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Problem Definition

Knowledge management can be defined as the range of practices used by organizations to identify, create, represent, and distribute knowledge for reuse, awareness and learning.  Depending upon the situation, systems for knowledge management may or may not have been implemented in a formal manner in particular firms; specifically, as knowledge management as a formally recognized discipline is a recent development, firms that have long been in existence likely did not prepare formal systems that have adequately managed the firm’s knowledge since.  Consequences of such a lacking include the inability to quickly and accurately answer questions to problems that arise, an increasing likelihood of duplication of effort and “reinventing the wheel,” and increased time and effort (read: cost) in training new employees when older employees retire (taking much of the knowledge they have accumulated and developed over the years with them).  

Should firms, young or old, seek to formalize their knowledge management into a cohesive, useful system, a wide range of difficulties arise.  Issues with determining what knowledge is to be captured, how it is to be captured, and how it is to be maintained all must be addressed.  Additionally, the question of how to not only capture knowledge moving forward, but also how to capture knowledge developed in the past must be answered.  Furthermore, assuming that a useful model for a knowledge management system is able to be developed, an entirely different set of issues arises, including how to drive corporate-wide acceptance and adoption (both officially and in practice).  As such, though knowledge management systems have largely become the purview of information technology, the underlying issues that can determine the overall success or failure thereof are almost entirely influenced by management style and effectiveness and corporate culture.  

Surmounting such issues is itself a tremendous undertaking; however, these difficulties are only exacerbated when the firm’s IT department, though responsible for the development and implementation of such systems, has no input in the development of corporate culture or the ability to gather top-down support.  This lack of input occurs even in firms which have placed a strategic focus on IT, especially when such a firm has a long history of using IT as an extension of operations.  In such cases, the IT department may be held responsible for failures that are largely attributable to shortfalls of other departments.  The result:  infighting and finger-pointing which removes any focus at all from the issue at hand – how to develop a workable system for knowledge management.

While many firms may find themselves in situations similar to the above, one industry in particular certainly epitomizes such problems.  The steel production industry has long languished under a “system” of knowledge management that consists of, essentially, word-of mouth delivery with storage relegated to outdated files at best and employees’ memories at worst.  While this type of system may be useful when it comes to the ins and outs of actually making steel, such is not the case for the teams involved in IS systems development, which must maintain systems developed long ago using, for example, COBOL, by programmers that have long since retired, all while attempting to develop new, more efficient systems.  Often, the development of the legacy systems was not sufficiently documented, both in terms of the actual coding and in terms of the testing.  Indeed, a cursory look at one U.S. steel firm reveals that developers spend, on average, 1.5 days per month simply looking for information necessary in determining how to test changes that have been made to legacy programs.  This waste, stemming entirely from the fact that documentation was poor at best, lends credence to the idea that a knowledge management system, housing relevant information in appropriate quantity of appropriate types in an appropriate manner, is quickly becoming an operational necessity.  Combining that atmosphere with the fact that the IS departments are not often given responsibility for self-governance and as such cannot necessarily determine their own culture, and a very specific problem comes into focus; that is, How does an IS department successfully develop, implement, and maintain a useful knowledge management system?

At face value, this problem may seem relatively simple to solve.  After all, it should be merely a matter of time and money – that is, the problem should be solved simply by amalgamating the documentation kept for legacy systems, filling in the gaps, and properly documenting developments going forward.  If the IS staff was made up of automatons, this very well may be the case; however, various issues surrounding the problem turn what could be a simple problem into a difficult one.

To begin to solve the problem, the issues that must be addressed first must be identified.  In order for a firm in the steel industry to implement a useable KM system, the firm must first determine where to begin -  an essential step, to be sure, but one that too often receives little more than a cursory glance.  In all actuality, finding the appropriate starting point involves deciding, depending upon the firm’s circumstances, whether to design a system which will be implemented to capture information moving forward, or to instead attempt to incorporate archived information that may or may no longer be needed, but which would otherwise be lost.  For IT departments within steel industry firms, this decision is made almost by necessity, as the vast majority of work performed currently is on maintaining legacy systems; therefore, it is imperative to capture as much knowledge regarding the initial development and subsequent maintenance of these systems as possible.  Doing so when much of that knowledge has been lost through attrition represents only one of many issues.  

Unfortunately, the ultimate design of the system will require a great deal of internal research and a full understanding of the systems currently in place as well as a grasp of the strategic vision of the future systems.  Otherwise, it would be impossible to design a system capable of managing sufficiently the knowledge required to move from legacy systems to envisioned systems without relying on guesswork and memory or re-creation of such knowledge on demand.  However, in firms whose IT departments are not given input into corporate strategy, this understanding may be particularly limited, especially among the individual “ground-level” employees who will ultimately be responsible for making use of the new system.

