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Foreword
		  Publishing information

This British Standard is published by BSI Standards Limited, under licence from The British 
Standards Institution, and came into effect on 31 October 2022. It was prepared by Technical 
Committee KMS/1, Knowledge management systems. A list of organizations represented on this 
committee can be obtained on request to its committee manager.

		  Relationship with other publications

This British Standard is intended to be read in conjunction with BS ISO 30401:2018+A1.

		  Information about this document

Examples given in this guide are illustrations from published studies showing how organizations 
might demonstrate conformity to the requirements of BS ISO 30401:2018+A1. The organizations 
have not necessarily been accredited or certified against BS ISO 30401:2018+A1. These examples 
are primarily drawn from organizations that have published details of their knowledge management 
work, which typically are large, not for profit organizations. However, this British Standard is 
applicable to organizations of all sizes and types.

Copyright is claimed on Figure 6. Copyright holders are Kogan Page Limited, 2nd Floor, 45 Gee Street, 
London EC1V 3RS.

This publication can be withdrawn, revised, partially superseded or superseded. Information 
regarding the status of this publication can be found in the Standards Catalogue on the BSI website at 
bsigroup.com/standards, or by contacting the Customer Services team.

Where websites and webpages have been cited, they are provided for ease of reference and are 
correct at the time of publication. The location of a webpage or website, or its contents, cannot 
be guaranteed.

		  Presentational conventions

The guidance in this standard is presented in roman (i.e. upright) type. Any recommendations are 
expressed in sentences in which the principal auxiliary verb is “should”.

Commentary, explanation and general informative material is presented in smaller italic type, and 
does not constitute a normative element.

Where words have alternative spellings, the preferred spelling of the Shorter Oxford English 
Dictionary is used (e.g. “organization” rather than “organisation”).

		  Contractual and legal considerations

This publication has been prepared in good faith, however no representation, warranty, assurance 
or undertaking (express or implied) is or will be made, and no responsibility or liability is or will 
be accepted by BSI in relation to the adequacy, accuracy, completeness or reasonableness of this 
publication. All and any such responsibility and liability is expressly disclaimed to the full extent 
permitted by the law.

This publication is provided as is, and is to be used at the recipient's own risk. The recipient is 
advised to consider seeking professional guidance with respect to its use of this publication.
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This publication is not intended to constitute a contract. Users are responsible for its correct 
application.

Compliance with a British Standard cannot confer immunity from legal obligations.
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	 0	 Introduction

	 0.1	 Purpose and usage

BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 is a management system standard (MSS) that sets out the essential elements 
of a knowledge management system (KMS) in the form of requirements, each of which is expressed in 
a “shall” statement.

This British Standard:

a)	 explains the features of an MSS and the rationale behind this approach;

b)	 provides more detail on the fundamentals of knowledge management (KM) in 
BS ISO 30401:2018+A1;

c)	 provides more detail on the terminology used in BS ISO 30401:2018+A1;

d)	 provides more detail on the requirements specified in BS ISO 30401:2018+A1; and

e)	 provides examples and guidance to support implementation of these requirements applicable to 
organizations of any size and in any sector.

Clauses 1 to 10 of this British Standard are numbered to match the clauses in BS ISO 30401:2018+A1. 
Each clause in this guidance explains the relevant terms, concepts and, where applicable, the intent 
of each requirement in BS ISO 30401:2018+A1. Short examples are used throughout this guidance to 
clarify and illustrate the content of BS ISO 30401:2018+A1.

	 0.2	 Management systems standards

	 0.2.1	 General

Management systems are the way in which an organization manages the interrelated parts of 
its business to meet its objectives. Each management system focuses on a single topic, such as 
knowledge, quality, finance, or environmental performance. An organization can therefore apply, 
e.g. a risk management system, a quality management system and an asset management system, 
according to the circumstances of the organization. A management system is not a technology system. 
Rather it is a system of objectives, policies, processes, roles and behaviours, which might or might not 
be supported by technology.

An MSS is a type of standard focused on one management system. An MSS is designed to help 
organizations improve performance of that management system, by specifying required components, 
many of which are common across different management topics. MSSs have a common structure, 
known as the high-level structure (HLS) and contain common definitions and text, known as 
“identical core text”. The HLS and identical core text are designed to make it easy for organizations 
to manage multiple management systems consistently and to allow those systems to interact and 
support each other. Those in an organization with an existing quality management system based on, 
e.g. BS EN ISO 9001, might recognize the similarity of the structure of BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 and its 
requirements for planning, implementing, evaluating and improving a KMS.

