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What is Knowledge Management? 

While researching knowledge management, one thing I found that most of the reading 

agree on is that there is not a universal definition of knowledge management.  In this paper, I 

will take a look at the history and development of knowledge management, explore several 

different definitions of knowledge management and use that information to put together what I 

feel is the definition of knowledge management.    

  

History and Development of Knowledge Management 

Just as there are many definitions of knowledge management, there are just as many 

theories regarding the origin of knowledge management.   The concept of knowledge 

management has a long history and can be traced back over fifty years when in the 1960’s the 

term knowledge worker was coined.  Some feel that knowledge management wasn’t developed 

but is just a “re-badging” of earlier information and data management methods. (Prusak, 2001).   

One theory that helped shape the development of knowledge management was Nobel 

Prize-winning economist Kenneth Arrow’s 1962 article, “Learning by Doing.” (Prusak, 2001) The 

idea behind this concept is the more we do something, the better, faster and accurate we get at 

it.  The learning process is improved if we practice “Learning by Doing.”    

One issue that help lead to the development of knowledge management is how to 

account for significant performance variation.  Performance variation happens when different 

locations or areas of the same corporation who all have access to the same information and 

technology performance differs significantly.   We learned of this concept in the reading 

“Disseminating Innovations in Health Care” in the example a few obstetricians and nurses 

reduced the rate of cesarean deliveries, but the rates remained high for other obstetricians in 



the hospital.   (Berwick, 2003) What could have contributed to this gap in cesarean deliveries? 

After all, they had the same resources and the same training; one reason could be the tacit 

knowledge shared by that group of obstetricians and nurses.   

Still, others theorize that Knowledge Management was developed by consultants after 

the re-engineering movement started to decline.   

The term Knowledge Management did not occur until 1986 when the concept of 

‘Management of Knowledge: Perspectives of a New Opportunity’ was introduced in a keynote 

address at a European management conference.  In 1987 the first Knowledge Management 

book was published in Europe.  (Wiig, 1997) From 1986 until 1996 there wasn’t much traction 

around the concept until 1997 when the growth outpaced itself every year until 2002 when it 

started to slow.  The reason believed for such a growth in knowledge management is due to 

the improvements in information and communications technologies.  These technological 

improvements have made it possible to transmit large quantities of information with little or no 

cost.  Knowledge management helps address the question of “Does this information really help 

me and is this the best way to get it?”  (Bukowitz & Williams, 1999) 

According to Laurence Prusak a manager with IBM Knowledge Management, the birth of 

Knowledge Management happened in early 1993 at a Knowledge Management conference in 

Boston coordinated by colleagues and himself. This was said to be the first conference that was 

devoted to knowledge management and had 150 people in attendance.   (Prusak, 2001)   As 

we have seen, before 1993 there had been interest in the concept of knowledge management, 

but the Boston conference was the first time a group had gathered to talk about the idea 

collectively.   



Today knowledge management has moved beyond a theory and is now an important 

part of business structure; KM can help businesses with issues related to losing key staff.   

A survey of European firms by KPMG Peat Marwick found that almost half of the companies 

reported having suffered a significant setback from losing key staff with 43% experiencing 

impaired client or supplier relations and 13% facing a loss of income because of the departure 

of a single employee. (Alavi & Leidner, 2001) 

Another issue that Knowledge Management can help companies address is locating and 

applying knowledge within their own establishments.   

Many organizations believed that much of the knowledge they needed existed inside the 

organization, but that identifying that it existed, finding it, and leveraging it remained 

problematic. Such problems maintaining, locating, and applying knowledge have led to 

systematic attempts to manage knowledge (Alavi & Leidner, 2001) 

Some of the earliest trailblazers in Knowledge Management included companies such as 

General Motors, Hughes Aerospace, Merck, Xerox, Hewlett Packard and IBM.   (Prusak, 2001)  

 

Knowledge Management Definition One: 

According to Prusak, knowledge management is a “substantive response to real social 

and economic trends, these trends being globalization, ubiquitous computing, and the 

knowledge-centric view of the firm.” (Prusak, 2001)  He feels that globalization would have the 

largest impact on knowledge management.  Prusak was concerned that if knowledge 

management was not defined and structured properly, it would become a code word or 

hijacked by others and would go the way of restructuring.   



The three practices that he felt “that have brought the most content and energy to 

knowledge management are information management, the quality movement, and the human 

factors/human capital movement.” (Prusak, 2001) 

Information Management-Information management developed during the seventies 

and eighties and is a subset of information science and information technology.  Information 

management focuses on how information (meaning documents, data, and structured messages) 

is managed independently of technology. Information management shows that information is 

not created equal, that different types of information have different values and need to be 

handled differently. (Prusak, 2001) 

Quality Movement-The quality movement focused significantly on internal customers, 

overt processes, and shared transparent goals. The quality movement has been met with 

considerable success.  It has saved firms and industries from being replaced and contributed 

“valuable and sustainable concepts, vocabularies, and work processes” to increase 

organizational effectiveness.  (Prusak, 2001) 

Human Capital- Human capital deals with the education and training of employees.  

