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Drawing from the lessons of experience for launching
a broad knowledge management program in a global
organization like the World Bank, eight pillars were
instrumental to support the Bank’s initiative – defining
a clear strategy based on the business needs of the or-
ganization; keeping small the central KM unit which
oversees overall implementation; making available a
budget to allow communities to function; supporting
the development of communities of practice; keeping
information technology user-friendly and responsive
to its users needs; orchestrating systematic communi-
cations to explain what knowledge means and to keep
every one informed; introducing new incentives to ac-
celerate the shift towards a knowledge culture; and
developing a set of metrics to measure progress.

Defining a Knowledge Strategy
Defining a knowledge sharing strategy which will be
endorsed by senior management and front-line staff is
a difficult but essential first step. The strategy should
clearly articulate why the organization should share its
know-how, what the organization will share, with whom
the organization will share and how the organization
will share. One critical element in the World Bank
knowledge sharing strategy was the public commitment
made by its president to build a “knowledge” Bank.
This decision to share, taken by the chief executive
officer, sheltered the organization from lengthy discus-
sions that typically surround the development of strat-
egies in large organizations.

• Deciding why to share
Given the characteristics of the global economy,
and the plummeting costs of communication and
computing, the World Bank perceived that sharing
knowledge would enhance its organizational per-
formance, and therefore, its global impact on pov-
erty. This was a business decision anchored on the
realization that the new opportunities were worth
the shock of cultural and technological transforma-
tions that the Bank was going to introduce. Knowl-
edge management was not undertaken for its own
good. It was motivated by a decision to increase
the speed and quality of service delivery, lower the
cost of operations by avoiding rework, accelerate
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innovation, and widen the Bank partnerships to fight
poverty.

• Deciding what to share
The knowledge sharing program of the Bank is
designed to share country and sector know-how,
and global best practices and research in the field
of development. The program would have been
designed differently if the knowledge of competi-
tive intelligence, processes or individual clients
would have been at the core of the Bank’s busi-
ness. The issues of the quality and authentication
of what is being shared is addressed by the the-
matic group leaders.

• Deciding with whom to share
The knowledge-sharing vision of the World Bank
is ambitious. It drives the institution to share its
development know-how both internally with staff
at headquarters and in the field, and externally with
clients, partners and stakeholders. Internally, the au-
dience is the members of the thematic groups and
the objective is to collect and make accessible the
latest and best sector and country development
knowledge that exists globally to allow operational
staff to bring higher quality advice to their clients
while saving time and costs. In itself, collecting,
synthesizing and authenticating this knowledge is
already an endeavor. External knowledge sharing
poses further issues such as the confidentiality of
information given to the Bank by its clients and
partners, copyright of documents, and for the Bank
activities supporting the private sector, the protec-
tion of proprietary assets. Instead of developing
constraining procedures to address these issues, the
Bank is dealing with them as they arise.

• Deciding how to share
The Bank uses a multitude of different channels to
share various forms of knowledge. For instance, a
number of thematic groups are providing a mentor
for each new recruit to quickly familiarize them
with sector strategies, lending procedures and key
professional contacts. Every staff can also call a
help desk, where packets of information and refer-

ral services are available. Seasoned professionals
will attend and contribute to technical clinics (work-
ing lunches of one-to-two hours) or search the
knowledge collections on the Intranet. Externally,
knowledge sharing takes place virtually on the Web,
and face-to-face with clients and partners, either
during field missions or during sector weeks orga-
nized annually by sector boards and their thematic
groups.

Organizing knowledge management
The location of the central knowledge management unit
in the World Bank has evolved over time. At the
program’s inception, it was attached to the information
technology group because attention was primarily fo-
cused on building a knowledge management “system,”
i.e. a repository of knowledge collections. When the-
matic groups gained importance, attention shifted to
connecting people for accelerating learning and bring-
ing the benefits of knowledge sharing to operations. To
reflect this new orientation, the central KM unit was
recently moved to the vice-presidency Operation Core
Services. Whatever its location, the Bank knowledge
management organization and functions is similar to
what seems to emerge as a pattern among knowledge
organizations, i.e.

• a small central unit (three people) has overall coor-
dination and facilitation responsibilities;

• operational managers in the networks and the re-
gions are responsible for implementing the knowl-
edge sharing program;

• thematic groups, supplemented by help desks, are
the preferred instrument for sharing know-how; and

• a governance body (knowledge management coun-
cil) is responsible at the corporate level for the over-
all knowledge management policy formulation.