MSSs are not detailed recipes that tell organizations what to do. They set out high-level minimum 
standards for planning, implementing, evaluating and improving management systems, but without 
being prescriptive about how those standards can be met. For example, BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 
requires a conforming organization to identify KM objectives but does not define what those 
objectives should be.

BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 is a requirements-based MSS, which means it contains “shall” statements 
that an organization needs to conform to in order to claim conformity of its KMS. This type of 
MSS makes it possible to conduct an internal or external audit of an organization’s conformity 
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to BS ISO 30401:2018+A1. If an accredited external certification body conducts an audit of 
the organization against the requirements, the organization can become certified against 
BS ISO 30401:2018+A1. Certification is not mandatory and is not the only reason for using 
BS ISO 30401:2018+A1. The organization can implement an MSS and conduct an internal audit to 
check progress and conformity, or use an MSS as a checklist or guide to the essential elements of the 
management system.

	 0.2.2	 High–level structure and “plan, do, check, act” cycle

All MSSs have 10 main clauses (see Table 1). An MSS can also include an introduction and annexes 
that provide topic-specific information to support the main clauses. The introduction and annexes do 
not contain requirements. Embedded in this structure is the “plan, do, check, act” (PDCA) cycle, also 
known as the “Deming wheel” or the “Shewhart cycle”. PDCA is an iterative cycle for the development 
and continuous improvement of products, processes and services (see Figure 1).

Table 1 — Main clauses of a management system standard

Clause Content
1. Scope What the standard does.
2. Normative references References cited in the standard in a way that makes them required 

reading.
3. Terms and definitions Terms used in the standard and their definitions.
4. Context of the 
organization

Factors and issues that affect the organization; needs and expectations 
of stakeholders; scope of the management system; elements of the 
management system.

5. Leadership What “top management” (those who direct and control the organization at 
the highest level) needs to do. Includes policy setting and establishment of 
roles and responsibilities.

6. Planning Planning activities to address risks and opportunities; establishing 
objectives and deciding how these objectives are to be met.

7. Support Making sure the right people and resources are available to operate 
and support the entire management system. Includes requirements for 
maintaining documented information about the management system.

8. Operation Implementing and controlling the processes and actions determined in 
Clause 5, Clause 6 and Clause 7.

9. Performance evaluation Monitoring, measuring and evaluating the effectiveness of the management 
system. Includes requirements for internal audits and management 
reviews.

10. Improvement Requirements to deal with non-conformities and to continually improve the 
management system.
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Figure 1 — PDCA cycle and its relationship to the MSS structure

a) PDCA cycle

b) MSS clauses mapped on to the PDCA cycle

	 0.2.3	 Identical core text

As well as a common structure, many of the clauses of an MSS contain one or more components of 
core text, which is found in all other MSSs. Inclusion of the core text is mandatory for those who 
develop an MSS. Additional topic-specific text can be added, but the core text cannot be changed. 
This gives all MSSs common clauses that make it easier for users to implement and integrate multiple 
management systems.

Table 2 summarizes the use of identical core text in BS ISO 30401:2018+A1.

Table 2 — Contents of BS ISO 30401:2018+A1

Clause Identical core text
0. Introduction No identical core text. The Introduction explains some of the fundamentals 

of KM.
1. Scope No identical core text.
2. Normative references No identical core text.
3. Terms and definitions Includes core MSS terms and their definitions, e.g. definitions of 

organization and management system.
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Clause Identical core text
4. Context of the 
organization

Core text provides a framework for this clause. 4.4, Knowledge management 
system and 4.5, Knowledge management culture describe the dimensions of 
a KMS and are specific to KM.

5. Leadership

Most of the text in these clauses is the MSS identical core text.

6. Planning
7. Support
8. Operation
9. Performance evaluation
10. Improvement
Annex A No identical core text. Annex A describes the different types and forms of 

knowledge covered by KM, and the activities associated with these.
Annex B No identical core text. Annex B describes the relationship between KM and 

other disciplines, including information management and organizational 
learning.

Annex C No identical core text. Annex C lists the characteristics of a KM culture and 
the factors that influence this culture.

Bibliography No identical core text.

	 0.2.4	 Benefits, potentially limiting features and unintended consequences

The main benefit of MSSs is an organizational culture of continuous self-evaluation, correction, 
learning and improvement; achieved through employee engagement and management leadership 
and commitment. Although it is possible to create this culture without an MSS, conforming to 
requirements adds impetus to what might otherwise be good intentions that are not actioned.

A further benefit is the ability for organizations to integrate multiple MSSs into their management 
systems. The common high-level structure and identical core text make it possible for a single audit to 
be conducted on two or more management systems.

BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 brings additional benefits, specific to KM. For the first time, 
BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 sets out globally agreed KM principles and the essential elements of KM. The 
combined effect of the principles and essential elements is to clarify what KM is, what KM is not and 
what it involves. The existence of a KM standard also legitimizes the practice of KM: if there is an 
international standard, then KM is “real”.

MSSs state requirements and leave it to user organizations to decide how to implement the 
requirements. User organizations can then interpret the requirements in their own contexts and 
from their own perspectives. However, some of the language used in the high-level structure and 
identical core text implies an underlying mechanistic view of organizations. Examples include the 
terms “controlled”, “directed” and “top management”, which do not necessarily reflect the context 
and perspective of the user organization – or of the management discipline that is the subject of an 
MSS. User organizations are often not aware of the common MSS template and can be deterred by the 
language. KM professionals interested in innovation, adapting to change and coping with complexity 
can find the MSS language in BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 particularly uncomfortable.

A further MSS feature that can have unintended consequences is the documentation requirements, 
which can lead to excessive box-ticking and bureaucracy.

None of the potentially limiting features of MSSs should deter organizations from using 
BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 and realizing its benefits. MSSs are written for organizations of all sizes, types 
and purposes – therefore organizations should interpret MSSs flexibly, in their own context and from 

Table 2 — Contents of BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 (continued)
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their own perspective. It is better to think of MSS requirements as a supporting framework than as 
the imposition of layers of bureaucracy.

NOTE	 For further discussion of different views of organizations, see Images of Organization [1].

	 0.3	 Knowledge management fundamentals

	 0.3.1	 Knowledge management principles

	 0.3.1.1	 General

The Introduction to BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 contains eight guiding principles with the 
following labels:

a)	 nature of knowledge;

b)	 value;

c)	 focus;

d)	 adaptive;

e)	 shared understanding;

f)	 environment;

g)	 culture; and

h)	 iterative.

The principles are intended to capture the essence of KM, to support understanding of KM and to be 
used as a guide to implementing a KMS. The principles are interrelated and are to be used together as 
a whole, not individually.

In 0.3.1.2 to 0.3.1.9, each KM principle is stated as it appears in BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, its intention 
is explained and illustrated with examples of its application.

	 0.3.1.2	 Nature of knowledge

As stated in BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, “Knowledge is intangible and complex; it is created by people.”

Understanding the nature of knowledge supports KM and helps distinguish KM from 
information management.

Knowledge exists in many forms but is always created by people and is always intangible when 
it is created. Although some knowledge can be made tangible by codification, e.g. in documents, 
codification never captures knowledge completely: an intangible, dynamic version of what has 
been codified is still held by the people that wrote the document, with associated knowledge such 
as experience and insights that are personal and difficult to articulate. Some knowledge is even 
more explicitly embodied in a human being, in the form of muscle-memory or similar know-how, 
e.g. an expert potter knows not only the intellectual aspects of their craft, but through experience 
and practice they know exactly where to apply pressure to the clay they are shaping. Or an expert 
engineer might understand not just where a specific component is to be placed, but also exactly how 
to twist it to force it to slot into place. Knowing how to do something is often at least as valuable as 
knowing what needs to be done. No-one can write down everything they know and sometimes people 
are not even aware of what they know. This makes knowledge complex.

Appreciating the intangible, complex nature of knowledge and its connection to people leads to KM 
that includes all forms of knowledge and a KMS that reflects this. Poor appreciation of the nature 
of knowledge can lead to a KMS that addresses only limited forms of knowledge, e.g. thinking of 
knowledge only as a “thing” that can be captured and shared can lead to KM focused on codified 
knowledge, which excludes knowledge in the form of experience and insights.
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NOTE	 See also BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, Annex B with regard to the relationship between knowledge management 
and adjacent disciplines.

	 0.3.1.3	 Value

As stated in BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, “Knowledge is a key source of value for organizations to meet 
their objectives. The determinable value of knowledge is in its impact on organizational purpose, 
vision, objectives, policies, processes and performance. KM is a means of unlocking the potential 
value of knowledge”.

Knowledge is valuable to an organization only when it is used to meet the organization’s needs 
by contributing to something that matters to the organization. KM ensures that knowledge 
contributes to the things that matter: it is a means rather than an end. The definition of knowledge 
(see BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, 3.25) states that the primary application of knowledge is in making 
decisions and taking action. Organizations need to be clear as to what they want their KMS to do 
and which decisions and actions each KMS should support. KM should be driven by the needs of 
stakeholders and by KM objectives, which can be established for different functions and at different 
levels in an organization. A key element in holding an organization’s KM objectives and practices 
together is a knowledge management policy (see 5.2).

