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Abstract: The growing shortage of skilled social workers, accompanied by an ageing population
and the increasing number of fragile, elderly individuals that require social services, poses a
serious challenge for our society. The magnitude of this problem is seen in the various predictions
hypothesizing that, globally, there is likely to be a shortfall of millions of social workers for the
successful provision of social services. To make matters worse, there are not enough social work
students to fill that void, whereas the existing employee turnover is another serious concern for the
social work field. Policy makers in many countries do not yet understand the pattern of growing
needs and have no tool to forecast the future increase in educational requirements for creating a pool
of adequately skilled social workers. In addition to this, understanding the patterns of workforce
entrance and exit for social workers and the dynamics of transition becomes important for national
policy and decision makers. In our paper, we build on current research about knowledge management
in social work settings to demonstrate that knowledge management can have a positive impact
in helping to fulfil the important role of social work in any ageing society. With our research, we
contribute to the underdeveloped literature about knowledge management in the public sector and
especially in social work settings and to the knowledge-based view of the organization. We present a
multiple decrement model of social workers’ entrance and transition from social work student and
social worker trainee to fully productive social worker, to their exit, whether by changed profession,
retirement or death. We argue that the availability of social workers in a national economy depends
on the development and operationalization of appropriate policies, where knowledge management
can be influential. Our model allows measuring the quality of the national policy system related to
the social work profession, something which has not been achieved yet, and shows how knowledge
management solutions can positively influence the whole field of social work. We apply an objective
measuring tool, grounded in an already developed actuarial–mathematical method. Our case relies
on the collection and analysis of relevant data found in publicly available statistical reports for
Slovenia. Existing data enables us to provide assumptions on how to better forecast the transition of
social workers.

Keywords: knowledge management; social work; sustainable development of social work; social
work centers; multiple decrement model

1. Introduction

Social sustainability can be defined as a process for creating sustainable, successful environments
that promote wellbeing, by understanding what people need from the places where they live and
work [1]. Moreover, social sustainability combines design of the physical realm with design of the social
world, namely infrastructure to support social and cultural life, social amenities, systems for citizen
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engagement and space for people and places to evolve [2]. The social dimension of sustainability has
gained rather inadequate attention and recognition in previous studies, considering that this aspect is
typically difficult to define and operationalize [3,4]. Consequently, most of the previous initiatives
have primarily focused on the economic and environmental aspects of sustainable development, while
overlooking the social dimension of sustainability [5,6]. Social sustainability, however, is integral
to the quality of a human system, as it fosters lasting conditions for human wellbeing, particularly
for the most vulnerable individuals or groups [3,7], including the elderly. Mutual development of
knowledge management and social sustainability could potentially enhance the overall performance
levels of social work organizations. Moreover, if knowledge management initiatives are properly
implemented, they may positively influence the sustainability of the entire social system in any ageing
society. Additionally, we argue that the sustainability of any social system is not only a problem
of public finances but that it is also about ensuring an adequate number of skilled social workers.
Currently, we are dealing with a decrease in the availability of social workers, while at the same time,
the requirement of social services for the elderly is constantly growing. Therefore, we must determine
whether we have enough social workers available for the sustainable provision of wellbeing for service
users in social work. Such initiatives may also positively influence the sustainability of public finances,
following possible efficiency improvements [8].

Knowledge and the way it is managed has been with humankind since the beginning of time [9].
Nowadays, in the knowledge economy, an organization’s ability to manage knowledge effectively is
increasingly more crucial [10]. Similarly, authors [11] believe that knowledge management can equip
employees with real time information so that they can react appropriately and make decisions that
will allow them to successfully fulfil organizational goals. Previous research already established four
basic knowledge management process stages, namely creating knowledge, storing and retrieving
knowledge, transferring knowledge and implementing knowledge [12]. Knowledge creation typically
involves tapping the tacit and, in most cases, highly subjective, insights, informal skills and practice (or
know-how) of individual employees in ways that an organization can act on [13]. For organizations, it
is also important to appropriately arrange and store their knowledge, as it enables them quicker and
easier access and distribution of knowledge within the organization [14]. Furthermore, knowledge
transfer is another integral part of knowledge management, as it enables organizations to absorb and
appropriately use knowledge of paramount importance for their functioning and follows the key goal
of turning knowledge into organizational assets and resources [15]. Among the resources examined,
an organization’s knowledge or intellectual assets are generally considered the most critical for its
long-term successful functioning [16]. Knowledge implementation is the final stage of the knowledge
management process that creates real value for the organization by making knowledge active and
relevant [17]. In addition, management support can be perceived as the degree to which management
understands the importance of knowledge management and the extent to which it participates in its
implementation and activities [18]. Additionally, the support and active participation of managers
could significantly influence the positive outcomes of knowledge management in organizations [19].
From the perspective of organizations, it is particularly important to determine the effectiveness of
knowledge management and its overall contribution to organizational performance. As knowledge is
an intangible strategic asset of an organization, its measurement possesses a serious challenge [20].
However, [21] argues that it is possible to measure the effectiveness of knowledge management with
changes in soft measures such as enhanced communication, enhanced collaboration, enhanced learning
and enhanced performance. Moreover, improvements in the aforementioned aspects could result also
in improved service quality.

