Knowledge Application at MSH through

Communities of Practice and Knowledge Folders

A Management and Leadership Program Concept Paper

What is Knowledge Application?

The Management and Leadership Program defines Knowledge Application as the explicit sharing of what we know, how we know it, and how it can be applied. Knowledge Application emphasizes the production and management of knowledge for the purpose of utilization and application. 

According to the American Productivity and Quality Center, Knowledge Management is a systematic process of connecting people to people and people to the knowledge and information they need to effectively perform and create new knowledge. The goal of Knowledge Management, according to APQC, is to enhance the performance of the organization and the people in it through the identification, capture, validation, and transfer of knowledge. One means of achieving this goal is through the use of technical Communities of Practice.

Better management and application of knowledge allows the M&L Program to better serve its field partners and clients through the provision of technical assistance that is of high technical quality and that has been proved to be effective. It also allows the Program to be a better steward of the resources provided to us from our donor through more efficient performance of our activities. Finally, improved management and application of knowledge produces innovations in products and processes.
How are MSH and the Management and Leadership Program Addressing Knowledge Application?

MSH’s technical staff acquire a great deal of knowledge and experience that each individual uses when working with clients.  Ideally all staff can improve their effectiveness in working with clients by exchanging knowledge with one another; however, this knowledge may exist only in the minds of individual staff or in MSH documents. What is needed is easy access to a synthesis of the best of the existing written materials augmented by the tacit knowledge of individuals that has been, until now, largely undocumented. 

During the FPMDII project (1996-2000), Technical Clusters were formed to explore and share the learning of MSH staff in a number of areas including human resource management, health sector decentralization, evaluation, health care finance, leadership transition, organizational sustainability, quality of care, and strengthening women in management. These groups produced a number of helpful tools and collections of experience, e.g. MOST was developed by the sustainability cluster, and a Tools for Managers series of binders about Human Resource Development, Decentralization and Quality came out of those three clusters of the same name. 

The cluster initiative ended with the end of FPMDII project support, but with the advent of the new M&L Program, the cluster concept evolved to become Learning Groups, which are evolving into Communities of Practice (CoP). They are currently addressing Human Resource Management, Health Information Systems, Developing Managers Who Lead, and Organizational Development through Performance Improvement.

What is the Purpose of Communities of Practice?
CoPs at MSH allow each individual participant to benefit from and contribute to the knowledge base of other staff members. They serve to discourage the impulse to “reinvent the wheel” and thus improve the quality, effectiveness, and efficiency of MSH’s services and the performance for our client agencies. CoPs provide an ongoing forum for individual practitioners to join their colleagues with similar expertise in documenting, synthesizing, and disseminating tacit knowledge; sharing new ideas and approaches; seeking advice from one another; and continually applying our best learning to our work with clients.

Our vision for Communities of Practice is that the professional staff of MSH, its consultants, and other selected partner organizations will have ready access to concise, synthesized, and current knowledge, resources, and advice on technical areas related to health care management. The CoPs provide opportunities to build upon our existing knowledge, apply the knowledge, and create new knowledge, which is accessible through  “Knowledge Folders.”

What Tools will be used to Support Knowledge Management at MSH?

Through regular meetings (virtual and face-to-face) with agendas designed to capture and synthesize each group’s collective knowledge, MSH’s CoPs will work together on the documentation of knowledge in a form that is accessible to others. Each group will use this process to develop a Knowledge Folder, which will include a set of materials designed to assist new and experienced consultants in providing technical assistance more effectively and efficiently– by more systematically applying the proven experience that exists throughout and beyond MSH.  

A Knowledge Folder is:

· A documented synthesis of experience and knowledge on a selected topic, including what we know, how we know it, and how the knowledge can be applied
· For use by MSH staff, consultants and partner organizations, e.g., CAFS and the TCNetwork
· Honest about what really works and what really doesn’t

In addition, Knowledge Folders:

· Are dynamic—they grow and change over time as knowledge evolves
 

· Provide a means to document and codify CoP knowledge

· Offer a systematic way to connect people to people and people to knowledge

· Use multi-media formats including written, electronic, virtual and video documentation

How do CoPs Operate?

