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Abstract:  Globalisation has altered the nature and complexity of the operating environment for 
higher education.  Universities, in turn, have needed to become even more complex 
organisations than they had previously been – needing to become increasingly corporate in their 
approaches and increasingly entrepreneurial in outlook.  One aspect of the changes that are 
occurring in universities concern the growing complexities associated with the collection, 
analysis and utilisation of information as a basis for decision making.  As institutions become 
more complex and draw on an even wider variety of specialist skills, institutional researchers are 
moving from a position of being a principal font of knowledge generation to becoming more of 
a hub for the collection, collation, value-adding and dissemination of knowledge generated 
elsewhere in the organisation.  In this regard, the theories and practice of knowledge 
management (KM) – the concept of ‘transforming information and intellectual assets into 
enduring value’ - which are now well established for business can be applied to describe these 
changes that are occurring within higher education.  The paper reviews the development of KM 
practices in the corporate world and the reasons for these developments.  It then goes on to 
describe the application of corporate knowledge management practices in the higher education 
context and uses this to develop a framework for describing the growing involvement of the 
institutional researcher as a manager of knowledge.  The implications of this changed paradigm 
are explored. 
 
 
Background:  The changing world environment 
 
The statement that the world has changed dramatically over the past several decades has become 
a cliché. Change has been brought about by a series of interwoven influences which have moved 
to revolutionise business and industry and, in turn, have filtered through to impact on all aspects 
of modern life.  
 
A major series of changes has been associated with the phenomenon of globalisation – where: 
“economic, political and cultural activities across the world [have] become interconnected” 
(Mok & Lee 2000, p. 362) and individuals and nations find themselves influenced from a 
distance.  This has resulted in the creation of a large-scale global system, sometimes referred to 
in positive terms as the ‘global village’, but viewed more cautiously or even negatively in some 
quarters as representing a threat to individual cultures and a disempowerment of the individual.  
Leaving aside any moral and ethical implications, there is no doubt that the process of 
globalisation has not only had a major impact on the world’s economic environment through the 
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emergence and strengthening of the global economy (either real or imagined) but has also had a 
major influence on all social, political and cultural fronts (Waters 1995; Taylor et al. 1997). 
 
A second series of changes has been associated with dramatic reforms to the philosophy of 
business and how it is approached and conducted.  During the 1970s and 1980s business 
concepts and philosophies spread from the Japanese manufacturing industry to eventually 
engender the notions of quality management, customer focus, flattened management structures 
and the ‘learning organisation’ throughout industry and business worldwide (Senge 1992; Conti 
1993; Nonaka, & Takeuchi 1995) – causing a genuine transformation of business enterprise.  
Modern buzz-words such as ‘strategic planning’, ‘continuous improvement’, ‘competitive 
advantage’, ‘efficiency and effectiveness’, ‘flexibility’, ‘organisational downsizing’, 
‘decentralisation’, ‘cooperation and teamwork’, ‘business process orientation’ and ‘workflow 
management’ point to various aspects of a dramatically changed orientation in business thinking 
during the 1980s and ‘90s.  The nature of business has also been affected by such factors as 
shortened product lives, mass customisation, accelerated technological change, increased staff 
mobility, and changed workplace relations arrangements (Starling 1996; Clarke 2001). 
 
The third major series of changes are associated with the transformation of industrial economies 
and societies into knowledge- and information-based service economies.  Dizard (1985) 
described how the Information Age would come to overtake the Industrial Age, just as the latter 
had swamped the Agricultural Age before it.  One obvious manifestation of the Information Age 
is the emergence of the ‘information economy’ in which knowledge and information work – that 
is, the production and distribution of knowledge and information - has come to account for a 
very high proportion of the workforce in Western industrial nations.  For example, this accounts 
now for nearly 55 per cent of the labour force in the USA and 60 per cent of the American gross 
national product (Laudon & Laudon 1998).   No less important is the impact of the continuing 
technological revolution (Starling 1996).  In particular, the rapid development of information 
and communications technologies (ICTs) during the 1990s has had an enormous impact – with 
the advent of the World Wide Web over this period representing a true revolution.  There is a 
particularly close link between the information economy and ICT developments.  As noted by 
Johnstone (1999, p. 52): 

The power of information and communication technology gives the global knowledge 
economy a new technological base which fundamentally changes the conditions for 
producing and distributing knowledge. 

