In many industries, innovation is the only way to capture market share, and innovation
means using existing knowledge to the organization’s benefit. Here, in an article
adapted from her book Managing Innovation, Design and Creativity, Bettina von Stamm
explains how KM contributes to innovation through informal networks, experts
databases and idea management.
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Informal networks are part of the jigsaw that makes
an innovative organization. It’s about knowing who
to go to when you need a particular bit of
information or a particular skill, who can do a
particular job for you – or who is the right person
to influence decision-makers. At the BBC, it was
Mike Milne’s web-based discussion groups that
helped to find people with the right skills and
attitude. At Black & Decker it was Lawrie
Cunningham knowing that Nigel Robson would
take a design task and turn it into something really
exciting.
Here we will look at the role of informal
networks for innovation and the way managers
attempt to formalize such information networks;
this is where we enter the territory of knowledge
management.
Informal networks
The reason why informal networks are so
important for innovative projects is that it is often
not possible to identify what kind of skills will be
needed in the course of the project at the outset.
Therefore, being able to find the right skills if and
when required can be essential.
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There is one issue in particular that affects
informal networks: they are “owned” by
individuals, and when these individuals move on, so
does their knowledge. In the past, informal
networks have been severely disrupted when round
after round of downsizing and restructuring has
taken out layers of middle management – those
people who often know who knows what in the
organization – and has allowed experts to leave.
People close to retirement with a vast body of tacit
knowledge acquired over their working life, and
those who can easily find new jobs elsewhere –
specialists and experts – are the ones most likely to
take up redundancy and early retirement offers,
leaving gaping holes in informal knowledge
networks.
Managers come only slowly to realize the value
of informal networks, and the consequences of
destroying them. One consequence of a nonfunctional informal network can be the hiring of
external expertise even though the skills required
might readily be available in-house. As managers
have become increasingly aware of the value of such
informal networks, many organizations are now
seeking to put infrastructure in place that aids the
capture of such knowledge. Expert databases are
one way of capturing people’s areas of expertise.
Hodgson (1999) has identified the following
advantages of such databases:
• Elimination of rework and duplication of effort
by linking together individuals working in similar

KEYPOINTS
areas;
• A reduction in cycle time and costs through
quicker resolution of problems;
• Increased transfer of best practices.
However, she also points out that managers
establishing such a database must be clear about its
purpose. Is it an experts database or a skills
database that’s needed? A list of other questions to
be asked before setting up an experts database are
shown in the sidebox, below right. Hodgson
describes an experts database as selective, assuming
that some people have more knowledge than
others, due to their education and/or experience.
Such a database is used to create networks and
linkages between different parts of the
organization. Hodgson also suggests that expert
databases can facilitate the elicitation and sharing of
tacit knowledge.
A skills database, on the other hand, is more
inclusive and can provide information on just about
anyone in the organization. Hodgson suggests that
such a database would generally be used by the
human resources department to identify personnel
for project teams on particular job placements.
In my view, the problem with the experts
database is who actually identifies the experts.
While Hodgson suggests five possible avenues (see
sidebox, p. 30), I would argue that it is sometimes
the most unlikely people that have some relevant
experience, and this may only be known by a few.
Another reason for being more inclusive, especially
in the context of innovation, is that you may not be
aware what kinds of skills you may need for an
innovative project. Giving people the opportunity
to provide insights into skills and expertise, areas of
interest and involvement in past projects (possibly
even outside work) will ensure that everything
employees have to offer can be harnessed.
However, this means that the database can be quite
large, which makes good, easy-to-use search
facilities absolutely necessary. One example is BP,
who have successfully introduced a knowledge
management database. Before we go deeper into
why the management of knowledge is important,
and what companies can do about it, let us have a
brief look at what “knowledge” actually means.
Knowledge is distinguished from information
and data in that an interpretation is applied to it.
This also means that knowledge is something that is
developed by individuals, and that the quality of the
knowledge in question depends on that individual’s
insights and expertise.
The ability to access tacit knowledge is very
important – but there are also problems associated
with it, as Quintas et al. (1997) point out. “Lots of
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what employees know (their tacit knowledge)
reflects the past that we are trying to escape.” This
means that existing knowledge can often hold
innovation back. If people are too aware of
constraints, of what is possible and what is not – or
rather, what they consider to be possible or not,
based on their previous experience – they might
miss great opportunities to innovate. It is those
who believe that the impossible is possible, despite
what everyone is telling them, who are the great
innovators.
Minimizing the impact of the destruction of
informal networks through redundancies and
retirement is one reason why managers engage in
knowledge management. But there are other
reasons why organizations striving to become more
innovative should consider a formal knowledge
management process. Innovation happens when
making new connections, connections that have not
existed before – applying laser technology to fix eye
problems, or using microwaves to heat food.
In his report on the Second Comparative Study
of Knowledge Creation Conference, held in June
1998 in St. Gallen, Switzerland, Rumizen (1998)
uses the Unliever case study as an illustration of the
fact that “Many organisations are beginning to
recognise the need to manage knowledge assets to
meet business needs” (see sidebox, p. 31). q
Experts database: Questions for managers
•
•
•
•
•
•

