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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to provide a model that can explain how organizations may retain
their executives’ tacit knowledge in the organization especially during the succession period. The proposed
model takes into consideration three critical contexts that may assist in improving the knowledge flow during
the transition period, namely, motivation context, transition context and ability context.

Design/methodology/approach – This paper presents a conceptual framework that emphasizes the
importance of the will and skill of two parties involved in succession, i.e. the predecessor and successor, as
well as the context of the succession. To this end, the paper advances a set of propositions that explain how
these different contexts affect the quantity and quality of the knowledge acquired by the successor at the end
of the succession period.
Findings – This paper advances a theoretical model that describes the antecedents and moderator of job-
specific knowledge acquired during executive succession.
Research limitations/implications – This paper presents a theoretical model that explains knowledge
flow during the transitory period of succession. It emphasizes the importance of the motivation and ability of
the partners involved while taking into consideration the context of succession.
Practical implications – This paper contributes considerably and in a practical manner to managers in
general and to human resource managers in particular. It draws the attention of concerned managers to check
the motivation of both successor and predecessor in experiencing the transition, explain to the successors the
job description of the position to direct their attention to learn specific knowledge and equip both parties
involved in the succession with the needed skills.
Originality/value – This paper advances a new concept termed as accelerated engaged tacit knowledge
acquisition. This concept complements other perspectives of knowledge flow and learning and takes into
consideration the specific context of executive succession.

Keywords Human resource management, Vicarious learning, Executive succession,
Knowledge flow barriers, Skill and will framework, Tacit knowledge acquisition,
Tacit knowledge transfer, Proximity

Paper type Conceptual paper

“I am wired in a way that enables me to be good at capital allocation.” Warren Buffett, CEO of
Berkshire Hathaway (Athanassakos, 2010).

According to Forbes (2019), Warren Buffett is one of the most successful investors of all
time. Buffett bought controlling shares in Berkshire Hathaway at slightly above USD
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11 in 1962 and ran the company since. Berkshire Hathaway’s share price is over USD
305,000 as of February 14, 2019. In the above statement, Warren Buffett used the term
“wired” to describe his skillfulness in capital allocation. One can argue he was referring
to a knowledge he has but cannot explain, let alone transfer to others in his
organization, a knowledge also known as tacit knowledge. This is corroborated by
analysts’ reports on Buffet’s company, Berkshire Hathaway. Investment analysts warn
investors about the future of Berkshire Hathaway after Warren Buffet. The main
reason being they doubt anyone will have Buffet’s knowledge on capital allocation to
ensure the continuous success of the company (Zacks Equity Research, 2013). Indeed,
Zacks’ Executive Vice President, Kevin Matras, claims that, as of February 14, 2019,
none of Zacks investment portfolios holds Berkshire Hathaway’s Share A because
“BRK.A doesn’t make the cut” (Matras, 2019).

From the above, one can reckon that Warren Buffet’s tacit knowledge is driving
Berkshire Hathaway’s current performance, while the assurance of retaining his
knowledge within Berkshire Hathaway is important to drive the company’s future
performance. To mitigate the risk of losing Buffett’s knowledge and, in the process,
hurting Berkshire Hathaway’s performance, a simplistic recommendation would be to
transfer Buffett’s knowledge to his successor. However, scholars found that
transferring knowledge is challenging, especially in organizational settings, and more
so for tacit knowledge than for explicit knowledge (Miller et al., 2006; Nonaka, 1994).
Since they differ in the degree to which they can be codified and disseminated in
organizations (Hansen, 2002; Hansen et al., 1999) which affects the extent of their
transferability (McIver et al., 2013). Given the importance of tacit knowledge to
organizational performance, over the past thirty years researchers have invested
considerable effort trying to understand tacit knowledge and its ways of transfer
(Hadjimichael and Tsoukas, 2019).

According to Nonaka (1994: p. 16), tacit knowledge “is deeply rooted in action,
commitment, and involvement in a specific context”. It is created in the minds of individuals
based on their experiences and social interactions (Davenport and Prusak, 1998). Since
executive positions in an organization are specific in their experiences and social
interactions, transferring an executive’s tacit knowledge to all employees may be beneficial
for the organization, but it is especially beneficial to transfer it to the executive’s successor.
Buffet’s successor will benefit the most from Buffett’s knowledge as Buffett’s knowledge is
specific to the experiences and social interactions of his position.

In its essence, the story of Berkshire Hathaway and Warren Buffet highlights the
importance of tacit knowledge transfer as an integral part of executive succession. In his
autobiography, retired from IBM, Thomas Watson Jr. gives a glimpse of how he acquired
some of the knowledge from his predecessor, Charles Kirk, during the transition period. He
said:

I saw practically everything he did. I learned how to make decisions, for Kirk was excellent at
making them fast and making most of them right. When you have his kind of experience and feel
for a business, you can make very rapid decisions, particularly where you can forecast the result
(Watson and Petre, 2000: 132).

