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ABSTRACT 

In recent years, issues traditionally associated with the field of Technical 

communication have been increasingly referred to in business settings as "knowledge 

management." Technical communicators generally contribute to knowledge 

management through their skills of audience analysis, interviews, and research— 

synthesizing relevant knowledge from volumes of information and compiling that 

knowledge into printed and electronic forms. Their skills allow people to (1) access it 

quickly, (2) understand it with relative ease, and (3) apply this knowledge within the 

context of their work. Technical communicators, however, also possess in-depth 

knowledge of pedagogy, learning theory, and rhetoric—in other words, an 

understanding of how humans learn, understand, and communicate—which enable 

them to facilitate organizational learning and sharing of knowledge through social 

means as well, not just through documentation. Technical communicators, then, are 

logical professionals to lead organizational knowledge management efforts. 

Organizational knowledge management initiatives generally take one of two 

approaches. Codification approaches emphasize knowledge codified into documents 

and distributed to vast audiences through high-powered information systems. 

Personalization approaches emphasize learning and the sharing of knowledge 

through close social interaction and collaboration among professionals. Efforts to 

integrate these approaches to knowledge management, however, have traditionally 

met with limited success, and little is understood about the factors impeding 

successful integration. 
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This dissertation presents a case study conducted at a multinational information 

technology services firm, a company attempting to implement a knowledge 

management initiative that integrates both codification and personalization 

approaches. The firm will be referred to as Acme IT to protect its anonymity, and the 

names of all personnel have been changed. The purpose of the case study was to 

identify the barriers impeding the successfiil integration of these approaches. 

Acme IT'S difficulties in integrating codification and personalization and 

codification approaches can be best summarized as the growing pains of an old 

economy company attempting to implement new economy practices. The limited 

success of knowledge management at Acme IT was largely the result of a socio-

organizational environment that stifled the efficacies associated with personalization 

knowledge management approaches. These efficacies were ultimately filtered out of 

the knowledge management initiative as a result of several characteristics frequently 

present in old economy companies: 

Restrictive control over communication and employee behavior; 

An organizational culture and social climate that impeded trust, jeopardizing 
effective collaboration among employees; 

And excessive concerns over documentation, bureaucracy, and intermediation 
that misdirected resources toward activities that added little value to the 
initiative. 

This dissertation ends by discussing the multiple core competencies of technical 

cormnunicators that enable them to lead knowledge management, connecting those 

competencies to the outcomes of the knowledge management initiative studied. The 

dissertation concludes with a discussion of the near and intermediate fiiture of 

knowledge management, the leadership opportunities this fiature presents for technical 
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communicators, and strategies technical communicators must employ to claim these 

leadership opportunities. 
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CHAPTER 1 

FROM THE INDUSTRIAL AGE TO THE KNOWLEDGE AGE 

Following the trend that is occurring in industry, education in technical 
communication is undergoing a transformation and an expansion. Part of this 
transformation is a result of a new area that is shaping the way knowledge 
itself is being disseminated. This new area, defined for years as technical 
communication, is beginning to be referred to in industry as knowledge 
management. 

David Leonard, Technical Communication Quarterly, Winter, 1999 

The industry trend Leonard speaks of is a growing recognition among large 

companies that (1) the knowledge of their people is one of the organization's most 

valuable resources, and (2) that capturing, storing, disseminating, and reusing this 

knowledge is becoming a mission-critical activity. Given the nature of these 

activities, the coimection between technical communication and "knowledge 

management" is quite clear, explaining why Leonard believes that technical 

communicators "are on the front lines of companies' knowledge management 

initiatives" (14). What is less clear, however, is what spawned this trend called 

knowledge management and, more fiandamentally, just what is meant by 

"knowledge"? 

Before continuing, 1 want to acknowledge that a number of nebulous, complex 

concepts will be discussed throughout this dissertation—the most important ones 

being information, the information age, knowledge, the knowledge age, and 

intangible assets. Though each of these concepts will be discussed more thoroughly in 

the pages to follow, it remains usefial to create at least working definitions of these 

terms for the time being. These working definitions will enable a ftinctional 



understanding of how they work together, allowing a more natural progression into 

their depth and complexity. 

The most important of these clarifications concerns data, information, and 

knowledge, three tenns which are frequentiy conflated and often carelessly 

interchanged for one another. Data, quite simply, is raw information—text or 

numbers stored somewhere (a database, for example) that in their existing form are 

virtually meaningless to human beings. Making meaning of data generally requires it 

to be processed, either laboriously by a human being or automatically by 

technological means. Information is structured data—organized into a form that a 

human being can understand. Knowledge, however, is both the most ambiguous of 

these terms as well as the most valuable. In a business sense, knowledge is an 

enduring capability to perform valuable action. BCnowledge—in oversimplified 

terms—is therefore the result of a human being processing information, being able to 

take valuable action as a consequence, and being able to repeat this valuable action in 

the future. These terms could certainly be defined more technically or scientifically, 

but such rigorous definitions would distort as much as clarify. More precise 

definitions of each will only invite controversy, as there is rarely consensus—even 

within specific disciplines—concerning the definitions of these terms. The most 

important point to gamer from this discussion is this: as one moves further along the 

continuum of data, information, and knowledge, a progressively higher state of 

complexity and value is reached. 

The fact that knowledge is more complex and valuable than information is an 

important one, because it helps explain why today's collective business conscious is 



growing more concerned with knowledge than information. Later in this dissertation, 

I will argue that we are experiencing the transition from the "information age" to the 

"knowledge age." In general terms, the information age was an effort aimed at 

enabling connectivity between human beings and information, almost exclusively 

through the use of computer-networked communications technology. The objective 

was to get people "connected," so that they could have information delivered to their 

desktops or accessible for download from those desktops. 1 later speak of the 

fransition between the "information age" to the "knowledge age" or "knowledge 

economy" because these objectives have largely been met by most large 

organizations. Fortune 1000 companies without intranets, and employees within 

those companies without intranet/internet access, are rare. Now that information is so 

widely-available, the limitations of information are becoming widely-apparent. 

Information, on its own, is of limited value, at least until it can be processed into 

actionable knowledge and the value incurring as a result. The primary objective of 

the information age was not the rapid, voluminous transfer of information but the 

mass-acquisition of knowledge this was expected to enable. 

To be certain, the information age brought about revolutionary increases in cost-

reduction, productivity, and countless other forms of value-added. But we have 

reached a point where information-distribution capabilities have become a 

commodity, resulting in the decreasing value and decreasing competitive advantage 

associated with these capabilities. Shifting the emphasis from information to 

knowledge is an effort to pursue higher value, higher competitive advantage. Thus, 

the "knowledge economy" is a natural extension of the information age, building 



upon its successes and aiming to extend its efficacies. Extending these efficacies, 

however, involves not only improving our ability to disseminate knowledge, but in 

growing and leveraging the intangible assets that knowledge creates. Unlike 

traditional assets like land and capital, knowledge represents an organizational asset 

that—although it cannot be directly seen or touched—is nonetheless of tremendous 

value. In fact, in a growing number of cases, companies are finding their intangible 

assets, also called "knowledge assets," to be of greater value than their tangible 

assets. Coca-Cola's brand image—an intangible asset created largely by its 

knowledge of marketing and design—is worth more than the rest of the company 

combined (Svieby). And Ryder Truck recently discovered that its knowledge of 

transportation and distribution systems was more valuable than its nation-wide fleet 

of rental trucks. Ryder has since sold its rental truck business and now competes 

solely as a consulting company, selling its knowledge of distribution and delivery to 

its clients (Ives). Ryder illustrates a prime example of a knowledge economy 

company. It realized that its tangible products (trucks and trailers) and the services it 

provided (the rental of those trucks and trailers) were not its core competence, not 

their central source of value provided to customers on which it could compete. 

Ryder, like many knowledge economy companies, discovered that its core 

competence—its knowledge—could replace its tangible products, which changed the 

very nature of the way it conducted business. 

In general terms, then, "knowledge management" concerns the collective 

strategies and practices of organizations aiming not just to leverage their collective 

knowledge, but to grow and leverage the intangible assets that this knowledge creates 



as well. Time will tell \i knowledge management is merely the latest management 

fad, a lingering business buzzword, or a high-value socio-organizational concern with 

both immediate and long-term implications. A simple but strong argument supports 

the latter. First, a critical mass of the world's top business minds agree that an 

organization's knowledge is among its most valuable assets, if not its single most 

valuable asset. This mass includes not just thinkers who specialize in intellectual 

capital or knowledge management, but scholars and business leaders respected across 

specializations, including Pete Drucker, Tom Peters, and even Alan Greenspan. 

Second, if knowledge is truly such a valuable resource, then the management of its 

creation and the means with which it is applied will always be an issue of critical 

importance. Finally, knowledge is much more complex than all other organizational 

resources. Unlike traditional resources like inventory or financial capital, knowledge 

is much more difficult to define and identify, much less transfer from one individual 

to another. All of these factors, among others, make a strong case that knowledge 

management, in some form or another, will be a mission critical activity well into the 

foreseeable fiiture. 

This dissertation is a study of knowledge management, and in particular, a study 

of one organization's efforts to make knowledge management a mission critical 

activity and the struggles it encountered. The remainder of chapter one reviews the 

relevant literature written concerning knowledge management. It begins by 

explaining the influence of the industrial revolution on the way organizations are 

designed and the manner in which they function, an influence that continues to this 

day. It then describes current emergence of the knowledge economy, how it was 



enabled by the technological accomplishments that preceded it, and details the driving 

principles of the knowledge economy. From this point, chapter one identifies the 

multitude of connections between technical communication and knowledge 

management, identifying the corpus of technical communicators' core competencies 

that meet the complex demands of knowledge management. Finally, Chapter I 

concludes with a discussion of four common definitions of knowledge management, 

identifying how knowledge management is most frequentiy being implemented 

within organizations today. 

Chapter 11 outlines the nature of the case study. It begins by identifying a major 

challenge faced facing knowledge management theorists and practitioners: the need 

for organizations to integrate codification and personalization approaches to 

knowledge management and the virtual absence of success experienced by such 

integration efforts. Chapter II then specifies the encompassing focus for my case 

study research at Acme IT: to identify the challenges and barriers that present 

themselves when an organization attempts to integrate codification and 

personalization approaches to knowledge management. Chapter 11 ends by describing 

Acme IT and outlining the objectives of its knowledge management initiative. 

Chapter 111 describes the methodology for the case study, explaining how 

naturalistic inquiry and other elements of qualitative research informed the design and 

conduction of the case study. 

Chapter IV summarizes the data collected from interviews, direct observation, and 

analysis of documents and artifacts available within the company. 



Chapter IV discuses the conclusions drawn from the case study. In so doing, it 

ouflines the difference between old economy companies and new economy 

companies. It then illustrates how knowledge management is a new economy 

concept being implemented within an old economy company. Chapter V concludes 

by delineating how the incompatibilities between old economy principles and the new 

economy characteristics of knowledge management manifested themselves in the 

difficulties experienced by the knowledge management initiative. 

Chapter VI concludes the dissertation by revisiting the vast interconnections 

between knowledge management and technical communication, identifying the value 

that technical communicators could have added to the knowledge management 

initiative that was studied. Finally, Chapter VI concludes the dissertation by outlining 

ways in which technical communicators are fit to claim leadership roles in the field of 

knowledge management as it continues to grow. 

Technological Evolutions and Revolutions 

So why knowledge, and why now? The over-arching answer to these questions is 

relatively simple. Granted, there has always been the need for selected knowledge 

workers and leaders—accountants or managers, for example—^but never before has 

knowledge been such a critical resource for the average employee. Until recent 

decades, organizations struggled with the industrialist concern of manipulating and 

moving physical resources, and an overwhelming percentage of labor was directed 

toward manning the technologies and machines designed for serving this purpose. 

We are thus evolving from the industrial age to what is increasingly being called the 

knowledge age. This evolution is both a necessary transition and a genuine paradigm 
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shift. But this shift was made possible almost exclusively by the technological 

progress that characterized the 20* centiiry. In the following section, I first outline 

the technological advances that enabled our knowledge economy. 1 then outline the 

nature of our burgeoning knowledge age and our transition into it. 

When scholars and business leaders speak of knowledge and knowledge 

management as a source of competitive advantage, they frequently cite recent 

advances in information technology as the key factor enabling its cause. In a general 

sense, most commonplace information technologies are knowledge technologies. 

Databases, email clients, intranets, groupware, enterprise information portals and the 

like are inarguably vehicles for the codification, storage, and distribution of 

knowledge, not to mention enablers for the creation and refining of knowledge as 

well. But to attribute the knowledge revolution so heavily to information technology 

is at best only half of the technological picture, a reflection that overlooks the seminal 

and systemic impact of the industrial revolution and the relentless technological 

progress that followed. Ford's assembly line, Whitney's cotton gin, Watts' steam 

engine—among other inventions—spawned advances in production, transportation, 

and distribution that gave human beings increasing power over their physical world. 

Without the acquisition of this power, the pursuit of advances in information 

technologies would have been a much lower priority than they have been over the 

past fifty years. More importantiy, however, failing to acknowledge the industiial 

revolution as the initial enabler of the knowledge age distorts our understanding of 

this new era. Such distortion is dangerous because it causes us to overlook the 

assumptions, paradigms, and practices that influence our actions today. In lay terms, 



we cannot succeed in a new game if we are playing by the old rules. We need a 

thorough understanding of the residual influences of the industrial age—its paradigms 

and driving forces—if we are to make a successfiil transition to the knowledge age. 

Understanding where we are coming from will help us generate a better 

understanding of knowledge management, what we are trying to do through 

knowledge management, and how we can best go about transitioning from the 

industrialist economy to the knowledge economy. 

The technological growth that has preceded the knowledge economy is best seen 

as a compilation of technological revolutions and evolutions. Beginning with the 

industrial revolutions in Europe and later in the United States, society underwent a 

major transition from a stable agricultural and commercial society to an industrial 

society. The industrial revolution resulted in the emergence of large-scale machine 

production and greater economic specialization. During the early maturation of the 

industrial age, two seminal developments launched a definition of work and 

production with large-scale repercussions which would resonate throughout the 

United States and worldwide for the rest of the century: Frederick Taylor's scientific 

management and Henry Ford's assembly line. 

Frederick Taylor was the first person in recorded history to examine work, study 

it, and publish his findings, spawning an unprecedented rise in manual worker 

productivity: 

Since then, it has been going up steadily at the rate of 3% per annum 
compound—^which means it has been risen fifty-fold since Taylor. On this 
achievement rest all of the economic and social gains of the 20* century. The 
productivity of the manual worker has created what we now call "developed" 
economies. Before Taylor, there was no such thing—all economies were 
equally "underdeveloped." An underdeveloped economy today—or even an 
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"emerging" one—is one that has not, or at least has not yet, made the manual 
worker more productive. (Drucker, Knowledge Worker Productivity, 80). 

As Drucker illustrates, Taylor was the "first person to apply knowledge to work." 

Taylor studied first how manual laborers shoveled sand—examining their procedures, 

motions, and the tools they used—finding that both the tools and the means with 

which they were used were drastically inefficient and could be vastly improved. 

Taylor showed that what was once considered "skilled labor" was in fact nothing 

more than something that could be broken down into simple, repetitive motions (91). 

Taylor thus showed that manual labor could be de-skilled: studied, analyzed, and 

reduced into its most fiindamental steps. By rethinking work in this manner, 

managers were able to simultaneously increase productivity and efficiency while 

decreasing error and wasted resources. Henry Ford, through his assembly line, 

extended these same principles of task analysis and industrial engineering from the 

microcosm to the macrocosm. Ford took the intricately complex process of building 

an automobile and transformed it into a delineated series of simple manual tasks of 

(turning raw materials into modular auto parts) and assembly (connecting these parts). 

Ford's assembly line illustrated that Taylor's principles could be extended almost ad 

infinitum, simplifying the complex by de-skilling the process into a collection of 

fragmented steps. Furthermore, Ford set the standard for division of labor by 

dividing his workforce according to acutely-defined roles in the overall production 

process, all but eliminating the need for individual thought or collaborative 

interaction among the average workers. 

Taylorism and Ford's assembly line, while maximizing efficiency and 

productivity of organizations, also served to disempower and dehumanize the 
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majority of the personnel within those organizations. The very natiire of Taylorism, 

scientific management, and the assembly line (as well as other capital structtires like 

it) was to minimize the intellectual requirements and decision-making capacity 

needed of employees. Minimizing the need for these capacities, then, made most 

employees easily replaceable—like parts of a machine—since the capital 

infrastructure was the source of value to the organization, not the people operating it. 

This dependence on automation and capital structures also inhibited line-personnel 

from developing their intellectual and decision-making capacity—at least on the 

job—further buttressing their disempowerment. Finally, the industrial age 

organization fostered an enviromnent of tedious, repetitive working conditions, with 

work tailored to the needs of the production system at the expense of the personnel 

operating within that system. Simply put, labor was at the mercy of production. The 

more efficient the means of production became, the less humanly-satisfying the 

process of production became for the laborers involved in it. 

It requires little imaginative effort to see that the 20* century view of an 

organization as a finely-tuned machine emerged from Ford's augmentation of Taylor's 

principles. Organizations began to take the form of the assembly line production 

models which they facilitated and the machines which they produced. Furthermore, 

workers increasingly became viewed as modular, interchangeable components of that 

machine, each performing a precisely defined function that helped it operate. This is 

a crucial point in understanding knowledge management, the knowledge economy, 

and the industrialist paradigm within organizations that fimctions in direct 

opposition to knowledge management. This mechanistic model of production and 
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organizational structiire influenced neariy every aspect of how business and work was 

conceived of and performed throughout the industrial age. Richard C. Freed 

describes it: 

The Fordist [industrialist] corporation (and its hierarchical structure) was one 
way of organizing knowledge. Important relationships within the structure 
were very vertical and limited, with labor a highly focused input valuable only 
on the level occupied by the individual worker. The root metaphor informing 
the structiire was the machine, and the worker was a replaceable part. The 
clear relationship between part and function suggested that knowledge was, 
and its transmission could be, determinate and predictable. The structure was 
an efficient method of organizing knowledge and information when storage 
capacity was limited and when change was slow—that is, when quick retrieval 
was not a necessity. (209) 

The Fordist model established work as the independent performance of 

decontextualized processes and activities, each of which were "engineered" to 

minimize the input of and dependence on the workers performing them. 

The industrial age, then, was ignited by the industrial revolution and 

technological revolutions like those of Ford and Taylor. These revolutions were 

followed by decades of continuous improvements and advances in technology as well 

as organizational efficiency. The aggregate of these advances resulted in a shift 

organizational priorities toward the end of the 20* century. The industrial revolution 

and the steady technological and organizational evolution generated a business 

climate that enabled intangible assets to grow more valuable than tangible assets. 

One of the most significant results of the industrial age was the tremendous power 

technology gave us over our physical, most notably the technologies surrounding 

mass-production and transportation. Having harnessed the ability to produce and 

distribute with relative ease, organizations found that information about production 
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and transportation was rapidly growing more valuable than the products and 

distribution themselves. 

To most businesses in the industrial age, inventory was a factor that could make 

or break success. Not enough inventory, and a business would lose revenue; too 

much, and its costs would exceed revenue. The ability to produce goods and 

fransport them—and to do so rapidly—revolutionized how businesses dealt with 

inventory (the ordering, stocking, and selling of the goods they sold to the consumer). 

"Just-in-time" inventory exploded in the mid-1980's, not unconnected to the 

unprecedented growth and lowering prices of computing power. Just-in-time 

inventory established a way for businesses to harness the power of information in 

such a way that costly speculation over inventory (how much to order and when) was 

no longer as necessary. Advances in computing power—coupled with the industrial 

age mastery of production and distribution—enabled businesses to streamline the 

process of identifying customer needs and meeting those needs with inventory on the 

shelf Computerizing inventory-related business functions between producers and 

resellers made the power of information an efficacious form of competitive 

advantage, as illustrated by companies like Wal Mart and Home Depot who generated 

exponential growth through these capabilities. Furthermore, other companies 

generated similar growth by dealing exclusively with information. Sabre grew to be 

more valuable than its parent company, American Airlines, strictly by selling 

information about when and where planes were flying (Stewart). And TV Guide, 

Rupert Murdoch's original wealth vehicle, is little more than the repackaging and sale 

of information surrounding television entertainment. It is crucial, however, to 
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remember that the power of information—the intangible—is only possible because of 

the previous mastery of the tangible, the manipulation of our physical worid. 

Information Age Technology 

As industrial age technology matured, the level of human involvement in 

production and the delivery of services steadily decreased. Machines gradually 

replaced muscle as the primary, if not sole, means of manipulating raw materials and 

transforming them into consumable goods. Machines also gradually replaced human 

beings in the performance of repetitive low-level skills. Robotics on the assembly 

line, for example, increasingly took over functions which at one time demanded 

repeated physical exertion from human beings. Breakthroughs in computing, 

however, augmented the power of industrial age automation with unprecedented 

capabilities, most notably the power of automating processes that could previously 

only be performed through the application of human intellect. The invention of 

spreadsheets, for example, employed computing power to perform in seconds the 

financial calculations that previously required hours of accountants' time. More 

recent examples, like automated teller machines, reduced the need for human input 

even further, almost eliminating the need for human input entirely. 

In her groundbreaking work on the socio-organizational impacts of technology, 

In the Age of the Smart Machine, Shoshana Zuboff grapples with the convergence of 

industrial age and information age technologies. She interprets the development of 

industrial technology as "a chronicle of attempts to grapple with the body's role in 

production as a source of both effort and skill Thus, applications of industrial 

technology have simplified, and generally reduced, physical effort, but because of the 
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bond between effort and skill, they have also tended to reduce or eliminate know-

how" (48). Zuboff labels this type of technology as "automating" technology, 

machines designed with the goal of eliminating both the physical and intellectual 

input of human beings. Not surprisingly, automation follows the goals of Taylorism 

which dominated the industiial age: managerial control, division of labor, and 

minimal dependence on the skills and mental contiibutions of a perpetually-

diminishing workforce. 

Zuboff contrasts automating technology with what she calls "informating" 

technology: 

Viewed from this interior perspective, information technology is characterized 
by a fundamental duality that has not yet been fiilly appreciated. On the one 
hand, the technology can be applied to automating operations according to a 
logic that hardly differs from that of the nineteenth-century machine system— 
replace the human body within a continuity and control. On the other, the 
same technology simultaneously generates information about the underlying 
productive and administrative processes through which an organization 
accomplishes its work. It provides a deeper level of transparency to activities 
that had been either partially or completely opaque. In this way information 
technology supersedes the traditional logic of automation. The word that 1 
have coined to describe this unique capacity is informate. Activities, events, 
and objects are translated into and made visible by information when a 
technology informates as well as automates. (9-10) 

Informating technologies, then, empower workers at the point where decisions are 

made and enable them to do things that weren't possible without these technologies. 

Informating technologies therefore free workers from physical, repetitive, and 

mundane activities, demanding greater development of what Zuboff calls "intellective 

skills," "abstraction, explicit inference, and procedural reasoning—skills used to 

understand and manipulate the larger processes for which systems are designed . . . an 

ability to paint a mental picture of the system as well as what it does" (76). 
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Extending Zuboff s argument, automating technologies can be equated with the 

dehumanization and deskilling of labor associated with assembly lines, scientific 

management, and the organizational structures that grew out of them. Automating 

technologies seek to eliminate as much human input as possible. Informating 

technologies, however, can be equated with the re-humanization of labor: increasing 

the importance of the "intellective" capacities of the people these technologies serve. 

Informating technologies, then, create a need to empower workers instead of 

oppressing them. BCnowledge management pursues this empowerment by aiding 

knowledge workers in their decision making and processing of information. It helps 

these workers not only apply knowledge, but create it as well. Management legend 

Pete Drucker speaks of the knowledge age as "post-capitalist society," meaning that 

knowledge workers are no longer dependent on the organization or its capital 

structure for the means of their livelihood. Because their knowledge is their means of 

production, they own it themselves, shifting the power organizations once held over 

employees in the direction of the employees themselves. Employees are thus free to 

move among organizations in place of being dependent upon them. If the industrial 

age was a time of dependency on the organization, the knowledge age is a period of 

unprecedented free agency. 

The information age brought about a revolutionary change in the knowledge, 

skills, and abilities the average laborer needs in order to perform work. At the 

beginning of the 20* century, laborers—through their physical ability, skills, and 

knowledge—were the primary tools for the production of goods and the delivery of 

services. At the beginning of the 21^' century, laborers are now directors of tools, 
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applying their know-how and problem solving ability—in other words their 

knowledge and intellect—to deliver value to the organization(s) that they serve. 

Digitization 

The success of industrialist technology to manipulate and control our physical 

environment fueled the launch of the infonnation age. Put simply, information about 

products and services would not have its tremendous value if those products and 

services were not so easily developed and delivered. The transition from the 

industrial age to the information age, then, is a shift in emphasis from tangible, 

physical resources to intangible, electronic resources. Nicholas Negroponte, Director 

of MIT's Media Lab, argues that the key to understanding this transition is to reflect 

on the difference between atoms and bits: 

While we are undoubtedly in an information age, most information is delivered 
to us in the form of atoms: newspapers, magazines, and books . . . . The 
information superhighway is about the global movement of weightless bits at 
the speed of light. As one industry after another looks at itself in the mirror 
and asks about its fiiture in a digital world, that fiiture is driven almost 100 
percent by the ability of that company's product or services to be rendered in 
digital form. (10-11) 

Indeed, the capability to move "weighfless bits at the speed of light" drives the 

information age, not to mention all information technology. Yet it is more than the 

speed of distribution that makes information technology so valuable. It is the speed 

and ease with which it can be duplicated. A crucial difference between the industrial 

age and the information age, between physical and intangible resources, is that there 

is virtually no limit to the amount of times they can be duplicated, virtually no limit to 

the number of people who can make use of that resource. It is this aspect of 

information technology which lights the fuse for the explosive value-generating 
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potential of knowledge management. Because information can be an effective vessel 

for the sharing and dissemination of knowledge,' an organization's (or society's) 

ability to produce value from that knowledge increases exponentially. 

The near infinite potential for the duplication and distribution of information is a 

key difference between physical resources and digital resources.^ First, unlike 

physical resources, digital resources appreciate in value with increased use. 

Machinery wears and decreases with use. A barrel of oil is consumed entirely when 

used, leaving no remaining value. Not so with information. Granted, information has 

an ever-increasing half-life; valuable infonnation today may be useless tomorrow. 

But the same bit of information can be put to use thousands, perhaps millions of 

times, for as long as it holds value. Furthermore, it costs very little to duplicate 

information relative to duplicating physical resources, making information increase in 

value each time it is used. Divergences between the principles of physical resources 

and the principles of intangible resources are challenging our very understanding the 

world in which we live. In economics, for example, the law of diminishing returns— 

that increased input in a production process will eventually yield successively smaller 

returns—^no longer applies (Arthur, 1994). Companies like Dell and Microsoft have 

experienced increasing returns. Or perhaps it is better to say that it only applies in the 

world of physical resources and that increasing returns apply in the world of the 

intangible. At any rate, Brian Arthur's theory of increasing returns is an important 

' I want to emphasize at this time that knowledge and information are not synonymous and that the 
effective transfer of mformation is far from synonymous with the effective transfer of knowledge. 

^ I specify digital resources because intangible resources and intangible assets encompass far more 
than information. 
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driver of the knowledge economy, and today's fervor over knowledge management 

rests heavily on this principle and others like it. 

Many Forms of Information 

The power of information technology is compounded by the number of media it 

supports. Some of the earliest collaborative technologies, like email and groupware 

for example, have value beyond their communicative power because they capture 

(and sometimes archive and categorize) knowledge as it is created, making it 

immediately accessible to multitudes of people. Although still under-powered and 

built of crude, technically-oriented design, search engines provide the ability to 

search through millions of emails and documents. As broader bandwidth and larger 

storage capacity have evolved from a luxury to a commodity, the internet and 

intranets have developed the ability to house and deliver media far more powerful 

than simple text-based emails and documents. This ability to implement more 

powerful media will thus enable the benefits argued by media richness theory, which 

argues that the richer the form of media, the more effective that media is at effectively 

communicating information (Daft and Lengel). A document with text and images, for 

example, is a richer form of media than a text-only document. Similarly, adding 

audio, video, and animation capabilities develops an even richer media. Considering 

that people on the average are poor readers, the ability to distribute audio, video, and 

other rich media becomes even more valuable to knowledge management. 

Furthermore, add to these rich media the ability to facilitate real-time collaboration 

between individuals and groups, and the value to knowledge management grows even 
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greater. Common technologies like web-based videoconferencing and NetMeeting 

enable face-to-face communication as well as the ability to collaboratively work on 

documents in real-time. 

In fact, the collaborative power of information technology is by far one of its 

greatest contributions to knowledge management. Although connecting human 

beings with archived information is indeed of tremendous value, connecting human 

beings with other human beings—and to do so in ways that strengthen their creative 

and problem-solving abilities—^has generative power. In other words, enabling the 

collaboration of knowledgeable and talented people generates new solutions —a 

capability far more dynamic and powerful than merely accessing stored information. 

Furthermore, connecting such people stimulates dialogue, which generates interesting 

and important questions, which in turn generates creation and discovery, new 

knowledge which may not have an immediate purpose but may nonetheless 

contribute to the solution of fiiture problems. 

The value of information technology is therefore once again compounded 

because of its collaborative and value-generating power. It enables organizations to 

locate, connect, and empower people with highly specialized knowledge and 

experience—and to do so in spite of geography. An organization's ability to develop 

effective solutions to exceptionally complex problems grows as a result. This 

capability is of inestimable value, considering that knowledge, talent, and ability are 

rarely bound by geography. The same principles which allow information technology 

to overcome the constraints of geography also increase our power to overcome 

another traditional foe: time. Global organizations can accelerate development 
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processes by aligning those processes according to the different time zones 

throughout the worid. When operations shut down at the end of the day in the U.S., 

for example, the process can continue at offices in Europe, and reassigned to offices 

in Asia at the end of the European day. Globalization, at least in this sense, means 

that even though people must eventually sleep, the development process does not. 

From Information to Knowledge 

Negroponte defines the information age as a transition from atoms to bits. Early 

winners in the information age acquired competitive advantage by their capacity to 

deliver information in digital form, rendering the physical embodiment of that 

information obsolete in the majority of cases. Companies simultaneously cut costs, 

increased productivity, and increased revenue by all but eliminating the physical 

transfer of information. Information, however, is not synonymous with profit and 

productivity. It is not information—nor its rapid transfer—that makes companies 

profitable. Instead, it is their ability to take profitable action from the rapid transfer 

of that information. To a traveler, having flight information (departure time and 

departure gate, for example) is of little value if the passenger does not manage to be 

seated on that flight before it leaves the ground. Furthermore, information varies in 

its ease of application to a given purpose, hiformation in flight schedules is relatively 

easy to apply toward a productive outcome compared to information found in an 

organization's annual report. And unlike money, more information does not 

necessarily translate into more value. 

In fact, organizations are more concerned with finding ways to deliver their 

people less information, not more. They may be interested in delivering more 
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information, but the key to doing so is in eliminating the inundation of marginally-

valuable (or valueless) information. Less truly can be more. Information is only an 

asset if it can somehow be transformed into knowledge and effective, value-

generating action based on this knowledge. A prime example is an emergency-room 

surgeon treating a patient in critical condition. That patient's vital signs are valuable 

information to the surgeon, but not to the patient. The information is valuable to the 

surgeon because she can transform that information into knowledge (the patient is 

experiencing cardiac arrest) and take action (inject nitroglycerine) as a result of that 

knowledge, thus generating value for the patient and revenue for the medical 

organization. 

Information, then, can be likened to a raw material because, when processed 

quickly and cost-effectively, it can be used to produce a finished product with 

substantially more value added. But, if not filtered, refined, delivered, and processed 

properly (no easy task), information is practically useless. Because information can 

be delivered in large volumes at high speeds, it is now a commodity. What is not a 

commodity, however, is the ability to process that information, to analyze it, to make 

strategic decisions based on that analysis, and to take value-generating action 

accordingly. Only a knowledgeable professional can turn information into action that 

creates value. Thus, knowledge has greater value than information, and because of 

this fact, today's business climate is often referred to as the knowledge economy. 

And, quite simply, organizations that manage their knowledge most effectively will 

prosper. Those that do not will perish. 
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One thing that remains constant from the information age to the knowledge age, 

however, is that the assets of greatest value are not tangible assets but intangible 

assets. Negroponte's distinction between bits and atoms only scratches the surface 

of the paradigmatic difference between the old economy and the new economy. Bits 

represent only one form of intangible assets—those assets that have become digitally 

encoded. Other forms of intangibles are numerous and often of far more value. Nike 

is an excellent example. On the surface, it appears that Nike is a company that 

generates revenue by selling and distributing shoes. From an old economy 

perspective, this would be true. But from a new economy perspective, Nike doesn't 

sell shoes; Nike sells the idea of shoes. The raw materials, machinery, and labor 

required to manufacture their average pair of $150 sneakers might amount to twenty 

percent of that retail price. The other 80 percent represent the ideas of their designers 

and marketers. Nike turned a commodity into a status symbol, into a fashion 

statement, and Nike competes on their continuous ability to develop new designs, to 

differentiate their products from their competitors, and to maintain their image in the 

marketplace. From this perspective, the $100 million dollar endorsement contract 

they are currently negotiating with Tiger Woods actually makes sense. Tiger does not 

make their shoes better, nor does he make their golf balls fly straighter. But he adds 

value to Nike's products because the idea of wearing Tiger's shoes, of hitting Tiger's 

golf balls, sells like snake oil. Yet Nike's competitive strategy—^branding— 

represents only one way to sell ideas, only one way of competing on intangible assets. 

This is not to say, however, that intangible assets are independent of tangible 

assets. Nike's ability to sell ideas, marketing, and design arise from their capacity to 
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cost-effectively manufacture durable, high-quality goods. Were Nike to lose this 

capacity, they would lose the value derived from their intangible assets. Tangible and 

intangible assets are thus intertwined and interdependent. Intangible assets are 

generally the most valuable in the new economy, but this value is enabled by the 

capability to produce and distribute tangible goods with unprecedented efficiency and 

success. 

The New Organizational Wealth 

Continuous advances in industrial technology and information technology 

enabled unprecedented power over our physical environment, followed by 

unprecedented power and speed of processing and distributing information. Because 

of this power, organizations foimd the freedom to shift their attention from tangible 

assets toward intangible assets. In The New Organizational Wealth, Karl-Erik Sveiby 

describes companies with an emphasis on intangible assets as knowledge 

organizations: 

Both Microsoft and Saatchi & Saatchi [a former British advertising group] 
are examples of a new breed of company that I call knowledge organizations 
or knowledge companies. Although their businesses seem worlds apart, they 
share some important characteristics. Most employees of knowledge 
companies are highly qualified and highly educated professionals—^that is, 
they are knowledge workers.. Their work consists largely of converting 
information to knowledge, using their own competencies for the most part, 
sometimes with the assistance of suppliers of information or specialized 
knowledge. These companies have few tangible assets. Their intangible 
assets are much more valuable than their tangible assets. Furthermore, 
knowledge organizations are not islands. They would not exist if not for 
local clusters of customers and suppliers that support and enhance their 
knowledge bases. Stanford University economist Brian Arthur calls such 
networks miniecologies; in this book, these relationships fall under the rubric 
of external structures. External structures are based not so much on financial 
flows as on knowledge flows created by intangible assets. (19) 
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Sveiby is quick to point out that knowledge organizations are not restricted to 

information technology or high-tech industries. Knowledge organizations possess an 

exceptionally high level of invisible, intangible assets, assets that make up the 

difference between a firm's market value and its book value: "they are invisible 

because they are not accounted for [on the traditional balance sheet] . . . they are 

intangible because they are neither brick, mortar, nor money" (8). In fact, several 

industrial companies and brand-name consumer product companies now have higher 

proportions of intangible assets than many "high tech" companies. Companies like 

Nucor Steel, Hugo Boss, Coca-Cola, and Wal Mart, for example, had higher 

proportions of intellectual assets than Hewlett-Packard and IBM (7). Furthermore, 

brand names and marketing prowess (in companies like McDonald's, Coca-Cola, and 

Nike) are often far more valuable than the physical assets that make up the company 

(as indicated by their high proportions of intangible assets to market value) (5). 

