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ABSTRACT  

Tacit knowledge – experiences, skills, judgment and even intuition of the employees – 

as organizational resource, has recently gained significant attention from the 

organizational researchers. While such knowledge is difficult to identify, exhibit and 
describe, it can often determine the manner in which public administrators implement 

public policies. Taking a qualitative strategy of enquiry, this paper aims at identifying 

the pattern of tacit knowledge sharing among the local government officials in 
Bangladesh. The key findings suggest that majority of the local government officials 

are aware of the significance of tacit knowledge. Trust, both cognition-based trust 

and affect-based trust, determine their knowledge sharing behaviour. The ‘senior-

junior’ relationship within the hierarchal structure is perceived to be the key channel 
of tacit knowledge transfer. In the context of inadequate formal sharing channels, 

officials perceived trainings to be the key formal mechanism of tacit knowledge 

sharing within public sector organizations in Bangladesh.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Sharing tacit knowledge in the context of public sector has started to gain 

attention from the knowledge management scholars more recently. This is 

largely due to the acknowledgement that public sector organizations are 

knowledge-intensive organizations, and effective knowledge sharing within 

and across departments is the prerequisite to better utilization of such 

resources (Willem & Buelens 2007). With the accelerated pace of 

globalization, interconnectedness and greater mobility of people and 

resources, public organizations have been increasingly facing complex 

challenges. The changing context has been giving way to novel opportunities 

and risks. It has heightened the bar of performance for the public sector 

organizations, and increased the risk of adverse public reaction as well. Public 

organizations are now expected to better utilize resources, both of tangible and 

intangible in nature. Public sector reforms have been emphasizing on 

knowledge sharing, as an integral part of knowledge management mechanism 
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(Celino & Concilio 2006; Salleh et al. 2013; Kakabadse et al. 2001). However, 

due to lack of empirical evidences, application of knowledge management 

theories and frameworks in the context of public sector organizations is still 

not adequately understood (Riege & Lindsay 2006). Especially in the context 

of developing countries, relatively little information is available on public 

sector knowledge management practices (Syed-Ikhsan & Rowland 2004).  

This paper seeks to investigate the pattern of tacit knowledge sharing 

within the local administration in Bangladesh. The primary objective is to 

understand how local government employees perceive tacit knowledge sharing 

practices within the organizational setting. The key questions that the paper 

seeks to answer are: a. how the local government employees in Bangladesh 

perceive tacit knowledge sharing?; and b. what, according to the local 

government employees in Bangladesh are the key determinants of sharing tacit 

knowledge among the local government officials?  

The key premise in this paper is that public sector organizations are 

knowledge-based organizations and failure to acknowledge tacit knowledge 

may risk losing critical organization resource, affecting organizational 

performance adversely. Improving knowledge sharing practices, on the other 

hand, can significantly improve service provisions (Gorry 2008). In the 

context of developing countries, where ‘rules of the games’ are often untold 

and informal in nature, understanding of tacit knowledge is critical to aid 

better implementation of policies.  

Knowledge, knowledge management and knowledge sharing 

The question of defining knowledge had occupied the minds of philosophers 

since the classical Greek era and led to many epistemological debates (Alavi 

& Leidner 2001). Knowledge has been viewed from different perspectives, 

ranging from abstract philosophical and religious concept to practical use 

(Asoh et al. 2002). The discussion in this paper draws on the notion of 

knowledge management that tends to be closer to the practical side of the 

continuum.  

Knowledge is generally defined as personalized (or subjective) 

information, residing in the mind of an individual, related to facts, ideas, 

procedures, interpretations, concepts, observations, and judgments (Alavi & 

Leidner 1999). It is often conceptualized on the basis of the popular distinction 

among data, information, knowledge, and wisdom – the (DIKW) hierarchy 

suggested by Ackoff (1989). However, the conceptualization that there is a 

knowledge pyramid having data at the bottom, assembled knowledge and 

wisdom at the top and information bridging between them, is often contested. 

It is believed that this often-assumed hierarchy can actually be inverse, 

meaning that knowledge can be possessed by an individual even before the 

data were gathered and measured to form information (Tuomi 1999). In line 

with this view Alavi and Leidner (1999) posit that knowledge is created once 

information is processed in the mind of individuals and it can again become 

information for others when articulated and presented in the form of texts, 
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graphics, and symbols. Davenport and Prusak (1998:5) provide a more 

comprehensive definition of knowledge:  

Knowledge is a fluid mix of framed experience, values, 

contextual information, and expert insight that provides a 

framework for evaluating and incorporating new experiences 

and information. It originates and is applied in the minds of 

knowers. In organizations, it often becomes embedded not only 

in documents or repositories but also in organizational routines, 

processes, practices, and norms. 
 