The above two stories reflect the importance of tacit knowledge acquisition at the highest
levels of the organization. However, executives’ tacit knowledge is important at all levels of
the organization, hence our focus below on executive succession at all levels rather than just
at the highest level of the organization. In their recent review of tacit knowledge,
Hadjimichael and Tsoukas (2019) highlighted the lack of theoretical and empirical research
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related to tacit knowledge in specific contexts such as the executive succession context. This
paper attempts to address this gap by focusing on the executive succession context and
trying to answer the following research questions:

RQ1. What drives tacit knowledge transfer from outgoing executives to incoming
executives during the transition period?

RQ2. How can an organization facilitate knowledge transfer during the crucial
succession period?

Executive succession: an inevitable event
Big or small, successful or not so successful, every organization is likely to face executive
succession multiple times during its existence (Grusky, 1960; Nyberg et al., 2017). No
executive, no matter how successful, can stay in his or her position forever. Executives may
need to leave their positions for multiple reasons including, but not limited to, promotion, a
job in another company, retirement, health issues, death, or firing due to poor performance.

Changes in executive positions can affect an organization’s morale, political, financial,
and social climates (Friedman and Saul, 1991). Succession events change the dynamics
within a top management team. When an executive leaves, the company hires a successor
from outside the organization, promotes a person internally, or moves someone vertically
from another department. By changing an executive in the team, the experience and
knowledge of this executive disappear and are replaced by the successor’s experience and
knowledge, affecting the whole knowledge management process (Ramachandran, 2018).
This paper concentrates on cases where the predecessor is a highly performing executive
and his or her knowledge is desirable and has a positive impact on the team and
organizational performance. In this case, the question becomes if the successor can sustain
the company’s performance in the absence of the predecessor and “his or her knowledge”
(De Long, 2004). This paper does not address cases where the executive is negatively
affecting the dynamics of the team resulting in a negative impact on team and
organizational performance or in cases where management has fired the executive for any
wrongful actions. We believe, in such cases, the management should not seek to retain the
knowledge of this executive and should avoid any attempts to transfer his or her knowledge
to the successor.

Researchers have conducted a wealth of research to study the impact of executive
succession on firm performance (Berns and Klarner, 2017; Bilgili et al., 2017; Farah
et al., 2019; Schepker et al., 2018). They studied the impact of well-planned succession
on firm growth and performance (Ballaro and Polk, 2017). An executive succession with
overlapping time between predecessor and successor, allegedly allowing for learning to
take place, leads to higher firm performance (Bigley and Wiersema, 2002; Harris and
Helfat, 1997; Tao and Zhao, 2019; Zhang and Rajagopalan, 2006). Very early on, Vancil
(1987) acknowledged the importance of transition periods in smoothing out the
negative impact of executive successions. Transition periods are unique in their
characteristics. Succession periods are usually short, well-defined periods of time
(Dalkir, 2005) with two well-defined “protagonists”: the predecessor and the successor.
Transition periods are also characterized by intense handing over (Dalkir, 2005) while
still handling the day to day business operations. Predecessor and successor, while
arguably having the same collective goal, also have their individual goals to fulfill
during this short transition period. Despite the fact that the two executives may have
worked together before the succession, we believe the nature of their interaction during
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succession period is different. The successor focuses on receiving as much knowledge
as possible regarding the new position in a short period of time rather than on receiving
information on how to perform the job he or she is currently occupying, making the
knowledge transferred during the transition period specific to the new role.

Job-specific tacit knowledge
Tacit knowledge gives a firm a higher sustained competitive advantage than explicit
knowledge does because the former’s characteristics are more VRIO (valuable, rare,
inimitable, and organized to capture value) than the latter’s (Bogner and Bansal, 2007;
Collins et al., 2010; Mathur et al., 2013; Nonaka, 1991). Therefore, tacit knowledge is
worth retaining inside the organization (Abbariki et al., 2017). In Figure 1, we explain
how explicit and tacit knowledge can potentially lead to temporary/sustained
competitive advantage, using Barney’s framework (Barney, 1991), including the fact
that, unlike other assets, tacit knowledge is idiosyncratic and valuable to the
organization because it is harder to imitate.

Executives’ knowledge affects the strategic choices they make, hence the
performance of their organizations (Hambrick and Mason, 1984). Executives at
organizations build a valuable reservoir of tacit knowledge (Peet, 2012) of three types.
The first type is the general tacit knowledge from their education, previous experiences,
and interactions with people in general. The second type is the organization-specific
tacit knowledge they have accumulated through their work in different positions at the

Figure 1.
Explicit versus tacit
knowledge
competitive
advantage

Resource Characteristic Context of Resource 
i.e. Organization

Explicit Knowledge 
Features Valuable Rare Inimitable Organized to 

Capture value
Formulated in 
sentences

Knowledge 
is 
idiosyncratic 
to firms 
hence it is a 
valuable 
resource

Explicit 
knowledge may 
be rare at the 
beginning, once 
transcribed it 
may not remain 
rare 

Transcribed 
knowledge 
can be 
relatively 
easily 
imitated

Once replicated, 
competitors may start 
to organize around 
this acquired 
resource/knowledge 
to capture value from 
it.