Those who tout intangible assets as having more value than tangible assets have 

the financial data to back it up. A company's market-to-book ratio measures the 

relationship between a its market (share price X number of shares) to its book value 

(the total value of its tangible assets as recorded on the balance sheet). A market to 

book ratio of 3-to-l, for example, means that a company's market price is three times 

the amount of the recorded value of its tangible assets. In lay terms, this means that 

for every $1 a company holds in tangible assets, it holds an additional $3 in intangible 

assets. Fifty years ago, a market to book ratio of 3-to-l was considered outstanding. 

Today, the Standard and Poor's 500 (500 of the worid's largest companies) has an 
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average market-to-book ratio is over 6-to-l (Lev). In other word's, the average S&P 

company's intangible assets are six times greater than their tangible assets. Or, to put 

it another way, over 83% of these companies' value comes from their intangible 

assets. 

Yet accounting and financial reporting methods have traditionally focused 

almost entirely on tangible assets (land, inventory, capital structures, or machinery). 

Even though companies have increasingly generated more value from intangible 

assets, measurement and reporting systems have changed littie to accommodate this 

transition. Baruch Lev, New York University Professor of Accounting and Finance, 

points out that "the systems of accounting and financial reporting [double-entry 

bookkeeping] used today date back more than 500 years," created by Italian monks in 

the 1400s (217). Like most knowledge management theorists, Lev depicts intangible 

assets as knowledge assets. "Knowledge assets," he argues "are very expensive both 

to acquire and to develop. And they're extremely difficult to manage" (218). In fact, 

the continuous rise in the value of intangible assets over the past decade has spawned 

fervent interest in developing accurate methods for measuring intangible assets, an 

area of inquiry generally labeled "intellectual capital." Practicing theorists like 

Thomas Stewart {Intellectual Capital), Robert Kaplan and David Norton {The 

Balanced Scorecard), and Leif Edvinsson join Karl-Erik Sveiby as noteworthy 

pioneers known for their work on assigning dollar values to intellectual assets. 

Unlike tangible assets, intangible assets are difficult to separate from people. In 

fact, the "knowledge workers" Sveiby speaks of are mostly service professionals. 

Physicians, attorneys, accountants, and engineers, for example, all provide 
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knowledge-intensive services—services only thoroughly-educated and highly-

specialized personnel can deliver. Even software can be considered a service-

industry, since consumers pay not only for the services that technology provides them 

but for the services of the designers, engineers, and programmers who develop that 

technology. And if consumers consistently purchase upgrades, software development 

is even more of a service, since the consumer is purchasing the ongoing development 

of technology to serve business purposes. 

In The Intelligent Enterprise, James Brian Quinn discusses this convergence of 

goods and services quite thoroughly. Knowledge, he says, is either delivered in the 

form of a service or so embedded in a product that the consumer is paying more for 

the service of developing it than for the material in which it is manifest. The rapid 

growth of outsourcing in the 1990's is a further illustration of the connection between 

knowledge assets and services. In order to compete, Quinn says, companies must be 

among the best in the world at what they do, focus almost entirely on these core 

competencies, and outsource all other processes and operations to companies who can 

do them better, faster, and cheaper. And this focus on competencies instead of 

products is another differentiator between the industrial economy and the knowledge 

economy, another example of creating value through intangible assets (processes and 

know-how). Products can become obsolete almost overnight, whereas processes, 

capabilities, and ingenuity endure. Dell Computer, for example, competes not on the 

computers it sells but on their core competences of speed, mass-customization, and 

distribution. Dell's products change constantiy in relation to Moore's law and other 

drivers of technological progress. But its competencies of building custom-tailored 
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computer equipment and delivering it to the consumer's door in a matter oidays 

changes very little, barring the perpetual increase in speed with which it completes 

this cycle. 

The critical points to gather from this comparison of the industrial age and the 

burgeoning knowledge economy are these. Intangible assets are the "new 

organizational wealth,"—replacing tangible assets as the most important 

organizational resources—and they are far more powerful vehicles for value creation 

than their tangible predecessors. The tremendous value of intangible assets, then, 

means that growing and managing these assets is one of an organization's most vital 

activities, if not the most vital activity. Most organizations, however, are not very 

good at growing or managing their intangible assets. Current standards for 

accounting and financial reporting are alarmingly insufficient for measuring and 

tracking an organization's most valuable assets. Making matters worse, managing 

assets is far more difficult than measuring them. Thus, the proliferating interest in 

knowledge management among today's organizations is not difficult to understand. 

Having now outlined the drivers of the knowledge economy, the questions "what is 

knowledge management" and "how does technical communication and rhetoric 

impact knowledge management" becomes easier to address. For the moment, 

knowledge management can be defined as the organized effort to grow and leverage 

intangible assets for the purpose of creating value. This definition is purposefully 

vague, and the reasons for this will be explained later in the chapter. The more 

pressing issue for the time being is to draw the correlations between technical 
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communication, rhetoric, and knowledge management and to outline the value that 

technical communicators can bring to knowledge management. 

Technical Communication. Rhetoric, and Knowledge Management 

Knowledge management has a bifurcated view of knowledge; while the 

literature cites assorted subcategories of knowledge—Fernandez' demarcation of 

know how, know why, and know what—for example—the two most common 

divisions of knowledge are those of explicit and tacit knowledge. Explicit knowledge 

is knowledge that has been analyzed, synthesized, organized, and codified into the 

form of printed or elecfronic documents. Conversely, tacit knowledge rests on 

Polanyi's assertion that "we know more than we can tell." Tacit knowledge, then, is 

deeply rooted in the mind of the knower, and requires different modes of engagement 

for fostering its development in others. Technical communication and rhetoric can 

impact knowledge management because (1) it is one of few disciplines, perhaps the 

only discipline, equipped with the knowledge, experience, and training to manage 

both tacit and explicit knowledge, and (2) TCR's researchers and practitioners are 

well-suited to handle the epistemological and rhetorical challenges of moving 

knowledge across departments, disciplines, and the accompanying worid-views of the 

people within them. 

The most obvious area where technical conununicators and rhetoricians can 

contribute to knowledge management stems from their history of creating, designing, 

and maintaining vast libraries of explicit knowledge. Interestingly, the origins of 

modem technical communication and knowledge management both date back to 

Worid War II and the explosion of technical infonnation that needed to be written, 
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maintained, and archived (Liebowitz and Beckman; Lay). In its work with hardware 

software manuals, policy manuals, training materials, marketing materials, and other 

information-based products, technical communication has experienced roughly fifty 

years of successes and failures developing and maintaining volumes of explicit 

knowledge. Furthermore, we have coordinated this experience into well-developed 

models for the production and maintenance cycles of explicit knowledge (Hackos). 

Thus, this history, experience, and training make technical communicators a natural 

fit for one of knowledge management's core competences: knowledge "capture." 

Because of their training with language, communication, and writing, technical 

communicators are exceptionally talented at making tacit knowledge explicit 

(Thurman, 1999). Through our skills of audience analysis, interviews, and research, 

we are adept at synthesizing relevant knowledge from volumes of information and 

compiling that knowledge into printed and electronic forms that (1) allow people to 

access it quickly, (2) understand it with relative ease, and (3) apply this knowledge 

within the context of their work. Furthermore, we can tailor this information to a 

variety of audiences, whether large or small, of similar or diverse backgrounds. In 

addition, our talents for audience analysis and usability give us important insights in 

selecting the best forms of media for different types of knowledge and the different 

contexts in which that knowledge will be used. 

Finally, many technical communicators are well-skilled in tools and 

technologies for developing knowledge into explicit form—from software help-

compilers (Robohelp), to collaborative authoring tools for large documents 

(Framemaker), to multimedia hardware and software, to the increasingly complex 
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technologies involved web publishing (HTML, cascading style sheets, XML, and 

sfreaming video, for example). Thus, technical communicators are well acquainted 

with the knowledge, experience, and technologies for capttiring tacit knowledge, 

synthesizing it, organizing it, and presenting it in an easily-accessible and usable form 

for virtually any audience. 

Our capabilities in capturing, manipulating, and codifying knowledge, however, 

are obvious (at least to technical communicators), and this document-centered, 

production-oriented view of technical communication must not become our primary 

focus if we are to position ourselves as professionals in the field of knowledge 

management. First, such emphasis on skills, production, and documents buttresses a 

narrow, stereotypical, and often oppressive organization-wide view of technical 

communicators as "wordsmiths" or "just" writers. These views trivialize both 

professional technical communicators as well as the complexity, difficulty, and 

importance of what they do. Second, such a narrow conception of technical 

communication and technical communicators serves as a gatekeeping mechanism, 

ostracizing technical communication and its practitioners from more powerfiil 

departments and positions in the organization. Vice presidents, executives in human 

resources, and even burgeoning executives like chief knowledge officers and chief 

learning officers rarely arise from the career path of a technical communicator. 

Fortunately, the deepest strengths of technical communicators are also those 

strengths that empower us in the area of knowledge management. As illustrated 

earlier, a major theme of the knowledge society is the transition from an 

organizational emphasis on products to an emphasis on capabilities and competencies 
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(Quinn; Dmcker; Peters; Koulopolis). As technical communicators, our strength lies 

not in the manuals, help files, or web sites we create, but in the knowledge, talents, 

and capabilities that enable us to produce those products. Our core competencies are 

our knowledge of pedagogy, learning theory, and rhetoric—our understanding of how 

human beings learn, understand, and communicate—and our abilities to uses this 

knowledge within our work. These competences empower us to facilitate the 

leveraging of knowledge throughout an organization: moving knowledge across 

disciplines and departments, including the multiple users, backgrounds, and 

ideologies of the people who comprise them. 

The importance of moving knowledge across disciplines has been fueled by 

growing recognition of the tremendous value of tacit knowledge (Davenport & 

Pmsak; Leonard-Barton; Quinn; Svieby; DeGeus). Fields of inquiry outside the 

humanities are starting to discover the social constmctionist conception of knowledge 

(as opposed to the rationalist conception of knowledge that has dominated business 

and technology since Frederick Taylor and scientific management). Included in this 

discovery are the ideas that knowledge, especially tacit knowledge, is bound by 

locality, by the knower and the context in which she came to know. Because 

knowledge is increasingly understood a social constmct (and not a direct replica of 

objective reality), the importance of community, shared values and beliefs, language, 

and dialog are growing more apparent to people attempting to "transfer" knowledge 

across an organization. The recent inundation of computer supported collaborative 

software reflects this epiphany. 
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The social nature of knowledge—and its core elements like community, 

consensus, and discourse—serves as the core theoretical base for the field of technical 

communication. Theoretically trained technical communicators have an intricate 

understanding of the social nature of knowledge, how it is created, shared, and 

refined. They have a good understanding of how different histories, assumptions, and 

beliefs lead to different ways of knowing, different ways of communicating, of 

understanding. More importantly, as communicators, they have a good understanding 

of the challenges these issues present to communication and learning. Thus, technical 

communicators' comprehension of the subtieties and nuances of the social nature of 

language and knowledge empowers them to meet the challenges of moving tacit 

knowledge across disciplines—^not necessarily by explicating tacit knowledge into 

document form, but by facilitating dialog among people of different epistemologies, 

by encouraging and enabling social interaction among these people, and by mediating 

the inherent conflict in such dialog and activities. 

Seen from this perspective, moving local knowledge across disciplines, 

departments, and their representative epistemologies is very much a rhetorical issue. 

Technical communicator's understanding of the social nature of knowledge is closely, 

perhaps inextricably, tied to the foundational role of rhetoric in technical 

communication. Their rhetorical training, more than anything else, will prepare them 

for the monumental challenges of moving tacit knowledge across organizational 

boundaries. Many, if not most, current efforts to "transfer" tacit knowledge 

throughout organizations have been heavily influenced by the mechanistic, machine-

based conceptions of organizations. Organizations are machines, its divisions and 

33 



employees the interacting parts within those machines, and knowledge until recently 

has been treated much like a tangible "part" of that machine as well (Freed; Toffler). 

Knowledge, however—especially tacit knowledge—is much more complex than a 

modular part of a machine which can be transferred with relative ease from one place 

to the next. Tacit knowledge is something that is learned by its knower, almost 

invariably through social interaction and socialization with other people who hold the 

same or similar knowledge. While knowledge management initiatives with an 

organizational leaming focus recognize this subtle but important element of 

complexity, the majority of them do not. 

It is difficult to measure the residual influence of this rationalistic, organization-

as-machine metaphor on the day-to-day activities within organizations. Technical 

communicators, however, with their training in rhetoric, are much more capable of 

viewing organizations as nested systems of social groups—formal, informal, 

departments and teams, disciplinary alliances—and the varying shared assumptions, 

histories, and epistemologies of each. This understanding makes them aware of 

tremendous obstacles to converting local, tacit knowledge into communal, shared 

knowledge. Any such conversion is only possible (if it indeed is possible) through 

both macrocosmic and microcosmic rhetorical action. Technical communicators, 

more so than anyone else, have the knowledge, training, and thus the potential for 

weakening the epistemological boundaries that perpetually endanger the shared 

utilization of an organization's most efficacious resource: its knowledge. 

Knowledge Management's Multiplicity of Definitions 
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Like technical communication, knowledge management is hard to define. One 

reason for this difficulty is that the reach of both areas is so broad that they tmly have 

different meanings for different professionals, different meanings for different 

organizations. Another reason is that when knowledge management is defined by 

various professionals, its breadth and complexity are rarely presented with adequate 

rigor or accuracy, a common occurrence in technical communication as well. Much 

of this over-simplification is because of the human need to categorize concepts (and 

professions) in such a way that they fit neatly into a proverbial "black box." Most 

veteran technical communicators have experienced the perpetual difficulties of 

explaining their profession to lay-people or professionals outside our field. 

"Knowledge officers" at all levels are currently experiencing these same difficulties. 

It is well documented that knowledge management suffers from a multitude of 

seemingly divergent definitions. Some emphasize information development and 

document management (Thurman; Applehans et. al.). Some concentrate primarily on 

the technology surrounding 6documents and information (a quick pemsal of 

KMWorld or CIO magazine will illustrate this point). Others emphasize the financial 

value of knowledge as intangible assets or "intellectual capital" (Sveiby; Edvinsson 

and Malone; Roos; Stewart). Some emphasize cultural issues (Leonard-Barton; 

DeGeus), and still others talk about "knowledge organizations" (Nonaka and 

Takeuchi; Davenport and Prusak; Koulopoulis). Understanding knowledge 

management, however, becomes less confusing when its multiple definition are seen 

as relative to the context in which they are used, most notably the disciplinary 

influences of the people implementing knowledge management and the organization 
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m which it is implemented. Thus, it is only logical that people of accounting or 

finance backgrounds think of knowledge management in terms of "intellectiial 

capital," focusing on aims of maximizing a company's revenues by fully leveraging 

the collective know-how (intellectiial capital) of its people. Similariy, technical 

communicators will likely think of knowledge management as exfracting and 

synthesizing knowledge from people with specialized knowledge (usually subject 

matter experts) and developing it into an easily-understandable form (print or web 

documents, multimedia applications, help files) for people who lack that knowledge. 

Ftuthermore, technologists (programmers, developers, CIOs) might think of 

knowledge management as developing knowledge management applications (portals, 

groupware, databases), implementing pre-packaged applications, and maintaining the 

IT infrastmcture needed to support these applications. In sum, all of these 

conceptions of knowledge management are accurate. 

Uniting common perspectives on knowledge management 

The multiplicity involved with defining knowledge management, then, brings to 

the fore two very important points. First, knowledge management is better seen as 

being comprised of multiple perspectives on the same issues than as conflicting 

definitions of divergent issues. Second, the multiple perspectives of knowledge 

management can be more easily understood as parts of a much larger whole. In this 

section, I will outline four common perspectives on knowledge management: 

document-centered, technological, socio-organizational, and the knowledge 

organization. I will constmct this outline using a continuum metaphor, meaning that 

each perspective both encompasses the previous one as well as extends its scope. 
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It is important to note that a continuum is a limited metaphor, inevitably 

understating the complexity of knowledge management and its multiple perspectives. 

Depending on the department or organization implementing knowledge management, 

the categories I have constmcted may vary in appropriateness. Furthermore, there is 

a growing trend in business literature which applies complexity and chaos theory to 

organizations, modeling them after complex, adaptive, self-organizing systems (i.e., 

living systems) rather than the static machine-like systems which dominated 20* 

century management theory (Arthur; Fisher and Fisher; Kauffrnan; Kelley and 

Allison). Linear models like layers (or continuums or hierarchies) do not account for 

the massive systemic changes that can occur from relatively small differences (like 

emphasizing technology instead of documents) between one organization (or 

knowledge-management initiative) and the next. Nevertheless, the model I put forth 

in this article will enable its readers to understand knowledge management across the 

multiple disciplines, organizations, and contexts in which it is most often 

implemented. 

Document-centered knowledge management 

As the name implies, document-centered knowledge management approaches 

place primary emphasis on extracting knowledge from individuals, analyzing it, 

synthesizing it, and developing it into documents which make it easier for others to 

understand and apply. 1 use the term "documents" very loosely here to include print 

documents, electronic documents (web pages, help files), even multi-media 

applications. This perspective on knowledge management usually involves a formal 

development cycle for knowledge products (documents), including a review process 
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for ensuring the quality and reliability, and updating of documents targeted for 

addition to the organizational knowledge base. It can be argued (and rightfully so) 

that the organization's knowledge base is the core of knowledge management in this 

case, not the documents themselves. But documents are the primary vehicles for this 

knowledge—the means of putting this knowledge to use—and thus the center of 

emphasis for this perspective on knowledge management. 

Document-centered knowledge management, then, is very much what Hansen, 

Noriah, and Tiemey call a "people to documents approach," emphasizing the 

connection of individuals to documents containing explicit, codified knowledge. 

Also called the codification approach, document-centered knowledge management 

emphasizes the wide-scale reuse of codified knowledge throughout an organization. 

Organizations invest in developing knowledge into codified form (a document) and 

generate revenue by reusing it many times. Thomas Davenport and Lawrence Prusak, 

thought leaders in knowledge management, describe the aims of codified knowledge: 

The aim of codification is to put organizational knowledge into a form that 
makes it accessible to those who need it. It literally tums knowledge into a 
code (though not necessarily a computer code) to make it as organized, 
explicit, portable, and easy to understand as possible. (109) 

Documents, then, are the vehicles for codified knowledge because they allow many 

people to search for and access codified knowledge without contacting the person 

who developed it. Furthermore, codifying knowledge into widely-reusable 

documents does more than merely capture the knowledge from individuals and 

groups. This very process adds value to that knowledge because, if done well, it 

makes it easier for other people in the organization to understand and apply that 

knowledge. 
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Technical communicators tend to constmct a document-centered definition of 

knowledge management. David Leonard, for example, states in Technical 

Communication Quarterly that "in short, the goal of knowledge management is to 

capture individuals' tacit knowledge, store it, spread it, and re-use it," adding that 

technical communicators play important roles in building the digital libraries and 

"storehouses of knowledge" that make up the electronic memories of corporations 

and educational institutions. In the July/August issue of Intercom, Shannon Thurman 

posits a similar definition of knowledge management, outUning the myriad roles that 

technical communicators play in this process: interface design, usability testing, 

database design, web design, content editing and management. A document-centered 

perspective on knowledge management often draws no clear lines between the 

development of documents, the collection and organization of those documents, and 

the distribution of those documents. This is because all of these activities are 

essential in helping an organization captiire and reuse its knowledge via documents. 

Technological knowledge management 

CIOs, programmers, and developers, not surprisingly, tend to constmct a 

technology-centered or application-centered perspective of knowledge management. 

This perspective, of course, encompasses the need for documents, but because of its 

heavy emphasis on technology assigns them a peripheral role. Information 

technology, then, is seen as the driver of knowledge management, employing 

multittides of technologies which facilitate the dissemination and application of 

knowledge: intranets, portals, data mining, high-powered search engines, corporate 

memories, web conferencing, and collaborative technologies like Lotiis Notes. Upon 
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first impression, the differences between document-centered and technological 

approaches to knowledge management may seem minimal, especially since both 

approaches employ technological means. But the technological approach employs a 

far broader repertoire of technology than the document-centered approach. In 

particular, technological approaches usually extend into the realm of emerging 

artificial intelligence technologies, like expert systems, flizzy logic, case-based 

reasoning, neural networks, and natural language processing. The list could go on 

with almost infinite regress, but the point is clear: knowledge management is 

primarily considered an issue of developing (or applying prepackaged) applications 

and the supporting infrastmcture for those applications. 

Unlike the document-centered perspective of knowledge management, however, 

the technological perspective also harbors aims of instantaneously capturing 

knowledge as it is created through collaborative tools (email, notes, chat) and 

conferencing tools (using audio/video technologies to record meetings and 

interactions). Technological perspectives on knowledge management are popular 

because of the power and resources often held by technology departments. 

Furthermore, some of the most widely-distributed knowledge management 

periodicals (KMWorld and Knowledge Management Magazine, for example) are 

sponsored almost exclusively by the advertising dollars of technology companies 

marketing their products. The funding and influence of IT departments and 

technology companies has unfortunately flieled a widespread misconception that 

knowledge management is almost exclusively a technological issue and that the 

accompanying technology-centered definition of knowledge management is the 
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comprehensive definition. Thomas Davenport and Lawrence Pmsak voice this 

concern, arguing that too much emphasis on technology will cause us to overtook 

vital socio-organizational issues imperative to knowledge management. To address 

this danger, they advocate an invaluable caveat: if more than 33% of your resources 

are devoted to technology, it is an IT issue and not a knowledge management issue. 

Socio-organizational knowledge management 

Socio-organizational approaches to knowledge management, as the name 

implies, emphasize the social nature by which knowledge is constmcted and shared. 

In particular, socio-organizational knowledge management approaches tend to 

employ whatever means available to better facilitate the interaction among 

professionals and the social uses of knowledge made possible by advancing 

technological stmctures. This does not exclude making significant use of documents, 

intranets, portals, or other knowledge management tools, but these tools play a 

supporting role in enabling knowledge workers. The highest priority in socio-

organizational knowledge management is growing and nurturing a knowledge-sharing 

culture and encouraging and fostering relationships between knowledge workers. A 

knowledge-sharing culture is important because workers will not share knowledge 

and information with each other if the corporate culture rewards the hoarding of such 

resources or fails to reward the sharing of those resources. Furthermore, encouraging 

workers to develop close professional relationships with each other (and rewarding 

this behavior) helps increase tmst and collaboration among an organization's 

personnel, issues that are cmcial to maintaining a knowledge-sharing culture. (The 

issues surrounding a knowledge-sharing culture, close relationships, tmst, and 
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effective collaboration are discussed extensively in Peter Senge's work on the 

leaming organizations.) 

Socio-organizational approaches to knowledge management rest more heavily on 

the principle that the majority of human knowledge is tacit knowledge. Tacit 

knowledge refers to those things that, as Michael Polanyi puts it, "we know but 

cannot tell," meaning that the knowledge is so deeply embedded in our minds and 

bodies that we are hardly aware of it. This makes it extremely difficult (and some 

would argue impossible) to make explicit. But even though tacit knowledge is 

difficult to explicate, it nonetheless can be shared (and thus learned by others) 

through social interaction. Socio-organizational knowledge management thus goes to 

great lengths to employ dialogue, collaboration, and situated leaming as a means to 

disseminate knowledge throughout the organization. Though practically unconscious, 

tacit knowledge can nonetheless emerge through conversations among individuals 

and groups. The nature of dialogue involves reciprocating questions, responses, and 

comments, a fragile series of interactions difficult to duplicate out of context, difficult 

to capture using formal documentation procedures. Thus, socio-organizational 

knowledge management employs a diversity of activities and technology that enable 

dialogue, ranging from groupware, to online chat, to various forms of conferencing 

(teleconferencing, videoconferencing, and even desktop computer conferencing), to 

bringing workers together at the same time and place, even if this requires travel to do 

so. 

Social-centered approaches to knowledge management are often well-integrated 

with an organization's broader strategies and practices. The use of collaborative work 
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teams, for example, is an excellent way to diffuse knowledge throughout a 

department, division, or organization, especially when those teams are assembled and 

dissolved quickly. When each individual joins a new team, much of the knowledge 

she gained from the last one will be tiansferred to the other members of her new 

team. Furthermore, each new member will bring with her knowledge and expertise 

that she and the other team members will acquire over the course of the project. As 

this cycle repeats itself (as teams perpetually form, dissolve, and regroup), tacit 

knowledge proliferates itself exponentially throughout the company. 

Organizations are also beginning to utilize various types of communities to 

broaden the diffusion of the tacit knowledge within that organization's personnel. 

Communities form groups of individuals with similar interests and responsibilities, 

but the individuals in those groups often represent a diversity of professional, 

educational, and disciplinary backgrounds. Two common types of communities are 

communities of practice and communities of interest. Communities of practice refer 

to those professionals throughout an organization who share similar responsibilities 

and job roles (hence the ierm practice) and tend to be of similar professional and 

disciplinary backgrounds; financial analysts and network administrators are good 

examples (See Etienne Wenger's Communities of Practice for an authoritative 

explanation of this concept). Communities of interest, a more inclusive group, refer 

to those professionals of more divergent backgrounds who share an interest in the 

same area of inquiry. Areas of web development (javascript, SQL, HTML, etc.) are 

good examples; investing might be another. Organizations facilitate and empower 

their communities using numerous tools and types of technology, with communities 
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of interest primarily restricted to groupware or email and supplementing communities 

of practice with conferencing, travel, and other higher-priced resources. 

Perhaps the most important aspect differentiating socio-organizational 

knowledge management from those previously described is its emphasis on 

innovation and the generation of new knowledge. Knowledge-management 

perspectives that emphasize documents and technology, respectively, are primarily 

concerned with leveraging existing knowledge; that is, the majority of their efforts 

concern distributing captured knowledge (in the form of documents, information, and 

data) as broadly as possible, allowing that knowledge to be used (and reused) by as 

many people as possible. Put simply, the more a given piece of knowledge can be 

used, the more value it delivers to the company. Knowledge, however, has a 

perpetually decreasing half-life in today's economy. Prominence in the knowledge 

era depends as much upon the consistent generation of new practices and ideas as it 

does on leveraging those that already exist (Leonard-Barton). Communities that 

generate dialogue among people with divergent backgrounds foster the development 

of new ideas and the cross-pollination that results in new applications for existing 

concepts and practices. Cross-functional workgroups reap similar rewards, as the 

collaboration of diverse professionals promotes both discovery (new ideas) and 

innovation (applying existing solutions in new ways). Although it has only recentiy 

found its way into organizational practice, the generative power of cross-disciplinary 

dialogue and collaboration has long been recognized in the social sciences (see 

Thomas Kuhn and Stephen Toulmin) for two respected positions on this issue). 
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Communities and cross-functional work groups have become tools that serve this 

principle. 

Knowledge organization 

Knowledge organizations are the final stage in this discussion on the knowledge-

management spectmm, encompassing and extending all the knowledge-management 

perspectives discussed to this point. The distinguishing factor of a knowledge 

organization is that the value of knowledge (and knowledge management) is 

recognized in its business model. "A 'knowledge organization,'" write Jay Liebowitz 

and Thomas Beckman, "is an entity that realizes the importance of its knowledge, 

internal and external to the organization, and applies techniques to maximize the use 

of this knowledge to its employees, shareholders, and customers" (1998). In the 

approaches discussed previously, knowledge management would most likely take the 

form of an "initiative," "project," or process of adjunct status which produces "value 

added." To the knowledge organization, creating and leveraging knowledge is a core 

source of value, a form of competitive advantage, a core driver of its business, and a 

mission-critical activity permeating almost every aspect of the organization. 

Knowledge organizations increasingly have high level executives (usually fitted Chief 

Knowledge Officers or Chief Leaming Officers) in charge of developing, 

implementing, and maintaining company-wide knowledge management programs; 

these companies include Coca-Cola, Sequent, Hewlett-Packard, Coopers and 

Lybrand, Ernst & Young, Skandia (the Swedish Insurance company), Buckman 

Laboratories, and Dow Chemical, just to name a few (Liebowitz & Beckman; 

Davenport and Pmsak). These programs often include metrics for measuring 
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intellectual capital (knowledge assets) and methods for assigning monetary value to 

that intellectual capital. An increasing number of companies even include a section 

on intellectual capital in their annual reports, with a few going so far as to supplement 

their balance sheet with measurements of their intellectual capital (Sveiby). 

Finally, the leaders and executives of knowledge organizations are almost always 

believers in what James Brian Quinn labels the "knowledge economy", more 

popularly referred to as the "new economy." A nascent but rapidly-emerging 

concept, the new economy refers to a business climate where intangible assets have 

surpassed tangible assets in value and importance. In the new economy, knowledge 

is the focus of business and no longer a mere tool. This focus on knowledge and 

intangible assets thus means that the mles of the industrialist paradigm, a world of 

physical products and tangible assets, no longer hold universal appeal (even though 

they are far from obsolete). One of the most important principles of this new 

economy is Brian Arthur's theory of increasing returns, a phenomenon driving the 

global obsession with minimizing time to market. Not surprisingly, rapid advances in 

technology fuel the new economy by generating unprecedented improvements in 

worker productivity. Furthermore, the internet and its related technologies are 

mandating the re-definition of almost every business process in most indushies, even 

those dealing exclusively with physical products (like steel, oil, chemicals, and 

energy) (Sveiby; Liebowitz & Beckman; Davenport & Pmsak). Companies in this 

economy are increasingly characterized by decentralization, a minimization of 

hierarchy and bureaucracy, and a maximization of the empowerment of knowledge 

workers (Koulopolis). 
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The spectmm of knowledge management 

There is inarguable overlap among the perspectives of knowledge management I 

have described. Document-centric knowledge management certainly assumes a certain 

level of technology: email, inti-anets, and portals, at the very least. It also assumes that 

documents will be used in a social context (supporting workers as they perform their 

work, for example). And it includes, at the very least, a fvinctional understanding of the 

value of knowledge to an organization as well as high-level concepts regarding the 

knowledge organization and the knowledge economy. Yet when comparing these 

perspectives on knowledge management, it becomes clear where the more substantive 

differences lie. The document-centered and technological approach resemble each other, 

and the progression from one to the next is quite seamless and gradual. The same can be 

said of socio-organizational approaches and knowledge organizations. Yet there is 

significant disconnect between approaches emphasizing documents and technology and 

those emphasizing sociology and relationships. In particular, document-centered and 

technological approaches prioritize explicit knowledge, knowledge that has been 

analyzed and codified into forms external to the person or people from which it 

originated. Socio-organizational approaches and knowledge organizations tend to 

emphasize tacit knowledge, knowledge that is deeply-embedded in the people, cultiares, 

and socio-organizational contexts, making it extremely difficult to fransfer through 

documents or media. The disconnect between these approaches represents a ripe area for 

research in knowledge management, an area that will be explored in full detail in the next 

chapter. 
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CHAPTER II 

KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT AND Acme IT 

The disconnect between approaches emphasizing codified knowledge and those 

emphasizing social, tacit knowledge has been an issue of growing concern in knowledge 

management. This issue became highly visible following a 1999 Harvard Business 

Review article by Morten Hansen, Nitin Noriah, and Thomas Tiemey. Hansen et al. 

made the cogent argument that not only do most knowledge management initiatives take 

one of these two forms (what they call the codification and personalization approaches), 

but that choosing between these approaches is the critical issue facing companies 

implementing knowledge management. Companies who try to excel at both, they posit, 

are likely to fail at each. 

The Codification and Personalization Approaches to Knowledge Management 

Hansen et al. outline the codification approach to knowledge management the 

"people to documents approach," with the majority of emphasis placed on codifying 

knowledge into explicit forms (documents or databases), storing it, distributing it, and re

using it. Vast and rapid re-use of knowledge is the source of revenue for this type of 

knowledge management. Organizations can exploit economies of scale and the 

increasing returns on knowledge assets by codifying knowledge and leveraging it ad 

infinitum for the duration of its usefulness. The codification approach to knowledge 

management is a powerful source of competitive advantage for large firms (like 

Anderson Consulting and Ernst and Young) because of the legions of human resources 
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through which they can leverage their knowledge resources. Thus, one piece of 

knowledge (object-oriented programming code, for example) can generate large revenues 

through increasing returns brought by repeated use. This revenue, however, is heavily 

contingent upon the speed with which knowledge can be captiired and distributed. 

Organizations utilizing the codification approach therefore invest heavily in information 

technology, giving workers around the globe the capacity for quick, immediate access to 

codified knowledge. 

Hansen et al describe the personalization approach as a "people-to-people" 

approach, with the majority of emphasis placed on facilitating personal communication 

and collaboration among knowledgeable peers. The close interaction among 

professionals provides fertile ground for creativity and innovation, allowing firms to 

generate unique solutions to complex business problems. The primary use of technology 

in this approach is to connect people with each other, not merely with documents or 

databases, encouraging and nurturing relationships among knowledge workers. This 

environment fosters shared insight and dialogue among professionals, activities that 

continuously lead to irmovative products and creative business solutions. Organizations 

employing this approach invest heavily in the development of their professionals, 

including one-on-one mentoring. Hansen et. al. cite the consulting firms McKinsey and 

Company and Bain and Company as organizations that excel at this approach to 

knowledge management. These firms and organizations like them generate revenue 

through the high premiums paid for cutting-edge products and novel, custom-tailored 

business solutions. 
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Barriers to Integration 

Hansen, Noriah, and Tiemey argue that attempts to integrate both approaches 

with equal emphasis on each will fail. Instead, they believe it critical to choose one as 

the primary emphasis, relegating the other to a supporting role (they recommend an 80/20 

split). Their grounds for this argument are logical, strong, and consistent with 

conventional managerial wisdom: "a company's knowledge management strategy should 

reflect its competitive strategy: how it creates value for customers, how that value 

supports an economic model, and how the company's people deliver on the value and the 

economics" (109). They posit that most firms compete either on the economics of reuse 

(calling for a codification approach) or on the economics of innovation and customization 

(calling for a personalization approach). They also identify a major source of difficulty 

which threatens successful integration: "companies that straddle the two strategies may 

also find themselves with an unwieldy mix of people. Having both inventors and 

implementers mbbing elbows can be deadly" (110). 

Yet not all theorists share the skepticism of Hansen et. al concerning the seamless 

integration of codification and personalization approaches. In fact, a heated argument 

surrounding the issues developed on Harvard Business Review's online discussion 

fomm, continuing for several months following the article's publication. The issue faded 

from the discussion fomm without resolution but remains a critical issue in knowledge 

management. Although the feasibility of integration is still a controversial issue, some 

leading thinkers are more optimistic than Hansen et al. IBM's Lawrence Pmsak, for 
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example, argues that finding effective means to integrate the two approaches is one of the 

most important issues in the field (CIO Magazine). 

Drivers for Integration 

The strongest argument for integration centers on leverage, speed, and innovation. 

Leverage is cmcial because knowledge depreciates much differently than traditional 

(physical resources). Physical resources depreciate in value with use, and they can be 

used a limited number of times (sometimes only once). Commercial vehicles (like tmcks 

or airplanes), for example, constitute a major resource for a shipping company like UPS. 

But these vehicles wear and depreciate in direct proportion to their use. Other physical 

resources depreciate far more quickly, as gasoline and oil have virtually no value after 

use. Knowledge appreciates in value with each use, and it can be used repeatedly without 

wear or consumption throughout the duration of its life. Knowledge embedded in 

software applications, for example, can be replicated practically without limits, and each 

additional time the same application is put to use increases the value of that embedded 

knowledge. Furthermore, unlike coal or oil, knowledge can never be completely 

consumed. 

