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Proposed Research
	Current Proposed Title (20 / 30 words):

	AI and Knowledge-Sharing Culture: A Qualitative Study of Organisational Learning in Chinese Technology Firms



	Background & Context (approx. 500 words)

	Chinese technology senior managers are confronting significant implementation challenges in adopting AI-enabled knowledge management systems. Despite investing millions in platforms from Alibaba Cloud, ByteDance, and Baidu, firms report 40-60 percent adoption failure rates, with employees reverting to WeChat groups and personal networks for knowledge sharing (Wang et al., 2023; Liu and Zhang, 2024). These outcomes reveal critical managerial dilemmas: Should AI systems reinforce hierarchical knowledge flows where seniority determines access, or democratise information at the risk of disrupting established power structures? How can organisations capture relationship-embedded expertise without undermining the guanxi networks that sustain informal knowledge exchange? Why do employees superficially comply with AI platforms while continuing to rely on traditional communication channels, thereby reducing returns on digital investment?
These challenges expose a structural tension between the logic of AI systems and the realities of Chinese organisational culture. While China's New Generation AI Development Plan positions the nation for global leadership by 2030 (State Council, 2017), implementation experiences reveal deep cultural complexities that Western-designed systems often fail to accommodate. Studies show that AI-based knowledge management tools developed for low power-distance, individualistic contexts frequently clash with Chinese hierarchical structures where knowledge equates to power and sharing may threaten positional advantage (Chen et al., 2024; Zhang and Liu, 2023). Consequently, technology adoption in China is not only a technical process but a cultural negotiation involving authority, trust, and identity.
Chinese firms operate through guanxi, relationship-based networks where trust determines access and reciprocity governs exchange (Huang et al., 2023). AI systems designed for transparency and standardisation can disrupt these informal mechanisms. Middle managers face dual pressures: meeting leaders' demands for visible AI adoption while managing employees' scepticism toward systems perceived as symbolic rather than transformative (Li et al., 2024). As a result, many AI knowledge initiatives are implemented seemingly without meaningful integration into daily practice.
Current scholarship has largely focused on AI's technical capabilities (Dwivedi et al., 2021) and knowledge management models (von Krogh et al., 2024), yet insufficiently addresses the socio-cultural dynamics that shape adoption outcomes in non-Western contexts. The interplay of power distance, collectivism, and guanxi remains poorly understood in relation to AI-mediated knowledge sharing. Executives and policymakers thus lack empirical guidance for balancing technological potential with cultural realities.
Theoretical Framework
This research is grounded in established knowledge management and organisational learning theories. Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) SECI model provides the primary analytical framework for examining how AI technologies mediate knowledge conversion processes—socialisation, externalisation, combination, and internalisation—within organisational settings.
This framework is complemented by Szulanski’s (1996) theory of knowledge stickiness, which explains why knowledge transfer often fails despite technological enablement, highlighting barriers related to sources, recipients, and organisational context.
To account for the specific characteristics of Chinese organisational environments, the study adopts Hofstede’s (2001) concept of power distance, together with guanxi theory (Chen and Chen, 2004), as a contextual lens. This cultural framing explains how hierarchical norms, authority relations, and relationship-based trust shape knowledge flows and condition how SECI processes and stickiness mechanisms operate in practice.
Rather than treating culture as a standalone explanatory theory, Hofstede’s power distance and guanxi are used to contextualise and interpret AI-mediated knowledge sharing behaviours, particularly in high power-distance organisations where knowledge is closely associated with status and authority.





	Aims and Objectives (approx 250 - 500 words)