Captured in drawings 
and writings
Accessible through 
consciousness

Resulting competitive 
advantage At best temporary competitive advantage

Resource Characteristic Context of Resource 
i.e. Organization

Tacit Knowledge 
Features Valuable Rare Inimitable Organized to 

Capture value
Tied to the senses Knowledge is 

idiosyncratic 
to firms hence 
it is a valuable 
resource

Tacit 
knowledge is 
available in 
the heads of 
its beholders, 
it is rarely 
found in other 
places

Tacit 
knowledge is 
costly to 
imitate, as it is 
difficult to 
transcribe and 
make 
available to 
others

Tacit knowledge is 
built from experience 
in a certain context 
hence it can capture 
value for the 
organization in which 
it exists.

Derived from tactile 
experiences
Based on intuition
Unarticulated mental 
models
Hard to access through 
consciousness

Resulting competitive 
advantage Sustained competitive advantage
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organization. The third type is the position-specific tacit knowledge they have built
during their tenure doing job-specific activities while interacting with stakeholders
related to this specific position. Executives’ organization-specific and job-specific tacit
knowledge can lead to sustained competitive advantage (Nonaka and von Krogh, 2009)
and is important for organizational survival and success. The absence of processes to
help retain this knowledge with the successor puts the success (Bennet and Bennet,
2004) and even the survival (Jennex and Durcikova, 2013) of the organization at risk (De
Long, 2004).

Since executives are usually the ones who set the “learning curve” for their
employees (Kikoski and Kikoski, 2004), their tacit knowledge becomes a VRIO resource
worth keeping within the boundaries of the organization. Properly managing the
process of tacit knowledge retention helps enterprises increase their intellectual
property (Maldonado-Guzmán et al., 2016), enhance their innovation output (Obeidat
et al., 2016), improve their supply chain performance (Reyes et al., 2015), and boost
organizational performance (Yang, 2012) to provide the organization with a competitive
advantage in its industry (Collins et al., 2010). While knowledge flow and learning occur
at the individual level, they affect organizational performance. To achieve this
individual level impact on the organizational level, learning processes need to occur at
the individual, group, and organizational levels (Hadjimichael and Tsoukas, 2019). The
integrated processes “form the glue that binds the structure together” (Crossan et al.,
1999: p. 524).

Vicarious learning: the basis for acquiring knowledge from predecessors
during succession
While experience creates knowledge (Kolb, 1984), the cost of this knowledge will be high if
people depend exclusively on their personal experiences (Bandura, 1977). Using others’
experiences, successes and failures, to improve on an existing “wheel” rather than “reinvent
the wheel” helps organizations reduce costs and improve organizational performance
(Bledow et al., 2017; Bresman, 2010). If the knowledge executives build during their tenure in
an executive position is costly to organizations, it might then be in the organization’s best
interest to find ways to help incoming executives learn this knowledge vicariously from
outgoing executives.

Organizations have long attempted to transfer knowledge accumulated by its members’
experiences to other organizational members to improve on successes and learn from
failures. In the 1980s, companies used archiving centers to keep all experiences in hard
copies (Hansen et al., 1999). More recently, organizations are using advanced technologies to
store their knowledge, as well as, to integrate their workers’ intellectual capital in their
memorymachines to help with knowledge flowwithin the organization (Gorry, 2016). Yet so
far, interaction between executives is still needed to complement the explicit knowledge
coded in documents and technologies with the tacit knowledge accumulated in human
minds to have a holistic understanding of the achieved outcome (Hansen et al., 1999; Myers,
2018).

Albert Bandura’s (1977) foundational work on social learning theory became the corner
stone of a research stream on vicarious learning to understand the mechanisms and
performance outcomes of learning from the experience of others (Argote and Ingram, 2000;
Bresman, 2013). Gioia and Manz (1985: p. 528) defined vicarious learning as the process
through which “an observer learns from the behavior and consequences experienced by a
model rather than from the outcomes stemming from his or her own performance attempts”.
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Researchers built on Kolb’s (1984, 2001) experiential learning theory and Bandura’s
(1977, 2008) social learning theories or vicarious learning theories independently and/or
interdependently to explain tacit knowledge acquisition by learners (Hoover et al., 2012).
Researchers supported the contributions of experiential and vicarious learning theories to
human learning within the contexts of their studies (Jarvis, 2006, 2010). These researchers
found that several factors affect the degree of success of knowledge acquisition efforts.
Factors such as the time line, the content and direction of knowledge flow, the intentionality
and motivation for knowledge acquisition, and the knowledge source. Stemming from the
intersectionality of the three levels, individual, team, and organizational, both the individual
and organizational characteristics influence the successor’s ability to acquire the
predecessor’s knowledge (Noe et al., 2010).

