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Executive overview 
 
This is the second instalment of a work with the humble aim of presenting a coherent 
picture of Knowledge Management that can be useful in bridging the gap between 
systems people, managers of most stripes, and theorists. Thus we will try to develop a 
common model on which the persistent issues can be placed and discussed, and 
hopefully arrive at an understanding of each side’s perspective. 
 

Introduction 
 
Line management is a hard place. Being responsible for a unit, a business, a division, or 
even a set of projects, puts you in the hard place of having to cope with the insatiable 
needs of customers (internal or external), the permanent inadequacy of resources, and 
the pressures, fads and bright ideas of head management. You need to focus on the day-
to-day and be flexible enough for continuous change. You are expected to lead and 
channel and motivate and empower and generally implement all sorts of fad-words with 
your people... and still run a tight-knit, sensible and profitable show. 
 
“Knowledge management” is all too often seen as another distraction, an abstract idea 
that has to do with woolly HR things and time wasted on the internet. It is not. This 
paper will attempt to show that every good manager does KM, and most should do 
much more of it, for the very good reason that it improves productivity. 
 
The previous paper in this series was an overview of the matter, and tendered to the IT 
side of KM. This one is addressed to the management side of it, and will strive to deal 
with the matter as simply and clearly as possible. This paper, therefore, aims to be a 
clarification and an introduction to the matter. 
 

Stick to the business 
 
As with everything else, Knowledge Management has its part of smoke. The name has 
been used to sell many services or products. Some make little sense for a business 
manager: 
 
Intellectual Capital (IC).  
 
This is a nice intellectual pursuit that tries to study and evaluate the value of the 
knowledge of an organization. This is fine, but the result does not add value to your 
organization. If you do things right, IC will grow. If you don’t, it won’t. No amount of 
consulting or indicators will change that. My counsel is to give this a pass, and save 
time, money and focus. 
 
Knowledge Audits.  
 
This pursuit aims to build show the higher management what their workers’ knowledge 
needs are, and how they are served. But the people drawing the picture don’t know 
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much about most of the aspects they examine, and their audit gets in the way of actualy 
listening to and enabling people. Better to forget dirigiste attempts to tell people what to 
learn: enable the workers to get on with solving what they know they need, and focus in 
helping them. 
 
Software cures.  
 
Including “web 2.0”. Installing any number of solutions (for storing, harvesting, mining 
or sharing knowledge) is not going to change your company, or your team. It may 
enable marginal improvements, but software is just that: an enabler for people who 
actually want to do something. You have to get there first, and (when you get to the 
software part) think ahead. 
 
Who is in charge?  
 
Different parts of the organization have claimed (or been laden with) the responsibility 
for managing knowledge. Marketing usually controls the web. Human Resources deals 
with all capabilities-building initiatives. Support has a claim to every tool that can lower 
the cost of service. The long and the short of it is that managing knowledge affects the 
bottom line (as we will see) and therefore is part of the domain of the managers in 
charge of the profit-and-loss account. From that perspective, any collaboration is good. 
But don’t let this be relegated into any lateral fief, it’s part of your business, 
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Why knowledge management 
 
We will briefly repeat the overview of the matter as explained in the previous paper. 
 

 
 
Experience and observation show knowledge is managed with three distinct types of 
goals: 
 

• Process execution. 
• Project development. 
• Capability building. 

 

Process execution 
 
We can define “process” as the repetitive application of a methodology on a series of 
similar cases (such as credit application, or invoice approval, or claims processing) 
spanning one or more specialized units within the organization, and can be broken down 
into tasks executed by different people. 
 
Regarding business processes, knowledge management aims to make the right 
information available to the right people at each step on the process: the inputs and the 
methodology, or in other words, all the information that needs to be processed 
(customer data, references), plus the method and criteria (templates, guides, process 
definition) that must be used to do it. We deal essentially with explicit, or codified, 
knowledge. 
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Project development 
 
A “project” is a special type of process, defined by the variation of cases. Whereas a 
normal process is essentially a routine, each project is distinctly different from the next: 
even when a common methodology can be applied in a loose way to groups of projects, 
finding reusable elements is much rarer, and decisions and creative work are much more 
common than in a normal process. 
 
For project development, knowledge management strives to provide not just relevant 
documents and references, but also to facilitate access to non-codified references 
(examples, conversations with experts, similar situations), and finally to capture as 
much of the knowledge applied and generated during the project, to make it reusable in 
the future. 
 
We deal therefore not just with explicit knowledge but also with tacit and unstructured 
knowledge (which is not orderly put in writing). 
 

Capability building 
 
Productive “capabilities” are those called upon in work: what people are able to do. 
They span technical knowledge (tool operation) as well as methodologies (procedures, 
systems, references) and practice (familiarity with a task through experience). 
Organizations usually care to develop the abilities of their personnel, either to increase 
the effectiveness of process or project work, or to increase the variety of these that the 
person can handle. To that end organizations aid learning in two ways: access to 
knowledge objects (guides, examples, references, courses) and participation in 
conversations for knowledge transmission (access to experts, and to collaboration and 
doubt-resolution environments). 
 
