
111Szczecin University Scientific Journal No. 883

Service Management 2/2015, Vol. 16, ISSN: 1898-0511 | website: www.wzieu.pl/SM | DOI: 10.18276/smt.2015.16-11 | 111–118

The deTerminanTs of knowledge Tr ansfer 
from universiTies To Tourism companies 
– a concepTual model 
and research proposiTions

marcin olszewski

Poznań University of Economics
e-mail: marcin.olszewski@ue.poznan.pl

Received  25 March 2015
Accepted  8 August 2015

JEL  
classification  D83, I25, L83, O33

Keywords  knowledge transfer, university, tourism company

Abstract  Acquiring and generating knowledge for product development is critical for the competitiveness of both tourism 
destinations and enterprises. The relationships between universities and companies can be treated as weak 
ties, and therefore be efficient for knowledge sharing, and to trigger innovativeness. The objective of the paper 
is to create a conceptual model of determinants of knowledge transfer from academia to tourism companies. 
On the basis of the literature study the research propositions were identified. It is argued that the utilisation of 
academic knowledge is affected by both the absorptive capacity of enterprises, and fit between companies and 
universities.

Introduction
The term “university-industry knowledge transfer” is used to indicate a wide range of interactions, at different 

levels and involving different activities mostly aimed at the exchange of knowledge and technology, between 
universities and firms (Rossi, 2010). It is assumed that knowledge is created in academia and subsequently 
transferred to enterprises for further development (Hjalager, 2002). Previous research suggests that there are 
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very limited interactions between academics and practitioners in the tourism industry (Frechtling, 2004; Jordan, 
Roland 1999; Xiao, Smith, 2007) which has lead to lack of balance between research production and utilisation 
(Hudson, 2013). According to Cooper (2006: 47) “in many other sectors of the economy, such as primary industries, 
knowledge transfers efficiently, because the gearing between researcher and business is tight and formalised, 
which is not the case in tourism”. As a consequence, academic research seldom influences the real world of 
practice (Jenkins, 1999).

Underutilization of academic knowledge can be explained simultaneously by the features and behavior 
of the senders and recipients of the knowledge. For some, the problem lies with academics who speak to and 
write only for themselves (Samdahl, Kelly, 1999). Knowledge generated by the academics is often perceived as 
needlessly complicated or overly sophisticated because people in the tourism industry prefer easy-to-use tools or 
quick answers (Ritchie, Ritchie, 2002). On the other hand, the knowledge-based view suggests that the extent of 
knowledge transfer from knowledge generators to knowledge recipients may depend on the recipients’ absorptive 
capacity (Keller, 1996; Zander, Kogut, 1995). The lack or insufficiency of absorptive capacity in a firm hinders the 
ability to recognise the potential of new ideas arising from interaction with other external knowledge generators 
(Tsai, 2009; Guisado-González et al., 2013). In the tourism industry, the low level of absorptive capacity is indicated, 
which can significantly reduce the use of academic knowledge (Cooper, 2006).

The knowledge transfer between universities and companies may also be determined by the existence (or 
not) of the fit between knowledge creators and its recipients. When knowledge is at least partly tacit, its transfer 
between different parties often requires the direct assistance of the knowledge creator (Rossi, 2010). This is why it 
has been argued that proximity among agents – cognitive, geographical, cultural, social – is crucial for knowledge 
transmission (Balconi et al., 2004; Boschma, 2005). According to Xiao and Smith „on a continuum of knowledge 
used by academics vis-a -vis practitioners, the closer a user is to the former, the more likely the user will value 
theoretical richness and the methodological sophistication associated with the creation of knowledge, and vice 
versa” (2007: 319). Moreover, for the tourism industry, barriers to transfer are related to its nature. It is dominated 
by small enterprises, fragmented across a variety of activities, and has vocational reinforcers such as poor human 
resource practices militating against the continuity of absorption (Cooper, 2006). As a result, there is a lack of trust 
between the knowledge creators and those who might use it, due to the different cultures and vocabularies of 
differing communities of practice (Davenport, Prusak, 1998; Hjalager, 2002).

