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Abstract 

The global, innovative firms have been using new tools to create relations based on 
value-changing, especially knowledge because global customers are more exacting and 
they take decisions more knowingly. The systemic business ecosystems show the possi-
bility to gain synergy effects that are a result of combination of competencies of system-
ic partners. As it is shown by research results, the entities of studied IT sector implement 
the goal in the so-called business eco-systems based on knowledge diffusion, especially 
trough the Competence Centres. The results have practical application due to the fact 
that the article contains practices of sectoral leaders. The social value is shown by find-
ing innovative way of knowledge diffusion. 
 
Keywords: systemic business ecosystem, systemic/net products, knowledge diffusion. 
JEL Classification: L14. 
 
 
Introduction 

The Competence Centres have played an important role in the process of 
knowledge diffusion. It has been observed for example in IT sector. The purpose 
of this article is to identify the definitions, place and role of CC in IT business 
ecosystem, in the case of chosen IT leaders and their co-operators, in the area of 
IT systemic/net products. Critical analysis of literature in the field of studied 
category is conducted in the article and qualitative method of empirical studies 
(case study) is applied for practical illustration of described processes and phe-
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nomena. In the initial stage of the research promoters of systemic/networking 
products have been selected, through the review of experiences and using the 
criterion of their position on the Polish market. They include IBM, Intel, HP, 
Microsoft and Apple. Then, their network partners, especially distributors, and 
cooperants outside the network have been determined and sub-networks of partners 
have been selected. In the period between 2000 and 2015, the Author regularly ana-
lysed the content of Internet webpages of selected entities and authorised press /  
/ sponsored interviews presented in IT magazines, including Computerworld, IT- 
-manager, CIO and another one.  
 
 
1. Competence Centres in holistic knowledge  

management model. Preamble  

According to one of the first holistic approaches to knowledge management 
(KM), in Alavi’s and Leidner’s view, it is defined as systematic and specific 
process of acquiring, organising and communicating workers’ implicit and ex-
plicit knowledge in organisational terms. Its purpose is to increase effectiveness 
of productivity of other involved entities, while showing the presence of „other 
entities” of the environment in the process in a quite concise way [1999, p. 239]. 
KM was more broadly perceived by Bounfour who approached − it as a set of 
procedures, infrastructure, technical and management tools created for the pur-
pose of creating, sharing and expanding knowledge resources inside and outside 
organisation [2003].  

A holistic/integral approach to knowledge management is undoubtedly pre-
sented in Demerest’s model [Demerest 1997, pp. 374-384]. The structure of this 
model shows not only a scientific expression of knowledge, but also social as-
pects of knowledge formation. It is not limited to the stage of knowledge external-
isation but concerns repeated social interactions. KM ought to be supported by all 
organisation stakeholders. This, consequently, will be reflected in results of all 
involved parties. This is about a complementary approach to knowledge manage-
ment as scientific and social category [McAdam, McCreedy 1999, pp. 91-101].  

Holistic approach to knowledge management (SET KM Model) is based on 
three pillars: (1) company strategy, e.g. strategic organisational concept of 
knowledge and learning, (2) environment of creation, co-sharing and application of 
knowledge, that depends on the company and objective determinants, (3) knowledge 
tools favouring the process of effective knowledge management [Choo 1998; Nona-
ka, Konno 1998, pp. 40-54; von Krogh, Ichijo, Nonaka 2000; Alvarenga Neto 2008]. 

According to Choo’s views [1998], the company functioning as knowledge-
based is an enterprise that approaches knowledge in strategic dimension (1), 
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through the prism of its significance in a particular context of creation and deci-
sion making.  

The awareness of the importance of knowledge in a definite dynamic and 
complex environment of company functioning and the ability to search for, and 
interpret, appropriate information constitutes the strategic goal of the company. 
It allows understanding of trends and scenarios of the environment, that is made 
of customers, cooperating parties, competitors and other entities. Knowledge 
creation is a process of forming and/or acquiring knowledge, or information orga-
nising and processing for the purpose of generation of new knowledge through 
dispersion and learning in organisation. Now, generated knowledge constitutes 
foundations for assumptions aiming at creation of new knowledge. Thereby, it 
serves development of new skills and competences inside the company and 
among other participants in the so-called knowledge-community (community of 
knowledge), in which various entities can be the participants. More formally it is 
described with the notion of Competence Centres (CC). 

