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Definition

Knowledge management is defined as “the explicit and systematic management of vital knowledge and its associated processes of creating, gathering, organising, diffusion, use and exploitation, in pursuit of organisational objectives”. (1)

Why does Knowledge Management matter to the Not-for-profit sector?

The most distinguishing feature of third sector organisations is their passion.  They exist to make a real difference to people’s lives.  So it might not be an exaggeration to say that a third sector organisation has a moral obligation to be as efficient as possible

in its internal ways of working in order to concentrate 90% of its energies externally:

“It is unforgivable for us to reinvent the wheel because it means another day’s delay in helping this homeless person, or this abused child, or this cancer patient”.  This makes the management of knowledge a real imperative.

I-K-E-A (Information – Knowledge – Expertise – Application)

It is important to distinguish knowledge from information.  If anything, we are suffering from information overload.  We are drowning in data -- the challenge lies in making good use of it.  Knowledge has been described as “actionable information”.

It is helpful to think of knowledge as part of a sequence: information has to be converted into knowledge in order to be useful; knowledge can then become expertise – tools to tackle the make-or-break issues for your own organisation; finally you need to apply that expertise to implement your objectives.

So to use knowledge strategically, you should regard it as a vital resource, where quality matters more than quantity:

“Who knows useful things, not many things, is wise” 

(Aeschylus, 5th century BC).

____________________

(1) David Skyrme, Knowledge Networking, Butterworth-Heinemann, 1999

The Knowledge Management cycle (2)
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Actions to be taken at each stage of the cycle include:

Discovering – understanding the concept of Knowledge Management (KM) and making distinctions such as IKEA           

Generating  -- understanding, and using appropriately, the various tools involved in KM, including information retrieval, data mining, etc

Evaluating – strategic perspectives 

Sharing – creating the culture necessary for sharing to take place

Leveraging – building a true learning organisation.

________________________________________

(2)  Ashok Jashapara, Knowledge Management, Prentice Hall, 2004 

Knowledge Management does not limit itself to organising existing knowledge.  A comprehensive approach means considering four aspects:

· What we know we know – knowledge sharing, access and inventory.  Tools include benchmarking and communities of practice **.

· What we know we don’t know – knowledge seeking and creation. 

     Tools include R&D, market research and competitor intelligence.

· What we don’t know we know – uncovering hidden or tacit knowledge.

     Tools include expertise maps^^, audits, training and networks.

· What we don’t know we don’t know – discovering key risks, 

     exposures and opportunities.

     Tools include creative tension, audits and complexity science. (3)

Tacit and explicit knowledge

Knowledge is in two forms, tacit and explicit.

Tacit knowledge is held in your head and includes experience and intuition (“compressed expertise”).  It might be labelled “know-how”.

Explicit knowledge is codified, written down, illustrated and annotated; it could be labelled “know what”.  It can be in the form of policies, handbooks, e-mails, photographs, maps, diagrams, books and articles.

“Organisational knowledge is created through a continuous interplay between the tacit and explicit knowledge of individuals. While individuals develop new knowledge, organisations play a critical role in articulating and amplifying it.” (4)

** see below under “Managing knowledge workers”

^^ see below under “Intellectual capital”

      (3)  S Drew, Building KM into strategy, Long Range Planning, 32 (1)

(4) Jane McKenzie & Christine van Winkelen, Understanding the Knowledgeable Organisation, Thomson, 2004

Another way of considering this is to say that knowledge is stored in four ways:

~  in people’s heads, from education, experience, information exchange, etc;

~  in technical systems through years of data gathering, analysis, coding, restructuring and design.  Examples include manuals, work procedures and database structures;

~  in management sytems, both formal and informal, such as in meeting rules, managem,ent styles, project management, quality control and information management;

~  in norms and values, to keep the above together, such as a shared understanding of how learning should occur, as well as openness, curiosity, and how to deal with conflicts of interests.  (5) 

(5)  Steven ten Have et al, Key Management Models, FT Prentice Hall, 2003

The knowledge creation spiral (6)
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             (6)       McKenzie & van Winkelen (2004) 

The knowledge creation spiral illustrates the way in which knowledge can flow between tacit and explicit modes.