Knowledge management has captured the attention of researchers in the knowledge-based
economy [22], with interest in this academic and practice-oriented discipline witnessing a significant
rise in recent years [23–25]. There is also a need nowadays to gain additional insight into how
knowledge management is evolving within the context of public sector organizations [26], including
social work organizations. Researchers have argued that the adaptation and implementation of
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knowledge management practices can be beneficial [27] in any type of organization, whether private
or public [28], and can play an important role [29] in improving the wellbeing of services users and the
quality of services and programs offered to them [30,31]. However, few studies focus on knowledge
management initiatives in the public sector, especially in comparison to the private sector [32,33].
The scattered and limited understanding of knowledge management in the context of the public
sector [32,34] is a major challenge for organizations, as knowledge becomes more and more a critical
resource for their functioning [35]. However, it is also important to acknowledge that dominant
discussions related to knowledge management in general are not adapted to fit the context of the public
sector and social work [36]. Therefore, we must consider that public sector organizations function in a
unique context that differs significantly from the private sector. Simply implementing private sector
knowledge management tools and models that worked well in that environment might prove to be
counterproductive in the context of the public sector [26], and more so in social work. Another specific
related to social work is that in general employees are more reluctant to embrace “quantocentric”
cultures and approaches [37]. Moreover, there is growing discontent among social work professionals
as the levels of formalization of social work practice increase [38]. Consequently, what is needed for
the successful implementation of knowledge management in the public sector is the development of a
research area that has been largely unexplored [27]. Public sector organizations and their employees
must also acknowledge these challenges when discussing knowledge management initiatives, as the
need and significance of knowledge management for the public sector are now overwhelming [39].
Moreover, researchers [39] believe that the only question that remains for public organizations is not if
but how can they benefit the most from knowledge management initiatives.

Social work is considered as particularly important because it closely follows its mission to enhance
human wellbeing and help meet the basic needs of all people, with particular attention to the needs and
empowerment of people who are vulnerable, oppressed, and living in poverty [40]. Its commitment to
support and help people makes social work different from many other professions [41], and authors [40]
believe that it has an important role to play in any ageing society. In our research, we opted to focus on
Slovenian social work centers that are and have been the basic institutions, which through measures
and services for social security, cover the predominant part of social protection on the national level.
Their founder is the state, and the central role as the coordinators of social protection and welfare
services devolves upon them [42]. Currently, there are approximately 1250 employees in Slovenian
social work centers [43]. Slovenia is similar to other countries experiencing a shortage of skilled social
workers [44]. Due to the existing shortage, guaranteeing the supply of an adequate workforce that
is engaged in practice and for educating future social workers is one of the core challenges for all
societies. Such shortages should also raise an important concern for national policy and decision
makers. We argue that similar to the case of nursing staff shortages [45], specific models for workforce
forecasting with regard to social workers will be gaining in importance and recognition. Effective
forecasting models help managers and policy and decision makers to predict possible shortages or
excesses of workforce and its consequences for organizational activities such as planning of activities
and annual budgets [45]. Actual data from 2015 show that the European Union had the second highest
old-age dependency ratio (29.2%) after Japan (42.7%). The old-age dependency ratio is expected to rise
in the European Union by 25 percentage points by 2070, reaching 54.2% [46]. As such, this ratio is
going to have a significant impact on the future functioning of our ageing society. Population ageing
accompanied by the decrease in births and increasing life expectancy over the last century has already
had a strong influence on the changes in the global age structure [47]. The number of people over 60
will grow from 901 million in 2015 to 1.4 billion in 2030 [48]. In addition to this, for example in Slovenia,
there will be 31.5% of persons aged 65 years or more in 2060, in comparison to the 20.4% in 2020 [49].
As the population ages and lives longer, the need for social services increases. Long-term care will
become even more important and will require an additional number of skilled social workers [50].

Therefore, we believe it is of crucial importance to develop a better understanding of knowledge
management in general in the particular context of the public sector, including social work organizations.



www.manaraa.com

Sustainability 2019, 11, 6374 4 of 20

Moreover, appropriately implementing knowledge management in practice through the more
systematic and effective capture, dissemination, transfer and implementation of knowledge in the
context of the public sector, including social work services, is perceived as important due to its impact
on influencing public policies [51], improving the wellbeing of social services users and the quality
of services and programs [30,31], as well as ensuring an adequate number of skilled social workers.
Knowledge management in the context of social work is intended to add value to services by increasing
wellbeing, societal effectiveness and general welfare [52,53], and is not solely focused on generating
profit and competitive advantages, as is typically the case in the private sector [34]. Moreover, due
to various objective barriers such as time and energy, many of the social work knowledge nowadays
remains hidden in organizations [54]. While discussing knowledge management in the context of
social work can be very important, it can also be explained with the fact that often the ability of
such organizations to achieve their goals is in close correlation to the experience and skills of their
employee [55]. Moreover, reference [56] argues that access to knowledge, and the skills of employees to
use knowledge effectively, importantly influences realizing the benefits to individuals and their lives,
which is something that social organizations primarily aim to achieve. Therefore, a knowledgeable,
highly skilled and competent workforce is the integral component when discussing transformation
of outcomes for services users. Especially the role of knowledge, which empowers employees with
resources, skills and the ability to seek and share knowledge, as well as implement it in practice as an
integral part of their everyday tasks and learning activities. Nowadays, social work organizations
can already be labelled as knowledge intensive organizations, as they are reliant on the knowledge of
their employees so that they can provide services, rather than relying on their physical capital [57].
Therefore, in our paper, we consider knowledge management as the ability of social workers to be
able to better utilize their existing resources for achieving the wellbeing of service users. Knowledge
management can additionally positively influence the job satisfaction of individual employees [58],
which raises motivation levels of individuals [59] and mitigates their turnover intentions [60]. As such,
we argue that it can foster the sustainable development of the social dimension of sustainability and
social work, which is of paramount importance in ageing societies. However, it is also important
to acknowledge the existing conditions of social work such as high staff turnover, lack of training
and education, and lack of preparation for additional tasks as they can all hamper the successful
functioning of social work organizations and proper implementation of knowledge management [61].

Despite knowledge management being of paramount importance, though, the academic research
of knowledge management in the public sector is still in its nascent stage [39]. Knowledge and
understanding about knowledge management in social work in particular is scarce [62,63]. Furthermore,
authors [26] argue that the public sector research on knowledge management is clearly fragmented,
typically being dominated by unrelated research in the education and research sectors. This highlights
an important challenge related to knowledge management research in the public sector, as it provokes
researchers to tackle the topic also in other public sector fields and organizations such as social work
centers in our research. Additionally, authors [26] posit, that researchers have so far neglected fields
that would possibly have the largest impact on the society as a whole, including the sustainable
development of social work.

