
 

 

 

KNOWLEDGE-DRIVEN QUALITY: THE ROLE OF 
KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT (KM) AS THE 

STRATEGIC PREREQUISITE FOR TOTAL QUALITY 
MANAGEMENT (TQM)  

Milan Zajić, MSc 1  

Ivana Popović, MSc 2 

Abstract: This review paper explores the fundamental role of knowledge as a vital organizational resource 

and analyzes the indispensable synergy between Knowledge Management (KM) and Total Quality 

Management (TQM) in achieving and sustaining competitive advantage and performance excellence in the 

modern, knowledge-based economy. The paper employs a systematic literature review approach to synthesize 

and establish the conceptual relationship between Total Quality Management (TQM) and Knowledge 

Management (KM). The methodology involved identifying and analyzing relevant theoretical and conceptual 

frameworks, with a specific focus on the core principles of KM and foundational quality models, such as W. 

Edwards Deming's 14 Points for Management. The findings confirm that KM is a strategic prerequisite for 

continuous improvement (the central goal of modern TQM). Deming's principles — such as the mandate for a 

new philosophy committed to learning (Point 2), building quality through expertise rather than inspection 

(Point 3), investment in research and education (Points 1 & 5), systematic training (Point 6), and breaking 

down inter-departmental barriers (Point 9) – explicitly demand the effective transfer, creation, and sharing of 

knowledge to build quality into processes from the start. This paper underscores that the successful integration 

of KM into Quality Management Systems (QMS) is not merely beneficial but a necessary precondition for 

survival in a dynamic market. It provides a structured conceptual foundation, supported by quality theory, 

arguing that quality is inherently knowledge-driven.  
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 INTRODUCTION  

Despite the recorded rise in research addressing the correlation between Total Quality Management 

(TQM) and Knowledge Management (KM), a unified agreement still lacks among scientists regarding 

how their mutual relationship should be best theoretically explained.3 Some scientific papers 

emphasize that a positive link exists between knowledge management, total quality management, and 

organizational performance.4,5,6 Also, it is emphasized that Total Quality Management and 

Knowledge Management contribute to process and product innovations.7 However, the theoretical 

and empirical research connecting these two areas is still insufficiently represented in the scientific 

and professional literature.8 Knowledge management and total quality management are considered 

equally important for all service and manufacturing companies.9 While Total Quality Management 

(TQM) primarily focuses on constant process improvement and fact analysis, Knowledge 

Management (KM) introduces a key distinction by placing emphasis on a culture that encourages the 

creation and sharing of knowledge.10 The shared characteristics of both approaches, such as results 

orientation and people-focused leadership, enable their easy combination. Consequently, KM 

effectively enhances TQM's capacity for continuous learning. Instead of being viewed as separate 

practices, TQM and KM should be strategically integrated to achieve maximum business excellence. 

The latest research results confirm the key role of Knowledge Management (KM), which serves as a 

mediating mechanism that significantly explains how Total Quality Management (TQM) directly and 

indirectly helps companies achieve better sustainable performance, thereby substantially filling gaps 

in the existing literature.11 Research results show that genuine competitive advantage does not stem 

from the formal methods of Total Quality Management (TQM), such as standardized training or 

benchmarking.12 Instead, the essential drivers of success are intangible, behavioral elements—

specifically a culture of openness and executive commitment. From this, it follows that TQM's 

effectiveness depends on possessing these tacit, unique resources that are difficult to imitate.13 

Organizations that develop them can outperform rivals, even without strict adherence to all prescribed 

TQM techniques.14 The essence of Total Quality Management (TQM) success lies in tacit 

resources—such as open culture and leadership commitment—rather than in formal tools. These 

intangible elements form the core of Knowledge Management (KM), which is the only strategic 

framework capable of nurturing and transferring this unarticulated knowledge.15 Successful KM, 

which relies on leadership support and a culture of free knowledge exchange, directly enables the 

efficient application of knowledge in processes. In this way, KM improves both operational 

 
3 Honarpour A., Jusoh A., & Md Nor K., Knowledge management, total quality management and innovation: A new look. 

Journal of technology management & innovation, Vol. 7, No. 3, 2012, pp. 22-31. http://dx.doi.org/10.4067/S0718-

27242012000300003.  
4 Mohsin M., Shamsudin M. N., Jaffri N. R., Idrees M., Jamil K., Unveiling the contextual effects of total quality 

management to enhance sustainable performance. The TQM Journal, Vol. 37, No. 3, 2025, pp. 680–708. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/TQM-05-2023-0124.  
5 Abbas J., & Kumari K, op. cit.  
6 Honarpour A., Jusoh A., & Md Nor K., Total quality management, knowledge management, and innovation: an 

empirical study in R&D units. Total Quality Management & Business Excellence, Vol. 29, No. 7–8, 2018, pp. 798–

