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Sharing knowledge with other
organisations
Sharing knowledge inside the organisation
can only deliver so much additional
benefit. For the biggest possible impact,
knowledge needs to be shared with
external organisations – suppliers,
customers and partners.
But what tools and techniques are
available to do this? Which information
should be shared – and which protected?
Research carried out by Henley
Knowledge Management Forum provides
guidance.
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Sharing knowledge with other organisations

No business is an island. Every organisation, whatever its business or mission, must interact
with others in order to achieve its goals. Increasingly, this realisation is shaping the way in
which organisations approach the concept of sharing knowledge: if business benefits accrue
from sharing knowledge internally (ie within the organisation) then those benefits can be
amplified and extended by sharing knowledge outside the organisation, as well.

“There’s a huge amount to be gained from
sharing knowledge with other organisations: we
gain from sharing their insights and expertise –
and they, in turn, benefit from the knowledge
residing in our organisation.”
Claire Fallon, head of knowledge sharing and collaborative
working, Arts Council

But sharing knowledge with other organisations creates
challenges. Which, and how much, information should be
shared? Research carried out by Henley Knowledge
Management Forum into the detailed knowledge-sharing
practices of leading organisations has identified a number
of best practice approaches to sharing knowledge
externally. By basing their own approaches to sharing
knowledge around these guidelines, businesses can
maximise the return on knowledge shared outside the
organisation – while simultaneously minimising the
associated risks and costs.

There are two common types of organisation-toorganisation relationship. First, there’s the consortium, in
which several organisations partner together to develop
and deliver products or services for a specific customer or
customers – large infrastructure or defence projects are typical examples. Second, there’s the
conventional supply chain relationship, in which organisations within a supply chain sequentially
purchase goods or services from each other in order to fulfil the needs of the customer at the
end of the chain.

Sharing knowledge with consortium partners
Most consortia – which may or may not include formal partnership agreements – conform to
certain underlying principles. There’s likely to be a senior project or programme manager
leading the delivery process, for example. Collective decisions are usually reached through
workshops or other meetings that are specific to particular decisions that must be made, and
clear procedures will usually be in place to resolve disputes.
The knowledge bases of individual partner organisations within the consortium usually remain
independent and separate. Any good ideas or newly-identified best practices developed
through the consortium contract tend to be fed back into the individual organisations rather
than captured centrally, as the ‘centre’ of the consortium is often temporary and transient.
However, if the consortium is working together for a particularly long time period, or on
repeated contracts, then effort needs to be made to support collective learning, too.
Collaboration, insight ... practical value

Co-ordinated by Dr Christine Van Winkelen of Henley Management College, the insights
into sharing knowledge outside the organisation that are described here originated in
research undertaken by a working group drawn from the Henley Knowledge
Management Forum. The working group, which included 12 members from companies
as diverse as Balfour Beatty, Cadbury Schweppes, MWH, Oracle and Taylor Woodrow,
undertook an in-depth examination of 14 inter-firm trading relationships or partnerships
as described by 8 different organisations.
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Within the consortium, top-level strategic decisions taken at the outset can help to improve its
knowledge-sharing performance. Performance measures and incentive structures that track the
performance of the whole project, rather than the individual companies, for instance, serve to
positively reinforce collaborative behaviours. ‘Open book’ accounting within specific projects
has also been shown to be very effective in building trust and reducing disputes.
On a day-to-day basis, the focus is on identifying what
knowledge is available, and how it can be mobilised.
Practical techniques to achieve this revolve around people,
processes and technology.
Frequent and timely communication among those who
interact with other partners in the consortium is vital.
Regular conference calls, web conferencing, email briefings
and intranet postings all play a part. Employees should be
encouraged to spend time on client and partner premises,
as this improves relationships and consequently helps to
promote active sharing of knowledge.