In addition to this, we believe that examining the relationship between knowledge management
and the availability of social workers is important, given that this aspect has been neglected in previous
studies. In our paper, we present a multiple decrement model of social workers’ entrance and transition
from social work student and social worker trainee to fully productive social worker, to their exit,
whether by changed profession, retirement or death. We are also following the proposition advanced
by [26], of continuing the evolution of public sector knowledge management and tackling existing
research needs to provide insight to other practitioners, academics and national policy and decision
makers. We conduct our initial quantitative analysis about existing knowledge management practices
on data of 98 employees in Slovenian social work centers, obtained through online questionnaires and
in-person contact. We include social work centers as according to [43], a modern, professional and
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effective system of social care is needed in order to appropriately address the increasingly demanding
and complex needs of services users. Moreover, as indicated by [64] the successful resolution of the
needs of services users nowadays requires broader knowledge from different fields and [65] argues that
the role of knowledge and knowledge management in the whole process can be particularly important.
In addition, authors [55] believe that knowledge management is continuously spreading beyond its
original private sector focus and is creating links to other disciplines such as social work that were hard
to imagine at the beginning of knowledge management. Moreover, as indicated by [66] in the context
of Slovenia public sector managers and employees lack sufficient skills and knowledge in (knowledge)
management topics. As social work is an important part of the public sector, this gap in knowledge is
also present social work. We therefore argue that the potential of knowledge management in social
work is high as it is a field that is nowadays underdeveloped and underutilized in practice in social
work. We first estimate the extent and effectiveness of existing knowledge management practices using
descriptive statistics in the SPSS software (version 24.0). To test the reliability of our measurement
instruments, we analyze the Cronbach’s α of all nine constructs. Later, the impact of knowledge
management on the sustainable development of social work is analyzed using a multiple decrement
model. In determining special cases of a multistate transition model, we follow the examples of [67–69].

The primary goal of our study is to contribute to the underdeveloped literature about knowledge
management in the public sector [26] and especially in social work settings [62,63]. The intent of our
paper is to partially fill this gap with a theoretical analysis followed by an empirical examination
that links knowledge management and social work by considering the positive effects of knowledge
management on the availability of skilled social workers. In this way, we would respond to certain
shortfalls in the existing research and contribute to the theoretical advancement of the field [39].
In addition to this, our paper also continues with the tradition of [70], who started exploring how
professional caregivers can organize in more effective ways, in particular how can they share (or
transfer) and implement knowledge in order to deliver high-quality services and ensure wellbeing for
their users. This new focus on knowledge management in social work setting is extremely promising
as an area of exploration in the context of the broader public sector [71]. By particularly focusing
on social work organizations, our paper extends previous studies on knowledge management in the
public sector as they were typically exploring the education and research sectors [26]. Additionally, in
line with the knowledge-based view of the organization [72–74], our study recognizes the important
role of knowledge in social work centers as potentially the primary source influencing their functioning.
A paradigm shift towards a knowledge-based view of the organization is also suggested by some social
work researchers [75,76]. We also aim to contribute the previously neglected aspect of sustainable
development, the social dimension of sustainability [5,6]. Empirically, our research will provide
support to social work centers in their evaluation of existing knowledge management practice and
will potentially emphasize the importance of implementing such initiatives in the future. Moreover,
the results of our study are intended to promote the necessity of sustainable development of social
work among policy and decision makers who matter, at the national level. Our quantitative approach
provides a methodological foundation, as the majority of previous works exploring managerial
topics in social work organizations have relied on qualitative approaches, being mainly case studies
and interviews [17]. As such, our quantitative paper follows the example of [77] in promoting
methodological diversity in the social work field, considering that the scope of social work research is
indeed broad and multidisciplinary.

2. Materials and Methods

Primary data from respondents were collected from May 2018 to January 2019. We opted for
an adapted online and in-person questionnaire, which was filled out by social work managers and
social work employees in Slovenian social work centers with approximately 1250 employees [43].
Our sample frame consists of e-mail contacts of employed individuals available to the Social Chamber
of Slovenia and the subsequent personal contacts developed with individual respondents.
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We established numerous personal relationships with managers and employees in social work
centers and sent several reminders to respondents to fill out our questionnaire in order to tackle the
issue of non-response bias. Researchers [78,79] define that common method bias could potentially result
from artefactual covariance between independent and dependent variables, where one respondent
answers all measures, similar to single source data collected through questionnaires, as is also the case
in our study. To counteract the negative aspects of common method bias, we enabled the respondents
to remain anonymous at all times and encouraged them to provide answers as honestly as possible. 98
respondents completed the whole questionnaire. We edited and analyzed the data in the SPSS software
(version 24.0). The response rate in our study is 7.9%. The largest proportion of respondents work in
an organization with 26 to 50 employees (33.3%) and in an organization with 50 or more employees
(33.3%). More than two thirds of respondents (71.3%) are aged from 30 to 49 years. 80.2% are women,
which is consistent with the observation of authors [80], that social work is predominantly a female
profession. 64.5% of respondents have successfully acquired level 7 of education as explained in the
Decree on the introduction and use of the classification system of education and training in Slovenia.
78.7% have been employed in their present organizations for at least 6 years.

