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Current trends, whilst important to observe, by no 

means define a universal destiny for all countries. It is 

evident from the benchmark study that the 

information society is on the tipping-point – 

knowledge is becoming as ubiquitous as data and 

information has become today. It is unsafe to follow 

an existing policy, even good policy, because there is 

no universal destiny for all countries; rather build a 

unified and convergent strategy that takes into 

account the country’s own strengthens and 

weaknesses and seeks to exploit the synergistic 

combinatorial effects of many sectors working 

together in harmony to achieve growth and well-being 

for all citizens. Though far from a universal destination 

for all countries; the zenith of current holistic thinking 

is best portrayed by South Korea, it represents the 

ultimate target to emulate (not to copy) and exceed. 
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Most countries are seeking to position themselves in the predicted future global knowledge 
economy. Are they going about it the (same) right way? Are they all trying to win the same race? 
If so surely the majority of countries will be disappointed since only few countries will be in the 
top of ranking.  Below, I will try to answer these questions and point countries towards defining 
their own Eldorado before it is too late.  

Let’s start with clarifying what is about it! 

The Information Society is often perceived as a matter of Information and Communications 
Technology ICT development and indices; it is exclusively measured through the technology 
availability and adoption in societies. However, while the development of ICTs without question 
is a core enabler for the information society and knowledge economy, the real goal is to achieve 
the outcomes that use of technology enables: fostering knowledge development, increasing 
economic growth, and enhancing social well-being. 

In general, the Information society is the new form of social existence and the post-industrial 
society. Most of the definitions and declarations (WSIS, UNESCO...) related to the Information 
Society make reference to individual and communities’ empowerment and their ability to 
achieve their potential and increase their welfare for a better quality of life. To summarize, the 
term ‘Information Society’ is mainly used to refer to a society based on the free production, 
diffusion and use of the information in order to operate its transformation and development. 

The WSIS declaration1 adds the principles of social, political, and economic justice, as well as full 
participation and capacity-building of the peoples; it highlights the objectives of sustainable 
development, democracy, and gender equality; and it evokes societies where development acts 
as a setting for fundamental human rights and is oriented to attain a more equitable distribution 
of resources. 

However, there is no consensus in the literature for defining accurately the ‘knowledge 
economy’ apart from saying that the Knowledge-based economy is the economic counterpart of 
the Information society, where the information is used as an economic resource and that global 
economy is in transition to a knowledge-based economy as a natural extension of the 
Information Society.  

The term ‘knowledge society’ (used for the first time in 1969 by the academic Peter Drucker) 
emerged toward the end of the 1990s and is particularly used as an alternative by some in 
academic circles to the ‘information society’.  The UNESCO, in particular, has adopted the term 
‘knowledge societies’, within its institutional policies. The concept of knowledge societies is more 
all-embracing and more conducive to empowerment than the concept of technology and 
connectivity, which often dominates debates on the information society. Issues of technology 
and connectivity emphasize infrastructures and governance of the network planet. They are 
clearly crucial but should not be viewed as an end in themselves. Therefore, the global 
information society is meaningful only if it favors the development of knowledge societies and 
sets itself the goal of “tending towards human development based on human rights”. 

                                                           
1
 The WSIS proposes in the Geneva Declaration of Principles: Information society refers to the society where everyone 

can create, access, utilize and share information and knowledge, enabling individuals, communities and peoples to 
achieve their full potential in promoting their sustainable development and improving their quality of life, premised on 
the purposes and principles of the Charter of the United Nations and respecting fully and upholding the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights. 
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In other words, the concept of knowledge society includes social, cultural and economic 
dimensions for the development of all, whereas the information society is more linked to 
communication and informatics technologies breakthroughs. For the UNESCO approach, what 
are fundamental are society, human being, education, science and innovation, culture and 
content, communication, and economic growth, rather than information, transmission and 
storage.  

Therefore, the knowledge economy is a particular stage of economic development, based on 
intangible assets, human capital, and activities linked to education, science and research, and 
innovation, where the wealth created is being measured as the share of these activities in the 
gross national product. In a simple and meaningful way, we may summarize: Knowledge 
economy is bringing together technology and highly skilled workers to produce goods and 
services, hence creation of welfare. 

From Information Society to Knowledge Economy 

As digital convergence brings disparate technologies together to a point where the whole is 
greater than the sum of the parts, the information society must now adjust to a new paradigm if 
it wants to create a knowledge economy. A paradigm that is itself driving disparate technology 
based socio-economic drivers, e.g. e-health, e-government, e-commerce, e-cities, etc. and the 
policies that aim to accelerate their development towards greater convergence.  

