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Abstract

Knowledge management practices existed throughout the history of mankind. But what is relevant today is the scope and speed by which knowledge can be created, accessed and exchanged. To address this phenomenon in contemporary context, “People, Process and Information technology” are worthy of profound focus. Therefore the concept of knowledge management can be put forth with these words: "Getting the right knowledge to the right people through right processes by utilizing efficient IT infrastructure ". Our paper will elaborate on the areas to focus and challenges to face to make knowledge management a reality. 

Introduction

Knowledge Management: A Concept

[image: image1.wmf] 

Knowledge Management is a strategy, framework or system designed to help organizations create, capture, analyze, apply, and reuse knowledge to achieve competitive advantage. It is truly a practice, which involves people, process and technology. If it is implemented correctly in collaboration with users and management, plus clearly defined goals can bring productivity and efficiency to an organization.  From the management side it is more of a strategic process and from the users side it is an ongoing operational process. Efficient flow of information is essential for quick and effective decision-making. The philosophy behind Knowledge Management is to structure the flow of information throughout an organization, so that the learning of one person within the organization is passed on to others, and is available to the organization even after the person has left the company. Knowledge Management also involves consolidating data and presenting it in a way that is manageable and comprehensible, so that it can make sense and trends can be spotted early. 

Knowledge Management is not a technology or set of methodologies rather it’s a discipline, which deals with people and process component, which are overlooked, in knowledge management programs. Many knowledge initiatives are started at the grass-roots level with the [image: image2.wmf] 

expectation that people will automatically create and use knowledge. But one has to be clear that the failure of any one of the pillars among people process and technology will lead to failure of knowledge management  

Knowledge Management and People

One of the there pillars of knowledge management is people and least developed in this context in comparison to process and technology. This wide gap can be attributed to many factors of which first and foremost will be lack of vision in using knowledge management for the benefit of the organization vis-à-vis people and process. People’s apprehension of knowledge management is somewhat skewed by overdeveloped technology at one hand and their evolved believes and practices taught to them since their early childhood. As we know that knowledge management from the perspective of people is nothing more than sharing knowledge. 

Knowledge in the organization is present mainly in two forms tacit and explicit. Tacit knowledge is kept in the heads of the people at all levels of the organizational hierarchy and hard to obtain. This is due to flaws in our overall system of educating people. We taught them not to shear their work with others and rewarded for it and punished for the opposite in the schools. So we have to change our strategy for people’s incentive and reeducate them.  We have to provide this sense of security that knowledge sharing is for the benefit of people and in turn for the organization. 

Earlier technology was thought to be the engine of knowledge management. Those who relied on this notion have faced bitter outcomes of the implementation of knowledge management technology. Technology is definitely a tool to achieve knowledge management but this in itself does not justify the reason to have knowledge management practices in the first place. People who participate in knowledge management discipline include decision makers, knowledge workers and workers at the operation level.  At strategic level, decision makers have to make sure that knowledge management goals are in tune with the business goals. Most decision makers have the fallacy that they do not take people into consideration at a strategic level. 'HR practices' are not the only ones to harness the capacity of the knowledge creating resource vis-à-vis People.

 Of the three, operational workers are worst in understanding this phenomenon. People at the operational level are too busy to share knowledge and do not have the clue for the significance of this process. Moreover they are also scared with the rumors spread around that knowledge management practices are being introduced to replace people with technology. One of their reluctance to participate in this productive process is their belief that knowledge management starts and ends with technology. With this concept at the operational level organizations get marginal benefit in it although strategically they may be sound.

Knowledge Management and Process

Knowledge management Processes refer to involvement of two components –organizational processes plus infrastructure and knowledge management processes plus infrastructure. Organizational processes plus infrastructure involves various structures like physical structure e.g. building in which we work and its geographical location, vertical and horizontal structure, hierarchical structure and other structures like the way resources are allocated e.g. finances, technology, equipment, etc. These layers play an important role on how knowledge is created, shared and used in an organization. For example is the organization hierarchical one or flattered one, or the nature of relationships between various departments in an organization 

Knowledge Management involves number of processes, apart from the processes like finding, acquiring, organizing, sharing and the using the knowledge, it needs to meet its goals sharing the knowledge, creating opportunities for people to obtain new knowledge, encourage people to give priority to learning and creating knowledge strategies to guide the overall approach.

A knowledge management infrastructure includes the knowledge management processes, and also the organizational infrastructure that is created to enable these processes – the essential management and staff roles and responsibilities that need to be put in place to support the new processes and initiatives. In other words, the people will take the lead role in driving it all forward and bringing about the necessary changes. This infrastructure may have a number of levels, depending on the size and structure of our organization

The process component, like people, is overlooked in knowledge management programs. Many knowledge initiatives are started at the grass-roots level with the expectation that people will automatically create and use knowledge. It takes a process however. The most difficult process in many ways is the process to use it itself. This has to be engineered directly into everyday work process. On top of the work process, you must actually engineer the creation process.