Thus, the context of succession impacts these factors in a different way than a general
work context because of the following reasons. In a general work context, employees and
executives do not necessarily have a restricted time limit to learn specific skills, although
learning these skills may have a significant impact on their progress at work; however,
during an executive succession period the time limit for knowledge acquisition is much
shorter (Dalkir, 2005). Researchers belonging to the practice perspective believe that
knowledge flows in all directions at organizations. For organizations to be successful,
employees and executives need to learn from all possible sources (Hadjimichael and
Tsoukas, 2019). However, during periods of executive succession, while knowledge may still
be flowing in all directions, incoming executives concentrate on acquiring relevant
knowledge from the outgoing executive before he/she leaves his/her position, hence the
major knowledge flow is unidirectional from predecessor to successor. Following the same
logic, knowledge of interest to the successor is the knowledge the predecessor has gathered
that is specific to the position the successor is being promoted to. While human beings may
learn unintentionally, during the transition period, the successor does not have the luxury of
time to learn when time permits. Due to the limited time available, the successor needs to put
the effort to intentionally learn from the predecessor and needs to be intrinsically motivated,
despite the distractions and the barriers that may exist in the environment. Table I
summarizes the unique characteristics of the executive succession context versus general
work contexts.

Taking into consideration the specifics of executive transition periods, we use the term
AETKA (accelerated engaged tacit knowledge acquisition) during succession to capture the
process of learning the successor uses to acquire tacit knowledge from the predecessor
during a unique period. We use accelerated, given the limited time available during the

Table I.
Characteristics of the
executive succession
context versus
general work context

Characteristics During executive succession General work context

Time line Limited usually short Usually unlimited
Content of knowledge Situated: Specific to the position a

successor is promoted to
General

Flow of knowledge (direction) Unidirectional: From predecessor to
successor

Multidirectional: Knowledge flows
in all directions

Intentionality of knowledge
acquisition

Intentional Intentional and Unintentional

Motivation for knowledge
acquisition

Usually intrinsic to successor:
Successor sets his/her own goals and
motivates himself/herself to learn

Intrinsic and Extrinsic

Source of knowledge The predecessor General
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transition period, and we use engaged, given the importance of the intrinsic motivation the
successor needs to have to achieve knowledge acquisition. Lozanov (1978), the founder of
the concept of accelerated learning, pointed out that accelerated learning works when the
appropriate attitudes complement the aptitudes. Given the limited time available,
accelerated learning leads to better results if learners are actively involved in the learning
process (Sözüdo�gru and Özad, 2015). We, therefore, define AETKA as an augmented
engaged learning process driven by the successor to intentionally access the predecessor’s
tacit knowledge, reflect on it, engage with the predecessor when possible, and adopt the
resulting knowledge to prepare himself or herself for the job ahead.

Distinguishing accelerated engaged tacit knowledge acquisition
In introducing this new concept of AETKA, we offer an intrapersonal perspective of tacit
knowledge acquisition during succession to challenge and extend the views of tacit
knowledge transfer existing in the extant literature. There are two main perspectives of
learning theories that address learning at work with their main objective to increase the
knowledge reservoir of the learner: the intrapersonal and the interpersonal perspectives. The
intrapersonal learning perspective includes vicarious/observational learning theory
(Bandura, 1977), experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1984), and sensemaking theory (Weick,
1995). The interpersonal learning perspective includes conversational learning theory
(Baker et al., 2002), co-enactment theory (Weick, 2012), and most recently coactive vicarious
learning theory (Myers, 2018). The intrapersonal learning perspective views the learner as
the recipient of a general knowledge, intentionally or unintentionally, while the
interpersonal perspective views the learner as co-creating the knowledge with a partner who
in certain cases may be the teacher. AETKA depends on the agency of the successor, the
learner, in acquiring the knowledge from the predecessor, engaging him or her when
possible. However, AETKA treats the learner as actively engaged in reflecting on the
knowledge, editing it, and then internalizing it for future use, rather than passively receiving
this knowledge.

The schools of knowledge acquisition differ in their views on the learning process,
learning pace, knowledge type, and knowledge source. The intrapersonal perspective on the
learning process assumes that learners, by themselves, process the observed behavior of a
model or interpret the outcome of a hands-on experience to build their knowledge. The
interpersonal learning perspective assumes that learners, after having experienced directly
or indirectly the outcome of an event, discuss their understanding with the other partner in
the activity and the knowledge they build is affected by the editing and explanation
provided by this other person. AETKA emphasizes the fact that during succession, the
successor may not have ample opportunities to experience hands on all activities related to
the expected job or to discuss with the predecessor his/her understanding of the situation.
During succession, the successor, may need to rely on his/her existing mental models and
understanding of the situation at hand to reflect on, edit, and store the newly acquired
knowledge.

