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Abstract
Nowadays business process management (BPM) is integral part of many organizations in the private
sector. Considering the implementation and maturity of BPM in public authorities, this does not hold
true to the same degree. In particular, the willingness to share knowledge about business processes is
very limited. This represents a severe problem since authorities have huge overlaps with regard to the
services they provide. Hence, the exchange of process knowledge could efficiently support authorities
with lower maturity in identifying optimization opportunities. This research paper investigates the
circumstances as well as drivers and inhibitors of process knowledge sharing in public organizations.
We conduct 15 interviews and use the Grounded Theory method in order to derive a conceptual
framework that provides important insights into how process knowledge sharing can be improved in
public organizations.

1

Introduction

Nowadays business process management (BPM) is integral part of many organizations in the private
sector. In this context, it is typically understood as a holistic management approach which aims at
aligning business processes with the goals of the organization [7]. However, if we consider the
implementation and maturity of BPM in public authorities, this does not hold true to the same degree.
Although continuous budget cuts and rising demands concerning flexibility and modernization also
raise the interest for BPM in the public sector, the actual implementation of BPM is still in its early
stages [9]. In addition, organizational idiosyncrasies such as the federalist structure impede a
straightforward introduction of BPM into public sector organizations.
One of the biggest challenges in public organizations is the exchange of process knowledge that has
been collected and documented in the individual authorities [10],[24]. The importance of this
knowledge transfer can be, for instance, illustrated by the German municipalities and the services they
provide: German municipalities typically maintain more than thousand interconnected and
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interdependent service processes [9]. Although these services are offered by different authorities, there
are considerable overlaps with regard to how these services are provided. In such a setting, an
effective sharing of process knowledge has the potential of significantly supporting authorities with
lower maturity in identifying optimization opportunities. The exchange of artifacts such as process
models or process maps enables other authorities to gain detailed insights into the operations.
However, process analysis and optimization is currently conducted on a municipal level. Often,
municipalities simply do not recognize the benefits of sharing process knowledge, or they are afraid of
disclosing weaknesses of their processes.
In prior work, the problem of knowledge sharing in public organizations has been studied from
different perspectives (e.g. [23],[19],[24]). Nevertheless, there is no research paper that directly
addresses the specifics of sharing process knowledge so far. As pointed out, process knowledge allows
the recipient to gain rich insights about processes and work procedures. It may, however, also disclose
weaknesses and poor solutions. Hence, process knowledge must be considered as particularly critical
and sensitive. Recognizing the importance of sharing process knowledge in public authorities, this
paper investigates this phenomenon in detail. In particular, we conduct a qualitative study in order to
investigate how process knowledge sharing is perceived and implemented in public authorities. Our
study is based on a set of interviews with employees from different positions from German authorities.
Our contribution is a conceptual framework that reveals key factors driving and inhibiting the
successful sharing of process knowledge in public organizations.
The rest of the paper is structured as follows. Section 2 introduces the background of our research.
Section 3 gives an overview of our research methodology and explains the data collection procedure.
Section 4 presents the results of the study and explains the derived framework in detail. Section 5
discusses the implications of our work before Section 6 concludes the paper.

2

Background

This section discusses the background of our research. First, we introduce the concept of business
process management. Afterwards, we present the findings from prior research on knowledge sharing.
Third, we elaborate on the specificity of process knowledge.
2.1

Business process management

A business process is typically defined as a sequence of activities that is conducted to transform an
input into some business-related output [1],[2]. Business process management is then understood as
the set of all activities that are related to the management of business processes. These activities are
often organized in the context of a life cycle including the phases analysis, design, implementation,
monitoring, and evaluation [3]. The artifact of a business process model plays an important role in this
context. Thus, process models are used for documenting the as-is processes and form the basis for
redesign and evaluation endeavors.
Often, companies do not only use process models for analyzing single processes, but they
systematically document large parts of their organization. Such process model initiatives may result in
a hundred or a thousand process models [21]. The resulting process model repositories are not only
valuable for the organization itself, but may, in case of similar structures, also support other
organizations in improving their operations. Particularly in the public sector, where many authorities
offer similar services, process models and the associated process knowledge represent highly valuable
artifacts [9].
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Knowledge sharing