KM can add value at different levels and in different ways. At a strategic level, KM can help clarify 
(or even transform) an organization’s purpose and vision and can help support strategic actions and 
decisions. At a tactical level, KM processes can ensure that different parts of an organization learn 
from each other and that this shared and combined knowledge improves practices, products and 
processes (see 0.3.2).

KM can also add value at different points in the knowledge lifecycle (see 4.4.2) by:

a)	 acquiring new knowledge, e.g. by creating knowledge through research or by analyzing feedback 
from customers;

b)	 applying existing knowledge, e.g. by embedding knowledge in standard operating 
procedures; and

c)	 ensuring that an organization uses up-to-date knowledge, e.g. through continuing professional 
development and training.

Redundant or outdated knowledge can also create value deficits where that knowledge represents an 
impediment to innovation or adaptation.

	 0.3.1.4	 Focus

As stated in BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, “Knowledge management serves the organizational objectives, 
strategies and needs”.

The high-level purpose of KM is to support organizational objectives, strategies and needs.

In practice, KM focuses on the way people create, share and use knowledge to perform key activities 
in line with personal, team, organizational or societal goals. These goals are the main driver and 
rationale for KM activities.

The practical focus of KM is on encouraging, enabling, supporting and motivating people to create, 
share and use knowledge. This is because knowledge exists in people whose participation in KM 
activities is voluntary. People contribute ideas, share what they know and learn from others if they 
are able, motivated, and feel safe to do so.

	 0.3.1.5	 Adaptive

As stated in BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, “There is no one knowledge management solution that fits all 
organizations within all contexts. Organizations may develop their own approach to the scope of 
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knowledge and knowledge management and how to implement these efforts, based on the needs 
and context.”

KM is highly dependent on context: the needs of stakeholders, organizational objectives, the nature 
of the knowledge work in an organization and the people who are involved in KM activities. Even 
where organizations share a common functional context, the conditions in their environment or 
among their stakeholders might mean that their KM needs differ radically from a similar type of 
organization. This means that KM can take many different forms. KM in a law firm, for example, might 
focus on maintaining and providing access to documents about case law and legal precedents. KM 
in a project environment might focus on good project management practices, with communities of 
practice to encourage cross-project knowledge sharing. KM in a government laboratory might focus 
on maintaining capability and retaining specialist knowledge in specific areas of research.

The wide range of KM means that organizations need to articulate and communicate the importance 
and application of knowledge and KM in their own context. It also means that copying KM policies 
and practices from one organization to another is unlikely to be effective unless the organizations 
have common contexts (see Annex A for examples of common KM contexts).

	 0.3.1.6	 Shared understanding

As stated in BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, “People create their own knowledge by their own understanding 
of the input they receive. For shared understanding, knowledge management should include 
interactions between people, using content, processes and technologies where appropriate.”

Shared understanding is fundamental to KM and is another principle that sets KM apart from related 
disciplines, such as information management.

Whenever people work together, they share knowledge. A team developing options for a project, for 
example, shares ideas about how to deliver the project. An advisor in a call centre relies on codified 
knowledge to answer customer queries. Whatever medium is used to share knowledge, recipients 
interpret what they hear, see and feel to make sense of and learn from it. When recipients interpret 
and learn, they create their own knowledge. There is no guarantee that a recipient’s interpretation 
matches the meaning intended by the originator of the knowledge. Two people can read the same 
document, for example, and interpret it in different ways. Participants can each have a different 
understanding of what was agreed in a meeting.

To reach shared understanding, people need to interact with each other so they can compare, check 
and develop their interpretations collectively. The team developing options for a project might 
interact in a workshop where they question each other to explore their ideas. The call centre advisor 
might attend a training session to develop understanding of the codified knowledge used to answer 
customer queries. People might also need to interact so they can check that the knowledge being 
shared is relevant to the context in which it is to be used. When the advisor is talking to a customer, 
for example, they might ask the customer whether the advice offered answers the customer’s query 
or solves the customer’s problem.

The medium used to share knowledge is just one factor in reaching shared understanding. The way 
the medium is used is equally important, e.g. a face-to-face meeting in which only one person speaks 
is no more interactive than sending an email to all the participants. Other factors that affect shared 
understanding include the complexity of the knowledge to be shared, the existing knowledge of the 
recipients and the relationships between the people involved. All these factors need to be assessed 
when designing and using KM practices.