	Research Aim:
To investigate how AI-enabled knowledge management systems reshape organisational learning practices in Chinese technology firms, examining implementation challenges, cultural adaptation requirements, and practical frameworks for executives.
Research Objectives:
1. To analyse how AI technologies reconfigure knowledge-sharing practices and organisational learning processes in Chinese technology firms.
1. To examine cultural and organisational factors shaping how AI knowledge management systems are adopted and used in practice.
1. To explore employee experiences and adaptations across hierarchical levels in response to AI-mediated knowledge practices.
1. To inform the development of a practical implementation framework guiding managers in deploying AI knowledge systems within Chinese organisational contexts.
Research Questions:
RQ1: How do AI technologies transform knowledge-sharing practices and organisational learning within Chinese technology firms?
RQ2: What cultural and organisational factors shape how AI-driven knowledge management initiatives are adopted and experienced?
RQ3: How do employees at different organisational levels experience and adapt to AI-mediated knowledge systems?
RQ4: How can managers effectively implement AI-enabled knowledge sharing systems to support organizational learning and cultural alignment?
These research questions directly address identified knowledge gaps: RQ1 responds to the lack of empirical evidence on AI's effects on organisational learning in non-Western contexts; RQ2 addresses the under-theorised relationship between cultural dimensions and AI adoption; RQ3 fills gaps in understanding employee-level responses; RQ4 addresses practitioners' need for contextually-grounded implementation guidance.
Justification:
This research makes three critical contributions. First, it extends knowledge management theory by applying Nonaka and Takeuchi's (1995) SECI model to examine how AI mediates each mode of knowledge conversion, socialisation (tacit-to-tacit), externalisation (tacit-to-explicit), combination (explicit-to-explicit), and internalisation (explicit-to-tacit), within culturally-specific contexts. The research investigates whether AI systems enhance or constrain these conversion processes in high power-distance environments where knowledge flows are shaped by hierarchical relationships.
Second, the study addresses knowledge transfer failure by integrating Szulanski’s (1996) knowledge stickiness framework with a cultural perspective based on Hofstede’s (2001) power distance and guanxi theory (Chen and Chen, 2004). While stickiness explains why knowledge transfer breaks down despite AI enablement, cultural context explains how hierarchical norms and relationship-based trust amplify or constrain these failures in Chinese organisations. This combined perspective provides a more context-sensitive explanation of AI implementation outcomes than technology- or motivation-focused models alone.
Third, it contributes to cross-cultural management literature by providing empirical evidence of how Chinese cultural dimensions, particularly power distance, collectivism, and guanxi, shape technology adoption patterns (Hofstede et al., 2010; Chen and Chen, 2004). This addresses calls for contextualised research on non-Western management practices (Tsui et al., 2007) and responds to recent calls for empirical studies on AI implementation challenges (Raisch and Krakowski, 2021; Lebovitz et al., 2022).
What will executives do differently?
Executives will move from technology-centric implementation ("install AI and mandate usage") to culturally-informed deployment strategies. They will understand how to design AI systems that complement rather than conflict with guanxi networks, create adoption incentives aligned with hierarchical structures, and distinguish genuine transformation from compliance theatre. Most critically, they will possess diagnostic tools for identifying and addressing cultural resistance ptterns before they undermine million-dollar investments.


	Professional Practice Contributions

	This research delivers immediate management value through:
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	Proposed plan of work including timetable

		Milestone Description
	Start Date
	End Date
	Days

	Year 1
	
	
	

	Literature Review (Initial)
	Week 1
	Month 4
	120

	Theoretical Framework Development
	Month 2
	Month 5
	90

	Research Design Refinement
	Month 3
	Month 5
	60

	Translation Protocol Development
	Month 4
	Month 5
	30

	Submission of PG2 (Ethics Approval)
	Month 5
	Month 5
	15

	Ethics Approval (allowing buffer)
	Month 5
	Month 6
	30

	Access Negotiations with Organisations
	Month 5
	Month 7
	60

	Methodology Chapter (Draft)
	Month 6
	Month 8
	60

	Pilot Study - Beijing (5-6 interviews)
	Month 8
	Month 8
	15

	Pilot Data Analysis & Refinement
	Month 9
	Month 9
	30

	Literature Review (Complete Draft)
	Month 6
	Month 10
	120

	Progress Monitoring PG4 (Quarterly)
	Quarterly
	Quarterly
	4

	Data Collection Phase 1
	Month 10
	Month 14
	120

	- Site Selection Confirmed
	Month 10
	Month 10
	15

	- Organisation 1 Interviews (12-15)
	Month 11
	Month 12
	45

	- Organisation 2 Interviews (12-15)
	Month 12
	Month 13
	45

	- Organisation 3 Interviews (12-15)
	Month 13
	Month 14
	45

	- Digital Ethnography Sessions (ongoing)
	Month 11
	Month 14
	90

	- Document Collection (ongoing)
	Month 11
	Month 14
	90

	Annual Progress Review
	Month 12
	Month 12
	7

	Year 2
	
	
	