The sharing of knowledge has often been emphasized as important factor for increasing organizational
performance and efficiency [12],[23],[25],[8]. Consequently, factors influencing the effective sharing
of knowledge have widely been investigated from different angles (e.g. [8],[12],[14]). Many works
also exclusively focus on the public sector [11],[20]. The results of these studies suggest that the
following factors are most influencing:
• Trust: Many researchers have demonstrated that people are sharing knowledge when the
interpersonal relationships are strong and a high sense of community exists within the organization
[10],[16]. The trust in the people that receive and benefit from the shared knowledge has shown to
be particularly important in this context. While trust represents one of the most important drivers
for facilitating knowledge sharing, studies have also shown that it is the hardest to overcome [20].
• Decision structures: Centralization has proven to be rather ineffective for knowledge sharing
[19],[22]. Due to the lack of autonomy in the hierarchy, people cannot flexibly react to new
demands which are concerned with potentially sensitive data. As a result, organizations with more
autonomy have turned out to achieve a better performance [26].
• Incentives: Incentives can be discussed on the individual and the organizational level. A study
from Bock et. al. [10] shows that monetary incentives may have a negative effect on knowledge
sharing behavior. Organizational culture that values knowledge sharing behavior turned out to be
much more successful in this regard [11],[17],[18].
• IT utilization: The use of IT has a significant influence on knowledge sharing behavior [14].
When the IT landscape is old, employees may lack the means and also the general skills of how to
effectively share their knowledge. Hence, IT maturity plays an important role in this context.
Although many authors emphasize the differences between public and private sector organizations,
such as deviating legal and political conditions [29], the majority of these factors apply to both private
and public organizations. However, the introduced findings relate to a general type of knowledge that
does not necessarily allow the recipient to gain deep insights into the organization. Hence, in the next
section, we point out the differences between general knowledge and process knowledge. Moreover,
we highlight why the sharing of process knowledge requires further investigation.
2.3

The specificity of process knowledge

In general, knowledge is typically subdivided into tacit and explicit knowledge [18],[14],[24]. Explicit
knowledge is understood as something that can be documented in a written form and does not require
explanations on a deeper level. By contrast, tacit knowledge is hard to formalize as it is connected
with the individual experience of a particular person.
Investigating the nature of process knowledge in more detail, it becomes obvious that it includes both
facets. Many BPM initiatives result in a process models that formalize the operations of the respective
organization. These process models can be considered as explicit knowledge. However, process
knowledge may also include best-practices of how BPM can be introduced into an organization or
how employees must be trained. Such aspects are typically much harder to formalize as they require a
careful consideration of the present circumstances. Thus, the encapsulation of tacit and explicit
knowledge represents the a basic characteristic of process knowledge which also highlights its value.
The most important characteristic that sets process knowledge apart from other types of knowledge is
its criticality. As process models represent organizational procedures, they may reveal considerable
weaknesses of the organization. While this exposure could lead to an eventual improvement, there is a
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huge trade-off between the opportunity to improve and to reveal that processes are implemented in a
non-optimal or even poor manner. Hence, the sharing of process knowledge has the potential to
greatly improve the organization, but is connected with a high degree of self-exposure and risk. To
investigate how this hurdle can be overcome is the main goal of this paper.

3

Research methodology

Since there is only little research and understanding on sharing process knowledge across public
authorities, we apply a qualitative research approach. In particular, we choose the Grounded Theory
method. Grounded Theory was first introduced by Glaser and Strauss and supports the inductive
discovery of an underlying theory that is grounded in data [4]. As stated, the method is beneficial for
phenomena for which little research has been conducted. In our study, we employed the “Straussian”
guideline of Grounded Theory [5] because it encourages the systematic analysis of data from
interviews and the identification of essential relationships contributing to our phenomenon. In the
following sections, we discuss how we acquired the interview data (Section 3.1) and how we analyzed
this data in order to derive the final theoretical framework (Section 3.2).
3.1

