Knowledge@Work

“Knowledge is a deadly friend when no one sets the rules. The fate of all mankind I see is in the hands of fools” - from Anthem by King Crimson - - lyrics 1969 by Peter Sinfield

The concept of knowledge is as old as mankind. The exploitation or hoarding of knowledge has been practiced by societal leaders to preserve their position of power for eons. Today, forward thinking organizations are desperately seeking any similar edge in a world of organizational memory loss, transient workforces, rapid change and uncertainty. They are hoping that knowledge, the most human of our assets, will make a difference. 

The excitement created by the recent ‘discovery’ of knowledge as a corporate asset is surrounded by controversy and confusion. Some claim that the term ‘Knowledge Management’ is an oxymoron, falsely implying that control can be brought to a concept which is deeply human and subjective. Others argue that the real benefit of electronic communications will be in revolutionizing the sharing of what humans know. Those organizations that have had some degree of knowledge-based success have come to realize that knowledge cannot be handled by either extreme. They have discovered that both views must co-exist in a rich context of business process, which enables individual and organizational learning and real business performance improvement in the short and long terms.

Some Fundamentals

I believe that much of the confusion around knowledge and knowledge management has arisen from the lack of a consistent and easy to understand set of definitions of the terms associated with the phenomenon. Just as we have discovered in hot topics in the past, this is exacerbated by the appearance of many marketplace factions, each with their own definitions based on their heritage and vested interests. Each of these viewpoints typically has grown out of the group’s history in some related endeavor making their view of KM naturally biased. We have to look no farther back than the advent of Computer Aided Software Engineering (CASE) when at one conference I attended, there were approximately a dozed vendors of bone fide toolkits. These vendors had followed a rigorous method for a number of years and had automated various aspects of their methods with clear traceability from beginning to end. At the next instance of the same conference, no less than six months later, there were over two hundred vendors who had the term CASE prominently displayed in their marketing literature based on their own definition of the term. 

Today, I believe that we are beginning to experience similar challenges with Knowledge Management since each of the related factions in KM can make a good case for inviting themselves to the party despite their varied backgrounds. Symptomatic of the problem is the consistent disagreement among many of the industry’s best and brightest presenters at international KM conferences. This, in turn, is amplified by the frustration of the delegates who have to listen to them bicker in public. These unfortunate delegates are still struggling to find the “truth” which apparently is still “out there”.

To help put some parameters around the multi-dimensional nature of knowledge and the breadth of KM potential, I have defined, in the most practical and simplest way I know how, the terms ‘Knowledge’ and ‘Knowledge Management’ in sidebar panels. Hopefully, these can be used to make some sense of the chaotic KM marketplace and provide a sound basis to continue. The remainder of this article will assume these definitions and will operate from the frameworks described.

When is it Knowledge?

One current great debate is over a most fundamental issue. It’s the “Is it Knowledge or is it Information” controversy. The advocacy of the two camps closely corresponds to the Tacit and Explicit perspectives.

The Tacit camp is generally comprised of the elder statesmen of the knowledge arena. Having contemplated the issues for decades, in their wisdom, they contend that “it’s not knowledge if there is no knower”. They hold the belief, with some very good arguments, that one can only articulate an abstraction of one’s knowledge in documents and that as soon as it is documented it is information which can be manipulated, stored and transmitted, but its not knowledge. Many go as far as to say that there is no such thing as explicit knowledge.

The Explicit camp is typically comprised of technologists with an information, engineering or process background. They contend that knowledge in people’s heads is fascinating but if we cannot provide ready access to it from across and outside the organization, then it is of little value except to enhance the power of the individual who has it. They contend that abstractions of tacit knowledge describing some aspects of what we knew when we documented it, is of highest importance because it is the only type which can be shared, or at least distributed readily. 

Fortunately there is a third camp rapidly emerging to bridge the gap, comprised of those who see the value in aspects of each of the above perspectives and who see the real opportunity arising from transforming continuously between these two major knowledge types. 

Encounters vs. Artifacts

This middle ground has re-ignited the perspective of real KM as a learning process, a concept made popular by authors such as Peter Senge in 1990. The transformational view of KM has centered around the relative value of learning-by-experiencing and learning from artifacts such as documents in files and on web sites.

It is hard to argue against the fact that one learns best by being in the work environment itself. This type of knowledge allows one to internalize the subtleties of ‘being there’. It is also true that working closely with ‘knowers’ rapidly accelerates the learning curve. In small organizations, this type of learning is manageable since the identity of the ‘knowers’ is apparent and their trustworthiness as a credible source is recognized by all. This type of knowledge, some of which shows up in our corporate culture is hard to steal but sometimes hard to change.

However, as organizations grow, often into global entities, more formal approaches are required to identify, connect and share what is known as well as to realize the identities and trustworthiness of the knowers. In addition, it is usually impractical to learn everything required first hand in the timeframes required by modern industry. Hence accessible knowledge artifacts, often in the form of explicit documents, hold great importance to help bridge the knowledge chasm between ‘knower’ and ‘novice’.

