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Components of a Knowledge Management Strategy 
 

When considering the development of a Knowledge Management Strategy, as with any innovation, the best rule is often to start with modest projects: big bang approaches, unless well resourced and informed by detailed and fully evaluated pilots are very risky, and an incremental approach, building up confidence and expertise through a series of small, self-contained but complementary projects may be a safer approach. In political terms, an incremental, rather than a revolutionary approach is more likely to succeed.  Knowledge management is often more an iterative process of continuous development, rather than a whole scale overhaul: build on bite-sized practical, manageable changes, and as these prove their worth, introduce bigger initiatives. However, when you get to large-scale projects, do test the water with a pilot.
A knowledge management strategy has three main components:
People: this includes not only individual behaviours, such as willingness to share knowledge, but also the organisational culture: is it a case of “open government” of the Official Secrets Act?
Processes: within the organisation for the creation and sharing of knowledge and the infrastructure which support these activities, covering issues such as the balance between collaboration and competition among the various sections.

Technology: this can operate at two levels:

-  Mechanisms for the organisation, storage and access of  explicit knowledge (e.g. electronic libraries and databases)
-  Communication tools for sharing tacit knowledge between people (e.g. intranets, groupware or video conferencing).
Your strategy may well be subject to close scrutiny, so to persuade key players of the virtues of knowledge management, you may need more detailed analyses, covering issues like:
-  Cost: knowledge management will use time and resources, but ignorance comes with its own price!
-  How solutions will involve both people and technology: knowledge management is about more than unveiling the latest software.
-  The fact that sharing and using knowledge may not always be first nature: some of us may be “information hoarders.”
-  Accessing knowledge is the first, but not the only step: you need to show how your strategy moves on from content to process.
-  How to provide information “harvesting” in the form of detailed debriefing of staff who are retiring or moving on to other posts, to make sure that important, but informal, knowledge is not lost when they leave.
There are ten key stages in a knowledge management strategy:
1. Conducting a knowledge audit
This covers the over-lapping areas of information audit (the information needs, uses and flows within your organisation); staff skills audit (in areas such as literature searching and critical appraisal); and communication channels audit. The output should be a stock take of what your organisation has in these areas and what it does with them, up to the level of internal knowledge flows. A suitable technique for this might be to interview representative staff from all levels in the organisation, generating qualitative and quantitative data.
2. Knowledge mapping
This broadens out beyond the organisation, to look at knowledge flows to and from other organisations, in terms of external providers, users and resources.
3. A knowledge sharing network
Many organisations have day-to-day information needs, to which many staff need fairly frequent access. Such information can range from purely local items, such as departmental telephone numbers, up to key national policy documents. Such needs can be met by “Information Zones” or frequently asked question sections on organisational web-pages. The provision of such information, or links to appropriate sources, is another key step in formulating a knowledge management strategy.
4. Compiling a database of expertise
There are now many databases of explicit formal knowledge, such as NICE appraisals and the Cochrane library. However, these will fail to capture more ephemeral tacit knowledge, of who in the organisation possesses specific skills or aptitudes.  Soft ware (e.g. DBTextwords) can allow you to capture such internal information, although access may be limited by local or national rules on privacy.
5. Scanning the environment
A number or surgeons often talk about using an interesting instrument called the “retro-spectoscope,”  a sort of U-shaped tube, allowing you to see round corners in time, through which all disasters can be clearly foretold. Unfortunately, this useful tool is not yet on the market.  Some changes are, of course, completely un-predictable (such as just about any form of adverse weather in the UK!), but for many other environmental changes, it is possible to make intelligent guesses.  Many organisations now realise that, in a rapidly changing world, being well adapted to the current environment is no longer enough to secure long term survival…..you  have to think about what might be round the next corner. A number of bodies now consider it worth devoting resources to “horizon scanning,” looking both for clouds (threats) and desert islands (opportunities). NICE, for instance, uses this technique to keep a weather eye out for new and emerging medical treatments and technologies. Such scanning can cover various potential changes in the environment, such as markets and products; technology; emerging policy; competitors; issues around workforce recruitment and retention.
