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Background: Knowledge management (KM) holds a major influence on the effective delivery
of services in government departments as it is tactically affiliated to the formation, composition,
and sharing of information to prevent ‘reinvention of the wheel” by staffs when performing
their jobs. However, few government departments within the South African context have
implemented formal KM initiatives.

Objectives: This research sought to examine the KwaZulu-Natal Department of Public Works
(Pietermaritzburg) employees’” awareness of any KM initiatives, their benefits, and barriers
that are preventing the successful implementation of a formal initiative.

Method: A survey research approach was utilised in which structured questionnaires were
administered to respondents. Data were analysed using the Statistical Package for the Social
Science (SPSS).

Results: The research established that KM initiatives are being practiced informally within the
Department and there is a reasonably high level of awareness of these initiatives together with
the benefits associated with them. The lack of a dedicated unit for KM and KM professionals
are some of the barriers to the successful implementation of formal initiatives.

Conclusion: The research concluded that the Department is in dire need of a formal KM
initiative to reap the potential benefits and improve service delivery.

Keywords: public sector organisations; knowledge management implementation; KM;
knowledge management awareness; KwaZulu-Natal Department of Public Works; South
African provincial government departments.

Introduction

The impact that the global economy has on organisations today is realised in the modifications
they need to continuously make to the way they operate; the organisations need to have endless
phases of transformation for them to be seen as effective. Biswas, Khan and Biswas (2017:66)
noted that “public sector organizations (PSOs) are lagging in the implementation of KM'. There
is a need to mainstream knowledge management (KM) across the PSOs to ensure that important
knowledge, information and skills are maintained at all times to improve service
delivery (Nxesi 2015:80). The working definition for KM in this study is that provided by
Bartlett (2021) who noted that:

KM involves the process of collecting, consolidating, storing, and exploiting knowledge held within an
organization, particularly knowledge known to individuals (tacit knowledge), as well as the general store
of known knowledge (explicit knowledge). (p. 5)

The PSOs are unable to adapt to the rapidly changing society surrounding them because they are
not yet making the required paradigm shift brought about by the information revolution (Minnaar
& Bekker 2005). Within this paradigm, a resource such as information is imperative for effective
management so that organisations can efficiently satisfy and deliver the expected level of service
(Minnaar & Bekker 2005). ‘PSOs have to embrace new standards that place the management of
intangible resources like information at the core of their strategies’ (McEvoy, Ragab & Arisha
2017:37). In the current global economy, ‘information is highly important and most businesses
are realizing that it can lead to competitive advantage’ (Ehlers & Lazenby 2010:16;
Semertzaki 2018:574-575). Unlike the private sector with profit as its clear motive, the over-arching
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aim of PSOs is to add value through service delivery that
maximises resource allocation.

Even though the concept of competitive advantage is
traditionally associated with the private sector, PSOs should
likewise focus on mobilising service delivery and improving
organisational performance by considering the importance of
knowledge and its management (Gaffoor 2008; Minnaar &
Bekker 2005):

PSOs are now expected to improve their performance to respond
to challenges that come with the new knowledge economy by
transforming their structures, processes, procedures, and culture
of job performance for efficient service delivery. (Betchoo
2016:109)

This could be accomplished by executing KM initiatives
that have been effectively used all over the globe in various
organisational sectors. Knowledge management initiatives
are the approaches used within an organisation ‘by which
employees, groups, and structural sections work together to
generate, preserve, distribute, and successfully utilize
information” (Tubigi & Alshawi 2012:749). Traunmdiller
(2012) emphasised that if KM can be implemented in PSOs:

[I]t could enhance numerous managerial activities due to its
broad scope, for example, constructing an organizational
knowledge warehouse which helps to support managers make
decisions faster and that can be used as back up during the
planning process. (p. 2)

