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Process and Knowledge Management: A Question of Balance





Here We Go Again!


�


Clearly we are in the middle of a fundamental business and societal revolution which optimists would claim is undoing all of the ills introduced by the industrial revolution and pessimists would say is dehumanizing. Many approaches of this such transition, such as early misguided BPR, resulted in short term financial improvements through staff reductions. This strategy often sacrificed the organization’s adaptability and threatened its relationships with its stakeholders due to the loss of key human and organizational memory and knowledge. As a response to this realization, many organizations are counting on Knowledge Management(KM) to cure a lot of the current symptoms of their ills. Despite the potential promised by the KM movement, however, I remain skeptical in our ability to pull it off. We will surely mismanage this as we have so many other good ideas in the past. Witness what happened when every tool became a CASE tool because we really wanted to believe, when we equated BPR simply to cost cutting and every consultant became a BPR expert with 5 years experience only six months after Hammer wrote his landmark article. Likewise, seeing Knowledge Management as simply needing technology(e.g. implementing Lotus Notes) or as simplistic structural change( e.g. building teams )will be just as dangerous especially since people don’t know yet that they don’t know much about managing knowledge. My sense of deja vu (See Table 1) leads me to believe that we will blow this opportunity faster than any of the others we have tried to date. Information Centers, CASE and Empowerment have been abandoned or have had to change their names to something less emotional. Compared to everything which has preceded it, KM has the potential to be the Supernova of all management fads - burning the brightest but extinguishing itself in a record time if we treat it alone as the new ‘silver bullet’. Those few organizations that manage it as part of an overall program of process, technology and human transformation traceable to outcomes of value to our business stakeholders will win. The majority, however will likely end up concluding that this too was a big waste of time and resources and will move on to the next savior. 


Why Knowledge and Why Now?


More and more often we read and hear of failures in the management of corporate knowledge. Recently Reuters reported that Boeing will be rehiring, with bonuses, some of its retired mechanics, including some who took advantage of an early retirement program in 1995. A Boeing official was reported to have said that Boeing needed some people who could get up to speed very quickly and be productive in a very short time to catch up on backlogged work for the troubled program for the next generation of 737 - 700 aircraft. Unfortunately this is not uncommon.





Obviously the importance of knowledgeable people and the sharing of knowledge is not new. Individual knowledge enhancement has been an issue from the dawn of human civilization. Individuals have always tried to improve their personal knowledge to advance their lives. They join professional associations and other groups which strive to increase, manage and share knowledge among members. Businesses traditionally have structured themselves along functional lines - e.g. Engineering, Accounting, HR, IT to enhance the performance to the company through the development of its staff’s knowledge and improved practices. 





Better knowledge individually and corporately has always paid off. So why is Knowledge Management so hot now?





A major driver which keeps recurring for so many ideas is the concept of High Tech / High Touch� which is still true today. Basically the premise is that the successful technology implementations are those which allow us to perform better as humans not those which try to replace or diminish our humanness. Knowledge from this perspective is a recognition of the value that people bring to relationship management.





Some advanced organizations are approaching a new maturity level in the realm of Process Management( what do I have to do?) and Data Management( what do I have to know in order to do it?). As they mature, they achieve higher levels of abstraction, get closer to the business, and data and process perspectives converge to the point that stakeholder relationships, business process and knowledge are dealt with concurrently. Figure 1 shows this trend.


�


.


Real BPR has made a big difference since the drive to dramatically improve business performance requires shared knowledge cross-functionally to achieve an outcome of optimum value to external stakeholders which we compete to keep and to keep happy. Many BPR solutions were really also KM solutions.





As business product cycles are changing more and more rapidly and each organization is required to form an individual and unique relationship with each of its customers, only flexible processes and knowledgeable staff can make the commitments required to continuously adapt.





Davenport and Prusak state: “Much of the current interest in knowledge management derives from the fact that organizations lack good information about where their knowledge is and therefore have difficulty getting it and making use of it.”�





In my experience many knowledge advocates are missing the link to these business drivers and risk being seen as promoting knowledge for knowledge sake. KM programs will surely self-destruct or be cut off  if they do not deliver measurable results and are not clearly aligned to the other programs which are competing for scarce resources. Lets not forget that it is hard enough to get approval for ‘hard’ engineering, technology and business process projects which have clear and measurable outcomes and targets. Poorly aligned and executed KM initiatives will be an easy target by comparison. Hence my skepticism.