If an environment is created for continuous learning, people will willingly share knowledge and it will not be necessary for one person to take the lead. The sharing of knowledge will be a natural reaction, supported by a well-balanced infrastructure consisting of human-social techniques and the most important technological developments. Many organizations regard the knowledge of their employees and an efficient infrastructure for sharing knowledge as major keys to competitive advantage.
Knowledge Management and Technology

Knowledge management requires an IT infrastructure that facilitates the collection, sharing of knowledge as well as software for distributing information and making it more meaningful.    

 Steps in Knowledge management 


   Technology 

Search engines, CAD, networks, virtual reality systems.

File systems, Databases, Data warehouse 
 

E-mail, voice mail, digital answering system, Groupwares, intranets 





Office systems, desktop publishing, web   publishing, electronic brochures/calendars


Neural networks, classification, intelligent agents, fuzzy logic etc      

  Figure 2:  IT infrastructure to facilitate knowledge management
Expression management, text management, hypertext management, database management are various techniques involved in knowledge management.

Expression management

Expression management is valuable for helping decision makers with ad hoc calculations that arise in the course of decision making. The main objects of interest with this technique are expressions, variables, functions, and macros. Methods for processing them include the following 

· Defining existence of variables, macros, functions

· Store/load, list, view, change, delete them

· Specify expression in terms of them plus literals and operators

Text management

Text management gives decision makers the ability to work with electronic documents. These are not restricted to representing any particular kind of knowledge. However, such representations are processed simply as documents, without concern for the type of knowledge held. 

Objects of interest: Documents representing any form of knowledge, textual passages, boxes, control indicators. Methods for processing them can relate to document as a whole, lines of text, words.

Hypertext management
This allows knowledge to be organized into an interconnected network of documents called a hyper document. The decision maker can follow markers or a map to navigate through the network to access those documents that seem relevant to the decision at hand. The main objects of interest include: hyper document -documents with embedded markers. The Methods for processing them is by specifying documents, specify links by a matching pair of markers, navigation among documents by choosing desired markers.

Database management

 Database management gives a comparatively structured way for organizing knowledge and has historically been used primarily for descriptive knowledge. When such a database management system is implemented, it will contain software known as a database control system and the knowledge system will hold one or more databases. Using the relational approach to database management, each database is composed of one or more tables. Each table has a structure defined in terms of fields and a content organized into records. With a query facility, decision makers can extract desired data from a database on the spur of the moment. The main objects of interest include –databases, tables, data dictionary, distinction between table structure and content. Methods for processing them are table processing, operations on structure.

Areas to focus:

· Knowledge management awareness programs

· Taking people-centric approach 

· Identifying the areas to align with the knowledge management process

· Gradual mingling of knowledge management with the culture and behavior of the organization

· Making knowledge management process invisible in the organization such that it becomes an integral part of everyday routine 

· Measure the success of consciously enabling knowledge to drive innovation

· Knowledge assets, capabilities and practices of the organization to the demand for knowledge and the contexts in which it is to be used
· Knowledge work should be shared efficiently and effectively between multiple knowledge workers and teams working independently in parallel
Recent Trends and Needs:

Ann Macintosh is the pioneer in the area of Artificial Intelligence contends that there is the growing need for the business world and the following factors support the views

· Market places are increasingly competitive and rate of innovation is rising

· Reduction in staffing creates a need to replace informal knowledge with formal methods

· Competitive pressure reduce the size of work force that holds valuable business knowledge

· The amount of time available to experience and acquire knowledge has diminished

· Early retirements and increasing mobility of workforce lead to loss of knowledge 

· Changes in strategic direction may result in loss of knowledge in specific area

· There is a need to manage increasing complexity as small operating companies are trans-national sourcing operations

Using knowledge management to improve customer relationship

By using simple software one can create a basic knowledge management program that revolves around the availability of customer information such as conversations, likes and dislikes, birthdays, important dates, preferred shipping methods and any special considerations regarding the company.

Sun Microsystems, a multi million-dollar corporation in California, implemented such a program and estimated that their sales and marketing force saved millions of dollars in training new hires alone. Sales people had all the information they needed in order to provide for customers. Because each person within the organization participated in adding database information, a complete picture of the customer was obtained.

Knowledge Management Solution fuels a leading Petroleum Giant company to fight change 

 
The emergence of competition at the global level made it imperative for the Indian Oil companies to find new efficiencies in production, refining, transportation and storage. In addition, they had to contend with a growing body of environmental regulations. In such a tough scenario, these companies were faced with the pressure of continuously developing better products, faster than ever, to match the products being offered by their global competitors. R&D comes to the forefront, powered by Knowledge Management.

The Petroleum giant company's R&D division spanned fifteen different departments, each of which generated huge amounts of information. But there was no central repository of information within or across departments. A survey revealed that the typical scientist spent thirty-five percent of his time looking for information. For example, an individual might have worked on a project two years ago, the results of which would be present in a report. But another individual, at some other point of time, not knowing that the results already exist in the report, would work on the similar project all over again. If the individual had access to the original project information, he or she could have saved weeks, or even months, of work. 