The findings of a survey by the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) in 2003 highlight
the factors that motivate the need to implement a formal KM
initiative in the public sector. Such factors include:
diminishing the duplication of effort between sections and
directorates, improving working relationships and trust
within a department, promoting a learning organisation, and
sharing knowledge with other departments (OECD 2003:19).
"KM must occupy a central space in the public service if this
sector is to seek effective and continually improving service
delivery” (Department of Public Service and Administration
[DPSA] Framework 2007-2008). According to Hourigan
(2017), the aim of implementing KM is to introduce modes of
reusing knowledge to improve coordination across PSOs to
improve service delivery as they have large quantities of
information. However, if these are not properly managed, ‘it
may prove difficult to link available knowledge to improved
service delivery to the citizens” (Maude & Ncume 2012:580).

This study was conducted in a PSO, namely, the KwaZulu-Natal
Department of Public Works (KZN DPW), Pietermaritzburg
in the KZN Provincial Government. The Department offers
‘wide-ranging construction infrastructure facilities to the
various provincial government departments (PGDs)’.

This study addressed the following research questions:

1. What is the level of awareness of KM at the KZN DPW,
Pietermaritzburg?

2. What KM initiatives are being applied within the
Department and what are their benefits?
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3. What are the barriers preventing the successful
implementation of a formal KM initiative?

Review of related literature

Knowledge management is centred on ‘the principle that,
just as people are incapable of utilizing their entire mental
abilities, organizations are commonly not able to apply
completely the information that they have’ (King 2009:3).
Therefore, KM initiatives are there to fill that gap. The
application of KM initiatives within PSOs enhances their
effectiveness in delivering services, boosts productivity, and
increases the quality of services (Hourigan 2017; Talisayon
2013). Al-Khouri (2014:31) and Colnar and Dimovski
(2017:145) attested to this by stating that KM initiatives
provide PSOs with the strength to build knowledge to
improve productivity and performance. Badimo and Buckley
(2014:3449) found that KM initiatives are important and
helpful to ‘all measures of organizational performance and
service delivery’.

An insight into KM initiatives globally, their application
within the South African context, empirical studies on KM,
and awareness of KM in PSOs now follows.

Knowledge management initiatives globally

Globally, KM initiatives and the benefits reaped by formally
implementing such initiatives in PSOs are an issue that is in
its initial stage or under-researched (Naghavi, Dastaviz &
Nezakati 2013). There is a scarcity of research that provides
evidence as to why KM initiatives should be implemented in
PSOs (McEvoy, Arisha & Ragab 2015:4). Moreover, there is a
deficiency in the understanding of KM and inadequate
awareness regarding its benefits (Cong, Li-Hua & Stonehouse
2007:258).

Use of knowledge management in South African
public sectors

Within the South African context, it is evident that KM is
being used in municipalities and government departments
for various reasons. For example, to raise the levels of service
delivery by encouraging a culture of learning amongst
employees; translating individual knowledge into corporate
intellectual capital; and to improve the management and
accessibility of corporate information assets for specialised
information services (Phalatse 2017; Smith 2017; Western
Cape Provincial Government 2013).

Empirical studies on knowledge management
initiatives in the public sector

Empirical studies on KM initiatives in PSOs within the
African context include Kimani (2013), Mphahlele (2010),
Ncoyini and Cilliers (2016), Ondari-Okemwa (2007),
Potgieter, Dube and Rensleigh (2013) and Ramohlale (2014),
which showed that although there are no formal structures
for managing knowledge in these organisations, a large
amount of knowledge flows through them and KM is barely
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understood in some organisations. However, some
organisations regarded KM as important as it has been
present for over a decade in the country like South Africa,
and several national departments are at various stages of
putting KM into practice. The importance of getting support
from top management for successful KM initiatives was
recommended and the lack of awareness and commitment
were seen as barriers to KM success.

Awareness of knowledge management
initiatives in public sector organizations

With regards to KM awareness in PSOs, research by Cong
and Pandya (2003), Khanal (2016), Ling, Bakar and Islam
(2014) and Valaei and Aziz (2012) found that the level of
awareness for KM in PSOs is on a medium level as it is not
new, as some of the organisations knowingly or unknowingly
practiced it. Their investigations also revealed challenges and
barriers for successful implementation of KM initiatives such
as the lack of understanding of KM and its benefits.

