International Journal of Knowledge Management, 7(3), 61-75, July-September 2011 61

Managing Professions for
Knowledge Management

Enrico Scarso, University of Padua, Italy
Ettore Bolisani, University of Padua, Italy

ABSTRACT

In the last years, Knowledge Management (KM) studies have focused on the foundations of this “‘new manage-
rial discipline”. Today, there is an increasing need to transform the theoretical speculations into managerial
tools, and to find solutions to practical questions concerning daily KM activity. A key issue that still requires
investigation regards the management of human resources devoted to KM. The paper analyzes this topic
by means of an in-depth investigation of the relevant experience of some leading companies. In particular
it examines the problem of managing new roles and tasks for KM, the issue of developing structured KM
units, and the question of evaluating KM activities. A discussion of the possible implications for research and
management is carried out in the conclusion.
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INTRODUCTION KM and HRM can be seen under two different

Fromits origin, Knowledge Management (KM)
has been attracting the interest of the leading
US and European companies that have rapidly
implemented KM programs (Grossman, 2006).
Hence, KM is becoming an essential ingredi-
ent of management practices, and it needs to
be integrated with the other well established
management functions.

One issue that deserves explicit consid-
eration concerns the links between Human
Resource Management (HRM) and KM (Ed-
vardsson, 2008; Gloet, 2006). Actually, human
resources are involved in KM in many ways,
and broadly speaking the relationship between
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perspectives. The first one considers employ-
ees as the ultimate users of the knowledge an
organization possesses (Oltra, 2005). Accord-
ingly, the link between HRM and KM is seen
inrelation to aspects such as the organization of
training activities, the provision of knowledge-
based services, the facilitation of employees’
interaction, etc.

The second perspective focuses on the fact
thatasuccessful implementation of KM requires
personnel specifically employed and trained
for managing such initiatives (Burstein et al.,
2010; Edvardsson, 2008). This view argues that
the adoption of appropriate knowledge-related
HRM practices can influence the effective-
ness of KM activities (Burstein et al., 2010;
Cabrera & Cabrera, 2005), and the practical
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implementation of KM requires changes in
the way people are managed, for instance with
the aim of influencing individuals to assume a
knowledge-sharing attitude.

This paper especially focuses on this second
aspect, which has beenrelatively less considered
in the literature. In particular, it investigates
the challenges posed to HRM by the emerging
KM-related activities. The recent literature and
the empirical evidence are surveyed with the
aimtounderline importantissues, relating to the
nature and the contents of the new professions,
the staffing policy, the performance appraisal,
the rewards system. Based on this analysis, we
discuss the main practical aspects of HRM in
KM programs, and make some important points
for a future research agenda.

THE ROLE OF PEOPLE IN
KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT

Setting the grounds of KM as a managerial
discipline has proven to be a difficult task that
is still challenging researchers and practitio-
ners. This is certainly due to the youth of the
field and to the fact that several disciplines are
contributing to its development (Baskerville
& Dulipovici, 2006). In addition, it is the term
knowledge itself that can be confusing. In the
KM literature, knowledge is often defined in
comparison with the notion of information.
According to Holsapple (2003) information
consists of data that have been organized for
a particular use (i.e. qualities or measures of
phenomena or facts, like, for instance, prices,
sales, inventories, etc.), while knowledge is a
combination of information, ideas, experience
and insights that guide actions and decisions.
Therefore, although knowledge is based on
information, deriving knowledge from informa-
tion requires human judgment, and is based on
context and experience.

According to Holsapple and Joshi (2006),
KM can be defined as the deliberate and orga-
nized efforts made by individuals or organiza-

tions to expand, cultivate and apply available
knowledge in ways that can add value to their
activity. To put it in a nutshell, KM consists of
a set of techniques and tools to make the right
knowledge available to the right people in the
right moment.

Arecentstudy (Heisig, 2009) aimed atcom-
paring 160 different KM frameworks around
the world shows that KM is generally seen as
a set of main activities (knowledge creation;
knowledge storage; knowledge sharing; and
knowledge application) whose effectiveness
is based on a proper mix of human, structural,
cultural, and managerial factors.