Data collection

For our study, we chose 15 German authorities with varying BPM experience and conducted semistructured and in-depth interviews with participants from different administrational levels. In
preparation for the interviews, we developed an interview guideline covering the topics BPM context,
motivation, risks, consequences, and risk mitigation. Each interview had an average length of 40
minutes and was transcribed afterwards. To maximize our outcome with respect to the observed
phenomenon, we chose participants from different job positions (employee vs. management), different
functional units (organization vs. IT), size and hierarchical level of agency (local vs. state vs. federal),
which is inline with the theoretical sampling approach of qualitative research methods [5]. For a full
overview of the participants, we refer to Table 1.
ID

Age

Job
Position

Functional
Unit

Size of Authority
(Employee 2012)

Authority
Level

BPM Exp.
in Years

1

40-49

Lower Management

Organization

845

Local

5

2

50-59

Lower Management

Organization

1300

State

10

3

40-49

Lower Management

Organization

422

Local

1

4

30-39

Lower Management

Organization

8000

State

5

5

40-49

Lower Management

Organization

670

State

8

6

30-39

Employee

Organization

1500

Federal

2

7

40-49

Middle Management

Organization, IT

309

Local

-

8

40-49

Employee

IT

514

Local

11

9

40-49

Middle Management

Organization

2656

Local

9

10

40-49

Lower Management

Organization

346

Local

14

11

40-49

Middle Management

Organization

16420

Local

-

12

30-39

Employee

Organization

2253

Local

1

13

40-49

Employee

Organization

1600

Federal

-

14

40-49

Employee

IT

2600

Federal

3

15

30-39

Employee

Organization

186

Local

-

Table 1: Interview participants
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Data analysis

For the data analysis, we employed the Grounded Theory approach of Strauss and Corbin [5]. This
procedure consists of three separate and interactive steps, i.e., open coding, axial coding, and selective
coding. In the following paragraphs, we explain the steps in more detail and discuss how we applied
these steps on the interview material.
Open coding: The Open coding phase is an analysis procedure with the goal of identifying concepts
and categories in the data. In this context, the concepts form the building blocks of the resulting
theory. Thus, concepts describe thoughts, events, happenings, and actions that are related to the
phenomenon and are associated with the text for further analysis. Typically, concepts are grouped
together to abstract categories. A category can subsume several concepts and is closely related to the
investigated phenomenon. Accordingly, categories encompass concepts that are related in nature or
related in meanings. Based on the methodological framework, we analyzed the interviews by going
through each of them and assigning a concept to sentences and paragraphs that represented content
and the underlying meaning. To keep track of concepts and categories, we employed the software tool
ATLAS.ti, which is commonly used for this type of analysis. For consistency reasons, we iteratively
evaluated the concepts and systematically sorted out redundant or unfitting concepts. For the
derivation of categories, we went through the concepts and refined them to those categories that are
found to pertain to the investigated phenomenon.
Axial coding: Axial coding is used to identify connections between the categories accordingly
organizing them in a new way. In order to accomplish this, we used the general coding paradigm of
Strauss. It identifies four main groups of categories, i.e., context, causal and intervening conditions,
strategies and actions, and consequences. As we are interested in specific conditions driving or
inhibiting the investigated phenomenon, we adapt the coding paradigm and explicitly interpret causal
and intervening conditions as drivers (conditions with a positive effect) and inhibitors (conditions with
a negative effect). Afterwards, we assigned each category to one of the main groups by deciding on
the role of this category with respect to the phenomenon.
Selective coding: Selective Coding describes the process of selecting and focusing on specific core
categories. Thus, a core category describes a central concept of the phenomenon around which all
other categories are subsumed. It aims at the refinement of the previously defined categories to a set of
relevant categories. In this step, we went through the interview material in several iterations and
derived relevant categories that are related to the phenomenon. Finally, we derived the theoretical
framework from the material that explains the phenomenon of process knowledge sharing in public
administration.

4

Research findings

As a result from the application of the Grounded Theory method, we derived a conceptual framework
that identifies factors influencing the sharing of process knowledge. Figure 1 illustrates the derived
framework.

