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In the sweeping tide of business today, few of us have leisure to stop what we are doing and become experts on a new subject. Companies can't afford to reinvent processes every time a situation repeats itself. Both individuals and organizations feel an increasing need to quickly locate sources of expertise within the organization, whether in electronic documents or in someone’s head. 

Drilling for knowledge

Where does one look for expertise? We all have habitual means of finding information. We look in rolodexes, Yellow Pages, project files, memos, and whatever else comes to hand. Informally, we ask friends and colleagues what they know, and who they know, and what they know. And we search the Web using a variety of tools. But often we find that these methods don’t unearth the knowledge we are after. That is when organizational expertise management is called for. In the new economy, it is becoming apparent that expertise management is essential to the conduct of business.

An organization's R&D files are also an excellent starting point. Another place to check, according to Reid Smith, are best practice studies compiled across your organization. Expertise readily available at one location in your organization can then be made available at others as well.  

When Schlumberger, the international provider of oilfield and business services to the petroleum industry, first decided to find out what it knew, it had a mountain of professional knowledge already within its grasp, gleaned from the archives of the company's networked bulletin boards, where thousands of field situations had been discussed and resolved by the community experts, said Reid Smith, vice president of knowledge management.

Key to making this knowledge available is the company's intranet web portal -- called the Schlumberger Knowledge Hub. It's a one-stop shop that combines browsing and search to enable personnel to zero in on the information they need to do their jobs. In addition, the company has a single LDAP (Lightweight Directory Access Protocol) directory. Not only can personnel find phone numbers and addresses for people whose names they know; they can also search for people who have the expertise and experiences that may help them solve problems. “Know who” is often as important as “know what” and “know how." 

Central to Schlumberger's success are its communities of practice -- groups of professionals who serve as a hive of knowledge around specific topics, like deep water drilling, horizontal drilling, and deviated wells. In the course of day-to-day work, a given community member can be expected to share much of what he or she knows with his immediate team. 

But that kind of informal sharing doesn’t go far enough. Schlumberger wants to ensure that it is able to "apply everywhere what it learns anywhere." Therefore, each community has a designated "knowledge champion", responsible for energizing the capture, validation, and sharing of best practices, lessons learned and other knowledge assets. Strikingly, the first knowledge champion was a company retiree, whose brains were enlisted for fresh duty and who is building an even more powerful legacy than could have been imagined only a few years ago.

To provide additional support to engineers who must solve day-to-day problems, the company operates a distributed help desk, called InTouch, staffed by experienced field engineers who are based in the technology centers of the company. The InTouch engineers are the "knowledge brokers" of the communities. They respond to requests for help from the field. Sometimes they know the answers themselves, and sometimes they must find the people who know the answers.

It is important to note that being an InTouch engineer is a sought-after position. These are not the most junior people on the staff. Rather, they are experienced field engineers with extensive knowledge and a web of contacts in the technology centers and in the field organization.

Expertise and Leadership

Not all expertise is equal. John Balla, president of Meritox, which he describes as a collaborative commerce strategy firm in Chicago, suggests using a scale to separate minor league expertise from major league. "A job title does not make a person a valuable expert . The missing ingredient in expert mining, I am finding, is leadership. A true expert is a 'go-to' sort of person, someone with energy, a track record, and even charisma. So you are looking for a quality of engagement, as well as mere information."

Distinguishing expertise (people who know their jobs) from leadership (people who can affect the bigger picture) means identifying patterns of influence at these different levels, Balla said. Therefore, an expertise management system need only categorize patterns of interactions across the dimensions of team/project, lob, enterprise, supply chain and community, in order to ascertain leadership characteristics as well. 

"Large organizations often have more leaders than they realize. Often, they're mid-level managers who possess both expertise and leadership capabilities but fail to be recognized as such. Leadership analytics exposes and can unleash this intellectual bottleneck. The bottom line is that leaders need to lead, and if not afforded the opportunity, they quit. And often this can create a domino effect on the considerable, yet unrecognized contingent they have amassed."

Intelligence operations

Few organizations can better defend their need for rapidly identifying and appropriate expertise than the U.S. National Security Agency, with its two missions, foreign signals intelligence and national information systems security. 

Most organizations design expertise searches around project knowledge -- who has done what. Project Spectrum, designed jointly by NSA and the American Institutes for Research in the Behavioral Sciences, sought to create an expertise management tool based along two lines, knowledge and skills. Wright describes the difference as between static and action: knowledge is passive and must be digested, but skills are ready to be put into action on a moment's notice. 

It was a significant technological challenge, and Wright and her colleagues quickly learned that off-the-shelf software was not up to the task. Realizing that they would have to alter a program to meet their demands was a big step for them -- and an expensive one. 

