KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT FROM THE INFORMATION PROFESSIONAL PERSPECTIVE

IDENTIFYING PARTNERS IN YOUR ORGANIZATION

Basic definitions and the raison d’être of knowledge management activities suggest that they cannot be accomplished by a single individual or department. Teams or collaborative work groups must buy into a vision of the outcomes anticipated from knowledge management programs and must work together to accomplish those objectives.  Global organizations are seeing some of the greatest returns from knowledge management technologies and programs, which enable communication and collaboration among their employees around the world.

Critical success factors for knowledge management programs—at the enterprise of business unit levels—include: 

· support from senior management, 

· promotion of an information/knowledge sharing culture by management,

· widespread enthusiasm within the organization about the business benefits of contributing to such systems, 

· performance measures linked to contribution to the system, 

· a robust technology infrastructure, and 

· systems designed so that they can be used successfully. 

Information professionals must be attuned to these success factors. They must also listen to and adapt the evolving vocabulary associated with knowledge management.  References to taxonomies, metatags, and filtering capabilities are examples of this new vocabulary; the terms have evolved from more familiar terms such as classification systems and controlled vocabularies, index terms, and profiling/retrieving capabilities.

Perhaps your organization is still in the early stages of investigating the value of knowledge management in general, or perhaps the Information Center has not been actively involved in Knowledge Management efforts to date. If so, consider approaching the departments below to initiate knowledge management efforts or add value to projects already established. We highlight some knowledge management applications by specific functional areas and suggest how skills and experience of information professionals can support knowledge management developments. For organizations now implementing the third or fourth generation knowledge management programs, some of the same basic skills—including evaluation, selection, classification, and organization are required—albeit at a higher level with each iteration. 

· Human Resources/Organizational Development

Human Resources (HR) Departments in some companies have realized cost benefits from making HR forms, policies and directories available to all their employees in electronic format. Many organizational development/training departments have embraced distribution of learning tools such as distance learning programs and tutorials for common applications, ready to be used on an as-needed basis, via corporate intranets or other platforms to increase employee satisfaction and retention. The presentation and training quality are consistent for all users.  Decreased costs for travel for instructors, for classroom facilities, for printing and shipping of training materials, etc. result in quantifiable cost savings.  Such savings are not easy to calculate for all knowledge management activities. 

The natural synergies that exist between information professionals and organizational training leaders—both of whom work to equip employees with tools to perform their work at optimum levels—make HR a good department with which to begin the collaborative efforts. The ability to document cost advantages, and the cache of supporting the ‘learning organization’ concept also make HR an area likely to be involved in, or receptive to, knowledge management initiatives.  Info pros can provide insights into learning needs based on recurring information requests from various departments; this can be translated into priorities for providing distance learning courses, applications training modules, and frequently-asked-questions resources. Info pros can supplement the courseware with other types of information resources—on a proactive basis or in response to specific information needs arising from learning programs.  They can also play an active role in design and organization of an interface so that users will successfully find what they need and so that the system becomes a frequently used tool.

· Sales & Marketing

Can companies ever know enough about their customers, potential customers and competitors? Can any one source supply all the knowledge about customers and competitors that would benefit an organization?  The answer to both questions is “no”.

In many companies, knowledge management projects were started in response to a very practical need to capture and integrate customer information found across functional units in internal databases, e.g., help desk archives, or other repositories—including the minds of personnel with front line customer contact. 

In addition to contributing their expertise in database design gained from having created their own databases or experience with retrieval capabilities of commercial online systems, info pros can populate and maintain the part of customer and competitor profiles which comes from external sources. Customer and competitor information databases should be constructed to allow users to pull raw data and create customized reports for their particular needs besides providing analyzed, synthesized reports. Information professionals can get involved in the analysis and synthesis efforts. Selecting news feeds for the enterprise and setting up profiles tailored to the needs of specific user groups are other value-added contributions from info pros. 

· Information Technology

Over the past few years, Information Technology (IT) departments have invested millions of dollars in technology to enhance access to internal information, to facilitate better internal communications, and in some cases, to support specific knowledge management objectives. IT has a vested interest in maximizing the value of these investments. As intranets (browser-based centralized electronic repository of information) proliferate, the selection of material to support business initiatives and organization of the site so that the content is easy to understand and use has become more important. Since intranets offer an ideal environment for sharing information, and since they are typically universally accessible across an organization, it is essential that the intranet (or other platform) is well-organized, fresh, and contains content—internal and external—that is vital to the business. 

Managers of information centers should be forging a strategic relationship with IT managers if they have not already done so. Together these two departments can have a powerful impact on how information resources and knowledge products are created and delivered to the organization. While coming from different backgrounds and with different preparation, the skills and expertise of each group complement those of the other; if ways are not found to utilize and leverage the skills of both groups to cost-effectively craft knowledge management tools, there is a loss to the entire organization. Information professionals need to sell their skills in evaluating content (internal and external), selecting/acquiring high-value content from the mass of information available, organizing information/knowledge so it is easy to find, classifying and indexing documents, creating a standard lexicon for the system, and providing user training. Careful filtering, editing and organization are essential if the knowledge repository is to be usable. IT and info pros must then enlist input and participation from other stakeholders to ensure that the knowledge management systems developed are built to reflect business knowledge needs. Isolated islands of expertise should not exist in a knowledge sharing environment.

· Legal
Many companies have large numbers of patents and could realize immediate benefit from making their patent information available to scientists and engineers to encourage further innovation and prevent duplication of research efforts. Providing Marketing with access to patent portfolios could spark ideas for licensing technologies not actively being used by the organization. More convenient access to this information can streamline patent registration and updating requirements for the Legal Department. It would also facilitate review of patents that could be allowed to expire. Dow Chemical expects to increase licensing revenues from $20 million to $125 million by 2000 from significantly altering the way they managed their patent assets. (“Knowing What We Know”, Information Week, October 20, 1997, P. 46)

Consulting on knowledge base design to optimize retrieval and licensing segments of commercial patent databases to feed into knowledge bases are opportunities for info pros to become involved in such initiatives. There are likely numerous other applications within the legal department given the volume of records, contracts, and policies they handle.

· Research & Development

Basic research is an intensely laborious and costly process. Electronic laboratory notebooks, document management systems, groupware, and other systems are being introduced in some organizations for sharing research results to prevent duplication of research efforts. Such tools are also employed to reduce product development cycle times by sharing information throughout the development cycle. 

As with other applications, information professionals can proactively identify critical content sources, contribute updates from scientific and patent literature, and build links to high-value sites such as government regulatory information. If all parts of the organization are not equally served by the knowledge sharing systems mentioned above, info pros must point employees involved in related research in other parts of the company to these systems as they become aware of common interests.
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