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Knowledge management, or KM, is a collection of 
approaches to help employees access the information 
they need to work faster, be more productive, and 
avoid costly mistakes. Research shows a recent uptick 

in knowledge-management interest among nonprofits. 
Many for-profit companies have longstanding, formal KM 
practices that generate tangible return on investment. Now, 
nonprofits are starting to see that KM can help their donors’ 
dollars go further. 

Why Manage Knowledge?
Knowledge is every organization’s greatest asset. It’s the 
key to how you do what you do. 
When organizations help employees share what they know, 
everybody benefits. Employees can work smarter – not 
harder – by leveraging the collective knowledge of the 
entire organization. Doing so makes employees feel happier 
and more connected because they’re collaborating with 
and learning from colleagues. Managing organizational 
knowledge drives efficiency, productivity, and transparency, 
which delights board members, partners, and donors.
But mismanaged knowledge can have huge consequences. 
You’ve probably felt the pain it causes. Have you ever 
experienced the following?
Key employees leave, and nobody knows what they were 
working on or how they did what they did.
New employees struggle to get up to speed because they 
don’t understand the organization’s vernacular, who to ask 
about what, or where to find the information they need. 
Someone makes a big mistake – and later another employee 
makes that same mistake.
These problems cause major headaches and prevent 
your organization from reaching its goals. Knowledge 
management can help you connect people to the knowledge 
they need (when and where they need it) and prevent critical 

know-how from being lost when people leave, retire, or 
change roles. 

Tools that Can Help You
Common KM tools and approaches include:
•  communities of practice: networks of people who come 

together to share and learn from one another face-to-face, 
virtually, or both

•  content management: structured processes to gather, 
store, and distribute resources; these resources include:

 • standard processes and procedures
 • vetted expertise and best practices
 • project-specific documents, tools, and templates
 • learning resources
•  enterprise social networking: social-media-style 

applications that enable employees (and, in some cases, 
trusted partners) to connect, discuss, and collaborate in 
a protected digital environment

•  expertise location: ways to surface experts and 
knowledgeable people in the workforce and the 
organization’s network, typically through searchable 
online profiles

•  knowledge mapping: the creation of visual 
representations of an organization’s knowledge resources

•  lessons learned: a knowledge-sharing approach that 
helps employees reflect on and capture lessons and proven 
practices from projects and events.

Challenges & Opportunities for 
Integrating Knowledge Management
A recent survey (apqc.org) found that knowledge-
management teams in nonprofit organizations face unique 
challenges relative to peers in other industries:
Nonprofits have a harder time getting employees to 
participate. More than half of nonprofit respondents said that 
20% or less of their target audience is participating in KM.
Nonprofits have trouble getting senior leaders on board. 
More than two-thirds of nonprofit respondents said that 

Why	Nonprofit	Organizations	
Are	Embracing	Knowledge	

Management	–	&	How	to	Do	It
Here’s how to make knowledge stick in your organization.

By Mercy Harper & Lauren Trees

“Prevent critical know-how from 
being lost when people leave.”

http://www.nonprofitworld.org
http://www.apqc.org


april / may / june  2020  nonprofitworld.org  |  27

senior leaders are the most difficult workforce segment to 
engage in KM. By contrast, only 40% of respondents from 
other industries said the same. 
However, nonprofits do have an important advantage when it 
comes to implementing KM: their employee base. Nonprofits 
can leverage employees’ enthusiasm for the mission and the 
people they serve to build buy-in for structured knowledge 
sharing and collaboration. If a nonprofit can convince its 
workers that contributing content to a shared repository 
or participating in a community of practice will improve 
the success of programs and projects (and thus amplify 
the organization’s impact), they’re much more likely to get 
on board. 

