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Knowledge management in the APS: A stocktake and a prospectus

David Stephens(
Introduction

The information system has resulted not in leaner staffs, but in smarter staffs who focus on anticipating the market rather than reacting to it. In fact, because of Inform, Coke puts a higher premium on human thought. Information enables good employees to shine. Information creates accountability. Information eliminates excuses. “The brand planning tool comes with no brains included – you get great information that you add value to,” Tom Long says. “This has raised our expectations of how knowledge should be used. We move from description to explanation. … We take information to new levels of insight.”

This is a senior Coca-Cola executive describing his company’s knowledge management system. If Coke can have this sort of decision support to sell billions of fizzy drinks might it be reasonable for us to have something similar to support decision making about the direction of our nation and the services the Commonwealth Government delivers? 

This paper gives a sketch of the current state of knowledge management in the Australian Public Service and looks at a few possible futures. While I have used the term ‘stocktake’ I am not claiming comprehensiveness. This is partly because of the looseness of terminology in this field: I have looked mainly for self-identified initiatives, so something that was relevant but was not called ‘knowledge management’ or ‘information management’ could well have been missed. 

It is partly, too, because of the size of the topic. To help manage it, I have steered away from reporting on programs that assist the ‘knowledge sector’ of the economy, such as the Knowledge-Based Economy Branch of the Department of Industry, Science and Resources (DISR), e-business promotion in the National Office for the Information Economy and grants from the Industry Research and Development Board to companies to develop knowledge management software. 

My main focus is on what departments and agencies are doing internally to manage knowledge to  achieve their objectives. Let me list the questions I want to try to answer:

1. Who says they are doing knowledge management?

2. What are they doing?

3. Where does knowledge management fit into their ‘big picture’?

4. What’s the future of knowledge management?

5. Why bother anyway?

Some definitions

‘Knowledge’ grows when people blend data and information with their own intuition and experience.
 It includes not only the ‘old knowledge’ that is in people’s heads or the organisation’s databases but also the ‘new knowledge’ that is generated when people work with information from sources like the Internet or when they work together in think tanks or communities of practice.
 It should lead to action. It should add value; it should generate the intellectual capital that allows objectives to be achieved now or in the future. 
‘Knowledge management’ is getting the right knowledge to the right people at the right time to serve the right objectives. (The italicised words are important and I’ll come back to them.) This occurs when people share knowledge or when people access information and knowledge stored in systems. In other words, the transmission belts for knowledge management within organisations are people, individually or in groups and networks, as well as systems like databases, shared drives, groupware, intranets and other creatures of information technology (IT). Knowledge flows more freely through an organisation if its structure is flexible (flat rather than hierarchical, networks rather than stovepipes) and if its culture values knowledge sharing rather than knowledge hoarding. 

Knowledge grows more readily in some individuals and groups than in others, so recruitment (to bring in new people) and reorganisation (to bring together productive people) can be knowledge management tools, as can training (to enhance people’s capacity to access information and grow knowledge) and leadership (by ‘salting’ the organisation with people who are good at accessing information and sharing knowledge and who encourage others to do the same).

Information management relates to the systems part of knowledge management although systems may store and manage knowledge as well as information. 
  
Who says they are doing knowledge management?

I used some knowledge management tools to answer this question. GOLD (www.gold.gov.au), the Government Online Directory, is an online searchable database of names, positions and functions – the Internet Age version of the old Commonwealth Government Directory that was always missing from the Branch bookshelf when you needed it.

If you search GOLD under the ‘function’ heading for ‘knowledge management’ (as I did last on 21 October
) you get only six entries: 

· the Knowledge and Information Management Branch of DISR; 
· the Knowledge and Information Management Project at the Treasury; 

· a knowledge management function under a Director at the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), who reports to the ABS’s Chief Information Officer (CIO) heading its Technology Services Division;

· two entries for knowledge management projects in the Department of Finance and Administration (DOFA) (one of them out-of-date, I think, but the other in the recently-created e-Solutions Group); and

· an SES-level Knowledge Management Committee at DOFA (of which more later).

If you try just ‘knowledge’ under function, you pick up a couple more:

· an information and knowledge services function provided by the Information and Technology Branch of the Attorney-General’s Department (AG’s);

· the Knowledge Staff in the Department of Defence, working to the Department’s Chief Knowledge Officer (CKO). 

If you try ‘knowledge management’ and ‘knowledge’ under ‘position’ and ‘unit’, you also collect a National Manager, Knowledge Team, at Centrelink. If you move on to search all Commonwealth sites from www.fed.gov.au you pick up a little more flavour:

· recognition of knowledge management as an emerging issue in the Public Service and Merit Protection Commissioner’s State of the Service Report for 1998-99;

· research material on knowledge management from the Departments of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts and Education, Training and Youth Affairs (DETYA);

· evidence that the Defence Science and Technology Organisation is trying to develop ‘the knowledge edge’ to support our warfare capacity;

· Austrade setting up its Knowledge Management Team in 1998-99; and

· the Online Action Plan (OAP), September 2000, of the Australian Transaction Reports and Analysis Centre bearing the title ‘Knowledge Management’.

Given the definition problems mentioned earlier, I also tried GOLD under ‘information management’ and ‘information’ and scored functions ranging from what seemed like ‘traditional’ IT delivery and maintenance, rebadged as ‘information management’, to records management units, to marketing and public relations, to comprehensive information service delivery to outside customers (as in an area of ABS). There is also a lot of IT contract management under this heading, as you would expect in the days of outsourcing. 

