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Introduction 

For more than a century, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Children’s 

Bureau, has shaped child welfare practices, programs, and policies in a continual effort to 

expand the knowledge about “what works” and to transfer that knowledge to the field. As 

part of an overall national systems reform effort, the Children’s Bureau funded the 

National Child Welfare Workforce Institute (NCWWI)  in 2008 with the purpose of building 

the capacity of the child welfare workforce and improving outcomes for children, youth and 

families through activities that support the development of skilled child welfare leaders. 

NCWWI envisioned a committed and competent child welfare workforce and its goals are: 

deriving promising workforce development practices; engaging national peer networks; 

facilitating BSW and MSW traineeships; delivering child welfare leadership training for 

middle managers and supervisors; supporting the strategic dissemination of effective and 

promising leadership and workforce practices; and advancing knowledge through 

collaboration and evaluation.  

In order to successfully attain this organizational vision and achieve these goals, from 2008-

2013 NCWWI implemented a considered, purposeful, and structured approach to 

knowledge assessment and management that was aligned and integrated with its approach 

to knowledge transfer and dissemination.   

The work of the knowledge assessment and management (KAM) team was guided by 

research and an established systematic and iterative approach in “finding, understanding 

and using knowledge to achieve organizational objectives” (New York State Department of 

Civil Service & New York State Governor’s Office of Employee Relations, 2002, p. 3).   This 

brief will explore knowledge assessment and management and: 

 discuss key research concepts, which provide a strong rationale supporting an 

integrated knowledge assessment and management approach; 

 describe NCWWI’s approach to knowledge assessment and management, and its 

practical application from 2008-2013; and finally,  

 summarize NCWWI lessons learned regarding efforts to effectively assess and 

manage knowledge and information in child welfare.  

 

Key Concepts 

The science and practice of knowledge management, defined as the systematic process of 

identifying, capturing, and transferring information (American Productivity and Quality 

Center, n.d.), is well documented in fields as diverse as organizational development, 

information technology, higher education, business development, and social work.  
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Several reviews of the literature point out common themes about the nature of knowledge 

and knowledge attainment and the importance of rigorous and well-articulated systems of 

knowledge management and transfer. One important theme, made by Nonaka (1994), and 

further explicated by multiple authors, describes the distinction between explicit and tacit 

knowledge, existing along a continuum (see also Austin, 2008; Austin, Classen, Vu & 

Misrahi, 2008; Brewer & Brewer, 2010; Hirai, Uchida, & Fujinami, 2007; King, 2008; 

Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; Serban & Luan, 2002).  

Explicit knowledge is more easily expressed as facts and figures and archived in hard copy 

or electronic forms such as manuals, policies, procedures, databases, and reports, which can 

more readily be stored and also more easily transferred to others. Tacit knowledge is 

personal and context-specific and not as easily articulated. It is more difficult to capture 

and share as it is most readily expressed through personal experiences and person- to-

person interactions and discussions. (Hirai et al., 2007; New York State Department of 

Civil Service & New York State Governor’s Office of Employee Relations, 2002; Nonaka, 

1994; Serban & Luan, 2002).  

The distinction between explicit and tacit knowledge was especially relevant to NCWWI’s 

approach as it aligns with recognition of the technical and the social components of a 

knowledge management system. The technical component aligns with the nature of explicit 

knowledge, with required processes, procedures, and infrastructure needed to capture, 

package, and distribute tangible products. This requires a focus on the use of technology to 

enable data and archival storage, such as intranet, internet, and groupware. The social 

component of knowledge management systems reflects the challenges of transferring tacit 

knowledge. This underscores the importance of enabling and facilitating collaboration, 

connection, and reflection among individuals and groups by building communities of 

practice (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; Sayed, Jabeur, & Aref, 2007).  

