Course: Knowledge Management

Lecture 1: Foundations of Knowledge Management

Lecturer: Dr. Johnson Masinde

1.0 Introduction

Knowledge management (KM) is a critical discipline in today's information-driven world,

essential for organizations striving to optimize their intellectual assets. This introduction provides

a concise overview of the foundational elements of KM. It encompasses key concepts such as tacit

and explicit knowledge, the dynamic nature of knowledge, and the knowledge lifecycle.

Understanding the roots of KM in information science, organizational theory, and cognitive

psychology, along with its evolution, helps lay the groundwork for effective knowledge

management strategies and practices that enhance organizational performance, innovation, and

competitive advantage. By the end of this class, students should:

Demonstrate understanding of the fundamental concepts and terms associated with
knowledge management, including tacit and explicit knowledge, the knowledge lifecycle,
and the distinctions between individual, organizational, and inter-organizational
knowledge.

Identify and explain the unique characteristics of knowledge, such as its context-
dependency and dynamic nature

Discuss the historical development of knowledge management, understanding its origins
and evolution.

Critically assess and apply knowledge management concepts in practical contexts.
Identify and evaluate various strategies and tools for effective knowledge management

within organizations,

1.1 What is Knowledge?

Knowledge is a multifaceted and intricate concept that forms the bedrock of human cogpnition,

problem-solving, and decision-making (Woods & Cortada, 2013). It represents the culmination of

our capacity to perceive, learn, and understand the world around us.



Knowledge can be defined as the product of information processing, learning, and experience. It
represents a deeper and more comprehensive level of understanding that goes beyond mere facts
and data. Knowledge incorporates insights, context, and the ability to apply information effectively
to solve problems, make decisions, or create new ideas. Knowledge is dynamic, evolving as new
information is acquired, processed, and integrated into an individual's cognitive framework. It
empowers individuals to answer not only "what" and "when" questions but also "how" and "why"
questions. Knowledge is a valuable resource that enables us to navigate the complexities of the
world and adapt to ever-changing circumstances. To grasp the essence of knowledge, it is essential
to understand the following terms and concepts.

» Data constitutes the raw, unprocessed facts and figures. It lacks context and meaning on
its own. Data can be thought of as the building blocks from which information and
knowledge are constructed. For example, a series of numbers or characters without context
is considered data.

» Information is data that has been processed, organized, or structured to convey meaning

and context. It provides answers to questions like "who," "what," "when," and "where."
Information helps in understanding relationships, patterns, and events. For instance, a table
of daily temperature readings with associated dates and locations is information because it
provides context and answers questions about temperature trends.
In this regard, Knowledge represents a higher level of comprehension and insight derived
from information and experience. It goes beyond the mere facts and answers "how" and
"why" questions. Knowledge involves the ability to interpret, apply, and synthesize
information to solve problems, make decisions, or create new insights. It is often
characterized by expertise and the capacity to draw meaningful conclusions. For example,
a meteorologist's ability to predict weather patterns based on historical data, scientific
principles, and experience demonstrates knowledge.

» Knowledge Management (KM) is a systematic and strategic approach to identifying,
capturing, organizing, storing, retrieving, and sharing an organization's intellectual assets
to enhance decision-making, innovation, and overall competitiveness.

» Organizational Knowledge Organizational knowledge is knowledge embedded within an
organization's processes, systems, culture, and practices. It includes both explicit

knowledge (e.g., documented procedures) and tacit knowledge (e.g., shared values).



>

Knowledge Management System (KMS) A KMS is a software-based tool or platform
that supports knowledge management activities, including knowledge capture, storage,
retrieval, and dissemination. It often includes features like document management, search
capabilities, and collaboration tools.

Knowledge Worker A knowledge worker is an employee whose primary role involves
creating, using, or sharing knowledge to achieve organizational goals. They often rely on

their intellectual capabilities rather than manual labor.

1.2 Characteristics of Knowledge

Knowledge is a dynamic and multifaceted construct that plays a pivotal role in human cognition,

problem-solving, and decision-making. Understanding its characteristics is essential for

appreciating its complexity and significance. Here, we explore key characteristics that define

knowledge:

a)

b)

d)

Context-Dependent: Knowledge is intrinsically tied to context. It is shaped by the
circumstances, experiences, and environments in which it is acquired and applied. Context
provides the framework for interpreting and making sense of knowledge. For example,
medical knowledge held by a physician may differ in context and relevance from that of
an engineer.