In most knowledge acquisition theories, there is no mention of a limited time. There is an
assumption that time is available to learn, especially under the interpersonal learning
perspectives where the co-creation of knowledge takes time (Myers, 2018). During
succession, the transition period is usually short and may not allow the successor enough
time to co-create knowledge with the predecessor. The successor will have to actively
engage in acquiring relevant knowledge from the predecessor through observation followed
by personal reflection, editing, and storing of the newly acquired knowledge.
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The source and type of knowledge acquired through the different learning theories/
perspectives are also different. According to experiential learning theory, the knowledge
acquired is specific to the experience and its source is the hands on experience in the activity
(Kolb et al., 2001). According to vicarious learning theory, the knowledge acquired is the
learner’s interpretation of the observed behavior and its source is the model (Bandura, 2008).
According to sensemaking theory, the knowledge acquired is the individual’s interpretation
of events in the surroundings and the source is the external environment, including people’s
behaviors and interactions (Weick, 1995). In the interpersonal perspective/theories, the
knowledge acquired is the co-created interpretation of the event by parties involved and its
source is the conversation taking place between the parties. However, in AETKA, the
knowledge is specific and related to the expected job and the source of the knowledge is also
specific i.e. the predecessor. Table II briefly describes the characteristics of knowledge
according to the different learning theories/perspectives.

In addition to presenting the unique characteristics of AETKA, comparing this new
conceptual model to other theories of knowledge acquisition emphasizes the contributions
that AETKA can provide for understanding knowledge acquisition during the executive
succession period, a crucial period in the life of an organization.

Accelerated engaged tacit knowledge acquisition in context
After defining AETKA and distinguishing it from other learning theories/perspectives, we
turn now to the factors that increase a successor’s involvement in AETKA. Understanding
how these factors increase a successor’s involvement in AETKA in organizations during the
transition period is important to enhance the process of a successor’s acquisition of the
predecessor’s relevant knowledge and its impact on the future growth of the organization.
While AETKA is focused mainly on the successor’s agency in personal learning, embedded
in a particular successor-predecessor relationship, we focus in our model (Figure 2) on three
aspects of the context: 1) the motivation context (i.e. the will level) that each individual
involved (i.e. the successor and the predecessor) has during the transition period, 2) the
succession context during the transition period, and 3) the ability context (i.e. the skill level)
each individual involved (i.e. the successor and the predecessor) brings to the transition
period.

Motivation context
Elements of the motivation context of the successor and the predecessor provide the driving
force for the successor’s involvement in AETKA during the transition period. Motivation or
the human being’s will is defined as “an unobservable force that directs, energizes, and
sustains behavior over time and across changing circumstances” (Diefendorff and Chandler,
2011: 66). This definition shows that motivation affects the goals people decide to pursue,
the effort and energy they are willing to put in, and their persistence to achieve these goals
over time and in face of challenges. The successor’s will consists of his or her decision about
the amount of time and effort he or she is going to put into acquiring the predecessor’s
knowledge (i.e. the goals). Indeed, higher levels of will encourage the successor to persevere
in his or her involvement in the process of observing, reflecting, discussing, and retaining
the knowledge he or she just got aware of (Gagné and Deci, 2005; Myers, 2018).

Since the transition period consists of two protagonists “the successor and the
predecessor”, the predecessor’s will also affects the degree of the successor’s involvement in
AETKA. A positive predecessor’s will to help during the transition period reflects a positive
attitude and feelings towards the successor. A predecessor’s positive will is also contagious
(MacLellan, 2017) and may increase the positive will of the successor. When people have
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positive feelings towards another party, they seek to learn from them and try to tap into
their knowledge reservoir (Casciaro and Lobo, 2008). This will typically improve the
successor’s involvement in AETKA during the transition period. On the other hand, a
predecessor’s choice to be silent and not actively share his/her knowledge (Blackman and
Sadler-Smith, 2009) would impede a successor’s involvement in AETKA:

P1. A transition period characterized by a high motivation environment reflected in
(a) high successor’s will and (b) high predecessor’s will increases the successor’s
involvement in AETKA.

Transition context
In addition to the motivation context, involvement in AETKA can also be affected by the
work context of the transition period. The aspects of the work context may encourage or
inhibit the executives’ ability to either share or acquire knowledge at work. For example, a
work environment that changes the length of interaction time between involved parties, has
a big impact on the learning activities that take place (Grant, 2007). Bailey and Barley (2011)
show that the structural characteristics of the organization have a major impact on the
knowledge seeking, acquisition and sharing activities at work. We concentrate in this paper
on two elements of the transition context in an executive succession: proximity or the
physical distance between the successor and predecessor in the organization, and the clarity
of the job description of the position the successor is being promoted to.

