
Competence in 
Knowledge Management

Andre Saito

Doctoral student, Umemoto Lab
asaito@jaist.ac.jp

JAIST - Japan Advanced Institute of Science and Technology
School of Knowledge Science

Ver 2.22 – 2006.02.14 Andre Saito - Competence in KM 1

Context and problem setting

� Emergence of the knowledge society
� Advance of the knowledge economy
� Institutional, social and political change

� Knowledge management (KM) as a new field
� Steady expansion of academic research
� Increasing adoption of KM practices by organizations

� The competence movement
� in HRM (e.g. selection, development, assessment)
� in education and qualification (e.g. VET, DeSeCo)
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Objective and research questions

Objective

� To build a provisional model of competence in 
knowledge management to facilitate the 
development of knowledge managers

Research questions:

� What is competence in KM?
� What is competence?
� What is KM?
� How is competence in KM established?
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Perspectives on competence

� Psychological approaches (Groot 1978; Ericsson 1996)

Sources of individual variation in human abilities

� Competency models (Boyatzis 1982; Spencer & Spencer 1993)

Distinguishing features of highly effective performers

� Professional competence (Eraut 1994; Cheetham 2005)

Knowledge and skills for the workplace

� Key competences (Kearns 2001; Rychen & Salganik 2003)

Desired abilities of fully functioning citizens
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Examples

Psychology
Chess playing (de Groot 1978)
Clinical reasoning (Schimidt et al. 1990)
Athletes (Williams et al. 1999)
Musicians (Lehmann & Ericsson 1993)

Competency models
Spencer & Spencer 1993: Managers

� (Weight) Generic competencies
� (6) Impact and Influence
� (6) Achievement Orientation
� (4) Teamwork and Cooperation
� (4) Analytical Thinking
� (4) Initiative
� (3) Developing Others
� (2) Self-Confidence
� (2) Directiveness/Assertiveness
� (2) Information Seeking
� (2) Team Leadership
� (2) Conceptual Thinking

� Base requirements
� Organizational Awareness
� Relationship Building
� Expertise/Specialized Knowledge

Professional competence
MCI 1991: Management accountancy

� Provide mgmt. accounting services and 
systems (7 sub items)

� Manage mgmt. accounting staff (6)
� Assure quality of services and systems (3)
� Plan and provide finance (5)
� Utilize intelligence from external sources (3)

Key competences
DeSeCo 2005

� Using Tools Interactively
� Use language, symbols and texts interactively
� Use knowledge and information interactively
� Use technology interactively

� Interacting in Heterogeneous Groups
� Relate well to others
� Co-operate, work in teams
� Manage and resolve conflicts

� Acting Autonomously
� Act within the big picture
� Form/ conduct life plans and personal projects
� Defend/ assert rights, interests, limits and needs

Andre Saito - Competence in KM 5

Issues on the study of competence

� Development vs. assessment (e.g. Weinert 2001)

� Capability: qualities necessary to do something
� Performance: fact or act of doing something

� Categories of competence (e.g. Cheetham 2005)

� Competence is a combination of knowledge, skills
and personal attributes

� Emphases on different elements lead to different 
types of competence

� E.g. cognitive, functional, personal, social
� Meta-competencies: regulate others
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Issues on the study of competence

� Professional knowledge and practice
� Theoretical vs. practical knowledge (e.g. Eraut 1994)

� Knowing-in-action and reflection-in-action (Schön 1983)

� Levels of proficiency
� Range from novice to expert (e.g. Dreyfus & Dreyfus 1986)

� Roots of expertise (e.g. Grigorenko 2003)

� Greater and more organized knowledge…
� … acquired after long period of deliberate practice

� Expertise is socially attributed (e.g. Sternberg & Frensch 1992)
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� Individual vs. collective competence
� Collective competence (e.g. organizational, national)

“Core competences are the collective learning in the 
organization, especially how to coordinate diverse production 
skills and integrate multiple streams of technologies.”
(Prahalad & Hamel 1990)

� Individual competence (e.g. humans, individuals)
…"cognitive abilities and skills possessed by or able to be 
learned by individuals that enable them to solve particular 
problems, as well as the motivational, volitional and social 
readiness…” (Weinert 2000)