Speed is vital because knowledge depreciates exponentially over time, unlike 

most physical resources. With financial capital, the value of compounded interest over 

time is well-documented. And land, on the outskirts of a growing metropolitan area for 

example, can consistently appreciate in value as well. But the shelf-life of knowledge is 

brief and grows shorter every day. Pharmaceutical companies estimate losses of up to 

one million dollars per day in lost revenue for each additional day required in bringing a 

52 



new dmg to market, even more if a competitor introduces a similar dmg first. Being first 

to market is equally important in the software business, as eariy arrival increases the 

likelihood of experiencing increasing retiims (as Microsoft has enjoyed with Windows, 

NT, and Office). 

Innovation is cmcial because of the previous points about the rapid depreciation 

of knowledge assets. The perpetually decreasing half-life of knowledge assets drives a 

need for the continuous innovation that will replenish the wellsprings of value and 

competitive advantage. The key to generating revenue from knowledge, then, is to 

leverage it as many times as possible, as quickly as possible, and to continuously develop 

new knowledge with increasing speed and regularity. Organizations that do this will own 

the knowledge economy. Organizations that do not will perish. 

Leverage, speed, and innovation thus make readily apparent the need to integrate 

codification and personalization approaches to knowledge management. The barriers to 

integration, however, are far more difficult to define. The purpose of my research is to 

cast light on the barriers that develop when an organization attempts to integrate 

codification and personalization approaches to knowledge management. 

Acme IT'S Knowledge Management Initiative 

Acme IT'S previous attempts to implement knowledge management met with 

humble retums. These effort were primarily technological in their focus and 

implementation, failing to address the business drivers and cultural issues surrounding 

knowledge management. There was no clear understanding of how knowledge 
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management could impact Acme IT's business, nor how it would function within Acme 

IT 'S environment. In addition, the previous effort was not scalable, meaning that the 

solutions developed and piloted in one business unit were not compatible with the other 

business units. With the Global Knowledge Management Initiative (GKMI), launched in 

early 2000, Acme IT was determined to leverage the lessons leamed from these 

experiences. The GKMI would take an evolved approach, one that balanced the 

knowledge-leveraging power of information technology with the innovation and thought-

leadership brought by increased communication and collaboration across geographies, 

lines of business, and organizational boundaries. 

What Acme IT Does 

Before delving deeper into Acme IT's current knowledge management initiative, 

however, it will prove useful to describe the company and some of its current challenges. 

Acme IT is a global consulting fimi specializing in "end-to-end" business services, 

ranging from strategic level consulting to the custom design and implementation of 

information systems. 
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Acme IT has been an organization in massive transition for the past two years. In 

late 1997, a number of short-term initiatives resulted in cost reductions and downsizing. 

In 1998 began a large focus on strategic planning, with Acme IT asking questions 

concerning its technical infrastmcture and focus; how many industries it should be 

serving; and its core competencies and where they should be focused. Several major 

factors fiaeled Acme IT's investigation into technological, sociological, and business 

research under the auspices of knowledge management. Those factors include 

• Acme IT systems and technology services had become commoditized, with Acme 

IT competing on cost for these services. Because customers assume a certain 

level of service, higher value services such as electronic commerce, business 

process outsourcing, and value chain work required Acme IT to compete on the 

basis of competency and innovation and state of the art technology. Thus, Acme 

IT wished to evolve to more high value services. 

Customers expected Acme IT to have good forecasting skills and to take a 

leadership position for them, but Acme IT had not been able to fill this 

expectation. 

. Acme IT recognized that it was not good at working and thinking globally. Their 

existing stmcture, a complex-matrix organization, was aligned according to three 

main categories: industry, geography, and strategic business lines (special 

technologies). This stmctiire, however, lead to "silos" of knowledge and 

information. 
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. Account managers felt unsupported. They were not sure where to go for 

assistance; they were not leveraging all the support available to them from the 

corporate infrastmcture and sfrategic business lines. They were uniformed of 

capabilities, how to use those capabilities, and/or the benefit of those capabilities. 

• There were a lot of exclusive, tightly-knit social networks working within Acme 

IT, indicating a need to facilitate knowledge sharing. In general, people were not 

team members, preferring to work autonomously as mgged individuals. Rewards 

were individual, not team-based, and the concept of "servant leader" were not 

wide-spread. Finally, the individual-centric mindset led to "not invented here 

syndrome," a common label describing people (or cultures) that do not value 

knowledge unless they created it themselves. 

Reorganizing Acme IT 

Acme IT is currently in the midst of a corporate-wide reorganization, "changing the 

way we do business," moving toward a business model more suitable for the new 

economy. Make no mistake, however, that the reorganization is as much reactive as 

proactive. Before the recent appointment of their CEO, Acme IT suffered from ailments 

common among multi-national behemoths. Costs were escalating out of control, as each 

geography and business line had its own administrative and support functions. Efforts 

and resources were duplicated throughout the organization. Thus, the reorganization of 

Acme IT was prompted by the traditional themes that have always surrounded 

downsizing in old economy companies: cutting costs, increasing efficiency, and enabling 

56 



revenue growth. To serve these purposes. Acme IT began to stress collaboration and the 

sharing of infonnation, expertise, and resources throughout the organization. 

From the perspective of knowledge management theorists, such an emphasis on 

collaboration and sharing would nonnally suggest that Acme IT was intentionally 

changing its business model in accordance with the emerging economic theories of the 

new economy. The overall theme of these theories is that an organization's knowledge 

(and how well it makes use of it) is its most cmcial asset. But even though the words 

"collaborate," "knowledge," and "sharing" resonate through the corporate intranet, they 

are directed towards the traditional, old economy priorities mentioned eariier (primarily 

reducing costs and increasing efficiency), "to stop the bleeding," as one manager put it. 

In fact, of the people I spoke with who had a thorough understanding of knowledge 

management theory (a surprising few, it fumed out), almost all of them felt that senior 

executives had at best a feeble grasp on how knowledge drives business in the new 

economy. One respondent said it best: "The reason senior leadership even mentions 

knowledge management is because the Gartner Group (a well-known consulting 

company) told them it will be an 8 billion dollar industry by 2003; they do not see it as a 

rethinking of the way they do business." This point is important because, upon a first 

glance through the corporate intranet, several knowledge-conscious business priorities 

appear: (1) sharing knowledge, (2) iimovation, (3) service, and (4) branding. 

Sharing Knowledge. "I keep hearing this, 'if only Acme IT knew what Acme IT 

knows,'" laments Acme IT's Chairman and CEO. Delia Stanford, leader of Acme's 

knowledge management initiative, speaks of "silos" of knowledge and information 
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throughout the old organization—industry expertise, knowledge of customers, and 

performance capabilities isolated within divisional, geographical, or disciplinary groups 

throughout the company. "Acme IT is not good at working and thinking globally," says 

one chief information officer. Thus, collaboration and knowledge sharing are promoted 

as the means to ensure that Acme IT (1) fully leverages its knowledge and capabilities on 

a global scale, and (2) eliminates duplicate (or even triplicate) efforts in developing client 

solutions. A major emphasis of their knowledge management initiative is the 

development of communities to facilitate collaboration and knowledge sharing across 

geographical and organizational boundaries. 

Iimovation. Acme IT seems aware that successful companies in the new economy 

must continuously reinvent their services through recurring innovation. For consulting 

companies especially, services quickly become commoditized, their novelty and value 

depreciating almost as rapidly as they are created. By perpetually replenishing their 

wellspring of innovative solutions for their clients. Acme IT can re-establish itself as a 

leader in global consulting, reaping the rewards of higher profit margins that come from 

delivering cutting edge solutions. Initiative lead Delia Stanford believes that the 

increased collaboration and knowledge sharing among its people will foster the dialogue, 

interaction, and environment that enables new ideas and fresh approaches to leading and 

serving clients. 

Service. Acme IT's core competencies revolve around service to their client, an 

approach not uncommon among knowledge companies. In fact, an emphasis on service 

(instead of production) is a recurring theme among leading knowledge management 
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thinkers. James Brian Quinn notes that the late 1980's and the eariy 1990's mark the first 

epoch where service companies outnumbered production companies. Arie De Geus 

argues that people, through knowledge-based services (like technology, finance, 

marketing), have replaced capital as the defining factor of corporate success in the 

knowledge society. It is not surprising, then, that Acme IT puts the client at the center of 

its business model. Knowledge sharing, collaboration, and innovation are all potential 

charmels through which Acme IT can provide continuous improvement of the services 

delivered to clients. Its current reorganization is also an effort to simplify the client's 

interface to Acme IT's services, now servicing clients through four lines of business 

instead of 49 industry groups. Each client is now represented by a single Acme IT 

executive who serves as a liaison between the client, all four Acme IT lines of business, 

and the Acme IT industry groups with expertise or capabilities which can serve the client. 

With this new business model, Acme IT hopes to strengthen global client relationships 

and leverage industry expertise on a global scale. 

Branding. Finally, Acme IT realizes that as a service company, its image in the 

eyes of current and potential customers is cmcial to marketplace success. Branding falls 

under the knowledge management principle of "intangible assets," revenue-producing 

capabilities of an organization not reflected by figures on the balance sheet. Thus, 

companies with strong brands sell for much more than the value of their tangible assets. 

Coca-Cola's brand equity, for example, is estimated at $83 million. Intangible assets, like 

brands, are knowledge assets because they are the products of human intellect such as 

marketing, advertising, and design. Acme IT is working to establish a globally-unified 
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brand that (1) simplifies clients' understanding of the company and its services, (2) 

establishes Acme IT as a worldwide leader in providing solutions for complex business 

issues. Finally, the first three areas of Acme IT's knowledge focus (global knowledge 

sharing, ongoing innovation, and extraordinary service) all work together to strengthen 

Acme IT's brand equity as well. 

Acme IT'S current focus on knowledge management is a unique, even ironic 

situation. Acme IT is in the midst of a comprehensive restmcturing of its organization. 

With proper collaboration between the knowledge management leadership team and 

Acme IT's senior leadership, their knowledge management initiative could serve as an 

underlying operational stmcture for their global reorganization, a way of connecting the 

dots among newly-constituted industry groups, lines of business, and the clients that they 

serve. Yet there is little of this collaboration. Most of knowledge management's leading 

thinkers would argue that an effective knowledge management program requires buy-in 

from senior leadership and the corporate-wide restmcturing of how business is 

conducted. Few knowledge management practitioners have these luxuries. Ironically, 

Acme IT'S knowledge management leadership has both, yet they are more cursed than 

blessed. Acme IT's senior leadership does not need to be convinced that knowledge 

management is valuable and should be implemented. 

Their conviction, however, is unsupported by the necessary understanding of how 

comprehensively knowledge management impacts business in the new economy. 

Knowledge management is a union of strategies and processes for doing business, in a 

way that recognizes knowledge and expertise as a mission-critical resource, with an 
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objective of leveraging this resource effectively throughout their global organization. 

Acme IT'S senior leadership, however, sees knowledge management as a program—some 

isolated technologies and activities that "add" value to the organization as it currently 

operates, not as a business model conceming a mission-critical source of value. Thus, 

Acme IT senior leadership feels it supports knowledge management. But because of its 

incomplete or superficial understanding of the concept, issues critical to effective 

knowledge management go unaddressed (compensation, reward and recognition systems, 

worker empowerment, bureaucratic barriers, etc.). So knowledge management has senior 

leadership commitment, but this is more in the form of good intentions than in good 

practices. This issue will be discussed more thoroughly in the data analysis section. 

One of the primary goals of Acme IT's knowledge management initiative is to 

prevent silos of knowledge, expertise, information, and resources from developing within 

the new organization. In the old business model, industry knowledge and expertise were 

not shared well across geographical and organizational boundaries. Reservoirs of 

expertise would build up within industry groups, within geographical divisions of Acme 

IT, and sometimes both. Consider the former Energy division as an example. 

Consultants and petroleum engineers in the UK might have had considerable experience 

with horizontal drilling practices, an exceptionally specialized area of expertise. This 

same experience and expertise would not only benefit consultants and engineers in other 

countries (like the US or Middle East), but Acme IT personnel in other, non-petroleum 

industries as well (mining, for example). The absence of reliable means to leverage this 

knowledge and expertise to the point in the organization where it is needed, however, 
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produces the same result as not having the knowledge and expertise in the first place. A 

resource unused is a resource wasted. 

Furthermore, Acme IT might have had the same global petroleum company as a 

client in two different locations, say the US and the UK. The absence of shared 

expertise, client information (recent events, activities, or competitive intelligence), and 

industry infonnation (up-to-the-minute news, legislation, forecasts, etc.) might have led 

to problems in serving that global client. "The client would hear one thing from us in our 

US office, and something slightly (or considerably) different in our UK office," says 

initiative lead Delia Stanford, confusing the client, the staff at both locations, and 

lengthening the time needed to complete their service for that client. Finally, resources 

were not being shared. Effective practices or processes developed at one location or 

industry group were often not transferred throughout the organization, frequently leading 

to wasted efforts elsewhere in developing similar or inferior practices. Compounding this 

inefficiency was the fact that support staff in multiple industry groups and global offices 

often duplicated the same efforts for global clients (although on different projects), such 

as research and correspondence. 

The knowledge management initiative aims to circumvent such silos through 

goals that identify knowledge as a cmcial resource. First, the initiative seeks to increase 

collaboration and knowledge sharing not just globally, but across industry groups 

(organizational boundaries) as well. One of the initiative lead's primary responsibilities is 

designing and implementing the stmcture and processes for enabling this sharing and 

collaboration within the new organizational stmctiare. Second, the initiative seeks to use 
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these stmctural, culttiral, and operational changes as a means to enable an ongoing 

increase in innovation. Consistent with a corpus of literature on innovation and 

creativity, Stanford believes that collaboration, shared knowledge, and dialogue among 

their personnel will boost their collective creative ability. This increase in creativity is 

expected to improve problem solving as well as accelerate the development of innovative 

ideas that generate new services altogether. 

The combination of collaboration, knowledge sharing, and innovation is expected 

to pay dividends in a number of ways. First, it should cut costs. Search time for 

information and people with expertise should drop dramatically. This will accelerate the 

delivery of solutions to client, enabling the person hours saved to be allocated on other 

revenue-generating activity. Second, their rate of throughput—the amount of clients or 

projects they can service from start to finish—should increase. By leveraging their 

knowledge and human capital more effectively. Acme IT will be able to develop more 

effective solutions for their clients' complex problems and do so in shorter periods of 

time. Third, it should strengthen relationships with customers, improving rapport and 

leading to higher profit margins. The value of customer relationships cannot be 

underestimated, since it is well documented that: 

servicing established customers is considerably less expensive than servicing new 

ones. 

. satisfied customers are less opposed to paying higher premiums for services, 

. and long-term customers are responsible for an overwhelming majority of a 

service organization's revenue. (Sveiby, The New Organizational Wealth 11). 
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Finally, as a result of improved knowledge sharing, collaboration, innovation, and 

customer relationships, Acme IT anticipates its brand equity to increase as well. 

Exfremely-satisfied customers lead to a reputation for excellence, which leads to new 

customers; similariy, size and rapid growth also suggest satisfied customers and quality 

service, reinforcing as well as increasing reputation and brand equity. 

Strategic Vision of the Knowledge Management Initiative 

Acme IT defines knowledge management in two parts: 

1. the identification, growth, and leverage of intellectual capital to enable business 

growth 

2. achieved through a strategy focused on optimizing how an organization captures 

and shares knowledge and expertise. 

In Acme IT, multiple, fragmented knowledge management activities already exist in 

many of the business processes. If one were to list every technology and activity that 

touched on knowledge management, there would be too many to mention. Nonetheless, 

numerous knowledge management activities and behaviors need to be improved, adopted, 

or even created in order to empower Acme IT as a "knowledge-centric" enterprise — 

one in which the management, reuse, and growth of intellectual assets is at the heart of 

how the organization operates. These activities and processes depict what the knowledge 

management team refer to as the "knowledge management environment" - the people, 

processes, and technologies Acme IT employs to capture and leverage its intellectual 

capital. In terms of daily operations, the knowledge management environment should 
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empower Acme IT employees to "know what Acme IT knows, know who knows what, 

share this knowledge with others, and apply this knowledge" in performing their work.. 

Consistent with this goal, the knowledge management team established the following 

objectives to be delivered from the initiative: 

. everything Acme IT knows about a customer will be captured and leveraged 

. everything Acme IT knows about service delivery will be captured and leveraged 

. Acme IT employees will know how to contribute to and utilize the knowledge 

stores of Acme IT 

. any "lesson leamed" by a single individual will be consistently captured, analyzed 

and made accessible to all other employees (within appropriate security, privacy, 

and "need to know" mles) and in a timely manner (e.g., within 48 hours). 

The strategy for meeting these goals echoes the priority of knowing what Acme IT 

knows: analyze existing business operations to identify the state of current knowledge 

management activities, improve the effectiveness and efficiency of cunent knowledge 

management activities, and deploy successfiil knowledge management practices to fill 

any gaps. These priorities are to be achieved through a focus on four activities: 

. Knowledge Management Solution Architectiire and Scenarios: the business and 

IT architectiire, practices, tools, repeatable processes, and requirements for 

corporate culture 

. Enterprise Community Model: organizational teams, process and project teams, 

communities of interest, and communities of practice with associated processes, 

activities, measurements, and behaviors 
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Intellectual Capital Invisible Balance Sheet: an accounting system that tracks the 

type, volume, utilization, and estimated value of Acme IT's intellectual assets 

. Change Management: identifying the culture and behaviors required for a 

knowledge-centric, knowledge-sharing organization and leading employees to this 

new state 

Measuring the Value of Knowledge Management: Tangible and Intangible 

Tangible Assets. Acme IT's corporate-wide interest in knowledge management 

arose out of the successes of a pilot project in one of its business units. Roughly one year 

prior to the launch of their current global initiative, this business unit brought in an 

external consulting firm to help identify problem areas in efficiency and productivity. 

The leaders of this business unit felt they had a good idea what there problems were and 

what needed to be done, but they sought experts from the outside so they would have a 

sfronger argument when presenting it to higher-level executives. Extensive research of 

consulting firms was therefore conducted, and the leaders finally selected a Minneapolis-

based consulting firm with ideologies and vision similar to their own. The business unit 

leadership then worked with the consultants in identifying areas of inquiry conceming 

productivity and efficiency, making a concerted effort to identify financially-related areas 

where the business unit could (1) save money/reduce costs, (2) improve their 

understanding of customer needs and expectations, and (3) improve delivery of services 

to clients. From here, the leadership conducted extensive interviews (roughly 90 minutes 

long) of clients and personnel across Acme IT locations and accounts. 
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The interviews targeted exceptionally tangible areas that knowledge management 

could impact. In particular, the interviews identified time as a major resource that could 

be saved and re-allocated more effectively. The collected data identified 26 areas where 

considerable amounts of time could be saved, and potential time to be saved was 

quantified for each area. The top nine areas follow, and those with a strong relationship 

to knowledge management are indicated with italics: 

Time management and Organization 

Sales and Marketing 

Skills, Training, and Development 

Operational Efficiency, Delivery, and Service 

Leveraging of Skills, Knowledge, and Resources 

Adminisfrative Systems and Procedures 

Communication and Information Sharing 

Meetings 

Customer Relationships and Expectations 

Similar to those listed above, the rest of the 26 target areas identified traditional, line-item 

business issues that could be impacted through knowledge management principles and 

the implementation of processes supporting those principles. This is an important point, 

since knowledge is generally considered an intangible resource, and knowledge 

management efforts are not always well-connected to tangible results. A corpus of 

research argues that the failure to connect knowledge management with clearly-defined 

means for determining retum on investment is a primary reason knowledge management 
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initiatives fail. Acme IT's focus on tangible retums, however, was not an oversight of the 

exfraordinary intangible retiims from knowledge management. Rather, it was a reflection 

of a business principle that views internal projects under the same scmtiny as a project 

pitched to a client. Initiative lead Delia Stanford says that she would never present 

knowledge management to a client (intemal or extemal) without first (1) knowing their 

"hot points," line-items on a budget representing the key financial concems of a client, 

and (2) an outline of how knowledge management processes can impact those items. Not 

surprisingly, the intemal client (upper-level executives), had strong concems regarding 

how effectively their personnel were making use of their time. 

Intangible Assets. Increased communication, more strategic sharing of 

knowledge, and better quality training and development are likely to both reduce costs 

and increase revenue if implemented skillfiiUy. Knowledge management is most often 

celebrated, however, as a vehicle for creativity and leveraging intangible assets. 

Knowledge itself, for example, is intangible. And unlike physical (tangible) resources, 

knowledge (1) does not depreciate with use (like machinery or oil), and (2) increases in 

value each time it is used. For these reasons, a firm's intellectual capital, or intangible 

assets, become a mission-critical resource. Furthermore, processes are emerging for 

measuring a firm's intellectual capital. In fact, clearly measuring a firm's intellectual 

capital is simply a matter of (1) knowing its current stock price, (2) multiplying that price 

by shares outstanding, and (3) subtracting from this figure the firm's tangible assets (as 

listed on the balance sheet). The result is the dollar value of its intellectual capital 

(intellectual capital by definition referring to intangible assets). The problem with 
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measuring intellectiial capital, however, is that breaking it down any fiirther than the 

macrocosmic level just described is exceptionally difficult. 

Acme IT'S invisible balance sheet, based on the work of Kari-Erik Sveiby, is an 

effort to measure and frack intellectiial capital, and in particular, to nan-ow the gap just 

described. Sveiby has been a pioneer in researching the areas of intellectual capital and 

intangible assets. His 1987 hook Managing Knowhow (co-authored with Tom Lloyd), 

forecasted themes and trends in knowledge management neariy a decade before it empted 

as one of the hottest business concems of the new economy. In this work, Sveiby 

identified the knowhow company (now called a knowledge organization) as 

a durable organization based entirely on the knowhow of human beings . . . . The 
business of a knowhow company consists of complex, non-standardised, 
individual and creative problem-solving. Its key resource is knowhow capital 
rather than financial capital or the production process. The individual is at the 
centre of the stage—representing the lifeblood of the company—and somehow 
has to be managed. (1) 

Sveiby adds that "present accounting systems are inadequate to measure know-how," a 

contention that has gained increasing popularity as of late. In an interview in Fast 

Company Magazine, Bamch Lev argues that accounting is growing increasingly 

irrelevant. Double-book accounting, developed in the 1400's by Italian monks, fails to 

account for the way in which value is created in the new economy, through knowledge 

and intangible assets. As an example, he notes that many of the Standard and Poor's 500 

(some of the largest companies in the U.S.) have a market-to-book value that is now 

greater than six, meaning that "the balance sheet number—which is what traditional 

accounting measures—represents only 10% to 15% of the value of these companies" 

(201). 
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Sveiby has spent much of the past two decades working to address this problem in 

developing his invisible balance sheet, arguing that the retiim on "know how" capital is a 

more important indicator of market success than financial capital: "how does 

management handle the important knowhow capital? It is considerably more important 

to know what is invested in it in the form of education, research, etc., than what is 

invested in office fiimiture. Nevertheless it is the latter that figures in the annual 

accounts" {The New Organizational Wealth 12). Sveiby divides intangible assets into 

three categories: individual capital, stmctural capital, and customer capital. Metrics in 

these three areas, he argues, will give stakeholders a better measure of an organization's 

tme value, one based not on its past financial performance but on its ability to generate 

future revenue based on its people, customers, and capabilities. 

Acme IT is thus in the process of developing a balance sheet to measure different 

aspects of these three types of capital. Individual capital refers to a measurement of the 

professional competence of what Sveiby calls "revenue people," the people involved in a 

know-how company's production, and thus its revenue generation. Individual capital 

measures an individual's formal education, experience, skills, and his or her ability to act 

on these competencies. (To protect the proprietary interest of "Acme IT, I refer here only 

to metrics published by Svieby, which are publicly available, and none of the tailored and 

modified metrics developed by Acme IT.) 
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Items on the invisible balance sheet referring to human capital metrics measuring 

• Educational level of revenue people 

. Average number of years in the profession, a yardstick of how knowledgeable 

(through experience) a company's revenue people are as a whole 

• Proportion of revenue people in the company, measuring how important revenue 

people are to the company 

• Ongoing education, including not just training and development, but R&D 

projects, challenging customer assignments, and growth through normal work 

• Classification by competence, listing the collective areas of competence of a 

professional (e.g., a programmer's list of competence in computing platforms,) 

• Classification by degree of customer responsibility, assigning a value of an 

individual's relationships with customers and the ability to generate those 

relationships 

A strong argument can be made that attempts to measure education or experience are 

inherently at fault. Education and experience are difficult to measure in years, for 

example, because their quality (and even quantity) cannot be divined from their time at a 

particular institution. While this argument is certainly accurate, years of education and 

experience can nonetheless be translated into a financial value. Most consulting 

companies. Acme IT included, can justify billing more for a consultants time based upon 

education and experience. The billing rate for a MBA graduate with two year's 

experience will, on average, be higher than that of a BA graduate with the same 

experience. Similarly, the billing rate for an MBA with five years' experience will be 
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greater than that of an MBA with only two years' experience. Since these measures can 

be monetized, whether they accurately measure education and experience is a minor issue 

to the company measuring them. 

Structural capital is a potentially confiising concept. In general U.S. business tenns, 

it often refers to traditional, tangible capital such as buildings, machinery, or technology. 

Sveiby, a Swedish business leader, however, refers to stmctiiral capital as "systems, 

routines, networks and an image to make it possible for the company to handle a larger 

volume of business in a stmctured manner and be less vulnerable to loss of staff and 

customers" (28). Good examples of stmctural capital are consulting companies that can 

hire inexperienced people because the companies have a well-established stmcture for 

problem solving and serving clients. Invisible balance sheet items measuring stmctural 

capital will likely include 

• Personnel, meaning the organization's ability to recmit, develop, and motivate 

people to fiiUy exploit their competencies 

• Invisible contracts, measuring the overall attitudes of individual members to the 

company 

• Number of years in the profession, since each year of an individual's experience 

brings additional competence and importance to the company 

. Recmitment potential, an organization's ability to continuously attract quality 

people 

. Proportion of challenging assignments, unique or unusual assignments allowing the 

company to develop its intellectual assets 
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• Special agreements with key people, contracts like clauses-not-to-compete which 

safeguard against the unexpected loss of important personnel 

• Personnel as part owners, partners who have both copious experience and a strong 

financial incentive to stay with the company 

• Research and Development, outlining the companies investment and business 

opportunities that R&D projects are expected to produce 

Lastly, customer capital is a measure of a firm's ability to establish and maintain strong 

customer relations. Most organizations—^know-how companies or otherwise—are 

painfiilly aware that first-time customers are expensive customers and that long-term 

customers are responsible for an overwhelming majority of revenue. Important indicators 

of customer capital include: 

• Quality of customers, a measurement of customers who are profitable, who 

increase the firm's competence, who build up its image, and who help establish 

contacts with other quality customers 

Customer turnover, how willing customers are to make repeat purchases 

. Proportion of repeat purchases (an indication of satisfied customers) and organic 

growth (a measure of how well the organization's business concept is being 

accepted in the market) 

. Proportion of big customers, an indication of the long-term sfrength of an 

organization's key sources of revenue. 

Acme IT'S invisible balance sheet remains under development, but the categories 

previously described are a reasonable indicator of the scope that this tool of measurement 
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will take (Figure 2). A hypothetical example of an invisible balance sheet, however, will 

provide a better understanding of what it might look like, how it might ftmction, and how 

It might benefit an organization that implements it. As Svieby points out, an 

organization's market value is composed of its financial capital (tangible assets as 

itemized on its balance sheet) and its intellectual capital (intangible assets as measured by 

the invisible balance sheet). And a company's intellectiial capital can be divided into 

human, stioictural, and extemal capital (see Table 1 below). 

Figure 1: The Total Value of A Company 

1 
Financial 
Capital 

Company 
Market Value 

1 

Human 
Capital 

1 
Intellectual 

Capital 

Structural 
Capital 

External 
Capital 

Viewing an organization as the aggregate of both its financial and intellectual 

capital enables that organization to make better decisions about how and with whom it 

does business. Conducting business with a customer, for example, may contribute to the 

organization's financial capital but not to its intellectual capital. If so, long term 

profitability is likely being sacrificed for short term financial benefits (in the form of 

immediate revenue). An invisible balance sheet allows the organization to better 
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determine the value of conducting business with a given customer. Consider an over

simplified hypothetical example. Assume that, for fiscal year 1998, the organization 

generated the following financial and intellectual capital by conducting business with the 

following well-known companies. 

Table 2. Customer Contributions to Financial and Intellectual Capital. 

Client 

Montgomery Ward 
IBM 
Dell 
Oracle 

Total 

Financial 
Capital 

(Revenue 
Dollars) 

$1,000,000 
$550,000 
$400,000 
$350,000 

$2,300,000 

Contribution 
to External 
(customer) 

Capital 

$550,000 
$400,000 
$350,000 

$1,300,000 

Contribution 
to Structural 

Capital 

$400,000 
$350,000 

$750,000 

Contributi 
on to 

Human 
Capital 

$350,000 

$350,000 

Total 
Value 

$1,000,000 
$1,100,000 
$1,200,000 
$1,400,000 

$4,700,000 

First of all, it is important to remember that the average firm's market value is several 

times its book value (financial capital). It might seem impossible that $2.3 million in 

revenue translates into a value of $4.7 million, but it is in actuality a very conservative 

estimate. According to traditional accounting measures, the most valuable of these four 

clients would be Montgomery Ward, as it represents the largest contribution to a 

company's financial capital. However, IBM—even though responsible for half the 

revenue of client A—added value in terms of extemal capital. If the organization sold 

services for strengthening network security, it will certainly earn future contracts with 

other business because of its reputation for providing security for the world's largest 

company (most likely at premium rates). Dell (in terms of financial capital) appears less 

valuable than both Montgomery Ward and IBM. But the organization gained customer 

capital, much like it did with IBM. It also gained stmctural capital as well, if—for 
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example—it was able to learn and apply Dell's "just-in-time" inventory techniques for 

procuring supplies. Finally, Oracle appears to be the least valuable customer according 

to traditional accounting measures. But in working with the database giant, the 

organization gained extemal capital because Oracle is an image-enhancing customer. It 

gained stmctural capital because it was able to apply Oracle's methods of utilizing web-

enabled databases. And it gained human capital because the employees on the contract 

leamed capabilities they were able to share with the organization's other employees. 

Montgomery Ward, although responsible for the most revenue, was thus the least 

valuable customer. The organization did not enhance its image, improve its own 

processes, or leam new capabilities by providing basic IT services to the now-defunct old 

economy retailer. Oracle, however, provided the most overall value because it generated 

revenue, improved the organization's own intemal operations, and developed capabilities 

in its personnel that could be leveraged in the future. Furthermore, the business leamed 

that Oracle is a "golden client," adding value to all four forms of capital. Because it 

delivers value to all for capitals, Oracle is most likely a very strong business that will 

continue to grow well into the fiiture. The organization should do whatever it can to 

further develop its relationship with this client, as well as all of its other "golden clients." 

Conversely, it should seriously consider ending its relationship with Montgomery Ward 

and its relationships with similar, single-capital clients. 

The previous example dealt with using the Invisible Balance Sheet to better 

determine the overall value of its clients. Implementing an Invisible Balance Sheet, 

however, will also help the organization identify, monitor, and grow its intellectual assets 
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as well. Another hypothetical example (again over-simplified) will illustrate the point 

(see Table 3). 

Following are three examples for each of the three categories of intellectual capital. 

Table 3. Sample Valuations of Human, Structural, and Customer Capital. 

Capital 

Human 
Human 
Human 

Structural 
Structural 
Structural 

Customer 
Customer 
Customer 

Description 

1. Experience in Java Programming 
2. Staff Turnover 
3. Time not spent on productive work 

4. Cost savings + increased revenue from shared infonnation 
5. Products or services less than two years old 
6. Projects leveraged from one customer to another 

7. Image-enhancing customers 
8. Competence-enhancing customers 
9. Customers willing to serve as references 

Total 

Value 
(in millions) 

$45.5 
$14.0 
$11.5 

$47.0 
$114.0 

$45.0 

$27.5 
$60.0 
$30.0 

$394 

1. The organization's Java Programmers, perhaps the most straightforward of the 

examples, itemizes the value the organization derives from the capabilities and 

experience of those programmers (after salaries and other overhead expenses are 

subtracted). 

2. A stable workforce, represented by low staff tiimover, adds value by reducing 

recmiting costs, training costs, and "time-to-talent" costs—the extended period of 

low productivity most employees go through when beginning a new job. 

3. The organization also creates value by developing its personnel so that they can 

maximize their time and efforts directed towards revenue-generating activities. 

4. Cost savings and increased revenue from shared infonnation combines the two 

sources of value gained from leveraging information (about clients, market 
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opportxinities, emerging industry trends, and so forth). The research and efforts to 

acquire such information can be duplicated repeatedly throughout large, 

multinational organizations, inflating costs because multiple locations, 

departments, teams, and personnel are expending resources to obtain something 

that already exists elsewhere. The time and effort wasted on these redundant 

activities reduces the organization's abilities to capitalize on sales opportunities 

and generate revenue growth. 

5. Products and/or services less than two years old—^because they are new and fewer 

competitors can offer them—command significantly higher prices than more 

mature products and services (the average VCR once cost well over $800). 

6. Projects leveraged from one customer to the other can reduce development costs 

while rapidly increasing revenue. Much of the "back-end" programming and 

coding for an e-commerce website, for example, can be re-used for sites requiring 

similar functionality. Rather than develop an entire site from scratch, the 

organization can develop a new interface ("front-end") for the system to meet the 

needs of a new client. 

7. Image-enhancing customers. Providing products and services for large, 

recognized, and respected customers generates the ability to charge higher 

premiums for those products and services with other customers. 

8. Competence-enhancing customers generate value because the organization (and 

its personnel) develop new processes, skills, and capabilities by working with 
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those customers. In turn, those new competencies can be sold at higher premiums 

to other customers than their standard offerings. 

9. Finally, customers willing to serve as references represent (1) strong relationships 

with those customers, and (2) increased chances of acquiring new customers and 

expanding into new industries. 

Each of these nine items represents value in the company that is not recognized according 

to generally accepted accounting principles and conventional financial reporting. Yet 

each also represents a significant source of the organization's overall value. 

One final point about the invisible balance sheet needs to be addressed. The over

riding purpose for the invisible balance sheet is to break down human capital, stmctural 

capital, and customer capital measures into figures that can be represented in dollars. 

This involves not just implementing new measures, but also finding ways to translate 

existing metrics (there are currentiy hundreds available across different business 

functions) within the organization into monetary figures. This allows the invisible 

balance sheet team to approach the gap between Acme IT's intellectual capital (market 

capitalization minus book value) and the different factors which influence the growth or 

depletion of that intellectual capital. The major challenge in the area of intellectual asset 

management, then, is not in determining the value of intellectual capital nor in 

implementing measures to monitor it, but in finding a way to identify the relationships 

between these measures and their corresponding intellectual capital. While this is a 

daunting challenge, Acme IT has already experienced notable success in this area. 

79 



One of the major purposes of an invisible balance sheet is to be able to identify 

labor (employees and their development) as an asset instead of a liability, as it is 

currentiy freated in the finance department. Through their research on intellectual capital 

and the implementation of the invisible balance sheet, Acme IT has develop a method for 

determining the value of training—in other words, a method for itemizing training as an 

investment instead of a liability. The details of this methodology must remain 

confidential, but Acme IT has been able to identify the costs of lost opportunity due to 

not fraining its people, thus identifying the retums that would have been generated had 

training investments been made. Other early successes connect employee survey data 

with employee tumover, identifying several environmental and behavioral factors directly 

correlated with higher tumover rates. Since tumover represents major costs for 

recmitment, training, and lost productivity, these environmental intangibles can be 

translated into financial values for the company with an acceptable level of accuracy. 