The aim of the paper is to create a conceptual model of determinants of knowledge transfer from universities 
to the tourism companies. The paper opens by reviewing the literature on the determinants of university – industry 
knowledge transfer. In the second section the research propositions and conceptual model were developed. Finally 
the overall implications and conclusions are proposed.

Determinants of university – industry knowledge transfer
If we adhere to the assumption that research results produced by academia and research institutions are 

important to the business sector, it becomes essential to consider how, and in what form, knowledge is disseminated 
to enterprises for further development (Hjalager, 2002). The focus on knowledge flows, and potential barriers or 
facilitators, has attracted a great deal of interest within research and a plethora of perspectives, for nearly 50 years 
(Sparrow et al., 2009). Previous studies indicate that knowledge transfer occurs only when the appropriate conditions 
are created. Szulanski (2000) analysed how characteristics of the source of knowledge, the recipient, the context, 
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and the knowledge itself affected the transfer. He found that the importance of these factors varied over stages of 
the transfer process.

The knowledge-based view suggests that the extent of technology spillovers from knowledge generators 
to knowledge recipients may depend on the recipients’ absorptive capacity (Keller, 1996; Zander, Kogut, 1995). 
Absorptive capacity was originally defined as the “ability of a firm to recognise the value of new, external information, 
assimilate it, and apply it to commercial ends” (Cohen, Levinthal, 1990: 128). Furthermore, Cohen and Levinthal 
(1989: 569) emphasised that “a stock of prior knowledge constitutes the firm’s absorptive capacity”. Absorptive 
capacity in tourism is an important issue because tourism organisations are particularly dependent on external 
sources of knowledge when compared with businesses in other sectors (Thomas, Wood, 2014). A systematic review 
of the literature on innovation in service sector businesses (Carlborg et. al. 2013) confirms the almost complete 
absence of research into the absorptive capacity of hotels and other tourism businesses in spite of the extensive 
“mainstream” (notably manufacturing) literature (Thomas, Wood, 2014). For tourism, the concept of absorptive 
capability is very relevant (Awad, Ghaziri, 2004). It refers to the fact that organisation’s ability to expand depends in 
part on their existing knowledge. Effectively, the greater the stocks, the more effective the assimilation of the new 
knowledge will be (Cooper, 2006).

The concept of absorptive capacity in the literature is presented in two ways: process related (direct) and 
subject related (indirect). In the first one, absorptive capacity is a sequence of activities and skills of the company 
and its members (see Flatten et. al. 2011; Jiménez-Barrionuevo et al., 2011) related to the acquisition, transformation 
and utilisation of external knowledge. In the subjective approach the concept of absorption capacity is identified 
with people who have the ability to absorb knowledge. Most often it is assumed that these are university graduates 
and employees engaged in research and development activities (see. Cohen, Levinthal, 1990; Andriambeloson, 
Ramangalahy, 2004). In this approach, the absorptive capacity is similar to the concept of the knowledge base.

Previous deliberations on the determinants of knowledge transfer suggest that the existence of a positive 
relationship between the sender and the entity receiving the knowledge is very important. The presence or absence 
of this relationship was described as: fit, similarity, proximity or gap (mismatch). All of these approaches assume 
that the transfer of knowledge occurs when, there is linkage between the entities that will result in the emergence 
of motivation and conditions to transfer and receive knowledge. The theoretical basis of the concept of fit can 
be found in social psychology, which suggests that similarity among people in terms of characteristics such as 
attitudes or personality is associated with better interaction among people (Smith, 2008). The first literature on 
proximity focused entirely on geographical proximity (Audretsch, Feldman, 1996). Over time other dimensions, such 
as organisational, institutional, cultural, cognitive, technological, and social proximity have been added (Heringa 
et al., 2014). Based on the literature, the fit between the sender and the receiver of the knowledge can be grouped 
into four categories: subjective, objective, time and spatial.

