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Abstract. The term knowledge management (KM) has lost most of its magic during the
past few years: While knowledge has been identified as an important resource and key
factor for productivity gains and innovation in organizations, there seems to be no
generally applicable (and easy) way to utilize this resource. In this paper we present
results of a field study that was conducted within a major European industrial
association. The study focused on knowledge intense processes among the association
and its member companies which were supposed to be improved by KM strategies and
systems. The organizational setting appears to be unique in different ways: A grown and
highly decentralized organizational structure, goods that exclusively consist of human
and social capital and a distinct mutual unawareness of competencies and
responsibilities within the organization define our field of application.

Introduction

Cohen and Prusak (2001) predict that there is a high potémtiabmpanies to
increase productivity and speed of innovation cyclesbapleng the actors to build
social and human capital These terms refer to human resources like abilities,
social networks as well as explicit and implicit knowledgle employees in
organizations. One basic assumption is that the tidizaf these resources would
be the next step in empowerment of companies in @fieal and engineering
sector by enhancing knowledge intensive processes aftierensions of
productivity” had reached their limits. This is where Ké&frategies and KM
systems are expected to lead to success.



The research field of KM is widely spread: It includesfedg@nt domains
concerned with seeking, visualizing or structuring sourdegknowledge. We
roughly differ between explicit and implicit / tacit knaelge where explicit
knowledge can be easily externalized in documents oaicebinary forms and
implicit and tacit knowledge (expertise) cannot (Hinds Bfeffer, 2003). Instead
implicit knowledge (including experiences or practices)asaly bound to human
actors. Hence IT supporting KM in terms of implicit knedde includes
groupware tools like recommender systems or yellow pagsemnss (YP) that
focus on utilizing social and human capital rather trament. Examples of those
systems ar&Vho Knowg(Streeter and Lochbaum, 1988) Yoenta(Foner, 1997),
Expert Finder (Vivacque and Lieberman, 2000) d&ixpertise Recommender
(McDonald, 2000 and 2001). All these systems create and ssereprofiles by
interpreting certain artefacts like emails, Java soucog€e or documents.
Furthermore these systems focus on expertise rathardbntent which purely
repository-based systems are not capable of (cf. Ackerd998; Ackerman and
McDonald, 1996; Pipek and Wulf, 2003).

As mentioned above, there are several problems iniagplyese technologies
in practice, i.e. in a native organizational envirent) in which a large amount of
actors is expected to use a common system. Actora bfee different skills,
goals or cultural backgrounds which can lead to the fadtif€ systems (Grudin,
1988; Grudin and Palen, 1995). Even the successful applicationewf
technologies can have unexpected individual or organiztautcomes that are
contrary to the initial goals as Orlikowski (1996) or Walid Pipek (1999)
describe. As we still know little about the practicethwse knowledge intensive
processes, we claim that sufficient pre-studies withim application field are
highly important for successful applications of KM stgiés. In this paper we
present the results of a field study that is part of@etlyear lasting project aiming
on the application of KM strategies in a major Europeational industry
association (NIA).

Setting

The association NIA has almost 3000 member companigstéohnical branches
in the broadest sense. Thus NIA is divided horizontallyg 37 sections, each
dedicated to companies of a certain secflike “agricultural technology”, “lifts

and escalators” or “pumps and systems”) and vertically general departments

In literature the term ‘knowledge management’ is ambiguoustd. Whether or not ‘information
management’ should be covered by the term of KM is not aenaftthis paper.

“NIA” is not the real name.

In the following we will use the term “sector” in thense of branch of industry, whereas “section”
will refer to GIAs sectoral departments.



(like “business administration”, “law” or “taxes”). Addinally, there are several
spin offs and other subordinate units like forums, projecis regional offices.
Member companies pay for their membership accordingh&r tsize. These
payments are the only source of income for NIA. Memlie turn are welcome to
request NIA’s services, when they need them. NIA defiteecore competencies
as:
* Networking(Introducing member companies to each other for busines
transactions)
» Technicalor professional support
* Representation: (lobbying at governmental (or other important)
institutions — this kind of service is offered by NIAckisively)

In the main department of NIA about 450 employees are n@ikione of the
organizations’ sections or departments. The projetihgahcludes one of NIA’s
sector organizations, the agricultural department andbite member companies
(AGRAR%) representing a “typical” member company. AGRAR hasual?280
employees. Its core competencies are municipal equipmadt seeding
technology.

The main goals of the KM project, in which our studykiace, were (a little
abstractly) defined as “improving the quality of servitkat NIA offers to its
members”. In a way the project can be seen as éaedo an observed trend that
members start to doubt about the meaning of their mesmpe which was a given
in past decades. Nowadays managers are expected to gxgtépses by giving
some well defined ‘Return On Investment’ (ROI). Thisrtainly is hard to
calculate for the membership in an organization ‘dgalmth support network
andrepresentationSo one of the projects goals is to better definepaesent its
services to the members and to make NIA and its memimeve closer to each
other’. This shall be done by improving the mutual awass of each other: The
awareness of NIA’'s services on the members’ side thedawareness of the
members’ needs on NIA’s side.