Dynamic and Evolving: Knowledge is not static; it evolves over time as new information
is acquired, insights are gained, and experiences accumulate. It is subject to revision,
expansion, and refinement as our understanding deepens. This dynamic nature allows
individuals and organizations to adapt to changing circumstances. For instance, scientific
knowledge continually evolves with new discoveries and research findings

Subjective and Personal: Knowledge often has a subjective dimension, as it is influenced
by an individual's beliefs, values, and perspectives. Personal experiences and
interpretations contribute to one's unique body of knowledge. Two people may possess
different knowledge on the same subject due to their individual perspectives and
experiences.

Implicit and Tacit: A significant portion of knowledge is implicit or tacit, meaning it
exists within an individual's mind but is not explicitly articulated or documented. Tacit

knowledge includes skills, intuition, and know-how. For example, a skilled musician's



ability to play a complex piece is tacit knowledge acquired through practice and
experience.

e) Social and Collaborative: Knowledge often thrives in social contexts. Collaboration,
dialogue, and sharing of experiences facilitate the exchange and expansion of knowledge.
Communities of practice, for instance, are social structures where individuals collectively
build and share their knowledge, promoting learning and innovation

f) Embedded in Language: Language is a primary vehicle for expressing and transmitting
knowledge. Knowledge is often encoded in words, symbols, or other forms of
communication, making it accessible to others. Written documents, conversations, and
digital media all serve as means of conveying knowledge

g) Practical and Applicable: Knowledge is not merely theoretical; it is intended to be
practical and applicable. It empowers individuals to solve problems, make decisions, and
create value. The value of knowledge is often measured by its ability to inform actions and
outcomes.

h) Cumulative and Interconnected: Knowledge is cumulative, meaning that it builds upon
prior knowledge. New insights and discoveries are often rooted in existing knowledge. It
forms an interconnected web where one piece of knowledge can lead to the discovery of

related or expanded knowledge.
1.3 Types of Knowledge
There are three main types of knowledge i.e. explicit, tacit and procedural knowledge
a) Explicit Knowledge:

Explicit knowledge is formalized, codified, and easily transferable knowledge that can be
articulated and documented in a structured format. It is the type of knowledge that is typically
found in books, manuals, databases, documents, and other tangible forms (Davenport & Prusak,
1998). Explicit knowledge forms the basis of formal education, training programs, and
documented organizational procedures. It facilitates the dissemination of standardized information

and can be an essential resource for learning and problem-solving.



Characteristics:

» Tangibility: Explicit knowledge is tangible and can be captured in written or digital
formats, making it accessible and shareable.

» Objectivity: It is objective and less subject to interpretation because it is presented in a
structured and standardized manner.

» Easy Transferability: Explicit knowledge can be readily communicated to others, enabling
efficient sharing of information.

> Examples: Scientific principles, mathematical equations, standard operating procedures
(SOPs), databases, textbooks, and instructional manuals are examples of explicit
knowledge.

b) Tacit Knowledge:

Tacit knowledge is unspoken, experiential, and deeply embedded in an individual's mind. It is
often challenging to articulate or formalize, as it is based on personal experiences, intuitions,
insights, and skills that individuals have accumulated over time. Tacit knowledge is vital for tasks
that require expertise, creativity, and intuitive decision-making. While it may be challenging to

share, it is often the source of innovation and competitive advantage in organizations.

Characteristics:
» Subjectivity: Tacit knowledge is highly subjective and personal, varying from person to
person based on their unique experiences and perspectives.
> Difficulty in Articulation: It is difficult to express tacit knowledge explicitly because it is
deeply ingrained and often taken for granted by individuals who possess it.
» Context-Dependent: Tacit knowledge is closely tied to specific contexts and situations. It
may not be applicable or transferable outside of its original context.
» Examples: Riding a bicycle, playing a musical instrument, intuitive problem-solving, and
the ability to "read" people's emotions are examples of tacit knowledge.
¢) Procedural Knowledge:
Procedural knowledge, also known as know-how, is a subset of knowledge that focuses on
understanding how to perform specific tasks, processes, or activities. It is practical knowledge

about the steps, methods, and techniques required to achieve desired outcomes.



Characteristics:

>

>

>

Action-Oriented: Procedural knowledge is action-oriented and emphasizes the practical
application of knowledge in performing tasks or procedures.

Skill-Based: It often involves the development of skills and competencies through practice,
repetition, and hands-on experience.

Sequential: Procedural knowledge is often sequential, with a clear order of steps or actions
required to achieve a specific result.

