Proceedings of the 38th Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences - 2005

Employee Knowledge Sharing
Capabilities in Public & Private Organizations:
Does Organizational Context Matter?
Soonhee Kim (Syracuse University)
Hyangsoo Lee (National Computerization Agency)
Abstract
Sharing knowledge and information is an important
factor in discourses on e-governance, national security and
human capital management in public administration. This
article analyzes the influences of organizational culture,
structure, and IT on employee knowledge sharing
capabilities in five public and five private sector
organizations in South Korea. According to the data, social
networks, performance-based reward systems, and
employee usage of IT applications are significant variables
affecting employee knowledge sharing activities in the
public and private organizations that were the focus of this
study. Furthermore, the data show that while IT application
usage is the most important factor determining employee
knowledge sharing capabilities in the five government
ministries, an end-user IT focus is the most important factor
influencing knowledge sharing abilities in the five privatesector corporations. The results also indicate that the
surveyed private sector employees have stronger
perceptions of knowledge sharing abilities in their
organizations compared to the surveyed public sector
employees. Lessons and implications of this study for
management leadership are presented.

Introduction
There is an increasing emphasis on the importance
of knowledge sharing (KS) for organizational performance
and effectiveness in both the private and public sectors.
Beckman [10] has specifically argued that KS is one of the
most important factors affecting organizational agility and
performance. Argote, Beckman and Epple [6] and Baum
and Ingram [9] are among several research teams observing
that organizations with more effective knowledge transfer
channels are more productive.
As knowledge is a central resource of government
service, effective knowledge sharing among employees is a
significant public management challenge for providing
excellent government services to constituencies at all
levels.1
Creating KS requires the dissemination of
individual employees’ work-related experiences and
collaboration between and among individuals and
subsystems with an organization; collaboration with other

agencies and stakeholders is also required for improved KS
[22], [29]. KS also entails storage and retrieval mechanisms
for quick and easy access to information that is used for
adjusting strategic direction, problem solving, and
improving organizational efficiency[2].
In this article we analyze the influences of
organizational culture, structure, and information
technology (IT) on employee knowledge sharing (KS)
capabilities in five public and five private sector
organizations in South Korea (see Figure 1). We define the
KS capability as the ability of employees to share
experience, expertise, values, contextual information, and
insight for the purpose of creating frameworks for
evaluating and incorporating new experiences and
information. In 2000 the South Korean government has
established a special task committee on developing
knowledge management (KM) system in the public sector
and initiated KM strategies. In addition, a bill of egovernment development passed by the national legislature
in 2001 promotes knowledge management system
development in government agencies[37]. Seven national
and twenty-six local government agencies in South Korea
are establishing a Government Knowledge Management
System to facilitate employee KS [37]. Since 1997 major
South Korean corporations have also developed knowledge
management information systems to make employees
quickly respond to complex and evolving domestic and
international market environments. Some of KM practices
effectively implemented in the corporations have been
selected as benchmarks for developing the Government
Knowledge Management System in the South Korean
government.
Sharing knowledge and information is also an
important factor in discourses on electronic government (egovernment), national security, and human capital
management in public administration. The Internet, the
World Wide Web, and other ongoing advancements in
information technology (IT) are supporting the efforts of
public sector agencies to create, integrate, and transfer
information and knowledge among agency networks[18],
[50]. The 9/11 terrorist attacks have spotlighted the need to
share intelligence within the American security community
and between it and its international equivalents. The U.S.
Departments of Homeland Security, State, and Justice are
increasing their budgets for the purchase of knowledge
management (KM) products and services for gathering,
analyzing, and distributing data among federal agencies[48].
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In terms of human capital management, Nonaka[41] has
noted that knowledge is created and managed by individuals
within organizations. Ageing civil servants and staff
turnover across countries have created new challenges for
the preservation of institutional memory and the training of
new staff [44]. Remez[47] emphasized this idea when
discussing KS in the public sector, especially in pointing out
that over half of all federal workers in the United States will
be eligible for retirement within the present decade, and that
their knowledge and expertise must be replaced.
Currently, Public sector organizations are using
state-of-the-art IT to create collaborative, knowledgededicated workgroups and communities for specific
projects[17]. For example, the U.S. General Services
Administration (GSA), the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
(US Army), the U.S. Departments of the Navy(US Navy)
and Transportation are currently implementing KS systems
at all levels of their respective organizations by adopting
various technologies, including Internet, web-based Intranet
and portals, databases, and teleconferencing [7]. The South
Korean government has also established Government
Knowledge Management Center, Government Knowledge
Management Systems, knowledge mapping, and incentive
systems to facilitate employee KS abilities[37].
Public and private organizations alike are finding
it necessary to assess their internal knowledge sharing (KS)
capabilities for organizational success. Despite the growing
literature on KS, little attention has been paid on employee
KS activities in organizations and little empirical research
has been conducted on how organizational context affects
employee KS activities in public and private sector
organizations. While advanced IT applications and network
systems facilitate employees’ KS activities, employees are
the main driver of sharing knowledge and information in
organizations [8], [41]. Therefore, an important challenge
for public and private sector organizations is how
organizations can create the organizational context that
enhances employees’ knowledge sharing skills and activities
in the organization.
In the next section we review the current literature
on variables associated with knowledge sharing for both
private and public sector employees, and use the
information to establish a conceptual research model. After
presenting results from a multiple regression analysis and a
t-test of the collected data, we discuss the major findings
and their implications for knowledge sharing in
organizations.
In the final section we offer several
suggestions for improving employees’ knowledge sharing
capabilities in the public sector.