The final stage of transformation into the knowledge-based economy has to converge the 
associated policy directives onto a double target with laser like precision – focused on the Gross 
Domestic Product of the national economy as well as the social well-being of all the population. 
This will not happen by accident but by coordinated goal congruent design, unified strategy and 
convergent planning. 

In Knowledge Economy, knowledge is the key resource (as both a tool and an economic good) 
and hence must be continuously renewed and evolved. Codified knowledge can be taught and 
transferred as opposed to tacit knowledge (know-how and experience) which economic value 
comes from investing and sharing with others (colleagues and external partners if it is beneficial 
to both sides). Thus, investing in and sharing knowledge is a cornerstone of the knowledge 
economy. A major element is the influence of the new technologies on the creation of 
knowledge. Information as such is a raw data used for generating knowledge through a 
transformation and analysis process in which technology play a major role in making this 
process easier and repeatable. 

The determinants of the knowledge economy are many and complex. It is obvious that 
investment in knowledge (as per OECD definition: R&D, higher education, and IT software) is 
necessary, but not sufficient. Key other factors that need to be considered are: 

 The development of the human capital through education and long life training, skills 
and qualified labor force are the foundation of an information and knowledge society. 
Highly skilled workforce to fit the labor market requirements and be efficient and 
innovative in work. Graduates should be able to successfully compete in a globalized 
knowledge economy. 
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 Although eliminating gaps between genders is a matter of human rights and equity, it is 
also a factor of efficiency as women represent half of the potential talent base, thus the 
gender equality is also a factor of efficiency.  

 Investment in physical capital and infrastructure (particularly in telecommunications), 
are as well of high importance to the economy growth. However, the knowledge 
economy success is increasingly based on the effective utilization of intangible assets 
such as knowledge; skills, scientific findings and innovation potential are the key 
resources for competitive advantage. The private & public innovation and research 
communities must be capable to assimilate knowledge and create intellectual 
properties. 

 The role of ICT readiness is crucial to the development of knowledge society. The online 
public services and facilities availability as well as the electronic government readiness 
are major enablers for public service innovation and productivity growth.  

 The good governance (the rule of law, transparency and well-functioning, etc.), 
conducive business environment and regulatory framework efficiency are of high 
interest to investors and entrepreneurs. The Quality of legal and administrative 
framework will influence investment and entrepreneurship. Government efficiency and 
corporate ethics are critical success factors for economic growth and wealth creation. 

 The free expression (media & others) contributes to promote and improve governance, 
transparency and combat corruption.  

 Companies and entrepreneurs are looking for an adequate business environment that 
ease the access to skilled workforce and presents opportunities for public funding and 
incentives as well as promotes partnerships mechanisms with public research 
institutions to develop R&D. The business networking, market competition and labor 
market are sources of efficiency and productivity improvement. 

 

Towards Ubiquitous Knowledge Economy 

As the world (at least developed and emerging countries) move forward, greater technological 
convergence is forcing greater convergence in the strategic development, participation, 
planning and delivery of a knowledge based, technology enabled society – it further re-enforces 
the need for a unified and unifying vision to accompany advanced forms of governance, 
innovation, education and lifelong learning, healthcare, commerce, urban and rural living. A 
vision that goes beyond the simple replication of another country’s stated goal – for seamless, 
joined-up, interoperable, citizen-centric, etc. to describing rather than prescribing or 
circumscribing a new national (e-enabled) identity and aspiration for the (unique) future of our 
respective nations. 

Success will come to those countries that know how to build a holistic and comprehensive 
strategy based around a unified and unifying vision and where the collective policies represent 
the tools they will need to use to forge the future making the final outcome much greater than 
the sum of its parts – a true ‘value’ proposition for the whole of the knowledge society. 

Building a unified national vision towards the development of the knowledge economy should 
focus on what type of society; a country intends to create as well as its economic output and 
sustainability. Such vision would foster the emergence of e.g. Tunisia as a regional phenomenon 
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(Arab & Islamic worlds and African continent) e.g. the transformation of a country into a highly 
attractive place to learn, live, work and invest.  

Quality of life is probably the key index to track, but even here what counts is not what the 
world says should be the supporting pillars of that index (although this is certainly worth 
considering), but based on a modern vision of the knowledge society and its niche within the 
global knowledge economy. A detailed portrait of life in 2030 or 2040 painted by (all) the 
citizens and enabled by technology.  