Providing a budget
for knowledge sharing
As we saw earlier, the decision to provide a budget for
knowledge sharing tripled the number of thematic
groups between June 1997 and 1998; hence, sending
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an unambiguous message to staff that the World Bank
was serious in incorporating knowledge management
into its operations . The knowledge sharing program
receives an annual budget allocation of about 3 per-
cent of the Bank administrative budget. Of this, less
than 10 percent is used on technology. Two percent
covers the operating cost of the central coordinating
unit. The remaining, or nearly 90 percent, entails
financing the thematic groups and the sector help desks
which support the Bank’s operations. These figures are
at the low end of what other knowledge organizations
seem to spend on knowledge sharing.1 Without appro-
priate funding, thematic groups could neither continue
sharing knowledge at their current level nor survive
since the community leaders and their members are all
involved in day-to-day operations.

Nurturing communities of practice
In most organizations, building a repository of knowl-
edge collections is easier than shifting the company’s
culture towards knowledge sharing. To successfully
capture, share and leverage knowledge, an organiza-
tion needs to facilitate and nurture human interactions
between professionals who share a common interest or
experience, who share common problems and whose
interest is to identify solutions that will improve their
work effectiveness. Without the benefit of a shared prac-
tice, people will constantly reinvent the wheel, deliver
sub-optimal solutions to their clients, and miss poten-
tial efficiency gains.

At the outset of the knowledge sharing program of the
Bank, only a hand-full of professional communities was
in existence. One of these, the roads and highway the-
matic group, had gathered informally over 15 years.
Under the leadership of a visionary and curious-minded
engineer, the group had established an email distribu-
tion list where technical questions were debated, help
was requested and, most importantly, where success
stories were shared. It is not surprising, then, that the
knowledge story presented earlier in this paper is from
that sector. Success stories validate the knowledge shar-
ing concept and boost the enthusiasm and commitment
of the practitioners. Nurturing the development of such
communities became a Bank priority.

The networks encouraged their staff to organize around
common themes such as environment or poverty, and
sector priorities such as early childhood development
or rural water supply and sanitation. Today, more than
120 thematic groups are supported by the Bank, with-
out smothering their self-organizing drive lead by
thought leaders. Beside budgetary allocations, various
instruments have been developed to nurture the thematic
groups.

Choosing a technology that
help sharing knowledge
The “connecting power” of information technology of-
ten leads companies to believe that, in itself, this tech-
nology can leverage the know-how of their profession-
als and partners. Bank staff throughout the world can
connect with their peers through email or the Web. They
can also access electronically the knowledge collections
of thematic groups to get the collective wisdom of their
professional practice. From this, it would be tempting
to conclude that implementing a Web-based technical
solution to share knowledge is a “no brainer.” The real-
ity did not match this perception. First, one has to re-
member that most of the knowledge of individuals is
tacit. It resides deep in their minds and only a fraction
of it is indeed explicit. Only the latter can be captured,
synthesized and shared through the World Wide Web.
Second, to effectively share this explicit knowledge, the
information technology tool should be fast to access,
user-friendly and easy to operate. It should provide
classification and cataloguing capabilities to easily found
and quickly retrieve knowledge.

 The Bank’s experience in that domain is that setting up
such a system is not an easy task. It requires a collec-
tive visioning effort from the organization on how
knowledge will be shared. Many units have to be en-
gaged from the onset in the development of the tech-
nology tools. Only this will ensure that the users’ re-
quirements are met. Then, the system may have a chance
to be used in the future. Besides information technol-
ogy, other technologies drawing on the tacit knowledge
of people are essential to consider. Widely available
tools, such as the telephone, electronic mail and video-
conferencing, play a central role in the Bank knowl-
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edge sharing activities. The combination of technol-
ogy tools and human practices is likely to be more suc-
cessful than programs that focus on one or the other.

Communicating the values
of knowledge sharing
In the process of communicating its knowledge man-
agement strategy, the Bank was fortunate to have the
full commitment of its chief executive. The World Bank
president held several “town hall” meetings with the
staff to explain his vision. In 1998, the Bank published
its annual World Development Report on knowledge
and development. That year, it organized two Knowl-
edge Fairs. It was there that thematic groups could dis-
play their knowledge sharing activities and could fur-
ther illustrate with concrete examples the benefits of
working together. The first fair took place in the lobby
of the headquarters building in March 1998. It had thou-
sands of visitors, including the Bank president and his
senior managers. It generated an extremely positive re-
sponse from the staff who could see and feel what
knowledge sharing was all about. This first success lead
the president to repeat each year the fair during the
Bank’s annual meetings where attendance exceeds
10,000 people from around the world.