Competence Centre can be defined as an organisational unit that coordi-
nates and combines skills of the whole organisation (sometimes of several or-
ganisations) for the purpose of supporting its business needs. Thus, it is an entity 
established for satisfaction of internal needs of organisation. The Centre ap-
proached, in this way, quite frequently develops knowledge-based relationships 
with Universities. Another definition [Gartner 2007], describes Competence 
Centre as an organisational structure applied to coordinate IT skills with an en-
terprise. Such a sectoral form of CC is quite frequently applied in economic 
practice. Therefore, it is an option of the aforementioned form of Competence 
Centre, that focuses on IT tools. There are also the notions of integration compe-
tency centre (ICC) or an integration centre of excellence (COE) functioning in 
literature and in practice [Schmidt, Lyle 2005]. These forms of the Centre par-
ticularly emphasise the effects resulting from integration of IT solutions. Com-
petence Centres perform the function of knowledge repository and a “pool of 
resources” for many business areas, including subsectors of IT sector. They also 
combine resources of business cooperants and customers with knowledge inside 
organisation. Therefore, it is a holistic form of Competence Centre. Holistic IT 
Competence Centres work in development of applications, skills associated with 
programming language, data management and development of Internet services 
as well as network designing for the needs, and in cooperation with customers 
and business partner. This is done to achieve synergistic effect of network, in the 
form that satisfied customer.  
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2. Data and methodology 

The purpose of this article is to identify the definitions, place and role of 
CC in IT business ecosystem, in the case of selected IT leaders and their cooper-
ants, in the area of IT systemic/net products. A brief critical analysis of literature, 
in the field of studied category is conducted in the article, and qualitative method 
of empirical studies (case study) is applied for practical illustration of researched 
Competence Centres in systemic knowledge relationship model. During the stud-
ies of the entities, that form net business environment for creation of systemic 
offer under the patronage of computer sector leaders, including HP, Intel, Mi-
crosoft, IBM and Apple, over 400 entities were identified. According to studied 
leaders, they were involved in CC. They are entities of various (narrow or broad) 
range of offer functioning within computer subsectors or telecommunication 
and/or media sectors, in the sphere of production, assembly and/or distribution. In-
depth case study method was applied with reference to purposely selected group 
of enterprises representing the core of network relationship, the so-called extended 
core of network and entities of the circle of IT sector networks (Table 1). 
 
Table 1. Basic information about performed research 

Specification Characteristics of performed study 

Research technique analysis of Internet pages, analysis of sponsored interviews in IT 
journals 

Sample selection purposeful selection 

Sample size 
5 promoters of network relationship 
9 entities of extended network core 
9 entities of network circle 

Criteria of selection of sample group purposeful selection by indications of promoters and/or position in 
the ranking of companies by turnover 

Spatial range of research Poland and global range 
Time range of research 2000-2015 

 
In-depth case study analysis method used in this research, consists in com-

prehensive presentation of a real situation occurring in a particular company or in 
regard to one of the functions realised within the company (e.g. marketing 
knowledge management). It is treated as an individual case. It involves seeking for 
all necessary data enabling its in-depth analysis, formulating possible options of 
choice and making the best possible decision, accompanied by a proper justification. 
Application of this method seems well founded, considering the following:  
• the research concerns contemporary, dynamic phenomena and the process of 

knowledge formation, pertaining to these phenomena; 



The Competence Centres in IT business ecosystem. Case study 

 

103 

• the research concerns investigating actual contexts of these phenomena, con-
cerning significant ambiguity of boundaries between the very phenomena and 
their contexts; 

• the object of the research is too complicated, to explain cause and effect rela-
tionships with the help of methods such as poll or experiment. 