816. https://doi.org/10.1080/14783363.2016.1238760.  
7 Honarpour A., Jusoh A., & Md Nor K., op. cit.  
8 Abbas J., & Kumari K, op. cit.  
9 Abbas J., & Kumari K, op. cit.  
10 Hsu S.-h., & Shen H.-p., Knowledge management and its relationship with TQM. Total Quality Management & 

Business Excellence, Vol. 16, No. 3, 2005, pp. 351–361. https://doi.org/10.1080/14783360500054111.  
11 Mohsin M., Shamsudin M. N., Jaffri N. R., Idrees M., Jamil K., op. cit.  
12 Powell T. C., Total quality management as competitive advantage: a review and empirical study. Strategic management 

journal, Vol. 16, No. 1, 1995, pp. 15-37. https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.4250160105.  
13 Powell T. C., op. cit.  
14 Powell T. C., op. cit.  
15 Polanyi M., Tacit knowing: Its bearing on some problems of philosophy. Reviews of modern physics, Vol. 34, No. 4, 

1962, 601. https://doi.org/10.1103/RevModPhys.34.601.  
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performance (quality and efficiency) and financial results of the organization, thereby ensuring a 

lasting competitive advantage. 

The connection between knowledge management and quality management is very important. Thanks 

to knowledge management, continuous improvement also occurs within the organization, which 

represents the fundamental goal of modern quality management. 

 LITERATURE REVIEW - KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT 

Knowledge, as a key resource for the functioning of organizations16,17,18, is divided into two main 

types: tacit (implicit) and clear (explicit). 19 Tacit knowledge is informal, personal, and emotional 

knowledge that is challenging to transfer or precisely describe, as it encompasses individual skills, 

feeling, and personal experience.20 Conversely, explicit knowledge consists of facts and data that are 

easily accessible, recorded, or documented, and which can be efficiently managed and shared, 

including manuals, records, and operating procedures.21  

Knowledge Management (KM) is defined as an organized approach to creating, storing, sharing, and 

utilizing knowledge within a company.22 It encompasses several distinct phases: 

− Knowledge Creation: This phase involves generating new understandings, concepts, and 

discoveries through research, development activities, and internal team collaboration. 

− Knowledge Storage: Refers to establishing frameworks and systems for systematizing and 

archiving available knowledge, utilizing written documentation, databases, and specialized 

KM software tools for this purpose. 

− Knowledge Sharing: Promoting an environment for continuous learning within the 

organization, which entails fostering communication, collaborative work, and the transfer of 

information among employees. 

− Knowledge Application: Focusing on the practical use of acquired knowledge in ongoing 

operations and business processes, thereby achieving better results, innovativeness, and a 

higher quality of products or services.23 

Although information management (IM) and knowledge management (KM) overlap in some areas, 

KM surpasses the boundaries of IM because it covers a significantly more extensive scope.24 

Specifically, KM includes elements of procedure development and the acquisition of insights 

(learning), which are not central priorities of the traditional approach to information management. 

Therefore, it is emphasized that KM operates in a fundamentally different way from IM, requiring 

leadership to grasp the concept of "knowledge" far more comprehensively than simple storage and 

retrieval of textual records. 

 
16 Prusak L., Knowledge in organisations. Routledge, 2009.  
17 Davenport T. H., & Prusak L., Working knowledge: How organizations manage what they know. Harvard Business 

Press, 1998.  
18 Blackler F., Knowledge, Knowledge Work and Organizations: An Overview and Interpretation. In C. W. Choo, & N. 

Bontis (Eds.), The Strategic Management of Intellectual Capital and Organizational Knowledge (pp. 47-64). Oxford 

Unitersity Press, 2002.  
19 Polanyi M., op. cit.  
20 Polanyi M., op. cit.  
21 Polanyi M., op. cit.  
22 Nonaka I., & Takeuchi H., The Knowledge creating company: How Japanese Companies create the dynamics of 

innovation, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1995.  
23 Nonaka I., & Takeuchi H., op. cit.  
24 Gustav Johannsen C., Total quality management in a knowledge management perspective. Journal of Documentation, 

Vol. 56, No. 1, 2000, pp. 42–54. https://doi.org/10.1108/EUM0000000007108.  
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Many scientific papers emphasize the role of knowledge management in contributing to the 

development and maintenance of companies' competitive advantage25,26,27,28,29,30,31, 32,33,34,35,36 in the 

modern knowledge-based economy. 