W5 of Knowledge


Table 2 gives my biased view of the distinctions among Data, Information, Knowledge and Wisdom. I will keep the definitions brief since others more knowledgeable than I have wrestled with this issue from at least the time the ancient Greeks. The key aspects of this perspective is that knowledge is performance driven, human-based and that truly understanding the context of knowledge is paramount. Excellence in all contextual aspects are needed for optimum benefit. Sometimes scarcity in any one contextual factor can undermine all others.


�


Knowledge and Process Management Alignment


BPM initiatives clearly strive to improve business performance(See Figure 2). Upon examination of the process renewal hexagon it is clear that several if not all of the enabling segments require rich individual or embedded corporate knowledge to enable process performance improvement.
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Consequently it should not be surprising that effective business change requires both Knowledge and Process transformation. Both must serve a common business purpose and neither can do it without careful consideration of the interrelationship with the other. However, if we wish to become more business oriented regarding knowledge we can perhaps best view it as a fundamental aspect of the process enablers(i.e. segments of the hexagon). The elusive measurement of knowledge can then be based upon how well it supports the enablers to the process and in turn how well the process delivers business performance to the enterprise stakeholders. Paul Strassmann’s enlightened view that the knowledge economy should be measured by evaluating the return on management(i.e. the result of human resource activities) not simply asset-based metrics supports this position�. Reversing this perspective provides us with the traceability required to put all aspects of knowledge enabled process performance improvement in place(See Figure 3). 





�
Business Environment Understanding


�


Anything an organization does must be based on a thorough understanding of  the current and potential business environments. Techniques such as SWOT analysis, alternative Business Scenario’s examination and other traditional environmental scanning approaches can be employed to gain this perspective. The result is a form of knowledge required to help guide decisions on possible courses of action and implications in all aspects which follow.


Stakeholder Relationship Management


A common approach to how the enterprise will chose to deal with its stakeholders can direct the conduct of integrated process and knowledge management initiatives as well as ongoing process and knowledge operations and continuous improvement. This approach is an extension of the ‘Balanced Scorecard’� which strives to measure organizations on more than just bottom line numbers. It first identifies and categorizes the various stakeholder types in a way that everyone can use to derive future behavior, processes and knowledge required to maintain an enterprise which is both sustainable and adaptable while meeting the key needs of the marketplace.  Determining the specific types and strata from the broad categories and groupings can be tricky. For example one consumer products organization has split its customers( those who buy directly from them) into two types: price sensitive product purchasers and value added relationship collaborators. In addition it considers two types of actual consumers of their products as those who buy from their customers and those for whom they buy. How the company wishes to deal with each now and in the future will have a huge impact on the knowledge required to operate those processes which involve them. Typical major stakeholder types of customer, supplier, owner, and community  are the usual starting point for future visioning, measurement, and critical success factor requirements definition and the foundation for all decision making and evaluation. It is vitally important that any one perspective not predominate at the expense of the others since if any one viewpoint is missing there will be no medium to long term effectiveness of the enterprise itself.





A good discussion of the supportive nature of multiple perspectives can be found in the Fall 1997 issue of the Sloan Management Review�. In this article, case studies of professional services firms shows the how treating staff with the highest regard and knowledge growth opportunities pays off for the firm’s customers and how doing exceptional work for customers allows the best practice firms to attract the staff with the most sought after knowledge and skills and to retain them much longer than the industry norm. Endurable value is created from the combination. No knowledge program or process renewal effort should begin without a full understanding of the stakeholder criteria. 





Process Management


Some less knowledgeable industry observers have declared that the time of process has come and gone. They are quick to point out that BPR failed to deliver consistently against  expectations. What they have failed to realize is that the real breakthrough of Michael Hammer’s observations was not re-engineering but the message of managing along process lines with a focus on stakeholder value creation. This perspective, which is now generally referred to as Business Process Management(BPM), is stronger than ever in that more organizations are committed to it and are rapidly gaining the knowledge on how to do it properly. This is good news for knowledge advocates since it can provide the leverage over many of the issues that we have already resolved by taking a process-organized view of knowledge. 





