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Concepts & Trends

• The best time for people to learn something is when they need to resolve an issue or
take advantage of an opportunity.

• Employees must be able to share or obtain knowledge without interrupting their work.

• Knowledge Management (KM) programs fall into four categories: “self-service, lessons
learned, communities of practice and best practices.”

• A company needs several different KM strategies to address all its knowledge needs.

• “Explicit knowledge” includes documents, formulas, process diagrams, as well as other
such artifacts.

• “Tacit knowledge” is what people know or believe from their experience.

• KM should focus on connecting employees, not on collecting and managing content.

• A KM program needs a leader, a “core group,” “design teams” and a “governance group”
of sponsors and stakeholders.

• Face-to-face contact enables creating and responding to “teachable moments,”
discussing topics and building lasting relationships.

• Always measure the effectiveness of your KM program to ensure that it’s adding value.
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Relevance

What You Will Learn
In this summary, you will learn:r1) How to design a knowledge management (KM)
program, 2) Why a combination of KM approaches works best and 3) What infrastructure
your organization needs to support its KM initiatives.

Recommendation
Knowledge management (KM) experts Dr. Carla O’Dell and Cindy Hubert present a
framework for determining your organization’s “critical knowledge,” which includes
what you know about your customers, your technology and technical capabilities,
your manufacturing and distribution, your marketing strategies, your internal and fiscal
policies, your corporate history and future plans, and more. They help you construct a
strategic business case for KM, select the right KM programming and incorporate it into
your employees’ daily work, while demonstrating how to take advantage of emerging
technologies and mobile devices to build networks and share knowledge. getAbstract
recommends this useful guide to planning, launching, implementing and managing an
effective KM program to managers, HR professionals and other executives looking for a
road map to knowledge management.

Summary
 
 
 

“An effective
KM approach
provides employees
with exactly the
information they
need at exactly the
moment they need
it – their teachable
moment.”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“A digital KM
hub provides your
employees with an
electronic, single
point of entry to
knowledge assets,
collaborative work
environments and
expertise from
any location, at
any time, using
any electronic
communications
device.”

 
 
 
 

What Is Knowledge Management?
Knowledge management (KM) is “a systematic effort to enable information and
knowledge to grow, flow and create value.” Four dynamics shape organizational
knowledge management:

1. “Digital immersion” – Mobile devices and smartphones allow people to work from
anywhere and get more done in less time. But when workers multitask, they lose start-
up time and attentiveness as they constantly refocus, jeopardize their productivity and
analyze information less effectively.

2. “Social computing” – People use social networking sites such as Facebook and
LinkedIn to originate content and to build relationships. That creates new information
and value. Social computing relies on participants to invent, share, rate and consume
content, and it “improves the more people interact with and build on it.”

3. “Demographics and dynamics” – Organizations must adapt KM to retain and
transfer knowledge. This is especially pertinent as retiring baby boomers take
institutional knowledge with them. KM helps companies identify and transfer “critical
knowledge” prior to retirements and during reorganizations, rapid growth, layoffs and
internal redeployments.

4. “Mobile devices and video” – Organizations should embrace employees’ mobile
devices and other technology, and develop guidelines for their appropriate use.

“Primary Directives”
Effective KM programs have two major directives:

1. “Have KM ready at the teachable moment” – The teachable moment occurs when
individuals are most receptive to learning and most likely to retain and then use
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“Technology
applications do
not, in themselves,
motivate employees
to share knowledge
or to change
behavior.”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Until people
take information
and use it, it isn’t
knowledge.”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“KM must serve
your organization’s
strategic goals
and the needs of
employees using the
knowledge.”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Some of the
behaviors we
interpret as
generational
differences are
actually ‘stage of
life’ differences.
Twenty-something
workers have
always had different
interests and
priorities than their
fifty-something
colleagues.”

 
 
 

what they have learned. People are most teachable when they face a problem or
an opportunity. Emerging technologies allow KM programs to share knowledge at
exactly these critical times.

