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Introduction

The article concentrates on companies that mainly deal with retail and wholesale 
trade. It examines the impact of different knowledge sources, most often described 
in the literature, on their competitiveness level.

In the recent years the role of knowledge became crucial and dominant. Currently, 
it is the key element of successful operation of every type of companies [11], also 
those that operate in the so called “traditional branches” [14, pp. 1–2]. However, 
this resource is not homogeneous. Each type of enterprise requires different kind 
of knowledge and different source of its acquisition. Moreover, it quickly becomes 
outdated, so companies need to acquire new elements of knowledge regularly. The 
issue of knowledge management has not been comprehensively explored in the case 
of wholesale and retail trading companies. This article is going to partially fill this 
research gap and check the actual knowledge sources used by trading companies.

1. Literature review

There are many concepts in the literature concerning intangible assets of enterprises. 
The most popular are organizational learning (OL), learning organization (LO) as 
well as knowledge management (KM) [6, p. 3; 3, p. 11]. At the moment, knowledge 
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management is the most popular among authors, mostly because of its clarity and 
practical character [24, p. 124]. Nevertheless, there are different attitudes to knowledge 
management. This article adopts process approach as it has a significant advantage of 
a clear distinction between particular processes [20, p. 76]. There are also numerous 
knowledge management definitions in the literature [1; 5, p. 3]. I have adopted the 
one developed by Cranfield Business School. According to this definition knowledge 
management is a “collection of processes that enables the creation, dissemination 
and use of knowledge to achieve organizational objectives” [15, p. 74]. Literature 
also describes different ways of distinguishing particular knowledge management 
processes. They are more or less detailed. This article uses concept proposed by 
Probst, Raub and Romhardt [16, p. 42]. It consists of locating, acquiring, developing, 
sharing, disseminating, exploiting as well as protecting knowledge.

Significance of external knowledge or information acquisition is underlined by 
many authors, for example Jack Welch [9, p. 93] or Hsieh, Lai and Shi [7]. Darroch 
[2, p. 41] and Paliszkiewicz [13, p. 74] stress out that this resource might be obtained 
from number of sources and their selection may influence enterprise’s level of com‑
petitiveness. The analysis of knowledge sources used by trading firms is purposeful 
as reliable and up to date information and knowledge are crucial for these companies 
[23, p. 14]. Moreover, their goal is to provide trade services such as selecting suppliers, 
purchase of goods and market analyses. During these processes trading companies 
need to make a number of decisions, which need to be based on the accurate infor‑
mation [18, pp. 26–27], therefore its efficient collection and processing is crucial for 
their operation [23, p. 14]. Information and knowledge are also important for trading 
companies due to increasing importance of innovation [8, pp. 24–27], especially 
among enterprises operating in the retail trade [10, pp. 34–41; 19, pp. 48–55].

2. Methodology

There are two main cognitive perspectives in the literature – emic and etic [25]. 
This article adopts the etic or modernistic cognitive perspective as it brings more 
objective results and enables one to get practical conclusions that may be useful for 
companies. The data for the analyses have been acquired in the quantitative survey 
performed as a part of research project financed by Polish National Science Center (1). 
Sampling frame of the research survey has been derived from database delivered by 
Kompass Poland. The research consisted of two parts. The first one was electronic 
survey conducted with the use of software specially adapted for the mentioned pro‑
ject and a help of computer scientist. The second part was a classic paper based on 
survey sent by post due to the fact that some companies from Kompass Poland data‑
base do not allow to send them the content by e‑mail. In the entire research almost 
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1300 research surveys have been received, but some of them had to be rejected due 
to the fact that they were not complete. We obtained 1283 properly filled surveys. 
The research has been carried out in the year 2012 and beginning of the year 2013 
among companies operating in Poland.

The analyses in this article concentrate on the companies that specified in the sur‑
veys wholesale or retail trade as their main area of operation. Out of 1283 examined 
companies, 240 were trade companies. The structure of research sample regarding 
the number of people employed is presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Structure of employment

Employment Number of companies in the sample

Below 10 88

10–49 113

50–249 36

250 or more 3

All 240

Source: own study.

