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Executive Overview

Transforming a company may have many interesting similarities to transforming a
country. For instance, many executives have learned that increased capital investment
does not necessarily build a better company, and international development institutions
like the World Bank have learned painfully that investment in physical capital is also not
the key to economic development. Knowledge embodied in human capital is now seen as
key in economic development, and in knowledge-based companies or organizations.
Executives developing learning organizations will share many problems with
development institutions trying to foster knowledge-based economic development in the
Third World. As knowledge-based transformation is learning writ large in both companies
and countries, this article applies an activist philosophy of education, organizational
psychology. and pedagogical theory to the international problems of economic
development. The topics treated include: (1) methodologies of active learning in contrast
to passive absorption of knowledge, (2) intrinsic motivation for changes in contrast to
changes induced by monetary incentives, (3) local reinvention of best practices in contrast
to implementation of universal recipes, and (4) horizontal learning of tacit knowledge in
contrast to vertical or top-down transfers of codified knowledge. The various themes are
brought together in the contrast between an open learning model of a knowledge
institution and a church model of an organization promulgating branded knowledge.

........................................................................................................................................................................

Learning Organizations and Knowledge-Based
Development

From Physical Capital to Knowledge Capital in
Companies and Countries

There are many revealing similarities between the
problems and subtleties facing an executive trying
to foster a learning organization and an interna-
tional development institution trying to induce
economic development in a developing country.
Executives who learn about the problems of learn-
ing and knowledge-based transformation in the
context of developing countries may gain new and
fresh insights into transforming their own organi-
zations. That analogy should always be present in
the back of the reader's mind. Moreover, learning
principles that are useful in transforming countries
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as well as companies would thereby seem all the
more robust.

Role of the International Development Institution

The official name of the World Bank is the Interna-
tional Bank for Reconstruction and Development
(IBRD). IBRD, the International Finance Corpora-
tion (IFC), and the Multilateral Investment Guar-
antee Agency (MIGA) are loosely called the World
Bank Group or simply World Bank, which works
together with the International Monetary Fund
(IMF). The World Bank and the IMF were set up
immediately following World War II and are now
joined by regional development banks such as the
Inter-American Development Bank, the African De-
velopment Bank, the Asian Development Bank,
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and, most recently, the European Bank for Recon-
struction and Development (EBRD) for the post-so-
cialist economies of Central Europe and the former
Soviet Union. All of these international financial
institutions (IFIs), together with UN organizations
such as the United Nations Development Program
(UNDP), are international development institutions
that are increasingly turning to knowledge-based
development strategies.

In the years after World War II when development
economics was first being developed as a separate
discipline, the emphasis was on capital goods accu-
mulation, or hardware. It is only a slight caricature to
say that using development loans to build modern
factories in developing countries was thought to
launch the countries on the path to development.
After decades of painful experience, the emphasis
has shifted from hardware to software—that is, from
capital goods to knowledge and institutions. World
War II itself provided a major case in point. In spite of
the widespread destruction of physical capital, Ger-
many and Japan did not become undeveloped, but
quickly rebuilt themselves as world economic pow-
ers. The key to their rapid growth was the software of

sound institutional habits and knowledge, not the
infrastructure loans that only expedited the process.

If technological and institutional learning is key
to economic growth, then the international devel-
opment institutions such as the World Bank and
the regional development banks have the role of
helping developing countries to undertake those
learning activities and to become learning societ-
ies. The knowledge management efforts at the
World Bank are directed towards creating a knowl-
edge bank to address knowledge-based develop-
ment.! This complements the traditional World
Bank role of providing infrastructure financing to
developing countries, a role being increasingly as-
sumed by the private financial sector.