What is the purpose of the database?
How will experts be identified and selected?
Will inclusion be voluntary?
What are the responsibilities of the experts who are listed?
What information will be included in the expert’s profile?
What keyword list/thesaurus will be used to standardize expertise
descriptions?
• Will profile information undergo a review process?
• What security and access controls will be needed?
• How will data be maintained, by whom, and how often?
Source: Hodgson, 1999.
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How to select t
experts

• Peer recommendation: Experts are identified by their peers.
• Management recommendation: Based on the assumption that managers
have insights into their staff's areas of expertise through annual reviews
and so on.
• Awards recognition: Identifying individuals that have received awards, e.g.
for innovation or quality improvements.
• Publications: Internal and external publications such as articles, patents,
and internal reports.
• Self-nomination: Can help to ensure that an important person is not
missed, but assumes that everyone would be confident enough to put
themselves forward.
Source: Hodgson, 1999.

t The capture of “who knows what” has become
one important aspect of knowledge management.
Another aspect is the need to store and make
available any information on past and current
projects, and in a way idea management can be
classed as another aspect of knowledge
management. In fact, I would suggest that all major
stages of new product development should be
covered in a company’s approach towards KM:

IT IS THOSE WHO BELIEVE THAT THE
IMPOSSIBLE IS POSSIBLE, DESPITE WHAT
EVERYONE IS TELLING THEM, WHO ARE THE
GREAT INNOVATORS.
• Idea management (from idea generation to idea
selection);
• Development and review;
• Commercialisation and monitoring.
Idea management
Idea management involves the storage of ideas
generated in focused sessions as well as those
coming from more spontaneous sources, perhaps
through ongoing suggestion schemes. Keeping
Four basic patterns for creating knowledge
• Tacit to tacit – socialization (person to person – because their knowledge
never becomes explicit, it cannot easily be leveraged by the organization).
• Explicit to explicit – combination (combining existing pieces of knowledge,
which does not really extend the company’s existing knowledge base).
• Tacit to explicit – articulation (learning and sharing with a group).
• Explicit to tacit – internalization (new knowledge becomes part of the
thinking pattern).
• Figurative language and symbolism (e.g. metaphors) are arguably the
most powerful tool for converting tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge
as they provides a clear sense of direction.
Source: Nonaka, 1991.
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track of ideas, what happens to them, why a certain
idea is selected, and why others are rejected can
provide a powerful trail that helps understand an
organization’s innovation projectory.
Keeping information on ideas that have been
rejected as well as those that have been selected is
important for two reasons. Firstly, when the same
or a similar idea comes up again, it is possible to
check why it has been rejected previously, and
whether the reasons for rejection are still valid.
Secondly, ideas that do not fit within an
organization’s innovation strategy might still be
great ideas, which means that the organization
should investigate whether they can be sold off.
The example of the Xerox lab comes to mind; this
enterprise generated many significant inventions but
did not convert the potential into benefits for the
organization.
Development and review
Once ideas have been chosen for development,
there is again great value in tracking their progress.
What went right and what went wrong during the
development, and why? What lessons can be
learned and how can they be fed back into future
projects? It’s at this stage that the experts or skills
database comes in handy. Who has been working
on similar projects who has the right skills? Quick
access to such information at any time during the
project can save a lot of time and money
(particularly if it helps to avoid buying in outside
experts). Finally, while most organizations are
getting better at generating data and information
on projects due to the use of the Stage-Gate
process (though often this is not stored in a
systematic and easily accessible way), it seems true
that most organizations could increase their
learning by undertaking “post mortems” of those
ideas that have not made it to market.
Commercialization and monitoring
But even once the product has been introduced to
market, the learning is not over. What is the
reception in the market? How does the product or
service perform? Is there anything to be learned
from competitors’ reactions? Are sales or market
shares targets met? And so on.
Despite powerful arguments for the use of
knowledge management, many organizations
struggle with it. Systems are put in place but aren’t
used. The most frequently used arguments as to
why companies are not engaging more in the active
management of their knowledge asset is a lack of
time. However, my question would be, is it not
more time-consuming not to manage knowledge,
and to repeat mistakes and spend time and money
on finding the right skills if and when needed?

