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Introduction

“If only we knew what we know” is a statement attributed to the late Jerry Junkins of Texas Instruments.  He was an old friend of mine and he was expressing a feeling that most Singapore managers would sympathise with. 

Knowledge in business today is considered by many, understood by few, defined by some and hardly measured by anybody.   For these reasons, knowledge management is a new challenge that we must meet if we are to survive in an increasingly knowledge-based economy.

The knowledge economy differs from the traditional economy in several key ways:

· Economics is not of scarcity, but of abundance.

· The effect of location is diminished.

· Laws, barriers and taxation are difficult to apply.

· Products that contain more ‘knowledge’ can command a price premium.

· Human Capital – competencies – are a key component of value for the business.

In this short article, I will attempt to put some of these questions in perspective, and show that there are indeed ways that we can come to terms with these difficult questions.

What is it?

Knowledge Management is often considered to be an oxymoron.   Knowledge is largely cognitive while management involves processes, control and commands.   Many knowledge workers are not at all used to being managed and measured

Knowledge management is the systematic management of vital knowledge resources, and the management of processes that create, gather, codify, diffuse, store, update and exploit the knowledge within.   It requires that we also move towards changing implicit knowledge (that which is in our heads and can be shared) into explicit knowledge (that which we need to share with others), and then benefiting from the sharing and the new opportunities that it brings.

Where is it?

Very few businesses today realise just how much knowledge is acquired each day.   Most of this internal knowledge is invisible to the manager as it is locked up (literally) in filing cabinets, and in the heads of our experts.    A lot of this knowledge becomes obsolete without us realising it, again because of a lack of visibility, and a lack of a structured approach to knowledge management.

One of our first tasks in knowledge management will be to change this situation by focusing on knowledge, and making steps to increase the visibility.  The first step will be to consider how we collaborate to produce knowledge.  The second step will be to create a knowledge focus, perhaps by appointing a knowledge champion.  The third step will be to make an audit of where the knowledge is.    We will need to take a process improvement team approach initially, and map-out where our most important knowledge resides.   We then need to start to place it somewhere where others can easily find it and use it.

At this early stage, our people in the business need to be fully educated as to the value of knowledge and the changes that will now begin to occur in how we are going to handle this issue in the future.  

Are we sharing it?

Much of our business knowledge stays inaccessible to us, and one of the major reasons for this situation is that we have not always created efficient (and pleasant) ways for people to share.  When asked to share knowledge, many of us react in these following ways:

· Its just extra work

· I don’t see the benefits

· Who is going to use it anyway?

· Why should I give up what I have learned?

Knowledge sharing is not easy.   It requires a significant level of trust to be developed, as well as a convenient way to share.   Reward structures will need to be discussed, and we will need an infrastructure that will facilitate the sharing.   Characteristics of these infrastructures are a common context, a common language, and the ability to interact easily with others.

Are we increasing it?

What does not get measured, does not get managed (or improved!).  While knowledge is an intangible, its measurement may not be an absolute, but we can monitor changes. 

An increasingly popular classification divides knowledge assets into three main categories:

· Human Capital – knowledge in the minds of individuals, individual competencies, experience, know-how etc.

· Structural Capital – that which is left after the employees go home at night.  These are the processes, the computers, the databases etc.

· Customer Capital – customer relationships, brand names, trade marks etc.

There are many variants on each classification and businesses are increasingly seeking those that best fit their circumstance, and are beginning to make new measurements.

For example, the Skandia Insurance Company has 90 knowledge measures in 5 groups.

In fact if you are not keeping score, you’re only practicing.   To keep score, the business will need to develop a set of knowledge measures appropriate to each business unit.    

Is it being used in our products?

A good question to ask is where are we using what we know in our products and services?   Or even better, are we collecting and using knowledge enough to put it into our products?  The more we know about our products, our customers (and our customer’s customer), the better we will be able to leverage this value.

In the past, one could say that most value came in the form of resources.   Cars for example were made of steel and aluminium, which had to be dug from the ground and smelted into useful materials.   The results could be termed ‘congealed resources’.    Today we are faced with products that are built with increasing knowledge contents, such as software on a CDRom.   Even the car has turned to multiple micro-controllers to control the engine, the transmission, the climate controls, mirror and seat positions, service data collection, braking systems, and security.  All of which are knowledge products, and can be termed ‘congealed knowledge’.    

Some examples of success:

· British Petroleum introduced virtual teaming and video conferencing to speed up solutions to complicated oilfield operations problems for their customers.

· Dow Chemical focused on the active knowledge management of their patent portfolio and have generated over US$125 million in revenues from licensing and other ways to leverage their intangible assets.

· Hewlett-Packard share expertise already in the company, but not known to their development teams to bring better products to market even faster.

Guidelines for Success

There are a number of recurring themes in most of the success stories that we hear today:

· Management education – this is a new field.

· Top management support – a CEO and team who recognises, leads and supports the knowledge management efforts.

· A Knowledge Champion – to drive the process forwards and establish appropriate measures.

· A clear value proposition – identification of the links between the knowledge in the business and the top and bottom lines.

· A believable Vision and an infrastructure that facilitates the knowledge management initiative

· Creation of a company culture that supports and encourages innovation, increase in individual competence, learning and knowledge sharing.

Summary

The challenge now is to make sure that our managers are fully aware of their new role, and that they acquire all of the new skills that they need to manage knowledge.   We will have to change the paradigm of “knowledge is power” to “knowledge sharing is power”, and that will not be easy.  Having made our business processes far better by attention to details, we now need to lift up our eyes to the larger picture of innovation, knowledge creation and business leverage. 

We will need to create new ways to collaborate, make sharing fun, work on increasing trust and make dynamic teamwork and sharing the norm.   Remuneration systems will also need to change to accommodate the recognition of the breakthroughs in increased knowledge assets, particularly when these are created through collaboration efforts.  

Professional help is available in all of these endeavours, the most important of which is to create a new awareness on knowledge management through education and leadership, and then go for it.

Good luck in your new initiative.
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