Given that I wanted to look at how organisations had worked knowledge management into corporate strategy, I then looked for evidence of senior appointments to positions titled ‘Chief Knowledge Officer’ and ‘Chief Information Officer’.
 Air Vice Marshal Nicholson was the only CKO in the APS in October according to GOLD, although DOFA briefly had a CKO, too (of which more later).
 There was a Chief Knowledge Management Officer at DISR. 

While CKOs were thin on the ground, I felt CIOs might be far enough away from ‘hands on’ IT to take a strategic view of information management and that there might be a fair chance that this strategic view would extend to knowledge as well as information. On 21 August, GOLD showed  eight of them, in AusIndustry, Austrade, the Australian Tourist Commission (ATC), the Australian Wheat Board, Centrelink, DETYA, the Family Court of Australia, and the Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs (DIMA). There was also a Deputy CIO in DIMA. Two months later, ABS, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission and Environment Australia (EA) had joined the group of CIOs and the Wheat Board had slipped off the list.

Putting together the information I had from GOLD about those who claimed to be doing knowledge management or who might be doing it under the guise of information management, filtered through my own experience (which gave me a few more names), I compiled a list of twenty agencies to contact, seeking material to help answer my remaining questions. 

The letter is at Attachment A to this paper and the twenty addressees were ABS, Agriculture, Fisheries and Food Australia (AFFA), AG’s, Airservices Australia, AusIndustry, Austrade, ATC, the Australian Taxation Office (ATO), Centrelink, Comcare, Defence, DETYA, DIMA, DISR, DOFA, EA, the Department of Family and Community Services (FACS), the Family Court, the Health Insurance Commission (HIC), and Treasury. 

What are they doing?

I answered this question in relation to my twenty agencies by using the minimal information on GOLD, the patchy content of webpages, and the material provided by the agencies themselves. In some cases, I have reported only what I regarded as the most notable feature or features of what the agency was doing. I have attributed input to agencies rather than individuals. I have updated the information as far as possible to make it current at March 2001. 
ABS

The ABS, of all APS agencies, could be expected to practice information management. The Bureau epitomises data collection and has long used IT to facilitate its statistical services, including online service delivery. ABS’s new OAP is as much a record of achievement as a statement of intention but the Bureau continues to implement information management initiatives to improve its services (statistical metadata management, an output information warehouse for releasable data, an internal automated publishing system, and extensive use of Lotus Notes).
 

It is on the people and culture side, however, that the Bureau is starting to do new things. It is developing a knowledge management strategy to support knowledge sharing, recording and learning from experience, linking and integrating domain-specific knowledge (breaking down the stovepipes restricting the flow of knowledge), and aligning knowledge with planning and processes. It has spent $40 000 on a knowledge audit by Delphi Consulting to check the Bureau’s ‘knowledge management readiness’. Among specific initiatives, the Bureau is promoting new knowledge management behaviours at the individual, work unit and corporate level to encourage knowledge  sharing. At the individual level the Personal Information Management project will encourage officers to improve their own information recording and storing practices. This scheme will be linked to performance management. 

The Bureau is investigating tools for discovering information and expertise embedded in the organisation, as well as using knowledge metrics to understand how information is being used and to demonstrate returns on investment in knowledge. It is upgrading the design of its databases to improve the capture of information and accessibility.

The ABS is following a KPMG-based model of organisational development from knowledge-chaotic, through knowledge-aware, knowledge-enabled, and knowledge-managed (acting on knowledge) to knowledge-centric, where everything created in the organisation is seen explicitly as adding to its knowledge base. The Bureau believes it is now somewhere between knowledge-enabled and knowledge-managed.
 

AG’s

The Department has a draft strategic plan which will lead to a new information management technology infrastructure. It sees information management as being about improving work practices and improving the ways in which information is created, stored and reused. It sees knowledge management, on the other hand, as to do with how people pass on expertise and experience. Part of this is making appropriate information available to them. Better information management is expected to have benefits for knowledge management. The Department has created an Information and Knowledge Services Group to ensure that it maximises its use of technology and gains as much advantage as it can from its computer and information systems. The Department’s Information Management Strategy is being broadened to account for knowledge sharing..
 
Airservices Australia

Airservices provides air traffic control services. Its information management transformation program is built around acquiring new software to facilitate the management of finances, human resources, assets, customer contact, executive information, documents, email and groupware. Rebuilding its information management capacity is seen as a key to realising the full benefits of Airservices’ move towards more commercial operations. It is to complete ‘the “system” transformation of Airservices’. It seeks ‘Software solutions and Infrastructure requirements ONLY’.
 

ATO

The Commissioner of Taxation recognised in 1999 that addressing the challenges of ATO’s environment ‘means [d]eveloping a corporate strategic intelligence capability that assists us to build a viable and sustainable organisation’ and ‘[h]aving the intelligence capability that informs us what is happening in community “hot spots” – such as the cash economy, aggressive tax planning and international issues – as well as the ability to act quickly on that intelligence’.
 These remarks have a knowledge management flavour, although the ATO seems wary of using the term. The term ‘business intelligence’ is seen as having a closer link to ATO objectives although ‘knowledge environment’ and ‘knowledge infrastructure’ do get an airing. A business intelligence capability project report has been completed and work to build this capability is under way.

In an organisation as large as the ATO, there are many things happening that could be called knowledge management. One such is the Knowledge Management System Project to support GST General Technical Advice (GTA). GTA Project staff in April saw their project as one of more than twenty ‘knowledge systems’ operating across the ATO under the headings ‘consolidating projects’, ‘strategic intelligence’ and ‘technical decision making’. The GTA Project itself is an excellent example of internal knowledge management systems being developed to support quality customer service and it includes some innovative work in mapping knowledge networks within ATO (‘who knows what’ and ‘who talks to whom’).
 

ATO has also done some work on corporate portals which has highlighted issues to do with collaboration and the sharing of information where people are dealing with large amounts of structured and unstructured data. An information management strategy is being developed to support the portal.