Knowledge Management (KM) as a concept and practice has been popular 

more recently, both in the practical and academic spheres. Within 

organizational setting the necessity of knowledge management was realized 

because of the need for creating and mobilizing certain knowledge for certain 

purpose, such as gaining competitive advantage and greater efficiency 

(Quintas et al. 1997). Although it has been mostly the private sector 

organizations that considered knowledge management as a tool for business 

success, public and non-profit organizations also have started to realize the 

need for knowledge based organization. Despite the acknowledgement, public 

sector organizations are yet to commit to fully explore the benefits of 

knowledge management, compared to the private sector organizations (Jain 

2009). Largely due to lack of clear strategy and aim knowledge management 

initiatives have remained challenging for public organizations (Kim & Lee 

2004). 

The tacit-explicit dimension of knowledge has been the key concern in the 

KM literature (Grant 2007). Tacit knowledge mainly refers to skills, judgment, 

and intuition that that rest in people’s mind and are often difficult to exhibit 

and describe (Dampney et al. 2002). Explicit knowledge on the other hand 

includes skills and facts that are easily understood, can be articulated in verbal 

or written manner and easily taught or transferred to others. The ‘knower’ 

converts tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge (Davies 2015). 

The acknowledgement of the tacit-explicit dimension of knowledge, in the 

context of organization, can largely be attributed to the writings of Nonaka 

(1994) and colleagues. Drawing on Polanyi’s (1966) conceptualization of tacit 

knowledge Nonaka (1994) and colleagues have developed and continually 

reviewed the socialization, externalization, combination and internalization 

(SECI) model – the model of strategic knowledge creation (e.g. Nonaka et al. 

2000; Nonaka & Toyama 2005; Nonaka et al. 2014).  

While there have been debates on whether tacit knowledge is more 

valuable or explicit knowledge (Bohn 1994; Spender 1996), the key focus of 

knowledge management literature has been on explicit knowledge, because it 

can be expanded to more people and organizations. Knowledge management 

mechanism thus emphasizes on the needs to identify and facilitate the 

utilization of tacit knowledge that is likely to be useful when made explicit 

(Shin et al. 2001).  
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Knowledge Sharing 

Knowledge sharing is critical to knowledge management, and knowledge 

management systems are expected to facilitate sharing of knowledge within 

and across organizations (King 2009). Knowledge sharing emphasizes on 

individuals to explicate, encode and communicate knowledge to other 

individuals, groups and organizations, through personal exchange or a system 

(King 2009). Sharing behaviour of tacit knowledge and explicit knowledge 

may vary. People perceive the ownership of tacit and explicit knowledge 

differently. Their perception of the ownership of knowledge and the process 

involved in the creation of it may determine whether they would be willing to 

share it or not. In their experiments Constant et al. (1994) found that attitudes 

about information sharing depend on the process of its formation. They found 

that individuals are likely to consider explicit knowledge such as reports and 

memos as owned by the organization, as it is produced by the organization, 

and tacit knowledge as owned by them, as it resides in their minds (Constant 

et al. 1994). 

Mechanism of sharing of tacit knowledge can be formal such as training 

events, conferences and taskforces, or informal such as informal networks and 

interactions (Marquardt 1996). The primary means of sharing such knowledge 

has been face-to-face interaction (Grover 2001; Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995; 

Spender & Grant 1996; Teece 2000). Other means include observation, 

imitation, practice, experience sharing, and highly interactive conversation and 

storytelling (Scott 2000).  

Key to both formal and informal tacit knowledge transfer is the 

willingness and capacity of the individuals to share their knowledge and use 

their learning (Foos et al. 2006; O’Dell et al. 1998). While greater self interest 

reduces support for sharing, belief in the organizational ownership of the work 

favours knowledge sharing practices (Constant et al. 1994). Culture also plays 

an important role in the success of knowledge management efforts 

(McDermott & O'Dell 2001; Suppiah et al. 2011). A well-designed knowledge 

management process may fail because of people’s perception of the 

knowledge sharing culture. Formal organizational policies such as using 

rewards for knowledge sharing can motivate individuals in doing so (Hamid et 

al 2001). Thus, it is imperative that organizations take measures to increase the 

knowledge awareness and establish its significance within its values and 

culture (Jantz 2001).  

