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KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT:  
CHALLENGES FOR THE SPECIAL LIBRARIAN 
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No.04,Bank of Ceylon Mawatha, Colombo 01, Sri Lanka 
E-mail: librarian@boc.lk 

Abstract. Knowledge Management is considered important for organizational development, and organ-
izational librarians are seen as capable players in this field. This paper presents the view that special li-
braries can be places for the knowledge management practices but concludes that the librarians have to 
move from their passive roles and assume the roles of partners in this environment. 

Introduction 
Knowledge Management (KM) is a concept that has developed over the past decade or so and it has 
generated a great interest in management thinking. The focus of KM is Organizational Knowledge and 
treated as a valuable asset to a company. It is regarded as creating value from knowledge, information 
and people. 

This paper argues that a Special Library being the nucleus of its organization has advantages to 
provide access to information, to affect the existing knowledge of members. In this endeavor the Spe-
cial Librarian needs to address the challenges in this field.  

Literature Survey 
Editors Little, Quintas and Ray. (2002), bring together a set of selected articles representing ideas and 
issues in   KM. The Economist Alfred Marshall is quoted (110 years ago) on the importance of knowl-
edge as a source of economic wealth to mean knowledge management is not a new idea though it has 
become only recently widespread, especially in the last decade. It is considered a central and a main 
process in organizations. There are contributions on creating knowledge, Resources and Capabilities, 
Communication and Sharing Knowledge, Knowledge Innovation and Human Resources. KM is ob-
served collectively in communities of practices through interaction of specialized groups that produce 
specialized knowledge, skills and expertise. The model developed by Nonaka is used to show how 
Tacit and Explicit knowledge works through Socialization, Externalization, Combination and Inter-
nalization. (Nonaka, Toyoma and Konno (2002) 

It is implied that ultimately organizations are there to facilitate the acquisition, creation, transfer to 
exploit knowledge. Yet it is shown that information alone cannot be knowledge because knowledge 
cannot be classified or systematized.  Yet information and its’ management is essential for the com-
petitive performances. 

Skyrme(1999), on knowledge networking discuss the changing world and the  organizational tur-
bulence that people have to face the realities of a post industrial knowledge economy. The value is in 
knowledge and intangibles.  Networks of collaborating systems helps reduce costs, distribute and share 
resources for a better service. It is revealed that Information and knowledge are pervading all the sec-
tors of industry and becoming more knowledge and information intensive.   

Where KM and Information Profession is concerned, Abell and Chapman (2000) convey that in-
formational professionals bring in a major contribution to corporate decision making, and should in-
crease their influence over K M since it is a question of skills transfer. There is a need to effectively 
market Information Professionals as they are not making themselves visible in this field. The authors 
bare the findings that Information Professionals are perceived by employers as people thorough with 
valuable information skills but are only service oriented.  
 Kafantaris (2002), gives the meaning of knowledge in relation to data and information cited from 
T.H.Davenport and L Prusak, as data is a set of discrete objectives or facts of events but would not be 
instructing organisations what to do. Data when analyzed, synthesized and summarized can become 
information, which when compared in different situations such as connections, consequences of daily 
life, social interactions and thoughts and views, can become knowledge. Different dimensions as ex-
plicit knowledge is codified, classified information, but tacit knowledge is something acquired in direct 
communication is discussed.  

Weerasinghe, S. (2006). Knowledge Management: Challenges for the special librarian. In C. Khoo, D. 
Singh & A.S. Chaudhry (Eds.), Proceedings of the Asia-Pacific Conference on Library & Information 
Education & Practice 2006 (A-LIEP 2006), Singapore, 3-6 April 2006 (pp. 550-554). Singapore: School 
of Communication & Information, Nanyang Technological University. 
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Keeling and Hornby (1999), notes that the information age is linked with life long learning and 
technological skills of librarians needs to be updated. Librarians live in a competitive environment, and 
they are advised to stay focused and relevant while applying KM principles together with Information 
Technology and Communication tools in the libraries to facilitate the rapidly changing environment. 

Shanghong (1999), mentions that KM is a method of management working for the conversion of 
intellectual assets of organizational employees into forces of higher productivity.  It requires linkage of 
information with information, information with activities, and information with man for the realization 
of knowledge sharing and needs to effectively identify, acquire develop, resolve, use, store and share 
Knowledge. Sharing Tacit and Explicit knowledge has become the driving force for social develop-
ment, which has provided a good environment for library development.  