Austrade

Austrade’s Board has approved a corporate knowledge and information plan. The Executive Summary indicates the Plan will be a sturdy example of the genre. Austrade is developing its knowledge management capacity ‘to deliver quality service to clients and customers’, particularly through Austrade Online, and it recognises how this objective impacts on the organisation as a whole in both people and customer terms. It wants to promote a knowledge-sharing culture within the agency by developing a knowledge directory, better communications links, changes to performance management agreements, senior management leadership, training, promoting good practice, and other means. 

Austrade sees the need to invest to develop its systems to support online services and internal knowledge sharing, to upgrade its intranet, improve its databases and upgrade its research and information function. It also puts technology in perspective, foreshadowing ‘a change in emphasis from storing information to knowing who has knowledge on a subject and/or where information is located’ and it notes that ‘the IT infrastructure exists to support the knowledge and information functions which in turn exist to support Austrade’s business needs’.

Centrelink 
Centrelink has a Knowledge Team (recently rebadged as Knowledge and Enabling Services) under a National Manager working to a CIO. As well as managing corporate functions, the Team ‘ensure[s] that Centrelink develops and demonstrates best practice in all aspects of its operations’.
 Centrelink’s goals and performance indicators emphasise quality customer service based on a service delivery model of customised solutions addressing ‘life events’ such as losing a job, retiring  or having a baby. IT provides essential decision support. This was reflected in one of Centrelink’s ‘business outcomes’ for 1998-99 – to ‘achieve pre-eminent technologies which enable customer access and support decision making and knowledge management’.
 

The Knowledge Team provides 300 000 pages of text to 23 000 desktops to facilitate case management and decision making. A new data warehousing tool has reduced maintenance costs and processing time.
 Information is ‘an asset to provide Centrelink with superior intellectual capital through knowledge systems, data integrity and data processing’.

Centrelink’s stress on technology recognises that it will stand or fall on how efficiently and effectively it processes cases and delivers assistance to clients. The people side of knowledge management is dealt with also, however, through Centrelink’s People Plan 1999-2000 which says that Centrelink's competitive advantage depends on the knowledge and ability of its people and the application of that knowledge and ability to their jobs. This leads to an emphasis on business-focused, competency-based training. Knowledge sharing occurs through an intranet, which includes ‘Ideas that work’, a facility for submitting suggestions on people management, and a ‘rumour mill’ where rumours about the agency can be posted and quashed if necessary.
 

Defence 
Defence talks about ‘the knowledge edge’ – using the resources of the Information Age to support its warfighting capacity.
 It now has a CKO oversighting the Defence Knowledge Staff. The CKO and his staff provide policy direction, advice and capability development for the Defence Information Environment, develop and implement the Defence enterprise architecture, and generally support the knowledge aspects of military operations. The CKO has also created the Defence Knowledge Improvement Team which is expected to evolve into a formalised, established organisation to oversee the continuing improvement of knowledge management within Defence.

The CKO’s other responsibilities are systems (intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance, business and management information, information security, mapping and geospatial information, electronic warfare), policy direction and capability development for corporate applications and infrastructure and for knowledge management, command and control interoperability and compatibility, and ensuring a capability that capitalises on emerging knowledge management technologies, including the development of metadata models and services.

Like Tax, Defence is large enough to have hosted multiple activities under the broad knowledge management heading, as the long list of the CKO’s oversight responsibilities indicates. One of them is CHARIOT, a multi-capability knowledge management platform on the Defence intranet that can be searched with a standard browser to find relevant information. CHARIOT is intended to encourage the recording and sharing of information and provide a directory to tacit knowledge that will allow the establishment of communities of practice. As well, groups such as Support Command and the Defence Acquisition Organisation are setting up their own knowledge management projects and there is a Centre for Business Dynamics and Knowledge Management within the Australian Defence Force Academy. In March 2001, the CKO received a major internal report on knowledge improvement.

DETYA 

DETYA’s corporate plan includes, under ‘Organisational values’, a pledge to ‘actively create, seek and share knowledge and information in our work’
 and this theme flows through to the success factor ‘effective linkages for high quality policy solutions’ with words about increased communication, the innovative use of IT, and sharing research and information across the Department, with external agencies and stakeholders.
 

The DETYA IT plan commits the Department to ‘[d]evelop a knowledge management strategy and framework’ as one of 18 strategies. It lists a number of initiatives ‘related to the broad area of knowledge management’ and covering information storage and retrieval, electronic records 

management, an intranet, an education technology portal, a review of library services and a knowledge management project which will seek ways of accessing and using the tacit knowledge of DETYA officers.
 

The IT plan suggests that the ‘primary knowledge management tool of the Department’
 will be DURIF, an electronic document and records management application that will facilitate search and retrieval, shared data space, improved workflow and more efficient data storage. Knowledge management more broadly is being addressed in DETYA’s strategic planning area by building on five case studies completed in 2000 to identify good practice in knowledge management in the Department. DETYA has also developed an ‘organisational capability’ model where each element (understand, anticipate, create, influence, implement) needs to have a knowledge underpinning.
 
DIMA

The Department applies a business model of data collection (lodging applications), authentication (of claims), assessment (applying legislation to case) and notification (of client) which requires information sharing within the Department and e-business links with clients, including online applications.
 IT architecture implementation in the Department includes various e-business and data warehousing applications, an intranet (trials under way), and, in 2001-04, further database development and knowledge management to ‘[i]ncrease the focus on knowledge assets within DIMA, leading to using knowledge management tools, and establishing a knowledge and skills register’.