Furthermore, as these factors are tracked over time, accuracy will increase because of the 

ability to identify trends over time. The invisible balance sheet team faces criticism 

conceming the accuracy of monitoring the factors contributing to increases and decreases 

in intellectual capital. Given the nature of intangibles, this criticism is sound, and 

relationships between metrics and corresponding intellectual capital may never be proven 

definitively. The invisible balance sheet team, however—as well as the broader GKMI 

team—^believe that even if our resulting valuations are accompanied by a 50%) margin of 

error, this is still 100% better than the total absence of valuation with which they began. 
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Business Context for Knowledge Management 

Knowledge Management serves Acme IT's priorities of business growth, collaboration 

and service excellence. It will enable growth by improving competitive responsiveness 

and accelerating the development of new services. It will enable superior service by 

improving quality of work and client satisfaction through the re-use of knowledge and 

proven solutions and enhancing delivery processes through sharing of experiences and 

expertise. In addition. Acme IT's CEO and other senior leaders have identified 

Knowledge Management as one of the top three opportunities Acme IT needs to fulfill in 

order to position itself as an industry thought leader. Drivers in the marketplace leading 

to this exigency include 

Competition is increasing in all segments 

Innovation is increasing in importance—new products, new service, new business 

models are quickly taking shape 

New technologies (communication and computing based) are being introduced at 

an unprecedented pace 

• Customers are more demanding (quicker service response times, more knowledge 

transfer, aggressive pricing, more risk-sharing, creative relationship stmctures). 
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The following categorizes Acme IT's Knowledge Management business drivers from the 

framework of Sveiby's three invisible balance sheet capitals: 

Stmctural Capital 

Acme IT is not keeping pace in identification of market opportunities. 

Failure to leverage proven processes and continuous leaming lowers profit 

margins. 

Process and practices are not being leveraged. 

Acme IT's infrastmcture does not support business requirements. 

Extemal Capital 

• Acme IT is not meeting customers' changing needs and expectations, 

anticipating wants. 

Increased or new competition is occurring in all segments. 

Customer relationships are growing even more critical to business growth. 

Managers fail to leverage vendor relationships to the whole of Acme IT. 

. The market perceives a lack of thought leadership from Acme IT. 
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Human Capital 

Employee expectations are changing (increased demand for free agency & 

collaboration). 

• The tight labor market has changed the talent base, resulting in a lack of 

expertise and lack of access to expertise. 

• A high attrition rate is causing work force instability: Acme IT is not a 

preferred employer. 

Employees need a shorter leaming curve. 

Other business drivers cross all "capitals," illuminating issues that knowledge 

management can remedy: 

• Acme IT lacks a mechanism for sharing software modules. Consequently, 

Acme IT pays systems development personnel to develop the same 

functionality repeatedly. This inefficiency can be illustrated by the 

different look, feel and functionality found in the intemal web sites 

developed for Acme IT operations. Acme IT also lacks a mechanism for 

sharing the results of technical analysis. Consequently, technical teams 

across Acme IT conduct duplicate product and service assessments, often, 

reaching different conclusions. Vendors are asked to provide multiple 

copies of products for evaluation and receive conflicting statements on 

Acme IT direction. 

GKMI will address this issue by establishing communities where 

employees can share needs, research, and new technology information. 
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These communities will also implement a process for the capture, storage, 

and access of this information, providing a repository system to access the 

information and a process through which people can interact and dialogue 

with the person who has more direct knowledge on the issue at hand. 

Given the global nature of Acme IT, the ability to leverage such 

knowledge across the globe carries potential for significant increases in 

profit margin. 

Acme IT lacks a mechanism for capturing lessons learned during the 

execution of a project or consulting engagement. Consequently, the 

intemal business practices of Acme IT are not continually refined. The 

quality, reliability and productivity of Acme IT work practices continue 

to operate at a low level. This problem results in higher cost, rework and 

lost revenue to competitors with more mature work practices. Acme IT 

must leverage relationships with vendors on an enterprise-wide scale 

rather than by departments or silos. 

To address this issue, GKMI will modify business processes to 

ensure the capture of lessons leamed. The establishment of communities 

will enable the leverage of lessons leamed into standards for processes 

and practices. Furthermore, this information will be stored in 

repositories, as GKMI will develop and implement an Acme IT Standards 

repository for communities of people working in similar areas. This 

repository will not only increase productivity, but will increase collective 
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intellectual assets as well, not to mention identifying potential sources for 

intellectual property. Sharing modules in this manner should also enable 

response to customer needs, increasing their overall satisfaction with 

Acme IT. The same can be said about employee satisfaction, because 

having the ability to leverage work already done somewhere else will 

enable them to add more value and feel more satisfied with their level of 

work. The combination of all these factors will increase profit margins, 

as development costs diminish and total customers served increases. 

Acme IT lacks a mechanism for capturing information about its clients in 

a consistent format. This information is stored in the heads and on the 

white boards of individuals, which prevents cross-organizational teams 

from reviewing the data to identify new business opportunities. A good 

Customer Capital knowledge store should contain information about the 

client, its personnel, its enterprise and business processes and its 

customers, products and services. 

GKMI will establish communities for sales personnel, a client 

database for storage of client information, and establish processes for the 

capture and leverage of client information. This should enable sales 

personnel to anticipate client needs better and improve relationships with 

clients as a result. It should also enable increased dialogue among Acme 

IT employees, enabling the diffiision of tacit knowledge. 
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Communities Within the GKMI 

Communities, as their name suggests, are an emphasis on people and collaboration, 

and they revolve around the interests, responsibilities, practices, and passions shared by 

the people within them. The collaborative efficacy of communities are evidenced by the 

broad range of disciplines making use of them, not to mention the diversity of contexts 

associated with them. Technical communicators, for example, often speak of "discourse 

communities," groups and individuals united by shared professional interests and a 

common language with which to discuss those interests. Educators speak of "leaming 

communities," groups of students or adult leamers collaborating in their pursuit of a 

common body of knowledge. Like, knowledge management, the concept of communities 

approaches an infinite regress of definitions and applications, but two frequent contexts 

for communities are the most relevant to this discussion, communities of practice and 

communities of interest. 

Etienne Wenger, a leading authority on communities and the sociological issues 

surrounding them, writes frequently on communities of practice: 

Being alive as human beings means that we are constantly engaged in the pursuit 
of enterprises of all kinds, from ensuring our physical survival to seeking the most 
lofty pleasures. As we define these enterprises and engage in their pursuit 
together, we interact with each other and with the wold and we tune our relations 
with each other and with the world accordingly. In other words, we leam. Over 
time, this collective leaming results in practices that reflect both the pursuit of our 
enterprises and the attendant social relations. These practices are thus the 
property of a kind of community created over time by the sustained pursuit of a 
shared enterprise. It makes sense, therefore, to call these kinds of communities 
communities of practice. (45) 

Wenger uses a group of insurance claims processors as a community of practice, people 

united by the shared practice of processing insurance claims, but communities of practice 
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could consist of almost any group of professionals or laborers regulariy interacting with 

each other. The cohesive components of communities of practice all revolve around a 

shared body of knowledge, the application of this knowledge (normally in a work 

setting), and the continuous expansion and refinement of this knowledge. 

Communities of interest are a phenomenon quite similar to communities of 

practice, with a few differences in focus and scope. First, communities of interest 

concem a broader, more general body of knowledge. Instead of claims processing, a 

community of interest might comprise people working within (or interested in) the 

insurance industry, or perhaps a segment of that industry (health insurance, home-owners 

insurance, etc.). Second, members of communities of interest are not necessarily united 

by shared practices, but by their shared interests in a similar body of knowledge. 

Insurance salespeople, claims processors, and adjusters, for example, vary widely in their 

practices yet still share a strong interest in the same subject matter. In general, 

communities of interest are broader than communities of practice, often encompassing 

several communities of practice within them. Salespeople, adjusters, and processors 

might very well have their own communities of practice while still participating in the 

same community of interest. 

Like Acme IT's invisible balance sheet, however, the specifics of its 

communities' constmction and operation is proprietary and will not be discussed in 

detail. Instead, I will provide hypothetical examples of how some communities might 

function, coupled with a high level overview of the purposes Acme IT's communities are 

intended to serve. 
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Communities might form around a particular technology. Consider wireless 

applications (mobile phones, personal digital assistants, etc.) for example. A community 

of interest regarding wireless applications will bring together people of divergent 

backgrounds and professional responsibilities. These people might discuss emerging 

markets, products, and services surrounding wireless applications, sharing documents, 

websites, and other resources with each other. Their purpose for participating, however 

will vary. Programmers might participate to determine whether they should leam a 

language compatible with wireless devices, a language like Bluetooth, for example. 

Knowledge managers, on the other hand, might be interested in the potential for wireless 

applications to assist knowledge workers unable to access a computer workstation 

(healthcare employees, for instance). Regardless of their background, participants can 

share knowledge conceming the area of interest while also contributing their own 

discipline-specific knowledge that may be of use to others. Furthermore, communities of 

practice will form within this area of interest targeting more specific issues. 

Programmers may wish to focus on a particular application (mobile phones) or brand of 

application (Motorola), sharing code and discussing troubleshooting techniques. Sales 

managers might discuss strategies and logistics for enabling their salespeople through 

these technologies. Executives might discuss the pros and cons of developing new 

products or entering new markets in this area. Participants in all communities—whether 

interest or practice—will share their collective resources and expertise, collaborating with 

each other throughout the course of their day-to-day work lives. 
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At Acme IT, innovation, collaboration and consolidation will be integrated through 

mapping and management of communities. A community member will understand 

requirements of participation and goals of the communities that will achieve Acme IT's 

business objectives. Knowledge sharing behaviors by an individual will be supported, 

recognized, and rewarded. Acme IT applies a broad view to "community." The term can 

encompass groups from the level of two individuals interacting to that of the entire 

organization. Acme IT intends to introduce four generic community models varying in 

their purpose and stmcture. 

Acme IT'S communities will generally be directed toward vision, strategy, 

innovation, problem resolution, or the leverage of knowledge and practices throughout 

the organization. The members of communities belong to those communities and interact 

with each other for a multitude of purposes—far too many to mention—^but in general 

they are concerned with purposes that are either more visionary and future-oriented or 

more pragmatic and driven by current problems and responsibilities. The more stmctured 

of Acme IT's communities allow quick reaction to market demands, rapid delivery of 

services, and improved efficiency and productivity by leveraging knowledge, 

information, and practices the business has already acquired. More loosely-stmctured 

communities enable open-ended dialogue, experimentation, and the cross-pollination of 

ideas that lead to innovation and thought leadership. By successfully operating along 

this continuum, a business can move from a reactive stance to a proactive, visionary 

approach that allows them to create and define the market. 
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The GKMI will implement communities to serve four purposes: 

1. to develop strategy and vision for the organization as a whole as well as its major 

business units; 

2. to align business processes with this strategy and vision; 

3. to increase innovation throughout the organization and re-use of practices and 

lessons leamed across organizational boundaries; 

4. to generate continuous improvements and the incorporation of these 

improvements into organizational standards. 

Through these communities—and more specifically, the interactions and activities within 

them—the business can allow for discovery and irmovation to bubble up, allowing the 

enterprise to be a recognized thought leader. These communities will also give stmcture 

and form to vision and strategy and enable the speed, drive and adaptability needed to 

maintain competitive advantage. They will also help develop human capital by building 

stronger relationships and promoting dialogue and the free flow of thoughts and ideas 

across organizational boundaries. Finally, they enable the business to become proactive 

rather than reactive, identifying emerging market opportunities which will allow Acme IT 

to establish itself as a thought leader. 
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Uniting Codification and Personalization Approaches to 
Knowledge Management 

There is little elaboration needed to illustrate that Acme IT is pursuing an 

integrated approach to knowledge management, one that places considerable emphasis on 

both codification and personalization issues. Clearly, the efforts to capture knowledge, 

best practices, lessons leamed, client information, and other intellectual assets into 

globally-accessible databases and repositories serve ends compatible with codification 

approach to knowledge management. These are efforts to leverage knowledge across an 

economy of scale comprised of over 100,000 employees. Similarly, the implementation 

of communities, the collaboration and relationships which they enable, and the creativity 

and innovation expected to arise from them serve the top priorities of the personalization 

approach. Acme IT seeks not just to leverage its existing knowledge, but also to 

empower itself as a wellspring of innovation and thought leadership. 

As later chapters will illustrate, however, such integration involves the 

management of practically immeasurable complexity. Each approach is fraught with its 

own difficulties. Developing and implementing new technologies is a daunting task by 

itself The same can be said about enabling a business environment of intensive 

collaboration and interaction among professionals of diverse backgrounds. Each 

approach has its own exigencies, its own business purposes, its own challenges that must 

be met in order to achieve success. Combining these approaches, it seems, not only 

combines the challenges and difficulties of each, but compounds them as well. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Naturalistic Inquirv 

The research methodology chosen for this case study was qualitative in nature, 

and specifically, a qualitative research paradigm labeled "natiiralistic inquiry." Though 

common place in the social sciences, naturalistic inquiry differs considerably from the 

"scientific method" employed by life sciences and physical sciences, an approach that has 

dominated most research until the past decade or so. Because it deals with social 

contexts, naturalistic inquiry contests what is generally labeled the "positivist" theory of 

knowledge: the existence of a single, objective reality that can be divided into 

successively smaller parts, governed by universal laws, where conclusions can be 

generalized to other situations. Naturalistic inquiry instead argues that there exist 

"different realities . . . constmcted by the various groups and individuals in the 

organization and formed by the boundaries of their understanding of the organization . . . 

provid[ing] the framework for the way they would behave in it" (Erlandson et al.). 

Guba outlines the assumptions of naturalistic inquiry as follows: 

1. Although qualitative and quantitative methods can be used, qualitative 

methods are preferred because they allow for the collection of rich data 

which demonstrate their intenelationship with the context from which they 

were gathered. 
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2. Emergent theory is preferred to a priori theory, but all theory should be 

grounded at some stage before it is applied. 

3. Tacit knowledge is treated equally with explicit knowledge. 

4. The primary research instmment is the researcher, although the researcher 

may use a variety of other instmments for data collection. 

5. Research design takes from the research itself 

6. A natural setting is preferred to a laboratory or controlled setting. (27) 

Erlandson et. al. add that: 

while no naturalistic study ever describes or explains a context fiiUy, a well-done 
naturalistic study can come closer to such an explanation than prevailing research 
strategies. Application is of two tjqpes: We can obtain direction for dealing with 
the same setting in the fiiture or for fiirther inquiry about similar settings. While 
not perfect, the best predictor of an organization's or community's behavior in the 
future is its behavior today. Similarly, a comprehensive understanding of Context 
A enables us to make useful judgments about similarities and differences in 
Context B. (17) 

Emergent Design 

An important distinction to make between naturalistic inquiry and the more 

quantitative approaches used outside the social sciences is the concept of emergent 

design. An emergent design forgoes the constmction of a comprehensive, preordinate 

design for what research will study and how the researcher will study it. This is not to 

say that no general issues, guidelines, and protocols are determined in advance, but to 

emphasize that a considerable amount of the research design emerges as the research 

progresses. Erlandson et al. provide a useful overview of emergent design: 

The traditional researcher knows before data collection begins exactiy what data 
will be collected, how they will be stored, and how they will be retrieved; the 
naturalistic researcher lacks this advantage. However, from the very beginning 
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the natiiralistic researcher stmggles to infer from the context an overall, though 
tentative, design that will provide direction for subsequent data collection and 
analysis. Though this initial design will be modified and refined many times over 
the course of the inquiry, its value as a guide for data collection, analysis, and 
retrieval cannot be overestimated. (74) 

The Case Study 

The case study took place from mid-Febmary through December of 2000. Acme 

IT was chosen as a research site for numerous reasons. First, it had already implemented 

knowledge management in the past—primarily technological efforts concentrating on 

data-bases and information technology—and its current efforts reflected a desire to build 

from the lessons leamed previously. Given the strong technological competency of 

Acme IT, it was clear that the ability to develop and implement a technology solution for 

knowledge management was not in question. These factors also established the most 

important selection criterion: 

Acme IT had leamed from experience that knowledge management was not 

strictly or even primarily about technology. It had determined that merely 

providing the ability to store and distribute information did not deliver the 

potentially enormous retums promised by knowledge management, and that to 

obtain these retums, knowledge management efforts needed to connect people 

with each other—not just with information. Yet technology would form an 

integral, core part of the solution. 

Access was another major criterion for selecting this research site. Delia Stanford, leader 

of the knowledge management initiative at the beginning of the study, openly shared the 

intentions of the initiative and invited a thorough inquiry into it. This endorsement and 
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support was important for multiple reasons. First, it allowed for prolonged engagement 

with the initiative, the organization, and the people involved. Prolonged engagement is a 

cmcial factor to any research study, but especially one as sociologically complex as 

knowledge management. The opporttinity for extended engagement meant that I would 

have enough time to acquire understanding of the company, its history, and cultiire, 

strengthening the likelihood that the stiidy would reach reasonable conclusions about the 

issues in question. Second, the support and endorsement of the initiative lead provided 

access to a key gatekeeper in the organization, and in particular, among the personnel 

involved with the knowledge management initiative. The quality of the data collected in 

social science research is heavily-dependent on the access to and the cooperation of the 

people involved. In my estimation, this access and cooperation was accelerated and 

enhanced because of the support the initiative lead provided for the research study. 

The Exploratory Stage 

The case study followed an emergent design. The research topic and over-arching 

research question were formulated prior to the study and guided the initial observations, 

interviews, and inquiries into Acme IT and its knowledge management initiative. 

Interviews. The exploratory stage of the study involved frequent, multiple 

interviews with the initiative leader to ascertain the scope, intent, rationale, and concems 

for the initiative. Based on purposive sampling, interviews were also conducted with 

numerous personnel surrounding the early formation of the initiative, primarily with the 

peers and mentors of the initiative leader. The study's purpose was shared with the 

interviewees, and they were asked what they felt were the success factors and risks 
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involved with Acme IT's efforts to integrate codification and personalization approaches 

to knowledge management. Interviews were also conducted with various Acme IT 

employees who, though not directly involved with the initiative, shared their insights 

about Acme IT's history, cultiire, and the changes taking place during its cun-ent 

reorganization. 

Direct Observation. The exploratory stage also involved direct observation of the 

research site, its culture, physical environment, and selected meetings and activities 

involving the initiative lead and sunounding personnel. The activities and meetings were 

selected according to their importance to the overall initiative, and observation was 

conducted primarily on workshops and interactions involving the development of the 

initiative's vision, components, and strategic agendas. There was also considerable time 

dedicated to shadowing the initiative leader as she went about her day-to-day activities. 

This time provided opportunities to ask questions conceming the context of the initiative, 

not to mention the political landscape of the organization and the rationale for the 

decisions being made about developing, positioning, and implementing the initiative. 

Documentation. Archived documentation was also examined during the 

exploratory stage. Not surprisingly, the majority of the materials studied exclusively 

concemed the knowledge management initiative, its primary components, how it fit into 

the organization's overall business strategy, and how it would be implemented 

throughout the organization. It is important to point out, however, that the majority of 

this material was in the form of working documents, with its content being subject to 

continuous revision and even abandonment as the initiative changed and progressed. I 

96 



also stiidied extensively the research done by Acme IT leading to its decision to pursue 

its (second) knowledge management initiative, documents that spoke repeatedly of 

"silos" of information, duplicated efforts, and a general confiision about where to go for 

infonnation and expertise. Finally, 1 studied documents on Acme IT's infranet describing 

the company, its history, services, competitive strategies, organizational stmcture, and 

goals for the future. All of this information was tantamount to understanding Acme IT's 

knowledge management initiative, both in terms of the need for the initiative as well as 

how the initiative would be designed and implemented. 

The exploratory stage lasted roughly six weeks. Preliminary analysis of the data 

collected during this time shed insight onto those issues that most directly affected my 

research question, and consequently, the success of the knowledge management initiative 

as a whole. A more thorough report of the data collected will be provided in the next 

chapter. For now, however, it is important to identify a few of the major themes that 

emerged during the exploratory stage. 

Success will depend on the navigation of complex social and cultural issues. This 

statement applies to both the knowledge management initiative as a whole as well as the 

research question under study. Innovation, knowledge sharing, and the leveraging of the 

organization's collective knowledge is first and foremost an issue of human behavior. 

Although the drivers of human behavior are numerous and complex, certain behaviors 

can nonetheless be traced to social, organizational, and cultural factors that encourage 

and enable those behaviors. Like most large, multinational companies. Acme IT and its 

employees are not particularly good at the behaviors that empower effective knowledge 
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management. Traditionally, employees are motivated to hoard or broker knowledge, not 

to share it, as the possession of knowledge or information can be a source of power 

("what I know empowers me and disempowers others who lack this knowledge"). They 

are fiirther discouraged from sharing knowledge because the time required to do so is not 

acknowledged as "productive"; as an example, many consultants face pressures of being 

90%) "billable," meaning that 90% of their time should be allotted to delivering service to 

the customer, while the remaining \0% is barely enough to cover administrative 

responsibilities. Knowledge-sharing behavior, in order to become widespread, must not 

only be encouraged, but recognized and rewarded by managers and leaders throughout 

the company. Most importantly, changing behavior to enable knowledge sharing en 

masse is tantamount to successful knowledge management. This factor is why strictly 

technological approaches to knowledge management experience difficulty and thus is an 

issue complicating the integration of the codification and personalization approaches to 

knowledge management. 

Knowledge management is a broad, complex concept, and therefore a potent 

source of confusion within an organization. Early interviews and discussions indicated 

that most people constmct a static and narrow conception of knowledge management, 

generally viewing it as a technological solution for storing and distributing information. 

Furthermore, this static technological solution varied considerably in what it depicted, 

given the potpourri of information technologies that can be labeled "knowledge 

management solutions" (data warehousing, data-mining, document-management, 

collaborative tools, just to name a few). A minority of people constmct it as a socio-
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organizational issue aimed to enhance collaboration, promote organizational leaming, 

and facilitate broad-scale organizational change enabling these goals. Even fewer people 

(only a handful) constmcted a more comprehensive understanding of knowledge 

management that accounted for knowledge as a core driver of business in the new 

economy, a critical asset to be managed, and a fundamental shift in how business is 

conducted within the company. The concept of "knowledge management," then, was 

found to be something most people felt they understood. But because of their accurate 

but divergent (and generally surface-level) understandings, personnel could speak with 

each other (almost at length) using similar language while sharing little common 

understanding about the subject. The challenges this presents to the integration of the 

codification and personalization approaches, then, need little elaboration, at least at this 

point. 

Because of its breadth and complexity, effective communication surrounding 

knowledge management throughout the global organization is both crucial and 

exceedingly difficult. The challenges presented in the previous paragraph compound 

themselves when extended throughout a large, globally-distributed organization. An 

organization the size of Acme IT comprises multiple contexts and cultures. This fact is 

not just due to its offices in different countries, but also because of the mergers and 

acquisitions undergone in order to develop such a broad-scale global presence. Many of 

my interviewees echoed comments on what one person called the "multiple personalities" 

of Acme IT, referring to the different ways people interact and communicate within 

different parts of the organization. Communicating complicated subject matter, such as 

99 



knowledge management, is therefore fraught with additional difficulties that smaller, 

more narrowly-distributed organizations may not face. 

Navigating the political landscape surrounding knowledge management will 

determine its success or failure. Any corporate initiative is subject to massive political 

maneuverings, but the three previous points conceming Acme IT's knowledge 

management initiative intensify its vulnerability to the agendas, opportunism, and conflict 

that normally characterize large companies. A repeated concem among those 

interviewed was that middle management could quite easily kill the initiative. Mid-

managers' compensation and power base arise from mediating between the people under 

their care and the rest of the organization. In essence, they gain value from brokering the 

knowledge of their people, and efforts to enable collaboration and broad-scale knowledge 

sharing could threaten their job security and their source of power within the 

organization. Another common theme in terms of politics was the ongoing positioning 

for "ownership" of the initiative. A multitude of organizations, teams, and departments 

had implemented knowledge management solutions—in one form or another, at one time 

or another—^providing a large group of executives and intemal groups who felt that they 

were the logical place in the organization to be leading Acme IT's knowledge 

management efforts. Finally, Acme IT's CEO well-publicized desire to capitalize on 

knowledge management (one of his top three agendas) added even more fuel to an 

already blazing political flre. 

The themes that emerged from the exploratory stage of the case informed what 

would become the foci for the ensuing research stages. The fonnal interviews, informal 
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interviews, and participant observation to follow would concenfrate on four primary 

areas: 

1. The sociological issues of organizational behavior as they relate to knowledge 

management. The majority of data collected in this area concemed the interaction 

of the knowledge management leadership team—amongst themselves, with senior 

leadership, and in relation to the larger organization as a whole. The data also 

addresses organizational behavior on a broader scale, as interviews with the 

knowledge management leadership team identified attitudes and actions among 

Acme IT personnel supporting or mnning counter to the aims of the knowledge 

management initiative. 

2. The depth and complexity of knowledge management, coupled with the diverging 

conceptions of knowledge management among Acme IT personnel The multiple 

understandings of knowledge management throughout Acme IT complicated the 

process of educating the broader organization on knowledge management 

principles and the ongoing communication conceming the initiative. People who 

feel they understand something quite well do not always respond favorably to 

altemate definitions or perspectives, or to the addition of new components to their 

understanding. Issues of culture or intellectual capital, for example, might be 

written off as "soft" or "academic" by people with a very technologically-

centered understanding of knowledge management. 

3. The challenges of cross-functional communication and collaboration across 

geographical, cultural, and organizational boundaries. The data in this area 
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address both the globally-distributed, cross-fiinctional natiire of the knowledge 

management leadership team as well as the organization at large. Different 

contexts and different cultures call for different knowledge management needs as 

well as different strategies for implementation. Furthermore, the global and 

cross-ftmctional nature of both the leadership team and the knowledge 

management initiative provide benefits as well as challenges. 

4. The team dynamics and organizational dynamics conceming the ownership, 

design, development, and implementation of the knowledge management 

initiative. This is perhaps the most important of all areas of inquiry within the 

case study. The data illustrate an ongoing battle for ownership of the initiative 

throughout its early stages. Since the initiative sought to leverage knowledge 

management expertise and solutions already existent within the organization, it 

was often the case that individuals, teams, and other groups feared that they 

would not see adequate compensation from the initiative in retum for their 

contribution. Finally, the interactions among the leadership team were 

characterized as much by conflict as cooperation. 

It is difficult to clearly demarcate where any one of the above foci ends and another 

begins. In fact, the data suggests that they all influence one another, in obvious as well as 

more subtle ways. This interdependency will be explored in more detail in later 

chapters. 
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Stages Two and Three: Interviews and Participant Observation 

Stages two and three, for the most part, took place simultaneously. After working 

with the initiative leader for the first six weeks, I was asked to join the leadership team on 

a part time basis. This transition shifted my role from outside observer to participant 

observer, adding a deeper level of depth to the study. The early weeks were spent 

acclimating to the organizational environment, providing an opportunity to observe and 

study the corporate culture, artifacts (physical surroundings), and organizational behavior 

in greater detail. It also provided the opportunity to grow relationships with the 

leadership team, which, in my opinion, added a greater depth and quality to the later 

interviews with its members in comparison with the initial interviews conducted in the 

study. 

Because the interviews and participant observation took place simultaneously 

(stages two and three), I will cover them simultaneously, as a unified component of the 

stiidy. The rest of this chapter outlines this part of the stiidy, dividing it according to the 

types of data collected (interviews, observations, documentation, and artifacts) and 

concluding with a section describing the quality criteria for the sttidy and how those 

criteria were met. 

Interviews 

Time Scale. Interviews were conducted on an ongoing basis, and in person 

whenever possible. The global distribution of the team prohibited face-to-face interviews 

from being conducted for some members of the team. Efforts to conduct the interviews 

in person, however, sometimes caused considerable lag time between interviews 
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conducted with one person and interviews conducted with others. Facilitating interviews 

in person required waiting for many of the team members to visit the Houston, Texas, 

headquarters on overseas or regional tiavel. Thus, although all interviews in this stage 

followed the same protocol and asked the same questions, many respondents (those 

interviewed later in the process) had more experience from which to base their answers. 

This factor was explicit during the later interviews, in which efforts were made to 

validate, cross-reference, or probe further into comments and observations volunteered 

during previous interviews. 

Self-reported data. Social science research, such as this case study, makes 

considerable use of human beings as instmments for data collection. In the case of 

interviews, the speculation and judgements of the person interviewed obviously cannot be 

isolated from the data collected. This subjectivity applies equally for questions 

conceming the interviewee's report of their own behavior as well as the behavior of those 

around them. Due diligence was taken to safeguard against excessive subjectivity and to 

triangulate the data collected whenever possible. In all interviews, participants were 

asked the same core questions—in verbatim—in order to prevent minor variations in 

discourse from influencing responses. The results of all interviews were given a 

preliminary examination, with key statements identified for the purpose of seeking 

validation through follow-up questions in interviews with other team members. In 

addition, data gathered during interviews were tested for verification through informal 

discussions with personnel as well as ongoing observation. 
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Interview Protocol. As mentioned previously, interviews began with the same 

questions for all participants, and participants were encouraged to elaborate their 

responses in detail. Aside from the core questions, the interviews were semi-stmctiired, 

taking the open-ended fonn of an exploratory dialogue, or "conversation with a purpose" 

as (Eriandson). When the opporhmities arose, I attempted to steer these conversations in 

directions that would elicit verification or opposition to the feedback from previously 

interviewed participants. In addition, the interviews aimed to invite a deeper dialogue 

about the context and underiying issues surrounding the interview questions and the 

knowledge management initiative in general. Some respondents were far more talkative 

than others, delving directly into deeper issues than those explicitly expressed in the 

interview questions. On those occasions where the respondents adhered primarily to the 

questions at hand, no efforts were made to "push" the conversation toward issues beyond 

the information volunteered in direct response to the questions. 

Contrary to the interviews conducted during the exploratory stage, audio 

recording was not used to capture the interview data. There seemed to be a general 

discomfort among respondents when the audio-recorder was present, despite their 

consent to record their interviews. My intuition was that the discomfort stretched beyond 

the expected nervousness any average person would display when being recorded. I felt 

that this tentativeness inhibited the depth and quality of their response. Given Acme IT's 

historic reputation for security, it is quite possible that respondents felt a conflict between 

their desire to contribute and their need to protect both themselves and the organization at 

large. As time progressed, Acme IT's widespread concern for security grew more 
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obvious, and I felt that continuing to record interviews, even with consent, was a cultural 

faux pas (I make this point because recorded information would provide a stronger audit 

trail for the study). Interviews were thus recorded by taking as detailed notes as possible. 

Each interview was immediately followed by a session where I added as much 

information as possible, to capture those issues and statements 1 was not able to record in 

real-time. 

Following is the list of questions asked of the people interviewed. All participants 

were provided copies of the questions in advance of the interviews, giving them time to 

think about the issues before responding. 

1. Communicating KM throughout the Organization 

. As you interact with Acme IT personnel, note how they conceive of KM. 

Do people generally fall into one of the two categories (either the emphasis 

on codification and technology or the emphasis on collaboration and 

organizational leaming) mentioned eariier? When this occurs, what 

baniers/challenges/conflicts arise when trying to educate personnel or 
communicate with them regarding KM and the GKMI? 

. Do you personally find this codification/personalization dichotomy to be 

accurate at Acme IT? What alternative conceptions of KM surface in their 

place? When this dichotomy does arise, which of these conceptions of KM 

is most prevalent? 

. How thoroughly do people comprehend the breadth, depth, and 

comprehensiveness of KM and the GKMI? Do they tend to focus on one 

aspect (communities, innovation, intellectiial capital, business drivers, or 
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technology)? When people do focus on one aspect, what is it, and how (if 

at all) do they see the other areas contributing? 

2. Team Dynamics 

. What issues/challenges/barriers has the globally-distributed nature of our 

team created? In what ways does it strain relationships and complicate 

communication compared to teams with all members working at the same 
location? 

The GKMI core team is represented by people from a diversity of 

disciplinary backgrounds, knowledge bases and skill sets. In what ways has 

this cross-functional nature of the team benefited the GKMI, and in what 

ways has it impeded the GKMI? What are the barriers and challenges that 

have arisen from the cross-functional nature of this team that threaten the 

success of the GKMI? 

How do you feel the previous two factors—the globally distributed team 

and its cross-fiinctional nature—affect the "softer," affective aspects of 

team dynamics? In other words, what ways have these issues threatened the 

tmst, effective collaboration, and consistent communication cmcial to 

successful team projects? 
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3. Organizational Dynamics 

• Looking beyond the interactions of the core team, what are the most 

important aspects of organizational dynamics that affect/have affected your 

area (IBS, Architectiire, Service Offering, etc.) of the GKMI? What are the 

most frequent requests, complaints, or objections from people and groups 

extemal to the GKMI core team? What sorts of "turf wars" or political 

obstmctions have you encountered, if any? 

How do these issues affect or compound the questions asked in section 1 

(Communicating KM throughout the Organization)? In other words, do 

certain organizational groups share the same conceptions of KM and the 

comprehensiveness of its impact? And, if so, how do these shared 

assumptions impact your interactions with personnel extemal to the GKMI 

team? 

4. Any questions or issues that I didn 't address that you believe I should have. 

By all means, please share your insights conceming the validity of my 

questions, especially your criticism. Your honest critique is cmcial to the 

strength and quality of my research. 

. Please give your insights on issues that I haven't addressed as well. All too 

often, the most important questions are those that were not asked. 

Observation 

Protocol. The protocol for observations was iterative and loosely stmctured. In 

the eariy weeks of my time as participant-observer, observation was directed toward very 
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general issues, things like grooming and attire, tacit protocol surrounding meetings and 

workshops, informal power stmctures among leaders/managers and their personnel, and 

so forth. As I grew more familiar with the company and its cultiire, my observations 

grew more focused. Interviews provided insight to channel attention toward issues like 

how personnel respond to the "softer" aspects of knowledge management, differences in 

how intemal personnel (those whose "client" is Acme IT itself) and extemal personnel 

(those who work with clients. The guiding theme that emerged for observation was 

"what are the attitudes, behaviors, and rituals entrenched in the way people work that will 

threaten the viability of effective knowledge management at Acme IT"? 

My role as participant. My professional work with the knowledge management 

initiative was also a valuable opportunity for data collection. My responsibilities most 

relevant to the study involved working with change management, the launch of Acme 

IT'S knowledge management community, helping develop the Invisible Balance Sheet, 

and working in proximity to the knowledge management leadership team. Change 

management duties involved corresponding with representatives from across Acme IT's 

seven global industry groups and helping assess Acme IT's readiness for the 

organizational and behavioral changes that the knowledge management initiative would 

require. Aiding in the launch of the knowledge management community gave insight 

into the issues the team would face when moving from pilot projects to a full-blown 

implementation. Working on the development of the Invisible Balance Sheet shed 

insight on the challenges of global communication and collaboration, not to mention the 

challenges of packaging a knowledge management solution (IBS) for multiple 
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organizations within Acme IT, each with their own priorities and needs. Perhaps most 

important, however, was the opporttinity to interact daily with several members of the 

knowledge management leadership team. This interaction proved to be an invaluable 

source of insight on the dynamics of the team as well as relationship with parties outside 

the GK MI. 

Documentation. Much like the analysis of documents in the exploratory stage of 

the study, an ongoing examination of documents old and new provided an understanding 

of the goals, sfrategies, progress, and challenges of the knowledge management initiative. 

