that has emerged strongly is the

relation of the organization with the territory where it is located and from which it hires new

employees. As noted by Organization V’s owner, indeed, the link with the territory is our real

competitive advantage and what preserves the uniqueness of our production process and

the exclusivity of our products over the years and decades. The territory where we are

located reflects and represents our history, the tradition and quality of our production

process and is the reservoir of the young generation of employees. For these reasons

having old craftsmen still part of the team, sharing their knowhow and skills with young

generation of employees, is something that reinforce the link between our organization and

the territory where it is located, a territory permeated with the knowhow and skills required to

realize our unique and exclusive products.

4.5 The future of the knowledge transfer within arts and crafts organizations

With regard to the future of the knowledge transfer within arts and crafts organizations, it is

emblematic here to mention the words of the Director of Production of Organization R,

according to whom “today, notwithstanding there is a race for uniqueness, the arts & crafts

industry is trying to standardize its production to meet the tastes of the new rich, i.e. the

Asian people, who tend to copy the American taste for style and exclusivity, which is

replicated worldwide by the dominant class of the new rich and global elites. All our

tradition of uniqueness and exclusivity, which derive directly from the Renaissance, if not

understood and appreciated by our customers will finish to be dismissed and abandoned,

so all the debate on knowledge transfer will be redundant if we do not really preserve the

uniqueness and exclusivity of our heritage and culture that are then mirrored in the

knowledge of craftsmen that we aim to transfer”. This strong statement somehow has been

the leit motiv of all the discussions with the people interviewed within the different

organizations. The discussion on knowledge transfer, indeed, if on one hand pertains to the

codification of the knowledge to be transferred and to the institutionalization of processes

and procedures specific to such purpose, on the other hand it proves to have as objective a

very fragile knowledge, which pertains to the past and brings along an exclusivity and

uniqueness that tend not to be properly understood and appreciated by the new generation

of customers. The future of the knowledge transfer in arts and crafts organizations, hence,

pertains to the future itself of these organizations. The knowledge they embody, indeed,

being very often tacit and not codified, not only is difficult to transfer internally at production

and processes level, but mainly it is difficult to transfer to final customers to increase their

awareness of the exclusivity, complexity and uniqueness of the products such

organizations realized.

In Table I, we have mapped the points (1) to (5) above analyzed as resulting from the

interview process, while in Figure 3, we have summarized the key elements emerged from
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the interviews that help define the knowledge transfer process within arts and crafts

organizations.

4.6 Concluding findings

Generalizing the findings, it has emerged the importance of craftsmen within arts and crafts

organizations, whose know-how and technical skills are high valued by colleagues, by the

market (customers), within the society and the territory where they operate. The knowledge

acquired and retained by the craftsmen becomes therefore crucial for the survival of the

arts and crafts organizations and for their profitability in the long term. Nevertheless, from

the empirical investigation it has emerged a certain unawareness at managerial level of the

strategic relevance of the craftsmen knowhow and skills and of how to practically and

effectively transfer their knowledge to a future generation of young craftsmen to continue to

satisfy a unique and exclusive market demand. Specifically, we noted that managers tend

not to be able to transfer the knowledge needed for long-term organization success. This is

in line with Foos et al. (2006), according to whom while managers tend to see the value of

tacit knowledge, there are different perceptions of the goals that a successful knowledge

transfer shall achieve and a lack of processes to manage the knowledge transfer process

itself. Furthermore, it has emerged the lack of a common knowledge transfer policy to

different organizations, as each organization tends to define the premises, the objectives,

the ways, the contents, the beneficiaries and the overall scope of its knowledge transfer

process, in line with the strategic relevance it attributes to such process and to the

peculiarities and personal characteristics of the craftsmen involved in the process, their

specific know-how and role in the production of final artifacts. Therefore, it has not been

possible to define a standard framework for the knowledge transfer process because it is

influenced by the organizational structure, the management style of the organization owner

(very often a family that retains the totality of the organization shares/quota), the social

context and the territory where the organization is located, as well as the target market and

the specific niche of customers who buy the organization’s products. This result represents

a potential threat for the survival of arts and crafts organizations in the long run, especially

when craftsmen are employees close to their retirement age and the young generation does

not retain the same ability, skills and know-how to realize unique, hand-made artifacts. With

this regard, the training of young generation, the codification of the craftsmen tacit

knowledge and the establishment of specific repositories of knowledge, i.e. physical places

within the organization where to store for example drawings, sketches and illustrations of the

most peculiar phases of the craftsmen manual activities, can somehow help preventing the

dissipation of craftsmen knowledge.