 
So, as a result of these wide range of influences, business in Western industrial nations now 
works in a far different way than it did even a decade ago.  However, these factors have not only 
dramatically changed the corporate world, they have also had a major influence on the way that 
governments, and hence nations, now function.  As noted by Mok & Lee (2000, p. 363): 

Globalization … alters the established relationship between the state and 
governance.  Unlike earlier practices, the new vision of governance today conceives 
modern states as ‘facilitators’ rather than ‘service providers’.  This is particularly 
true when the ‘welfare state’ is now being transformed into the ‘competitive state’. 
… This ‘New World Order’ is characterised by revamping the role of government 
and cutting back the scope of its work, whilst the notion of ‘social good’ is taken 
over by the rhetoric of ‘economic rationalism’ whereby customer choice and the 
three Es – economy, effectiveness and efficiency – are stressed. … In the context of 
globalization, it is market forces that govern and dominate the realm of public 
policy. 
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The Australian government has been no less resistant to these trends than other Western 
industrial nation government and the associated public sector reforms that have occurred since 
the 1980s – involving: “privatization, marketization and quasi-marketization [that] has reduced 
the public sector’s role as a provider but strengthened its role as a regulator” (Mok & Lee, p. 
364)  - have carried over and resulted in major changes to quasi-public sectors such as higher 
education.  In this regard, a major turning point occurred with the 1988 White Paper on Higher 
Education which heralded the major strategies for reform instigated by the then Minister for 
Employment, Education and Training, John Dawkins (Williams 1988; Maslen 1994; Marginson 
1996).  About Dawkins, Maslen (1994, p. 6) noted that: 

No-one in Australian history has so fundamentally altered the very foundation of the 
nation’s intellectual institutions.  The revolution set in train by Dawkins resulted in 
the abolition of the former advanced education sector and the creation of one unified 
national university system.  It saw the introduction of institutional profiles that 
forced universities for the first time to justify how and where their income was spent.  
It offered a relaxation of government controls that freed the entrepreneurial energies 
of many vice-chancellors who, individually and collectively, began to behave as the 
heads of big corporations.  

 
Since that time the government’s perception of higher education has changed even more 
radically through an even stronger embracing of economic rationalist principles.  Within a 
decade of Dawkins’ reforms, the government no longer spoke of ‘investing’ in higher education 
as it had in the 1980s, but of ‘subsidising’ higher education; user-pays had increased 
dramatically; and many universities were obliged to rationalise their organisational structures 
and/or downsize their workforce.  Under successive governments, universities have seen the 
relative public contribution to higher education diminish, have been increasingly exposed to 
‘free market’ forces and have been made increasingly accountable to their ‘stakeholders’ - most 
recently through the introduction of the Australian Universities Quality Agency (AUQA) which: 
“… emphasises quality improvement as the most effective means of achieving accountability 
(Woodhouse 2001, p. 2).  The ‘corporatisation’ of Australian higher education institutions and 
the deregulation of their operating environment has seen universities increasingly embrace 
‘corporate managerialism’, and they have become evermore entrepreneurial and profit-seeking 
in their outlook – suddenly becoming major exporters of educational services in addition to their 
roles in supporting domestic social, cultural and economic objectives.  Having been, as the 
government sees it, ‘brought out of their shell’ and obliged to take the lead from the corporate 
world, universities have tended to take on the corporate trappings of ‘leaner and meaner’ 
business entities and have been subject to influence by the same trends of globalisation, 
increased market competitiveness, the need for a stronger ‘customer’ focus, the need for greater 
entrepreneurialism, and an increasing reliance on the business opportunities created by 
innovation.  Any emerging ‘buzz-words of global business’ now very quickly become the ‘buzz 
words of Australian universities.’ 
 
