
Knowledge management programs must 'win the hearts and minds of individuals at all levels'. 

In the race to implement Knowledge Management Programs in the current environment, organisations may focus on the latest technological solutions at the expense of the needs and desires of the users of that technology – organisation members and their clients. Organisations who define knowledge management narrowly in terms of data, information, or business processes, rather than sharing, communicating and collaboration, run the risk of failure.  For a knowledge management program to succeed, it must meet the business needs and personal values of a diverse target audience and thus become embedded in the organisation's culture.  

A superior definition of knowledge management then is one that incorporates some mention of the factors underpinning the organisation's culture. Consider the following comment from Standards Australia:

"Knowledge management focuses on processes such as sharing, acquiring and creating knowledge and the cultural and technical foundations that support them." (Standards Australia: 2001)

Organisational culture is determined by individual values and beliefs (hearts and minds)

Given that culture seems to play such an important part in knowledge management, it is important to understand how it relates to individual's 'hearts and minds'. It has been claimed that organisational culture consists of the language, values, attitudes, beliefs and customs of individuals within the organisation (Standards Australia: 2001).  It is these personal values, ethics and preferred ways of doing business ( ie what is in people's hearts and minds) that together shape the organisation's culture and lead to its success.  Although there will be individual differences within the organisation (eg sometimes there are subcultures), generally successful organisations know how to align the desires and needs of their members with the organisation's goals, thus increasing personal and organisational gains.

For example, Kazou Inamori (CEO of a ceramics technology firm) had this to say about the importance of individual values.  

"Whether it is research and development, company management, or any other aspect of business, the active force is 'people'.  And people have their own will, their own mind, and their own way of thinking.  If the employees themselves are not sufficiently motivated to challenge the goals of growth and technological development ... there will simply be no growth, no gain in productivity and no technological development." (Senge:2001)
The importance of a founding leader (eg CEO) in determining the value system of an organisation also cannot be overlooked.  In his article Leadership and Organisational Culture, Shein noted the leaders entire personality can become embedded in the culture of the organisation and can determine the organisation's focus.  He said that, leaders may be likely to hire individuals with similar ideals, thus enhancing their preferred organisational culture. (Hesselbein, Goldsmith & Beckhard: 1996)

Organisational culture is determined by tasks and focus

The task of the organisation also determines its overall value system (Drucker:1993).  Organisations who focus on quality management, process improvement and systems (ie 'mechanical') incorporate systems that produce consistent behaviour by members.  Alternatively, interpersonal networks ('organic' organisations) foster knowledge creation and innovation.

The nature of the organisation also depends on its focus. While mechanical organisations may emphasise an information management and technology focus to capture and distribute information, firms with a 'people-focus' generally aim to share knowledge and strive to become 'learning organisations' (Senge:2001).  Alternatively, organisations who pursue an 'intellectual asset focus' are usually geared to exploiting intellectual capital (IC) for profit-making purposes.  It is possible to argue that the values shared by individuals in the organisation are actually 'embedded tacit preferences' about the goals of the organisation (De Long & Fahey: 2000).  Together with norms and business practices, they form the organisation's overall culture.  

Organisational culture is multi-dimensional

In the knowledge management literature and in the more practical 'how to' publications, culture is portrayed as an amorphous entity, but in reality organisational culture has many dimensions.  Perhaps this is best covered in the  'two dimensional, four cultures' model by Goffey and Jones (1996).  In this model, organisations can either be high or low in 'sociability' (measure of sincere friendliness among members) and high or low in 'solidarity' (ability to meet objectives quickly and effectively, regardless of personal ties).  Sociability is based in the 'heart' and is the measure of emotional interaction which is valued for its own sake.  In contrast, solidarity is based in the 'mind' with relationships based on common tasks or shared goals that benefit all parties. When plotted together these concepts form a matrix as outlined below.

Figure 1 – Dimensions of Organisational Culture ( from Goffey and Jones: 1996)
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High sociability but low solidarity results in a 'networked organisation' characterised by a lack of hierarchy. Low solidarity and low sociability results in a 'fragmented' culture where people work for themselves or identify with external professional bodies, rather than identifying with the organisation.  Conversely, high solidarity, but low sociability organisations are 'mercenary'.  They focus all attention on business matters and in particular, how to keep ahead of their competition. In these organisations there is a clear separation between work and social life.  

The final category in the model is the 'communal' organisation with high sociability and high solidarity.  Communal organisations can be characterised by their employees who have a strong corporate identity, by social events that have ritual significance, by equitable sharing of risks and rewards and by trust and respect exhibited towards the company's management.  However, although this is often seen as the ideal, having a communal culture may not be appropriate for all situations (eg during a takeover bid, when a mercenary culture would be more valuable).

Organisational culture impacts on knowledge via individual's attitudes and behaviour

It cannot be stressed enough that the organisation's culture it is directly linked to knowledge through the values and attitudes of its members.  In other words, the pervading culture of the organisation can impact on the behaviour of its members when it comes to sharing knowledge and communicating with others.

