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What is Knowledge Management?
 
There is much debate over the use of this phrase, particularly when related to health care.  It is generally viewed as a term associated with business and industry, a buzzword, irrelevant to health care.  However, the principles of knowledge management have been applied in health for many years, but under different terms, such as learning from good practice, care pathways, ward rounds.  These are all examples of knowledge management in clinical environments; situations which allow health professionals to share what they know, to elicit the best wisdom from a combination of experts, so that the best decision is made regarding the care of the patient.
 
With many definitions of knowledge management available, it is generally agreed that people are a key component.  Arthur Andersen, one of the largest accounting/consulting firms in the USA, came up with the following equation:

 K=(P+I)S, where Knowledge = People connected by technology to allow the Sharing of Information (Probst et al, 2000)

emphasising the use of technology in bridging the gaps across geographical distances to facilitate knowledge-sharing.

One of the most popular definitions is provided by Royal Dutch/Shell:

“The capabilities by which communities within an organisation capture the knowledge that is critical to them, constantly improve it and make it available in the most effective manner to those people who need it, so that they can exploit it creatively to add value as a normal part of their work.” (Royal Dutch/Shell as reported in BSI, PAS 2001)

Within health care this could translate to:

“The way in which multi-disciplinary teams, working in health care, harvest the personal expertise that is essential to patient safety, learn from it, adapt it to local situations and individual patients, and distribute it via reliable networks to the people caring for the patients, so that they can use it to improve the quality of care delivered.”

Knowledge management is about:

· co-ordinating experts in a particular specialism;
· giving them resources to collaborate,
· enabling clinicians to discuss the best treatment methods and reach a consensus, based on explicit knowledge and personal experience,
· disseminating it in a validated, robust format, such as a guideline.
What is the difference between information management and knowledge management?

There are two types of knowledge:

· Explicit knowledge – is knowledge that has been documented and stored in paper and/or electronic format.  Examples include books, journal articles, essays, reports, guidelines, etc.
· Tacit knowledge – is the knowledge that individuals have gained through experience, and tends to be stored in their heads, unless an efficient knowledge sharing culture is in place in the organisation.
Information management refers to the retrieval, collation, storage and dissemination of explicit knowledge.  Knowledge management is more concerned with tacit knowledge, with harvesting knowledge from individuals, presenting it in a format that can be shared with others, and encouraging people to build on what has already happened, learning from past events.

Why is knowledge management so important?

Particularly in health care, time and resources are wasted because different teams are repeating the same practices and developing new methods over and over again, rather than sharing what they know over reliable national networks.

Knowledge management is an extension of evidence-based medicine, which draws on the documented evidence of treatment effectiveness to calculate the best care for the patient.  Patients are individuals, and may react to treatments in different ways.  Only health professionals at the frontline are aware of these adverse incidents, and they need to make sure that this knowledge that is locally specific (but possibly applicable to other localities) is documented and passed on via robust systems to other clinicians facing similar situations.

What are the benefits of knowledge management?

Sharing knowledge of lessons learned offers staff, patients, and the NHS as an organisation, numerous benefits, including:

· improved patient care, patient safety and ultimately patient satisfaction;

· increased motivation with the fact that everyone is working together, and better results are being achieved;

· team-building, across the nation and across the globe;

· opportunities for research and innovation, with the new networks being built across the specialisms;

· increased learning opportunities, via new links with staff from other organisations;

· efficient health care systems, both in terms of effectiveness of treatments and cost effectiveness, because health care staff are working out the most effective way of treating patients and carrying out routine tasks, creating a reduction in duplication;

· better communication, with appropriate IT systems in place, health professionals can communicate via email, face-to-face, weblogs, etc;

· more informed decision-making by learning from others.

What is needed to nurture a knowledge-sharing culture?

The following are the key attributes required to build a knowledge-sharing ethos within the organisation:

· Trust - unfortunately, in many organisations, there is still the belief that “knowledge is power” and that can make people reluctant to share what they know, so trust is integral to a successful knowledge management strategy.

· Lessons learned - people are also unwilling to share experiences of things that have gone wrong, but again, this is vital because otherwise how will others learn from those mistakes, which if repeated could result in poor patient care and/or waste of resources?

· Environment – a physical or a virtual environment is needed, where people can meet and share ideas and develop new ones.

