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Summary
Knowledge management (KM) or knowledge sharing (KS) has moved rapidly through the larger
private sector companies in recent years. At the initiative of the World Bank (1998) knowledge
became linked not just to business but to development, through the World Development Report
for 1998-9 Knowledge for Development. Along with several other bilateral agencies, such as
DFID (UK) and CIDA (Canada), Switzerland’s SDC became interested in KM, and it has since
June 2001 undertaken a number of initiatives to share knowledge within the organisation.1 KM &
KS have also appeared in non-governmental organisations such as OXFAM and Tearfund.2
The challenge for this workshop, and for today’s session, is what the KM & KS movement might
mean for institutions whose primary purpose is education and training. Understandably, the
attraction of KM & KS for the corporate sector was to make staff more efficient, and to increase
company profits by exploiting the underused knowledge resources embedded in the employees.
The bottom line was the dollar. With development organisations, the motive had to be different
since their objective was the alleviation of poverty in the developing world rather than profit. For
such bodies, by contrast, a key motive in their use of KM & KS has been the need to make
available rapidly to their staff scattered across many countries the lessons of best practice.
These organisations generate an enormous quantity of information & knowledge via surveys,
feasibility studies, evaluations, consultancies, as well as commissioned research. One of their
constant challenges is ensuring that the best advice is available to their heaquarters and their
field staff. More effective KM and KS are seen to play a role here.
But when it comes to education and training institutions, paradoxically, it would appear that there
has been less thinking about the potential of KM and KS, apart from the work of Gibbons et al
(1994) on the new modes of knowledge production. What, therefore, this morning’s workshop
will seek to develop, both in the plenary sessions and in the working groups, is some account of
how the KM and KS revolution might be relevant to education and training institutions.
Amongst the subjects to be addressed by plenary and working group sessions are the following:
•

As education and training centres are almost by definition ‘knowledge-based institutions’, is
there really any need for KM and KS? In other words, do educational institutions already
have a culture of knowledge-sharing?

•

Is knowledge-sharing actually privileged and rewarded in academic institutions? In many
such institutions, the real kudos is derived from success in competitive research funding and
highly selective publication in the ‘best’ journals. Activities such as routine dissemination of
research through bulletins, or good teaching and student supervision are frequently held to
be valuable but are not rewarded in the manner of funded research.

•

Communities of practice or thematic groups or informal knowledge networks appear to play a
vital role in KM and KS in both the private sector as well as in development organisations.
What, if any, is their counterpart in the world of academic education and training? Obviously
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the formal professional associations do not really meet this need for more informal knowledge sharing.
•

In many organisations, the intranet (which is not open to the wider public) has played a key
role in building knowledge sharing as well as greater efficiency across the organisation. This
seems to be absent in academic institutions. Is this because they are very open organisations or for other reasons? Communication from the leadership of academic organisations to
regular staff is perhaps less open than is often thought?

•

Yellow pages or directories of staff expertise have also played a role in both the private sector and development assistance bodies. By contrast, such directories of staff expertise seem
to hold little value in academic institutions. Is this because such directories are valuable for
the identification of consultancy capacity, and this is less well regarded than research?

•

The role of web-sites whether of departments or of individuals is likely to be rather different
in academic as compared to corporate or development organisations.

•

Information and communications technology (ICT) has been central to the KM/KS revolution.
It has the potential to turn organisations upside down and inside out (Box 2001). Arguably,
ICT has made little change to the hierarchies of education institutions, though it has altered
some of the methods of study and research.

Other dimensions of KM/KS will also be examined for their application to educational institutions.
____________________
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