
 

I

pro gentibus sapientia 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Managing 
and retaining 
knowledge 
workers in 
a hyper- 
competitive 
era 

 
 
 

david n abdulai 
PRESIDENT AND CEO:  AFRICA  GRADUATE 
SCHOOL OF MANAGEMENT AND 
LEADERSHIP 

 
ABSTRACT: Managing and  retaining 
knowledge workers are of utmost importance 
in today’s organisations.  Not only do today’s 
knowledge workers offer these  organisations 
the  requisite competitive advantage  in  the 
marketplace, they provide the intellectual 
property that forms the “intangible assets” of 
these organisations. Unfortunately, most 
organisations today continue to manage  their 
knowledge workers in the traditional way – as 
“employees.”  This is putting  them  at a great 
disadvantage. If organisations today are going 
to benefit from their knowledge workers, they 
have to start treating them like a scarce 
resource, as volunteers and as different from 
your  traditional   workforce. Above all,  they 
must  encourage  their  knowledge workers to 
engage in lifelong learning. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

n a speech at Harvard University in 1943,  Winston Churchill, the erudite former British Prime Minister, once said that 

“the  empires  of the future will be the empires  of the mind”.  This author  believes  that  such “empires  of the mind”  will 

be controlled by “knowledge  workers.”  But who are these knowledge  workers? Why are they important  for the survival 

and competitiveness of organisations today, and how are they to be managed  and retained in organisations? 

It was the late Peter Drucker, a renowned management  academic, who coined the term “knowledge workers”. 

He defined them as “people who use their heads more than their brawn to produce and add value to the production 

process”. Frances Horibe in her book, Managing Knowledge Workers, adds that these knowledge workers add value 

to the production process through their “ideas,  analyses,  judgement,  syntheses  and  designs.”  This author regards 

knowledge workers as the cornerstone of any successful organisation  today – and, indeed, all organisations wanting 

to survive in this hyper-competitive  era. This is because  knowledge  workers are the source of the intellectual property 

which constitutes the “intangible assets”  that account for more than half of the market capitalisation of most public 

companies,  particularly in America. For example,  the intangible  assets  value of most companies  on the Standard  and 

Poors 500,  according to a study by Accenture, shows that these values have shot up from 20%  to 70%  since 1980, 

and could be much higher today. 

This tells us that no organisation (or even countries) can any longer take their knowledge workers for granted. That 

is why we are seeing numerous companies, particularly in the developed world, doing whatever they can to retain their 

knowledge workers. The same  is the case for countries in the developed  world that are changing  their laws to offer work 

permits and green cards to attract knowledge workers from developing countries. 

Characteristics of knowledge workers 

Knowledge workers are mostly a highly educated  lot who are experienced – and, in most cases, specialised – in what 

they do.  For example,  they may  work in the  medical  field, but  they might  specialise  in cardiology, physiotherapy, 

gynaecology or paediatrics, to mention just a few. They are also a highly mobile group of people,  as the means  of 

production is knowledge which they own – and this is highly portable. 

Another important  characteristic of knowledge workers is that they do not believe in hierarchy. Knowledge work does 

not care about the gender, age, race, religion or physical strength of a person. What is more important is what is in your 

head and what value you can add to the organisation. In that aspect, it is a true equaliser. 

Knowledge workers also enjoy lifelong learning.  They know that  it is only knowledge  that  has increasing  returns  and 

that they need to continue adding to their store of knowledge to make them competitive throughout their lifetime. Finally, 

they take extreme pride in their performance. 
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What we can glean from these characteristics is that knowledge workers are different from the “traditional”  workforce, 

where the worker serves the system. When they are no longer of use to the system, they are retrenched, downsized or 

rightsized. In the case of a knowledge workforce, the system must serve the worker because  they hold an intangible 

resource that  the organisation  wants: knowledge. Another difference is that  in the knowledge era,  an  organisation’s 

knowledge  workforce should not be regarded  as its “labour”,  but as its “capital”. 

Finally, because knowledge workers today own the means of production which is knowledge, they can be regarded 

as the “new capitalist”  and  in some organisations,  they collectively own the means  of production. 

What do knowledge workers expect? 

It is important to understand  that knowledge workers do not see themselves as subordinates to those who hire them for 

their services. Rather, they see themselves  as  equals  with owners of the organisations  they work for. That might be 

unsettling for those in leadership of organisations who still cling to the past. But if these leaders and their organisations 

wish to survive and prosper, they must accept this new phenomenon. 

Knowledge workers also believe that even though they are employed in an organisation, the organisation needs them 

more than they need employment. Hence they tend to see themselves as “professionals” rather than as “employees” and 

want the organisation to treat them as such, since they are aware that their organisations need the tacit knowledge in 

their heads  to be competitive. Knowledge workers also expect organisations  to respect their expertise and support them in 

its application and its further development. Finally, knowledge workers want some influence in decisions that determine 

where and how their expertise is applied  to specific innovation  initiatives and overall business strategy. 

One of the most important challenges facing organisations today is the ability to change the tacit knowledge in the 

heads  of their knowledge workers into explicit knowledge.  This is because  tacit knowledge is highly personal  and  an 

intangible  resource. Thus, it is difficult to approach  it from the view of separating  the knower from the known, the subject 

from the object. Managing  knowledge workers, then, will entail the ability to get them to share their knowledge for the 

benefit  of the  organisation  or business.  This requires treating  knowledge workers like a  key scarce resource. In the 

production process, key scarce resources – be they land; labour or capital – are treated  with care. Knowledge workers in 

this aspect are regarded as knowledge capital. 

Another way to manage  knowledge workers is to treat  them  as “volunteers”.  It is also important  to give them 

challenging responsibilities, as well as making demands  on them and holding them accountable to those demands. 

Furthermore, they must be given stretched goals which they can be proud of achieving. 

It is important to place knowledge workers in positions that make them productive – that is, in positions that are 

going  to effectively use their specialised  skills. Give them some freedom to develop their own standards and ensure that 

they are rewarded  and recognised  for their achievements. Also, make  sure that  they are continuously  trained  and  educated. 

That is why most big business organisations around the world have set-up corporate universities and are sending their 

knowledge workers to numerous continuous learning programmes. 

When it comes to retaining knowledge workers, your organisation must have good remuneration packages in place, 

as well as good working conditions.  The working environment  of the organisation must be nurturing and supportive of the 

continuous development of knowledge workers. Furthermore, management  must develop a highly ethical workplace and 

attitude.  Management  must also build trust between themselves and  knowledge workers, and  must motivate and 

encourage  lifelong learning amongst  knowledge workers. However, it is equally important to give them “meaning” – that 

is, a feeling that their talents and efforts are appreciated. 
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