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     IKM Emergent – Synthesis of Progress to Date

Introduction and background
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This document offers a reflection on the overall progress of the IKM Emergent research programme as it passes its half way stage.

The programme was based on an analysis of development policy and practice which had three main components.

First it saw the effective understanding, exchange and use of relevant knowledges, as being of central, strategic importance to the whole process of development.  In particular, it stressed the importance of knowledge about the daily realities, which development aims to change, and the perception of such realities by the societies of which they form part. Whilst the same analysis could be applied to many human activities, it recognised the particular challenges – cultural, linguistic, power-mediated and disciplinary – posed by the development environment both to our understanding of ‘knowledge’ and to the practical issues of its ‘management’

Second it argued that the process of managing information, knowledge exchange and the relationships on which exchange is dependent forms a major challenge.  It is a process which affects many aspects of organisational life, which are usually managed separately.  It thus argued that it was a priority for senior management to have a holistic understanding of this challenge and to ensure that it is met in a coherent way.  This is especially the case if a further argument is accepted: that development, as an international endeavour which mainly uses either public money or donated money to achieve supposedly common goals, should not be an arena of aggressive competition.  Development ‘knowledge’ should be a global common good, of benefit to all in the sector and to the construction and maintenance of which all serious development organisations should contribute.  If this argument is accepted, the challenge for development organisations is not just to manage their own information but to collaboratively engage in building a wider information ecology: a process with its own organisational and technical challenges.   

Furthermore, it was argued, these challenges cannot be seen as a static set of problems to be solved over time but as part of a two way dynamic with continuous informational developments taking place within and across different societies all over the world.  This should be of particular relevance to organisations experiencing one form of informational developments in, for example, the country where they are headquartered, and others in the countries where they work, especially if they are guided by ethics which seek to avoid the imposition of external norms and values.

In addition, soon after it started, the programme articulated a further basic argument.  Change is seldom linear.  Managing change involves being alert to the unpredictable and the unexpected, to unforeseen external influences and to factors which emerge through the experience of the change process itself.  As the proverb has it, you can never get into the same river twice. 

One main purpose of IKM Emergent has been to explore the realities behind these arguments and to look at emerging new practices, both within and outwith the programme, which might be of value to work in the development sector.  The second main purpose of the programme is to promote improvements in the working practice of development organisations in line with the arguments of the programme and the new ideas which it describes.  This promotion takes the form of encouraging organisations to think about these issues themselves.  The programme intends to support change processes in development organisations, not prescribe them.  IKM has developed an inventory of descriptions of what is happening within organisations in terms of knowledge management and facilitated more descriptions of development organisations, including three new meta-analyses of organisations where there were only a handful of such things in existence beforehand. In this sense, support to the Knowledge Management for Development Journal – facilitating its existence as a formal journal – is making is possible to develop a more permanent record of the developing field of knowledge management for development, both within organisations but also in sector-wide approaches to knowledge.

The programme itself is part of the reality it seeks to change, consisting largely of people who work or have worked within development organisations and who also learn from them. 

Of course, IKM Emergent could not hope to consider every theoretical and practical aspect of the ‘understanding, exchange and use of relevant knowledges’ in the development sector.  Instead, it opted for a series of illustrative research activities, aimed at showing the range of issues and exploring some of the details which belong under the heading of ‘the strategic necessity of effective information and knowledge management’ within the development sector.  

The aims and plans of the original programme were expressed in a ‘programme schema’, which aimed to describe the detailed lines of work we intended to pursue and to set them in the context of how they connected with each other and how, collectively, they related to the wider strategic issues of development management.   This current document is in some sense a new version of the schema but it no longer aims to present a plan.  It is instead more a reflection of what has been attempted in the programme to date and how that could shape the rest of the programme.  It tries to identify emergent connections between the various programme activities and to consider how these might be presented as coherent and actionable messages to the development sector.  It aims to offer new thoughts on our understanding of what it is that the programme is trying to do. 

Programme Activities

IKM has never set out to be a traditional research programme of the sort which poses research questions and then works to identify and disseminate the answers.  It aims instead to develop its core arguments; to explore the implications of those arguments for development research and practice; and to try and promote change in practice within the sector.  It is worth reflecting on what this aim should actually involve?  What do we think we are actually doing?

Constructing a narrative: most of the work of the programme is done in the form of small projects.  Each of these has its own rationale and purpose but each should also make sense on the wider canvas of the overall programme. This wider picture needs to be clear at all times but it should also be constantly changing – in relation to what is being learnt from activities within the programme and elsewhere and in relation to the issues faced by our audiences in the development sector.  The aim is for the narrative to be much clearer and richer at the end of the programme than it was at the beginning.  At the halfway point we can legitimately ask if this is happening.

