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Figure 1
Absorptive
Capacity—the
Framework

failure and turnaround in public services showed
that the fundamental causes of major
performance problems are often connected with
how organisations learn - or fail to learn.

So in this project we set out to examine the way
that organisations manage and use information
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What We Did

Our research explored absorptive capacity in a
wide range of public organisations which
have encountered some form of serious

challenge or failure.
six health and local authority

organisations in England where we had

already carried out research;
six further health and local

authority organisations in the other

countries of the UK;

< and in five organisations in other
parts of the public sector - a housing
association, a playgroup, a secondary
school, a government agency and a

police force.

In these organisations we interviewed key
individuals, observed meetings, reviewed
reports and other documents, and analysed

available performance data.

<Figure 2 illustrates ways in which internal and
external factors affected learning capacity in
some of the organisations that we studied.
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rarely discussed by the
organisations themselves
or by their assessors. We
argue that more attention
to some of the factors
outlined in Figure 1 could
provide a more effective
basis for dealing with or
even preventing
organisational decline.

< We think that many of
the solutions or
prescriptions currently
employed in dealing with

knowledge) which

have been developed in research in business
and management (see Figure 1). We identified
a number of internal and external factors that
might influence absorptive capacity.
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poorly performing public

organisations focus on knowledge application
rather than knowledge acquisition or
assimilation, are externally driven, and do not
tackle directly the underlying causes of poor
performance or performance decline.
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