DIMA wants ‘to walk before it can run’ on knowledge management, although its proposed ‘information and knowledge management module’ suggests requirements are being thoroughly researched. The principles of knowledge management for DIMA include promoting a knowledge management culture, quality control standards, information capture and integration, information sharing, structured navigation, timeliness, a knowledge register and an information register (not only ‘who knows what’ but also ‘what is kept where’), work groups using groupware, and improved workflow.
 

DISR

Much of the Department’s current knowledge management effort is centred in the creation of ISRNet, an information management capacity to enhance its ability to advise and support Australian industry. Work is underway to demonstrate the potential of existing departmental information holdings to open up new knowledge-generation opportunities. This will require upgrading the Department’s website as well as developing an intranet for sharing information internally. ISRNet implementation tasks include: upgrading servers and browsers to allow distributed web authoring across the Department; improving search capability; applying metadata and getting better links to related sites; new ‘look and feel’ for the website; new information products for the website; technical training and support.

While this activity is being driven by the need to revamp DISR’s web presence, some parts of the Department see the establishment of an effective intranet to share information across DISR as an even more important result of the investment. 

DOFA 

As might be expected, DOFA has both embraced knowledge management (because part of the Department’s role is to be at the leading edge) but taken a hard-nosed approach (stressing value-added). DOFA’s new e-Solutions group is ‘aimed at turning great ideas into business value for a new online DOFA’. The Group brings together the Department’s knowledge management, information delivery and systems capabilities and is intended ‘to deliver the capability and frameworks to get greater value from DOFA’s intellectual capital through online strategies, knowledge management initiatives, and, by taking an end to end approach, to initiate reform of DOFA’s internal and external business processes’.
 Items on its agenda are driven primarily by the Government’s online agenda and include building a DOFA corporate portal for business transactions and access to government information, building a single, easily navigable DOFA webpage, and providing for all DOFA suppliers to be paid electronically.

Hard-nosedness has driven nomenclature and structure. The ‘General Manager, e-Solutions Group’ had previously been styled ‘Chief Knowledge Officer’ but the new name is said to better represent the functions of the position. There was briefly also a Knowledge Management Committee, an SES-level reference committee of the Department’s Management Board, although this has now been dropped on the grounds that it duplicated the work of the Management Board itself.

FACS

The Department still uses the information and technology strategic plan of the former Department of Social Security (although a strategic Knowledge and Information Plan is being developed). The old plan bears the title ‘Knowledge management in DSS’, links knowledge management to corporate objectives (‘helping us to build, manage and use our knowledge to best advantage’) and emphasises both the cultural and technical sides (‘a balance between what we need to change in ourselves, in our behaviour, and what technology we need to support us’).
 

DSS is an enterprise in which intellectual capital and knowledge are key assets. Our competitive advantage comes from effectively using and sharing our knowledge. Knowledge management is not a “technology thing” or a “computer thing” but rather the process whereby knowledge seekers are linked with knowledge sources, and knowledge is transferred. Effective Knowledge Management supports policy formulators, researchers, advisers, and managers (our “knowledge workers”) who create, harvest, share and use information, that is our accumulated, corporate intellectual capital; and improves our efficiency through simple, organised and rapid access to relevant knowledge.

The FACS Executive Board has a Knowledge and Information Committee (K&IC), chaired by a Deputy Secretary and meeting four or five times a year to focus on ‘strategic decisions about key knowledge and information projects (including the information architecture and information investment proposals), strategic management of our knowledge and information assets, developing a strong and high-performing knowledge culture (acknowledging there is some overlap between knowledge and people issues), and promoting and encouraging better use and development of our knowledge and the associated information tools (including monitoring the technological landscape’. The 11 August meeting dealt with online service delivery, document management policy, demonstration projects on knowledge sharing, developing communities of practice, an IT review and an IT architecture working group – a good spread of the technology and people aspects of knowledge management. 

During the year 1999-2000 FACS improved its website, its intranet and Lotus Notes network, and its extranets with service providers and business partners. It provided online advice about welfare reform initiatives and the GST, implemented a devolved web authoring tool across the Department and undertook a comprehensive stocktake of current information assets
 – again all of them respectable examples of knowledge management using IT. Yet at its 13 October meeting the K&IC suggested replacing the term knowledge management with ‘knowledge sharing’ as a  descriptor which was more inclusive of the people side of initiatives in the Department. Communities of practice, use of collaborative tools like Lotus Notes, and upgraded records management systems are continuing to develop.
 

HIC 

The growth of the Internet plus the HIC’s expanded role in providing health information to consumers and practitioners is encouraging the Commission to rethink its business architecture away from its previous emphasis on paying Medicare benefits.
 While it continues to develop e-business enhancements on the payments side, its 1999 strategic plan includes as a key result area ‘exchange of complete, accurate and timely information between the HIC and our customers’ and a ‘national strategic theme’ stressing staff efforts in ‘stimulating strategic thinking and the creation of knowledge within the HIC’.
 The former helped the Commission gain an award for improving health outcomes through the use of technology (Doctor Shopper Information Management System);
 the latter has been expressed in staff training initiatives, a review of web services, greater effort at internal communication, and the establishment of an intranet.
 

The HIC now has a CIO (not yet picked up in GOLD), whose functions are still being defined. While it is ‘still early days’ for the Commission in the knowledge management field there is strong senior executive interest and there will be a lot of stress on cultural aspects and the need to put support systems in place to assist knowledge transfer.
 

Others

AFFA, AusIndustry, ATC, Comcare, EA, the Family Court and Treasury either had minimal current activities in knowledge management or did not respond in sufficient time or detail for me to assess the significance of their activity. (AusIndustry was covered by DISR.)

Where does knowledge management fit into their ‘big picture’?