Corrall (1998) remarks on the confusion over what KM really is and that it is viewed by some as 
“up market label for information management”. Thus she refers to its relevance to the information pro-
fession with a warning that there is competition in this field from other professions.  

With numerous definitions she argues that knowledge management is an evolutionary rather than a 
revolutionary development and involves a holistic view of information, unlike previous corporate li-
brary practices where only internal and external information was gathered. It is reiterated here that 
even though corporate libraries are being re-invented as knowledge centers, there is a threat to their 
future with others being available for knowledge management tasks. This is mainly due to librarians’ 
reluctance to move beyond traditional information service oriented work and move on to the analysis 
and interpretations of the contents.  

Al-Hawamdah (2002), implies that the information society and the knowledge economy highlights 
the importance of Tacit knowledge as well as the need to manage knowledge resources including skills 
and competencies. He states that KM is rethinking information management that should focus on de-
veloping tools for intelligent people as people take the centre stage.  

Wilson (2002), Distinguishes knowledge and information and notes knowledge cannot be man-
aged, especially the concept of Tacit knowledge but only that it can be demonstrated. Knowledge is 
defined as what we know, involving the mental process of comprehension, understanding and learning 
that constitutes information and thus knowledge and information cannot be used as synonyms but con-
cludes as  ”according to the rhetoric of knowledge management, mind becomes manageable and the 
contents can be downloaded.  

Knowledge Management and Special Libraries 
Knowledge Management is considered an organizational asset. As is evident from the above review 
KM embraces Information Management, and other concepts such as Tacit and Explicit Knowledge, 
and information professionals are major players in this field. KM involves exploiting the expertise 
knowledge, interaction and communication of individuals, forming a collective knowledge base for 
communities of practice and there is a necessity for  storing, creating, sharing and re-using knowledge. 
Information is a central need for organizations. 

Information Management is “an impressive term for the various activities that contribute to the ef-
fective production, co-ordination, storage, retrieval and dissemination of information in what ever for-
mat, internal or external sources, leading to the more efficient working of  the organization” (Harrods 
1995).  

To remain competitive it is necessary for organizations to efficiently and effectively create, locate, 
capture and share their organization’s knowledge and expertise whilst he argues necessitates to make 
explicit and store for distribution and reuse (Zack 1999) 

Librarians discharge these functions and a Special/Corporate Library is a Centre with a special 
mission to fulfill the information needs of the parent organization. Libraries are repositories of infor-
mation with documentary sources, centers of storing and organizations for information and knowledge. 
The Special Librarians are Information resource experts who collect, analyze, evaluate, package and 
disseminate information to facilitate accurate decision making in corporate, academic and government 
settings (SLA). The Special Librarian’s job involves apart from providing traditional services through 
an operational documentary base and online searching the access, organization, sorting, repackaging, 
synthesizing, finding answers and understanding members’ specializations. 

Librarians who are experienced in the information field are constantly working closely with the 
user who is a member of the organization, and it is easy for the promotion of interaction between the 
users. Librarians have an interaction with other libraries.  They are an important knowledge base for 
the organization. 
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It is pertinent to say that Special Libraries and the Librarians are in the best position to be key 
players in the KM of their organization.  

Challenges for the Special Librarian, with Reference to the Financial Services Sector 
Knowledge Management is of growing importance in organizational development as a dynamic proc-
ess. It is also most important to the financial services sector. The banking industry has become very 
competitive, and Customer focus, addressing issues on financial regulations, trade and globalization 
are foremost in the banking agenda. 

In the Sri Lankan financial services sector, commercial banking is a dominant services industry, 
facing an aggressive competitive environment. This sector comprises of 22 Commercial banks out of 
which there are 11 domestic banks.  

A study of a number of domestic banks’ libraries was conducted to find out the Library and infor-
mation work done in the KM field for organizational development. It was conducted through inter-
views and discussions .Out of the 11 banks, 8 have Libraries with an objective of delivering Library 
and Information Services (LIS) for organizational work and decision-making, professional develop-
ment and acting as an organization for learning. 

The study revealed that most libraries are working towards or have an approach to knowledge 
management, but mainly through Information Management practices. All libraries apart from provid-
ing traditional library services and explicit knowledge, are involved in tracing organizational informa-
tion and history, done by collecting organizational information  from Annual Reports and organiza-
tional reports,  internal reports, conference, seminar and workshop proceedings, circulars, and by dis-
cussions with people. Interactions with organizational members for deriving knowledge and interac-
tions between members for sharing knowledge according to their specializations are carried out by 5 
libraries. 5 libraries are involved in networking. Creating knowledge through information gathered by 
providing information products are practiced by 5 libraries and 7 are using information technology 
tools such as e-mail, internet and the intranet to deliver the information for creation and practices of 
KM.  