 
That is knowledge management in a nutshell. 
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The management of knowledge: use your resources 
 
As stated at the beginning, KM is simply a set of techniques that allow you to make 
better your resources. If you manage any resources, you are probably already using 
some of those techniques; doing so in a more intensive and systematic way should make 
sense and pay for the time you dedicate. 
 
The key issue here is realising that you have more resources than you think... and you 
can build even more. Productivity is not just a result of time and people and equipment: 
it also requires knowledge, so start seeing it as a resource. The results of your work 
incorporate this knowledge, they are all “knowledge objects”. The more knowledge you 
have, and the better you apply it, the more productive you become. You know that, so 
let’s start getting practical. 
 
Use your resources. That is the goal, and this means: 
 

• Reuse what you know. 
• Turn what you know into reusable resources. 
• Share, promote, grow your resources. 

 

 

Reuse what you know. 
 
You pay (in salaries and training time and practice) for what you know: for the 
knowledge of your people and their abilities, for the experience they gather. If the 
knowledge derived from a particular operation or product is applied to the next similar 
one, you start to benefit from increasing returns. [ Ref 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Experience_curve_effects ] 
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Sometimes that means allowing people to become specialists (assigning them 
repeatedly to the same type of tasks). Sometimes you can do more: personal experience 
is not the only result of a task. You can often reuse the planning, the materials, and even 
some intermediate results that were useful the first time (pieces of code, excel sheets, 
files, shapes...). Those plain things are “knowledge objects”, no less, and if you take the 
trouble to collect them and systematise their use, you can radically improve the 
efficiency of the repeated tasks. 
 

Turn what you know into reusable resources. 
 
Sometimes, business knowledge is trapped in the specialist: nobody else knows how he 
does what he does, or how he did that spectacular thing he did last year... or even the 
contact numbers of the customers he manages. Occasionally, that is legitimate. Often, it 
spells disaster in the long term (when he leaves or retires... or the consulting project 
ends) and low returns in the meantime (only he can reuse his knowledge in an efficient 
way). The status quo may be good, but it’s not optimal. 
 
As a manager, it is in your best interest to get that knowledge out of the specialist and 
into a format that can be more easily reused by the business. It is also absolutely key to 
do it in a way that properly rewards and motivates the people who have garnered it. The 
actual way to achieve it may differ according to the situation, but some things are 
common: getting them to write project or process guidelines (manuals), conserving and 
formalising their tools (intermediate products, spreadsheets, customer lists), and putting 
a junior to learn with them are stocks of the trade. Other actions may include “story 
telling” or “knowledge fairs”, or more prosaically (but most effectively) getting them to 
talk about their achievements to other specialists, regularly. 
 

Share, promote, connect: grow your resources 
 
Having some reusable knowledge objects is a start, but it only helps people who are 
close to them and know where they are stored; it only improves their own efficiency, 
but not that of the rest of your people, and building the objects has a time cost that may 
make this unworthwhile unless more people can make use of them. Further, most 
knowledge objects can’t be efficiently used at first without access to their author, who 
can provide context and comments to understand it. 
 
Efficiency will only really improve if the knowledge is spread to where it is needed, 
where it can improve the productivity of other workers: to the next room, or the other 
corner of the world. In other words, it is your job as manager (even if you require IT or 
other support) to enable your people to access the right objects in the right way, and to 
facilitate the knowledge flow. This will require enabling communications, searches, 
indexes, conversations, and some standard procedures, and even some “push” measures 
such as publishing those objects to put them in the hands of the people you want to use 
them. 
 
And that doesn’t end at the boundaries of your department, unit or even company. To 
learn and to get their job done, the chance is that your workers are already driving or 
participating in networks, communities, alliances and partnerships that reach beyond 
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your organization. This allows them to respond to events outside, to develop new 
approaches, and to learn from other specialists. This can be harnessed and encouraged, 
and it can also lead to problems if not managed. 
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The culture thing 
 
As a resource, knowledge is peculiar. You may hear that it can’t be managed, and 
(depending on how finely you spin concepts) it may be true. The fact is that you can 
improve the way knowledge is generated, shared and applied in the enterprise, and that 
is about as much as something needs to be managed. 
 
But it is unusual. It is only applied by people, only generated by people... and only in a 
voluntary way. It takes a special way of thinking and doing things to make the most of a 
business’ knowledge. In other words, managing knowledge will often require changes 
that can be defined as strategic, and changes that are clearly cultural.  
 
Strategy as such is beyond the topic of this paper, but the cultural elements are not: they 
are what the manager does, the things that workers see and perceive and build their 
behaviour around. If you prize something, and show it, the workers will seek to provide 
it. If you despise something, or chastise it, it will be avoided. That is “culture”: the way 
things are done around here. And you, as manager, shape it. 
 