As time progressed, however, analysis of initiative documents (and related documents) 

evolved to include increasing levels of rhetorical analysis conceming those documents, 

their authors, the contexts in which they were written, and the contexts in which they 

were accessed. Issues such as style, tone, and even the size of the documents proved to 

provide important insights conceming where Acme IT came from, intended to go, and the 

challenges it would encounter along the way. 

Artifacts. The term artifacts is used loosely, as Acme IT and the knowledge 

management initiative seemed surprisingly void of tangible objects that would provide 

insight for the study. The category of artifacts includes the tools and technology used by 

the knowledge management team and the organization at large. The multiple databases 

and information systems proved usefiil in analyzing organizational behavior and the 

challenges presented to the knowledge management initiative. Also included in the 

category of artifacts is the physical environment, including the Acme IT campus, mobile 

work areas within the headquarters building, security features, cubicle configuration, 
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even the color of the walls, carpet, and fiimiture. Finally, the category of artifacts 

includes the more traditional materials discussed in research literature: trinkets, pictures, 

toys, and those other items that corporate professionals use to adom their work 

environment, and sometimes, to assist in the performance of their work. 

Quality Criteria for the Studv 

Qualitative research, especially naturalistic inquiry like that conducted in this case 

study, is subject to intense scmtiny, especially because the human instmment is at the 

center of the data collection and analysis. The climate surrounding what constitutes 

acceptable research practices has changed dramatically over the past few decades, with 

qualitative methods overcoming a history of criticism from quantitative purists and other 

subscribers to positivist thought. Yet despite this progress, the chief objection from 

opponents of naturalistic inquiry (qualitative research)—^that qualitative methods are 

subjective, and therefore untmstworthy—must be addressed. In fact, it is these very 

objections that help qualitative researchers elevate the rigor and overall quality of their 

research. Thus, stringent criteria must be met in order for qualitative research to establish 

credibility, viability, and tmstworthiness. Erlandson et al. outiine multiple quality criteria 

for achieving these qualities in naturalistic inquiry. These criteria are listed below, along 

with the ways in which this case stiidy meets those criteria. 

Prolonged Engagement. The amount of time spent at the research site, upwards 

of seven moths, allowed for a solid understanding of the culture, norms, and socio-

organizational context within the company and the knowledge management initiative 

itself The duration of the study and the time spent on site guards against potential 
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misinterpretations or distortions of events, behaviors, and interactions. It also increases 

the reliability of the interviews, as relationships and tmst increase the depth (and perhaps 

degrees of disclosure or honesty) among the respondents. Similariy, prolonged 

engagement gives personnel time to adjust to the presence of the researcher, allowing 

them to resume a more natural manner of going about their work. 

Persistent Observation. Enabled by prolonged engagement, persistent observation 

allows the researcher to immediately delve deeper into the issues emerging from the data 

as they are collected. It provides time and opportunity to seek out additional sources of 

data, thus increasing the chances of accurately verifying, invalidating, or suspending 

judgment on themes that emerge from the data. 

Triangulation. Every effort was made to incorporate as many data sources as 

possible into the study. Interviews were conducted with people involved in, tangential to, 

and uninvolved with the knowledge management initiative. Responses given during 

these interviews were held suspect (not immediately accepted as accurate) and checked 

against other sources, whether other interviews, personal observation, water-cooler 

conversations, or various additional data sources. 

Referential Adequacy Materials. Erlandson et al. describe referential adequacy 

materials as "materials [that] support credibility by providing context-rich, holistic 

materials that provide background meaning to support data analysis, interpretations, and 

audits" (138). Although these materials generally include both obtmsive (video or audio 

recordings, for example) and unobtmsive (photos, trinkets, and items endemic to the 
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environment), this study made use only of unobtmsive materials. The rationale for this is 

the same as the decision to forego audio taping interviews. 

Member checking. Individuals from the study were provided the opportunity to 

review the summary of their interviews and the conclusions drawn from the study. The 

study concluded with a written report of the case-study analysis to the executive sponsor 

of tiie knowledge management initiative, whose opinions and feedback are reflected in 

the conclusion of this dissertation. 

Thick description. The data gathered from interviews, observation, and artifact 

analysis are described as robustly as possible, aiming to capture as much of the context 

surrounding this data as possible. The aim was to create a narrative rich in details and 

description conceming the environment, people, interactions, and events that took place 

during the case study. It is the personal and professional belief of this researcher that this 

narrative and description provides as much insight on the case study as the analysis of the 

study itself. 

Purposive sampling. This case study was not designed a priori but followed an 

emergent design that narrowed in focus as time progressed. The broad focus of the 

exploratory stage (the barriers threatening the integration of codification and 

personalization approaches) garnered information that was needed to determine the 

ensuing steps of the research process. Eariy interviews identified other persoimel to be 

interviewed, not to mention issues and questions that could have never been identified in 

advance. As the major themes emerged, further inquiry grew in its depth of the themes 

identified, not in the breadth of the foci to be stiidied. Thus, although there was no 
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previously detennined, rigidly-defined agenda outlining each step of the research process, 

the overall quality of the study was strengthened because of the flexibility enabled by 

emergent design and purposive sampling. 

Audit trail. Every effort was made to provide a thorough audit trail tracking the 

data gathered and observations made. The early recordings of interviews were duplicated 

and archived. Daily journals were written during the exploratory stage, providing a 

fracking mechanism for determining how the design decisions for the rest of the study 

were made. During participant-observation, joumals were updated at least weekly, 

although supplemental entries were added on an ongoing basis when critical incidents, 

events of interest, and flashes of insight took place. Protection of Acme IT's proprietary 

rights, mission critical information, and overall security prohibited the duplication and 

archival of documents related to the initiative and Acme IT itself 
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CHAPTER IV 

DATA COLLECTION 

Introduction 

This chapter details the data collected over the course of my case study. It includes 

my observations of Acme IT, including its culture and the behaviors of its people, as well 

as a rich description of the physical environment within its headquarters. This chapter 

also summarizes the interviews conducted with the GKMI team members, plus my 

observation of the social dynamics as the team interacted with each other and with the 

organization at large. Several themes emerged from the data, the majority of them 

conceming how Acme IT's environment and operational history influenced the progress 

and outcome of the GKMI. Conflicts in the leadership styles of three key initiative 

leaders influenced the progress, speed, and direction of the initiative. The organization at 

large thought of knowledge management as an issue of implementing new technology, 

creating challenges in coordinating organizational expectations with the elements of the 

initiative. And the GKMI team stmggled with communication and collaboration, both 

among themselves as well as with the broader organization, largely the result of 

controlling environmental and behavioral factors present in the company as a whole. 

These themes—and others—will be supported in detail by the data presented throughout 

this chapter. 
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This data will be presented in the following order: 

1. A tiiick description of Acme IT's culture, physical surroundings, and culture; 

2. A summary of the conflict among the GKMl's executive sponsor, initiative lead, 

and program manager; 

3. A summary of relevant data gathered through interviews, including: 

. Perceptions of knowledge management throughout the company and the problems 

arising from those perceptions 

. Difficulties with collaboration and tmst resulting from the globally-distributed 

composition of the team 

Conflicts between the organizational compensation policies and the knowledge 

sharing required by knowledge management 

• The GKMI team's stmggles with collaboration and communication 

4. The presentation of all other data that either contribute to prior themes in the 

research or add new insight. 

Before I begin presenting the data, I want to acknowledge the potential bias in the 

way this data is presented. Although I have made every effort to be fair, thorough, and 

impartial, the manner in which the data is presented will inevitably affect how it will be 

perceived. In order to present the data in a way that is accessible and intelligible to its 

reader, it is necessary to assign an order and stmcture to this data. The sheer volume of 

observational data, for example, requires selectivity in what is reported, not to mention a 

deviation from their natural, linear chronology. Interviews will only be summarized. 
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quoting excerpts where appropriate, but fiill franscripts of these interviews will be 

available in the appendix. 

Acme IT From the Outside Tn 

I will begin the reporting of data with a narrative of my arrival at Acme IT. The 

receptionist checked to verify my registration as a visitor to the company headquarters in 

Houston, Texas. After a short wait, I was admitted to the compound and drove forward 

to Acme IT's central office. The headquarters building was an impressive, even 

intimidating stmcture, and this effect was by no means an accident. The company was 

built on the competitive principles of strength and security, at one time processing 

virtually every Visa and MasterCard transaction that took place in the United States. Size 

projects strength, a principle reflected by Acme IT's legions of employees (over 100,000) 

as well as the towering edifice before me. 

Visitors entering the headquarters ride the elevator five stories up, to the reception 

area that boasts an impressive view of the Acme IT campus, not to mention the 

surrounding office buildings on Champions drive housing the headquarters of several 

large companies—^most of them (both the buildings and companies) considerably smaller 

than Acme IT. Visitors wait in the reception area until their "host" (the person they are 

visiting) joins them and escorts them through the building. Not surprisingly, non-Acme 

IT personnel are not allowed to walk through the building unescorted. Security measures, 

I was later told, had lightened considerably compared to what they once were. One 

junior executive informed me that years ago, in her UK office, she was not only required 

to escort her guests to the restroom, but to wait outside and immediately escort them back 
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to her office. Both before and during my stay, I heard mmors and urban legends about 

Acme IT'S staunch security measures, that the barriers sun-ounding the headquarters 

compound were strong enough to stop a tank, for example. As it tiimed out, this was 

both myth and reality: the data centers are logically reinforced this strongly, but not so 

the rest of the compound. 

My host was mnning late because of a conference call with several senior 

executives that continued longer than scheduled. Waiting in the reception area 

foreshadowed what I would later experience—as an observer and then as an employee— 

during my interactions with the company. Security is not taken lightly at Acme IT, to say 

the least. I could see through the locked glass doors the activity taking place on the other 

side, but I knew little of what was going on, and there were barriers preventing me from 

interacting and leaming more. My first twenty minutes with the company would thus 

serve as a metaphor describing the occupational difficulties of the average Acme IT 

employee. I knew there was a lot going on "out there," but I was not quite sure what, and 

the means for leaming more and participating were not visible. The company's obsession 

with security—especially in the eyes of an outsider looking in—^made me wonder how 

they would ever implement knowledge management, given the importance that openness 

and sharing plays in this emerging management model. 

The physical surroundings of the headquarters building were more than just 

secure. Uniformity was ubiquitous throughout the building. The schema of the 

building's layout was identical from floor to floor, with coffee rooms, copy rooms, and 

restrooms aligned according to an identical pattern. Furthermore, this layout repeated 
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itself within each floor, so that people meandering horizontally through the building 

would have an idea of how to maneuver about. Despite the consistent schema, 

headquarters was quite difficult to traverse. The building had a mechanical feel to it, like 

an airport, minus the useful navigational aids. The strong architectiiral schema made 

everything look the same. Legions of cubicles, fonning their own matrices of hallways 

and dead ends, contributed to this difficulty. Cubes were mapped according to building 

section, subsection, and numbered within this subsection, yet there were few identifiers, 

few "addresses," posted on or around those cubes. A few courteous and irmovative 

employees created their own, using post-its pinned to extemal cube walls to display "H4-

2G-I4" for anyone in search of navigational assistance. The most useful roadmap, 

however, for people working at the company 3 years or less, was usually to ask the most 

proximate cube-dweller if she knew where H2-3F-17 was located. If she did not know, 

chances were that she knew someone in the vicinity who did (administrative personnel 

were often consulted as tour guides for this reason). Thus, navigating the building 

involved its own cmde sort of knowledge management, searching for "someone who 

knows" what you are looking for and where to find it. 

Finally, almost everything was gray. The building itself was gray, as were its 

walls, ceilings, office furniture, and doors. The carpet was a rather interesting shade of 

gray that I do not think I had ever seen before. Cube walls provided a splash of contrast, 

sporting a shade of blue that when faded, seemed almost gray as well. I draw attention to 

the building's layout, including its drab colors, because it sheds insight on Acme IT's 

history, culture, and other issues contributing to its need for knowledge management. 
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Half of the one-two punch of most knowledge management initiatives, Acme IT's 

included, is innovation—the creativity and thought leadership that lead to the generation 

of new ideas, products, and services and fuel competitive advantage for the company. 

But innovation and creativity, by their very nature, need a requisite variety of 

perspectives, opinions, and even organizational decor in order to flourish. My early 

impressions (which were sustained throughout the study) were that Acme IT's physical 

environment was far from conducive to innovation and creativity. When considering this 

environment in light of Acme IT's goals of increased creativity and innovation, I was 

willing to wager that Disney's studios do not look like this. One online survey verified 

my suspicions conceming creativity: when asked which side of their brain they would 

most want to develop (creative vs. analytical), over 80% of the respondents chose the 

creative side. As the study progressed, the homogeneity and uniformity encompassing 

the headquarters' physical environment would manifest itself throughout operations of 

the organization, including the interactions and activities of the knowledge management 

team. 

With the physical surroundings so stmctured and uniform, I was surprised to see 

the "local" environment in which the eariy contributors to the knowledge management 

team were housed. The office of initiative lead Delia Stanford was riddled with trinkets, 

collections from her travels with Acme IT, insightfiil cartoons and inspirational 

quotations pinned to the wall, and toys for children and adults alike spread throughout. 

And Stanford's mentor, Chief Infonnation Officer James Walker, inhabited an office 

cluttered with toys for young and old, ranging from experimental wearable computing to 
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a collection of antique toy tmcks fonning a caravan across the top of his file cabinet. 

And both offices were strewn with literature on a potpourri of subjects: technology. 

Eastern philosophy, science fiction, management theory, psychology, not to mention 

energy (their industry focus). These surroundings were in stark contrast to the whole of 

Acme IT and to the environments surrounding the average Acme IT personnel as well. I 

found this insight valuable as further data was collected. 

I was equally surprised when I studied Stanford's proposal and preliminary 

sfrategic agenda for the knowledge management initiative. Given the physical 

surroundings and Acme IT's reputation as a behemoth of protocol and bureaucracy, I 

anticipated a much more technological and formal approach to implementing knowledge 

management than what was presented. During one extemal (non-Acme IT) knowledge 

management activity, for example, a discussion arose conceming how to implement 

knowledge management within an organization. The conversation immediately moved in 

the direction of technology, issues like which applications were the most appropriate, 

what form of network architecture to implement, security considerations, and so forth. 

Stanford's response was "these are the last things you worry about. The first things you 

need to do are to identify the business priorities and the ways that knowledge 

management can serve them. Then you map out the information flows and identify the 

needs that employees have which are not being met." Her top concems were "soft" 

issues, things like culture, organizational behavior, communities, and how to sell the 

value of these things to senior executives. Her vision was of a very flat, informal, agile 

and responsive organization. In the very early stages of the study, I was deeply 
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concemed that I would have little to report when it ended. "They're doing everything 

right," I thought, at least according to the research that 1 had conducted prior to the stiidy. 

As the initiative would unravel, however, it became painfiilly clear that Stanford's 

vision—though accurate from my initial perceptions—was by no means the consensus of 

the rest of the organization, not even the consensus of the rest of the knowledge 

management team. 

In developing the components of the knowledge management initiative, 

Stanford's approach to leadership resembled mentoring, coaching, and teaching far more 

than it resembled more traditional managerial methods. Stanford had three years of 

experience studying and implementing knowledge management before accepting the 

leadership of Acme IT's GKMI. The rest of the team, however, had a more limited 

familiarity with knowledge management. In working with other team members to 

develop the major components of the initiative, she rarely—if ever—dictated how those 

components should be designed. Instead, she made the effort to teach what she knew 

about knowledge management, answering questions, sometimes arguing her position, 

sometimes adjusting her position based upon the new input these people provided. Thus, 

the vision for the initiative—and the design of its major components—were the result of 

collaboration, dialogue, and negotiated meaning. The vision and design of the initiative 

were therefore a social constmct, a shared understanding among the early participants in 

the knowledge management initiative. This is not to claim there was total agreement, but 

enough consensus to create and sustain unity among the team. 

122 



This process of pedagogy and dialogue, however, is far more time consuming 

than traditional, managerial approaches to program development. Building consensus 

and shared vision is a drawn-out, challenging, and emotionally draining process, reflected 

by the departing comments of one participant in an eariy design work shop: "I leave here 

shattered, but exceedingly happy." Furthermore, the time required also meant 

opportunity cost, in that documentation and other tangible materials went undeveloped or 

fell behind schedule. And not everyone shared Stanford's satisfaction in the results of the 

initiative's activities. 

Contrasts and Conflicts in Leadership 

Stanford faced criticism for not being production-oriented, criticism that arose on 

multiple fronts: from other members of the knowledge management team, from Deb 

Frankland, then-program manager, and from the executive sponsor of the initiative and 

the person to whom Frankland and Stanford reported. Stanford had a reputation as being 

both a visionary and a "free spirit," an issue that increasingly escalated conflict as the 

initiative went on. 

A number of people on the knowledge management team lamented Stanford's 

lack of responsiveness. As one member put, "sometimes Delia is not very good at 

sharing knowledge." Phone calls and email messages, for example, were not always 

retumed consistently or without prompting through follow-up communication. 

Stanford's responsibilities as both initiative lead and consultant for one of Acme IT's 

industry groups required frequent, often-extended travel. It also involved extensive 

personal and professional networking with executives and people of influence both 
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within Acme IT as well as extemally. Responsibilities concerning the initiative, travel, 

consulting, and networking thus generated two issues of importance: (1) they gave 

Stanford important insights and information concerning the initiative, internal politics, 

and the current themes and opportunities sunounding knowledge management; and (2) 

because of the time and travel commitments, they compounded the negative 

consequences of Stanford's difficulties with responsiveness and sharing information. 

Stanford would sometimes miss conference calls or meetings because of this 

breadth of responsibilities. Furthermore, meetings and conference calls were often 

scheduled on short notice, complicating the issue even fiirther. To be fair to both 

Stanford and her peers, her "free-spirited" and independent nature was a significant factor 

impeding important knowledge sharing, communication, and collaboration. However, 

Stanford was also the only person on the team with extemal client responsibilities, 

restricting her ability to effectively interact with the team. 

The relationship between Stanford and Frankland was also characterized by 

conflict. Though they filled different roles, they held the same status on the team (at least 

initially). They were peers who shared the responsibility for the development and 

implementation of the initiative, both reporting to the initiative's executive sponsor. 

Their shared status, however, was where most of their similarities ended. Stanford's role 

was one that focused very much on the fiiture and on identifying the direction for the 

initiative. Frankland, on the other hand, was responsible for ensuring that the initiative 

meet the day-to-day priorities required by the organization. Two comments from other 

team members painted important but contrasting pictiires surrounding their relationship. 
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One person reflected that "Deb's role is to help keep Delia's feet on the ground," whereas 

another felt that her role was to "find a way to bring the ground up to Delia's feet." 

This bifiircated leadership was an unprecedented and unusual approach to the 

leadership of an Acme IT initiative. Delia took control of developing the strategy, vision, 

and stmcture of how knowledge management would operationalize Acme IT's recently 

reinvented business model. She recmited and worked with the preliminary GKMI team, 

guiding them in the development of those areas which served the broader knowledge 

management initiative: Communities, Business and Technology Architectiire, the 

invisible balance sheet (assigning financial value to intangible assets like knowledge). 

Change Management, and Communications. Stanford was very much what Hansen et. al. 

would describe as an "inventor," a person of vision, strategy, and creativity developing a 

tailored solution for a unique business problem. Frankland was an "implementor," 

responsible for implementing the initiative, ensuring that deadlines and review gates were 

met and making sure that the initiative kept moving forward. 

The histories, paradigms, and epistemologies of these two leaders could not be 

more different. Frankland, a long-time veteran at Acme IT, began her career in the 

trenches at Acme IT, developing technology solutions and information systems. She 

persistently worked her way up the ranks of the Old Economy titan, eaming the role of 

project manager and gaining valuable experience in maneuvering new processes and 

ideas through Acme IT's complex systems. From here, she elevated herself to the role of 

program manager (having oversight of multiple projects), leveraging the knowledge, 

experience, and education from Acme IT's school of hard knocks in her new 
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responsibilities. Frankland is very tactical, driven by deadlines and demanding from her 

team the perpetual action needed to produce results under continuous time and resource 

constraints. The major empowering factor enabling her to consistently produce timely 

deliverables is her pragmatic, "no-nonsense" view of the worid, a paradigm very 

consistent with a positivist epistemology. 

Frankland's strengths are in her "hard skills": a strong understanding of business 

and its integration with technology; an even stronger understanding of "the way things 

work" at Acme IT, the channels which must be gone through to get things done, the most 

efficient way to go through those channels; and an incisive focus on delivering visible 

results quickly. Her compatibility with the positivist epistemology forms a strong 

foundation for these hard skills. Her world view is exceptionally strong and concrete, 

placing a low priority on reflection or emerging theories, as these activities detract from 

producing required documentation and meeting deadlines. 

Stanford's skill set and knowledge base are much softer. Beginning college and 

her ensuing professional career late in life, she is a relative newcomer to Acme IT who 

attributes her successes to her multiple "past lives." Stanford is more reflective and 

contemplative, perpetually seeking new paradigms with which she can interpret the world 

and activities around her. Her interests in knowledge management derive from the 

diversity of disciplines, skill sets, and paradigms that it draws upon. Not surprisingly, 

expediency is not her forte. In addition to the issues surrounding responsiveness, she has 

faced accusations of being "unproductive" because the value of the activities she leads 

are not always obvious, especially from a positivist standpoint. Stanford is exceptionally 
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attentive taking the time to develop relationships with her team, peers, and the other 

professionals she interacts with, both intemal and extemal to Acme IT. She also works to 

make sure those around her develop similar relationships with the peers and professionals 

with whom they interact. Finally, Stanford believes that the final stmctiire and 

destination of an initiative (the GKMI being a prime example) is always in flux, meaning 

tiiat actions (and deadlines) planned five weeks ago (according to a less complete vision) 

may no longer be the actions that need to be taken in the present. 

It requires little imaginative effort to see the conflict that would arise as a result of 

these two radically different professionals—representing radically different paradigms— 

sharing leadership in a corporate-wide initiative. The best way to describe the 

relationship and interactions between these two leaders is to say that they fought with 

each other every day for six months. The development and implementation of the GKMI 

was a process of continuous conflict. Frankland, with a traditional top-down managerial 

approach, pushed the team to "move forward," a phrase intractable from Acme IT's 

vemacular. Stanford pushed back with a bottom up approach, arguing that more leaming 

and comprehension on the part of the entire team would positively impact the design and 

implementation of the initiative. Frankland fought to "build" the initiative: to complete 

the required documentation on schedule (to get it done and move forward) and to 

successfully pass the seven organizational review gates required before implementation. 

Stanford fought to let the initiative "grow," feeling that the value and efficacy of the 

initiative was compromised by organizational red tape—documentation, prioritizing 

deadlines over quality, and focusing on review gates instead of developing the program 

127 



holistically. One team member summarized their relationship quite well: "Deb is a sheep 

herder, and Delia is a shepherd." 

An excellent example, one of many, where this conflict manifested itself 

surrounded a week-long architecture workshop that Delia led eariy in the year. People 

were pulled together from throughout Acme IT and across the globe. Participants were 

composed of people with different disciplinary backgrounds ranging from 

accounting/finance, technology, to human resources. Some had experience in and a 

functional understanding of knowledge management; most did not. The workshop was to 

follow a typical format: some team-building activities early on, the collaborative 

identification of sfrategies to meet the goals of the workshop, activities to meet those 

goals, all culminating in the draft of a (large) "value-proposition" document that would 

outline the value the GKMI would deliver to Acme IT (including a description of its 

business and technological architecture). The week was marked by anything but 

"productive" activities, at least from a delivery perspective. Instead, it was filled with 

conflict and contention among the participants conceming what knowledge management 

was, its viability, and how to implement it throughout Acme IT. 

In response, Stanford shifted the nature of the scheduled activities toward dialogue 

among the participants, ultimately revealing the beliefs, disciplinary assumptions, and 

paradigms underlying the perspectives of individual team members—^the issues 

underlying the conflict. It was discovered that much of this conflict was in fact people 

arguing for the same goals, only using different language and concepts to reach the same 

point. "We are only arguing because we violently agree" became a catch-phrase as the 
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week went on. But the dialogue also identified tme areas of incompatibility, resulting in 

the team identifying this problem and developing better and more viable solutions as a 

result. At week's end, most participants echoed the feelings of one particular individual, 

who left "shattered and exceedingly happy," identifying both the emotional exhaustion 

and valuable results brought about by the workshop. Stanford's departing comments 

were "overwhelming" and excitement about "the paradigms that opened up" as a result of 

interacting with the rest of the team. 

To Stanford and the other participants, the week culminated in a major victory. 

Boundaries were identified and torn down, revealing both misunderstandings among 

participants as well as genuine weaknesses in the conception of effective knowledge 

management for Acme IT. Relationships blossomed despite initial anger and conflict, 

and the dialogue and collaboration throughout the week resulted in a genuine shared 

understanding and shared vision for the fiiture among the participants. Furthermore, the 

team developed an outstanding business and technological architecture for the GKMI in 

the form of diagrams, text, and drawings on four 9' X 20 ' whiteboards: 720 square feet 

of exceptional ideas. What the week did not result in was any official document that 

indicated the workshop's value to non-participants. Frankland, unable to attend the 

workshop, was upset that an entire week was spent and nothing deliverable was 

accomplished. This difference of opinion spawned one of numerous arguments between 

Stanford and Frankland, Stanford defending the value and outcome of the process and 

Frankland attacking the absence of a product and a missed deadline. Yet it also illustrates 
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the valuable, though fragile, balance between reflective vision and expedient delivery-

two equally vital components of any successfiil knowledge management effort. 

Another cmcial difference between them was a clash between Stanford's 

independence and Frankland's adherence to protocol and policy. This difference, 

however, went far deeper than personality and preference. Stanford previously worked as 

a consultant for Acme IT's U.S.-based Energy group, whereas Frankland came to the 

initiative after working on intemal Acme IT programs in the U.K. Three aspects of these 

divergent backgrounds were quite important: the differences between extemal and 

intemal foci, the horizontal and vertical team stmctures respectively found in each, and 

the differences between Acme IT business cultures in the U.S. and the U.K.. 

Extemally focused groups within Acme IT tend to take more liberties from the 

fraditional, more rigid stmctures and processes that have characterized Acme IT. The 

interaction with extemal clients brings with it new perspectives with which to view the 

way business is conducted, creating a more dynamic nature for extemally-focused 

organizational groups. Similarly, since the end recipient of a service is an extemal client, 

there is more pressure to be flexible in order to satisfy the wants and needs of that client. 

These factors lead extemally-focused groups to grant significantly more freedom to their 

consultants and personnel, since a good deal of improvisation is required to service 

clients and keep them happy. Extemally-focused groups, like the Energy group for 

example, thus have a much flatter stmcture. The flexibility needed to respond to ever-

changing demands from clients prohibits vertical, rigid chains of command because they 

would slow the process and complicate the delivery of service to the client. A 
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considerable degree of freedom and tmst is therefore bestowed upon the consultants and 

other professionals in groups that interface with extemal clients. Decisions are more 

likely to be left to the person at the point where they impact service to the client. 

Decision-making is therefore very distributed, unlike the top-down command chains that 

dominated old economy companies. 

Internally-focused groups within Acme IT (whose "client" is actually Acme IT 

itself) are far more stmctured and hierarchical than those with an extemal focus. 

Flexibility in work schedule and telecommuting, for example, are less common within 

intemal organizations. Command chains are more vertically integrated, the status of 

superiors and subordinates is more visible, and decision-making tends to be more top-

down, with professionals deferring to their managers more frequently. Adherence to 

procedure and protocol are a higher priority. The company's long history of doing things 

by the book perpetuates itself internally, since there are fewer altemative perspectives 

with which to challenge processes and protocol. A considerable degree of caution and 

confrol is built into intemal work processes, making it difficult to complete tasks and 

activities if the standardized protocol is not followed. 

Because so much of Acme IT's growth took place through merger and 

acquisition, Acme IT has what one team member called "multiple personalities," 

different cultures within the Acme IT culture that consist of different attitudes, values, 

and methods of working. Further complicating these culture differences is the global 

nature of the company. Norms and protocol differ considerably among geographical 

locations, and, not surprisingly, these differences come into play with the GKMI. In 
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particular, the London office has a more conservative culture than the Houston 

headquarters, especially if compared to the Energy group. As one executive put it, "the 

pecking order is a lot more visible over there." Furthermore, the appearance of propriety 

is also more important, as indicated by phrases like "perception is reality" emphasizing 

the perpetual need to make the right impression. 

All of these differences—internal and extemal focus, vertical and horizontal team 

stmctures, Houston and London cultures—^made a considerable influence on the two 

respective leaders of the GKMI, influences that perpetually fueled the conflict between 

them. Stanford's independent, visionary nature was encouraged by her previous leaders 

and allowed to flourish, given the freedom and flexibility in her former working 

environment. Stanford would not flinch at the prospect of standing in defiance of her 

leadership if she felt what they asked of her was not in the best interest of the initiative or 

the company. This style was a major factor in her success prior to the GKMI, as her 

leaders and mentors valued the leaming opportunities that such conflict presented. With 

the GKMI, it would lead to different results. Frankland, on the other hand, was much 

more likely champion what the boss wanted. Stanford would argue for changes in the 

initiative, for example, and Frankland would counter, saying "Mary won't like that." 

Frankland's past success was due in no small part to consistently doing whatever was 

necessary to make her boss happy. 

The executive sponsor built her success by being a tough, demanding leader on an 

automotive account overseas. She has a reputation for producing results quickly, often 

under unusually challenging circumstances. During her interview, she spoke with pride 
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about "getting results" and for "taking on projects that no one else could get done." She 

is a demanding leader and a micro-manager, keeping a close watch on the decisions and 

activities performed by the people within her organization. This leadership style served 

her well in the UK office, and the majority of the top people in her organization could be 

described as loyal and dedicated. 

Not surprisingly, the conflict between Stanford and the executive sponsor was 

strong as well. In essence, a professional who strongly valued freedom, exploration, and 

empowerment was reporting to a manager who built her success on close oversight and 

confrol over the people reporting to her. Complicating the matter was that, like most 

executives, she was charged with ownership of several programs, not just knowledge 

management. Stanford felt she had more experience with knowledge management than 

her leader, including a more comprehensive understanding of its principles and how they 

apply to business. She would thus frequently challenge decisions concerning the 

initiative, offering strong opinions or altemative courses of action, spurring conflict 

almost from the start. 

The conflict just described fueled what Peter Senge would call a reinforcing loop. 

As Stanford would challenge authority, both personal and professional conflict escalated. 

The more conflict that took place, the more Frankland was entmsted with additional 

responsibility for leadership of the initiative. In addition, her work style was much more 

compatible with an authoritative managerial approach—which led to fiirther increases in 

power and responsibility. Stanford's status as initiative lead and the power that 

accompanied it therefore gradually diminished over time. As Stanford continued to 
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challenge her executive sponsor, power and authority continued to shift to Frankland. 

Stanford eventually left the team to pursue another opportunity within the company. 

Interviews 

A number of themes presented themselves in the analysis of the interviews. The 

first was that a strong majority of people interviewed felt that most people in Acme IT 

saw knowledge management as a technological solution—80%) was a frequent estimation 

of the personnel who saw it this way. There was general agreement that whether people 

saw knowledge management from a codification or personalization perspective depended 

on the job role and responsibilities of the people it affected. Given Acme IT's nature as a 

technology services outsourcing company, it is not surprising that the distribution was 

this sfrongly in favor of the codification perspective: 

I'd divide the two camps according to "communities and collaboration," and 
"where do we put stuff" Most people tend to be very tool focused . . . I'd say 
about 80%. Occasionally we get the people who understand the human side, but 
it's rare. There's a bias toward data, tools . . . quite a narrow focus. It's very rare 
for people to understand the full spectmm . . . only those who have really studied 
it. 

A second theme from the interviews was that most personnel had difficulty 

grasping or accepting the breadth, depth, and complexity of knowledge management. 

According to other members of the knowledge management team (different paragraphs 

represent different interviewees): 

Most people don't comprehend it [the breadth, depth, and comprehensiveness of 
knowledge management and the GKMI]. Technologists tend to think "it's 
technology, so I understand knowledge management." Yet there's "so much to it 
. . . such a large subject... that I'm still overwhelmed by it myself "I have to 
feed them knowledge management very gently, . . . I haven't even mentioned 
anything about intellectual capital or change management yet. 
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People for the most part don't understand the depth and connectedness of 
knowledge management. They don't attach those other things to knowledge 
management. 

A key failing tends to be looking at it from a technological view without linking it 
to the business objectives. People's focus tends to be on 'what's it [the 
technology] going to be?" Also, what they do [professionally] impacts how they 
think about it. 

The interviews revealed that people constmct a technological view of knowledge 

management because of the cultiire of the organization and the mindset of its people. 

Confrasts were drawn between tangible, "hard" subject matter—primarily technological 

issues—and "soft" issues, things like cultural change or collaboration: 

There's lots of confusion misunderstanding about the term "knowledge 
management." Trying to get it across to people is difficult. Terms like 
"knowledge, data, information, and wisdom" [citing a common diagram used in 
knowledge management] can be seen as "soft." The further down the line you 
get, the more eye-rolling you find. 1 thought that when we mentioned "wisdom," 
that people might leave the room. 

People expect to hear about technological solutions to their problems, not new 
ways of working and collaborating with others." People tend to "switch off 
when discussion of knowledge management moves beyond technology. They 
tend to switch off in fear of those other issues. 

I'm almost embarrassed to work on this initiative, because I think it's kind of 
fiizzy. I want to see something come out of it; I want to see something hard. This 
nebulous concept is difficult for a long-timer like me to understand. The cynical 
side of me, the Acme IT side of me, doesn't think it will work. 

A third theme consistent with Acme IT's predominantly technological perspective 

of knowledge management was the difficulties these preconceptions provided. In 

particular, the overarching perception was that, because a team or group worked with a 

given technology, they felt that they "were doing" knowledge management, that they 

understood it, and did not need additional education or perspectives on the subject: 
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The communication barriers that pop up come from "unrealistic execrations," 
people thinking that a tool will solve their problems . . . you have to explain the 
bigger pictiire. There's a lot of resistance—"1 know this"... a lot of people are 
cynical, "so what is knowledge management if it's not technology?" Knowledge 
management's reputation for being a buzzword makes it harder to communicate. 
People think, "this is nothing new . . . we know this." 

Engineers feel they've been doing this for years. I've gone through this myself.. 
. I had to give up my views and finally accept that my definition might not be 
right. I had no idea how huge, how broad and deep, knowledge management 
really was until I joined the team. People need to get over it and adopt the 
industry standard views. 

From a service offering perspective, one of the hardest things to do is to 
communicate and collaborate across old account barriers and client activity. It's 
hard to draw on everything Acme IT has done [in relation to knowledge 
management], people saying "we've got one [a knowledge management service 
offering] already" instead of looking at a broader offering. 

Closely related to the attitudes of "we're doing this already" described by the 

interview participants was a defensive nature conceming the technological work they had 

already done. Several interviewees quoted comments like "this is nothing new . . . we 

know this" or "we know what we're doing." Others cited similar attitudes that created 

barriers to integrating additional aspects of the GKMI into the technologically-driven 

activities they were already conducting: 

We haven't yet uncovered the areas of Acme IT who feel they are driving 
knowledge management through Acme IT. They'll hide, knowing we're coming. 
It will take us time to find them; in the meantime, they'll have gone down routes 
that are both harmful and difficult to undue. 

So many groups and individuals are involved with or have done something related 
to knowledge management, they feel that they're already actively "doing 
knowledge management." This makes them a bit guarded against expanding or 
revising what they're doing based upon the knowledge management imperatives 
and priorities we bring to them." 

136 



The danger of these attitudes, as one team leader put it, is that "this defensiveness can 

really impact communication about knowledge management—since they feel they know 

exactly what it is, they won't be as interested in the broader issues we want to cover." 

Perhaps tied to this defensiveness, a fourth theme revealed widespread difficulty 

with grasping the depth, breadth, and complexity involved with knowledge management. 