For individual constructs, which measured the extent and effectiveness of knowledge management
in social work centers, we select measurement instruments that are in the scientific environment:
(1) well established: developed and/or used by some of the key authors of the examined topics; (2)
frequently used: scientific papers that consider the development of measurement instruments are
often cited; (3) up to date: the relevant measurement instruments are also used in the latest research.
We measure management responsibility with 7 items. Statements intended to measure the opinion
of respondents regarding management responsibility and were focused on whether an organization
has a specific manager dedicated to knowledge management, the level of management support for
knowledge management and the existing incentive structure. We measure knowledge creation with 2
items that were exploring the creation of new ideas in a social work center and its subsequent critical
evaluation. Similarly, we measure knowledge storage and retrieval with 2 items. We examine how
knowledge is stored and retrieved with a particular focus on whether social work centers have standard
procedures and databases. 5 items were used to measure knowledge transfer in organizations with
emphasis on whether they have readily available knowledge for transfer and gaining insight about
individual employees that possess specific knowledge. To measure knowledge implementation, we
used 6 items in order to analyze how knowledge implementation impacts organizational performance
and to gain an understanding whether the newly gained knowledge is actually used in their daily
practice. We measure enhanced collaboration through 3 items. The items were intended to focus
on improved collaboration and improved team work. We utilize 2 items to measure enhanced
communication. The items were designed to gain insight into the existing communication structure.
Similarly, we measure enhanced learning with 7 items. We examine how this influences the ability to
improve innovativeness, learning, competences and experience. To measure enhanced performance,
we used 4 items in order to analyze how it impacts improved processes, enables better decision making
and contributes towards an overall better functioning organization in a very general manner.

The application of life table techniques to the study of labor force status and mobility was first
suggested by [81]. Such a life table can be constructed for a fixed group of people who share a
membership-defining event (the cohort) [82], such as members of a defined profession, in our case
social workers. Similarly, multistate work-life expectancy models have been used in studies by several
authors [82–87], especially focusing on occupational health or pension models. Authors [82] argue that
work-life and related expectancies are conceptually the same as health expectancies, both being an
expected occupation time, with the difference being that the former occur in the context of labor force
activity rather than in health statistics. Therefore, as our focus is on examining the availability of social
workers and their entrance into and exit from the profession, we rely on using multiple decrement
models, as explained below.



www.manaraa.com

Sustainability 2019, 11, 6374 7 of 20

Multiple decrement models that represent a special case of multistate transition models were
already developed by [67–69]. For successful forecasting of employment productivity states into which
social workers can be organized, we will further develop the model for forecasting the entrance and
exit to and from the social work profession. The basic model allows us to forecast the number of
social workers entering and exiting the profession in each age cohort and derives the probabilities
of transition at various ages on the national level, based on a demographic multiple decrement
model [88,89]. The model will enable long term projections of available social workers in different
states of productivity. The model will also enable an understanding of the patterns of social workers
that enter and exit the workforce and how different policies can influence the dynamics of the existing
workforce of social workers at different age cohorts. The increase in number of social workers due
to novel policy tools and potential effects of knowledge management has not been included in the
model yet. Social workers can move among various states such as social work student, social worker
trainee, fully productive social worker, to exit by changing profession, by retirement or in the event of
death (see Figure 1). Multiple decrement models are currently being used in disability insurance [88].
In our research, they will be extended as a tool for human resource management and for forecasting
the entrance and exit of social workers. In multiple decrement models that have m different states for
social workers, there are m + 1 states for transition from one state to another.
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Figure 1. Transitions to and from employment for social workers. Legend: SWS—social work student;
SWT—social worker trainee; FPSW—fully productive social worker; CPE—changed profession exit;
RE—retirement exit; DE—death exit; significant transitions for policy and decision makers are marked
with green arrows.

We denote the initial state where the individual is a social work student as state 0 and transition,
which models social workers in state of type j, by the line of the graph from this child node to the state
(node) j, j = 1, 2, . . . , m. The model should describe the probabilities of transition from state 0 to state
j ∈ SW (where SW is a set of different types of social workers) or, in general, from the child node to
node j at various time points. All paths to j determine the dynamics of human resource management
(state of type j) or different types of social worker exit (by changed profession, retirement or death).
In a multiple decrement setup, transition between any two states, from i to j, i > j = 1, 2, . . . , m is not
possible (directed graph). Let us consider a social worker aged x denoted by (x). We denote the future
work period of the social work that they will do in a current state (type of employment) i ∈ SW by
Ti(x). Therefore, x + Ti(x) will be the age when the social worker exits the current state i and enters a
new state, j ∈ SW. The future work period in the category of type i, Ti(x), is a random variable with
probability distribution function.

Gi (t) = Pr (Ti ≤ t), t ≥ 0 (1)
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The function Gi(t) represents the probability that the social worker will exit the profession due to
different reasons, such as death, retirement or a change in profession (state type of j) within t years, for
any fixed t. We assume that Gi(t), the probability distribution of Ti is known. We also assume that Gi(t)
is continuous and has probability density gi(t) = Gi’(t). Data for Gi(t) should be available from the
national statistics office. As such, we describe:

gi (t) dt = Pr (t < Ti < t + dt, i ∈ SW) (2)

where Equation (2) describes the probability that the social worker will transfer from state of type I in
the infinitesimal time interval from t to t + dt. Therefore, the probability that a social worker x years
old in state of employment i will transfer into a state of employment j within t years is denoted by the t
qx (i,j). Consequently, we have a known relationship:

t qx (i,j) = G(i,j:t) (3)

t px (i) = 1 − G(i,j:t) (4)

which denotes the probability that a x years old social worker will remain in his or her current state at
least for t years.

The graph starts at the initial state i = SWS (social work student). We can observe all possible
paths from SWS through some of the identified child nodes j∈SW, which enable different exits from
states. Namely such exits from the social workers’ workforce include the possibility of employment in
other professions, retirement or death.