In the past, two main approaches to KM
have been followed by companies, one as-
sociated to a hard technology-oriented notion,
the other to a more human-oriented vision
(Lee & Choi, 2003; Newell et al., 2006).
The technology-oriented view derives from
Information Systems scholars: knowledge is
considered to be an object that can be detached
from its holder, and can hence be stored and
transferred by means of atechnological device.
Conversely, the human-oriented approach con-
siders knowledge as inseparable from the mind
ofindividuals and as aresult of social processes.
Thus, although both views ascribe an essential
role to computers and ICT systems, while in
the technology-oriented approach technologies
are the cornerstone of KM and they are seen
as a way to automate cognitive tasks, in the
human-oriented approach they are considered
a set of enabling tools that may or may not be
of use to human beings for facilitating their
cognitive activities.

The experience seems to confirm that the
effectiveness of KM projects depends on both
technical and non-technical elements. The large
majority of initiatives carried out by compa-
nies resort to a mixed set of solutions, which
include both technical tools (e.g. knowledge
repositories, knowledge portals, web direc-
tories) and organizational arrangements (e.g.
teams, communities of practice, meetings).
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KM can therefore be seen as a socio-technical
issue, where both technological and human/
organizational aspects must be adequately
combined. But while the former have been
widely discussed in the literature, the latter
still deserves a thorough investigation. Specific
issues regard people involved in KM activities.
First, there is the need for new competencies and
dedicated organizational structures to manage
KM initiatives. Secondly, employees can be
asked to perform new KM-related tasks, which
require capabilities, skills, and attitudes they
may not have. Such new activities also need
motivation, especially when they are seen as
mere distraction from the usual business. Hence,
implementing KM programs has an effect on
HRM, and it is necessary to investigate how
to properly manage people involved in KM in
order to obtain their best.

METHODOLOGY
Aims and Scope

As previously said, the issues of HRM in KM
require an effort of exploration, systematiza-
tion, and rationalization. With the purpose
to contribute to this effort, we analyzed and
compared some relevant case-studies of im-
portant companies that developed significant
KM programs. The aim of the investigation
was to shed light onto how companies manage
employees involved in KM staff and what are
the related issues. In detail, the main questions
addressed were as follows:

*  What are the new roles and profiles
involved in KM programs? How are
they managed? What are their tasks and
responsibilities?

*  How are KM units organized? What are
the relationships with the existing organi-
zational structures?

*  Howare KM tasks evaluated in companies?
Whatmechanisms of incentive and reward
are adopted to improve the effectiveness
of KM programs?

Data Collection

Datacollection was primarily based on second-
ary sources. Indeed, considering that there are
several case-studies of KM programs reported in
the literature, we thought that it would have been
casier to examine this literature instead of mak-
ing new case-studies of the same companies.
The literature emphasizes that in some cases
the resort to secondary sources can be fruitful
(Barbour & Eley, 2007) for doing extensive
comparative research, and for exploring specific
aspects that were not explicitly analyzed in the
original cases. The data collected from second-
ary sources were integrated with additional
information that we could collect directly by
means of case studies that we conducted in a
selected number of companies.

The decision to consider multiple case-
studies and not just one was justified by the
goal to identify common or recurring issues
and comparing the adopted solutions within a
significant sample of KM programs.

Sample Selection

The selection ofthe sample was preceded by the
identification of a number of cases of relevant
KM initiatives that were well documented in the
literature. Table 1 clarifies the features of our
study. Almost all the surveyed companies are
multinationals, whose organization is complex
and HRM is complicated as well. In addition,
multinational companies have to deal with dif-
ferent cultures. In those corporations, there are
well-structured practices and procedures, and
HRM absorbs significant resources. Secondly,
the cases show a significant range of situations,
issues, and approaches to HRM in KM.

The sample includes companies of various
sectors. This certainly confirms that KM is
recognized as a key activity by leading firms,
independently from their business area. In ad-
dition, it allows exploring a broad variety of
situations. Generally speaking, it is very dif-
ficult to classify the various KM programs that
companies have been implementing. Here, since
we focus on the relationship of KM with HRM,
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Table 1. Outline of the cases considered

