Knowledge management: worth the effort?!

Report of the e-conference held from 20 September to 15 October 2004

Executive Summary

From 20 September to 15 October 2004, IRC International Water and Sanitation Centre organised an electronic conference “Knowledge management: worth the effort?!”. The e-conference examined four topics: constraints, benefits, lessons learned and scaling-up. Over the 4 weeks of the E-conference over 100 messages were posted from some 40 out of a total of 149 registered participants. A dedicated conference website including all background materials, reports and messages posted by participants can be found at: http://www.irc.nl/econfkm
Drowning in information, thirsty for knowledge

Information and knowledge have become key factors in our daily work. We develop new knowledge through experience and insight. We engage in information and knowledge exchange with others: implicitly through conversations and dialogues, more explicitly through e-mail, letters and publications or in hybrid forms, like seminars and training events. Yet, we struggle with the management of it. In particular, the extraction of meaningful and relevant knowledge from the wealth of information seems to be a main challenge. We are drowning in information, but we remain thirsty for knowledge. 

Knowledge to do what

Knowledge does not come cheap, and managing knowledge often takes significant resources. There are one-off investments for systems and structures and they can be a first barrier for implementation. But the biggest investment is time. Time from people to create, capture, systematise, organise, distribute, apply, learn from and maintain knowledge. Time that cannot be spent on something else. When people have to make choices on how to spend their time, they will spend it on what they believe will yield the highest return, or what is the most critical. Knowledge is not the goal of knowledge management. It is what knowledge enables you or the organisation to do with it. 

International developments

Resources centres (RCs) play a key role in knowledge sharing, for example by setting up networks, portals, communities of practice and learning alliances. RC development and knowledge sharing have all featured prominently in recent international conferences and meetings related to knowledge management (KM). Studies have examined how sector research findings can influence policy-making. But little attention has been given so far to new or innovative ICT tools (like mobile phones), user needs, impact measurement and the enabling environment (policies). Advocacy for the promotion of KM and ethical dimensions have not featured at all in international sector fora. 

IRC and Knowledge Management

IRC International Water and Sanitation Centre is involved in several programmes and initiatives that promote knowledge sharing in the sector, most notably its own Resource Centre Development (RCD) programme, the WELL Resource Centre Network and the Streams of Knowledge coalition. In 2003 IRC hosted and co-organised the Sixth Water Information Summit (WIS-6) which included a KM workshop. Earlier that same year, IRC had co-hosted a “Bridging the knowledge gap” booth at the Third World Water Forum in Kyoto. Within the WELL programme, IRC and WEDC have been holding a series of KM workshops in developing countries. In 2004 IRC initiated a separate KM programme. 

Common understanding needed

Before KM can be adopted within an organisation or network, there needs to be a clear common understanding of what KM is and what it can do. Among the e-conference participants KM had different connotations: for some KM was the same as research, for others it was linked to local knowledge and practices. From the Bangladesh workshop, KM emerged as the latest development panacea, a tool for “solving social problems easily as well as promoting gender equity”. Awareness raising for KM in the water sector is therefore a key issue. 

This does not mean that every organisation or network must follow the same approach. They will need to incorporate their own insights, tools and experiences.

Constraints

Adopting a KM strategy faces many other constraints, ranging from language barriers and literacy levels to the lack of a knowledge sharing culture, weak management and poor ICT infrastructure. Measuring the impact and benefits of KM is difficult, especially in the non-profit sector.

It became clear that no one size fits all. KM strategies need to take culture and local context into account. It is important to define the “to do what” with KM as concretely as possible. Only then can the effects of KM be measured. 

Benefits

Enabling factors such as a culture of trust, cooperation, sharing, participatory management, are critical to achieve benefits and added value when applying KM. Once these are in place better knowledge sharing has the obvious benefit of not re-inventing the wheel and improving efficiency. KM provides more continuity in the organisation while decreasing dependence on ‘experts’. There are financial benefits to securing knowledge assets, for instance in the form patents or copyright protected materials.

Lessons learned

It was striking that no-one, not even the conference organisers, gave practical examples or an assessment of how KM was implemented within their own organisation. There were several examples of e-mail discussion lists and e-conferencing that were successful in attracting participants from developing countries. On the other hand several Internet-based knowledge activities had to close down due to a lack of financial resources or user interest. That KM is more than just ICT-based, was illustrated by the example of the Swiss AGUASAN group, a Community of Practice (CoP), that has existed for 20 years based solely on face-to-face meetings, without a website or e-mail discussion group. It was stressed that KM strategies should be localised, taking into account local knowledge, attitudes and practices.

Scaling-up 

A pragmatic, practical approach is recommended to scale-up KM. Don’t start off with abstract models but use bottom-up approaches that involve local knowledge in local languages and awareness raising for local stakeholders. Connecting people, a shared context and trust are key factors.

Follow up 

The great majority of the participants that took part in evaluation of the e-conference wished to be kept informed about KM developments in the water and sanitation sector. IRC has taken up this recommendation by organising a series of four short e-conferences of 10 days each in 2005. The results of the e-conference will feed into IRC’s forthcoming thematic overview paper (TOP) on KM. Finally IRC plans to prepare advocacy materials on KM in several languages.

