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Historical and Theoretical background -KM as Potentially Attractive to the  

 

Public Sector  

 

 

 

 

The literature on Knowledge Management (KM) is substantial and growing at an 

exponential rate. Indeed, the introduction of internet communities and the establishment 
of corporate think tanks devoted to the subject suggest no diminution of intellectual 

interest or rigor. Concerns (for example see Dodge 1999) that KM was merely the latest 

in a line of transient management fads -a repackaging of ' 'old hats" so to speak- have 

proved largely unfounded. On the contrary, KM has demonstrated both persistence and 
adaptability having undergone a significant process of evolution in which characteristics 

have been acquired, evaluated, and then either preserved or modified to accommodate 

changes in the external environment. The most tangible effect of this process has been a 

shift towards an approach which values people, not simply for their capacity to create 
knowledge and make it tacit, but also their ability to act as primary vehicles for its 

distribution.  

 
This emphasis on the everyday activities of human beings within the organisation moves 
away from the orthodox and reductionist approach that typified early KM thinking and 
embraces instead a view that is strongly influenced by humanist  

psychology and the observational tradition of writers such as Maslow ( 1943) Merton 

(1963 ) et at. There are also interesting similarities with New Paradigm research (Rowan 

1981) where the active involvement of the individual in articulating and shaping 

knowledge is seen as paramount.  

 

The implications of this for the public sector ar.e potentially profound because such 

thinking is moving the subject away from a perception of organisation based on command 
and control, including the management of knowledge, to recognition of organisations as 

relation based dependencies where strong competitive networks constitute an important 

foundation. At a more general level, however, it could be argued that this change in 

approach has, potentially, opened the door to a more tailored ,and context dependent, 
approach to Knowledge Creation and Transfer (KCT) across all sectors of the economy.  
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The purpose of this paper is to explore the extent to which KM, and now new variant KCT, 
has transferred into the public Sector and, in particular, whether current paradigms are 
actually consistent with the characteristics and needs of bureaucratic organis~tions.  
 
There is some evidence to support the view that the public sector has not embraced even the 
traditional notions ofKM as fully as its private sector counterparts. For example, and taking a 
fairly simple metric, the experience of the public sector still probably accounts for only 
about ten per cent of the published literature on the subject. This imbalance tends also to be 
reflected in the comparatively small number of articles and papers presented through the 
national and international conference circuit.  
 

Initial inconsistencies  

 
Why then has KM not sat more comfortably with the experience of the public sector? The 

lacuna that has prevented its more general adoption can partly be explained by looking at the 

early conceptual history of the subject. The principal archetype ofKM proposes the 

conversion of implicit knowledge into its tacit variant (polanyi 1965) and subsequently into 
tangible organisational benefits (Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995) thus increasing profitability by 

enhanced innovation and creativity. This is the process which Dorothy Leonard has referred 

to as tapping "the wellsprings of knowledge" (2002) in order to deliver direct returns on the 

balance sheet.  
 
This focus on commercialism was an early feature ofKM literature. Thus, in their seminal 
work "The Knowledge Creating Company" Nonaka and Takeuchi famously emphasised 
that:  
 
" in an economy where the only certainty is uncertainty, the one sure source of lasting 

competitive advantage is knowledge" (Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995 :8)  

 
This initial, and pervasive, concern with profitability and competitive edge has proved 
particularly attractive to the private sector because it suggests that a direct and measurable 
relationship can be established (albeit with some arcane accounting) between the use ofKM 
and increased rate of return on investment or even survival. As Michael Dell, CEO of Dell 
Computer Corporation, observed:  
 
"The difference (between failure and success for new companies) is that the thriving 
companies gathered the knowledge that gave them a substantial edge over their 
competition" (De111999 quoted in Seijts and Latham AME 2005:125).  
 
