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Thinking differently about  
evaluating knowledge management
What is the value of knowledge management 
to those organisations that have invested in 
developing a knowledge management capability? 
Knowledge managers are always being asked this 
question, with mixed results.

Research by the Henley Forum highlights that 
a feedback-based participatory approach to 
knowledge management evaluation may not only 
provide a clearer answer to the question, but also 
deliver more effective knowledge sharing processes.



Evaluating knowledge management

It has never been more necessary for knowledge managers to demonstrate the value of their organisations’ 
investments in knowledge and learning initiatives. But achieving this is more difficult than it looks.

Quite simply, most knowledge management initiatives impact a diverse number of continually changing groups and 
internal programmes, widely spread across the organisation. The result? It’s difficult for knowledge managers to build 
direct cause-and-effect links between specific knowledge management practices and aspects of their organisation’s 
performance – particularly when looking for such cause-and-effect links over the short term.

The good news? Research carried out by the Henley Forum for 
Organisational Learning and Knowledge Strategies has shown how a 
participatory approach to evaluating knowledge management can not 
only deliver a clearer indication of organisational value, but also deliver 
better knowledge management and knowledge sharing.

Cause and effect

Given the level of investment that many organisations make in knowledge 
management, it might be imagined that methodologies to evaluate the 
return on investment (ROI) would be fairly well developed.

But no: look at knowledge management evaluation in practice, and the 
picture that emerges lacks both depth and clarity.

For a start, most organisations have many other initiatives underway: 
internal restructuring and efficiency improvements, for instance, as well 
as more formal initiatives such as Lean, Total Quality Management, or Six 
Sigma.

This makes it difficult to disentangle cause and effect. Did a specific 
improvement result from Six Sigma or knowledge management, for 
instance? Or both, separately? Or both, with the impact reinforced by 
useful interaction between the two?

What’s more, the delivery of knowledge management initiatives can itself be very diffuse, further compounding the 
difficulties involved in measuring their effect. Not only does knowledge management touch widely spread groups 
and programmes around the organisation, but the constituencies served by knowledge management programmes 
also change and evolve.

Evaluation in practice

Of course, the problem isn’t new. Previous Henley Forum research, undertaken between 2004 and 2005, explored 
how to best select a set of key indicators in terms of the inputs, processes, outputs and value delivered from a 
knowledge management initiative.

While a useful approach, it turned out to be most appropriate when there is a focus on initiatives to improve 
information and explicit knowledge management in relatively stable environments in which there are not interacting 
influences from ongoing organisational change programmes.
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Collaboration, insight ... practical value

Co-ordinated by Dr. Christine van Winkelen of Henley Business School, the insights into knowledge management 
evaluation described here originated in a Henley Forum Workshop involving 25 participants from 12 large public 
and private sector organisations held in April 2013, together with a substantial review of the academic literature.
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In practice – example one
In one organisation, a knowledge manager is assessed 
against a measure relating to lessons learned – particularly, 
the timescale in which these lessons are incorporated 
into future practice. The results could influence bonus 
payments so the knowledge manager commissioned 
an independent internal audit, revealing differences in 
interpretation of the measurement framework, notably 
in regard to the time period that reporting covered. The 
findings triggered subsequent changes in the evaluation 
process and showed the risks of a process-oriented 
approach that doesn’t maintain an engaged dialogue 
about application in practice.



So, faced with this problem of evaluation, knowledge managers react 
pragmatically. The approaches to knowledge management evaluation 
described by a group of knowledge managers attending a Henley 
Forum Workshop showed that knowledge managers evaluate the 
impact of knowledge management on their organisations for a variety 
of purposes, and with a variety of approaches.
•  For some, the impetus lies in a need to periodically justify their 

existence by demonstrating the value they add.
•  For others, the impetus is around supporting a range of learning 

purposes, ranging from continually improving practices to identifying 
gaps in current knowledge management provision.

•  In some cases, evaluation is embedded within organisations’ business 
performance management and reporting cycles, but often it is 
undertaken on a more ad hoc basis when the situation demands it.

Flawed vision

There are several problems with this periodic, ad hoc approach to 
assessing the value of knowledge management to the organisation.

One is that it will give answers only at certain points in time, 
which may not be directly comparable with each other. Another 
is that ‘hard’, financially based measures of value often fail to 
adequately encompass ‘soft’ benefits – and in the case of knowledge 
management, for some participants it is the soft benefits that add the 
most value to their own programmes and functions.

More damningly, these periodic and ad hoc approaches to 
evaluation will fail to achieve or suggest any improvements in the 
delivery of knowledge management and learning activities within 
the organisation. Carried out in isolation from the organisational 
constituencies which they serve, they attempt to ascribe worth to 
activities, long after they have taken place.

Put another way, it’s a little like a restaurant asking customers what 
they think of the food five months after they last dined there.

Is there a better way?

The organisation can be regarded as a ‘distributed knowledge 
system’, with the potential for the whole to be greater than the 
sum of the parts. So while a well-developed learning capability 
offers the potential for improving its overall performance, assessing 
the contribution of individual knowledge and learning initiatives 
in isolation ignores the interactions between activities that both 
dampen and amplify the organisation-wide effect.

