


KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT: EMERGING ROLES AND CHALLENGES OF LIBRARY AND INFORMATION
PROFESSIONALS

Knowledge Management (KM) has given library a new lease of life.
Library is not going to be closed but have come
up with a new vision and quite quickly become very much appreciated
and it is a leading player in the KM field.
(Maryam Sarrafzadeh)

Abstract:

With globalization the credibility of the workforce is determined by how best they can accommodate themselves in the
growing challenges of k-economy. Knowledge Management (KM) has been in operation for quite some time. Its close
affinity to library and information management is undeniable. Library has not relinquished its role and interest as
information and knowledge providers. It is fitting then to recognise that a well planned strategy, involving the library
and the management of the institution could provide significant influence to achieve the KM objectives. Librarians and
information professionals (IPs) should be dedicated to fulfilling the varied information needs of the users, amidst the k-
economy by providing accurate and relevant bibliographic and physical access and offer referral to the
multidimensional range of information within the library premise and outside. KM is a challenge to the information
professionals and for the fields of librarianship and information science and needs to be taken seriously to leverage the
intellectual assets and to facilitate knowledge utilization and creation.

Keywords: K-economy, knowledge management, globalization, library management, information management,
information professionals, librarians, information services, knowledge workers..

Introduction

In the present k economy, knowledge dominates the society in all types of business pursuits as well as in their everyday
lives. Knowledge-driven economy has been defined as the rapid development and convergence of communications,
computing and digital content to enable the globalization of production and stimulating enterprise and creativity.
“Libraries of all sizes and types are embracing digital collections, although most libraries will continue to offer both
print and digital collections for many years to come.” (Tenopir, 2003). It is not about limiting the frontiers of
knowledge, but more importantly effective use and exploitation of all types of knowledge to fulfil the business and
economic activities. In the educational sector, the library management and services have increasingly applied ICT and
utilized the electronic information resources to complement the conventional materials. Librarians have played key
roles in the collecting, storing, organizing and disseminating of knowledge to society. Although the advent of Internet
has brought predictions of the demise of the libraries, it has proven that libraries are, not only crucial but librarians’
role as knowledge providers have become even more significant. In universities, for example the head librarians
continue to become important partner in decision-makings while administrators, professors, and students see the
library as the nerve of the campus. Libraries have indeed changed radically from their custodial role and emerged as
dynamic partners in knowledge management programmes.
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Knowledge Management

In the information age, knowledge rather than physical assets or resources is the key to competitiveness. Knowledge
about customers, how to improve services is becoming more crucial. It is therefore inevitable for companies and other
organizations to harness and use knowledge effectively. It is recognized that knowledge is still underused or even
misused resource. Hence, the need for systematic knowledge management system to help the staff know what they
should know, store, organize and exploit effectively. Malhotra defines KM in the following terms: "Knowledge
Management caters to the critical issues of organizational adaption, survival and competence in face of increasingly
discontinuous environmental change. Essentially, it embodies organizational processes that seek synergistic
combination of data and information processing capacity of information technologies, and the creative and innovative
capacity of human beings" (Malhotra 1997). Other authors define KM as the processes. Jan Duffy, for example defines
it as “a process that drives innovation by capitalizing on organizational intellect and experience.” (Duffy, Jan 1999).
Gartner Group defines it as “a discipline that promotes an integrated and collaborative approach to the process of
information asset creation, capture, organization, access and use.” (Bair, Jim 1999).

Shift towards Knowledge Management in Organizations

Organizations, especially in the private sector have to change in the ways they manage, using a number of strategies,
including knowledge management. It is imperative that knowledge management has to be applied because of the
following reasons:

e The emergence of knowledge age

Globalization

Dynamic labour market

Rapid technological development

Knowledge as the only corporate non-diminishing asset.

Some of the knowledge resources are not fully utilized or completely wasted. There is a growing awareness that know-
how adds significantly to the value of a business and in some cases, represents almost the entire value base.” (Guthrie,
James, 2010). This occurs when assets, capabilities, products are unique, valuable, difficult to imitate, having few
competitors leading it to become a leading edge. Knowledge management application allows the organization to
continually change in the way it functions and enables it to predict and keep up with future trends. Knowledge
management was treated as a formal management activity way back in 1965 and is now prevalent in most large
companies and also in public sector. Peter Drucker, Paul Strassman, Ikujiro Nonaka and Peter Senge were some of the
management theorists who have contributed to the evaluation of KM. They emphasised on the significance of
information and knowledge as organizational resources. Figure 1 shows the conceptual framework of KM process,
from the identification of knowledge needs stage of the organization to the utilization that knowledge. By middle of
1980s, the importance of knowledge as a competitive asset was recognized. However, most of organizations failed to
address the strategies and methods for managing and utilization of the knowledge assets.
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Identification of knowledge needs

