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Knowledge Management

creating a Knowledge Management strategy 

to carry your organization Forward

It does not matter what sector, culture 
or geographic location you work in. It does 
not matter whether you look at yourself 
as an individual or as part of a team or 
organization. The simple fact is that people 
and organizations are model dependant; they 
rely on models to enable them to understand 
and negotiate the world. Take the simple 
organizational chart. It communicates how 
the organization has been constructed, 
from which, based on the individual’s own 
education and experience, they begin to build 
assumptions about its culture and internal 
communication mechanisms. In another 
example, day-to-day in organizations across 
the world, individuals, groups and teams 
apply models for strategic, operational and 
project planning processes, such as SWOT.

If this can be accepted as true, that people 
and organizations are model dependent, 
then it has to be agreed that there is a 
need for strategic and operational models 
that provide low risk, high quality and high 
impact solutions. To enable this, models 
need a strong evidence base that illustrates 
the preconditions required for success. 
What are the consequences if this does not 
happen? If there are weaknesses in a model’s 
architecture, they will become amplified once 
an operational load is placed upon it; the 
model will stress and ultimately experience 
critical failure. This can result in dissatisfaction, 
a reduction in credibility and a lack of belief 

in the process. Trust is lost and the model is 
consigned to the scrapheap of concepts that 
litter management literature or the organization 
patches over the problem and ploughs ahead; 
visions of the Titanic’s Captain Smith ignoring 
the telegrams warning of icebergs come to 
mind. Worse still the potential damage that 
has been sustained by the organization in 
terms of time, finance, reputation, diminished 
decision-making capability, operational lag 
or competitive advantage just cannot be 
accepted, given the challenges being thrown 
up the global economic 
environment.

This brings the 
discussion to knowledge 
management. What should 
be a solution is, in fact, 
turning out to be an anchor around the neck 
of some organizations. The problem is that 
the field is populated by an abundance of 
models that do not seem to be working, 
which is seriously impacting the credibility of 
the concept and the currency of knowledge 
managers. For example, Bain & Associates 
reports from 2005-11, the latest surveying 
over 1,400 global executives, show the 
concept to be in decline and suffering from 
overwhelming dissatisfaction, being ranked 
24th out of 25 strategic management tools. 
Yet the 2011 report also stated innovation is 
the single biggest challenge facing executives, 
regardless of sector or geographic location. 

The Economist 2020 Foresight Report 
stated that organizations will move from 
traditional efficiency-driven processes 
to processes driven by problem solving, 
networking, relationship-building, teamwork 
and leadership skills. The traditional lines of 
demarcation between organizations will blur 
and collaboration will become the watchword 
for a healthy future.  

This should not come as a shock. 
Organizations transact in a knowledge 
economy and, as such, need to understand 
the drivers that impact the way in which they 
operate. Some will say that the knowledge 
economy as a phenomenon is dirty and 
anything but clear. However, the Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development 
states that it requires organizations to become 
more adaptive to the needs and demands 
of the environment, to develop processes 

that allow it to become more 
dynamic. Look at the current 
experiences of organizations, 
public, private and third-
sector the world over. They 
are being asked to develop 

better products and services, quicker than 
ever before, at lower cost and with leaner 
resources. Add to that the backdrop of an 
aging global workforce; voluntary or forced 
separation from the organization, caused 
by the current economic climate; a lack of 
satisfaction with the skill set of the emerging 
workforce, and it is easy to see the need and 
demand for a response. Now, look at the 
typical strategic statements emerging from 
organizations: growth, innovation, resilience, 
continuous improvement, sustainability and 
increased revenue generation.  

The OECD contended that these drivers 
are brought about by the need for constant 
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change and that to progress organizations 
need to become more innovative. What 
does this mean? Organizations need people, 
unbridled from management by objective, 
to lead them through the here and now to a 
brighter future. Technology is not the ‘solution’ 
here, and this needs to be understood if 
organizations are going to extract a return 
from their investment into the management 
of knowledge resources. Leave a computer 
on its own for a couple of weeks and see if 
it spontaneously innovates; obviously, it is 
not going to. Technology provides a vehicle 
for the acquisition, storage and sharing of 
information, and a way to connect people 
with that information and each other. People 
are the active protagonists in the knowledge 
process — they take information, combine it 
with their own education, cultural and historical 
reference points, and evolve it into knowledge; 
when they apply this knowledge they develop 
knowing and, if they apply it often enough in a 
given setting, or across multiple settings over a 
period of time, they develop expertise.

Knowledge management as a concept 
is perfectly placed to respond to these 
needs. The problem is that too often it is a 
tactic without a strategy, where the strategic 
conditions for its deployment have not been 
fully considered. It then becomes difficult to 
evaluate outputs, people become unsure of 
what to ‘do’ with the concept and it becomes 
constrained, isolated and, too often, forgotten.

“Strategy without tactics is the slowest 
route to victory. Tactics without strategy is 
the noise before defeat.” (Sun Tzu, “The Art 
of War”)

The challenge being alluded to here is 
that the concept is often misunderstood 
as an information management process, 
governed by technology frameworks; 
whereas the response to the challenges 
detailed in this article rely on engaging the 
hearts and minds of human resources. 

This uncertainty of knowledge 
management purpose has a knock on 
effect, where KM operational models 
often miss the preconditions required for 
successful outcomes are often missed. This 
was emphasised through the University of 
Edinburgh 2011 KM Observatory survey 
of 358 managers from across sectors, 
representing 57 different countries. The 
headline findings confirmed the dissatisfaction 
signposted in the Bain & Associates reports 

and provided insight into a surprising gap in 
many knowledge management models.  

• 72 percent of organizations are 
‘dissatisfied’ or ‘highly dissatisfied’ with 
KM’s contribution to the organization’s 
strategic objectives

• 76 percent of organizations are 
‘dissatisfied’ or ‘highly dissatisfied’ 
with KM’s contribution to the 
organization’s operational objectives

• 76 percent of organizations do 
not connect their organizational 
knowledge needs to HR strategy

• 65 percent of people in knowledge 
management positions within 
organizations are actually IT experts, 
focused on information management

So, what are some of the challenges for 
organizations looking to progress knowledge 
management initiatives? First, understand 
the drivers that bring about the need for 
knowledge management in the first place. 
Knowledge management in itself is not a 
solution to anything. The conversation should 
not start with knowledge management, but 
it could arrive at knowledge management 
as a tool to operationalize strategic and 
operational objectives. Second, the 
concept of knowledge management has to 
encompass the needs of the organization, 
the needs of the individual and the 
processes that bind the two together — 
this means teasing out the implications for 
the organization’s HR strategy. If does not 
happen then organizations need to prepare 
for short to midterm knowledge management 
project failure. Third, the challenge to 
organizations is to become more focused on 
their strategic and operational needs, and, 
from there, to be more critical of the models 
they apply. Start with some simple questions 
and then interrogate the evidence base of the 
chosen model to ensure it has the capability 
to deliver against the identified strategic and 
operation outcomes.  

Organizations need to optimize the 
potential for success. People are a 
precondition for that success. Organizations 
therefore need to manage the processes 
that influence problem solving, collaboration 
and relationship building. This leaves no 
choice but to build strategic and operational 
models in collaboration with HR partners.
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