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The largest representa.on came from Asia, North America, and Europe. Slightly over
half of the respondents were responding from the perspec.ve of a knowledge and
informa.on management professional in an organisa.on, while slightly less than a
third were responding from the perspec.ve of a knowledge and informa.on
management consultant.
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More than two thirds of respondents had some experience of knowledge audits. Of
those with experience, 84% had experienced more than one audit. Most experienced
respondents had designed, facilitated and analysed one or more knowledge audits. A
minority had also been respondents in a knowledge audit.
There are signiﬁcant diﬀerences in percep.on between people who have experience
of knowledge audits, and those who do not have experience as we will see in the
following pages.
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We asked respondents what their understanding of knowledge audits was. They were able to select
any number of deﬁni.ons evidenced in the literature of knowledge audits. We compared the general
responses against what experienced prac..oners said their experience of knowledge audits was.
There are signiﬁcant diﬀerences between how people in general perceive knowledge audits, and how
audits are experienced in prac.ce.
In people with experience of knowledge audits there is a narrower range of percep.ons of what a
knowledge audit is. Experienced respondents are signiﬁcantly less likely to see a knowledge audit as a
Compliance audit, a Quality audit or a Benchmarking audit. Experienced respondents are more likely
to see a knowledge audit as an Inventory audit, an Internal KM review, an External assessment of KM,
or a Learning audit.
The full wording for the types of knowledge audit is based on a literature review and is given below:
• A cost beneﬁt analysis of the way that knowledge and informa.on are exploited in an organisa.on
• An assessment to measure compliance with an external knowledge management standard
• A review of records and/or data in a speciﬁc prac.ce domain with the goal of iden.fying lessons
and improvements in that domain
• An assessment to review the quality of knowledge management prac.ces against an external
standard or framework
• A way to benchmark the way an organisa.on manages knowledge against other organisa.ons
• A discovery exercise using an external facilitator looking for ways to improve the way that
knowledge is managed in an organisa.on
• An analysis of the way that knowledge creates value for the organisa.on
• An internal review of the way that knowledge is managed in the organisa.on, supported by
management, with the goal of developing a knowledge management plan or strategy
• An inventory of knowledge stocks and ﬂows in an organisa.on
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There is a very wide spread of percep.ons of what a knowledge audit is, and it is
clear that knowledge audits are seen as compound ac.vi.es, blending a number of
audit types into the same overall programme of inves.ga.on and analysis.
The respondents with experience of knowledge audits were generally more focused
in how they saw audit-types being combined. They usually saw 2-3 audit types being
combined in an audit exercise, with a slight rise again at 5 audit types. In general
respondent percep.ons, the spread of audit types is wider. Less experienced
respondents were also much more likely than experienced people to see a single
audit type being conducted alone.
Less experienced people tend to see more audit types as being poten.ally used in
combina.on - the average number of audit types cited is 3.9 with a median ﬁgure of
4 audit types. More experienced people cited an average of 3.7 audit types being
used in combina.on, with a median of 3.
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The most likely combina.on of audit types across all responses, both experienced
and less experienced, is the Inventory Audit with the Internal KM Review.
Inventory audits are almost never conducted alone (only 3% of actual cases cited).
Inventory audits are usually used as an evidence gathering mechanism for another
complementary audit type.
More experienced people are more likely than average to use Learning Audits with an
Inventory Audit, and they are signiﬁcantly less likely to use Compliance, Quality or
Benchmarking Audits with an Inventory Audit (matching the way they report their
use of audit types in general).
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People with experience of knowledge audits are slightly more likely than average to
conduct an Inventory audit as part of their Knowledge Audit.
If an Inventory audit is NOT conducted, less experienced people are more likely to
conduct an Internal Review, a Value Audit, a Quality Audit, or a Compliance Audit.
In the absence of an Inventory audit, more experienced people are likely to focus on
an Internal Review, an External Assessment or a Quality Audit. They are much less
likely to conduct Compliance, Learning, Benchmarking or Value audits.
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We asked respondents what they thought should be examined in a knowledge audit
(the audit’s target phenomena). We compared the general response with the
responses of people who had experience of knowledge audits. In general, there is
liale diﬀerence between more experienced and less experienced respondents in
rela.on to the phenomena to be examined in a knowledge audit.
Consistent with the focus on Knowledge Inventory Audits, knowledge stocks and
knowledge ﬂows are considered primary foci for knowledge audits. Consistent with
the focus on internal or external KM reviews, KM processes are the third most cited
area to review, followed by strategic knowledge needs and KM capabili.es.
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We asked respondents what they thought the main purpose of a knowledge audit
was. The op.ons can also be considered outcomes of knowledge audits. We
compared the general response with the responses of people who had experience of
knowledge audits. In general, there is liale diﬀerence between more experienced and
less experienced respondents in rela.on to the main purpose and outcomes of
knowledge audits.
The most common purpose of a knowledge audit is thought to be gaining an
understanding of the organisa.on’s knowledge dependencies, risks and needs. This is
followed closely by using the audit as an input to the organisa.on’s knowledge
management strategy and framework. Other main purposes include improving
opera.onal knowledge management prac.ces and improving access to common
knowledge resources.
The least cited purposes were using the knowledge audit as an input to an enterprise
taxonomy (which is surprising, given the strong focus on a knowledge audit as an
inventory of knowledge resources), and the valida.on of KM prac.ces against
external standards or frameworks.
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We asked respondents who had experience of knowledge audits what methods they
had seen being used in knowledge audits.
