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Abstract—the knowledge economy has forced
organisations to rethink the nature of their resources
and capability that can create advantage. Higher
Education Institutions are no exception. They have
not been spared by the external pressure exerted by
the knowledge economy. Thus, to survive, they are
considering knowledge as their only source of real
sustainable advantage. However, few organizations
are able to leverage their organizational knowledge.
Hence, the field of Knowledge Management (KM)
has emerged to help leverage their knowledge
thereby cope with the advent of the knowledge
economy.

The purpose of this study was to determine the state
of knowledge management in higher education
institutions in Zambia using an exploratory survey.
The study was premised on the systems thinking
perspective.

It followed a quantitative research design that used a
questionnaire and a knowledge management
capability assessment tool. A homogeneous sample
size of 45 managerial level staff of two universities
was selected. One university is yet to be assessed.

The findings indicate that the two universities are in
an unconcerned knowledge management state
because they both had scores below 2.5 which was
the median in our four-point Likert scale of all
dimensions assessed. Therefore, the value of
knowledge was not recognized in these institutions,
only in isolated cases. Nonetheless, the study
provides required background for promoting
knowledge management awareness to both academic
and administrative leaders. It also highlights
positive as well as negative knowledge management
indicators that can potentially be improved upon.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Rapid changes in the economy and business
environment at the end of the 20" century
forced organisations of all types to rethink the
nature of their resources and capabilities that
can create advantage OECD, (2003). Laal,
(2010) claims that in such an environment the
pace of evolution is swift, and those who cannot
learn, adapt, and change from moment to
moment simply will not survive. This is because
of the complexity, volatility, and highly
competitive nature of this environment which
has been necessitated by the knowledge
economy.

Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) have also
not been spared by the pressure exerted by the
advent of this economy (Cranfield, 2008). They
have been forced to think about the way in
which they teach, conduct research and manage
their institutions and the various stakeholders.
Thus, Drucker, (1993), claims that the only real
source of sustainable competitive advantage in
such an environment is knowledge.

Interest in Knowledge Management (KM) has
been rising. The surge started in the mid 1990s
(OECD, (2003). However, Wiig, (2004),
expresses disappointment about the lack of
understanding of how to pursue KM, both as a
long-term commitment, and in ways that are
both practical and can be fitted into schedules,
efforts and priorities that are of crucial short-
term importance.

In light of the above, the main purpose for
conducting this study was to provide insights

www.ijmdr.net


http://www.ijmdr.net/

The International Journal of Multi-Disciplinary Research
ISSN: 3471-7102

into the present situation with regards to KM in
HEIs in Zambia. This study was an exploratory
survey of three public universities in Zambia.
However, only two universities have been
explored so far. Nonetheless, this paper is
distinctive because there is no any such study
done within the Zambian HEIs context.

The fundamental problem which was under
investigation was the inability by HEIs to assess
their KM practices. Rowley, (2000) claims that,
it is because managers of these institutions are
insensitive to the importance of Knowledge as a
tool for enhancing organizational performance
and survival.

HEIs should, therefore, learn to evaluate the
state of their KM practices in order to cultivate

positive knowledge attitudes among
stakeholders. Measuring knowledge should be
the first step towards determining an

organizations knowledge asset and positioning it
on the right KM development path (Wiig, 2004).
Specific KM focus was on the institution’s
knowledge culture and mentality of key people.
This is in line with a claim by Buckman, (1998),
that, 90% of KM is based on cultural change

A knowledge assessment approach is the
solution to this lack of capability to measure
knowledge by HEIs. In order to address this
problem, the study used the Statistics Canada,
(2009) KM practices instrument and Wiig’s,
(2004) Knowledge Management Capability
Assessment Tool as shown in Table 2.0 to
determine the state of KM in HEIs in Zambia.
The results obtained from this survey
highlighted major knowledge-related problems
and capabilities within the two Zambian HEIs
context.