Design concerns aside, (that is, assuming that a KM system is designed in such a way that it captures the appropriate knowledge in a usable manner), the issues that qualify this problem as “difficult” are questions not of design or technology – and are therefore not strictly a question of the abilities of the IT department itself.  Instead, the issues that will most likely cause such a project to fail should they not be properly managed reside in the realms of change management, and therefore must be addressed not by particular technologies, but by top-down sponsorship.  Due to the sheer numbers of developers who have and who will touch a given program from its initial development until its retirement, the system must be uniform in implementation throughout the department (at a minimum) – that is, a person from one services team (for instance, payroll) should be able to recognize (and use) the knowledge in the system that is under the direct control of a different team (for instance, benefits).  

For uniformity between teams to be achieved, however, the system must first be adopted uniformly within teams, and as such, by all individuals within a team.  Should this level of adoption not be met – for example, should some individuals make full use of the system while others treat it merely as a nuisance, making use of the system only when specifically reminded to do so (as is sadly often the case even in simple documentation), then a great deal of knowledge will be lost.

[As a sidebar on that note:  at face value, one may say that the above scenario would be an improvement over current situations where no knowledge is appropriately managed.  After all, in the above, at least some knowledge is being captured.  However, it is important to note that it is one issue when a person within the department knows not to count on being able to find documentation of what changes have been made to a program.  The issue takes on an entirely new face when that same person is working in a department where he expects that KM system should hold the entirety of necessary knowledge about a program, when it fact it does not.  Said another way, it is one thing to enter a situation without all the necessary knowledge when the person is aware that he or she does not have full knowledge; it is far worse to enter a situation without full knowledge when the person believes that, in fact, he or she has it.  In the first case, the person is at least prepared to be unprepared.]

The question becomes, then, how to drive team-wide acceptance; that is, how to manage the team in such a way that all individuals will not see the new system (and the resultant change in tasks) as merely a nuisance, but one that is strategically important for the company as a whole as well as for themselves as individuals within the firm.  While various “methods” for driving acceptance have been developed, the fact cannot be ignored that the problem has moved from managing technology to managing people, and has therefore entered the realm of psychology.  As such, there are no easy answers; what may work for one firm, department, team, or even individual may be disastrous for another.  Not only, then, can a department implementing a KM system look to what a different firm did and expect it to work as well (or as poorly, for that matter), but the managers must be prepared to operate at the individual level.  For IT departments relegated to the operational level of firms, such as very often the case in the steel industry, it may very well be the case that the managers who will be responsible for managing the adoption of the new systems may be geniuses in the realm of technology, but have had very little training in “people-skills.”  The question, therefore, remains:  how does an IT department in the steel industry, given the above issues, design and implement a knowledge management system that will be not only useful going forward, but will also actually be used by the people working in the department.

An analysis of this problem should be of interest to a variety of individuals, both within and outside of the steel industry itself.  First and foremost, managers of departments that do not currently have a sufficient procedure for managing knowledge would benefit from an examination of the problem.  This problem will be of interest, as it may identify a particular area for strategic concentration moving forward, and will at the very least help to identify issues surrounding the initial developmental stages concerning such a move.  As was identified above, simply deciding where to begin is a difficulty in itself; in that sense, managers who have not yet determined that a knowledge management system should be developed for their own teams may be at a bit of an advantage over those who have already gotten off to a poor start.  Additionally, an examination of the issues concerning the problem may help such managers accept the importance of implementing such a system.

The problem will certainly be of interest to team managers currently implementing KM systems.  A proper evaluation of the problems will help shed light on methodologies to attempt as well as pitfalls to avoid.  Such managers would benefit from additional insights into how to both design the system to be useful and how to manage implementation and drive acceptance so that the system is actually used.  Managers in this stage also have likely already run into difficulties with the design or implementation, and would benefit from such an analysis to supplement their hindsight, not only to help identify areas to go back and remedy, but also to identify areas of additional focus for similar future projects.

Additionally, the problem will be of interest to upper management.  As stated earlier, a major issue with many implementations is the lack of top-down sponsorship starting at the appropriate level.  Upper-level managers would benefit from seeing that, even if a particular implementation is done only on a lower level, sponsorship for that implementation must come from upper levels if that implementation is to have some strategic impact.  It will also be advantageous for upper management to see ways in which such sponsorship should (but more importantly, should not) be communicated.  For instance, “sponsorship” that comes in the form of an emailed directive likely will not have the proper impact to drive acceptance.

Finally, individual employees themselves will find value in an evaluation of the problem, as they are the ones who will ultimately make use of the system – or not.  A proper understanding of what may sink a project of this nature combined with an evaluation of the importance not only to the company as a whole but to the individual employees may help ease tensions between employees and management when the time come to drive acceptance.  In other words, achieving the uniform acceptance necessary to allow the KM system to be useful would be helped should employees approach the project with a modicum of acceptance based on an understanding of the importance of the problem.  Additionally, employees, having seen likely issues and potential consequences, may in fact prove the most knowledgeable regarding how to address those issues in the particular team.  Furthermore, this would encourage not only top-down sponsorship, but bottom-up support of the project.  Indeed, it will likely be much easier to meet the project’s goals if everyone involved in the project is pushing for its success from the beginning.