The most critical determinant of sharing tacit knowledge within the 

organizational setting is trust – the extent to which co-workers are believed to 

be the trusted sources and trusted recipients of knowledge (Adler 2002; De 

Long & Fahey 2000; Lucas 2005; McAllister 1995; Scott 2000; Smedlund 

2008). Interpersonal relationships and long-standing relationships among 

employees may determine knowledge sharing behaviour where reciprocity 

among the co-workers is an established norm (Smedlund 2008). Having a 

trusting relationship reduces the risks and uncertainty associated with sharing 

tacit knowledge (Foos et al. 2006).  
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McAllister (1995) found two distinct forms of trust, the affect-based trust 

and the cognition-based trust, that determine knowledge sharing behaviour. 

The affect-based trust is grounded in mutual care and concern between 

workers, whereas the cognition-based trust is grounded in co-worker’s 

reliability and competence (McAllister, 1995). Lucas (2005) also found that 

interpersonal trust between co-workers and reputation of the co-workers can 

have distinct effects on knowledge sharing within organizations. If the source 

of knowledge is not perceived to be trustworthy, such knowledge is likely to 

be challenged and resisted more openly (Szulanski 1995). 

While most studies investigated the affect of trust on knowledge transfer in 

general, Holste and Fields (2010) studied the affect of trust on tacit knowledge 

sharing. They found that both affect-based trust and cognition-based trust 

influence the extent to which organizational members are willing to share and 

use tacit knowledge. Affect-based trust has greater effect on the willingness to 

share tacit knowledge, and cognition-based trust affects the willingness to use 

tacit knowledge (Holste & Fields 2010).  

There can be factors that can negatively influence tacit knowledge sharing 

behaviour. The key hindrances to tacit knowledge sharing include lack of 

willingness to share, limited awareness of possessing tacit knowledge, 

difficulty in articulating it, and difficulty of relating context-specific tacit 

knowledge to other contexts (Fahey & Prusak 1998; Nidumolu et al. 2001; 

Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995; Stenmark 2000). Due to the complex hierarchical 

structural nature, public sector organizational culture may not favour 

knowledge sharing (Amayah 2013, Parker & Bradley 2000) and there can be a 

tendency towards “knowledge hoarding” (Syed-Ikhsan & Rowland 2004). 

However, in a recent study by McEvoy et al. (2018), no strong evidence of 

negative bureaucratic dominance on knowledge sharing was found. Instead, 

they found that power game has stronger negative effect on knowledge 

sharing. In terms of the formal processes, inadequacy of information 

technology and lack of management’s recognition may also impede effective 

knowledge sharing in the public sector (Denner & Blackman 2013).  

METHODOLOGY 

This study follows a qualitative strategy of enquiry in the phenomenological 

tradition. The approach is found suitable for the research as it seeks to 

understand, explore and describe the process (Punch, 2009), of knowledge 

sharing. The main research tool used in the study was semi-structured 

interviews, combined with story-telling. The respondents were thirteen 

Upazila level local government officials from the Madaripur Sadar Upazila 

and Kalkini Upazila of Madaripur District in Bangladesh. The semi-structured 

interview was expected to allow identifying patterns in the data gathered from 

the interviews (Zhang & Wildemuth 2009) and provide understanding of the 

cultural context of a particular behaviour (Seidman 1991), knowledge sharing 

in this case.  
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The process involved flexible and pleasant conversations with the 

respondents, having focus on the topic of the study. Participants were asked 

questions on acquiring knowledge and skills in the organizational setting, role 

of ‘personal’ knowledge in their day-to-day functioning and share from their 

memory a story where they were able to exchange knowledge in order to 

successfully accomplish an office task. The discussions were transcribed to 

find meaning units. An interpretive analysis was conducted to convert 

meanings into themes (Strauss & Corbin 1990; Tutty et al. 1996).  

FINDINGS 

On an average, the respondents had eleven years of experience working in the 

local administration in Bangladesh. The key themes that emerged from the 

interviews were: i) awareness of tacit knowledge, ii) channels of sharing tacit 

knowledge, iii) facilitating factors, and vi) restraining factors in tacit 

knowledge sharing.  