Commensurate with the extensive change that has occurred to the higher education sector over 
the past decade, consideration is beginning to be made in the literature to the changing role of 
institutional researchers and decision support staff in universities.  A particularly interesting 
thread in the literature emerging from the United States in this area is a consideration of the 
applicability of corporate knowledge management (KM) practices to the operation of 
universities and the implications that this might have for institutional researchers and decision 
support staff in universities in the future (for example, Kidwell et al. 2000; Milam & Malik 
2001). 
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This paper will first provide an overview of KM practices as they have developed in the 
corporate world over the past decade and then relate this to the experience of higher education in 
Australia. 
 
Corporate Knowledge Management (KM) Practices 
 
According to Clarke (2001, p. 14): 

The OECD defines the knowledge-based economy as one ‘directly based on the 
production, distribution and use of knowledge and information’ …  This theme has 
rapidly been taken up by national governments as they realised the choice was either 
a national economy based on knowledge, technology, innovation and high value 
added, or an economy based on the competition of standardised commodities, low 
skills, and poor wages.  In the knowledge economy the basis of competitive 
advantage is the effective utilisation of knowledge resources. 

 
Hence Knowledge Management (KM) has developed as an expansive business discipline during 
the 1990s, building on earlier development in information and library science, organisational 
learning, strategic planning, economics and, particularly, information systems development1 
(Chumer et al. 2000).  KM in its modern form received a major boost with the release of the 
Lotus Notes software which packaged e-mail with data repositories and basic collaborative 
tools.  Since then, the use of intranet platforms, search and retrieval e-mail, and the like have 
provided ideal platforms for the expanding interest in KM (Kidwell et al. 2000). 
 
KM is currently a particularly ‘hot topic’ in business and management theory and practice.  For 
example, Johnstone (1999) noted the results of a survey of 30 leading Australian companies that 
found that 90 per cent considered KM to be an important tool for the future and 35 per cent 
considered that KM will transform the way they do business.  Johnstone’s conclusion was that: 
“knowledge management is being taken seriously in the [Australian] private sector” (p. 55). 
 
With the ascendancy of the knowledge economy, knowledge has become a central productive 
and strategic asset – widely considered as a key to achieving breakthrough competitive 
advantage.  In this context, the notion of knowledge as an ‘asset’ represents a true paradigm 
shift for the corporate world which has greater implications than may at first be apparent.  For 
example, it warrants the inclusion of knowledge as a consideration in the balance sheet, and 
profit and loss account for an organisation - hence an industry is now developing around the 
techniques required to value and ‘account’ for knowledge in these terms (Wilson 1996; 
Lawrence 1999).  The closing stages of the 1990s has seen more and more companies claiming a 
market value for their intangible assets which far exceeds the value attributed to their physical 
assets.  Of interest is the fact that knowledge presents various challenges to those accustomed to 
dealing with conventional assets such as buildings and equipment since knowledge has several 
unique characteristics – for example, knowledge is the only asset that gains value the more it is 
used (Clarke 2001). 
 
 
 

                                                
1 An information system can be defined technically as: “a set of interrelated components that collect (or retrieve), 
process, store, and distribute information to support decision making” (Laudon & Laudon 1998, pp. 7-8).  Clarke 
(2001, p. 14) notes that: “It is the fusion of the emerging digital networks and the rapidly developing knowledge 
tools and systems that the business knowledge revolution is being created.”  The literature on this area is huge but a 
detailed consideration of information systems falls beyond the scope of this paper. 
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In the knowledge economy: 
… the success of the organization increasingly depends on its ability to gather, 
produce, maintain, and disseminate knowledge.  Developing procedures and 
routines to optimise the creation, flow, learning, and sharing of knowledge and 
information in the firm becomes a central management responsibility.  The process 
of systematically and actively managing and leveraging the stores of knowledge in 
an organisation is called knowledge management (Laudon & Laudon 1998, p. 553). 