Some personnel, for example, took such a narrow view of the concept that they argued 

about which technologies could be included: 

I remember one debate on whether knowledge management includes data 
warehousing. I think it does, but. . . if we started bringing in everything that 
knowledge management touched on, we'd never get anything done. Debating 
about what's included (technologies, tools, etc.) is academic at the end of the day. 

Furthermore, observations about people's general failure to grasp the depth of knowledge 

management came from across disciplinary boundaries and roles on the team. One 

technologist mentions "It 's very rare for people to understand the full spectrum . . . only 

those who have really studied it." Another adds "technologists tend to think 'it's 

technology, so I understand knowledge management.' Yet there's so much to i t . . . such 

a large subject. . . that I'm still overwhelmed by it myself" One program director 

echoes similar thoughts: "People for the most part don't understand the depth and 

connectedness of knowledge management. They don't attach those other things [culture, 

collaboration, business drivers] to knowledge management." Interestingly, these same 

perceptions were made about the organization's top people as well. Says one executive: 

I don't feel that any of our [senior executives] understand knowledge 
management very well. They could give a presentation on it, if they saved 
questions until the end, and then it's "oops, we're out of time." That absence of a 
deeper understanding contributes to the problems we had with our initiative, its 
leadership, politics, and so forth. 
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When talking about the personalization side of knowledge management, a 

majority of the interviewees talked about it as a "communities" approach, giving the 

impression that they felt that communities were "the other side" of knowledge 

management (relative to the technological side). Some mentioned factors like "business 

drivers," but "communities" was used in almost every interview in a way almost 

synonymous with the aspects of knowledge management not included in technology. 

This attitude may be consistent with the tendency of the organization at large to 

categorize knowledge management as technology. It may reflect a deeper human need to 

constmct a category and clear boundaries around concepts. Or it may reflect the fact that, 

of the non-technological aspects of knowledge management, communities are the most 

intuitive and the easiest to understand—^unlike issues like intellectual capital or the 

impact of innovation on the bottom line. 

Themes in the data reflected issues beyond the initiative's subject matter of 

knowledge management. In particular, the globally distributed nature of the team 

identified several challenges to the success of the initiative. These challenges varied 

more from one to the next, but they all shared one characteristic in that they contributed 

to problems complicating communication and the intemal politics of the initiative. 

Various studies in communication have argued that only a fraction of communication is 

verbal, that the majority of communication arises from tacit issues like body language, 

tonality, facial expressions, and shared context. While this point is nothing new, the 

manner in which this factor expresses itself—and the extended effects it has on team 

dynamics—are less obvious, but no less important. 
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Not surprisingly, most of the knowledge management team identified the lack of 

face-to-face communication as a major factor complicating team interaction and 

impeding the progress of the initiative. The obvious factors, like the absence of body 

language, surfaced in almost every interview. Many people cited in particular the 

absence of body language and the "inability to see the conflict between this [body 

language] and their words" and that such conflict in face-to-face settings invites follow-

up questions that promote a deeper dialogue among team members. Other team members 

pointed out that these follow-up questions must therefore be more consciously pursued: 

[Working in teams] is "a very instinctive environment," and the necessary cues 
are not always available, so your instincts fail you. "It requires more effort from 
each individual team member" than normal team situations. It requires more 
patience, more inquiry into the intentions behind interactions [emails, for 
example] that may have been misinterpreted or misunderstood. 

The biggest barrier is that it slows things down. Communication all has to be 
proactively sought, unlike collocated team interaction. It creates barriers in terms 
of abilities to be able to approach each other. Where we've needed executive 
support from Mary [executive sponsor], it's more difficult to do that and would be 
easier to approach her if we saw her face to face more often. 

Proactively pursuing communication, however, often proved to be more difficult than 

anticipated. Making a special effort to invoke informal communication, for example, 

makes that communication more formal by its very nature. And, considering that a lot of 

these efforts involved email, it compounded this difficulty because of the nature of the 

medium. Most respondents mentioned how email messages are easily misinterpreted, 

causing or escalating conflict that would have been avoided face to face. As one person 

put it, "we tend to react to the way the message is presented instead of the message 

itself" These problems increase both the time and mental energy exerted when 
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communicating: "Email is most efficient with terse, one-line comments because they take 

less time and thought to write, but that's not a good idea with a team that doesn't know 

itself very well." 

Cultural issues are another barrier complicating efforts to overcome the absence 

of informal communication and communication. Says one team member, "we really lose 

out [because of less informal communication] on recognizing the cultural differences in 

the way people react and respond to events and activities, whether it's a reaction of calm 

or excitement.." Metaphors and imagery also carry different meanings across cultures, 

making it difficult to find more "universal" rhetorical tools. A prime example was Acme 

IT'S 2000 Superbowl commercial depicting cowboys herding cats. The interpretation of 

a cowboy varies considerably between the U.S. and the U.K., however. At the very least, 

it sends a positive image within the U.S., as cowboys were pioneers who helped build our 

country, and they have a general reputation as being trustworthy and hard working. The 

image is quite the opposite in the U.K., however, as "cowboy" is a metaphor for someone 

who cuts comers, whose work ethic and work quality are questionable. A "cowboy 

builder," as one team member put it, would be a person with little or no training in 

carpentry, someone who is self-employed most likely because of the inability to hold 

down a job. 

Differences in cultural norms and behaviors were identified as even stronger 

barriers to communication and collaboration. Though everyone generally agreed that 

communication—^both formal and informal—is vitally important, the respective cultures 
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of the team members complicated the ability to act on this priority. One member in the 

U.K. put it like this: 

Communication is 2 to 5 times more important [in distributed teams] than 
it would be in nonnal teams. You need to make more time for that, time 
to share and talk. There's also cultural issues—the US members seem 
happier to talk, to dialogue, where as the UK members see talking as a 
waste of time . . . there's less value of openly sharing stiiff... It really 
increases the need to communicate, to get on the phone. Hearsay is 
important. Some people feel out of the loop. But there might not even be 
a loop. Things can get blown out of proportion. You need to be prepared 
to clarify anything you've said or done. 

Perhaps the greatest barrier caused by the team's global, distributed nature, 

however, was how it impeded the development of tmst among the team members. While 

tmst is one of those "soft" issues—difficult to quantify, difficult to define—it is 

nevertheless one of the most important issues surrounding successful knowledge 

management efforts. To put it simply, people who do not tmst each other do not share 

knowledge with each other, at least no more than what is absolutely necessary. In fact, 

the frequency and quality of knowledge sharing is directly proportional to the level of 

tmst within the team and to the culture of tmst within the organization. In general, most 

respondents felt that the team's distributed nature generated conflict which jeopardized 

the development of tmst among the team. The program manager, for example, felt that it 

led to a lot more "storming," referring to the "forming, storming, norming, and 

performing" stages of team behaviors, a metaphor managers within Acme IT used 

frequently. She gave the example of the team's first physical meeting—two weeks of 

training, education, and activities that culminated in the delivery of a "kick-off 

knowledge management workshop for 40 plus managers and junior executives from 
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throughout Acme IT. The week she referred to was primarily characterized by conflict, 

both about what needed to be done, how it should be done, and not surprisingly, 

conflicting conceptions of knowledge management. Not surprisingly, the effects that the 

team's distributed nature had on tmst also compounded the usual factors that impede tmst 

among organizational groups: 

I think the human issues have suffered [because of the global nature and cross-
fiinctional backgrounds]. Communication has been very inconsistent; during July 
and August it was worse than ever on the team. There's a lot of distmst because 
of a lot of intemal competition on the team, to be seen, to be seen as driving this 
[initiative] forward. It really hurt collaboration. And the lack of tmst removes 
collaboration and communication. The consequence of the lack of tmst can be 
very severe. 

Another issue that surfaced repeatedly throughout the course of the study was the 

incompatibility of Acme IT's reward and recognition system with the priorities and 

requirements of effective knowledge management. Most of the comments on this issue 

took place in informal discussions rather than formal interviews, but it was nonetheless a 

frequent theme about which people had strong feelings. Multiple people, for example, 

made reference to the "90%) billable" requirement, a performance objective stipulating 

that all consultants and contractors spend no more than 10%o of their time on activities 

that cannot be directly billed to clients. One of the more outspoken managers referred to 

this requirement as a business model of "tuming tricks," since compensation is based 

according to the time required to develop solutions for the client. Billing clients based on 

development time does not allow the business to leverage its knowledge or existing 

solutions, since the business would lose revenue by doing so. 
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Other areas of the business model worked against knowledge sharing as well. 

Different business units or service offerings often operate as their own private entity, so if 

a project team in Data services, for example, wants to enlist business-to-business 

expertise from a team in Intemet services, the project team will often be charged for it. 

In one instance, one of the GKMl's technical personnel (researching knowledge 

management technologies) discovered that another group had researched some similar 

application packages quite thoroughly. He inquired to see if they would share their 

technical analysis of a particular application. Their response: "yes, but we need to find a 

way that we can bill you for it." Such behavior is neither default—many groups would 

not assign a price to their knowledge—nor unwarranted, since funding and compensation 

are allocated according to how individuals and groups allocate their time. June's 

significant drop in Acme IT's stock price only compounded the barriers inhibiting 

collaboration and shared knowledge across organizational boundaries. Like most 

companies scrambling to increase their stock price, Acme IT increased its pressure on its 

salespeople, contractors, and consultants to simultaneously cut costs and generate new 

revenue. Thus, even the people who were previously committed to sharing knowledge 

and increasing collaboration had deliverables that basically prevented them from doing 

so. 

The absence of recognition for knowledge sharing seemed to extend beyond 

Acme IT'S business model, manifesting itself in the behaviors of a number of personnel 

associated with the GKMI. Numerous people lamented a recurrence of "no credit where 

credit is due." One person, having contributed roughly 25%o of a document that would be 
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presented to senior leadership, expressed finisfration at having to ask that his name be 

included on its list of authors. Others told stories of authoring entire PowerPoint 

presentations, sharing them generously, and discovering that someone removed the 

author's name, replaced it with their own, and failed to disclose the original author 

altogether. Still others spoke of their expertise being "hidden" from people extemal to 

the team. A recurring example: someone would present a knowledge management 

question to a person associated with the GKMI, who would "look into it" and "get back 

to them"—meaning they would ask someone who knew and relay this information 

without disclosing its source. This type of intermediation—despite being time 

consuming, unnecessary, and often ineffective—would thus enhance the intermediators' 

apparent expertise on the subject, not to mention their reputation as a problem solver. 

Absence of KM Training and Education 

There was a surprising absence of training and education for the team on the 

various areas of knowledge management, especially in the early stages of the program. 

Some team members were engaged in developing the program before the official and 

complete formation of the extended team, but this group constituted a minority of the 

team's entire populace. Even for those involved in the early going, a few isolated 

workshops is not enough to address the depth and complexity of knowledge management 

within an organization the size of Acme IT. A two-week workshop in June was 

originally scheduled to provide a thorough education on knowledge management for the 

extended team. In efforts to accelerate the progress of the GKMI, however, these plans 

were altered and the majority of this time was used to develop a "kick-off workshop for 
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the GKMI which presented the initiative to 40-plus mid-level managers throughout Acme 

IT. Approximately two days of the originally scheduled ten were allocated for training 

and education and the remainder for completing the initiative's design and developing the 

workshop format. Furthennore, the GKMI never fiilly leveraged the knowledge 

management expertise of its team (to the other team members), much less the collective 

expertise of the organization at large. As the initiative proceeded and exigencies grew 

greater in number and frequency, team members developed their expertise ad-hoc and on 

the fly as well as the circumstances permitted. 

In addition, Stanford's departure marked a significant loss in knowledge 

management expertise, including the experience of having implemented knowledge 

management solutions for clients in the past. This expertise manifested itself in the 

relationships she developed with many of the other team members; although non-

responsive with email and phone calls, Stanford had a reputation for spending extended 

quality time with people when she did interact with them—^postponing other exigencies 

to thoroughly address the issues they presented. Thus, a lot of social cohesion was lost 

with her departure as well. It is important to note, however, that not all of the GKMI 

team would agree with these statements, a consequence not unrelated to the conflict 

described earlier. 
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Communication 

Communication sun-ounding the GKMI—both intemal and extemal to the 

initiative—was poor. Team members frequently complained of not knowing "what is 

going on" and of having little knowledge of the intermediate, long-term, and often near-

tenn direction of the GKMI. Silos of knowledge and infonnation developed within the 

sub-projects (like the architectiire or invisible balance sheet) of the GKMI and different 

groups of people within the GKMI. And the dynamic nature of the initiative—its 

continuous, rapid, and often unexpected changes—left people feeling uncertain even 

about their immediate roles in the sub-projects they were working on. The irony of this 

situation—that an initiative with a core emphasis on sharing knowledge and information 

stmggled with these behaviors—is duly noted, lending support to the argument that 

knowledge management is far more difficult than it appears. 

For several months, the only full-fledged team meetings took place once a month 

for an hour, sometimes 90 minutes. Team members working on various aspects of the 

initiative shared their progress (and if time, questions and concems), although the volume 

of information to share in the time allotted left little opportunity for dialogue. 

Furthermore, a lot of important developments and issues can develop in a month. As the 

initiative matured, weekly 30-minute "operations" meetings were implemented to train 

team members on protocol and procedures (time recording, using shared team calendars, 

etc.) but did not address any issues surrounding the initiative. Thus, in a given month, the 

time spent on formal communication conceming substantive issues (what are we doing 

and why) was doubled by the time spent on mles of engagement (what forms to use and 
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when). Eventually, weekly 30-minute "stand-up" meetings were implemented to 

generate a better sense of shared understanding among the team members. 

People and stakeholders extemal to the team often felt unacknowledged, 

unappreciated, or uninfonned. During the eariy stages of the initiative, the GKMI team 

sought the input, feedback, and collaboration of multiple personnel throughout the 

organization, many of them veteran managers. Although the intention was to leverage as 

much existing knowledge management experience and understanding as possible, a 

number of personnel were overlooked. Such oversight can be expected in an 

organization the size of Acme IT, to be certain. However, given the breadth of 

knowledge management's scope—especially technologically—it becomes quite difficult 

to identify everyone who has implemented knowledge management solutions in one form 

or another. The nature of Acme IT—a technology services outsourcing company—and 

the assortment of data and information technologies associated with knowledge 

management make it even more difficult to identify everyone who could contribute. 

Those who were identified frequently felt unappreciated or "left out of the loop." 

The GKMI team solicited input and feedback from managers and personnel through 

workshops, social networks, and assorted other information-gathering activities. The 

team, however, was slow and random in responding to these parties—the very people 

who eventually would compose the seminal members of the knowledge management 

community. First, there was a concem among the team that there was "nothing major" to 

share with them. The team felt they made lots of progress in several areas but found it 

difficult to communicate this progress in a meaningful way to a mass audience. In other 
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words, a lot of progress was made that might not look like progress to someone outside 

the team. As one interviewee put it, "People are numb at this point . . . from so many 

initiatives, from organizational chaos, from the 'flavor of the day.' There's an attittide of 

"show me after you've done something." The prospect of providing feedback to such 

expectations proved difficult. 

Second, perhaps out of concems over meeting high expectations, there seemed to 

be an aura of "let's get it finished first" among the team as well, reinforcing the 

reluctance to publish information and milestones about the initiative. "We don't want to 

tell them something now only to change it later," warned one person. This concem with 

ethos carried over into the development of documents, websites, and other resources to be 

shared with the broader knowledge management community. Understandably, most of 

the GKMI team wanted to review any and all materials to be seen by the knowledge 

management community. Although the development of these resources was delegated to 

small groups within the team, the review process involved multiple team members and 

consumed precious time and resources: people who were already over-committed had to 

find or make time to provide feedback. While the GKMI team acknowledged that all 

feedback was important and valuable, their question was whether it added enough value 

to justify delaying publication to the knowledge management community. Once the 

knowledge management community website (and the resources it contained) went online, 

there was a concem of whether it was "too little, too late." 

Following Stanford's departure, team leadership seemed to take on a life of its 

own. Although roles and responsibilities seemed ambiguous during her tenure, they grew 
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even more vague after her exit. Various people claimed responsibility for her liaison 

roles with the rest of the organization, and a lot of intemal competition for visibility and 

leadership roles appeared to take place. Ironically, many of the same communication 

problems associated with Stanford continued in her absence. Given all the exploratory 

contact and interaction with factions extemal to the team, it is likely that these 

responsibilities—coupled with people's regular responsibilities—left little time for 

debriefing others conceming extemal relationships. The team's need for such 

information, however, grew stronger over time, especially considering the continuous, 

unexpected changes the initiative kept experiencing. One team member gave a jigsaw 

puzzle analogy, stating that "it's much easier to put together a jigsaw puzzle if you can 

look at the picture on the box first; we're missing that." Not surprisingly, team members 

frequently wondered "who else are we talking to . . . what are they saying . . . how will 

they fit in . . . how will that affect what we're doing, what I'm doing . . . ." In addition, 

the more changes the initiative underwent, the more it fiieled the desire on the part of the 

team at large to have a better idea of the initiative's direction, to "know what's going on." 

Also generating communication problems was the nebulous composition of the 

GKMI team, both before and following Stanford's exit. A team workshop was held in 

the UK during August. While the majority of the "core team" attended, other members 

seemed quite arbitrarily included or excluded. One team member leamed of the 

workshop inadvertently, during his interview: "1 wasn't even aware there was a team 

workshop in July." Another leamed through a person extemal to the team, who asked 

him "how the workshop went," a scenario that left him embarrassed at not being able to 
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answer and offended at having to leam from someone outside the team. Not surprisingly, 

this issue caused concem among those not in attendance, who wondered whether they 

were no longer part of the team or for what reasons they were excluded. Furthermore, the 

UK workshop was not an isolated event of sub-par or selective communication. One 

person retumed from a knowledge management conference to find that everything in his 

office had been moved, without notice, and without any forwarding address of where he 

could locate his belongings. Thus, he was left to search for the location of his property 

(much like people in large organizations search for other vital knowledge) by calling 

people and asking around until he found what he needed. 

Perhaps the largest obstruction to communication within the initiative, however, 

was the level of intermediation and information brokering taking place on a regular 

basis—surprising as well, since disintermediation tends to be a key component of 

knowledge management and most other new economy efforts. Following is a common, if 

not typical, scenario for the sharing of information throughout the team: 

One or two members of the core team would meet with senior executives 
conceming sub-projects of the initiative or the initiative as a whole. Following 
this meeting, those members would debrief other members of the core team 
(sometimes all of the others, sometimes not), who would debrief the people 
involved with the sub-project they were leading. 

On the surface, this appears to be standard protocol, a normal chain of command, but 

numerous problems arise when this protocol is applied to knowledge- and information-

intensive work. First, at every "infonnation transaction" (where information is shared 

with people who previously did not have it), the information shared is inevitably tailored 

and filtered by the person presenting it. Whether consciously or unconsciously, the 
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people sharing it have more complete, accurate information than the people with whom it 

is shared, not to mention a better understanding of the context in which it was obtained. 

In addition, the original information is further edited and filtered when relayed by project 

leaders to their respective team members, who thus receive information that is even more 

incomplete, more imperfect. 

Not surprisingly, the people at the bottom of the "information chain" sense the 

incompleteness surrounding what they have heard or read, that there is more going on 

than what they have been told. So, in efforts to help them fill in the gaps, they utilize 

their social network, sharing what they know with other members of the team while 

obtaining fragments of knowledge in retum—a manifestation of the social constmction of 

knowledge in its purest form. Through this process, the GKMl's extended team members 

attempted to constmct a more complete picture of their immediate responsibilities with 

the GKMI, not to mention a broader understanding of the GKMI as a whole. The 

problem with this process of building shared understanding, however is that the 

mdimentary building blocks are: (1) incomplete, filtered information, and (2) hearsay 

based upon incomplete, filtered information (i.e., gossip). Compounding the problem is 

the additional time and effort required to constmct this speculative understanding. 

Also compounding the communication problem was the fact that, in a large and 

often sluggish organization like Acme IT, there is often no news to report. One leader 

astutely pointed out that "people feel out of the loop, but sometimes there is no loop; a lot 

of times there's nothing to share with anyone." There is a strong, intiiitive, logic behind 

not reporting anything when there is simply nothing to report. Similariy, making an 
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effort to tell someone "there is nothing to tell" would seem pointiess and even 

uncomfortable for the person communicating. Unfortunately, in an initiative or endeavor 

that changes direction as frequently as the GKMI, people are often prone to interpret the 

silence sun-ounding "no news" as "something important is taking place that I should 

know about." 

The problems surrounding communication for the GKMI constitute what 

Lawrence Pmsak calls "knowledge pathologies," a set of common dysfunctions within an 

organization or group that occur in most companies, and for that matter, most social 

groups. It is important to note that such brokering of knowledge and information is not 

only common within organizations—it is also intemalized by most people in a given 

social or professional environment. Granted, limitations on time and attention prohibit 

the consistent distribution of information to all parties who could benefit from it. Yet on 

many occasions the hoarding of information is quite intentional, and people are usually 

aware of it when it occurs. This behavior can easily become a factor of habit and 

environment, to the point where people perform it almost unconsciously. Supporting this 

point was the frequency of comments like "we're going to have to get people to change 

the way they collaborate and interact with each other . . . we're leading a cultural change 

within Acme IT . . . 'they' are not going to want to share their knowledge, their 

information, and we need to be ready for that." There is strong irony, here, as the GKMI 

team frequently exhibited the behaviors that they intended to change in the larger Acme 

IT populace. 
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The same communication problems extended to the GKMI team's interactions with 

other organizational groups and personnel. Multiple people echoed complaints of their 

exclusion from what was to be a highly collaborative, organization-wide activity— 

leveraging Acme IT collective knowledge and experience with knowledge management. 

On multiple occasions, people with knowledge management expertise were brought in to 

share that expertise and to help the GKMI team shape the design and development of 

knowledge management at Acme IT. After having provided their input, these people 

frequently voiced their fmstration when they received no "output" from the GKMI team. 

One person described the problem: "they brought Acme IT 'best and brightest' together, 

but not listening to them, only telling them how it's going to be done, and a lot of the 

time not even that [failing to share the decisions made based on their input]." Another 

person spoke of a workshop where people were brought in to share their expertise and 

contribute to the development and implementation of the GKMI. During the workshop, 

the GKMI team 

ran into problems and confiision with how it [the GKMI] would be designed and 
mn . . . so they sent everyone else home early that day so they [the GKMI team] 
could look at it and discuss it. So why were we brought in? It's even more 
disconcerting when—after meetings or workshops—you get the sense that 
everyone mns back to their office, makes five phone calls about what took place 
and what to do as a result of i t . . . and you wait for weeks for some sort of 
announcement, for something to be shared in retiim [for your contributions] but it 
never happens . . . . 
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Control 

Closely connected to the communication problems surrounding the GKMI was 

the issue of control. The GKMI leadership exhibited a strong desire to control 

information conceming the initiative (both within the team as well as extemal to it), as 

evidenced by the issues described in the previous section. At the very nature of filtering 

and brokering information is an effort to control not just who knows what, but also how 

people perceive what they know. The arbitrary and potentially exclusive selection of 

who attended which meetings (mentioned earlier) was most likely an effort to control not 

only the information about the information but any potential opportunities that might 

arise from that information. (The same point can be made about the information chain 

described earlier.) Similarly, controlling the constitution of a group that comes together 

to make decisions also controls the probable directions of the decisions made. One 

important meeting with potential software vendors, for example, included multiple team 

members but only one technologist—excluding others who would have certainly 

contributed valuable questions, insights, and collaboration conceming the selection 

process. Much like Pmsak's knowledge pathologies described earlier, controlling 

behavior is as much environmental and intemalized as it is deliberate or conscious. 

Finally, the very nature of bureaucracy—and thus a major portion of Acme IT's 

intemal operations—is about control. Bureaucracy and its supporting elements 

(standardized procedures, reporting stmctures, and processes) are designed to control the 

people within them. Dating all the way back to Frederick Taylor and Henry Ford, 

scientific management (the underiying infrastractiire of bureaucracy) has been 
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implemented to control the production process, most notably to prevent laborers from 

committing errors—and also to make sure laborers are doing what they are supposed to 

be doing. These concems are certainly understandable, as they protect a company against 

loss, theft, and other legitimate dangers. But in the new economy, these mechanisms also 

prevent knowledge workers form obtaining peak effectiveness and productivity. 

In the macrocosm, Acme IT as a whole was a manifestation of control throughout 

the organization. Security measures, while reportedly relaxed relative to previous years, 

are still prominent. Multiple passwords are still required for its various corporate 

information systems, many of which require frequent periodic updates. The majority of 

databases and information systems within infra-organizational boundaries, not 

surprisingly, are also restricted and require additional permission and passwords. And 

even entrance into the building mandates possession of a security badge. Important 

questions surrounding these issues, however, concem how effective these measures are, 

and at what cost. One person—a non-GKMI member visiting the Houston campus from 

another state—asked to borrow my security pass, as he had left his at home. During our 

conversation, he mentioned that "this was the first time in 3 days that 1 actually needed a 

badge to get in and out; it's surprisingly easy to get around not having one." 

The more important question, however, concems the intangible costs of an 

enviromnent of control, especially as it surrounded not just the activities team members 

conducted but how they conducted them as well. One person—a former consultant who 

previously served Acme IT's extemal clients—lamented that he was now required to 

check with team leadership before responding with any feedback or suggestions to 
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requests from outside the team; compounding his fi-ustration was the fact that the people 

he was asked to report to lacked the subject matter expertise to verify the accuracy of his 

decisions. Most contact with people extemal to the team was generally mediated in this 

manner as well. Before initiating contact, team members were asked to consult a shared 

document that itemized extemal individuals and the particular team members who had 

interacted with them, with the fiirther recommendation that fiiture contact be conducted 

through these same channels. 

Final Comments on the Data Presented 

My observations and interviews revealed a severe conflict between the needs of 

the GKMI and the socio-organizational environment in which it was being implemented. 

The divisive interpersonal dynamics among the initiative leaders was virtually a social 

manifestation of this conflict, with Stanford's unconventional leadership approach stemly 

clashing with the more traditional managerial styles of Long and Frankland. Similarly, 

the widespread perceptions of knowledge management as an issue of technology—as 

something that has "already been done"—increased the pressure on the initiative to make 

an quick impact on the organization. Given the broad-scale cultural and organizational 

changes knowledge management would require, these additional pressures escalated the 

difficulties facing the initiative. Furthermore, the initiative's global distribution 

complicated team communication and collaboration, an unneeded complication that 

fiirther jeopardized these already-fragile success factors. Reward systems which 

discouraged these activities created fiirther problems. Finally, the surrounding elements 

of control embedded within the organization created levels caution and formality that 

156 



seriously slowed the progress of the initiative. When viewed collectively, the data 

discussed in this chapter paint a portrait of a company undergoing a difficult transition. 

As the next chapter will illustrate, these data converge to reveal an old economy company 

stmggling to leam new economy tricks. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS 

Acme IT sought to implement a knowledge management initiative that moved 

beyond their previous, primarily-technological approach. Their second-generation 

knowledge management effort aimed to add a culttiral, organizational-change element 

that would re-invent the way people collaborated and shared knowledge within the 

organization, growing and leveraging their intellectual capital as a result. This time 

around, technology would be used as an enabler for this process and not a driver for the 

initiative. At the end of the case study (Febmary 2001), the initiative was still primarily 

in its developmental stages and Acme IT's knowledge management solution was yet to 

be implemented. Since the preliminary launch target was June of 2000, the development 

of the initiative took roughly seven months longer than originally anticipated, or about 

twice as long. To put it mildly, Acme IT's efforts to integrate codification and 

personalization approaches to knowledge management met with both anticipated and 

unanticipated challenges—as outlined in the previous chapter on data collection. 

Hansen, Noriah, and Tiemey —in their arguments against the integration of 

codification and personalization approaches to knowledge management—^posit that the 

efficacies of each approach derive from their consistency with an organization's business 

model. It is useful here to briefly recap their argument. Codification approaches are 

compatible with business models that offer standardized solutions, exploiting economies 

of scale to maximize the value obtained from re-using knowledge. Similarly, 
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personalization approaches are compatible with business models based on tailored 

solutions, innovative products and services, and close collaboration among peers. My 

research at Acme IT supports the arguments that state the difficulty of integrating these 

approaches as well as the impact business models have on the successfiil implementation 

of knowledge management. My research, however, also offers two key insights on each 

of these issues. First, the underlying business strategies that enable the codification 

approach are intricately connected to the core business philosophies and practices of the 

industrial age, or the old economy; and the underlying business strategies that enable the 

personalization approach are surprisingly consistent with the emerging theories and 

practices of the knowledge age, or the new economy. Second, Acme IT's difficulties in 

integrating these approaches can be attributed to the growing pains an old economy 

company encounters when adapting to new economy principles. The second point 

summarizes the core findings of this case study: integrating codification and 

personalization approaches to knowledge management is a matter of teaching an old 

economy company new economy tricks. 

The reason the GKMI stmggled with implementing knowledge management was 

because the old economy paradigm, practices, and habits ultimately assimilated the new 

economy elements of knowledge management. As a result, some of the most powerful 

aspects of knowledge management—free flows of information, collaboration, and the 

leveraging of collective expertise—were filtered from the end product. What was left in 

the end was a project of different components—efficacious in themselves, but lacking 
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unity and focus—that did not look much like knowledge management and did not 

function much like it either. 

Many of Acme IT's old economy characteristics served as a filtering mechanism 

on its knowledge management initiative, transforming a new economy business solution 

into something strikingly similar to past projects and initiatives. Issues such as control, 

biueaucracy, intermediation, divided labor pools, and channeled communication—what I 

label the old economy filter—created barriers that many of the most valuable aspects of 

knowledge management were unable to penetrate. In addition, these same barriers 

created an environment that prevented the growth of many fragile, but important, social 

enablers like recognition, tmst, and empowerment—admittedly "soft" intangibles that are 

nonetheless vital if collaboration and communication are to reach their full potential. 

The Old Economy 

In arguing that old economy principles enable codification approaches to 

knowledge management, I find it usefiil to revisit the theoretical underpinnings that drove 

business in the old economy. The old economy was spawned by the industrial revolution, 

primarily scientific management and the capacity for automated, mass production which 

soon followed. Scientific management and mass production allowed organizations to 

compete based on economies of scale, driving down production costs by utilizing the 

principles of volume. For organizations competing on economies of scale, volume is 

important in two ways: input (materials of production) and output (product sales). Quite 

simply, organizations obtained raw materials for production at lower costs because they 

were able to purchase them in bulk, and they were able to purchase them in bulk only 
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because of the potential volume of sales enabled by mass production. Economies of 

scale, then, result in tripartite benefits for the organization: lower development costs, a 

higher volume of sales, and a consequently higher profit margin. 

Old economy companies were constmcted and mn much like the machines of 

mass production at the heart of their business, Ford's assembly line being the seminal 

example. Typical old economy companies were conceived of, built, and operated as 

machines—^broken down into clearly-defined parts that served clearly-defined functions 

which contributed to the overall operation of the collective organizational machine. 

Following the example of Ford's assembly line, both the machine's (Ford Motor 

Company) as well as the products they manufactured (automobiles and the parts 

comprising them) were modular. The same carburetor built by Ford, then, could not only 

ftinction within multiple Ford engines all across the world, but the laborer installing those 

carburetors could do so in any of Ford's automotive plants across the world. This 

principle of modularity is important, both in understanding the principles of the old 

economy and for understanding why these principles are so empowering to codification 

approaches to knowledge management. In the old economy—^products, the processes for 

building and implementing those products, and even the people who perform those 

processes—were modular. 

The principles of old economy companies thus far—^mass production, economies 

of scale, and modularity—underpin several other principles of old economy companies as 

well. Modularity, in particular, enables the widespread application of transaction cost 

analysis, a business principle stating that standardized processes, procedures, and job 
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roles within an organization reduce the average costs of interactions (transactions) 

between employees. Transaction cost analysis, in tum, leads to rigidly-defined roles and 

responsibilities of workers in organizations; these roles further enable the application of 

modular products, tools, and processes as well. Ford carburetors and the laborers 

installing them represent all of the principles described here. 

The delineation of old economy principles (as applied by old economy 

companies) could go on with almost infinite regress, but a few more characteristics of old 

economy companies are particularly pertinent to this discussion. Old economy 

companies, because of all the factors described thus far, are founded upon stability—with 

standardized processes and procedures as well as rigorous systems to monitor and control 

the adherence to such standards. It is not surprising, then, that old economy companies 

are characterized by abundant labor and command and control management strategies. 

By extension, these control-oriented management strategies make old economy 

companies risk averse, with day-to-day activities conforming to practices that have been 

rigorously tested and refined. These processes improve over time, but do so slowly and 

incrementally, consistent with the philosophy of control and avoiding risk. Labor is 

abundant because the majority of knowledge and skills required for production is built 

into the capital infrastmcture—the organizational machine. Furthermore, constant 

monitoring, command, and control of laborers are essential because the machine 

functions only as a result of standardized processes and procedures. Quite simply, if 

those standards are not met, the machine will not fiinction property and may not function 

at all. It is not surprising, then, that old economy companies employ a top-down, 
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cenfralized, pyramidal model of reporting stmctures and decision making, limiting and 

controlling the decisions and behaviors of average laborer. 

The Old Economy and Codification Approaches to Knowledge Management 

The old economy drivers previously described are almost a perfect fit for 

codification approaches to knowledge management. Mass production, economies of 

scale, and modularity drive codification approaches to knowledge management like the 

assembly line drove the titans of the industrial age. Some minor modifications are 

required for each of these drivers—^mass production, for example, might be more aptiy 

described as mass digital replication—^but the principles and their benefits remain the 

same. 

Codification approaches to knowledge management apply the same principles of 

mass production through the vast duplication and distribution of codified knowledge, 

primarily in the form of documents (or "knowledge objects," an emerging term used to 

encompass documents as well as non-textual media such as video clips or animated 

graphics). Computer technology—coupled with increasingly-affordable bandwidth 

through which to distribute duplicated knowledge objects—enables almost real-time 

duplication and distribution of knowledge—to an audience practically unlimited in size. 

Much like the assembly line, this enables companies to lower their cost-per-unit (or in 

this case, cost per use) because development costs for codification can be divided by the 

number of users or number of times used. The mass-production metaphor is even more 

apt considering that, in codification approaches to knowledge management, knowledge is 

conceived of and treated very much like a product because of its explicit, codified state. 
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Consequently, as use increases and development costs per use decrease, profit margins 

rise accordingly until the life-cycle of the codified knowledge comes to an end, 

something that happens quite quickly in most cases. Companies employing the 

codification approach therefore aim to leverage knowledge through economies of scale as 

thoroughly, and as quickly, as possible. 

The knowledge most often captured and mass-distributed through codification 

approaches to knowledge management is also exceptionally modular. Since it is 

generally formulaic and mle-based, it can usually be applied across contexts, 

geographies, and different organizations. Best practices within tax accounting, for 

example, can be captured, duplicated, and distributed throughout the United States and 

utilized within software firms and retail manufacturing companies alike. Object-oriented 

software components can be leveraged even further—and more quickly. Components for 

an e-commerce web site, for example, can be used and re-used, in multiple companies 

selling multiple products. Not surprisingly, the people most often re-using codified 

knowledge tend to be modular as well. Although not as unskilled as their assembly-line 

predecessors, professionals in roles requiring the frequent re-use of codified knowledge 

tend to share very similar knowledge bases and skill sets. Large consulting firms, for 

example —whether outsourcing accounting, financial, or technical services—are well 

known for hiring inexperienced personnel and making those personnel more valuable 

through large, shared knowledge bases, allowing them to provide business solutions 

without necessarily having the experience that would otherwise be required. And some 

examples require even less knowledge and fewer skills, as technical support personnel 
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can access and relay codified trouble-shooting solutions with little education or formal 

training. 