The advent of the knowledge economy has done
little to ease the challenges of HEIs in Zambia
and other developing countries. Some of the
problems that HEIs face include; inadequate
financial resources, unprecedented demand for
access to higher education and economic and
social crises in many developing countries
(Teferra and Altbach, 2004). In addition, HEIs
suffer from poor, inefficient and highly
bureaucratic systems, while out of date
infrastructure and poorly remunerated staff are
the norm throughout many universities (Teferra
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and Altbach, 2004). These challenges have
made HEIs to rethink their management style
whereby business management techniques are
being promoted as the best vehicle for change
(Ewell, 1999) cited in (Metcalfe, 2006).
According to Naser, (2016: 55) the areas of high
performance in HEIs generally include;
reducing costs, increasing revenues, improving
quality of teaching, scientific research and
community service. KM is seen as the major
influencing factor of these key performance
areas because of the importance of knowledge
itself as a competitive added value for humans,
organisations and even nations Amudallal,
(2016).

Naser, (2016) contends that the role of KM in
HEIs is to produce and manage knowledge
through activities and technical practices in
order to link individuals from various academic
and administrative levels and sections of these
institutions. This is done through collaboration
and sharing of knowledge by established
communities of practice and virtual teams. In his
view, KM is useful for building knowledge for
problem solving and decision making.

There are two broad views that have dominated
the KM dialogue, these are; the scientific and
the social view of knowledge (Baskerville and
Dupolic 2006). However, limitations of both
views have raised attention to the Systems
thinking perspective. Thus, this perspective was
selected to guide this research because of the
realization that knowledge is a dynamic
phenomenon that cannot be investigated using
one school of thought at the expense of another.
A holistic approach is needed to adequately
address problems in any situation.

Systems thinking or systems theory provides a
framework by which groups of elements and
their properties may be studied jointly in order
to understand outcomes (Ackoff, 1971).
Systems archetypes, which are common patterns
of events, are a facility of systems thinking that
can be used in identifying potential knowledge
pitfalls and addressing them in the planning
stages of KM (Taborga, 2011).
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1. METHODOLOGY

This research was an exploratory survey of three
public Universities in Zambia. However, only
two universities, namely; The University of
Zambia and the Copper-belt University have
been studied so far. It followed a quantitative
research design that used a questionnaire.

The participants in this survey research were
university staff members at managerial and
executive level as shown in Table 1.0.

The sampling procedure used in this research
was non-probability and specifically purposive
or judgmental sampling procedure called
homogeneous sampling. The rationale for using
this technique was to select key informants with
the same set of characteristics such as
experience, knowledge, skills and potential
exposure to; the operations of their respective
universities and possibly to the KM
phenomenon. Thus, responses were solicited
from both the academic and administrative
leadership.

The target population was 103 while the sample
size was82 managerial level staff. However,
only 45 participants have been surveyed so far
of which 30 came from the University of
Zambia and 15 from The Copperbelt University
while Mulungushi University is yet to be
explored.

The research instrument that was used in this
research was a survey questionnaire adapted
from Statistics Canada, (2009). The instrument
determined the state of KM practices in terms of
perceived existence or lack thereof across the
departments. This instrument was used along
with Wiig’s (2004) example of Knowledge
Vigilance States. This is a KM states capability
assessment tool which was extended to include
goals for each KM state as advised by Kulkani
and Freeze, (2006). Table 2.0 below illustrates
the capability assessment instrument adapted
from Wiig (2004).

The instrument used a Four-Point Likert Scale
rather than a commonly used Five-Point Likert
Scale to assess people’s perceptions and attitude
towards the existence of KM practices within
their institutions. This is in line with the advice
given by Statistics Canada, (2009) that using an
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even number of responses, with no middle
neutral or undecided choice, was considered
essential in forcing the respondent to settle on
whether he or she leaned more toward the
“‘agree’’ or “disagree’’ end of the scale for each
item Rhoads and Ribiere, (2010).

The survey questionnaire was previously
validated in studies by Statistics Canada in
Denmark, France, Germany, Italy, the
Netherlands and recently the US federal
agencies Rhoads and Ribiere, (2010). The
Cronbach’s alpha test in our study showed a
value of 0.68 which is an acceptable level of
internal consistency and reliability of the scales
or dimensions which were measured.