Literature review
The literature contains numerous definitions of the
term knowledge. Grant[26] has called knowledge “the most
strategically-important resource that organizations possess,”
while others have referred to knowledge as a principal
source of value creation [49], [53]. Davenport and Prusak

[20] define it as a fluid mix of framed experiences, values,
contextual information, and expert insight that provide a
framework for evaluating and incorporating new
experiences and information. They noted that in many
organizations, knowledge is often embedded in routines,
processes, practices, and norms in addition to such obvious
sources as documents.
Figure 1. Research Model
Organizational
Context
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Information
Technology

Independent
Variables
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Vision and Goals

+

Trust

+
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+

Centralization

-
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Performance-Based
Reward Systems

+

IT Application Usage

+

End-User Focus

+

Knowledge Sharing
Capabilities

Knowledge can be categorized into explicit and
implicit (tacit) categories[45]. It is much easier to use
formal language to transmit explicit knowledge than tacit
knowledge, since tacit knowledge is often viewed as being
specific to an individual. Nonaka and Takeuchi[40] have
noted that explicit knowledge is available in the form of
files, library collections, or databases, whereas some types
of implicit knowledge (which also serve as an
organization’s knowledge capital) are either difficult or
impossible to access—for instance, the accumulated
experiences, creativity, and skills that reside within
individuals. Argote and Ingram[4] noted that a significant
component of organizational (especially tacit) knowledge is
embedded in individual members, and that knowledge can
be embedded in various social networks.
Sharing knowledge (explicit or tacit) requires
effort on the part of the individual doing the sharing. Bartol
and Srivastava[8] have identified four mechanisms for the
sharing of individual knowledge within organizations: a)
contributing knowledge to organizational databases; b)
sharing knowledge in formal interactions within or across
teams or work units; c) sharing knowledge in informal
interactions; and d) sharing knowledge within practice
communities (i.e., voluntary forums created around a
particular topic of interest). According to Kim and Nelson
[31], KS occurs as a dynamic learning process involving
organizational interactions with customers and suppliers that
result in innovation or creative imitation. Because of
advancements in information and computer technology, this
process often entails increasingly differentiated knowledge
that is shared between units and with outside partners and
clients [13].
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A study conducted by Bouthillier and Shearer [11]
indicated that there are slight differences in KS practices
between public sector and private sector organizations.
They found that objectives of KS initiatives are more often
smaller in scope and more precise in the private sector while
public sector initiatives are more organization-wide. The
study also found that private sector organizations use KM to
facilitate the internal knowledge sharing process, while
public sector organizations seek to share knowledge,
acquired either internally or externally, with their external
partners or with the general public[11]. This evinces the
fact that public sector organizations’ services to the public
are interdependent among government agencies and
networks. In order to improve government service quality
to the public, government agencies need to collaborate to
share best practices internally within an agency and across
agencies with similar functions[38], [44]. Next section, we
discuss organizational culture, structure, and information
technology that affect employees’ knowledge sharing
activities.

Organizational Context and Knowledge Sharing
Capabilities
Organizational Culture
Three components of organizational culture
receiving consistent attention related to effective KS include
clear organizational vision and goals[35] , [30], trust [55] ,
[43] , [30] and social networks [34] , [43]. According to
Kanter, Stein & Jock[30], organizational vision leads to the
generation of a clear organizational purpose that assists in
goal achievement. Others have suggested that clear
organizational vision and goals engender a sense of
involvement and contribution among employees [22] , [43].
Von Krogh[55] has argued that trust and openness
in organizational culture promotes active KS behavior
among employees, and that trustworthy behavior enhances
communication speed by empowering members of an
organization to freely share personal knowledge and
concerns. Nonaka[42] observes that loyal and trusting
relationships eliminate deception, cheating, and the
tendency among employees to blame others for
organizational failures. According to Cohen and Prusak
[14], high levels of employee trust can lead to better
knowledge sharing, shared goals, and lower transaction
costs.
Social
networks
indicate
communications,
dialogue, and individual or group interactions that support
and encourage knowledge-related employee activities[34],
[36]. Both formal and informal relationships and contacts
are considered important for sharing varying perspectives
and knowledge within organizations[43]. Constant, Sproull,
& Kiesler[15] and Faraj & Wasko[23] have discussed the
emerging role of practice communities (voluntary employee
forums built around specific topics of interest) as knowledge
sharing networks. The following hypotheses address the