Storytelling was also used by the KM program director
and some network KM staff to sensitize the organiza-
tion to the kind of problems that knowledge sharing
was meant to solve. Presenting real-life, problem-solv-
ing situations allowed each individual in the audience
to recast the stories into his or her own contextual work
environment. Suddenly, the highway knowledge shar-
ing story was becoming relevant to the expert on early
childhood education without even pronouncing the
word knowledge management or attempting to give an
elaborate definition of it. Storytelling turned out to be a
much more powerful and effective way of communi-
cating the values of knowledge sharing than using one
of the typical complex definitions and diagrams found
in every knowledge management book. Story telling is
also used during the inception program of new Bank
recruits.

Introducing new personnel incentives
Traditional vertical hierarchical models of organization
tend to exacerbate the “silo” culture of a company and
discourage knowledge sharing behaviors. In 1996, the
World Bank decided to adopt a matrix organization to
precisely promote the exchange of information and
know-how between regional units which had been lack-
ing. Although changing the organizational structure of
the Bank was an important decision, it was not in itself
sufficient to provoke the intended cultural change. A
year later, the Bank made knowledge sharing an inte-
gral part of its formal personnel evaluation system by
modifying the small number of core behaviors against
which people’s performance is assessed. This sent a
strong signal to managers and staff that the institution
was serious about encouraging and rewarding knowl-
edge sharing behaviors. Did this change produced and
instant incentive effect? Not quite; some cynicism and
posturing remained. It had to be supplemented by a
series of monetary awards.

Annual performance awards reinforcing sharing behav-
iors were used by the Bank to foster knowledge shar-
ing behaviors. A President Award for Excellence was
introduced to recognize outstanding team behaviors. A
Development Market Place was organized to promote
innovation and ground breaking work with external
partners. Seed financing was offered to the winning pro-
posals. Finally, a pilot performance award was intro-
duced in 1999 to reward cross-boundary work and cli-
ent impact. It is expected that over time these incen-
tives will accelerate the intended behavioral change.

Measuring performance
Measuring the performance of an organization-wide
knowledge sharing program is a difficult, and some-
times ambiguous, undertaking. On one hand, the re-
turn on the significant knowledge sharing investments
needs to be evaluated. On the other hand, the evolution
of behavioral changes throughout the organization
should be measured. A set of metrics for measuring
progress is essential to the sustainability of the knowl-
edge sharing program.
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At the outset of its program, the Bank focused mainly
on measuring inputs (such as budget deployment and
recruitment of knowledge management staff) and activi-
ties (such as the number of help desks, communities,
and knowledge collections available on-line). As imple-
mentation progressed, the focus was expanded to mea-
suring outputs (such as the number of questions satis-
factorily answered by help desks, the number of page-
equivalent downloaded from the web, the number of
knowledge databases and the usage of electronic tools).
Outcomes, such as lending cycle times, the quality of
services, staff and client perceptions are also measured.
Measuring the overall impact of the knowledge sharing
program poses a unique challenge. Managerial factors,
changes in processes, and the external work environment
are simultaneously taking place with knowledge shar-
ing activities. As a result, the causal relationship between
inputs and impact remains, at best, unclear.

To overcome the shortcomings of traditional performance
measurement, the Bank decided to subject its knowledge
sharing program to two independent assessments. In
February 1999, Larry Prusak, director of the IBM Insti-
tute of Knowledge Management, lead an external panel
of knowledge management experts to assess the rel-
evance and impact of the Bank knowledge sharing pro-
gram. The panel was also asked to make recommenda-
tions for improvement. The conclusions of the panel were
presented to the Bank senior management in April 1999.
The knowledge management strategy of the Bank was
found “far-sighted in conception and sound in its funda-
mentals. It positions the Bank to play a key role in the
world economy of the 21st Century.”

This reassuring conclusion was supplemented in Octo-
ber/November 1999 by a benchmarking study of knowl-
edge management programs in 80 organizations con-
ducted by the American Productivity and Quality Cen-
ter.2 In February 2000, The World Bank was recognized
as one of the five top knowledge management organiza-
tions in the US. In June 2000, an annual survey of ex-
perts of Fortune 500 companies, also selected the Bank
as one of the top ten Most Admired Knowledge Enter-
prises (MAKE) in the world.