Problems in Knowledge-Based Development

The initial orthodox view was that international
development institutions were well-placed to har-
vest the lessons of best and worst practices from
the development experience in the regions or glo-
bally. That knowledge and policy advice could
then, in theory, be disseminated in training activ-
ities or as part of the conditions attached to other
development aid. There are, however, several sig-
nificant difficulties in this orthodox view:

e The education methodology that views knowl-
edge as being transmitted from the teacher or
expert to the passive student is deeply flawed.
Development assistance needs to be based on
an active learning philosophy where learners
have an active role in acquiring knowledge. The
active learning philosophy has deep intellectual
roots and strong implications for the methodol-
ogy of knowledge-based development.

¢ External incentives can induce changes in short-
term behavior (e.g., loan conditions requiring
changes in laws and regulations), but they will
probably not change the underlying institu-
tional matrix that determines policies in the ab-
sence of the overlaid incentives. Effective devel-
opment assistance needs to focus on promoting
change in the underlying institutions.

e Development assistance in the form of knowl-
edge does not travel as well as money or mate-
rial aid. There are various contrasting types of
knowledge; e.g., codified versus tacit, and gen-
eral versus local, and the form of knowledge
involved will affect the roles of international
and local knowledge institutions.

¢ Two very different models exist for an interna-
tional knowledge-based development institu-
tion. A development institution could function as
a development church, espousing the one best
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way, or it could function more as an open learn-
ing institution where different theories are al-
lowed to publicly contend and collide, and
where experimentation is encouraged to see
what is locally appropriate.

These themes as contrasted between the church-
like organization and the open learning organiza-
tion are summarized in Table 1.

Development Assistance Via Active Learning
The Cycle of Dependency
Giving Qut Fish

An old Chinese story says that instead of giving
people fish, it is better for them to learn how to
fish themselves. This is now an internationally
recognized aphorism extolling the virtues of self-
reliance and autonomy. Perhaps it is best to first
make the point in the modern context of a busi-
ness enterprise. A company has a specific prob-
lem to solve and it does not have the required
knowledge. It could take the initiative and ex-
pend the time and resources of people in the
company to learn how to solve the problem. But
that is a time-consuming process with an uncer-
tain outcome sometime in the future. Perhaps it
is best, in view of the time pressures and rela-
tively low costs, to hire outside experts to solve
the problem quickly. The next time the problem
arises, the same time pressures will lead them to
opt for the same quick fix. The company will
develop a dependency relation, and the internal
capability to learn will not develop.2

The same generic dynamics of dependency can
develop between bilateral or multilateral develop-
ment agencies (including the World Bank) and de-
veloping countries. The dynamics can be even

more tempting in this case as the outside develop-
ment expertise is offered as a public good at below
cost or for free, and the problems of a country’s
underdevelopment are always immediate and
pressing.3 Development institutions, like consult-
ing companies, are tempted to always appear to
have the answers. Funding and management pres-
sures in development agencies push for the quick
and easily monitored solution of giving out fish
(giving out the answers to the clients’ problems) as
opposed to the time-consuming, difficult, and hard-
to-monitor process of helping the clients to learn
how to fish for themselves (learn to find the an-
swers themselves).

The Jug and Mug Theory of Training

Active and participatory learning may be juxta-
posed against the notion of training as pouring
knowledge or answers from the jug into the mugs.
Harried trainers tend to implicitly adopt the jug
and mug version of training. Like an empty stom-
ach that needs to be given fish, there is a target
population that needs to have its human resources
developed by training programs. Little thought is
given by trainers to any self-directed initiative on
the part of the target group. Education is seen
essentially as knowledge transfer along o trans-
mission belt from those who know to those who
don't.

Even when policy-makers do learn and appropri-
ate important lessons through well-designed ac-
tive learning programs, this might be criticized as
a waste of time and money by international ex-
perts who think the policy-makers could have
quickly learned the same lessons just by reading
the studies by the experts. Local ownership of pol-
icies comes from local rediscovery and reappropri-

Table 1

Theme

Church-like Organization

Open Learning Organization

Educational philosophy

Motivation for change

Scope of knowledge

Explicitness of knowledge
down fashion.

Knowledge management philosophy
branded knowledge.

Truths are promulgated to passive
recipients. Giving out fish.

External or extrinsic motivation for short-
term behavior change (Taylor).