6. Creating learning networks
New technology not only “automates” traditional information handling processes, like indexing, but it creates new opportunities for collaboration and networked learning, using applications like e-mail discussion groups for asynchronous learning; bulletin boards and chat rooms for “real-time learning;” and shared files for joint document editing. Such learning can range from formal courses, with tutors “facilitating” on line and links to webpages acting as keynote speeches and resources, through to informal communities, using e-mail to pose and answer questions.
7. Measuring knowledge capital
Knowledge management addresses resources, but often deals with intangible assets. Knowledge managers must therefore use concrete examples of where the investment in the process pays off in terms of benefits at both individual and organisational levels.  Traditional cost-benefit analyses (“we put x pounds in, what do we get for our money?”) may however be too blunt tools to measure impact. Risk management and significant event audits (“what is the potential impact of not having this information when we need it?”), may be better measures, or you could adopt an incremental approach: “what does this information add to the usefulness of what we already have?”
8. Organising and classifying knowledge
Modern technology has not released us from the need for consistent indexing. Although many databases will support free text searching, in most cases more effective searching will result from informed use of the internal indexing systems, such as MeSH for Medline.
9. Creating a “knowledge officer.”
Most organisations now accept that they need accountable heads of departments like finance and personnel. The idea of a “knowledge officer,” responsible for how the organisation manages and applies its knowledge, is a newer concept. The remit of such a post might include appraising  and editing new knowledge for local conditions, to make sure that what is supplied to end users is current, comprehensible and trustworthy. Another key rôle may be moving information supply from  push (“Here’s all the latest research, even if most of it not relevant to you,” leading to information overload), and towards information pull, where users “pull down” specific items of information they need for immediate tasks.
10. Conducting  entry briefings and exit debriefings
Many organisations create records for specific purposes, and then forget about them. So, many staff may produce CVs and publication records for promotions or annual appraisals, but then such documents get filed away, without capitalising on the information they hold to achieve organisational objectives. Staff who are leaving may similarly have important observations on the strengths and weaknesses of the organisation, and if no-one bothers to elicit such insights, they may be lost…..or pass into the hands of competitors. Such organisational “know how” may be particularly vulnerable at times of mergers and re-organisations.
Finally, here are two techniques which are sometimes useful in developing knowledge management strategies:
1. Communities of practice
One technique for fostering knowledge management development  may be to through “communities of practice,” or groups with shared visions, who can collaboratively extend their expertise, although such groups are often informal, voluntary and fluid in their membership. Since they may also be very dispersed, they are often “virtual” communities, using electronic communication, and rarely, maybe never, meeting face-to-face. They may however exploit such technologies as joint working on documents in shared files, bulletin boards and chat rooms for “real time” interaction. Such groups however often pass through a four stage life-cycle of: potential (forging connections); building (developing memory and context); engaging (involving access and learning); and activity (dealing with collaborative tasks). These four stages roughly correspond to the forming, storming, norming and performing stages of face-to-face groups.
2. After-action reviews (AAR)
These are not post-mortems to apportion blame, but rather educational analyses at the end of a project to explore:
-  What happened?
-  Why it happened?
-  What succeeded?
-  What still needs working on?
The main value is to capture and record tacit knowledge before the project team disbands, or forgets. Ideally, the messages should be disseminated, with the object of affecting practice, soon after the project reaches its conclusion. AARs can range from an informal five-minute de-briefing up to a fully documented whole day event. Essentially, these reviews can occur at one of three levels:

A formal AAR: a planned meeting, producing a written record, attended by all the key players as soon as convenient at the end of a major project, with a facilitator who was not closely involved in the project. The meeting should build on the project aims and objectives, possibly with a flow chart to see how well it achieved these, starting with positive outcomes.
An informal AAR: tends to be conducted after a much smaller event, with less preparation and documentation, or may occur at various stages during a larger project, involving just a few staff.
A Personal AAR: may be a simple personal reflection, exploring how you could achieve daily tasks more effectively.
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