 
One major manifestation of ‘The Information Society’ is that the cost of data (raw facts and 
figures) and information (data put into some context) is declining (Lawrence 1999).  This has 
been brought about by the continued growth in the knowledge sector which has resulted in 
information becoming more plentiful, and innovations in information and communications 
technologies which has resulted in information becoming easier to access, store, process and 
communicate in ever increasing amounts and ever shortening timeframes.  As a result, most 
organisations are now swamped by data and information.  However, the vast majority of this 
data and information is unstructured and not directly relevant to the work and goals of the 
organisation.  Value is not added to the organisation until the potentially relevant information is 
identified and actually applied to the work of that organisation.  This is where a consideration of 
transforming information into knowledge is critical.  As noted by Reid (2001, p. 4): 

Information, in itself, is merely an inert resource. … knowledge involves the skilled 
use of information within an active, purposeful process of selection and 
interpretation. 

 
Information overload and the rapid rate of obsolescence of data and information has created the 
demand for improved KM approaches which support rapid knowledge acquisition and use; a 
situation being further driven by accelerated technological innovation (including an increase in 
the power of computer processing and the developing bandwidth of networks) and the 
increasing speed of business activity (Clarke 2001). 
 
A key concept in the development of modern corporate KM practices is the appreciation that an 
organisation’s most important knowledge often resides in individuals.  The designers of expert 
information systems came to appreciate the difference between explicit knowledge – as 
represented by formulas, equations, rules and best practice that is readily documented and 
communicable – and the tacit knowledge which human experts find difficult to communicate, 
relating as it does to know-how, experience and even more intangible features such as: “an 
instinct, a gut-feeling, an intuition which the expert has developed through years of experience 
and which he or she has come to trust” (Wilson 1996, p. 35).  Kidwell et al. (2000, p. 29) note 
that tacit knowledge is: “personal, context specific, difficult to formalise, difficult to 
communicate [and] more difficult to transfer.”  Important is an appreciation that:  

Knowledge produced and carried by individuals only reaches its full potential to 
create economic value when it is embodied in organisational routines, that is when it 
has been converted into organisational knowledge (Clarke 2001, p. 15). 

 
Clarke goes on to note that: “This conversion is neither automatic or easy” (Clarke 2001, p. 15), 
hence the recent development of corporate KM as a large and complex discipline extending 
beyond what Malhotra (2001) refers to as the earlier ‘information processing paradigm’ of KM.  
That modern businesses have come to not only recognise and appreciate the value of tacit 
knowledge, but also to attempt to come to grips with harnessing it to value add to the 
organisation, represents a major breathrough in corporate KM approaches.  As critical has been 
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the appreciation that although: “knowledge originates in individuals, … it is embodied in teams 
and organisations” (Wilson 1996, p. 29), hence placing an emphasis on the need for knowledge 
sharing, team building and cooperative knowledge processing (Wilson 1996; Kirn & O’Hare 
1997).  (KM practices in business have, in part, been driven by the very pragmatic need to 
ensure that knowledge (in the form of expertise and learning) is ‘extracted’ from one person and 
‘transferred’ to others so that this knowledge is not lost should the first person leave the 
organisation (McInerney & LeFevre 2000).) 
 
The implications of these insights to a modern business organisation are many, and include the 
need to empower the individual as a means of fully exploiting the tacit knowledge that cannot 
otherwise be communicated, introducing strategies to retain staff to avoid unnecessary loss of 
intellectual capital, and creating an environment of trust where that information which can be 
communicated by the individual is done so to an optimal degree (Wilson 1996; McInerney & 
LeFevre 2000; Clarke 2001).  For example, in describing ‘The Knowledge Creating Company’, 
Nonaka & Takeuchi (1995): 

… examine the process of the translation of tacit (subjective) knowledge into explicit 
(objective) knowledge which can be codified.  A model of knowledge flow is based on 
the exchange of tacit knowledge within a community of practice.  The transfer to 
other communities requires its explication, and subsequently the knowledge is 
internalised and made tacit again through application  (Clarke 2001, p. 15). 
 

To achieve effective knowledge management therefore requires organisations to invest in 
developing social relationships as well as investing in information technology, an insight which 
requires significant organisational and cultural transformation in many instances.   
 
In this climate, KM has developed a particular philosophy which moves beyond the notions of 
simply developing databases, search mechanisms and links to stored documents, etc.  Attempts 
to encapsulate this philosophy succinctly include the following: 

Knowledge management … [is] the process of identifying, capturing, and leveraging 
knowledge to help the company compete (O’Dell & Grayson 1998, as cited in Breu 
at al. 2000, p. 307) 

KM involves blending a company’s internal and external information and turning it 
into actionable knowledge … (DiMattia & Oder 1997, p. 33). 