 

The Case for Knowledge Management 

Serban and Luan (2002) cited five reasons for the emerging and expanding interest in 

knowledge management: 

1. Information overload and chaos.  

2. Information congestion and bottlenecks. 

3. Information and skill segmentation and specialization. 

4. Workforce mobility and turnover. 

5. Competition.  

These reasons are equally valid and compelling for child welfare professionals and each will 

be discussed in greater detail below. 
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1. Information Overload and Chaos 

“When information is lost, or not accessible, we must go ahead without it, find it, or recreate 

it – all wastes of resources and time” (Sayed, Jabeur, & Aref, 2009). 

In comparing knowledge to other commodities, Stănescu, Chete, and Giurgiu (2009) pointed 

out some unique differences: knowledge is not consumed through its use, the act of 

transferring knowledge does not diminish it, and while it is abundant, “the ability to use it 

is scarce” (pg. 133). Noting that there are “volumes of unfiltered and unprocessed 

information.” Serban and Luan (2002) argue that without effective, thoughtful, and 

sustained systems of knowledge management, existing knowledge is all but lost to the 

potential user. Knowledge management can be a key strategy to synthesize and highlight 

best and emerging practices while managing information overload. 

2. Information Congestion and Bottlenecks 

“Congestion is what happens when a [communication] link is full up. Basically it means that 

the link cannot handle any more traffic” (Andrews & Arnold, Ltd., n.d.). 

In their discussion, Serban and Luan (2002) specifically reference communication 

congestion and the periodic slowdown of Internet access at peak times of the workday. 

While “data warehousing” is a technical challenge for information management systems, 

the issue also exists at an individual level. As a repository of vast quantities of knowledge, 

our brains also experience “information congestion” and the speed with which we are able 

to access that knowledge is impacted by the volume of input. Rather than our internal 

processing units - our brains - experiencing an “overload” of information, one strategy is to 

manage the volume of information flowing in. Thus, one goal of an effective knowledge 

management system is to balance the flow by decreasing the volume and increasing the 

relevance and salience of the information.  

3. Information and Skill Segmentation and Specialization 

“…less-experienced people make decisions and take actions that could be improved if the 

knowledge and experience of the real experts in the area were available to them” (King, 2008, 

p. 31). 

With an increase in skill specialization, few individuals achieve mastery of multiple areas 

of expertise. Serban and Luan point out that the “renaissance era, when a single individual 

mastered so many different domains, is long gone” (2002, p. 6). Most work environments 

require the collaboration of individuals with varied expertise. Similarly, effective work in 

child welfare depends upon timely access to knowledge across multiple domains. Knowledge 

management becomes a purposeful strategy to promote the sharing of that specialized and 

“just in time” information and, as discussed below, preserves the specialized knowledge of 

experienced or long-term employees in an organization. 
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4. Workforce Mobility and Turnover 

“Much of an organization’s valuable knowledge walks out the door at the end of the day” 

(Stănescu, Chete, & Giurgiu, 2009). 

All organizations experience turnover as staff leave for multiple reasons such as better jobs, 

relocation, personal reasons, or retirement. Turnover is a concern in the field of child 

welfare, where the average tenure is estimated to be around two years for front-line and 

executive-level staff. However, staff are the primary asset in a child welfare organization 

and, consequently, staff mobility and turnover result in a resource and knowledge loss. The 

tacit knowledge and “practice wisdom” of the individual leaves the organization, while 

explicit knowledge is also diminished when the employee who knows the history, rationale, 

and location of agency policies, processes, and procedures is no longer available. 

Paraphrasing Zeno Leung (2007), “know how” and “know what” leave the agency along with 

the employee.  

5. Competition 

“The promise and interest in knowledge management is not in knowing, but in being able to 

act creatively based on what you know” (Stănescu, Chete, & Giurgiu, 2009). 