5. Conclusion

The present contribution, leveraging on the previous studies on knowledge and its transfer

within organizations (Klamer, 2012; King et al., 2008; Tsoukas, 2003; Lambooy, 2002;

Boisot, 2002; Nonaka and Teece, 2001; Rodgers et al., 2000; Dixon, 2000) has focused,

through a multiple case studies methodology, on the analysis of the role of craftsmen in the

knowledge transfer process within a specific sample of arts and crafts organizations. This

approach has been motivated by several elements that embrace both a theoretical

perspective and a practical evidence. Indeed, as for the theory, despite the interest of many

authors toward both knowledge management and transfer within the creative industry

(Lampel and Germain, 2016; Seltzer and Bentley, 1999), there is a lack of studies aimed at

linking systematically these two research areas specifically with regard to the subset of

creative industry represented by the arts and crafts organizations; as for the practice, there

is as well a lack of practical understanding of the relationship between knowledge,

knowledge transfer and the role played by craftsmen in the knowledge transfer process

(Manfredi Latilla et al., 2018). Specifically, in a time where the business environment is
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constantly changing, the challenge for organizations is to manage the tension between the

embedded learning from the past, which enables it to exploit learning, and the new learning

that must be allowed to feed forward through the processes of a proper knowledge transfer

(Crossan et al., 1999).

5.1 Theoretical and practical contributions

From the analysis, we have derived several arguments of debate relevant to craftsmen

knowledge, their role within arts and crafts organizations and the overall knowledge transfer

process. A common result that has emerged is that craftsmen play a crucial role for the

success of arts and crafts organizations, as this kind of organization gives the maximum

relevance to their individual abilities, knowhow and skills to generate wealth and employment

through the creation and production of exclusive, high value products; hence, it is crucial to

preserve and transfer properly their knowhow and skills. This result is particularly relevant for

the world of practice, in a time where globalization demands for the relocation of production

processes and technology automates several job tasks, the variegated world of arts and

crafts, where the handmade abilities and skills of craftsmen cannot be replicate, imitate or

standardize, becomes extremely important not only for culture but also for the economy of a

variety of countries among which Italy (Colombo, 2007; Busacca, 2013; Fortis, 2005).

With regard to the contribution to the academic research, we believe the present study may

enrich the debate on the conceptualization and codification of knowledge transfer

practices, where in our analysis has emerged the importance of creating ad hoc

repositories and procedures to codify and favor such transfer, as well the role of training as

a powerful tool to guide the young generation of craftsmen in performing properly their

tasks in an organized and professional manner.

5.2 Limitations and future directions of research

Notwithstanding our attempt to provide contributions for both theory and practice, we are

aware of the limitations of our study, as its exploratory nature and its relative small sample of

analysis do not allow generalizing the findings to any population of arts and crafts

organizations. Accordingly, we invite future research into this subject to shed further light on the

relationship between knowledge management and transfer in arts and crafts organizations in a

broader context, enlarging and differentiating the research sample to get a more omni-

comprehensive view on the arts and crafts organizations and on how they contribute to the

diffusion and empowerment of a specific market niche made of high value and exclusive

products. By pursuing its objectives indeed, this study aims to represent a step toward

enabling arts and crafts organizations to play a vital role in the modern society in a more

structured way. This would help build awareness of the potential of arts and crafts organizations

for promoting economic growth, proposing a value proposition different from the one dictated

by the globalization and by the triumph of product standardization and mass production.
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Appendix 1. Brief description of the analyzed arts and crafts organizations

Organization B

Organization B was founded in 1945 by a small-scale tailor. His intention was to create an
iconic brand expressing timeless Italian style. Organization B was founded under extraordinary
circumstances: in the 1950s and ‘60s, Rome became increasingly international with travelers
and American cinema. It was also a time when people started to experiment with new fashion.
Among the growing businesses in the region was Organization B. A small atelier with just 20
tailors, its fame grew significantly as Hollywood stars championed the brand and brought the
international spotlight to it. Today, over 400 master tailors work at its factory.Organization B now
has 67 sales outlets worldwide. It is universally recognized as one of the most prestigious
men’s luxury brands in the world. This positioning reflects the company’s heritage of
experience in materials and finish, and the personality that it expresses in its design.

Organization C

Organization C was founded in 1947. Its line of business includes the production of women’s
footwear designed primarily for dresses, street, and work. Organization C is a collection of
dreamy shoes and accessories rooted in the art of Venetian shoemaking with over 80 years of
heritage. The collection is known for its imaginative shoes with exquisite embroideries and
handmade details. The company founder favored high-end fashions marrying craftsmanship
with couture. His wife would embroider shoes by hand in a small room with four other people. In
1950, the Company founder went to Paris and London to study design. He returned home and
began working with his father. In the early 1960s he took over the family business from his
father. He met his wife, whose family was also in the footwear business at a shoe fair. She
became responsible for public relations and the Company C handbag line. His concentration
was on the high-end of the market with opulent evening shoes. His work is known for elegant
detailing and high quality.Beginning in the 1970s, the founder worked with Valentino Garavani.
In the 1980s, he began to collaborate with Christian Dior and Chanel. Working alongside Karl
Lagerfeld in 2000, the founder decided to create jeweled shoes.