impact of organizational vision and goals, trust, and social
networks on employee KS activities (see Figure 1):
Hypothesis 1: Clear understanding of organizational vision
and goals exerts a positive effect on employee’s activities of
knowledge sharing in the organization.
Hypothesis 2: Increased trust among employees exerts a
positive effect on employee’s activities of knowledge sharing
in the organization.
Hypothesis 3: Employees with higher levels of social
networks are more likely to engage knowledge sharing
activities.
Organizational Structure
The three variables used in the present study to
consider the organizational structure dimension of KS were
centralization, formalization, and performance-based reward
systems (Figure 1). Despite limited research on the impact
of organizational structure on KS, several scholars have
emphasized the importance of the organizational structure
for effective KS. For example, Creed and Miles[19] noted
that the hierarchical structure that marks many government
organizations limits KS activities and communication
between employees or between employees and supervisors.
O'Dell and Grayson[43] have suggested that organizational
structures should be designed to promote flexibility as a
means of encouraging sharing and collaboration within and
across organizational boundaries and supply chains.
This study examines how organizational
centralization, the degree of control that top managers
enjoy[28], [46], affects employees’ KS activities in the
organization.
It further explores the impact of
formalization, defined as the degree to which organizational
activities are manifested in written documents regarding
procedures, job descriptions, regulations, and policy
manuals[28], [46], on employee KS activities.
Performance-based rewards served as another
variable. According to Leonard[35], organizational reward
systems determine knowledge flow and access. Several
researchers[5], [43] have noted the utility of incentive
systems for motivating employees to generate new
knowledge, to share existing knowledge, and to help
employees in other divisions or departments. Szulanski [51]
identifies the lack of motivation as an important impediment
to transferring best practices within an organization, and
identified common reasons for such reluctance as fear of
losing the position or status tied to owning certain
knowledge, lack of reward for sharing knowledge, and lack
of time or resources to effect knowledge transfers.
Neely[39] has argued that the main functions of
performance-based reward systems are to a) increase the
involvement of and communication among all
organizational units in a targeted setting; and b) to collect,
process, and deliver information on the performance of
organizational units, activities, processes, products, and
services. Kogut and Zander[33] address the association
between KS and human resource management practices and
found that KS increases when employees understand that it
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helps them to do their jobs more effectively, to retain their
jobs, to develop personally and professionally, to earn
performance rewards, and to earn personal recognition.
To further explore the impact of organizational
structure on knowledge sharing capabilities, the following
hypotheses are established and tested in this study:
Hypothesis 4: The degree of centralization is negatively
associated with employee’s activities of knowledge sharing.
Hypothesis 5: The degree of formalization is negatively
associated with employee’s activities of knowledge sharing.
Hypothesis 6: The level of performance-based reward
system is positively associated with employee’s activities of
knowledge sharing.
Information Technology
Researchers who have emphasized the importance
of information technology infrastructure and application for
linking organizational information and knowledge
integration include Alavi and Leidner[1], Grant[26],
Leonard[35], and Teece[52]. Alavi and Leidner[1] note that
IT increases knowledge transfer by extending an
individual’s reach beyond formal communication lines. For
example, computer networks, electronic bulletin boards, and
discussion groups facilitate contact between those seeking
knowledge and those who control access to knowledge.
According to Leonard, knowledge-mapping technologies
allow organizations to track sources of internal and external
knowledge that help individuals locate specific types of
information. Wiig[56] extends this list to include Internetbased network systems, groupware systems, intranets,
databases (DB), electronic data management systems
(EDMS), and knowledge management information systems
(KMIS). The study sample consists of ten organizations that
have established at least several of these KM technologies.
This study examined how employees’ usage of IT
application affects their KS activities in the organization.
Another important component of information
technology related to KS is the level of end-user focus of
information system development.
Regardless of the
technology, IT system and software developers must create
user-friendly products that promote their acceptance and use
[12], [32]. King[32] also indicates that designing and
delivering a knowledge management system that precisely
addresses user needs is one of the most important factors
affecting the benefit of the system. For this reason, this
study also explores the impact of end-user friendly
information systems on employees’ KS capabilities (see
Figure 1).
Based on these findings, the seventh and eighth
hypotheses are established as:
Hypothesis 7: The level of employee’s utilization of IT
application has a positive effect on employee’s activities of
knowledge sharing.
Hypothesis 8: The degree of end-user focus of IT
application has a positive effect on employee’s activities of
knowledge sharing.

Methods
Sample Selection and Survey Administration
The five government agencies and five private
sector corporations in the sample were selected because of
their well-established knowledge management systems and
information technology infrastructures. According to a 2001
UN survey of international e-government activity, South
Korea ranked 15th among 98 nations that are actively
expanding their e-government capacities[54]. This trend
reflects the increase in the percentage of South Korean
citizens gaining Internet access between 1998 and 2001—
from 6.8 to 51.5[24]. Since 1987 the South Korean
government has created an information technology
infrastructure that includes 3 national, 16 metropolitan and
provincial, and 232 city, county, and district government
networks. As a result of this IT infrastructure development,
the national legislature passed a bill in 2001 promoting the
establishment of e-government services.
The five public sector organizations whose
employees were asked to complete surveys for this study
were the South Korean Ministries of Government Affairs
and Administration, Information and Telecommunication,
Justice, Science and Technology, and Culture and Tourism.
The five corporations were Samsung Data Systems; Lucky
Goldstar; Daewoo Information Systems; Hyundai
Information Technology; and IBM Korea.
All of the survey respondents indicated that their
respective organizations used Internet-based services,
Intranets, electronic data management systems (EDMS) and
knowledge management systems (KMS). To better
understand the KMS and KS policies of these organizations,
phone interviews were conducted with KM administrators
before the surveys were distributed. All of the organizations
have designated Chief Knowledge Officer positions. With
the exception of one private firm, all of the organizations
use incentives and rewards to encourage KM practices.
The authors sent letters to each organization explaining the
purpose of the study and requesting assistance in
distributing the survey. Survey samples were constructed
from information provided by our contacts at each
organization, who helped us select 40 employees
representing a diverse range of positions and age groups. As
this study was focused on employee KS within the
organization, the samples were selected from 2 or 3
divisions for each organization.
A total of 400 surveys were hand-delivered to the
10 organizations in August, 2003 by one of the authors. For
the public sector organizations, 165 completed
questionnaires were returned; 3 of those were discarded
because they were incomplete. Among the private sector
organizations, 163 completed questionnaires were returned;
3 were discarded as being incomplete. The final number of
usable questionnaires was 322 (80% response rate).
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Survey Measures and Items
The self-administered questionnaire was designed to elicit
demographic data and information on employee perceptions
of organizational culture, organizational structure,
information technology, and knowledge sharing capabilities.
The items used in this survey were adapted from previous
studies. Multiple-item measures were used for all of the
variables in the interest of improving reliability and validity.
Responses were recorded along a seven-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree.
Cronbach alpha reliability estimates for all variables ranged
from .75 (“formalization”) to .93 (“vision and objectives”)
(Table 1). According to a factor analysis, the items
designed to measure organizational variables and
knowledge sharing capabilities loaded on nine separate
factors. The factor loadings support the use of these items
as indicators of the constructs they were designed to
measure. The three demographic information questions
focused on years of employment, current position, and
education.
Vision and goals were assessed with a five-item
scale adapted from research by Gold, Malhotra, and
Segars[25]. The five items used to assess vision and goals
were a) “My organization has an organizational vision”; b)
“Top management leaders present a clear organizational
vision and communicate it to employees”; c) “Overall,
organizational vision and goals are clearly stated in this
agency”; d) “I understand my organization’s vision and
goals”; and e) “I can explain my organization’s vision and
goals to others.” The Cronbach alpha reliability of the five
items was measured as .93.
Four items taken from research by Cook and
Wall[16] were included to measure trust and three items
were developed to measure social networks.
The trust
items were: a) “I have full confidence in the skills of my coworkers”; b) “I trust the expertise of my co-workers”; c) “If
face difficulties at work, I know my co-workers will try to
help me out”; and d) “My co-workers do not try to deceive
me for their own profit.” The social network items were: a)
“I communicate with other employees through informal
meetings within the organization”; b) “I interact and
communicate with other people or groups outside the
organization”; and c) “I actively participate in communities
of practice.” Cronbach alpha reliability estimates for the
trust and social network items were .81 and .85,
respectively.
Centralization was assessed with a five-item
centralization scale described by Hage and Aiken[27]. The
items measured the respondents’ perceptions of the degree
to which power and authority were concentrated in the
higher levels of their organizations. Formalization was
assessed by a five-item scale adapted from research by Hage
and Aiken[27]. Cronbach alpha reliability estimates for the
centralization and formalization items were .85 and .75,
respectively. Employee perceptions of performance-based
reward systems were assessed with
six items . The