Forecasting future distribution of social workers S according to the type of state based on current
distribution of social workers among different types of states and matrix of transitions among different
types of states for social workers x years old in multiple decrement model (i→j; i ∈ SW, j ∈ SW) will be
described by transition equations:

Sx+1, τ+1 = Sx, τPx,τ =

[S(0)
x S(1)

x S(2)
x S(3)

x S(4)
x S(5)

x ]t



p(0)x q(0,1)
x q(0,2)

x q(0,3)
x q(0,4)

x q(0,5)
x

0 p(1)x q(1,2)
x q(1,3)

x q(1,4)
x q(1,5)

x

0 0 p(2)x q(2,3)
x q(2,4)

x q(2,5)
x

0 0 0 p(3)x q(3,4)
x q(3,5)

x

0 0 0 0 p(4)x q(4,5)
x


t

= [S(0)
x+1S(1)

x+1S(2)
x+1S(3)

x+1S(4)
x+1S(5)

x+1]t+1

(5)

Appropriately implementing knowledge management activities can influence the quality of human
resource management and thus also the intensity of transitions. The details of the transitions will be
modelled as a directed graph. By observing all possible paths from the initial state through transition
types of states in different states (transition nodes in the graph), based on national demographic
statistics, one can calculate the projected labor supply of different categories. Knowledge management
solutions will be needed for such transitions that also remain subjects of further research. Our model
will be further developed in the future, based on the theoretical foundations of [68].

3. Empirical Results

3.1. Extent and Effectiveness of Knowledge Management in Social Work Centers

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for all nine constructs analyzed in our paper that are related
to the extent and effectiveness of knowledge management in social work centers.

From the results in Table 1, we can see a moderate mean value for the construct of knowledge
transfer (3.51). The mean values for the other four constructs that measure the extent of knowledge
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management in social work centers show low or at best moderate values. The mean values are:
management responsibility (2.77), knowledge implementation (2.81), knowledge creation (2.87),
knowledge storage and retrieval (2.94). Our part of the research that focused on the effectiveness of
knowledge management in social work centers had a necessary condition. Respondents had to declare
that their respective organization formally or informally engages in knowledge management activities.
Consequently, this might influence the potential favorable opinions towards the effectiveness of their
existing knowledge management efforts. Nevertheless, we found only moderate mean values for all
four measured constructs that measure the effectiveness of knowledge management in social work
centers. The mean values are as follows: enhanced communication (3.43), enhanced performance (3.50),
enhanced collaboration (3.60), improved learning (3.63). The mean values indicate that the activity
levels of knowledge management in the practice of social work centers are at best moderate. Similarly,
the mean values also suggest that knowledge management is in practice only moderately effective.

Table 1. Mean values, standard deviation and Cronbach’s α for all measured constructs.

Variable Mean SD Cronbach’s α

1. Management responsibility 2.77 0.97 0.90
2. Knowledge creation 2.87 1.10 0.84

3. Knowledge storage and retrieval 2.94 1.15 0.87
4. Knowledge transfer 3.51 0.86 0.82

5. Knowledge implementation 2.81 0.96 0.91
6. Enhanced collaboration 3.63 0.55 0.90

7. Enhanced communication 3.59 0.47 0.62
8. Enhanced learning 3.58 0.61 0.86

9. Enhanced performance 3.42 0.45 0.42

3.2. Case Study of Slovenian Female Social Workers

As mentioned in previous paragraphs, appropriately implementing knowledge management
can influence the intensity of transitions between different states. Moreover, it can positively impact
the perceived job satisfaction among individuals [58], that consequently improves the motivation of
individuals [59] and reduces their turnover intentions [60]. Therefore, we present the hypothesized
impact of knowledge management on the transitions using a sample of Slovenian social workers.
As the population of social workers employed in social work centers is too small, we additionally
focus on the whole sector of social work. Our assumption is that the transitions will be similar in the
social work sector as a whole and in individual social work centers. The number of employees in
social work in Slovenia in 2017 was 19,373 [90], of which 1250 are employed in social work centers [43].
We present the age structure in 5-year age cohorts in Table 2:

Table 2. Employees in social work 2017.

Ages Total 15–19 20–24 25–29 30–34 35–39 40–44 45–49 50–54 55–59 60–64 65+

Social workers 19,373 107 937 1596 2157 2443 2826 3050 3447 2298 492 20

Data source: [90].

The transition matrix could be written based on demographic data and employment tables for
different occupation groups for the year 2017, which were collected at the state level by [90]. As social
work is predominantly a female dominated profession [80], we focused on female social workers aged
45 years old. The structure of female social workers aged 45 years old who are distinguished due to
their different category is represented by the vector Sx, being the sum of net transitions of cohort:

S2017
45 =

[
S(0)45 S(1)45 S(2)45 S(3)45 S(4)45 S(5)45

]
2017

= [0 0 546 0 0] (6)
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P2017
45 =



p(0)45 q(0,1)
x45 q(0,2)

45 q(0,3)
45 q(0,4)

45 q(0,5)
45

0 p(1)45 q(1,2)
x45 q(1,3)

45 q(1,4)
45 q(1,5)

45
0 0 p(2)45 q(2,3)

45 q(2,4)
45 q(2,5)

45
0 0 0 p(3)45 q(3,4)

45 q(3,5)
45

0 0 0 0 p(4)45 q(4,5)
45


2017

(7)

=


0 0.98 0 0.10 0 0.01
0 0 0.97 0.02 0 0.01
0 0 0.92 0.05 0.02 0.01
0 0 0 0.97 0.02 0.01
0 0 0 0 0.99 0.01


(8)

Given the allocation of female social workers by category and the studied cohort in the following
year (when they are x + 1 years old), we can calculate:

S2018
46 = S2017

45 P2017
45 = [S(0)

46 S(1)
46 S(2)

46 S(3)
46 S(4)

46 S(5)
46 ]2018 (9)

In Table 3, we present the forecast of the availability of female social workers aged 45 in 2017
up to the studied year 2032, when they will be 60 years old. Additionally, in Table 3, we include the
hypothesized improvements due to knowledge management activities implemented in social work
organizations. The forecast is based on a multiple decrement model.