Paradoxically, most KM tools focus on explicit knowledge even though it is tacit knowledge which leads to greater organisational effectiveness. Robert Buckman, chief executive of a company in the vanguard of KM, says that his experience is: “When you organise your explicit knowledge, it speeds up processes but doesn’t change the way people work.  We found that the vast bulk of the knowledge in our company was in the heads of our people – and constantly changing. It was not written down.” (7) 

So senior managers can take the lead in enhancing their tacit knowledge:

one of the greatest strides forward which an organisation can make is to use KM tools in the field of strategy making “to help surface and explore tacit knowledge, assumptions, assertions, values, beliefs, aspirations and concerns within a management team or board of directors.  This technique allows the important processes of “sharing meaning” and “making sense” to be facilitated and misunderstandings from implicit assumptions to be minimised”. (8)

Creating the right climate and culture

Increasingly sophisticated IT tools are available to help us to exploit knowledge.  But a first priority is to build the right environment:

“Most companies embarking on KM system implementations are finding that leveraging knowledge is extremely difficult, and dependent more on building a culture based on social interaction, effective communicating teams, and interdepartmental trust than on IT.”  (10)

       (7)  Robert Buckman, Building a Knowledge-driven Organisation, McGraw-Hill, 2004

     (8) Eden and F Ackermann, Making Strategy, Sage, 1998

(9) Anthony Delmonte and Jay Aronson, Journal of KM Practice, 2001 

Clearly, organisations should both make the most of their existing knowledge (exploit) and discover relevant new knowledge (explore).  The former, focused on efficiency and processes, will produce single-loop learning (10) while the latter, concerned with innovation and experiment, has the potential to yield double-loop learning.  

What actions should managers take to optimise both opportunities?  Here are two sets of guidelines: (11)

Managing people to create the climate for exploiting existing knowledge

Recruitment                   >Hire internally whenever possible to exploit the existing

                                       knowledge of the employees and use their networks and

                                       relationships to promote knowledge sharing

Selection                        >Assess a potential employee’s disposition to produce

                                       high-quality work and follow procedures

                                       > Look for interpersonal skills that support teamwork

                                       and the ability to communicate effectively

Training &                        >Use on-the-job training to transfer tacit knowledge between 

 Development                   employees

                                        >Use job rotation and shadowing to extend knowledge 

                                        exchanges and build relationships

                                        >Include programmes to emphasise communication skills

                                        and the abilities involved in sharing knowledge with others

                                        >Adopt a relatively formal approach to ongoing training in new 

                                        technologies and present this in-house to demonstrate 

                                        the connection with existing activities

                                        >Use standardised training (including, possibly, e-learning)

                                        to support the rapid adoption of new process innovations 

                                        that have been identified

      (10) C Argyris & D Schon, Organisational Learning, 1978 

      (11) PE Bierly & P Daly, Aligning HR management practices and knowledge strategies, OUP,  

            2002

Performance                     >Design appraisal systems that are concerned with 

management                      how results are achieved

                            >Recognise and reward incremental improvement

                                         and the efficient use of resources

                                         >Set shorter-term goals to encourage more rapid action

                                         >Combine individual and team goals to support knowledge-

                                         sharing behaviours

Reward                              >Tie pay to performance of both individual employees and 

                                         teams

                                         >Ensure there is particular recognition for high levels

                  of employee participation and engagement.

                                                                                                                                       Managing people to create the climate for developing new knowledge

Recruitment                    >Moderate external hiring to bring in new ideas and deepen

                                       knowledge in strategically important areas.  This

                                       increases diversity.

Selection                         >Assess whether individuals tend to experiment and be 

                                        non-conforming in their approach to work.  This encourages 

                                        autonomy.

