PAGE  
6

The Social Dimensions of Knowledge Management
Introduction

Building a conducive social environment in the organization is a crucial requirement for effective knowledge creation and sharing. The social environment shapes expectations, influences the patterns of interaction within and outside the organization and risk taking by individual employees. Many organizations put too much emphasis on technology while managing knowledge. Technology does have scale effects and can expand connectivity across the organization rapidly in a cost effective way. But without the necessary ecosystem, knowledge management may degenerate into information management, i.e. exchange of documents containing factual information, not deep insights. As Carl Davidson and Philip Voss mention
, “Because the technology makes it so easy to access and share information, the amount of information the average information worker receives in a day is staggering and often distracting. Think about the number of emails your staff receive each day, consider what that does for the rhythm of their working day.” The right social environment can minimize this problem and help people to use their time more productively. Shaping the social environment requires action on several fronts – leadership, structure, processes, reward systems, cultural intervention. Social networks and communities of practice must be carefully nurtured. 
How Knowledge Markets Function

Knowledge is exchanged, bought and bartered. Like any other market,  the knowl​edge market too has buyers and sellers who arrive at a mutually acceptable price for the goods exchanged through a process of negotiation. There are also brokers who bring buyers and sellers together. Knowledge market transac​tions will occur efficiently when the participants believe that they will benefit in some way.  Tom Davenport and Larry Prusak have given an excellent account of how knowledge markets function in their book, “Working Knowledge.”

Knowledge buyers are usually people trying to solve unusual or complex problems. They seek knowledge to make a sale, do a task more efficiently; improve their skills or make better decisions. In short, they want knowledge to do their work more effectively.

Knowledge sellers are typically people with some specialized or unique expertise. Although virtually everyone is a knowledge buyer at one time or another, not everyone may be a seller. Some people are skilled but unable to articulate their tacit knowledge. Others have knowledge that is too specialized, personal, or limited to be of much value to others. Some people may possess valuable knowledge, but may be unwilling to share their knowledge. Knowledge sellers are typically motivated by one or more of three factors: reciprocity, repute, and altruism. 

Knowledge sharing will take place enthusiastically only if the sellers expect the buyers to share their knowledge willingly at a future point in time. Knowledge sellers usually want recognition from others. Having a reputation for knowledge sharing makes achieving reciprocity more likely. Having a reputation as a valuable knowledge source can also lead to job security, promotion, and all the rewards and trappings of an internal guru. 

Altruism may also motivate knowledge sharing. After a certain age, some people have an urge to pass on what they have learned to the next generation. Firms can encourage this tendency by formally recognizing mentoring relationships and giving managers time to pass on their knowledge to less experienced colleagues.  
Knowledge markets are shaped by the social and political realities prevailing in the organization. If the political reality of an organization allows knowl​edge hoarders to thrive, there is no incentive for people to share their expertise. If it is considered a sign of weakness or incompetence within the culture of an organization to admit one can't solve a problem, then the social cost of "buying" knowledge will be too high. Once again, the knowledge market won't operate well. The not-invented-here mentality is another barrier to knowledge sharing. A variation is the class barrier, an unwillingness to give knowledge to or accept it from people in the organization who have relatively low status. 
Three factors in particular can make knowledge markets inefficient: the incompleteness of information about the knowledge market; the asymmetry of knowledge and the localness of knowledge. 

Incompleteness. People may not know where to find their company’s own existing knowledge. 
Asymmetry. One department of an organization may have abundant knowledge even as another has shortages. This makes reciprocity highly unlikely.
Localness of Knowledge. People usually get knowledge from their neighbors, as they know and trust them more. Face-to-face meetings are often the best way to get knowledge. People often do not now much about more distant knowledge sources. Also, mechanisms for getting access to distant knowledge tend to be weak or nonexistent. People will contact the person in the adjacent cubicle, rather than try to discover who in the company is really knowledgeable. 
Trust is particularly important in knowledge exchange. Top management must consciously promote trust in various ways:
1. Visibility. The members of the organization must actually see people get credit for knowledge sharing.

2. Ubiquity. If part of the internal knowledge market is untrustworthy, the market becomes asymmetric and less efficient.

3. Top down. Trust tends to flow downward through organizations. Only if top managers are trust​worthy, will trust permeate the whole firm. 