I have analyzed two types of data received from the companies – selected knowl‑
edge sources intensity of use and firms’ competitiveness level. Knowledge sources 
examined in the article are listed in Table 2. They are the most often mentioned 
items in knowledge management literature [21, p. 17; 2, p. 45; 16, pp. 126–133; 9, 
p. 94; 13, pp. 71–73; 12, p. 151; 22; 20, p. 78]. Moreover, some knowledge sources often 
mentioned in literature were not examined in the article because almost all analyzed 
companies used them frequently, for example: the Internet. I tried to create optimal 
list of knowledge sources that can be used by enterprises – not too long, not too short. 
The selected sources were then divided into four categories – knowledge purchase, 
market related knowledge sources, governmental and non‑governmental institutions, 
research and development.

Competitiveness level of companies has been measured against their closest com‑
petitors with the use of four variables: profit, return on investment (ROI), value of 
sales and market share. The adopted way of measuring companies’ competitiveness 
is not perfect, but has been successfully used in many research projects such as the 
one by Fonfara [4], fulfilling its role well.

In order to measure popularity of different knowledge sources and competitiveness 
level of companies, 5‑grade Likert scale has been used. It is a commonly used scale 
in the surveys conducted in Poland. In case of knowledge sources particular answers 
meant: 1 – lack of use, 2 – low use, 3 – average use, 4 – high use, 5 – very high use. 
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In case of competitiveness level: 1 meant much worse results in comparison to the 
closest competitors, 2 – worse, 3 – more or less the same, 4 – better, 5 – much better.

The statistical significance of differences in competitiveness index values between 
particular groups of companies has been checked using U Mann‑Whitney test. In 
order to do that, SPSS software has been used.

Table 2. Examined knowledge sources and their categories

No. Category of the knowledge source Knowledge source

1.

Knowledge purchase

External trainings

2. Consulting companies

3. Publications (scientific, industry) 

4. External expertise / external expert advice

5.

Market related knowledge sources

Market research

6. Customers

7. Suppliers

8. Competitors

9.
Governmental and non-governmental 
institutions

Networking groups or associations

10. Scientific institutions (including universities) 

11. Governmental or local government institutions

12. Research and development Own research and development

Source: [21, p. 17; 2, p. 45; 16, pp. 126–133; 9, p. 94; 13, pp. 71–73; 12, p. 151; 22; 20, p. 78].

3. Research results

The research results section begins with presenting the general intensity of use of 
examined knowledge sources by trading companies. Subsequently, series of analyses 
have been presented that check whether companies with higher intensity of use of 
particular knowledge sources also demonstrate higher levels of competitiveness 
against their closest competitors.

The first analysis (Table 3) presents overall intensity of use of examined knowl‑
edge sources.

Table 3 clearly shows that the intensity of use of various, examined knowledge 
sources considerably differs. Analyzed companies most commonly use market related 
knowledge sources. It is understandable as market knowledge is the most important 
aspect of competitiveness of trading companies. When using it, they create added 
value [18, pp. 26–27; 23, p. 14]. Unfortunately, their market research is relatively 
weak and they could increase their competitiveness level by conducting it more often. 
Knowledge gained from customers and suppliers qualifies as qualitative research as it 
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does not give complete perspective of the market. On the other hand market research 
can be either qualitative or quantitative. Both types of knowledge are important but 
in my opinion the best results are obtained when one systematically implements both 
kinds of research as they deliver different sort of data.

Table 3. Intensity of knowledge sources used by trading companies

Category of the knowledge 
source Knowledge source Intensity of knowledge 

source use

Knowledge purchase

External trainings 2.63

Consulting companies 1.76

Publications (scientific, industry) 2.93

External expertise / external expert advice 1.52

Market related knowledge 
sources

Market research 2.28

Customers 3.49

Suppliers 3.46

Competitors 3.07

Governmental and non- 
-governmental institutions

Networking groups or associations 1.73

Scientific institutions (including universities) 1.66

Governmental or local government institutions 1.57

Research and development Own research and development 2.53

Source: own study.