                                        >Look for people who are comfortable with taking risks

Training &                        >Use mentoring to support people in managing risk 

Development                    >Enhance expertise in strategically important areas. 

                                        This builds judgment

                                        >Develop management skills in facilitation and feedback.

                                        This improves bargaining capability and collaborative working

                                        >Encourage participation in relevant external development  

                                        opportunities  such as conferences, working groups, etc

Performance                    >Adopt results-oriented appraisal systems that emphasise

Management                      valuable outcomes, rather than how work is undertaken  

                                           >Recognise team and individual knowledge sharing

                                        >Encourage the acquisition of knowledge and skills

                                        that are of value to the organisation

                                        >Negotiate long-term goals that require significant personal 

                                          development

Reward                             >Establish salary practices that attract talented

                                        individuals 

                                        >Reward innovation and appropriate risk-taking

                                        >Provide challenging work, clear recognition for contributions

                                        and flexibility in working patterns

Job descriptions              >Adopt loose job definitions that provide opportunities

                                        for people to engage in activities that interest them,

                                        use and develop their specialist knowledge and experiment

                                        with new ideas.  This can provide “slack in the system”

Team structure                 > Build cross-functional teams in which integrative 

                                         and communication skills have been developed.  

                                         This increases the range of ideas available to the team.

Besides using these practical checklists, it is important to remember that knowledge acquisition is ultimately an individual activity.

“Values and beliefs are integral to knowledge, determining in large part what the knower sees, absorbs and concludes from his observations.  People with different values “see” different things in the same situation and organise their knowledge by their values.” (12)  Robert Buckman’s company uses a code of ethics to govern their approach to KM (13).  David Skyrme poses some challenging questions about how to create a knowledge-enriching  environment:

· Are project teams deliberately chosen to include people with a wide level of experience, different expertise and age ranges?

· Do personal performance reviews assess and reward individuals for their knowledge contributions?

· Is time for learning, thinking and reflection considered a good investment of time in your organisation?

· Do workplace settings encourage interaction and free flow of information, e.g. informal meeting areas, open plan offices, project rooms?

· Are individual experts encouraged to contribute time and expertise to support other teams? (14)

_________________________________________________

(12)  Thomas Davenport & Laurence Prusak, Working Knowledge, Harvard Business School Press, 2000

(13)  Buckman, (2004)

(14)  Skyrme, (1999)

Sharing knowledge

“People see their knowledge as their personal human capital, their power, and giving it to others might be an unacceptable loss of security.  Programmes to capture people’s knowledge do not often work well.  Much better is to let the organisation know who has expertise and how to get in touch with the right person.  Helping a colleague is likely to be more amenable than giving to a system, and many people enjoy others coming to hear about what they know.  It builds rather than threatens their self-esteem.  They can also control how much they give.”(15)

The very term “knowledge” appears to have greater potential than other words when it comes to overcoming people’s natural tendency to hoard things to themselves.  Xerox, which is a leading player in the KM field, finds that people who use the word knowledge rather than information are more inclined to share freely.  Buckman’s company changed the name of its IT department to Knowledge Transfer. The company uses the maxim “Communication is human nature; knowledge sharing is human nurture” and tries not to be heavy-handed: “A key lesson that we have learned is that sharing trivia across time and space helps people who have never met to build trust with one another, allowing them to share more substantive matters when the need arises.” (16)

Two techniques which not only encourage the sharing of knowledge but provide an incentive for doing so are storytelling and appreciative inquiry.

Stephen Denning works for the World Bank, an organisation with vast resources but a bureaucratic culture.  He found that getting things to happen depended less on analytical skills than on providing simple, memorable examples drawn from real events.

Through knowledge sharing, a health worker in a remote part of Zambia was able to 

access key information about how to treat malaria.  Denning spoke about this incident at conferences and it quickly became known as “the Zambia story”.  It had the power of reminding World Bank staff that ultimately their work was about making a difference to the lives of ordinary people.