	 0.3.1.7	 Environment

As stated in BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, “Knowledge is not managed directly; knowledge management 
focuses on managing the working environment, thus nurturing the knowledge lifecycle.”
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Knowledge cannot be managed directly because it is intangible. The practical focus of KM is on 
encouraging, enabling, supporting and motivating people to create, share and use knowledge 
(see 0.3.1.4). The intention of this principle is to emphasize the way in which the practical focus of 
KM is applied, namely through the working environment.

Working environment refers to the characteristics of the workplace that affect people’s motivation 
and ability to engage in KM activities. These characteristics are referred to as “knowledge 
management enablers” (see 4.4.4). The enablers are human capital, processes, technology and 
infrastructure, governance and KM culture.

“Knowledge lifecycle” in this principle means the stages of knowledge development (see 4.4.2). The 
stages are acquiring new knowledge, applying current knowledge, retaining current knowledge and 
handling outdated or invalid knowledge. The knowledge lifecycle therefore covers the whole KMS.

Leadership values and behaviours, organizational policies and roles and responsibilities 
(see Clause 5) also affect the working environment as they influence and overlap with the KM 
enablers of governance and human capital.

Different views exist on precisely what constitutes a KM enabler, what constitutes a working 
environment and whether a KM enabler is the same as a characteristic of the working environment. 
Despite these different views, an organization seeking to conform to BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 needs 
to demonstrate the enablers, as defined therein. Whatever the definitions of KM enablers and the 
working environment, the key message is the same: the effectiveness of KM is determined not only by 
what an organization does, but also by the way the organization does it and the environment in which 
it is carried out.

	 0.3.1.8	 Culture

As stated in BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, “Culture is critical to the effectiveness of KM.”

This principle is intended to emphasize the importance of organizational culture to the 
effectiveness of KM.

Organizational culture is an important concept in many management disciplines, but it is not 
normally a core concept in an MSS. BS ISO 30400 (the human resource management vocabulary) 
defines organizational culture as “values, beliefs and practices that influence the conduct and 
behaviour of people and organizations”. BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 is a member of the “human resource” 
management standards series and has adopted the same definition.

The concept of a KM culture has been widely used in KM since the mid-1990s with various definitions 
and descriptions. BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 defines KM culture as “elements of the organizational 
culture, supportive of the values, behaviours and activities associated with the KMS”.

As well as being covered by this principle, in BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 KM culture is:

a)	 defined in Clause 3;

b)	 listed as a KM enabler in 4.4.4;

c)	 included as a part of the organizational context in 4.5; and

d)	 the subject of Annex C.

BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, Annex C provides the most comprehensive explanation of KM culture. It 
describes the characteristics of a KM culture, the factors that affect (and can therefore be used to 
influence) the KM culture and how a KM culture can be promoted.

There are many different perspectives on the nature of organizational and KM culture and on the 
interplay between organizational culture and KM. BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 presents KM culture 
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as behaviours and values that can be influenced by making changes to factors such as leadership 
behaviour, diversity, policies, incentives and organizational structure.

	 0.3.1.9	 Iterative

As stated in BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, “Knowledge management should be phased, incorporating 
learning and feedback cycles.”

A KMS can be difficult to get right at the first attempt. BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 describes an approach 
to KM in which top management establishes an overall policy, assigns KM roles and responsibilities 
and supports and oversees iterations of the PDCA cycle. Top management is also responsible for 
cultivating the organizational culture. Although BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 describes the role and 
involvement of top management, this does not mean that implementing a KMS needs to be top-down.

Within the overall PDCA iterations of the MSS standard, many organizations find it helpful to 
introduce a KMS in phases, so that learning and feedback can be used to improve the next phase. 
For example, a KMS can be piloted in one part of an organization to find out what works and what 
doesn’t, then learning and feedback from the pilot can be used to plan the next phase. At each phase, 
BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 can be used to check whether the necessary elements of KM are in place in 
the pilot area, to allow later scale-up in the organization.

Even in an organization with no formal KMS, people already create, share and use knowledge. 
Building on existing good practice is often a good place to start, e.g. a part of the organization 
that already has good knowledge sharing practices could be chosen as a pilot for an 
organization‑wide KMS. Building on existing good practice has the additional benefits of generating 
buy-in and recognizing people who are already committed to KM.

Even when KM is fully embedded across an entire organization, there is still room for iterative 
improvement. BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 requires that this be in place, as described in Clause 10.

	 0.3.2	 Layers of knowledge management

	 0.3.2.1	 General

BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 presents KM as a management system: a way of managing work to meet 
objectives by focusing on knowledge. KM is also a management discipline with associated practices 
and at the same time, an academic discipline with connections to philosophy and strategic 
management. This creates widely differing views about the nature of knowledge and about what KM 
actually is.