Engaging with ourselves: the programme was explicitly based on supporting people to do work they wanted to do themselves, rather than commissioning work on a purely commercial basis.  The idea was that this would not only offer the likelihood of good motivation and quality but would also bring into the programme resources and learning opportunities from other work with which programme members are associated.  All programme meetings and workshops benefit from the wider experience and knowledge of programme members.  This can sometimes have a direct bearing on the potential of the projects themselves.  Thus, for example, by supporting one part of a programme, such as the visualisation of the Young Lives data, we are able to use as an illustration of new practice the research output of a programme which is massively larger. Our associations with EADI and with the Diplo Foundation create the possibility of interactive engagement with far bigger and more prestigious international events than we could possibly organise ourselves.  Engaging with ourselves also involves the way the programme can create opportunities for learning and change for individual and groups of members.  Wangui wa Goro's work on traducture, Kingo Mchombu's new knowledge management programme at the University of Namibia and Michael David's work with digital storytelling and teleradio in Sri Lanka all represent initiatives based on the pre-existing expertise of the individuals concerned.  However, in some way IKM provided the stimulus or support (of a variety of kinds, not just financial) to enable these potentially very significant projects to happen.  Collective group work within the programme has been slower to emerge.  There are now a number of collective projects being planned, and the steering group has recommended that we take further steps to promote and develop such interactions.

Engaging more widely with the development sector: the programme has always aimed to interact with the rest of the sector and encourage innovation and change in IKM practice.  One channel for this is the engagement of programme managers and members in development sector networks.  At the moment this is done on a fairly ad-hoc basis but those of us who live in a constantly connected environment do report occasional take up of IKM ideas and events on blogs and twits.  It is planned to put more deliberate effort into such work in future.  

We also engage with development actors directly through jointly organised events and by involving them directly in programme research projects.  Overall the list of international development organisations, governments and NGOs that have either taken part in IKM research, participated in our workshops or listened to the presentations with have made at conferences is long and impressive.  Generally, and especially where the involvement has involved real dialogue as happens more easily in small workshops, the feedback we have had from such engagement has been incredibly positive.  What we still have to achieve is to build on the enthusiasm of the individuals concerned or the organisational interest in the subject of the small project or meeting to achieve some organisational interest in our programme as a whole and the prospects for more fundamental change that it offers.

Articulating specific issues:  IKM carries out pieces of work on issues it has identified and produces either an object or a report on it in some form.  To date some thirty eight such pieces of work of varying size and complexity have been commissioned, of which sixteen have been completed. These represent more traditional research practice within the programme.  Although they are all designed with the overall narrative of the programme in mind, some of these pieces of work are significant and important in their own field in their own right.  It is inevitable that, for part of our intended audience, IKM will always be represented by the particular piece of work which has attracted their interest, rather than the bigger picture.

Key Messages
What are we learning from the programme?  Of course, there is much to be discovered in each of its component parts.  However if we think of what is most important to the arguments of the programme overall, there have been significant developments relating to each of the following.

Multiple Knowledges: although always implicit, there has been considerable development in our understanding of the nature and importance of the concept of 'multiple knowledges' or 'epistemic diversity'.  At one level this is almost a common sense response to the daily negotiations across disciplines and ways of life which take place within the development sector.  Valerie Brown has further helped our understanding of this with her demonstration of how types of knowledge are so often linked to roles.  We perhaps have more to do to make our notions of other forms of intelligence – spatial, temporal, visual – equally explicit and recognised as other knowledges.

Although the concept of multiple knowledges flowed so naturally from daily experience in the sector, it is becoming increasingly clear that, as had been argued by some from the start, this involves confrontation with other conceptions of knowledge.  Within the 'multiple knowledges' domain there is little need or indeed point in defining what is meant by 'knowledge' as it is accepted that there can be more than one definition.  Outside it, however, we encounter the vision of knowledge as fixed, unalterable and replicable truth, a vision which retains very powerful individual and institutional support, a vision which would deny the entire work and purpose of IKM.  We therefore need to be clear, in arguing the case for our approach, for what 'our' knowledge is, if it is not 'theirs'.  A working definition, arrived at in part with help from our evaluator, would be of knowledge as 'shared meaning', which, one might argue, is as close to 'truth' as we are ever likely to get working across multiple boundaries where development represents a series of interlinked wicked problems.    