The literature above attests to a knowledge gap regarding the
awareness amongst PSOs’ employees in South Africa
regarding KM initiatives and the benefits of these initiatives.
The empirical study on which this article is based sought to
address this gap.

Conceptual framework

The Knowledge Conversion Model, conceptualised by
Nonaka and Takeuchi in 1995, informed the theoretical
foundation and orientation of the study. The model is one of
the models within the knowledge category of KM. Other
models include: Boisot’s Knowledge Category Model (1987)
and Hedlund and Nonaka’s Knowledge Management Model
(1993). The Model of Knowledge Conversion was preferred
as it focused on the interrelations amongst individual and
organisational knowledge within organisations and has been
utilised in associated areas of KM (Karuoya & Senaji 2017;
Memon 2015; Nonaka, Reinmoeller & Senoo 2000).

This knowledge conversion model presents organisations
with four modes through which knowledge is transformed
when individual and organisational knowledge interrelate
(Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995:62). The modes are referred to as:
socialisation, externalisation, combination,and internalisation
(SECI). The combination of these modes aims to keep the
organisational knowledge updated and aligned to improve
effective service delivery (Pata 2010).

A thorough understanding of KM theories regarding the
creation and sharing of knowledge was needed to help
the authors analyse the awareness of KM initiatives at the
KZN DPW. Building on this, the study regarded the influence
of the dynamic process of knowledge conversion on
organisational efficiency relevant towards service delivery.
This Model works in conjunction with KM initiatives as it
is focused on how organisational knowledge is created,
captured, shared, and converted from one form of knowledge
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to another and, in addition, the Model generally deals with
how organisations can manage their knowledge. The spectrum
of knowledge formed between tacit and explicit knowledge,
and the three-tier (individual, group, organisation) approach
of knowledge sharing and dissemination is important as it
increases organisational productivity (Dalkir 2005:52).

The Knowledge Conversion Model presents the transfer of
knowledge as a continuous learning process or recreation of
knowledge as it moves between tacit and explicit knowledge
(Bartlett 2021:55). Thus, when the knowledge creation process
is conducted effectively, employees gain from the repeated
improvements of the organisational knowledge, often within
short periods (Wiig 1993:217). Organisational learning is thus
deepened as knowledge is translated and transformed
through a spiral of conversions (Bartlett 2021:55).

Research methodology

The survey research method was used to conduct this study.
The targeted population consisted of 77 employees (out of
325) from four sections of the KZN DPW Head Office. These
sections included, Strategic Management (SM), Human
Resources (HR), Information Technology (IT), and Monitoring
and Evaluation (M&E). Even though a KM initiative requires
commitment and determination from all organisational
members, purposive sampling on these sections was
necessary because they are arguably more significant to the
operation of the Department. In addition, these sections are
most likely to be involved with the technical and planning
aspects for the implementation of a formal KM initiative. Gay
and Airasian (2003:113) advised that for a population with
less than 100 people, a census is considered appropriate.
With the census method, there may be a higher degree of
accuracy in the data gathered since the whole population is
included (Farooq 2013), which may result in a greater degree
of representativity of the collected data (Babbie 1998).

A self-administered questionnaire was used to investigate the
attitudes and opinions of the KZN DPW employees regarding
the KM initiatives within the Department. The questionnaire
was designed to gather quantitative data and consisted of closed
multiple-choice questions only. Responses were analysed using
the Statistical Package for the Social Science (SPSS version 21.0
[2012] was used) software and findings are presented in tabular
and graphic form.

The authors adhered to the ethical requirements of the
University of KZN (Humanities and Social Sciences Research
Ethics Committee) Research Ethics Policy (UKZN 2014). In
doing so, the data collection instrument clearly explained the
purpose of the study through an informed consent cover
letter. The respondents were assured of anonymity as their
names would not be mentioned when reporting the findings.
Respondents were also informed that their participation
was voluntary and that they could withdraw from the
research project at any stage.