“Speed of response and the overall timescale
are critical. Sharing knowledge too late is
almost as bad as not sharing knowledge at all.”
Garry Sanderson, director of knowledge and technical
services, MWH

Individuals within project teams – especially newcomers to such work – will benefit from being
coached about how the partnership works, how to behave with outside partners, and how to
judge what knowledge is appropriate to share and what remains the intellectual property of his
or her employing organisation.
Compelling stories of milestone successes achieved by the consortium are invaluable in
sustaining commitment and goodwill between the partners, thus smoothing the way for greater
sharing of knowledge. Knowledge managers can play a crucial role in this by working with the
overall consortium project manager to identify, capture and publicise these success stories.
Reviewing lessons learned during and after participation in a consortium provides a useful basis
for an organisation to capture ways in which future involvement with consortia could be improved.
Net-based technology and collaboration tools – such as Microsoft SharePoint – can be used to
store and share information among consortium partners. ‘Wikis’ and online forums can support
information-sharing and problem-solving. Through passwords and secure logins, technologybased tools like these also help to ensure that information is only available to those who have
been given approval to access it.
Technology can help key individuals spending a considerable amount of time on client or partner
premises to stay in touch with developments within their employing organisation. Simple ways of
feeding back issues and opportunities relating to the consortium should be created; ‘portal’
technology provides one way of doing this, while regular audio conferences offer another.

Sharing knowledge within the supply chain
Supply chain relationships face a different set of challenges to sharing knowledge. While
knowledge-sharing can be just as important, the supply chain’s more formalised transactionbased nature can act as a barrier to effective communication of knowledge.
“The buyer–supplier relationship is much more contractually-based, revolving around the
delivery of a given product or service at a given price,” says Jane McKenzie, director of the
School of Management Knowledge and Learning at Henley Management College. “The
communication flow is very linear, and it can be difficult to capture insights from supply chain
trading partners more than a single link away.”
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Multinational consulting firm MWH, for example, sees itself as a knowledge-based organisation
that prospers through the cost-effective sharing of knowledge with the next link in its particular
supply chain – its customers. “Whatever the language, or the culture, our task is to identify the
relevant knowledge within our global organisation, and make it available to the client,” says
Garry Sanderson, director of knowledge and technical services at MWH.

“The challenge – and the reward – is
getting the right knowledge in the right
place at the right time.”

Jane McKenzie, director of the School of Management
Knowledge and Learning, Henley Management College

As with sharing knowledge within consortia, the right top-level
strategic framework can help. Co-ordinated processes, whereby
information on orders and forecasts is shared electronically, provide
better access to production and order-specific knowledge. Equally,
electronic sharing of new product development data – such as
drawings and specifications – links purchasers and development
engineers to the skills and insights of their peers elsewhere in the
supply chain. Long-term contracts, too, may involve the supplier
co-locating onto purchasers’ premises in some way, again
encouraging better communication. Throughout, knowledge
managers can make a difference by encouraging purchasers and
others to be alert to the reserves of potential knowledge lying
untapped in the supply chain.

On a day-to-day basis, the focus is on identifying what knowledge is available. Again, practical
techniques to achieve this revolve around people, processes and technology.
In large and distributed organisations, a ‘community of practice’ or similar forum may be useful
to link together individuals who all engage with the same supplier or set of suppliers. Sharing
experiences and needs can be a powerful way of improving the performance of the
procurement process, as well as making the advantages of sharing knowledge more explicit.
Training in the commercial and legal implications of contractual arrangements with suppliers
should be widely available within the purchaser organisation, again helping to make the
advantages of sharing knowledge more explicit.
The collection of supplier performance data should be integrated into workflow processes,
rather than being an additional burden. Sharing knowledge is encouraged by focusing on a
broader set of performance criteria, rather than just on price and delivery.
Reviewing lessons learned during the life of the contract helps to identify opportunities for
improvement. Such reviews should explicitly include discussions about how to work together
more effectively.
Systems need to be created within the organisation to make information about the agreed
basis for working with a given supplier available to all relevant parties, as well as to provide
clear and concise information about who to go to for help and assistance. Intranet technology
can often be useful as the basis for sharing such information.
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