Some managers will have authority on remuneration (nothing speaks louder than the 
way you handle bonuses), some will be able to shape processes and procedures, and 
some will at least be able to speak out and lead by example. Some may have more 
limitations and interference than others, but all have (by definition) a large impact on 
their part of the organization, and can always influence other managers and higher 
reaches of the company in an informal way. 
 
Now let’s see some of the main cultural traits that foster and enable knowledge 
management: 
 

• Appreciation and recognition. 
• Trust. 
• Desiloing and transparency. 
• Listen but lead. 

 
You may notice that a “sharing” trait has not been included. Sharing can only be a result 
of a motivated, collaborating workforce, and that can only be created through those four 
traits. 
 

Appreciation and recognition. 
 
First things first. If you want to promote some behaviour, just talking about it and 
stressing that it’s “strategic”, “core” or “essential” is not enough. 
 
You have two sets of tools: your personal behaviour, and your organization’s 
compensation system. That is what people watch, and what people believe: what you 
actually do when faced with a real decision, and what you reward. If you do not know 
who’s pushing knowledge management practices, or don’t back them when politicking 
gets in the way, you will be telling everyone that in practice you don’t give a damn. If 
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you don’t take that criteria into account (what unit did as expected, which are KM 
laggards) when drawing bonuses, you will be telling everyone that the effort is not 
worth it. 
 
There is a famous test called the “ultimatum experiment”. It has readings in sociology, 
economics, even evolutionary biology. But it is unequivocal. It goes like this: two 
people sit (just once) at a table. One of them is offered an amount of money, but he has 
to share it with the other in a proportion of his choosing. If the second agrees to the 
sharing, they get the respective amounts. If the second doesn’t like it, none of them gets 
anything. There is no negotiation, just a proposal, accepted or rejected. Some people are 
surprised that the results prove that almost everyone will rather get nothing than let the 
other party give them an “unfair” (too small) share. 
 
In a company, it does not have to be salary money. It can be exposure, recognition, 
budget for projects, leeway to try things, time, use of company resources (rooms) for 
activities, training, professional commendation or advancement, extra holidays. 
Siemens tried giving away trinkets. You know what is best in your situation (and talking 
to your people doesn’t hurt either). But they need to be aware that you know they are 
trying to do the right thing, and they need to know there will be something for them in 
it. 
 
If you’re asking an employee to share specialised knowledge, to devote time, to care 
about something, you need to be prepared to make it worth it. 
 

Trust. 
 
Trust is another word that is easily abused, but it’s especially relevant when you are 
changing the way you do business. You are telling them to invest time in things that 
don’t look like immediately beneficial for them (building reusables is work, even if 
sometime later it will save it). You are telling them it will be worth it. And you will also 
tell them (see next chapters) to substantially change the way they manage information in 
the company. 
 
“Pray to Allah, but tie your camel”. Trust is hardly ever unconditional. Trust is not 
universal. That means people trust other people when they have earned it, and then only 
for some things. A manager that does not have the trust of his people gets nowhere, 
least of all achieves such a transformation. 
 
Trust is earned in many ways. One is personal coherence: being as you seem to be. 
Another is consistency: proving that you have some firm criteria and that you stick by 
your guns, so they can bet on your support if they go along with you. A third is 
truthfulness: telling things as they are, clearly and without strange words, such as 
explaining that you’re interested in KM because it improves productivity, and not 
harping too much on personal development as a reward. A fourth is creating a situation 
(contracts, incentives, guidelines) where the sensible thing is to do as expected. 
 
For the issue at hand, trust is established when a few clear guidelines are set and 
adhered to consistently, and those guidelines are seen as fair and well-thought. State 
what you seek, state what you want avoided, state what you will do in each case, state 
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why those decisions are good for everyone and the business, make sure all the 
procedures and regulations are consistent... and stick to your guns. 
 
If you don’t have your people’s trust yet, you will have to start earning it straight away. 
With some clear ideas, some spin, and a lot of consistent behaviour... but there’s books 
on that. The difficult part is the reverse. You need to trust them. 
 
The whole concept of modern knowledge management (as I understand it, at least) rests 
on the idea of emergence. It rests on the practice of letting people act on their own 
judgement to produce the most appropriate results for all. In other words, it rests in 
quitting the micro-management of knowledge work and harnessing the results to your 
business strategy. 
 
In practice, it means renouncing a too-detailed top-down approach to building the 
knowledge management elements. You will need to trust them to complement your 
taxonomies with their tags, to implement your blogging policies, to consult and 
converse with each other in communities, to document (besides the elementary) all they 
deem necessary, using wikis or other tools. You will need to free their hands. 
 
And of course you will need to tie the camel. A very clear framework of tools and 
guidelines needs to be in place, clearly explained, supported, and enforced. But you will 
be enabling, not directing. 
 

De-siloing and transparency. 
 
The first stumbling block that you will find is the entrenched practice of fracturing the 
organization into information silos (drawn along management fiefdoms), and keeping 
relevant information as close to the chest as possible. These are two tendencies that you 
need to end, to an extent. 
 