Focuses on general or universal knowledge
or best practice recipes.

Explicit or codified knowledge (tip of the
iceberg) is promulgated in vertical or top-

The one best way is presented as official

Induce active learners to reinvent and
reappropriate knowledge. Teaching
how to fish.

Internal or intrinsic motivation for long-
term sustainable change (Deming).

Recognizes need to reinvent local
adaptations of best practices.

Recognizes rest of iceberg is tacit or
implicit knowledge to be transferred by
horizontal methods.

Competition of different views in free
market of ideas is coupled with
experiments seen as best ways to
continuously advance knowledge.
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ation of the policies, not by being tutored by the
proper experts.4

As Paul Samuelson says, the best way to get a stu-
dent to learn and appropriate a theorem is to provide
the result in a half-proven form so the student will
then have to work out the proot by him- or herself.

The Active Learning Process
The Role of Dialogue

The aim of the active learning approach® is not
information transfer, but the transformation of the
student into an active constructor and appropriator
of knowledge. The ancient model is the Socratic

Local ownership of policies comes from
local rediscovery and reappropriation of
the policies, not by being tutored by the
proper experts.

method of dialogue exemplified in the Meno, where
Socrates, by his questioning, led a slave boy to dis-
cover some truths of geometry. A modern example is
the case study method of student-centered teaching
in business education® and other fields.

How can the teacher or trainer be the midwife in
the process of active learning on the part of the stu-
dents or learners? No one constructs knowledge in a
void. Learning is contextual; it builds on the context
of previous knowledge, experience, and problems.
For the teacher to guide and assist in the process, the
teacher might first learn through dialogue to see the
world through the eyes of the student—to see the
student's context.” Hence Paulo Freire's emphasis on
dialogue as the prelude to, as well as the means of,
learning.® The cases, examples, and questions can
be couched in terms that make sense from the stu-
dent's viewpoint and that are relevant to the stu-
dent's interests. With this preparation, the student
can take responsibility for actively reconstructing
and appropriating knowledge with occasional prod-
ding and questioning from the teacher as midwife.
Knowledge obtained in this active way is the stu-
dent's own; it is neither a gift nor an imposition.

Local Experimentation

General knowledge may not suffice to determine lo-
cal solutions. An active learning approach may have
to involve experiments in a broader process of social
learning. Projects sponsored by international devel-
opment institutions or agencies might be constructed
as experiments in a process of active social learn-
ing:*:Knowledgerissthensasjeintspreduct along with

the project's other goals. Even a project that fails by
its other goals may succeed if it yields knowledge
about how to avoid those mistakes in the future.
Indeed, a project that risks failure by trying some
new technique may be much more informative than
a safe project using old methods that add nothing to
the stock of the institution’s knowledge. The knowl-
edge aspect of development projects highlights the
importance of serious evaluations of why a project
succeeds or fails, and the importance of disseminat-
ing the results. Otherwise, they would be like scien-
tific experiments where no one reads, interprets, or
communicates the results of the experiments. Devel-
opment institutions, like other organizations, have a
natural propensity not to dwell on the past (i.e., on
mistakes) and to move forward without the painful
self-scrutiny necessary to learn from experience.

The Learning Process is the Product

Learning for an individual, organization, or society is
an active self-directed process of dialogue, use of
critical reason, experimentation, and interpretation
of the results—to be followed by more dialogue, rea-
soning, and experimentation.!® Development institu-
tions sponsor training exercises, often backed by
loan conditions, usually with the immediate goal of
implementing some specified policy reform. While
such a surgical operation may provide a short-term
life-saving fix, the goal should be a long-term policy
reform process that is self-directed, experimental,
self-correcting, and embedded in the client coun-
tries.!! Instead of maintaining clients in tutelage for
fear that they might make mistakes, development
institutions should promote autonomy through active
learning programs that include the right to make
mistakes, to pay for them, and to thereby learn last-
ing lessons. In sum:

The aim of teaching is not only to transmit
information, but also to transform students
from passive recipients of other people's
knowledge into active constructors of their
own and other’s knowledge. The teacher can-
not transform without the student’'s active
participation, of course. Teaching is funda-
mentally about creating the pedagogical, so-
cial, and ethical conditions under which stu-
dents agree to take charge of their own
learning, individually and collectively.12

Intrinsic and Extrinsic Motivation
The Economic Way of Thinking

Insights about intrinsic versus extrinsic motivation
gained in the organizational psychology literature
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can be usefully carried over to the process of eco-
nomic development.!®* The conventional economic
way of thinking is especially vulnerable to misun-
derstanding the role of monetary incentives in
spheres of life where intrinsic motivation is impor-
tant. It tends to misinterpret short-run and temporary
modifications in behavior as proof of the efficacy of
economic incentives. Western managers are some-
times mystified by the Japanese practice of paying
by seniority rather than by performance. Orthodox
economists are bemused by Deming’s New Econom-
ics, which recommends to “Abolish incentive pay
and pay based on performance,” e.g., to pay sales-
people by salary rather than by commission.!4 Surely
the Japanese and Deming fail to grasp elementary
economics.

Pigeons in a Skinner box may respond well to the
piece rates of being paid a pellet of food each time a
lever is pressed. But in the areas of human endeavor
using the higher faculties, external motivators may
soon fade or may fail to inspire the necessary quality
of action. Moreover, the linkage between the desired
result X and the external incentive Y can always be
gamed. If the system is to do X only in order to get Y,
then people may soon figure out how to only appear
to be doing X or to do X poorly since, after all, the
point is to get Y. For instance, billions of dollars of
loans were released from international agencies to
Russia during the 1990s because it appeared that the
loan conditions to inaugurate serious reforms were
satisfied. But now it is clear that the appearances did
not reflect realities.

The argument is not to substitute no motivation
for piece rates, commissions, and other forms of
pay for periormance. The point is to replace the
external motivators with a strong system of intrin-
sic motivation. Deming recommends replacing a
quality system based on external monitoring and
quality bonuses with a system using (for the most
part) trust based on self-esteem and pride in the
quality of one's work.

Deming recommends replacing a quality
system based on external monitoring and
quality bonuses with a system using (for

the most part) trust based on self-esteem

and pride in the quality of one’s work.

These points are most readily understood in the
context of the professions. The medical system
would hardly be improved by having doctors paid
by piece rates. For similar reasons, blood dona-
tions that are given freely may have higher quality
and be more trustworthy than those supplied for

payment. Intrinsic motivation is of prime impor-
tance in areas of human life where intelligence,
creativity, diligence, and empathy are crucial. This
is in contrast to the Tayloristic model of work as a
rather brutish endeavor, or Skinner's model of op-
erant conditioning.

Extrinsic and Intrinsic Incentives in Development
Assistance

All these psychological!® points have implications
for development assistance. Development is not
well-served by economic theories that explicitly or
implicitly treat developing countries as responding
only to external motivation, just as organizations
were not well served by Tayloristic or Theory X no-
tions of extrinsic motivation. Political leaders and
economic policy-makers in a developing country are
embedded in a whole matrix of local institutional
and cultural influences. That institutional matrix
could be seen as the source of their intrinsic motiva-
tion and as a source of local ownership of policies.
Short-term behavior can be altered by applying o
layer of external incentives, such as loans with con-
ditions to be satistied in order for the money to be
released. However, that usually does not dlter the
underlying institutional matrix, and thus the induced
changes are not sustainable. Even the short-term
behaviors are often not efficacious, since they are
undertaken only to receive the external reward.