In the field of child welfare, competition means the ability to effectively respond to changes 

in the environment, and implement new programs in order to “survive, thrive and adapt to 

change” (Serban & Luan, 2002). Organizations that manage knowledge claim higher rates 

of productivity (New York State Department of Civil Service & New York State Governor’s 

Office of Employee Relations, 2002). In a survey of 46 closed projects, findings suggested 

that knowledge transfer from one project to another is associated with higher performance 

and capability (Landaeta, 2008). 

Cognizant of the research literature and these five compelling themes, NCWWI proceeded 

with the next steps in developing our approach to knowledge management, described in the 

following section.  

 

The NCWWI Approach to Knowledge 

Management, 2008-2013 

Background 

In keeping with the values and the intent of the Children’s Bureau to promote best 

practices,  expand knowledge about “what works” and transfer that knowledge to others, 

NCWWI committed to an approach of knowledge assessment and management grounded in 
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research and literature. Of particular importance was the report prepared by New York 

State’s Department of Civil Service Knowledge Management/Transfer Workgroup (2002). 

Their work was especially salient for NCWWI as it grew out of an interest in supporting 

their workforce to better manage the volume of information and engage in succession 

planning due to downsizing, retirement, and employee turnover. Knowledge assessment 

and management was described as a systematic, iterative approach in finding, 

understanding, and using knowledge to achieve organizational objectives.  

NCWWI’s goals for knowledge management and assessment aligned with this approach and 

the operational steps were designed to identify, collect, assess, store, and transfer specific 

information and resources intended to support and accomplish NCWWI’s mission of 

leadership and workforce development. Led by staff at the University of Denver, in Year 

One (2008-2009) the team’s efforts were directed towards developing an integrated 

assessment process, identifying critical leadership competencies and skills, building 

networks, and collecting, screening, and organizing resources to guide NCWWI work.  

Activities included:  

 an iterative process to compile the explicit knowledge reflected in the literature as 

well as incorporate the tacit knowledge in the field and develop NCWWI’s leadership 

competency model and framework;  

 comprehensive scanning and screening of existing training curricula, leadership 

competency frameworks and literature, and other resources;  

 providing targeted resources for a competency-based residential leadership training 

for child welfare middle managers; and 

 gathering existing curricula to be used to adapt and develop an online leadership 

academy for supervisors.  

A NCWWI-KAM team was formed and included a designated representative from each of 

the project partners. Led by the University of Denver, the NCWWI-KAM team played a 

significant role in supporting all of the NCWWI goals, becoming much more closely 

integrated with and directed towards supporting strategic dissemination of effective and 

promising leadership and workforce practices, and advancing knowledge through 

collaboration and evaluation. This integration, including the approach, tasks, activities, and 

accomplishments is described below in greater detail.  

Approach & Application 

NCWWI’s knowledge assessment and management approach was based on three key 

components: 

1. Processes: methods to “acquire, create, organize, share, and transfer knowledge”; 

2. Technology: mechanisms for storage and access; and,  
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3. People: “who collectively comprise the organizational culture that nurtures and 

stimulates knowledge sharing” ( New York State Department of Civil Service & New 

York State Governor’s Office of Employee Relations, 2002, p.6). 

Each of the three components was essential for NCWWI’s knowledge assessment and 

management model and its application. Although described as discrete components, in fact 

the model is integrated, reciprocal, and interactive and requires flexible, nimble 

implementation. 

The distinction between explicit and tacit knowledge and the need to create and align the 

NCWWI knowledge management systems was especially resonant as it reflected the 

challenges of locating, assessing, and archiving published and fugitive explicit knowledge, 

as well as locating, assessing, and determining how best to capture and archive tacit 

knowledge, expressed as practice experience and the “practice wisdom” of a broad audience 

of child welfare professionals.  

Processes 

The primary goal of any knowledge assessment and management effort is to get the right 

information to the right people at the right time. The goal of a knowledge management 

process for NCWWI is not to capture and archive all knowledge, but that which is of most 

importance in carrying out the purpose of NCWWI—to build the capacity of the child 

welfare workforce and improve outcomes for children, youth, and families through activities 

that support the development of skilled child welfare leaders. Knowledge assessment and 

management processes to identify, categorize, and screen volumes of information were 

developed “from the ground up,” growing in complexity and sophistication, but also with an 

eye towards simplification and reduction of duplication whenever possible.  