However, there are also some challenges for the
database-based management of knowledge, such as:
• How to ensure consistency of the quality of
information inputted into the system;
• Providing guidelines on what kind of data is to
be entered;
• Training people to use the database; one
company asks people to sign a “code of
conduct”;
• How to keep information up to date and
relevant;
• Ensuring that time is scheduled for maintenance
and upkeeping tasks;
• Appointing a dedicated database manager;
• How to make sure that learning and insights are
fed back into future projects;
• Scheduling consultations on the database during
the early stages of a project’s development;
• Closing projects properly – a review of activities
and issues should be undertaken.
While Managing Innovation, Design and Creativity
is written primarily as a textbook, it is of interest to
everyone who wishes to understand a holistic approach
to creating an innovative organization. The book
combines 10 case studies on companies such as the
BBC, Black & Decker, Lotus and the Bank of
Scotland, with 20 additional chapters covering a
broad range of topics that are relevant to creating an
innovative organization such as strategy,
globalization, branding, new product development,
market research, collaboration, and IPR.

Knowledge management at Unilever
Unliever have realized that making their knowledge access fully productive
is one of the preconditions for fulfilling their corporate purpose, as well as
helping to prevent the repeating of mistakes. They have identified four
stages of organizational development in the management of knowledge:
1. Sharing: Improve sharing of knowledge and best practices; this often
involves the changing of cultural norms and creating social networks to
create an open mindset.
2. Leveraging: Emphasize ways in which knowledge can be made more
productive, including releasing experts from the routine work of reanswering frequently asked questions, and identifying ways of gaining
new revenue streams from knowledge-related services and products.
3. Creating knowledge: Gain new knowledge from genuine insight,
creativity and the ability to recombine existing sets of knowledge in new
ways. This requires a tolerance for failure, time for reflection, high levels
of trust and organizational mechanisms for the cross-fertilisation of
different knowledge cores and ideas.
4. Competing with knowledge: Examine the knowledge potential of an
organization or business unit to uncover opportunities to reposition the
business in terms of competitive capability or customer/consumer value
proposition.
Solving the problems and meeting the opportunities in each of these stages
involves three convergent elements:
1. Knowledge processes – including identification, acquisition, mapping,
storing, accessing, distributing, leveraging and using knowledge.
2. Technology enablers – including information systems, document
retrieval, groupware, corporate intranet, and knowledge-based systems.
3. Organizational alignment – leadership is a critical part of alignment,
together with rewards, roles, mindset, structure and openness.
Source: Rumizen, 1998.
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