Purchasing knowledge on the market, sometimes from other entities specialized 
in particular areas, is a quite popular way of obtaining knowledge. The cheapest 
solutions are the most popular ones – industry and scientific publications as well as 
external trainings. Considerable disadvantage of this sort of knowledge is the fact 
that it is not unique and cannot constitute competitive advantage of a company as 
probably it is also held by competitors. Using more advanced ways of purchasing 
knowledge – consulting companies and external expert advice is not common among 
trading companies.

Research and development activities are not intensively used in examined com‑
panies. It is understandable due to the fact that these entities are some sort of a link 
between producer and end user.

The last of the analyzed groups of knowledge sources – governmental and non‑gov‑
ernmental institutions – are the least utilized knowledge sources. Therefore, they 
pose a chance for many companies to increase their competitiveness level. For example, 
trading companies could gain new partners, become more recognizable and develop 
their business through active participation in network groups. On the other hand, 
cooperation with scientific institutions could familiarize company with new theories 
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and scientific research results as well as general market trends. Cooperation with 
governmental institutions might also bring a lot of positive results as these entities 
often possess a lot of valuable analyzes not available anywhere else and in many cases 
they know market in their area well.

Following analyses compare sets of companies categorized according to intensity 
of use of particular groups of knowledge sources – below average (<3) and average 
and above (>=3).

Table 4 presents the competitiveness index value of trading companies divided 
into two groups depending on the average intensity of use of knowledge sources from 
the “knowledge purchase” category. The asterisk(s) denotes the statistical significance 
of difference between competitiveness index of two groups.

Table 4.  The competitiveness index of companies using knowledge sources from 
knowledge purchase category with low or high intensity (2)

Number of companies Knowledge purchase intensity Competitiveness index

209 Below average (<3) 3.23

31 Average and above (>=3) 3.48

Difference (average and above – below average) 0.24

Source: own study.

Most trading companies do not use knowledge sources from this category inten‑
sively. Only slightly more than 10% of them appreciate this kind of knowledge 
sources more and it results in their higher competitiveness. However, the difference 
in competitiveness between both groups is not statistically significant.

Table 5 shows the competitiveness index of examined companies divided into two 
groups depending on intensity of use of market related knowledge sources.

Table 5.  The competitiveness index of companies using market related knowledge 
sources with low or high intensity

Number of companies Market related knowledge sources use Competitiveness index

92 Below average (<3) 3.03

148 Average and above (>=3) 3.41

Difference (average and above – below average) 0.38***

Source: own study.

The level of use of this knowledge sources is much higher than in case of the pre‑
vious group. Most of examined trading companies use this kind of knowledge sources 
with average or more than average intensity. What is more, it should be noted that the 
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difference in level of competitiveness of both groups is very large. Another important 
fact is that the result is statistically significant for α = 0.01. It shows great importance 
of this kind of knowledge sources for competitiveness of trading companies.

Next table presents competitiveness index of firms that use knowledge sources 
from the group “governmental and non‑governmental knowledge sources” with low 
or high intensity.

Table 6.  The competitiveness index of companies using governmental and  
non-governmental knowledge sources with low or high intensity

Number of companies Governmental and non- 
-governmental organizations Competitiveness index

221 Below average (<3) 3.26

19 Average and above (>=3) 3.28

Difference (average and above – below average) 0.01

Source: own study.

Table 6 reveals that knowledge coming from governmental and non‑governmental 
organizations is not very important for trading companies. Most examined enterprises 
use it with below average intensity, and only less than 10 percent of analyzed entities 
exploit this kind of knowledge sources to a greater extent. Nevertheless, the latter 
companies are slightly more competitive than their closest competitors, although the 
difference is not statistically significant.

The following table presents the competitiveness index of enterprises with various 
levels of involvement in research and development activities.

Table 7.  The competitiveness index of companies involved in research 
and development activities with various levels of intensity

Number of companies Research and development Competitiveness index

119 Below average (<3) 3.17

121 Average and above (>=3) 3.36

Difference (average and above – below average) 0.20**

Source: own study.

Research and development might seem, to some extent, unusual sort of knowledge 
source for trading companies, however the results, presented in Table 7, prove that 
about half of the examined enterprises use it with average or above average intensity. 
Enterprises that apply this knowledge source are considerably more competitive. 
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The difference in average competitiveness level between both groups of companies 
distinguished in Table 7 is statistically significant for α=0.05.

