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Abstract: The termknowledge management (KM) has lost most of its magic during the past
few years: Whileknowledge has been identified as an important resource and key factor f
productivity gains and innovation in organizations, there sd¢erbge no generally applicable
way to utilize this resource. One central problem iskhatvledge — in contrast {oformation

— must be seen as an internal resource that is often imgidibound to human actors. This
makes it hard to identify, localize and evaluate knowledgéd,even harder to share or transfer
it. Another problem is the question of willingness: Arecestin organizations willing to share
their knowledge? And why should they? In this paper we preseritsre$ a field study that
was conducted within a major national industrial associafiba.study focused on knowledge
intense processes among the association and its membemasnpa
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1 Introduction

[Cohen, Prusak, 2001] predict that there is a high potentiadompanies to increase
productivity and speed of innovation cycles by enabling thersto buildsocial and
human capital. These terms refer to human resources like abil#igsal networks or
explicit or implicit knowledge of employees in organizaio®ne basic assumption is
that the utilization of these resources would be the step in the empowerment of
companies in technical or engineering sectors by entmrciowledge intensive
processes after 'dimensions of productivity' had reached thmits. The research
field of KM aims at utilizing and handling these resourdzgshe development of IT
systems like yellow pages- or recommender systems [Rejatt al., 2004].

As mentioned above, there are several problems in appthiese technologies in
practice, i.e. in a native organizational environmetigng a large amount of actors is
expected to use a common system. Actors often have diffekils, goals or cultural
backgrounds which can lead to the failure of IT systeBradin, 1988]. Even the
successful application of new technologies can have unegpéatividual or
organizational outcomes that are contrary to the injeals [Wulf, Pipek, 1999],
[Orlikowski, 1996]. As we still know little about the ptae in such knowledge
intensive processes, we claim that sufficient preistudithin the application field
are highly important for a successful application of KMatggies. In this paper we



present the results of a field study that is part of eetlyear lasting project aiming at
the application of KM strategies in a major national inguassociation (NIA).

2 Setting

The association NIA has almost 3000 member companies tieohmical sectors in
the broadest sense. Thus, NIA is divided horizontally 81 sections, each dedicated
to a certain sector and vertically into “general deparits” responsible for domains
that are not related to certain branches (like busimaesninistration, law or taxes).
Additionally, there are several spin offs and otheranizational units like forums,
projects and regional offices. The sections can be as NIA’s main constituents as
these were separate organizations in the past. Thusath# to life by the fusion of
these separate associations forming one large govebouhg It is still observable,
that the sections are highly self-determined whichnoftekes it difficult to apply a
common strategy or to define common goals.

NIAs core competencies anetworking among its member companies, technical or
professional support and representation at governmental (or other important)
institutions. In the main department of NIA about 450 empmeyere working in one
or more sections of the organization. We worked with ofieNIAs sectoral
organizations, thegricultural section and one of its member companies (AGRAR
that represents a “typical” member company. AGRAR lasita280 employees. Its
core competencies are municipal equipment and seedimptegy.

The main goals of the KM project, in which our study tqulce, were (a little
abstractly) defined as “improving the quality of seegicthat NIA offers to its
members”. In a way the project can be seen as anssgo an observed trend that
members start to doubt about the meaning of their mehipenshich used to be
'natural’ in the past decades. Nowadays — seemingly rhareih the past — managers
are expected to justify expenses by giving some well defiretdrh of investment’
(ROI). This certainly is hard to calculate for the nhbemship in an organization
‘dealing’ with support, network andrepresentation. So one of the project goals is to
better define and present its services to the memdmaisto make NIA and its
members ‘move closer to each other’. This shall beedby technologically
improving the mutual awareness of each other: Theem&as of NIA's services on
the members’ side and the awareness of the meméeds on NIA's side.

An illustrative example should sharpen the vision. In shiitten developing a new
agricultural tractor, one member company fell intable as this machine — when the
design phase was long ago — appeared not to be conformrttoncregulations
concerning its dimensions. This was very painful sinceetier could have been
avoided by turning to the NIA who was in possession ofgpéecific information. In
turn NIA was not aware of the company's intention ofiedeping this kind of
agricultural machine, and thus was unable to warn dmepany. KM strategies are
now expected to connect both more efficiently, NIA atsdnmembers, to each other
and may avoid situations like the one described. ThougKNheroject also covers
the interfaces between NIA’s agricultural section and ABRas those are expected
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to be a highly interesting and crucial spot, our goal teasxplore potentials and
problems within the organization of NIA (in the agricudtlsection, exemplarily).