Company Industry KM programs References — sources
Ash (2006); Falk (2005); Hill et al.
Accenture Business Consulting Knowledge Exchange (2005); Meister & Davenport (2005);
Paik & Choi (2005)
Allianz Insurance & Finance KMat thTel‘?etTmat]onal Spies et al. (2005)
ENI Oil & Energy KM in the E&P Division Scarso et al. (2009)
Akhavan (2005); Dellow (2005); Lara
. . Centre for Business et al. (2002); Lee & Valderrama (2002);
Ernst &Young Business Consulting Knowledge Scarso et al. (2010, 2011); Wang &
Ahmed (2005);
. Construction and min- Ardichvili et al. (2006); Boehle (2007);
Caterpillar ing equipment Knowledge Network Glynn (2007); Powers (2004)
PWC Business Consulting KMin Elnanc1al & Bank- Reina (2009)
ing sector
Ackerman et al. (2003); Kannan et al.
Daimler Automotive TechClubs, EBok (2005); Tschirky (2009); Wenger et al.
(2002)
Eli Lilly Pharmaceutical AskMe Ghicuru & Tobin (2004); Wenger et al.
(2002)
Akhavan et al. (2005); Junnarkar &
. . Levers (2005); Kohlbacher & Muchai
HP Electronics Worldwide KM program (2007); Knowledge Street (2006): Lin &
Kwok (2006); Martiny & Tobin (1998)
. . . Practice Development .
McKinsey Business Consulting Network Ghosh (2004); Wenger et al. (2002)
. o Boyd (2004); Gorelick et al. (2004);
Shell Oil & Energy Turbodude, ShellWiki Kemper (2008); Wenger et al. (2002)
Akhavan et al. (2005); Franz et al.
(2002); Gartner et al. (2002); Gibbert
Siemens Automation ShareNet et al. (2010); Miiller (2007); Nielsen &
Ciabuschi (2003, 2005); Voelpel & Han
(2005); Voelpel et al. (2005)
. Pos et al. (2005); Rumyantseva et al.
Unilever Food CoPs (2007)

we can roughly identify the KM programs
analyzed into two main categories, namely:

“Soft” programs, i.e. focusing on the key
contribution of people. A widely used
soft approach is that of Communities
of Practice (CoPs), formed to facilitate
knowledge sharing between employees
facing similar problems or involved in
analogous operational activities (Wenger

et al., 2002). Computer technologies may
be of great help here, but are, generally,
not the core question;

“Hard” programs are chiefly based on
the essential support of information tech-
nologies, named Knowledge Management
Systems (KMS). Several computer tech-
nologies are currently used to automate
(or, at least, facilitate) knowledge stor-
age, retrieval, transmission, and sharing
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(e.g. document systems and repositories,
intelligent search engines, interactive com-
munication tools, enterprise portals, web
knowledge maps).

In reality, as stated, the soft and the hard
approaches are generally mixed to one another.
Empirical evidence shows that KM programs
are often not just a matter of technology, but
rather of people, which means that HRM can
be crucial, also when technology plays a sig-
nificant part.

Data Analysis

The investigation was mainly based on qualita-
tive data, directly drawn from the case-study
reports: descriptions of KM programs and
management solutions adopted, characteristics
of the KM units, profiles of KM staff, etc. In
particular, the problems faced by companies,
the adopted solutions and the explanations of
these choices were analyzed when their descrip-
tions were included in the case-study reports.
Qualitative data (when available) were also
considered, but especially to understand the
dimension of KM programs and explain the
consequent problems.

Possible Points of Weakness

Clearly, the reader must be aware that the use
of'secondary sources has some limitations. Spe-
cifically, the connection between the research
questions of interest and the data available
in the case study may be weak, because the
research was designed by others with different
purposes. In addition, there may be a temporal
misalignment between the data related to the
various cases. However, in our specific situation,
the use of secondary sources was functional to
our research aims that were mainly: drawing an
essential picture of the applications of HRM to
KM, providing food for thought to researchers
and managers, highlighting possible critical
points, and exploring the solutions adopted to
face them.

The selection of the sample has also some
criticalities. The cases investigated are all well
documented in the literature, and they are gen-
erally considered success stories. Furthermore,
the KM programs investigated refer to large
corporations: investments in KM are therefore
high, and there is a significant commitment of
top management. Consequently, the findings of
our analysis can be biased. However, since our
aim was to identify the core issues of HRM in
KM programs, we thought that it was important
to analyze the companies that lead the way,
whose solutions and problems can provide
food for thought.

HRM IN KM PROGRAMS:
LESSONS FROM EXPERIENCE

Roles and Responsibilities

Thisissueis examined inrelation to two catego-
ries of employees (Maier, 2007): a) employees
whose task is the efficient and effective per-
forming of KM activities and processes, and b)
personnel that work in other business units but,
at the same time, participate in and are affected
by KM initiatives.

The presence of KM employees in organi-
zations derives from having realized thatthe sys-
tematic and rational exploitation of knowledge
as a corporate asset implies that KM processes
have to be managed explicitly and directly.
KM jobs are peculiar compared to the more
traditional ones. While the first experimental
KM programs often engaged few part-time or
occasional people, today this is not possible
any longer, especially considering the current
dimension of many KM initiatives. The creation
of structured and dedicated units (namely, teams
explicitly devoted to KM activities) is the way
generally followed by companies.