An llustrative example should sharpen the projects wislom short: When
developing a new agricultural tractor, one member comgahinto trouble as
this machine — when the design phase was long ago — appeartedbe conform
to certain regulations concerning its physical dimerssidrhis was very painful
since the error could have been avoided by turning toNtfe who was in
possession of this spatial information. In turn NIAswet aware of the company’s
intention of developing this kind of agricultural machiaed thus was unable to
inform the company. KM strategies are now expectedtmect both — NIA and
its members — more efficiently to each other and avayd situations like the one
described.

4 “AGRAR” is not the real name



Methods

The methodological approach we made to the field folldhes theoretical
framework of Integrated Organization and Technology Developm@TD).
Wulf & Rohde (1995) describe OTD as an evolutionary conadyath tries to put
technological, organizational, and human factors iotasicleration of observations
in working environments. Not only does the introductaamd establishment of
novel technology influence particular work processes;neweganizational
structures and human habits are affected. Keeping thatind, human and
organizational needs have to be taken into account wlensoftware solutions
(as in the underlying field) shall support working procesBesctically we realized
the OTD guidelines by employing the ethno methodologimatept of “Studies of
Work” to set personal and interpersonal stresses aaasf(cf. Flick, 2002: 39ff,
Bergmann, 2003: 129ff and Harper et al., 2000). Beside the obesared the
setting — including workplace observations, investigatiafsthe technical
infrastructure and workshops on specific topics - our rekeacluded 16 semi-
structured interviews (that were conducted within thrgeles) with employees
and managers of NIA. The majority of the intervieweese employees of the
agricultural section; the others worked in several e@rtinits such as the staff-,
IT- or standardization departments. The two managerdelethe agricultural
section and the IT department, respectively.

For each interview cycle we drew up a particular guideliires allowed us to
modify the guidelines evolutionarily as we assimilateasthto our experience we
gained in the interviews we had already done. These gwadehcluded questions
concerned with issues like “everyday life on the joprking history within
NIA”, “communication and cooperation among others” ankinotledge
management and expertise sharing”.

Our technique to work with an interview guideline whicimstated narrative
responses offered the test persons to answer inteel@pen, free and talkative
manner. By doing so, we were given the opportunity ttecethe interviews
regarding an organizational and cultural environment, lwhicnot described by
certain personal attitudes. Much rather, we recognize fogings in an
interpersonal, organizational context (cf. Randall Bedtley, 1994). Therefore,
we tried to stir the interviews as little as possilteorder to guarantee solid and
valid results we used a tape recorder to avoid note takinggdie interviews,
which would have influenced the fluency of the convérsatnegatively.

In order to manage the resulting empirical materials qu@tely and not too
time-intensively we decided to split the analysis ifitee specific steps (cf.
Schmidt, 2003):

1. Orientated towards our written material, we built up aiartex-post’
categories for the analysis. On the one hand, thisgoazation



followed the three important OTD supporting pillars (texbgy,
organization, and human factors), but on the other hasttongly
geared towards the interviews - subcategories emerged.
2. We put together the analytical categories to a kind dingoguideline,
which helped us to cluster the data in terms of meaningifts. Each
unit built its own focus on a specific problem.
We coded the material in order to depersonalize and dieedtee data.

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

5. Finally, we thought about possible hypotheses which legah lblerived
from the previous steps of analysis. On the basibade we wrote the
next guideline for the following interview cycle.

We employed the five steps mentioned above for eade.cYybis shows some
equivalence with the concept of action research (dls,N2003). By doing so, we
believe to have realized two important needs: (1) paation of the persons and
(2) consideration of the processes. Following OTD, batk considerable
guantities as personal habits and organizational pracasseaffected by possible
novel software solutions.

w

Empirical Findings and Results

After analyzing the interviews certain topics appeaeded central in terms of
KM. These topics can roughly be assigned to the domdinsrganizational

structure, work processes and knowledge management. Asilaakethe open

styled interviews these topics were not identical vittbhse of our guideline.
Particularly those topics that were not addressed watlwrguideline but emerged
during the sessions can be seen as highly relevantinBtance, participants
independently addressed the complex organizational structuganizational

transparency, and coherence within NIA. These top@m®wot part of the initial
guideline but emerged during the interview sessions. Ifiolleeving sections we

will have a closer look at the results in these dosnain

Complex organizational structure

When asked to describe their starting time at NIA, isdwaterviewees stated that
they were overwhelmed by its organizational complexitiie association was
judged to be very complex even by its own employees.nfesviewees stated
independently — but in accordance to each other — it toerk ttbout two years to
learn “how NIA works” and to gain an appropriate view rotlee organizational



structure. In this domain experienced employees have\aniage over novices.
As some of the interviewees claimed, this compleigity result of NIA being a
grown organization (see above), that was created by fukion of several
independent associations. Two of the interviewees idesctheir image of NIA in

a very illustrative way:

“If you are here for a while, you see: The structurdli# is gigantic, you certainly need two
years to look through it. There are really differentpanies. And those are for themselves.
There is the incorporated society. Then there isrtberporation of science where Mr. W. is
working. Then there is the publishing house, the assu@amntso on...”