Although philosophy is not typically associated with management systems, it is relevant to KM 
because it creates different perspectives on knowledge and therefore on the way organizations 
approach KM (see Annex C for an explanation of these perspectives and how they can affect a KMS).

In practice, all of these perspectives can be supported within a KMS. BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 covers 
KM based on all views.

In organizations, KM can also operate both at a strategic level and at a tactical level. Supporting KM 
with a management system makes it possible to include both and, importantly, to align the two.

	 0.3.2.2	 KM at a strategic level

At a strategic level, KM thinking is used to understand the purpose of organizations, to formulate 
objectives and strategy, and to make high-level decisions, e.g.:

a)	 where knowledge is recognized as a strategic resource, it is also recognized that part of the 
purpose of the organization might be to create, integrate and transform knowledge into products 
and services;

BRITISH STANDARD� BS 34401:2022

© THE BRITISH STANDARDS INSTITUTION 2022 – ALL RIGHTS RESERVED 9

Full document details: BS 34401:2022

https://doi.org/10.3403/30334844U
https://doi.org/10.3403/30334844U
https://doi.org/10.3403/30334844U
https://doi.org/10.3403/30334844U
https://doi.org/10.3403/30334844U
https://doi.org/10.3403/30334844U
https://doi.org/10.3403/30334844U
http://www.avadocuments.com/doc/bs-34401-2022
http://www.avadocuments.com/doc/bs-34401-2022


b)	 KM thinking can be used in organization design to develop strategies for resolving tension 
between the creation of new knowledge and the use of existing knowledge, such as having 
separate research and development (R&D) and manufacturing functions;

c)	 in project-based organizations, KM can be used to understand and choose between linear, 
iterative and hybrid project delivery methods;

d)	 where specialist knowledge is critical, maintaining capability and retaining knowledge can be 
one of the organization’s main strategic objectives; and

e)	 KM thinking can be used to support decisions about whether to collaborate or compete, whether 
to make or buy, and whether to share or protect organizational knowledge.

BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 can be used to plan and implement strategic KM by including “strategy” in 
the KMS scope (see 4.3) and consulting top management and strategists to identify their needs and 
expectations (see 4.1 and 4.2). If the opportunity to include strategic-level KM in the KMS is missed, 
KM objectives can lose their connection to organizational strategy and top management might 
see the KMS as something other people have to do, or as an expensive luxury rather than a critical 
business tool.

	 0.3.2.3	 KM at a tactical level

KM at a tactical level is concerned with the practical actions taken to meet KM objectives: the 
processes, other enablers and support necessary for effective operation of the KMS.

It is not uncommon for organizations to focus on KM processes, tools and techniques without fully 
understanding KM objectives. This quickly leads to a proliferation of isolated KM activities that fail to 
support organizational needs – even more so if the KM objectives themselves are not well connected 
to organizational strategy.

The KM enablers of human capital, processes, technology and infrastructure, governance and KM 
culture are at least as important as the KM processes, tools and techniques. Without a supporting KM 
culture, it can be difficult to make KM effective.

	 1	 Scope
This British Standard provides guidance on how to design, implement, operate, evaluate and 
improve a knowledge management system (KMS) in accordance with the requirements of 
BS ISO 30401:2018+A1. It is intended to be used in conjunction with BS ISO 30401:2018+A1.

This British Standard is intended for use by people involved in any aspect of the design, 
implementation, operation, evaluation and improvement of a KMS.

	 2	 Normative references
The following documents are referred to in the text in such a way that some or all of their 
content constitutes provisions of this document1). For dated references, only the edition cited 
applies. For undated references, the latest edition of the referenced document (including any 
amendments) applies.

BS ISO 30401:2018+A1:2022, Knowledge management systems – Requirements

1)	  Documents that are referred to solely in an informative manner are listed in the Bibliography.
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	 3	 Terms and definitions
For the purposes of this document, the terms and definitions given in BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 apply.

NOTE 1	 See Annex B for terms amended in BS ISO 30401:2018+A1.

NOTE 2	 The terms used in BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 are written so they can be translated into languages other than 
English. This has led to a few terms that would not be the natural choice of native English speakers. Knowledge 
conveyance, for example, is used in place of the more natural (to English speakers) term “knowledge flow” 
(see 4.4.3).

	 4	 Context of the organization
COMMENTARY ON CLAUSE 4

A management system, if it is to be effective, needs to:

a)	 work within the context of the organization and the relevant issues associated with that context;

b)	 meet the needs and expectations of stakeholders;

c)	 have a clearly defined scope; and

d)	 be a complete system, with no missing elements.