We need also to further develop ideas as to how individuals and organisations can practically incorporate the concept of multiple knowledges into their daily work.  What needs to be done differently? In promoting such new practice, we should not downplay the fact that multiple knowledges by no means come together calmly.  Working in an environment of multiple knowledges implies the possibility of conflict, conflict which can perhaps be handled in a way which generates new understandings but which can also be entirely negative.

Knowledge landscapes: We have been working on the conception of multiple knowledges in the context of the disconnection between policy, practice and academic research in the development sector. One part of this has involved using the techniques of sciencemetrics to map this disconnection, and in particular the position of academic development journals within this. Another strand has involved a developing series of workshops, undertaken with Hivos, to discuss, map and develop understanding of the current situation with groups of researchers and practitioners. From understanding to action, we are planning a number of activities to address these issues and make efforts to bridge these knowledge domains and cultures.

Bridges: one aspect of using multiple knowledges in practice is the importance of the bridges – human, organisational and technical - which need to exist if gaps between knowledges are to be crossed.  Most significant in this regard is the idea of traducture – translation across barriers of power and status as well as of language.  

There are also important organisational management issues here, both regarding internal issues and the extent to which organisations are able to identify and work with appropriate intermediaries for the two-way (but especially bottom up) information flows on which their organisational health depends.  The case studies on what happens to information derived from the use of participative methodologies are very interesting in this regard.

Local content is important: it needs to be valued by both local communities and development organisations.  We say this in two contexts.

First, the process of generating and validating local content is, at a local level an important contribution to development in itself.  It roots local development discourse within the history and knowledge of local communities as well as supporting processes of reflection and debate on current issues.  The IT4Change report on the Bangalore workshop on digital story telling in India gives examples of locally made digital stories being made about perceived problems within the community with the explicit purpose of stimulating first recognition of the problem, then discussion and finally action.  The community story telling case studies in Costa Rica explore a process of community based discussion of major current issues, such as water management, which starts from the basis of knowledge and experience already present within the community.  Such a process can be seen as an illustration at a local level of the process of National Liberation as foreseen by Amilcar Cabral when he asserts ‘the inalienable right of every people to have their own history’, a process which, for each people, involves returning ‘to the upward paths of their own culture…nourished by the living reality of the environment’ 

Second, as the programme has always argued, local content, especially that created independently from the sometimes forced dynamics of funded development projects, can provide extremely valuable information to development organisations.  Issues of how to support such work and how to synthesise it and learn from it in a way which is accurate, fair and gives due recognition to its source are vital to improved understanding and improved relationships between development organisations and the local communities, the development of which they exist to support.

Implications of non-linearity: without yet engaging with the finer points of complexity theory as it relates to social change, IKM is clear that notions of development practice which envisage direct cause and effect relationships between input and output in environments untainted by any other influences are entirely hallucinatory.  Unanticipated external events, the unpredictability of life (health, family, change), and the possibility – even desirability – that new factors and opportunities will emerge out of the experience of doing whatever is planned, coming into contact and relating with the other actors involved mean that the lifespan of any firm plan is always limited.  It is thus absurd that most of the work development sector is still planned and managed on the basis of the known falsehood of predictability.  IKM needs to – and has started to – suggest alternative means of planning, managing and evaluating development interventions which retain accountability and the possibility of control without tying them to rigid frameworks which can neither work or allow a creative response to what actually happens.

There are also important implications of non-linearity in the domain of research methodology (see below).

Critique of research 'for development': problems with research/policy or research practice links had already been well documented before IKM came into being.  However, and without disrespecting the excellent work of many individual researchers, it is hard to avoid the conclusion that the entire structure of research 'for development' is seriously dysfunctional.  Key issues include:

· The inappropriateness of the 'knowledge as truth' paradigm for trans-disciplinary and cross boundary work with its inevitable contradictions and paradox

· The lack of openness and  support for new paradigms, enabled in part by informational developments, which are based on finding new value through connecting existing knowledge sets rather than the pursuit of 'new knowledge' within disciplinary boundaries

· Research frameworks which see unpredictability and emergence as problems rather than as the inevitable and welcome products of genuine participatory and iterative exploration.  Open enquiry, genuine interaction with research stakeholders and, again, issues that emerge from the research process all demand more open frameworks for the planning and conducting of research than the current rigid, risk adverse norms based on the desirability of predictable outcomes

· The institutional structure of 'applied research' which is overwhelmingly organised within academic environments, with the incentives and quality control of academic life and is in no sense accountable to the people to/for whom the research is applied.  This structure almost guarantees the weakness of any 'for development' component in the selection, methodology and communication of most 'for development' research. In particular the setting of research agendas is seldom undertaken in collaboration with research subjects or beneficiaries and, even when it is, seldom through a prolonged iterative process in which power and language issues can be addressed

· The dominance of neo-liberal ideology with regard to the monetization of knowledge and the non-recognition of other values

Tools for handling multiple knowledges:  good information design – including both means of expression and means of reception – has the potential to greatly strengthen the transmission signals. This may be the most appropriate context in which to set the issues raised in some of the local knowledge case studies and also in the information artefacts work.  How can we design appropriate artefacts to facilitate the gathering, the handling and the use of multiple knowledges?