How Three Nonprofits Use Knowledge 
Management to Drive Better Outcomes
Knowledge management helps nonprofits mitigate risk, 
increase efficiency, support employee learning, and gain 
better outcomes. These examples show how:
World Vision International is a global relief organization 
that works in nearly 100 countries. It uses KM to roll out new 
programs and transform program data into best practices 
that can inform improvements across the globe.
The value driver of World Vision’s KM program is its 
communities of practice, which allow local teams to network 
with people performing similar work in different countries 
and cultures. Communities are also a way for employees to 
interact with renowned professionals in their field. 

In addition to its communities, World Vision has a content 
management system. Through this system, employees can 
look up project model documents, contact information, 
lessons learned, and relevant sub-communities. 
Management Sciences for Health uses KM to help 
employees access technical and program knowledge, connect 
with peers, and foster behavior change. It focuses on virtual 
communities called Technical Exchange Networks (TENs), 
which bring together 650 employees working in 45 countries.
These communities use an e-mail-based communication 
platform to make collaboration easier for employees in 
remote areas with limited connectivity. This platform 
seamlessly links to the organization’s intranet, so community 
members can access contact information, resources, 
calendars, and microblogging tools. The communities also 
host webinars, many of which feature experts leading global 
panels; this exposes members to a range of perspectives on 
a given topic.
The Global Environmental Facility uses KM to share 
best practices across projects, project infrastructures, and 
partners in 183 member countries. Its key approaches include 
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communities of practice, a Q&A platform, guidebooks to 
facilitate knowledge sharing in projects, and peer-to-peer 
learning events called “knowledge days.” Government 
officials, private sector representatives, and academics 
are invited to attend knowledge days, where they can visit 
“learning stations” to discover lessons learned from projects.

How to Get Started with Knowledge 
Management
Before you dig into KM tools and approaches, it’s important 
to start with a strategy and roadmap. A clearly articulated 
strategy helps secure stakeholder buy-in and keeps you 
focused on mission-driven goals. 
1. Start by gathering information about what’s most 
important to the organization. What are its current strategic 
plans and objectives? Organizational goals should drive 
your strategy, so you need to be aware of both short- and 
long-term objectives.
2. Then, pinpoint the organization’s most critical 
knowledge. After all, your goal isn’t to document all 
knowledge but rather to facilitate access to the most 
important and useful items. 
The best way to pinpoint what’s most important is to create 
some knowledge maps. Do so by interviewing employees 
about the knowledge they use to get work done and then 
translating their feedback into a visual representation of 
where knowledge resides and how it flows between people 
and systems. 
This process helps you find the right problems to solve. 
For example, you might discover two groups that are doing 
similar work but don’t have a way to connect with each 
other, ask questions, or share templates and documents.

Learning, Sharing, Growing
To build a framework for knowledge management in your 
organization, explore these articles at NonprofitWorld.org:

Why Wisdom Is Being Lost – & How You Can Capture It 
(Vol. 27, No. 6)

To Be an Ingenious Leader, Take Charge of Your Learning 
(Vol. 37, No. 3)

Grounded Visioning: A Quick Way to Create Shared 
Visions (Vol. 26, No. 4)

Do You Know Where Your Goals Are? (Vol. 26, No. 5)

Create an Environment of Discovery (Vol. 18, No. 3)

20 Ingredients for a Successful Collaboration (Vol. 29, 
No. 1)

How to Make Mistakes (Vol. 30, No. 2)

The Nonprofit Executive as Chief Learning Officer 
(Vol. 16, No. 2)

3. Now that you know your organization’s knowledge 
needs, you can pick the best tools for the job and create a 
roadmap to implement them. (See “Tools that Can Help 
You” on page 26.) For example:
•  If your organization needs to get people to collaborate 

and share what they know, you might try communities 
of practice. 

•  If people keep making similar mistakes, you could develop 
a process to document and share lessons learned. 

•  If you’re worried about knowledge loss, you might 
implement a formal knowledge transfer initiative. 

Whichever approaches you choose, be sure to define 
measures and expectations to ensure your KM program 
is reaching its goals.  
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