The questionnaires were distributed to the respondents
by the authors. Of the 77 employees that were targeted as
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respondents for the study, 61 [N = 61] returned fully
completed questionnaires producing a 79% response rate.
This response rate was reached after the authors repeatedly
reminded the respondents through email or telephonic
communication to complete and return the questionnaires. In
most cases, the authors personally collected the returned
questionnaires from respondents’ offices, while other
respondents returned the questionnaire by scanning and
emailing it to the authors.

Presentation of results

The research questions outlined above provide the basis for
the presentation of the findings. To begin with, demographic
data concerning the respondents are given.

Demographic data

In terms of gender, 36 (59%) of the respondents indicated
female and 25 (41%) male, reflecting the dominance of
females within the Department under study. With regard to
terms of employment, 52 (85%) respondents were
permanently employed and 9 (15%) were working under
contract. The large percentage of permanently employed
respondents can be advantageous if a formal KM initiative
was to be implemented as it takes a long process to achieve
results and requires commitment. Concerning commitment,
employees in the Department can be said to be committed to
serving as only 3 (5%) of the respondents had been working
in the Department for less than a year, whilst as many as
23 (38%) had been working for more than 10 years. In terms
of the sections that the respondents were working under,
most of the respondents 42 (68%) were employed in HR,
while the section with the smallest representation was SM
with only 3 (5%) respondents (see Figure 1).

Awareness of knowledge management at the
KwaZulu-Natal Department of Public Works

Opinions regarding the basics of KM were solicited from the
respondents. Figure 2 indicates the responses of the
respondents on whether they had heard about the term KM
before participating in the study or not. While a majority of
respondents (37, 61%) had heard about the term, a surprisingly

80 -
70 - 69
60 |
50 |
40
30

Percentage (%)

20 4 20

7 l ‘ :
0 , N =
HR (1 = 42) IT(n=12) M&E (n = 4) SM (1 =3)

Work sections

SM, Strategic Management; HR, Human Resources; IT, Information Technology; M&E,
Monitoring and Evaluation.

FIGURE 1: Sections respondents currently working under (N = 61).
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high number (24, 39%) had never heard about KM. For those
who did not know about KM, a definition of the term was
provided for them to gain some understanding of the concept,
thus enabling them to respond to the subsequent questions.

The 37 respondents who indicated that they knew about KM
were asked a follow-up question to determine where they
had heard about the concept. Eleven (30%) of the 37
respondents indicated that they had heard about KM from
the KZN DPW, 10 (27%) mentioned short courses as the
source, 2 (5%) identified other departments, and a further
2 respondents (5%) mentioned conferences as their source of
information. Twelve (33%) respondents indicated ‘Other’
and did not specify.

Knowledge management initiatives being
applied within the department and their
benefits

Concerning KM initiatives that were already in place within
the Department, a multiple response question was posed.
Thirty-nine (64%) respondents were of the opinion that
knowledge sharing was the most used practice. This was
followed by the knowledge utilisation practice as indicated
by 25 (41%) respondents. The dissemination of knowledge
was the third most mentioned practice with 21 (34%)
respondents specifying the same. Knowledge retention and
knowledge creation were the least mentioned KM practices
used within the Department indicated by 14 (23%) and
13 (21%) respondents, respectively.

Concerning the benefits of implementing a formal KM
initiative, respondents were asked whether they thought
employees, as well as the Department, would benefit from
such an initiative. Figure 3 shows that a substantial majority
of respondents (51, 84%), thought that there are benefits to
be attained from a formal KM initiative.

Figure 4 shows the respondents’ answers regarding whether
implementing a KM initiative in the Department would
enhance performance and service delivery. Again, a substantial

M 1. Yes (61%)
I 2. No (39%)

KM, knowledge management.
FIGURE 2: Prior awareness of knowledge management (N = 61).
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W 1. Yes (84%)
M 2. No (3%)
3. Don’t know (13%)

KM, knowledge management.