This has important implications for HRM.
First, several job profiles have been created
that have no correspondence to the traditional
roles. There are some KM roles that tend to be
used more frequently (Maier, 2007; Ruth etal.,
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2003), but tasks and responsibilities are still
unclear. Formal descriptions of KM jobs are
still missing, are ambiguous, or can be confused
with other activities. Actually, some KM roles
are re-alignments or extensions of existing
roles, while others are newly created (Burstein
et al., 2010). For example, it may happen that
KM duties are assigned to IT or HRM people,
i.e. to departments whose activity involves
organizing people, processes, and information
technologies and are expected, by their nature,
to entail KM tasks. This especially occurs in
companies where KM is seen as a set of hard
computer-based programs.

Even the titles used to identify the new
roles change from a company to another. For
instance, the functioning of CoPs requires two
main tasks, i.e.: a) the management of KM
tools that underpin knowledge sharing (e.g.
IT applications, document management, orga-
nization of meetings, contacts keeping), and b)
the development of knowledge domains (e.g.
identification of relevant knowledge contents,
their formalization, developing taxonomies,
leading discussions, facilitating the delivery
of best practice). In the various companies,
such roles may however correspond to dif-
ferent terms and, not rarely, to different task
profiles. At Caterpillar community managers
boost and assist the processes of knowledge
sharing among the members of a CoP. But the
same roles, in Siemens ShareNet program, are
indicated as facilitators. These tasks concern
KM support rather than knowledge domains.
On the contrary, in PricewaterhouseCoopers’s
(PWC) communities, the leading role is played
by subject matter experts, that are not full-time
KM employees but senior professionals that
are experts of particular fields, dedicate just
part of their time in managing the community,
and put their competence at the service of the
others. Their KM task is, consequently, more
involved in the development of knowledge
domains, while they are assisted by full-time
KM personnel in resolving day-by-day practi-
cal problems (called generically knowledge
managers). At ENI (Ente Nazionale Idrocarburi)
facilitators are often senior experts that act as

a sort of primus inter pares among the other
members of a community, and are supported
by a full-time KM staff, named enabling team,
led by a coordinator.

Apopular role is that of knowledge broker.
At SD&M, a large German software company,
they are responsible (for a limited period) for
collecting material and developing reports
in specific areas and topics; reports are then
delivered to the technology managers (term
notably used, in that company, as a synonymous
of knowledge manager —Brossler, 1999). Con-
versely, at PWC, knowledge brokers are seen
as facilitators of knowledge transfer processes.
Their activity mainly consists in stimulating
the potential users of knowledge to access
document repositories, join in CoPs, consult
experts, etc. Therefore, they are KM support
people rather than domain experts. At Siemens,
instead, knowledge brokers are atthe same time
KM people (that help supporting knowledge
exchanges within the CoPs) and partly experts of
aspecific knowledge domain as well. A similar
function is played at Hewlett-Packard (HP) by
knowledge advisors, who are responsible for
helping users search for information, making
people and community connections, training
users in the use of KM tools.

Other ways to name KM roles can be
found in other firms. At DuPont (Davis et al.,
2005) there are four roles: high level synthesiz-
ers (experienced R&D managers responsible
for monitoring technological developments);
librarians (whose duty is to gather, assimilate,
index and store copious amount of information,
and to provide timely assistance and service to
other employees); knowledge engineers (acting
as knowledge interface between R&D, market-
ing and customers); and knowledge operators
(typically front-line employees thataccumulate
and transmit operational knowledge and work
very closely with knowledge engineers); and
finally domain experts (who test the validity of
the knowledge assets collected). At Accenture
the knowledge incorporated into their KMS
is assessed by editors who are responsible for
the synthesis, repackaging, organization, and
categorization of knowledge.
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A key role is that of Chief Knowledge
Officer — CKO — or similar names. This is
probably the most popular KM role, as testi-
fied by the literature (Awazu & Desouza, 2004;
Maier, 2007; McKeen et al., 2003). According
to Wenger et al. (2002), the objectives of a
CKO’s include: maximizing the firm’s knowl-
edge assets, designing and implementing KM
strategies, effectively exchanging knowledge
assets internally and externally, and promoting
the use of KMS.