The emphasis on competition is now less of a barrier to KM adoption by the public sector 
which has itself not been immune from the more significant changes that have swept across 
the corporate landscape over the last decade. As a potential tool for business transformation 
and differentiation, particularly in the UK context of a national league table approach to 
excellence, and suitably disaggregated from the profit motive, KM looks more transferable 
today than ever before. One of the potential difficulties has been the fact that KM has had to 
compete for managerial attention in the public sector  
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with a range of other, more pressing, changes. It is worth looking at some of these 

challenges to get a sense of the scale of the change agenda which the UK public sector 

faces:  

 

• Flattening of organisational structures and hierarchies as result of cost led 

reduction in middle management (which may have significant longer term 

implications for corporate knowledge) 

• The requirement to respond to a rapidly changing and often hostile operating 
environment. For example, regional shifts in government funding, outsourcing of 
services etc  

• Poor public image and status of public sector staff with high levels of turnover, 
vacancies and skills shortage.  

• An increasing partnership and integration agenda linked to convergence of 
services. For example the National Health Service and Local Authority 
responsibilities for Social Care. The growth of Regionalism  

• The "modernising" agenda of central government originally focussed on delivering 

rapid and massive technological advancement but now increasingly focussed on 
short term resultant "efficiencies".  

 

Another possible reason for the lack ofKM in the public sector has been its early emphasis 

on explicit knowledge capture as driven by, and synonymous with, computer based IT 

systems. In a comprehensive survey of the literature conducted in 1998, Scarbrough and 

Swan evidenced the dominance of IT based solutions:  
 
"Knowledge Management tendY to be treated mainly as an issue for information system 
experts... as a result knowledge is treated as a commodity and often confused with data" 
(Scarbrough and Swan 1998:2).  
 
Their research revealed that some seventy percent of published articles on KM had an IT 

or systems orientation. Not surprisingly, given the authors HR background, they argued 
for a greater recognition of the human dimension in the subject thereby anticipating some 

of the more recent discursive threads around KM. Technology they said, should be cast in 

a supporting, not a leading, role.  

 
The early dominance of IT has hindered the development of comprehensive KM within 
public services because:  
 
(a) A systems approach could be seen as antithetical to the tradition, especially in welfare 
services, of face to face contact, client based interaction etc, resulting in the rejection 
ofKM in its entirety.  

(b) The necessary IT infrastructures were not always in place given poor historic levels of 
investment in this area which resulted in failed programmes and a bad name, by 
association, for KM.  

<e> The potential richness and diversity of knowledge management was obscured by the 

systems led approach designed to meet the requirements of central government for 

electronic joined-up services.  
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All that is not to deny, of course, that IT does not have its place. Indeed, it has been argued 
that bureaucracies lend themselves to the use of IT given that:  
 
" the public sector seems to be more accessible to productivity changes from the use of 
computers than the private sector. Much of the work of the public sector involves the 
manipulation, storage and dissemination of information, the natural work of computers" (B. 
Guy Peters 1998:11)  
 
This notion, however, of institutions as passive collection points (Hirsch 1993) is incomplete 
in that it fails to recognise KM as a dynamic and holistic approach. As Malhotra observed:  
 
"(KM) embodies organisational processes that seek the synergistic combination of data and 
information processing capacity of information technologies and the innovative capacity of 
human beings" (Malhotra 1998:3).  
 

The implication is that IT systems are, in isolation, an ineffective vehicle for:  

 
".. ..finding a way to capture the wisdom of the workers,  

(Verespej 1999:16)  

 

within an organisation  

 
There is consequently a sense in which a simple systems approach has "poor fit" with 
organisations whose core business is concerned with the mining and transfer of tacit 
knowledge but, conversely, has "high fit" potential for organisations whose knowledge base 
is primarily explicit. The two can, as Malhotra observed, be complementary. This is 
consistent with the work of Gallouj (1998) on innovation which he seeS as possessing 
different characteristics depending on whether the organisation follows a technological or 
intangible trajectory of service delivery.  
 

The Possibility of More Fundamental Constraints  

 
The nature of personal social services and the way they are delivered suggests that an 
organisational view of knowledge as something which is constituted and embedded in social 
relations and interactions would be the most appropriate basis for informing a KM 
methodology. In essence this is the Community based model ofKM as advocated by Nonaka 
and Takeuchi (1995), Strauss (1997) and others. In this model the primary focus is not on 
systems or the cognition of individuals but rather on the function of KM as an enabler to 
encourage knowledge sharing amongst and between groups and individuals. New variant 
KCT with its emphasis on knowledgeable people in organisational and social context 
should, therefore, be more accessible to public social care bureaucracies than the more 
traditional approaches to KM.  
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The reality, based on my own research, is that the public social care sector is less receptive 

to tacit knowledge management than might be anticipated and this poses a new set of 

questions about how applicable KM really is to this area of the economy. An extensive 

survey conducted into the use of knowledge in West Sussex Social Services (Earwaker 

2001) revealed that: 

 
• Knowledge was not perceived as a valued commodity  

• Organisational and other changes had seen the loss of much valuable knowledge in 
people  

• Knowledge was seen as a. source of comparative advantage for individuals but did 
not fulfil this function at organisational or inter-organisational level.  

