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Knowledge Management is a key differentiator in the ultra competitive business world of today.  To remain competitive, organizations must efficiently and effectively create, locate, capture and share their organizations knowledge and expertise.  This increasingly requires making the organizational knowledge explicit and recording it for easier distribution and reuse.  Little wonder then, Knowledge Management is fast emerging as a core strategy, that organizations world wide are adopting to manage and leverage organizational knowledge for sustainable business advantage.  Organizations are moving rapidly from labour-based business to knowledge-based business.  Management theorists increasingly believe that intellectual capital plays a broader role in the corporation and the definition of capital is shifting from machine assets to people assets.


This article provides a framework of configuring a firm's organizational and technical resources and capabilities to leverage its knowledge.

[image: image2.wmf]
Knowledge Management : An Overview


Knowledge Management is a newly emerging, interdisciplinary business model dealing with all aspects of knowledge within the context of the firm, including knowledge  creation, codification, sharing and how these activities promote learning and innovation.  In practice, Knowledge Management encompasses both technological tools and organizational routines in overlapping parts.  According to Rudy Ruggles, a leading KM thinker the  integral components of Knowledge Management are,

· Creating new knowledge

· Using accessible knowledge in decision making

· Embedding knowledge in processes, products and/or services

· Representing knowledge in documents, databases and software

· Transferring existing knowledge assets and/or impact of knowledge management.

What is Knowledge?


Knowledge is commonly distinguished from data and information.  Data represent observations or facts out of context and therefore not directly meaningful.  Information results from placing data within some meaningful context often in the form of a message.  Knowledge is that which we come to believe and value based on the meaningfully organized accumulation of information (messages) through experience.  Knowledge can be reviewed both as a thing to be stored and manipulated and as a process of simultaneously knowing and acting - that is applying expertise.  As a practical matter, organization need to manage knowledge both as object and process.




The Knowledge Management Cycle 


Today there are many frameworks for knowledge management around.  The various steps involved in the complete life cycle of knowledge within the organization are




· Identify internally and externally existing knowledge

· Plan what knowledge will be needed in future

· Acquire and/or develop the needed knowledge

· Distribute the knowledge to where it is needed.

· Foster the application of knowledge in the business processes of the organization

· Control the quality of knowledge and maintain it

· Dispose the knowledge when it is no longer needed

Thus Knowledge Management can be defined practically as : as framework and tool set for improving the organization's knowledge infrastructure , aimed at getting the right knowledge to the right people in the right form at the right time.  Knowledge Management is not a one shot-activity.  It is a "double-loop" model - the first loop is direct learning about an application, product or activity; the second loop runs on top of that and is learning about knowledge and learning itself - whereby the mission, goals and strategy of the organization acts as the driving force.  Knowledge management helps the organization to obtain feedback and continuously learn from its own experiences, on the basis of which it improves its knowledge infrastructure for the future.

Knowledge Management has a Value and Process Focus


Knowledge is a prime enabler to successfully carry out the business processes within the organization, which in turn create value for the recipients of its products and services.  The formulation of a Knowledge Management follows the opposite, outside-in direction.  It starts by considering the value-creation goals of the organization and how this value is delivered by the organization's business processes.  Knowledge assets are those bodies of knowledge that the organization employs in its processes to deliver value.  The Knowledge Management question  then is what actions are useful for increasing the leverage of the knowledge underlying these processes.


Knowledge management in relation to the business processes and value creation by the organization


A very wide range of managerial actions to enhance the flow and leverage of knowledge are conceivable.  Many case studies, show the importance of creating multifunctional and cross-disciplinary teams to build a richer knowledge base for innovative product design.  In some cases, knowledge is concentrated within special expertise centers in order to achieve a sufficient critical mass.  Research organizational rethink and redesign their "knowledge logistics", seeking new ways of transferring their knowledge to target groups and taking advantage of the new opportunities for attractive visualization of information on the Internet and its World Wide Web.  Here information gathering is supported by intelligent software agents that assist as a kind of knowledge broker.

Design Goals :


A successful Knowledge Management design has the following goals

Focus on the critical information : With so much information coming from so many sources, knowledge workers often spend hours sorting through various materials in order to find one key point.  A Knowledge Management system helps solve information overload by delivering focussed, vital business messages through the use of filters, user-specified categories and summaries.  Vital, high-level information can be accessed through relevant business reports.

Integrate information from a variety of sources : A Knowledge Management system integrates information from a variety of sources.  Key business messages from corporate application, Internet and intranet sites, team folders, and personal files can all be organized and viewed easily on a well-designed system.

Leverage the knowledge of others : Knowledge Management systems enable knowledge workers to leverage what each other knows.  As corporations become more global, collaboration increases in difficulty.  Whether located in the office next door or on another continent, workers can use the system to locate and communicate with experts, collaborate on project, or research corporate presentation and documents.