"People's values and beliefs have a powerful impact on organisational knowledge.  Organisations are, after all made up of people whose values and beliefs inescapably influence their thoughts and actions ...Values and beliefs are integral to knowledge, determining in large part what the knower sees, absorbs and concludes from his observations. People with different values 'see' different things in the same situation and organise their knowledge by their values." (Davenport & Prusak:1998)

The fact that individuals may hold disparate beliefs, and may have different value systems  is one reason to have an overriding knowledge program in the organisation.  

Successful knowledge programs incorporate organisational culture aspects

A knowledge program generally includes the following core components: -

· Linking knowledge strategy to organisational goals

· Creating a knowledge sharing and learning culture

· Implementing a learning and training strategy

· Using appropriate software tools to support the initiative.

One of the often quoted knowledge management success stories (Buckman Labs) implemented their knowledge management program with these core elements in mind.  For example, they instituted a 'Learning Center' in recognition of the fact that their competitive advantage resided in the collective knowledge and capabilities of their associates (members of the organisation).  As Steve Buckman (CEO) said at the time, 'by opening associates up to learning new concepts, the company created a culture that is predisposed to take on the accelerating rate of change in today’s knowledge-based economy.' (Ellis & Rumizen: 2002
Figure 2 Milestones in a successful Knowledge Management Program

Buckman’s KM Program Development Milestones

1960s Distribution of Idea Trap, a notebook for jotting down creative ideas
1984 
First attempt at e-mail

1985 
First remote access to our mainframe

1986
Introduction of laptops

1987 
Successful implementation of global e-mail

1989 
Creation of Knowledge Transfer Taskforce
1991 
Start of effort to use CompuServe for commercial use

1992 
Implementation of K’Netix, our knowledge-sharing system
1996 
New CEO, Steve Buckman, takes over leadership

1997 
Establishment of the Learning Center
1998 
Adoption of new mission and development of key business processes

1999 
Installation of new information technology infrastructure

2000 
Development of teaming/facilitation processes

Adaptation of After-Action Review

2001 
Implementation of Buckman After-Action Review (BAAR)

Customer engagements around knowledge and learning

Groups like Standards Australia are endeavouring to provide a common knowledge framework for all organisations to use when developing and implementing their knowledge programs.  However, even without this framework, the programs currently in place in other organisations contain common elements.  Not surprisingly, (like the one implemented in Buckman Labs), these always include some aspect of knowledge 'culture' often phrased in terms of collaboration, sharing (including incentives to share) and communication.

Bechervaise, Bourke and Shepard maintain that there is both theoretical argument and practical support for culture as the foundation for large-scale knowledge management programs.  

"The nexus of the relationship between culture and knowledge is the way that it influences or underpins the creation, transfer and application of knowledge within the organisational context by all organisational members". (Bechervaise, Bourke & Shepard: 2002)

All organisation members have a stake in knowledge initiatives in the company.  Although the CEO may have influenced the direction and focus of the organisation, there are others in the organisation and externally (eg customers) whose needs and desires must be met by the knowledge program for it to be successful.  For example, the ACT KM Profile Group has noted a wide target audience for a knowledge management initiative in an organisation.  They split their audience into two groups – a) those who needed to 'know about what they know' (ie in order to do their work effectively), and b) those who influenced the focus of the organisation (eg the executive).  The former group included managers, supervisors workers, consultants and contractors.  Importantly the Profile Group recognised that the raising the profile of knowledge management and engendering support for a knowledge management program would require a different approach to 'reach the hearts and minds' of these different stakeholders.  

Organisational culture affects the success of knowledge management programs

Obviously the type of culture can determine the approach taken to gain endorsement and support for a knowledge management program.  There would be no point trying to create more collaboration (appealing to the hearts) when the culture is 'mercenary'.  It would be better to focus on the need for members to have input and access to a competitor database so as to effectively and quickly counter any threatened takeover (ie appealing to the minds of the members). Conversely in a 'communal' culture, it would be possible to implement equitable reward structures, gain support for developing the company's mission statements (corporate identity) and encourage informal knowledge sharing.

The need to match the approach to the organisation has also been recognised by others.  

"Best-practice organizations also vary a great deal in the look and feel of their knowledge sharing efforts. Some talk directly about the importance of sharing knowledge, have official knowledge sharing events, charter knowledge sharing communities, conduct internal advertising, etc. Others have a small knowledge sharing support staff and avoid the term "knowledge management" or anything else that could seem like a corporate emphasis. The degree of formality, structure, physical resources, and language used to describe the effort matched the overall environment of each organization. This is very different from many "change programs" of the past two decades, where the "look and feel" of the change program itself was laid on top of the corporate culture. Instead, the look and feel of knowledge sharing is being adapted to the style of the organization." (McDermott and O'Dell:2001). 