Although steps may be tailored for an organization’s specific needs, knowledge assessment 

and management include at minimum the following steps:  

1. Search for new articles and resources based on a limited and reasonable number of 

topics. 

2. Save relevant and salient articles and resources. 

3. Track status of the articles and resources in the knowledge management process 

using a searchable database such as ACCESS, EXCEL or EndNote. 

4. Cite each document by adding to a comprehensive bibliography. 

5. Screen the documents based on agreed-upon criteria. 

6. Determine methods for disseminating the screened and selected information to the 

field.  

NCWWI routinely searched more than 100 journals, databases, and websites based on 17 

workforce-related topics. All resources were screened by an NCWWI staff member against 

defined criteria of relevance, currency, salience, clarity, and transferability to the child 



NCWWI | Knowledge Assessment & Management Brief | January 2014 

  

                                            A Service of the Children’s Bureau, a member of the T/TA Network  

9 
9 

welfare workforce. Once screened, those resources accepted for inclusion were added to the 

NCWWI EndNote bibliographic database, which could be searched by topical area, along 

with other relevant keywords. NCWWI closely integrated knowledge management with 

knowledge transfer, by considering how best to disseminate the information to the field and 

NCWWI’s audiences. NCWWI’s strategies for dissemination also included working 

collaboratively with the Child Welfare Information Gateway as a platform to upload 

resources and expand NCWWI’s reach to an even broader audience.  

Technology 

Technology has become an essential tool for identifying, gathering, organizing, sorting, 

accessing, and transferring information to others. The availability and growing 

sophistication of all manner of technology has led to a proliferation in the volume of 

information that can be accessed, as well as the speed with which it can be accessed.  

Giving thoughtful consideration of the most efficient method for archiving and retrieval of 

information for internal NCWWI staff and external audiences was a crucial first step; 

however, technological methods needed to be flexible so that they could be adapted as the 

needs evolved and new technologies were developed. In addition, cataloguing and archiving 

require skills in information management and library science. For example, NCWWI 

internal methods for tracking the entire process included ACCESS, EXCEL, and EndNote 

databases. Archival strategies for internal staff included the use of storage sites such as 

Central Desktop or Dropbox, the NCWWI website, and, as previously noted, collaboration 

with others, such as the Child Welfare Information Gateway. 

The use of technology enabled NCWWI to search for published peer-reviewed articles, as 

well as fugitive literature such as working papers and reports. Conducting the 

comprehensive search and capturing or summarizing the information on the NCWWI 

website extended the reach to audiences who may not otherwise have access to scholarly 

libraries, or time to review and screen for the most relevant information. For example, 

NCWWI researched and made available:  

 An online resource library including more than 300 resources;  

 “E-resource” packets, consisting of topically-focused one-page summaries which 

connect the user through hyperlinks to timely and relevant web-based resources 

such as research reports, curricula, and organizational supports; and  

 Nineteen Realistic Job Preview videos and related screening tools, and contacts, 

collected from jurisdictions across the country and hosted on the Child Welfare 

Information Gateway. 

People 

The most important asset of a child welfare organization and the primary resource 

available to clients is the workforce - people. Effective knowledge assessment and 



NCWWI | Knowledge Assessment & Management Brief | January 2014 

  

                                            A Service of the Children’s Bureau, a member of the T/TA Network  

10 
10 

management required that NCWWI keep the workforce continually in the forefront. We 

found that our primary audience was made up of busy child welfare professionals looking 

for resources that were clear and concise, and had direct application to their day-to-day 

work (Munson, 2010, updated 2012). Unlike professionals working in academic or research 

settings, the NCWWI audience typically had limited access to peer-reviewed journal 

articles via Google Scholar or other search engines and even if they did, felt overwhelmed 

by unfiltered search results.  