"A large part of our searches is for language capabilities," said Anne Wright, manager of NSA's National Cryptologic School in Bethesda, MD. "We may need to find someone on a moment's notice who not only speaks a certain language but also has knowledge of a specific area or problem." This is something NSA was unable to do before Project Spectrum, except using the most informal, catch-as-catch-can analog tools -- directories and such. But using the Intranet-based Skills-Map database, which is supported and maintained by the agency's skill communities, NSA can crosslink different kinds of knowledge and skill and identify the ideal person for a very specific challenge within minutes.

IT and expertise

There is no shortage of software available for identifying expertise. "There are products like Orbital, Tacit Knowledge, AskMe and Abuzz that can help you profile organizational knowledge," Jon Powell said. Tacit Knowledge examines your email to analyze what you know. Abuss tracks all your interactions with the system. AskMe looks at the whole body of interactions to create a profile on you." 

But knowledge management experts warn that document management by itself is an illusory approach. "Most software that describes itself as knowledge management is actually document management,” said David Coleman, managing director of Collaborative Strategies Inc., a consultancy in San Francisco. “Only a few deal with more than content or keyword searches. When they move beyond content to context, then they will doing true knowledge management."

Essentially, they say, you wind up compiling another reference work, a phone book of rapidly aging connections. What you want is not a reference, which may or may not point you toward a solution, but the solutions themselves. "Remember that when you seek to assess expertise, you aren’t trying to build a library," Smith said. "You should be on the lookout for those kinds of expertise that relate directly to the businesses your organization is in."

Some companies throw the expertise net very wide. Susan Hanley is director of e-business consultants at Plural, an e-commerce consultancy in Bethesda, MD. Hanley described a consultantcy similar to Plural that had created a database of its own internal expertise, something that Plural is about to roll out internally. The database was available for searching by all employees across the entire enterprise.  One employee, based in Colorado, entered in his profile his past expertise in localization consulting -- helping organizations figure out how to do business across cultural boundaries. Thanks to that inclusion, a project team based in Virginia, serving a client in Europe, was able to rapidly solve an online documentation translation problem. "The project team estimated that he saved them a month of work; if they hadn't been able to leverage his prior experience, they would have had to re-invent it," Hanley says. 

"Admittedly, that was luck," says Plural's chief knowledge officer Jon Powell. "But it was brilliant luck, thinking to ask people to mention anything from their backgrounds instead of tightly defining what expertise might look like. "

"When I was at [Chicago-based consultancy] A.T. Kearney," Powell said, "we tried to add context in our expertise mining by embedding it with what we called 'knowledge nuggets' -- information specific to a project, like timelines, work planners, agendas. We hoped to take people deeper than the PowerPoint presentations that we started with. We tied to extract these knowledge nuggets and put enough context around them so they could be more useful. What we found was that it's almost impossible to put the right amount of context around the information. The more context you make, the more specific it becomes -- highly useful only to someone needing that exact knowledge. But if you make the context more general, then it’s less likely to be useful to anyone. Context can be a zen riddle, a Catch-22."  

The future of expertise

"My goal," said Gloria Gery, an independent consultant  in Tolland, Mass., "is to get knowledge from people who know how to do specific things in such a way that people without that specific competence can still perform the task." This is expertise foolproofing, akin to the poke-a-yoke Japanese engineering approach: making a tool in such a way that not even an ignoramus can misuse it. 

Gery invoked Intuit's Turbo Tax consumer software as an example of this kind of thinking. "Turbo Tax demystifies tax preparation by using common language instead of technical terms and progressive interview questioning instead of arcane forms. Everything a person needs to know to make it work is onscreen. Imagine knowledge sorting software that is this intuitive, and this complete."

Gery's approach enables users to focus on entering the proper information so the software can perform the calculations and transfer the resulting data into the proper place on the appropriate tax forms.

Much of the training and documentation and other forms of knowledge management that we now is necessary because existing software is so bad. Gery describes this as a "pay me now or pay me later" situation.  The balloon payment on failing to build expertise into software today is poor work performance, and expensive compensatory mechanisms like help desk and extensive training programs.
"It's technologically possible, practical and affordable to create software that structures work process and integrates related knowledge, tools, data, and communications today," Gery said. But software development methodologies need to rapidly evolve to:
· expand function to incorporate the goals of task support and integrated knowledge;
· reconfigure development teams so that work experts, knowledge management professionals, interface designers and people who will be using the software have input into its look, feel and function (don’t expect IT to intuit these things on its own);
· make task models explicit, and map knowledge to task and data contexts so it's available in its best form the moment it's needed.
Passion and banking

The Bank of Montreal is cutting a new groove with an expertise management project just getting underway, and its emphasis is speed. The bank's Intranet-based program describes expertise as "compressed experience," knowledge about a person's skills and background specific to the skills and background needed for a task. Compression is critical, otherwise what we know is too sprawling to make sense of.