Work with the same information, in the office or one the move : Knowledge Management enables knowledge workers to make efficient and effective business decisions regardless of location.  Knowledge workers are often away from their company's networks, their teams and their customers.  Microsoft's digital dashboards help people to access information from any source, including favorite Web sties and shared public folders.

Categorization of Knowledge Management approaches :


Enterprises are realising how important it is to "Know what they know" and be able to make maximum use of the knowledge.  This knowledge resides in many different places such as : databases, knowledge bases, filing cabinets and people's heads and are distributed right across the enterprise.  All too often, one part of an enterprise repeats work done by another part simply because it is impossible to keep track of and make use of knowledge in other parts.  


"Connect several people together and you have multiple pathways for the creation and flow of knowledge.  Combine knowledge from different perspectives and you can create new opportunities and respond to challenges in innovative ways."


Networking gives organizations flexibility and responsiveness.  Knowledge networking is a rich dynamic phenomenon in which knowledge is shared, developed and evolved.  It is a process of human and computer networking where people share information, knowledge and experiences to develop new knowledge for handling new situations.




In many respects knowledge networks are like biological organisms.  The nodes (teams) are energized by nutrients, such as knowledge, motivation and challenge.  They process knowledge and add to their experience to develop and grow.  They sense and respond to their environment through their external interactions.  Connections that extend beyond their immediate neighbours gives them more sensitivity and influence.  It takes only a small number of links to connect two people anywhere in the world.  Research into the so called 'small world effect' shows that just 1 percent of long-range connections dramatically reduces the number of steps to connect the two people anywhere in the world.  With the Internet, connectedness increases and the pipeline of knowledge is wider.

Knowledge in People 


'People are our most valuable asset' runs the line in many company annual reports.  Companies that truly believe it apply this knowledge lever through a competence or learning lens.  One underlying model used in this approach is that of a repeating action-learning cycle :

· Plan : think, conceptualize, devise a set of actions.

· Acts : do, gain experience of 'theory in practice'.

· Observe : record experiences, share knowledge with others.

· Reflect : consider what has been learnt and how it can be used to make improvements.



Learning programmes typically mesh competence development activities at several levels - individual, team and organization.  Individual competence and knowledge is developed through personal development plans that meet the needs of individuals as well as organization.  Team knowledge is enhanced through learning processes that encourage individuals to share their knowledge in teamwork. Motivating knowledge workers so that they work energetically and are committed to the success of the organization is another important aspect of a people-focused knowledge strategy.


One company that combines both product and people levers is that of Teltech Resources.


The Role of Information Technologies

The IT infrastructure should provide a seamless "pipeline" for the flow of explicit knowledge through the 5 stages of the refining process to enable

· capturing knowledge

· defining, storing, categorizing, indexing and linking digital objects corresponding to knowledge units,

· searching for ("pulling") and subscribing to ("pushing") relevant content, 

· presenting content with sufficient flexibility to render it meaningful and applicable across multiple contexts of use. 


Information technologies such as the World Wide Web and Lotus Notes offer a potentially useful environment within which we can build a multimedia repository for rich, explicit knowledge. Input is captured by forms for assigning various labels, categories, and indices to each unit of knowledge. The structure is flexible enough to create knowledge units, indexed and linked using categories that reflect the structure of the contextual knowledge and the content of factual knowledge of the organization, displayed as flexible subsets via dynamically customizable views. 

Effective use of information technology to communicate knowledge requires an organization to share an interpretive context. The more that communicators share similar knowledge, background and experience, the more effectively knowledge can be communicated via electronically mediated channels. At one extreme, the dissemination of explicit, factual knowledge within a stable community having a high degree of shared contextual knowledge can be accomplished through access to a central electronic repository. 

Conclusion 


Today's businesses are positioning themselves within the new economic realities where global market, technological advancements, competitive pressure are so intense that leveraging brainpower through Knowledge Management seems to be one best way to gain competitive advantage. Some view knowledge management as merely the current business fad, but knowledge lies at the essence of humans as individuals and collectivities. Respecting the role of knowledge and learning may be the most effective approach to building a solid and competitive foundation for business organizations. 

"Knowledge will forever govern ignorance, 
and that people who mean to be their own governors 
must arm themselves with the power that knowledge gives."

-- James Madison.
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Teltech - people are the product


	Teltech Resources of Minneapolis manages a knowledge network of some 3000 human experts whose knowledge is harnessed to tackle difficult problems.  This network includes academics, industry experts and recent retirees who have specialist in-depth technical knowledge.  Knowledge analysts provide a human interface between the client who has a problem, the expert network and over 1600 technical databases.


	Teltech's business is based on a deep understanding of how its clients gather and use knowledge.  It then develops close relationships with both suppliers and users  of that knowledge.  It also blends explicit and tacit knowledge.  Explicit knowledge is structured according to all well-developed thesaurus of knowledge domain classifications.  This also permits many synonyms, cross-referencing and multiple placements.  Analysts 'act as guides in defining, clarifying and interpreting database-search results'.
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