Physical proximity has been established as the base for most of the social interactions
with a significant impact on knowledge seeking and acquisition (Borgatti and Cross, 2003).
While technology-assisted information systems provide timely and thorough information or
explicit knowledge, they are still poor in terms of the tacit knowledge they can transmit
(Johannessen et al., 2001). Physical proximity between involved parties is especially
important in acquiring tacit knowledge related to a specific operation or position
(Tagliaventi and Mattarelli, 2006). Many anecdotes told by knowledge researchers support
the postulation that proximity improves tacit knowledge acquisition. Nonaka (2007), for
example, tells the story of Matsushita’s engineer, Tanaka, who observed one of the most
successful makers of dough and bread at work and discovered that the real secret for his
perfect dough was not the recipe (explicit knowledge) but rather the process (tacit
knowledge). Tanaka’s knowledge helped Matsushita build a successful bread maker
machine.

Proximity is helpful in not only acquiring tacit knowledge, but also adjusting and
reframing it (Sammarra and Biggiero, 2008), hence increasing the knowledge acquirer’s
engagement in the knowledge acquisition process. Physical proximity may not be needed
for extended periods of time, but is important for short or medium periods to acquire

Figure 2.
Antecedents,
moderators, and
outcomes of AETKA

AETKA (Accelerated 
Engaged Tacit 

Knowledge Acquisition)Transition Context
• Proximity
• Job description

Motivation Context
• Successor’s will
• Predecessor’s will Job-specific 

knowledge
retained

Ability Context
• Successor’s skill
• Predecessor’s skill
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required knowledge for a specific purpose (Torre, 2008), and may improve the relationship
between the two executives without putting a pressure on any one of the executives to make
an effort to involve the other in actions to be taken.

Likewise, having a clear understanding of the expected responsibilities and expected
outcomes can enhance the successor’s involvement in AETKA during the transition period.
Having a clear learning objective or goal increases a learner’s motivation to actively
participate in his/her learning process (Kenworthy-U’Ren and Peterson, 2005). Providing the
successor with a clear role description for the upcoming position reduces causal ambiguity,
one of the barriers to tacit knowledge transfer (Szulanski, 1996), and improves the
successor’s understanding of the predecessor’s behavior during the transition period.
Individuals’ knowledge acquisition capability is positively linked to their clear
understanding of what is expected from them and what their duties are (Kim and Lee, 2010).
According to Leonard (1995: p. 8), “the clarity of the goal enables managers and operators
alike to concentrate their attention on those activities that add obvious value.”Therefore, the
clarity of the job description, along with proximity, can increase the successor’s involvement
in AETKA since it provides the opportunities for learning (especially proximity) and the
direction for and content of the knowledge to be acquired (especially if the job description is
clear):

P2. A transition period work context characterized by (a) closer proximity and (b)
clearer job description increases the successor’s involvement in AETKA.

Consequences of accelerated engaged tacit knowledge acquisition:
job-specific knowledge
An intended outcome of engaging in any form of learning – vicarious, experiential or
interactive – is an increase in the learner’s knowledge. Yet, compared to other forms of
learning, involvement with AETKA enhances a specific knowledge development reservoir,
the acquisition of beliefs, awareness, skills, and behaviors specific to the position the
successor is getting promoted to. Executives in organizations make decisions that affect the
performance of the organization (Carpenter et al., 2004; Hambrick, 2007; Hambrick and
Mason, 1984). Active involvement in AETKA helps a successor develop a stronger
understanding of a predecessor’s perspective that was taken on any situation, through
observing him/her at work (Parker and Axtell, 2001). The ability to see the situation or
issues from the perspective of the predecessor, before effectively taking the position, enables
the successor to avoid reinventing the wheel once in charge and prevents him/her from
repeating mistakes previously committed by the predecessor (Bresman, 2010). In addition,
observing the predecessor at work will enhance the successor’s self-confidence in being able
to perform this job (Bandura, 2001). Indeed, involvement in AETKA illustrates to the
successor how his/her accumulated knowledge can increase or improve by what he/she has
just learned:

P3. A successor’s involvement in AETKA improves the quantity and the quality of the
job-specific knowledge the successor stores at the end of the transition period.

Ability context
While the motivation and transition context elements are important in increasing the
successor’s involvement in AETKA, which in turn is important in increasing the quantity
and the quality of the job-specific knowledge the successor stores at the end of the transition
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period, we argue that the successor’s and predecessor’s ability levels in conjunction with
AETKA have a positive impact on the quantity and the quality of the job-specific
knowledge the successor stores at the end of the transition period. In addition to presenting
AETKA as the opportunity to acquire knowledge, the successor must be able to grasp the
knowledge provided during the AETKA process and the predecessor must be able to
convey his or her own knowledge, if high levels of knowledge are to be acquired. The
successor’s ability is also critical to help in reflecting on the knowledge acquired and in
editing it to fit his or her future vision for the position, rather than just accepting knowledge
that might have been adequate only for the previous era.