In other words, an effective management system (in this case, a management system focused on 
knowledge) requires clearly defined outcomes, beneficiaries, boundaries and internal components.

BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, Clause 4 requires that a) to d) be identified and therefore sets not just the 
context for the system, but the rationale, and the desired outcomes by which it is to be evaluated.

	 4.1	 Understanding the organization and its context

COMMENTARY ON 4.1

This subclause covers the strategic and tactical issues which KM needs to address. It also touches on the 
topic of “outcomes”.

The organization should create a list of issues (both positive and negative) which provide the context 
for KM. These might include issues such as:

a)	 the organization is moving to a hybrid working model, allowing a much greater level of home 
working, requiring that all relevant knowledge (both documented and undocumented) is 
available to homeworkers, as part of hybrid working arrangements;

b)	 the organization is moving to a new desktop platform, which provides an opportunity to 
address the difficulties with locating up-to-date codified knowledge within the current IT 
environment; and

c)	 a large proportion of the workforce in the organization is approaching retirement age, with a risk 
that critical knowledge will be lost to the organization.

NOTE 1	 Many other issues are possible and the list could be extensive. An organizational strategy is a very 
informative source of issues.

Outcomes are not necessarily the same as objectives; BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 does not specifically 
require that the organization documents the outcomes. However, documenting the outcomes is a 
sensible and prudent thing to do, as this defines the rationale behind the entire KMS.

NOTE 2	 Objectives are addressed in BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, 6.2.

BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 states that the outcomes of the knowledge management system are a 
means to achieve organizational outcomes and not an end in itself. Each of the three example 
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issues or opportunities in a) to c) could be converted to outcomes for the KMS as a whole, for 
example, to ensure:

1)	 no loss of performance or innovative capacity as home working becomes more frequent;

2)	 a greater level of knowledge findability under the new desktop platform and thus a greater level 
of efficiency, and

3)	 no loss of performance or service as experienced staff retire.

These outcomes are supported by KM objectives, for example, 3) could be supported by objectives, 
such as that all experienced staff should go through a knowledge retention and transfer process.

Both the issues and the accompanying outcomes can be usefully documented within a KM strategy, or 
even within the organizational strategy or strategic plan.

A good example of this is the Oxfam strategic plan for 2013 to 2019, which defines six outcome goals 
for the organization, and six operational goals to improve the way the organization operates [2]. 
Three of these operational goals are supported by KM elements, such as “using innovation, learning 
and knowledge management to increase the quality and impact of our program work and that of our 
partners”. This is an excellent example of situating the KMS within the organizational context.

A second example is the IFAD 2019 Knowledge Management strategy [3] which uses a “Theory of 
Change” model to link organizational and societal impact and outcomes to planned KM activities.

	 4.2	 Understanding the needs and expectations of interested parties (stakeholders)

BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, 4.2 requires the organization to determine the interested parties that are 
relevant to the KMS, and the relevant requirements of those parties.

BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 also defines KM as a discipline focused on knowledge and therefore on 
supporting decisions and actions, and the decision makers and action takers at all levels (the 
knowledge workers, in other words) are therefore interested parties; interested in the effectiveness 
and efficiency of the KMS in supporting them in making good decisions and effective actions. As an 
example, a member of a sales team might want ready access to up-to-date product knowledge, advice 
and insights, including knowledge of how to sell the benefits of these products more effectively to 
buyers. Understanding their needs and expectations makes it possible to evaluate crucial aspects of 
the performance of the KMS as it supports the flow of knowledge within the organization.

NOTE	 See BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, Clause 9.

There are likely to be other parties who might be interested in the benefits and outcomes KM brings 
rather than the details of the knowledge itself. These might be senior management, regulators, the 
press, customers, or investors. As an example, the sales director might want to increase sales of new 
products as a result of the support the sales teams receive from the KMS.

In some cases, some of the interested parties might be external to the organization, e.g. an aid 
and development organization might want to create knowledge products for use in developing 
countries, in which case the relevant country ministries would be interested parties. Or a government 
department might want to use knowledge to provide quicker and more accurate advice to their 
relevant minister. The minister is therefore an interested party, needing and expecting timely and 
accurate advice.

BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, 4.2 also requires the organization to determine the relevant requirements 
of those parties. The organization should therefore identify (and ideally document) what each of 
the interested parties needs and expects from the KMS. In some cases, the organization might need 
to engage with interested parties to establish what their individual needs are, where these are not 
already known. These needs and expectations should be defined in business terms and as business 
outcomes, which should be linked to the organizational outcomes defined in BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, 
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4.1. The organization should take care to thoroughly analyze the needs of these parties in order to 
fully understand the underlying KM needs, e.g. a stakeholder might express a need to more efficiently 
access project documents; however, their underlying KM need is actually to understand lessons from 
past projects in order to make better decisions and avoid repeating past mistakes in current projects.