Denning has developed what he calls “the springboard story”: “ a story that enables a leap in understanding by the audience so as to grasp how an organisation or community or complex system may change.  A springboard story has an impact not so much through transferring large amounts of information, as through catalysing understanding.  It can enable listeners to visualise from a story in one context what is involved in a large-scale transformation in an analogous context.  It can enable them to grasp the ideas as a whole not only very simply and quickly, but also in a nonthreatening way.”  (17)

_________________________________________________

(15) Andrew Mayo, The Human Value of the Enterprise, Nicholas Brealey Publishing, 2001

(16)  Buckman, (2004)

(17)  Stephen Denning, The Springboard, Butterworth-Heinemann, 2001

Appreciative Inquiry is in a way another form of storytelling. 

“It works by focusing the attention of an organisation on its most positive potential – its positive core – and unleashes the energy of the positive core for transformation and sustainable success.  This is the essential nature of the organisation at its best – people’s collective wisdom about the organisation’s tangible and intangible strengths, capabilities, resources and assets.”  (18)

The sequence to be followed is first to select an affirmative topic, that is to say one which really matters to the organisation.  Then the participants follow four stages:

~  Discovery -  “appreciate what is” – recall when the topic was well handled, and give examples of current success

~  Dream – “imagine what might be” – envision bold possibilities

~  Design – “determine what should be” – present a compelling picture of what the dream will look like once it has been realised

~  Destiny – “create what will be” – personal and organisational commitments to action.

Common to both storytelling and AI is the use of real examples from the organisation’s past and present, not as a romantic recall of the “good old days” but as a spur to create personal fulfilment and to revitalise the organisation.

Centres of excellence are a further example of sharing knowledge and avoiding reinventing the wheel.  Each unit, branch or department is invited to volunteer to become a centre of excellence in some aspect of work: anything from gathering customer feedback to multiskilling.  A centre of excellence then becomes the first port of call for any part of the organisation which wishes to improve its performance in this aspect.   Each centre of excellence makes a short annual report on how it has spread and shared its good practice.  A key feature is that departments should volunteer, because in this way they feel ownership of the topic rather than having it thrust upon them.

__________________________________________________

 (18)  Diana Whitney and Amanda Trosten-Bloom, The Power of Appreciative Inquiry, Berrett-Koehler, 2003

The learning process

Learning can be regarded as comprised of three elements:

Knowledge (Know what), Skills (Know how) and Behaviour (Know why).  Many variables come into play, including the person’s learning style (e. g. activist, pragmatist, theorist, reflector), barriers to learning such as fear of making mistakes, the availability of support such as a mentor, and the example set by senior people (“I’m a director so learning is beneath me”).  Whether learning is tacit (“Experience is… a lot of mistakes”) or explicit (“Let’s review that fundraising campaign”), an individual can be alert to opportunities to learn in each of the quadrants below:

                Quadrants of learning

                   within the workplace


planned                                                                  unplanned


                                away

                                                                                                                 Learning to learn enables a person to become a more effective “knowledge worker”.  

Alastair Rylatt suggests a number of commitments which an individual can make to this end:

· Undertaking the daily ritual of personal reflection on what has happened and what has been learnt

· Taking time out to experiment, try out new ideas and check understanding

· Posing questions that re-form the boundaries of what is, and what is no longer, required

· Trusting one’s own wisdom and insight as well as fostering that of others

· Accessing knowledge and storing it in our long-term memory

· Abandoning outdated concepts, skills and data

· Building trust and partnerships to share ideas and enhance skill transfer

· Using digital technology to stimulate better communication, synergy and creativity

· Asking questions that help identify what is desired and where the source of knowledge may lie

· Using our findings or skills to shape considered action. (19)

                                                                                                                                                                      Intellectual capital

Traditional methods of accounting have concentrated on tangible assets such as finance and equipment.  But there is far more potential in an organisation’s brainpower and its reputation.  The term “intellectual capital” is increasingly used to capture these intangible assets.  