Cronbach alpha reliability estimate for this section of the
survey was .83.
Employee utilization of IT applications was
measured in terms of a) Internet, e-mail, and electronic
bulletin boards; b) Intranets; c) databases (DB) and
electronic data management systems (EDMS); and d)
knowledge management systems (KMS). Responses were
measured along a seven-point frequency of usage scale,
with 1 = “almost never use” and 7 = “almost always use.”
Cronbach’s alpha for these items was .86.
Perceived ease of IT system use was measured
with two items: a) “In this agency, information systems and
software are designed to be user-friendly”; and b) “It is easy
for me to use information systems without extra training.”
The Cronbach’s alpha for the end-user focus items was .82.
Three items were developed to measure
employee knowledge sharing: a) “I voluntarily share my
know-how, information, and knowledge with other
employees”; b) “I can freely access documents, information,
and knowledge held by other divisions within the
organization”; and c) “I cooperate or communicate with
other employees in teams or groups for sharing information
and knowledge.” The Cronbach alpha reliability estimate
for these items was .89. Three personal characteristics were
used as control variables: years of working at the agency or
corporation, current position, and level of education.

Findings
Respondent Demographics and Mean Scores
Only 44 (13.7%) were female. Respondent ages
ranged from early twenties to over fifty, with 36.4 percent
over the age of forty. The distribution for work years was as
follows: less than 5 years, 29.5 percent; 5-10 years, 34.2
percent; 11-15 years, 19.6 percent; 16-20 years, 9.3 percent;
21 years or more, 7.4 percent. All of the respondents had
bachelor degrees; 19.3 percent held graduate or professional
degrees. Position levels were low (grades 8 or 9 in public
organizations), 29.8 percent; middle (grades 6 or 7 in public
organizations), 48.4 percent; and high (grades 4 or 5 in
public organizations), 21.7 percent.
Descriptive statistics, correlation coefficients, and
reliability figures for the study variables are presented in
Table 1. The majority of zero-order correlations were
statistically significant at p < 0.01. All of the measures were
relatively distinct, with the highest correlation measured at
.60. Higher mean scores were noted for visions and goals
(4.74), trust (5.13), IT application usage (5.40) and end-user
focus (4.87); lower scores were noted for social networks
(4.44), formality (4.30), centralization (3.73), performancebased reward systems (3.77), and knowledge sharing
activities (4.24).
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics, Reliabilities, & Correlations
Mean
(s.d.)

1

2

3

1.
Vision/
goals

4.74
(1.16)

1.0

(.93)

2. Trust

5.13
(0.96)

.56**

1.0

5

6

7

4.
Centraliz
ation

3.73
(1.16)

-.38**

5.
Formaliz
ation

4.30
(0.95)

-.01

-.08

-.02

.39**

1.0

(.75)

6.
Perform
ancebased
reward
systems
7.
IT
applicati
on usage
8.
Enduser
focus
9.
knowled
ge
sharing

3.77
(1.05)

.60**

.41**

.60**

-.28**

-.02

1.0

5.40
(1.46)

.29*

4.24
(1.28)

.52**

.47**

.48**

.37**

10

Table 2. Results of Regression Analysis for KS Capabilities

1.0

Culture

. 54**

.29**

9

(.81)

4.44
(1.17)

-.33**

8

Organizational
Dimension

3. Social
networks

4.87
(1.17)

.48**

4

-.33**

.36**

.55**

.57**

Variable

Regression
Coefficient (ȕ)

Standard
error

T

Vision and goals

.02

.06

.44

Trust

-.04

.06

-.91

Social networks

.20***

.06

3.70

Centralization

-.08

.05

-1.79

Formalization

-.03

.05

-.81

Performancebased
reward
system

.28***

.06

5.23

Information
Technology

IT
application
usage

.22***

.04

4.86

End-user focus

.19**

.06

3.45

Demographicdata

Years of work

.07

.04

1.51

Position

.03

.04

.78

Education

.00

.08

-.16

(.85)

