
A sizable strategic push 
rather than fine tuning is 
needed to leverage recent 
successes in knowledge 
management and to 
further instill a knowledge 
culture in ADB.

Sharpening the focus on knowledge will enable the Asian Development 
Bank (ADB) to better understand and respond to a rapidly changing 
development environment in Asia and the Pacific. Despite the region’s 

remarkable economic success, recent internal and external shocks, and emerging 
development challenges point to an increasingly uncertain future. 

Where once client governments mainly required financial resources, they are 
now increasingly asking for technical and knowledge support to move forward 
on sustainable development, climb out of middle-income traps, and grow 
more inclusively. Meeting this need requires blending know-how with financial 
resources—and ADB and other development banks will increasingly be judged 
by how well they achieve this.

As a key development player in the region, ADB could be at the forefront in 
specific knowledge areas and at the cutting edge in connecting knowledge with 
financing for better development results. The special evaluation study Knowledge 
Products and Services: Building a Stronger Knowledge Institution examines how 
ADB can become a stronger knowledge institution.

Overall Assessment
Since the Knowledge Management Framework was approved in 2004, ADB has 
become a more knowledge-oriented institution, especially in recent years. For 
example, improvements in information technology systems and websites are 
fostering a better enabling environment for knowledge management. Even so, 
the understanding of knowledge management is generally poor.

This stems largely from a lack of clarity and common agreement within ADB on 
key knowledge management concepts and on the knowledge management 
roles of different organizational units. Other constraints include weak guidance 
and coordination across departments and between headquarters and field 
operations. While ADB’s publication output has grown five-fold since 2007, the 
poor quality of some publications poses reputational risks.

Strategy 2020 is raising the profile of knowledge management at ADB. Indeed, 
knowledge solutions are one of five drivers of development change identified for 
enhanced operational focus. But the strategy lacks adequate guidance on how 
to make knowledge solutions operational. The systematic evaluation of what 
knowledge products and services have worked and what have not is also lacking 
from the knowledge management agenda, as is incorporating feedback from 
clients.

Overall, the evaluation study rates ADB’s efforts in implementing the knowledge 
management agenda as less than successful. A sizable strategic push rather than 
fine tuning is needed to leverage recent successes in knowledge management 
and to further instill a knowledge culture in ADB.
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Key Issues
n ADB’s project classification system does not readily capture knowledge work. The 

system does not include a dedicated marker to indicate projects that generate 
knowledge products, nor does it indicate projects that provide knowledge solutions. 
The challenge in adopting such markers is that knowledge products are not as easily 
categorized as sector and thematic areas.

n As “centers of competence”, ADB’s community of practice network—through which 
sector and thematic information is shared across departments— faces several 
constraints to its smooth functioning. Among them, the somewhat voluntary nature 
of membership, resulting in communities being dependent on members devoting 
their time above and beyond other tasks in their work plans.

n Resident missions play an important role as generators of knowledge and channels 
for communicating country needs to ensure that ADB’s knowledge work is demand 
led. But the missions face a number of challenges in supporting ADB’s knowledge 
work. For example, a lack of resources and staff may account for the perception 
among some knowledge stakeholders that resident missions are not always able to 
engage in high-level policy dialogue.

n How to address the knowledge needs of ADB’s middle-income developing member 
countries such as the People’s Republic of China and India has not been resolved. 
Studies have tried to identify areas in which middle-income economies need to 
pay more attention, but more should be done to provide them with international 
best practices and to promote south-south learning of Asian developing member 
countries in other countries and regions.

Recommendations
n Improve the structure of incentives to  to better reward staff for doing 

knowledge work. In general, incentives have been more oriented toward rewarding 
ADB staff for project-related achievements. Build time for knowledge work into all 
operations, departments, and individual work plans of operations staff.

n Improve information technology systems. ADB has invested in physical and digital 
infrastructure to improve the flow of knowledge content (e.g., C-Cube) to networks and 
communities of practice. But significant gaps are impeding the smooth generation, 
sharing, and use of knowledge. Setting up a technical skills registry would give a clearer 
picture of the stock of knowledge at ADB, and serve as a new portal through which 
stakeholders can identify and interact with ADB experts in specific fields.

n Strengthen the identification of knowledge needs—currently a weak area— by 
preparing country-specific knowledge plans and expanding successful approaches 
by regional departments, such as the one piloted by the Southeast Asia Department 
through its knowledge management framework and action plan. 

n Strengthen knowledge sharing by better capturing and sharing tacit 
knowledge—which consists mostly of technical and strategic skills at ADB—across 
developing member countries, and through the increased use of social interaction 
processes. In particular through the increased use of the community of practice 
network (by online forums, for example), training workshops, and social media.

n Strengthen knowledge use by more extensive distribution of knowledge 
products and services through the media, seminars, and other forums; and using 
monitoring and feedback mechanisms to gauge client satisfaction (particularly on 
willingness to use knowledge captured).

n Prepare a strategic directions document on knowledge management to 
identify areas in which ADB can add most value through its knowledge work. 
Such an exercise has not been undertaken since the 2004 Knowledge Management 
Framework. Among the benefits, this would clearly guide and coordinate ADB’s 
expanding knowledge management agenda, and help raise the quality of knowledge 
products and services.

Feedback
ADB Management welcomes 
the study which comes at a time 
when ADB is at a decisive stage 
in preparing a new Knowledge 
Management Strategic Directions 
and Action Plan. This will build 
on and extend ADB’s success as a 
leading knowledge enterprise. 
Management expressed three 
reservations about the study, 
mainly relating to its ratings. 
Management agrees to all of the 
recommendations.

The Chair’s Summary of the 
Development Effectiveness 
Committee (DEC) welcomed the 
study. The DEC noted several key 
areas of concern, including the 
need to provide better strategic 
direction, strengthen the technology 
platform, and improve incentive 
structures. The DEC highlighted 
the need to reflect the study’s 
findings in the new corporate results 
framework, improve internal and 
external outreach, and better tap 
tacit knowledge. The DEC also 
urged more involvement of resident 
missions in knowledge sharing, and 
supported the proposed country-
specific knowledge plan approach.

Team Leader: Marco Gatti 
Email: evaluation@adb.org 

Contact Us
Independent Evaluation Department
Asian Development Bank
6 ADB Avenue, Mandaluyong City
1550 Metro Manila, Philippines
Tel +63 2 632 4100
Fax +63 2 636 2161
Email: evaluation@adb.org
www.adb.org/evaluation

Learning Curves is a two-page quick 
reference to provide findings and 
recommendations from evaluations to 
a broader range of clients.  