One way of describing a business process is to say that its inputs are processed into outputs according to guides using enablers when business events trigger activity. Segmenting our problem domain along these lines is very helpful because a business process which delivers results of value to external stakeholders is the only entity which can be described in the same terms as an entire business and have traceable outcomes and measures which link to the various stakeholder groups’ requirements for the future�. A careful examination of the guides and enablers of processes shows that knowledge either in the form of structured best practices(i.e. procedures, flows, rules, systems etc.) and more capable humans are the critical issues. Experience in many process renewal initiatives almost always has found that process breakdowns and sub-optimization are due to one root cause. That is inappropriate, insufficient or non existent guidance and ill prepared or poorly supported humans. Knowledge is critical and processes manage knowledge.





Knowledge Management





Davenport and Prusak have stated that “The goal of knowledge transfer is to improve an organization’s ability to do things”� but they also cautioned “Knowledge is not the same as doing”� Other research shows that attempts to discover process best practices in process renewal is primarily an exercise to improve our knowledge. The two are inseparable.





Using these considerations, some business performance improvement projects result in less structure, fewer procedures and less firm rules. They feature more exploitation of individual human knowledge with shared incentives aligned to the desired behavior and measurable business outcomes�. Human knowledge serves as the primary guidance in these well designed service processes providing freedom within a process framework. Examples could be customer service problem solving and marketing campaign design.





Many other process projects lead to processes with significant corporate knowledge embedded in processes, work practices and procedures themselves. Knowledge can also be stored as manual or automated referenceable guides and documents and in training materials and programs. Physical enablers such as a good workplace, production facility and computer systems design enables the exploitation and sharing of knowledge. Examples could be moving to an electronic commerce solution for vendor payments or applying an expert system to support a case review process for social services. 





Optimum solutions seem to provide a balance of individual knowledge enhancement combined with upgraded corporate embedded knowledge based on best practices and innovation.





Knowledge Processes


We can improve our knowledge in two primary ways: improve the processes of having knowledgeable people and improve the processes of sharing knowledge among them.


Individual Knowledge 


Since knowledge is an asset enhanced with use, not consumed when applied, nor lost when transferred, a critical challenge is to attract and retain knowledgeable and motivated staff. These sentiments are often echoed in service based organizations yet when the state of the processes which are supposed to deliver these is examined we usually find fragmented inconsistent practices at best. One way to start to deal with the challenge is to improve the processes which hire staff, align incentives with the business outcomes of value, recognize and reward, train, develop human potential, provide varied experience, and encourage staff to share experience. The same is generally true for acquiring knowledge from the outside through partnerships, hiring of consultants, research consortia etc. If these supposed enabling processes do not deliver appropriate enablers then knowledge will not translate to action. 





The objective is to enhance our ability to perform. Performing is a subsequent act.





Corporate Knowledge 


Organizational size is a major factor in KM and BPM programs. Size matters since the larger the organization, the more potential knowledge exists but at the same time the harder it is to identify its source and get access to it with a trust relationship among the potential collaborators. A good example of this is the nimbleness in exploiting new opportunities for which Virgin Group founder Richard Branson is famous. Virgin tries to setup companies of about 200 people to optimize the knowledge richness/ease of access dilemma.





In larger organizations, especially, process becomes critical and advanced process renewal aims to optimize knowledge flow(e.g. KPI’s = accessibility, speed of distribution, proportion that is of use and is used to do things). For example time to market of new product ideas is a significant factor in fast moving industries such as electronics, telecommunications and banking. These process must exploit knowledge effectively and efficiently and it must not drag or breakdown. Processes which embed knowledge in other processes or enablers are paramount. They must generate, collect, structure, store, and distribute and share or stagnation will set in. Collaborative workflow processes which require a well defined flow of activity from knowledge worker to knowledge worker must have well designed connective tissue. Collaborative workgroup processes which require shared research, design and development must have the mechanisms for ongoing sharing of interim and unproven results without professional fear or jealousy. Official and unofficial teams must have shared measures and incentives.