3 Methods

The methodological approach we rely on follows the rbtézal framework of
Integrated Organization and Technology Development (OTWlf, Rohde, 1995]
describe OTD as an evolutionary concept that considdradkgical, organizational,
as well as human factors in working environments. Th&oduction and
establishment of novel technology can affect particularkwprocesses and even
organizational structures and human habits in a way #at be anticipated by
managers. With regard to these findings, human and organaineeds have to be
considered when novel IT systems (as in the underlfigid) are brought in to
support working processes. Actually we apply the OTD guidgloyeemploying the
ethno methodological concept of “Studies of Work” to sesqeal and interpersonal
stresses into focus [Flick, 2002: 39ff], [Bergmann, 2003: 129ff].

The main body of our studies is represented by 16 senutsted interviews with
employees and managers of NIA. The majority of the ildames were employees of
the agricultural section; the others work in the staff- and standardization
departments respectively. The two managers come fromgtieuldural and the IT
section. The members of general departments were askddke part of the
interviews intentionally to get an insight of the ovkeomganizational culture and to
explore the interfaces between the agricultural segtdrthe departments. As IT is a
central (but not dominating) topic in terms of KM anct@aluate the status quo of IT
equipment within NIA, three members of the IT departmaok part at the interview
sessions.

The interviews were carried out within three separatdesywhich allowed us to
evolutionarily modify the guidelines according to the expens we gained during
the interviews that we had done so far. Our guidelinelsided questions concerned
with domains that can be outlined as "everyday lifetan job”, “working history in
NIA”, “communication and cooperation among colleaguesnt$, and other actors”
(to be the most prominent part of the interviews) &tnowledge management and
expertise sharing” (aiming at currently used tools, visiand goals).

In the open-styled interviews we focussed on stimidatizrrative responses offering
the interviewees to answer in a relatively opeee fiand talkative manner. We mainly
were interested in the people’s reflections rather timarirights” or “wrongs”.
Therefore — as much as possible - we avoided guiding tleviews. Instead
interviewees were welcome to address topics thatfédewns being important — and
hence probably were important. In order to guarantee anlil valid results we used a
tape recorder to avoid note taking during the interviews.

The interviews lasted from 60 to 150 minutes, mainly dependinth@rperson’s
“enthusiasm to respond”. This gave us a lot of tape reagpritinbe listened to,
transcribed, and analyzed to achieve an in-depth studynohoaication, work, and
organization processes within NIA. In order to managedppropriately and not too
time-intensive, we decided to split the analysis int@ fspecific steps [Schmidt,
2003]. Additionally we can observe parallels to the conoépttion research [Mills,
2003] in the cyclic application of these steps:



1. Orientated towards our transcripts we built up certain categof transcript
segments for the analysis. The top-level categorizdtiiowed the three
important OTD supporting pillars (technology, organizationg dauman
factors / communication culture). By “tagging” segmarding a set of well-
defined keywords subcategories emerged.

2. We joined together those segments that appeared to beltmggame (sub)
categories. As a result some kind of clustering emergedctivssists of
meaningful units. Each unit built its own focus on a spepifoblem.

3. We encoded the material in order to depersonalize and tjira¢he data.

4. We built up nodes of correlating units which provided a quaivetat
overview of the material. This also gave us a clue dthviguestions and
problems might be most prominent and urgent, and had tcbesidered in
any case in later steps of the project.

5. Finally, we adjusted the interview guideline according to fthdings we
gained during the previous cycles: topics that turnedoog important (and
maybe controversy) were given more attention. In tapics that didn't
prove to lead to interesting responses were cut or édeed”.

We employed these five steps for each cycle. By doingisdelieve we have gained
a true image of the actual situation in our field of aggtion. Besides the interviews
two workshops and two workplace observations within thd fieere conducted. For
several methodological reasons it appeared, that thasdékat can exclusively be
assigned to the latter events are little comparedhdset that were achieved by the
interviews. However in the next section results offedlevents are presented.

4 Results

The analysis of the interviews in the way described albffeeed a view of domains
that evidently appear to be central in terms of KM.sSEhdomains do not necessarily
have to be sound with the domains that were addressed Withiguidelines. In the
following we will have a closer look at the resultshe tentral domains. In this paper
we will focus on those results that we find most impdrta more detail rather than
giving a vague overview of all our findings.