· Networks – systems need to be put in place so that people can disseminate what they have to share.  These can be quite simple, such as a weblog, or a newsletter, but also more complicated, with space allocated for these activities on the organisation’s Intranet.

· Time and opportunities – people need to have time in their day to reflect on what has taken place, to meet with colleagues, and to attend events where they can increase knowledge levels.

· Encouragement – new ideas must be received with enthusiasm where only constructive criticism is acceptable.

· Support from senior management – support from those leading the organisation facilitates the building of a knowledge-sharing culture.  If the managers have a positive attitude to knowledge management, employees are more likely to accept and implement the strategy.

Where do I start?

The Specialist Library for Knowledge Management is a good place to start, because it provides links to a range of useful resources, including:

· Knowledge and information Skills Toolkit (KIST©)
This piece of software has been developed by TFPL, the London-based advisory and recruitment firm, specialising in knowledge management.  KIST© allows individuals, teams and organisations to work out what skills are needed, and where the gaps are.  It then offers advice on developing the weaker areas.
· Knowledge Management Communities
There are a number of communities available, and these can be accessed via the Specialist Library:
· Talking Knowledge Management is a weblog, and has been created to talk about issues relevant to the sharing of knowledge in the NHS.  The blog can be viewed at: http://talkingkm.blogspot.com/ and anyone interested in joining, can use an existing password at www.blogger.com or contact Talking KM to obtain more details.

· NIMHE (National Institute for Mental Health in England) Knowledge Community has set up an online knowledge community, a shared space where people can exchange knowledge, information and experiences relating to any aspect of mental health.  The community is aimed at anyone with an interest or responsibility in mental health, including those who use mental health services, their family and friends.  To request membership, apply here or contact the organisation for more details.

· KIMNET is a community set up by ASLIB (the Association for Information Management).  KIMNET stands for ‘Knowledge and Information Management Network’ and the group focuses on the practical issues of Managing Knowledge.
Meeting/talking to other people who have already implemented knowledge management strategies in their organisation is a good, simple way to find out how to start.  Evidence showing what has worked in other organisations, could provide the impetus to create a knowledge-sharing environment.

Examples of knowledge management in the NHS:

The Modernisation Agency Clinical Governance Support Unit have produced Lesson Cards, which contain the experiences and learning from the work of teams in the NHS, and Eurekas, which are examples of service improvements, and how they have been implemented.

Where can I find out more?

The following resources contain more information on knowledge management:

Web-sites

Specialist Library for Knowledge Management

http://www.nelh.nhs.uk/knowledge_management
OpenClinical

http://www.openclinical.org/home.html
Total KM

http://www.totalkm.com/home.shtml
Gurteen Knowledge Site

http://www.gurteen.com
Knowledge Management Resource Centre

http://www.kmresource.com/exp.htm
Articles

Knowledge management in evidence-based healthcare: issues raised when specialist information services search for the evidence. Fennessy, G.  Health Informatics Journal, 2001, 7(1), 4-7

The role of libraries in the knowledge economy. Hayes, H.  Serials, 2004, 17(3), 231-238

Knowledge management in the NHS: positioning the healthcare librarian at the knowledge intersection. Keeling, C and Lambert, S.  Health Information and Libraries Journal, 2000, 17(3) 136-143

Embedding knowledge management in the NHS south-west: pragmatic first steps for a practical concept. Plaice, C and Kitch, P.  Health Information and Libraries Journal, 2003, 20 (2), 75-85

Knowledge management: something old, something new! Sandars J.  Work Based Learning in Primary Care, 2004, 2 (1), 9-17

Knowledge management. Sensky, T.  Advances in Psychiatric Treatment, 2002, 8 (5), 387-396

Books

Clinical Knowledge and Practice in the Information Age: A Handbook for Health Professionals by Jeremy C Wyatt (2001). London: Royal Society of Medicine Press Ltd

The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Knowledge Management, by Melissie Clemmons Rumizen (2002) US: Alpha Books

Exploiting Knowledge in Health Services. edited by Graham Walton and Andrew Booth (2004). London: Facet Publishing

Managing Knowledge in Health Services edited by Andrew Booth and Graham Walton (2000) London: Library Association Publishing. Out of print, but freely available online here.
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