The audience for knowledge assessment and management was both internal (project 

partners, team members, Children’s Bureau, etc.) and external (child welfare leaders, 

middle managers, supervisors, and BSW/MSW traineeship students and faculty), making it 

essential to get “the right information to the right people” at the right time. The component 

of “people” required that our audiences trust the source of information and that NCWWI be 

seen as credible and accessible.  

NCWWI accomplished this by dedicating staff resources and forming a team led by the 

University of Denver, with members who had extensive backgrounds in the field of child 

welfare and workforce development, and with established relationships with child welfare 

agency leaders and practitioners in States and Tribes. As the overall work of NCWWI 

progressed and became more integrated the knowledge management team was expanded to 

include designees from each of the partners, representing each programmatic area. This 

team met routinely to identify internal and external knowledge management needs and 

opportunities, outline priorities, and establish the overall protocols for NCWWI knowledge 

management.  

NCWWI demonstrated the importance and value of assigning staff specifically to 

knowledge management and in service to knowledge transfer to the field. Our approach 

evolved over a period of five years, so that the functions of knowledge assessment and 

management became closely integrated with dissemination and networking with multiple 

audiences.  

Lessons Learned  

From 2008-2013, the National Child Welfare Workforce Institute designed and 

operationalized an integrated approach to knowledge assessment and management using a 

structured framework organized around processes, technology, and people. Although 

seemingly simple, NCWWI found that this integrated approach was a comprehensive and 

complex task given the consideration required of each element in order to create a viable 

framework.  

Processes 

An important lesson was that “more” information was not always “better” for audiences 

with limited time and competing demands for attention. Hence, NCWWI knowledge 
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management processes were designed to filter and categorize information to improve access 

to the most topically relevant and timely information. Consequently, it is essential to 

identify a manageable number of the most salient topics for a routine search. Without 

clearly defined parameters, it is easy to “go down the rabbit hole” and become overloaded 

with supplementary information. Determining the criteria for selection of resources is also 

an important consideration. In NCWWI’s experience, developing screening criteria was an 

iterative process used to arrive at a balance that would support gathering information of 

value to the user, while recognizing that many workforce practices which may now be 

“evidence-based” may also have merit as useful strategies and ideas.  

Technology 

Technology should be thought of as an essential tool for effective knowledge management, 

not an outcome, to meeting the needs of the intended audiences. Technology can facilitate 

quick access and retrieval, yet not all audiences have equal skill in the use of various 

technologies. Consequently, technology must accommodate a continuum, from sophisticated 

to easy use, so that the end-user experiences a seamless and invisible support rather than a 

frustrating hindrance.  

People 

People are the third, and, in our experience, the most important element. Effective 

knowledge assessment and management requires a dedicated and sustained commitment of 

staff resources. The transfer of knowledge is a dynamic transaction between individuals 

and people are the translators and purveyors of that transaction. The likelihood that 

knowledge will be successfully accessed and transferred is dependent upon the credibility of 

the purveyor and the relevance of the information.  

Fahey and Prusak remarked that “knowledge is meaningless in the absence of a ‘knower’ 

(1998, p. 267).  It is essential to attend to the explicit-technical and the tacit-social 

components of identifying, screening, understanding, and interpreting knowledge. People—

dedicated staff—–must tailor the strategies and build a connection with the intended 

audience.  

 

Conclusion 

Over the course of the last five years, NCWWI designed, operationalized, and adapted its 

approach to knowledge assessment and management, grounded in an evidence-informed 

framework. Adapting our protocols and approaches and adopting new behaviors were 

necessary, not only to create and sustain a viable approach and meet the needs of our 

audiences, but also to model the values and behaviors of a learning organization. 
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Knowledge management grows stagnant without closely integrating its processes with 

knowledge transfer and dissemination. Active and interactive communication with our 

audiences creates opportunities to not only translate that knowledge to new behaviors, but 

ultimately to create new knowledge.   