FIGURE 3: Benefits to employees from a knowledge management initiative (N = 61).

W 1. Yes (79%)
M 2. No (5%)
3. Don’t know (16%)

D\

KM, knowledge management.

FIGURE 4: Implementing a knowledge management initiative at KwaZulu-Natal
Department of Public Works to enhance performance and service delivery (N =61).

majority of respondents (48, 79%) believed that a KM initiative,
if implemented, would enhance departmental performance
and service delivery; 10 (16%) respondents did not know if
KM would help in this regard; and 3 (5%) respondents stated
that KM will not assist the Department.

Respondents were further asked if they would support a
KM initiative if implemented within the Department. It can
be seen from Figure 5 that of the 61 respondents the vast
majority of 56 (92%) indicated that they would support such
an initiative if implemented. Of the remaining 5 respondents,
3 (5%) indicated that they would not support such an
initiative, while 2 (3%) were undecided in terms of their
support or not.

Barriers preventing the successful
implementation of a formal knowledge
management initiative

With regard to determining the barriers preventing the
implementation of a formal KM initiative at the KZN DPW, a
quick analysis of where the Department is when benchmarked
against the three important success elements of KM, namely,
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people, processes and technology was conducted. This quick
analysis is referred to as a KM readiness assessment
(Mohd Zin & Egbu 2010:789). A KM readiness assessment is
an evaluation of the level of the commitment or the plan to
take part in the KM practice by employees within a normal
working environment (Jalaldeen, Karim & Mohamed
2009:302). Shirazi, Mortazavi and Azad (2011:167) stated that
for an organisation to develop a KM strategy, it must first
evaluate its willingness, which also includes recognising
barriers within the organisation that can prevent the
adoption of a KM initiative.

Findings regarding the readiness of the KZN DPW to
implement a formal KM initiative as displayed in Table 1
indicate that management in the Department does have a
‘convincing knowledge management strategy...” as 46 (75%)
respondents attested to this statement, whilst 8 (13%)
respondents did not know and 7 (12%) felt that such a vision
does not exist.

Concerning the capturing of knowledge within the
Department, 42 (69%) respondents attested that there are
effective processes in place to gather, organise as well as
exploit key knowledge. Eleven (18%) respondents indicated
that they did not know about such processes and eight
(13%) respondents felt that these processes did not exist
within the Department.

In terms of storing explicit knowledge within the Department,
there was a slight difference between those respondents
(26, 43%) who agreed ‘There are regularly maintained
knowledge records ... that are readily accessible across the
Department” and those respondents (25, 41%) who indicated
that they did not know if this was the case. Ten (16%)
respondents indicated that they did not agree with such
records being regularly maintained and readily accessible.

When it comes to the codification of tacit knowledge, a
small majority of the respondents (32, 53%), mentioned
that they knew the dominant specialists in the various
areas of knowledge inside their section and that there were
mechanisms available to systematise personal knowledge
into organisational knowledge. Nineteen (31%) respondents
did not know about these experts or the mechanisms in
place to transform tacit to explicit knowledge, while 10
(16%) respondents indicated that knowledge codification
does not take place in their section.

The Department has a culture that encourages the sharing of
knowledge amongst employees. This is reflected by the 38
(62%) respondents who attested to knowledge sharing
across departments and informal knowledge exchange
being actively encouraged. However, a relatively high
percentage (30%) of the respondents were of the opposite
view, while 5 (8%) respondents indicated that they did not
know.
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A substantial minority of respondents (24, 40%) were of the
opinion that a knowledge unit to facilitate the management
of knowledge within the KZN DPW did not exist, while 21
(34%) did not know. Interestingly, there were 16 (26%)
respondents who attested to the Department having a
knowledge unit in place.