Aclear leadership is considered critical for
the success of every KM initiative (Anantamula,
2008), and, for this reason, the CKO should be
a senior executive. But this is not the rule, and
the situations can be very different. CKOs are
not always senior executives or, when they are,
they can be just part-time CKOs. At PWC, for
instance, the Global Knowledge Manageris the
director of a business division. He is mainly a
sponsor of the program, represents the link with
the top management levels, and has budgeting
responsibility. More specific aims and imple-
mentation strategies are the duty of lower level
managers that, however, do not have the same
authority in the company chart.

The definition of CKO profiles and their
duties is also associated with the existence of
an independent KM unit. At Accenture, for
example, a specific manager, called Chief
Information Officer, initially headed the KM
program. When the unit was incorporated into
a wider organizational division, there was a
change in roles, tasks, and responsibilities.

The picture is made even more complex
by the fact that there are people somewhat
involved in KM activities while working in
their business units. The issue of double tasks
derives from the fact that each employee can
be considered both a potential source and
user of knowledge. This situation is typical of
CoPs. For instance, in TechClubs - the CoPs
at Daimler — engineers wear two hats: as tech
club members, they improve their competence,
co-ordinate standardization of practice, and
share knowledge with colleagues; however
their main affiliation is still at the car plant,
and focuses on the design of new models. This

doublerole can cause several problems. At Shell
the conflicting priorities of managers reduce
their motivation to actively participate in the
Turbodude community. At Unilever the most
strategically relevant communities proved to be
not necessarily the most active ones, primarily
because the experts that worked in an area that
was of high strategic value were too busy with
their local tasks to share their knowledge.

Formal KM Units and Overlapping
With Existing Structures

This issue arises once KM programs switch
from simple additional activities, performed
by existing organizational functions, to highly
strategic goals that require structuring, as hap-
pened in most firms. Formal KM units are often
created to seek efficiency and control over KM
activities, which implies specific solutions in
terms of setting organizational charts, budget-
ing, fixing (economic) goals and measuring
them, establishing authority and responsibility,
planning careers and wages, etc.

The overall picture is, again, very complex.
Lara et al. (2002) contrast two opposite situa-
tions: strictly formal KM units (e.g. American
Management Systems, where the organization
of KM activities is aligned with the formal
culture of that company) and substantially
open environments (for instance, the World
Bank KM programs with a certain degree of
non formalization). The majority of situations
lay in the middle. These intermediate solutions
may mean, for instance, that KM units are
placed under the responsibility of other divi-
sions, or that KM tasks just represent one part
of the staff’s current activities. KM initiatives
at ENI, even though they involve the entire
corporation, are considered part of the Explora-
tion and Production Division that, at the same
time, has several other tasks. At Accenture, KM
and learning management have been integrated
into the same unit. This reflects the view that
the two activities are considered similar and
complementary.

Sometimes, this can lead to unclear situa-
tions as regards responsibility and authority. At
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PWC,aGlobal Knowledge Manager is in charge
for budgeting and general KM strategies, but
KM people are subordinate to another director
for their daily work. Things can be even more
complicated in case of complex multinational
KM teams, with the existence of independent
butlinked KM units. This confusing picture can
be seen somewhat typical, given that KM is a
substantially new activity thatstill needs accept-
ing and economically justifying by managers.
It is what happened to other management func-
tions (see, forinstance, I'T departments) that are,
now, an established formal part of companies.

However, another important reason has to
be mentioned: the nature itself of KM. Since
the purpose of KM is to facilitate the sharing
and exploitation of knowledge across the entire
organization, it requires an active participation
by many people that do not necessarily work in
the KM unit. A good example is that, again, of
CoPs that are generally designed to overcome
hierarchical, linguistic, cultural, and geographic
barriers that exist in an organization. Since
people working at the same project, plant, or
market tend to develop idiosyncratic “knowl-
edge islands”, CoPs are put as bridges over
islands thus enabling companies to exploit the
valuable intellectual capital scattered in their
dispersed organization. For instance, Siemens
Knowledge Community Support was explicitly
aimed to network internal knowledge embed-
ded in the distinct parts of the firm. The Shell
Turbodude networks were created to facilitate
knowledge sharing among colleagues of distinct
deepwater exploration teams. At Daimler, engi-
neers working on new models at different plants
participate in inter-company TechClubs, where
they can share knowledge of specific problems.