Finally, the organization should prioritize the resultant list of requirements. Where the organization 
is unable to meet all of the needs expressed by interested parties, it should define and document 
which parties and which requirements are most important to the success of the KMS, with these 
requirements prioritized within the design of the KMS.

	 4.3	 Determining the scope of the KMS

The organization should determine the scope of its KM system, taking into account the understanding 
gained from BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, 4.1 and 4.2, as:

a)	 firstly, the parts of the organization covered by the KMS; and

b)	 secondly, the knowledge domains to which the KMS is to be applied.

The organizational scope defines whether the KM system, for example, covers:

1)	 only staff in support centres;

2)	 all front-line staff;

3)	 all employees;

4)	 contractors;

5)	 partners; and/or

6)	 resellers and agents.

In small organizations it is likely that the scope of the KMS covers all of the organization. In large 
organizations, the scope of a KMS might only cover one division, e.g. support or service centres and 
(by extension) its customers. The organization’s KM scope can increase over time, but at any one time 
there should be a clear definition of which parts of the organization are within KM scope, and which 
are outside.

The KM scope should also be determined in terms of knowledge domains; a knowledge domain 
being a class of knowledge topic, e.g. in many legal firms, the scope of the KMS is confined to the 
various legal knowledge domains (tax, property, corporate law) and does not cover non-legal 
knowledge domains, such as business development or stakeholder management. A large and 
complex organization might have multiple KMSs for diverse knowledge domains, such as research 
and development, sales and manufacturing, or might choose to cover all these domains within the 
same KMS. For this reason, BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 requires the organization to create a list of the 
knowledge domains which are in scope and to prioritize this list to identify the knowledge domains 
that have the greatest value, which tend to be:

i)	 the knowledge that has greatest impact on the organizational strategy outcomes;

ii)	 new knowledge, that needs to be urgently acquired; and/or

iii)	 the knowledge at greatest need of management (i.e. knowledge which is currently not managed, 
or is being mismanaged).

For example, an organization with a growth strategy might place higher priority on knowledge of 
developing new products than on knowledge of older products, or might prioritize the knowledge 
domains needed by agents, partners or resellers, or (if this is part of their strategy) knowledge of how 
to acquire other organizations. The strategic work done in response to BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, 4.1, 
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combined with the stakeholder analysis performed in response to BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, 4.2, helps 
identify and prioritize these knowledge domains.

	 4.4	 Knowledge management system (KMS)

	 4.4.1	 General

BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 requires the organization to have in place (and to continuously improve) a 
management system for KM. The subclauses under BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, Clause 4 provide some of 
the parameters of this management system. BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, Clause 4 makes specific mention 
of “the processes needed and their interactions”, but there is more to the management system than 
processes alone. However, the mention of “interactions” is important; all parts of the system should 
be interconnected, rather than a set of standalone elements, in order that knowledge is able to flow 
around the organization.

If no KMS is in place, BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 requires the organization to implement such a system. 
Once a KMS is implemented, BS ISO 30401:2018+A1 requires the organization to monitor, manage, 
maintain and continuously improve it.

This might be an area where the use of external advisors can be helpful as they might have more 
experience than the organization in the development of KMSs and might be able to highlight risks and 
proven practices. Trusted and experienced advisors might also be helpful during the planning stage 
(see BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, Clause 6).

	 4.4.2	 Knowledge development

BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, 4.4.2 deals with what could be referred to in English as the knowledge 
lifecycle (the term “lifecycle” was not used in BS ISO 30401:2018+A1).

Knowledge does not live forever; it has a half-life. The common knowledge of the present becomes 
the outdated fallacy of the future. Therefore, the KMS should manage knowledge throughout all of its 
lifecycle stages:

a)	 acquiring new knowledge;

b)	 applying current knowledge;

c)	 retaining current knowledge when it is at risk of loss; and

d)	 handling outdated or invalid knowledge.

The organization should analyze whether the component processes, roles, technologies and 
governance (see BS ISO 30401:2018+A1, 4.4.4) applied within its system cover the four stages of the 
knowledge lifecycle. This analysis should be documented, e.g. by mapping these components against 
the stages, as shown below in Figure 2. The organization should complete this table with its own set 
of components, to fit its own organizational chart, master process set, technology suite and overall 
governance approach.
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