… KM is an effort to capture not only explicit factual information but also the tacit 
information and knowledge that exists in an organisation, usually in the minds of 
employees in order to advance the organisation’s mission (McInerney & LeFevre 
2000, p. 1). 

Effective knowledge management programs identify and leverage the know-how 
embedded in work, with a focus on how it will be applied.  The challenge in 
knowledge management is to make the right knowledge available to the right people 
at the right time (Kidwell et al.  2000, p. 29). 
 

KM, then: 

• … is a sophisticated way for an organisation to share intellectual assets 
• ... is best practiced in situations that are collaborative and team-oriented.   
• … calls on those who are experienced to provide the knowledge that they have 

gained to those who develop the firm’s knowledge repositories 
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• … [requires] the information specialists … to treat the knowledge and the people 
responsible for it in fair and just ways that engender trust and confidence in the 
systems that are established (McInerney & LeFevre 2000, p. 15). 

 
As to just where KM is heading, Kidwell et al. (2000) list a number of trends in KM which they 
anticipate will shape its future development.  These are: 
• emerging technological solutions – with the corporate portal: “a gateway to applications 

that integrate collaborative tools, business intelligence, an unstructured text search 
capabilities”(p. 29) representing the likely: “next killer application” (p. 29); 

• the convergence of KM with e-business – with this development riding on the use of 
corporate portals and based on the notional linkage that: “knowledge management has been 
about breaking down barriers within the organization, and e-business has been about 
breaking down barriers between the organization and its customers” (p. 30); 

• the movement from limited KM projects to more enterprise-wide projects; 
• moving from an emphasis: “on creating repositories for storing and diffusing best 

practices” (p. 30) to: “applying knowledge management to spur innovation” (p. 30); and 
• increasing the use of tacit knowledge. 
 
Beyond this, KM theory is currently heading in a number of directions.  Discussion in the most 
recent literature includes consideration of the need to move beyond the so-called ‘technology-
centric’ interpretation of knowledge management which has tied KM to information systems 
development to more ‘people-centric’ constructs (Malhotra 2001).  There is also discussion of 
moving beyond the use of the knowledge-carrying individual as the basic unit for analysis in 
KM to a concern for knowledge as embedded in and constructed by collective practices – the so-
called second generation KM (Ahonen et al. 2001).  Consideration is also being given to the 
requirements for KM in the virtual organisation (Burn & Ash 2001; Johnson 2001). 
 
 
Applying Corporate KM Practices in Higher Education 
 
Clarke (2001, p. 13) notes the various ways that businesses are taking advantage of KM in 
practice.  Many would appear to have direct relevance to the situation of higher education: 

From the many corporate approaches to knowledge management it is possible to 
discern several distinct strategies.  Firstly chemical and pharmaceutical companies 
and other organisations with significant sunk investment in research and 
development, seek to leverage the intellectual capital they already possess, by for 
example utilising existing patents more effectively and speeding up the process of 
patent application.  A second group of companies engaged in manufacturing in 
highly competitive international markets … seek to use knowledge management 
techniques to enhance and speed up the process of best practice sharing across 
multiple international production sites. … A third group of companies with large 
client bases such as banks and insurance companies utilise knowledge management 
to improve data mining and exchange between different functions and managers of 
the company in order to develop customer relationships and pursue further business 
opportunities with existing customers.  Finally professional service companies such 
as the large accountancy and management consultancies employ knowledge 
management to create knowledge networks that allow the ready sharing of 
knowledge from complex assignments to allow the application of state-of-the-art 
solutions to particular client problems. 
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Universities as businesses can benefit from KM practices in the same way as any other business, 
with applications potentially serving to support all areas of their operations and every part of 
their mission.  Indeed, one could argue that universities, by their nature, should serve as a model 
for the management and sharing of knowledge2 - and indeed some very traditional academic 
activities such as teaching and the presentation of research papers at conferences or seminars 
align well with the modern conceptualisation of KM.  However, despite the fact that all 
Business/Management/IT faculties include KM and information systems development as major 
components of their curricula and all university libraries carry significant stocks of the latest 
texts on the subject (somewhere around the Dewey classification 658.4), universities as 
businesses, as a rule, are unlikely to be in the vanguard of developments in this area.  (But this 
situation may soon change as universities have now come to appreciate that the ready 
availability of cheap information requires them to be innovative either in the way that they 
generate knowledge or the way that they utilise it in order to be successful in the global 
knowledge economy.  For education providers this can mean either having innovative content in 
the curriculum, or having innovative delivery and support strategies which effectively value add 
to the learning experience.) 
 