• There was a strong sense that KM was not directly transferable to public social care 

organisations (it was either not understood or seen as a private sector "tool") 

although the value of managing the stock of knowledge was recognised.  

 

One Step Forwards, One Step Backwards  

 

In the comparatively short time since that research was carried out the climate around KCT 

in the UK public sector has changed dramatically. Some of the key drivers for this change 

have been around the Performance Assessment Framework and the development of Beacon 
Councils.  

 
At the heart of this transition lies a model of improvement which not only seeks to change 
the internal behaviour of individual local authorities but also posits the expectation that 
"good" practice developed in an area for which an Authority has "Beacon Status" will be 
disseminated and shared amongst others. In this context "good" is increasingly defined in 
terms of its contribution to efficiency. The concept is based upon three fundamental 
principles:  
 

1. Specific performance improvements can be made as a result of changing behaviour 

(Milton 2004).  

2. Knowledge benefits can be widely shared across organisations to inspire both individual 
and strategic change.  

3. The conditions for this change are in place (Rashman and Hartley 2002)  

 
It is clear that improved performance is more likely to be seen as emanating from improved 
and embedded ways of doing things, including systems change, rather than on the basis of 
building capability or creativity. It also implies that a directive approach to knowledge 
creation and transfer is possible. This has, more recently, been underpinned by the 
development of a national KM Project intended to support councils in sharing knowledge. It 
was significant, however, that at its formal launch the Minister responsible made clear that 
the project was intended by Central Government to deliver "savings" rather than to 
necessarily drive up the quality of services.  

Furthermore, the scheme is based on an assumption that the necessary preconditions already 
exist for this transfer to take place (Rashman and Hartley 2002).  
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The links to an input based performance assessment framework has had the effect of 

focussing public sector interest and investment in KM at the explicit data capture end of the 

spectrum. This has been encouraged by The Government's "Modernisation" agenda which 

has thrown large amounts of money to Councils for technological improvement and aimed at 
delivering joined-up electronic services. This is a position recognised by other European 

local administrations, for example, the Netherlands, where the focus on core technologies 

and increased IT investment is increasingly being challenged as the most appropriate way to 

manage the reservoirs of corporate knowledge (Volberda and van den Bosch 2004).  
 

Tacit Knowledge and Bureaucratic Barriers  

 

Whilst there are clearly drivers for shared practice and for explicit knowledge capture there 

is little evidence to suggest that the public sector has engaged with the Community or 
Discursive models of tacit ~CT. Given the reliance of public sector organisations on the 

knowledge within their workforce and the obvious need to add value to outcomes  

for clients this is surprising. Milner (2000) provides a clue to the reasons for this when she 

suggests that this reluctance is, in fact, itself directly linked to the required achievement of 
innovative and creative outcomes through the sharing of tacit knowledge which would 

create:  

 

"Knowledge-rich, open and creative operating cultures  

 
". (Milner 2000:74).  
 

The problem, she argues, is that this would involve considerable adaptation and restructuring 

for a bureaucratic organisation. Although she does not see the public  

sector as entirely D;loribund there are, nevertheless, clear advantages in their maintaining 

hierarchical and routinised structures because it would be:  

 
"Unrealistic to argue that public services can, or would reasonably want to, say goodbye to 
the constraints of the present structures". (Milner 2000:74)  
 
Others are more emphatic as to the reasons for this reluctance to engage with KCT  

practice:  

 
"The bureaucratic commitment to the rules of impersonality, adherence to procedure, 
hierarchical structures and subordination are anti~hetical to the cultivation of (the 
requisiteforKM) entrepreneurial skills". (Osborne and Goebler 1992:5).  
 