Up to now various knowledge sources have been analyzed in the specific groups. 
For the subsequent analysis, most popular single knowledge sources from all groups 
have been chosen. Competitiveness of companies using these knowledge sources with 
particular intensity has been examined in Table 8.

Table 8.  The competitiveness index of companies using selected knowledge sources 
with particular intensity

Number of 
companies

Intensity of 
knowledge source use

Competitiveness 
index

Competitiveness index difference x 
– (below average (<3)) 

Customers 34 <3 3.28 –

206 >=3 3.26 –0.02

128 >=4 3.38 0.11

30 =5 3.54 0.26

Market 
research

138 <3 3.13 –

102 >=3 3.45 0.32***

44 >=4 3.37 0.24*

10 =5 3.50 0.37

Suppliers 40 <3 3.13 –

200 >=3 3.29 0.16*

132 >=4 3.34 0.21*

28 =5 3.54 0.41**

Competitors 66 <3 3.13 –

174 >=3 3.31 0.18*

85 >=4 3.44 0.30***

18 =5 3.44 0.31

Own 
research and 
development

119 <3 3.17 –

121 >=3 3.36 0.20**

66 >=4 3.46 0.30**

13 =5 3.60 0.43

External 
trainings

104 <3 3.09 –

136 >=3 3.40 0.31***

48 >=4 3.52 0.43***

8 =5 3.41 0.31

Publications 
(scientific, 
industry) 

72 <3 3.19 –

168 >=3 3.30 0.11

71 >=4 3.29 0.10

11 =5 3.16 –0.03

Source: own study.
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As we can see in Table 8 companies more intensively using selected knowledge 
sources are more competitive in almost all cases. The exception are the last knowledge 
sources – external trainings and publications in terms of their very intensive use (5) and 
market research in case of intensive use (4) but this outcome may be related to the low 
number of companies that intensively use these particular sources. Another important 
conclusion is that the most competitive trading companies (competitiveness index of 
3.60) are very intensively involved in research and development activities. Moreover, it 
is worth mentioning that enterprises that use market research to an average or greater 
extent are much more competitive than their competitors that do not use this tool of 
knowledge acquisition so often. To conclude, the most important, single knowledge 
sources include: market research, research and development, suppliers, customers. 
The competitors and external trainings are also very important. The publications are 
useful, but not as much as previously mentioned knowledge sources.

The last conducted analysis, presented in Table 9, compares two elements – the 
number of knowledge sources used by trading companies with at least average intensity 
and the level of companies’ competitiveness measured with competitiveness index.

Table 9.  The number of knowledge sources that companies use compared with level 
of companies’ competitiveness

Number of companies 
in the group

The number of knowledge sources that companies use 
with at least average intensity (>=3) 

Competitiveness index 
of the group

60 1–3 3.00

117 4–6 3.31

49 7–9 3.39

14 10–12 3.52

Source: own study.

Results, displayed in Table 9, reveal that the more knowledge sources trading 
companies use, at least with average intensity, the more competitive they are. Espe‑
cially interesting is the fact that trading companies which limit themselves to three 
or less knowledge sources are much less competitive than other enterprises. The 
other interesting aspect is fairly high competitiveness of companies using the highest 
number of examined knowledge sources (10–12). This suggests that using wide range 
of knowledge sources might be crucial for competitiveness of trading companies.
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Conclusion

The results of analyses presented in this article show that market related knowl‑
edge sources are the most important for trading companies and they are indeed the 
most intensively used by them. Trading companies that do not, at least with average 
intensity, use this sort of knowledge sources are much less competitive. Knowledge 
sources from the group knowledge purchase and research and development activities 
are also very important.

The most important single knowledge sources include: customers, suppliers and 
competitors, scientific and industry publications, external trainings as well as research 
and development activities. For every type of business, but especially for trading 
companies, it is important to keep close relations and acquire knowledge from their 
closest partners, which are customers and suppliers. This result complies with the 
opinion of Ratajczak‑Mrozek [17] who also underlines the importance of keeping 
close relations with customers and suppliers in the context of network approach. He 
also emphasizes that it is important to keep competitors under close observation 
which is rarer among analyzed companies but it brings positive results in terms of 
competitiveness (Table 8).