	Concurrent Analysis During Collection
	Month 13
	Month 15
	60

	Data Collection Phase 2 (if needed)
	Month 15
	Month 16
	30

	- Additional interviews for saturation
	Month 15
	Month 15
	15

	- Organisation 4 (contingency)
	Month 15
	Month 16
	30

	Translation of Key Extracts
	Month 15
	Month 16
	30

	Data Analysis - Systematic Coding
	Month 15
	Month 17
	60

	Data Analysis - Theme Development
	Month 17
	Month 18
	30

	Member Checking with Participants
	Month 18
	Month 18
	15

	Preliminary findings shared with participating organisations
	Month 18
	Month 19
	15

	Theory Building & Cross-Case Analysis
	Month 19
	Month 19
	15

	Findings Chapter 1
	Month 19
	Month 20
	45

	Findings Chapter 2
	Month 20
	Month 21
	45

	Discussion Chapter
	Month 21
	Month 22
	45

	Literature Review (Final Integration)
	Month 22
	Month 22
	15

	Introduction & Conclusion
	Month 22
	Month 23
	30

	Supervisory Review - Full Draft
	Month 23
	Month 23
	15

	Major Revisions
	Month 23
	Month 24
	30

	Abstract & Executive Summary
	Month 24
	Month 24
	7

	Proofreading (Professional Service)
	Month 24
	Month 24
	10

	Final Formatting & References Check
	Month 24
	Month 24
	5

	Contingency Buffer
	Month 24
	Month 24
	10

	Progress Monitoring PG4 (Quarterly)
	Quarterly
	Quarterly
	4

	Thesis Submission
	Month 24
	Month 24
	1







	Proposed methodology (approx. 500 words):

