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   The importance of knowledge for promoting economic development has
   become part of development orthodoxy. It has acquired the status of an
   axiomatic belief that is rarely contested. Instead, most discussion on
   the subject now appears to focus on methods for creating
   knowledge-based societies.
   This article examines certain key issues that have been ignored in our
   rush to create knowledge-based societies and suggests priorities for
   sequencing of policies in developing nations. I believe that we have
   moved too quickly, without raising issues that may dampen our
   enthusiasm for the emerging field of knowledge for development (K4D).
   Difficult as it may seem, it is time to pause and raise these issues.
   Let me start with an area in which we appear to have the greatest
   degree of agreement among commentators. Most would readily agree that
   knowledge is only a means toward an end and not an end in itself. For
   developing nations, the primary (if not the sole) purpose of knowledge
   acquisition is economic development and poverty reduction.1
   Unfortunately, however, we do not have adequate understanding of the
   process of economic development. The experts on economic development
   have not yet managed to explain adequately the ingredients of
   sustainable economic development. To be sure, there is a long history
   of attempts by some of the most distinguished development economists
   to explain the causes of economic development.2 Yet all one can say is
   that poverty has increased while theoreticians have been searching for
   a good model to explain its origins and find ways to eradicate it. For
   fifty years we have looked for an answer, and for fifty years we have
   been disappointed. If we still do not fully understand the fundamental
   causes of poverty and methods for promoting development, how can we be
   sure that we are using knowledge appropriately for economic
   development? As we shall see in what follows, without knowledge of
   development, it may be risky to use knowledge for development.
   We cannot move further along in this debate without first defining the
   term knowledge. Knowledge means different things to different people.
   In the discussions on K4D, there are at least three schools of thought
   with different implicit definitions for this term. The first school
   defines knowledge as being synonymous with science and technology in
   general and with ICT (Information and Communications Technology) in
   particular. Proponents of this school of thought measure the readiness
   of countries for K4D by counting, among others, such things as
   computers per capita or telephone connections per capita. This group
   deals with more macro issues of studying the relationship between
   economic development and knowledge. The second school of thought uses
   the term knowledge synonymously with the term information. This school
   emphasizes knowledge management—that is, managing the supply of and
   demand for facts and figures, lessons of experience, and sources of
   information. Finally, there are some purists, comprising the third
   school of thought, who define knowledge as an understanding of the
   relationships between the causes and effects of observed phenomena.
   The effectiveness of any knowledge strategy depends critically on the
   recognition of the distinctions between the three related dimensions
   of knowledge espoused by these schools of thought.
   If resources were unlimited, then it would be fine to move
   simultaneously on all fronts and promote knowledge in all its
   dimensions. Unfortunately, scarcity of resources forces us to
   prioritize and decide what ought to be our starting point for
   implementing a knowledge strategy in developing countries. In what
   follows I suggest one way to establish this priority.
   In a poor society, what aspect of K4D is needed most for economic
   development? Common sense tells us that we should ensure that the
   country is making the best use of its limited resources. To determine
   whether a country is making the best use of its limited resources, we
   need information on what its resources are and how well it is using
   them compared to other countries. Such a country would also benefit
   from being aware of best practices and lessons of experience. For
   example, a village in a developing country would probably benefit more
   from knowing how to make a more efficient bullock cart than from
   learning about Windows XP. Therefore, it stands to reason that
   knowledge management is the most relevant starting point for a
   knowledge strategy for development.
   The definition of knowledge that emphasizes science and technology
   (S&T) treats knowledge as a factor of production. Proponents of this
   aspect of K4D take examples of developed economies and correlate them
   with the existence of other S&T-related factors. This may establish a
   correlation between knowledge and development, but it does not
   establish direction of causality. This brings us to another important
   distinction—knowledge for development versus knowledge by development.
