Using Knowledge Management to Define Outcomes and Strategies

By Ron Robinson

As Australian public sector agencies achieve their policy Outcomes how do they define and answer new challenges? A knowledge-based study can help define new Outcomes. Knowledge-based strategies can help it acquire robustness and durability and help it deliver relevant Outcomes. 

Moving on from Good Information Management and Processes 

The Outputs (Dept. of Finance) defined by Australian public sector agencies in their Portfolio Budget Statements and intended to help government deliver the Outcomes that their policy requires, are typically produced with the aid of soundly based information management systems. This is not to say that these information systems should remain as they are - indeed the shared systems strategy of the last few years has promoted the use of new FMIS, HRMIS and EDMS. Further, the recently introduced policy on delivering outputs using e-commerce has seen a significant surge in the redevelopment or modification of these and other information systems.

However, while it could be argued that the development and implementation of improved information systems is no trivial task, it could also be argued that these information systems are mostly about better processes and improving productivity of service delivery or policy implementation.

These systems or IM efforts are not directed at the development of new and innovative policy solutions. It takes the knowledge and skills of people to analyse systems data and other information to develop innovative policy solutions ie new Outcomes and strategies for achieving those Outcomes. A knowledge management approach would help this activity.

Why Knowledge Management?

Knowledge management is the developing body of methods, tools, techniques and values through which organisations can confidently develop the capacity to pursue their goals, and grow and develop in an increasingly uncertain environment. It includes sense-making techniques - techniques that enable the organisation to assess incomplete data and information and still develop an understanding of situations that is then expressed in terms that lead to action. (Snowden, 2001)

One way of representing the relationship between information and knowledge (or technology and people) is shown in the following model (adapted from the Johnston model presented by ACIIC ) 

Knowledge management is also based on the understanding that 'organisations are communities of people with a mission', that 'they exist for the communities they serve, the society within which they are embedded, their employees, their customers, and their shareholders.' And that 'they exist for all of these stakeholders, all together, all the time.' (Schneider, 1999)

Considered together these concepts suggest there is a relationship between developing the organisation and its capabilities and strategies, the capabilities of its people, and the use of appropriate knowledge management methods, tools and techniques.  But what are these methods, tools and techniques?

Some KM Methods, Tools, and Techniques

1. Developing an understanding of what we know.

Developing an understanding of what we know helps develop understanding of what can be done. It may be divided (Quinn, Anderson and Finkelstein, 1996) into 

· 'know-how' (how things are done - processes, procedures in manuals and other artefacts, heuristics that help people know how to act when a previously seen pattern of events occurs),   

· 'know-what' (the job-specific, academic and other subject-matter knowledge, experience)

· 'know-why' (the ability to understand the cause-and-effect relationships, what is likely to follow a given action - often also embedded in experience and heuristics), and 

· 'care-why' (the will, the motivation to do the job and grow the business and to protect and nurture other stakeholders).

This understanding may be developed using an assessment of Artefacts, Skills, Heuristics, Experience and Natural talent (the ASHEN technique) (Snowden, 2001).

2. Business and competitive intelligence processes 

This area of managing knowledge is about bringing the outside world into the organisation. It is based on identifying the appropriate external indicators of change, gathering information that this suggests is relevant, organising it, processing it, communicating it, and above all using it to ensure the business develops and continues. (For further definitions of CI, see Fuld, and also Bensoussan,) 

3. Future scenario planning

Future scenario planning is a technique used to help organisations understand and prepare for plausible possible future business and social environments, usually several years (sometimes many years) into the future. It is a way of researching the issues that are likely to affect the level of innovation and hence the level of work and revenue opportunities, identifying those issues that are more likely to influence the business and to prepare for them by monitoring them. It is related to knowing what the key indicators of change are (see business intelligence).

4. Establishment, development and management of alliances

Formally arranged strategic alliances can be used to minimise the risks associated with building new capabilities. (Booz, Allen & Hamilton)

5. Organisational capabilities 

This includes identifying what priority is to be given to the development of capabilities and is often reflected in a Work Skills Framework that is related to performance management. Knowledge management assists with the process of defining the core corporate capabilities (for example communications, customer focus, managing change, improving processes, learning, working together etc). Knowledge management helps understand when these need to change. And knowledge management skills themselves become a corporate capability. (See Centre for Strategic Capability)

6. Organisational development 

The arrangement of roles and responsibilities (ie the structure of the organisation) can be a key to the development of support for achievement of corporate goals. Bureaucratic models work well where the main processes rely on authority and control, and certainty (Pinchot , Gifford & Elizabeth, 1993). Where collaboration and relationships are more important, more flexible and open structures - teams, communities, alliances with other organisations - are needed. 