One of the key tenets of knowledge management is that applying the experience and 
criteria of many minds to a problem usually yields a better solution, or even provides a 
tested pre-built one. Therefore, it is essential to enable conversations across silos 
(divisions, units, subsidiaries) where that relevant experience is spread. It is also 
essential to enable the circulation of those reusable components that you have invested 
in building: self-evidently, that will enhance the aggregated return from them. 
 
A key tenet of good governance is that transparency increases the compliance of 
regulations and highlights both good and bad practices. That is the very reason that 
management is usually loth to implement information systems in ways that allow other 
parts of the organization to know what they’re up to and how it is going... without the 
personal filter of those managers. And that is also the reason that you need to build the 
relevant transparency into the organization: avoiding complex permission structures to 
access information (especially reusables), avoiding bottlenecks in inter-employee 
consultations, avoiding constrained communications. Make sure the only private 
information is that which needs to be private. 
 
Reciprocity is usually a good tool to prise open the flow of information: it hurts much 
less when everyone is exposed to it. Another one is force: making sure IT does as the 
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global policy says and not as any manager demands, and falling down heavily onto 
attempts to prevent workers from sharing, asking and collaborating across internal 
divides. 
 
As always, using your sensibility and your example will work wonders. Making sure the 
incentives point the right way will save you trouble too: making it worth the while for 
middle managers. 
 

Share and promote. 
 
Last but not least, you will need to encourage your workers and managers to flaunt it. 
To announce what they’ve done and what they’re proficient about. To make sure their 
reusables are easily accesible, clearly named and marked. To show off their expertise, 
their cases, their references, their innovations, the way they managed to close that 
project with less materials problems. 
 
That will require not just enabling the tools (of which we will eventually talk) but also 
making it part of the procedures and regulations... and, above all, making it very easy 
for the people involved (uncomplicated, clear, self-service) and as worthwhile as 
possible for them and their managers. Make sure they know that you notice who 
announces interesting things (or that you get told of the best). Make sure they realize 
that doing things right includes sharing the experience as far as possible, so other can 
benefit from what they did. 
 

Listen but lead 
 
The last step is key as well. When you have given people a right (and a channel) to 
express opinions and share thoughts, and you have curtailed the middle management’s 
right to muzzle every other voice, you have a different problem: leadership becomes a 
bit more complex. 
 
In most organizations, decisions are made by those who can. That means the people 
with the information and the opportunity, which (except in very rare occasions) tends to 
be very few people, the ones formally charged with making the decision. That is the 
reason why managerial paralysis can cripple a company: they manage the flow of 
instructions and information along very narrow channels, and their inhibition or 
incompetence starves their workers. 
 
The more open your organization becomes, the harder this gets. Most people will know 
the situation, however much a middle manager may wish he could put it under the 
carpet; many people will have ideas about the solution, and many more will share 
comments among themselves. You will suddenly be on a stage, having to prove to your 
company that you know where you are going (and so will everyone else, which is 
good). 
 
Leading in such conditions is not as simple as usual. Decisions are not taken by default, 
options are not restricted to the pleasant (for managers)... and politically unpleasant 
decisions that affect salaries or jobs will have to be made under a different sort of 
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scrutiny. You will need to be a much clearer and wider communicator, and (if you really 
want to improve your own decisions) will have many more voices to heed, even 
indirectly. 
 
But let’s not confuse things. Some people have dreamed of a “digital democracy” where 
knowledge workers’ input eventually coalesces into a shared direction. That is crap. 
Only one person is charged by the Board to run the company for the owners. Only one 
person is legitimated to dream or sanction a strategy. The corporate vision may be 
developed through many more minds, parts of it may even emerge from the newly 
visible minds of workers, but the clarity and coherence and finality that is needed to 
enable decision-making inside, and dealing with the outside, means the executive 
management will never be democratic. You need to listen, but you also need to lead. 
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The practices you want 
 
Once we’ve dealt with the reasons behind the practices, we can delve into specifics. But 
let’s not forget that the “culture” part of this is just as important, as you can hardly hope 
to foster and sustain these practices without giving your workers reasons to adopt them. 

Build reusables 
 
Build “knowledge objects”. This is a catch-all phrase for any type of object that can be 
used to channel or catalyse competences. It can be a reusable component, it can be a set 
of guidelines, it can be a case study, or a guide, or a wiki article, or a thread in a forum, 
or a list of customers. It’s something that could not be done without the knowledge, and 
that “captures” part of it in a way that can be used by others. 
 