Examples: Cooking, driving a car, conducting a scientific experiment, and operating

machinery are all areas where procedural knowledge is crucial.

1.4 The lifecycle of knowledge

The lifecycle of knowledge represents the stages through which knowledge evolves within an

organization or system. This lifecycle includes the creation, acquisition, organization,

dissemination, and utilization of knowledge. Here's a detailed breakdown of the knowledge

lifecycle:

a)

b)

Knowledge Creation: Knowledge creation begins with the generation of new information
or insights. This can occur through research and development, brainstorming sessions,
experiments, or even casual observations.

Capture: Once new knowledge is generated, it must be captured and recorded in a format
that allows for further processing and sharing. This could involve documenting research

findings, creating reports, or simply making notes.

Knowledge Acquisition: Internal Sources: Organizations acquire knowledge from their
internal sources, such as employees, departments, and teams. This often involves sharing

experiences, best practices, and lessons learned.

External Sources: Knowledge can also be acquired from external sources, including

partners, customers, suppliers, industry publications, conferences, and academic research.

Knowledge Organization: Organizing knowledge involves categorizing and classifying
information to make it easier to find and use. This can include creating taxonomies,

metadata, and structuring data in databases.



d) Storage: Organized knowledge needs a secure and accessible storage system. This could

be physical archives, digital repositories, content management systems, or knowledge
databases.

Knowledge Dissemination: The dissemination phase involves sharing knowledge with
individuals or groups within the organization. This can happen through various channels

such as meetings, documentation, emails, intranet portals, or collaborative tools.

Accessibility: Knowledge must be easily accessible to those who need it. Effective search

mechanisms, indexing, and retrieval systems ensure timely access to relevant information.

Knowledge Utilization: The ultimate goal of knowledge management is to apply
knowledge to solve problems, make informed decisions, innovate, and improve processes.

Knowledge should have a tangible impact on an organization's performance.

Feedback Loop: Utilization of knowledge often leads to new insights and experiences,
creating a feedback loop that informs the knowledge creation and acquisition phases.

Lessons learned should be captured and integrated back into the knowledge repository.

Knowledge Maintenance and Continuous Improvement: Knowledge should be regularly
reviewed and updated to ensure its relevance and accuracy. Outdated or erroneous

knowledge can lead to ineffective decision-making.

Learning Culture: Organizations that foster a learning culture encourage employees to

contribute to the knowledge lifecycle by sharing their experiences and insights.

Knowledge Transfer and Succession Planning: As employees leave an organization or
transition to new roles, knowledge transfer mechanisms ensure that critical knowledge is
passed on to successors or retained within the organization. Knowledge management is
closely tied to succession planning, as organizations seek to identify and develop future

leaders and experts.

The knowledge lifecycle is a continuous, iterative process that supports organizational
learning, innovation, and adaptation. Effective knowledge management is essential for
organizations to leverage their intellectual assets, remain competitive, and navigate the

complexities of the modern business environment.



1.5 The Concept of Knowledge Management

Knowledge is a precious resource in the modern world, and its effective management is a critical

organizational endeavor. Knowledge Management (KM) is a strategic discipline that seeks to

harness and optimize an organization's intellectual assets to enhance its competitiveness,

innovation, and overall performance (Prusak, 2003). At its core, KM involves the systematic

processes of creating, capturing, organizing, storing, retrieving, and sharing knowledge to enable

informed decision-making and foster a culture of continuous learning. This concept is central to

the success of businesses, government agencies, and institutions across various sectors. The

components of knowledge management include:

Vi.

Vii.

Knowledge Creation: KM starts with the generation of new knowledge. This can occur
through research and development, collaborative efforts, or by capturing insights and
expertise from employees and external sources. Creativity and innovation play crucial roles
in this phase.

Knowledge Capture: Once knowledge is generated, it needs to be captured and documented
in a format that makes it accessible to others. This can involve creating databases,
repositories, or knowledge-sharing platforms.

Knowledge Organization: Organizing knowledge is essential for efficient retrieval and use.
This phase involves categorizing, classifying, and structuring knowledge so that it is easily
navigable and can be retrieved when needed.

Knowledge Storage: Storing knowledge securely is vital to prevent loss or deterioration.
Organizations often use various technologies, including content management systems and
cloud storage, to safeguard their knowledge assets.

Knowledge Retrieval: KM ensures that knowledge is readily available to those who need
it. Effective search mechanisms, indexing, and retrieval systems facilitate timely access to
relevant information.