So a number of things are happening and other things are foreshadowed. The test will be whether the foreshadowed and planned initiatives actually happen and deliver. The language of a lot of the activity reflects the knowledge management literature. Some departments seem to have gone quite deeply into the concept of knowledge management and to have put some thought into what programs are appropriate. But I was interested also in how departments and agencies viewed knowledge management at a strategic level: when they described, in one hundred words or less, what they did, why they did it and how they did it, did knowledge management (or something similar) feature? One indication of how firmly knowledge management had ‘gripped’ in an organisation might be whether it was mentioned in its most succinct statements of purpose or corporate objectives. Recognition at the highest strategic level might also signify that the agency was integrating the people, cultural, structural and systems components of knowledge management.
Very few agencies looked at have yet worked a knowledge management thread into their biggest big picture. One partial exception is the ABS, whose corporate slogan is ‘Informed Decision Making’ and whose ‘Mission’ is ‘We assist and encourage informed decision-making, research and discussion within governments and the community, by providing a high quality, objective and responsive national statistical service’. The ABS, as we have seen, is doing a number of things in knowledge management to help it carry out its data collection and information dissemination role but one assumes it has always had a mission like its current one, long before knowledge management books hit the shelves. 

Among the others, the HIC states its ‘Purpose’ as ‘Improving Australia’s health through payments and information’ and the theme flows through quite nicely to its strategic planning and to the knowledge management actions it is getting under way. Austrade’s draft knowledge and information plan describes Austrade as a ‘knowledge and information based organisation whose main assets are its people and the unique knowledge and information held by both the people and the organisation as a whole’
 and this flavour is starting to come across in its higher level corporate material. 

Further examples are more difficult to find. Centrelink stresses the importance of systems to support its customer service function, being a ‘learning organisation’ to ensure that its people have the skills to work the systems, and sharing knowledge through its intranet, yet these arms don’t quite seem to come together in a strategic concept of knowledge management. Defence seeks ‘the knowledge edge’, but an indication of its place in the scheme of things is that it only comes in at page 46 (of 80) of the Defence Review Discussion Paper after lots of material on the strategic environment, the changing nature of warfare, and strike capability – and a good number of pictures of tanks and ships and planes. (The current work under the CKO may well raise the profile of knowledge management.) DETYA includes some knowledge management rhetoric at the higher levels of its corporate planning material but its own IT plan suggests there is a lack of linkage between these levels and actual projects: ‘There is a need to develop an articulated and agreed organisational response to improve information management across the Department. This organisational response would ensure that information and tacit knowledge is used as a strategic resource in achieving the Department’s vision.’
 DETYA’s IT and strategic planning areas seem to be working separately on knowledge management initiatives. FACS is doing things that look like knowledge management but it is difficult to find knowledge management featuring strongly in recent high level corporate material from FACS. 

I can offer three reasons for this wariness about giving knowledge management a strategic position. First, some departments and agencies could be seeing it primarily as a second level tool or enabler, like IT, a thing or a system to be manipulated rather than an element of the strategic management of the agency. This tendency could be reinforced if knowledge management initiatives are located in IT areas. There are a number of agencies in my list where knowledge management could be described as ‘IT driven’, where it is a plank of the IT strategy (and sometimes not a very wide plank at that) or as something that can be looked at after information management has been revamped. For example, AG’s, DETYA (at least in its IT area), DIMA and probably Centrelink and the HIC.

The ‘IT first’ approach worries me a little. The knowledge management literature suggests that IT is somewhere between 20 and 40 per cent of any knowledge management initiative. I’m nowhere near convinced that IT is the most important 20-40 per cent or that it must come first. There is a risk that, if IT drives, it will cast its shadow before it and knowledge management will always have an IT look, with the strategic context and the people, cultural and structural aspects downplayed. (An organisation like Centrelink may have to be a partial exception: if its systems fall over or fall short, the agency fails in its main role of addressing the needs of its mass clientele. But Centrelink is trying to address the non-IT side as well.)

Even if there are business imperatives to focus first on IT I don’t think there’s much point in having a list of technology-based ‘knowledge management’ projects in an IT plan unless they are set firmly within a strategic concept of knowledge management, which addresses people, culture and structure as well as systems and which is, in turn, linked firmly to the objectives of the organisation. Addressing knowledge management as part of high-level planning will help to link the components of knowledge management and it may also help prevent the ‘left hand/right hand’ problem that seems to be present in some agencies – separate knowledge management initiatives proceeding without contact with each other. This seems to have been the case in the ATO, Defence and DETYA, at least. 

Secondly, knowledge management is not an easy concept to come to grips with. It is meant to bring together people, culture, structure and technology. It should be connected with the organisation’s objectives and it should bring in a requirement to know the organisation’s customers and stakeholders, whether these are other agencies, Ministers, individual recipients of programs or private sector firms. Yet knowledge management is easily characterised as solely ‘a technology thing’ or ‘a computer thing’ (especially if it is being run from the IT area) and relatively ‘low tech’ things – like ensuring that lessons learned from projects are passed on, that research is done on the nature of the organisation’s market, and that people have time and physical space to talk to each other informally about what they are doing, to name a few from a wide spectrum of possibilities – tend to be left out of the picture. 

Thirdly, there are some worries about the term itself. Some people suggest that it is impossible to ‘manage’ knowledge because it is something inside people’s heads. On the other side – and this is harder to come at – there may be something culturally forbidding about the word ‘knowledge’. In a nation that likes to cut down tall poppies (including ‘know-alls’) is being seen to deal in something called ‘knowledge’ culturally questionable? 

What’s the future of knowledge management?