Development assistance should focus on chang-
ing the institutional matrix of policy-making,
which is a more subile and longer term affair.
Organizational learning resulting from an active
learning strategy will cut deeper into the institu-
tional matrix than will passively acquired infor-
mation. If no positive changes are occurring, then
positive behavior induced by bribes is unlikely to
change the underlying institutions. When little
positive change is occurring to benefit the poor,
then it is probably because those who benefit from
existing institutions are well represented in the
government and control the other levers of power.
A classic example of this phenomenon is Hir-
schman'’s description of the quarter century of land
reform efforts begun in the 1930s in Colombia, un-
der a government heavily influenced by land-own-
ing interests.!®

Types of Development Knowledge
General versus Local Knowledge
Scan Globally, Reinvent Locally

Money travels better than knowledge. General
knowledge holds across countries, cultures, and
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times, while local knowledge takes account of the
specifics of place, people, and time. "Every man is
mortal” is general knowledge, while “Every vege-
tarian is a tourist” is local knowledge in Mongolia.
A best practice might work well in some countries
but fail miserably when recommended in other
contexts. In questions of institutional development,
it is very difficult to know a priori just how general
a best practice is. Prudent counsel is to scan glo-
bally for best practices, but to test them locally,
since local adaptation often amounts to reinvent-
ing the best practice in the new context.!” Many
external experts have discovered painfully that the
devil is in the local details. It is the local compo-
nent of knowledge that requires adaptation—
which, in turn, requires the active participation of
those who know and understand the local environ-
ment.

Local Knowledge Institutions

Considerable effort is required to adapt develop-
ment knowledge to local conditions and culture.
Policy research institutes or think tanks are exam-
ples of local institutions that can play that impor-
tant role. In the developed countries, think tanks
have proliferated and have become important
agents to introduce and adapt new policy initia-
tives. Think tanks or similar research institutions
are no less needed to transplant social innovations
to new contexts. The Japanese use a metaphor
based on the gardening technique, called nema-
washi, '8 of slowly preparing and wrapping each
root of a tree in order to transplant it. The chances
of a successful transplant are much larger than if
the tree is just pulled up in one place and planted
in another (the horticultural version of shock ther-
apy). However, in practice, development institu-
tions often try a quicker transplant method. Visit-
ing economists!® come in to give a senior policy
seminar to local government officials, then return
home, hoping that their sound advice will take
root. The policy advice might even be backed up by
conditions on policy-based lending to motivate the
country to implement the best-practice recipes. Yet
this policy reform process is designed to promote
neither active learning nor lasting institutional
change. As these reforms were externally imposed
rather than actively appropriated by the country,
there would be little ownership of the reforms.
Compliance might be only perfunctory; the quick
transplant might soon wither and die.

Those in the central organization or center who
are legitimated in their expertise, prestige, and
privileges by the supposed universality of their
messages. are disinclined to recognize limitations

or subtleties in the local applicability of their tech-
nical expertise. Novel complexity, genuine uncer-
tainty, conflict of values, unique circumstances,
and structural instabilities are all downplayed or
ignored, since they might diminish the perceived
potency of the center’s expertise and undercut the
client’s faith in that potency. The client often wants
the security and comfort of being in the hands of
the professional expert who will solve the perplex-
ing problems.20

The client often wants the security and
comfort of being in the hands of the
professional expert who will solve the
perplexing problems.

These are some of the strong institutional forces to
underappreciate the subtleties of local knowledge,
to hamper the growth of autonomous client owner-
ship, and to stymie the development of indigenous
local knowledge institutions.

Codified Versus Tacit Knowledge
The Rest of the Iceberg

Explicit or codified knowledge is knowledge that
can be spoken, written, and codified to be saved on
a computer disk or transmitted over a telephone
line. But we know more than we can say. We know
how to ride a bike, to recognize a face, or to tell a
grammatical sentence in our native language, but
we would be hard put to turn this knowledge into
explicit or codified knowledge to archive in a da-
tabase for dissemination over the Internet. Michael
Polanyi pioneered the distinction between tacit or
personal, and explicit knowledge in philosophy of
science, and the distinction has since proven im-
portant to understand problems in the transfer of
technologies, not to mention the transfer of institu-
tions.2! There is much more to a technological sys-
tem than can be put in an instruction manual. The
same holds a fortiori for social technologies or
institutions. In a codified description of a best
practice case study, the uncodified tacit knowl-
edge is often the rest of the iceberg. Some tacit
knowledge might be transformed into codified
knowledge?? so that it could be transferred by con-
ventional methods. But the remaining tacit knowl-
edge needs to be transmitted by special methods
such as apprenticeship, secondments, imitation,
twinning relations, and guided learning-by-doing.
These methods of transferring tacit knowledge
might be called horizontal methods of knowledge
transfer—in contrast to vertical methods where
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knowledge can be codified and transmitted from
teacher to student in a traditional top-down rela-
tionship.