This transverseness can cause conflicts
with the existing organizational structure. For
instance, the development of a new CoP can
require the transfer of power from the line
management to the community itself. But this
may be perceived as an internal element of
competition. In ENI’s CoPs, experts and facili-
tators are subordinate to their hierarchical line
for usual business operations and to the KM

enabling team coordinator for the time they
devote to KM activity.

The question of whether and how KM
programs can coexist with existing structures
is thus critical, especially when they assume a
formal configuration and are recognized as a
part of the system. In the KM view, knowledge
sharing cannot be intended as a mere informal
activity that is almost invisible to the formal
organization. Structuring and formalization
are especially required when KM practices
have a directly recognizable business goal. At
Unilever, a formal framework has been put in
place to help ensure the effective and efficient
operation of KM activities and to establish ap-
propriate links to the rest of the organization.
At Shell, the conflicting priorities of managers
reduce the motivation to actively participate in
the community.

In any case, KM structures have peculiar
social and organizational functioning, compared
with the traditional ones. Especially in the case
of CoPs, the involvement of several people,
well beyond the boundaries of the KM office,
suggests that those programs do not respond
well to a usual control. Based on their analysis
of Caterpillar, Ardichvili etal. (2006) point that
managerial efforts should be devoted to remove
barriers and create favorable conditions for
individuals’ participation. In other words, rigid
hierarchies and mechanisms based on authority
can prevent the contribution from the other parts
of the company, which may be fatal for KM.

When KM programs grow, and their scope
extends across departments and multinational
sites, the question of local vs. centralized man-
agement arises as well. As the Accenture expe-
rience shows, although a central standardized
policy may provide common practice and facili-
tate the flowing of knowledge, locally-managed
communities can favor effectiveness and stricter
focus on specific issues of interest. Similarly, at
Caterpillar and Siemens, differences in culture,
values, business approaches, sense of author-
ity, and preferred modes of communication
suggest that KM practices should be tailored
to the single area of application. On the other
hand, the development of distinct environments
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raises the issue of integration. For instance,
when CapGemini merged with Ernst & Young,
adapting and integrating KM approaches and
structures became a difficult task.

Value of KM

This issue involves two main aspects. Firstly,
measuring the economic worth of KM is es-
sential for budgeting resources and for fixing
wage schemes. An essential point is that KM
should create value for business, and a crucial
question here is how costs and benefits can be
effectively measured. This is still a puzzling
problem in the current practice (Scarso et al.,
2011). Dueto the intangible nature of KM, prov-
ing the absolute validity of the business case, and
evaluating costs and contributions to profit are
very difficult, and sometimes nearly impossible
(see e.g. Glynn on Siemens’ KM programs). In
addition, the most significant contribution of
KM probably arises in a long-term perspective.
At Daimler TechClubs, KM communities help
to solve day-by-day problems which mean
short-term value; butare also deemed to develop
expertise of members, which means long-term
value. Similarly, Procter&Gamble’s KM prac-
tices are explicitly declared as a key component
ofthe innovation and technology strategy. Also,
McKinsey reports advantages in developing
new customer-oriented strategies. All those
examples show that the real contribution of KM
is seen in terms of strategic value associated to
the development of internal knowledge assets.
But this contribution is clearly very difficult
to estimate.

Different methods of KM measurement
have been adopted in distinct cases. For evalu-
ating the benefits, a frequently used approach
is the measurement of tangible elements (i.e.
documents delivered, reports written, informa-
tion packages provided, accesses to knowledge
repositories). Such solutions are used frequently,
but while they provide information about the
quantity of knowledge exchanged, they do not
indicate its quality, which is clearly essential
for measuring the business value. Based on
that, most companies implemented a system

for monitoring the satisfaction of company
users, i.e. how much knowledge resources are
seen as valuable contribution to everyday work.
The solutions are, however, very different, and
still based on a trial and error approach. At
McKinsey, the measurement of satisfaction of
KM efforts was initially left to the single user,
while in a second time systematic measures
were developed. Both at PWC and Ernst &
Young qualitative measures through periodic
questionnaires and interviews to users were
implemented. All this proves that a standard
solution has not been found yet to this key
problem.

The second important question is that, to
create business value, KM programs need the
direct involvement of the entire company. In
other words, the more the KM system is used and
fed by all the company’s employees, the more
KM s valuable for business. Itis thus important
that the entire staff of a company —and not only
the KM employees — accepts to contribute to
KM, as sources or users of cognitive resources.