2. “Manage knowledge above and in the flow of work” – KM functions within
workflow when employees can capture and share information without interrupting
what they’re doing. KM is above the flow of work when employees have to move to
another process to capture or share information. Organizations should balance these
approaches. For example, providing information at the teachable moment occurs in
the flow of work, but creating content happens above the flow of work. “The best
way to embed knowledge into day-to-day organizational life is to involve employees
in developing the knowledge flow that supports their work and fits their culture.
Employees usually support what they help create.”

“Establish Your KM Program”
To set up a KM program, appoint a “knowledge management leader” who will be
responsible for identifying and prioritizing your company’s critical knowledge. Develop
a strategy and design a framework for your KM program using the following steps:

• Generate a “call to action” – Identify valuable knowledge that offers a competitive
advantage. This justifies the costs of retaining and transferring that data.

• “Develop a KM strategy” – Your strategy should balance “people, process and
technology concerns”; it should “contribute to overall organizational goals”; identify
the sequence of activities that will build a KM infrastructure; “demonstrate value” as
soon as possible; and leverage your processes and the technology you use. Sharing
your development strategy across departments will avoid duplication of effort and
enhance competitiveness.

• “Design and launch KM approaches” – Create project plans and budgets to initiate
your KM programming.

• “Sustain and evolve” – Benefit from the experience gained in early deployments.

Select a KM Program That Works for Your Company
An effective KM approach provides employees with the information they need in the
right format when they need it – at their teachable moment. They should receive this
information without disrupting their workflow. Expand the tools at your disposal to
include RSS alerts, wikis and other emerging technologies to make content available in
small, easily retained pieces. Social networking tools can be an important adjunct as they
help create and sustain relationships.

Use these questions to help you select a KM approach that best serves your firm’s needs:

• “What is the nature and pace of the work?” – Fostering KM among scientific,
technical personnel such as engineers and researchers would demand a different tactic
than you’d use with customer-service or sales teams.

• What bonds tie employees together? – Do they already know each other or share
an existing network?

• Is the critical knowledge “tacit or explicit”? – Explicit knowledge includes
documents, formulas, process diagrams and other artifacts. Tacit knowledge is what
people know or believe from their experiences. Ask if shared information needs to
shift from tacit to explicit, or explicit to tacit?
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“It turns out
multitaskers
are terrible at
every aspect of
multitasking.”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Don’t develop
a KM strategy
without thinking
through what critical
knowledge will
serve your strategic
goals...Without
it, you’ll have
employees getting
on board a wagon
with no horse to pull
you through your
journey.”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Once you have
a call to action
(ready) and a
KM strategy and
business case (aim),
you are ready to put
approaches in place
to support the flow
of critical knowledge
(fire).”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Underfunding KM
by forcing it to start
locally will lead
to underwhelming
results and what
APQC chairman
Jack Grayson likes
to call ‘random acts
of improvement’.”

 
 
 
 

As you initiate or maintain your KM program, consider whether any “cultural, regional
or language” characteristics affect the knowledge flow; what tools you already have and
can leverage, and what business unit involvement and central KM resources are available.
Determine what to measure to assess your results; define a successful outcome.

When you design your KM programming, you first must establish a “champion, a design
team and a project leader.” Then, your agenda is to:

• Create “scalable programs and replicable infrastructure.”
• Secure the funds and support to ensure that a KM effort is “consistent and sustainable.”
• Give employees a “compelling reason” to use each strategy.
• Use pilot programs and measure them to learn from failures and successes.
• Identify the correct people and processes, and find IT solutions to support them.
• Break down barriers to the flow of information between employees who have it and

those who need it. Barriers include a “lack of time, cumbersome processes, and the
inability to find or trust information.”

• Look for teachable moments to determine the best place to embed your KM strategy.