The Process of Buying and Selling Knowledge 


An evolving perspective is that of knowledge sharing as a set of connected transactions involving knowledge buyers, sellers and brokers in a knowledge market. This perspective is the same as viewing every business process handoff as a negotiated customer - supplier relationship which exhibits the behavior of Flores and Winograd’s commitment model� which I described in an earlier American Programmer issue�. The convergence of these perspectives sees knowledge sharing as a process of managing relationships. Table 3 describes the actual commitment flow in a knowledge sharing transaction. Clearly it is critical to know who are the potential buyers and sellers since most valuable knowledge comes from interactions among the right individuals not just from reading documents. In this market people ‘buy’ knowledge to improve their personal guides(understanding and insights) to their own processes. People ‘sell’ knowledge to gain an anticipated positive return to their personal situation. Knowledge sharing, then, is a contact sport which requires trust and an incentive to share. The same is true when brokers or facilitators of connections sell their knowledge of trustworthy knowledge sources. 





Examples of this type of collaboration can be found in the move to single points of contact for customer service relationships. In this case generalists with process breadth and relationship knowledge must regularly gain specific knowledge from specialists who are domain and subject depth experts who may feel threatened if they give up their source of power - their strength. The generalists may have to acquire knowledge of the identity of the appropriate expert from others who will broker the access to knowledge because it creates a position of value or power for themselves. Clearly the terms and conditions for customers and suppliers of knowledge in the knowledge market including ‘prices’ and ‘incentives’ must be understood, pre-arranged or negotiated specifically. Otherwise why should anyone share their knowledge.





Understanding that sharing is as much a cultural issue as anything else is easier when seen from the buyer / seller viewpoint. Some cultural symptoms show up as a refusal to buy which can equate to a not invented here syndrome or a sign of weakness that the potential buyer will be seen as not capable or smart enough. More often we can witness a refusal to sell which may result from the awareness that the potential seller be the sole source of the knowledge and may sense fear, threat or loss of power and value to the organization and hence jeopardize his or her own personal situation. Both refusals and lack of cooperation result in both business process and knowledge culture breakdown and an erosion of trust which can only be built as a result of having been trustworthy in prior knowledge transactions. Clearly without trust and a sharing culture the cycle withers.


�



Table 3:  Knowledge Transfer Commitment Cycle


Stage�
Knowledge Buyer�
Knowledge Seller�
�
Prepare�



Identifies own need and determines whether and how to request help(W5) based on previous history of success and support within knowledge transactions.





Makes request �



Identifies or perceives a customer need or an opportunity and determines whether and how to offer help(W5) based on previous history of success and support within knowledge transactions.





Makes offer. �
�



Negotiate�



Buyer rejects offer or Seller rejects request OR each accepts initial proposal subject to negotiation.





Both negotiate of terms and conditions AND agree to share OR withdraw.�
�
�
Perform�



Monitors activities, deliverables and progress of Seller according to negotiated terms and conditions.�



Develops and/or gathers knowledge and packages it.





Communicates knowledge to Buyer.





Proposes that knowledge selling is complete.�
�
Assess �



Assesses usefulness of the communicated knowledge.�



Monitors buyers assessment process.�
�
Evaluate�



Evaluates the knowledge seller’s performance.





Evaluates trust with regard to the relationship with the seller for consideration in future knowledge transactions.





Examines degree of enterprise support for knowledge buying for consideration in future knowledge transactions.�



Evaluates the knowledge buyer’s performance.





Evaluates trust with regard to the relationship with the buyer for consideration in future knowledge transactions.





Examines degree of enterprise support for knowledge selling for consideration in future knowledge transactions.�
�



Critical Success Factors for Optimum Knowledge Flow


The processes and requirements for good individual and corporate knowledge described above assume that a number of factors are in place which will ensure that the knowledge market operates effectively and efficiently. Basically, corporate knowledge requires individual knowledge, the mechanisms and opportunities for sharing, reasons for sharing and individual actions around knowledge to be driving towards the same solutions and outcomes as the business processes.


Awareness


It is critical that all individuals understand what they know and don’t know (See Figure 4). They must also realize when they should collaborate and when they know enough to simply act. They must be aware of what knowledge exists and who has it or access to getting it. They must also understand why they are doing what they are and what makes an appropriate result.