However these information behavior practices in the context of Knowledge practices is done al-
most in an informal manner, other than the explicitly transferred knowledge through traditional library 
services. Information is a central need for organizations, but the main practice of information Man-
agement is the acquisition and management of external information, with little interest in methodical 
acquiring and effective management and organization of internal information for knowledge sharing. 
Therefore important functions are lost without due recognition of the special libraries and librarians in 
the KM processes, leaving the library to be perceived as a passive entity delivering routine and conven-
tional services. This is the main contributory factor cited in the literature about the librarians been re-
garded only as part of the support staff of the organization, working quietly in the background, often 
uninvolved in any of the critical functions of the organization. Since we are already involved with the 
provision of knowledge at an organizational level, why do we want to be invisible or non-existent? 
Information professionals have to recast their roles as knowledge professionals and function as knowl-
edge workers (Kim 1999). 

Therefore the special librarian will have to address the challenges before them and reposition LIS 
to suit current management thinking. 

Improving the image of the Special Librarian is a major challenge to overcome and another is to 
work with limited resources such as financial, Human and Technological resources. 

 It would be difficult to convince the management to increase budget allocations or funds for the 
library with such perceptions of the library, where as funds are needed to go into new projects. This 
could be addressed by joining a network with similar institutions for effective sharing of knowledge. If 
the Internet connection is available then the intranet is a powerful technological and a marketing tool to 
disseminate information and interact with the organizational users. Make effective e-mail and the li-
brary software based internal flow of information. Thus with the professional experience and skills 
these endeavors can facilitate the access of information without being worried about the expenses for 
commercial software.  

Working with the available staff is essential. Thus lead the team and use the skills of other mem-
bers for effective services and provide training and development opportunities for them.  

It is necessary to have a deep understanding of the information needs of the users as well as to ob-
tain their expertise knowledge for direction to others needing them. Interact with the users and em-
ployees at strategic levels to transfer knowledge about the rest of the organization. This requires a da-
tabase of persons. Usually provision of Selective Dissemination of Information services helps in know-
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ing what is required by individual users. This needs to be developed to acquire knowledge of what they 
are specialized in.  

To interact it is necessary to develop teams. Teams play a central part in the knowledge creating 
company as they provide a shared context where individuals can interact with each other and have a 
constant dialogue. (Nonaka). Since converting tacit knowledge of individuals to explicitness is vital to 
generate organizational knowledge it requires a shared context through interaction to create new per-
spectives. This also requires to maintain a good relationship with the Senior Management.    

Effective information management is a major concern. This can be accomplished by the manage-
ment and organization of information and providing related and needs based services. The Librarian 
must acquire the relevant information, organize it for effective access by the users and transfer knowl-
edge to decision makers. Establish cost effective user oriented and value added information services 
that are aligned with the organizational strategies. Continue to improve accessibility of information by 
evaluating the transmitting processes. 

Promotion, innovation, creation and generation of knowledge are critical targets of organizational 
knowledge. Research, analyze, repackage and product and competitor information to be made available 
in a proactive manner for effective awareness. Compile databases based on the software available. It 
must be continuous to reflect the firm’s changing context. Deliver specific information packages and 
alerting services such as competitive intelligence, business intelligence and Industry monitors (SLA) 
for proper representation of knowledge.  

The Five Laws of Librarianship  
The above context can be summed up with the Five Laws of S.R.Ranganathan published in 1931. 
Though they seem simple and straightforward, it has a profound meaning and they are still relevant 
even after 75 years.  
• Books are for use- Information and knowledge must not be only acquired, but evaluated in terms 

of user needs. 
• Every reader his book – The information should be available when it is needed by the user. 
• Every book its reader –Make the users aware of the information that will interest them. Be proac-

tive. 
• Save the time of the reader – Disseminate information effectively and efficiently. 
• The Library is a growing organism –Adapt to changes that affect the firm. (Lancaster and Mehro-

tra, 1982) 

Conclusion 
Knowledge Management is considered a dynamic function in organizational development. Amongst 
other issues it embraces knowledge and information and information management and tacit and ex-
plicit knowledge. Though it has been distinguished from Information Management, managing informa-
tion to exploit for knowledge is a core function. Therefore KM is rethinking Information Management 
and Special Libraries of organizations are in a strategic position to be key persons in this field. How-
ever they need to assume these roles in the correct perspectives. 
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