It is time to move up to the next level, a true ‘socio-economic transformation’ of the economy. 
With a vision that captures the hearts and minds of the people, their aspirations and dreams, 
their heritage and culture, formed by them and owned by them, a holistic, comprehensive 
detailed implementation strategy based on this vision needs to be drawn up in collaboration 
with the maximum number of local competences from various sectors (public and private 
sectors, civil society, and individuals) through debates and exchanges to determine the key 
desired areas for the development of the knowledge economy in the country. 

This vision cannot and should not be a static view, but one that is alive with possibilities of 
changing to reflect the increasing pace of technological change and convergence and the 
broadening scope of opportunities and choices it presents within ever shorter time frames.  This 
way of strategy preparation will form the national common mission, will gain the adherence of 
different actors and experts (governmental, entrepreneurs, businesses, investors philosophers, 
researchers...) and will facilitate the policies for prioritizing and motivating citizen-centric 
implementation, thus the change will be smoother, will face less resistance and engage the 
population, increasing their awareness and their desire for change. The preparation phase 
should take into consideration the existing policies to form a global framework which can easily 
expand into specific strategies for each sector. 

Simply copying everyone else and blindly following indices is a recipe for failure. The challenge 
faced by many countries is to set the race based on its own socio-economic requirements, with 
the regional integration goal and the global competitiveness in mind. Each country has to invent 
its future rather than be a pale imitation of a prescriptive ‘one-size-fits-all’ model.  

Therefore, I strongly consider unsafe to follow an existing policy, even good policy, because 
there is no universal destiny for all countries; rather build a unified and convergent strategy that 
takes into account the country’s own strengthens and weaknesses and seeks to exploit the 
synergistic combinatorial effects of many sectors working together in harmony to achieve 
growth and well-being for all citizens. 

Though far from a universal destination for all countries; the zenith of current holistic thinking is 
best portrayed by South Korea, it represents the ultimate target to emulate (not to copy) and 
exceed. As example of such thinking, the establishment of supra-ministry of Knowledge 
Economy (MKE) to oversee the holistic planning and convergent planning required across all 
domains to reach the common goal – the knowledge based economy. 

South Korea knows something, we don’t! 

Of all the countries that I have benchmarked only one significantly sized economy – Republic of 
Korea, has firmly committed to the type of convergent policy making that promises ultimate 
success. Of the smaller countries – Singapore holds a similar philosophy.  
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That this is so, in the case of Korea, is partially due to Korea's overt commercialization and 
recognition of virtuous cycle policies and its ability to establish a unifying vision u-Korea 
(ubiquitous-Korea) that equally embraces both the public and private sectors. Singapore plays to 
a similar tune. Even so, both countries still have some way to go when it comes to defining the 
end goal in any degree of detail.  

Trailing someway behind, is the United Kingdom who, whilst recognizing the need to converge 
policy, lacks the unifying vision or commercial (economic) motivation to do so, but has made 
significant progress in its attempts at defining what the end goal might look like. Australia, too 
has undertaken bold experiments.  

Originally, the strategic shift – for Korea to become knowledge-based and globally connected 
economy, goes back to the Asian financial crisis in 1997. A Knowledge Project Team (KPT: 
cooperation between representatives of the global media and private companies) was created 
by the Maeil Business Newspaper (MBN), to cover the knowledge economy issues on a regular 
basis.  

As a result, a key report was published in 1998 “Knowledge for Action - Transforming Korea into 
a Knowledge-driven Economy”, which has contributed in emerging a broad consensus that “old 
Korean development model, focused largely on copying and reverse engineering, became 
obsolete, especially as economic importance of intangible knowledge became increasingly 
important”. Then the government started to be interested and committed, thus creating a 
special task force of 10 think-tank groups headed by the Korean Development Institute (KDI).  

In 2000, Korea launched a three-year action plan for implementing the knowledge economy 
strategy in five main areas: economic and institutional environment; education and skills; 
information infrastructure; science and technology; and digital divide. The plan was led by five 
working groups that involved 19 ministries and 17 research institutes. 

The general lessons that can be learned from the Korea path towards the information and 
knowledge society can be summarized as follows: 

 Private initiative: MBN played an important role in attracting both government and 
private attention to the knowledge economy benefits. 