Awareness of tacit knowledge:  

Majority of the respondents (61%) recognized the significance of tacit 

knowledge in their day-to-day functioning as well as in achieving results. 

Some of them (30%) were of the opinion that tacit knowledge is more 

important than explicit knowledge. However, 30% of them also emphasized 

that in public offices formal rules and regulations are key and prioritized in 

performing the functions. About 8% said that government orders and rules are 

adequate in carrying out functions and tacit knowledge is not required in this 

context.  

Channels of sharing tacit knowledge: hierarchy and training 

Hierarchy 

About 76% of the respondents mentioned that their senior officers in the 

hierarchy have been their key source of tacit knowledge. 30% informed that 

they extend support to their ‘juniors’ in the hierarchy when necessary and help 

them in solving problems.  

“Sharing with co-workers, especially the seniors can teach you 

a lot. After promotion or transfer our colleagues and office staff 

in the new office help us in understanding the new work 

environment.”  

“Tacit knowledge is primarily gained through seniors. But this 

office does not require that much of tacit knowledge.” 

“Often, junior officers, whom I know personally, call me when 

they face difficulties in performing a task.”  

“Actually, the chair (position) will teach you everything.” 
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“My colleagues at my present workplace helped me to 

understand the (new) social context. I personally call my 

seniors from my previous work place when I face difficulties in 

carrying out a function.” 

“Colleagues help in understanding new work environment 

when we are transferred to a new place.” 

About 62% of the respondents stated that they share knowledge in the 

form of experience and stories with their co-workers, within the same 

department and in other departments. 38% stated that local office staff helped 

them in understanding the local socio-economic-political context when they 

were transferred or promoted to a new work area.  

Training 

About 85% of the respondents agreed that there is no formal mechanism yet, 

to document tacit knowledge. 23% of the respondents thought that tacit 

knowledge is shared through official trainings and conferences. 15% thought 

farewell programmes to be one of the key mechanisms through which retired 

officers share their knowledge to rest of the officials. Only one respondent 

mentioned that they have formal forums for sharing field experiences.  

“There is no formal mechanism to document our knowledge. 

We share it during our farewell programmes.” 

“We have conference day with field staff where we share our 

field experiences.” 

“There is no scope for tacit knowledge documentation, and I 

don’t think there is any need of it. Engineers’ work is not 

court’s order that it will be applicable to similar cases!” 

 

Only 38% of the respondents thought that retired officials could play a role 

after retirement, in sharing their knowledge through training. 23% of them 

believed that retired officials do not possess the physical and mental capacity 

to be involved in training of any sort for sharing tacit knowledge.  

Facilitating factors  

Majority of the officials (69%) believed that informal relation and group 

belongingness are critical to tacit knowledge sharing. 15% believed that 

informal relations are more effective than formal relations in sharing 

knowledge.  

“Informal relation is necessary in this type of knowledge 

sharing. Even for having a conversation you would always find 

someone that you can trust.” 

“Informal relation is the first condition for sharing knowledge; 

it is often more important than formal relation.” 
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About 15% of the respondents believed that trust is not a determinant 

factor in knowledge sharing. They believed that sharing knowledge takes 

place as part of performing the job. Only one official mentioned of need of 

official benefits and rewards as a determinant for sharing knowledge.  

Restraining factors  

Most of the respondents avoided to report any factor that they thought to 

be restraining factor in tacit knowledge sharing. Two of the respondents 

thought that local politics is barrier to effective knowledge sharing. One of 

them added corruption, no transfer of the local officials and lack of 

ownerships of the office as restraining factors in tacit knowledge sharing.  

DISCUSSIONS 

The findings in the study suggest that most of the respondents acknowledged 

and recognized the significance of tacit knowledge in the organizational 

setting. Majority of them believed that tacit knowledge is as important, if not 

more, as explicit knowledge, in carrying out public sector interventions. 

However, as expected in a bureaucratic setting, they have also emphasized on 

the importance of formal rules and regulations such as office orders, in 

carrying out day to day activities at the local level. Officials who were 

required to be involved in field services were found to have emphasized on 

tacit knowledge more than the officials involved in routine and technical tasks.  

It was found from the responses of the officials that both affect-based trust 

and cognition-based trust influence sharing tacit knowledge among the local 

level officials. However, majority of them have emphasized more on the 

cognition-based trust. For instance, they considered their superior officers -

‘seniors’, with more years of experience in the service, as the key source of 

their learning. They have also mentioned about their informal relationship 

with co-workers as determinant of knowledge sharing within the 

organizational setting. At the field level, co-workers within the department and 

from other departments shared experiences among themselves. This is perhaps 

because they share a common physical space for office making 

communication easier.  