The most important analysis conducted in this article is the comparison of number 
of knowledge sources used by trading companies and their competitiveness index. It 
uncovers that the more knowledge sources the firms use, at least with average intensity, 
the more competitive they are. It proves that using many different knowledge sources 
might be the crucial factor for trading enterprises’ competitiveness.

It must be noted that the conducted research has particular limitations. Despite 
the fact that research sample is quite large, some distinguished groups consisted 
of not enough companies to statistically prove certain differences. Sampling frame 
is another limitation. Examined sample of enterprises has been selected from the 
Kompass Poland database. Unfortunately, it is not perfect as it does not contain all 
trading companies operating in Poland.

(1) Project has been financed by Polish National Science Center, Preludium 2 grant, under 
decision no. DEC‑2011/03/N/HS4/00429.

(2) *p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.
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COMPETITIVENESS OF TRADING COMPANIES – THE ROLE OF 
SELECTED KNOWLEDGE SOURCES

Abstract

Knowledge is currently crucial resource for every company that wants to become, and 
remain competitive. Unfortunately, its elements quickly become out of date. Enterprises need 
to constantly acquire or develop new knowledge in order to not be overtaken by competitors. 
Moreover, knowledge elements that are priceless for one kind of company might be useless for 
the other. That is why this article concentrates on the specific type of firms – wholesale and 
retail trading companies. During the quantitative research I have analyzed 240 such entities 
(1) regarding the intensity of use of twelve most popular, in the knowledge management 
literature, knowledge sources. The results show that the most intensively used are market 
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related knowledge sources, like: customers, suppliers and competitors. Very important for this 
type of firms are also publications, external trainings and market research. Nevertheless, the 
key conclusion is the result of comparison of number of knowledge sources used by trading 
companies and their competitiveness index. It shows that the more knowledge sources such 
firms use, at least with average intensity, the more competitive they are.

Key words: trade, knowledge, knowledge management, 
competitiveness, competitive advantage

(1) Project has been financed by Polish National Science Center, Preludium 2 grant, under 
decision no. DEC‑2011/03/N/HS4/00429.

KONKURENCYJNOŚĆ PRZEDSIĘBIORSTW HANDLOWYCH 
– ROLA WYBRANYCH ŹRÓDEŁ WIEDZY

Streszczenie

Wiedza jest obecnie kluczowym zasobem dla każdego rodzaju przedsiębiorstwa, które chce 
pozostać konkurencyjne. Niestety, jej elementy szybko stają się nieaktualne. Przedsiębiorstwa 
muszą stale pozyskiwać lub rozwijać nową wiedzę, aby nie zostać wyprzedzone przez konku‑
rentów. Ponadto elementy wiedzy, które są bezcenne dla jednego rodzaju przedsiębiorstw, 
mogą być bezużyteczne dla innego. W związku z tym niniejszy artykuł koncentruje się 
na określonym rodzaju przedsiębiorstw – podmiotach zajmujących się sprzedażą – zarówno 
hurtową, jak i detaliczną. 240 tego rodzaju firm zostało przebadanych w ramach badania 
ilościowego (1). W ramach niniejszego artykułu sprawdzono poziom wykorzystania dwunastu 
źródeł wiedzy, najczęściej wymienianych przez autorów w literaturze dotyczącej zarządzania 
wiedzą. Wyniki pokazały, że analizowane przedsiębiorstwa najintensywniej wykorzystują 
takie źródła jak: klienci, dostawcy i konkurenci. Bardzo ważne są dla nich także publikacje, 
zewnętrzne szkolenia oraz badania rynku. Jednak kluczowym wnioskiem jest rezultat ostatniej 
analizy. Wynika z niej, że im więcej przedsiębiorstwa handlowe wykorzystują źródeł wiedzy, 
z przeciętną lub wyższą intensywnością, tym są one bardziej konkurencyjne.
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(1) Projekt został sfinansowany ze środków Narodowego Centrum Nauki przyznanych 
na podstawie decyzji numer DEC‑2011/03/N/HS4/00429.
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