Still, universities have come a long way over the past decade in their use of knowledge to 
support decision-making.  As in this development, the institutional research/decision support 
staff in universities have a key role to play in assisting their institutions to incorporate KM 
practices into the organisational culture and operations.  Indeed, many universities have made 
considerable progress in the development of KM in practice through the use of web-based 
platforms (for example, intranets) and promoting a changed provider-client relationship, even if 
the individuals involved have never heard of the concept of KM per se.  There is considerable 
logic in institutional research/decision support staff positioning themselves as central knowledge 
managers in the higher education sector and it is possible that ‘offices of statistics and analysis’ 
in universities will gradually evolve into ‘offices of knowledge management’ over time 
(Kidwell et al. 2000; Milam & Malik 2001).  Strategies which can be taken by institutional 
research/decision support staff, which would support this trend, include the following, many of 
which are already underway in many universities: 
 
• Support the trend for decentralised planning and processes, and generally support 

operational areas in their work by providing the information they need when they need 
it.  The long ubiquitous hard copy statistics publication developed by all planning and 
analysis offices in Australian universities is being supplemented with variants that offer 
greater accessibility, flexibility and responsiveness.  In its simplest manifestation this might 
take the form of publications which have a wider target audience – such as pocket statistics 
summaries or layman-friendly statistics publications designed to prompt otherwise poorly-
numerate staff into taking an interest in and utilising data, information and knowledge.  Even 
more useful is the use of portals for internal information such as status and performance 
information, plans, reports, environmental scans, regular business reports, benchmarking and 
best practice.  Making information available using web-based platforms and utilising 
powerful tools such as pivot tables to provide a rich source of data that can be manipulated 
by the user to meet their own individual needs, are becoming standard practice.  

 
 
                                                
2 Breu at al. (2000, p. 307) draws a distinction between knowledge management as: “the process of identifying, 
capturing, and leveraging knowledge to help the company compete” and knowledge sharing as: “the transfer and 
active exchange of knowledge amongst an organizational community.” 
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• Seek to use the availability of knowledge to empower staff rather than to control staff.  
Strategies such as ‘The Balanced Scorecard’ approach to reviewing strategic planning and 
the emerging culture of quality audits all require staff to report on their activities and 
progress.  In the ‘no blame’ continuous improvement environment of a learning organisation 
such communication can represent an immense knowledge resource.  However, if the 
reporting activities are perceived by management as essentially a mechanism for ‘checking 
up on staff’ or ‘weeding out poor performers’ then much of the potential of these processes 
will be lost as the free flow of accurate information inevitably becomes compromised in 
such a climate.  An environment of mutual respect and trust between different levels of staff 
is essential to make KM work.  

• Generally assist universities to come to grips with information overload.  There is a need 
to ensure that the organisation takes full advantage of the unprecedented access to data and 
information which is now available.  In most organisations, many potentially useful sources 
of information are not fully utilised or may be utilised only by particular staff.  There is an 
expanding role for institutional research/decision support staff to help the organisation create 
knowledge from all potential sources and to ensure that knowledge is appropriately 
communicated across the organisation. 