1.0

-.15

-.28**

-.34**

Structure

(.85)

-.01

.03

-.07

.30**

.49**

.58**

(.83)

1.0

.50**

.48**

(.86)

1.0

.56**

(.82)

1.0

(.89)

R

2

.531

Adjusted R2

.515

F

31.968***

N=322; *p<.05, **p<.001
N= 322; * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001

Sector Differences
The data reflect significant differences in mean
scores for each variable between the public and private
sector organizations in our sample (Appendix I). The private
sector corporations had higher mean scores than the public
sector agencies for vision and goals, and performance-base
reward systems. The public sector organizations had higher
mean scores for centralization and formalization. These
findings are consistent with previous research on the
distinction between public and private[46]. Interestingly,
the present study found that the public sector organizations
had lower mean scores than the private sector corporations
for employee trust, social networks, IT application
utilization, and end-user focus. Regarding KS, the private
sector corporations had higher mean scores than the public
sector agencies for all three KS activities, including KS
among employees, divisions within agency, and groups and
teams. Mean differences between the two sectors were
statistically significant for all variables (see Appendix I).

Multivariate Analysis
Results from an ordinary least square (OLS)
multiple regression analysis for the ten organizations appear
in Table 2; statistical significance was achieved at p<.001.
Among the organizational culture variables, social network
was positively associated with KS activities—that is,
employees with strong perceptions of available social
networks reported higher levels of KS capabilities than
employees who did not.
Hypothesis 3 is therefore
supported.

Statistical support was also found for hypothesis 6.
Employees with strong perceptions of performance-based
reward systems were more likely to express high levels of
KS capabilities (p<.001). Furthermore, the regression
analysis results show that employees who reported a high
level of IT application utilization were more likely to
express their KS capabilities at a statistically significant
level (p<.001). Finally, the data show that employees who
perceived ease of use of information systems were more
likely to express knowledge sharing capabilities (p<.01).
These serve as support for Hypothesis 7 and 8. On the
other hand, no statistically significant associations were
noted between either organizational vision or trust and
employee KS capabilities (Hypothesis 1 and 2). Finally, No
statistical support was found for centralization and
formalization (Hypotheses 4 and 5), or any of the control
variables (Table 2).
Results from separate OLS analyses for each sector
are presented in Table 3. Both equations achieved statistical
significance at p<.001. The results for the public sector
agencies indicate that social networks (p<.01), performancebased reward systems (p<.01), and IT application utilization
(p<.001) were all positively associated with high levels of
KS capabilities. IT application utilization had the strongest
association with employee KS activities in the public sector.
However, end-user focus was not significantly associated
with employee KS capabilities in public organizations, as it
was for the private sector corporations (Table 3). The results
also indicate a positive correlation between years of work
and KS capabilities in the public sector organizations
(p<.05). This evinces that the employees with many years
of work in the organization might have diverse social
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networks as well as work-related experiences within the
organization. Accordingly, these social networks and
experiences might positively influence their KS activities in
the organizations.
Results from our regression analysis for the private
sector organizations indicate that social networks (p<.05),
performance-based reward systems (p<.01), IT application
utilization (p<.05), and end-user focus (p<.001) were
positively associated with high levels of KS capabilities.
Compared to the regression analysis for the public sector,
end-user focus had the strongest association with employee
KS capabilities in the private sector (Table 3). In addition,
compared to the public sector employees, years of work
were negatively correlated with KS capabilities in the
private sector organizations (p<.05).
Based on this study’s findings, future researchers may want
to examine variances in KS capabilities in public
organizations in terms of social networks and performancebased reward systems. In public organizations that have
already established KMS and updated their IT
infrastructures, researchers will have opportunities to use
social networks and performance-based reward systems as
independent variables for explaining employee KS
capability variances within and among agencies. A typology
construction could be applied in order to analyze the current
state of KS capabilities across a larger sample of public
organizations.
Table 3. Results of Regression Analyses Comparing Public
& Private Sector Organizations
Organizational
Dimension

Culture

Structure

Information
Technology

Demographic data

Variable

Vision and goals

Public Sector

Private Sector

Regression Coefficient (ȕ)

Regression Coefficient (ȕ)

-.02

.09

Trust

-.08

-.04

Social networks

.23**

.17*

Centralization

-.07

-.11

Formalization

-.08

-.00

Performance- based
reward system

.25**

.24**

IT application usage

.27***

.14*

End-user focus

.12

.29***

Years of work

.17*

-.16*

Position

-.04

.23

Education

.01

-.00

R2

.471

.592

Adjusted R2

.374

.562

F

9.745***

19.558***

Public organizations, n=162; private organizations, n=160;
* p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001

A summary of the intersection of the social
network and performance-based reward system variables

and how they affect KS capabilities is presented in Table 4.
According to this typology, all of the organizations
represented in the four cells are assumed to have upgraded
their IT infrastructures and established IT applications. The
organizations in cell B have a high number of active
employee social networks and strong performance-based
reward systems; those in cell C have neither. The
organizations in cells A and D are strong in one area and
weak in the other. According to our findings, cell B
organizations will have the highest degree of KS capabilities
and cell C organizations the lowest—even if they have
established IT infrastructures and IT applications.
Confirming or refuting these relationships requires further
empirical evidence.
Table 4. Knowledge Sharing Capabilities in Public
Organizations—Social Networks and Reward Systems
Social networks
A