Horizontal Learning Methods

The tacit component in local or general develop-
ment knowledge is best learned through horizontal
methods such as study tours, cross-training, and
twinning. International development institutions
have the perspective to know the success stories
and thus to fruitfully play a match-making or fa-
cilitating role in horizontal learning. The various
methods of horizontal learning ditfer substantially
from the traditional classroom settings for vertical
or top-down teaching.

o Study tours allow people to see how it is done in
nearby societies. The Marshall Plan for the post-
World War II reconstruction of Europe involved
many horizontal techniques such as study tours
of business leaders (business to business) and
government officials. But study tours can easily
turn into junkets with a thin educational gloss
unless they are well-prepared, monitored, and
followed by evaluations.

e Cross-training is being shown how to do it by
those who have already done it, particularly in
nearby societies. For example, farmers may visit
other farmers who have mastered some new
technique. Cross-training is the implicit knowl-
edge alternative to being explicitly told how to
do it by an international expert.

o Twinning or secondments pair similar organiza-
tions for a horizontal transfer of know-how. An
example is alliances between banks in east and
west Europe.

e Foreign direct investment might also be viewed
as a method of horizontal learning. For instance,
a major source of learning about lean produc-
tion methods and their adaptation to American
culture was Japanese direct investment in pro-
duction facilities in the United States.

General Models for Knowledge-Based Institutions
A Church Model or an Open Learning Model?

We have focused so far on the problems of foster-
ing knowledge-based development in developing
countries. What do those problems imply for the
development institutions themselves? The general
argument should by now be clear. If the client is
not to be a mug, passively receiving knowledge,
then the development organization should not
function as a jug, seeking to pour knowledge into
the mugs {(or give out fish or supply the answers).

What, then, is the overall institutional model for a
knowledge-based institution? For instance, will an
international knowledge-based development insti-
tution officially take a stand on the truth in matters
of development, with the consequences that stance
entails for alternative views, experiences, and
shades of opinion? Or will it function more as a
university without students or an open learning
organization where diverse opinions might collide
in open debate, and where the institution itselt
does not espouse a particular dogmatic truth?

The Church Model of Branded Knowledge

The medieval Roman Church is an old stereotype
of a closed church-like organization that has the
truth, while the Soviet Communist party is a more
recent example. In the course of European history,
the period dominated by the Roman Catholic
Church, an institution that ostensibly possessed
the truth, is today known as the Dark Ages. During
the Renaissance, Reformation, and Enlightenment,
the west slowly emerged from what Immanual
Kant called humanity’s “self-incurred tutelage” to
those who had the truth. Progress was made not by
finding a new truth as the object of devotion for the
faithful, but by developing the scientific method,
which emphasized the will to doubt and be critical,
the use of repeatable experiments where possible
to corroborate or disprove theories, and the gen-
eral substitution of critical reason for the external
voice of authority. It is doubtful that a knowledge-
based organization would today explicitly adopt a
church model. But the important thing is not the
label or espoused model, but the actual model of
operation in use. How might an open learning model
operate?