If you read American computing magazines you find the odd article about the problems of knowledge management or even its death. It’s too big, it’s too difficult, it’s a wank, we don’t know where to start, it’s been tackled the wrong way, it’s all a plot by the vendors to sell more gear, etc., etc.
 If all this is true, it would not be the first management trend that has been dying in the northern hemisphere while just catching on in the southern – especially in the Internet Age, where we are told to measure four years of internet time for every one of actual time. I don’t believe it is true, however. I suspect (and hope) knowledge management as a practical concept will not die but will develop – perhaps in unexpected directions, but develop nevertheless. Here are some possibilities and some suggestions for the public sector. They have a flavour of ‘back to basics’.

Getting a strategic view of knowledge management: keeping an eye on the objectives 
There’s a parallel here with risk management, which has developed from something that insurance salesmen dealt with (‘don’t polish those reception area floors too highly in case someone slips and we get sued’) to something that is on a par with strategic planning. Something similar needs to happen with knowledge management. Simply put, strategic planning needs to be about setting your objectives and marking out how to reach them, risk management about negotiating the hurdles that lie across the path to achieving your objectives, and knowledge management about ensuring that you know what you need to know to achieve your objectives. You could then add some of the other disciplines like resource management and leadership to produce a picture something like this:

Figure 1: Knowledge management in a strategic context

Current objectives




Intellectual capital grown



achieved





(capacity to achieve future  









objectives)


RESULTS


Strategic

Risk


Knowledge

Resource 
Leadership

planning

management

management

management







(both new and








old knowledge)

PEOPLE

Knowledge management needs to be seen as one of the key drivers for achieving corporate objectives, now and in the future. The focus on it will sharpen further if it comes to be seen, as in the graphic, as growing the organisation’s assets – it’s intellectual capital – to achieve its objectives in the future.
 The fact that knowledge management isn’t yet seen in this way by most of the organisations that I looked at has prevented them from bringing together at a strategic level the people, IT, structural and cultural aspects of the concept. Knowledge management needs to be the possession neither of IT areas or human resource areas but something dealt with by the organisation as a whole.

Seeing knowledge management as a key driver towards achieving corporate objectives should also lead people to see the inadequacy of the field’s most familiar mantra: ‘getting the right knowledge to the right people at the right time’. We need to preface that with the link to objectives: ‘achieving the right objectives by getting the right knowledge to the right people at the right time’. Any knowledge management initiative needs to start from what it is the organisation wants to achieve. Knowledge management can be overwhelming unless this question is adequately addressed. Knowledge management is a lot more manageable when it targets clearly-defined objectives; it is much more productive to define objectives (at all levels from corporate down to work unit and individual) and organise and augment knowledge to achieve them than to put effort and expense into a knowledge management system and then look for tasks to undertake with it. 

‘Knowledge and learning must always serve the broader aims of the organization. Otherwise it becomes at worst a liability and at best a distraction.’
 Intending knowledge managers need to ask themselves ‘managing knowledge for what?’. Quality customer service? Excellent policy advice? The defence of the nation? Maximising shareholder value? To deliver this program efficiently? To compile the Budget? To complete the list of tasks in our business plan? To do my job properly? Any of these are legitimate answers and most organisations will be able to generate a list of such objectives – if first they ask themselves the crucial question ‘why?’. And how they answer that question will influence the shape of their knowledge management initiatives.

Asking the right questions: four plus one

There are more questions that need to be asked, too: operational and day-to-day questions that can both help establish the structure and direction of a knowledge management initiative and ensure that the promise of knowledge management is fulfilled. They are simple questions mostly but productive nevertheless. If organisations get used to asking them they will find a future in knowledge management.

The first set of four questions could be asked just as easily by someone setting up a continuing knowledge management initiative at the corporate level, by a work unit commencing a complex task, or by an individual composing a reply to a ministerial. They are: 

· What’s our/my objective? 

· What do we need to know to achieve the objective? 

· What do we know now? 

· How do we fill the gap (find out what we don’t know)? 

How the gap is filled will vary greatly from case to case. At the individual level it might involve consulting files (hard copy or electronic), talking to people or pulling something off the Internet. At the work unit or corporate level, the range of possibilities is much wider, perhaps including recruiting new people (someone said the best way of transferring knowledge is recruiting bright people and having them talk to each other), setting up a task force to overcome organisational ‘silos’ restricting knowledge sharing, restructuring the organisation along functional lines, setting up a think tank or nurturing communities of practice to generate new knowledge, identifying and monitoring where knowledge and information resides in the organisation, identifying and encouraging ‘knowledge champions’ who are good at sharing what they know, and training those who need it in how to make best use of their existing knowledge and acquire new knowledge. 

Technology-based initiatives like intranets and yellow pages (‘who knows what, who’s done what, where are they, what qualifications do they have?’) will be more productive if they start by asking these questions, too. On the other hand, intranets constructed on the basis of wish lists of static features are likely to quickly become an unnavigable jungle and out-dated. Useful intranets will be those that flow from a thorough interlinking of corporate and work unit objectives, a logical arrangement of content, a flexible navigation system that reflects differing user needs, and a simple authoring technique.  

The next key question is related and just as important: what sort of knowledge do organisations need? The answer to this question is really just a simple taxonomy of knowledge. It could equally be the charter of a think tank or community of practice, an organising technique for individuals or the basis for the logical structure of an intranet. The taxonomy could also apply to the dialogue between interested individuals that is one of the most effective forms of sharing and generating knowledge in organisations. In each case it describes the types of knowledge that are needed and shared. 

The taxonomy has a number of formulations in the literature.
 A consolidation of them appears below. It is fairly obvious but no less useful for that: 

· knowledge ‘why’: knowledge about corporate vision, objectives and values;

· knowledge ‘what’: factual knowledge that helps achieve objectives and complete tasks;

· knowledge ‘how’: procedural and process knowledge;

· knowledge ‘who’: about who in the organisation possesses particular expertise or skills;

· knowledge ‘where’: knowledge about the location of material in electronic or hard copy repositories;

· knowledge ‘when’: about timetables and deadlines.