“We have managers for every unit. And they're doingdkion their own.”

In the latter quote another problem becomes obvioussitaught up below: The
‘organizational coherence’, which some participanésnaissing.

Organizational transparency

The organizational structure that was felt to be w@myplex may have led to a
loss of transparency that some of the interviewekks$ well. It was stated that it
was sometimes difficult to find persons within the oigation that were
competent or responsible for certain issues. This s&en as very painful
particularly in situations where requests of member compawere to be
answered urgently (see alsSocial Networking So it was stated during the
interviews that it was very useful to have a moredparent organization, and
thus, to be able to find accountable and / or compepensons quickly.
Participants described their expectations this way:

“If we had a rough idea of what everyone is doing [wittNbA] — which of course is

unmanageable for 450 people — then for us this would be agjgmforward”

“The goal is to create transparency. Responsibilitiest be clearly defined and assigned

unambiguously.”
The interviewees were aware of the fact that NI&a@mplex structure’ does not
make it easy for member companies’ employees to geoniact with the right
person in NIA, in case they do not know this persoradwance. From their
experience, they knew that member companies’ emplagegsneral see NIA as
one large entity without recognizing its substructuresusThvhen they request
NIA for a service, they expect to be redirected to ‘tight’ person there, no
matter to whom they call or mail to. When lookingpabblems of ‘complexity’
and ‘transparency’, it is not surprising that sometirties redirection does not
work properly. Situations occurred — as interviewees regdoftin which requests
of member companies were handed over from one colle@agtle next several
times as no one knew — or could find out — who was redgerier that request.

When discussing these identified problems during the ietergessions, the
idea emerged to set up some kind of call centre within th&A people can access
to be directed to the right person quickly and liable. Tdes was seen critically



by some of the interviewees. First, for the emplsy&eNIA — who in general are
experts in very special domains — it is very importanté directly requested.
They fear that members could be directed to a “wrongSqerat NIA and then
receive wrong information, which would be more painhdrt to be redirected
several times — but finally access the right persocoi@® — as one person stated —
there was already a switchboard which was working aijood “score rate”, i.e.

it reliably connects to the right expert.

Handling members’ requests

In the interviews we were told that there were no duiele or standardizations
for handling requests or sending newsletters to memimgpaagies. Although most
of the interviewees would find this useful, they pointed severe problems
occurring when applying such general guidelines. These prsldeena result of
NIA being an entity of self-determined sections (selews). As participants stated
self-critically, members sometimes were treatedeless’ in one of the following
ways:
* Information is arbitrarily sent to members without raquest or
indication of interest.
 Response times for handling (given) requests are too {engr
requestors are left unaware about the time it takesatwlld their
requests.
* The catalogue of services is not well defined, so mesrd@Emetimes do
not know which service they can access.
Another problem that was reported by the interviewsesn “inappropriate
understanding of responsibility” that some employees tume to have (in some
isolated cases). Examples were given in the intervavesit persons at NIA who
had not realized at all that in the end the membepeoras pay their wages with
their membership subscriptions. So it should be perfeaaifural for NIA’s
personal to handle the customers’ requests with the gtigbeority, which
sometimes is not the case. One interviewee found that
“...some have an attitude that they should take care of.”
What she was talking about was an insufficient motwatio carefully handle
members’ requests, particularly in cases when thesestsoued to be directed to
another of NIA’s employees or even to another sactio
Some participants on the other hand uttered that ithffacsult to avoid delays
when handling requests because this would often collide atiter urgent tasks.
So in cases of conflicting tasks, employees naturaklyripe those tasks that are
given to them by their boss in order to avoid troulil&rse participant stated it this
way:
“When I'm told to work off that position paper by my bpét would be pretty stupid to work
first on those ten requests.”



An ‘exemplary’ way to handle users’ requests when cotiidvith other tasks was
described by one participant. Whenever she was unabliréotly answer a
request — which simply cannot be prevented — she firghdetequestor know how
long it would take her to answer that request. This aygave herself the time
to solve or delegate that request without leaving theomest “in the dark”.
Finally, when the request was ready to be answere(bsls®me colleague) called
the customer. Such a pattern of behaviour does not eém always followed.
However, the idea of applying some kind of standardizatiprguideline for
handling requests is hard to apply as we see below. Fudher we are given
some interesting examples for peoples behaviour whesd fagth ‘guidelines’
(below within ‘knowledge sharing’).

Organizational coherence

In one of the citations above another problem is adeickthat must be seen apart
from the insufficient motivation that some employsbsw — which certainly is a
common problem many organizations have to deal witle. &&n outline this
problem as an insufficienbrganizational coherencéhat itself is likely to be
another result of the “wild-grown” organization. Sonfeh® participants feel that
there were no uniform goals and directions by which dBAa whole would be
defined and can be identified. Instead in a subtle wagraksections have an own
political attitude according to the sector they serve For example the attitude
NIA as a whole stands for is to ‘avoid subsidizatiogsthee state at all'. This
attitude is not very useful with regard to the agricultseadtor as it is one of the
major receivers of subsidies. So according to the sisses of another participant
the sections still are...