6

N. Ahrend, F. Pittke, H. Leopold

Figure 1: Framework for sharing of process knowledge

It includes the main categories, namely, context conditions, drivers, inhibitors, the phenomenon itself,
the relevant strategies to improve the willingness to share, and, finally, the consequences resulting
from process knowledge sharing. The values in the brackets next to each aspect denote the total
number of mentions in the interviews as well as the total number of occurrences of one specific
concept among all interviews. In the following subsections, we explain the contents of the framework
by using insights from our interviews.
4.1

Context

The context of process model sharing describes a set of circumstantial properties that relate to the
different authorities. The context of process knowledge sharing is classified into four main categories:
• Size of the organization: Most of our interviewees explicitly emphasized the role of size and
maturity and their influence to share process knowledge: “There are seven or eight people involved
in Cologne. In Siegburg maybe only two.” Depending on the size of the organization, the
opportunities for process management are more evolved. Therefore, the necessity to prioritize the
processes, which are to be documented, is much higher in smaller organizations due to a lack of
resources: “Well, currently we just randomly pick processes to document them (…)”.
• Maturity level of BPM in the organization: The methodological possibilities depend on the
maturity level of the organization or the BPM initiative: “Then it may be, however, that you do one
thing manually, and the other one with software support (...)“ Likewise, the technical support
options in the organization are also dependent on the maturity level and therefore differ in every
organization. 14 out of 15 interviewees emphasized this correlation in their answers: “We just
finished an IT architecture project which aimed at … determining where we have to change our IT
architecture, where to adapt it, and … which business functions we have, and how we are
supporting them.”
• Perspective of processes: To a large degree, the result of a process initiative depends on the
organizational perspective on BPM. For instance, this is reflected by the acquisition of certain
BPM tools for specific, individual or mutual purposes: “Nothing changed (introduction of BPM,
author’s note). We installed ARIS, but no one worked with it.” At the same time, the different
perspectives lead to different requirements and also results: “That we sometimes have different
views on a perfect or optimized process than the user departments …”.
• Organizational specificities: The inclusion across organizations was much more important to our
interviewees for the specificity of the BPM than the intra-organizational specificities. When
introducing BPM into a multilevel authority, external factors influence the process management
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within the organization: „ ... that you say: Yes, our dishes are completely different, we have our
departmental competence” / “... we're [finally] a state authority.”
To summarize, we identified particularly effective requirements for the sharing of process
knowledge: the size of the organization (49 mentions), the maturity of the organization and in
particular the IT support (92 mentions) as well as the involvement of the organization and thus the
external influences on the organization (36 mentions).
4.2

Drivers

Based on the interviews, we identified different drivers that positively influence the process of sharing
knowledge. According to the number of mentions in the interviews, the interviewees evaluate them as
being equally important. However, there are specific aspects of each driver that are discussed as
follows:
• Desire to share experiences: Contrarily to [22], it is surprising that more than half of our
interviewees addressed the sharing of experiences: "Well, I do think ... from a central point of
view, we must succeed that these same processes are not only known by project people and remain
hidden, but are made available to a large number of people of the authority.” In particular, the
comparison or benchmarking (25 mentions) was named as a strong motivation: “… concerning the
comparability or the exchange with others …that such transparency is always a good starting point,
that you get a hint why don’t you do it this way …”.
• Desire to improve: Authorities still have a self-image as administrative intervention and
administrative enforcement. Therefore, it is surprising that the interviewees emphasized the
importance of customer satisfaction (25 mentions): “…improving customer service - of course, we
are customer oriented …”.
• Desire to push standardization: The desire for standardization is based upon the idea to handle
processes and procedures in a consistent manner: “... basically, I would say, the process seen from
a legal perspective, to issue a building permission, is actually the same everywhere.” The process
of knowledge exchange with other institutions represents an essential requirement to achieve
standardization. Nevertheless, our interviewees pointed out that the possibilities to preserve the
individuality of an institution should not be ignored: “And somewhere there are also opportunities
to say, okay, that may of course also be supported by supplementary documents, where there is no
predefined format.”
• Demand for efficiency: The demand for efficiency has built up in recent years, particularly pushed
by external factors such as the brake on debt [32] and the elimination of the payment in the context
of the Solidarity Pact [33]. Surprisingly, internal pressure for efficiency was mentioned 38 times:
„And clearly, the comparability creates a certain competition.”
4.3

Inhibitors

In addition to the drivers to share process knowledge, the analysis of the interviews revealed factors,
which negatively influence the willingness to share process knowledge. We identified seven categories
of inhibitors. The following list represents those inhibitors, which significantly differ from the
inhibitors described in literature:
• Fear: Concerning the fear of transparency and criticism, our results are similar to [24]: “The
moment I publish something, I make myself vulnerable.” Surprisingly, more than half of the
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interviewees fear personal consequences (34 mentions): “It’s always about saving resources.”
These fears lead us to the conclusion that deeper cultural and socialization problem exist.

