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Abstract The purpose of this paper is to examine librarians’ perceptions of knowledge man-
agement, including its concept, potential applications, benefits and major challenges of its ap-
plications in Indian academic libraries. A structured questionnaire, containing both open and
close-ended questions, was sent by postal mail to 30 librarians of academic libraries in India
of which 15 questionnaires were returned. Respondents were asked to define knowledge man-
agement and answer questions on its potential applications, benefits and major challenges of
implementation in academic libraries. Respondents were also allowed to specify their own
views on the subject. The findings of the study show that the levels of understanding of KM
concepts among librarians are varied and most of them view KM as the management of infor-
mation resources, services and systems using technology or specific processes for the capture
and use of explicit knowledge, rather sharing and using tacit knowledge. They have positive
attitudes towards the applications of knowledge management into academic library practice,
and not only because this can bring academic libraries closer to their parent organization, but
also because it may help them to survive in an increasingly challenging environment. Although,
librarians in the present study acknowledged that they are involved in the practices of knowl-
edge management but these were perceived as basic information management activities. Lack
of understanding of knowledge management concepts and its benefits, knowledge sharing cul-
ture, top management commitment, incentives and rewards, financial resources and informa-
tion technology infrastructure are perceived as the major barriers for incorporating knowledge
management into academic library practice.
ª 2013 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Introduction

Academic libraries have long enjoyed their status as the
‘heart of the university’. They are established to support
teaching, learning, research activities and development of
a culture of sharing and imparting knowledge to fulfil
the mission and objectives of their parent institutions.
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Academic libraries in India are hybrid libraries and provide
access to organized collections, assist the users in infor-
mation search and circulate documents within the stipu-
lated period of time. Most of the libraries have automated
their operations for greater efficiency and provide addi-
tional facilities, such as Internet access, for offering web-
based library and information services and the use of e-
journals (Malhan, 2006). But these services are not enough
to meet the information service requirements of emerging
knowledge society. They have to initiate the next level of
much desired services, i.e. just-in-time delivery of the most
appropriate and high quality information at the place
where it is desired.

The environment in which Indian academic libraries
operate today and the way people search and access in-
formation has changed due to the rapid developments in
Information and Communication Technologies (ICT).
Development of the Internet, the World-Wide-Web, user-
friendly databases and search engines have not only made a
profound impact on the structure and functioning of aca-
demic libraries, but also have challenged the status of ac-
ademic libraries as the only provider of information. This is
because of the alternatives, such as Google Scholar, that
are available for people to locate and access scholarly
literature from commercial publishers. Technological
changes, along with external pressure of market forces,
push academic libraries to transform their structures and
implement new managerial processes. These changes help
them become more flexible and thereby stimulate innova-
tion and performance to survive in the face of competition
from emerging groups of information suppliers and an ever-
increasing levels of user expectations (Sarrafzadeh, Martin,
& Hazeri, 2010). Knowledge Management (KM) is one of
these processes. KM is recognized worldwide as the most
useful solution for the survival and success of academic li-
braries (Porumbeanu, 2010).

KM is defined as the process through which organizations
generate value from their intellectual, knowledge-based
assets (Santosus & Surmacz, 2001). The concept of KM
emerged in the mid-1980s and was mainly applied in the
corporate sector (Rus & Lindvall, 2002). With the appear-
ance of new knowledge producers in the education sector,
universities started to apply KM practice to support every
part of their mission (Kidwell, Linde, & Johnson, 2000).
Libraries are not lagging behind in this race. Increasingly,
library and information professionals are being referred to
as knowledge managers and libraries and information cen-
tres, as knowledge centres (Jain, 2007). Academic libraries
have vast amount of organizational knowledge about their
users, processes, products and services as well as knowl-
edge of their employees as key knowledge assets. However,
librarians are reluctant to consider organizational knowl-
edge as a resource similar to their library collections and
facilities. Traditionally, librarian functions were mainly
confined to the identification and acquisition of information
for satisfying information needs of the academic commu-
nity (Townley, 2001). Library and information professionals
in India are still involved in the traditional practices of
knowledge organization and information management
(Nazim & Mukherjee, 2011). There is also a lack of under-
standing of various dimensions of KM and a lack of the
necessary competencies among library and information

professionals to develop and apply KM tools and techniques
(Malhan, 2006). Keeping in view the ever-expanding oper-
ations of academic libraries and the new types of service
demands, with limited financial resources, the present
study is an attempt to examine the prospects and problems
of KM practice in Indian academic libraries by examining
the perceptions of librarians.

Review of literature

The concept of knowledge and KM

Knowledge is defined as justified personal belief that in-
creases an individual’s capability to take effective action
(Nonaka, 1994). Knowledge is distinguished either as
explicit or tacit. Explicit knowledge is defined as formal and
systematic knowledge, which can be expressed in words or
numbers and can be documented or stored in databases as
electronic records (Aurum, Daneshgar, & Ward, 2008;
Nonaka, 1991). Tacit knowledge, on the other hand, is
defined as the subjective and experience-based knowledge,
which cannot be expressed in words or numbers and,
therefore, cannot be easily transmitted and shared (Nonaka
and Takeuchi (1995). In an organization, knowledge is
embedded either in the processes and documentation as
explicit or in the heads of the workers as tacit. KM is
defined as a planned and structured approach to manage
the creation, sharing, harvesting and leveraging of knowl-
edge as an organizational asset, to enhance an organiza-
tion’s ability, speed and effectiveness in delivering
products or services for the benefit of clients, in line with
its business strategy (Du Plessis & Boon, 2004; Hayes, 2004;
Skyrme & Amidon, 1997). The success of KM initiatives in
every organization depends on creation, sharing and utili-
zation of knowledge (Gandhi, 2004), because effective
transfer and use of knowledge within an organization can
reduce the chance of duplication, improve productivity and
save a lot of cost, while lack of transfer and use can lead to
the information overload and confusion as well as wasted
manpower (Clarke, 2004).

In recent decades, a body of literature has emerged that
explicitly addresses KM from the perspective of librarian-
ship. However, there is an ongoing debate among the
members of the Library and Information Science (LIS)
community on whether KM is a completely new discipline or
simply re-branding of librarianship or Information Manage-
ment (IM). Librarianship is often described as the organi-
zation of recorded knowledge (Corrall, 1998). In this sense,
KM has a long root in library practice because librarians
have been managing codified or recorded knowledge for a
long time. According to Lastres (2011), librarians have
served as knowledge managers since the earliest days of
libraries by maintaining the scrolls at the library of Alex-
andria and creating the catalogue for the House of Wisdom
(a Ninth Century Islamic Library). Librarians have also
developed and applied several KM principles in reference,
cataloguing and other library services to encourage the use
of knowledge (Ralph & Ellis, 2009). They have always per-
formed roles as intermediaries between people who have
knowledge and those who need to know (Sarrafzadeh et al.,
2010).Thus, from this point of view, KM is not a new
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