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Chapter 13

Social and - Cultural Barriersfor
Knowledge Databases
In Professional Service Firms

Georg Disterer
University of Applied Sciences, Germany

Professional Service Firms(PSF), where professional s (consultants, lawyers,
accountants, auditors, tax advisors, engineers ...) work, are-interested in
knowledge management, because their business is heavily dependent from
the knowl edge of their employees. Core assetistheir ability to solve complex
problemsthrough creative and innovative sol utions, the basisfor thisistheir
employees knowledge. Therefore, PSF are on the forefront of knowledge
management. Experiences-show that Information Technology (IT) is only
one dimension of knowl edge management, moreimportant aresocial, cultural,
and organizational dimensions.

INTRODUCTION

Thereishardly aprofessional denying that the use of workingdocumentsand
similar materials produced by othersiswise. All PSF aretryingto set up collec-
tions of knowledge acquired in projects orwhile processing casesin order to
shareit and conserveit for reuse. Sharing knowledge between colleaguesim-
provesthe economical benefitsof aPSF' sexpertise”. Thenetwork of profession-
alsin most casescanari sesignificantly better professional advicethan any indi-
vidua. Sharing knowledgeiscritical for PSF, because* ... knowledgeand intellect
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grow exponentially when shared,”2 otherwiseindividual professionalsbecome
“aomsof knowledge, and thefirmjust the sum of individuals.”# Knowledge data-
bases can addresswhat issometimes called the traditional weaknessof PSF: “...
narrow speciaistswho seeonly their own solutions, self-centered egoistsunwill-
ing or unableto collaborate with colleagues.”® K nowl edge databases (in any-form)
are seen asan instrument to foster sharing-and collaboration. Only for greater
clarity of the argumentation this paper concentrates on PSF; the sameistruefor
other companiesor departmentsinwhich knowledgeiscritical.

Although the benefitsof sharing and reusing of knowledgearequiteclear, many
attemptsto use knowledge databasesfail ed the expectations: only afew databa-
sesare accepted asup to date, the specia fields of expertiseare coveredonly in
fragments. Theaccessislaboriousand uncomfortable. Heterogenous sources (text,
internal and externa databases, journds, books, comments, codes of law) hardly
can beintegrated. Especialy thelack of actuaity and compl eteness causes mas-
sivequdlity risksif dedlt thoughtlessand unreflected.

Obvioudly thereisan discrepancy between the expectationsand actua bene-
fits, independent whether profess onascollect paper documentsmanudly, whether
librarians set up such collections; or whether knowledge databases are constructed
and maintained by massiveuseof I T. We analyzethe existing social barriersfor
knowledge databases.

WORRIES OF LOSS

The phrase said to be by FrancisBacon “knowledgeispower” iswell-known
andintuitively correct for many Situations. Anybody knowing something may use
thisknowledge by taking action and enforce hig/her influence—those who do not
own knowledge are deprived of such capacity to act ar toinfluence. In business
perspectives, thisistrueregarding knowl edgeabout customers, competitors, sup-
pliers, procedures, recipes, methods etc. For PSF the eval uation of special Situa
tionsand theknowledgeabout effective solutionsiscritica. Transferring thisknowl-
edge meansenabling colleaguesto act and grantsinfluence. Inthissense someone
who passes on knowledgeloosesthe exclusiveness of influence, he/shesharethis
possibility with colleagues. Thiswill function only if thereisno unnecessary hard
competition between the professional s.°

However, theworry about another |oss hasto be obeyed: withthe passing on
amonopoly of knowledgeisabandoned. Such menopaliestend to be cultivated
sincethey suggest job security and the esteem of others. Anybody who possesses
monopolistic knowledge probably wont get dispensable or replaceableeasily.
And, intelligibly: whowont be happy to be asked by colleaguesasan “ expert”
with rareknowledge? A nybody who sharesknowledgefrankly probably deprives
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