“...highly self-determined and this certainly has manyaad&ges, but sometimes effects of

friction occur.”
Another participant said it this way:

“Each section, each department, each corporationmitihd is a story of its own.”
A third participant added some interesting reasoning fagk hdving a ‘lack of
coherence’. She assumes that after the break dowredf#$SR in the early 90s
“major questions concerning strategies and visions” aamesince one of NIA's
previous predominant tasks was to keep alive connectiatis the eastern
economy. She felt that there was no vision for [d6Aa whole. In her words:

“[...] so there is missing [...] a major vision, and thisishbe given from the top. From there

it can be broken down to each single section for tmten and it must be repeated and

communicated continuously till the message arrives angnderstood everywhere in the

organization.”
Although the majority of interviewees stated thateandues of different sections
“of course” would cooperate well, some of them concetlatithere was a subtle
competition between those sections that serve fiailasior related branches. This



subtle rivalry is likely to additionally increase thes$ of transparency and the
wilingness to cooperate. Even it makes it more difficd set up common
guidelines for interaction with members.

Work Processes

The work of NIAs’ employees (especially those of thgiaultural sector) is
dominated by providing services to membeéesliinical supportrepresentatioh
preparing for certain events (exhibitions, standardsnatiee meetings) and
projects which are peripherally done. As exhibitiongme lot of work in advance
and members’ requests cannot be anticipated, the worklbalde colleagues
varies highly according to these events.

As the application of novel technologies often enfsrckanges within work
processes (see above) it is necessary to justifye tkbanges. Many of the
participants also emphasize this phenomenon. Changestalflished processes
would only be accepted and persistently applied if the exesutbehave
competently and are “sent from above” supporting an é&trategy. Support on
one hand eases the introduction, whereas competencgoaddreasons enable
acceptance and lasting impact on work processes.

Operating on projects is seen as highly innovative invithlA. Therefore,
working in project teams appears to be a challenge fglogees. Additionally,
there is no standardized and integrated organizationakpbffor the initiation of
projects. Our empirical findings clearly show that salvattempts to standardize
project work have been conducted, but have always bedinedeand prevented
by particular decision-makers — seemingly for reason«eefping power and
influence. “This hampers innovation” is one participgnobservation. The
organization hinders itself in further development andinaition to market
conditions.

The same applies to other innovation proposals whigblogiees suggest to
improve the organizational growth. Technology is juse @xample, also non-
technical “ideas of innovative working very often jpsgter out“. One interviewee
reported a very characteristic and typical example abewattempt to establish a
‘virtual notice board’ for handling sticky customers’ resgise This tool should
help employees to get in contact with particular expertthis idea just seeped
away into some filing cabinet”. One possible reasamtliis phenomenon is the
absence of a specific central office for innovatjonkich exclusively would be
concerned with working on innovations and changing presesds a result,
innovative ideas would not simply get lost anymore. itlea of the notice board
was discussed in detail during the interviews and is destiielow within the
section of ‘knowledge management’.

The experts’ work in a specific section of the asdmriais composed of
dynamical constituents as well as ‘regular’ and recurtasgks. The dynamic



components of work mainly consist of handling costumarguiries. As the

amount of these questions can hardly be anticipated amadyit is very arduous
to organize them in time tables. Most utterancelenrterviews clearly show that
handling with inquiries is mostly reduced to “finding thghti expert”. In the first

instance employees try to find internal experts. Iri@aar cases, with regard to
specific topics, even contacts to member firms oligtnias are utilized to answer
certain questions (see below). Furthermore, a few qudemand further inquiries
or are delegated to other work units within the assooiathn common way to

organize queries — as was uttered in the interviews —twaort these open
guestions according to their “importance” for NIA. Timigortance is defined by
two major criteria. Firstly, the actual size of amfier company is of significance,
as the membership subscription is based on size. Asipants stated this ranking
is further influenced by the engagement of a member coyrgad its employees
for ‘NIAs' interests’, e.g. external experts who warkhe association voluntarily.

Other ‘dynamic’ components are exhibitions and tradgs.fdhese are dated in
advance for certain times in a year — mainly in spang autumn. During these
periods the working day is primarily determined by prepamatior these events,
whereas other tasks are handled with less attention.

Recurring tasks are tasks of routine. For instance td W the section of
standardization, i.e. 1ISO and DIN, appears to be routiexe “bureaucratic
processes” mainly determine work and working load. The ¢ingad importance
of this work is enormous. In the “guiding committee”, fiestance, experts work
out goals and future topics in the area of standardizatiowever, it is very hard
to justify this effort for member companies, as thark is kept in the background
and is done continuously, i.e. not on a member compdeysnd.

Moreover, the training period for new employees seembet problematic.
Most of our interviewees found it difficult to familias themselves with the new
subject they had to work on. “| felt to be thrown intlae deep end” is a typical
utterance we could gather. Additionally, some reportedth@at new position was
vacant for some considerable amount of time, nametitie dimension of several
months. Thus, a great deal of work “waited impatiently tiee newcomers” as
nobody else was responsible or had the time to hamelladrk coming up.