Organization RE

Organization RE products stand out for quality, luxury and sophistication and are the fabrics
of choice for the most important international fashion houses.Organization RE is an emblem
of Italian expertise, combining craft traditions and technological innovation for the best
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results at all times. It is a genuine Made in Italy brand which exports throughout the world
but maintains a strong bond with its own land and still today makes everything in near Biella
where the company was set up almost 150 years ago and which still manages the whole
production chain from the pile to the finished cloth.

Organization RE products are the culmination of a long heritage of deep-rooted values
involving a constant search for excellence, strong human relationships with all our
employees and an attention and respect for the environment.

Organization R

Organization R is a Venetian family-run company now in its fifth generation. It represents one of
the most important names on the international interior design scene. Its fabrics decorate private
homes, international hotels, world-famous theatres, embassies, palaces, castles and
museums. It has been creating, producing and selling furnishing products, in particular fabrics,
for residential and contract use since 1889.When creating collections, the style department
finds vital sources of inspiration in the historical archive, which houses more than 7,000 textile
documents, and also in the company library. For the production phase, the Venice company
uses its own weaving mill near Como with mainly state-of-the-art jacquard looms even if some
eighteenth-century hand looms are still operating. A real research laboratory for developing
and perfecting new and exclusive fabric types, the mill produces over half a million meters of
fabric a year. With the availability of an in-house design studio and its own production unit,
Organization R can design and produce also custom fabrics based on special requests and
patterns and types specified by the client. With close ties to the world of culture and art,
Organization R has always supported museums and young designers, organized exhibitions
and periodically promoted events in Italy and elsewhere in the name of a long textile tradition
and a love for art which continues to be at the core of the Venetian group’s history.

Organization V

Organization V was founded in 1937 by a master artisan who envisioned a company that
combined craft with audacious innovation and epitomize the very essence of Milanese style. It
designs, manufactures and sells leather goods. It offers top handle, work, shoulder bags,
briefcases clutches, travel goods, totes, small leather goods, purses, wallets, card and key
holders, and backpacks for men and women. It serves customers worldwide. It is based in
Milan, Italy. The lines, minimal and streamlined, reflect a sense of sobriety and discretion that is
rooted in the brand’s Milanese origins, unveiling the hidden emotions and passions that have
always been part of that identity, in a seductive contrast between restraint and passion. Every
component is cut and assembled through specialized engineering and technicality, modelling
geometrical contours, folding constructions, asymmetrical frames and sharp angles.

Appendix 2. Interview protocol for executives

1. The role of the craftsman and of his/her knowledge in the strategic positioning of your

organization:

� How relevant is the activity of the craftsman in the realization of the artifacts you

sell on the market?

� How the role and function of the craftsman within your organization can be

substitute by employees without specific know-how and skills?

� According to your opinion and to your experience, how the role of the craftsman

and the quality of the artifacts he/she realizes is perceived by your customers?

2. Knowledge transfer process:

� What is the specific content to be transferred?

� Who are the people (employees/craftsmen) involved in the knowledge transfer

process?

� What is the proper timing of the knowledge transfer? When it is realized?

� How does the organization define its knowledge transfer process? By itself, or with

the support of external partners/consultant?
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� Is the knowledge transfer process coherent with the strategic goals and values of

the organizations?

� Do you recognize in your organization the presence of a tacit knowledge, different

from the one codified in procedures and corporate standards?

– If yes, how relevant is such knowledge to the survival and success of your

organization?

– How do you in practice transfer tacit knowledge within your organizations?

� The knowledge transfer process is a concept that you feel relevant for the strategic

positioning of your organization?

– Do you do specific activities to facilitate to knowledge transfer process?

– Can you tell us a story relevant to your organization where you have practically

succeeded in the knowledge transfer process?

Appendix 3. Interview protocol for craftsmen and new (young) employees

1. The training path:

� Which were your motivations, source of inspiration and expectations in your choice

of becoming a craftsman?

2. The role of the craftsman:

� How were you hired by the organization?

� Have you been hired for your specific skills, or did you learn your working abilities

after being hired?

–Which are the specific skills/technique/know-how that have been transferred to

you once hired by the organization?

� Do you have any specific technique or skills which is not retained by any other

employee/craftsman within the organization you work for?

� Do you think the organization you work for properly appreciate and valorize your

know-how and skills?

3. The knowledge transfer process:

� What do you do to practically involve other employees (e.g. young colleagues) in

your activity and transfer to them your abilities and know-how?

– Do you have inside your organization specific moment where to share and

exchange know-how, abilities, skills, techniques and anything relevant to the

performance of your craftsman work?

� Which part of your core skills do you think is relevant and represent a competitive

advantage for the core business of the organization you work for?

� Do you think that some of the current skills and abilities that belong to the present

generation of craftsmen may be lost in the future, or may not be properly retained

by the new young generation?
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