Table 3. Female Social Workers aged 45 in 2017 to aged 60 in 2032.

Original Improved

Year Age SWS SWT FPSW CPE RE DE SWS SWT FPSW CPE RE DE

2017 45 0 0 546.00 0 0 0 0 0 546.00 0 0 0
2018 46 0 0 502.32 27.30 10.92 5.46 0 0 524.16 10.92 5.46 5.46
2019 47 0 0 462.13 51.60 21.40 10.86 0 0 503.19 21.08 10.87 10.86
2020 48 0 0 425.16 73.16 31.46 16.22 0 0 483.07 30.51 16.21 16.22
2021 49 0 0 391.15 92.22 41.12 21.51 0 0 463.74 39.25 21.48 21.51
2022 50 0 0 359.86 109.01 50.37 26.76 0 0 445.19 47.35 26.69 26.76
2023 51 0 0 331.07 123.73 59.25 31.95 0 0 427.39 54.83 31.83 31.95
2024 52 0 0 304.58 136.57 67.75 37.09 0 0 410.29 61.74 36.88 37.09
2025 53 0 0 280.22 147.71 75.89 42.18 0 0 393.88 68.09 41.85 42.18
2026 54 0 0 257.80 157.29 83.69 47.22 0 0 378.12 73.93 46.73 47.22
2027 45 0 0 546.00 0 0 0 0 0 363.00 79.27 51.52 52.20
2028 46 0 0 502.32 27.30 10.92 5.46 0 0 348.48 84.15 56.22 57.15
2029 47 0 0 462.13 51.60 21.40 10.86 0 0 334.54 88.60 60.83 62.03
2030 48 0 0 425.16 73.16 31.46 16.22 0 0 321.16 92.63 65.34 66.87
2031 49 0 0 391.15 92.22 41.12 21.51 0 0 308.31 96.27 69.75 71.66
2032 50 0 0 359.86 109.01 50.37 26.76 0 0 295.97 99.55 74.06 76.41

Data source: [90], own calculations.

Table 4 provides a summary of the important hypothesized improvements due to knowledge
management activities implemented in social work organizations.

Table 4. Difference in female Social Workers aged 45 in 2017 to aged 60 in 2032.

Difference

Year Age FPSW CPE RE

2017 45 0 0 0
2018 46 21.84 −16.38 −5.46
2019 47 41.06 −30.52 −10.53
2020 48 57.91 −42.65 −15.25
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Table 4. Cont.

Difference

Year Age FPSW CPE RE

2021 49 72.59 −52.97 −19.64
2022 50 85.33 −61.66 −23.68
2023 51 96.32 −68.90 −27.42
2024 52 105.71 −74.83 −30.87
2025 53 113.66 −79.62 −34.04
2026 54 120.32 −83.36 −36.96
2027 45 125.82 −86.19 −39.64
2028 46 130.28 −88.20 −42.08
2029 47 133.79 −89.50 −44.30
2030 48 136.47 −90.16 −46.31
2031 49 138.40 −90.27 −48.14
2032 50 139.65 −89.89 −49.78

Data source: [90], own calculations.

4. Discussion

Nowadays, there is an imperative to seek sustainable development in all dimensions, including
the social dimension [91]. Moreover, as [92] emphasizes, in a socially sustainable society individuals
do not have to tackle any structural obstacles related to many aspects of their functioning, including
health and social services. In addition to this, social workers already recognize social sustainability,
as it deals with individual health and wellbeing, nutrition, shelter, education and cultural needs [93].
Sustainability themes also have multiple implications for social work in general, such as social resilience
to future economic and ecological shocks [94]. The extent and effectiveness of knowledge management
in general indicate that knowledge management practices are less developed in social work centers in
comparison to other fields and organizations, especially in the context of the private sector.

4.1. Theoretical Implications

The concept of knowledge management is novel and remains largely unexplored and underutilized
in the public sector [27]. Furthermore, knowledge management is especially neglected as a research
topic in the field of social work [17,62,63]. Similarly, the aspect of social sustainability has gained
inadequate attention and recognition in previous studies [3,4]. In this paper we make four important
theoretical contributions to this area.

Our first theoretical contribution to the literature of knowledge management research is applying
and testing components of knowledge management to the public sector. In our study, we present
a theoretical explanation and empirical validation of how knowledge management can positively
influence the availability of skilled social workers. Previous studies suggested that knowledge
management initiatives could help organizations to impact public policies through the more systematic
and effective capture, dissemination, transfer and implementation of knowledge [51], and in this
manner improve the quality of existing services and programs [31]. However, those studies did not
explore the relationship between knowledge management and the availability of skilled social workers
that we focus on in our research. Thus, our study presents a relevant contribution to the literature as we
show how knowledge management can have the potential to influence the availability of skilled social
workers and how this could potentially influence the ability of organizations to achieve their goals.

Our second theoretical contribution to the literature involves the knowledge-based view of the
organization [72–74]. With our study we aim to draw attention to the importance of knowledge
management in social work by establishing the primary components that underlie its functioning.
Our research orientation is supported by social work researchers that propose a shift towards the
knowledge-based view of social work organizations [75,76]. We aimed to conceptualize and empirically
validate how knowledge and knowledge management can help social work organizations to deliver
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higher quality services. In line with the recommendations of [26], we go beyond the typical framework
of knowledge management research in the public sector.

With our third theoretical contribution we devote attention to the previously neglected aspect
of sustainable development, the social dimension of sustainability [5,6]. With our fourth theoretical
contribution we respond to the need to include more methodological diversity in the scope of social
work research [77]. By applying quantitative research methods to a sample of Slovenian social
work organizations we add to previous research. The usage of such methods is also important
to enhance the ability of social work organizations to understand and effectively respond to their
existing challenges [95]. In our study, we focus on a sample of managers and employees working in
Slovenian social work centers and measure their individual perceptions of different topics related to
knowledge management.