1. Discovery of existing knowledge

/ \

2. Acquisition of 3. Creation of new
knowledge knowledge

4. Storage and organization .
of knowledge
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6. Use and application of knowledge

5. Sharing of knowledge

Figure 1: The Conceptual Framework of Knowledge Management Process
Source: Bouthiller & Shearer (2002)

Roles and Functions of a Knowledge Manager

Generally, the initiatives towards managing knowledge requires specific planning and alignment of organizational
objectives with the knowledge objectives. Chief Knowledge Officer (CKO) or a Knowledge Manager should spearhead
and be responsible in the overall implementation of the knowledge initiatives. Among the roles of a CKO are:

e Championing

e Educating users

e Educating management team

e Measuring impacts of KM

e Mapping existing knowledge

e Defragmenting scattered knowledge

e Creating technology channels
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In addition to that, a CKO should embark on the tasks of, supporting ICT and eliminating knowledge flow gaps, creating
knowledge sharing culture, identifying knowledge gaps, developing and expanding community of practices (CoPs),
supporting group or team work, and diffusing best practices. Davenport et al (1998) categorized KM into four broad
types of perspectives:

i. To create knowledge repositories,

ii. Toimprove knowledge access and transfer.

iii. To enhance the knowledge environment

iv. To manage knowledge as an asset and to recognize the value of knowledge to an organization.

Galagan (1997) suggested a set of knowledge management processes as, generating new knowledge as accessing
knowledge from external sources., representing knowledge in documents, databases, softwares and so forth,
embedding knowledge in processes, products, or services, transferring existing knowledge around an organization,
using accessible knowledge in decision-making, facilitating knowledge growth through culture and incentives, and
measuring the value of knowledge assets and the impact of knowledge management.

Knowledge Management: Librarians’ Perceptions

Librarians’ growing interest in knowledge management led to a number of issues regarding the difference between
information and knowledge, and between information management and knowledge management. Questions raised
include on the person who should be in charge of information and knowledge management in the organization, given
librarians and information professionals have had appropriate education and training in library and information
science. Within the same context, another point raised was, who should be the most suitable candidate for the
position of “Chief Knowledge Officer” (CKO) in the organizations, and what aspect of KM can be implemented in
libraries?

Library and information professionals have shown great interest in KM as it is regarded to have considerable similarity
on the concept of coding, storing and transmitting knowledge, a the primary focus of libraries. (Townley, 2001). For
many, KM is perceived as a re-branding of librarianship or information management. KM is not regarded as a new
phenomenon as librarians have always operated as intermediaries between people who have knowledge and those
who need to know. (Sarrafzadeh, Maryam, 2009). However, the business community does not view the essential
identity that knowledge management is little more than librarianship (Koenig, 996, p. 299). Bender’s (1999) on the
other hand, reiterated that knowledge-dependent organizations would be wise to integrate their own libraries into
their knowledge management programme.

Global Knowledge: a Challenge for Librarians

Information and communication technologies have created the knowledge society, which will impact upon developing
economies as well as on developed nations. Librarians have important role to play in overcoming the digital divide, and
making reference and sharing global knowledge. Information and knowledge are expanding in quantity and
accessibility. In many fields future decision-makers will be presented with unprecedented new tools for development.
In such fields as agriculture, health, education, human resources and environmental management, or transport and
business development, the consequences could be revolutionary. Communication and information technology has
enormous potential, especially for developing countries and in furthering sustainable development. (Annan, Kofi 1997).
With the vision 2020, the Malaysian government hopes to create within the next twenty years a developed nation with
an information and knowledge-rich society.
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Conclusion

KM enables an organization to compete better while retaining the knowledge acquisition, knowledge documentation,
knowledge transfer, knowledge creation, and knowledge application even in case experience personnel happen to
leave the organization. It is crucial to design and implement knowledge management systems and this calls for a new
set of roles and skills among librarians, so that the business transactions and services could be undertaken innovatively.
Knowledge management presents a major shift in focus regarding the development and use of knowledge and
information in increasing the effectiveness of any organisation. It offers an opportunity for IPs to make themselves
relevant to their parent organisations in a much more significant way. It also presents a major challenge to information
professionals to engage with issues that have not generally been regarded as their task, either by themselves, or by
those with whom they work.

Libraries have had a long and rich experience in the management of information. Many of such knowledge and skills of
librarianship can be applied to knowledge management. For any library to succeed in implementing knowledge
management, it will require a strong leadership and vision from the top administration, which can influence the
organization’s knowledge sharing efforts in a positive way. With the phenomenal changes in ICT, librarians have also
directed themselves towards providing a wide range of information available within and outside the libraries to users
and potential users. Librarians should work together with ICT professionals and others to develop the appropriate
knowledge management systems.
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