The data was analysized using software called
Statistical Package for Social Scientists (SPSS)
version 22.0. Means for all the items were
summated and composite score for each scale
were generated.

I1l. RESULTS

The following were the dimensions that formed
the basis of our knowledge management
practices assessment: 1. Policies and Strategies;
2. Leadership; 3. Incentives; 4. Knowledge
Capture; 5. Training and Mentoring; and 6.
Communication. The findings from the two
universities studied indicate that the first
dimension scored an average of 2.4 out of 4.
The second dimension, leadership, had an
average score of 2.3. Thirdly, incentives at the
two institutions had an average score of 1.7.
Dimensions 4, 5 and 6 had mean scores of 1.7,
2.5 and 2.2 respectively.

It is worth noting that the scales used average
scores 1to4 to indicate respondents level of
agreeing or disagreeing to the statements with a
median score of 2.5. AIll scores below 2.5
represent lower scores while scores at 2.5 and
above indicate high scores. Figure 1.0
summarizes the average scores for all the
dimensions using a radar chart.
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1V. DISCUSSION

The average scores of the study, except for the
knowledge capture dimension, are all below the
median of 2.5. This indicates that almost all the
dimensions fell below the agree end of the scale.
Therefore, the knowledge management practices
attitudes of leaders in these institutions towards
the assessed dimensions are generally negative.
The weakest dimension was incentives and
particularly  monetary incentives towards
knowledge. This was expected given that HEIs
have financial challenges as noted earlier.

Knowledge capture is the only dimension with a
high score. Individual items within this
dimension show positive attitudes particularly
with regards to capturing explicit knowledge of
best practices in repositories at an average score
of 2.6 and encouraging workers to participate in
cross department teams or communities of
practice at 2.5. Thus, this dimension was the
only one viewed positively. This could be partly
because of the increased use of Information and
Communication Technology (ICT) in these
universities.

The culture of knowledge sharing at 2.7 and
collaboration with other institutions to acquire
external knowledge at 2.9 are also among items
that were viewed positively. However, due to
lack of explicit knowledge management
policies, strategies and programs to support
knowledge retention, the policies and strategies
dimension was viewed negatively.

Training and mentoring also had an undesired
average score. This was unexpected because
universities pride themselves in training, not
only students but their staff as well.
Furthermore,  despite  most  respondents
indicating positive attitudes towards continuous
education for staff at 2.7; encouraging
experienced workers to transfer their knowledge
at 2.8, and providing informal mentoring
practices within the universities at 2.6. Lack of
funding and training in knowledge management
was the factor that accounted for the overall
undesired perception of this dimension.
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Furthermore, most of the respondents also
viewed the Leadership dimension with negative
attitudes particularly with regards to assessing
knowledge sharing in the employee performance
review. However, most respondents agreed at
2.7 that knowledge management was a
responsibility of managers and executives.

The final dimension which is communication
also had undesirable responses. This is despite
positive attitudes towards accessing shared
documents on a portal with the aid of a content
management capability at 2.6 and regularly
submitting best practices to knowledge
repositories or portals at 2.5. Thus, lack of
knowledge sharing through communities of
practice at 2.3 and storytelling to convey
organizational meaning at 1.5 accounted for
most of the negative attitudes towards the
communication dimension. Table 3.0 provides a
comprehensive breakdown of average scores for
the individual items.

V. CONCLUSION

Results of this survey so far, indicate that higher
education institutions in Zambia are in an
unconcerned knowledge management state. See
table 3.0 for a comprehensive analysis of
knowledge states. This implies that the mindset
of leaders in these institutions is not supportive
of knowledge management. The value of
knowledge is not explicitly recognized as seen
from the sporadic management of knowledge
owing to a culture which is not cognizant of the
value of knowledge. This means that KM
maturity in the two institutions is in its infancy.