It is clear that knowledge audi.ng is a mul.-method approach requiring a range of
evidence collec.on and engagement methods. Most people said they had seen
between four and six methods being used. The average number of methods cited
was seven.
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We asked respondents to indicate the methods they had seen being used in
knowledge audits.
It is clear that interviews (with senior leadership, opera.onal staﬀ, subject maaer
experts) are the most favoured form of engagement, followed by workshops. In the
mid range, we ﬁnd use of surveys and focus groups, as well as content analysis. Direct
observa.on and social network analysis were the least cited methods.
Some respondents cited more specialised methods that could be used with
interviews or in workshops: systems diagramming, rela.onship mapping, concept
mapping, ﬂow diagrams, rich pictures, and topic clustering.
Some suggested addi.onal methods that work as sensemaking, alignment and
analy.cal processes such as deﬁni.on of strategic knowledge areas, analysis of
lessons learned and review of internal policies and procedures. One respondent
reported using online focus groups.
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We asked respondents to indicate which methods they found most eﬀec.ve and
why. Out of 82 responses, 41 cited two or more methods. Several respondents stated
that a combina.on of methods was usually necessary, and methods would be chosen
based on the organisa.onal context and knowledge audit goals.
This tag cloud shows that workshops are almost as preferred as interviews in terms
of perceived eﬀec.veness. About half the workshops cited were knowledge mapping
workshops. Less knowledge mapping tends to be done in interview format.
Where interviews are preferred it is because of their richness and depth. Interviews
are oeen used in combina.on with surveys – either the interviews are conducted
ﬁrst to provide guiding ques.ons for surveys, or surveys are used ﬁrst and interviews
are used to probe issues in depth.
Several respondents cited the need to control for bias or limited perspec.ves arising
from interviews by using workshops, knowledge mapping, content analysis, and/or
observa.on. Interviews can also be .me consuming to conduct and analyse. This is
why they are oeen used in conjunc.on with surveys and workshops.
Where workshops are preferred they are preferred for their ability to provide rich
pictures of knowledge use and needs, and to get collec.ve views rela.vely eﬃciently
and eﬀec.vely. Workshops can also be useful mechanisms for gehng understanding
and buy-in from par.cipants.
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We asked respondents to describe the main challenges they encountered in knowledge audits. This
tag cloud describes the common themes.
Gehng good quality data is the biggest challenge, and is closely associated with the idea of “hidden
knowledge” – the fact that respondents may not be aware of the knowledge they use in their work,
there may not be a common understanding of what knowledge is, or an awareness of the value of
tacit knowledge, or the knowledge that exists within and between teams. Data for a knowledge audit
is scaaered and fragmented, and there is a need to know where to look, to build a reliable picture of
what is happening at the enterprise level. There may be mistrust or misunderstanding about the goals
of an audit, leading to less than honest answers. There is therefore a close connec.on between data
quality and the need to communicate the intent and purpose of an audit at both senior and
opera.onal levels, and communicate a common framework for understanding what knowledge is, as
well as its value. Poli.cs and culture can also distort responses. There are minor suppor.ng themes
around gehng alignment around a common understanding of the audit data and what it means, and
the risk of a bias towards preferring the status quo, so another challenge is gehng the organisa.on to
act on the audit insights and to show useful outcomes and posi.ve impact on performance.
The three themes of Management Buy-In, Gehng Par.cipa.on, and Time are all connected. Senior
leadership need a clear picture of what they should expect from the audit, and what kind of
commitment is required to conduct it, and they need to have suﬃcient conﬁdence in the process to be
able to act on its ﬁndings. Gehng par.cipa.on from a wide spectrum of stakeholders is cri.cal for the
quality of the data collected. Time is oeen a challenge, and knowledge audits oeen have to trade oﬀ
the .me taken against the quality of the data they want to gather.
Scoping and planning the audit is a mid-range theme, but it inﬂuences all the others. It determines the
choice and sequence of methods, how stakeholders are engaged and communicated with, how the
knowledge auditor analyses and understands the context of the data, and gets alignment around key
insights.
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We asked respondents to say what they thought were the main beneﬁts of
knowledge audits. This tag cloud describes the common themes.
Providing solid evidence for planning eﬀec.ve knowledge management and beaer
use of knowledge is the most commonly cited beneﬁt. Good evidence can overcome
inconsistent understandings of knowledge and how it relates to work, and it can
mobilise consensus around ac.on plans. On a larger scale, this can inform a KM
strategy and roadmap, and this is associated with a sub-theme of improving
organisa.onal, team and personal performance. A side product of a knowledge audit
is a beaer common understanding of what KM is, and greater awareness at
opera.onal and leadership levels of the value of knowledge, and of KM, to the
business.
Another class of beneﬁts is around the use of the Inventory audit, which provides
insights into what the organisa.on knows, its knowledge gaps and needs, and its
knowledge risks. Loca.ng where the knowledge resides can aid in ensuring beaer
knowledge use and improved knowledge ﬂows.
Assessment of KM prac.ces produces an understanding of how knowledge is used in
the context of work, and this can aid in the minor sub-theme of assessing KM
capabili.es and maturity.
Using knowledge audits for benchmarking and compliance against standards is an
infrequently cited beneﬁt.
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This survey was conducted as part of my research for an upcoming book on
knowledge audits and knowledge mapping. If you have a par.cularly interes.ng case
study illustra.ng major challenges and/or beneﬁts in conduc.ng knowledge audits,
or illustra.ng an innova.ve method or approach, drop me an email.
Patrick Lambe
April 2017.
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