4.1  Organizational transparency

When asked to describe their starting time at NIA, rsdviaterviewees stated that
they were overwhelmed by the organizations complexity.alseciation was judged
to be very complex even by its own employees. As internaswvgtated in accordance
to each other it took them at least two years to nataled “how NIA works” and to
roughly learn who is responsible for certain top@aly one of the interviewees was
introduced into his work by his predecessor during a shahtation period. This
person was aware of this being quite unusual and he countelhiocky (see
below) for that. The others told us they “leaped inte dark” when starting their
work at NIA.

Some of the interviewees stated that NIAs employees ki@ about their
colleagues’ activities, competencies, responsibilibesabilities particularly about
those of different sections or general departments. This seen as very painful



particularly in situations where requests of member comepanere to be answered
urgently. So it was stated during the interviews that & wexry useful to have a more
transparent organization and thus to be able to find reggenand/or competent
persons quickly which was difficult - at least with rekadle effort - to achieve. As
one of the interviewees called it, some “Google for Ni#ds needed. This missing
transparency is not painful for employees only. Itnelias lead to (isolated) cases —
participants reported — where requests of member compaeresgiven from one
colleague to the next several times as no one knewceuwd find out — who was
responsible for that request (or at least had apprepséills, knowledge or
experience to handle it).

Yet, there is some kind of catalogue in written form,chhists contacts for specific
topics. In response to the question whether this boeldses the search for experts
appropriately, some interviewees uttered that very oftera$ pure chance to find an
expert with support of the “Key”. One participant was nmigghe opportunity to seek
for experts by ‘outlining his/her skills’, as there ssuch feature in the booklet. “The
key is too arbitrary” as each expert is allowed to “evsithatever s/he likes to be in
the key”. However, as we see below (‘Knowledge Managentree is evidence for
‘expertise finding’ to be very important in particular sitions.

4.2  Organizational coherence

Another problem related to the ‘missing organizatioreigparency’ was reported by
some of the interviewees. We can outline this problesn aa improvable
organizational coherence that itself is likely to be theo result of the grown
organization. Some of the participants feel that theeeewo uniform goals and
directions by which NIA as a whole would be defined andlmaidentified. Instead
in a subtle way several sectors have an own attituderding to the branch they
serve for. For example the attitude NIA as a whole dstafor is to ‘avoid
subsidizations by the state at all'’ while this is netyuseful with regard to the
agricultural section as the economy in this sectoorie of the major receivers of
subsidizations. So according to the assessment of otieigant the sections are
“highly self-determined” which sometimes leads to “effeaf friction”.

One participant gave some interesting reasoning for Nl&ingaa ‘lack of
coherence’: She assumed that after the break downedESR in the early 90s a
“vacuum of strategies and right-to-exist” came up, as bhNAIs major tasks was to
build up and keep alive connections with the eastern ecoringyfelt that there was
no leading direction for NIA as a whole, which would bepiportant.

Although the majority of interviewees stated thatemfjues of different sections “of
course” would cooperate well, some of them conceded ttese thvas a subtle
competition between those sections that serve foilasiror related branches. This
subtle competition is likely to additionally increase foss of transparency and the
willingness to cooperate and even makes it more diffidat set up common
guidelines for interaction with members.

4.3  Work and social network

The colleagues’ work at NIA (especially those of theicadfural section) is
dominated by managing customer services (technical sigpbbying), preparing



for certain events (exhibitions, standards committeeetings) and projects that are
peripherally done. As exhibitions mean a lot of workaidvance and customer
requests cannot be foreseen, the workload of the colleaguies highly according to
these events.

Operating on projects is seen as highly innovativaiwiNIA. Therefore, working in
project teams appears to be a challenge for employeestiohddly, there is no
standardized and integrated organizational concept fanitiegtion of projects. Our
empirical findings clearly show that several attemptstandardize project work have
been conducted, but have always been declined and prb\mnparticular decision-
makers — seemingly for reasons of keeping power and inBuefitiis hampers
innovation” is the observation of one of our participaiiise organization hinders
itself in further development and assimilation to madamditions.