However, there are positive indicators with
individual items within the six dimensions on
which the universities can build upon. In
addition, the study has potentially provided
required background for promoting knowledge
management awareness in higher education in
Zambia. The results also suggest to both
academic and administrative leaders in these
institutions, that there is need to promote
knowledge management.  This could help
position HEIs in the right KM path and thereby
enhance their performance.
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Tables and Figures

Table 1.0:
Role Number | participants and their Roles
Registrar 2
Librarian 3
Director/Manager 13
Dean 25

Academic Head of | 29
Department (HOD)

TOTAL 82
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Figure 1.0: The Radar Chart shows the average scores for each dimension adapted from Rhoads and Ribiere, (2010)
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KM State of HEIs

KM characteristics

KM Goals

Vigilant
Attitude Is: Realistic, Automatic, and Tacit
Knowledge Is Fully Internalized

-Everyone in the enterprise understands how to
create, capture, build and apply the best
knowledge

-Systems, culture and incentives are fully
supportive of KM and are “Knowledge-Focused

Senior management periodically reviews the
effectiveness of KM investments to the whole
organization.

Recent improvements in document access
have been implemented.

Expert and expertise identification has

expanded and been refined.

New tools for data manipulation are tested and
implemented.

The impact of lessons learned on operations is
communicated.

Proactive
Attitude Is: Proactive and Pragmatic Based
on Deep Insights

-Most employees and all top managers have
accurate understanding of how to create, use,
and manage knowledge assets in support of
enterprise goals and for personal gains

-Culture and incentives are gradually being
changed

Senior management sets policy, guidelines,
and goals with respect to KM.

Tools to locate experts are easy to use.

Capturing, storing, and using lessons learned
are part of normal work process.

Knowledge-document retrieval is fast and
easy.

Historical data utilized for decision making is
easy to access and manipulate.

Literate
Attitude Is: Systematic but Dependent

-Many employees understand how knowledge is
created and transferred.

-They know KM is needed but cannot act
without outside assistance.

-Culture and incentives are not yet supportive of
KM.

Organizational leadership understands how
KM is applied to business.

Lessons learned are captured.

Taxonomies and centralized repositories for
knowledge documents exist.

Experts are able to register their expertise.

Historical data is available for decision

making.

Aware
Attitude Is: Idealistic and Innocent

-Some employees are generally aware of the
importance of knowledge

-They don’t know how to implement KM
corporate-wide and can’t make it a practical
priority

-Culture and incentives are not considered

Supervisors encourage regular meetings to
share knowledge/solutions.

Experts and their expertise are identifiable.

The importance of prior lessons learned is
recognized.

Unconcerned
Attitude Is: Not Caring

-The value of knowledge is not explicitly
recognized only in isolated cases

-Management  and  employees  manage
knowledge sporadically, intuitively, and
individually

-Culture is not cognizant of knowledge values

Previous lessons learned can be found with
perseverance.

Some experts are willing to share expertise
when consulted.

Table 2.0: A Knowledge Management Assessment and Capability Tool adapted from Wiig, 2004
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Table 3.0: Average scores of individual items

Capture of external knowledge? _ 29
Encourages experienced workers to transfer knowledge? _ 29
Encourages workers to continue their education? _ 2.8
Partnerships or alliances to acquire knowledge? h 2.7
Management and executive responsible for KM? h 2.7
Has a culture of promoting knowledge sharing? h 2.7
Provides informal mentoring practices? h 2.6
Policies intended to improve worker retention? h 2.6
Encourage cross agency teams, CoPs? P 2.6
Access shared documents on a portal? h 2.6
Submit best practices and lessons learned to repositories? - 2.6
Encourages cross-department teams, CoPs? 2.5
Provide informal knowledge management training? 2.5
Funding for knowledge management courses? 25
Captures best practices and lessons learned in repositories? L | 2.4
Provide formal mentoring practices? ‘ 2.4
Access to expertise locators? 1 2.4
Facilitate virtual knowledge sharing? 1 2.4
Knowledge sharing in employee performance review? d 2.3
Chief knowledge officer or business unit? ﬁ 2.2
Provide formal knowledge management training? ﬁ 21
Knowledge management policies and strategies? ~ 2.0
Non-management workers responsible for knowledge mgt? M 2.0
Capture of knowledge before retirement? — 20
Non-monetary incentives? — 2.0
Monetary incentives? —— 1.6
Use of storytelling? # 15
1.0 15 20 — 25 _—_ 30 — 40
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