Document procedures and processes 
 
If your organization does any “quality management”, chances are you already have a 
busload of procedural documentation that deals with the paperwork aspects of the 
processes your people carry through. That is a start, but not the right one: those 
documents are focused on compliance, not on ease-of-understanding and clarity, and 
they don’t focus on business tasks as much as on their documentation. If you want to 
help your people into new (for them) procedures, and to make sure no procedures are 
known only by one person, you will need to do a simple, clear documentation, with 
references to more detailed documentation if needed (i.e. to those QA papers). A flow 
diagram with some clear notes is much better than nothing at all. And much better than 
an overdetailed unreadable tome, too 
 
And don’t forget to document responsibilities. Who answers for what is a key 
knowledge both for collaboration and for governance. You need to know who should 
decide about what. When an organization enters a transition (managers leave or are 
changed, new ones arrive, mergers happen, etcetera), the responsabilities become 
blurred and productivity suffers, unless there’s clear documentation. 
 
Document projects 
 
Projects are processes with larger variable elements: the methodology is the same, only 
the circumstances vary. And the more projects you do, the better the methodology gets 
at reducing the chance of unexpected problems and deviations. So document the 
methodology. 
 
This is often difficult, all the more so when the methodoloy is either very new or very 
mature: in the first case there are too many open options and unknowns, and in the 
second the time cost of documenting is too high. So the key is to stay practical and as 
simple as possible, and go for the key issues: those items that need to be checked, those 
risks that can wreak havoc with the project. 
 
Often, too, this can best (most economically) be done by trying to build intermediate 
products in a way that can be reused: a set of generic pieces than can be personalised 
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according to needs, from the project planning to the reports and even to some 
deliverables. 
 
Document products 
 
A very large part of any organization’s time is spent in providing support for products 
(or services: in this setting they are not that different) provided. Another large part is 
spent in evolving them for the next generation. 
 
Both tasks rely either in detailed personal knowledge of the product characteristics... or 
in a well-documented guide to them, from the producer’s point of view. You need to 
know the specifications of every subcomponent and provider. You need to know the 
parametrization of the software or the regulation in the components, for each 
customised installation. You need to comment the code. You need to make sure that you 
have a working manual for everything you sell, or you will be sinking hours (and 
money) in it in incredible amounts. 
 
The impact of this can’t be stressed enough. Saving in product documentation is a case 
of Vime’s boots: you are bound to regret it before long, and very likely pay through the 
nose. Not to mention the impact on reputation and customer satisfaction. 
 
Think modular 
 
Car companies are doing it (sharing platforms). Software companies are doing it 
(object-oriented programming). Furniture companies are doing it (module cupboards). 
It’s worth the effort. 
 
Most of the things you do can be built directly to fit the specific needs of the customer 
(internal or external), or built around a shared common denominator... or a group of 
them. From the office spaces for each worker (which you’ve probably standarised 
around one or two options) to a chemical factory (or a house), if you care to design 
things in components that look like they will be reusable the next time, you won’t have 
to redesign the parts that you reuse. Maybe the new chemical factory will need a 
specific waste-processing unit, but the cogeneration unit can be a module, and the 
storage parts too, and the... 
 
This saves (enormously) in development costs and investment. And it has further 
advantages: innovations can be added to whole ranges of products when a module is 
improved, and sometimes can be sold as specific upgrades to existing customers. 
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Build for change 
 
Another modern trait that has a bearing here is the ability to separate the essential from 
the adaptative. In other words: being able to change the functionalities of the product (or 
service) without rebuilding it from scratch. This can be done in a rather complicated 
way (think of a computer peripheral’s firmware) or in a simpler manner (think of a 
sofa’s removable upholstery). But it starts with the product design. 
 
The key is that most of the knowledge work already done does not need to be scrapped 
when circumstances change and the needs you want to address are different. Think of it 
as building a dial into your product instead of fixing a particular sound level “in stone”: 
it will allow you to keep the product competitive when demand changes. 
 
Beyond designing to allow for updating the finished product itself, a product (or 
service) design that is built for change will allow you to evolve it beyond your current 
needs. This means that you can’t tailor it too closely on a specific supplier or partner, 
for instance: you would risk becoming locked in. You need to be able to separate the 
parts (modules) that need changes from the parts that don’t. Don’t reinvent the whole 
wheel when you only need a change in the axis. 
 

Allow reuse 
 
Allow is not enforce, and in this case the difference is essential. Top-down approaches 
to defining knowledge needs and sharing practices are bound to fit badly with actual 
groundfloor needs. 
 
Besides, enforced knowledge sharing risks missing its goals (even if it happens). 
Reusing an element must make sense to the worker, because it saves work and trouble 
and not just because it’s appreciated as a valued good practice. Building a reusable 
knowledge object must be done well: not just going trough the motions of filling a 
compulsory “lessons learned” form, but packaging the work done in a way that can be 
reused, either by the same worker or by another one. You won’t get this type of 
collaboration through orders, but through the right incentives... and worker demand. 
 
In short, you need to provide the occasion for people to adopt knowledge management 
practices: frameworks, guidelines, IT, incentives... and plenty of room to share. 
 
Publish 
 
As we mentioned earlier, building the object (or gathering the expertise) is not enough: 
if it is ever to be reused, coworkers must be aware of it. It has to be published in a way 
that is easy to search for, easy to find, easy to track... and of course, easy to do: 
lowering the difficulty of publishing is the best tool to increase the practice. 
 