In terms of the Department’s technical infrastructure that
can support formal KM initiatives, a majority of respondents,
41 (67%), indicated that they could find important information
using technologies available within the Department.
However, 16 (26%) respondents said that they were unable to
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31 W 1. Yes (92%)
1 2. No (5%)
3. Don’t know (3%)

KM, knowledge management.
FIGURE 5: Respondents support for a knowledge management initiative (N = 61).

TABLE 1: Knowledge management readiness assessment (N = 61).

do so and 4 (7%) respondents did not know whether they
could or not. While, 35 (57%) respondents indicated that they
do not use KM tools to access information, 19 (31%)
respondents indicated that they did use such tools to access
information and 7 (11%) respondents did not know. A majority
of respondents (39, 64%) used databases to access information,
15 (25%) respondents did not, and 7 (11%) did not know
whether they used databases or not. With regard to using
Groupware software, such as email to access information, 42
(69%) respondents indicated that they did, 12 (20%) did not
and again 7 (11%) did not know. A majority of the respondents
(44, 2%) used bulletin boards or e-departmental notices to
access information, 11 (18%) respondents did not do so and 6
(10%) did not know whether such boards or notices were
used to access information. Seven (11%) respondents believed
that the Department had a KM officer. A small majority of
respondents (32, 52%) believed that such a position did not
exist and 22 (36%) did not know.

With regards to the organisational strategy, respondents
were asked to indicate whether the KZN DPW gives priority
to ‘ensuring that knowledge that is generated is accurate,
reliable, and delivered on time...” In response to the question,
a small majority of respondents (32, 52%) stated that the
DPW does give priority to such a strategy. However, 14
(23%) respondents stated that the Department did not give
such priority and 15 (25%) indicated that they did not know.

Finally, the research sought to establish the availability of
procedures to capture tacit knowledge held by the departing

Variable Yes No Don’t know
1. Leadership: Relates to vision, mission, and values regarding KM
Does your Department have a convincing knowledge management strategy, actively promoted by your top management? 75% 12% 13%
2. Processes: Relates to capturing of knowledge
Our Department has systematic processes for capturing and protecting key knowledge assets. 69% 13% 18%
3. Explicit knowledge: Relates to the store of knowledge
There are regularly maintained knowledge records with structured knowledge and clear ownership of knowledge entities 43% 16% 41%
readily accessible.
4. Tacit knowledge: Relates to the codification of tacit knowledge
I know the best experts in the different domains of key knowledge within my section and there are mechanisms in place 53% 16% 31%
to codify their tacit knowledge into an explicit format.
5. Culture/structure: Relates to encouragement towards KM
Is knowledge sharing across departmental boundaries actively encouraged and does your workplace encourage informal 62% 30% 8%
knowledge exchange?
6. Knowledge unit: Relates to facilitation for KM
Is there a KM directorate that coordinates knowledge repositories to support key decision-making? 26% 40% 34%
7. Infrastructure: Relates to technical support for KM
e We can find important information from the intranet. 67% 26% 7%
¢ We use KM technological tools such as blogs, Facebook, Twitter and mobile phones to access information to access 31% 57% 12%
information.
¢ We use databases to access information. 64% 25% 11%
* We use Groupware software like email to access information. 69% 20% 11%
¢ We use bulletin boards or e-departmental notices to access information. 72% 18% 10%
¢ We have a KM Officer to manage intellectual capital. 12% 52% 36%
8. Organisational strategy
Priority is given in ensuring that knowledge that is generated is accurate, reliable, and delivered on time. 52% 23% 25%
9. Human resources
There are procedures to capture tacit knowledge of employees who are leaving the Department. 49% 20% 31%

KM, knowledge management.

http://www.sajim.co.za . Open Access
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workforce. Less than half of the respondents (30, 49%)
attested to the availability of such procedures in the
Department whilst 12 (20%) respondents believed that
these procedures were not in place and 19 (31%) indicated
that they did not know.

Discussion

As with the presentation of the findings above, the three
research questions on which the study was based provide the
framework for the discussion.