Social Networking

As we have already seen in the previous paragraph, in bUiding and

maintaining social networks is a task of central impace: It is essential to have
good contacts to persons in influential positions likenistiies or standard
comities but to member companies, as well. The ie®es reported situations in
which a good relation led to success when drafts of tawstandards were to be
adjusted to better fit certain members’ interests lsemsome delicate information
was needed. Building up one’s social network was reportetdk® years. As



social networks cannot be simply transferred to amqgtkeeson, it is very painful
for NIA when colleagues leave the organization — eithben they retire or are
wooed away. This is another issue concerned with kmigsldransfer that is
described below. Actually for many of NIAs' employsesial networkingndeed
is a major part of their job.

Yet, there is some kind of catalogue in written fornmjolv lists contacts for
specific topics. In response to the question whetherbihoklet eases the search
for experts within NI& appropriately, some interviewees uttered that verynafte
was pure chance to find an expert with support of the bboRhe participant was
missing the opportunity to seek for experts by ‘outlinimgher skills’, as there is
no such feature in the booklet. “The catalogue is tbdgrary” as each expert is
allowed to “write whatever s/he likes to be in theokiet”. However, as we see
below (‘Knowledge Management’) there is evidence fopéstise finding’ to be
very important in particular situations.

Knowledge transfer

In this section issues concerned with knowledge tramstebeing discussed. The
term ‘knowledge transfer’ might have multiple meaningscdh be used in the
sense of ‘saving as much information, experience, ipeactr even reputation as
possible’ when employees leave the organization. it atherwise be used to
describe a ‘common’ documentation of the everyday workte case of sudden
fall out by illness to make it easier for colleagueddamporarily take over ones
work. A third way to define knowledge transfer might beesired awareness of
the colleagues’ activities’ to have a broader viewr @kie ongoing activities within
the organization.

As we saw in the sections above when employees k@verganization, not
only the work power of that person (that can be redldme any person with
similar skills) gets lost. Moreover the entire persoatganizational knowledge,
practices, experiences and social network get lost.eTjeperties cannot simply
be replaced by employing another person. Asked for possihilgions to that
problem the staff departments’ member suggested thatsitangood practice to
merge young and old employees within their departmentsai@ la better
information exchange among each other. Furthermol@caterm staff planning
should be applied that includes some ‘training period’ (be®g). In this phase —
as far as possible — employees, who are going to Ié&verganization, should
introduce their successors to the job, share their laame and link them to their
social networks. Finally continuous know-how transfeloag colleagues should
be elicitated in some way (i.e. periodical meetings).

S These experts may work in certain horizontal sectionsa@hieultural section, for example, as in our

project) or in vertical sections (the IT or standardizatiepartment, among others).



Beyond dealing with leaving personnel, knowledge transdsrideen identified
to be useful in general during the interviews: As meetibabove it should be
possible for employees to stand in for a colleague whkdenly is unavailable. On
the other hand this kind of personnel planning is saidetdighly expensive as it
recommends occupying two people to do one job over seveekis. Probably the
monetary effects of covering one job by two peopleeasger to calculate than
effects of knowledge transfer that does not take placeedl life’ the colleagues
in the office of the leaving person try to “train thew arrival’, as those became
familiar with the work of the leaving expert over tirae.

Additionally when discussing issues of knowledge transfdrinvihe interviews
it appeared to be very hard to find suitable ways tazee#l The idea of periodical
meetings was not new to one of the interviewees:tdtd about the “Friday-
meeting” that took place once a week some time ago, batdeclined after a
while. A short extract taken out of the interview n@aytline why this kind of
knowledge transfer has failed in the end, even thoughntbeviewee felt that
some kind of meeting in general was still important.

“[...] well, that Friday-meeting in my opinion is [stopggry [stops] improvable [felt slightly

uncomfortable]”

“Shall we turn off the recorder [joking]?”

“Oh no, just keep it running. [pause] Well, | mean whaty. The point is, and this may
sound a bit old-fashioned, but it's just the way it weest twe had that Friday-meeting where
everyone was given a few minutes to report what & ffstual work] was about. And then we
have an agenda as some kind of checklist, that surglgasonable and correct, but my
impression is that people are scared to address ceofzos.t Maybe there is some kind of
inner threshold: 'well, what I'm doing surely is notgortant, compared to what others are
doing and then it's better to say nothing’. This is twhhkelieve. Or they're looking around
while someone else is reporting [...] and then one sdyioaiects about, whether or not to
report the next time. Well, | think there certainlydasneed for further improvements in
communication.”
Later within the same interview, these meetings vegldressed agd#inlt turned
out that the section leader took part to give a shtmbduaction followed by the
other colleagues who then had the opportunity to shogpprt about the past
week. Another interesting detail came up:
“[...] and | had the impression: If you had nothing to dag tvas quite suspicious. And then
— and this again is my personal view — this turned arountpletely: If you said something
everyone was looking at you thinking ‘oh no, not agaistimg time, or whatever”
In the end this institutionalized meeting got cancelledt avas judged to be a
waste of time. From this case we see that somefingerot easy to set up a quasi
institutionalized kind of knowledge transfer since seemingtle ‘frictions’
obviously have led to the failure of the Friday-meegtirf§ome factors are likely to
be a source of problems: Maybe it was not a good idéave the section leader

6 At this point the earlier "Monday-meetings” were addressetky were cancelled and later on

replaced by the “Friday-meetings” which were discussed above.



take part. This may have led to situations in which eygds felt uncomfortable.
The meetings mode may have an influence, as wellriAdbset up might turn out
to be too formal (making participants feel uncomfortphibile an informal one
can be too informal (leading members to a ‘chateadtof a serious discussion).