Informal markets play an important role in the buying and selling of knowledge. Probably the best knowledge market signals flow through the informal communities of practice that develop in organizations. Within these webs, people ask each other who knows what and quickly learn who has previously provided knowledge that turned out to be reliable and useful. If the person they approach doesn't know an appropriate seller, she might know someone else who does know. 

Informal networks engender trust because they function through personal contact and word of mouth. A recommendation that comes from someone we know and respect within the firm is more likely to lead us to a trustworthy seller with appropriate knowledge than would a cold call based on a reference to the organizational chart or corporate phone directory. Such informal net​works are also dynamic. Since people in the network are more or less continually in communication with one another, they tend to update themselves as conditions change. People share information about who has left the company or moved to new projects, who has recently become a useful source of knowledge, and who has become reticent or less accessible. Of course, informal networks are not readily available to all those who need them. The functioning of informal networks depends on chance conversations and local interactions that do not work well sometimes. So formal markets also have a role to play in knowledge exchange. Which is why the intranet, forums and seminars will continue to play an important role in facilitating knowledge sharing.

Building Social Networks 
In most organizations, work is accomplished through informal networks of relationships. But the power of these networks is often underestimated. Most managers have the simplistic notion that more connectivity is better. Managers need to determine exactly what they want to accomplish through informal networks and then decide on the appropriate  level of connectivity.

Networking is about building trust, strengthening human relationships and improving the richness of knowledge transferred. The starting point is helping employees develop an awareness of who knows what in the organization. Skill profiling systems and expertise locators can be a great help here. Leadership and culture have a profound influence on networks. Leaders must demonstrate by their actions that they support a collaborative culture. Mentoring and encouraging learning from failure should also be encouraged. A variety of social networking software is also now available to form and nurture social networks. 

According to Rob Cross, Jeanne Lieutka and Leigh Weirs
, informal networks serve two purposes -- recognize opportunities or challenges and coordinate appropriate responses. Using this broad framework, we can classify social networks as follows: 

Customized Response: In some situations, both problems and solutions are ambiguous. Good examples are - New product-development teams, high-end investment banks, early-stage drug-development teams, and strategy consulting firms. Here teams need to rapidly define a problem or an opportunity and coordinate relevant expertise to make an effective response. The problem must be framed and solved in an innovative way. The role of technology here is primarily to bring experts together. The problems are too unstructured, for automation to be used in a meaningful way.
Modular Response: This kind of a response is appropriate where the components of a problem and solution are known but the combination or sequence of those components is not yet known. Surgical teams, law firms, business-to-business sales, and mid-stage drug development teams are good examples.  These teams must be capable of delivering a unique response, depending on the expertise required. Technology can be used to facilitate the use of reusable components.  

Routine Response: This kind of response makes sense when, both problems and solutions are well defined and predictable. This would be so in the case of call centers, insurance claims-processing departments, and late-stage drug development teams. These teams must be capable of delivering efficient and consistent response to a set of established problems. Technology can be used to automate these processes in a big way.

Nurturing Communities of Practice
 
In many disciplines, knowledge is generated by groups of people who come together based on one or more areas of common interest. These Communities of Practice (COP) provide a forum in which existing members learn from each other. A dynamic community also encourages others to join.

The three elements of COP are sense of joint enterprise, relationships of mutual engagement that promote bonding and shared expertise developed over time through engagement. Communities can be formed within business units, across business units and across organizations. A COP does not involve any reporting relationships. Respect and power within the community depend essentially on individual knowledge and expertise. 

Many organizations focus on knowledge that can be captured through IT intervention.  In the process, the context gets diluted. Context gives a knowledge asset its richness. Context includes detailed background information, alternatives that were tried but discarded, experiments that didn't work, the thinking behind a solution and reasons for the success/failure of an approach. Context is part of the bulk of knowledge that never gets captured in a database. 

Communities facilitate the sharing of contextual tacit knowledge. Since rich tacit knowledge resides in people and in their interactions, not just in databases, people-to-people connections are critical in sharing such knowledge. Communities are a natural place to make connections between the knowledge seekers and the knowledge givers. Within a community, members are interested in the same issues or topic. They have developed relationships and built trust, and already practice the behaviors of helping and sharing with each other. 
COPs have different categories of members:

· Core group: These are the passionate and actively engaged members.