	This research adopts an interpretivist qualitative approach (Kuhn, 1970; Lincoln and Guba, 1985) through case studies to examine AI knowledge management implementation in Chinese tech firms. The paradigm acknowledges knowledge transformation as socially constructed and interpretive within specific cultural contexts (Creswell and Poth, 2018).
Research Design:
A multiple case study design (Yin, 2018) will analyse 3 technology firms in Beijing's Zhongguancun district, selected based on having 1000+ employees, at least two years of AI implementation experience, and representation across sub-sectors. This approach supports in-depth within-case analysis and cross-case pattern identification (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007).
Data Collection:
Semi-structured interviews will be the primary data source, supplemented by digital ethnography and document analysis. Following Malterud et al.'s (2016) information power framework, approximately 12 interviews will be conducted across 3 firms (4 participants per firm), including:
1. Senior managers (n=3): focusing on strategic rationale and leadership perspectives
1. Middle managers (n=3): addressing implementation challenges and cultural mediation
1. Knowledge workers (n=6): examining daily AI interaction and tacit knowledge sharing
Each 45-60 minute interview will be conducted face-to-face or via secure platforms. Sampling follows maximum variation principles (Patton, 2015) across hierarchy, function, and AI experience, with initial participants identified through professional networks and expanded via snowball sampling.
Digital ethnography:
Following Pink et al. (2016), digital observation will include 3-4 platform-interaction sessions per organisation (approximately 2 hours each), focusing on WeChat or DingTalk communication patterns. The analysis will apply Pink's principles of context, examining how employees implement AI-supported knowledge flows in their daily digital environments.
Document analysis:
Organisational documents such as AI implementation reports, training materials, and internal communication memos will be reviewed (Bowen, 2009) to triangulate insights and strengthen validity.
Language and Translation:
As a native Mandarin speaker, the researcher will conduct all interviews in Chinese and arrange professional transcription. Translation follows Temple and Young's (2004) protocol: key extracts will be translated by the researcher, with critical passages verified through back-translation.
Data Analysis:
Data will be analysed using Braun and Clarke's (2022) reflexive thematic analysis, which acknowledges the researcher's active role in generating themes while enabling systematic pattern identification across cases. A theoretically informed approach (Terry et al., 2017) will guide initial coding A theoretically informed approach (Terry et al., 2017) will guide initial coding using concepts from the SECI model (knowledge conversion modes), Szulanski’s knowledge stickiness framework (transfer barriers), and culturally embedded mechanisms related to power distance and guanxi, while remaining open to emergent themes from the data.
Analysis proceeds in two phases: (1) within-case thematic analysis examining AI-mediated knowledge practices in each organisational context, identifying how participants experience each SECI mode and encounter stickiness barriers; (2) cross-case synthesis (Yin, 2018) identifying organisational-level patterns and culturally-specific mechanisms. NVivo supports data management whilst maintaining audit trails.
Quality Criteria:
Following Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Tracy's (2010) quality criteria: credibility through prolonged engagement and member checking; transferability via thick description; dependability through audit trails; confirmability via reflexive journaling. Data saturation will be assessed using Guest et al.'s (2006) guidelines, with thematic analysis conducted iteratively during data collection.
Ethical Considerations:
Ethics approval (Month 5) covers: informed consent ensuring voluntary participation independent of guanxi; organizational anonymization to protect business confidentiality; mitigation of hierarchical power dynamics, guaranteeing confidential participation without managerial oversight; protocols for addressing sensitive findings that balance research integrity and participant welfare; and full disclosure of the researcher's transition from insider to external academic.
Data collection may involve the use of WeChat for participant communication and interview scheduling, as this platform is ubiquitous in Chinese professional contexts. WeChat is operated by Tencent Holdings Limited and may process data in accordance with their privacy policy, including storage outside the UK/EU. In accordance with UWTSD guidance on non-UK/EU digital platforms, participants will be informed about WeChat data processing through a supplementary consent form, and will be offered alternative communication methods if preferred. The researcher will minimise data exposure by using WeChat only for scheduling purposes, transferring substantive research data to secure University systems promptly, and ensuring no interview recordings are stored on the platform.
The study complies with UWTSD regulations, GDPR, and China's Cybersecurity Law, with secure cross-border data transfer protocols in place.
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	Facilities and resources available for the investigation:

	1. Access to UWTSD library databases for literature review and subscription to key journals in knowledge management and organisational studies
1. Software licenses: NVivo for qualitative data analysis; reference management software (EndNote/Zotero)
1. Travel funding: Four research trips to Beijing planned (Months 8, 11-12, 13-14, 15), each with a 2-3 week duration. Estimated total: £6,000-8,000 covering flights, accommodation, local transport, and research expenses.
1. Translation services: Professional Mandarin-English academic translator identified for back-translation verification (£2,000 budget). Professional transcription services for interview audio (£1,500 budget).
1. Ethics approval: UWTSD ethics application to be submitted in Month 5, allowing a 4-6 week review period.
1. Organisational access arrangements: Access negotiated through established professional relationships with three Beijing technology firms plus one contingency organisation.
1. Secure data storage: UWTSD-approved encrypted cloud storage compliant with GDPR; separate encrypted storage for Chinese data collection phase compliant with Chinese Cybersecurity Law, with data transfer protocols established.
1. Professional development: Attendance budgeted for one international conference (Year 2) for dissemination and peer feedback.



	Special Issues

	1. Research will be conducted in Beijing, China, requiring appropriate visa arrangements and compliance with Chinese research regulations.
1. All interviews will be conducted in Mandarin Chinese by the researcher (native speaker) with professional transcription and translation services secured.
1. Cultural sensitivity protocols established to ensure appropriate research conduct in Chinese organisational contexts, particularly regarding hierarchical relationships, face-saving considerations, and guanxi dynamics.
1. Awareness of potential political sensitivities around AI and technology research in China; research design carefully framed to focus on organisational learning phenomena whilst avoiding politically contentious interpretations.
1. Data management protocols established to comply with both GDPR (UK/EU) and Chinese Cybersecurity Law requirements, including secure data transfer procedures between jurisdictions.



	Language in which it was submitted

	The thesis will be written in: Welsh ☐  English ☒
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