   It appears that economic development leads to a thirst for knowledge
   because knowledge is a “luxury good” and not a necessity. To absorb a
   higher level of S&T, an economy needs to reach a certain level of
   well-being. Given a choice between food and the Internet, food would
   win by a wide margin in most developing countries. As with any luxury
   good, the demand for knowledge would be expected to grow with greater
   levels of economic well-being. In fact, knowledge is the positive
   counterpart of the so-called “Giffen goods,” which have extremely
   negative income elasticity. The demand for knowledge should grow
   exponentially with greater economic development. That is to say,
   development should lead to a more knowledge-based society. This
   greater knowledge base, in turn, would cause more development and thus
   lead to an ever-widening “knowledge divide” (This is also consistent
   with increasing digital divide).
   The definition of knowledge that emphasizes the understanding of
   causal effects is no doubt related to the S&T-centered definition, but
   with an important difference. Like the S&T-centered definition, this
   type of knowledge, too, is a luxury good. However, this type of
   knowledge can be created outside the society in question. For example,
   an underdeveloped country may not have the resources or the
   inclination to study the causes of its misery, yet outside
   professionals from development agencies and academic institutions can
   help it identify and explain the relationships between causes and
   effects. This activity does not depend on the underdeveloped society’s
   reaching a particular level of absorptive capacity. This
   causality-centered definition of knowledge is complementary to the
   definition which emphasizes knowledge management. The latter includes
   production and distribution of knowledge. Discovering causal linkages
   can be viewed as a subset of knowledge production.
   It is important to recognize the distinctions between the three
   dimensions of knowledge because they have very different implications
   for the knowledge strategies of developing nations. Experience
   suggests that the first priority should be given to making best use of
   the existing stock of knowledge in a developing country by intensive
   knowledge management. As the society begins to develop and its hunger
   for knowledge increases, a shift to an S&T-centered knowledge strategy
   becomes warranted. The infrastructure created for knowledge management
   will facilitate the causality-centered knowledge strategy to yield
   greater dividends. An S&T-centered strategy can be effective only if
   we have a good understanding of the causal relationships. Figure 1
   summarizes this prescriptive statement. It shows the relative
   proportions of the three types of K4D activities in countries at
   different levels of development.
   
   Figure 1: Relative Importance of the Three Dimensions of Knowledge
   Strategies
   In short, as far as sequencing is concerned, we have two broad
   options. We can either start with a knowledge management centered
   strategy or an S&T centered strategy. In the preceding paragraph, I
   have argued that we should start with the former. Figure 2 illustrates
   the two broad options for knowledge strategies. If we skip the key
   step of developing a knowledge management infrastructure in a country,
   we are in danger of creating a knowledge strategy that is as
   unsustainable as the inverted pyramid in Figure 2(a). On the other
   hand, a knowledge strategy that starts out with developing a solid
   knowledge management system can be depicted by the stable pyramid in
   Figure 2(b). Pumping external knowledge into a poorly developed
   knowledge management system is like drinking water with a sieve.
   
   
   If we agree with the broad thrust of the arguments presented here,
   these key actions follow:
     * 
       First, there must be a single point of accountability for
       knowledge management in a country. There should be a chief
       knowledge advisor (CKA) with direct access to the chief executive
       in government. This person should be accountable for breaking the
       “silos mentality” between various ministries and for promoting a
       culture of information and knowledge sharing within the country.
     * 
       Second, the government should not appoint a person to this
       position until it has a clear idea of the success indicators for
       measuring the appointee’s performance. Without this effort, we may
       end up creating one more information silo within the government.
     * 
       Finally, the first assignment of the CKA should be to prepare a
       national action plan for efficient management of existing
       knowledge. The plan should have clear milestones and specific
       accountabilities for achieving them. Rather than a theoretical
       plan, it should be a plan against which the performance of the CKA
       can be measured.
   1 Here, I am using “poverty reduction” and “economic development” as
   two sides of the same coin. The finer points regarding the distinction
   between the two terms would not affect the thrust of my arguments. To
   me, poverty reduction is a modern term for the age-old problem of
   economic development.
   2 Students of development economics consider the following, among
   others, as household names: Rosentien Rodan (Big Push), W.W. Rowstow
   (Take-off), Sir Arthur Lewis (Unlimited supply of Labor), and
   Harrod-Domar (Growth Models).
   4
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