GFE’s “knowledge management” initiative: 

Helping the field learn about effective philanthropy 

We know education philanthropy needs to better reflect on and share the lessons it is learning about effectiveness: How can we learn from what has worked – or hasn’t – from previous education grants and strategies? How can foundations and donors access knowledge about effective practices and use it in decision-making? How can we shorten the cycle from research and experimentation to practice and the marketplace? 

With these questions in mind, Grantmakers for Education is developing a web-based system to help grantmakers collect and share knowledge with each other about effective education philanthropy. This “knowledge management” initiative will help grantmakers identify expert resources, sift through information about different education strategies, and share experiences and insights into successful and failed philanthropic interventions in education systems.
At least since 1911 when Andrew Carnegie directed his new foundation "to promote the advancement and diffusion of knowledge and understanding," philanthropy has cared a great deal about identifying effective solutions to social problems and sharing this knowledge with policy leaders, community advocates and social entrepreneurs. 

The challenge facing foundations isn’t just how to share explicit knowledge about effective education strategies, although this is important.  It also includes figuring out ways to capture the tacit or implicit knowledge and experience of foundation officers as they work with grantees, watch projects develop over time, and test different hypotheses. And it includes how to make sense of a burgeoning amount of data and conflicting research findings that are easily accessible through the internet.

“Knowledge management” is a new field of work designed to help organizations better manage explicit and tacit knowledge. It seeks to use technology (email and listservs, websites and databases) to collect what a field or community of practice is learning about its work, share it with others in the field, and produce informed action. At its simplest, knowledge management is about creating technology-enabled social networks.
Key to this work is distinguishing "information" from "knowledge." Knowledge is the understanding that develops when people react to and use information. Information doesn't become knowledge until it is applied. Knowledge can be explicit (captured in reports, evaluations, articles, etc.) or implicit (judgments and understandings that are gained through experience). Implicit knowledge is more likely to be conveyed through e-mail messages, conversations and interactions – all of which are much harder to capture and manage in a more systemic, easily accessed way. Yet implicit knowledge – the knowledge that comes from a grantmaker’s first-hand experiences with a grantee or grantmaking strategy – may compose a much larger and more important share of the body of useful knowledge for education philanthropy.

As Grantmakers for Education considers how best it can serve the field, its goal is to build a knowledge management system that helps foundations and grantmakers share information they can apply to their work and that captures evolving lessons from the field about effective education grantmaking. While many foundations are engaged in internal knowledge management efforts, the GFE system seeks to draw on lessons learned and information from across foundations.
To inform the design of the system, GFE completed an “information audit” of grantmakers’ knowledge needs and patterns of information use last fall. The audit, which included 31 individual grantmaker interviews and two focus groups, yielded these findings to shape GFE’s design and specifications for the new system:

What is – and isn’t – working
Grantmakers consistently told GFE in the audit that they wanted more information on what isn’t working and understanding lessons learned. They would like more access to evaluation results, both of successful and unsuccessful projects. They lamented both the unwillingness of many foundations to share information about failure and the amount of reinventing the wheel that takes place in education philanthropy.

Networks

Grantmakers placed high value on person-to-person connections as a source of learning. They would welcome a system that helped them find people working on common issues to share expertise.

Measurement and assessment

Grantmakers are looking for metrics and methods that help them evaluate the impact of their foundation as well as the impact of programs. They are seeking better ways to link investments to impact and outcomes. And they want help setting expectations about the time horizon for achieving results

Synthesis and filtering

Many grantmakers say they are suffering from information overload and what they need most is some way to make sense of the information. They are looking for ways to synthesize and organize existing information – especially research. They struggle with how to reconcile contradictory research. Many rely on the web as a primary source for finding information, and they are troubled by the quality of what they find.

Who is funding what
Grantmakers want to know what projects are currently being funded and to learn what happens with these projects. They want to identify both collaboration opportunities and niche areas that are not currently being funded.

GFE’s Communications Committee has been tasked with figuring out an appropriate scope and timeline for implementing the new system. The AT&T Foundation, Annie E. Casey Foundation, Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation and Stuart Foundation are underwriting the initial development stage of the knowledge management initiative.