Effective knowledge flow may not be achieved based solely on motivational factors.
Szulanski (2000) argues that the recipient’s absorptive capacity constitutes one of the
barriers to internal tacit knowledge flow within the organization. Organizational
psychologists have long acknowledged the multiplicative effect that ability has on the
positive relationship between motivation and performance (Anderson and Butzin, 1974;
Galbraith and Cummings, 1967; Vroom, 1964). “Ability includes both the natural aptitudes
and the learned capabilities required to complete a task successfully” (McShane and Von
Glinow, 2015: 33). We believe that someone promoted to a (higher) executive level is usually
someone who possesses the capabilities and talents that helped him or her excel in their
previous job and is perceived as capable of having or developing the skills needed for the
next position. While skill might not lead to motivation (Diefendorff and Chandler, 2011), we
believe that a successor’s skill enhances not only his/her ability to absorb the quantity but
also the quality of the knowledge acquired from the predecessor:

P4. A high ability environment reflected in (a) high successor’s skill and (b) high
predecessor’s skill strengthens the positive relationship between the successor’s
involvement in AETKA and the quantity and quality of job-specific knowledge the
successor retains at the end of the transition period.

Discussion
The concept of AETKA complements and advances the existing views on vicarious
learning including observational and conversational learnings, offering a new
perspective on knowledge acquisition during the challenging transition period at work.
Previous studies on learning have not carefully addressed the role of situational factors
on learning (Chuderski, 2016). The AETKA model presented in this paper highlights
the role of the successor as the major agent in the knowledge acquisition process, being
the one with the highest interest in acquiring the knowledge, while also taking into
consideration the role of the motivation and ability of the predecessor in knowledge
transfer during this period. To our knowledge, AETKA is the first model to provide a
comprehensive understanding of the behavioral (skill and will) and contextual elements
specific to the transition period and how they affect the quality and quantity of the job-
specific knowledge acquired by the successor. Taking into account the skill and will of
both parties involved in the transition period as well as the transition context helps
reduce some of the causes of knowledge stickiness (Szulanski, 1996).

AETKA puts an emphasis on understanding the behaviors of the successor and
predecessor, the dyad involved during the transition period in the tacit knowledge flow from
one specific person to another. Earlier theories on learning, while they discuss the behaviors
of the learners, do not emphasize their active and intentional agency as an enabler for
knowledge acquisition. The active and intentional engagement of the learner, or the
predecessor in AETKA, is not just an enabler, it rather is a necessary condition for the
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success of AETKA. The model advanced here theorizes that the knowledge the successor
acquires during the transition period is contingent on the skill and will of the individuals
involved in the process, that is, the successor and the predecessor. The more positive the
attitudes of the parties involved in the succession, the more likely the successor and the
predecessor will view the transition in a positive light and the more likely the successor will
see the transition as a worthy learning opportunity. This positive attitude should help the
predecessor in transmitting his/her knowledge (Cadieux, 2007) and the successor in
processing, analyzing, and incorporating the new knowledge into their own repertoire of
knowledge. We discussed above the results of high levels of skill and will on knowledge
flow. Table III provides our perspective on knowledge flow under different levels of a
successor’s and a predecessor’s skill and will.

Very few studies examine the impact of time on learning. Chuderski (2016), one of the few
studies examining the impact of time on learning, finds that high time pressures negatively
impacts complex learning. Since AETKA is in effect under short periods of time, future
research may need to consider how the active and intentional engagement of the learner
affects the type of learning acquired during periods of limited time pressures.

AETKA also underscores the importance of focusing on idiosyncratic dyads in specific
contexts when trying to understand how knowledge flows, rather than assuming that
learning or knowledge acquisition happens the same way under different circumstances.
The structural elements, including the proximity of the dyad and the clarity of the expected
role perception, play a major role in the quality and quantity of the knowledge acquired,
through their impact on the involvement of the predecessor and successor in AETKA. This
insight suggests that while learning takes place between individuals, the context needs to be
recognized for its enablers and restrictions.

Implications for practice
With the rise of the knowledge economy (Powell and Snellman, 2004), and the inevitability
of succession events, organizations can benefit from the model advanced in this paper to
improve tacit knowledge flows from predecessors to successors, hence keeping important
job-specific knowledge where it should belong. The AETKAmodel with its antecedents and
moderator recognizes the impact of the individual, dyadic/team (or interactional activity),
and organizational level contextual factors on knowledge flow and organizational outcomes
during the transition period. Since the attributes of accelerated learning are affected by
characteristics related to the successor and characteristics related to the surrounding
environment (Sözüdo�gru and Özad, 2015), namely, the interactional activity during the
transition period and the organization as a whole, we provide below some guidance that
may assist companies in creating a learning culture to facilitate AETKA during succession
periods. Creating a learning culture is the responsibility of the organization’s leadership
team (Craig and Kohl, 2014). Collins and Smith (2006) found that human resource (HR)
practices improve social climates of trust and cooperation in organizations. Hence, our below
recommendations are addressed to managers in general, with a special emphasis on HR
managers, when present, as they are usually considered the guardians of human
interactions in organizations.