Issues on the study of competence
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A structural model of competence

Competence is the ability to meet complex 
demands in a particular context through the use 
of psychosocial resources (Rychen & Salganik 2003)

Three key elements

� Demands (set of tasks to be performed)

� Resources (elements required to perform the task)

� Context (social, cultural, political environment)
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ContextContext

A structural model of competence

Person

Task Task

Task

DemandsDemands
Knowledge

Skills

Personal
attributes

ResourcesResources

e.g. ability to present ideas and listen, e.g. ability to present ideas and listen, 
ability to negotiate, an understanding ability to negotiate, an understanding 
of the dynamics of teamwork, capacity of the dynamics of teamwork, capacity 
to make decisions, etc.to make decisions, etc.

e.g. working in a teame.g. working in a team

e.g. a new product e.g. a new product 
development project in development project in 
a multia multi--national firmnational firm
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A dynamic model of competence

� Competence depends on both theoretical and 
practical K

� Effective performance requires adaptation of 
theoretical K to the situation

� Expert action consists of “intuitive” recognition of the 
situation, based on past experience

� Reflection allows identifying and managing 
unknown situations

� Mobilization of personal resources depends on 
motivation
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A dynamic model of competence

Education
and Learning

Experience

Learning

Reflecting

Acting

Explicit K
Tacit K

Competent
action

e.g. education 
in Medicine

e.g. reflection on 
patient’s history

e.g. similarities with 
previous cases
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Summary
A model of competence

� Competence is the ability to meet demands
using resources in a given context

� It is a socially defined concept

� Competence depends on the accumulation of K 
and the presence of certain personal qualities

� Combination of explicit (theoretical) and tacit 
(practical) K varies

� Adequate coping with both explicit and tacit K is done 
through a process of continuous reflection
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ContextContext

Person

DemandsDemandsResourcesResources

Exploring competence in KM

What are the What are the 
demands?demands?

On whom On whom 
the demands the demands 
are made?are made?

What are the What are the 
personal resources personal resources 

required?required?

Which factors from Which factors from 
the context affect the context affect 

performance?performance?
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Major stakeholders

� Practitioners
� KM roles and functions

� CKO, K managers, KM professionals, etc.

� General managers
� Everyone

� KM researchers

� Organizations conducting KM initiatives

� KM instructors

� KM professional associations
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ContextContext
Person

DemandsDemandsResourcesResources

Context for competence in KM

Academic 
knowledge

on KM

Practices
in KM

Researchers Organizations

Instructors
Professional
associations
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Academic research on KM

� Many disciplinary roots 
(Wiig 2000; Dierkes et al. 2002; Easterby-Smith & Lyles 2003)

Management science, economics, sociology, 
psychology, library and information science, 
information systems, computer science, etc.

� Varied perspectives on knowledge
� Information – knowledge (Boisot 1995; Bell 1999)

� Explicit – tacit (Polanyi 1962; Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995)

� Object – process (Tsoukas 1996; Brown & Duguid 1998)

� Individual – collective (Kogut & Zander 1992; Spender 1996)
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Academic research on KM
Information-oriented

Knowledge as information
(knowledge as object)

� Information management (Srikantaiah 2004; Bedford 2004)

� Knowledge repositories; knowledge capturing, organizing, and 
retrieving; knowledge architecture; organizational memory

� Knowledge management systems (Alavi & Leidner 2001; Tiwana 
2002; Tsui 2003; Maier 2004)

� Corporate information portals; content management; groupware; 
business intelligence; KM infrastructure; KMS architecture

� Process management (Heisig et al. 2001; Maier & Remus 2003)

� Knowledge-intensive business processes; knowledge tasks

Information – Knowledge
Explicit – Tacit
Object – Process

Individual – Collective
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Academic research on KM
People-oriented

Knowledge as human-processes
(tacit knowledge)

� Social knowledge and learning (Brown & Duguid 1998; Wenger 
1998; Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995)

� Social context; shared knowledge and understanding; identity; 
socialization; teams; groups; communities

