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Chapter 8

Knowledge Management Projects in Practice
 When people talk about knowledge management, the conversation often develops into highly abstract and philosophical statements.

 But there is a real world of knowledge management—a world of budgets, deadlines, office politics, and organizational leadership. 

 Knowledge management projects are attempts to make practical use of knowledge, to accomplish some organizational objective through the structuring of people, technology, and knowledge content.

 In order to understand how knowledge is really being managed in companies today, we studied thirty-one different knowledge management projects in twenty different firms.  

Types of knowledge management projects:

 Knowledge management is an evolving practice.  Even the most developed and mature knowledge management projects we studied were unfinished works in progress.

 Most of their managers, however, were able to articulate specific business and knowledge management objectives, and some had already achieved some of their goals.

 The projects also shared in common three very broad types of knowledge management objectives: attempts to create knowledge repositories, attempts to improve knowledge access, and attempts to improve knowledge cultures and environment.

Knowledge repositories:

 Much of the energy in knowledge management has been spent on treating knowledge as an ‘it’, an entity separate from the people who create and use it.

 The typical goal of this type of project is to take knowledge embodied in documents—memos, reports, presentations, articles, and so forth—and put it into a repository where it can be easily stored and retrieved.  

 A somewhat less structured form of accumulated knowledge is the discussion database, in which participants record their own experiences on an issue and react to others’ comments.  

 Three basic types of knowledge repositories:

 External knowledge (example: competitive intelligence)

 Structured internal knowledge (example: research reports, product oriented marketing materials and methods

 Information internal knowledge (example: discussion databases full of know-how, sometimes referred to as “lessons learned”)

 We found no current examples of rule-based expert systems in our research, though these might also be classified as repositories of narrow knowledge domains.

 An automobile company in our study, for example, compiled an external repository of competitive-intelligence knowledge.  It encompassed analyst reports, trade journal articles, and external market research on competitors in the automobile industry.  Using a tool called GrapeVINE, the knowledge managers for this project could route information or knowledge on different topics to managers with a specified interest in that topic.  Items of particular importance should be prioritized and sent to everyone, thus making the information or knowledge in the system more accessible and useful.

 In the examples of internal knowledge repository projects, we observed the storage of both knowledge and information.  If the distinction between knowledge and information is seen as more of a continuum than a sharp dichotomy, most projects that focus on internal knowledge deal with the middle of the continuum—information that represents knowledge to certain users.  

 HP Electronic Sales Partner, a system that provides technical product information, sales presentations, sales and marketing tactics, customer account information, and anything else that might benefit field personnel in the sales process.  The leaders of this project had knowledge manager on their business cards, and although some of the content in the system felt more like information than knowledge, the HP manager tried to add value to their repository through careful categorization and pruning. 

 Finally, there is the tacit knowledge that resides within the minds of people in an organization but is not in structured, document-based form.  

 In the projects we studied, when firms wanted to extract tacit knowledge from employees for a repository, they opted for some sort of community-based electronic discussion.  For example, in the Corporate Education Division at Hewlett-Packard, a project called “trainer’s Trading Post” attempts to capture tips, tricks, insights, experiences, and observations onto a Lotus Notes database shared by all the company’s trainers and educators.

 This type of knowledge repository attempts to accelerate and broaden the traditional knowledge sharing that happens with socialization of newcomers, the generation of organizational myths and stories, and the general transmission of cultural rituals and routines.

 Knowledge access and transfer:

 Another type of project we found was predicated on (مبني على) providing access to knowledge or facilitating its transfer among individuals. 

 Where knowledge repositories aim at capturing knowledge itself, knowledge access projects focus on the possessors and prospective users of knowledge. 

 These types of projects acknowledge that finding the person with the knowledge one needs, and then successfully transferring it from one person to another, can be a daunting process.  

 If the metaphor of a library is useful for conceptualizing knowledge repository projects, then that of a Knowledge Yellow Pages might best symbolize the purpose of knowledge access projects.  
 Knowledge access projects vary in their technological orientation.  For example, we came across several instances of companies who were building and managing expert networks (or, to use one of our own terms, maps of knowledge sources).
 Teltech Resource Network Corporation provides a technical expert referral service by maintaining a comprehensive database of external technical experts.  Teltech provides these referrals to engineers, researchers, and scientists in companies who have an occasional need for expert knowledge.  The company motivates experts to participate in the network by paying them to answer client questions after being contacted through the database.  

Knowledge environment:

 The last type of project attempts to establish an environment conducive to knowledge management.

 Within this category we saw examples of projects intended to measure or improve the value of knowledge capital, 

 efforts to build awareness and cultural receptivity, 

 initiatives attempting to change behavior as it relates to knowledge, 

 and attempts to improve the knowledge management process.

 Some firms we studied were making concerted attempts to treat knowledge as an asset just as real as any other that appears on its balance sheet.  

 Skandia undertakes an internal audit of the company’s intellectual capital every year and issues a report to stockholders and the investment community.  One goal of this analysis is to persuade investors of the value of Skandia’s knowledge capital. 

 Other firms focus on managing the value of the asset more than measuring it.

 Several firms have adopted higher-level and less focused efforts to change the general organizational attitude toward knowledge.  

 At a direct-marketing firm we surveyed, the goal of knowledge management efforts is to increase awareness and re-use the knowledge embedded in client relationships.  The firm appointed a chief knowledge officer who had no staff; he worked though the education and exhortation نصح  of others. 

 Some companies make knowledge-related employee behavior a specific target of their projects.  