 THE SYNERGY BETWEEN KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT AND QUALITY 

MANAGEMENT 

One of the fundamental scientific papers titled "Integrating Total Quality Management and 

Knowledge Management," which established the connection between knowledge management and 

total quality management, was written by Vincent M. Ribière and Reza Khorramshahgol37. The 

conclusion was that KM and TQM constitute a reciprocal path of collaboration, where both 

disciplines can mutually enhance each other and extract benefits.38  

The synergy of knowledge management and quality management is essential for creating successful 

and flexible organizations. Akdere39 asserts that knowledge management is a vital component of 

quality management40, as it significantly increases the creation and utilization of knowledge within 

organizations41. Incorporating knowledge management practices into quality systems enables 

organizations to enhance their work processes and ensure continuous learning, evolution, and the 

 
25 Arsawan I. W. E., Koval V., Rajiani I., Rustiarini N. W., Supartha W. G., Suryantini N. P. S., Leveraging knowledge 

sharing and innovation culture into SMEs sustainable competitive advantage. International Journal of Productivity and 

Performance Management, Vol. 71, No. 2, 2022, pp. 405–428. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPPM-04-2020-0192.  
26 Meihami B., & Meihami H., Knowledge Management a way to gain a competitive advantage in firms (evidence of 

manufacturing companies). International letters of social and humanistic sciences, Vol. 14, 2014, pp. 80-91. 

https://doi.org/10.18052/www.scipress.com/ILSHS.14.80.  
27 Nguyen Q. T. N., Neck P. A., & Nguyen T. H., The critical role of knowledge management in achieving and sustaining 

organisational competitive advantage. International Business Research, Vol. 2, No. 3, 2009, pp. 3-16.  
28 Shehabat I., The role of knowledge management in organizational performance and gaining sustainable competitive 

advantage. In Proceedings of the 2020 Asia Service Sciences and Software Engineering Conference (pp. 133-139), 

2020. https://doi.org/10.1145/3399871.3399878.  
29 Shannak R., Masa’deh R. E., Al-Zu’bi Z., Obeidat B., Alshurideh M., & Altamony H., A theoretical perspective on the 

relationship between knowledge management systems, customer knowledge management, and firm competitive 

advantage. European Journal of Social Sciences, Vol. 32, No. 4, 2012, pp. 520-532.  
30 Yu H., Shang Y., Wang N., & Ma Z., The Mediating Effect of Decision Quality on Knowledge Management and Firm 

Performance for Chinese Entrepreneurs: An Empirical Study. Sustainability, Vol. 11, No. 13, 2019, 3660. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/su11133660.  
31 Omerzel D. G., & Gulev R. E., Knowledge Resources and Competitive Advantage. Managing Global Transitions: 

International Research Journal, Vol. 9, No. 4, 2011, pp. 335-354.  
32 Sharkie R., Knowledge creation and its place in the development of sustainable competitive advantage. Journal of 

Knowledge Management, Vol. 7, No. 1, 2003, pp. 20–31. https://doi.org/10.1108/13673270310463590.  
33 Mahdi O. R., Almsafir M. K., & Yao L., The role of knowledge and knowledge management in sustaining competitive 

advantage within organizations: A review. African Journal of Business Management, Vol. 5, No. 23, 2011, pp. 9912-

9931. doi: 10.5897/AJBM11.1118.  
34 Rahimli A., Knowledge management and competitive advantage. In Information and Knowledge Management, Vol. 2, 

No. 7, 2012, pp. 37-43.  
35 Ndlela L. T., & Du Toit A. S., Establishing a knowledge management programme for competitive advantage in an 

enterprise. International journal of information management, Vol. 21, No. 2, 2001, pp. 151-165. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0268-4012(01)00007-X.  
36 Civi E., Knowledge management as a competitive asset: a review. Marketing Intelligence & Planning, Vol. 18, No. 4, 

2000, pp. 166–174. https://doi.org/10.1108/02634500010333280.  
37 Ribière V. M., & Khorramshahgol R., Integrating total quality management and knowledge management. Journal of 

Management Systems, Vol. 16, No. 1, 2004, pp. 39-54.  
38 Ribière V. M., & Khorramshahgol R., op. cit.  
39 Akdere M., The Role of Knowledge Management in Quality Management Practices: Achieving Performance 

Excellence in Organizations. Advances in Developing Human Resources, Vol. 11, No. 3, 2009, pp. 349-361. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1523422309338575.  
40 Stewart D., & Waddell D., Knowledge Management: The fundamental component for delivery of quality. Total Quality 

Management & Business Excellence, Vol. 19, No. 9, 2008, pp. 987–996. https://doi.org/10.1080/14783360802227803.  
41 Grant R., Knowledge and organization. In I. Nonaka, D. J. Teece (Eds.) Knowledge and organization (pp. 145-169). 