When a corporation invests in education and training for their employees, they see a higher 

level of worker productivity, skills development, and innovation.  Many organizations have not 

embraced the concept and continue to think of their employees and their education programs 

as expenses rather than investments.  The difference between the practice of human capital 

and the other two processes is that human capital focuses on the individual where the other 

deal with groups and networks.  (Prusak, 2001) 

 

 



Knowledge Management Definition Two: 

Wiig wrote that “knowledge management, far from being a management ‘fad,' is broad, multi-

dimensional and covers most aspects of the enterprise’s activities.”  The overall purpose of 

knowledge management “is to maximize the enterprise’s knowledge-related effectiveness and 

returns from its knowledge assets and to renew them constantly.” (Wiig, 1997) 

  According to Wiig, there are two objectives to knowledge management, the first being 

“to make the enterprise act as intelligently as possible to secure its viability and overall 

success.”  The second is “to otherwise realize the best value of its knowledge assets.” (Wiig, 

1997) To reach these objectives organizations must build, organize and use knowledge assets 

effectively. 

In Wiigs definition,  knowledge management consists of four components:  

  1. Top-down monitoring and facilitation of knowledge-related activities 

2. Creation and maintenance of the knowledge infrastructure 

3. Renewing, organizing, and transforming knowledge assets 

4. Leveraging (using) knowledge assets to realize their value  (Wiig, 1997) 

 

Knowledge Management Definition Three:   

In the Knowledge Management field book, before defining knowledge management, the 

authors first talked about the principles on which they developed knowledge management.  For 

them, knowledge management was developed from the principle that the knowledge held 

within an organization including “staff expertise and experience, data files and development 



processes,” (Bukowitz & Williams, 2000) are important resources that can improve the 

organization’s productivity, creativity, and profits.  

Knowledge management requires an enormous cultural change component designed to 

create an environment in which information is shared freely within the organization. 

They define knowledge management as “the process by which the organization 

generates wealth from its intellectual or knowledge-based assets.”   (Bukowitz & Williams, 

2000) Wealth results when an organization does two things, use knowledge to create more 

efficient and effective processes and uses knowledge to create customer value.  Wealth is 

generated by lowering cost and/or reducing cycle time.    

 The functions of knowledge management, are to:  

1. create more efficient and effective processes 

2. create customer value  

3. boost innovation and promote the development of unique market offerings (Bukowitz & 

Williams, 2000) 

For Bukowitz & Williams, knowledge management is concerned with all forms of knowledge 

like explicit and tacit.  In explaining the distinction between the two, they describe explicit 

knowledge as “knowledge that the individual knows she knows,” while tacit knowledge is 

“knowledge that the individual does not know she knows because it has become embedded in 

the way she works.” (Bukowitz & Williams, 2000)  With both types of knowledge, the basic 

challenge is to find ways of capturing and sharing knowledge with others who need it. With 

tacit knowledge, there is the additional task of bringing the information “to a more conscious 

level.” (Bukowitz & Williams, 2000)  

 



 

 

Knowledge Management Definition Four 

The last definition for knowledge management is quite a mouthful; knowledge management is 

defined as:  

The planned, structured approach to manage the creation, sharing, harvesting and leveraging 

of knowledge as an organizational asset, to enhance a company’s ability, speed, and 

effectiveness in delivering products for the benefit of clients, in line with its business strategy. 

(du Plessis, 2007) 

Knowledge management happens on three levels, namely the “ individual level, team 

level and organizational level.”  Knowledge management is a solution incorporating people, 

process, culture and technology perspectives. (du Plessis, 2007) 

 

Best Definition of the term 

Before I attempted to put together what I think the definition of knowledge 

management should look like, I thought we should explore what others have come up with 

when developing an all-encompassing definition of knowledge management.  In the article 

“Defining Knowledge Management: Toward an applied compendium,” the authors took a look at 

over 100 definitions of knowledge management then listed them out based on discipline.  They 

then did a word analysis to understand what were the most common words used to define 

knowledge management.  The top word not surprisingly is knowledge with 112 occurrences 

followed by organization with 69 occurrences, process with 50 occurrences and information with 

44 occurrences.  (Girard & Girard, 2015) 



The authors then took the eight words that appeared over 30 times (knowledge, 

organization, process, information, use, share, create and manage) and used those words to 

put together the following definitions: 

Knowledge Management is the process of creating, sharing, using and managing the 

knowledge and information of an organization. 

Knowledge Management is the management process of creating, sharing and 

using organizational information and knowledge.  (Girard & Girard, 2015) 

 

After considering all the above definitions of knowledge management, for me, the best 

definition of knowledge management is the one provided by  Laurence Prusak.  The reason I 

think that definition best represents knowledge management is that it sums up all the 

components of the other definitions with emphasis on Information Management, Quality 

Movement and most importantly the Human Factor.  What I would add to the definition is an 

explanation under Human Factor as to how both explicit and tacit information would be 

developed and shared.    

 

The Future of Knowledge Management 

While most of the articles do not discuss the future of knowledge management, Prusak 

speculates that it would follow one of two paths.  The first being that the key ideas become so 

deeply embedded in company’s routines that it becomes such a natural part of how people 

organize work that it becomes invisible.  (Prusak, 2001)  The second less appealing path would 

be similar to the path taken by re-engineering.  The re-engineering movement began with 

viable plans and valuable intentions. The term was hijacked and became a byword for 



downsizing that created no permanent value and did harm, because of this, good ideas that 

came out of re-engineering were discredited. (Prusak, 2001)  Let’s hope the same thing does 

not happen to knowledge management.   
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