7. Communities of Contributors

Closely linked to Alliances and Capabilities, this area of knowledge management looks at the relationships between people and the organisation - long-term / short-term and their developmental / supporting roles. It assess how these attributes affect the way different members of the community of contributors (staff, contractors, consultants, owners, clients, suppliers etc) contribute to the performance of the organisation (Saul, 1996). 

8. Communities of practice

Another form of community that knowledge management promotes is the 'community of practice'. Much is being done to understand why people come together voluntarily to learn from each other and to share experiences and insights (Stewart, 1996; Allee, 2001, McDermott, 2001; Hildreth and Kimble, 2000). Typically these communities focus on a profession or special interest. The boundaries are fuzzy and the communities cannot be mandated - they must grow themselves - but they can be supported. They can also be easily snuffed out. 

This is where people discuss issues to do with work and these discussions often lead to the introduction of innovative products or processes - they are where better practice develops.  

9. Cultural fit and cultural development

Management science by definition applies the scientific/engineering approach to the management of organisations. The Taylorist management model is based on Newtonian physics. Key characteristics include methods, re-engineering, balance scorecard, quality management, information, and systems.

An alternative perspective is that an organisation is organic and adaptive (Snowden, 2001). In this perspective, the organisation is seen as 'a unique complex ecology of multiple interdependent and inter-causal units'. Some key characteristics in this perspective include openness, sharing, trust, alliances, learning, adaptive, sense making, leadership, culture, community, and future.

Knowledge management tends to emphasise the organic metaphor, but it recognises the need for both approaches. Some tasks need certainty, control, and rules (this is the area of knowledge in process often thought of as information management)  - others need to be flexible, empowering and creative. 

10. Learning strategies

Learning is conceptually a better fit with organic, adaptive organisations that have an open and sharing culture. Training and instructional techniques fit better with scientific management and more sharply organised cultures based around certainty and control. If both cultures are to be supported the 'learning organisation' strategies need to reflect this - using training and personal development plans as well as creating support for 'communities of practice' that use a learning approach. 

11. Change management

Improving the understanding about what we do helps us understand what we could do. As this happens, people change what they do. But often they need support and/or some changes need careful consideration by others. And nearly always, the other people involved will need help to understand why change is desirable, and with implementation of change. 

The knowledge management field is, as shown in the definition, about change to mitigate against the threats and capitalise on the opportunities arising in an uncertain future. It is about positive change and it uses project management techniques and other change strategies such as visioning, forming coalitions, communities or teams, and empowerment strategies to achieve change.

A knowledge management study

How is this collection of tools and techniques used effectively? Typically a strategy or framework that is consistent with the culture and needs of the organisation is developed by a task force. It may include external consultants and requires access to reference groups, focus groups and the CEO. It involves analysis of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats (SWOT) using the tools noted above.

For example, the techniques relating to "understanding what we know" described above (identifying know how, know what, etc possibly using the ASHEN techniques) would be a starting point.  

As well as using these analysis tools the study would move on to incorporate other phases based on the strategic approach described by Zack (1999). It would include the analysis of what is known, what is being done, what could be done, and strategies for doing these things (ie achieving the new Outcomes). 

It is at this point ie defining the new strategies, that many of the KM tools and techniques listed above can be introduced. For example, business intelligence processes, future scenario planning, alliances, re-casting personnel management to "contributor management", communities of practice and so on can all become strategic tools for delivering Outcomes. 

This process is shown as a cycle because as the tools are introduced, new issues will be found. This is not dissimilar to the policy development cycle defined by Bridgman and Davis (2001). 

Note also that existing (or newly developed) skills frameworks, information inventory, performance reports, project reports (or Balance Scorecard data) and the means by which Business Intelligence is collected are all inputs to the study. Note also that the understanding of people and their knowledge, and the analysis of information parallels the Johnston model. 

Diagram 2 shows the study cycle for the development of Policy Outcomes and Strategy.


The output of such a study is a new set of policy solutions or Outcomes that meet the emerging needs of society, and a new set of strategies for delivering those Outcomes. The strategies will typically be adaptive strategies and will evolve as people adopt them and make them work for all stakeholders. 

They will be knowledge strategies that complement and enhance other corporate improvement initiatives. And it is not a once-off study but the beginning of an improved knowledge-based approach to the sharing of knowledge about and responsibility for achieving new and innovative Outcomes.

Conclusion

Using this approach, the organisation could become a more robust and enduring organisation able to continually capitalise on knowledge. 
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Diagram 1. Modified Johnston Model of Information & Knowledge





Diagram 2. Model of KM in Policy Outcomes and Strategy Development
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