KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT IN THE UNITED NATIONS SYSTEM
II. Methodology
The methodology was divided into 2 phases

1. An extensive survey of the literature on the subject on Knowledge Management

2. A date collection exercise through the use of three different questionnaires.

a. Assessing the current understanding of what KM is

b. Determining:
i. Whether there is a common understanding of the term KM and what it consists of

ii. The perception of the need to apply KM in the various organisations of the UN system

iii. The understanding of KM strategies...

c. Identifying informal initiatives, and to cross-check and gather information on the views and perceptions regarding KM of individuals with managerial responsibilities.

This evaluation is not an assessment of all knowledge-sharing mechanisms and practices in the UN system, and focuses primarily on elements considered of greatest relevance for a sound implementation of KM across the system. Comments from participating organizations have been sought and taken into account in finalizing the report. (Para 10-13)
III. Findings and recommendations
There is little understanding of what “knowledge” is in the context of the United Nations system. Knowledge Management (KM) is perceived differently by different organizations. Furthermore, the perception of KM within the organizations surveyed is not uniform and there are diverse levels of sophistication in the understanding of KM and its role and importance within a given organization, as well as within the United Nations system. A definition of knowledge, in the context of this review, is : “Knowledge is what is know. ...Knowledge acquisition involves complex cognitive processes: perception, learning, communication,

association, and reasoning.”
 Most of the definitions provided by the organisations surveyed show that knowledge and information are often confused.
KM is a wide concept involving the processes of identifying and collecting relevant information and knowledge currently available, its classification and storage, timely dissemination and updating. The storage and management of knowledge is costly. In order to increase the efficiency of a given organization, the updating of knowledge should also include processes for the elimination of outdated, redundant or irrelevant knowledge gathering and management activities. (Para 16-23)

KM in the United Nations system is in its initial stages. The status of development of KM throughout the rest of the United Nations system is comparable to that of the Secretariat. Most of the findings, conclusions and recommendations in the report of the Office of Internal Oversight Services (OIOS) on KM within the Secretariat
 are very similar to those outlined in this review for the United Nations system as a whole. This is not surprising, given the early stage of development of KM, both within the Secretariat and across the United Nations. However, there is an important difference between this review and the OIOS report. While OIOS recommends that the United Nations System Chief Executives Board for Coordination (CEB) produce a KM strategy for the United Nations system, the Inspector is convinced that the most that can be asked of CEB is the formulation of common definitions, terminology and general standards and guidelines on KM. This is because the clients of each entity in the United Nations system vary widely; the nature of the work, the knowledge requirements and the available resources for KM also vary greatly across the organizations of the United Nations system. This report includes new elements necessary for the development of individual KM and knowledge sharing (KS) strategies.

There are many different and unconnected KM projects currently in place within the United Nations system; those quoted by the surveyed organizations have been included in annex III for information purposes. Generally, they are the result of personal and ad hoc initiatives, and are not part of a comprehensive KM strategy. The starting point for the development of a KM strategy is a review of clients’ knowledge requirements (what do our clients need?); this should be done for both internal and external clients; the second step would require the undertaking of an in-house knowledge inventory (what do we already have available?); the subsequent comparative analysis of client needs versus the in-house inventory should identify existing information overlaps and gaps. The KM strategy should address these; establish what tools should be used to gather, store, update and disseminate information; determine the resource requirements and cost them out; and finally, the strategy should include the processes and tools necessary to evaluate and measure KM activities, thus justifying the different outputs. 

The Inspector is convinced that if such comprehensive information reviews were carried out by each organization and its the results incorporated into a strategy, substantial savings could be achieved by eliminating the gathering, processing and dissemination of information for which there is currently little or marginal demand. On the other hand, an analysis of “information gaps” that users currently have, or can be anticipated to have in the near future, would help to better identify the types and areas of knowledge that will be required by a given organization, and resources could be channelled for the purposes of gathering that information. (Para 24-31)
Some organizations relate, and often confuse, KM with ICT; in fact, the majority of the organizations surveyed have placed the responsibility to develop KM initiatives under the umbrella of ICT units, and few organizations claim to have dedicated KM units. The ultimate objective of KM is to improve organizational and staff performance. Regardless of the present unstructured approach to KM, all the organizations surveyed perceive its potential value and identified it as an important driver for improving organizational performance. KM is also seen as a vehicle that can facilitate and promote change in the existing management culture, and accelerate innovation within organizations. The Inspector is convinced that knowledge can grow exponentially when shared, contributing to improved organizational performance; he shares the perceptions of the organizations in this respect.
The Inspector fully shares the view expressed by OIOS that the effective utilization of a primary United Nations system asset — its knowledge — is critical to meeting the objectives of the different system organizations. Information in the form of reports and other documents, combined with the research, analysis and expertise of staff, are the primary resources the organizations uses to facilitate progress towards the achievement of organizational goals. (Para 32-43)

The top two challenges, by 2001, were changing people’s behaviour and measuring the value and performance of knowledge assets.

“The challenge remains to systematically and efficiently develop, organize, share and integrate knowledge to achieve those cross-cutting goals.”
 (Para 44-51)
Recommendations

Recommendation 1

The United Nations System Chief Executives Board for Coordination, through its

High-level Committee on Management, should develop:

1) A common definition of knowledge management to be used by all United Nations system organizations;

2) A glossary of common terminology, which can be used in the development of knowledge management strategies and initiatives;

3) A minimum common set of guidelines to be used as the basis for each United Nations system organization in the development of its own knowledge management strategy.
Recommendation 2

The executive heads of the United Nations system organizations should:

1) Survey the knowledge needs of the clients (internal and external) of their organizations;

2) Undertake an in-house knowledge inventory for each organization;

3) Identify and address the potential knowledge gaps existing between the clients’ needs and the knowledge available within each organization;

4) Develop, or revise, the knowledge management strategy of their organization, based on the above points and on guidelines to be developed by CEB.
Recommendation 3

The General Assembly and the respective governing bodies of the United Nations system organizations should make the necessary provisions for the establishment of dedicated knowledge management units within each organization. The knowledge management units should be provided with the necessary financial and human resources, according to the dimension and specific needs of each organization.

Recommendation 4

The United Nations System Chief Executives Board for Coordination should review the possibility of developing a common search engine, which can facilitate interoperability and access by the different organizations within the system to knowledge and information, including intranets and databases, available across the United Nations system.

Recommendation 5

The executive heads of the United Nations system organizations should establish knowledge-sharing competencies as one of the criteria to be assessed in the staff performance appraisal system.
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