�


Access


All individuals must have the ability to identify and get connected to the sources of better knowledge when they need to collaborate or get help They will require access to those who know in either personal and/or electronic forms. They will require the time availability and organizational permission from all parties in the collaboration as well as their management. They will also require access to appropriate repositories of best practices and guides through effective tools.


Appetite


Those involved with knowledge sharing or transfer must first have the personal commitment to improve their own knowledge. This may be through personal education and training, learning on the job or exploiting opportunities provided through company programs. Whether buyers, sellers or brokers, they must sense an openness to sharing with others. They must also truly believe that a trust culture is in place which will encourage communication and sharing rather than punish those who expose themselves. There must also be incentives and rewards to use or share knowledge which are in synch with the incentives and time availability of others. There must be a win-win perception of support for all. They must want to share.


Alignment


Structurally, the use and sharing of knowledge must be aligned with all of the factors described in Figure 3. The development and application of knowledge must be relevant and in context to the business direction and the stakeholders needs. Optimum knowledge application, sharing, and flow is only delivered as part of the business processes of the organization. The objectives and measures of each must be common. Most importantly, knowledge growth and use must be specifically tied to the individual and team objective setting, incentive and reward mechanisms of the enterprise.





A Caution About Technology


A good question surrounds the role of technology in KM. It has often proven to be the case that technology does not provide a sustainable competitive advantage it just raises the bar for all competitors and provides a new minimum expectation in the marketplace. Staying ahead of the competition technologically can provide a short term advantage but staying ahead has more to do with the enterprise’s knowledge of how to keep getting ahead that than any particular hardware or software solution. With technology, the cost and speed of entry is relatively low. With knowledge, it is high. Technologies can help communicate and associate but  do not build knowledge or create the right environment to share it if people do not feel they can or want to do so. Technologies may enable the solution but they are only one part of the answer. So don’t start with technology. You will give us all a bad reputation when the program fails because the other factors were not managed.





There is no one technology which is ‘the’ KM technology despite what the vendors say. KM requires all of our technology to work together as a whole in support of business aims in order to optimize our results. 





The type of knowledge will determine the best IT support. 





Specific, repeatable consistent knowledge can be embedded in workflows, expert guidance systems and other ‘push’ process automation tools. 


Common reference materials can be published from databases and repositories into shareable multimedia reference documents through intranets. 


Complex, fast changing knowledge can be accessed through groupware solutions which identify and connect the right knowledgeable people rather than trying to just code the knowledge into referenceable documentation.


General individual knowledge currency can be maintained with the help of active or passive environment scanning tools either focusing internally and/or externally to find, store and advise of new structured knowledge.


Complete stakeholder and process specific knowledge support can be enabled through integrated process/knowledge environments such as Supply Chain Management, Sales Force Automation and Call Center/Help Desk solutions.


Knowledge workers searching for patterns in large amounts of stored data or information can be aided by data warehousing suites and related analysis tools





These are some examples of knowledge support technologies. Clearly there is no single knowledge management technology just as there is no single data processing technology. The solution should reflect the business knowledge needed.


A Framework for Aligned Process and Knowledge Development


�








Clearly Knowledge Management is part of the fabric of our organizations and is inseparable from Business Process Management. There will be no quick fix, no silver bullet and  no piece of technology which will solve the problem. There will only be trial and error and a lot of hard work. That work, however, should exist within a repeatable methodological framework which itself is subject to continuous improvement based on the knowledge we gain from its use. We have enhanced our own Process Renewal framework to concurrently examine Process and Knowledge Management issues from strategy through implementation and continuous improvement(See Figure 5). You can do the same.








Summary


The aim of most KM initiatives seems remarkably similar to most current BPM programs. It seems evident, then, that taking a business/stakeholder/process-based approach wherein knowledge can support clear business objectives and its benefits can be measured, holds the greatest promise and the lowest risk. The issues surrounding knowledge management are almost exactly those described as a result of almost a decade of BPR, wherein up to seventy percent of initiatives reportedly failed. What makes us think that it will be any easier or we will manage it any better this time through given a subject which is even harder to pin down than process or technology and one with no proven methods of development. Clearly there is a huge potential for disaster and the most rapid execution of the fad cycle seen yet. Tailoring our existing BPM methods to elevate the consideration of knowledge, 