4.2. Practical Implications

We used the results of our research to propose a number of relevant practical recommendations
especially for managers and also for employees in social work organizations. Although their primary
goal is not to create profit, we do believe they could still benefit from our suggestions. Social work
organizations indeed have the responsibility to deliver high-quality services to their users and contribute
to the wellbeing of society as a whole [55]. Individuals employed in such organizations have become
increasingly more aware that like other organizations functioning in the context of the public sector they
must respond to the growing complex demands of their users, while being exposed to a diminishing
amount of resources available. Consequently, they are considering making internal improvements in
order to maximize their available resources [96]. We believe, that our model provides clear reasoning
for how improvements related to knowledge management activities could benefit the social work field.

We argue that there is a potential of knowledge management in influencing public policies [30]
by advancing informed debate and decision making [97]. Moreover, it can impact the sustainable
development of social work by enhancing the wellbeing of service users by improving the quality
of services and programs [30,31]. Typically, bureaucratic organizations can exploit knowledge
management advantages by empowering employees that are able to create knowledge networks and
more efficiently organize their work in teams [98]. People employed in social work tend to have both
communication competencies and team work skills that are both helpful in successful knowledge
management initiatives. In addition, knowledge management could help ensure the appropriate
number of skilled social workers in social work organizations by motivating social workers [59],
enhancing their job satisfaction levels [58] and reducing their turnover intention [60].

Moreover, based on the results of our study, which indicate that knowledge management is
underdeveloped in social work centers, we propose improvements in at least four areas that were
examined to determine the current levels of knowledge management. Managers who are directly
responsible for knowledge management in an organization can enhance the possibility of achieving the
desired goals of improved wellbeing of service users, through knowledge management [99]. Therefore,
social work centers could reconsider the possibility of a manager that is at least part-time responsible
for all knowledge management related activities in an organization as in the majority of cases such
a manager is nowadays absent. Management support is fundamental to the success of knowledge
management initiatives [100]. We particularly advise managers to actively support and engage in
creating and maintaining a supportive workplace environment where employees are motivated to apply
and implement knowledge in their work [101]. A clearly defined incentive structure [62,102] typically
encourages employees to participate in knowledge management activities. Therefore, social work
centers could change their human resource management practices towards more knowledge-based
compensation. Such a practice would encourage employees to engage in knowledge-intensive activities
through incentive systems that recognize their involvement in knowledge processes. Organizations
could potentially function better if they base their incentive system on such knowledge activities [103].
Moreover, such an incentive system could make the profession more desirable for potential students.
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As our population is ageing, it is also extremely important to engage more young people to choose
the social work profession and enter the educational process. Similarly, important to the success
of knowledge management is clear and active communication of expectations and benefits related
to knowledge management [62]. Therefore, we would encourage delivering strong messages from
management [104]. The mere existence of ideas and knowledge is not enough to improve the
functioning of social work centers. Consequently, social work centers should strive to continuously
critically evaluate new ideas [105,106], apply new knowledge in practice [107,108] and be aware that the
sole existence of knowledge is not enough [12,109]. Information communication technologies directly
support knowledge management practices [110]. It would be beneficial for Slovenian social work
centers to solve the ongoing challenges regarding information communication technologies [103,111]
that are changing their existing working patterns.

Furthermore, we propose improvements in all four topics wherein we aimed to gain insight
about the existing effectiveness of knowledge management. As mentioned, informed [97] and
improved [112,113] decision making is a prerequisite of influencing public policies. Social work
managers should provide guidelines for their subordinates on how to question existing knowledge
patterns, how to creatively think about innovative solutions and analyze their applicability and how
to utilize this new knowledge in organizational decision-making processes. Also mentioned above,
organizing work in teams could prove to be more efficient in practice [98]. Therefore, we encourage
social work centers to promote the importance and positive effect of team work to their employees [114].
On the basis of existing literature, we argue that readily available knowledge makes employees
more aware of who knows what in their organization [115–117]. We encourage organizations to
enhance their efforts in making knowledge readily available to every single employee. Utilizing new
knowledge, additional skills and experience can positively influence the functioning of social work
centers [118,119]. Therefore, it would be beneficial for organizations to encourage managers and
employees to continuously acquire new knowledge, additional skills and experience and focus on
constantly improving learning at the individual, group and organizational level [120]. The end goal of
knowledge management activities should be to help social work centers achieve excellence in their
daily routines [17,121]. We argue that they should engage and provide support for any activity or
initiative that can potentially improve the quality of their overall performance [92,112], measured by
the wellbeing of social services users. To conclude, we believe it is the responsibility of managers to
consider which aspects of knowledge management are most effective in practice, and what role these
practices might have on stimulating higher levels of organizational performance.

Considering that the case study of Slovenian female social workers actually shows that the existing
patterns of entrance and exit of social workers will decrease the availability of social workers despite
the increasing need for staffing, it is of paramount importance to endorse efforts that acknowledge
the importance of understanding workforce entrance and exit in the social work profession on a
national level in order to provide the required number of well-trained social workers who will provide
wellbeing for a growing number of service users in an ageing society. Efforts to maintain or improve
the availability of social workers should focus also on the quality of knowledge management activities,
as this can contribute towards maintaining fully productive social workers and mitigate any intention
among them to change their profession or retire early. Knowledge management measures are typically
related to the four already established knowledge management process stages, namely knowledge
creation, knowledge storage and retrieval, knowledge transfer and knowledge implementation [11,12]
and management support. They would result in improvements in use of the societal resources available
to social workers through the so-called soft measures such as enhanced collaboration, enhanced
communication, enhanced learning, and indirectly in enhanced performance [21]. As is evident from
Table 4, we argue that in the event of successful knowledge management implementation, more female
social workers would remain fully productive for a longer period, and they would be less motivated to
change their profession due to various reasons, while also staying longer as active participants on the
labor market.
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4.3. Limitations and Future Research Directions

Despite newly gained insight into knowledge management in the context of social work
organizations, our paper is not without limitations. The first limitation is related to our sample
frame. Due to the implementation of the GDPR act, our scope for respondents was limited. The second
limitation relates to generalizability. We cannot confirm our findings across the whole field of social
work, as we included only a proportion of managers and employees employed in social work centers.
Third, the transition matrix is only hypothesized based on moderate estimates of how knowledge
management would potentially influence the patterns of entrance and exit from the workforce of
social workers.