 Public-Private-Partnership: strong support and commitment of the government 
combined with the high willingness of the private sector to contribute to a win-win 
strategy and without financial incentives but taking advantage of the commercial focus.  

 Role of the private sector: the strategy was designed from the top by the 
government/KDI and the bottom with the participation of the business sector that was 
the engine of the knowledge-based economy. The strategy implementation was 
monitored by the National Economic Advisory Council (at that time) which included 
private sector’s representatives. However, the civil society and individuals were not part 
neither of the design nor of the implementation of the strategy. 

 Financial engagement: in 2000 government’s budget has grown only by 4.7% while the 
budget growth for information and R&D reached approximately 13%. 
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After this remarkable transition towards the information and knowledge society, Korea shares 
its strong experience with developing economies and Korean experts participate in the World 
Bank’s Knowledge for Development (K4D) programs. Also, Korea has financed some of K4D 
projects in other countries. 

Korea’s unified-strategy (u-strategy) embraces a portfolio of goal congruent e/u-strategies. By a 
process of constant refinement, Korea is moving inexorably towards self-defining the critical 
success factors for the future u-society as a whole. The process has been a product of Korea’s 
long term-planning (typically 10 years or more), far-sightedness and holistic visioning for the 
future coupled with increasing levels of convergence in terms of its planning, technological 
perspectives/forecasts, its governance and delivery. Korea has also recognized that for such a 
journey to succeed it must constantly make tactical course corrections whilst maintaining a 
consistent strategic goal and solid end-vision.  

Korea’s convergent u-strategy for developing an information-knowledge-intelligence society 
represents the most consistent strategy of any major economy and the critical success factors 
are evident to varying degrees across its entire portfolio of e-strategies (to be more precise u-
strategies). 

By and large Korea speaks with one voice and its broad vision of a knowledge based u-economy 
appeals to Korea’s monolithic and homogeneous meritocratic society. The government’s 
recognition of the importance of promotion is reflected in the early establishment of its 
Computerization Committee under the chairmanship of the Prime Minister and the increasingly 
refined messages that it promotes – it is a class act in terms of national transformation and 
adoption. Its acceptance is no doubt predicated on its earlier success transforming Korea into an 
industrial super power. 

Korea is typical of Asian economies in that, despite frequent changes in administration, it can 
maintain a unified long term vision with laser-like focus whilst adjusting its approach to 
accommodate the latest thinking and development and do this through well established links 
between the public and private sectors. Such is the case with Korea’s acceptance of its blue 
ocean development strategy, which relentlessly drives Korea to establish its presence in virgin 
markets, lending an essential ingredient to transformation – a sense of urgency and a desire to 
win, particularly from the private sector.      

Coupled with the Korean government and private sector ambition to win within a uniquely 
Korean blue ocean global market is the Korean people’s inbred hunger for recognition and 
respect and a desire to be a regional and world leader.  Each Ministry responsible in some way 
for the success of the u-strategy, e.g. the Ministry of Education and Human Resource 
Development has expressed the need for global leadership in their respective domain. 

To achieve, this Korea has embarked on a pioneering role – where creation replaces emulation 
and enhancement (through reverse engineering) as a major shift in policy from the past. To 
foster this creativity the Korean government is rapidly learning that technology is only part of 
the equation – creative talent and tolerance conducive to attracting outside talent will be 
essential if Korea is to fill its needs for innovation, entrepreneurship and alignment with 
international markets.  

Based on a composite index (designed for this purpose), the world knowledge societies ranking 
2010 is headed by Singapore, followed by Sweden, Denmark, United States and Finland. Six 
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countries of Top-10 and half of Top-20 have a population less than 10 millions. Even though 
South Korea was ranked 19th, as per the knowledge economy index, we should not forget that 
Korea comes from far away and succeeded to be the 11th economy in the world just in 40 years 
or less. 

Korea has achieved substantial progress towards the knowledge economy since 1998, and 
needs, as many economies, additional efforts to bridge the gaps and meet the new challenges. 
Indeed, Korea requires more improvements in domains such as the government and labor 
market efficiency, the gender equality, the financial market and business sophistication, and to 
some extent the innovation. 

The benchmark study has shown that several nations of all types of cultural identity and political 
persuasions are embarked on a journey into the future and within a globalized world – a future 
that should be defined with a high degree of precision for each country. What and how would 
be the end of the journey (if indeed there is an end) for Tunisia and the Arab world, or how 
many course corrections will it take to reach a comfortable place among the nations? 

 