The unit of analysis / the subject of the studied case are “complex situa-
tions”, i.e. groups of economic subjects (particularly leaders of network struc-
tures and partners) and their market behaviour. The case reflects changes, that 
are new and to some extent critical for the investigated subjects, particularly in 
Polish conditions.  
 
 
3. Competence Centres in holistic model of knowledge  

management in multi-core network structure in the light  
of results of own case study  

Identified holistic model of KM [Sztangret 2015] is a structure composed of 
three major subsystems of KM, including the subsystem of competences inside 
the organisation and inside the network, knowledge of the competitor and cooperat-
ing party and subsystem of customer’s/user’s knowledge. According to Demerest’s 
concept [1997], the model describes social context and refers to social interactions, 
that shape the open nature of the model. Each of the subsystems constitutes a set of 
procedures, infrastructure, technological and management tools, activated for the 
purpose of creation, sharing and developing knowledge resources. 

The process of KM in IT network, includes the whole, three-dimensional 
spectrum of knowledge creation in an enterprise and network, while emitting 
and absorbing knowledge in relationships with customers and cooperating enti-
ties. This happens after these relationships are established, through creative 
compilation and dispersion in the network and making knowledge inter-
processed in a controlled way. Furthermore, structural analysis of marketing KM 
in the studied network shows a classical hierarchic model (”top-down”), that 
emphasises a remarkable importance of network. Promoters have the key 
knowledge resources at their disposal. Due to activity of at least several entities 
in the network circle observed in this sphere, the style of “centre-up-down” style 
is also noticed. It refers to the entities in the network circle – Promoter – final 
users. Simultaneously the “centre-down” style, that refers to entities of the net-
work circle – final user, is observed too.  

It has an extensive character because of the multitude of diversified entities 
involved in knowledge formation. Integration and synergy attitude of these enti-
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ties to its creation, is the fact supporting vertical dimension of knowledge of 
studied network of entities. Involvement of knowledge in the process of creation 
of innovative, system IT products, constitute characteristics of the so-called ad-
vanced, interdisciplinary (multisector) knowledge. Interdisciplinary and multi-
sector character of knowledge in studied example results from creation of condi-
tions by analysed companies, particularly Promoters, to benefit from the network 
of values, based on knowledge of many involved entities. According to classical 
concept of computer sector subsectors, they are representatives of computer, 
telecommunication and media sectors convergent with respect to business and 
technology, as well as operators functioning on various stages of the process of 
creation of the final product, starting from assembly through complementary 
services (integration, training, outsourcing, cloud computing, etc.), and finishing 
with distribution with value added (VAD, VAR). 

The core entities of the studied network, definitely and explicitly apply 
qualified certification system in knowledge-based subsystems of cooperant rela-
tionships. Some entities of extended core of studied network, and almost all 
entities of the network circle have open access to communities and resources of 
network knowledge. 

In the case of analysed entities, features of asymmetrical bureaucratic net-
work, and asymmetrical social network in the case of the network circle were 
diagnosed. In the case of entities of extended network core, a group of business 
partners, including distributors, are the recipients of activities stimulating 
knowledge-based relationships, most often of technological, knowledge-based 
and financial character. For the group of leaders, they are entities diversified 
with respect to products or areas of cooperation. Entities of network circle, in-
cluding distributors, are focused on technological knowledge in network rela-
tionships. According to declarations, activities aiming at creating knowledge- 
-based relationships with cooperating party are mostly an individual initiative of 
studied entities. Some entities of the network circle make use of experiences of 
network Promoters, in this sphere.  

Subsystem of customer knowledge communities of entities that are Promot-
ers of the studied network is formed according to the principles of asymmetrical 
social networks, which is similar to the group of entities of extended network 
core and the network circle. Initiatives in the sphere of these relationships in the 
group of Promoters concern many, diversified groups of recipients, e.g. business 
recipients with specification of targeted activities for SMEs and large enterprises 
and Universities, schools, other non-profit entities and local government units, 
students and also opinion leaders, fans, IT final users and societies in general.  
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Slightly more selective method of acting is applied, at least by some entities 
of extended network core, while focussing on, for example, a narrow group of 
fans of computer games, or more broadly on the group of the unemployed, par-
ticularly women or for example only on secondary schools. Extensively ap-
proached user, in general, is most frequently the recipient for the enterprises of 
network circle. 