 

References 

American Productivity and Quality Center. (n.d.). Knowledge management consortium 

benchmarking study: Final report. Houston, TX: Author. 

Andrews & Arnold, Ltd. (n.d.). Knowledge base congestion and contention. Retrieved from 

http://aaisp.net.uk/kb-broadband-contention.html  

Austin, M. J. (2008). Strategies for transforming human service organizations into learning 

organizations: Knowledge management and the transfer of learning. Journal of 

Evidence-Based Social Work, 5(3/4), 569-596.  

Austin, M.J., Classen, J., Vu, C.M., & Misrahi, P. (2008). Knowledge management: 

Implications for human service organizations. Journal of Evidence-Based Social 

Work, 5(1/2), 361-389.  

Brewer, P. D., & Brewer, K. L. (2010). Knowledge management, human resource 

management, and higher education: A theoretical model. Journal of Education for 

Business, 85(6), 330-335.  

Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2012, September). Employee tenure in 2012. (BLS News 

Release, USDL-12-1887). Washington, DC: Author.  

Fahey, L., & Prusak, L. (1998). The eleven deadliest sins of knowledge management. 

California Management Review, 40(3), 265-276. 

Hirai, C., Uchida, Y., & Fujinami, T. (2007). A knowledge management system for dynamic 

organizational knowledge circulation. International Journal of Information 

Technology & Decision Making, 6(03), 509-522.  

King, W.R. (2008). An integrated architecture for an effective knowledge organization. 

Journal of Knowledge Management, 12(2), 29-41. 

Landaeta, R. E. (2008). Evaluating benefits and challenges of knowledge transfer across 

projects. Engineering Management Journal, 20(1), 29-38.  

Leung, Z. C. S. (2007). Knowledge management in social work—Towards a conceptual 

framework. Journal of Technology in Human Services, 25(1/2), 181-198.  

http://aaisp.net.uk/kb-broadband-contention.html


NCWWI | Knowledge Assessment & Management Brief | January 2014 

  

                                            A Service of the Children’s Bureau, a member of the T/TA Network  

13 
13 

Munson, S. (2010, updated 2012). Disseminating child welfare workforce knowledge and 

information to the field: A briefing paper. Albany, NY: National Child Welfare 

Workforce Institute, University of Albany.  

 

New York Department of Civil Service & New York State Governor’s Office of Employee 

Relations (2002). Knowledge management/transfer: Report of the Knowledge 

Management/Transfer Workgroup. Albany, NY: Author. 

Nonaka, I. (1994). A dynamic theory of organizational knowledge creation. Organization 

Science, 5(1), 14-37. 

Nonaka, I., & Takeuchi, H. (1995). [Book Review]. The knowledge-creating company: How 

Japanese companies create the dynamics of innovation. Long Range Planning, 29(4), 

p. 592. 

Sayed, B., Jabeur, N., & Aref, M. (2009). An archetype to sustain knowledge management 

systems through intranet. International Journal of Social Sciences, 4(4), 228-232.  

Serban, A. M., & Luan, J. (2002). Overview of knowledge management. New Directions for 

Institutional Research, 2002(113), 5-16.  

Stănescu, I.A., Chete, G.C., & Giurgiu, L. (2009). Knowledge enriched decisional 

environments. Buletin Stiintific, 2(3), 133-138.  

 Zack, M., McKeen, J., & Singh, S. (2009). Knowledge management and organizational 

performance: An exploratory analysis. Journal of Knowledge Management, 13(6), 

392-409. 

Zheng, W., Yang, B., & McLean, G.N. (2010). Linking organizational culture, structure, 

strategy, and organizational effectiveness: Mediating role of knowledge 

management. Journal of Business Research, 63(7), 763-771 

 