Traditional ways of publishing include complex, formal filings in databases. Nowadays 
it can be much easier to use intranet-based document management tools for file storage, 
blogs for project news, wikis for methodology tips, forums for specific questions and 
answers. Your IT people’s job is to make it all related and searchable; your own job is 
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to give workers access to those tools in conditions that make sense, both for them (ease, 
amenity, visibility) and for you (security, confidentiality). 
 
And once you have the right guidelines and the infrastructure, make it clear: the best 
way to be known as a good worker is to make your work visible. Publish. 
 
Access 
 
Knowledge work is built on knowledge exchange: accessing those pages, documents, 
guidelines, reusables, conversations across the organization. Often, it also requires 
accessing external resources (communities of practice, relevant information providers). 
Nowadays it’s rare to see work stations without access to those tools. But that is not 
enough. 
 
As mentioned earlier, it has been common practice to build silos around information 
according to the department / unit / section that uses it. The net result is that support 
people can’t see the manuals that engineering people build, for instance, and that 
salespeople can’t spot opportunities. 
 
Fortunately, modern systems allow information to be accessed but not modified; it’s as 
easy as setting permissions that way. Making sure the only restrictions in place are the 
required ones is the only way to make sure that all the relevant information can be 
accessed when searching, thus enabling the spread of knowledge objects (and of the 
people who can provide context for them) across the organization. 
 
Context is key here. Simply accessing documents won’t spread all knowledge (however 
valuable as a hint). You need to be able to access the person (the author) to solve doubts 
and put the information in context.  
 
This has several obstacles that can only be solved by the management: the time cost of 
sharing (unless the person is a teacher, time used in sharing will usually be productive 
material for some unit whose manager will foot the costs but not the benefit), the 
opportunity for sharing (it’s difficult to get people on the same room, but there are 
usually other options), and the will to share (the person who is asked to provide the 
context needs to feel that it is part of his job, and that he gets a fair reward for doing it). 
 
Acknowledge 
 
Every type of work is encouraged by acknowledgement. Work toward knowledge 
sharing (publishing a case study, answering questions on a forum, running a good 
project blog) is work just as well, and should be acknowledged. 
 
Buy beyond the usual, knowledge sharing needs special acknowledgement or 
encouragement (or incentives). A worker’s specialised knowledge is the bread of his 
family: it’s what he’s built along his life, his productive capital. When it is shared, its 
scarcity value decreases, and he knows it. If you have a key employee with unique 
knowledge, you have an asset and a problem; he’s sitting pretty. Getting him to share 
what he knows will decrease his power within the organization, and (crucially) the 
market value of that knowledge. 
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That has a cure, and a simple one: make sharing part of the job definition, and reward it 
accordingly. A master mechanic who trains two apprentices can’t earn the same that one 
who doesn’t: not because of the extra work, but because of the value he’s shifting from 
himself to other employees (and therefore to the organization). The same applies for a 
senior bond trader. 
 
Not all sharing is as personal. Building knowledge objects (especially methodology 
descriptions, and reusable pieces) spreads specialised knowledge, thus raising the ability 
of the company to repeat the job... and decreasing the scarcity value of the original 
employee. He needs to be rewarded just as well as the mentors in the previous 
paragraphs, or the sharing will not come easily. 
 
Reward is not only material. Visibility as an expert, and having the attention of 
management, can be the greatest reward that a knowledge worker wishes for. If done 
well, it gives them an implicit increase in their market value (i.e. they become 
recognised experts). If rewarded well, they will remain where they are useful and 
appreciated. 
 
Consult 
 
Once you have recognised experts among your employees, and recognised structures for 
knowledge sharing (we’ll talk about communities of practice later), you can reap direct 
rewards. 
 
First, your employee’s rate of learning and their competencies will be on a continuous 
growth spiral beyond the possibilities of isolated workers. Not only will they have better 
building blocks, they will have better building techniques. 
 
And the management will have experts. Not just default presumed experts as usual (unit 
managers) but actual functional experts, hands-on experts that know the products, the 
problems, the processes, the customers, and are recognized as such by their coworkers 
because of their (known and scrutinised) work. 
 
Just think of the improvement in decision quality that you can reap. 
 

Free the input 
 
Implicit in the points above is the freedom to seek information, to communicate and to 
consult with coworkers, to give feedback to managers and colleagues. 
 
Set parameter for communications and consultation 
 
This freedom is not just a matter of culture, nor of physical (or digital) means. It 
requires a clear and well-thought set of parameters, as mentioned earlier. Your 
employees need to know what they can share with whom, what type of things they can 
put on a blog, what is an open process and what is not. 
 
It is up to you as manager to draw detailed but logical policies: blogging policies, 
intellectual property guidelines, and the full range of clear-to-understand and easy-to-
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use references that your employees will need. If you don’t provide them, you’ll be in 
trouble. If you provide unwieldy or illogical guidelines, you will smother the flow. If 
you do it well... you will reap the rewards. Ever heard of crowdsourcing? 
 