Several attempts have been made to pro-
mote the participation in KM. One way is to
establish economic incentives. For instance,
potential sources of valuable knowledge (i.e.
experts of some particular field) may be asked
to share their knowledge having an economic
benefitin return. This approach was adopted by
Siemens’ ShareNet community: while, initially,
knowledge contributions to KM resources were
based on the voluntary efforts of evangelists
that led the way, later a more formal mecha-
nism of economic incentives was established.
Anyway, since knowledge can be considered
a precious capital by the experts who possess
it (i.e. they are paid based on their capability
to solve problems or provide new ideas), in
some cases there is an attempt to protect the
“copyright” on knowledge contributions. We
can mention the interesting example of a large
advertising company’s website, that collects
new ideas from professionals and “put their
stamp” on such ideas.

Non-economic incentives can be based on
public recognition of the most valuable contri-
butions, thus their sources can be recognized
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as experts in a particular field. The HP’s IT
Resource Centre program used a mechanism
of credit rating of personal contributions. The
experience however shows that while this
mechanism is effective in environments where
peerreputation is important (e.g. in the software
developers community, oramong R&D people)
it can be less important in other contexts. Non-
economic incentives can consist of prizes and
bonuses, which represent more tangible forms
ofreward, but the problem is how to link prizes
with real value.

Also, to increase the value added, it is nec-
essary that the KM system is really exploited
by the company. Convincing users to utilize the
knowledge retrieved or exchanged by means of
the KM program is essential for the long-term
justification of the program itself. Indeed, the
question here is that it may be difficult to con-
vince people to use a system or amethod whose
utility is not taken for granted, and with which
they are not familiar. In Siemens’ ShareNet
efforts to facilitate the use of KM programs
include providing knowledge contents adapted
to the specific goals of each individual, and
implementing an ergonomic interface with KM
repositories. McKinsey adopted a very articu-
lated approach, thatincludes e.g.: increasing the
visibility of experts that share their knowledge
(to raise the credibility of the KM approach);
monitoring knowledge contents provided by
experts (so thatonly good contents are provided
to users); and establishing incentives to users.

CONCLUSIONS:
IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH
AND MANAGEMENT

This section summarizes the main lessons that
can be drawn from the study in relation to the
main issues treated, namely: the development
of'specific roles and responsibilities in KM; the
setting up of formal KM units; the overlapping
with existing organizational structures; and the
economic value of KM tasks.

New Roles and Profiles

An effort of codification and standardization of
KM workers appears to be a vital element for
the development of KM initiatives. This can
give order to the KM activities of a company by
implementing career plans and wage schemes
that can be recognized by both KM employees
and the rest of the organization. Also, job profiles
are an important reference for identifying the
competencies that are needed for each task, and
arranging adequate training programs. Another
indirect (butimportant) result of standardization
can be the creation of a category of profession-
als, independently from the specific company
where they are employed.

It should be remembered that companies
have different views of KM, so specific varia-
tions can’t be eliminated. Nevertheless, a de-
scription of KM jobs can at least include some
general qualifications that help to understand
if a person is eligible for a particular KM po-
sition. These qualifications can firstly include
the specific KM tasks or processes performed
and their relationship with other organizational
activities. Also, since KM jobs are strictly inter-
twined with the rest of the company, the main
goals of the KM activity expressed in business
terms and the hierarchical interdependence with
other units or offices should be clarified. [t may
also be important to explain that a job position
has or hasn’t the responsibility for a specific
budget. As regards the required educational
background or experience, a special attention
should be devoted to ICT skills. This does not
mean that a person must always be arecognized
expert of sophisticated computer systems. But
since ICT applications are basic components of
KM programs, an applicant should at least have
essential notions of the potential use of these
systems in KM. This facilitates the recruitment
process, makes the transfer of professionals
easier from a firm to another, and creates amore
efficient and transparent job market.

Attempts to classify KM roles and profiles
have already been made by scholars (Burstein
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etal.,2010; Maier,2007; McKeen, 2003; Oltra,
2005; Ruth et al., 2003). This can be a good
starting point, but should not remain confined
within the academic community. The diffusion
into the business practices is the crucial work
that still has to be done, and requires the direct
involvement of company managers and trade
or professional associations. Also, the com-
petencies needed for KM are still ambiguous,
and subject to a continuous change. There is
a general shift from the pure IT skills, which
denoted the first KM tasks, to broader mana-
gerial, organizational and even sociological
competencies.

