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MOKRAINÉ OROSZ ANGÉLA 

The Model of Knowledge Management 
in the EU institutions 

”Knowledge management is getting the right information to the right people at 
the right time, and helping people create knowledge and share and act upon 
information in ways that will measurably improve the performance of an 
organization and its partners.”1 

It might sound strange to quote an American slogen in the description of a 
unique and truely European, outstandingly important official institutional 
system, but NASA is also a unique organization, that is why we could draw a 
parallel, but it is not the aim of the present essay. The quotation I came across 
and put here could very well have been said by a well-managed company even in 
Europe and also assumes that the basics of the different disciplines, namely 
knowledge management in our case, are similar in different sectors and different 
places. 

The present essay is aimed to draw a model of knowledge management in 
the official institutions of the European Union as I see it, giving a short, general 
description, mainly based on policies and documentation of the European 
Parliament and also on interviews with managers in the European Parliament and 
the European Commission. After giving some theoretical background written by 
scholars, the different elements of the knowledge management model in the EU 
will be looked at. I would like to show how knowledge management is handled 
and organised as I experienced it during my two-month stay in Brussels, while 
working on my research in the European Parliament and also visiting some other 
EU official institutions. 

As an introduction, let us see why Knowledge Management is so important, 
even critical to the official institutions of the European Union. 
– It is a unique institutional system in the sense that it is both politically and 

economically defines the future way of Europe. 
– The work of the institutions are constantly challenged to be wiewed by EU 

citizens, the public. The people have to be informed according to reality. 
– The employees are very carefully selected and chosen on the basis of their 

competencies, they have to be well qualified according to the position. 

                                                        
1 http://www.km.nasa.gov/home/index.html)  
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– The multilingual, multicultural and multinational environment is also out-
standing to work at on an everyday basis. Cooperation should work very 
well. 

– The employees of the several organizations of the complex institutional sys-
tem continually have to share their knowledge and work together for the 
good of the EU citizens. The system has to be very well-organized and the 
information change has to be ensured to the best extent possible. 

– They continually have to adopt to the frequent changes of the environment. 
– Their critical knowledge – theoretical knowledge and practical work experi-

ence- has to be kept and retained for future generations. 
Before going into the description of knowledge management in the EU, let 

us have a look at the term knowledge. According to one type of categorization, 
knowledge can be tacit knowledge and explicit knowledge. Tacit knowledge is 
an internalized knowledge by a person, he or she may not even be aware of, and 
it cannot be gained consciously. The other category is explicit knowledge which 
is externalized, a person is aware of it and can easily communicate it to others.2 
Researchers thought that this categorization was too simple, so Nonaka found 
out a model, which connected the two together, namely in a cycle. In this model 
we can well see how implicit knowledge becomes explicit and ”explicit 
knowledge is re-internalized into implicit knowledge.” through different 
progresses, like communicating, learning by practice, combining new knowledge 
and creating new things. This model is called the ”knowledge spiral”.3 

 

 

Figure 1: The Knowledge Spiral as described by Nonaka & Takeuchi.4 
What does the term ”knowledge management” cover? 

                                                        
2 Alavi, Maryam; Leidner, Dorothy E. (2001). "Review: Knowledge Management and 
Knowledge Management Systems: Conceptual Foundations and Research Issues". MIS 
Quarterly 25 (1): 107–136.  
3 Nonaka, Ikujiro; Takeuchi, Hirotaka (1995). The knowledge creating company: how 
Japanese companies create the dynamics of innovation. New York: Oxford University Press. 
p. 284. ISBN 978-0-19-509269-1. 
4 
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=File_talk:Knowledge_spiral.svg&action=edit&redlink=1  

http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=File_talk:Knowledge_spiral.svg&action=edit&redlink=1
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In the definition of the HR portal, knowledge management means the 
possession of cognitive knowledge and in a given case the capability of 
interpretation.5 

According to a definition in the wikipedia, knowledge mangement is the sum 
of aspirations to raise the intellectual capital of an institution. It is the basic way 
of establishing, retaining, sharing and using knowledge capital. Its aim is to 
assure a framework for a community for the exploitation and utilization of their 
intellectual property the most economically.6 Knowledge management is not 
only using the theoretical and practical knowledge an organization has and not 
just collecting and sharing information, but it right starts when the people are 
employed to work for the organization. The selection of new employees has to 
be executed according to the needs of the organism, the continual improvement 
of knowledge of both the employees and the organization has to be ensured, as 
well as sharing individual and team knowledge with others, so the institutional 
Knowledge Base has to be constantly being built. 

Based on my experience, documentation and the interviews with managers, 
the following model of knowledge management is outlined: 

 

Figure 2 : Model of Knowledge Management 

                                                        
5 http://www.hrportal.hu/index.phtml?page=feature&id= 31552 
6 http://hu.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tud ásmenedzsment 
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The above figure includes the framework of the present essay, the main issue 
in the centre and its essential elements in the squares around it. This model could 
well show the built-up of the knowledge management system in the EU 
institutions. 