Information management

When discussing about ways and strategies to inform amtkeeemployees of
member companies up to date, it is certainly not sungrighat during the past
few years email has become the medium of choicedndisg out information.
One of our interviewees was responsible for the ‘tetves’ of the agricultural
section. This is sent out to the members via emailyesecond week. Its claim is
to aggregate the most important actual information wag that “if [members]
read this, they do know everything that is importanthasold us. The newsletter
was primarily directed towards the management. For deeredoand designers
(technical) ‘working groups’ were a better way to reeamportant information.
Besides the newsletter there is no other medium $hegnt out periodically. The
major part of information is sent out on demand.

To manage the large amount of addresses a proprietagynsigstised by all of
NIAs employees. “AIM” (address information system) dscentral database
containing every known address of all the member corapdand its employees)
and NIAs personnel as well. As the IT manager statechglthie interviews, no
“ordinary” CRM system was capable to fulfil the vepesial requirements defined
by NIA. Here the main requirement was to have mulpities for one person as
one person (in the context of the work for/with NM@&s likely to have more than
one well defined role. For instance — as the IT manégdrus — members of
NIA’s technical staff often are also members of shendardization committee and
the national institute of standardization, and everecgositions in European
associations. Additionally, they were employees of NTAis should be reflected
by an address information system. AIM was implementea $ervice provider and
is redesigned and extended in an ongoing process.

The work with AIM, as a central database, is obligafor NIAs employees.
Sometimes, it is not without problems, as this idylike case a common system is
to be used by all the members of a large organizasiea &bove). The employees’
requirements of different departments are sometimeshiglo or simply too
different to be realized within one application. Fostamce, as one participant
stated, she would like AIM to be capable for seeking perseithin the
organization carrying certain competencies or respiitisg) But she assumed,
that this would “break all dimensions” to have keyworttgexd which described
the tasks of each of the employees. And the danger awasigh, that certain
keywords still were missing (this person later uttereddaa to overcome this
problem, which is discussed below). Another participéaties that sometimes he



was in doubt about the correctness of the databassudtgested, for the sake of
reliability, the system should be checked periodically vexify whether the
addresses are still correct.

Knowledge Management

The final part of the interviews was reserved foathstorming and discussing KM
solutions’. Since we were in the beginning of the KMjgct, we had only a very
coarse vision of which KM strategy we should apply witNilA. So, almost any
kind of KM solution or strategy was thinkable. In laieterview sessions we
focussed on KM solutions with respect to problems wtiad already been
identified. The main ‘problem’ within NIA and thus — a® \assume — the main
opportunity for KM to be successfully applied was the $garency problem’ that
is described above. In short: Several of the interees uttered in some way that
in NIA it was unclear who is responsible and who s ®r competencies within
specific topic areas. As one participant expressed it:

“The plain information ‘who’s responsible for what8'simply missing”
There was one basic idea of KM that was phrased bgraeinterviewees in
different ways: The most illustrative definition wasven by one of them as
“Google for NIA”. This person had a vision of a YP tgya that supports finding
people in NIA (rather than contents) based on persattabutes, such as
activities interests experiences,or responsibilities One of the participants
explained his vision in the following way:

“It would be heaven, just to enter a keyword and thegetoback exactly those ten experts

[that | am seeking for].”
Another person gave a concrete example how the “GologleNIA” would
improve his work:

“Just one example: I'm organizing our overall memberstimgethat takes place front'to

2" October in Weimar. So it would certainly be helpfulkimow, ‘who has already been

there?’, ‘who has organized meetings there?’, ‘whieheithe experiences?’ and so on. And |

would surely benefit from that.”
An interesting remark was thrown in by another intewee when discussing the
‘Google idea’:

“... that it becomes transparent, who's responsiblevitat, would be surely helpful. And this

might be some kind of compliment for certain people; tteay see themselves in a leading

position within the organization (...). This can evemimivating.”
In the latter quotation, another issue is addressed,ynémeanterviewee is giving
a subtle reasoning for employees to take part in thetersy People might feel
some kind of ‘glory’ when being assigned as an expertafoertain topic area.
Such a feeling may improve their motivation to keeprtpeifiles up to date and
to share their knowledge with others. As we see bel@wilingness to share
knowledge must not be seen as naturally given in NIA.



A sticky question with regard to YP systems in gener&lois to create and
update the user profiles (cf. Ehrlich, 2003; Pipek et al., 2@iBre most of the
interviewees typically worked under time pressure and higtk \oad, it seems to
be unlikely that they would update their profiles periodjcdlin the other hand it
became clear that a YP system would not be used intlbastored user profiles
appeared to be outdated or simply erroneous. In the worseqgfarticipant:

“It would surely be interesting, but it has to work propefithat would be a great thing if a

system like that would exist and work properly.”

