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By Naguib Chowdhury 
Does an organization really need to have a set of Policies to implement and institutionalize knowledge management? - Or Knowledge management can be enforced without any ‘stick & carrot’ policy? 

As KM involves management of both tangible and intangible assets, how far a written policy can influence its practices is still a concern. According to David Skyrme, “A 'Policy' sounds prescriptive, which is generally the last thing one should develop to create a knowledge sharing culture”. 

How to replace a Policy?
Rather than a 'Policy', David suggests to create 2 to 3 documents that include 1) a Mission Statement with a set of guiding principles (less than one page), 2) a Strategy that outlines ambitions and how to get there, and 3) a set of Guidelines for each mainstream KM practice. Each of these 3 documents is intended for different audiences and uses. Like, KM Mission Statement is usually for the senior management; KM Strategy is for getting funding and linking into operating plans and operations, and KM Practice Guideline for those who have to put KM into practice.

Martyn Lay*censored* from London Knowledge Network also believes that telling people how to ‘do’ KM does not work. In the UK, Martyn’s group takes a different approach to introduce KM, which is- persuading people on the benefits of KM (sometimes they even use a different word/term than ‘KM’ as it turns out to be a serious ‘turn off’ for many people) and get some real enthusiastic, interested and supportive group of people (the Early Adopters) to act as the messenger of KM. These people help to ‘spread the word’ throughout the organization and create enough enthusiasm. But again to keep the momentum going and push on towards approaching a genuine 'knowledge-sharing' culture, a lot of activities need to be taken place. 

Can Policy be replaced, in fact?
Culture!- again is the issue here. In some culture, only Policy is the best way forward. Some companies tend to enforce KM by policies, procedures, standards and measurement metrics as they consider people will not engage in any voluntary knowledge sharing activities. 

Martyn says, there are managements that are used to 'doing things by the book' and they are not going to suddenly change their approach. They would still demand for written policies, procedures etc.  In such condition, ‘KM practitioners need to work really hard to dissuade them, show them that with things as 'tacit' and 'intuitive' as 'KM',  a softer, more bottom-up than top-down approach stands much greater chances of success’. 

To change this traditional ‘policy approach’, Martyn’s group is planning to organize non-traditional ‘knowledge worker’ training, which aims to encourage new behaviours, new mind-sets and so on. But changes may not be easy for some culture. 

Dr. JK Suresh from Infosys (India) shared that a young and enthusiastic group of staffs at Infosys drove their knowledge sharing culture, without any specific written policies being enforced. To him, policies usually create a sort of burden to staff and natural sharing of knowledge does not happen under any strict rules. Infosys started KM by establishing process council (to look into all the processes at Infosys), conducted pilot study and organized a lot of branding and promotions in KM. 

What should be in the Policy, when you can’t replace it…
Patrick Lambe mentions Policies are much more appropriate to the Information and Records management space than the KM space. According to him, policies around Information Management (IM) and Records Management (RM) however instil disciplines of information access and sharing. Information management should be given enough importance as benefits of knowledge sharing cannot be visualized, if organization’s information environment is in mess. 

Usha thinks organizations can have policies and procedures from the process point of view, but they should use it only as a reference manual and nothing else. “Only having a policy won't make someone successful in implementing knowledge management. The policy prepared must reach out to all the stakeholders, they must see value in it, and then must participate in it. This is a challenge faced by many of us “. 

If we consider KM as a recipe of three ingredients- People, Process & Technology, then policies can be developed for all those 3 areas. Policies can give direction on the expected behaviour of people, the rewards scheme (motivational issue), learning & development for individuals, process workflows and technology management. 

Policies for people…
Knowledge sharing directions can be included in the P-CMM (People Capability Maturity Model*) policies if any organization embarks upon any major changes in its people’s management. Example: Level 2 of P-CMM deals with managers being responsible for their own staff management (that include training & development, performance management, management of work environment etc.). By introducing mentor-mentee program (which helps to transfer knowledge from a more experienced one to a naïve) as part of developing their own staff, managers can easily boost knowledge sharing activities in the organization. 

Knowledge sharing can also be included in the performance management – where staff will be rewarded for effective (have to define it) sharing and creation of knowledge activities. 

Hewlett Packard had designed its office space in such a way that helps to build a knowledge sharing culture. All staff, including the CEO, work in open cubicles in HP. The P-CMM Work Environment policies can also look into such areas that create more collaboration in the workplace. 

Policies for Process…
Knowledge management processes involve knowledge creation, storing, dissemination and application. Policies can be developed on the process of capturing knowledge, storing, sharing of knowledge and so on.  Various Intellectual Property/Copyright issues can be considered in terms of sharing confidential information with others (within and outside the organization). 

Policies for Technology management…
Technology in KM might include only collaborative tools like- email, Intranet, Internet, IM, and other groupware & databases. So, the technology management/Information management policy can include issues like ownership, security, compliance, quality, administration, sharing. 

According to Patrick Lambe & Marita Keenan, before developing any policies, one should consider that the policies are useful, authoritative, governed, feasible, meaningful and relevant. A draft policy should be shared with some key individuals for acquiring their feedback before publishing it organization wide. Continuous monitoring of the policy is necessary as well as an Annual Review.

So, explore the culture of your organization first and decide if you really need a KM policy. Personally, I feel that we need to have some policies in place to boost knowledge sharing culture in Malaysian organizations. 
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