The central term ”Knowledge Management” has already been introduced, 
collecting different definitions defined by several experts in different sources. 
Knowledge management is such a complex issue, that it has to be approached 
from several aspects in order to be able to show its content. It has different basic 
elements without which a successful knowledge management system cannot 
work. These important parts are included in the outer squares of the above 
Figure, I would like to go into some detail regarding them in the following. 

Competency-based selection of new employees 
The term Competence (or competency) has different meanings and it has been 
described from different aspects. 

The term competence is described by many scholars as a complex of 
professional knowledge, practical skills and behaviour which are used together 
in order to improve performance. It is often defined as the basic requirements of 
employees in different organisms. Others think it is a quality or state when one 
is well-qualified so that he or she has the ability to fulfil a special position with 
special tasks. There are unique competencies, like management skills – decision 
making, negotiation skills, intelligence, influence on others, etc. - which cannot 
be missing in case one becomes a leader of a team or an organization. 

Competencies are needed and shown in unexpected situations or in a new 
context, and the reactions always depend on the person’s skills, if he or she is 
able to react according to the situation. It can be gained through experience and 
can be improved to the extent of the person’s adaptability. 

The European Personnel Selection Office (EPSO from now on) is 
responsible for the recruitment competitions, the well-known French 
terminology for that is concours. The European Union’s Personnel Selection and 
Recruitment Process is a very well-organized systematical procedure with 
deadlines to keep seriously and preparations to do thoroughly. The latest, 
transparent version of selection and recruitment system was introduced in 2010. 
Several systems were working previously, but they were always being improved 
according to the experiences. Several improvements and changes were outlined 
and reinforced in an analysis, which was performed by the European Ombuds-
man and the European Court of Auditors in 2008.7 One of the key elements was 
to ensure transparency by giving detailed information to people who would like 
to work in the European Union, showing what special features the examination 
they have to pass has, and what ways there are to apply for a job in an institution 
of the European Union. Another important issue that they expected from the 

                                                        
7 Baneth András: The Ultimate EU Test Book, EPSO Administrator edition 2012. 
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different institutions was to do strategic planning regarding human resources, so 
the different directorates of the different institutions had to forecast and plan the 
need for their staff three years in advance, so that EPSO can start the selection 
procedure accordingly, they would have enough time for the procedure and 
successful candidates would not have to stay on the waiting list for too long. 

The most important change which basically changed the tasks, the contents 
of the exams and the whole aspect of the examination procedure was the shift 
from focusing on knowledge to focusing on competencies. They created a 
framework with competencies they thought to be important to have for an EU 
official. In the old examinations the theoretical and lexical knowledge about the 
EU and the work of the EU institutions were chequed, and also the candidates’ 
experiences in bureaus. Instead, they thought that in the cases of both 
administrators and assistants, the ability to adapt new challenges are more 
important. Working in these institutions are very challenging, new problems 
occur continuously (e.g.: European Parliament), and they have to be creative and 
professionally well-prepared to be able to solve them. Although there are types 
of organisms where there is much routine work as well (e.g.: European 
Commision), but they have a really heavy workload continually, so it is a very 
hard and serious work. 

If we take the previously described categorization of knowledge, the old 
selection system was based on testing explicit knowledge, whereas the new one 
focuses on tacit, implicit knowledge of the candidates at the examinations. 

According to EPSO8, the following core competences are examined on the 
basis of which candidates are selected and recruited. These competences are 
chequed regardless of the type of position they apply for, because they think 
these competencies are basic and all are needed, to different extent though, in all 
the positions. Some other competencies are also examined in case of specific 
jobs, in the later phases of the examination procedure. I do not intend to go into 
detail regarding the different types of tasks and different phases of the concours, 
only the concept is focussed on. 

 

Core competency Description 
Analysis and Problem Solving Ability to identify critical facts of important issues 

and to work out a creative solution 
Communicating Ability to communicate clearly and accurately 
Delivering Quality and Results The inner need for taking responsibility and 

initiative for work to high quality 
Learning and Development Ability to improve personal and develop 

institutional skills and knowledge 
Prioritizing and Organizing Ability to prioritise tasks and to work flexibly and 

efficiently  
Resilience Ability to handle workload, stress and adapt to the 

changing environment 

                                                        
8 http://europa.eu/epso/selection_proced/selection/index_en.htm#chapter2  
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Working with others Ability to cooperate with others in team, across 
organizations and respect people 

Leadership Ability to improve, motivate and have an effect on 
people to achieve results  

Table 1: Core competences of EPSO’s selection and recruitment process9 
The system was worked out very thoroughly by psychologists and human 

resource experts, a special method ensures the criteria system to be met and the 
candidates evaluated objectively. 

Continual training and development of employees 
Training and development (T&D) comprises three different activities, that are 
education, training and development. Experts say that T&D encompasses three 
separate but interrelated activities. 

Education is an activity which prepares for the job(s) that a person might 
apply for or would like to get in the future. 

Training is an activity which is aimed to improve the skills needed in the job 
the person currently has. 