Knowledge Sharing: Sharing knowledge is a fundamental aspect of KM. Organizations
promote a culture of knowledge sharing through practices like mentorship, communities of
practice, and collaborative tools.

Knowledge Application: Ultimately, the goal of KM is to apply knowledge to solve
problems, make informed decisions, innovate, and improve processes. Knowledge should

have a tangible impact on an organization's performance.



a) Benefits of Knowledge Management:

The adoption of KM principles and practices offers several advantages These include:

Enhanced Decision-Making: Access to relevant and up-to-date knowledge empowers
decision-makers to make informed choices, reducing uncertainty and risk.

Innovation: KM fosters a culture of innovation by providing employees with the
information and resources they need to develop creative solutions and improve processes.
Efficiency and Productivity: Knowledge sharing and reuse lead to increased efficiency and
productivity, as employees can build on existing knowledge rather than reinventing the
wheel.

Competitive Advantage: Organizations that effectively manage their knowledge gain a
competitive edge by being more adaptable, responsive, and capable of capitalizing on
opportunities.

Employee Development: KM promotes continuous learning and skills development,

contributing to the growth and satisfaction of employees.

1.6 The history of knowledge management

Knowledge Management (KM) has evolved as a critical discipline over the last few decades,

driven by the recognition of the value of knowledge as a strategic asset in organizations. The

history of KM can be traced through several key stages and milestones:

>

1970s and Early 1980s: The origins of KM can be found in the early work of researchers and
management theorists who were exploring ways to leverage intellectual assets within
organizations. Peter Drucker, a management guru, emphasized the importance of knowledge
workers and their role in the knowledge economy.

1980s: In the 1980s, the focus on KM began to gain momentum. Japanese companies like
Toyota implemented practices that encouraged knowledge sharing among employees and
promoted continuous improvement through the use of quality circles. The term "knowledge
management" started to appear in academic literature, reflecting a growing interest in the field.
1990s: The 1990s marked a significant turning point for KM. It emerged as a recognized field

with the publication of landmark books and articles.



> In 1995, Davenport and Prusak (1998) published "Working Knowledge," one of the first books
to provide a comprehensive framework for understanding KM.

» |IBM and Skandia, a Swedish financial services company, became early adopters of KM
practices, with IBM establishing a knowledge management program in the mid-1990s
(Davenport & Prusak, 1998). The emergence of the internet and the World Wide Web
accelerated the dissemination of knowledge and facilitated the creation of online communities
and forums for knowledge sharing.

» 2000s: The early 2000s saw a proliferation of KM tools and technologies, including the
development of intranets, content management systems, and collaboration platforms. KM
expanded beyond the business world, finding applications in healthcare, government, and
academia. The concept of "communities of practice” gained prominence as a means of
fostering knowledge sharing and collaboration among employees with shared interests or
expertise. Academic institutions began offering KM programs and degrees, contributing to the
professionalization of the field.

» 2010s and Beyond: In the 2010s, KM continued to evolve in response to technological
advancements, including the rise of artificial intelligence (Al) and machine learning. KM
became increasingly intertwined with data analytics and big data, enabling organizations to
extract valuable insights from their knowledge repositories. The importance of organizational
culture in fostering knowledge sharing and learning became a focus of KM efforts. The
COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the need for remote collaboration tools and virtual
knowledge sharing platforms, accelerating digital transformation efforts. Today, Knowledge
Management remains a dynamic and evolving field, shaped by advancements in technology,
changes in organizational structures, and shifts in how knowledge is created, shared, and
utilized. It has become a critical component of modern business strategies, enabling
organizations to adapt, innovate, and remain competitive in an ever-changing global landscape.
As the digital era continues to transform the way we work and interact, KM will undoubtedly

continue to play a central role in managing and leveraging knowledge assets.

In summary, Knowledge Management is a vital discipline that helps organizations harness their
intellectual assets to achieve their goals and gain a competitive edge. Understanding the definition,

concepts, and benefits of knowledge management, along with the characteristics, types, lifecycle



and history of knowledge, is essential for successful implementation in today's knowledge-

intensive world. Our next class will look at Knowledge creation and acquisition.
Self-Assessment Questions

1. What are the historical origins and key milestones in the development of the field of
knowledge management?

2. How can organizations effectively capture and document tacit knowledge held by
employees who may be retiring or leaving the organization?

3. What strategies can organizations use to foster a culture of continuous learning and

knowledge sharing among their employees?
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