Integrating Knowledge Sharing
and Learning
Like many other organizations in 1997, the Bank was
still organizing its training activities independently from
the operational work units. A training department lo-
cated in Human Resources was responsible for curricu-
lum development and delivery. Training was an indi-
vidual process with clearly defined starting and end
points. These training activities were mostly ineffec-
tive. Training was delivered asynchronously with pro-
fessional skill building requirements. In addition, little
cross-fertilization existed between various professional
groups. The creation of the networks and the launch of
the knowledge sharing program rapidly changed this
situation.

Within each network, sector boards became responsible
for mapping the skills of their staff and identifying
knowledge gaps. Thematic groups started to offer regu-
lar study tours and informal learning clinics. As the
communities organized, it became clear that profes-
sional training had to be completely reorganized. The
training department was first absorbed by the World
Bank Economic Development Institute (EDI) that had
successfully trained Bank clients, mainly by using Bank
experts as trainers. Later, the Institute, working in close
collaboration with the networks, decided to transfer the
training budget and the responsibility for course con-
tent development to the sector boards and their the-
matic groups, while retaining the function of facilita-
tion and providing logistical support. Today, knowl-
edge sharing and learning programs are supervised by
the same governance body, the Knowledge and Learn-
ing Council.

Providing Support
to the Communities of Practice
Thematic groups are not intended to substitute for ex-
isting organizational units, but rather to facilitate knowl-
edge sharing and learning across regions and themes.
By their very nature, thematic groups did not fit neatly
into the Bank’s conventional organizational structures
and budgetary processes. Thematic groups did not con-
form with top-down decision making. Their member-
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ship was largely voluntary and based on self selection
from a few individuals to several hundreds of practi-
tioners. Some had been defined around very narrow
themes. Others were cutting across a wide range of top-
ics and sectors. Only a few had the logistical and ad-
ministrative mechanisms to deliver products or services
in a consistent fashion. Given this extraordinary diver-
sity, it is not surprising that specific arrangements had
to be put in place to support their work and overcome
early teething problems .

Other organizations had resolved the dilemmas of em-
bryonic communities by injecting a cadre of “facilita-
tors” or “coaches” or “concierges.” Whatever the name
adopted, the functions performed included assistance
in the processes of knowledge production, codification,
synthesis, distribution and diffusion. Thematic groups
needed a minimum level of structure and accountabil-
ity to become the central instrument of knowledge shar-
ing in the Bank. Their numbers also needed to be con-
tained to ensure critical mass and avoid the dilution of
budgetary resources. A few network sector boards
started to request a mission statement and work pro-
gram to their thematic group leaders. An attempt was
made to put in place a Directory of Expertise to iden-
tify in each sector family the expert profile of its mem-
bers and their professional affiliation. However, more
needed to be done to avoid “burning out” thematic
group leaders who, in addition to their knowledge shar-
ing and learning activities, continued to provide 70-80
percent of their expert services time to their client coun-
tries.

The managing director in charge of the knowledge shar-
ing program called several meetings with the thematic
group leaders between 1998 and 1999 to identify means
of supporting them and areas of immediate actions.

•  In areas, where the Bank was not at the cutting
edge, efforts were directed to building up knowl-
edge partnerships with outside partners.

• Repeat activities, such as data base entry, web site
development, referral-type services and preparation
of information packets were delegated to the help

desks and sector knowledge coordinators who were
recruited by the sector boards.

• Knowledge coordinators were also asked to help
thematic group leaders in researching and catalog-
ing knowledge materials, and organizing learning
events either inside the Bank or in partnership with
external professional groups.

• Networks undertook to disseminate quickly to the
rest of the Bank information about their thematic
group activities.

• The procedures for obtaining funding for thematic
groups activities were streamlined. The alignment
of thematic group activities with sector strategies
and priorities was reviewed by each sector board.

• A self-assessment tool was designed to encourage
the candid feedback of members of the thematic
groups.

• Regular workshops of thematic group leaders were
organized by the central knowledge sharing unit.
This group encouraged the consolidation of over-
lapping thematic groups. It also created synergy and
helped communication between thematic groups to
help introduce good practices developed in other
thematic groups.

• A knowledge intern program was launched with
graduate and under-graduate students to increase
the research capacity of thematic groups.

 1 According to the Gartner Group, major consulting firms
may spend as much as 6 to 12 % of revenues on knowledge
sharing programs (Research Note – May 28,1998)

2 The American Productivity & Quality Center (APQC) is
a world-renowned resource for process and performance
improvement for organizations of all sizes across all indus-
tries. http://www.apqc.org
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