Understanding that “will” or motivation is an important antecedent to the transition
period should help managers prepare the stage for succession. Though surprising, not all
employees want a promotion (Afshar, 2017). Some employees might try to avoid the stress
associated with their first managerial or leadership position (Byham and Wellins, 2015).
Also not all incumbents may be willing to let go of their position yet (Filser et al., 2013) and
may consciously withhold knowledge from successors to keep a perceived sense of power
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(Blackman and Sadler-Smith, 2009). If the predecessor is not ready or willing (Marler et al.,
2017), he or she can negatively impact the successor’s efforts to take part in AETKA. Hence,
it is in the best interest of the managers involved in the succession to gauge the will of the
predecessor and successor and ensure positive attitudes towards the succession to improve
the successor’s involvement in AETKA before setting a transition event into motion.

Kahn (1990) found that “meaningfulness, safety, and availability” are psychological
elements necessary to enhance employees’ personal engagement at work. Hence, to improve
both successors’ and predecessors’ engagement and will to participate in AETKA,
managers may need to create a meaningful interpretation of the succession process/event for
both predecessors and successors. For example, before setting the succession process in
motion, predecessors’ managers or HR managers may sit with both parties to understand
the meaning they attribute to their current and future positions and help them both see the
value in executing the current succession for their future improvement. Also managers need
to ensure safety for both parties to express their concerns regarding any aspect of the
succession and provide/avail the resources necessary for both executives to overcome their
concerns and ensure the success of the transition. In doing this, managers need to be wary of
any existing “individualistic competitive cultures” as they may drive predecessors to keep
their silence and refrain from sharing their knowledge (Blackman and Sadler-Smith, 2009).

After preparing the motivation context, involved managers need to prepare the adequate
transition context for an effective succession. The main two components being proximity and a
clear job description. Managers are advised to move the successor and the predecessor
physically closer together to increase the opportunities for knowledge transfer (Tagliaventi and
Mattarelli, 2006). Concerned managers or HR managers need to discuss the job requirements
with the successor so he or she clearly knows what is expected. The clarity of the goals of the
position will focus the successor’s efforts on acquiring the relevant knowledge.

While a leadership team’s investment in improving the motivation and transition
contexts of succession positively impacts the successor’s involvement in AETKA, it
should also work on improving the successor’s and predecessor’s skill which can lead
to a multiplicative effect of AETKA on the retained knowledge. Not all employees
who are great at their current job will be great at their first executive job.
Understanding the skills needed for promotable employees before the announcement
of succession will equip successors with the ability to understand the behavior of the
predecessor in the context of the new position. Developing predecessors’ and
successors’ skills by availing them with the relevant resources improves their
engagement in the process (Kahn, 1990). Putting the behavior in its context will
definitely improve the knowledge the successor acquires from the predecessor. Also
not all great predecessors are good at sharing their knowledge. It is a good practice to

Table IV.
Knowledge flow
under different skill
and will levels:
Abridged
presentation

Successor’s Skill Low Successor’s Skill High

Degree of knowledge flow
Successor’s
Will Low

Successor’s
Will High

Successor’s
Will Low

Successor’s
Will High

Predecessor’s Skill High
Predecessor’s Will High Moderate High High Very High
Predecessor’s Will Low Low Moderate Moderate High

Predecessor’s Skill Low
Predecessor’s Will High Low Moderate Moderate High
Predecessor’s Will Low Very Low Low Low Moderate
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improve the communication skills of the predecessors (Dyck et al., 2002) to enrich the
effect of AETKA on the knowledge acquired. Table IV provides an abridged version
of Table III that might help managers quickly visualize which contexts are the most
favorable for knowledge flow.

Conclusion
Bandura (1977: p. 22), in his foundational work on social learning, warned that “learning
would be exceedingly laborious, not to mention hazardous, if people had to rely solely on the
effects of their own actions to inform them what to do”. This is on an individual level. Inside
organizations, if executives depend only on their own experiences to build their knowledge
reservoir, learning would be detrimental to the organization (Bresman, 2010). The AETKA
model described in this paper offers a new way of thinking about how incoming executives
acquire knowledge from outgoing executives during the transition period. Thus, advancing
our understanding of knowledge acquisition and transfer during succession and laying a
foundation for future research on vicarious learning and firm-specific knowledge retention
inside organizations. The AETKA model also offers concrete advice that managers at
organizations can use to take actions to improve the knowledge flow during the transition
period between executives.
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