The quantum knowledge jumps experienced by society and the associated historical leaps in quality of life, can be traced to the availability of breakthrough distribution mechanisms and media associated with explicit knowledge artifacts. The advent of language, writing, paper, scribes, printing presses, copy machines, and electronic media have all provided a great acceleration in the amount of both tacit AND explicit knowledge available to members of society. With the advent of each, a leap forward in the human condition ensued. There is reason to believe that the current breakthrough enabled by electronically networked distribution of such artifacts will also lead us to similar levels of tacit enhancement due to the democratization of access to explicit knowledge.

The prime lesson that we can learn from the past lies in how tacit and explicit knowledge interact with one another in a never ending learning process. Today’s challenge is no different with the exception of the speed with which it must occur. This balanced view requires us to use business performance drivers as KM evaluation criteria and business process thinking as the determinant of the appropriate mix and interaction of knowledge types. 

The Role of Business Process in the Leverage of Knowledge

Based on the previous arguments, one can start to view tacit and explicit knowledge as being forever intermingled in a flow of continuous conversion from one to the other. In traditional terms such a flow would be described as a process, since transformations are continuously occurring through deliberate action of organizational resources. 

If we view knowledge as a device to guide the conduct of the business process we are in a position to evaluate its contribution rather than try in vain to measure it directly. Since knowledge guidance is either embodied in more knowledgeable people or embedded in documents, software tools or equipment, we can determine the value that enhanced knowledge brings by looking at the difference it makes to the performance indicators of the processes within which it is applied. There is no better measure of knowledge relevance and no better way to describe it to those who are skeptical.

Knowledge and Process Interdependence at Work

By examining the relationships with the various types of the company’s stakeholders, we can see how the interplay or conversion between Tacit (T) and Explicit(E) forms of knowledge define the nature of the business process interaction with them.

The major trends in service provisioning and relationship management that we can witness today are: single point of contact personal service (TT model), self service (TE model), and automated exchange (EE model). These can be thought of as ‘Knowledge Management in action on the front lines’. Added to this are two primarily internal and supporting knowledge oriented models: knowledge creation (TTEE model) and knowledge distribution (TET model). These can be thought of as ‘Knowledge Management in the support environment’.

It has become an issue of most strategic importance to adopt the appropriate combination of these models in a world of globalization, skill shortages and staff mobility. Finding the balance through a Strategic KM Program requires all of our insight and foresight as well as a good understanding of the forces driving our business. Copying others or blindly following a trend could be disastrous if all issues have not been considered together.

Single Point of Contact Process (TT KM model)
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Each stakeholder representative (eg major customer) deals with one company representative, who has full process (ie results) accountability at the front line. This service provider is a trained, capable knowledge worker with access to all appropriate knowledge, information, tools, and decision-making authority affecting the stakeholder relationship. This is a full tacit to tacit relationship for situations that require knowledge to be put into action by someone who cares about the stakeholder relationship. Supporting either end of the interaction is the availability of a full suite of explicit knowledge access tools and the tacit experience of other accessible people.

Examples of this type of business solution can be found in Sales and Customer Service oriented business processes and any approaches requiring the availability of workers with expertise.

Technologies used to support these solutions typically embed knowledge in Call Center and Help Desk software and keep this current with the latest lessons learned. These technologies often feature expert guidance systems, especially Case Based Reasoning and Fuzzy Logic features. They sometimes use the results of data mining exercises to update customer profile and product mix recommendations to the service provider. 

Self Service (TE KM model)
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Each stakeholder (eg consumer) initiates or dispenses his or her own service through company-provided access mechanisms, often automated and distributed, according to pre-defined process protocols, and business terms and conditions that the partners have agreed upon. This usually allows service to be provided beyond the normal working hours of the service supplier. However, this tacit to explicit relationship may require a human to human, tacit to tacit exception process in the case of breakdown.

Examples of this type of business solution can be found in business processes which are focussed on Buying / Ordering, Information Delivery, and Explicit Knowledge push or pull distribution. This solution requires the targeted stakeholder segment to be both comfortable with and sufficiently competent to help themselves to a high level of quality.

Technologies used to support this approach embed business rules and workflows in On-Line Kiosks, Internet / Intranet / Extranet software applications and databases and Computer / Telephony Integration solutions bringing voice and data together. Implicit in the solution is also the provisioning of easy yet significant levels of just-in-time and just-enough training and help. Advanced solutions may also incorporate notification to a human service provider who may offer assistance electronically to the user based upon profiling of the user’s actions which exhibit the need for help.

Automated Exchange (EE KM model)

Each stakeholder (eg supplier) receives service automatically with no direct involvement by either partner in the transaction. This is conducted according to predefined process protocols, terms and conditions using interfacing information technologies. The knowledge of the company and its stakeholders are typically embedded as firm business rules in operational software. This is best suited to situations, which do not require interpretation, or those that simply pass information and reduce human drudgery. This explicit to explicit relationship may also require a human to human, tacit to tacit exception process in the case of breakdown. The establishment of the rules is based upon the results of a joint knowledge creation process (see TTEE below).
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Examples of this type of business solution can be found in Supply Chain Management, Just In Time materials management, automated ordering and supply processes and pure data / information exchange.