Awareness of knowledge management within
the KwaZulu-Natal Department of Public Works

It is evident that there is a general understanding and
awareness of what KM comprises amongst the majority
37 (61%) of respondents in the KZN DPW. However, it is
also evident that there is a definite need to increase
awareness of KM if a KM initiative is to be formally
implemented given that a fairly substantial percentage
24 (39%) of respondents were ‘still in the dark” regarding KM.
To bridge this awareness gap, the Department is expected to
provide introductory workshops regarding KM initiatives
to employees before they can be implemented. These
findings corroborate what the study by Dube (2009)
emphasised, namely, that it is important to inspect the level
of employees” understanding of KM before implementing
KM initiatives. Employees having a good awareness and
understanding of KM is important for enabling an
organisation to create its own KM initiative suitable to its
mission (Valaei & Aziz 2012).

Knowledge management initiatives being
applied within the department and their
benefits

The findings indicate that there are various KM initiatives
within the Department. However, these take place on an
informal basis. Knowledge sharing was the most used
initiative followed by knowledge utilisation. Sharing
knowledge effectively amongst employees without a formal
KM initiative can be very challenging since there is the issue
of trust in terms of with whom knowledge is to be shared and
what knowledge is to be shared. The lack of a formal KM
initiative creates competition amongst employees and, as a
result, they may hold back on sharing important knowledge
since it may not be clear how the other person will use it. The
practice of informal KM initiatives limits the Department
from obtaining the potential benefits of the initiatives
(see below) as well as active participation from all employees
because of the lack of awareness programmes to help
employees understand KM. This finding resonates with the
study conducted by Nengomasha, Mubuyaeta and Beukes-
Amiss (2017) who established that the Ministry of Gender
Equality and Child Welfare in Namibia had ‘no programs put
in place to educate and bring awareness to the understanding
and the importance of KM’. Similarly, Wilson and Nawe
(2017) confirmed the lack of such programmes at the Mbeya
University of Science and Technology, Tanzania, and this
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was an inhibiting factor for the successful implementation of
KM initiatives.

There is an increasing realisation of the importance of KM in
enhancing organisational performance and service delivery
within the South African public sectors (Hourigan 2017). It is
also noticeable from the results of this research that a majority
48 (79%) of the respondents recognised this importance. In
line with this finding, a substantial majority 56 (92%) of the
respondents stated that they would support a formal KM
initiative if implemented. This bodes well for the future in
that should the Department decide to establish and
implement an effective KM initiative, the employees would
be open to new approaches and routines.

Barriers preventing the successful
implementation of a formal knowledge
management initiative

The findings from the KM readiness assessment revealed
some of the barriers that could prevent the successful
implementation of a formal KM initiative within the KZN
DPW. It is evident from the findings that the Department
has the desire in terms of a vision to implement a KM
initiative even though this still needs to be accentuated
throughout the entire Department. For example, drawing
employees” attention towards knowledge capturing processes
and how they should be applied across the entire Department.

The finding relating to the storage of explicit knowledge
within the Department can be seen as a barrier to the
successful implementation of a formal KM initiative. This
underscores the importance of the Department ensuring that
employees are aware of the platforms that can be useful to
them to achieve their daily jobs. The formal implementation
of a KM initiative will help the Department, as well as its
employees, identify specialists in the various areas of
knowledge in the different sections to systematise personal
knowledge into organisational knowledge.

Formal KM initiatives require a strong organisational
culture that encourages knowledge sharing and consultation
(Kermally 2002), and the findings of this study revealed that
the culture relating to knowledge sharing across departmental
boundaries and informal knowledge exchange in the
Department was actively encouraged as indicated by a
majority 38 (62%) of the respondents. Nevertheless, when it
comes to the organisational culture there is always room for
improvement as 18 (30%) of the respondents thought that
such a culture did not exist and a further 5 (8%) did not know
either way. Bearing in mind that the Department continuously
recruits new personnel, it is important that such a culture is
continuously emphasised and promoted.