� Knowledge sharing (McDermott 1999; Hayes & Walsham 2003)

� Culture and norms; leadership and authority; power and politics;
trust; knowledge markets vs. communities

� Social networks (Granovetter 1992; Nahapiet & Ghoshal 1998; Van 
Wijk et al. 2003)

� Social capital; social network analysis; structural holes; weak ties

Information – Knowledge
Explicit – Tacit
Object – Process

Individual – Collective
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Academic research on KM
Strategy-oriented

Knowledge as economic resource
(knowledge at the firm level)

� Competitive advantage (Kogut & Zander 1992; Spender 1996; Grant 
1996; Teece et al. 1997; Stewart 1997)

� Capabilities; exploration vs. exploitation; markets vs. firms; 
knowledge-based strategies; intellectual capital

� Innovation management (Quinn1992; Christensen 1997; 
Day & Schoemaker 2000)

� Knowledge creation and transfer; knowledge appropriation and 
protection; alliances and networks; organizational forms

� Economic development (Acs 2002; de la Mothe & Paquet 1998)

� Knowledge regimes; regional innovation systems; triple helix

Information – Knowledge
Explicit – Tacit
Object – Process

Individual – Collective
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Academic research on KM
Computation-oriented

Knowledge as intelligent computing
(from data to knowledge)

� Knowledge-based systems (Becerra-Fernandez 2004)

� Expert systems; case-based reasoning; knowledge engineering; 
intelligent agents; natural language processing; computer vision

� Knowledge discovery (Dunhan 2003; Turban et al. 2005)

� Search, data mining; business intelligence; data warehousing; 
text mining; web mining; data visualization

� Knowledge representation (Davies et al. 2003; Fensel 2003)

� Ontologies; the Semantic Web

Information – Knowledge
Explicit – Tacit
Object – Process

Individual – Collective
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Organizational practice in KM

Sample of practices
� Organizing existing K into repositories
� Mapping K needs, sources, flows, users, etc.
� Codifying people’s experience and expertise
� Promoting K sharing and transfer
� Facilitating access to expertise
� Building teams and communities
� Promoting creativity and learning
� Training and developing personnel
� Identifying strategic K and creating K visions
� Developing strategies to implement KM
� Measuring and managing intangible assets
� Managing innovation and K creation
� Implementing KM systems
� Implementing decision support systems
� Implementing K discovery systems
� Etc.

Types of practice

Purpose

� Level
strategic « operational

� Goal
K creation « reuse

Method

� Approach
codification « personalization

� Focus
technology « people
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Organizational practice in KM
Types of KM practice

Operations

K creation

Strategy

K reuse

Technology

Personalization

People

Codification

PurposePurpose

MethodMethodSharing best 
practices

Organizing existing K 
into repositories

Codifying experience 
and expertise

Applying CBR to 
customer service Building teams 

and communities

Improving 
processes with KM

New customer 
segmentations

Promoting creativity 
and learning

Creating K visions

Developing new 
products

Building competitive 
intelligence

Developing 
strategic alliances

Mapping social 
networks

Using collaboration 
systems Data mining

A given practice may 
be understood from 
different perspectives
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Mapping research into practice

PurposePurpose

MethodMethod

Sub-fields of research 
tend to concentrate on 
certain topics

People-
oriented

Information-
oriented

Computation-
oriented

Strategy-
oriented

Operations

K creation

Strategy

K reuse

Technology

Personalization

People

Codification
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Demands on competence in KM

� Managing codified knowledge
Organizing existing K into repositories; mapping K needs, sources 
and flows; codifying experience and expertise, 

� Managing knowledge workers
Promoting collaboration and K sharing; facilitating creativity and 
learning; developing teams and communities

� Managing knowledge-intensive firms
Identifying strategic K; building structures and processes to create, 
acquire or protect it; managing intangible assets

� Implementing knowledge technologies
Implementing KM systems; extracting knowledge from data;
building knowledge-oriented infrastructures
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Graduate education in KM

23 KM master’s, from a total of 53 KM programs
� Computer Science, Information Systems, Engineering 9
� Library and Information Science, Communication 8
� Management, Public Policy, Economics 6