As the responses show, two of the respondents thought that trust is not a 

pre-condition for sharing knowledge. Such responses may have been based on 

the concern of legitimacy and ethical dilemma of acknowledging informality 

within bureaucratic structure. Similar assumption can be made also in the case 

of the respondents’ tendency to skip the topic of restraining factors in 

knowledge sharing. Within a formal setting it is often difficult to share the 

insider story with an outsider, especially because the relation is not based on 

trust and reliability. Two of the respondents felt that local politics hinders 

knowledge sharing. This complies with the previous research that power game 

can have strong negative relation with knowledge sharing.  
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Most of the respondents have recognized the absence of any formal 

mechanism to transfer tacit knowledge in the public sector in Bangladesh. 

Like many other developing countries, there has not been any strategic 

knowledge management mechanism established yet. The respondents thought 

that training is the key forum through which knowledge is shared among the 

public sector employees in Bangladesh. Other sharing mechanisms according 

to them were conference day and experience sharing during farewell 

programmes of the retiring officers. There has been mixed reaction on the 

proposal of involving retired officials in transferring tacit knowledge in the 

organization. Most of the respondents appeared to have been sceptical in terms 

of the physical and mental capacity of the retired officials to be part of tacit 

knowledge transfer process.  

The key implication of the findings is that hierarchy can play a critical role 

in tacit knowledge sharing within public organizations. It sits in contrast to the 

popular perception that bureaucracy and rigid hierarchy impede knowledge 

sharing. Majority of the respondents agreed that they received knowledge 

from their superior officers and they provide support to their junior officers if 

and when needed. This makes it evident that within public organizations, local 

government in this case, an unwritten form of mentoring process is in place 

and it is highly accepted by the officials. The role of local staff (permanent) 

also found to be critical in supporting newly transferred officials to understand 

the local context.  

While the findings confirm the role of informal relationships in sharing 

tacit knowledge, opportunity exists for future research on tacit knowledge 

sharing within public sector organizations in Bangladesh to further investigate 

the relationship between hierarchy and knowledge sharing. This creates a 

scope to explore the pattern of knowledge sharing in other local government 

offices in Bangladesh as well. 

Based on the findings it can be recommended that a uniform Knowledge 

Management Strategy should be in place to ensure long-run knowledge 

utilization in public sector organizations in Bangladesh. Local level offices 

where actual implementation of policy takes place should be the primary unit 

in knowledge sharing and utilization practices. Existing formal and informal 

networks should be kept in mind during developing the knowledge 

management strategies. Hierarchy should not be considered as necessarily an 

impediment to knowledge management initiatives. As informal knowledge 

sharing and mentoring have already been in place at the local level 

administration, recognizing the process as legitimate, useful and necessary for 

the organization is likely to encourage formal acceptance of knowledge 

sharing. It should be kept in consideration that both hierarchy and informal 

relationship can prove to be beneficial to knowledge management practices in 

public organizations. 

Although a large number of officials did not feel that retired officials can 

support their knowledge gaining process, a network of retired officials can 

build ownership of the existing knowledge sharing practices; acknowledging 
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someone’s knowledge as critical resources for the organization can create a 

culture of knowledge transfer among the existing employees. While only one 

of the officials mentioned that reward and incentives are required for 

knowledge sharing, it is critical that adequate reward and incentives are 

provided to mainstream knowledge management practices within public 

organizations.  

CONCLUSIONS 

Like many other developing countries public sector organizations in 

Bangladesh are yet to establish any strategic knowledge management 

mechanism. Despite the absence of a formal system, informal networks and 

relationships continue to support in sharing knowledge among the members of 

the organization. While it is popularly believed that departmentalization and 

hierarchy hinder knowledge sharing, this study found that the superior-

subordinate or the ‘senior-junior’ relationship within the hierarchy has been 

the most functional mechanism for sharing tact knowledge within the 

organization. While this study was an attempt to understand how tacit 

knowledge is perceived and shared in public sector organizations in 

Bangladesh, it acknowledges need for further in-depth analysis for adequate 

understanding of the process. Unless sharing of tacit knowledge is recognized 

and rewarded, public sector organizations are at risk of losing valuable 

knowledge resources when employees exit the organizations. 
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