A metaphor illustrates this. Imagine the organisation as a pond 
of water, into which a handful of stones are thrown: some stones 
represent organisational initiatives such as Six Sigma, restructuring, 
and Lean; other stones represent knowledge management initiatives.

The resulting ripples and waves as the stones hit the water 
communicate the challenge of isolating the multiple, interacting 
and overlapping impacts of knowledge management programmes 
and activities upon individuals, groups and the organisation. And 

those multiple interactions highlight the reinforcement, dampening, 
cancellation and barriers to knowledge management that occur as a 
result of everything else that is happening.

More to the point, once the pond is still again, trying to determine 
how these interactions played out is next to impossible. What’s 
needed is a way of capturing the information in real time.

Real-time feedback

How might the contribution of knowledge management to an 
organisation be evaluated in real time? Put like that, the answer is 
clearer. By building participatory ‘feedback loops’ into knowledge 
management initiatives and learning processes, the participants can 
articulate the value of the learning and knowledge they are receiving, 
at the point at which they are receiving it.

In other words, applying a learning orientation to evaluation allows 
successes and difficulties to be identified, thus offering lessons for 
subsequent knowledge management initiatives.

Those lessons come in two forms:
•  First, real-time feedback offers the opportunity of amplifying the 

impact of knowledge management programmes by positively 
developing the learning environment.

•  Second, real-time feedback provides an effective means of 
understanding what is working, what is not, and how potential 
improvements might look – directly from those involved in the 
knowledge management initiatives involved.

Returning to that restaurant analogy for a moment, the difference is 
between asking diners to rate the restaurant as a whole, long after 
they last dined there, and asking them for a meal-by-meal critique, 
while the taste is still fresh in their mouths.

Evaluating knowledge management
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In practice – example two
An organisation has focused on the development of 
‘networks of excellence’ as the basis for supporting 
knowledge flows through the organisation, agreeing what 
these ought to deliver, and how they should operate. 
An internal awards scheme is used to recognise good 
examples of knowledge transfer, knowledge reuse, and the 
sharing of difficult experiences. Peer evaluation and self-
evaluation is consistent with a participatory approach and 
a focus on collaboration and learning.
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In practice

Fairly obviously, however desirable the 
end state, moving towards the use of 
participatory feedback in present-day 
knowledge management evaluation 
presents some challenges.

Knowledge managers themselves, for 
instance, may require new skills in order 
to develop the capacity of individuals 
and groups to ask and answer evaluative 
questions, and critically reflect on 
their experience of using knowledge 
management practices.

Likewise, they will have to develop ways 
to mobilise this dialogue – for example by 
facilitating action learning groups – and 
learn how to shape and deliver effective 
participatory approaches in the context of 
their own organisations.

What’s more, in taking the received 
feedback and using it to build future 
knowledge management initiatives, 
experience suggests that they will need 
to be cognisant of the risk of developing 
an overly process-oriented approach that 
could bias incremental refinement. To return once again to the 
restaurant analogy, it would be a mistake for a four-star restaurant 
to respond to complaints of food variability by adopting a menu 
borrowed from McDonalds, in order to achieve greater consistency.

But the biggest challenge is likely to lie in determining, in the context 
of the individual organisation, exactly what ‘good’ looks like. In short, 
in aspiring to offer the organisation a good knowledge management 
service, it needs to define and agree exactly what ‘good’ in fact 
means.

Finally, and put another way, these same challenges form the journey 

that an organisation must make in moving from today’s periodic 
and ad hoc approach to knowledge management evaluation, to an 
evaluative capability built around participatory feedback:
•  Develop the necessary skills and adopt approaches that prompt 

reflection and questioning about the knowledge management 
practices, both by individuals and in groups.

•  Create opportunities for constructive dialogue between groups 
experiencing the knowledge management practices in order to 
extend and deepen sense-making.

•  Adopt a participatory approach to agreeing what ‘good’ looks like 
in relation to the knowledge management practices to reflect the 
specifics of the local social situation.

Actions to start building evaluative capability for learning

Senior sponsorship of 
knowledge and learning

Increasing the quality 
and quantity of 
communication to 
channel feedback and 
learning around the 
organisation

Develop evaluation 
skills and expertise

Ensure that a senior person leads the learning agenda of the organisation

Improve communication flows to channel feedback, for example using 
networks or communities and joining these up

Increase communication of successes, learning etc, for example using sound 
bites, newsletters, brown bag lunches etc.

Engage in widespread individual and group discussions about ‘what good 
looks like’

Action themes
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Tailor KM 
practices to the 
business

Develop an 
evaluative and 
learning culture

Develop tailored versions of maturity models for aspects of knowledge 
management with each organisational area

Clearly communicate KM practices and ‘tools’ in the language of the business

Use personal feedback through ongoing developmental performance 
management to create an evaluative and learning culture

Demonstrate the value of working together and collaboration

Provide training and develop competence in questioning and challenging, 
including in relation to the appraisal of others’ performance

Build evaluative learning skill development into team-building activities

Explore other functions’ successes in evaluation (e.g. HR)

Develop expertise in “evaluation” by identifying and working with experts in 
the field and including it within personal development plans