Although the development of new informational tools for communicating information is now widespread in many areas including development research, we believe innovative practice within development organisations is still the exception rather than the rule and this means that IKM interest in exploring new artefacts still offers the potential of stimulating innovation in the sector.  Ralph Borland’s IKM installation at the EADI conference in Geneva in 2008 had considerable impact.  IKM attended a conference hosted by OECD in which open source tools, new models of data sharing and of allowing the query and visual presentation of user generated queries were demonstrated.  This was a rare but welcome example of interest in these issues by a mainstream development organisation.  It left uncovered, however, areas of particular interest to IKM, namely the visualisation of qualitative argument and the extent to which visual languages do or do not cross cultural boundaries.

Similar issues are addressed by IKM Vines which, as well as being highly innovative in a technical sense, is inviting people to consider and redress the bias which hides Southern output within mainstream search engines.  We are also close to having a working model for the visual navigation of multiple knowledges on our web site. 

Our way of working:  the working structure of IKM evolved through a series of discussions with people who might become involved to allow some distributed ownership and control of the programme and its development. There was no grand plan and we do not suggest that anyone thinks the resultant structure is perfect.  Nonetheless we were always clear that, as the communications strategy quotes Ghandi, 'we must become the change we want to see'.  It is also clear that we are in a very privileged position with regard to how we are able to operate.  In fact, there is hardly anything we are doing which does not relate to a purpose expressed in the original plan.  However, we have made considerable use, both in re-thinking how best to do things and in responding to new opportunities, of the unusual freedom we have to iterate.  We would argue that this freedom and the very flexible structure we have developed with which to deliver and develop our work has been central to whatever success we may have achieved.  The question thus arises as to what extent is the way we work one of the potential research outputs of the programme.  Are there elements in how we work which could or should be of wider interest to a development sector which should itself be thinking of ways of reforming its working practice?

A key challenge over the rest of the programme will be to further develop and clarify these messages and to think through and offer guidance on their implications for daily practice.  We have to be able to move from the theoretical to being able to answer the question 'so, what should we do differently’?

Looking Ahead

The first question that needs to be posed is whether what is described above accurately reflects the programme and the key lessons that are being learned from it?  If so, the questions are raised as to whether this is what we should be doing and how we want to take it forward.

We would propose three strands of work

At least a further year of programme project work with particular attention paid to important areas of the plan where progress has been slow.  Some other areas, where little progress has been made may be dropped.  Particular support should be given to collaboration between programme members, especially across working groups.

An early start to work which will bring together of the many strands of the programme and develop the final narrative of the programme in a form which will leave a lasting record.   The draft publishing programme (circulated earlier this year and available in the Steering group D group library) offers some ideas on what shape this may take but it is probably too ambitious and in any case needs to go through a process of collective review.  For this purpose and for encouraging the sort of cross programme collaboration referred to above, we propose having another programme wide meeting, perhaps soon after Easter next year.  Unlike the previous such meeting in 2008 which was still part of the process of constructing the programme, this will be far less based on plenary presentations and working group meetings.  Instead we propose collaborative work on narrative (and narrative artefact) development and various opportunities for a for free exchange between programme members.

Finally we need to up the ante on our communications, both in terms of widening and strengthening our networks and of formal engagement with organisations.  As the time runs down we will inevitably be less able to communicate in ways which seek to engage people in the programme (because there will not be much left in which to engage) and we will be instead faced with communicating messages.  As indicated above, these need to be as practically oriented as possible.  Perhaps we should have a workshop imagining the structure and management arrangements of a development organisation run on lines consistent with IKM arguments?

Our overall conclusion at this point is positive.  We would stand by the original arguments that the programme proposed.  We have not found out anything to make us change them.  Instead, we believe that, in several areas, our understanding of them has developed considerably and that this fuller understanding in turn opens up the possibility of further work and its communication. We also believe we have succeeded in creating some very rare space in which programme members can work far more freely than is their/our normal experience.  We think many programme members have strongly appreciated this and used the freedom very productively.  We hope that, whatever happens to IKM, such spaces become less rare in future.
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