Moreover, as another participant stated, employees“$éissed by pointless
guestions” if they were erroneously recommended asxpert for a certain topic
area. This has already happened in the past when usimntect catalogue as
described above.

An alternative suggestion that was made by one ofitieeviewees was a ‘virtual
notice board’. In her assessment NIA was too comatek too manifold to be
effectively covered by a YP system. So her idea wasntply turn from a ‘pull’ to
a ‘push’ concept: By having such a virtual notice boasdsystem was no longer
required to seek for people— which she judged to be erronebus the users
themselves could react to requests of which they thaigitwere qualified for.
We believe no one could explain this idea as illusteadis’ she did:

“[...] it's like at the airport. Think about the luggage, thatxactly what | mean! ‘This is my

suitcase!’ | can recognize mine out of a set of 50 btaitcases! [...]. Which system is able

to assign the suitcases to the people?”

By the way: Afterwards she told us that she had alreaitten down this idea and
“officially” suggested it as an innovative approach savéimes, but was never
given any feedback. Even though the ‘virtual notice boapgiroach has obvious
advantages over the Google idea, it is expected to leptbtdems when urgent
requests were to be handled. As one participant state@siimpossible for him
to wait for “someone who is willing to accept a requdglaybe a combination of
both approaches — push and pull concepts — would be suitabléAfor

Another requirement was expressed by two of the iewregs working in the
agricultural section: KM should make it possible to provi@guently requested
information to members via the internet. Such aesgsshould reduce the efforts
of answering the same (or similar) requests again and. dgaould additionally
enable members — as they often desire — to indepenceetky for information
instead of “bothering” NIA employees for simple infotmoa. Members should be
given an efficient way to seek for information whiA’'s employees were
responsible for that content. Technical aspects demteng the content on the
website should be left to “specialists” who particulaxdye for that. The idea was
certainly not, to get rid of taking care of the memb@mpanies. “We still are the
ones to take care” but only in those cases whereattigee advice is necessary —
and wanted. As we think, this concept is very simiarAckerman’s answer



garden (Ackerman, 1998) which then might become a partlariga-scale KM
strategy.

The same concept might be applicable internally: Ontcjpamt described his
way to manage requests by means of his personal aafhiemtacts. He had built
up this archive continuously over the time by adding aistand skills every time
a new expert has proved to be ‘useful’. His archive atlows seeking for certain
skills and appropriate experts.

Expertise sharing

When discussing KM strategies during the interview sessiove primarily
focussed on the management of human resources ratherctmtent. The
concepts of a YP system (“Google for NIA”) or a ‘vial notice board’ certainly
require the employees to actively take part,stere their knowledge/ expertise
which they must be willing to and ready for. At this miothe statements of
different interviewees diverged. Several of our intergées found it perfectly
natural to share their knowledge with others and expexttests to do so, as well.
Others however expressed good reasons for themselves etlgers — not to do
so. Additionally some participants stated that the ‘pidieaf knowledge sharing’
was highly overestimated.

As one participant assumed, KM was primarily required by ybunger
employees having little experience. Those could proft most by ‘sharing’
knowledge. In contrast older personnel will tend to tefbe idea of KM as it
would endanger their status by ‘making their unique knowledgesaible for
others’. So he suggested that it could be a good idea &becirgentives for
sharing knowledge in the sense of monetary rewards. rdiogp to his
assessment...

“[...] everything inside my head is mine. And | must keetitnyself, just like the winning

lottery numbers, to increase or to keep up my market value
Besides this obvious reason not to share their knowlemtger impeding factors
of organizational or cultural nature were brought up bystirae participant. As he
stated, it was a typical behaviour of some of hiseagiles to “strut in borrowed
plumes”. They would solve certain problems with the haflgolleagues within
NIA, and thereafter, declare it to be their own wd8k. colleagues with lower
gualification appear as ‘experts’ who will be requestethénfuture instead of the
real expert. This phenomenon leads to a loss ofitiaburthermore, as a resul, it
reduces the colleagues’ willingness to share their krdgeleFinally, with respect
to this behaviour, there would only be one way to maddeagues share their
knowledge and this would be by paying them money. Asked wheth
standardizations or guidelines (mandating colleagues te khawledge as part of
their work) were capable to increase the colleaguedlingviess to share



knowledge, he spontaneously responded that “guidelines deeaweoided” which
is redundant to comment.

It is still unclear to us whether there is a majoafypeople working in NIA
thinking this way. If so, KM certainly cannot help. rB® other arguments this
interviewee stated surely are worth thinking about: Asekplained there were
several distinct kinds of knowled@eThose that any person was able to utilize and
those that only specialists could effectively use. ikstance, a chemist would not
be in danger of loosing his status as a specialistll ihis formulas” became visible
for others. Only specialists were able to understaathtiThis is different when
knowledge was easily applicable by others. So ownersnaf-specialized
knowledge would be much more careful than those of speidinowledge.