Intellectual capital comprises three elements:

· Human capital -–the value of individuals (employees, volunteers and supporters).

Andrew Mayo summarises this as follows: “The four components that make up a person’s worth to us are their capability, their potential, their contribution, and their alignment with our values”. (20)

· Organisational capital – “What is left after employees go home” – processes, information systems, etc.

· Customer capital – customer relationships, brands, trademarks, etc.  In the third sector, a more appropriate term might be “Stakeholder capital”.

_____________________

(19) Alastair Rylatt, Learning Unlimited, Kogan Page, 2001

(20)  Mayo (2001)

Methods of measuring these intangible assets are at an early stage; one step which third sector organisations could well consider is to include a section in their annual report describing how they are safeguarding and developing these assets.  For example, Oxford Night Shelter (whose Operations Manager, Simon Pitkin, is a graduate of the Cass VSM programme) lists among its principles “To develop our own good practice and enable other agencies to access our expertise.”

There is no need for an organisation to try to record all of its intellectual capital.  “Codifying all corporate knowledge would be an immense and futile undertaking; relevance is far more important than completeness”.  (21)  Elizabeth Lank, who pioneered KM for the IT company ICL, found three methods effective:

· Repositories of reference material, including proposals, procedures, market research reports, etc

· Expertise maps – profiles of individuals describing their expertise, and enabling easy access to them

· Just-in-time knowledge – up-to-date news of relevant issues, enabling live discussion of problems, and training.  (22)

The last of these should include vivid accounts of what works and what doesn’t.

“A productive failure is one that leads to insights, understanding, and thus an addition to the commonly held wisdom of the organisation.  An unproductive success occurs when something goes well, but nobody knows how or why”. (23)

Besides adding to an organisation’s accumulated knowledge, there must be some form of pruning what is obsolete: probably a combination of “sell-by date” for some items and archiving for others.

Managing knowledge workers

All KM experts agree that knowledge workers thrive best by not being closely supervised: support is available, but they are given headroom and trusted.  Knowledge workers have three primary motivators, other than money: personal growth (not necessarily promotion), operational autonomy and task achievement (24).  Measuring their outputs rather than inputs is another key action (25).  

          (21)  Davenport & Prusak (2000)

          (22)  Mayo (2001)

          (23) Mary Gentile and Todd Jick, Bob Galvin and Motorola, quoted in David Garvin,   

          Learning in Action, Harvard Business School Press, 2000

          (24) M Tampoe, Motivating Knowledge Workers, Long Range Planning, 26 (3)

          (25) Michael Skapinker, Financial Times, quoted in Jashapara (2004)

“In the management of professionals the manager should be very clear on the what (provide clear goals), spend only the bare minimum of time on the how (involve them in decision-making, and provide autonomy) and spend a lot of time on the why (provide meaning).” (26)

But knowledge workers have responsibilities as well as entitlements:

“All knowledge workers should be held accountable for not only developing their personal skills but also for ensuring that they are not the only ones who possess them.” (27)

Project teams are a strong feature of many organisations today.  In an organisation which truly values learning, knowledge workers may spontaneously come together to create an informal alternative known as a community of practice.  A CP is defined as “a group of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis” (28).  CPs can be particularly useful in lubricating the flow of tacit knowledge, and they require minimal resources and no management.

(26) David Maister, Managing the Professional Service Firm, Free Press Paperbacks, 1993

(27) Thomas Davenport, quoted in Warren Bennis, The Future of Leadership

(28)  E C Wenger, CPs and Social Learning Systems, Organisation, 7 (2), 2000

Conclusion

The technological aspects of KM can be researched separately.  Some of the more sophisticated KM tools will be beyond the resources of a small third sector organisation.

But regardless of organisational size, two points are very clear: KM is not just “nice to have”, but a central feature of a dynamic charity; and even more important than using appropriate KM tools is the creation of a climate in which KM can flourish.

Andrew Forrest for Centre for Charity Effectiveness,   June 2007