When someone asks ‘what do we need to know?’ this list or something like it should structure their next steps.

Pilot projects and priority programs: tackling the ‘too big’ issue

Knowledge management may well prove ‘too big’ if it is tackled all at once. Some knowledge management ambitions conjure up images of platoons of people being sent into warehouses to use grappling hooks and forklifts to wrestle bales of existing knowledge into logical piles. This will be particularly frustrating if lots of the knowledge turns about to not worth keeping, if the effort of gathering it has been so great that no-one feels like going back again to keep it updated (often a problem with intranets and yellow pages directories) or if the resources have been diverted from accessing new knowledge. 

On the other hand, rigorously linking knowledge management to organisational objectives and asking the questions set out above could point organisations towards pilot projects targeting manageable areas or towards high value projects addressing priority programs. For example, if a peacekeeping operation reveals that the Defence Force’s open source intelligence (OSI) capability (its capacity to glean useful information from publicly available material such as the Internet) has fallen way behind its covert intelligence capacity (in other words, too many spooks and not enough surfers) a priority might be to build better OSI capability. Or if a high priority for an organisation is to deliver a particular new program then it could devote resources first to knowledge management initiatives to deliver that program, say, bringing together the people with experience of similar  programs so that their knowledge can be shared, setting up an intranet to support operational decision making with regularly updated material and to exchange drafts, researching characteristics of the target market, and so on. 

Asking the basic questions above at the beginning of initiatives should assist organisations to identify where knowledge needs to be enhanced: there is something that we need to know but don’t; we are OK on why we are doing this and when it is required but we are still putting together a team to do the work (knowledge who) and we will need some of them on board before we can, using their knowledge, establish what to do next and how to do it. And getting some runs on the board is also insurance against the tendency to discard new management concepts when they don’t show a pay-off in less than, say, two years.

Pilot programs are different from mushrooms – in this case, knowledge management initiatives that have sprung up in isolated parts of an organisation because of local interest or the efforts of an enthusiastic individual. Champions are fine but they need to talk to each other and they need to be bound together by a common cause and by a commitment at the corporate level. I noted earlier that there are some agencies suffering from a ‘left hand/right hand’ approach to knowledge management. Initiatives need to be started not just for what they can do for a particular work area but for the benefits they can bring and the lessons they can teach to the organisation as a whole. 

Working backwards from online service delivery: OAPs could drive knowledge management 
Finally, a possible future that links closely to something that is happening already. There are cross-walks from other activities that some organisations don’t see as knowledge management but should. One such is Online Action Plans or OAPs. All relevant agencies were supposed to have them by September 2000 – although about one-third didn’t
 – as part of the Government’s commitment to have all appropriate services online by 2001. The Guidelines for OAPs are a model of how to put services online, down to style requirements and specifications about authentication, disability access and metadata.
 Yet they don’t say much about whether or how the advent of online services will affect the culture and structure of the agency providing them. 

Here are three possible scenarios. First, one would expect that, say, having online a functional directory with individual staff telephone numbers right down the hierarchy would make quite a difference to the daily working life of an officer who is not used to talking direct to customers. Secondly, if agencies follow best practice web design and try to provide a seamless online service (recognising that the customer doesn’t care which work unit provides the service as long as it happens) might there not be pressure to rearrange internal structures to more efficiently deliver the online service? Thirdly, some online services have been launched very warily in other jurisdictions, including in the United States, for fear that systems and resources might be insufficient to cope with the demand. Might the same thing happen here?

The point is that online service delivery for most agencies can’t just be an add-on. It requires some business and cultural re-engineering. The Gartner Group has developed a useful classification of the stages of online service delivery:

1. Basic web presence: publicity material, simple search, links to other sites.

2. Content integration: extensive information, interactivity, personalisation, integrated access, extensive links to internal and external information.

3. Application integration: access to packages such as enterprise resource planning (ERP), customer relationship management (CRM) and databases.

4. Business transformation: support for business to business, extranets, customer and supplier integration, interactions between organisations.

The Gartner stages differ from those in last year’s report from the Auditor-General
 in that they tell us more about the internal impacts of online service delivery: it will require reconfiguring of internal information, software to help with resource planning and customer relations, and access to the organisation’s databases by customers and suppliers who won’t necessarily be familiar with the place’s internal structure. In other words, online service delivery will have an important effect on an organisation’s internal systems for managing data, information and knowledge, as well as on its people – ‘business transformation’ ultimately. Organisations surveyed in Victoria in 1998 recognised this:

Rather than grafting the new [online service delivery] technology onto existing processes (ie. simply automating), organisations recognised that the best approach was to look at re-designing the processes completely to fully exploit the new technology. They commented that the implementation of online service delivery creates new opportunities, capabilities and expectations and it is necessary to review all processes in order to exploit these.

In other words, the growth of online service delivery will force new approaches to knowledge management (and management generally) within agencies. Knowledge needs to be managed to serve the objective of effective online service delivery. (Some of the literature suggests that the re-engineering and reculturing should happen before the services appear on line but let that pass.) Some OAPs do recognise that online service delivery impacts on aspects of management – the ATO, Defence, DETYA and the Departments of Employment, Workplace Relations and Small Business and Health and Aged Care to name a few. 
 As time passes the effects of online service delivery on knowledge management specifically should become more obvious.

Why bother anyway?