SAGE Publications Ltd, 2001. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446217573.n8.  
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raising of performance levels.42 This integration lays the foundation for generating new ideas and 

long-term development, thereby making knowledge management a vital part of modern quality 

management. This approach is necessary for enhancing organizational capacity and achieving 

performance excellence.43  

Research shows that TQM practices influence employee performance through the mediation of the 

knowledge sharing process, which represents an integral and mandatory part of the broader concept 

of knowledge management.44 It can be concluded that TQM is not sufficient on its own; effective 

knowledge sharing is an essential mechanism that allows TQM practices to truly improve employee 

performance, thereby establishing a specific strategy for achieving better results and strengthening 

employee performance.  

Previous research45, emphasizes that manufacturing and service companies can ensure sustainability 

through the implementation of TQM and KM concepts. 

W. Edwards Deming's book 'Out of the Crisis,'46 particularly through its framework of 14 Points for 

Management, establishes a direct link between Quality Management (QMS) and Knowledge 

Management (KM). 

Deming emphasizes that knowledge is a critical resource for achieving quality, which is reflected in 

the following aspects: 

− Continuous Education and Training (Point 6): Deming insists on systematic on-the-job 

training, directly underlining the importance of knowledge transfer (KM). This ensures that 

employees possess the necessary competencies for efficient work, treating learning as an 

ongoing process rather than a one-time activity. 

− Commitment to Learning and Innovation (Points 1 and 5): Constancy of purpose in improving 

products and services requires investment in research and education. These activities are the 

foundation of new knowledge creation (KM), which is essential for achieving continual 

improvement (QMS). 

− Management Transformation through Knowledge (Point 2): Management must adopt a new 

philosophy that entails a long-term commitment to new knowledge and learning. This clearly 

positions knowledge management as a strategic prerequisite for organization-wide change. 

− Interdisciplinary Cooperation and Knowledge Sharing (Point 9): To improve quality, it is 

necessary to break down barriers between functional units. Workers from design, production, 

and sales must function as an integrated team, actively sharing knowledge (KM) to 

preventively solve problems and establish an integrated quality system. 

− Prevention Based on Expertise (Point 3): The demand to cease dependence on mass inspection 

implies that quality must be built into the production process from the very beginning. This is 

only possible if management and employees possess deep technical knowledge of production 

processes and utilize statistical control methods. 

Deming argues that the fundamental path toward overcoming a crisis is a management transformation 

that requires continuous acquisition of and investment in knowledge (using his Points 1, 2, and 6).47 

In this way, he positions knowledge management as the central element of modern quality 

management, emphasizing that excellence is not achieved by simple purchase, but must be guided by 

 
42 Akdere M., op. cit.  
43 Akdere M., op. cit.  
44 Al-Saffar N. G., & Obeidat A. M., The effect of total quality management practices on employee performance: The 

moderating role of knowledge sharing. Management Science Letters, Vol. 10, 2020, pp. 77-90. 

https://doi.org/10.5267/j.msl.2019.8.014.  
45 Abbas J., Impact of total quality management on corporate sustainability through the mediating effect of knowledge 

management. Journal of Cleaner Production, Vol. 244, 2020, 118806. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2019.118806.  
46 Deming W. E., Out of the Crisis. MIT Center for Advanced Educational Services, 1986.  
47 Deming W. E., op. cit.  

174

https://doi.org/10.5267/j.msl.2019.8.014
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2019.118806


Milan Zajić, Ivana Popović 

expertise. This expertise is developed through education, research activities, and inter-sectoral team 

exchange (Point 9).48 

 CONCLUSION 

Knowledge management represents a fundamental element in the development, maintenance, and 

improvement of quality systems. Through effective knowledge management, organizations can 

facilitate work processes, improve production capacities, and simultaneously satisfy consumer needs. 

Therefore, the integration of KM into quality systems is not just a benefit, but also a necessary 

precondition for competitiveness in a dynamic market. Participation in KM initiatives improves 

efficiency, quality, and fosters creativity and innovation, which is crucial for the success of any 

company under conditions of intensive competition and in the development of the modern 

knowledge-based economy. TQM techniques are merely tools, but Knowledge Management (KM) is 

the process that introduces and nurtures tacit resources (culture and leadership). These resources 

ensure that the TQM tools are used effectively, resulting in lasting excellence and outperforming 

competitors. 

Considering the limitations and defining future research directions has the potential to yield more 

precise and applicable results regarding the methods of integrating Knowledge Management (KM) 

into Quality Management Systems (QMS). If future research focuses on gathering empirical 

evidence, the impact of culture, and supporting innovation, it can significantly advance existing 

quality management strategies, as well as the optimization of the quality of goods and services. 
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