Subjective fit. This fit refers to social proximity and similarity between sender and recipient. It is assumed 
that, the more one business has in common with another, particularly with respect to the problems that they face 
and the decisions that they make, the more likely it is that the lessons and examples of one will be of use to the 
other (Darr, Kurtzberg, 2000). It refers also to the social embeddedness of the collaboration (Heringa, et al., 2014). 
Social embeddedness involves trust, based on friendship, kinship, personal experiences (Boschma, 2005; Broekel, 
Boschma, 2012). This kind of proximity can be measured directly by asking about trust and the nature of the 
relationship (Heringa et al., 2014). It has been suggested that a likely reason for underutilization of tourism research 
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by the tourism industry is the lack of communication and understanding between the research community and the 
tourism sector (Cooper et al., 2006). To enhance cooperation one should reduce the cognitive distance between 
companies and universities, i.e. to achieve a sufficient alignment of mental categories, to understand each other, 
utilise complementary capabilities and achieve a common goal (Nooteboom, 2000).

Objective fit. This fit refers to the compliance between form and content of the transferred knowledge and 
the information needs of the recipient. The delivered knowledge should meet the current and potential information 
needs of the enterprise. Information is useless if it is not new, but it is also useless if it is so new that it cannot 
be understood (Nooteboom, 2000). This means that academic knowledge should not only be interesting for the 
recipients, but also have features which make it easy to understand and use. Hjalager (2002), for example, identifies 
four systems (types of information) that are relevant to tourism businesses: the trade system (access to market 
surveys, best practice, certification); the infrastructural system (knowledge about the transport system, traffic); 
the regulation system (environmental, labour or consumer law); and the technological system (new equipment, 
software). King, Breen, and Whitelaw (2014) researched the types of information used by small and medium tourism 
firms. The most important type of knowledge was related to marketing and sales and the least important was 
knowledge concerning legal and regulatory.

Time fit. On one hand, time fit refers to the ability to deliver up to date knowledge which can be applied at 
the right time. In the case of the knowledge transfer from universities to companies, it means a quick codification 
and dissemination of the results. On the other hand, there is growing importance of direct cooperation in common 
ventures undertaken by both researchers and practitioners. Co-created practices like tours, meetings, discussions 
and social events brings the world of science and industry closer together (Hoarau, Kline, 2014). With this process, 
tourism companies are able to see business opportunities and develop new ideas based on knowledge that would 
not be accessible without these shared practices. It can be argued that facilitative, participative university interaction 
with SMEs, foregrounds knowledge integration processes rather than other knowledge transfer mechanisms 
associated with research-led interactions (Sparrow et al., 2009).

Spatial fit. Previous studies do not indicate clearly what is the role of spatial proximity in stimulating the 
knowledge transfer. The central ideas behind this concept are that proximity is essential in developing stronger levels 
of trust and common values which are critical for effective knowledge sharing (Shaw, Williams, 2009). Weterings 
and Ponds (2009) argue that, although most collaborations are geographically proximate, the ones across larger 
distances are considered more valuable and more often concern knowledge exchange. Geographic similarity may 
offer more opportunities for transfer because managers may attend regional meetings or because managers in 
the same area may get better acquainted by virtue of their physical proximity (Darr, Kurtzberg, 2000). The concept 
of spatial proximity in the tourism industry is associated with the occurrence of so-called learning regions, which 
are territorial spaces where there is a strong, positive environment that is conducive to collecting learning and 
knowledge transfer (Shaw, Williams, 2009). Knowledge sharing occurs through different vehicles within learning 
regions, via inter-firm linkages and partnerships, firms and other knowledge-creating bodies such as universities 
and government agencies, and informally based exchanges of work-related gossip in both the work-place and social 
settings within the region (Bathelt et al., 2004; Shaw, Williams, 2009).
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Conceptual framework
In the light of the discussion presented above what appears interesting is the research problem which is 

expressed in the following question: what factors determine the use of academic knowledge in tourism industry? 
The following research propositions should be verified:

Proposition 1. Low absorptive capacity negatively affects the level of academic knowledge utilization.
Proposition 2. Low degree of fit between academics and practitioners has a negative impact on the level of 

academic knowledge utilization. Fit may be expressed in the following forms:
 – P2a. subjective fit. The greater is the subjective fit between universities and enterprises the greater is 

intensity of the knowledge utilisation. The subjective fit is understood as the ability and motivation to 
establish a relationship between the sender and the recipient of the knowledge.

 – P2b. objective fit. The greater is the objective fit between universities and enterprises the greater is intensity 
of the knowledge utilisation. The objective fit is understood as the ability to meet recipient information 
needs by the knowledge sender.

 – P2c. time fit. The greater is the time fit between universities and enterprises the greater is intensity of the 
knowledge utilisation. The time fit is understood as the ability to deliver up to date knowledge at the right 
time.

 – P2d. spatial fit. The greater is the spatial fit between universities and enterprises the greater is intensity of 
the knowledge utilisation. The spatial fit is understood as the geographical proximity between sender and 
the recipient of knowledge.

The aforementioned propositions are summarized in the following conceptual model (Figure 1).

 

Figure 1. Conceptual framework of determinants of academic knowledge utilisation 

Source: created by the author.
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The verification of this model enables:
 – the indication of the actual academic knowledge utilisation by entities in the tourism industry,
 – the identification of the importance of fit between senders and recipients of academic knowledge in terms 

of four dimensions: subjective, objective, time, spatial,
 – the identification of the absorptive capacity of tourism companies and its determinants.

The presented model will be verified on the basis of field research. The empirical research requires to measure 
primary sources and will be carried out on a sample population. In the study both tourism entities and universities 
will be included.

Conclusions 
According to Hjalager (2010) there is a need to re-emphasise issues concerning the production and diffusion 

of academic knowledge into the tourism business community. The main finding of Hoarau and Kline (2014) is that 
intensive interaction with researchers pays off in terms of organisational learning and development. As a result of 
this knowledge transfer process, knowledge can be re-combined and innovation can develop (Sparrow et al., 2009).

To explain the determinants of academic knowledge transfer, this project draws upon the absorptive 
capacity theory (Cohen, Levinthal, 1990); fit theory (Edwards et al., 2006), proximity concept (Boschma, 2005); the 
theory of knowledge transfer (Szulanski, 2000) and the transfer of innovation (Spencer et al., 2012).

Previous studies on determinants of the academic knowledge utilisation in the tourism industry are inconclusive. 
Undoubtedly, tourism research is currently under-utilised by the tourism sector and as a consequence; the sector 
is not as competitive as it could be (Cooper et al., 2006). One possible reason for this is the dissemination of new 
knowledge generated by research does not currently reach the end users. There is a paradox in which practitioners 
espouse an appreciation for research but fail to use it (Xiao, Smith, 2007). According to Ritchie and Ritchie, ‘‘a great 
deal of research is being conducted in tourism, but is inefficiently used and rarely exploited to its full potential’’ 
(2002: 451).

Therefore, there is a knowledge gap concerning the effects and determinants of university-industry knowledge 
transfer in the tourism industry. As a result there is the growing need for a more comprehensive analysis, based on 
primary sources of information. Specifically it can be noted that the proposed research is the first attempt to provide 
a comprehensive analysis of knowledge transfer from academia to the tourism industry. Moreover, an opportunity 
arises to link the theory of knowledge transfer (in particular absorptive capacity) and the theory of proximity/fit in one 
set of tourism research studies. As an interdisciplinary phenomenon, tourism is perfectly suited for research with the 
use of theories representing different fields of knowledge.
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