Enable feedback 
 
All this openness and scrutiny is not just for “them” or for middle managers. If you 
want to sharpen your decisions with details and criteria from many more minds, allow 
feedback. Make it clear that the decision is yours, but allow (and appreciate) feedback, 
proposals, opinions, on all those matters that actually affect everyone in the 
organization. 
 
Does that mean you should run an internal blog? Well, that would not be out of place. 

Unfreeze 
 
Finally, there’s the most difficult step. You’ve enable people to consult and collaborate, 
you’ve got most of the work modularised and reused, you’ve busted open 
communication channels. But you have retained all control. Now is the time of the last 
step: allowing emergence in full changes very relevant business practices. 
 
Allow evolution  
 
Set only the necessary standards. Allow experimentation within the boundaries of 
business constraints. Don’t push for standards for standardisation’s sake. 
 
In fact, things are currently done in dozens of different ways in your company right 
now. People are just not aware of how they’re done across the aisle (or the country). 
Most follow your rules, some bend them, some ignore them. Enabling communication 
and sharing will put the spolight on all those varieties and differences, and will foster 
the emergence of shared practices. 
 
Just don’t foster it too hard. Best practices in a situation can be suboptimal in another, 
or at a different time. Don’t set things in stone (more than needed, and some will be 
needed) and you will find a very rewarding dynamic of experimentation, sharing, and 
improvement. 
 
Allow results 
 
When the front line has access to the relevant information, and the best criteria, do you 
really need to escalate so many decisions? 
 
Enabling the free flow of information that used to converge only in unit managers 
makes it possible to push decisions down the line, closer to the ground and the market. 
It allows a flatter management structure, with less layers and more collaboration. 
 
To make the most of it, as always, you will need to set clear and flexible parameters for 
decision making, as well as setting clear objectives and sensible incentives, and specify 
the boundaries for experiments. And, just possibly, train a bit in initiative. 
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The levers you use 
 
The previous paragraphs on culture and business practices describe parts of  the process 
and the destination, but you still need to get the machine started. We sill deal with two 
sides of that: 
 

• Basic change management techniques and ideas. 
• Catalysts that will (hopefully) get the reaction you need. 

Change management 
 
In implanting systematic, conscious knowledge management, you will be installing 
substantial changes in the way things are done in your organization: in processes, 
procedures, culture. Change management is a discipline that can come in very useful, 
and which you probably are already familiar with. Some familiar useful techniques are: 
 
Coordinate 
 
Make sure there is a structure of people and goals driving the change process. Someone 
is in charge, reports to you (or to the right person), has clear objectives and deadlines, 
and enough resources to follow through. 
 
Crucially, that team will provide a global vision: even if different members are helping 
different people get things done, they can make sure the different parts fit it. Just giving 
every unit head a set of instructions will usually result, at best, in fragmentary 
initiatives. 
 
Communicate and prove 
 
You need to make people aware of what you are doing and your reasons for it. Stressing 
the parts of it that affect everyone, such as the changes in processes, the stress on 
reusing work, the importance of conversations and sharing... and the channels for 
feedback. 
 
And then you need to communicate the results: the early successes, the first substantial 
changes, the results, the people who do relevant things. Make it a shared effort, and 
make it clear that it is working and good for all. 
 
Enlist volunteers 
 
Not every change management project is aimed at benefiting the individual knowledge 
worker as these are. And few require so much collaboration from so many people. 
 
Realistically, you will not get more than 5% implication in relevant publishing or 
knowledge object creation, going up to 10% if you relax the “relevant” requirement to 
account for forum conversations, comments, minor modifications and occasional 
participation. The rest will likely read, listen, and (essentially) benefit. That is just the 
way it is with humans. 
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But it is still a very large number of people, and they can’t all be finger-designated by 
managers. Finding enthusiasts, fostering them (giving them the opportunity to join the 
initiatives), acknowledging them when they emerge unbidden or do something notable, 
making it plain that they will be shaping the organization, and (crucially) giving them a 
free hand with the building of specific knowledge objects, within sensible boundaries, is 
what will get them working. That, and consistent, trustworthy and tangible support for 
the change process. 
 
Metrics, metrics and more metrics 
 
The only way to know how things are going is to build metrics: activity metrics (how 
many things are being done, how many are being used, how many are being read), 
participation metrics (how many people are actually involved in creating and using 
them), relevance metrics (the impact of those elements in the way workers do their 
jobs), business metrics (average time spent in sets of tasks such as building a proposal 
or building a customised product or developing a new one, time to competence in new 
recruits, customer satisfaction measurements). 
 
The limits are only two: financial sense (don’t spend more on measuring than you can 
save in doing) and relevance (metrics that measure things that you can’t change are 
mere curiosities). 
 

KM enablers 
 
Some things are very useful when attempting to share knowledge in a way that makes 
sense for business. Enabling them will enable your workers to do their part. 
 