Economies of scale and modularity perpetuate organizational design and 

fimctionality consistent with viewing organizations as machines. Standardized skill sets 

and knowledge bases—coupled with easily accessible codified knowledge—enable more 

delineated divisions of labor within companies implementing codification knowledge 

management approaches. And, because codification approaches aim more at leveraging 

knowledge than creating it, improvements in products and services are generally gradual 

and continuous. All of these factors enable a strong element of isolation in these 

divisions of labor as well, since infonnation systems supplying codified knowledge 

substitute for collaboration and the assistance of peers. In fact, many firms employing 

the codification approach integrate into their business strategy the lower costs realized by 

autonomously acting individuals who rely on information systems for assistance. One 

constant of capitalism—for better or worse—is that technology and automation, when 

available, are usually more cost effective than additional labor. Finally, the command 

and control associated with the old economy is present as well, although perhaps less 

direct and more embedded into the system. Knowledge workers in codification approach 

companies have very clear responsibilities and staunch procedural requirements guiding 

how they meet those responsibilities. People requiring more human guidance in place of 

codified knowledge will not likely survive in such companies. 
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The New Economy 

The factors that distinguish the new economy from the old are the primary 

sources of value and competitive advantage within each. The old economy was 

characterized by an emphasis on tangible inputs, stmctiires, and outputs. Capital 

stmcture was a major investment and vitally important in the old economy, making it a 

major source of value. In conjunction with the value of capital stmctures, the tangible 

natural resources processed by those infrastmctures represent a major source of value as 

well. Economies of scale brought lower costs-per-unit by purchasing natural resources 

(steel, oil, etc.) in large quantities. The fiindamental, paradigmatic difference between 

the old and new economy is that the greatest sources of a firm's value is no longer in its 

capital infrastmcture or the natural resources processed by that infrastmcture. The new 

economy is characterized by intangible inputs, services, and the intangible value 

embedded in products (like pharmaceuticals or software). In other words, the new 

economy is an economy of innovation, knowledge, and ideas. 

People might argue that the new economy is in fact driven by capital 

infrastmcture in the form of information systems and other technological investments. 

The key distinction, however, is that advances in technology are means to greater ends. 

They add value not in and of themselves but because they enable time and resources to be 

directed toward higher level activities. Accounting software, as a simple example, frees 

accountants from calculating by hand how changes in one variable affect everything else, 

allowing them more time to focus on higher-value strategic issues. Technology—of both 

industrial and information varieties—thus makes it possible to focus on intangible 
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qualitative issues like innovation and creativity. Infonnation technology and industrial 

technology make it possible for Nike to compete on selling the idea of athletic apparel 

(through design and marketing) instead of the apparel itself And—as both industrial and 

infonnation technologies become commodities—talent, creativity, and knowledge grow 

even more valuable. Although modularity exists in certain venues (object-oriented 

software code, for instance), a higher premium is paid for innovation and being eariy to 

market. Thus, instead of gradual improvement, organizations seek revolutionary, 

paradigmatic breakthroughs that can generate rapid market saturation and increasing 

retums. 

In the new economy, organizations generate value not from their physical and 

technological infrastmcture but from the processes, activities, and speed which they 

enable. Labor, especially educated or highly-talented labor, is scarce, even more so 

during periods of low unemployment. Unlike the pyramid stmcture that dominated the 

old economy, organizations operate with a web-like stmcture of inter-connectivity and 

almost unlimited information sharing and collaboration, an "integration of labor," so to 

speak. Instead of products, new economy companies sell ideas and services. Venture 

capital is more readily-available because organizations are not as capital-intensive as they 

once-were, with outsourcing and virtual integration fiirther contributing to this 

abundance. Unlike the stable, industrialist organization, new economy companies are 

flexible and highly adaptive, changing products and service offerings repeatedly. These 

companies, therefore, better resemble living organisms or ecosystems than machines. 
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The New Economy and Personalization Approaches to Knowledge Management 

The personalization approach to knowledge management is strikingly consistent 

with the principles underiying the new economy. Instead of knowledge products (or 

knowledge objects), organizations taking the personalization approach focus on more 

intangible things like tacit knowledge, creativity, innovation, and the interaction between 

professionals. The very knowledge that personalization approaches enable, then, is more 

intangible—and perhaps more complex—than the documented knowledge in the 

codification approach. Instead of knowledge being captured and transferred as a product, 

something tangible, knowledge is instead a process, a way of knowing and a capability to 

solve problems that is shared through the dialogue and interaction among groups and 

individuals. Within personalization approaches, then, knowledge is not as modular as it 

is within codification approaches. This point is illustrated by the number of elite 

management consultancies that prefer personalization approaches—McKinsey, Bain and 

Company, and Boston Consulting Group, for example. 

With knowledge being less modular and more service based, the new economy— 

and personalization approaches to knowledge management—work in direct contrast to 

the de-skilling of labor found in the old economy and in codification approaches to 

knowledge management. In fact, new economy principles—and personalization 

approaches to knowledge management—call for a re-skilling of labor. Processes of 

knowing and acting grow more important because services and customized business 

solutions require reflection, analysis, and considerable tacit knowledge that cannot be 

immediately leamed and applied by accessing documents from databases. The transfer 
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of such knowledge thus requires human interaction and dialogue that allows for 

questions, answers, and discovery. Economies of scale can be utilized in leveraging this 

knowledge, but the degree of leverage is significantly smaller. Instead of documents 

serving as the vehicle for knowledge transfer, online communities are needed to augment 

the number of professional peers who can leam from the same interaction and dialogue. 

So the very nature of knowledge transfer is more complex within the personalization 

approach. 

The types of human interaction required for knowledge creation and knowledge 

fransfer within personalization approaches to knowledge management require new 

economy thinking and new economy environments. Stringent divisions of labor, vertical 

managerial hierarchies, and isolation in performing work tasks simply stifle the dialogue, 

interaction, and collaboration necessary for the transfer of complex, contextual 

knowledge, nor do they enable the experimentation required for creativity and 

innovation. Labor is more scarce for organizations taking this approach, since creative 

and talented people are harder to find than people who can apply more formulaic 

knowledge to well-stmctured tasks. Requiring extensive collaboration and interaction 

among professionals, organizations employing this approach need operational stmctures 

more web-like in place of pyramidal, hierarchical stmctures. Such organizations are far 

more team oriented, involving frequent use of cross-functional and interdisciplinary 

teams. Similarly, these organizations must be far more adaptive (and less stable) by their 

very nature—drastically different than their old economy predecessors. Personalization 

approaches to knowledge management, not surprisingly, thrive in environments of 
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flexibility and adaptation. In extreme examples—3M, for instance—firms seek to 

continuously outdate their knowledge and product lines through continuous innovation. 

Because they pursue innovation as a competitive strategy, organizations taking the 

personalization approach seek revolutionary products and services instead of 

incrementalism and gradual improvement. To meet this goal, organizations must not 

only be highly flexible, but very tolerant of risk and untested ideas as well. 

An Old Economy Company in New Economy Clothes 

At a recent knowledge management conference, Lawrence Pmsak—director of 

IBM's Institute for Knowledge Management—described big blue as a "19* century firm 

at heart" "Chances are," he added, "that most of your companies [gesturing toward the 

audience] are as well. Most organizations today are still based on 19' century methods 

of scientific management and [20"̂  century] Fordist models of monitoring, command, and 

control." In other words, he was saying that most large companies in today's business 

climate—including IBM, Acme IT's chief competitor—are old economy companies. 

Acme IT, in my experience, is no different. 

It is tempting to label all hi-technology companies as new economy companies, 

especially those that deal primarily with information technology. But there is more to 

being a new economy company than technology. Acme IT is an old economy company, 

but not because of the industries within which it operates nor because of the types of 

services it provides. Rather, it is an old economy company because of the way the 

organization is designed, the way it operates, and the consistency with which it adheres to 

industrial age business principles. I also wish to add one caveat conceming Acme IT as 
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an old economy company. Acme IT, like most large multi-national organizations, is a 

company with multiple personalities—largely the result of its global composition and 

acquisitions of other, smaller companies. The old economy characteristics I will describe 

here, then, may not apply to the company at large. In fact, it is conventional wisdom 

within the company that Acme IT's intemal operations differ significantly from those 

parts of the organizations which directiy serve clients. According to the dialogue among 

employees, extemally-facing groups are more flexible and adaptive in their approach to 

serving those clients, primarily because the extemal business environment demands it. 

Intemal operations, however, face less immediate pressures and are, therefore, more 

resistant to change. The GKMI was an intemal initiative, however, and the old economy 

moniker is appropriate, as will be illustrated in the pages that follow. 

Acme IT'S enormous size—over 120,00 employees in 44 countries—makes full 

use of economies of scale in the strictest senses of the concept. It leverages its size to 

significantly reduce overhead, purchasing supplies in bulk and on a global scale 

whenever possible (certain resources, like utilities, can only be purchased regionally). 

Creative alliances and strategic partnerships with suppliers drive down costs in very 

capital-intensive areas like long distance telephone service, travel, software licenses, and 

even the outsourcing of selected business functions (background investigations for new 

hires, for example). Economies of scale also apply to the size of the projects Acme IT 

can undertake. Its volume of employees enable it to acquire huge contracts which endure 

for several years, often in perpetuity. A recent example is the five year, six billion dollar 

Navy/Marine Corps intranet project. Leveraging vast economies of scale on supplies 
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(inputs) and contiacts (outputs) enables Acme IT to compete on a business strategy which 

served as the very foundation for the old economy. 

But it is not strictly economies of scale that establish Acme IT as an old economy 

company, since many younger companies (Cisco Systems, for example) leverage the 

same principles to minimize the costs of inputs and maximize sales. Coupled with 

economies of scale is the management philosophy of constant monitoring and close 

control of intemal operations and employee behavior. Without such measures, costs 

could escalate quickly, defeating benefits associated with scale. Thus, it is only logical 

that mechanisms are needed to make sure employees are doing what they re supposed to 

be doing and to prevent them from doing what they should not be (especially in a 

company its size). Similarly, without tight monitoring and control, the privacy of 

customers' data and other mission critical information could be at risk. These principles 

are reflected in Acme IT's staunch concems with security that continue to this day, from 

the gated entries to its headquarters to the multiple passwords required for multiple 

databases and information systems. 

Control and security are vital, to be certain. But they also lead to a mindset that 

manifests itself in other areas, manifestations that can often do as much harm as good. 

One executive, for example, lamented his decrease in purchasing authority after having 

moved to Acme IT from another company: 

I had approval to sign contracts for up to $50,000; now I'm in a higher position, 
but that amount is ten times less, and it makes it really hard to get anything done 
quickly. I understand the rationale—to make sure every dollar is accounted for 
and that money is not spent on foolish or illicit purposes. But we spend so much 
time and money tracking a dollar that by the time we actually save that dollar, it's 
only worth about fifty cents. [My previous employer] would just fire people who 
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abused their signing authority and made it highly publicized within the company. 
And they rarely had to do it. 

Other places where control and security manifest themselves affect subtle but pervasive 

parts of employees' daily lives. Only recently have stringent dress codes been relaxed, so 

recentiy that several female employees remember days when they were not allowed to 

wear pants. Male employees remember a wardrobe comprised strictiy of dark suits, 

white shirts, and formal ties. Another compelling example: "at least now we can have 

coffee at work; there was a time when we couldn't because [a former CEO] thought it 

was a dmg." I speak of examples from both the present and the recent past to make the 

point that the thought patterns and assumptions that drive actions of control can 

continue—^perhaps habitually—even though the specific examples may change over time. 

Not surprisingly, the formality associated with control and security work hand-in-

glove with bureaucracy. Approval processes are quite common, even for mundane 

fimctions. Obtaining dial-up access for the company intranet, for example—a necessity 

for the capability of working from home or off-site—^requires managerial approval. 

Similarly, the same requirements apply for gaining access to various data bases. An 

example that stands out in particular, however, illustrates not only control and 

bureaucracy, but also the growing pains of a company stmggling with change. In the 

early stages of the case study, a memo was circulated from one of the higher-level 

executives conceming a change in the labels for levels of information security. In 

essence, it stated that "top secret" had been replaced by "confidential" in light of the new 

corporate efforts to share information more freely. But its most telling statement was that 

"this is a change in name only," adding that the same security measures must remain in 
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effect. This is a poignant example of an organization both driven to adapt itself yet 

stiiiggling to break free of its previous habits and thought processes. 

Bureaucracy was also prevalent in the processes of govemance and value 

assurance—a collection of review gates and improvement activities designed to 

sfrengthen the viability of new initiatives, as well as to safeguard against wasting money. 

The GKMI, for example, was scheduled to undergo nine review gates during the value 

assurance process, seven of which were to take place before launch: 

1. Concept Review, 
2. Value Proposition Review, 
3. Preliminary Design Review, 
4. Product Selection Review, 
5. Critical Design Review, 
6. Verification Readiness Review, 
7. Operational Readiness Review, 
8. Post-implementation Review, 

9. Performance Review. 

To be certain, all of these review gates add value. However, they also paint a picture of 

an organization that is exceptionally bureaucratic and risk averse—fundamental 

principles of old economy companies which threaten the survival of new economy 

companies. The questions to ask about the value assurance process, then, deal less with 

the value added but the costs for this added value. How much of this value is lost due to 

delays in implementation? And another important question: how much overlap exists in 

these separate stages, that, if eliminated, could trim weeks off the ramp-up time of a 

major initiative like the GKMI? 

Furthermore, a proclivity for bureaucracy is prevalent in concems for 

documentation, both in terms of progress made as well as outlining activities and 
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strategies for the fiitiire. As one leader put it, "too often quality is associated with the 

thickness of the binders instead of the content within them; so we wind up producing 

these gargantuan documents that no one will ever take time to read." Not surprisingly, 

copious documentation is required for each step of the value assurance process. In 

addition, compounding the efforts surrounding documentation are the approval processes 

involved. Additional time and effort is required of team members to review and finalize 

collaborative documents, detracting from other areas where their efforts could contribute 

to moving their projects forward. 

Yet another old economy principle pervading Acme IT's intemal operations is its 

hierarchy. Reporting stmctures, for example, are displayed discreetly in the online 

employee directory. In addition, employees frequently engage in name-dropping ("I'm in 

Jane Doe's organization") to clarify which part of the company in which they work, and 

they generally seek this information from other employees upon meeting them. 

Hierarchy is also quite visible in the headquarters' physical environment, with managers' 

offices located in the center of the cubes that surround them. This is not surprising, 

although it seems interesting that selected cubicles, and not offices, have window views. 

Information is frequentiy distributed according to hierarchical lines as well. It is common 

for attendance of meetings with higher level executives to be determined by status or 

seniority, with those in attendance "debriefing" others or "cascading" the information as 

needed. Thus, business analysts or subject matter experts working most directiy on 

projects are often buffered from the higher-level executives directing those projects. 
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Cascaded information and hierarchy are also forms of centralized decision making 

as well. Cascaded information usually concems decisions that have already been made 

farther up in the hierarchy, most likely during meetings that were closed off to lower 

level employees. In fact, the majority of the old economy business methods described 

thus far serve a systemic process of centralized decision making. Review gates, for 

example, embed an approval procedures into the system, ensuring that a small, elite 

group makes the final decision on whether or not a project continues. Furthermore, 

policies and other mechanisms of control centralize decision making as well. Dress 

codes, for example, are a method of pre-ordaining the decisions to be made conceming 

professional wardrobe. 

Finally, much like their contribution to centralized decision making, all of the old 

economy methods described here aggregate in a slow, even sluggish company, one that 

stmggles to adapt to extemal exigencies demanding change despite its own aspirations to 

do so. The stability afforded by a large, old economy company—with established 

processes and protocol—works in direct opposition to the need to adapt itself to its 

changing business environment and the need to do so quickly. Mandating seven review 

gates before implementing change initiatives slows down a company. Requirements for 

extensive documentation for each of these review gates slows down a company. 

Cascading information across organizational layers slows down a company. Methods of 

control, by their very natiire, make it difficult for employees to act quickly. Finally, 

centralized decision making—with all of its formulaic intermediation—is equally slow. 

So why is speed important? Besides the obvious reasons. Acme IT has a track record of 
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being followers in markets where they could very well have been leaders. One manager 

put it like this: "we missed the client-server revolution, the intemet revolution, and most 

recently, the e-commerce business to business revolution; we can't afford to keep letting 

the world pass us by." 

Knowledge Management: A General Business Sfrategy for the New Economy 

It should be clear from my arguments throughout this dissertation that (1) the key 

driver of the new economy is intangible assets, and (2) that these assets are primarily 

composed of knowledge. It should also be clear—again, based upon arguments made to 

this point—that knowledge management is a business strategy that has emerged in 

response to the need to identify and manage these assets. While the interconnectedness 

of knowledge management and the new economy is self-evident, it is useful to identify 

the striking correlation between Acme IT's drivers for implementing knowledge 

management with the business conditions driving the new economy. 

At its inception, the GBGVII cited seven major factors driving the need for 

knowledge management: 

1. The accelerating rate of change in today's business climate 

2. Global connectivity 

3. "Smart" products and services 

4. SEC targets for mandatory disclosure of intangible assets by 2005 

5. The greater value of knowledge assets compared to tangible assets 

6. The corresponding need to recognize and reward knowledge work 

7. The need to eliminate silos of knowledge and information 
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The connections between these drivers for knowledge management and the new economy 

are readily apparent. Of particular importance, however, are the themes of change, speed, 

and the natiire of intangible assets. In sum, these drivers indicate that Acme IT 

recognizes, at least at a high level, the imperative to reorganize itself into a quick, agile 

company that utilizes speed and its collective know-how as a core source of competitive 

advantage. What is less apparent, however, is the degree of difficulty involved in 

achieving this objective. Less apparent still is that this transition is not one of merely 

implementing an organization-wide initiative, but one of transforming an old economy 

company into a new economy enterprise. Acme IT's difficulties in implementing an 

integrated, codification-plus-personalization knowledge management effort, arose from 

the fierce conflict between an old economy environment and new economy practices. 

Before moving fiirther, I want to recall the close fit between the old economy and 

codification knowledge management approaches. Because Acme IT is an old economy 

company, it is by its very nature a codification knowledge management company as well. 

The elements of mass-producing modular knowledge and leveraging economies of scale 

within the codification approach are almost embedded in the collective mindset of the 

company. This insight helps explain why the overwhelming majority of the company 

conceives of knowledge management as an issue of technology, tools, and information. 

The fact that Acme IT is a technology services company further strengthens this 

perception. Finally, its very design, operation, and culture—controlling, bureaucratic, 

and mechanistic—constmct an environment where a codification knowledge 

management approach is an extension of the organization itself 
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It is telling that codification approaches make up the majority of first-generation 

knowledge management efforts. This situation was certainly the case at Acme IT, since 

its previous knowledge management initiative took a primarily tools and technology 

focus. But this tendency moves beyond Acme IT into the larger business environment as 

well. Codification approaches to knowledge management are so dominant that one of the 

most frequently-advocated principles of knowledge management (and also a frequentiy-

documented lesson-leamed of practitioners) is that knowledge management is not a 

technology issue (Davenport; Pmsak; Wiig; AUee). In fact, IBM's Pmsak—one of 

knowledge management's most revered pundits—argues that any initiative spending 

more than 33%) of its budget on technology is not dealing with a knowledge management 

issue. 

If codification approaches to knowledge management are (1) tightly connected 

with old economy principles, and (2) the dominant strategy for first-generation 

knowledge management initiatives, then it is logical to argue that codification approaches 

to knowledge management represent a transition between the old and new economy. 

Codification approaches integrate both the dominant principles of the old economy— 

economies of scale, modularity, divisions of labor—with the core driver of the new 

economy—that intangible, knowledge assets comprise an organization's most valuable 

resources. But the efficacies of the codification approach are tightiy connected to old 

economy principles, issues like modularity, control, and economies of scale. 

Furthermore, the power of the codification approach is also restricted by the types of 

knowledge best distributed through it—mle-based, formulaic knowledge that can be 
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applied across contexts with minimal social interaction among the people creating and 

using it. As the next sections will illustrate, a striking number of old economy principles 

enabling the codification approach worked directly against the organizational and socio-

cultural enablers vital to personalization approaches to knowledge management. 

One final snapshot of the initiative's status at the end of the case study is usefiil 

before illustrating the impact of old economy attributes on knowledge management. In 

late Febmary, 2001, the GKMI was once again restmcturing, both in terms of work 

streams as well as leadership. The success of the initiative at this point, in terms of 

progress made and reputation in the organization at large, was modest. A lot of work was 

performed in the areas of business architecture, intellectual asset management, the 

knowledge management community, and various other aspects of the initiative. But upon 

evaluation of the work completed (both by team members as well as extemal parties), 

there was a perception that a significant portion was of an academic nature. "Academic," 

in this sense, referred to the production of a lot of static documentation. There were a lot 

of metrics developed for the invisible balance sheet, for example, but few cases where 

they were applied to demonstrate value for the larger organization. There was also 

market research conducted, measuring the level of knowledge management activity 

among competitors. In addition, a number of white papers, position papers, and strategic 

documents were completed throughout the work streams of the initiative. 

Notably absent in the status of the initiative, however, was any significant number 

of deliverables, or "quick hits," to the larger organization. In other words, a lot of the 

work to this point served the GKMI itself more than the organization it was intended to 
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benefit. Aside from the implementation of eRoom (a collaborative tool for sharing 

documents via the intemet), the implementation of which was a very visible success for 

the GKMI), no tools were implemented and little leverage or coordination of existing 

tools took place. Although the invisible balance sheet Team had a better understanding 

of how to collect and interpret data relating to intellectual assets, very little of such data 

was gathered or interpreted. Aside from the knowledge management community itself, 

there had been no other communities launched by (or launches facilitated by) the GKMI. 

Finally, change management had stmggled as well, with littie visible activity between 

October and December, and new change management personnel joining the team early 

during the new year. That left littie time for the new-comers to make any major impact 

before the initiative re-organization in late Febmary. 

The initiative developed a modest, if not unfavorable, reputation in the 

organization at large, due in no small part to the academic nature of its accomplishments 

and limited number of quick hits delivered. Compounding this perception, unfortunately, 

was the widespread conception throughout the organization of knowledge management as 

an issue of tools and technology. The absence of any tools (besides eRoom) delivered to 

the average employee's desktop made it easy (and perhaps unfair) for people to scmtinize 

the GKMI for poor performance. Other knowledge management-related activities had 

begun (and existing activities continued) throughout the organization, often without any 

close collaboration with the GKMI—some experiencing more success, more quickly, 

than the GKMI in their particular area. The rapid development of a knowledge 

management service offering elsewhere in the organization, for example, put in place a 
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lot of the same components the GKMI was implementing (an invisible balance sheet, 

community models, technology architectures) with almost no involvement on behalf of 

the GKMI. A similar example took place in the global sales organization. These 

examples are ironic as well as unfortunate, since one of the core purposes of knowledge 

management is to avoid parallel development; "only invent the wheel once," says 

conventional wisdom. 

Similar to the issue of parallel development, the initiative had developed an 

extemal reputation almost as an "island unto itself," in at least two regards. First, 

criticism floated through the organizational mmor mills critiquing the initiative for not 

sharing its discoveries, progress, and future plans conceming knowledge management. 

Extemal factions knew there was work taking place, with only vague ideas (from 

sporadic communications) conceming what it was and why it was being done. Second, 

there was an impression on multiple fronts that the initiative was not concemed about 

seeking input from other sources of knowledge management expertise within the 

organization; similar criticisms targeted a failure or unwillingness to adopt or implement 

advice from the sources that were consulted. 

Finally, the GKMI team members had stmggled to gel as a unit. Individual 

performers had performed solid, and often impressive, work. The same can be said about 

individual work streams. But the development of the program became fragmented, with 

limited collaboration between work streams. In essence, everyone was doing his or her 

job. But the vision of tightly-integrated components developed a year eariier (at the 

initiative's launch) was not realized, as it was not widely understood within the team 
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what other groups had done—or why. There was a limited understanding among the 

team conceming how all the components fit together. Granted, the change in leadership 

affected this understanding, as people with a better grasp of these issues had recently 

departed. But the fact remained that what was once intended to be a tightly-knit, unified 

program had become a collection of separate projects. In fact, during the final 

reorganization, a lot of discussion focused on the perpetiial shift in scope associated with 

the direction of the initiative. The technology team voiced finstration over having a 

thorough understanding of the knowledge management tools available, but not being able 

to deliver anything because the business purpose and environment chosen would 

influence the tools implemented. The invisible balance sheet team had developed a 

library of metrics, but experienced frequentiy-changing venues in which to implement 

them. And early change management efforts postponed plans to survey employee 

attitudes and behaviors, waiting for a clearer picture of the context that the initiative's 

implementation would take. 

The irony of many of the points discussed in this section is worth reiterating. 

Many of the challenges experienced by the GKMI represented some of the very 

challenges the initiative was implemented to alleviate. There was parallel development— 

of knowledge management related activities—in multiple parts of the business, yet the 

initiative began with the intention of leveraging and synthesizing all knowledge 

management efforts. The initiative gained a reputation as a group that was not 

particularly good at seeking expertise from others, implementing advice from others, or 

sharing status and fiiture direction with others. Finally, the group showed difficulty in 
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interacting as a team, with activities and communication taking place largely in small 

groups, usually within individual work teams. More than one team member mentioned 

the irony that the group was titled "Acme Collaborate" yet stmggled with collaborating, 

both among themselves as well as with groups extemal to the team. The group charged 

with integrating knowledge management, it seems, was experiencing difficulty managing 

knowledge. 

The GKMl's stmggles with collaboration and communication beg the questions 

of how and why these stmggles came about. The challenges of implementing a program 

that integrated both personalization and codification knowledge management approaches, 

in this case, appear to have jeopardized the benefits generally associated with each. The 

close collaboration, shared expertise, and generation of creative ideas associated with 

personalization approaches were notably absent. Similarly, the databases, repositories, 

and other technological tools associated with codification approaches were, at this time, 

yet to be implemented. The latter problem was certainly not a lack of experience or 

expertise in implementing technology projects. The organization as a whole had done so 

successfully countless times before, and there was more than enough collective 

experience—^both on the team as well as available outside of it— t̂o bring about 

successfiil implementation of new technology. Furthermore, the technical analysis of the 

tools available was extensive and accurate; dozens of tools were evaluated and identified 

for a variety of purposes. The biggest problem with technology implementation, it 

seems, was the problem with an unclear scope for the initiative, a difficulty that impeded 

progress in virtually all areas of the initiative. Thus, a major challenge the initiative 
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faced was dealing with the larger contextual issues surrounding knowledge management 

and how knowledge management integrated into that larger context. 

In fact, by the close of the case study, knowledge management had not been 

integrated within a larger business context, and individual work streams of the initiative 

had not integrated very well with each other. Instead, the different work sfreams of the 

project became fragmented, addressing pieces of a whole that was never quite clear to 

everyone involved. The initiative, then, evolved into just another standard 

implementation to be completed, composed of separate sub-projects being completed 

largely in isolation. With a scope that was less than stable, less than clear, bureaucratic 

milestones elevated in priority over meeting the long-term vision of the program as a 

whole. Consequently, the different work streams produced deliverables pertinent to 

formal project requirements: copious documentation for review gates, technical analyses, 

position papers, and work plans—all of the "academic" materials for which the initiative 

was criticized. 

Numerous theorists argue that knowledge management should be an integrated, 

organization-wide activity instead of an isolated project or independent business function 

(AUee; Davenport; Hansen et al.). Their arguments generally state that the efficacies of 

knowledge management are suppressed when it is treated as a separate activity. The 

GKMI, over time, evolved from an organization-wide activity into a something that 

resembled an isolated project, one stripped of the benefits that generally accompany 

knowledge management—consistent with theorist's arguments. 
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This outcome, however, was not deliberate, and I believe took place despite the 

best intentions of virtually every one involved. One of the biggest reasons the GKMI 

stmggled in implementing knowledge management was that the old economy residual 

within the existing organization transformed the knowledge management initiative into 

something more familiar and fraditional than novel. Ultimately, the most serious effects 

of the filtering effect from old economy principles concem issues surrounding 

collaboration and communication, areas that constitute the most critical elements of 

knowledge management. 

Knowledge Management Meets the Old Economv Filter 

The way work is divided can present major challenges to enabling effective 

knowledge management. Divisions of labor are by no means disposable in the new 

economy, yet the degree to which work is broken down into separate components—and 

the levels of autonomy within those components—is a much more delicate matter. The 

separate work streams of the GKMI represented a very logical division. It would be 

difficult to argue, in fact, that they should have been broken down any other way. The 

autonomy of those work groups however, including the limited interaction across work 

groups, inhibited shared understanding of how the different components of the GKMI 

complemented one another. The invisible balance sheet, for example, could have 

benefited from extensive collaboration with the technology architecture team; ultimately, 

the collection, analysis, and reporting of data for the invisible balance sheet would be 

enabled and mediated by technologies either recommended by (if off the shelf) or 

developed by the technology team. With such a foreseeable end goal, collaboration 
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among the two teams could have just as easily taken place sooner as opposed to later. In 

fact, eariy collaboration would have influenced better work on behalf of both teams, since 

the needs and limitations of each team could have informed the development of their 

respective components. 

Furthermore, eariy cross-functional collaboration would have improved 

communication and the development of a shared understanding for the initiative. 

Communication—including dialogue, questions, speculation, and even arguments—is, 

after all, an intractable element of collaboration. In addition, the need for formal 

communication (reports, meetings, etc.) is reduced as a result of collaboration, because 

the requisite information is usually exchanged in the natural context of peer interaction. 

Finally, the element of context leads to more effective communication as well. Because 

the information shared is meaningful to the work currently being performed, it will be 

better understood and retained longer as a result. One of the problems with meetings as a 

form of communication is the transmission of so much decontextualized information— 

"here is what we have been doing; here is what we are going to do," and so forth. When 

such information is unconnected to the daily concems of its recipients, its chances of 

being fully-understood ("what impact will this have") are slim, and its chances of being 

retained for any reasonable length of time are even slimmer. 

Hierarchy also plays a part in filtering knowledge management's efficacy. On the 

most obvious level, excessive concem over organizational status may create an artificial 

scarcity of knowledge sources that can be leveraged. Lawrence Pmsak, for example, 

speaks of "knowledge pathologies" (factors that inhibit effective knowledge sharing), one 
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of which he calls a pathology of statiis. In short, he points out that people may not be as 

willing to accept the validity of a given piece of knowledge or information, depending 

upon the statiis of the person delivering it. As knowledge management draws upon so 

many different areas of expertise, it is unlikely that every valuable insight will come from 

a person or group of high repute in the organization. This may explain part of the 

reluctance of the GKMI to leverage the knowledge management expertise of extemal 

groups. Concems over hierarchy and status similarly complicate processes of 

communication and decision-making. Communication requirements may tax the time 

and attention of managers and team leaders, for example, if they are not allowed to send 

subordinates to represent them in meetings and workshops. They may also be required to 

familiarize themselves with their projects at a level of detail otherwise unwarranted 

because they are unable to delegate representation to other team members. 

The sfrong elements of confrol within Acme IT's environment and culture also 

filtered out much of the value associated with knowledge management. Limitations on 

who interacted with people outside the team, for example, slowed the nature of the 

transactions between the GKMI and extemal factions, and in some cases, compromised 

the quality of information and expertise that was ultimately shared (relaying 

technological subject matter, for example). Similarly, implementing procedures for 

monitoring the materials and feedback team members provided to extemal parties created 

costiy delays that added limited value in retum. Perceptions of the GKMI as a reluctant 

collaborative entity were likely influenced by the sluggish response time people 

experienced when interacting with the team. And efforts to manage extemal perceptions 
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conceming the initiative—particulariy efforts to be seen as an elite, authoritative group 

leading knowledge management—not only slowed the GKMl's progress but weakened 

relationships with people and groups who otherwise could have been major contributors 

to the initiative. 

Finally, the value assurance process, with its numerous review gates and 

requirements, constituted an element of control inherent within the organization that 

almost brought the initiative to a standstill. In fact, efforts to pass the value assurance 

review gates were a major influence on the academic nature of much of the work 

performed by the GKMI. Each review gate required extensive documentation, meaning 

that the majority of worked performed by the GKMI team was dedicated to addressing 

the formalities inherent in the system. Unfortunately, documentation did not provide a 

lot of value to the organization as a whole. 

Almost all of the old economy characteristics discussed in this section—and their 

filtering effect on knowledge management's value to an organization—are diametrically 

at odds with effective communication and free flowing information. In fact, most of 

these characteristics reinforce each other in their negative impact on communication, not 

only impeding knowledge management's effectiveness, but contributing to those factors 

which drive organizations to implement it in the first place. Hierarchy, divisions of 

labor, and control, for example, contribute to a myriad of problems. First off, they all 

lead to an added element of formality, generally requiring extra efforts for 

communication instead of allowing communication to arise within the natural context of 

work. Second, they create the very silos of knowledge and information that knowledge 

189 



management seeks to eliminate. Layered organizations naturally create pockets of shared 

expertise and information within those layers. Similar silo effects take place within 

teams and work groups. 

Finally, organizational layers and other forms of divided work stmctiires— 

because they generally require more formal communication—lead io filtered information. 

First, information is condensed and decontextualized in order to save time and effort; de

briefing leaders, peers, and subordinates naturally requires summaries of events and 

issues. Second, the need for condensed, decontextualized information creates a fertile 

environment for opportunism and tailored information. The need to remove details and 

context brings with it an ease of tailoring infonnation—to embellish the appearance of 

work performance, for example, or to make forecasts for the fiiture appear less bleak than 

they might actually be. Compounding the problems with these scenarios is the fact that 

recipients of information are aware of the tailoring, embellishment, and filtering that 

takes place. To compensate, they engage in the time-consuming, and often counter

productive, process of constmcting context around their work lives. Based on filtered 

information from their immediate co-workers and feedback from social networks and 

corporate mmor mills, the contexts they constmct are apocryphal at best. 

The last area of incompatibility between old economy environments and 

knowledge management that I will address concem the softer, sociological issues like 

tmst, recognition, and relationships among peers. These are issues often ignored, and 

perhaps easy to ignore, because they often seem fiivolous, or "fiizzy," in comparison with 

issues like technology or finance that are easier to connect to the bottom line. Yet, 
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despite their apparent subjectivity, they are factors that cannot be ignored in the domain 

of knowledge management. It is also important to point out that other sociological issues, 

corporate culture, for example, faced cynicism during their initiation into business 

literature, only to cam recognition as a legitimate business issue—one that is no longer 

taken likely among executives and theorists alike. The fact of the matter is, when we are 

dealing with a social constmct such as knowledge, sociological issues such as tmst and 

mutual respect among co-workers are as essential to success in sharing that knowledge, 

not to mention creating more—as any other factors. It is also important to remember that 

these issues are tantamount to the personalization side of knowledge management. 

Factors like close collaboration, sharing of knowledge, shared values, and shared vision 

all hinge upon the quality and stability of personal relationships. 

Earlier I mentioned that the GKMI team never "gelled" as a collaborative unit. 

Individual performances were more than competent, in virtually all work streams, but the 

collective team performance did not seem to reach a point where the sum of the whole 

exceeded a collection of individual accomplishments. In many of the early meetings 

surrounding the GKMI, the phrase "it's tough to get eagles to fly in formation" was 

mentioned frequently. The context for this argument was that the "old Acme IT" was a 

collection of star performers—that individual accomplishments were often celebrated 

more regularly than team achievements—and that this aspect of the culture must change 

in order for effective knowledge management to take place on an organization-wide 

basis. 
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With the GKMI, I believe that the stmggles to unify resulted from the fragmented 

work streams—especially the limited collaboration across them—and the difficulties with 

communication illusfrated eariier. The absence of synergy nonnally found in a unified 

team is illustrated by the lack of integration among the different components of the 

initiative, as was the case in Febmary 2001. Few of the team members had a thorough 

understanding of how the different work streams influenced one another; even fewer 

were capable of explaining how the initiative's work to that point would affect the 

broader organization (or the average employee) 30, 60, or 90 days into the fiiture. 