A university is, ideally, an open learning organ-
ization that does not set itself up as an arbiter of
truth, but as an arena in which contrary theories
can be examined and can collide in open debate.
[f, however, an organization takes official views on
questions, or considers its views as branded
knowledge, then the genuine collision of adverse
opinions and the rule of critical reason will tend to
give way to the rule of authority and burecucratic
reason within the hierarchy of the organization.
Examples include the Soviet theory of genetics or
the University of Utah theory of cold fusion. The
authorities in the organization naturally decide the
official views of the organization that are ex-
pressed to the world and would tend to shut off any
feedback loops that might expose any errors in the
official views and damage the image, subtract
from the franchise value of the brand name, and
undermine the authority of the organization’s ex-
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perts. Learning from errors, which involves chang-
ing official views and moditfying branded knowl-
edge, is minimized so that the organization tends
to function more as a secular church than as an
open learning organization—regardless of the of-
ficially espoused model. That, in turn, has many
consequences for the possibilities of autonomous
development and active learning. The gardener
wants only his or her own seeds to grow; all else
are weeds.

The church approach has implications for the
question of client-centered versus paternalistic ap-
proaches to learning. The problems of economic
development, like many problems of business,
rarely yield to one-best-way thinking. For instance,
there are many complementary approaches to the
persistent problem of curbing corruption. Econo-
mists might approach the topic by trying to mini-
mize government-imposed discretionary regula-
tions, which present rent-seeking opportunities to
officials to relax a restriction for appropriate con-
sideration. Accountants might emphasize trans-
parency and uniformity of data and the indepen-
dence of auditing. Civil servants might emphasize
codes of ethics and disclosure requirements. Law-
yers might encourage civil discovery procedures
and criminal sanctions. Others will promote o free
and independent press, a high standard of public
ethics, and a vigorous civil society. There are
clearly many ways to approach the topic. In the
absence of one best way, a multipronged approach
seems advisable. Yet the church mentality might
express alarm and dismay when different groups
in an international development institution take
different approaches to fighting corruption, and
when these different views are aired at interna-
tional conferences. How can the clients avoid the
risk of thinking for themselves in order to put them-
selves in the hands of the experts, if the latter
cannot agree on the one best way?

One source of the church mentality is that ex-
perts do not want clients to be contfused or led
astray by alternative viewpoints, or heresies. Offi-
cials should not disagree in public, just as parents
should not argue in front of the children. This sort
of knowledge management may lead in the short
term to client approval of the project, but it short-
circuits the client’s informed ownership of the
project to the detriment of its long-term sustain-
ability. The organization should either have intel-
lectual self-confidence in spite of the client's
hearing an alternate viewpoint, or it should ac-
knowledge that experts may ditfer on the topic and
that the client might want to perform some local
experiments to see what works.

From the client’s viewpoint, an argument heard

in isolation might sound convincing but the wis-
dom of experience says that the argument should
not be accepted until one hears the alternatives
and can judge the proposal relative to the alterna-
tives. Unfortunately, some clients do not want re-
sponsibility for their decisions. They are, for their
own reasons, more than willing to follow the direc-
tives of the experts. If the project fails, they will
have someone else to blame, and if by by chance it
succeeds, they will be praised for following good
advice. The project will lack clear local ownership
until it is obviously a success. But that time may
never come, if the provision for failure becomes a
self-fultilling prophecy.

Does Funding Turn Project Assumptions into
Gospel?

The question of knowledge management is partic-
ularly sensitive in an agency that funds projects
based on theories, analyses, and project assump-
tions. This is in contrast to university professors,
who usually do not invest organizational resources
based on their theories. It is quite understandable
that individual project managers want the project
assumptions to be treated as gospel once the
money has been committed. Commitment of
money or other resources tends to atfect even psy-
chological perceptions.?? For instance, subjective
assessments of winning probabilities tend to in-
crease after bettors at a race track place their bets.
But horses do not run faster when bets are riding
on them. Theories are corroborated by evidence,
not by money. Many businesses have come to griet
because managers would not revisit strategies af-
ter initial costs were sunk.

Many businesses have come to grief
because managers would not revisit
strategies after initial costs were sunk.

In view of the record of international development
aid, there is little support for the similar practice of
seeing project assumptions as hardening into gos-
pel because of the commitment of funds.