• Assist staff to codify and communicate their individual knowledge wherever possible 
and encourage networking.  All universities have particular staff who possess key 
institutional knowledge, often gained from extensive experience – perhaps long-time 
Associate Deans, an Academic Registrar or the Director of Support Services - who are 
typically heavily relied upon for committee work (which is itself a manifestation of KM in 
practice).  These knowledge resources need to be tapped in ways that do not overburden the 
individuals concerned and that maximise the transfer of knowledge for the strategic benefit 
of the institution.  Knowledge managers can assist in these processes.  Another manifestation 
of this point arises from the fact that many more staff today are collecting good information 
on their own operational areas than occurred even a decade ago – a product of the influence 
of strategic planning and quality management philosophies, and greatly increased 
reporting/accountability expectations on all operational areas.  Whereas once such data may 
have been considered as representing a negative feature – being ‘feral systems’ that 
competed with or contradicted the ‘official’ centralised information sources – the aim now 
should be to ensure that this information comes to contribute effectively to the bank of 
organisational knowledge.  This may require considerable development in, for example, 
assisting operational staff to collect and process performance or other information in an 
appropriate way, but the potential rewards to the organisation are obvious if this can be 
achieved. 

• Break down silo behaviour and encourage information sharing within the organisation.  
It is important to appreciate that knowledge sharing is a social process that requires an 
environment of trust and cooperation to work effectively.  In this regard, institutional 
research/decision support staff can lead by example.  Knowledge managers also have a role 
to play in educating staff in appreciating the benefits of transferring knowledge as a means 
of benefiting the organisation. 

• Explore new tools which support KM approaches and, where possible, provide expert 
advice to staff on KM approaches as well as the use of knowledge.  Intelligent systems 
are available which facilitate the access, processing, storage and dissemination of 
information and these are now readily available to potentially all staff.  Knowledge 
managers are often in a position to play a leadership role in assessing the value and utility of 
such tools and assisting the organisation to manage its introduction and use. 
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• Explore new approaches which support KM practice.  For example, resources for such 
things as conference attendance are currently hard to come by for many staff in the sector.  
However, e-communications mean that information sharing can be facilitated by other 
means and these should be fully explored and utilised. 

 
It is essential that institutional research/decision support staff become scholars of KM as a 
discipline and ensure they understand its concepts.  In putting these principles into practice, the 
necessary developments are as much related to changes in culture and attitude as to changes in 
operational practice.  Institutional research/decision support staff who may have once seen 
themselves as consultants to a group of clients, now need to view themselves as a member of a 
team – that is, working with staff not for them.  As well, as noted by Milam & Malik (2001; 
abstract), there is a need to: “view networking and participating in the IR community as a way of 
life.”   
 
A major issue is that institutional research/decision support staff as a group need to come to 
grips with the use of ‘subjective’ data as a potential contributor to organisational knowledge in 
general and decision support processes in particular.  Overcoming the notion that ‘anything that 
can’t be measured can’t be important’ and using this type of knowledge effectively in formal 
planning and analysis frameworks represents a significant challenge and will, for many, be a 
substantial leap of faith.  Above all, knowledge managers will need to be prepared to take risks. 
 
Conclusion 
 
KM has emerged as a discipline with significant potential to transform the operations and future 
viability and competitiveness of individual businesses.  The potential advantages afforded by 
KM are equally as relevant to a consideration of universities as businesses and significant 
potential exists for universities to gain strategic advantages through ‘transforming information 
and intellectual assets into enduring value’ through the application of KM. 
 
Institutional research and decision support staff are well positioned to play a key role in assisting 
universities to incorporate KM concepts into their overall culture and to benefit from the use of 
KM practices.  The potential benefits of institutional research/decision support staff in 
universities accepting a central role as knowledge workers in their organisation and supporting 
the adoption of KM approaches include the potential to: 
• help ensure effective knowledge generation which provides strategic benefits to the 

organisation; 
• improve the sharing of knowledge, both internally and externally; 
• build the organisation as a coherent team; which values the contribution which can be made 

by all staff; 
• help create a responsive learning organisation which can be more responsive to changing 

market needs; 
• support the trend towards decentralised strategic planning and decision making – with an 

appreciation that “better knowledge leads to better decisions!” (Kidwell et al. 2000, p. 33); 
• enhance the institution’s ability to develop up-to-date and market-focused strategic plans; 

and 
• position the organisation to better deal with reporting and accountability requirements – such 

as the quality audit process recently introduced for the Australian higher education sector. 
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