B

High: social networks
Low: reward systems

High: social networks
High: reward systems
High: KSC

C
Low: social networks
Low: reward systems
Low: KSC

D
High: reward systems
Low: social networks

Performance-based reward systems
Implications

Implications
According to the data, social networks,
performance-based reward systems, and employee usage of
IT applications are significant variables affecting KS
capabilities in the 10 public and private sector organizations
that were the focus of this study. Furthermore, the data show
that while IT application usage was the most important
factor determining employee KS capabilities in the five
South Korean government ministries, an end-user IT focus
was the most important factor influencing KS abilities in the
five private-sector corporations. Furthermore, the results
indicate that the surveyed private sector employees had
stronger perceptions of KS abilities in their organizations
compared to the surveyed public sector employees.
The findings hint at several strategies that
organizational leaders in government agencies might
consider for enhancing their employees’ KS skills.
Examples include the use of employee assessments
regarding internal and external social networks. These
assessments should focus on communications, contacts, and
interactions between employees in the same division and
between work divisions and agencies. The initial purpose of
these assessments should be to introduce employees to the
idea that their departments/organizations are interested in
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improving their formal and informal networks,
communication flow between and among teams, and better
access to inter-division information and knowledge.
Furthermore, managers can create formal or informal
mentoring programs that involve employees who are on the
verge of retirement. Similar mentoring programs may be
used to create communities of practice to facilitate KS
among all employees. In addition, executives, managers,
and supervisors may want to develop action plans that
include incentives and channels for recognizing excellence
in KS activities.
The study results show that investment in IT
applications and KS systems is an important factor affecting
employee KS capabilities. By making such an investment,
executive leaders and managers can enhance employee
perceptions of supportive interest in their KS skills. The
study results also imply that public sector organizations can
benefit from an idea that the private sector organizations
that participated in this study have already accepted—an
end-user IT focus can improve employee KS capabilities.
The level of user-friendliness in IT tools can benefit from
employee participation in the design process as well as by
well-designed training programs.
All of these suggestions for improving the
knowledge sharing capabilities of employees in the public
sector require organization leaders to commit to promoting
informal and formal networks and knowledge-oriented
management practices. Especially considering the emergent
emphasis on e-government and human capital management,
agency leaders, IT managers, and human resource managers
must collaboratively respond to fundamental environmental
changes in order to encourage employees’ commitment to
KS activities and organizational performance.
Despite considerable research interest in KS in
both the private and public sectors, there is clear sense that
there are many unresolved issues, challenges, and
opportunities in this area with important implications for
both research and practice in public administration. For
example, how specific knowledge is used in a specific
agency? How organizations make the connection between
shared knowledge and the organizational structure to put the
knowledge into action? Is there any particular way to
manage knowledge use in the agency, or method for
assessing if all KS activities led to appropriate use of
knowledge?
Does agency provide training regarding
employees’ appropriate use of knowledge in particular
organizational processes? Some of the perspectives that are
of future research interests include: 1) KS as a lens for the
creation of organizational capabilities and performance; 2)
managerial leadership for creating KS cultures; 3) legal and
structural barriers to KS in the public sector; 4) best
practices of KS in e-government services; 5) comparing KS
activities among the public, private, and non-profit sectors;
6) knowledge use and its impact on policy decision-making
processes; and 7) human resource management practices for
encouraging employee KS activities.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the results suggest that
organizational culture, structure, and information
technology all exert significant influences on the KS
capabilities of the employees of five South Korean
government ministries. In addition, public employees scored
lower than their private-sector counterparts on KS skills.
The findings imply a need for greater effort and
commitment on the part of public sector leaders and
managers to building KS capabilities via the establishment
of stronger informal and formal networks, reward systems
for KS activities, improved IT infrastructures, and increased
end-user support.
The associations among organizational culture and
structure, IT, and South Korean public employees’ KS
capabilities that were the focus of this study can serve as the
starting points for research projects involving public sector
employees in other countries. An assessment of the validity
of our findings would be especially valuable. Future
researchers may also want to focus on a) KS capabilities
across organizations; b) organizational factors affecting the
acquisition, storage, and application of knowledge within
organizations; c) the impact of KS capacity on
organizational effectiveness; or d) comparisons of private
and public sector KM processes, including acquisition,
storage, and application.
At least several study limitations should be noted.
First, the measures used here were perceptual rather than
objective; a more complete analysis would require
additional data from employee interviews and longitudinal
data on KS dynamics and patterns within certain types of
organizations. Second, the survey response rate was high
but the sample size was relatively small. Finally, the present
study did not analyze specific organizational processes for
putting shared knowledge into action in the organizations
surveyed.
Appendix I: Comparison of Knowledge Sharing
Activities and Organizational Context between the
Public and Private Sector Organizations in the Sample
Variable

Sector (N)

Mean (s.d.)

T

Public (162)
Private 160)
Total (322)

4.50 (1.20)
4.99 (1.07)
4.74 (1.16)

3.81***

Vision

Public (162)
Private 160)
Total (322)

4.95 (1.00)
5.33 ( .89)
5.14 ( .97)

3.56***

Trust

Public (162)
Private(160)
Total (322)

3.93 (1.21)
4.96 (1.07)
4.44 (1.17)

8.70***

Organizational
Culture

Social networks
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Organizational
Structure
Public (162)
Private 160)
Total (322)

3.94 (1.21)
3.53 (1.07)
3.73 (1.16)

3.16**

Public (162)
Private 160)
Total (322)

4.51 ( .95)
4.08 ( .91)
4.30 ( .95)

4.19***

Public (162)
Private 160)
Total (322)

3.30 ( .87)
4.24 (1.01)
3.77 (1.05)

8.86***

Public (162)
Private 160)
Total (322)

4.98 (1.49)
5.82 (1.31)
5.40(1.46)