The colleagues’ social network is an integral parhefrtwork: It is essential for their
successful work to have good contacts to persons in ititdiepositions like
ministries or standard comities but to member compan@s The interviewees
reported situations in which a good relation led to swedsen drafts of laws or
standards were to be adjusted to better fit some membtatests or if some delicate
information was needed. Building up one’s social network rgported to take years.
As social networks cannot be simply transferred to amgibrson, it is very painful
for NIA when colleagues leave the organization — eitheenwthey retire or are
wooed away. This is another issue concerned with knowledgsfer (see below).
Actually for many of NIA’'s employees Social Networkingleed is a major part of
their job.

4.4  Knowledge transfer and KM

The problem of knowledge transfer was also addressed inténgiews. As we saw,
there is usually no orientation period when new peopleeanployed to NIA's
agricultural section. This means that there is no-defined and dedicated process
for the leaving person to share her/his knowledge wihshccessor and to ‘link’ his
successor with his network. Hence, knowledge and netwotkasfng colleagues
completely get lost. Losses coming up this way might bélanizy having some kind
of orientation period, as one interviewee who was workinghe staff department
told us.

There was one basic idea of KM that was brought inebgral of the interviewees in
different ways during the interview sessions: The mihs$tiative expression was
given by one of them as “Google for NIA” (see above). Teisson had a vision of a
system that supports finding people in NIA (rather tbaments) in terms of several
interesting attributes like “activities”, “knowledgel tresponsibilities”. Focussing on
the colleagues’ heavy timetable, cooperation among colemashould be fostered by
some kind of “account for internal services”, as onethterviewee called it. Such
an account should make it easier to legitimate the anadutine spent to help or
cooperate with colleagues which otherwise might have ladelled as “lost time”.

A very simple requirement was stated by two of the intersés from the agricultural
section: KM should make it possible to offer frequently retpa information to
members via the internet. This should decrease the effanswering to the same (or
similar) requests several times and would additionally enel@mbers — as these
desire — to independently seek for information instedtathering” NIA employees.



4.5 Expertise sharing

When discussing KM strategies during the interview sesswagqrimarily focussed
on the management of human resources rather then torifthe concepts of “Google
for NIA” certainly require the employees to actively tapart, i.e. share their
knowledge/ expertise — which they must be willing to and ready for. At thismidhe
statements of different interviewees fell apart. Salvef our interviewees found it
perfectly natural to share their knowledge with otheamd expected others to do so.
Others however uttered good reasons for themselves — hars 6t not to do so.
Additionally some participants assessed that the ‘palesftknowledge sharing’ was
highly overestimated.

As one participant assumed, KM was required only by the yowergployees having
little experience as these could profit the most by iglgaknowledge. In contrast
older personnel was rejecting KM as it would endanger 8taius by ‘making their
unique knowledge accessible for others’. So he suggesteaisthagood idea to create
incentives for sharing knowledge in the sense of nawgetr similar rewards.

Another question gained meaning when discussing KM stratelgighere really as
much potential of sharing knowledge as we believe? One oihteeiiewees was
doubtful about that. In his opinion NIA's sections wérattdifferent that there was no
‘common ground’ to share knowledge among employees of diffesections. This
seems to be true at least for sections that primstidtyd forrepresentation rather then
support or networking (see above).

5 Conclusions

The image of NIA we gained by accomplishing our studiesyers several problems
that appear as ‘typical’ for the domain of KM. CertgiNIA as a grown organization
consisting of highly self-determined sections (eachy veuccessful within its
dedicated branch) must be seen as being unique comparedetoorghnizations,
particularly business organizations that are much mdeetafl by the pressure of
market conditions and competition. However several offtkeovered problems can
surely be found in many organizations. For instance ingssrganizational
transparency is reported in [Ackerman et al., 2003]. Thplayee’s willingness to
cooperate and to share their knowledge [Hinds, Pfeffer,]28@gother issue that is
highly dependant on the organizational culture and thus cherggnerally relied on.
The idea of “Google for NIA” seems to be a key concephdve better access to
human resources within the organization and to imprdve organization’s
transparency. The application of this concept shouldateompanied by some
organizational adjustments: First, to grant a liable efaysage and cooperation, the
system should be well introduced by the management of Ndéorf#l, to ensure that
colleagues take the time to cooperate with each otheceount for internal services
(as described above) should be applied.

The requirement of offering access to frequently requéastiedmation should be
easily fulfilled by “ordinary” CMS technology which can bged into the website.
Linking these contents to the authors offers a smarg to “link content with
persons” and thus make it easier to find certain resplenpersons at NIA. This
concept is very similar to Ackerman’s answer garden [Auoka, 1998] which might
then become a part of a large-scale KM strategy.
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