Future research should aim to include more social work organizations, with the aim to draw final
conclusions related to the field. It would also be extremely beneficial to compare our results to other
European countries. Moreover, our results show that public data regarding workforce entrance and exit
in general, and specifically for social workers, should be maintained and regularly published, to afford
researchers better access to data regarding workforce availability. As the whole topic of knowledge
management is novel and unexplored in social work, it offers several potential opportunities for future
exploration for both researchers and practitioners in social work. We would especially urge follow-up
studies face-to-face open-ended interviews to gain additional understanding about specific topics that
are related to the extent and effectiveness of knowledge management in social work. Such methods
would enable researchers to overcome issues related to interpreting the results of questionnaires that
only use Likert scale ranges.

5. Conclusions

Our results are highly relevant and discuss the important potential impact of knowledge
management on the social work profession due to the fact that: (1) there is an imperative to focus on
the social dimension of sustainability as it is integral to the quality of a human system, (2) the existing
supply of social workers is not sufficient to provide wellbeing for the growing elderly population, (3) at
the moment, involvement in knowledge management activities in social work is not extensive enough
to positively influence the functioning of social work organizations that are and will be responsible for
taking care of our ageing population. Along with the sustainable development of social work, this
represents the possible future path towards satisfying the ever-growing demand for social services. (4)
The model we have developed allows better understanding of patterns in the social work profession
regarding workforce entrance and exit and can be utilized by: (1) social work organizations that employ
social workers, to increase their understanding regarding the social workers’ demographics and the
potential impact of knowledge management on policies and other improvements; (2) social workers’
unions, i.e., with regard to negotiating processes that deal with the existing shortage of social workers;
as well as (3) policy and decision makers, when discussing and developing future policies covering this
important topic of our ageing society. In the long term, the results of our study regarding knowledge
management can make an important contribution in providing support to ensure appropriate social
services to our ageing society. Therefore, our contribution is also indirectly towards the sustainability
of our society as a whole. To conclude, we believe that while addressing the challenge of ensuring the
wellbeing of service users it is also important to acknowledge the institutional framework, as it can
potentially act as a major constraint. A thorough reflection on the existing legislation and the way
services are currently being provided is necessary. We believe that knowledge management could
contribute to improving the existing state of affairs to some degree, however, it cannot yet move social
work beyond the challenges related to its institutional framework.
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27. Špaček, D. Knowledge management in public administration—What can be found in research outputs in
the Czech Republic—Preliminary findings. In Proceedings of the 20th International Conference on Current
Trends in Public Sector Research, Brno, Czech Republic, 21–22 January 2016.

28. Arora, E. Knowledge Management in Public Sector. J. Arts Sci. Commer. 2011, 2, 165–171.
29. Wiig, K. Knowledge management in public administration. J. Knowl. Manag. 2002, 6, 224–239. [CrossRef]
30. Hardina, D. Ten characteristics of empowerment-oriented social service organizations. Adm. Soc. Work 2005,

29, 23–42. [CrossRef]
31. Ukil, M.I. The impact of Employee Empowerment on Employee Satisfaction and Service Quality: Empirical

Evidence from Financial Enteprizes in Bangladesh. Business 2016, 17, 178–189. [CrossRef]
32. Oluikpe, P. Developing a corporate knowledge management strategy. J. Knowl. Manag. 2012, 16, 862–878.

[CrossRef]
33. Ringel-Bickelmaier, C.; Ringel, M. Knowledge management in international organisations. J. Knowl. Manag.

2010, 14, 524–539. [CrossRef]
34. Cong, X.; Pandya, K.V. Issues of knowledge management in the public sector. Electron. J. Knowl. Manag.

2003, 1, 25–33.
35. Willem, A.; Buelens, M. Knowledge sharing in public sector organizations: The effect of organizational

characteristics on interdepartmental knowledge sharing. J. Public Adm. Res. Theory 2007, 17, 581–606.
[CrossRef]

36. Leung, Z.C.S. Knowledge Management in Social Work: Towards a Conceptual Framework. J. Technol. Hum.
Serv. 2007, 25, 181–198. [CrossRef]

37. McCoyd, J.L.M.; Johnson, Y.M.; Munch, S.; LaSala, M. Quantocentric culture: Ramifications for social work
education. Soc. Work Educ. 2009, 28, 811–827. [CrossRef]

38. Broadhurst, K.; Hall, C.; White, S.; Pithouse, A. Risk, instrumentalism and the humane project in social work:
Identifying the informal logics of risk management in children’s statutory services. Br. J. Soc. Work 2010, 40,
352–370. [CrossRef]

39. Al Ahbabi, S.; Singh, S.K.; Balasubramian, S.; Singh Gaur, S. Employee perception of impact of knowledge
management processes on public sector performance. J. Knowl. Manag. 2019, 23, 351–373. [CrossRef]

40. Hartnett, H.P.; Tabone, J.K.; Orlsene, L. Aging at Work: The Importance of Understanding Accommodation
in Social Work Practice. J. Sociol. Soc. Work 2019, 7, 36–43. [CrossRef]

41. Hall, N. Social work through an indigenous lens: Reflections on the state of our profession. In Social Work:
Making a World of Difference: Social Work Around the World IV in the Year of IFSW’s 50th Jubilee; IFSW: Berne,
Switzerland; FAFO: Oslo, Norway, 2006.
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