Implementing Professional Knowledge Management
Initiate programming that supports the flow of critical knowledge. Address immediate
concerns and build long-term capabilities. Some combination of the following KM
methods will best address your organization’s knowledge needs:

• “Self-service” – These technology-based approaches connect employees with the
knowledge assets they need, such as intranets, “role-based portals” and search tools
supported by content management systems.

• “Lessons learned” – Participants meet to discuss what they’ve learned, what best
practices are, which factors lead to success or failure, and how to replicate good ideas.

• “Communities of practice” – These communities (or networks) consist of employees
who meet virtually or in person to discuss information about an issue or discipline.

• “Transfer of best practices” – Identify and share best practices among organizational
units. The goal is to bring similar groups up to equivalent levels of performance.

How to Retain Critical Knowledge
KM programs may need to address knowledge “retention issues, such as rapid growth,
retirement, layoffs, and mergers and acquisitions.” Typical efforts to preserve knowledge
involve shaping a “knowledge-sharing culture,” understanding lessons learned, debriefing
exiting employees, giving novices access to experienced personnel, planning for
succession, “preventing the loss of knowledge,” and keeping expertise within a
department when employees move elsewhere within the company. The most common
approaches to knowledge retention – including within communities of practice – are:

• “Transfer of job-related knowledge” – Use audits, lessons learned and interviews
to capture job-specific critical knowledge.

• “Mentoring and apprenticeship programs” – Have senior employees transmit tacit
knowledge to junior staffers.

• “Subject matter experts” – Those who know an area well can answer questions,
provide historical perspectives and offer solutions.

• “Storytelling” – Stories personalize learning while bridging any generation gaps.
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“Avoid taking
employees out of the
workflow to use 2.0
tools. They do want
to share and help, if
we make it easy for
them.”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“‘Design once, use
again’ is a mantra
of the best KM
programs.”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Consider just an
occasional check to
ensure that [social
networking] hasn’t
become social
networking.”

• “Partnerships with in-house training organizations” – Internal learning firms
should collaborate with any KM programs to help it retain knowledge.

• “Leveraging retirees” – Former staff are excellent sources of needed skills and data.

“KM Governance”
Knowledge management programs need supportive policies, infrastructure, rules and
change management strategies. Then, managers should track and measure these programs
to determine their impact. Once implemented, a KM program needs the following
supporting infrastructure:

• “Governance group” – Provides strategic oversight, direction and resources,
including funding approval.

• “KM core group” – Gives tactical support and runs the day-to-day effort while acting
as the “project managers for implementing strategy.”

• “KM leader” – Supervises the program and the core group to ensure that the firm’s
KM approach “aligns with its strategic goals.”

• “KM specialist” – Facilitates and coordinates the design and use of KM activities.
• “KM communications director” – Keeps stakeholders and leaders informed.
• “KM design teams” – Get the program up and running.

A Knowledge-Sharing Culture
Sharing and learning take place among people, so don’t base KM on technology alone,
since that neither conveys best practices nor helps you better understand people in their
culture and context. Organizations need to connect employees who are willing to share
tacit knowledge so they can help transfer practices and information. To foster knowledge
sharing, organizations can:

• “Lead by example” – Executive involvement lends credibility to your KM program
and ensures that KM activities will endure and align with the firm’s objectives.

• “Brand” KM – Organizations must send “consistent messages [and] pervasive
communication” to develop a knowledge-sharing culture. Employees need examples
of success at each milestone of KM deployment to justify the time they dedicate to
learning new technology and changing their behavior.

• “Make KM fun” – Use “creativity, experimentation, play and innovation” to generate
employee engagement, foster creativity and boost morale.

Measure the KM Program’s Results
You need metrics to gauge whether your KM program is successful. The most compelling
results occur when you measure your program from its inception. Without metrics, your
firm’s KM initiative might suffer management inattention or a lack of funding. For
maximum advantage, translate KM benefits into a measurable return on investment. In
other words, your KM data must demonstrate that something of value is happening.
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