Integration was not clear, and scope was not clear, because of a noted absence of 

collaboration among the divided work groups and the communication stmggles that 

occurred as a result of it. The quality work performed within the separate work groups of 

the initiative were largely individual successes, or at least successes of small groups. The 

modest success conceming the integration of those components—as well as the cloudy 

scope and vision for the initiative's fiiture—were team short comings. 

Another challenge to the sociological aspects of knowledge management was the 

apparent lack of tmst within the team as a whole. Tmst "is a tremendous lubricant for 

efficiency" says Lawrence Pmsak, so its absence is an important issue. Before I 

elaborate any fiirther, however, I must make it unequivocally clear that a perceived 

absence of tmst is in no way the equivalent of the absence of trustworthiness or 

trustworthy people within the team. It is instead an indication that relationships did not 

grow to a point where high levels of tmst emerged as a result. There is inevitably a high 

level of speculation when stating that levels of tmst were not high among the team, or 
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that tmst existed within pockets inside the team but did not permeate throughout the team 

as a whole. I wish to, first, acknowledge the speculative nature of this observation, and 

second, identify some of the data points that led to this conclusion. These data points, 

however, must remain at a high level of abstraction in the interest of ethics and privacy. 

One recurring example of an absence of tmst was the discussion of "pink 

elephants" during collocated team meetings (everyone meeting at the same time and 

place) and conference calls over the course of the initiative. Pink elephants referred to 

issues of interpersonal and group dynamics that were always present, visible to all team 

members, but rarely (if ever) talked about in team settings. In other words, it was as if 

there were very large animals in the room, which everyone could see but no one 

acknowledged. One meeting facilitator spent a significant amount of time trying to 

surface them at a Fall team meeting, resulting in high emotions and tense arguments. The 

issues, however, were only sporadically revisited from that point on, surfacing in 

conference calls and again during a January meeting where they were addressed (quickly 

and perhaps superficially), then subsequently dismissed. 

Without going into specific details, some major pink elephants concemed pockets 

of secrecy among the team, hoarded information, and suspicions of dishonesty as well. 

In addition to the pink elephants, relationships among team members tended to be forged 

only in pairs or small groups, with pockets of social interaction spread throughout the 

team. Some of this is easily and logically attributed to work teams and global 

distribution. Other factors, however, are not so easily dismissed. On repeated occasions, 

multiple team members would visit the Houston campus for work conceming the 
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initiative, yet many of those occasions would pass without any sort of gathering of all the 

members present. Even the people on the Houston campus rarely socialized as a group, 

whether over lunch or after hours. The issue of tmst, though admittedly soft, is 

nonetheless a cmcial one. Quite simply, without tmst, effective communication and 

collaboration will not occur. In fact, the success of both collaboration and 

communication will likely grow in direct proportion to the levels of tmst within any 

given team. 

Though difficult to explain why—or perhaps because of factors too numerous— 

relationships among team members developed only on the microcosm, never quite 

spreading throughout the team at large. I believe the most significant factors preventing a 

broader forging of relationships across the team were limited communication and limited 

collaborative efforts across work streams. Communication, for example, is a natural 

vehicle for developing relationships, as is collaborative interaction with new people. A 

similar argument can be made for the value of communication and collaboration to 

building tmst as well. Although frequent communication with other team members is no 

guarantee that tmst will grow, limited communication (or its total absence) is certainly an 

impediment to its development. Contributing to these factors that detracted from 

relationships, however, may have been the surrounding culture, where recognition for the 

contributions of others is often overiooked (see Chapter IV). Even if the oversight is 

unintentional (which the majority most likely are), affective feelings of being overiooked, 

unappreciated, or under-valued are barriers to developing close working relationships— 
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and certainly a blockade to developing strong working relationships with any significant 

level of tmst among peers. 

It is important to reiterate the value in addressing sociological issues, especially in 

light of the critical role they play in new economy organizations. Issues of tmst, 

relationships, and recognition were almost inelevant in old economy companies. The 

infrastmcture of old economy companies—with stiingent divisions of labor and tight 

control of the activities taking place—eliminated the need for concems over such 

affective issues. New economy companies, however, with their re-integration of labor 

and increased use of cross-fiinctional teams—no longer have this luxury. In fact, new 

economy companies face an unfortunate reality concerning an enviromnent that fosters 

tmst, strong relationships, and due recognition of employees. Even if the presence of 

these factors does not add significant value to the bottom line, their absence can 

nonetheless be quite costly. Productivity may lag in environments lacking these 

characteristics, leading to higher costs for lower levels of output. Or worse, the loss of 

personnel because of an undesirable cultural environment represents a major expense to 

companies—especially in tight labor markets such as the professional services sector. 

A Final Though On Old Economv Companies 
and Knowledge Management 

It is not surprising that old economy principles impede communication and 

collaboration, factors that comprise the very lifeblood of knowledge management. The 

old economy was built upon limiting the collaboration of employees, dividing production 

into self-contained segments that all but eliminated any need for it. This segmentation, 
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however, applied not only to factories and assembly lines. Even white-collar work was 

divided into modular categories, where employees performed a particular function in a 

greater organizational process, passing along what they produced to someone else in the 

organization. The collaborative elements, then, were not social but stmctural: the 

assembly line, job codes, formalized processes, and so forth. Similariy, most work-

related needs for laborers to communicate were eliminated in advance as much as 

possible. Practices like transaction cost analysis, division of labor, and organizational 

design functioned in such a way that communication became largely unnecessary. 

The history of old economy companies efforts to minimize collaboration and 

communication, then, creates the most dangerous problems sunounding the 

implementation of knowledge management. To put it simply, old economy organizations 

have traditionally been designed to prevent the very things knowledge management seeks 

to enable—^heightened collaboration and communication. Almost any old economy 

company attempting to implement knowledge management—Acme IT included— 

therefore faces the danger of stifling knowledge management's value through its 

lingering old economy ideologies, behaviors, habits, and infrastmctures. 
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CHAPTER VI 

KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT AND TECHNICAL COMMUNICATION 

Having drawn the reporting and analysis of the case sttidy to a close, I believe it is 

important to reflect on some broader issues conceming technical communication and 

rhetoric and its intricate relationship with knowledge management. Some important 

questions come to mind. In particular, how do the GKMl's stmggles with collaboration 

and communication relate to technical communication and rhetoric? And a broader 

question, what does the emergence and growth of this phenomenon called knowledge 

management have to do with technical communication and rhetoric? The answers to both 

of these questions stems from the deep inter-relationships between knowledge 

management—^both its aims and means—and technical communication and rhetoric. As 

these inter-relationships were covered quite thoroughly in chapter one, I will not revisit 

them here. Instead, I will use the results of the case study to deepen our understanding of 

these inter-relationships, concluding with some reflections on how technical 

communicators—and the field of technical communication and rhetoric as a whole—can 

leverage opportunities in knowledge management to grow as professionals and as a 

profession. 

I believe the Acme IT case study itself is fiirther example of the close inter

relationships between knowledge management and technical communication. It was my 

education and training in technical communication and rhetoric that enabled me to design 

the research study, conduct it, and analyze the results. My study of rhetoric and technical 

communication not only led to better interview questions, but made me a better 
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interviewer as well. The iterative natiire of interviews required rapid, real-time rhetorical 

analysis of the responses given, so follow-up questions could be asked to address 

emerging issues. 

The observation in the study as well as the analysis of results were also rhetorical. 

The participant observation itself was an iterative process of identifying themes in 

behavior and events—with those themes and behaviors influencing future data collection. 

And making sense of the data collected was almost entirely rhetorical analysis. How was 

the GKMI trying to influence the organization as a whole? What was the outcome of 

their efforts? How successful was that outcome, and what other things happened that 

were not expected? And, most importantly, why did those other things happen? What 

factors influenced the outcome of events, positively or negatively? As it turned out, the 

social context among the team, the team's context within the organization, and the larger 

organizational context itself—its culture, history, and changing business climate— 

emerged as major influences on the outcome of the initiative. The identification of the 

conflict between an old economy and new economy principles—and especially its impact 

on collaboration and communication—was the result of studying the rhetorical situation 

in which the initiative found itself This type of inquiry into the social and cultural 

factors influencing collaboration and communication is something technical 

communicators do on a regular basis throughout the course of their professional lives. 

The two biggest barriers faced by the GKMI were stmggles with communication 

and collaboration, most notably the insufficient collaboration of a cross ftinctional team 

and its challenges collaborating with other groups. These are classic issues within 
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technical communication, issues that professional technical communicators deal with 

every day. The inter-connections between communication and collaboration are so 

copious, however, that it is difficult to separate them. Technical communicators, because 

of their education, training, and experience, approach these issues with a much more 

thorough understanding of the complexities involved. Experienced technical 

communicators, for example, could have circumvented a lot of the problems that troubled 

the GKMI by conducting a rigorous analysis of the rhetorical situation that faced them— 

both intemally among the team as well as extemally with the broader organization. 

Furthermore, experienced technical communicators would likely anticipate the 

sociological factors surrounding collaboration and communication—issues like the 

correlation between frequent communication and tmst—and could thus facilitate a more 

proactive approach to collaboration. In addition, an experienced consultant or manager in 

the field of technical communication might have anticipated the impact of GKMl's 

extemal environment on collaboration and communication. In so doing, they could have 

constmcted a more comprehensive definition of the problems the GKMI would 

encounter, developing strategies that would circumvent at least some of those difficulties. 

Furthermore, their skill with communication and rhetoric would have proven usefiil in 

problem resolution over the course of the initiative. 

Finally, technical communicators have a core competence in facilitating cross-

ftinctional teams. This is a capability that would have not only served the GKMI well, 

but virtiially any broad-scale knowledge management initiative—since knowledge 
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management draws on such a depth and breadth of expertise and skill sets. "Technical 

communicators," writes Marchwinski and Mandziuk: 

are natural candidates for initiating and being effective members of cross-
functional teams. Our experience first as technical communicators and now as 
managers has shown us that if an organization has not fonnally implemented 
cross-fiinctional teams, technical communicators often do so themselves. (67) 

Technical communicators Kari Smart and Carol Bamum have researched communication 

m cross-functional teams extensively. Effective teamwork, they argue, "is to create a 

product through a collective effort that exceeds the quality of any individual endeavor," a 

level of team achievement the GICMI had not realized at the end of the case stiidy (19). 

Increasing numbers of cross-functional teams, they add, reflect "the growing complexity 

of today's work, where no single individual or job function possesses sufficient 

knowledge or skill for developing or maintaining innovative products or services" (19). 

They also cite multiple benefits from effectively facilitated cross-functional teams that 

would have served the GKMI well: 

Enhanced communication and decision-making through rich sharing of 

information; 

Increased productivity with higher levels of involvement, commitment, 

motivation, and subsequent accountability among workers; 

And improved processes, building on diverse backgrounds and experiences. 

Not surprisingly, they argue that effective communication is one of the major challenges 

of teams, citing research arguing that "intensive and extensive communication and 
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coordination among ftinctional areas underiie organizational capabilities for cross-

ftinctional integration. 

The insights that technical communicators could contribute conceming cross-

functional teams are too numerous to mention, but I would like to conclude with a few in 

particular that would have benefited the GKMI. Consistent with "getting eagles to fly in 

formation," Frank Moody identified that exceptionally talented individuals often falter 

when working in cross-fiinctional teams, pointing out that software development teams 

achieve breakthroughs only after teaching fundamentals of communication and team 

effectiveness. Thus, addressing the "soft" issues of teamwork, collaboration, and 

communication—would have been time well spent instead of the "wasted time" as the 

conventional organizational rhetoric would normally depict it. Kusonoki and Numagami 

support this argument, adding that communication is the most potent remedy for 

overcoming challenges in cross-functional team performance. Finally, Robey, Khoo, and 

Powers found that communication is both an important factor that builds tmst in virtual 

teams, adding that social communication complements work-related communication (73). 

All of this knowledge surrounding cross-fiinctional teams—^pulled from the robust body 

of knowledge and expertise surrounding technical communication—could have been 

leveraged to the benefit of the GKMI. 

My description of how technical communicators could have contributed to the 

GKMI to this point has covered capabilities well known to technical conununicators— 

rhetorical analysis, interviewing, qualitative research, and the facilitation of cross-

fiinctional communication and collaboration. However, these capabilities—especially 
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those more oriented toward leadership, like coordinating and facilitating the activities of 

others—are not always associated with technical communicators by people outside our 

field. The knowledge management-related capabilities of technical conununicators I 

have discussed thus far, then, have failed to include those most generally associated with 

our profession: skills like web design, writing, and editing. My omission, however, is not 

accidental. Technical communicators are too often categorized as producers or 

developers of documents instead of as managers or leaders of activities, as people 

brought on at the end of a project instead of people helping guide it from its inception. 

Part of this outside perception is our own fault. Most existing technical 

communication/knowledge management research points to correlations between 

knowledge management and what technical communicators do, what technical 

communicators have always done: developing hardware or software manuals, websites, 

online documentation, instructional materials, and other products commonly associated 

with technical writing. But 1 wish to speak less about technical writing and more about 

technical communication. 1 also wish to shift attention away from the products technical 

communicators typically generate and toward the competencies with which they generate 

them, competencies that enable them to do other things as well. I have argued earlier that 

technical communicators too often play supporting roles—not leadership roles—in 

knowledge management. I firmly believe that much of this subordination stems from 

how we define knowledge management (development of knowledge products), how we 

define ourselves as professionals (developers of knowledge products), and our emphasis 
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on the products we create instead of the knowledge and competencies used to create 

them. 

In the Intelligent Enterprise, James Brain Quinn identifies a momentous influence 

in our transition from an industrial economy to a knowledge economy: "with little 

fanfare, over the last several decades the development and management of services, 

service technologies, and human intellect have emerged as the primary determinants of 

business and national economic success." He adds that service industries account for 75 

percent of all GNP and 77 percent of all employment in the United States as of 1992, 

percentages that are certainly higher today. The core of Quirm's argument is that in the 

knowledge economy, products are not as important as the competencies of the 

organization—and people—^who produced them: 

By utilizing these [service] capabilities to their fiiUest and by developing their 
own strategies around carefiiUy selected intellectual and service "core 
competencies," virtually all companies can achieve much greater strategic focus, 
higher leveraging of their human and fiscal resources, flatter [and] less 
bureaucratic organizations, faster response times, and vastly increased flexibility 
and morale in their organizations. This is tme for all companies, whether in 
services or manufacturing, xi-xii 

Quinn points out that reliance on products is volatile and dangerous because 

products are increasingly outdated and replaced by innovations in the marketplace. Thus, 

companies are wise to compete on their competencies—the knowledge, creativity, and 

problem-solving abilities with which they develop their products. Dell computer, for 

example, competes not so much on the computer products it creates at this time than it 

does on its ability to quickly develop new technological products, to "mass customize 

those products," and to deliver those products more quickly than its competitors. Quinn's 
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argument holds tremendous implication for technical communicators and the field of 

technical communication. By shifting our attention away from the products of our efforts 

and onto the talents, knowledge, and abilities with which we produce them, we develop a 

consciousness not of what is, but of what is possible, not of what we do but of what we 

can do. Through this shift of emphasis, we can begin to seize opportunities that 

knowledge management will present, and we can do so in ways that will help elevate our 

supporting roles into roles of vision and leadership. 

Core competencies of technical communication and knowledge management 

One way to elevate ourselves is to re-invent ourselves based upon our core 

competencies and knowledge, much like Ryder Tmck reinvented itself Ryder tmck 

realized that it was not leveraging its core competencies—its knowledge of transportation 

and distribution systems—to its fiiUest value. Ryder found that the end toward which it 

focused its core competencies—tmck rental—was not the domain in which it could 

generate the most value from those competencies. By re-inventing itself as a consulting 

company, it did not change its competencies, only the outcomes toward which it applied 

them. Technical communicators have multiple core competencies that will help them 

position themselves at the forefront of their companies' knowledge management efforts 

and possibly at the forefront of the emerging discipline of knowledge management. As 

argued eariier in this chapter, technical communicators are exceptionally talented in 

working across fimctions, departments, and disciplines—as well as facilitating such 

collaboration. In addition to their talent surrounding cross-functional communication, 

however, they have a thorough understanding of the infinite complexities of knowledge, 
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language, and communication; they have a deep understanding of the social natiire of 

knowledge; and most importantly, they are expert conununicators. 

Technical communicators are exceptionally adept at grasping the immeasurable 

complexities of knowledge, language, and communication. Few professionals fiilly grasp 

the intricacies of these abstract, robust phenomena. On the surface, moving knowledge 

from one person (or area) in an organization to other people seems like a relatively 

simple task. This oversimplification is consistent with the conduit metaphor of 

commimication so common outside our field (the belief that communication is a matter of 

moving knowledge through a conduit, or pipe, to its recipients). The GKMl's aims of 

"knowledge transfer" (using the organization's discourse), reflect this oversight. 

Similarly, efforts to "cascade" information down the layers of the organization did not 

fail because information was not cascaded. Rather, they failed because the 

intermediation involved removed the context that provided meaning to the information 

distributed. Technical communicators know that despite the widespread use of terms 

like "knowledge fransfer," knowledge cannot be moved and reused that easily. 

Technical communicators operate from the critical understanding that there can be 

no acquisition of knowledge without learning. Thus, for knowledge to be disseminated 

throughout organizations, it must be presented in ways that make it as quick and easy to 

learn as possible, which is no easy task, yet a task at which technical communicators 

excel nonetheless. This principle informs almost every action technical communicators 

take, and they understand that instmctional design, leaming theory, and pedagogy are as 

important as the knowledge to be disseminated. The GKMI, however, showed littie 
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cognizance of pedagogical issues or their importance. There were no discussions or 

documentation addressing the divergent needs of different audiences or people with 

different leaming styles. 

In fact, there seemed to be a shared assumption that recording knowledge and 

providing access to it were all that was needed to enable its effective re-use. Eariy in the 

initiative, for example, Frankland strongly advocated the videotaping of team workshops 

and team members' extemal presentations, so all the knowledge generated in those 

meetings was captured and made available for re-use. But the likelihood of someone 

spending an hour to watch a video-clip of a workshop—with no editing or additional 

production—is minimal, and to my knowledge, these videos are yet to be utilized. 

Similarly, there was little coordination of different instmctional methods within the 

GKMI. Acme IT University (a center for training, education, and employee 

development), for example, should have been involved with the GKMI from the very 

start. Courses and instmctional materials could have been aligned to supplement the 

various communities to be implemented, while the communities in tum could have 

helped Acme IT University identify current training and educational needs. This 

alignment would allow informal social leaming to be reinforced by instmctional 

materials and directed leaming. The connection between knowledge management and 

leaming was, unfortunately, largely overlooked. And I believe this oversight was the 

result of the GKMl's unfamiliarity with the complexities of knowledge and the 

pedagogical issues of effectively enabling its acquisition. 
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Technical communicators understand the social nature of knowledge and cross-

functional communication. Technical communicators understand that knowledge is not 

an objective entity in and of this worid, but a shared constmction of the people within this 

worid. Because they understand this issue in robust detail, they are less likely to 

underestimate the complexities involved in sharing knowledge across divergent 

disciplinary backgrounds. The GKMI stmggled because it attempted to remove 

knowledge and communication from their natural social context. Replacing collaboration 

with isolated work groups, an excessive reliance on formal communication, and a 

document repository served to decontextualize knowledge and communication, making 

the leaming process for team members unnecessarily difficult. Consequently, this 

decontextualization also compromised the quality of individual team members' work, as 

they lacked the shared understanding of how that work fits into the collective whole. 

It is the social nature of knowledge and language, then, which make the integration 

of codification and personalization approaches to knowledge management so difficult. 

Codification approaches are viable because they deal with a narrow scope of knowledge, 

where contexts can change without compromising the quality of that knowledge. 

Personalization approaches—^by their very nature—involve an extensive dependence on 

social context, as interpersonal interaction constitutes the main method of sharing 

knowledge. Because of their competencies and professional background, technical 

communicators can enable the integration of these two approaches, ensuring that social 

context is maintained when necessary but removed when not—something that will 

become a cmcial priority for knowledge management in the fiiture. 
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Technical communicators are expert communicators. Above all else, the 

competency that best enables technical communicators for leadership roles in knowledge 

management is the fact that they are expert communicators. Leadership in knowledge 

management requires constant and skilled communication with personnel and executives 

of all levels and all backgrounds, in audiences of all sizes. During the eariy stages of my 

dissertation research on knowledge management, I spent several weeks shadowing Delia 

Stanford, then chief knowledge officer for Acme IT. From my observations of how she 

allocates her time, my conservative estimate is that 75% of her time is spent 

communicating: meetings, conference calls, phone calls, emails, presentations, not to 

mention the perpetual informal communication taking place in elevators, hallways, and 

other adjunct areas. If we consider developing proposals, documents, and presentations 

as communication, this proportion is even higher. 

Technical communicators are trained to communicate with all types of 

professionals. In particular, technical communicators are especially skilled in working 

with engineers and technologists, people who will be responsible for implementing the 

technological engine of knowledge management initiatives. Yet technical 

communicators are also well suited to work with executives of financial backgrounds and 

positions. Illustrating the financial value of knowledge management to senior executives 

is a daunting task, as the retums of knowledge management, much like those of technical 

communication, are diffused throughout the organization such that virtually all people 

and all departments benefit from it. Demonstrating value-added (as well as retum on 

investment) has always been an imperative for technical communication departments, an 
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ability that will undoubtedly transfer well when demonsfrating the complex value 

resulting from knowledge management. In fact, many leading knowledge management 

theorists, like Kari-Erik Sveiby and Lawrence Pmsak, believe that social scientists will 

play an increasing role in economics over the next two decades. Given the economic 

impact of knowledge, leaming, and communication on organizations, economics must 

evolve to identify the value of these issues—and technical communicators are as 

equipped as anyone to help lead this charge. 

The competency of communication, however, can be deployed not just to 

communicate, but to facilitate and enable effective communication—among teams, 

across teams, and throughout the entire organization. The GKMI stmggled with 

communication on all these levels, and—as I have argued earlier—would have 

experienced less difficulties had a technical communicator formed a part of the team's 

leadership. By moving from production roles to leadership roles within knowledge 

management initiatives, technical communicators can leverage their expertise in cross-

ftmctional and technical communication on a much broader scale than they do at present. 

Furthennore, I believe that such leverage is cmcial if organizations are to successfiiUy 

integrate codification and personalization approaches to knowledge management. 

Effective communication, after all, is a process and not a product, something that must be 

embedded within the daily habits of individuals and groups throughout an organization if 

an integrated knowledge management approach is going to succeed. Finally, the 

competence of enabling effective communication on a corporate-wide scale will only 

grow in importance in years to come; it is one of the most vital elements of knowledge 
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management, and the demands for organizations to better utilize what they know will not 

recede. The difficulty of enabling effective communication on this scale—coupled with 

technical communicators' competence in this area—represents a tremendous opportiinity 

for the field of technical communication and the professionals who comprise it. 

Leadership Opportunities for Technical Communicators 

Otfier players slcate to the pucic; Islcate to wtiere thepucic is going to be. 
Wayne Gretzlcy 

9-TimeNHLMVP 

Where the puck is going to be: near and intermediate fiiture 
of knowledge management 

Knowledge management as a business priority will continue to grow. Formal 

knowledge management programs are under way in over one-third of all Fortune 1000 

companies (Thurman), and momentum surrounding this burgeoning business issue 

continues to build. Knowledge-management spending is expected to grow 19 percent 

annually during the next three years (Schultz). Because it impacts virtually all members 

and functions within an organization, knowledge management is projected to play major 

roles in other rapidly-growing business concems. As businesses continue to integrate 

their supply chains and value chains with those of other businesses, managing knowledge 

between organizations (usually labeled "business-to-business" or B2B) promises to be a 

mission-critical business issue for at least the next decade (Koulopoulos). Furthermore, 

businesses are already fervent about managing knowledge between themselves and their 

customers through "electronic customer relationship management" (ECRM), an issue so 

intertwined with knowledge management that Knowledge Management Magazine now 
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includes a monthly supplement conceming this phenomenon. Finally, considering thefr 

tremendous reach and importance within large organizations, knowledge management 

and Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) are beginning to integrate, as well (Knowledge 

Management Magazine editorial staff). 

Consequentiy, the number of organizations implementing personalization 

approaches to knowledge management will increase. Although codification approaches 

do very well at leveraging knowledge, they are insufficient in fostering the wellsprings of 

innovation that organizations will need to succeed in the knowledge economy. The ever-

increasing speed with which companies deliver products and services to market only 

compounds the importance of perpetual innovation. In fact, many business analysts, 

including BusinessWeek's Michael Mandel, believe that "the government's focus on 

promoting innovation, if the remedy stands up on appeal [in the Microsoft antitmst case], 

is likely to form the basis for antitmst policy in the New Economy" (May 2000). Given 

the vitality of innovation to business success, then, most organizations will have little 

choice but address personalization approaches to knowledge management. 

Consequently, The number of knowledge organizations will increase. Pressures 

to innovate more and more rapidly will drive organizations not just to implement more 

comprehensive, socially-oriented knowledge management programs, but to rethink the 

nature of their businesses and how knowledge and innovation drives their businesses. 

This rethinking will involve (1) adopting and thoroughly understanding the emerging 

principles of the new economy, and (2) integrating more comprehensive knowledge-

management approaches (personalization and codification hybrids) as a mission-critical 
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and organization-wide element of their business models. Furthermore, the value of 

knowledge to organizations will almost certainly matiire from its cun-ent identity as 

nascent, absfract value to more concrete fonns of value. That is, intellectiial capital and 

other intangible assets will encounter more rigorous and systematic metrics which 

translate abstract value into tangible, measurable value for organizations: cost reductions 

and revenue generation (in the fonn of dollars) on the firm's balance sheet. Presently, 

there is a growing recognition that current methods of accounting and financial reporting 

are insufficient in an economy driven more by intangible assets than by tangible ones 

(Bontis 2000). Bamch Lev, esteemed consultant and Accounting/Finance Professor at 

New York University, points out that our current system (double-entry bookkeeping) was 

developed over 500 years ago by an Italian monk (Luca Pacioli), making this not just a 

practice of the "old economy [but] the old, old economy" (Webber). As we move beyond 

cmde standards for measuring the value of intellectual capital and knowledge 

management, their demonstrated value will prompt more organizations to direct 

increasing amounts of attention and resources to these issues. 

Opportunities for technical communicators 

So what does the recent (and projected) growth of Imowledge management mean to 

technical communication and its professionals? It means opportunity. It is an 

opportunity for technical communication to grow beyond its product-centered role in 

organizations and knowledge management toward a competence-based role which lets 

them capitalize on emerging business drivers. It is an opportunity to claim leadership 

roles in what will be a vital area of nearly every business in the burgeoning knowledge 
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age. In particular, the most promising opportunities will be in those organizations 

implementing (or evolving to) more comprehensive knowledge management efforts: 

socio-organizational approaches to knowledge management and knowledge 

organizations. Consider the role of Chief Knowledge Officer. Jay Liebowitz and 

Thomas Beckman point out that executives in this position command salaries ranging 

from $600,000 to $1,250,000, with experienced consultants making $30,000 per week 

when consulting on the outside. Even if these figures are drastically inflated (say 

doubled), they nonetheless indicate that organizations are willing to pay a high premium 

for executives who can grow and leverage their organization's knowledge. The 

opportunities presented by the growth in knowledge management, however, delivers a 

mixture of positive and negative implications to technical communication, its researchers, 

and its practitioners. 

First, the positive. Knowledge management has gained such widespread 

recognition over the past decade because executives and professionals have begun to 

realize the value of capturing, synthesizing, distributing, and reusing knowledge on a 

broad scale, a value on which the field of technical communication was built. 

Furthermore, this growing recognition among professionals outside our discipline 

presents multitudes of opportunities for technical communicators to employ their talents 

and competencies in new areas. Finally, knowledge management is beginning to 

transcend its early identity as a "value-added" and peripheral activity, increasingly 

eaming the role of a vital driver of business in what remains one of the strongest 
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economies in human history. This advancement means that the competencies and talents 

and technical communicators will continue to grow in value and demand. 

Now the negative. Even though the principles and competencies of technical 

conununication are growing in value to people outside our field, this value is 

unfortunately falling under the mbric of "knowledge management" and not technical 

communication. In his Febmary, 1999 editorial, Technical Communication editor 

George Hayhoe makes the painfully clear observation that technical communicators have 

historically had to fight for respect and recognition, that technical communicators are 

often under-acknowledged and under-compensated for their contributions. This scarcity 

of respect and recognition is too often buttressed by the knowledge management 

movement, not eliminated by it. Furthermore, despite the bounty of opportunities 

knowledge management holds, technical communicators fill supporting roles in the 

majority of these opportunities. The people sought for leadership tend to be of other 

professions (often MBAs or technologists), leaving technical communication in danger of 

perpetuating its history of under-empowerment and obscurity. Technical 

communication's current position in knowledge management, while perhaps not bad, is 

nonetheless not good enough. This situation must change, and we as technical 

communicators are the only people who can change it. 

The vital question, then, becomes, how do we position ourselves to become 

leaders in the growing field of knowledge management? And how can we market 

ourselves so that we become the go-to professionals conceming knowledge management? 

Perhaps the most vital step in this process is to overcome the humble level of professional 
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visibility associated with technical communication and its practitioners. Telling the 

average person off the sfreet that "I am a technical communicator" generally produces 

confiised looks, as technical communication is not a widely recognized field; even less 

widely recognized, not surprisingly, are the competencies and capabilities that technical 

communicators possess. Unfortunately, our problems with visibility and recognition are 

prominent in the arena of knowledge management as well. Among all the people to be 

recognized as potential contributors to (or potential leaders of) knowledge-management 

efforts, technical communicators are among the last to be identified. 

In fact, during my dissertation research on this subject (having read close to 70 

books on knowledge management, not to mention countiess articles), I saw technical 

communicators recognized only once in non-technical-communication publications. 

Davenport and Pmsak mention technical communicators as having knowledge and skills 

which can contribute to technical communication, but only in retrospect, after one of 

them was "excoriated" on a discussion list for failing to include "technical 

communicators" (their quotations). The issue of importance, here, is that two of 

knowledge management's top experts needed prompting to include technical 

communicators as knowledge-management professionals. 

The first step in overcoming our limited visibility and positioning ourselves as 

leaders in knowledge management is to aggressively market ourselves to a broader 

audience. Our current work in knowledge management must be presented in conference 

circles that extend beyond Infoproducer or the Society for Technical Communication. 

Too often, technical communicators only promote their knowledge management 
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capabilities to other technical communicators. Not only do we need to target venues like 

the Knowledge Management Worid Summit, KM Worid, and Enterprise Intelligence, we 

must also publicize our knowledge management capacities in major conferences with 

business and managerial foci. This effort will help us re-define ourselves as a core source 

of value for organizations instead of "value-added," or worse yet, an unavoidable 

expense. Similarly, our researchers must aggressively seek publications in business and 

management joumals, periodicals like Organization Science. Sloan Management Review, 

or Journal for the Academy of Management Science. Given technical communicator's 

strengths in language, research, and writing, these venues are well within reach. 

Next, we must reinvent ourselves so that we are defined by our knowledge 

management competencies instead of by the products we generate. Accountants are 

defined by their knowledge and services, for example, not by the spreadsheets they 

produce. As I have argued previously, our competencies in knowledge management can 

bring far greater retums than those which accompany the products we generate. In fact, I 

staunchly believe that our historical association with documents and manuals has helped 

trivialize our value in the eyes of other professionals. Writing, for example, frequently 

carries connotations of administrative, often secretarial work. In fact, I once saw a job 

announcement seeking a "secretary/technical writer," skill sets that are miles apart in 

reality but much closer in the eyes of people unfamiliar with technical communication. 

With all due respect, the widespread substitution of technical "writer" for technical 

communicator unfortunately works against our profession. It enables other professionals 

to trivialize our professionals as "wordsmiths" or "just writers," egregiously over-
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simplifying the knowledge, competencies, and values these professionals bring to their 

organizations. If we are to evolve from supporting roles to leadership roles in knowledge 

management, we can no longer categorize ourselves as technical writers, nor can we 

allow other professionals to continue doing so. Writers are usually seen as support 

personnel in the eyes of the organization at large. 

So, do we rename our field from technical communication to "knowledge 

management," re-label our professionals as "knowledge managers" or "intellectiial asset 

managers"? No . . . these would be knee-jerk reactions, a case of bad judgment certain to 

cause more harm and confusion than anything. But we can nonetheless claim a share in 

the leadership of this growing business practice called knowledge management. The first 

question to answer in this process is "why has knowledge management grown so popular, 

so quickly, when most of its core principles have informed technical communication for 

decades"? I staunchly believe the answer is clear: knowledge management was so 

quickly embraced by businesses because its potential financial value was easier to 

identify. But we can leverage this knowledge in our efforts to position technical 

communication as a profession leading knowledge management. The more closely we 

can connect our competencies to the bottom line, the higher our leadership stock will rise. 

We must therefore make every effort to ensure that we are recognized for the 

value we bring to organizations in the knowledge economy. What is that value? We 

enable knowledge workers to share their knowledge—and acquire new knowledge— 

faster and easier. In so doing, we make organizations more productive; because of our 

competencies in knowledge management, we lower costs, accelerate time to market, and 
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enable higher premiums from the innovative products and solutions enabled by our 

efforts. We represent a core value to organizations because we make them more 

profitable and help make them stronger than their competitors. Contrast these statements 

with "we are technical writers." 

If we seek to assume leadership roles in knowledge management, we have no 

choice but to re-invent the way we represent ourselves to executives and other 

professionals within our organizations. And this new representation must be spoken in 

the discourse of business, the language of money: lower costs, higher revenue, wider 

margins, speed to market, customer retention. We intuitively know that we add value to 

organizations—^tremendous value in my opinion. But the only way we will get people in 

positions of power to recognize that value is if we can articulate in terms that they find 

meaningful, that they find valuable. This idea is a fundamental principle of rhetoric: 

appeal to the interests of your audience. But it is a principle we have yet to implement 

with much success, as recent business literature has been praising a "new" practice called 

knowledge management instead of an old one called technical communication. 

Knowledge management is not going to go away. The term may fade, but its 

principles and the value it brings to organizations will endure. I have argued here that 

technical communicators must adopt a more financially-oriented discourse in illustrating 

their value to organizations. This tactic is of value in at least two ways. First, it is 

consistent with conventional business wisdom: show your impact on the bottom line, and 

your value becomes apparent. Second, the current trends in knowledge management 

appear to be moving in the direction of valuing intellectual capital and managing 
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intangible assets. Given the difficulty of such endeavors, they should remain a visible 

business concem for quite some time, providing a receptive rhetorical environment for 

illustrating the value technical communicators can bring to organizations. But we need 

more than a rhetorical adjustment, more than a shift in discourse, to demonstrate our 

value. 

My concluding comment is therefore a call for more empirical research 

connecting the competencies of technical communicators and the financial value they 

generate. Like Pmsak and Svieby, I believe that the social sciences will influence 

economics more in the next twenty years than they have in the past two hundred. 

Technical communicators will benefit in a number of ways if they can illustrate, for 

example, different ways that knowledge management principles lead to lower costs or 

higher revenues. First, it will advance the practice of knowledge management, while 

simultaneously bringing recognition to the field of technical. Second, it will help 

establish technical communicators as thought leaders in knowledge management. 

Finally, it will increase our capability for proving our value to business leaders, fiirther 

building our reputation as the logical leaders of knowledge management efforts. 

Empirical research of this nature will not only illustrate the vigor and insight that 

technical communicators bring to the practice of knowledge management, but will cam 

the field of technical communication the due recognition which has eluded it for too long. 
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