This is a position broadly endorsed by Heckslar (1984) who saw bureaucracies as singularly 
inappropriate forms for knowledge enablement and as wasteful in their approach to human 

skills.  

 

All of this suggests that there are more fund~mental, structural, reasons why KCT may not 
be so successfully utili sed in the public sector. Indeed it is the organising principles  
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of the firm that dictate behavioural routines and the processes (and people) within which 
knowledge is embedded.  
 

An examination of the wider literature around the organisational influenees which might 

impact on the use ofKCT led me to develop a basic field research model to test out some of 

these assumptions about public sector barriers:  

 

FiS!ure 1. Field Research Model of Or2anisational Influences on KCT  

 

 

 
This model shows organisational form as consisting of two opposites, namely, Bureaucratic 

and Post-Modem. The former is characterised by an adherence to rules and procedures and is 

structured along fairly rigid hierarchical lines. The latter has a "loose" system of control with 

a flat, generally matrix structure. Knowledge at the Bureaucratic end of the scale is likely to 
be performance or information focussed and communicated in a top-down manner. This 

represents the current pre-occupation within the public sector on the collection and 

dissemination of largely explicit data led by developments in information technology and 

electronic government.  
 
The model suggests that organisations operate along a continuum and there is much in the 
wider literature to imply that through a process of transformational management it would be 
possible to move from classical bureaucracy to post-modernism as typified by shared, lateral 
thinking which draws on, and enables the transfer of, the tacit and  
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contextually based knowledge of the workforce. This shift would be represented by the 
recognition and adoption of strategies for knowledge handling built around the Community 
(Wenger 2000) or Discursive (Snowden 2001) models ofKM. The massive changes in which 
the public sector are involved around efficiency and partnership working would support the 
notion of an evolutionary transition to new structural arrangements and a heavier reliance on 
tacit knowledge.  
 
To some extent this rather builds on Marx's belief that bureaucracy would wither away. The 
growth of the Welfare State has, however, inevitably increased the need for public 
administration of resources to the extent that the reformist bureaucracies of the West have 
become a dominant and pervasive feature of the economic landscape (Mandell 1992) 
notwithstanding Thatcherite attempts to roll back the frontiers of the public sector.  
 
Marx saw it as axiomatic that the institutions of modem capitalism would deliberately 
restrict the growth of personal knowledge and that consequently human development itself 
would be affected (Shariq 1999). Even Weber, an advocate of bureaucratic rationality, was 
concerned about concomitant "secrecy" and the suppression of knowledge that would be a 
natural part of bureaucratic life. Milner (2000) however saw Bureaucracies as generally 
willing to embrace explicit knowledge transfer as it is more congruent with the specialised, 
systemised nature of their work.  
 
All of this suggested that there was a need to be clearer about the reality of the model and 
what is actually happening in the public sector that might explain why little progress towards 
formal strategies for tacit knowledge creation and transfer appears to have been made.  
 
The model was subsequently used as the basis of Doctoral research (Earwaker 2005) which 
employed semi-structured qualitative interviews across a range of staff in three local 
authority social services departments.  
 
The results revealed both the validity of the model as an expl~ation of low level tacit KCT 
adoption and the complexity of developing knowledge relationships within the public sector.  
 

How knowledge Works in the Public Sector  

 
None of the three organisations chosen for analysis had a formal strategy for managing 

knowledge and this was identified as a weakness by many of the interview subjects.  

 
Another early finding was a strong overall preference for the use of dialogue rather than 
written or electronic communication. In reality it was the latter that predominated. Although 
technology was regarded as important in conveying explicit information across these large 
and geographically dispersed organisations (each organisation supported a population of 
around three quarters of a million people with budgets around £180m) a number of 
respondents noted the tendency for IT to reduce differential  

activity and render practice routine. There were also observations that, notwithstanding  
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the significant investments that had been made in new systems, the overall quality of 
information (as opposed to its accessibility) was declining.  
 
Even at quite a low managerial level a higher value was placed on the more intangible and 
tacit knowledge reservoirs in people. In the absence of any formal attempt to enable or 
capture such knowledge there was much evidence that the interview subjects, many of whom 
were also part of the managerial infrastructure, were establishing their own rules and 
networks for knowledge exchange.  
 