Devil’s Advocacy in an Open Learning
Organization

A judge should not go to the jury before both sides
of the arguments have been heard, and a patient
should not go to surgery beifore getting a second
opinion. Even the Roman Catholic Church, when
considering someone for sainthood, has a devil's
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advocate (advocatus diaboli) to state the other side
of the story. An organization should not pretend to
greater authority or infallibility when it canonizes
a success story as a best practice. Thus devil's
advocacy might not only be tolerated, but fostered
in an open learning organization. Devil’s advoca-
cy* is interpreted broadly to include a number of
related techniques to better elicit the main policy
alternatives.2s

The general case for a more systematic devil's
advocate role is much the same as the case for
genuine debate and open discussion. The locus
classicus for that argument is John Stuart Mill's
1859 essay On Liberty. If little is known on a ques-
tion, then real debate and the “clash of adverse
opinions” are some of the best engines of discov-
ery. If "partial truths” are known, then debate is
necessary to ferret out a clearer picture and to
better adapt theories to new and different contexts.
Mill argued that even in cases of settled opinions,
debate and discussion serve to disturb the “deep
slumber of a decided opinion,” so that it might be
held more as a rational conviction than as an ar-
ticle of faith.

So essential is this discipline to a real under-
standing of moral and human subjects, that if
opponents of all important truths do not exist,
it is indispensable to imagine them, and sup-
ply them with the strongest arguments which
the most skillful devil's advocate can conjure
up.?

Intellectual liberty and tolerance is fundamental to
the heritage of the Reformation and Enlighten-
ment. Free discussion and debate fueled by the
collision of opposing opinions is the best security
against error. These principles of philosophical
liberalism were first hammered out in the battle for
religious {reedom. Jefferson asked that his tomb-
stone record that he was the author of the Virgin-
ia’'s 1779 Bill for Establishing Religious Freedom,
as well as an author of the U.S. Constitution and
the founder of the University of Virginia.

The Open Learning Model

What is wrong with espousing the best practices
from successtful development as well as promoting
the underlying guiding principles? Should interna-
tional development organizations be agnostic on
the questions of development and treat all opin-
ions as having equal weight? To approach these
questions, it is useful to consider the methodology
of science. Science as a loosely structured interna-
tional open learning organization is hardly agnos-

tic in any given area. All opinions are not given
equal weight. Certain theories are the received or
current theories in a field. The difference from a
church lies in the methodology used to sustain or
overturn the hypotheses. In mathematics, proof,
not authority, is the basis for theorems. In the em-
pirical sciences, hypotheses are developed on the
basis of intellectual coherence and factual cues,
and are then openly subjected to experiments that
can be verified and reproduced.

The methodology of science shows, at least in
general terms, how an open learning model of o
knowledge-based development institution might
operate. The important thing to teach a client is not
the truth but the active learning methodology to
find and corroborate or disprove truths (i.e., hy-
potheses and theories). For instance, if a knowl-
edge-based development organization wants to
promote one best method of reforming or changing
certain institutions {e.g., the best model of fighting
corruption or the best form of privatization), then it
should be willing to share the source of that knowl-
edge. This would help to promote some experi-
ments in the country or company to corroborate
such a hypothesis or to validate a local adaptation,
and to encourage horizontal cross-learning from
similar experiments documented in the organiza-
tion’s knowledge management system. This would
occur before the reform is accepted as a blueprint
for the country or company as a whole. The mes-
sage to policy-makers is:

¢ To the best of our accumulated experience,
which we deem to call knowledge, these case
studies describe what works best in situations
like yours.

» Why don’t you study these principles together
with their corroboration to date (best practice
success stories).

¢ You might also contact the people who designed
these reforms and set up horizontal learning pro-
grams with the best practice cases.

e Finally, you might maintain and promote an ex-
perimental attitude to see what actually works
in your own case.

To impose a model without this local learning pro-
cess would be to short-circuit and bypass the ac-
tive learning capability of the local policy-makers,
to substitute authority in its place, and thus to
perpetuate the passivity of tutelage.
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