Another barrier identified from the findings of this study is
the Department not having a KM unit staffed by a specialist
such as a KM officer to, amongst other responsibilities,
ensure the provision of information to support key decision-
making (despite a minority of respondents believing that
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such a unit existed). Having such a unit is important if a
formal KM initiative is to be implemented, as a dedicated
focus to coordinate the supply of information to sustain
imperative decision-making is required. This finding
resonates with that of study conducted by Ramohlale
(2014:142), who also found that the Department of Defence
lacks KM professionals and a component dedicated to
managing their intellectual capital.

The study found that a majority 42 (above 60%) of respondents
believed that they were able to use networks, databases,
Groupware software, bulletin boards or e-departmental
notices to find and access information using the technologies
available within the Department. Rather than a barrier, this
finding can be regarded as an enabling factor for the
successful implementation of a formal KM initiative as
advanced information and communication technology (ICT)
skills are critical for fostering and facilitating KM processes
within organisations. It is evident, however, that more
could be done within the Department to encourage the use of
KM tools.

For a KM initiative to be successful, it should be aligned to
the organisational strategy (David 2011, Omotayo 2015).
The findings of this study indicate that a small majority
of respondents 32 (52%) believed that in terms of the
Department’s strategy, priority is given to promoting the
creation and preservation of new knowledge and ensuring
that it is delivered amongst employees promptly. Given
the small majority, it is evident that more could be done in
terms of implementing and promoting such a strategy. The
lack of a formal KM initiative (which would embrace such
a strategy), results in knowledge loss and ‘reinventing
the wheel” in terms of work processes, hence the importance
of implementing such an initiative. Similarly, the
HR procedures that are in place to capture the tacit
knowledge of the departing workforce will not be as
effective if there is no formal KM initiative since there will
be no traceable process to prove what is and has been done
with the tacit knowledge extracted from those exiting the
workforce.

Recommendations

Various recommendations emerge from the findings and
discussion above and these are outlined below:

® The KZN DPW needs to raise awareness of KM and KM
initiatives across the entire Department before a formal
KM initiative can be implemented. It is also critical that
the employees within the Department should be
enlightened about the benefits that can be attained
through such an initiative to avoid participation
resistance.

e A KM unit equipped with KM professionals and
advanced ICT tools should be established within the
Department before the implementation of a formal KM
initiative.
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e The KZN DPW should formally implement a KM
initiative that is strategically aligned to the mission and
vision of the Department.

e The findings of the study have implications for the
KZN DPW and other PGDs in South Africa. There is a
need to consider the formal implementation of KM
initiatives for more efficient and effective service
delivery.

¢ Finally, this study was conducted in a public institution
in the KZN Province and future research could be
carried out in other public institutions in both KZN and
other provinces. Similar studies could be extended to
private organisations to investigate their readiness for
the adoption of formal KM initiatives and to compare
findings.

Conclusion

This study was conducted with a special focus on four
sections within the KZN DPW Head Office. The assumption
here was that what is undertaken at the Head Office can
automatically be adopted in the other regional offices. This
study provided a demonstration that there is a reasonably
high level of awareness of KM and KM initiatives amongst
employees in the Department (as presented in Figure 2) as
well as the evidence of the informal practice of KM
initiatives.

It should be noted that the effectiveness of a government
department lies in the continuous productivity, innovativeness
and connectivity of its employees and a formal KM initiative
is there to fulfil such purposes (Biswas et al. 2017:66). This
requires PSOs to have advanced technology infrastructures
to allow workers to disseminate knowledge broadly because,
with the requisite ICT support, a KM initiative can be
facilitated and enhanced (Hasanali 2002:3; Nazim &
Mukherjee 2016:235-236). Should a formal KM initiative be
implemented, it should not be viewed as a new stand-alone
management strategy (Shockley 2000:58), but rather as one of
the organisation’s strategic tools (Omotayo 2015) that
needs to be managed as per the organisational strategy
(David 2011).
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