What distinguishes Bank of Montreal's efforts is the ambition to move expertise management away from the desktop and into the most portable technologies. Knowledge manager business architect Sasha Zupansky said that "Senior management now has key talent attached to remote access devices -- cell phones and pagers -- in order to have instant access to expertise. While this solves the immediate need to know, it does not add to the opportunity for leveraging the intellectual capital (building an experiental knowledge repository) inside and -- more importantly -- across the organization."

It is still very much a work in progress, which is typical of expertise management projects, Zupansky said. "Software capabilities are evolving rapidly, allowing us to look deeper and more closely at what people know." The field is in such ferment, Zupansky cautioned against thinking your organization is ahead of the pack. "I use the metaphor of poker," said Zupansky. "No matter how good your hand is, you never know what cards other players are holding." 

Contrasting with this notion of speed is the bank's other emphasis, on the humans side of expertise. Though emerging capabilities promise lightning quick access, people will continue to need time and encouragement. "Fast-track" is a concept that doesn't apply to nurturing communities of practice. "It's important to take time to develop these communities," Zupansky said, "and more time to carefully harvest them. A continuing challenge is connecting like-thinkers together in a constructive way that compensates fairly and reduces competition.

"We believe that passion drives knowledge more than money," Zupansky said. Communities of practice thrive on advancing what they know. The work, and the sharing, is its own reward. 

Boulder-based knowledge management consultant Richard McDermott, who has worked with Schlumberger and many other companies, said that of all information tacit knowledge -- the stuff that people know among one another, but seldom write down, has the greatest potential utility for an organization. Communities of practice are one of the most exciting and innovative developments in knowledge management, McDermott said. "They create a context in which experts can share knowledge and insights without opening a personal 'help desk.'" 

"You want to form communities of practice around topics and processes at the very heart of the business, where being able to leverage knowledge will make the most difference." 

With the right encouragement and incentives, communities of practice become the priesthood for expertise management. Their focus can on anything, McDermott said -- a professional discipline like hydraulic engineering or cell biology, a skill like tractor repair, or a topic such as an industry or a technology or a production process. As at the Bank of Montreal, what binds them together is the passion of their own interest.

Rewarding the sharers

What are the payoffs for sharing expertise? Not everyone wants to be an expert. Once you get past the initial ego stroke, being on call to an entire organization can be a dreary prospect.

Richard McDermott said, "Many experts' greatest concern about yellow pages and other 'locator' software is that they will be swamped with basic questions.  So they often 'hide out.'" Whatever knowledge management solution a company creates must both coax these experts from their hiding places, and make it safe (and efficient) for them to share. Some companies offer prizes for sharing and create point systems for collaborative efforts. Workers selling billable hours can list a new skill to bill for.

At the other end, some experts find they like sharing what they know and change careers from doing to teaching. "Occasionally," said Susan Hanley, "a worker's job changes so much that providing expertise becomes as significant a part of the job as the tasks in the original job description." 

Of course, automating the expertise relieves the expert of the odious task of repetition. It means fewer phone calls and having to repeat himself or herself less often. In which case, the relief is the reward.

Expertise management has its best chance of success when it does not try to push against human nature. One company learned that its people entered French as their second language, even the company knew more people spoke German. Evidently, people simply preferred work projects where people spoke French -- like France. 

If you want people to participate, humor them, is the consensus of expertise experts. Make updating what people know easy. Create new businesses utilizing people's hitherto unappreciated skills. Let people advertise themselves. Make their knowledge worth their while. Let them know you're going to treat their brain, and its contents, with organizational TLC. 

SIDEBAR

We asked our experts on expertise if they had any parting advice on how to approach the task, and what to watch out for:

· Expertise management is not software, although software programs will support it. Be very interested in technology, but not seduced by it. "A working rule of thumb," according to Reid Smith, "is to spend no more than a third of your knowledge management budget on technology."

· Don't pile on. The experts you locate mustn't be asked to take on expert duties in addition to their other tasks, Susan Hanley said. Time must be made for them to share what they know and perhaps to mentor others. 

· Let it go. Ford Motor is immensely proud of its knowledge management implementation, Jon Powell said. A hundred people in the company knew it had tire problems three years ago. But they did not dare share the knowledge across company lines with Firestone, which also sells to competing carmakers. "The trust was just not there."

· Check to see if your company honors expertise generally, said David Coleman. If rigid hierarchies and a culture of secrecy are the hallmarks of your hallways, expertise management is unlikely to take off.

· Finally, "Expertise management is all about people and only incidentally about documents," Jon Powell said. "At the root the issue is trust. Sure, we need systems to share knowledge," she said, "but first we need the willingness to share knowledge. People are hoarders by nature. The task of expertise management is to make it safe for people to say what they know."