The role of technology in this case is one of executing the rules diligently. The critical technologies are those which can take the knowledge gained from process design and embed them easily and quickly into executable rules. More importantly, they must be able to change quickly when the rules change. Typical examples are EDI software, supply chain applications and ‘push’ oriented Workflow environments. Any other custom developed solutions that deal with routine information delivery to and from the outside world also qualify for consideration. Optimum development environments for this style of enabler development feature business rule engines/generators and object environments built on a reuse discipline.

Knowledge Creation (TTEE KM model)
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The knowledge creation model deals with all types of knowledge conversion, tacit to tacit, tacit to explicit, explicit to explicit and explicit to tacit in a series of iterations or learning cycles. This model has a distinct R & D flavor and is being adopted by companies that require fast time to market of quality products and services in a competitive environment. This approach manages a creative and collaborative process of deeply embodied knowledge discovery resulting in the deepest form of knowledge embedding, i.e. into our products and services. The work of Nonaka and Takeuchi in their analysis of successful Japanese companies supports the iterative creativity of the TTEE model. 

Examples of this type of business solution can be found in a large number of internal company processes that create artifacts for other parts of the organization to use, hence the critical nature of this process type. R & D, Strategic Planning, Marketing, Product Development, IT Delivery, Physical Asset Design and Development, and Organization Development are just a few of these.

Technologies to support this type of knowledge transformation can be diverse and will depend on the phase that the team is in at the time (TT, TE, EE or TE). Some of the key ones are focussed on discovering sources of knowledge internally and externally such as knowledge yellow pages and knowledge maps as well as Internet search engines. Once the human or documented source is discovered, the knowledge must be retrieved from it. Sometimes this extraction process requires key KM tools which are built to find meaning in masses of data or documents. Technologies such as data mining tools accessing data warehouses and document mining tools accessing and making sense of internal or external document repositories are critical. Clearly the retrieval and sense making capabilities of I-net types of toolkits are essential. Collaborative groupware environments are also essential so that ideas turned into explicit knowledge can be documented, distributed, evaluated and improved upon when the participants in the process are not physically together and multiple perspectives are required quickly. Associated with the collaborative environments is the class of technologies which publishes the interim or final results of the new found knowledge to those not directly involved for their use and exploitation. Technologies which publish to the company Intranet, for example, are essential for knowledge sharing and distribution.

Knowledge Distribution and Learning (TET KM model)
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The knowledge distribution model deals with the provisioning of access to newly created knowledge as its primary objective. It has a distinct and frequent application within large organizations that require many people to have the same guidance available across, organizational units, functions and geography. Its beneficiaries can be staff as well as a wide range of external stakeholders. It provides significant leverage when the knowledge base of the human resources is in a state of rapid flux. Examples of its application are mostly found in support of TT single point of contact customer relationship situations and  TE stakeholder self-help scenarios. It accomplishes this by providing wide distribution or access through secure internal or public networked multimedia documents and feeding back opinions, experiences and lessons learned.

Examples of this type of business solution can be found in Policy Formulation, Internal and Public Relations, support for Communities of Practice internally or wider, and any other situation where a broad discussion of some form of textual or multimedia document is required. 

The technologies most suited for this style of process include collaborative groupware, discussion databases and document creation technologies discussed under the TTEE model above. An appropriate mix of technologies capable of pushing documents or notifications to involved participants and pulling from identified sources is required.

Knowledge Process Considerations 
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Clearly, there are many choices for selecting knowledge exploitation strategies. Providing appropriate knowledge management solutions must start with the determination of what results are important for those with a vested interest in what we do as an organization, ie our stakeholders. Once we have gained commitment to that vision and we know how we will measure its results, we can consider how the knowledge and the processes that utilize it or produce it should be addressed. 

An example of these choices and mixes is documented as a sidebar panel. It describes the choices made after an iterative knowledge creation project was run with the intent of optimizing the scarce knowledge resource in a regulatory agency struggling to keep up with mounting pressures for its mandated services.

Conclusion

Although managing knowledge may be an impossible task to perfect, failing to try to do so may be the biggest mistake we can make. The lessons learned by those who haven had both success and failures provides us with a set of critical issues to keep in mind.

· We absolutely require a common set of semantics when we discuss knowledge, knowledge management and related issues. Remember language is the basis for sharing tacit knowledge and for human understanding.

· We must not confuse Knowledge Management processes with Knowledge artifacts.

· Without learning feedback built-in any initiative cannot be considered a knowledge management one.

· We must not see knowledge in isolation. It is a part of everything we do. 

· Business processes provide the critical link to business performance and better knowledge makes processes perform better. Knowledge must be shown to have a payoff where it counts.

· Technology is not the answer, it is simply an enabler. Misused it could be a disaster.

· The people are the most important part of the program. Managing their understanding and expectations is critical.

By learning from those who have shared their successes and failures we can jump start a KM program with a high degree of confidence.