Another question gained importance when discussing KMesgfiest: Is there
really much potential for sharing knowledge? One ofniberviewees was doubtful
about that. In his opinion different sections (fortamee) were so distinct that
there was no ‘common ground’ to share knowledge. Thimsée be true at least
for sections that primarily stand fogpresentation- as these sections mostly work
with highly specialized content — rather therpportor networking which more
often have to link several specialized expertise (bega).

However, as we saw in the sections above thetesséins to be a sufficient
potential for ‘knowledge sharing’ and thus cooperation wahh other. This leads
to another question that was discussed with the inteees: If we assume that
some YP system in the sense of ‘Google for NIA” worddlly be working, then
colleagues are expected to spend time helping each othlengTthe workers’
heavy workload into account, cooperation among colleaguaisl be fostered by
creating a balance sheet to bill internal servi€ssne of the interviewees argued
that such a balance sheet would make it easier tontaggithe amount of time
spent to help or cooperate with colleagues which otkerwmight have been
labelled as “lost time”.

Conclusions

In this section we will discuss technical and orgaiornal implications derived
from the empirical findings. Certainly it is not possilbto overcome each of the
identified problems by some technical solution and & ¢simple’ organizational
adjustment. According to the OTD approach introducing IT ulkhobe
accompanied with (and cause) certain organizational gelsanAdditionally —
according to Orlikowski (1996) — emerging organizational chaagdsoutcomes
should be expected. However, we believe that both, cketben KM technology
and appropriate organizational changes may play an impaén in creating

7 The term ‘knowledge’ here is meant to include ,informatiaswell.



transparency, in improving services and in balancingethployees’ workload. In
the following, requirements are derived from the emgpifindings and promising
KM concepts are discussed in more detail.

The very special situation in NIA is defined by a comptaganizational
structure accompanied by a lacking transparency of thepet@mcies and
responsibilities. Additionally we must assume to facelsulefusal of ‘expertise
sharing’ as a result of the actors’ heavy workload aslubjective) necessity to
keep up their ‘market value’. The lack of coherent visidos the whole
association (organizational coherence) makes it dliffio implement changes of
technical and organizational nature within the orgdioma With regard to YP
systems, we cannot expect the employees to keep tpartise profiles up to
date (cf. Ehrlich, 2003; Pipek et al., 2003). In certain cqmdb concepts (e.g.
virtual notice board) seem to be more promising tharh’pzencepts (e.g. YP).

However, based on the statements of several partisipa believe that there
is a high potential for the ‘Google idea’ including some@tual notice board’
functionality to be successfully applied. Even though tievar garden approach
should be seen with some reservation in complex orgigonal settings — as Pipek
and Wulf (2003) argue — it can be fruitful within a simple anell wefined
environment. Such a context could be given when provitleguently requested
information to member companies. As NIA’s employees dealing with a large
number of different software systems, it is highlykyisto bother them by
introducing yet another complex system on mandate wiashto be learned first.
Hence, ‘Google for NIA’ should appear as an ‘offer’ the employees that they
are welcome to use. Additionally the Google-metapharsefo the ease of use
that is required. An implementation of the Google-ideaukkhbe as easy to use as
the original system. Furthermore the way of introdutirgsystem should be well
thought-out by the management to allow for an activéigyaation of as many
actors as possible.

In realizing the “Google for NIA” approach, we plan taadron theExpert
Finding Framework(Becks et al., 2004). The system supports finding co-learner
and experts within an e-learning platform. Howeveneeds to be extended for
organizational contexts where structured data describangigers’ interests, skills
or abilities is missing. E-learning platforms generkéegp structured data such as a
user’'s educational background and qualifications, a clagsgific of content, a
history of interaction (click stream), or test resullhis information is typically
kept up to date within the platform and thus provides accursge profiles for
algorithms to find appropriate actors. In contrast kimsl of information cannot
be assumed to exist within a ‘typical organizationeiting. So we focus on
developing an algorithmic framework which makes use oérotlsers’ artefacts
that reflect users’ actual interests, abilities andkmg context. This might be text
files, emails, newsgroups entries, slides, or bookmdits.tool should include a
‘virtual notice board’ functionality. However, introdag the tool within the



organization is a matter of the next steps to be raptshed within the KM
project.

In summary, in this paper the results of a case studyprasented that was
conducted within a unique organizational environment.gaad human capital —
knowledge, experience, practice, social networks andkihe-lis the matter to be
offered, utilized, ‘sold’ and exchanged. These actions talkee within the
association as well as between the association tangheamber companies. Our
results and findings both confirm and extend or even disagith assumptions
that were made in the literature:

* As McDonald (2000 and 2001) states, when applying KM in terms of
expertise sharing in an organizational context, ihasessary to have a
detailed impression of the internal situation concemmid organizational
culture, IT and coherence. This finding is fully confidvi®y our results.

» Both push (i.e. YP systems) as well as pull concepgs Virtual notice
board) for expertise finding/sharing can complement owethar and be
alternatively used to create transparency in a conaiexhighly dynamic
organizational field.

» The concept of Answer Garden is likely to be helpfulaircertain, well
defined context that we have described above. Nevesthéhis concept is
not likely to be successful as a large scale KM solutas bilateral
discussion is often the only way to handle sticky proble
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