� Strategy

� Context

� People

� Organization

� Information

� Knowledge

� Technology

� Competitive intelligence
� Business value of KM
� Competitive advantage
� Knowledge strategy
� The information society
� Information economics
� Knowledge work
� Ethics and legal issues
� Power and leadership
� Communities of practice
� Team management
� KM roles
� Organizational behavior
� Change management

� Organizational learning 
� Organization of information
� Information retrieval
� Information policy
� Information architecture
� Types of knowledge
� Knowledge life-cycle
� Knowledge processes
� Knowledge representation
� Corporate portals
� Document management
� Decision support systems
� IT infrastructure
� Etc.

Analysis 
of topics
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Graduate education in KM
Framework of contents

List of topics, grouped into four perspectives

Technology
� Knowledge repositories
� Corporate portals
� Knowledge discovery, data mining
� Decision support systems
� Artificial intelligence
� Collaborative environments
� Etc.

Organization
� Organizational learning
� Communities of practice
� Power and leadership
� Organizational behavior and culture
� Change management
� Knowledge professionals
� Etc.

Knowledge
� Types of knowledge
� Organization of knowledge
� Knowledge life-cycle
� Knowledge processes/ activities
� Knowledge architecture
� Taxonomies
� Etc.

Strategy
� Knowledge economy/ society
� Innovation, competitive advantage
� Knowledge strategy
� Competitive intelligence
� Inter-organizational KM
� Intellectual capital
� Etc.
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Professional associations’ efforts

K&IM Competency Dictionary (TFPL 2005)

� An extensive list of competencies related to KM
� Emphasizes a dedicated KM function
� Contains definition and core/premium/unacceptable behaviors

� Two major types of competencies
� K&IM competencies
� General leadership and management competencies

� Competencies grouped according to levels
� Strategic leadership
� Team leadership
� Team member
� All employees
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Relating competencies and education

Strategy
� Knowledge-based vision
� KM strategies
� Alignment between KM 

and corporate strategies
� Value and impact

Organization
� Collaborative working
� K-based culture and competencies

Knowledge
� K assets, processes, tools and 

standards
� K services

Technology
� K architecture

Social
� Interpersonal skills
� Teamwork
� Influence
� Inspires others
� Communicates direction

Personal
� Breadth of vision
� Creativity
� Flexibility
� Implementation
� Continuous improvement
� Secures resources
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Resources for competence in KM

Strategic
Understanding external and internal environment, developing K strategies, 
implementing KM, demonstrating KM results

Organizational
Understanding organization’s culture, advocating KM, handling politics, 
managing KM projects, developing people and teams

Knowledge-oriented
Managing K repositories, promoting collaboration, capturing experience, 
measuring K, designing K architectures

Technological
Understanding existing tech infrastructure and available KM tools, specifying 
and implementing KM systems, developing K-based apps

Social
Communicating effectively, influencing people, collaborating and working in 
teams, building relationships

Personal
Enthusiasm for KM, entrepreneurship, accountability, creativity and learning, 
conceptual and analytical thinking
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Modeling competence in KM

� Four major dimensions
� Information: codifying and organizing K
� People: creating K and collaborating
� Strategy: evaluating and prioritizing K
� Technology: using technology to support all others

� Three major levels
� Organizational (as a KM professional or team)
� Group (as a manager of K workers)
� Individual
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Building up competence in KM

Strat

Peop Info

Tech

Strat

Peop Info

Tech

Strat

Peop Info

TechIndividual

Group

Organizational
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Implications of the concept  

� Integration of the four dimensions
� Developing all dimensions evenly
� Combining all dimensions effectively
� At group and organizational levels, competence is 

usually built collectivelly

� Development of competence in KM
� People and strategy dimensions demand a high level 

of tacit K (i.e. education is not enough)
� Integrated education in all four dimensions, to our 

knowledge, is not available
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Summary
Competence in KM

� Competence in KM combines four major 
dimensions at three major levels

� Competence in KM derives not from dimensions 
individually, but from their integration

� Competence in KM seems to require specific 
formal education, although this is not sufficient

� A significant amount of experience seems to be 
required for competence in KM