Unfortunately the organisation's culture is not likely to fall into the 'communal'  utopia.  An increase in focus on either sociability or solidarity will be needed to engender support for a knowledge management program.  To increase sociabilty , thus promoting the sharing of ideas, interests and emotions, (aiming for the heart), Goffey and Jones suggest – 

· Recruiting compatible people

· Increasing social interaction by sponsoring casual gatherings 

· Reducing the formality between employees (casual dress days)

· Limiting hierarchical differences (open door policies, no special parking privileges).

To increase solidarity, thus aligning knowledge management with corporate objectives, (aiming for the mind), Goffey and Jones suggest –

· Using tools such as email, newsletters etc as communication vehicles

· Creating a sense of urgency by communicating a vision statement relentlessly

· Promoting individuals with the necessary drive to push such an initiative

· Reducing subcultures by job rotation throughout the company.

Even within the 'right' organisational culture for the situation, there may still be problems gaining the interest, trust and support of organisational members.  They may be suspicious of the new initiative and need to be convinced of its benefits before accepting knowledge management as an integral part of the culture.  Some suggestions for 'engagement' from Standards Australia include:

· Explain the knowledge management journey and clearly articulate the role of knowledge management in the organisation

· Address the 'what's in it for me' factor up front, include clear messages from senior management and clarify the rewards and recognition schemes that may be used

· Involve all staff in the design and implementation process to help overcome natural resistance to change

· Provide case studies of how knowledge management has been successfully applied in similar industries or in other areas of the organisation

In addition to these suggestions, Price Waterhouse Coopers (1999) suggested that in order to harness and amplify the know-how experience and expertise of employees, companies should implement the following knowledge management strategy: 

· focus only on what the business needs to know (i.e. become knowledge focused);

· make important knowledge visible (i.e. become knowledge visible by creating and making explicit pathways to the experts and important wisdom within the company); 

· pay attention to the vocabulary of knowledge (i.e. become knowledge defined);

· tap knowledge from customers, suppliers and competitors (i.e. become a knowledge seeker);

· make it clear to employees that knowledge sharing is a core value for the company (i.e. become a knowledge culture);

· measure the results of the implementation of the knowledge management program (i.e. become a knowledge assessor); and

· reward the sharing of expertise and intelligence (i.e. become knowledge exemplified).

Cultural barriers challenge knowledge management programs

The articles on knowledge management in the market place today are overwhelmingly optimistic.  It is rare to find examples of instances where knowledge management programs were less than successful, yet it is precisely this kind of information that is most useful in the drive to implement successful initiatives.  Storey and Barnett (2000) noted that approximately 84 per cent of knowledge management initiatives are doomed to fail.  They listed one cause as cultural barriers such as the difficulties in changing people's behaviour and the existence of an inappropriate organisational culture.  Other reasons included the fact that knowledge management was too IT/IS focused.

"Technology alone won't make a person with expertise share it with others.  Technology alone won't get an employee who is uninterested in seeking knowledge to hop onto a keyboard and start searching or browsing" (Storey and Barnett: 2000)

One case in point is an Australian government-owned transport utility (code-name ATU) who was surveyed recently and found to be one of the worse performing organisations in Australia when it came to knowledge sharing and collaboration (Sveiby & Simons in press: 2002).  The research findings highlighted a poor collaborative climate and a general lack of trust among the organisation's members.  Individuals competed rather than collaborated and did not share knowledge, expertise and skills freely.

Sveiby compared this to the knowledge management culture in Buckman Labs which 'outperformed all benchmark indicators'.  The particular strength of this organisation's culture was the perception that knowledge sharing happened in reality and not only in words.  It is generally recognised that this success owes a great deal to the former CEO (Bob Buckman) whose primary edict was that " the most powerful individuals in the future of Buckman Labs will be those who do the best job of transferring knowledge to others". (Sveiby & Simons: in press:2002).

Winning the hearts and minds of individuals means overcoming cultural barriers

In conclusion, it is suggested that winning the hearts and minds of individuals means taking account of their sociability factors (personal and emotional values and beliefs) and their solidarity factors (attitudes towards the 'sharp end' of the business).  In effect it means considering the impact of the organisation's culture when implementing or enhancing a knowledge management program.  At the most global level, it means considering the 'people-factors' not just the latest technological fad.  The following quote seems to sum this up best.

"Many Knowledge Management (KM) projects fail because they fail to take into account the human factor and thus to figure the key knowledge levers and how to manage them.  Many managers view KM as sexy and demand that KM be implemented in their organisations, either by applying a purely technological 'solution' or by thinking that the employment of a Knowledge Manager will mean that all information and knowledge is then accessible through that person.  Yet both these approaches don't really capture the true essence of KM, that is, that the people have the knowledge.  The people function within the culture and therefore an understanding of the culture is integral to successful KM."  (Dalitz: 2002)

The trick for organisations will be to adapt the tried and true recommendations for engendering support and then build on them.  Perhaps this will reverse the statistics for failed knowledge management program implementations.  We live in interesting times.
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