Most of those enablers are familiar terms (even though practical implementation will 
usually require the participation of your IT people or outside consultants) and there is 
abundant literature on the subjects, but we could do worse than revisiting them: 
 
Communities and conversations 
 
When something is relevant for them, workers try to share. Informal groups or networks 
emerge where people of a similar background exchange doubts, answers and tips. Those 
networks are frequently crimpled by the information silos we’ve already mentioned, but 
in most companies several exist (and in practially all, some employee is member of an 
external community for lack of a better sharing opportunity). 
 
Finding (actively with SNA and questions, or passively by asking them to come forth) 
and enabling those communities with time, tools and official backing will allow them to 
coalesce in true communities of practice, and thus provide conversations with a natural, 
fluid channel. This is not simple nor fast, but it is priceless for knowledge sharing and 
building. 
 
Easy project management 
 
In too many companies, project management is substituted by project administration or 
time-and-cost reporting. There is no easy way to link a project (with its planning, 
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events, details) to its relevant working documents, deliverables and involved experts, or 
to keep and share them. 
 
Enabling that type of storage, and making it searchable and accesible, will go an 
enormous way towards turning intermediate materials into reusables (being found and 
put to reuse is half the matter)... and putting the limelight on them will also make it 
likelier that they are built in a way that they can be easily reused. 
 
Document repositories 
 
Not all documents come from projects: from process definitions to methodologies, 
references, blueprints, templates, case studies... all can be profitably stored in modern 
document repositories, where the organization can ensure both their validity (up to date 
and coherent with policies) and their uniqueness (not five versions of it doing the 
rounds, but only one current version accesible to all). 
 
The way information is organized and made accesible in those repositories will make 
more or less relevant to workers, and thus make it more or less likely that they become 
the reused (and discussed) knowledge objects that we’re after. 
 
Internal blogs/teamblogs 
 
Less formal and less structured than a report or document, but built for speed of update, 
visibility and feedback: that is a blog. A project blog, or a team blog, will enable 
distributed members of a team, and everyone else interested, to know how things are 
going, what’s new, what’s stuck. Then in turn it will become the focus (catalyst) for 
every effort to help, every question related to their experience: a tool for sharing, for 
drawing on the rest of the organization, and for achieving awareness of the team’s work 
and expertise. 
 
Enabling them (as opposite to enforcing their perfunctory use) in the intranet, or in the 
extranet if deemed appropriate, will help kick-start collaboration... and provide another 
governance tool. It will require those mentioned guidelines, plus a clear attribution of 
responsibilities, and of course a software platform. 
 
Wikis 
 
Constantly rebuilt and updated, wikis are the best tool known for making process and 
product documentation... and for keeping it current and sharp. They too require not just 
a software platform but a team organization (and a “gardener”) and a methodology of 
use that must be taught, but that is very easy to catch on. 
 
As with more formal or traditional documents, the ability to access, search and (in this 
case) update the wiki must be as wide as possible for its benefits to be maximized. 
 
 Directories 
 
“Expertise finders” or “expert directories” are old KM artillery, and they’re not a bad 
idea: knowing whom to ask about something is a necessary step when learning about it. 
Usually, though, those directories where populated top-down, that is, reflected 



Knowledge Management in practice               Miguel Cornejo Castro 
Managing knowledge and real productivity growth 
 

24 

responsibilities and not expertise (the unit manager and not his people); or worse, 
expertise was self-measured by the employee or its direct manager. 
 
When you have documents and conversations and project documentation available, the 
user does not need to rely on those approximations: the real functional expert emerges 
quite easily from that information, if the searches are properly enabled and the authors 
properly acknowledged. 
 
Thus in such a situation, what your employees will need is not an expert directory, but a 
clear updated organizational directory where they can find whom they know are the 
experts in the specific area they need, and contact them directly. 
 
Taxonomies and tags 
 
Taxonomies are, literally, classifications: they are the sets of categories that you divide 
your objects into. They too are a staple of knowledge management. 
 
In the classic version, those categories provide a way to classify stored documentation. 
Usually we would have categories for document types (report, working paper, 
deriverable, and several more) and business areas (purchases, HHRR, logistics, 
manufacturing, support...) and all sorts of divisions. This would enable the 
documentalists in charge to keep track of everything, and to gauge the access 
permissions of each user. At least until they become outdated. 
 
Nowadays the perspective has shifted to a more dynamic and user-centered approach. If 
we store documents in order to make their contents available to other people through 
keyword searches, we need to flaunt their thematic classification (i.e. the field they deal 
with), the subjects that are affected. We will thus make use of a more basic set of 
taxonomies... and will accept and welcome the use of “tags”, or user-generated 
classifications pegged onto the documents (or blog and wiki pages) by the authors, 
beside and beyond a set  of basic, shared classifications needed for information 
management. 
 
These tags and taxonomies are also most useful for subscriptions: keeping people 
abreast of any news in a given field (tag), through RSS feeds for instance. 
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