5.39***

IT application usage

End-user focus

Public (162)
Private 160)
Total (322)

4.53 (1.11)
5.23 (1.13)
4.87 (1.17)

5.58***

Public (162)
Private (160)
Total (322)

3.87 (1.26)
4.68 (1.36)
4.27 (1.37)

5.56***

Public (162)
Private (160)
Total (322)
Public (162)
Private (160)
Total (322)

3.83 (1.42)
4.68 (1.43)
4.25 (1.49)
3.77 (1.32)
4.61 (1.32)
4.19 (1.38)

5.35***

Centralization

Formalization

Reward systems
Information
Infrastructure

Knowledge Sharing

Among employees
Among
divisions
within agency
Among groups and
teams

5.64***

N=322; *p<.05, **p<.001

References
[1] Alavi, M., and D. Leidner. 2001. Review: Knowledge Management and
Knowledge Management Systems: Conceptual Foundations and
Research Issues. MIS Quarterly 25(1): 107-136.
[2] Almeida, P. 1996. Knowledge sourcing by foreign multinationals:
patent citation analysis in the U.S. semiconductor industry. Strategic
Management Journal 17(Winter): 166-165.
[3] Appleyard, M.M. 1996. How does knowledge flow? Interfirm patterns
in the semiconductor industry. Strategic Management Journal
17(Winter): 137-154.
[4] Argote, L., and P. Ingram. 2000. Knowledge transfer: a basis for
competitive advantage in firms. Organizational Behavior and Human
Decision Processes 82(1): 150-169.
[5] Argote, L., and D. Epple. 1990. Learning Curves in Manufacturing.
Science 247(23): 920-924.
[6] Argote, L., and Beckman, S.L., and D. Epple. 1990. The persistence
and transfer of learning in industrial settings. Management Science
36(2): 140-154.
[7] Barquin, R.C., Bennet, A., and S.G. Remez. 2001. Building Knowledge
Management
Environments
for
Electronic
Government.
Managementconcepts: Vienna, Virginia.
[8] Bartol, K.M., and A. Srivastava. 2002. Encouraging knowledge sharing:
The role of organizational reward systems. Journal of Leadership &
Organizational Studies 9(1): 64-77.
[9] Baum, J. A., P. Ingram. 1998. Survival-Enhancing Learning in the
Manhattan Hotel Industry 1898-1980, Management Science 44(7):
996-1016.
[10] Beckman, T. 1997. A Methodology for Knowledge management.
International Association of Science and Technology for
Development (IASTED) AI and Soft Computing Conference. Banff,
Canada.
[11] Bouthillier, France. and Kathleen Shearer (2002). Understanding
knowledge management and information management: the need for
an empirical perspective. Information Research 8(1). Retrieved April
2004 from http://informationr.net/ir/8-1/paper141.html
[12] Branscomb, L. M., and J.C. Thomas. 1984. Ease Of Use: A System
Design Challenge. IBM Systems Journal (23): 224-235.
[13] Bresman, H., Birkenshaw, J., and R. Nobel. 1999. Knowledge transfer
in international acquisitions. Journal of International Business Studies
30 (3): 439-462.

[14] Cohen, D. and Prusak, L., (2001), In Good Company, How social
capital makes organizations work, Harvard Business School Press.
[15] Constant, D., Sproull, L., and S. Kiesler. 1996. The Kindness of
Strangers: The Usefulness of Electronic Weak Ties for Technical
Advice. Organization Science 7(2): 119-135.
[16] Cook, J., and T. Wall. 1980. New Work Attitude Measure Of Trust,
Organizational Commitment And Personal Need Fulfillment. Journal
Of Occupational Psychology 53: 39-52.
[17] Cooper S. 2001. Collaborative work software: Advanced technology
enables knowledge management, in Barquin, Ramon C., Alex
Bennet, and Shereen G. Remez (eds) Building knowledge
management environments for Electronic government. Vienna, VA:
Managementconcepts: 227-238.
[18] Council For Excellence In Government. 2000. E-Government: The
Next American Revolution. Available At: Http://www.Excelgov.Org.
Accessed March 2001.
[19] Creed, W. E., and R. E. Miles. 1996. Trust In Organizations: A
Conceptual Framework Linking Organizational Forms, Managerial
Philosophies, And The Opportunity Costs Of Controls. In Kramer, R.
M. & Tyler, T. R. (Ed.), Trust In Organizations: Frontiers Of Theory
And Research, 16-38. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
[20] Davenport, T.H., and Prusak, L. (1998) Working Knowledge: How
Organizations Manage What They Know. Harvard Business School
Press.
[21] Davenport, T. H., Jarvenpaa. S., and M. Beers. 1996. Improving
knowledge work processes. Sloan Management Review 37(4): 53-65.
[22] Dyer, J. 1997. Effective Interfirm Collaboration: How Firms Minimize
Transaction Costs And Maximize Transaction Value. Strategic
Management Journal 18(7): 535-556.
[23] Faraj, S., and M.M. Wasko. 2002. The web of knowledge: An
investigating of self-organized communities of practice on the net.
Unpublished manuscript.
[24] Gang, E. 2002. Access To The Internet In Asia. Chosun Daily
Newspaper in South Korea, July 24th. Available At
http://www.Chosun.Co.Kr/W21data/Html/News/200207/2002072400
28.Html. Accessed July 2002.
[25] Gold, A., Malhotra, A., and A. Segars. 2001. Knowledge
Management: An Organizational Capabilities Perspective. Journal Of
Management Information Systems 18(1): 185-214.
[26] Grant, R. 1996. Toward A Knowledge Based Theory Of The Firm.
Strategic Management Journal 17(Winter): 109-122.
[27] Hage, J., and M. Aiken. 1967. Relationship Of Centralization To Other
Structural Properties. Administrative Science Quarterly (June): 79-80.
[28] Hall, R.H. 2002. Organizations: Structures, Processes, and
Outcomes. 8th ed. Upper Saddle River, N.J.:Prentice Hall.
[29] Inkpen, A., and P. Beamish. 1997. Knowledge, Bargaining Power,
And The Instability Of International Joint Ventures. Academy Of
Management Review 22(1): 177-202.
[30] Kanter, R., Stein, B., and T. Jock. 1992. The Challenge Of
Organizational Change: How Companies Experience It And Leaders
Guide It. New York: The Free Press.
[31] Kim, L., and R.R. Nelson. 2000. Technology, learning, and
innovation: Experiences of newly industrializing economies.
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.
[32] King, W. 1999. Integrating Knowledge Management Into IS Strategy.
Information Systems Management 16(4): 70-72.
[33] Kogut, B., and U. Zander. 1992. Knowledge of the firm, combinative
capabilities, and the replication of technology. Organization Science
3(3): 383-397.
[34] Leonard, D., and S. Sensiper. 1998. The Role Of Tacit Knowledge In
Group Innovation. California Management Review 40(3): 112-132.
[35] Leonard, D.1995. Wellsprings Of Knowledge: Building And Sustaining
The Source Of Innovation. Boston: Harvard Business School Press.
[36] Levinthal, D. and J. March. 1993. The myopia of learning. Strategic
Management Journal 14: 95-112.
[37] Ministry of Government Administration and Home Affairs, 2002.
Strategic Plan of Knowledge Management System in Government,
Seoul: South Korea.
[38] Motsenigos, Alex. and Jocely Young (2002). KM in the U.S.
government sector. KM World. 11(9). Retrieved April 2004 from
http://www.kmworld.com/publications/magazine