To help the oil major get a grip on its vast stores of knowledge, and better leverage it to compete on a global scale, Satyam developed 'Spandan', a complete knowledge management portal built from several IBM Lotus and IBM WebSphere software products. Spandan consolidates all the knowledge in the R&D organization into a central knowledge repository, organized in a taxonomy that makes sense to everyone. It captures lessons learned and best practices as they are created or refined. It enables users to quickly find both, exhaustive knowledge repository as documents, and tacit knowledge such as discussion threads, through a single unified search. A combination of all these functions, with collaborative features, such as instant messaging and teaming, help people work together in the context of knowledge. 

User participation is the key to the effectiveness of any knowledge management solution, because knowledge management is about people contributing and sharing knowledge. But like most expert communities, the company's R&D scientists were reluctant at first, and saw knowledge sharing as a potential threat. To counter this challenge, Satyam configured Spandan to automatically award knowledge-points to scientists as they contributed to the system, followed by tallying and publishing knowledge-points for each scientist at the end of every quarter. What made this possible is the fact that, Satyam preloaded the system with knowledge and data that was most important to the scientists. The repository included project reports of the previous five years, including technical data sheets and tour reports that were identified as the ones most referred to by the scientists

Challenges and risks in implementing Knowledge management

We need to understand the limitation of the knowledge management and give enough time to evolve it with in the organization. The proponents of knowledge management need to clearly define “what we can” and “what we can’t” achieve and cost of implementation or ROI and the time frame. Otherwise this could also lead in the direction of re-engineering which has no practical value now. 

The writing is on the wall for Knowledge Management, once the darling of business schools and business gurus and the fastest growing area in Management Consulting. But now, following trends can be found widespread related to knowledge management

· Budgets for KM have been slashed everywhere, and whole KM departments eliminated

· Many companies are now trying to outsource KM, no longer viewing it as a core competency

· Where at one time six of the top 10 best sellers at Books for Business were about KM, now very few KM titles even crack the list

· Writers are starting to predict ‘the death of KM’, lament ‘where did KM go wrong’ and even decry ‘the autism of KM’
· There are now fewer Chief Knowledge Officers in Fortune 500 companies than there were five years ago

There is no doubt that most organizations, especially large ones, do a poor job at managing their intellectual capital, and that this capital provides an increasingly important part of organizations’ value. The expectations were that KM would be able to improve 

· Growth and innovation in organizations, 

· Productivity and efficiency (reflected in absolute cost savings), 

· Customer relationships, 

· Employee learning, satisfaction and retention, and 

· Management decision-making. 

The reason for failure was the unrealistic expectation that human organizational behavior could be changed, in all kinds of positive ways, by persuading people of the wisdom of capturing, sharing and archiving knowledge. Before KM, the way in which people shared knowledge was person-to-person, just in time, and in the context of solving a specific business problem. A decade later, that is still the way most people share knowledge, even in the ‘Most Admired Knowledge Organizations’:

· Growth is achieved by better selling techniques and beating or buying competitors;

· Innovation is achieved by listening to customers articulate business needs and developing creative solutions that address them;

· Productivity improvement is achieved by downsizing and outsourcing ‘non-core-competency’ activities;

· Employee learning is improved on-the-job, learning one-on-one from those doing the job now, and by making mistakes;

· Decision-making is improved when management and front-line people know their business, know their customers, know the business environment, and apply this knowledge intelligently.


What, then, is the value proposition for KM, if there is one at all? The answer to this question lies in the Peter Drucker’s assertion that the greatest challenge to business management in the 21st century is, and will be, improving the personal productivity and effectiveness of front-line workers doing increasingly complex and unique jobs. Unlike the work world of the last two centuries, most employees today either come into their jobs knowing more than their boss about how to do it, or quickly acquire such superior knowledge from their peers and from personal experience on-the-job. Every job today, every process, is unique, and therefore the expectation that KM systems could capture ‘best practices’ and ‘success stories’ and ‘lessons learned’ that could be reapplied by others again and again was unrealistic.

The Bottom line is that there is no change in basic KM functions but a huge shift in roles, from responsive help-desk services to proactive personal one-on-one services, and major decentralization of architecture, content, subscribing and publishing to the individual desktop. The benefits to management: (a) better return on technology & knowledge investment, (b) valuable understanding of what front-line workers need to do their jobs more effectively (c) happier, more productive staff.

Conclusion
In brief our paper has attempted to focus on the rich components of KM Like people, process in collaboration with technology. Several conclusions can be drawn: Firstly considerable progress has to be made for developing framework or models for linking KM with business performance. Secondly, it is clear that Knowledge management can be success in the organization if the goals are in tune with the business goals For this we have to improve the effectiveness and relevance of front-line workers, processes and technology. Lastly, various reasons for failure of Knowledge management are to be uncovered and miss-conceptions removed.  The most important of which is to remove the wrong image of KM in the minds of the people. For knowledge management to be a success the change is required and needed at the strategic and operational level. 
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