• Hiding behind formalities: Generally, this inhibitor was to be expected [6], but relatively few
interviewees (four interviews, twelve mentions) referred to formal or semiformal norms: “… they
are hiding behind any laws. / We, as the authority, are referring to that, to say, that we are working
based on legal requirements [...] that we must fulfill.”
• Allocation of competences and the lack thereof: Both the analysis of processes as well as the
employment of the inherent identification of problems is hampered by insufficient competence
regulations [22]. “There are official instructions and at the end the rest is executed by the
responsible manager.” And “The hierarchy level above does not want to deal with these problems.”
Nevertheless, this is not a major inhibitor (15 mentions, five interviews).
• Conservative behavior pattern or search for stability: As stated above, the sharing of process
knowledge is accompanied by the fear of criticism and change. This fear results in a conservative
pattern of behavior that is clearly connected with the need for stability, "So in my experience,
people working in the public administration are often people who are looking for stability." The
strong desire for stability was mentioned as another inhibitor influencing the exchange of process
knowledge (19 mentions in 5 interviews).
• Inadequate adaptation of the BPM approach to public authority: This inhibitor is not
surprising due to the generally low BPM maturity level of public authority [30],[34]: "So we do not
have a standardized procedure (…)". However, only four interviewees mentioned this inhibitor
seven times.
• Cultural defects: Regardless of the domain, selfless behavior is an optimal condition for
knowledge sharing [20],[18],[11],[17]. In more than half of the interviews, a lack of these cultural
conditions was identified (23 mentions). One example stated by our interviewees is the arbitrary
delegation of conflicts („which in turn leads to the delegation of conflicts“). The delegation shows
that the employees of an authority are not willing to constructively deal with change and
knowledge sharing. Furthermore, the interviewees stated that employees of authorities deliberately
held back changes in order to consolidate their own position within the organization: „ ... a
department likes to skip changes or improvements ... in the sense of protecting vested rights or in
the sense of safeguarding interests“.
• Knowledge sharing causes additional effort: This inhibitor was identified most frequently (in
nine interviews with 34 mentions). Given the relative lack of economic thought and action, the
importance of this inhibitor to the interviewees was unexpected: "This has proved to be too
complicated, because we simply could not provide the resources permanently.”
In summary, the fear of personal consequences, along with cultural deficits and the expected
additional effort by sharing knowledge represented the most significant inhibitors.
4.4

Strategies

To improve the process of knowledge sharing in the public sector, we identified several approaches:
• Education and training: As expected, education and targeted training on BPM represent an
important approach to reduce the identified inhibitors of knowledge sharing and improve the effect
of the driver. In almost all interviews (14 out of 15) and 57 mentions, education and training
constitutes the best approach to improve the sharing of knowledge: “Yes, training is self-evident
for us.”
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• Anonymization of shared knowledge: Another common measure arises from to the
anonymization of the shared knowledge. The anonymization impedes the identification of the
author. Therefore, the author is not exposed to criticism: "We have the reference processes
anonymized so that there are no more names for example." In addition, the German Data Protection
Act requires the anonymization: "Of course, no personal data should be included. That is even a
legal requirement.“
• Transparency about the consequences of knowledge sharing: If the consequences of sharing
knowledge become more transparent, it increases the participants’ willingness to share knowledge:
“Transparency is one thing. It works if you manage to integrate the employees. That means to let
them participate in the process as well, explaining what we were doing, how we do it, and where
you want to go. "
• Piloting: Two measures have been proven effective to encourage process knowledge sharing:
providing information and piloting. In so-called pilot projects, a new concept is first tentatively
placed in one or more departments. This way, positive experiences can subsequently be
communicated: “We are now in the implementation phase again. There is a pilot project, which is
running successfully in some departments.” In this context, it is important to highlight the positive
achievements and benefits of knowledge sharing in order to create a wide acceptance within the
authority.
• Reconcilement of interests: It must be clear to the participants what happens to the knowledge
they are sharing and what to expect in return. This cost benefit analysis was mentioned 30 times in
twelve interviews.
• Incentive schemes: The identification of incentive schemes as a strategy to improve knowledge
sharing was quite unexpected [10],[18],[11]. However, this strategy was mentioned only four times
in two interviews. [31] confirms that this strategy is unusual for the public authority.
Overall, it should be noted that the training of the employees significantly increases the acceptance of
the phenomenon. At this point, it is important to discuss the advantages and disadvantages of process
of knowledge sharing with supporters and opponents alike.
4.5