The CoPs, comprised of technical practitioners in the topic of the CoP, meet regularly to review and synthesize past experience; discuss and interact on current experience; share tools and approaches; and organize the knowledge together to create a helpful resource for ourselves, our colleagues, and, ultimately, for the broader development community. They engage and include field-based staff via various means including e-mail, teleconferencing, video conferencing and inclusion in meetings when these staff come to MSH headquarters for visits or when CoP Boston staff are in the field.

Leaders for each CoP are individuals who have technical expertise in the topic. The Knowledge Application Unit of the M&L Program provides coordination for the CoPs and will facilitate evaluation of what difference this effort is making in better application of knowledge. A level of effort for all designated CoP participants is included in the M&L core support budget for the current year as is funding for Knowledge Folder development and production.

CoPs are not intended to focus on the basics or knowledge that is widely known and accepted in a given technical area, neither will they replicate resources that are already available through other sources, i.e., issue of The Manager. Furthermore, the CoPs will not be directly involved in developing tools. If a need for a new tool is identified, this will be referred to the appropriate unit in M&L. As CoPs are expected to identify dimensions of our experience that add value to our practice in the field, they are not intended as forums for staff development. CoPs will be expected, periodically, to report on their work to all M&L staff.   
What is the Proposed Content and Format for Knowledge Folders?

As currently envisioned, each folder may/will include the following sections, as relates to the particular technical area being addressed:

· Guiding principles: What are the basic tenets to which effective consultants should adhere most, if not all, of the time?

· Common problems: What are the obstacles that consultants should be prepared to face?

· Proven interventions: What are the evidence-based solutions to these common problems and how has the context been taken into consideration in their application? (With examples of how these barriers have been resolved)

· Approaches and Methods: What are the major activities and processes related to providing TA in each technical area?

· Case Studies: What are the best illustrations of the guiding principles, common problems, and approaches, i.e., successful and unsuccessful examples?

· Tools: What tools have been used effectively in each technical area? (Including evidence of their effective use)

· Bibliography of additional print and electronic resources

· A roster of human resources within MSH who have expertise in the technical area

We believe that most Knowledge Folders will provide synthesized information through an electronic medium—a web-based program has been identified and will soon be piloted by several of the CoPs. In the meantime some CoPs are beginning with a CD ROM approach while others are designing a web approach. All Knowledge Folders will include selected documents and resource materials such as tools and publications. For web-based approaches, they may also include ongoing discussion groups with a moderator that would respond to requests for information – guiding the user to appropriate written materials and individuals.

What are the Expectations for CoPs and Knowledge Folders for the Current and Coming Project Years?

The active CoPs expect to make significant progress in reviewing approaches and findings, examining the best tools and processes, and synthesizing them into first drafts of Knowledge Folders during the remainder of M&L Project Year 3. During Year 4 (July 2003-June 2004), a new CoP will be formed on Performance-Based Contracting, in collaboration with the Center for Health Systems and Services. In addition, the existing CoPs will continue to share knowledge as it is produced and refresh and update the Knowledge Folders as necessary. CoPs will also foster the use of the Knowledge Folders, including building incentives for their use into staff performance plans and reviews. During Project Year 4 the Knowledge Application Unit will facilitate an intermediate, process evaluation of the effectiveness and use of the four Knowledge Folders and the overall impact of the CoPs. The resulting information will provide a synthesis of M&L’s knowledge management initiatives for incorporation into Year 5 planning and for possible MSH-wide use.

Goals for Project Year 5 will be to add two additional CoPs; refresh/update existing Knowledge Folders; and continue to share knowledge in the existing CoPs. We will also finalize the evaluation of the effectiveness and impact of CoP initiatives (including the use of Knowledge Folders) on the work of the M&L Program as well as within MSH more broadly. The evaluation is also expected to measure the benefits of these Knowledge Application initiatives for our client agencies and for the broader development community. 
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� As information contained in knowledge folders gains more credibility with use, some aspects of tacit knowledge will rise to the surface as explicit knowledge that is more widely shared through print and electronic means with the broader community even as new tacit knowledge is evolving within the CoPs.
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