Development is an activity which focuses on the activities of the 
organization and the employees have to be improved at, so as to be able to do 
well in the future.10 

In the case of working employees the latter two can be talked about. Training 
is accomplished to improve the employees’ professional knowledge, skills and 
competencies, thus their capability and performance are improved to be prepared 
to meet the requirements of the company, which aim is continuous development 
and growth. Only if training is provided for employees throughout working life, 
since technologies, methods always change, can the continuous growth and 
development be ensured. 

The European Parliament places special emphasis not only on taking on 
well-prepared people to work for the institution, but also on improving their 
employees’ skills and knowledge by different kinds of trainings, courses of 
different length, they regularly need to take part in them. There are several 
intensive language courses, for example, organised by the institution especially 
for their employees according to their needs. Several languages –especially the 
ones needed for work- are taught, usually in the beginning of the summer, when 
the workload is not so heavy. All the different courses and trainings can be 
chosen by the employees, or their manager suggests which one to take. 
Employees are very satisfied with the choice and the level as well, which has a 
very good effect on employees’ loyalty and commitment towards their employer 
and workplace. Taking regular training courses not only improves professional 
                                                        
9 Baneth András: The Ultimate EU Test Book, EPSO Administrator edition 2012, page 18 
10 Thomas N. Garavan, Pat Costine, and Noreen Heraty (1995). "Training and Development: 
Concepts, Attitudes, and Issues". Training and Development in Ireland. Cengage Learning 
EMEA.  
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competence, but also strengthens self-confidence, improves working capacity 
and stamina. 

Promotion and carreer planning policy 
The European Parliament worked out a very well-built promotion system. It 
basically relies on a yearly implemented performance evaluation system, where 
each employee’s working performance is evaluated by his or her manager giving 
a written arithmetic and verbal report, points are given to the employees and a 
textual evaluation as well. The aim of the latest Promotion and Carreer Planning 
Policy is to ensure the carreers of staff members develop smoothly, and to give 
the possibility to a high number of employees to have a faster carreer path, 
depending on their working performance. 

The basic principles of the carreer progression are the following11: 
– Carreer progression depends on merit. Merit determines the speed and rate of 

an employee’s carreer advancement. Merit is defined as a dynamic concept, 
it covers not only carrying out tasks in line with the job description, but also 
making efforts all the time. In the evaluation, merits are taken account of, 
namely level of responsibility, completion of project work or special tasks, 
successful coordination with other departments, use of different languages in 
the course of working, taking on additional tasks and responsibilities, behav-
iour with colleagues. All the listed requirements make employees to work 
hard, not to stay static, but they are forced to do their best if they want to be 
promoted. 

– There are grades of officials according to the level of their position and 
length of time at the EP. The average length of time in each grade is deter-
mined in the progression plan. The term average suggests that if they work 
hard, their carreer can be speeded up. Officials are required to demonstrate 
their ability to work in a third language before their first promotion, for ex-
ample. 

– A maximized total number of points (given for the merits) are given to each 
autonomous unit and there are budgetary limits as well. As the points of 
evaluation that are given is maximized within a unit, some people get above 
the average, others get under the average, some of them even get no points at 
all, depending on the merits listed above they succeeded in. 
These principles are very serious and determine the future of the employees 

for a long time. Competition among employees and better performance of 
individuals and teams are ensured by these principles, thus the organizational 
goals are ensured to be met indirectly. 

                                                        
11 Promotion and Carreer Planning Policy, Bureau Decision of July 6th 2005, 
DV/723403EN.doc; PE339.512/BUR/rerv2; European Parliament 
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Mobility Among Departments 
As it can be seen in the description of the Selection and Recruitment, the 
candidates are taking a very difficult, complex exam. After getting on the list of 
successful examinees, they can apply for jobs that are advertised for EU 
institutions. The requirements are clearly set out in the advertisments one can get 
access to on the internet easily. After working in the position which the 
candidate gained, it might turn out that he or she would achieve much better in 
another position. The employee might find it out himself or the manager can 
help to realize the so-far-unknown competencies and hidden skills of the 
employee. There is a possibility for officials and other staff members to apply 
for other positions within the department, in another departments or even for one 
within the EU. The individual might realise himself the need for change or the 
manager may draw the employee’s attention for other opportunities. Once one 
gets a job in an EU institution, it is much easier to move from one department to 
the other or from one institution to another than getting a job for an outside 
candidate in any institution of the EU. The change can have a positive effect on 
the performance of both the employee and the department(s), and so for that of 
the institution. 

The knowledge the carefully selected employees brought with themselves 
and the knowledge they collected while working an EU institution should be 
utilized to the best extent possible, that is why it is important that managers are 
aware of that knowledge. 

Now, as a summary of the above written thoughts and experience, on the 
basis of the model in Figure 2, let me rewrite the NASA definition of 
Knowledge Management, which includes the essential elements of the model, 
rephrased in short as careful selection, thorough training, motivating promotion 
and conscious mobility. 

Knowledge Management is 
−  getting the right people, 
−  help them improve their and create new knowledge, 
−  motivate them by evaluating their work according to merits and 
−  help them find the right place where they can do their best, 

for the development of the organization. 
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