Consequences

The sharing of process knowledge is not an end in itself. Therefore, the expected consequences of the
sharing are interesting. Starting with the weakest effects, we will consider these consequences in more
detail below:
• Improved acceptance: The process of knowledge sharing also certainly leads to an improved
acceptance of BPM in the public authority, especially when the consequences listed below will
actually occur. However, only three interviewees mentioned the improved acceptance of BPM
(four mentions).
• Standardization: Another implication of process knowledge sharing is a rising interest in business
process standardization. Business process standardization mainly involves the unification of
processes aiming at the creation of a transparent and efficient process landscape. Surprisingly,
standardization was mentioned eight times in five interviews and does therefore not constitute the
main expectation.
• Documentation and analysis of processes and optimization: The improved fundamentals and
skills for documentation and analysis (103, 11) as well as the optimization of processes (44, 12)
provide the strongest implications for the process of knowledge sharing. These implications also
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provide the basis for further standardization of processes. Finally, these implications correspond to
the current maturity of the BPM in the public authority, where the focus is on initial documentation
of processes and their optimization.

5

Implications

Our study provides new findings concerning the factors influencing the sharing of process knowledge
and highlights the need for further research. We first discuss scientific implications before we
highlight the implications for practice.
With regard to scientific implications, we can state that our study demonstrates the influence of the
factors trust, decision structures, incentives, and IT utilization as reported in previous studies
[23],[24],[11],[20]. However, it also emphasizes the specifics of sharing process knowledge. Our
study shows that the revelation of weaknesses and the associated fear of criticism represent a
particular obstacle. In order to reduce this fear, cultural changes as well as measures facilitating
individual development are necessary. Hence, the allocation of responsibilities will significantly
influence the willingness to share process knowledge. [22],[19] found out that the centralization of
responsibilities negatively influence this willingness. Authorities increasingly set up BPM competence
centers [31] despite the heterogeneity of authorities in terms of size and despite the low degree of
BPM maturity. This conflict should be more thoroughly examined in future research.
With respect to practical implications, we found out that the willingness and ability to share process
knowledge largely depends on the size and maturity of the organization. While the size of public
organizations can only be partially influenced, the maturity can be influenced by means of the
strategies identified in this paper, especially by means of trainings. For a successful BPM (based on a
exchange platform), investments in training and education are required.
The driver "desire to share experiences" should be given more attention in the practical work. As
argued by [15], the necessary confidence can be achieved by increased connectivity in closed
communities. Therefore, it is necessary to continue to create a regulatory framework, to further
delineate adequate benchmarks in order to increase the willingness to share process knowledge, as
started by [28]. A first practical implementation is already available: the regulatory framework of
‘Nationale Prozessbibliothek’.
The identified inhibitor „fears of personal consequences“ can only be reduced medium term by
breaking down cultural deficits. Moreover, the feared „additional effort“ through the knowledge
sharing (provision) can only be reduced by continually working out and communicating the mutual
benefits of knowledge sharing. The driver customer orientation was quite unexpected and should be
investigated in future research.

6

Conclusion

In the paper, we addressed the problem of process knowledge sharing in public organizations. We
conducted 15 interviews with representatives of various German authorities and analyzed the
interview data using the qualitative research method Grounded Theory. As a result, we derived a
conceptual framework showing relevant conditions, inhibitors, and drivers for process knowledge
sharing. The results demonstrate that the revelation of weaknesses and the associated fear of criticism
represent the most important obstacles. In order to reduce this fear, the implementation of cultural
changes is one of the most important aspects to be addressed.
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In future research, we plan a quantitative study to evaluate the findings and to identify the most
influencing factors of process knowledge sharing in and between organizations.
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