Knowledge communities, for which Competence Centre can be the form of 
implementation, are often formed in cooperation with, and at the initiative of, 
entities from business environment. They include government and local authori-
ties, social organisations, societies and agencies for development. Less frequent-
ly, they are formed in cooperation with other entities of the sector. In the group 
of companies of extended core of researched net-structure in IT sector, the form 
of activities undertaken by them independently is predominant. In the case of 
companies of network circle, passive attitude relying on knowledge communities 
of the network leader happen to be additionally observed. In three studied 
groups, social and cultural, as well as technological tools that are conducive to 
knowledge exchange as ways to activate members of the knowledge communi-
ties are predominant.  

 
Table 2. The tools of knowledge-based subsystems in IT sector 

Cooperant Customer 
formal and free access competence centres formal and informal communities of practice  

for technology access; users group 
system of qualified cooperation formal educational programmes and consulting 
Value Added Reseller Programs, Value Added 
Distributor Programs 

free-network knowledge diffusion group 

 
The scope of ways and tools for activating community members is definite-

ly broader and more diversified in the group of network Promoters. 
 
 

4. Competence Centres as the subjects of IT knowledge diffusion  

Competence Centres of studied companies or knowledge promoters, while cre-
ating a specific type of knowledge communities, provide competence and equip-
ment-related support mostly to commercial partners but also to customers. They 
significantly facilitate the processes related to porting, testing and also integrating 
applications, created in response to market needs. The centres provide professional 
assistance on every stage of application development and lifecycle, while enabling 
remote or local access to the latest technologies, software tools and secure IT labora-
tories. Additionally, specialists lead workshops and technological seminars for busi-
ness partners in the sphere of new IT products (Table 3).  
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Benefits for partner resulting from participation in community of compe-
tence centres include: 
• reduction of expenses associated with software development – shorter pro-

duction cycle and remote access to test centres;  
• immediate reacting to market needs – integration of own solutions with the 

newest platforms of knowledge promoter;  
• broadening of application reach – multiplatform solutions offering the cus-

tomer the freedom of choice; 
• fast increase in effectiveness – access to the latest technologies of promoter 

and ready test environments; 
• knowledge expansion – broad training offer in the sphere of creation of solu-

tions compatible with promoter’s platform; 
• quality improvement – designing, creating and testing of high quality scala-

ble and reliable solutions;  
• minimisation of risk – ensuring compatibility of solutions; 
• greater customer satisfaction – providing integrated, scalable and reliable 

solutions.  
The scope of support from Promoter most often includes: collecting part-

ner’s/customer’s demands, planning solution architecture, development of hard-
ware configuration, preparing licence model, software, preparing and conducting 
tests in IIC and preparing documentation for the solution. However, on the other 
hand, more or less formalised CC forms, listed in Table 3, create a customer who 
is prepared for application of these IT solutions.  
 
 
Conclusions  

Competence Centres are the main elements in the structure of Holistic 
Knowledge Management Model identified in IT sector. The model is a result of 
integration of knowledge management in its three subsystems: company/network 
and in relationships with customer and cooperant. CC is its predominant tool. 
HKMM with CC, is a multi-functional aggregate for knowledge generating, 
storing, communicating and applying in network structures of the studied IT 
sector. It is coordinated by the leaders of the sector. Studied leaders in the sector, 
create and establish relationships with partners within CC in the way typical for 
them, for example by certified system. They most often tend towards their holis-
tic form. However, they often expand the scope of activities in this sphere by 
new entities and thus they engage their competences. It has been observed for 
example in the case of Competence Centre of IT entities and universities in Po-
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land recently, and this shall constitute another research area for the Author. This 
form of cooperation is useful for all participants of relations, due to knowledge 
diffusion, that is basic resource, especially in innovative sectors. 
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