Perhaps I should have commenced the paper with this section. Why devote energy and resources to knowledge management? Why invest in systems, re-engineer structures, and reculture? Why try to find out more about your customers and stakeholders? Why try to get the right knowledge to the right people at the right time? Simply put, you should bother with knowledge management because it helps you to achieve your objectives. Davenport and Prusak, two of the gurus, give a longer answer, which I paraphrase: productivity increases; innovations and new ideas are generated; people get the knowledge they need to do their job well; morale is boosted because people see that their knowledge makes a difference; corporate coherence is increased because ideas are being shared and awareness grown; the knowledge stock of the organisation grows; constraining hierarchies are broken down as knowledge is valued regardless of where it originates.

Peter Drucker, another guru, gave a different short answer when he said ‘Knowledge is the only meaningful resource today’. When most of us studied economics at secondary school or university, we were taught that the factors of production were land, labour and capital. From them flowed revenue and profits. By exploiting them, organisations achieved their objectives. Today, we have a different perspective. We have come to speak of ‘the Information Age’ or ‘the knowledge-based economy’. Writers like Drucker encourage us to see knowledge as the fundamental factor. With knowledge, we can obtain the most suitable land, hire the best people, and source capital on the most favourable terms. ‘The only thing that gives an organisation a competitive edge – the only thing that is sustainable – is what it knows; how it uses what it knows; and how fast it can know something new.’

It follows that the nature of management, public or private, has changed, too. Drucker has it that the modern manager should be someone who is responsible for the application and performance of knowledge – our theme of putting knowledge to work to achieve the objectives of the organisation. That seems a good reason to bother. And perhaps, finally, another reason for bothering, undated and from a non-practitioner, but which may strike a chord with public servants particularly: ‘not knowing (or not knowing enough) in the end finds everyone out and makes an unholy mess of causes, aims and aspirations’.
 Coca-Cola certainly knows that; what about the APS?

ATTACHMENT A

Letter to selected agencies

Dear 

On 20 November, I am presenting a paper at a Conference of the Institute of Public Administration Australia (ACT Division) on the topic “Knowledge Management in the APS: a Stocktake and a Perspective”. 

To assist me with examples, I would appreciate it if you could provide me with:

1. copies of corporate plans, business plans and IT strategic plans of your agency – or an indication of where this information can be found on your agency’s website;

2. your agency’s current definitions of the terms “knowledge management” and “information management”;

3. copies of speeches or papers that may illustrate your agency’s approach to knowledge and/or information management;

4. charters of any committees or boards set up in your agency to address knowledge and/or information management;

5. current financial resourcing and staffing figures for the knowledge and/or information management functions in your agency; and

6. names of software packages currently in use in your agency for knowledge and/or information management.

It would assist my timing if the above information could be provided by 16 October.

I appreciate your assistance. If you have any questions, I can be contacted on the numbers below.

Yours sincerely

David Stephens

27 September 2000

Acknowledgement: I thank the agencies who considered my request for assistance and particularly those who went out of their way in crowded schedules to provide substantive responses. To those organisations whom I did not ask but who had a story to tell, I apologise. 

IntellCap  (Intellectual Capital A.C.T. Pty Ltd) and Dr David Stephens

IntellCap is a small consulting firm based in Canberra, A.C.T., Australia. Dr David Stephens is our Principal.  

Our aim is to help you make the most of your intangible assets – the human, organisational and stakeholder capital that can enable your organisation to achieve its objectives. In other words, we focus on ‘knowledge adding value’. We provide services at a number of points in the ‘knowledge chain’: public policy consulting; policy research, particularly using Internet and on-line sources; knowledge management; recruitment; writing and editing.

Our Principal, Dr David Stephens, has thirty years of experience in research and analysis, including nearly twenty years in the Australian Public Service working on broadcasting policy, corporate planning, risk management and corporate governance, government business enterprise accountability (including rate of return targeting and value-based management), intermodal transport, infrastructure funding, benchmarking, competition policy, access to government information, and whole-of-government policies impacting on departments and agencies. He also researched and wrote many speeches for Ministers and departmental executives on policy and management subjects.

Since leaving the Service, Dr Stephens has done policy research and political strategy for a national professional organisation, undertaken Internet searches for a number of clients, participated in forums on knowledge management for the Australian Defence Force Academy, the A.C.T. Knowledge Management Forum and the Institute of Public Administration Australia, written newspaper articles, and assisted many organisations with recruitment exercises. He has worked with local firm Cubok Interactives (www.cubok.com) on website and intranet development for two Government agencies, he does public policy consulting for two national industry associations and he is on a panel of consultants for Queensland Transport, having last year completed a task for this department on the rail industry. 

Dr Stephens is Canberra Associate of The Delphi Group (www.delphigroup.com.au), based in Boston, rated ‘most-mentioned knowledge management analysts’ by Knowledge Management Magazine in December 1999.

Dr Stephens has published a dozen articles in academic journals as well as writing and editing  Government reports and discussion papers. He is a member of the Academy of Political Science (New York), the A.C.T. Knowledge Management Forum, the Institute of Public Administration Australia, and the Society of Competitive Intelligence Professionals.

Contact details:

Dr David Stephens
Principal
IntellCap
104 Jaeger Circuit
SOUTH BRUCE  ACT  2617
Australia
ph:  61 2 6251 5842, 61 2 6251 0850

fax: 61 2 6251 0850
mobile:   041 386 7972
www.intellcap.com.au (Internet search service)

davids@intellcap.com.au
( Dr Stephens had 19 years in the APS, mainly in Transport and Communications, before leaving in 1998 to establish a small consulting company, IntellCap (Intellectual Capital A.C.T. Pty Ltd). He specialises in knowledge management, including website development, and aspects of public policy. He is a member of the ACT Knowledge Management Forum. He is Canberra Associate of The Delphi Group, an international knowledge management consultancy.
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