· Full membership : These are the practitioners who make up the community

· Peripheral membership: These people too belong to the COP but their involvement is less. 
· Transactional participation: These are outsiders who interact with the COP occasionally to receive or provide service.

· Passive access: Then there is a large number of people who do not take part in community activities but have some access to the documents produced by the community. 

A well functioning community must be able to take all these members along. While nurturing a core group, it must attract new members and have a large number of people taking an active interest in the community’s activities even if they are not directly involved.

COPs do not appear on any organization chart. Indeed, they fill the white spaces inherent in any organizational context. COPs provide a stable form of membership that enables people to move from one task to the next while maintaining continuity in terms of professional development and identity.

A COP usually starts as a loose network with latent needs and opportunities. As the community matures and grows, members assume greater responsibility for establishing a shared practice, a learning agenda and a group identity. COPs evolve over time. Some COPs are short lived. Others last for centuries. COPs lose their relevance as knowledge needs shift. 

Each stage in a community's development has its own challenges or questions. In the early phase, there is a need for an inspiring vision to advance the state of a practice or to achieve a challenging organizational objective. The challenge at the next stage is to make the intimate community scalable so that it can handle larger numbers of people who may want to join. When it reaches maturity, a community must take steps to avoid complacency.  When a community loses its vitality, it should be reinvigorated. 

Traditional organizational units have daily routines, like coffee and lunch breaks. A community won't have this routine, especially if members are geographically dispersed, as can be expected for example, in Indian IT services companies. Mechanisms should be put in place to give it that rhythm and pace. For example, members can check in at regular intervals, or schedule virtual conference sessions. Similarly, events can be arranged to celebrate community milestones or accomplishments. 

The community needs to determine how frequently it gets together. It is important to get together for a face-to-face meeting early on to break the ice and establish trust. Members need to know each other -- what their strengths and interests are, what they're passionate about, the knowledge they hold, their experience, etc. Subsequently too, face-to-face meetings must be planned from time to time. 
Collaborative and communication tools can support communities. In their early days, communities need tools that help develop relationships while enhancing divergent thinking. Chat rooms, brainstorming tools and mechanisms to facilitate the sharing of member biographies and pictures may be best for young communities. 

During the growth stage, the community needs tools that enable convergent thinking to help it agree on a course of action, a best practice, a recommended solution, or a decision about which product idea to pursue. It needs technologies that help it to find relevant knowledge assets quickly. It needs the capability to vote on alternatives, and features that help bring conflicts to the surface and resolve them quickly.  

During the maturity stage, the community may need tools that balance convergent and divergent thinking. When it is in decline, a community needs tools that archive and preserve knowledge. 

A community on the decline needs to be re-energized. More than technological interventions, movies, images and motivating stories are needed in this stage to engage the community's emotions. Face-to-face meetings backed up by skilled facilitation can help the community to start functioning effectively again.
Organizations must encourage COPs but too much formal involvement may unwillingly kill an informal network. As Carl Davidson and Philip Voss put it
, “The aim is to create an organization with structured informality not informal structures…..If you give the communities too many resources, this will increase the pressure on them for outputs and defeat the whole point. The best way to fertilize the ground for COP is to recognize the important role they play in the organization and then provide members the time and space they need to come together”.  

The return on time invested by community members in community activities can be evaluated using various metrics: 

· business problems solved in the community; 

· new knowledge created in the community; 

· joint learning occurring in the community; 

· existing knowledge reused by the community; 

· innovations (products, ideas, processes, etc); 

· improvements in process performance metrics; 

· the community's role in recruiting and retaining talent 
Conclusion

Companies cannot afford to ignore the social dimensions while implementing a KM system.  Technology can be easily replicated by competitors but a high performing eco system cannot. In Gupta and Govindarajan’s words
: “It is relatively easy for a company to adopt a sophisticated IT architecture but is even easier for competitors to neutralize or even leap frog that architecture. Creating a social ecology that is free of pathologies, …..is a much more difficult challenge. It requires building a whole ecosystem of complementary and mutually reinforcing organizational mechanisms. ……..Any company can acquire a new piece of hardware but not every company can overcome the difficulties and build an effective social ecology.” 
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