Fi2ure 2. Patterns of Knowled2e Activity in the Three Subiect l()r2anisations  
 
Level in hierarchy  
 
Primary knowledge source  
 
Typical flow  
 

 

 
A key determinate of how knowledge was shared or sought was trust. A number of middle 

managers reported being unable to engage with their line managers or even peer managers, 
because their ideas were likely to be perceived as damaging to the status quo and 

discouraged. Examples were given of ideas that had been rejected or had simply 

"disappeared". In these circumstances the sharing of qualitative outcomes tended to happen 

with equivalent but not immediate peer group colleagues or with managers in external 
organisations. The fact that managers frequently spent more time with external agencies than 

working with immediate collea~es partly, but not fully, explained this "comfort zone".  
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The most interesting results occurred when subjects were asked about the barriers that they 
saw as operating within their organisations and which prevented effective KCT. The findings 
can be summarised as follows:  
 

1. Technology as a Barrier  

 
Technology was described as the organisations preferred medium for capturing and 
transmitting information. It was, consequently, seen as a driver rather than an enabler of 
explicit knowledge transfer. The information which it provided was perceived as strongly 
linked to the needs of a performance driven organisation and as increasingly remote and 
irrelevant to the knowledge required to inform professional or specialist activity. Subject 
interviewees saw a strong connection with the agenda of central government and recognised 
the use of knowledge in this way as an important tool of managerial control. Consequently 
there was a sense that senior managers felt threatened by knowledge which was inconsistent 
with the delivery of performance targets and were unable to relinquish control by extending 
wider knowledge creating opportunities. Indeed, they were often constrained from doing so 
by national drivers. For example, the development of national training frameworks 
proscribing, essentially, what, and how, staff should learn.  
 
Finally, technology also acted as a barrier by overloading staff with information which was 
often irrelevant or dated. This had the effect of diminishing their capacity for wider 
knowledge development. It also inhibited originality through both a process of reductionism, 
whereby staff tended to recycle data, and through the direct inhibition of dialogue and 
discourse.  
 

2. Organisational Features as a Barrier to KCT  

 

Managers were particularly aware of structural constraints to knowledge creation and 
transfer. Their organisations were perceived as dysfunctional through:  

 
• Vertical decision making Hierarchy and status  

• A lack of shared meaning across units  

• The scale and geography of the organisation.  

 
There was also strong evidence of silos built around personal and functional units. These 
silos had developed through an apparent lack of support for "specialists" and professionals 
who consequently established alternative networks. The knowledge generated through these 
contacts appeared to both enhance the knowledge base of the individuals and their control 
over work processes. The use of peer networks and alternative knowledge landscapes was as 
much a sign of independence as it was indicative of a lack of trust in the formal organisation.  
 

3. Culture as a Barrier to KCT  
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The subject interviewees tended to locate cultural barriers in structural issues. For example, 
the emphasis on hierarchy determined what could be done at any given level. Consistency 
of action, and consequently the operating culture, was promoted through the performance 
assessment framework .In this context the development of knowledge based sub-cultures 
was seen as a reaction to increasing levels of external control which, literally, marginalised 
the value of tacit knowledge.  
 

4. People as a Barrier to KCT  

 
There was little evidence from the Field Research to suggest that individual behaviour was a 

barrier to KCT although professional and specialist groups acknowledged possession of an 

increasingly distinct agenda. The emphasis generally was placed on the inability of the 

organisation as a whole to move away from a dependency on performance related (explicit) 
knowledge rather than as something located within individual attitudes towards knowledge.  

 

Conclusion  

 
This is, by necessity, a brief outline of my findings. These do seem to confinn that, at the 

level of the fonnal organisation, the bureaucracies in question are unable, because of the 

context and rationale within which they operate, to enable and implement the more 

qualitative aspects of KM or new variant KCT. The barriers to transfonnation along the road 
to Post-Modernism suggested by the model (Figure 1) do seem to be real rather than 

theoretical. The value of tacit knowledge transfer is, however, increasingly being recognised 

and developed at the sub-cultural margins of the fonnal organisation as a necessary process 

for the maintenance of individual or group expertise. It is unclear what the longer tenn 
effects of this internal differentiation will be on the cohesion and function of public sector 

bureaucracies.  

 

*************** 
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