 A large consulting firm, for example, revamped its performance appraisal system to include contributions to the firm’s knowledge base as an important part of compensation decision. 

 The firm was making significant inroads toward changing employee perceptions of their jobs—encouraging consultants to think of themselves as creators and distributors of management knowledge. 

 Some companies concentrate on the processes for creating, sharing, and using knowledge.  At a simple level, a process orientation means developing methods of measuring of the speed, cost, impact, and customer satisfaction of the knowledge management activities. 

 Teltech, for example, calls each customer after a referral to assess the quality of the expert and expertise.  

 We also observed process improvement and reengineering being applied directly to knowledge management in some projects.  

 These approaches involved describing—at least at a high level—the desired steps in the process of knowledge management.

Projects with multiple characteristics:

 Almost all the projects we studied were combinations of different types of projects. 

 The consulting firm we researched adopted almost all of the project types described above, including:

 Development of an expert network

 Development of internal document repositories

 Efforts to create new knowledge

 Development of “lessons learned” know2ledge bases

 A high-level description of the knowledge management process

 The use of evaluation and compensation systems to change behavior.

 One drawback to their approach is that the absence of clear demarcations of project types may cause measurement problems.  The fuzziness of project objectives also defines easy quantification.  

Success in Knowledge Management Projects:

 Growth in the resources attached to the project, including staffing and budgets

 Growth in the volume of knowledge content and usage, for example: the number of documents or accesses for repositories or participants for discussion database projects.

 The likelihood that the project will be sustaining beyond a particular individual or two, that is, the project is an organizational initiative, not an individual project.

 Comfort throughout the organization with the concepts of ‘knowledge’ and knowledge management.

 Some evidence of financial return.

 In evaluating these projects we observed two degrees of success.  

 The most impressive type involved the fundamental transformation of a company.

 This is quite rare—just three cases—and debatable even in the firms where we felt it was present.

 The other type of success involved operational improvement limited to a bounded process or function.

 Managers intended knowledge management projects to bring about specific improvements in new product development, customer support, education and training, software development, patent management, and many other functions and processes.

 This was the primary form of success we found, but it is difficult to speculate how improvement in these relatively narrow areas might translate into broader organizational success.

Factors Leading to Knowledge Project Success:

 Nine factors were common throughout the successful projects.  

 A knowledge-oriented culture

 Technical and organizational infrastructure

 Senior management support

 A link to economics or industry value

 A modicum of process orientation 

 Clarity of vision and language

 Nontrivial motivational aids

 Some level of knowledge structure

 Multiple channels for knowledge transfer

Knowledge-Oriented Culture:

 A positive orientation to knowledge: employees are bright and intellectually curious, are welling and free to explore, and their knowledge-creating activities are given credence by executives.

 The absence of knowledge inhibitors in the culture: people are not resentful of the company and do not fear that sharing knowledge will cost them their jobs.

 The knowledge management project type fits the culture.

 In our view, the most important factor in establishing a positive knowledge culture is the type of people that a firm attracts and hires.  Employees who sought and applied knowledge in school and in early jobs will probably continue to do so.

 Unfortunately, the US educational system does not turn out a high proportion of such knowledge oriented employees. 
Technical and Organizational Infrastructure:

 Knowledge projects are more likely to succeed when they can take advantage of a broader infrastructure of both technology and organization.  

 Technological infrastructure is the easier of the two to put in place.

 Building an organizational infrastructure for knowledge management means establishing a set of roles, organizational structures, and skills from which individual projects can benefit.  

 The companies we interviewed generally found this difficult to do, perhaps because it involves spending money on new roles.  Some firms, however, had been able to establish multiple levels of new roles, from chief knowledge officers to knowledge project managers to knowledge reporters, editors, and knowledge network facilitators.  

Senior Management Support:

 Strong support from executives was critical for transformational knowledge projects but less necessary in efforts to use knowledge for improving individual functions or processes.

 The types of support that were helpful included the following:

 Sending out messages to the organization that knowledge management and organizational learning are critical to the organization’s success

 Clearing the way and providing funding for infrastructure

 Clarifying what type of knowledge is most important to the company

A link to economics of industry value:

 Knowledge management can be expensive and therefore must somehow be linked to economic benefit or industry success.  

 The most impressive benefits of good knowledge management involve money saved or earned.

 Benefit calculations may also be indirect, perhaps through process measures like cycle time, customer satisfaction, or even phone calls avoided.

A modicum of process orientation:

 The primary objective of some projects we observed was to design a new knowledge management process.  Even for other types of projects, however, we feel that adopting aspects of a process perspective is usually advisable.

Clarity of vision and language:

 Clarity of purpose and terminology is critical factor with any type of organizational change project, but it’s a particularly important element of good knowledge management.

 Chrysler, for example, tried to ensure that raw data was not added to its repositories of knowledge about engineering and design of key automobile components by drawing this kind of clear semantic distinction.  

Nontrivial Motivational Aids:

 Motivational approaches for knowledge behaviors should be long-term incentives tied in with the rest of the evaluation and compensation structure..

Some level of knowledge structure:

 Successful knowledge management projects benefit from some degree—though not too much—of a knowledge structure.  

 If a knowledge repository has no structure at all, it won’t be able to serve its purpose.  One professional services firm attempted to create a wholly unstructured knowledge repository, searchable on all words in the database.  It was virtually unusable, always yielding either too many or too few items.  

Multiple channels for knowledge transfer:

 Successful knowledge mangers realize that knowledge is transferred through multiple channels that reinforce each other.  Some of the firms that had knowledge repositories realized that they had to get contributors together in a face-to-face setting on a regular basis.
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