Training and learning programs are increas-
ingly vital for resolving recurring problems like
for example:

*  Providing the essential background for spe-
cific KM tasks; although there is flourishing
of courses on KM in business schools and
colleges, the tradition of a “KM school”
has not been established yet;

*  Standardizing concepts, terminology, and
approaches to KM, for helping KM em-
ployees that come from other areas and
don’t have specific training in KM (this
appears to be the norm even in the major
companies);

*  Disseminating general knowledge of the
fundamental elements of KM as an in-
gredient of managerial skills, so that the
entire company can understand the KM
language; as an example, people should
be familiar with terms such as knowledge
transfer or community of practice, the
same as they are with notions like budget
or organizational chart.

Formalization of KM Activities

Building a formal unit for KM requires several
actions, such as: clearly defining roles and
processes, budgeting and allocating resources,
fixing economic goals and monitoring them,
establishing authority and responsibility, plan-
ning careers and wages, and so on. The question
of whether a KM unit should be a formal or

informal environment is subject of debate. On
the one hand, formalization is required when
efficiency is sought. Indeed, as in other activi-
ties, KM has a number of tasks that represent
procedures and routines, whose systematic
organization can be beneficial. On the other
hand, too strictly formal rules can hinder the
process of knowledge sharing thatis still based,
at least in part, on flexible participation and
voluntary contributions. Also, formalization
can help KM employees to gain recognition
by the rest of the company (Lara et al., 2002),
but can give rise to conflicts with the other well
established managerial functions.

As the case studies show, KM units often
overlap the existing organization, which raises
problems of multipleroles, conflict of authority,
etc. Very often, KM roles are part-time tasks:
most people, especially in new projects, work
in KM activities while doing the usual business
practice at the same time. Clearly, this reduces
the effectiveness of KM actions and raises
conflicts with the other operators. Froma HRM
perspective, the management of such conflicts
is a critical task that is still largely based on a
process of trial and error experimentation.

Evaluation of KM Activities

KM activities have often intangible contents
and thus, by nature, are hard to measure. Fur-
thermore, the scope of KM functions extends
across the entire organization. This makes the
evaluation of costs and benefits of KM for each
business unit more difficult. Currently, there is
no formal or standard practice for the measure-
mentof KM activities. As shown, firms are now
arranging their peculiar methods of auditing,
based on a mix of qualitative measures but, at
the moment, there is no best practice emerging.
What should be noted is that companies are
acting based on their specific experience, rather
than on systematic or conceptual approaches.
Here, fields of study such as Intellectual Capi-
tal and Economics of intangible assets might
provide good reference for KM practice.

A second important issue that our analysis
allowsto highlight regards the role of incentives
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and rewards systems. Since the success of KM
depends on the active contribution of people
scattered in the company, this issue is under
the attention of KM practitioners. However,
companies are not yet capable of providing
measures of the economic benefits of KM in a
way that can be accepted and recognized uni-
versally. Consequently, the active participation
ofindividuals in KM programs is often based on
personal evaluations of their potential benefits.
This can be vital at the launching stage, but the
further development of a KM program requires
other forms of incentives. The survey shows
that the various companies have creatively
implemented several forms of economic or
non-economic incentives, and there is no best
practice of reference. A useful contribution of
HRM studies can be the systematic analysis and
comparison of the reported experience, to help
identifying the solutions that have already been
experimented, their advantages, and benefits.

Conclusive Remarks

No longer exclusive domain of philosophical
speculation, today knowledge is referred to
as an essential and concrete element of firm’s
competitiveness. The current economic climate,
with the difficulties it brings, represents an
additional motivation to invest resources in
the production, management and delivery of
knowledge, in the hope that this can help to
keep on progressing. This is the reason why
KM has now a well-established place in the
research community.

In spite of this, there is still a long way to
£0. As our investigation on HMR issues in KM
testifies, managing knowledge in companies
not only calls for theoretical concepts and
technical solutions, but also requires proper
organizational arrangements and managerial
capabilities. Like other managerial disciplines,
KM would benefit from a converging develop-
ment of formal notions, applicative models, and
organizational practices.

On the one hand, knowledge can’t be
treated in the business arena as an object of pure

speculation. In particular, each company shows
peculiar problems and needs, and a direct con-
nection with the day-by-day activity is essential
for implementing effective KM programs. On
the other hand, a strong conceptual formaliza-
tion of models and approaches is important for
allowing comparisons between KM and other
managerial activities, as well as between KM
programs of different companies. Budgeting,
allocation of resources, and managerial control
would become easier. In short, as our study
shows, the balance and effective combina-
tion of theory and practice represents today’s
challenge for both scholars and practitioners
involved in KM.
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