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INTRODUCTION

Sincethe publication of thefirst knowledge management
article in Harvard Business Review (Nonaka, 1991), the
world haswitnessed arevol utionin management practice.
Whilethe origins of knowledge management extend fur-
ther back in history (see Prusak, 2001; Wiig, 1997), itis
certainly truethat in thelast decade the creation, sharing
and application of knowledge are increasingly seen as a
source of competitive advantage. However, knowledge
management islargely a private sector innovation at the
present time, although gradually moving towards the
public service sector (Bate & Robert, 2002; Hartley &
Allison, 2002). The implementation of knowledge man-
agement places an emphasis on organizational factors
such aslearning capability, cultureandleadership aswell
asrenewed focusontheimportanceof information quality
(Alavi & Leidner, 2001). Theability to managethesharing
of information (and henceknowledge) effectively remains
one of the most important but still least understood
activities in modern organizations, no less so in public
services.

BACKGROUND: KNOWLEDGE
SHARING IN CONTEMPORARY
PARTNERSHIP ORGANIZATIONS

Public servicesrepresent asignificant economic sector in
most countries and public demands on services are in-
creasingly consumerist. This has led to escalating scru-
tiny of the performanceof public services. Consequently,
thestrategic useof information and knowledgetoimprove
servicedelivery and financial performance hasbecomea
key skill for managersinthissector. Partnershipworking
represents a formal departure from the traditional com-
partmentalized approachto public servicedelivery. Often
referred to as joined-up thinking, partnership working
challenges existing hierarchies, encouraging the partner
organizations to work together at all levels, including
strategy, service planning and service delivery to en-

hance efficiency and improve user experience and satis-
faction. For partnerstowork effectively together, knowl-
edgeof best practicesmust be shared and utilized towards
the common goal of improving the overall quality of
servicedelivery.

Our research has focused on health and social care as
an area of public service in which organizations respon-
siblefor commissioningand delivering all aspectsof care
are increasingly expected to work together, to reduce
fragmentation of access to the user. Management of the
provision of high quality public services continuesto be
amajor social and political issuein many countries. Our
research was conducted in the context of UK national
policies for performance management (DETR, 2001a),
partnershipworking (DETR, 2000, 2001b; Fordham, 1998),
the reduction of health inequalities (DoH, 1998a, 1999),
and overall improvementsin servicequality (DoH, 1998b,
2000). We have concentrated particularly on theissue of
making public service partnerships work effectively, to
achievestrategicobjectives, thatis, toimproveindividual
health and personal well being aswell asto achievegains
in public health. Specifically, our research questions
relate to assessing the readiness of the partners to work
together, and to share knowledge that each possesses
about their partintheoverall servicedelivery process. By
understanding thefactorsthat influence effective knowl -
edge sharing, managers can take practical steps toward
improving these antecedent preconditions.

MANAGING THE ANTECEDENTS TO
KNOWLEDGE SHARING

The key to partnerships is a focus on the creation of an
explicit understanding of what needs to be done to meet
strategic objectives—akin to Choo’ s concept of a“know-
ing organization” (Choo, 1988). Weconceptualizetherole
of knowledge in the partnership process (Figure 1) in
terms of two core aspects, viz:

. The effective management of information to sup-
port thevertical deployment of organizational strat-
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Figure 1. The public service partnership: The knowing
organization
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We haveidentified six key factorsthat are associated
with successful knowledge sharing in public sector part-
nerships (Wright & Taylor, 2003), namely:

. Innovative culture

e-  Change readiness

. Information quality

. Clarity of responsibility

. Strategy formulation and deployment
. Accountability

Innovative Culture

Aninnovative culture isone where people arereceptive,
rather than resistant to, new ideas, and where they are
motivated to embrace and develop these ideas and shape
them into improved working practices. Such cultures
provide people with time to reflect, to learn from both
success and failure, providing supporting systems to
facilitate reflection and capture lessonslearned. Finally,
innovation is focused on the user or customer, whereby
peopleactively search for new waysof improving service
delivery. The legal and political constraints on public
service managers and persistent demandsfor strict over-
sight canleadtorigidity and bureaucracy in public sector
organizations that counter the development of an open
andinclusive culture (Scott & Falcone, 1998).

Change Readiness

Changeandinnovationareclosely linked. Aninnovative
culture needsto be abletoimplement changestoworking

practices and behaviors generated by innovation. This
requires a positive attitude to doing things differently,
rather than seeking to maintain the status quo. Change
requires leadership, to proactively seek opinions and
listen to views whilst engendering an atmosphere where
ideas arefreely expressed and thereis no perception of a
need for staff to cover their backs to protect themselves
from criticism and retribution. Involvement and commit-
ment will decline and the organization’s innovative po-
tential will bediminishedif thereisacultureof reluctance
tochallengecurrent waysof working. Highlevelsof media
scrutiny of public sector organizations (Perry & Rainey,
1988) and the top-down nature of government-imposed
changes (Collier, Fishwick & Johnson, 2001) can reduce
public sector employees’ receptivity to change (Halachmi
& Bovaird, 1997). Being ready to change implies a con-
comitant sensing of the need to change. Information
about performance gaps, that highlights the need for
change, must be communicated throughout an organiza-
tion. If people feel that managers pay little attention to
performance statistics, they too will ignore them and
continue working in ways that maintain the status quo.
Thenatureof thechangeand the benefitsthat it will bring
need to be understood.

Quality of Information

Good quality informationfacilitates performancereview,
and reflection on service delivery. It supports peoplein
their work tasksand it provides amedium for the capture
and dissemination of lessonslearned. If timely and mean-
ingful information is not provided, people will find it
difficult to know how well they are performing, and they
will spend extratime searching for the information they
really need. Public sector organizations often place less
importanceonthequality of informationand perceiveless
need to invest in information systems (Rocheleau & Wu,
2002). Unless there is clarity about the basis of perfor-
mance measurement, information systems will not be
perceived as providing appropriate support.

Clarity of Responsibility

Itisimportant for peopleto understandtheir specificroles
and responsibilities and to know whom to contact else-
where in the service value chain. People need to see
clearly how their jobsfit into the bigger picture, to have
their responsibilities delineated clearly inrelation to the
organizational strategy, and to see how their roles con-
tribute to its achievement. Thus clarity of responsibility
is concerned with the effectiveness of strategy delivery.
Managers must ensure that people can grasp the signifi-
cance of strategy inrelationtotheir ownresponsibilities,
and that the performance measures that derive from the
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