0-7695-2268-8/05/$20.00 (C) 2005 IEEE

9

Proceedings of the 38th Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences - 2005

[39] Neely, A. 1998. Measuring business performance. London: The
economist books.
[40] Nonaka, I., and H. Takeuchi. 1995. The Knowledge-Creating
Company: How Japanese Companies Create the Dynamics of
Innovation. New York: Oxford University Press.
[41] Nonaka, I. 1994. A dynamic theory of organizational knowledge
creation. Organization Science 5(10): 14-37.
[42] Nonaka, I., (1990), Redundant, overlapping organization: a Japanese
approach to managing the innovation process, California Management
Review, Vol. 32, No. 3, pp. 27-38.
[43] O'Dell, C., and C. Grayson. 1998. If Only We Knew What We Know:
Identification And Transfer Of Internal Best Practices. California
Management Review 40(3): 154-174.
[44] Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development. 2003. The
learning government: Introduction and draft results of the survey of
knowledge management practices in ministries/departments/agencies
of central government. 27th Section of Public Management
Committee, April 3-4, 2003, Paris, France.
[45] Polanyi, M. 1966. The Tacit Dimension. New York: Doubleday.
[46] Rainey, Hal. G. 2003. Understanding & managing public
organizations. Third edition. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
[47] Remez, S.G. 2001. KM and E-Gov: Can we Have One without the
other? in Barquin, Ramon C., Alex Bennet, and Shereen G. Remez
(eds.) Knowledge management: The catalyst for electronic
government. Vienna, VA: Managementconcepts: 207-224.
[48] Santosus. M. (2003). Connecting the Dots. Chief Information Officers,
http://www.cio.com/research/knowledge/edit/k091203_federal.html
[49] Spender, J.C. and R.M. Grant. 1996. Knowledge and the firm.
Strategic Management Journal 17: 5-9.
[50] Strover, S., and J.D. Straubhaar. 2000. Assessing Citizen Utilization
Of E-Government Services: A Survey Of Issues And Attitudes In
Texas. Government Finance Review 16 (5): 27.
[51] Szulanski, G. 1996. Exploring internal stickness: Impediments to the
transfer of best practice within the firm. Strategic Management
Journal 17(10): pp. 27-43.
[52] Teece, D.F. 1998. Capturing Value From Knowledge Assets: The New
Economy, Markets For Knowhow And Intangible Assets. California
Management Review 40(3): 55-79.
[53] Teece, D.F., Pisano, G., and A. Shuen. 1997. Dynamic capabilities and
strategic management. Strategic Management Journal 18: 509-533.
[54] United Nations and American Society For Public Administration.
2001. Global Survey Of E-Government.
Available At
Http://www.Unpan.Org/Egovernment2.Asp. Accessed December
2002.
[55] Von Krogh, G. 1998. Care In Knowledge Creation. California
Management Review 40(3): 133-153.
[56] Wiig, K. M. 1999. Introducing Knowledge Management into the
Enterprise. in Liebowitz, J. ed., Knowledge Management Handbook,
Boca Raton CRC Press, p. III-7 19.
1
Many industrialized countries have been responded to the
emergent demand of KM in the public sector. A survey research of 132
central government agencies from 20 countries conducted by the OECD
(2003) found that a good majority of central government organizations
across the OECD member countries have devised KM strategies and
ranked KM as one of the top five future internal management priorities.
Almost 80% of organizations of the survey (106 agencies) say that the total
budget allocated to KM practices has been increased in the last five years.
According to the survey, France, Sweden, Finland, Iceland, and Canada
have higher scores of KM practices than the OECD average KM score.
Countries whose scores are significantly lower than the OECD average
include Portugal, Belgium and Poland. Countries whose scores are close to
the average OECD member countries are South Korea, England, Norway,
the United States, Denmark, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Greece, and
Slovak Republic.
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